
By Melody Rosenwinkel with Beth Foreman

4 s u m m e r  2013



it starts many years ago, when i was a kid. i was 
raised in Georgia in a loving and very religious 
home, but it was not a Christian home. raised in 
the Church of Jesus Christ of latter Day saints, i 
worshiped a different God than i worship now, 
and Jesus was not the Jesus i know today. i lived 
in darkness and didn’t even know it. strange 
that we lived in the bible belt but no one told 
me about the true Jesus [see side note]. i sup-
pose i wouldn’t have listened even if they did.
When i turned fifteen, i longed to do all those 
forbidden things. being a natural born rebel, i 
started smoking cigarettes and dope. my dark-
ness got a little darker.
by the time i hit seventeen, i graduated. not an 
academic graduation. no. i graduated to acid, 
cocaine, and other hard drugs. more darkness.
When my dad got cancer and took an early 
retirement, he decided to move his family to 
salt lake City, utah, where my oldest brother 
could help us. this was the summer between 
my junior and senior years of high school. It 
was a fragile time. i begged to stay with my 
cousins for my last year of school, but my 
parents said no. i didn’t understand then, but 
i sure can understand now. they wanted to 
get me away from the “druggie” friends, my 
cousins being among them.
so we moved to utah, and i attended a big 
high school where i was the new kid on the 
block. every time i opened my mouth, kids 
laughed at me because of my accent. search-

ing for somewhere to belong, i quickly found 
the “druggies.” before long, i tired of school and 
convinced my parents to let me quit, promising 
I would get a GeD and a job. 
Well, I got a job and started selling drugs. The 
GeD didn’t happen for many years.
my darkness continued. at eighteen, i was 
arrested for selling drugs. i’ll say that again 
because it’s hard to believe it happened. I was 
arrested for selling drugs. The judge thought I 
was a “sweet innocent little girl,” so he gave me 
probation instead of jail time. 
then i met Gene*,  a smooth talker, and i was 
drawn to him. since i was eighteen and no one 
could tell me what to do anymore, i married 
him. i had no clue that my darkness could get 
even darker. Gene rodgers* was an abusive 
heroin addict. thus began two years of a literal 
hell on earth. he hit me only once, but he beat 
me up continually with his words and threats. 
he had me doing some awful things, opening 
up a frightening world for me, and my darkness 
grew even deeper. 
Gene never could keep a job, so he pawned, 
cheated, and robbed. he lived on the edge, ow-
ing money for drugs, always watching his back. 
one of my most frightening memories is of 
a time when i was home alone, listening to 
a portable radio and sitting by candlelight 
because we couldn’t pay the electricity bill. i 
saw shadows move outside the window and 
got scared. Grabbing a hammer, i hid under the 
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bed. several men tried the front door and 
then the back door, yelling, “i know you’re 
in there, rodgers, and we’re going to get 
you!” i had never known that kind of fear. 
i tightened my grip on the hammer and 
cowered under the bed, waiting. it finally 
got quiet, but i stayed under the bed 
until i heard my husband call out to me. 
sure enough, the men had found him 
and beat the tar out of him. i’m sure he 
owed them money.
What a life for a newlywed. hiding. ham-
mers. Drugs. fear. Darkness.
another time Gene and i were in a drug 
house, partying and shooting drugs, and 
there was a knock at the door. i opened 
it and found a gun pointed in my face. 
he was there to steal drugs. fortunately, 
he didn’t hurt anyone, but i’ll never 
forget my fear.
months later, Gene and i were arrested 
again for dealing drugs, and this time i 
went to jail and stayed there. That dark-
ness ate me alive. my dad was the only 
one who visited me. the night i was re-
leased, he picked me up, and, instead of 
going home with him, i told him to take 
me to my “druggie” friend’s house. i will 
never forget the look on Dad’s face.
from the outside, it’s easy to look at this 
kind of abusive relationship and say, “Just 
leave him!” Well, it’s not that easy. i was 
living in fear and defeat. once, Gene took 
me out to the woods to talk, and i was not 
sure i would ever get home. i feared for my 
life every single day.
Gene finally pulled one too many robber-
ies, and when he robbed a store with a 
sawed off shotgun, he was put in jail for 
a long time. finally, i was able to divorce 
him while he was in jail.
ah, perhaps the darkness lifted then, you 
might say. not yet.
then came stan*. i wanted to move in 
with him, but my family was upset about 
us living together, so we decided to get 
married. stan was a nice guy, and we only 
smoked dope instead of doing all the 
hard drugs. i thought my life brightened 
a little until i got tired of stan and left 
him. it was probably good that i left him 
since i was having an affair with another 
man who made a living selling drugs. 

that relationship didn’t last either.
my darkness was so deep i couldn’t even 
see it.
Jumping at the opportunity for new ad-
ventures, i moved north to idaho with a 
girlfriend. at first, my life was on the same 
path. i found a new man, moved in with 
him, and continued doing drugs, follow-
ing the path of darkness. 
and then i met a man who changed my 
life forever. i was twenty-four years old, 
working as a waitress at a local diner that 
larry frequented. born-and-raised-mis-
souri-synod-lutheran larry. i have never 
figured out why on this green earth he 
would ask me out, but he did. 
at the time, larry was a Christmas/easter 
church attendee. he had brought a wife 
home from the army, but their difficult 
marriage ended in divorce. attending 
church one sunday after his divorce, 
someone approached larry and com-
mented, “so, you couldn’t keep your 
marriage together.” that took care of his 
church-going for a while.
after six long years of darkness, my life 
brightened with larry. soon after we 
met, i moved into my own apartment, we 
dated, and then we decided to get mar-
ried. larry told me my past was past and 
he was my future. We didn’t talk about 
my past for many years. 
i want you to put yourselves in my in-
laws’ place for a moment. imagine you 
are one of these Christian parents. you 
are golfing one evening with your friends, 
and your son tracks you down to say he’s 
getting married on friday to a woman 
he has known for six weeks. i already 
had three strikes. i was twice divorced, i 
was mormon, and he knew me for only 
six weeks. Oh, and by the way, we’re just 
going to the Justice of the peace and not 
inviting anyone.
What would your reaction be? if my kids 
did that to me now, i’d have the big-
gest hissie fit you’ve ever seen! but that 
wasn’t their response. their golf game 
was wrecked, but they hit their knees in 
prayer for me and larry.
What an impact these new family mem-
bers had on the rest of my life and my 
eternal life! they were gentle and patient 
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as they loved us and invited 
us to church. they shared 
when i asked. they did not 
judge. They accepted me for 
who i was and loved me. their 
prayers were constant. 
i was no longer in physical 
darkness — no more drugs or 
abuse or poor relationships — 
but i was still in spiritual dark-
ness. i didn’t know at the time 
that i was hungering for the 
one true light, Jesus Christ.
after being married for a cou-
ple of years, i was invited to 
study the bible with a neighbor 
who was a member of the Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses. they were the first people 
to put a bible in my hands. i studied with 
them for a while in their home, and they 
invited me to attend their church.
and my dear husband, larry — i still don’t 
see why he put up with me! — finally had 
enough of me heading down this path 
with the Jehovah’s Witnesses. he said, “no. 
you are done with them.” he was raised in 
a Christian home and told me that if we 
were going to attend a church, we were 
going to attend his church. my world was 
getting brighter and i didn’t even know it. 
together, larry and i attended the new 
member class at hope lutheran Church, 
idaho falls, a 16-week study, “life with 
God,” that went on for more than 20 weeks. 
on the first day, i crossed my arms in defi-
ance and told the pastor that if he didn’t 
show me in black and white — proof and 
evidence of Jesus Christ — then I was just 
not going to believe it. always the rebel!
but God is all-knowing, and he knew 
which pastor needed to be there for me 
at that time. i studied God’s Word, prayed 
often, and listened to my very patient pas-
tor as the holy spirit worked in my heart 
to show me the salvation won on the cross 
by Jesus Christ. 
the light was beautiful! i remember how 
my world brightened. i was baptized one 
summer morning in 1983, and a few weeks 
later i celebrated my first holy Communion 
around a campfire at an lWml retreat in 
the mountains at Camp perkins. i always 
want to shout Hallelujah! when I leave the 

communion rail. “my body 
and my blood for you.” Wow! 
for me! We are his, we are 
part of His family. Hallelujah! 
instead of yelling, though, 
i praise God quietly with 
tears in my eyes every sin-
gle time i receive the lord’s 
supper and every single 
time i witness a baptism. 
these are his gifts and 
promises that i cherish.
every time i open my old 
taped-together bible to 
the back pages, i see the words i wrote one 
easter sunday early in my Christian life: “i 
was going to church as usual, but some-
thing was different. i don’t know if it was 
the song or the message, maybe every-
thing about the whole easter celebration. 
i finally realized what Christ had done for 
me. i was touched. praise God!”
unfortunately, i still had repercussions 
from my dark days. When we started our 
own business and applied for a small 
business loan, i had to be fingerprinted 
because i had a criminal record. my hidden 
life started peeking out. 
then a few years ago when i had blood 
work for surgery, i tested positive for hepa-
titis C antibodies. (hepatitis C is the bad 
one that often comes from blood transfu-
sions or needle-sharing.) i was instructed 
to see an infectious disease physician. 
it was then that i realized i had to tell my 
husband how i could have been infected 
with this disease. praise God, i have a 
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wonderful husband. he listened. he 
forgave. he didn’t hear all the sordid 
details of my hidden life at that time. 
in fact, he didn’t know all of it until 
he read this article and i asked his 
permission — and our children’s per-
mission — to publicly share my story. 
they know all the details now, and 
they want me to share. they love me.
one of my favorite scriptures is 
1 peter 2:9–10: But you are a chosen 
people, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, God’s special possession, that 
you may declare the praises of him 
who called you out of darkness into his 
wonderful light. Once you were not a 
people, but now you are the people of 
God; once you had not received mercy, 
but now you have received mercy.
this passage was written for me. this 
passage was written for you. God 
calls us out of that darkness into his 
light, to be his own possession and 
to proclaim his excellencies. i am no 
different from you. Some of us just 
had to learn the hard way, and our 
darkness is a little darker than others. 
sadly, i missed out on many years of 
his blessings and knowing his light.
thankfully, i am living in his light 
today. my past was dark, no ques-
tion about it. but because of that 
darkness, i truly appreciate what i 
have now. i appreciate God’s grace 
and mercy. i appreciate a wonderful 
loving husband and family. i’ve seen 
what life can be without those bless-
ings. but God rescues. he rescued 
me. he rescues others. 
ephesians 2:4–5 says: But because of 
his great love for us, God, who is rich in 
mercy, made us alive with Christ even 
when we were dead in transgressions 
— it is by grace you have been saved. 
i live today, full of God’s mercy. i 
should be dead — and actually i 
was dead — but now i am alive to 
tell about what God has done and 
continues to do in my life. q

Tell us about your family.
Well, i have larry, a wonderful man who 
plows me out every morning when it 
snows and has a hot dinner waiting for 
me when i come home from work. (he 
works many days from home and loves 
to cook!) We have two children, paul, 28, 
and his new bride, linda, and katie, 24. 

How do you start your day?
i love to read the emailed mustard seed devotions. it’s amazing how the 
right one comes at just the right time. 

How do you fill your days?
i worked for years with larry in our cabinet business, but more recently i’ve 
been working as the operations manager at a small bank in alpine, Wyo-
ming, just 15 minutes from our mountain home. It’s a bedroom community 
for Jackson, Wyoming. When i’m not working, i’m spending time with family, 
playing cards, four-wheeling, hanging out in the woods, boating, fishing, or 
just sitting on my porch swing and reading good Christian fiction.

What do you like about living in the mountains?
beautiful. We can see the big hole range all around us. We’re at about 6,000' 
altitude in the most beautiful setting. We love living here where we can ride 
horses, go four-wheeling, or just enjoy the scenery. We get lots of company 
here in the summer. last winter we even had a wolf visiting us.

What’s your favorite hymn?
Without a doubt, it’s “amazing Grace.” i also love music by Casting Crowns. 
i’m listening to “Who am i?” right now as we talk. one of my favorites.

And did you ever return to get your GED?
Yes, I finally finished my diploma about the time Paul was in junior high. I 
remember that because he had to help me with my algebra!

How did you get involved with LWML?
my mother-in-law got me going. i didn’t even know what a lutheran was 
much less the lutheran Women’s missionary league! she was very commit-
ted to LWML. She just told me one day, “Be ready and I’m going to pick you 
up!” i said okay, and i was hooked for life. 

What LWML positions have you held?
i’ve been on all levels, society to national. i was utah-idaho District lWml 
President, worked on many national committees (mission projects, grants, 
hope), and was elected to the nominating Committee.
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