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love & prayers
you sent Christine in Uganda gave her 
the experience of her lifetime!
Thank you!

The



Whether you are a leader at 
Family Retreat or a first-time 
volunteer, it’s all about serving 

the Lord Jesus by serving families who 
live with disability. Before the first 
day of Family Retreat, there is often 
a “Blessing of the Hands” observance, 
complete with pitchers of water, basins, 
and washcloths (like this observance 
at our Southern California Family 
Retreat… that’s Kirk Howe, the Family 
Retreat co-leader).

At first, I tried to bow out of the 
“Blessing of the Hands.” After all, my 
hands don’t work. I wouldn’t be holding 
song sheets for anyone or helping a 
disabled child with arts and crafts. I 
wouldn’t be rocking a baby with Down 
syndrome in the nursery or serving a 
meal to someone in a wheelchair.

But Kirk would have none of that. 
So, after the other volunteers had 
their hands washed and blessed, Kirk 
encouraged me to get in line. “Your 
hands, Joni, have done more to bless 
these families than anyone,” he insisted. 
And I must admit: my heart was moved, 
and I felt blessed.

At Family Retreat, it’s a solemn 
moment when the leaders pray over each 
pair of hands that’ll serve during the 
week. And each of us needs the prayer! 
It’s as A.W. Tozer said, "We go astray 
when we attempt to do spiritual work 
without spiritual power."

Our Family Retreat season is 
behind us now, so join me in praying 
that the thousands of Gospel seeds that 
were sown will bear much fruit for the 
kingdom of Christ. Ask God to keep alive 
the hope of Jesus in the hearts of every 
family who attended Family Retreat 
this past summer. And if you would like 
to come and serve next summer, start 
making plans. I promise… as you serve, 
you will be blessed!

P.S. I’m excited that my Christmas 
cards are featured in this newsletter! 
Give to others in need by ordering your 
cards today. All proceeds go directly 
to supporting our great programs like 
Family Retreats!

“ ”
Let the favor of the Lord our God be upon us and 

establish the work of our hands upon us; 
yes, establish the work of our hands!

PSALM 90:17 (ESV)



Hope is 32 years old and has Angelman 
syndrome. She had her first seizure when 
she was just two years old, and doctors 

gave her parents a bleak diagnosis:
“She’ll never walk, never talk, and she’ll have 

a seizure one day that she’ll pass away from.”
But Hope’s father, Greg, never gave up—

even after Hope’s mother passed away from 
breast cancer when Hope was 19. Consumed 

by 24/7 care giving, Greg remained a devoted 
father. Family Retreat offers Greg and Hope a 
week of reconnection with the blessing of extra 
helping hands. 

“Family Retreat is respite for people who 
are gasping for air,” says Greg. “Here, people 
understand our situation. For Hope and me, it’s a 
week where we get to love on one another.”

Hope and Joy

Hope loves balls, slapstick comedy movies, 
bread, and church! “Her name is Hope,” says 
Greg, “but she brings a LOT of joy!” To be 
sure, Hope is always excited to see everyone at 
Family Retreat!

Greg has much to say about the spiritual 
impact of Family Retreat. “The worship has me in 
tears. There’s a very sweet spirit of the Lord here. 
Family Retreat provides me with the intentional 
time and space to come back to the Lord.”

Greg, his wife Terumi, and 
Hope all find the joy of the 
Lord at Family Retreat!

“ ”Come near to God and he will come near to you.
JAMES 4:8



Showered With 

Love and Attention
J ohn received a traumatic brain 

injury (TBI) when he was only 
three months old. Now nine years 

old, John lives with attention deficit 
disorder in addition to his TBI.

“It’s definitely not easy to get a 
break,” says his mom, Emily. “Finding 
someone we can trust who can put up 
with the behaviors caused by John’s 
disability is very difficult.”

Glen, John’s dad, agrees. “We only 
get about three hours of rest each night. 
The sleep deprivation is overwhelming.” 
There’s no doubt that Glen and Emily 
need rest and rejuvenation, and that’s 
where Halftime Respite comes in!

“Halftime Respite makes us all feel 
safe and accepted,” says Emily. “It’s very 
comforting knowing we have a place 
where John can come and play with 
other children with special needs. At 
Halftime Respite, John gets to be John.”

“At Joni and Friends, people with 
disabilities are celebrated for who they 
are,” says Glen. And what do John’s 
parents do while he’s having a blast with 
his Halftime Respite buddies?

“We go out on a date,” says Emily 
with a big smile. “We have dinner and go 
for a walk and have time together that 
we don’t get otherwise. Joni and Friends 
showers us all with love and attention.”

“It’s overwhelming knowing that people are giving their time, talents, and energy to be 
kind to families like ours,” says Emily, and she’s talking about you! 

Thank you for sending your love and prayers to families struggling with disability—
here in the United States and all over the world!“ ”Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of 

these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.
MATTHEW 25:40

“John’s favorite part of 
Halftime Respite is being 
with his buddies,” says 
Glen. “Together they 
draw, do art projects, and 
worship. John’s buddies 
bring him joy!”



Filled with 

Awe and Wonder
at International Family Retreat

W hen his friends lowered the paralyzed 
man through the roof to meet with 
Jesus in Luke chapter five, an entire 

community came to know Christ through that 
man’s disability. And when Christine came to our 
International Family Retreat in Uganda, everyone 
there saw God’s love through her beautiful smile.

Christine has cerebral palsy and is a 
quadriplegic. She has been rejected due to 
cultural taboos and the fear of disability where 
she lives in Uganda. But at our International 
Family Retreat, Christine—and the other 
disabled children and adults there—found love 
and acceptance.

During Family Retreat, Christine was able 
to experience being in a swimming pool for the 
very first time. Our volunteers tenderly carried 
her in their arms, and Christine squealed 
with joy as she felt the cool water on her skin. 
Something so many of us take for granted—like 
going swimming—was a new and life-changing 
experience for Christine… and it was made 
possible through the love and prayers you sent!

You can see the video of Christine floating 
in the swimming pool on our Joni and Friends 
Instagram page at @joniandfriends. Hearing 
her squeals of delight will surely put a huge smile 
on your face and in your heart! As our Family 
Retreat team members say, “Through Christine, 
you can see the value Christ has put on every 
single person.”

“ ”
Everyone was amazed and gave praise to God. 

They were filled with awe and said, 
‘We have seen remarkable things today.’

LUKE 5:26



From Ohio 

When seven-year-old Jessica, who has spina 
bifida, first came to Family Retreat, she felt 
so included, loved, and celebrated that she 
couldn’t stop talking about it! Her typical 
sisters felt the same way. “We are coming 
back, right?” they asked their parents, 
David and Julia.

Even though Family Retreat was more than 
a ten-hour drive from their house, David 
and Julia brought Jessica and her sisters 
back year after year. And why wouldn’t they? 
Family Retreat was a slice of heaven on earth—
something Jessica and her family had never 
experienced before.

Fast forward to today, when you can find 
Jessica, now a young lady, volunteering 
at Family Retreat. Jessica has served in a 
number of leadership positions over the years, 
including crafts, photography, children’s 
music, and drama teams—just to name a 
few. After all, as Joni herself says, “It’s not 
disability ministry until people with disabilities 
are ministering.”

Jessica uses her own experiences and 
insights as a woman living with disability 
to connect with our Family Retreat 
volunteers and the families we serve. “It’s 
a neat opportunity to watch new families 
and volunteers begin a week of Family 
Retreat not really knowing what to expect 
and then seeing the connections and 
understanding that they form by the end of 
the week,” says Jessica.

Volunteer at Family Retreat—or with 
one of our many other Christ-centered 
outreaches—and be transformed by the 
love of God today!

Growing in Christ 
Through Retreats & Getaways

“
”

Since, then, you have been 
raised with Christ, set your 

hearts on things above, 
where Christ is, seated at 
the right hand of God. Set 

your minds on things above, 
not on earthly things.

COLOSSIANS 3:1-2

From East St. Louis 

When Aaron and Sarah attended our Marriage Getaway, 
they shared that while their marriage is strong, their 
blended family of nine children—four living with 
disability—strains their relationship.

“One of us may have to quit our job just to stay home 
with the children, and this causes financial hardships 
and distress,” says Sarah. One child with autism and 
others with developmental disabilities add physical 
safety concerns to their unique family dynamics. 
Violent behaviors are not uncommon.

“Aaron and I work hard to maintain balance in our 
home, but sometimes it can be overwhelming,” 
shares Sarah. “The Marriage Getaway was a blessing 
to us. It helped us connect spiritually. A weight has 
been lifted off my shoulders!”

She continues, “Both Aaron and I were diagnosed with 
disabilities as children, but disability does not define 
us. At Marriage Getaway, we found a community of 
couples who understand us. We have found hope and 
the strength to continue fighting for our marriage and 
fighting for our family. We have decided to choose God 
over fear, God over doubt, and God over disability! We 
are keeping Jesus first in our marriage—not disability.”

Now, Jessica serves as the hands and feet of Christ as a Family Retreat leader!

Jessica loved meeting Joni at Family Retreat when she was 
a little girl!



From Fresno 

Matt and Marie are the proud parents of 
five sons: Luke (19), Kyle (17), Cole (15), 
Jace (9), and Blake (1). Kyle and Jace have 
Down syndrome. Matt and Marie often felt 
self-conscious in public and would choose 
to stay home instead, but they gladly 
packed up their boys and headed to Family 
Retreat for some much-needed fun and 
spiritual refreshment.

“I remember the first night at Family Retreat 
when we were having dinner with other 
families. I was thinking, ‘Wow, we aren’t the 
only family dealing with this!’ It was such a 
blessing to be around other families who 
got it,” says Matt. “Once we were around 
other families like ours, we had an instant 
connection with them.”

Family Retreat isn’t just a blessing to Kyle and Jace. It’s 
equally important for their brothers. Connecting with 
other typical siblings who understand what it’s like 
living with disability is vital for Luke and Cole.

“It’s a blessing for our typical kids to have buddies 
who hang out with them all week,” says Matt. “The 
volunteers made them feel just as special as their 
siblings. We really fell in love with the fact that Joni 
and Friends ministers to the whole family.” And now, 
Luke and Cole serve as volunteers at Family Retreat!

“Life is much harder having kids with special needs,” 
says Matt. “They require a lot of our attention. It 
also limits what we can be involved in. There are 
certain places where we cannot go. Having kids with 
special needs can become very isolating if you are 
not intentional about getting out as a family. Many 
people do not understand how hard it is. We have 
very few people who are willing to watch our kids.”

Praise God for Family Retreat—and the donors and 
volunteers who make it possible!

From Minnesota 

Jodi was near death after being severely injured in a car 
accident at the age of eleven. Consequently, she now 
uses a wheelchair and is visually impaired. Thirty-one 
years after the accident that forever changed her life, 
Jodi boldly tells everyone about the importance of faith 
and resilience.

“I met Jesus and so should you!” proclaimed Jodi on the 
talent show stage at Family Retreat.

Her talent was not an act. It wasn’t a song, a dance, or 
a joke, but authentic words of truth and Good News. 
When Jodi spoke, it was a deeply precious moment and 
there were very few dry eyes in the audience. 

Connie was Jodi’s volunteer buddy during Family 
Retreat. She held Jodi’s microphone while they were 
on stage. “We all could tell Jodi spends time with 
Jesus!” says Connie. “Our faith was strengthened as 
we reflected on how Jesus is fearless, and so we also 
can be fearless!” 

“What a treasure to have Jodi witness to us all,” says 
Kurtis Smith, our Joni and Friends Minnesota Area 
Director. “There is no greater gift, no greater talent, 
than to clearly share the love of Jesus.”

Jodi’s mother, Linda, expressed her gratefulness to 
God and everyone who makes Family Retreat happen. 

“We thank God for Joni and Friends and how it has 
helped us and others,” says Linda. “Family Retreat is an 
amazing blessing for each of us. Thank you so much!”

Linda is talking about you! It’s your prayers and 
generosity that allow us to do what we do. Thank you 
for being a true friend of people with disabilities. Thank 
you for being a true friend of Joni and Friends!

Retreats & Getaways
Minister to the Whole Family!

Jace loves all the activities at Family Retreat!

Kyle and his Family Retreat buddy Ron are best friends forever!



IN HONOR/ 
Given By

ADRIENNE VANMETER
Caitlin Rowe

ALICE NOE
Rebecca Noe

ALINE TAYLOR
Justin Davenport

AMANDA PENNY MOORE
Jo Anna Jinks

BECKY MORGAN
Michael St. Peter

BETH & PHIL EADES
Roelof deVries

CHERI RUPP
Susan Jones

CHRISTOPHER MARTIN 
LLEWELLYN

Susan Llewellyn

DEB SARVER
Cindy Thompson

ELLIE WHATLEY
Claudette Monrand

GARY DODRILL
Jack Farris

HILLARY MICHAELS
Cathy Kenny

JEFFREY LYONS
Tovari Eliyah

JESUS VILLA
Victor Villa

JIM COFFIELD
Stacy Williams

JOYCE CURTIS
Alise McCain

KARA STEPHENS
Jonty Dempsey

KEVIN STARK
Lisa DiMolfetto

LAST YEAR’S FEATURED 
FAMILY FOR HFTD: 
Matt & Christy’s Children

Gary Butterfield

LINCOLN PATKUS
Sandra Patkus

LINDA ANSEL
Laura Chandler

LISA (MCNALLY) CAYNOR
Dale McNally

MARCIA HANSEN, PH.D
Ben & Linda Cotton

MARTHA & OSCAR 
MACHADO & RACHEL & 
KEENAN BEERE

Lorraine Beere

MELISSA OXELY
Mark Oxley

MICHAEL TANG
Hope Cowell

PATRICIA RODRIGUEZ
Arthur Rodriguez

REBECCA BRUNER
Judy Miller

RICHARDS FAMILY
Carolyn Wallis

SAM TROTTER
Brenda Wodarski

SANDI DELONG
Jonathan DeLong

SARAH ADAMS
Lee Adams

SCOTT & ERIC WEBER
Kirk Weber

SIERRA PADGETT
Natalie Padgett

TREVOR HAYS
Alison Pettit

IN MEMORY/ 
Given By

ANDREW SEAGO
David & Stacy Seago

BEVERLY BAILEY
Robert Rine

CHUCK NINER
Carolyn & Cecil Heidelberg

DAN PATTERSON, HAL 
& MARY GOFF, EARL 
KREIDER & JESS 
CHARLES

Barbara Patterson

DENNIS HANRAHAN
Paul O’Neil

DR. VANCE NIEMANN
Deanna Young

EILEEN MOYER
Cornerstone Church of Skippack

ELSIE M. LINDHOLM
Donald Peterson

FLORENCE O’MALLEY
Kimberlee Aldrich

GARY DODRILL
First Southern Baptist Church
Ann Knister

GEORGE COPELAND
Carolyn & Cecil Heidelberg

GREGORIO GAGARINAS
Robert Herz

GUY C. POWELL
Douglas McKinnis

HARRISON PRINS
Debra Prins

HELEN CAMPOLITO
Michael Campolito

JACK ELDER
Taylor Watson-Phillips

JOHANNA DIPINTO
Randy & Valerie DiPinto

JOHN ESKIND 
HOLLINGSWORTH

Gloria Hollingsworth

JOHN KLEINFELDT
Eileen Kleinfeldt

KRISTIN FROMM
John Fromm

LUCY ABNEY
Johnson Ferry Baptist Church

MARJORIE GUNNARSON
Carol Smithback

MARK E. LEWIS
Olga & Chip Pace
Yang Li
Robert Sands
Hamele Kassa
Greg Stamer
Diane Orr

MARY BUFFINGTON
Gary Buffington

MATTHEW URSO
Aileen Lunavictoria

MENA ROKHSAR
Jackie Rokhsar

NAOMI LEWIS ROSS
Larry R. Ross

RICK HILLESHEIM
Kenneth Harvey
Fred Kinney

RITA HILGART
Mark Hilgart

SHARON HOLMES
Duncan Holmes

STEVE BARNES
Eleanor Barnes

SUE JAYCOX
Deborah Wise

THOMAS ASLAKSON
Margaret Aslakson

Honor a Loved One, 
Transform a Life

We gratefully acknowledge contributions given in memory or in honor of loved ones to further ministry in the disability 
community. To give a gift in memory of a loved one or in honor of a special occasion, visit joniandfriends.org/donate 
or contact Joni and Friends at 818.707.5664

PO Box 3333, Agoura Hills, CA 91376 • 818.707.5664 • joniandfriends.org This newsletter is published by 
Joni and Friends, a not-for-profit organization accelerating Christian ministry in the disability community. 
© 2023 Joni Eareckson Tada, publisher. All rights reserved. Permission to reproduce any material herein 
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From Sacramento 

Kevin and Sarah adopted four children internationally—
all with disabilities—as they knew in their hearts 
that God was calling them to do so. Yet they soon 
discovered how challenging their lives had become, 
and they started doubting their decision. Was being 
a special needs family really their calling, or did they 
make a mistake? “We were dead… just dead,” confesses 
Sarah, recalling that difficult season of their lives. “We 
exhausted ourselves and were empty.”

One week at Family Retreat not only confirmed 
their calling—it provided an absolutely life-changing 
experience for the whole family, and soon enough 
Kevin and Sarah decided to adopt two more children 
with disabilities!

As their family of eight returned to Family Retreat 
year after year, Kevin and Sarah sensed God placing 
another call on their hearts—a desire to see God work 
in the hearts and minds of Family Retreat volunteers. 

“Mentoring volunteers allows us to be a safe 
place for them to ask questions and learn 
about disability.”

Now seasoned volunteer coordinators, Sarah 
and Kevin are lifelong friends of Joni and Friends, 
looking forward to serving in whatever ways they 
can. They have mentored over 400 volunteers to 
date, including those at this summer’s inaugural 
Family Retreat in Sacramento.

“Life can be hard, but people with disabilities 
matter, their families matter, and we have so 
much work to do to make sure that they are 
welcome at their church as loved members of the 
body of Christ,” says Sarah.

Several of Kevin and Sarah’s children now serve 
as Family Retreat volunteers themselves. Their whole 
family has been transformed because of their time at 
Family Retreat.

“Attending Family Retreat was a new beginning for 
us,” says Sarah. “Serving together with Joni and 
Friends, using our life experiences raising children with 
disabilities, is our greatest joy.” “ ”

I have no greater joy than to 
hear that my children are 

walking in the truth.
3 JOHN 1:4

Family Retreat Full Circle!

Family Retreat brings the whole family closer to 
each other and closer to Jesus!



100% of proceeds go directly to 
advance ministry to children and families living with disability.

TO ORDER: • Mail order form • Call toll-free: 800.736.4177 
• Online: joniandfriends.org/store • Phone: Text ORDER to 818.707.5664

O Holy Night 
Christmas Cards

J oni loves sending Christmas cards and 
singing Christmas hymns! This year 
her new Christmas card brings the two 

together. Featuring Joni’s rendering of Mary 
cradling Jesus, set against a background of “O 
Holy Night” sheet music, this elegant card will 
bring the joy of the season to your friends and 
family members.

Product Details:
• High quality paper stock
• 5" x 7"
• Each box contains 15 cards 

and 16 envelopes

$14

Card interior reads:
“This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby 
wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 
Luke 2:12

May you Delight in the Joy of Jesus
During this Blessed Season
And All Throughout the Year!
Knowing Our Savior, Messiah, and King!
Merry Christmas!

Joni’s Christmas cards are 
available only through Joni and Friends. 

Quantities are limited, 
so please order right away.


