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It’s been a long winter, 
but signs of spring are 
budding.

Chicago brothers find a 
home at the ranch.
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	 The	echoes	of	the	shotguns	
could	be	heard	for	miles.	The	
lengths	of	smiles	were	ear-to-ear.	
As	the	smell	of	gunpowder	dissi-
pated,	we	calculated	that	the	men	
shot	over	10	boxes	of	clay	pigeons	
from	the	new	automatic	
thrower.	Actually,	truth	be	
told,	they	shot	at	the	clay	
pigeons	missing	many	of	
them;	however,	that	didn’t	
dampen	the	experience.	
This	year’s	edition	of	
Spring	Training	(Grace	
Adventures’	Men’s	Re-
treat)	not	only	showed	the	
popularity	of	the	upgraded	
ranges	including	paintball	
and	handguns,	but	men	also	went	
on	horseback	rides	and	climbed	the	
indoor	tower.
	 Walt	Wiley,	from	Winning	with	
Encouragement,	challenged	the	
men	to	be	builders.	We	celebrate	
that	on	Saturday	of	the	retreat,	four	
men	committed	for	the	first	time	to	
begin	building	a	relationship	with	
Jesus	Christ.	Men	were	challenged	
in	workshops,	and	also	spent	time	
discussing	how	to	their	lives.
	 The	10	oz.	steaks	from	Country	
Dairy	put	an	exclamation	point	
on	an	already	great	day.	After	the	

evening	session,	the	men	played	
the	inaugural	game	of	GLOW	dodge	
ball	(which	we	will	be	using	for	high	
school	and	middle	school	camps	this	
summer).	They	came	out	sweaty,	
exhausted,	telling	stories	about	how	

they	were	hit,	and	trying	to	
figure	out	who	threw	it!

“[This retreat] helped me 
grow closer to God and some 
of the men from my church. 
One of the most memorable 
and fun weekends of my life. 
Thank you SO MUCH!”

“Given me much encourage-
ment to focus on what really 

matters more in how I invest my time, 
energy, talents in my life. Thank you 
for a great retreat! Excellent job.  
Really appreciated time with the  
group I came with!”

“It has been amazing to meet more 
men with passion for Christ and bond 
with the group.”

“I came in not too good of a place in 
my life. No one made me say or do 
anything I wasn’t comfortable with.”

“A great deal- learned a great deal 
about myself and can’t wait to apply  
it to my life.”

Spring Training
 grace retreats

Popular Grace speaker 
touches lives of many.
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Find out what upgrades 
have been made to a 
very popular activity.

7
Winter Blast
This winter, 959 middle and high school students and leaders came to Grace Adventures 
for an “awkward” Winter Blast weekend retreat. The Winter Blast weekends were packed 
with awesome bands, dynamic speakers, engaging workshops, interactive discussion, 
a diaper dash, glow party and lots of fun in the snow! Students learned that following 
Christ can look “awkward” to the world around you. Over the six weekends, hundreds 
of decisions were made to follow Christ for the first time or as re-commitments. We are 
already planning for Winter Blast 2012, make sure your youth group is signed up!
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Community Worship
During the summer chapel ministry, 
we watch forty children each week 
as their parents enjoy community 
worship. We are looking for gently 
used or new toys to aid the chil-
dren’s ministry, especially ages 12-
24 months. We have a great need 
for two new or gently used pack ‘n’ 
plays that are in good working order.

Summer camp
Grace Adventure’s summer youth, 
ranch, and family camps are always 
popular. Playing new and exciting 
activities, building relationships, 
eating good food, and learning 
God’s Word are only a few reasons 
to come for a stay at Grace. There 
is still room for you, but spaces 
are filling quickly! Register today 
to guarantee your spot and give 
your child a life-changing summer 
experience. 

Fall event 
On October 4, 2010, another year 
of ministry for Grace Adventures was 
celebrated at the Pinnacle Center 
in Hudsonville with 220 guests in 
attendance. Through video and testi-
monies, God was glorified by stories 
of lives impacted with Jesus Christ. 
The Tony Pomales family shared of 
how God has changed their family 
through Family Camp at Grace. 
Thankfulness fills our hearts for the 
gifts and faith promises that were 
raised at the event. In addition, a 
number of guests volunteered their 
services for the upcoming year.

Family Reunions
Is your family looking for a new 
location for meeting together? If you 
are feeling cramped at your family 
get-togethers, maybe you should 
consider a stay at Grace Adven-
tures! We serve families by provid-
ing comfortable accommodations, 
food, and activities all included at a 
price typically cheaper than a hotel 
stay! Consider us for your next fam-
ily reunion or holiday party!

Summer splash
Our second Summer Splash was a 
hit with over 300 participating last 
summer. Starting with community 
worship, previous campers and staff 
members, community members, 
and other friends came to enjoy a 
relaxing day on Grace’s campus. 
Come join us this year on July 31 
for lunch and an afternoon of wagon 
rides, high adventure, and waterfront 
activities! Registration begins at 
11:15 am and the campus is open 
to anyone until 4:00 pm.

Scholarships
Each year there are kids who would 
like to attend camp but due to 
economic factors are unable to do 
so. It has been the goal of Grace 
that no camper be turned away 
from having a Grace experience due 
to financial hardship. Through the 
generous donations of individuals 
and organizations, scholarships are 
provided for families, enabling their 
camper to attend a summer session 
at Grace Adventures. In 2010, the 
scholarship program allowed over 
250 needy individuals the ability to 
attend one of Grace’s programs.

New University Partnerships
Grace Adventures is partnering with 
colleges and universities, providing 
leadership and character training 
to their students. This year Grace is 
entering into partnerships with West-
ern Michigan University and Grace 
College. Grace Adventures has a 
history of working with like-minded 
organizations in an effort to impact 
more communities.
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Volunteer highlight
We all need someone to help 
lighten our load, bring a smile 
to our faces and give words of 
encouragement. If you come to 
Grace’s Galley, you can find just 
that in Todd Rash. Todd is a new 
volunteer to Grace. He has been 
helping almost every weekend 
since the first of the year. He 
brings much energy and enthusi-
asm to the food service ministry. 
His desire is to serve others and 
make them feel cared for when 
they enter the dining room. He 
does a great job engaging guests 
in conversation while serving them and going the extra mile to meet  
their needs while they are dining at the Galley. He thrives on meeting 
new people and his personal goal is to put a smile on every face that 
enters the Galley! So if you come down to the Galley when he is there,              
be prepared to smile and be encouraged!



 If you’ve met him once, you won’t 
forget. The smile, the laugh, the 
quiet “head nod” you witness while 
he’s contemplating your last question 
or thought… this is Ben VanderKodde. 
I mean, who else would have a 45 
minute phone conversation with a 
complete stranger?  
 That was my first interaction with 
him. I still remember feeling like I 
was actually worth his time and not 
just a random voice on the other 
end of the line. I instantly knew that 
Grace Adventures was a ministry 
where I wanted to be involved. My 
next experience was as an employer, 
which was as much fun as it was 
rewarding. Our longest relationship 
allowed us to exist as co-workers, 
teammates, friends. It makes my 
heart happy to recall all my experi-
ences with him. We’ve had our share 

of conflict, but we always worked 
for the best possible outcome. Now, 
900 miles and two years later, a 
deep friendship continues. This is 
just the nature of Ben.
 At first glance, he may appear 
to be just like every other program 
director: warm, energetic, and weird. 
He gets things done, puts on a good 
camp, and has a good time doing it. 
However, there’s something different 
about Ben. He understands the big 
picture and the purpose behind 
every activity or task. He has his 
priorities in order. He is intentional 
about the relationships he builds 
with others. This difference all 
comes down to the fact that Ben 
is a kingdom builder. He is deeply 
concerned about bringing people 
closer to Christ.
 In my six years of working with 

Ben, I can recall countless stories 
of learning through him, laughing 
with him, working hard and hardly 
working beside him, and thanking 
him for how he’s impacted me per-
sonally. God used his character to 
shape me and allow me to be more 
patient, creative, and joyful in my 
Christ-centered service. I continu-
ally enjoy volunteering to assist him 
in his ministry at Grace. The fact 
is, I am just one life, one person, 
touched by Ben. In the course of 12 
years, I am only one of over 42,000 
(a minimal estimate!) with whom he 
has interacted.
 Ben VanderKodde passion-
ately serves specifically as program 
director at Grace Adventures. His 
enthusiasm and zeal are catching. If 
you attended a summer camp or a 
winter blast, Ben was there, making 

 feature story

 4   experiences that live on    

never a stranger, always a

friend



sure you enjoyed an experience 
that lived on. Chances are your 
experience at Grace DID, in fact, 
live on. The staff with whom you 
interacted? Trained by him. The ac-
tivities you’ll never forget? Created 
or planned by him. That funny thing 
that happened that one time… I’m 
sure  a memory of Ben giggling 
goes right along with it.
 Because of this drive, Ben has 
found himself speaking at chapels 
and schools the last few years. 
Because he cares for others and 
desires to build relationships with 
people, requests for him to share in 
churches or schools are on the rise. 
Commitments away from Grace 
Adventures’ campus increase. Now 
that Abby Tissot has joined the staff 
as assistant program director, Ben 
can continue to work in the areas 

of his giftedness and passion by 
speaking to groups, not only on 
campus, but also in their daily 
worlds. Ben VanderKodde is allow-
ing Grace to grow the ministry and 
reach the 20/20 vision. He has 
the ability to touch lives for God’s 
Kingdom. We are so thankful for his 
willingness to be used in all areas 
of our ministry, both on campus 
and off.
 At Grace Adventures, we are 
deeply committed to reach people 
by creating experiences that live 
on. God has given Grace the vision 
of reaching 20,000 people on 
campus, and 20,000 people in the 
communities by 2020 and impact-
ing them with Jesus Christ. Over 
the past year, Ben has presented 
at more than 50 events. If you 
are interested in learning more 

about an off-campus program or 
visit, we would love to share with 
you or your school! Call Ryan at 
231.873.3662 for more informa-
tion about how Ben or another staff 
member could provide you with an 
experience that lives on.
 Ben has touched your life. Ben 
will touch other lives. Will you
continue to share your experiences 
with others to help us build God’s 
Kingdom?
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By Cheri Busenitz

Cheri Busenitz has ministered at 
Grace Adventures as a volunteer, 
summer staff member, and also 
spent five years on full-time staff. 
She still serves the ministry and 
frequently finds herself dreaming 
about camp. Cheri and her husband 
have been married for eight years 
and have two children, Brendan and 
Krista. 

friend
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By	Tricia	Coppess
	 Though	I	am	not	necessarily	a	“horse	
person,”	I	have	always	been	amazed	at	the	way	
God	works	through	the	horsemanship	ministry	at	
Paradise	Ranch.	There	is	something	special	about	
a	day	at	the	ranch.	Watching	the	herd	of	horses	
run	as	Ranch	Hands	bring	them	in	from	“the	
island”	each	morning	is	a	sight	to	behold.	As	the	
day	unfolds,	campers	learn	a	great	deal	whether	
it’s	at	the	barn	or	in	the	village.	God	is	always	
at	work,	and	through	the	years	I	have	had	the	
pleasure	of	seeing	what	He	can	do	
through	the	special	environment	of	
Paradise	Ranch.
	 To	say	that	I	have	seen	lives	
changed	is	an	understatement.	
When	Chad	and	I	first	came	to	
Grace,	we	met	a	nine-year-old	boy	
from	Chicago	named	Matt	Deren-
zo.	I	liked	Matt	from	the	start.	
He	was	polite,	aware	of	his	peers,	
but	also	a	lot	of	fun	to	be	around.	
Matt	came	back	the	next	year,	and	
the	next,	and	the	next,	and	has	
been	a	part	of	Paradise	Ranch	for	
11	years.	Matt’s	sense	of	humor	
and	work	ethic	have	made	him	a	
favorite	among	the	campers	and	
staff	every	season.	Matt	is	what	
one	would	call	a	“lifer.”	He	was	a	ranch	camper,	
ranch	hand,	junior	wrangler,	and	counselor.	Ad-
ditionally,	Matt	has	worked	at	the	Ranch	on	bitter	
winter	days	and	weekends	whenever	possible.	He	
has	been	a	reliable	help	to	Chad,	as	well	as	staff	
at	main	camp.	It	is	rare	to	find	someone	at	Grace	
Adventures	who	doesn’t	know	Matt,	and	that	is	a	
testament	to	his	character.	
	 As	if	one	Derenzo	wasn’t	enough,	we	also	
had	the	privilege	of	watching	Matt’s	younger	
brother	Mike	grow	into	a	fine	young	man	at	the	
ranch.	Like	Matt,	Mike	also	has	a	great	sense	of	
humor,	sensitive	side,	and	tremendous	respect	for	

his	leaders.	Mike	is	his	own	person,	of	course,	and	
he	has	made	his	own	impact	on	campers	and	staff	
at	Paradise	Ranch.	When	Mike	sees	something	
that	needs	to	be	improved,	he	doesn’t	hold	back.	
Full	of	ideas,	Mike	is	an	innovator	who	is	rarely	
satisfied	with	the	status	quo.	This	type	of	person-
ality	is	crucial	at	a	place	such	as	Paradise	Ranch.	
The	needs	and	demands	of	Christian	camping	
change	constantly,	and	Mike	has	been	a	valuable	
asset	in	an	ever-changing	environment.	Mike	also	
came	to	the	ranch	as	a	camper	and	has	expanded	

his	repertoire	to	include	many	
volunteer	opportunities	over	the	
years.
	 You	may	be	asking,	“How	
did	two	Chicago	city	boys	learn	
to	feel	so	at	home	at	a	ranch	in	
rural	Michigan?”	The	answer,	
of	course,	is	simple.	God	works	
through	people	who	are	willing	
to	serve,	a	blessed	environment	
that	seeks	His	will,	and	a	love	
for	an	animal	that	rarely	asks	for	
anything	other	than	a	flake	of	hay	
and	a	nice	scratch	now	and	then.	
Matt	and	Mike	are	indeed	two	
boys	from	Chicago,	but	they	came	
to	Silver	Lake	for	a	reason.	They	
wanted	to	ride	horses	and	have	

some	fun	with	kids	their	own	age.	The	counselors	
and	other	staff	at	the	ranch	connected	with	Matt	
and	Mike.	They	made	the	effort	to	sit	with	them	at	
campfires	and	to	talk	to	them	during	one-on-one	
chats.	They	didn’t	do	this	because	it	was	in	their	
job	description.	They	did	it	because	they	saw	a	
spark	in	the	Derenzo	brothers.	They	also	knew	
that	God	blesses	our	work	when	it	comes	from	a	
desire	to	change	lives.	Like	all	adolescent	boys,	
Matt	and	Mike	had	times	of	insecurity	and	confu-
sion.	Coming	to	Paradise	Ranch	every	summer,	
and	eventually	throughout	the	retreat	season,	
was	like	coming	home.	Matt	and	Mike	originally	

 feature story

           “How did two Chicago city boys learn to feel so at home at a ranch in rural Michigan?”

2brothers,1faith 

Michael Derenzo and Danae 
Philippus at Paradise Ranch.



By Tricia Coppess

Two years ago, the staff of Grace Adventures assessed the 
state of the shooting and archery ranges on the main               
campus. Both were small and lacking, especially when com-
pared to other facilities with similar program areas. After much 

discussion and planning, it was decided that these areas would be 
upgraded to meet the needs of Grace’s guests.
 Fast forward to 2011. The shooting and archery ranges have been 
expanded, equipment has been added, and the area of ministry as 
a whole has improved. In fact, a paintball course and trap range now 
exist. Having a trap shooting range allows guests to shoot at clay 
pigeons in a simulated environment. Program staff even attended 

paintball training in order to be “in the 
know” regarding this unique area of 
ministry. Whether you want to shoot at a 
target with a bow, pellet gun, shotgun, or 
rifle, or try to outwit others on a paintball 
course, there is much fun to be had in 
this new and improved program area. 
 You may be wondering who visits 
the target sports area. Is it just for men? 
Are teenage boys the only ones who 
use it? You may be surprised. The target 
sports area is used for virtually every 
retreat and camp week. While men often 
visit the area, more and more women 
are showing an interest. In fact, at the 

Women’s Retreat, our female guests dominated the paintball course 
and trap shooting range! Several women and girls are participating 
and proving that target sports are not just for guys! Guys and girls of 
various ages are taking advantage of the new courses, and Grace is 
even catering to groups who are visiting the campus with the purpose 
of using the target sports areas.
 As with all program areas at Grace Adventures, there is a deeper 
purpose to target sports. Sometimes, a family may be able to bond 
on the course in a way that is not possible in the hustle and bustle of 
everyday life. A youth pastor who cannot seem to connect with a teen 
may find that the target area allows access to the teen’s life. While 
it is fun and a great way to enjoy God’s 
creation, Grace guests often find they are 
leaving the target sports area with a feeling 
of satisfaction. While the target can be 
made of paper, plastic, or clay, it can rep-
resent an obstacle in the person’s life. By 
visiting the target sports area, guests can 
leave the stress and despair of life on the 
courses. Ultimately, the target sports area 
can represent our lives. Just as God is with 
us as we aim to destroy targets on the courses, He helps us to zero in 
on those things that are in the way of a relationship with Him. 
 Deuteronomy 20:4 says, “For the LORD your God is the one who 
goes with you to fight for you against your enemies to give you victory.” 
So the next time you visit Grace Adventures, take a walk in the woods 
to the new and improved target sports area. Take a deep breath, take 
aim, and let it fly. God is waiting to fight for you. Are you ready?

 

Right on
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came	to	Paradise	Ranch	to	bond	
with	a	horse,	but	they	left	each	
season	with	a	much	deeper	bond.	
I	believe	that	bond	extends	to	all	
of	us	who	have	spent	time	with	
these	brothers.	God	is	at	work	in	
their	lives	and,	as	He	works	in	
them,	He	works	in	all	of	us.	
	 For	instance,	Chad	and	I	
had	the	opportunity	to	spend	
time	with	Matt	and	Mike	during	
their	respective	J-Terms	when	
they	were	in	high	school.	When	
they	were	given	the	choice	of	
where	to	spend	an	internship,	
they	chose	Paradise	Ranch.	
Winters	at	the	ranch	are	much	
different	than	summers.	Many	
days	are	bitterly	cold,	and	the	
work	can	be	downright	dif-
ficult.	However,	there	are	many	
activities	that	occur	both	at	the	
ranch	and	main	camp	during	the	
winter.	Matt	and	Mike	jumped	
in	with	both	feet.	Because	
they	saw	different	aspects	of	
ministry,	they	gained	knowledge.	
Evenings	spent	in	our	living	
room	after	a	long	day	of	work	at	
the	ranch	were	insightful;	Chad	
and	I	learned	about	them,	and	
they	learned	about	what	it	is	like	
to	live	where	you	work.	I	know	
Chad	and	I	will	not	forget	those	
chilly	Januarys	with	them,	and	I	
think	their	willingness	to	serve	
at	the	ranch	during	the	winter	
says	a	great	deal	about	the	im-
pact	the	ranch	had	on	their	lives.	
		 Although	Matt	and	Mike	
have	learned	many	things	and	
have	gained	many	skills,	they	
still	watch	the	horses	run	in	
each	morning	and	enjoy	the	
simple	beauty	of	Paradise	
Ranch.	Two	brothers	with	one	
faith.	A	faith	in	the	God	who	has	
changed	their	lives,	taught	them	
to	rely	on	others,	and	given	them	
opportunities	to	share	what	they	
have	learned.	I	don’t	know	what	
the	definition	of	a	“successful	
ministry”	is,	but	I	know	what	
God’s	hand	looks	like.	It	takes	
the	form	of	two	brothers	from	
Chicago	who	left	the	city	to	
wrangle	a	horse	or	two	and	are	
still	making	the	trip	to	Paradise	
Ranch.	But,	now	they	do	it	so	
they	can	see	God’s	hand	working	
in	the	lives	of	others.	That	is	
success,	and	that	is	what	God	
can	do	when	we	allow	Him	to	
work.	Amen	and	yeehaw!	

Shooting and archery ranges get upgraded

Tricia Coppess has taught English for the past 11 years at Montague Public Schools. Tricia 
and her husband Chad, program administrator of Grace Adventures, have been married 14 
years and have two children, Caitlin and Cale. 
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.2      family camps—July 3-8

         did you know?

  reach us

Find us on facebook!

follow @GraceAdventures

adventuresatgrace.blogspot.com

GraceAdventures

Grace Adventures

graceadventuresvids

  2011 upcoming events

• Golf Marathon May 20
• Summer Splash July 31
• Summer Camp Jun. 14-Aug. 17
• Parent/Child Retreat Sept. 23-25
• Women’s Retreat 1 Sept. 30-Oct 2
• Women’s Retreat 2 Oct. 7-9
• Fall Event Oct. 17

Family life is an adventure.  
Make new memories together at 
Grace Adventures Family Camp. 
In a safe, scenic and stress-free 
environment, you will be able to 
focus on your family – no cooking, 
going to work, phones ringing, or 
TV blaring.
  Activities include: Paintball, 
Blob, Archery and Rifle Ranges, 
Family Meals, Beach Activities, 
Ropes Course, Climbing Tower, Zip 
Line, Campfires, Family Worship, 
Dynamic Speakers plus much, 
much more!
 Call Grace today to register, 
or visit online for more info at
www.graceadventures.org/
family-camp/

18,000

1,330

2

Hours that were donated by volunteers 
in the past year.

Miles traveled by Audry Depree from 
Georgetown, TX to attend Discovery Camp.

Weekend dates scheduled for Grace 
Women’s Retreats - Sept. 30 - Oct. 2 
and Oct. 7-9, 2011.


