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The Heroes Return 
 

Can you imagine the possibility that God sees you as one of His heroes? Can you imagine God being so 

proud of you that He wants to celebrate your life and introduce you to His friends? Please listen to these 

words from Jesus recorded in my first Bible that I received from my parents when I was a young boy. 

 

John 3:16-17  For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth 

in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. 17 For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn 

the world; but that the world through him might be saved. (KJV) 

 

I remember how good it felt as a young boy when my Dad was excited to introduce me to his friends. He 

made it clear to me numerous times that he was proud of me! 

 

God blessed me with one of the best Dad’s on the planet! My Dad was amazing in so many wonderful 

ways! My Dad, Wesley John Smith, is one of my heroes! 

 

 

My Dad was very talented and genuinely humble. He never would have described 

himself as a hero. 

 

He served in the Army/Air Force for two years during WWII. He was an airplane 

radar technician. He was proud to serve his country, but he never wanted any 

recognition for it. On Memorial Day and Veterans Day, when the pastor asked the 

veterans of the congregation to stand to be recognized and thanked for their 

service, my Dad chose not to stand.  

 

To his way of thinking, that kind of thanks and recognition should be saved for the 

true heroes who fought in combat for our freedom. 

 

It was easy and natural for me to follow in his footsteps. I served in the Army Reserves for 6 years (1970 

-1976), but I never considered my military service to be significant. 

 

I joined the Army Reserves a month after my 18th birthday, because I didn’t want to defect to Canada, 

and I was afraid of being drafted and sent to Viet Nam. I was in my first semester at Western Michigan 

University when I received my orders to report on November 20, 1970 for Basic Training at Fort Polk, LA. 

Of the 200 men in my company, only two of us were reservists. When our 4.5 months of training, was 

completed, two of us were sent back home to our Army Reserve unites. The other 198 young men 

received orders for Viet Nam. 

 

The late 60’s and early 70’s were crazy days in our country. Many were protesting the war in Viet Nam. 

Truth be told, there were times when I was embarrassed to be serving in the military. I found a way to 

hide it by growing my hair long again and wearing a short-haired wig during our Monday night, and 

weekend meetings and drills. Somehow I even managed to get away with it during our two weeks of 

active duty service every summer. 

 



In the early part of 1974 my platoon leader informed me they were sending me to NCO school (Non-

Commissioned Officers School). I didn’t request it. I didn’t want it. But they gave me no choice. I went 

through special training for several months in the Spring of 1974. In the summer I went through two 

weeks of NCO school and training at Fort Sill, OK. 

 

At our weekend meeting in July 1974, with my entire company standing in formation, the Commander of 

my Army Reserve Unit called out my name and read this Letter of Commendation dated 12 July 1974 

from the Commandant of Fort Sill, Oklahoma. 

 

1. You are commended for your outstanding achievement on becoming an Honor Graduate of the 

Noncommissioned Officers Academy during the period of 30 June 1974 through 12 July 1974. Your total 

grade point average of 100 percent is an achievement of which you can be proud. 

 

2. Through your diligent work and attention to detail, this grade average earned you the honor of being 

named an Honor Graduate of your class. This resulted from much extra effort, knowledge, and 

application on your part. 

 

3. You have demonstrated your ability as a Noncommissioned Officer of the U.S. Army and bring credit 

upon yourself and your unit. Please accept my personal congratulations and best wishes in your future 

endeavors. 

 

4. A copy of this letter will be placed in your permanent 201 file. 

 

Arnold P. Szaj 

LTC INF USAR 

Commandant 

 

The Commandant was honoring me and recognizing my accomplishment. But I was conflicted and 

embarrassed. When I went forward to receive my copy of this letter of commendation, I ignored every 

aspect of Army protocol in front of my entire company. I didn’t even salute my Commander. I walked up 

to the front, accepted the letter, simply turned around and walked back to your platoon, totally 

embarrassed by the whole thing. Needless to say, I never received my promotion to Sergeant.   

 

   
 

I served the first five years at the U.S. Army Reserve Center in Kalamazoo, Michigan. When I started 

Western Theological Seminary in Holland, Michigan, I transferred to the Michigan National Guard unit in 

Grand Rapids for my sixth year, because the drive was shorter. 

 

Now you may understand a little more why I never would have used the word hero to describe myself – 

especially with anything related to my military service. I never imagined I would be wearing a shirt with 

the word Hero on it. 



   
 

The Return event (men), and The Heroes Return (Military men, both active and former and 1st 

responders) is a four day journey in beginning a walk seeking the Father’s heart without distraction. The 

days provide the time needed for searching and listening to what the Father says is true about us. You 

will leave with a new identity as a son or daughter of our Heavenly Father, Abba, Pappa.... When we 

agree with God and walk into our identity we will begin to walk and lead in freedom.  

(www.TheRoadMap.org) 

 

Two pastor friends told me about The Return event and how impactful it was in their lives. They both 

encouraged me to talk with Chuck Koll about it.  So I called Chuck and asked him if I could meet with 

him. We spent three hours together on a Friday afternoon, sharing our stories with each other. I told 

Chuck I wanted to attend The Return and experience it for myself. Then I asked Chuck to decide whether 

I go to Texas or Big Rapids, as well as which month and which group. Chuck asked me if I served in the 

military. When I answered, “Yes, I served for six years in the Army Reserves,” he immediately replied, 

“You should go on The Heroes Return, July 14-18, in Big Rapids.” It was a wise choice for me.  

 

I was one of 12 guys on The Heroes Return and there were 17 guys on The Return. In my group of 12 

there was: one seasoned police officer, ten military combat veterans (Marines, Navy, Army, Air Force), 

and me, a pastor, and an Army Reservist. Because I served in the Army Reserves they were all 

emphatic that I belonged with them and I was one of them. That spoke to my heart on such a deep level, 

I don’t know how to articulate it. They honored me and told me I belonged in ways I didn’t expect and I 

had never experienced before.  

 

     
 

     
 
 



     
 

     
 

     
 

     
 

     
 

I knew I would only get out of it what I put into it. So, I decided to go all in! I chose not to hold anything 

back! It is the only way we are ever set free! A few of the guys told me that they had never seen or heard 

a pastor be so honest, open, vulnerable, and transparent. It really encouraged them and helped them. 

 

I didn’t know what issues in my life I was going to deal with. I decided to just go and let the Holy Spirit 

make it clear. All I knew is that I wanted to grow closer and closer to Papa God. I invited the Holy Spirit to 

make it clear — and He did. He knew I was still grieving the death of my Father on March 29. He knew I 

still had some unfinished business. 

 



I spent a lot of time with my Dad in the last year and a half before he passed at age 96. But several 

months of my weekly visits were robbed from me by COVID and our Governor’s mandates. I was with 

him a lot during his final weeks on earth. My siblings and I were with him on Palm Sunday, through the 

night, until he took his last breath at 11:10 Monday morning. 

 

I was scheduled to officiate at Dad’s funeral service, along with the hospice chaplain on the Saturday 

before Easter. Thursday night I was with my daughter and son-in-love at my grandson’s baseball game. 

Friday morning, Sarah, Aaron, and Addison all tested positive for COVID. Even though we were outside 

and all bundled up because it was cold and windy, I knew there were members of my family who are very 

concerned and cautious concerning the virus, so I made the call not to officiate or even attend my 

father’s funeral. I did attend the graveside service, wearing a mask and staying 20 feet away from 

everyone. 

 

There were some significant things I had planned to share at my Dad’s funeral service. Some things no 

one else could really share. During his final days my Dad shared two of his major regrets with me: One, 

he wished he had read his Bible more often. Two, he wished he had verbally told people about Jesus 

more often. 

 

I was also going to share one of my major regrets with my Dad. But I didn’t have the opportunity to do so. 

Papa God made it clear to me that He is proud of me and He invited me to pour my heart out to him 

about my regrets with my Dad. 

 

I often hear people at funeral services say they have no regrets. I couldn’t say that. I was blessed with 

one of the world’s best Dad’s. He was an amazing man of God, an amazing husband, father, 

grandfather, and great grandfather. But I had a few regrets. The Holy Spirit knew I needed to work 

through them and The Heroes Return provided a safe place for me to do so. Papa God touched my heart 

and encouraged me to write a letter to myself from Him. What follows is what I wrote. 

 

Dear John, my very precious son. I love you so much! I delight in you just the way you are! I am so proud 

of you! I enjoy every moment we spend alone together. I’m really glad you came on The Heroes Return 

event. I knew this would be the perfect timing for you as you continue grieving the loss of your Dad and 

as you find your way in clearly understanding what I am calling you to do next. I have called you to be a 

Watchman. I am so glad you obediently followed My prompting to attend the School of the Watchmen 

taught by Apostle Stan Johnson in Plano, Texas in June. I want you to continue sharing and teaching 

others what you learned. Too many people in America have no clue what is coming. I want you to warn 

them.  
 

You fell in love with the book of Revelation when you wrote out the entire book in your own hand writing. 

I want you to continue reading, studying, learning and sharing it with others. Don’t try to impose it on an 

existing church. Most are not interested in what I revealed through the Apostle John in Revelation. Start 

a new church by teaching people to love and believe the book of Revelation.  
 

I know you don’t feel adequate to do it. That’s why I connected you with Apostle Stan Johnson and the 

Prophecy Club a little over a year ago. People need to hear the truth. I am calling you to be one of my 

spokespeople and Watchmen. Do not fear! Do not worry! I am will you always. I will take care of you and 

Sue. I will take care of your family too.  

 

       



Great job son in deciding what part of your story to share with Mike this morning. You kept it very real, 

very personal, and very current. You wisely chose not to go way back into your past. You have already 

processed and worked through all of that. You correctly identified the things you needed to share.  

 

The home going of your Dad, finding the deer blind to sit in while you shared your story with Mike. And 

spending the next five hours alone with Me in the deer blind overlooking the fishing pond was the perfect 

choice! You can do it! You do have what it takes! You know what to do and what needs to be done. 
 

 
1997 Dad deer hunting with his three sons: Jim, John, Jeff. 

Yes. Dad is the one who shot the big buck! 

 

      
 

     



    
 

 

 

The whole time I was there, I imagined Dad sitting with me in the empty chair in 

the deer blind.  

 

Then Papa God moved in my heart to write a letter to my earthly Dad. This is 

what I wrote. 

 

Dear Dad, I love you so much! I miss you more than you can imagine. I think about you many times 

every day. We were given an hour to be outside, find a place where we could be alone and sit and do 

our next assignment. I immediately knew I wanted and needed to walk back and sit in the same simple 

deer blind that I sat in yesterday. It’s a little nicer but not as unique and fun as the way you taught me to 

build a deep blind out in the woods with the sticks laying around on the ground. You taught me first as a 

young boy. I loved being alone with you on our hunting trips. Then you taught me again as an adult man. 

Please forgive me for not wanting to continue the tradition of deer hunting with you every year. The last 

time I went with you and Jeff — you had an issue with me about the money I had borrowed from you but 

I hadn’t paid you back yet. You talked with Jeff about it on the hunting trip — but you never talked to me 

about it. Then Jeff came to my house to tell me how hurt and upset you were about it. That really 

wounded my heart deeply — that you wouldn’t talk to me about it. You were wrong. I forgive you. 

 

I was wrong too. Rather than talking to you and telling you how hurt I was I simply repaid all the money I 

borrowed from you and told you I was sorry and I asked you for your forgiveness and you granted it. 

 

What I never told you was that I made a vow never to go deer hunting with you again because you chose 

not to talk to me about something that really bothered you — but you confided in Jeff instead. And I 

never made arrangements for my sons to go deer hunting with their grandpa. I was wrong and my sons 

missed out on awesome opportunities to connect with their grandpa doing something you loved. I know 

how much you would have enjoyed the opportunity to teach them how to hunt and to hunt with them. 

 

A few days after you went home to be with Jesus I shared this with Jeff in your garage. Jeff was very 

kind, gentle, and compassionate with me. This November, Matt and Andrew, and I are all going deer 

hunting with Jeff and Adrian up north. Brian is very sad he can’t go with us because Sara is due with their 

third child. Aaron had a commitment for another trip this November. Hopefully, next year we can all go 

deer hunting together. 

 

I saw two deer while I was walking to the blind. I smiled and laughed as I thought of you. Thank you Dad 

for giving me the honor of sharing your name and the privilege of continuing your legacy in your family.  

 

Proud to be your son, John 



Papa God still wasn’t done with me. He knew I needed to take one more step in my healing process. I 

needed to write a letter to myself from my earthly Dad. So I did what Papa God prompted me to do. 

 

Dear John, I love you so much! Heaven is so much better than I imagined. Jesus is more awesome than 

words can express. It is breathtakingly beautiful and wonderful. Everything I enjoyed about nature was 

only a foretaste of what God has ready and waiting for us.  

 

Continue to spread God’s Word with as many people as you can in every way you can. 

 

Remember my two regrets that I shared with you during my final days on earth. I wish I had read my 

Bible more. And I wish I had verbally told more people about Jesus more often. Learn from my regrets 

and don’t repeat them.  

 

You were a wonderful pastor! I was always so very proud of you! I’m sure you remember how many 

times I asked you if you were going to pastor a church again. I was always very proud of you and 

thankful for your ministry with PastorCare. I always read all of your Newsletters. But in my heart, I always 

hoped and prayed that God would call you to pastor a church again. Now that I am in heaven that hope 

and desire for you is even stronger.  

 

I want you to know how much I love you and how proud I am of you! You have what it takes! You can do 

it. You are a man! You are a Warrior. I’m sorry I didn’t teach you how to lead or how to fight. But you are 

a leader! You do know how to fight. You are continuing to learn more.  

 

Continue to love your wife Sue and each of your children and your children by marriage, and your 

grandchildren. Thank you for remembering the promise you made to me when you were releasing me to 

go home to be with Jesus. I know you will do everything possible to keep the family together.  

 

And yes, I remember. Thank you for teaching me how to hug you and others. And thank you for teaching 

me how to tell you I love you, and others too. 

 

You are my very precious and dearly loved son! 

Dad 

 

For me, the beauty and value of The Heroes Return experience is the opportunity to spend time alone 

with Papa God and experience true intimacy with Him in ways that were refreshing to my heart, spirit, 

and soul. I am so glad I asked God what he wanted to focus on in my life, because He knows me so 

much better than I know myself. He knew exactly what I needed and that the timing was perfect for me to 

continue my grieving process with the death of my Dad. I experienced God’s peace that passes 

understanding. Oh, what a glorious reunion and celebration we will enjoy together one day in heaven! 

 

The Heroes Return group started Wednesday evening as twelve strangers. By Sunday morning we were 

twelve brothers. I gave our group the name Andrizo Squad 12. We pledged to stay connected and united 

and to be there for one another. Before we left the retreat lodge we were advised and warned that things 

could get really crazy after our event was over. We could expect to be tested and temped by Satan and 

his demons. 

 

 

 

The next day, Monday, July 19, at 4:45PM my brother Jeff called me and said Mom had 

fallen and was unresponsive. At 5:05PM Jeff called again and said Mom passed away at 

5:00 just minutes before they arrived. 
 

Papa God was right there with me as I received the news of my Mom’s death. I found 

peace and comfort knowing that her fear-filled experiences with Dementia were finally 

over and that God took her home quickly, with no pain or suffering. 



 

 

Friday night, July 23, four of my brothers from The 

Heroes Return came to my Mom’s visitation at the 

funeral home in Kalamazoo.  

 

I don’t have adequate words to communicate how 

much that meant to me. Their presence and their 

friendship was very comforting and encouraging to 

me. 

 

Left to Right: Thomas Buckner, Josh Meece, John 

Smith, Mitch Roberts, Matt Rinehart 

 

Saturday, August 28, 2021 was our fun day at my parent’s place on North Lake, for the guys and their 

families in Andrizo Squad 12 who could make it. We had a great time on the water, in the water, on the 

beach, and enjoying great food, conversation, and fellowship. 

 

     
   

     
 

     
 

       



When I shared about my experiences on The Heroes Return at Reload Men’s Ministry in September, I 
concluded by inviting every man who was there who has been on The Return or The Heroes Return to 
join me in the front. Together, we shouted two words, three times. 
 

 
ANDRIZO! (Strong and Courageous!) FREEDOM! 

 
 

You may watch the video of my talk about The Heroes Return on our website:  
www.pastorcarewm.org  

 

 

One of the best ways I could honor my Dad and the legacy he left behind in our family was to go deer 

hunting with my sons, Matt and Andrew, and my brother Jeff, his son-in-law Adrian, and Patrick. On 

Saturday, November 13, we met my Jeff, Adrian, and Patrick just north of Grand Rapids. We followed 

them to Saint Ignace and stopped for lunch before crossing the Mackinac Bridge to the Upper Peninsula. 
 

   

 



    
Saturday afternoon we fired the rifles so we were ready for opening day of deer hunting on Monday. 

    
 

On opening day morning, Andrew was in his blind for about 10 or 15 minutes when he saw this young, 

spike horn buck walk by. Andrew fired one shot and the deer fell over dead without taking another step. It 

was exciting to get his first buck so quickly and easily. Andrew said he thinks it may have warped his 

view of what deer hunting is really like most of the time. I experienced the joy as Andrew’s Dad of going 

over to congratulate my son and celebrate his accomplishment. We enjoyed a very special moment 

together! It was an honor for Andrew to wear his grandpa’s hunting outfit. 

 

    

John & Matt     Andrew, John, Matt 
 



 
Adrian, Patrick, Jeff, Andrew, John, Matt 

 

I can’t change the past, but I can learn to be wiser in the present. We all enjoyed being together to 

experience the various aspects and traditions of deer hunting. We talked about Grandpa a lot. We 

thought about how much he would have enjoyed being there with us. We believe he was smiling in 

heaven to see the legacy he started in 1952, continuing in the Smith Family for 69 years and counting. 

 

I am forever grateful for everything I experienced on The Heroes Return. If God is speaking to your heart 

through this Newsletter, I encourage you to follow and trust the prompting of the Holy Spirit. Check into it, 

even if it means traveling to Michigan or to Texas to experience it. (www.TheRoadMap.org) 

 
 

 

 

Thank you for partnering with us to advance the Kingdom of God through 

your prayers and your donations. 
 

Please make checks payable to:  

PastorCare West Michigan 

8056 Burlingame Ave. SW  

Bryon Center, MI  49315   

 

Donate Securely Online: www.pastorcarewm.org 
 

Pastor John and Sue Smith  

jsmith@pastorcarewm.org       

Cell:  616-304-8543 

 


