
GVN Reflec)on Paper from Jackie McLaughlin 

My internship at the Refugee Educa4on Center has been the biggest blessing of the summer. 
Before this summer began, I spent months searching and interviewing for internships that would 
interest me and fulfill my student credit when I was reminded of the Glenn Van Noord program and 
discovered that they had the perfect loca4on. While I had been jealous of my friends who had 
internships on Capitol Hill or who would spend the summer traveling, God created the most ideal 
internship situa4on imaginable and was just wai4ng for me to go to Him so He could reveal it to me. 

Workdays generally consisted of one of two things: entering data into an online database or 
tutoring one of the center’s clients in English. Despite how straighKorward and repe44ve this sounds, 
this internship was constantly teaching me life lessons and blowing my expecta4ons out of the water.  

I was able to learn about the immigra4on system by hearing conversa4ons in the office and 
seeing forms from when families entered the states. I learned more about the refugee popula4on in 
Grand Rapids, which countries refugees are coming from and why, and some of what their experience 
is like. I also learned from my supervisor and other employees more about how non-profits are run. I 
learned about the benefits and downfalls of working for a non-profit. She explained to me that the data 
entry I was doing would save the office hundreds of hours once it was complete. Hours that they could 
spend doing more of what their jobs were meant to be. Rather than rifling through hundreds of files 
and transcribing report cards, they would serve more refugees and offer more services. In this role, I 
knew that the tasks I was doing were saving manpower and 4me that would help serve more students 
and help alleviate stress from the employees. 

  Tutoring a teenage refugee from Burma was a surprise and challenged me in ways I didn’t 
expect that I would be. It required pa4ence and some4mes resulted in failure. The student had almost 
no prior experience with English making each session a very daun4ng task. The first day I showed up 
with only a couple of materials and flashcards, no teaching experience, and no google translate to help 
me. We stumbled our way through lessons together, some4mes both of us were confused by the end. 
Unlike data entry where everything is predictable, there would be days when my student would fly 
through all the material I brought and there would be days where I dragged her to the finish line. I can’t 
imagine how frustra4ng and discouraging the lessons must have been for her at 4mes, and through this 
I got to learn and see a liUle more of what many refugees experience when they come to the United 
States and must learn and adjust to a whole new language and culture. I was blessed to get to know 
this student’s story and help her along the way. 

 I am so grateful to have had the opportunity to work at the Refugee Educa4on Center and for 
the forma4ve experience that it has been. Not only did I gain knowledge and prac4ce working with 
refugees and in an office, I also was able to discern more about what careers God may be leading me to 
in this field. I’m happy to be leaving with a beUer understanding of where I’m going and what I want to 
do aVer gradua4ng college.  



GVN Reflec)on Paper from Josephine Koch 

This summer I had the opportunity to work at Family Promise and ICCF. Both organiza4ons work 
to combat homelessness and provide affordable housing in Grand Rapids. At Family Promise, families 
struggling with homelessness are provided emergency shelter through innova4ve programs like the 
Interfaith Hospitality Network, which enables families to stay at Family Promise during the day, where 
children are given a safe space to learn and play and adults are provided with support as they search 
for employment and strive for financial independence. In the evenings, families are transported to local 
congrega4ons, which feed them and give them a place to stay the night. At ICCF, old houses are 
rehabbed and turned into affordable housing. Historical school buildings, long dormant, are turned into 
office space and handicap-accessible affordable housing units that enable adults with disabili4es to live 
independent lives within a suppor4ve community. These are just a few small pieces of the wide-
reaching efforts of both organiza4ons.  

I am grateful to have had the opportunity to contribute in a small way to the great work that 
these organiza4ons are doing, whether by sending out monthly ICCF newsleUers, scanning documents 
and reorganizing filing cabinets, recording in-kind dona4ons, checking-in on volunteers, or helping to 
prepare for Family Promise’s Family Frolic event at the zoo.  

It was a privilege to be able to see God at work through both Family Promise and ICCF. Every 
4me I stopped by one of ICCF’s rehab sites to drop off a box of donuts for the group of re4red guys who 
showed up at 9:00am sharp every Tuesday to volunteer, I was reminded that the hand of God is an 
ac4ve and formidable force in the world. Every 4me I logged new dona4ons into Family Promise’s 
system, I was reminded of the ways in God chooses to work through us.  

This summer was a reminder that we are all God-breathed beings – messy compila4ons of 
atoms that are somehow made transcendent by the power of a God who loves us. In the beginning, 
God breathed life into us, and he con4nues to breathe into us – to work through us to bring about His 
kingdom on earth. I’ve always been wary of the idea of “miracles,” perhaps because I oVen struggle 
with faith. But I think that part of my wariness stems not from my disbelief in the capacity of God to 
perform miracles, but rather from a desire to rethink my concep4on of what a miracle is. God, from a 
posi4on of uncontrolling love, gets down in the mud with us and breathes into us, shaping us into His 
image and using us, flaws and all, to liV up those around us. Is this not just as miraculous as healing the 
sick, restoring the sight of the blind, and enabling the lame to walk? God is capable of both forms of 
miracles, but we as human beings have limited ourselves so that too oVen we recognize only one.  

For me, this summer was a prac4ce in no4cing the miracles that I am too oVen blind to. The 
miracle of God mobilizing a group of high schoolers to build a picnic table and play with a couple kids 
staying at Family Haven, ICCF’s emergency housing. The miracle of volunteers coming together to 
transform a ramshackle house into a beau4ful home. The miracle of all the people at ICCF and Family 
Promise who come to work each day to get another family off the streets, or to empower another 
individual to own a home. The miracle-working hand of God is present in the world today because ICCF 
and Family Promise are the hands of God. Because I am the hand of God. All of us are. We may be 
imperfect miracle-working agents, but God uses us anyways. Too oVen, we forget this. I am grateful to 
have been reminded of it this summer.  



GVN Reflec)on Paper from Zach Guikema 

 Heartside Ministry, a division of Mel TroUer Ministries, is where I chose to serve this summer for 
the Glenn Van Noord Short Term Urban Missions Program. What a mouthful! I enjoyed my 4me at 
Heartside, and this experience changed me as a person throughout the summer. Heartside gives the 
homeless and any individuals going through life challenges a place to sit down out of the summer heat 
and drink a cup of coffee. In addi4on to this, clients (also called neighbors) can watch movies in the 
chapel or create pieces of artwork in the art studio of Heartside. Heartside is serving the community by 
giving people a place to belong, pastoral care, mul4ple GED opportuni4es, or a simple hygiene care 
package. 

 I have no4ced that many regular neighbors come into Heartside on any given day. I have been 
able to help clients such as these by passing out sandwiches, fixing faulty tech devices, and calling out 
bingo numbers on Wednesday mornings. Each and every one of these rela4onships I have had with a 
neighbor at Heartside has made me more pa4ent and caring in the everyday conversa4ons I am in. A 
smile always seems to creep onto my face when I pass out sandwiches to neighbors around 11AM. It is 
the small acts of kindness which make everything I do enjoyable and worthwhile. 

 On a quiet day at Heartside, I was sifng at the front desk entering names into the computer 
system. This is how we check neighbors in, only necessary once a day. A neighbor came up to me and 
he asked if we had any socks. I said to him, “Only women’s socks.” He responded, “that will fit...over my 
big toe!” On another quiet day, I had a man come in and stand in front of the desk. I asked for his name. 
He turned to the person I was working with at the front desk and said, “He is trying to act like he don’t 
know my name!” In actuality, I did not know his name. These small, silly interac4ons are ones I will not 
soon forget, and I have made connec4ons because of them. 

 Countless 4mes I have seen myself learning from both the staff and neighbors of Heartside 
Ministry. I have become a more pa4ent person, and I also have made progress in listening beUer to 
others. My en4re viewpoint on the homeless community has changed as well. I have come to the 
understanding that homelessness is not an ailment or something to be frowned upon. It is a stage of 
someone’s life where they need others to lean upon, and those who are homeless or in need are s4ll 
human. They are a person who is cared for, loved, and respected. Not an object of failure or poverty. I 
feel that this is an important thing to understand when viewing the homelessness in your community. 

 Overall, Heartside Ministry has been a huge blessing in my summer of 2021. I will remember 
how this summer helped me with social skills, becoming more pa4ent, and learning what it means to 
serve. I am proud to say that I have had this opportunity to give back to my community what God has 
given to me. I want to say thank you to Kelly, Greg, Tony, Jim, Hannah, John, Aaron, Olivia, and any 
others who are or have been employed at Heartside Ministry for their undying love for jus4ce, peace, 
and making the world beUer one life at a 4me. 



GVN Reflec)on Paper from Claire VanderWall 

 Two years ago, when I finished my first summer with Glenn VanNoord, I never guessed that I 
would repeat my experience with the program. It was one of the best summers of my life and I learned 
a tremendous amount about myself and the Grand Rapids community. I knew that this type of job 
opportunity was one that I would strongly recommend to high school and college students. My 4me at 
Degage amplified my desire to reach people in the name of Christ and to take a very prac4cal approach 
to the restora4on of shalom. This past summer, God blessed me with the opportunity to serve at 
Degage once again.  

 Degage Ministries is a non-profit that serves people in Grand Rapids who are experiencing 
homelessness. They provide a variety of services including meals, obtaining government ID’s, bus 
passes to jobs, and hygienic services such as laundry and showers. One of their priori4es lies in 
connec4ng their patrons to the residents of greater Grand Rapids and this includes their volunteer 
opportuni4es as well as their community outreach events.  

 Having previously par4cipated in this program at this loca4on, I felt fairly prepared for what I 
might encounter. However, one significant aspect of the job that I didn’t an4cipate was how many 
patrons I recognized from being there two years ago. I felt a mixture of emo4ons—happiness at seeing 
people that were somewhat of friends to me, sadness over the fact that they s4ll remained in their 
situa4ons, and finally guilt over being excited to see them again (which also meant that they were s4ll 
without solid housing). I realized that my first summer was oddly idealis4c—I was so excited to make a 
difference in people’s lives, to see tangible change in their housing situa4on. I went about my work for 
the summer and then returned to my own life, where plenty of change was occurring. I started college 
and progressed with the next thing for my life. I think that it’s easy to apply the framework of your own 
life onto someone else’s. This perspec4ve dras4cally changed when I walked into Degage on that first 
day. It was difficult to come to terms with the real meaning of success and failure in my job. I learned 
that I was not a failure because these people were s4ll struggling with homelessness. I also learned that 
I was not void of success for simply being a source of kindness and support, and a listening ear.  

 When I think about how God works in the world, I too oVen assume that His power only shows 
up in the big, miraculous events. And yes, while it’s true that we serve an incredible God that we can 
only just begin to comprehend, God’s great power does not just lend itself to great (from our earthly 
perspec4ve) happenings. I saw God work the most through the liUle things this summer. I had 
coworkers that knew me well enough to ask when I was feeling down and be quick to support me if 
something was going wrong with a patron. I witnessed patrons come to us with joy on their faces 
announcing that they had goUen approved for an apartment or receive the final piece of mail that 
meant they could obtain their ID. I found joy and delight in learning and remembering names, and 
having people remember my own.  

 Wherever you are in your life and faith journey, I cannot encourage you enough to priori4ze 
helping the needy, the homeless, the sick, and the broken. I have found so much joy in the giving of my 
4me and my heart to these people in a city that I love so much. In whatever place God has called you 
to, I wish to hearten you to find the needs and fill them. And remember, whether God uses you in small 
or large ways, His power is steadfast and significant. 


