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The stories on the 
following pages 

highlight three special 
women and two 

ministries within The 
Lutheran Church—

Missouri Synod (LCMS) 
that are helping people 

find peace through 
the pieces of their 

lives. We thank God 
that the Holy Spirit is 
moving through these 
ministries to connect 
people to the church 

and help bring physical 
and spiritual healing.

Bringing Peace
 to Our Sisters and Brothers Picking up the Pieces

Rev. Dr. Roosevelt Gray, Director of Black & African Ministry LCMS, 
O�ce of National Mission, on a post-Harvey reconnaissance trip 
with NHSC, praying for residents impacted by the storm

By Becky Wehrspann, Features Editor
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them, especially if they are unchurched. While we are helping repair 
their homes here, we are also assuring them of a place for them in 
heaven eternally. That’s o�ering a lot of peace.”
Nicole has spent much of her adult life working with community 
development in a myriad of job responsibilities. In the late 1990s, 
she worked for a secular organization that partnered with Zion 
Lutheran Church in Fort Wayne, Indiana. That congregation and 
its pastor — Rev. Matthew C. Harrison — worked to revitalize a 
10-block neighborhood. 
The e�ort was so successful it became the foundation for the 
Housing Corporation under LCMS World Relief and Human Care, led 
by Rev. Harrison. He recruited Nicole to serve as Project Manager, 
and about �ve years later, she became the Executive. “I’ve pretty 
much worked in every aspect of this, which gives me unique 
insight instead of just managing it. That is helpful in my day-to-day, 
because I do understand the detail of it,” Nicole says.
“I’ve developed these quirky skill sets in my period of 20-plus 
years of work in this area,” Nicole says. “To be able to use my 
vocation to serve my church, the community, and the social 
ministries within my church is very rewarding. I live by Matthew 22: 
‘Love thy neighbor as thyself.’ There’s no not doing it. My job is 
my life! Through this work, God allows us to live out His greatest 
commandment to love our neighbor.
“[The church] is often the one cornerstone or last anchor of hope. To 
be able to give church members the tools to reach out into the com-
munities and o�er hope is amazing to these residents,” Nicole says. 
“People are desperate and without hope in lots of instances. They 
really want to know that others care. We lead with mercy, not evan-
gelism; they want to know what inspires us — they don’t understand 

Homelessness. Fixed incomes. 
Abandoned buildings. Poverty. 
Crime-ridden neighborhoods. 

Working poor. Dilapidated 
housing. Unemployment. 

Natural disasters. 
Altogether, or each one 

separately, they crush and 
shatter our lives into pieces. 
“We see that — all of that. We can o�er hope,” 

says Nicole Ridley, Chief Executive of the LCMS 
National Housing Support Corporation (NHSC). 

“We are o�ering peace, especially in these 
struggling communities where there is no hope. 

The vision for our organization is to restore and 
revitalize neighborhoods that are anchored by 

congregations actively engaged in collaborative 
mercy. It’s all about mercy.

“Imagine not being able to replace your own 
shower when it’s not working, or having a 

code citation and a �ne but no funds for repair. 
It becomes hopeless,” Nicole says. “To be able to 

provide that level of assistance and support to 
that homeowner who sees no hope — you just 

can’t imagine how that o�ers peace to a resident, 
along with being able to share that God loves

to Struggling Communities

Nicole Ridley (right), chief executive of LCMS National 
Housing Support Corporation, standing with the Rev. Dr. 
Steve Schave, director of LCMS Urban & Inner City Mission 
and director of LCMS Church Planting; the Rev. Dr. Roosevelt 
Gray Jr., director of LCMS Black Ministry, talking with an 
LCMS pastor who suffered flood damage to his home 
from Hurricane Harvey. Photos courtesy of The Lutheran 
Church—Missouri Synod/Erik M. Lunsford
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the why. So those are very non-threatening, organic 
conversations, witnessing to them.”
NHSC works directly with LCMS congregations and 
social ministries in communities around the United 
States to identify areas of need, project feasibility 
and planning, and resources for funding and 
project assistance. “We guide the church members 
and help them develop the project. They often 
have a desire to do a project, but just don’t know 
where to begin,” Nicole says. 
“We make sure the church is at the center of 
everything, that the people in the community 
get to come into the congregation, and that the 
congregation is making e�orts to reach back out 
in the community. We customize every project. 
We make sure there is an intentional relationship 
that is developed.
“Then we work with them to identify their resources, 
like an LWML Mission Grant, or sometimes there 
are other grants or funding opportunities locally. 
We can leverage both — local foundations and 
the resources we have from NHSC. We bring that 
expertise to help secure those resources.
“Whatever we do in those communities is Word 
and Sacrament ministry. We not only want to 
transform communities and households, but also 
the people who live inside. We want to make sure 
they hear the Gospel,” Nicole continues. “These 
are domestic mission �elds right around our 
altars. There is so much need that we could spend 
eternity trying to do this work. We just have to do 
it one partner at a time.”
Those partners include local congregations, 
Lutheran social service agencies, and other 
Lutheran agencies within the community. 
“We incorporate within that project for other 
congregants to be mentors to those residents 
receiving the services. Then we like to partner with 
Lutheran Social Services, and they can do an intake 
assessment and determine eligibility. 
“We encourage the partnerships within the 
community — it is comprehensive with a Lutheran 
identity,” Nicole says. “We want to touch those 
individuals and make sure they receive that help. 
We are compelled to do this as Christians — and 
this is who we are as Lutherans. We do this by God’s 
commandment, and we want to share that with 
others. It’s a means to stabilize that community.”
A 2017–2019 LWML Mission Grant launched 
Helping Hands, a special partnership between 
congregations, NHSC, and Laborers for Christ, a 
ministry of Lutheran Church Extension Fund.

continued on page 11 (Nicole)

NHSC 
Celebrated 
Projects
St. Paul Lutheran Church — College 
Hill, North St. Louis, Missouri: 
St. Paul is the anchor congregation 
where the NHSC home oce is 
located. The sta� made a commit-
ment to being more engaged in the 
neighborhood, which included 
creating a vision and concept plan for 
revitalization. Eight new houses were 
built, 120 homes were rehabilitated, 
abandoned properties were demol-
ished, and a new park is being built 
— increasing the appraised values in 
the neighborhood and decreasing the 
crime rate by 40 percent. Since 2007, 
nearly $10 million has been raised 
and invested in this neighborhood. 

Great Commission LCMS, St. Louis, 
Missouri: The small congregation 
purchased an old, vacant school 
building. NHSC has been working 
with the pastor and members for about 
four years. There will be 17 units of 
senior housing, consumer-directed 
services, adult day care, congregation 
space, and a gym for the community’s 
use. It is a $15 million project. “No 
congregation is too small!” Nicole says. 
“They just have to have the desire, 
stamina, and passion!”
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Trish Karpurk was not 
looking for another program 
to add to her work schedule 

at Christ Church Lutheran 
in Phoenix, Arizona. And 

she certainly did not ever 
expect to be a facilitator 

of a rehab or recovery 
program — she made excuse 

after excuse about her inability 
and inadequacy for such a job. 

She came from a broken family with an alcoholic 
and abusive father; she grew up in fear and made 
decisions motivated by that fear. She had walked 
away from that life. But after attending a worship 

conference and hearing a woman speak about 
God’s using for good what the enemy meant for 

destruction, she concluded that Celebrate Recovery 
was at least worth looking into. She prayed about 

it for a year, and �nally started with eight people 
meeting in her living room. That was 13 years ago. 

The group now meets every Thursday and 
numbers about 200 men, women, and children. 

“These are people who have been broken, coming 
in knowing nothing about God,”  Trish says.

BRINGING 
PEACE to Broken Hearts

“They share a meal, worship together, then move to the 
12-steps and biblical comparison, and celebrate ‘clean from’ 
milestones. At that point the adults separate into men’s and 
women’s groups such as chemical dependency, life issues, 
anger, and abuse.” 
Trish acknowledges there are many opportunities for people 
to attend other recovery programs. She also admits those who 
attend at Christ Church don’t always come for the right reasons 
— they may come for the free food, for the child care, or to see 
who else is attending. “There’s a lot of mixed motives for why they 
come,” she says, “but it’s why they stay that’s important. The Holy 
Spirit works on people’s hearts right where they are at.” 
Celebrate Recovery is set apart from other 12-step programs 
because it is Bible-based. “Every step, every lesson that is taught, 
points to Jesus. His Word is in all that we do,” Trish says. “There 
are plenty of other 12-step groups, and you can get sobriety in 
them,” she continues, “but what you can’t get is healing. Healing 
only comes from Jesus.” 
Trish and the volunteers also know not every story ends well. 
“We always trust God. We know seeds have been planted, but 
we’ve walked through more deaths than we ever care to, more 
suicides, more overdoses,” she says. “But we have more victories! 
This past summer, we had 35 people baptized in one service. 
Someone else walked in and identi�ed himself as an atheist and 
left surrendering himself to Jesus Christ.” 
Celebrate Recovery at Christ Church applied for and received a 
mission grant from the LWML Paci�c Southwest District in 2016, 
allowing the leaders to attend training in California with

continued on page 10 (Trish) 
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SHARING 
PEACE and Celebrating Change

From high school through 
her mid-30s, Suzanne’s life 

revolved around alcohol, 
drugs, and an eating 

disorder. She was the 
youngest of four siblings, 
overweight with glasses, 

and had trouble fitting in. 
At age 30, she gave her 

infant daughter to her 
parents to raise, because 

she couldn’t take care of her. 
Her parents never spoke God’s Word to her, 

nor did they ever take her to church. 
She checked into rehab because she was 
afraid that if she didn’t get clean she was 

going to die. She relapsed, made more bad 
decisions, and had no morals. She was broken. 

When her daughter was seven and Suzanne 
�nished her second round of rehab, they 

moved into an apartment and started to get 
their lives back on track. Suzanne was active 

in Narcotics Anonymous, where she was 
introduced to Celebrate Recovery, a program 

at Christ Church Lutheran in Phoenix, Arizona. 
Suzanne attended because they

provided a free meal and free day care. She does not remember 
hearing the name of Jesus spoken, nor did she regard it as a 12-step 
recovery program — to her it was merely a weekly social outing. 
“If I had heard the word ‘Jesus,’ I would have been out of there,” 
Suzanne says. “I wasn’t paying attention, I wasn’t listening for it. I was 
very uncomfortable and �dgety. God used that to keep me there, 
because, suddenly, all we talked about was Jesus!”
After two years, the bad habits resurfaced and shattered her stability. 
More bad decisions led to shame, regret, and unemployment. Trish 
Karpurk, Suzanne’s mentor and sponsor at Celebrate Recovery, 
worked one-on-one with her, teaching her about the Bible and 
speaking truth and life. Suzanne didn’t understand any of it and 
was left with more questions. The two persisted, piecing together 
God’s promises and how they were meant for everyone, even an 
unbelieving and doubtful addict. 
“I questioned Trish,” Suzanne says. “I asked her, ’What are His promises 
to me? What does He say?’ I wanted to write them down. It was so new 
and foreign to me. Romans 8:28 became my life verse: And we know 
that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have 
been called according to his purpose. That’s when I was totally, so in love 
with Jesus. I learned God’s Word provides refuge. I kept going back to 
what He says — He loves me! My whole life completely changed.”
Looking back, Suzanne can see the Holy Spirit’s hand guiding and 
protecting her. In March 2018, she celebrated 11 years clean, giving 
all credit to our heavenly Father. “I was a totally lost, in the dark, 
wandering person,” she says. “It was as though I had the veil torn and 
the scales fell o� my eyes. I started rebuilding my life.” 

continued on page 10
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Suzanne’s story, continued from page 9

Suzanne was baptized and started volunteering with the 
Celebrate Recovery team. She is also on sta� at Christ Church. 
“I’m continuously working on myself, letting God rip it all out 
and start all over again. The Holy Spirit has drawn me into 
relationships with some amazing people,” she says. “I’m very 
involved and connected with the people. It’s such a joy to 
know that I �nally belong.”
For many years, Suzanne was �nally at peace in her life. She 
wore the words of Nehemiah 8:10 like a banner: The joy of 
the Lord is my strength. But in 2017 her father passed away 
suddenly and unexpectedly. She was angry, upset and 
confused; she felt like a child again — abandoned, lost, and 
broken. “It’s all lies that the enemy is using to attack,” Suzanne 
says. “I have good days and I have bad days. God tells me I am 
called and chosen and adopted into His family. I could not do 
one single day if I didn’t have Him. I don’t know how I did it. I 
don’t know how people live without knowing the Lord.” 
God’s Word continues to provide peace and refuge to 
Suzanne, as do her co-workers at Christ Church. “It is so 
remarkable that I’m in a place where praying together is 
welcome and accepted,” she says. “Knowing that God has 
placed me here is assurance in itself. I know He’s equipping 
me for whatever He has for me next.
“God has given me the gift of being able to recall Scripture 
verses,” Suzanne says. “There are a lot of people I meet who 
have questions and aren’t sure. The Holy Spirit brings me 
those people, because I’ve walked that walk. When I talk to 
someone who doesn’t know Christ, I use Jeremiah 29:11: 
’For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the LORD, ’plans to 
prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a 
future.’ And Joshua 1:5: Never will I leave you, never will I forsake 
you. Or Proverbs 3:5–6: Trust in the LORD with all your heart and 
lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways submit to 
him, and he will make your paths straight.
“I think part of the reason I’m at Christ Church is because 
people can relate to me — I’m pretty much an open book. I’m 
not proud of the life I lived, but it is my story. The Holy Spirit 
will use that. God really does do the miraculous — even for a 
sti�-armed, non-believer rebel. He pursues relentlessly, even 
me. I am the living proof.” Q

Trish’s story, continued from page 8 

more than 4,000 
other Celebrate 
Recovery leaders 
from around 
the world. 
“The LWML grant 
allowed our 
entire team of 
women to attend 
training. It was a 
huge boost for our team,” Trish says.
Celebrate Recovery is a line item in 
the church budget, and Trish is the 
only paid sta� member. “Our church 
supports us and also individuals 
whose hearts are for the broken,” Trish 
says. “There is an incredible team of 
volunteers who drive, serve in the 
kitchen, provide child care, and much 
more,” she continues. “It’s amazing. 
They stay committed to it because they 
see the heavenly Father at work.”
“I’m able to identify with all kinds of 
brokenness and separation,” Trish 
admits. “God has taken the broken 
pieces of my life and has glued it all 
together. It’s the truth of who He is and 
the truth of His Word and the power of 
that Word. It’s the same comfort God 
has given us, that we are able to give 
comfort to others (2 Corinthians 1:3–4). 
When we are in that place of His will for 
our lives, doing what He has planned 
for us in His design, it gives us more 
than any paycheck ever could. I have 
the best job in the world!” QSuzanne and daughter, Vanessa Olmos
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T he grief I felt when my husband died by 
suicide many years ago was overwhelming. 
All deaths bring sadness and a time of 
mourning. However, death by suicide brings 

other issues that families may not otherwise have 
to deal with.  Our family and friends — everyone it 
seemed — asked, “Why?” That is common after a 
death by suicide, but it can add an additional element 
of regret and/or guilt for the family and friends 
who wonder if they should have seen the signs and 
been able to prevent this death. After months of 
questioning and praying for answers, I came to realize 
that, this side of heaven, there are no suitable answers, 
just as in many other types of deaths.  

My husband was sometimes sad, but he appeared to 
brush his troubles aside and not dwell on them. To 
most people, he was a happy, easy-going person who 
didn’t let disappointments or problems bother him.  
However, it seems there came a day when that was 
no longer the case. His death was totally unexpected 
and without warning for me and our family members. 
Nowadays, the media and physicians are trying to 
make us more aware of the signs of depression and 
bullying, issues that sometimes result in a death 
by suicide. Despite these e�orts, family and friends 
continue to be shocked when a suicide occurs. It 
seems to me that many of those who die by suicide 
are very good at hiding their true feelings, perhaps 
even from themselves.

The months following my husband’s death were a 
struggle, but God comforted me, and He blessed me 
with a very special family and wonderful friends who 
o�ered the support I needed. I was battered but not 
broken; the dark days ebbed away, and joy returned. 
The Lord has blessed me with a life that is �lled with 
more love and happiness than I ever imagined possible.  

During the good and the bad times, I focus on God’s 
blessings and praise Him for all the joy He brings into 
my life. As Paul says in 2 Corinthians 1:4 (CEV): [The 
Father] comforts when we are in trouble, so that we can 
share that same comfort with others in trouble.” I pray 
that God allows me to do just that. God’s grace is 
truly amazing. Q

Nicole’s story, continued from page 7

“That grant enabled the start-up and helped 
us craft a model that we implement every 
year in partnership with others. It is a way 
for our congregations to reach out in the 
communities and love neighbors and care 
for their neighbors while transforming their 
communities,” Nicole says.
Helping Hands has been the model moving 
forward in communities of all sizes. “Fort 
Wayne has really been a model city for us 
to do our work and partner with a lot of 
congregations and social ministries,” Nicole 
says. “We’ve also done projects in and around 
St. Louis, Missouri, and Fremont, Nebraska. 
We are preparing a post-disaster project in 
Houston, Texas, following Hurricane Harvey. 
That is our �rst disaster response initiative. We 
will help as little or as much as people would 
like us to. We always customize our services 
to accommodate the needs of the local 
congregations and social ministry.”  
Nicole and her husband live in Maryland, but 
her o�ce is in St. Louis, and NHSC supports 
congregations nationwide. She is one of only 
three full-time employees, so a considerable 
amount of travel is required. “I �nd myself 
talking about my work or ministering to 
people I meet while traveling,” Nicole says. 
Whether she is on the road or at home, Nicole 
appreciates staying connected to God’s Word 
through her daily LWML Mustard Seed email 
devotions. And she relies on and �nds peace 
from the stress of traveling and being away 
from home by praying her favorite Bible 
passage, Philippians 4:13: I can do all things 
through Him who gives me strength. “I say that 
[verse] to myself all the time  — ‘Lord, help me 
and give me strength.’” Q

Nicole and her husband are members at Immanuel 
Lutheran Church in Alexandria, Virginia.

Surviving Suicide: 
Ba�ered but 
not Broken By Anna Palm
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