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 Leadership Conference Recap 
 

by Curtis M. Smith, Moderator of the ILFWB State Association 
 

More than 200 lay-leaders and pastors from across the National Association of 
Free Will Baptists participated in the annual NAFWB Leadership Conference 
held in Nashville, Tennessee on December 8-10. This year’s theme was “The 
Neighborhood Church.”  The leadership conference has really become one of 
my favorite events of the year.  There is plenty of time to fellowship and catch 
up with friends from across the country that you do not get to see very often.  
However, that is not the main reason for the conference.  Many of the national 
boards, commissions, and committees meet during this time. In addition to 
these meetings there are also many seminars and breakout sessions to attend.   
 

This year’s keynote speaker was Dr. Sam Rainer (right), 
the president of Church Answers and lead pastor of West 
Bradenton Baptist Church in Bradenton, Florida.  His 
sessions dealt with everything from the return of the 
neighborhood church to ways of getting everyone in your 
church inviting someone. Rainer’s parachurch 
organization, Church Answers, partners with our National 
Association to assist churches learn more about how to 
serve where they are through the Know Your Community 
resource. For more information about Know Your 
Community, visit nafwb.org. For more information about Rainer’s ministry and 
seminars from this year, visit www.nafwb.org/site/leadershipconference.  
 

Dr. Shiloh Hackett, Br. Jon Forrest, Br. Travis Alexander, and Br. Kevin Barnett 
also led sessions.  Br. Josh Colson, Br. Ernie Lewis, and I were also part of two 
days of meetings dealing with funding the national departments and the 
national convention. Many ideas were discussed and forwarded to the 
executive committee. If you have not attended the leadership conference in 
the past, I highly recommend it to anyone. I 
know that those who take the time to read 
this Newsletter are likely leaders in your 
local churches, and this conference will help 
you develop into an even better one. Next 
year’s dates and theme have already been 
released: “Church Tools: Basics for Effective 
Ministry” on December 7-8, 2026 in 
Nashville, Tennessee. Put it on the calendar! 
 

Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the Word of God.  
Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith. 

 

—Hebrews 13:7 

Find us on the web at 
www.ilfwb.org 
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Arnold View                        Pastor: Adam Brown 

We’ve enjoyed carols, twinkling lights, and beautiful 
programs throughout December.  We also enjoyed 
James Kennedy sharing about his recent and 
upcoming ETEAM mission trips.  The fashionable fun 
for Sunday School attendance has ended, but the 
encouragement to be part of a small group and 
studying His Word continues.  

Now, we’ve embarked upon a new year.  A new year 
is often associated with new beginnings, changes, 
and fresh starts.  We know that our Savior is one of 
new beginnings and fresh starts regardless of the 
month on the calendar.  As two thousand twenty-six 
begins, let’s consult the Wonderful Counselor, rely 
upon the Everlasting Father, rest in the Prince of 
Peace, and seek the Mighty God who came near and 
remains with us now and forevermore.  –Jodie Tanner 
 

Bear Point 
 

December is always busy and Bear Point is no 
exception Sister Virginia McCann spent many hours 
making sure that the church was beautifully 
decorated for the season. Shopping for the SV 
Student Assistant Program was "wrapped" up and 
delivered to the school in time for Christmas.  The 
Youth spent the afternoon of the 7th practicing for the 
Christmas Program and were rewarded for their hard 
work with a party.  The program was presented on 
Sunday night the 14th.  Thank you to Sister's Heidi and 
Paulette for working with these young people to help 
share the gospel through the Christmas Story.  In 
addition to their monthly bake sale, the youth took 
orders for and made cookie trays for the holidays this 
year - what a sweet treat!   We were blessed to have a 
fine young man, Jonah Ruffino fill the pulpit again on 
Sunday the 14th with a very beautiful message from 
Isaiah chapters 11 and 12 about never losing sight of 
what really matters at Christmas  - JESUS. 
Fellowship and hospitality are an important part of 
our church.  Brother Larry planned a potluck for 
Wednesday, December 3rd with everyone gathering 
together for food and fellowship before he led us in  

 

 

(Bear Point cont.) Bible Study.  Paulette Newbury 
opened her home the next evening on the 8th to all 
the ladies (young and not so young) for an early 
Christmas party. 19 ladies enjoyed an evening of food, 
fun, and gift exchange.  They have decided to make 
this a monthly event with the next one on Jan, 12th. 

Please pray for our church and deacons as we 
continue to seek the Lord for a pastor.  Brother David 
Mishler became ill prior to filling in on December 7th, 
which made for a bit of a scramble to find a 
replacement.  Brother Mark Lappin volunteered to fill 
in with a short devotion and others filled in the gaps 
with songs and testimonies. It was a Spirit-filled service 
and we were BLESSED!  We are so thankful for the 
willingness of all our people who have stepped out of 
their comfort zones to lead when and where there is a 
need. 

 We are looking forward to hearing Brother David 
Mishler lead our Christmas service and Ross Bunton 
closing out the year on the 28th.   

And let us not grow weary in well-doing, for in due 
season we shall reap, if we do not lose heart (Gal. 6:9). 
–Mona Lappin 
 

Benton                                  Pastor: Phillip Kennedy 
 

We hope everyone has had a Merry Christmas and is 
looking forward to the New Year!  We are praying for 
a blessed New Year of serving the Lord!  In the month 
of November we enjoyed two Sunday meals at church.  
One was for Harvest Sunday and the other was 
Birthday meal!  Both were Thanksgiving themed.  We 
have also had some wonderful Student Hangouts as 
well.  Christmas has been an especially busy time.  We 
have had Christmas parties and great times of 
fellowship!  Bro. David Shores preached for us on 
December 14th while Pastor Phillip and Jackie were 
away celebrating their anniversary! 

We are looking forward to our Candlelight service on 
December 17 and our Christmas Service on 
December 21st! 

James Kennedy has been accepted to E-TEAM 2026.  
Please pray for him both as he raises funds and goes. 
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Blue Point                                  Pastor: Ernie Lewis 
 

We recently held a Quilts of Valor presentation at the 
church to present a patriotic quilt to Dakota 
Greenwood. We held an American Red Cross blood 
drive at the beginning of December.  
A crew of women beautifully decorated the church for 
the Christmas season. A group of men set up our large 
wooden nativity in the Cisne Park. Another crew stuffed 
and labeled envelopes for the Christmas mailing for 
Shane and Joy Davison. There was also a group of 
volunteers who sorted and boxed groceries for the 
Ministerial Alliance Christmas Food Drive. 
During the International Student Retreat at Camp 
Hope, Brother Ernie and Suzanne helped in the 
kitchen. Brother Ernie recently spoke during chapel at 
the Full Armor Christian Academy in Louisville. The 
Kingdom Builders Sunday school enjoyed a Sunday 
morning breakfast before their Sunday school class 
began. A couple of our younger Sunday school classes 
went caroling at Heritage Woods in Flora, taking treats 
to the residents.  
Brother Ernie and Suzanne were in Nashville for the 
Leadership Conference. Some from our church, 
including our youth attended a “Walk Through 
Bethlehem” at the Nazarene Church in Flora. Several 
also participated in an outdoor ‘Journey to Bethlehem’ 
at the Elm River Church in Mt. Erie. It happened to be 
an evening when the temperatures were in single 
digits. 
We have begun our winter tournament of pickleball 
with doubles teams in ladies, men, and mixed doubles. 
The games are played in the gym on Sunday evenings 
after the service. Many teams are signed up and 
competing. –Suzanne Lewis 
 

Crossroads                                     Pastor: Jeff Pope 
 

We are a small Church with a big heart for God. 

Gods really been blessing us, we have a great Pastor 
and wonderful Church family.   

Hope everyone had a great Thanksgiving this year.  We 
had our THANKSGIVING Dinner on the 16th.   Great 
Preaching, then great time of food and fellowship.  

Our Home Missions offering was 495.00.  Thankful for 
all who gave.   

 

 

 

(Crossroads cont.) WNAC had their Christmas party at 
the Church.  While the women were having food and 
fellowship the men went to Culvers.  

Congratulations to Kim Karnes who won the gift basket.   
We also did a gift exchange.   Thanks to Sister Robin 
Crabtree who gave a devotion, and was in charge of 
the games. She always does a great job.  I love 
appreciate all 12 who showed up, it was a great night.   

On Dec. 14th we had our Christmas party, enjoying 
finger foods and games. Pastor gave a short devotion. 
I’m so blessed to be a part of this Church family.  

We have two special ladies in our Church that we are 
praying for at this time of year, Sister Kathy Bartels lost 
her husband this year, praying for her and her family,  
This will be their first Christmas without her husband 
and their dad and grandpa.   Also sister Barb Crubaugh 
who lost her son Doug this summer.  This time of year 
is especially hard on them.   There are many who need 
Prayers.    

I want to be so full of the Holy Spirit that others around 
me would want to filled with the Holy Spirit as well. 

Wishing all of my family and friends a very Merry 
Christmas and a Happy New Year. 

May every Christian be a living testimony to others.   

We are having our Christmas program on December 
21st in the morning.   Hope all Churches enjoy theirs. –
Tammy Boster 

 

 

 

AD HERE  
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Harmony                                  Pastor: Ben Eldridge 
 

Well the cold weather has arrived with a blast and we 
had to dig our coats and scarves out of retirement. 
During the evening service of November 30th, we had 
testimonies, singing and poems to praise our Lord 
and to remember times past.  

Another one of our dear sisters, Marie Qualls, 86, 
went home to be with her Lord and Savior on Sunday, 
November 30th. Marie loved her family, the church, 
singing and her Lord, most of all. Marie had been ill 
for quite some time and had not been able to be at 
Harmony. Our prayers are with her family at this time.  

On December 6th, we had a great turn out, 14 youth 
and approximately 20 adults, for the youth Christmas 
party at the bowling alley. A great time for all.  
December 7th we collected baby bottles (with 
money), diapers, and baby wipes for Clarity Women's 
Care. During the morning services this December, 
Sister Sherry Stewart has been explaining different 
meanings of Christmas traditions to the Church. Also 
the children are ringing out with the Christmas bells.  

Following the evening service of Dec. 7th, we had a 
surprise 75th birthday party for our piano player, Rose 
Fields. On the evening of the 13th, 28 adults braved 
the weather to come to our annual Christmas party. 
The games were led by Sister Kay Veller and much 
laughter ensued. Great food and fellowship and some 
surprise gift giving and Taking. Our Sunday School 
teachers were recognized for the tremendous work 
they do during the year.  

We welcome our new members to Harmony Church, 
Bro. Ben and Sister, Stephanie Eldridge and also Don 
Eldridge. As we end the year we want to remember 
what this season is all about. The birth of our Savior, 
Jesus Christ. Our prayer is for a Blessed Christmas 
and Joyous and peaceful New Year. –Alice Barron  

Hazel Dell                                 Pastor: Curtis Smith 
 

Praise God for the wonderful gift of Jesus!  May we all 
remember the “Reason for the Season”.  

On November 20 our church helped with the annual 
Ministerial Alliance’s Community Thanksgiving meal.  
What an outreach this event is in our community! 

 
(Hazel Dell cont.) The Sesser/Valier Ministerial Alliance 
Thanksgiving Service was held at the Sesser Methodist 
Church on Nov. 25th.  Bro. Terry Lewis from the First 
Baptist Church in Valier was the speaker.   

Bro. Curtis and Sis. Emilee attended The Leadership 
conference in Tennessee on Dec. 8th. & 9th. 

Our church’s Christmas caroling was on Dec. 11th.  
Several participated in bringing joy to others in 
celebration of the season. 

Dec. 15th. was Christmas Sweater Sunday and how 
appropriate it was since the temperatures dropped so 
low.   

Our youth are busy preparing for their Christmas 
Program. It will be in the morning service on Dec. 21. 

Have a Merry Christmas and a Blessed New Year!   
–Diana Kirk  
 

Ina                                                     Pastor: Brad Ryan 
 

Warm greetings from Ina FWB Church! Hope you all are 
enjoying this busy but joyous season! October held a 
few outreach occasions for our church. We hosted a 
Block Party on October 19th. These events are always a 
great opportunity to reach our local community. They 
get to hear the word of God preached, ask for prayer, 
and enjoy food & fun. At the end of the month, we did 
our annual Trunk or Treat. This year, we dressed as Bible 
characters and kids had a great time learning about the 
Bible, as well as receiving candy in a safe environment. 

On November 16th we had our Thanksgiving 
Fellowship. This is always a wonderful time to gather and 
spend time together after the service. That month, our 
church filled 100 Operation Christmas Child shoe boxes! 

December 12th we had a fun Trivia Night to raise money 
for an upcoming Mission Trip to Cuba. Sunday the 14th 
was such a blessing with performances by our Adult 
Choir and our Junior Church. During the AM service, our 
Adult Choir presented their Cantata, "Before the 
Manger". That evening our kids performed, "The Loaned 
Manger". This season is such a good reminder of the gift 
that God gave us when He sent His Son! Thank you Lord! 

Pastor Brad will be sharing his annual Christmas story on 
Sunday evening, the 21st. –Katie Williams 
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JCity                                       Pastor: Randy Carney 
 

New year’s greetings from JCity Church! Since our last 
correspondence, we had 6 baptisms, 4 new 
members, added another SS class, plus tons of 
blessings from the Lord. Our attendance numbers are 
growing and everyone is excited about what the Lord 
is doing.  Saturday night meals are going strong as we 
get to bless the community, as well as our 
contributing to the Christmas food baskets for the 
ministerial alliance. And let’s not forget the kid’s 
Christmas program, and the Christmas Eve 
candlelight communion service…bringing in folks 
from various area churches. Whew! We’ve been busy, 
knowing that all of you have been busy also. May God 
richly bless you during this new year as we labor to 
serve and introduce others to our Lord and Savior.  
–Doug Hancock 
 

Mt. Vernon                                 Pastor: Craig Smith 
 

Merry Christmas to all from Mt. Vernon First! As we 
celebrate the birth of our Lord and Savior, may your 
family be filled with the love and joy that fills the earth 
this season!  Read the Christmas story in Luke 2 and 
treasure each word! 

We would like to thank Cheryl Goree for the work she 
put in filling and delivering the Christmas Child 
shoeboxes. To all who donated we also say, “Thanks!” 

Many came forward to sing, do readings, and give 
testimonies to make our 5th Sunday sing a joyous 
time to end November. 

Our church is beautifully decorated thanks to our 
“flower ladies” and to Ed Ferguson who set up the 
nativity! 

Our monthly Coffee Talk met together on Tuesday, 
December 9th, to warm up with hot coffee and good 
fellowship. 

The WAC met at Sandy Ellis’ home for their Christmas 
celebration on December 17th. Always a wonderful 
time of love and fellowship as we meet together as 
sisters in Christ! 

It’s time again to meet with Solid Rock Church for our 
Jericho’s Walk on December 20th. 

 

 
 

(Mt. Vernon cont.) For those looking for good 
fellowship and an evening of celebration as we say 
good-bye to 2025, we will be having a New Year’s Eve 
Watch Night service on December 31, 8 p.m., at the 
church. All are welcome! 

As we end the year, let’s all continue to pray for the 
lost, our great country, our churches, and each other! 
–Mary Ann Levitt  

Pittsburg                               Pastor: Eddie Donelson 
 

Greetings from PFWBC!  As we step into a new year, 
we step forward trusting the same faithful God who 
carried us through 2025. “The Lord Himself goes 
before you and will be with you; He will never leave 
your nor forsake you.” Deuteronomy 31:8 

Looking back in December… our Wednesday night 
AWANA Club ended the 2025 year with a Christmas 
Party, including games and PIZZA!. We are so excited 
to have so many children learning about Jesus each 
week and digging more into God’s word together!  
Our AWANA Club meets every Wednesday from 6:30 
to 7:45pm and will resume on January 7.  All ages from 
pre-school through High School are invited to come 
join in on the fun!! 

Our December Family Skate Night was a roll-on-the-
floor-good time full of laughter and smiles! We are 
excited to do it again! Join us on January 8 at 6pm at 
Emery Bros. Skating Rink in Marion. Bring the whole 
family - admission is FREE! 

On Dec. 13 our ladies gathered to enjoy a time 
fellowship with their Sisters in Christ while celebrating 
the Christmas Season.  Our theme this year was “The 
Wonder of it All”. What a fun time and such a blessing 
to get together and celebrate the birth of our Savior. 
As this is written, we are preparing for the PFWBC Kids 
Christmas program.  The kids who will participate 
range from birth-5th grade, and they will show off their 
talents through song, choir singing, and scripture 
readings! We are planning a JOY-filled evening where 
memoires will be made.  

The calendar tends to slow down after the New Year 
at PFWBC, but we are looking forward to planning for 
2026! –Heather Phillips 
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Waltonville                                Pastor: Mark Wells 
 

Wow, these "Brr months" are really flying by. We have 
had quite a busy season since October.  On the  26th, 
our church hosted an appreciation dinner for the 
volunteers of the Waltonville Fire Protection district 
and families. We thank God for their bravery and 
dedication, and service to the community.  October 
31st, we had our Treat n Eat and had eighty-six people 
come by. They were treated to hotdogs, chips, drinks, 
and lots of candy.  

Pastor Mark was presented with a gift for Pastor's 
Appreciation Day. We are so grateful for him bringing 
the Word of God to us every Sunday morning service 
and Wednesday night Bible Study. Pastor Mark is 
always involved with our church events helping out 
whenever and wherever help is needed. We really 
appreciate you, Pastor Mark and you, too, Tammy!! 

We held a Bake Sale on November 11th. We also had 
a float in the Veteran's Day parade.  

On Sunday, December 14th, we will have our 
Christmas Dinner Party following the service at noon.  

Our Food Pantry continues to thrive with donations 
and we were able to feed 122 families.  

We have lost a church member, Bro. Bob Rathe. He 
had been a member of our church since 1978. Two 
more members of our church, Bro. Bruce Brelje, has 
lost his Mother, Betty Brelje, and Sis. Margie Lappin 
lost her sister, Helen Maxey, as well.  Please keep 
these families in your prayers. 

Thanksgiving was a time of many blessings as we 
enjoyed time with family, the smell of the feast, (oh 
and we can't forget football), before you get that 
"much needed nap" in, take a moment to be thankful 
for all of God's blessings.   

'Give thanks to the Lord for His unfailing love and His 
wonderful deeds for mankind. For He satisfies the 
thirsty and fills the hungry with good things.'  

Now we are busy with the Christmas season.  
Continue to pray for us as we continue making 
progress toward building our new building for God’s 
glory. –Audrey Gray 

 

 

Still Room for You and Your Spouse! 
 

Husbands and wives can still register for the Hope and 
Renewal Experiential Marriage Retreat, Feb. 27–March 
1, 2026, at Lake Sallateeska near Pinckneyville. 

The weekend retreat blends marriage enrichment 
with rescue and repair—strengthening healthy 
relationships while offering hope and practical tools 
for couples in crisis. The event begins with registration 
Friday, 5:00 p.m., and concludes Sunday, 12:30 p.m., 
following a service of worship and renewal. Meals are 
included. 

Thanks to $100 scholarships from the Illinois FWB 
Christian Education Board, the cost is $250 per couple 
(regularly $350). Space is limited—register today. 

To sign up or learn more, contact Keith Fletcher at 
618-952-1272, email jcitycenter@gmail.com, or visit 
jcity.center/marriage/retreat.  
 

Bible-Reading Plan Created by ILFWB Minister 
 

Looking for a unique but orthodox Bible Reading Plan 
for 2026?  Consider “The Canon Connected” a Bible 
Reading Plan and Podcast created by Gowdy Cannon. 
Have questions? Check out the pages under “The 
Canon Connected” on Facebook, Instagram, Spotify, 
YouTube or Apple. Or visit the web page 
TheCanonConnected.com.  
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A Call for Local Church Histories 
by Joshua R. Colson 
 

In 1991, the late Rev. Byford Campbell published a 
History of Free Will Baptists in Illinois. In that volume, 
Bro. Campbell invited Free Will Baptist Churches 
throughout the state to submit local histories to be 
included in the book. However, given that 34 years 
have passed since Campbell published that 
wonderful, little booklet, much of the information 
needs updating. Some churches included in that 
booklet have either closed their doors or left the Free 
Will Baptist movement while several others have been 
planted or otherwise joined the Free Will Baptists.  
 
Currently, I am in the process of writing a 
comprehensive history of Free Will Baptists in the 
state of Illinois, and like Campbell in 1991, I’d like to 
include a section of local church histories; but I need 
your help with updated information. Would you or 
someone in your church please write and send me a 
brief history of your congregation (250-1000 words) 
for (edited) inclusion in this work? You might include 
information about the church’s founding, the names 
of pastors and deacons who have served the church, 
dates of building projects and renovations, and 
whatever else you think is important to your story! 

 

 

church’s Free Will Baptist dues are being used. It  
 
Bro. Eric Thomsen of One 
Magazine recently authored a 
book, To Honor our Heritage: 
A Guide to Preserving Local 
Church History, which is 
available to purchase through 
Randall House. You may find 
this book helpful as you think 
through your church’s history. 
If you’d find it more 
convenient, Thomsen also 
discussed this topic with Dr. Eddie Moody on an 
edition of the NAFWB’s Better Together Podcast 
(August 14, 2023), which can be found on YouTube, 
Spotify, and Apple Podcasts.  
 

The history of your local church needs to be 
preserved, and I want to do that as part of this book. 
After all, what is the story of our association but the 
story of local churches cooperating together? If you 
are interested in helping with this project, please 
reach out to me via phone at 618-364-5961 or email 
at joshua.colson@welch.edu. Thank you! 
 

. She and her husband Dale live in Rural West Frankfort.  

MASTER’S MEN STUFF HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Reporters, please note: Please send all correspondence for the Illinois Newsletter to 
www.iryan1970@gmail.com  The deadline for the February Newsletter is January 15 
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