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On January 11th 2019, I was a part of the Go-
shen Baptist Association delegation that was 
sent to the providence of Chiriqui, Panama on 
the western side of the country.  We were sent 
to formalize the partnership between Goshen 
and the Baptist Association in Chiriqui with a 
covenant signing ceremony and to begin the 
process of forming relationships and making 
plans for future mission trips.   

From that standpoint the trip was a success. I 
was able to meet the pastors of the local 
churches and work out many of the details of 
the trip that my church would take a year later. 
During that trip I was able to meet Pastor Irving 

Luckenchang and preach at his church (The Way 
of Salvation Baptist Church) in Poterillos Abajo.   

Four days later as we boarded the flight on the 
way back, I had a feeling of satisfaction thinking 
that our mission was complete.  Little did I 
know that God had more planned for this trip 
than I did.  Right before we got on the plane, I 
pulled out my headphones and phone thinking 
that I was about to turn on some music and re-
lax for the next few hours only to find that my 
phone battery was about to die.  As I put my 
headphones back into my pocket, I heard my 
name being called over the loudspeaker.  I 
walked up to the flight attendance’s desk spoke 
with them and then began the process of 
boarding the plane.   

I sat down next to a woman who was an Ameri-
can but was a resident of Panama.  With no mu-
sic to listen to I decided to strike up a conversa-
tion and asked her the most basic of questions… 
“Where are you from?”  That simple question 
lead into a conversation that lasted the entire 
flight.  She talked about her catholic upbringing 
and her struggles with faith since the abuses in 
the catholic church came to light.  We talked 
about some of her own personal story and how 
following the wrong guy to Panama led to so 
many struggles in her personal life.   

We talked about why there is suffering in the 
world and how suffering shows us our need for 
God.  She said that she wished God had just giv-
en her a sign… some kind of miracle that would 
prove that He exists opening the door for me to 
talk to her about the resurrection.   

Pastor Irving Luckenchang (left) and myself. 
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By the end of the flight she said… “I believe that 
God sent you here to talk to me today.”  I re-
sponded “I know He did and just so you know… 
10 minutes before I got on the plane I was 
called to the counter and they changed my 
seat.”   

Sometimes we think we know “the plan.”  We 

have a mission in mind and tasks to accom-
plish.  But sometimes God has more instore for 
us that we realize.  Sometimes God changes our 
seat and opens opportunities to be a witness. If 
we pay attention and respond to the moving of 
the Spirit we can join God where He is at work. 

In March of 2019, a massive flood had swept 
across the Midwest and covered huge sections 
of Nebraska.  As I was in my bedroom packing a 
bag in preparation for my first official trip as a 
“BGAV Crisis Care Chaplain”, I felt God speaking 
to me.   

In a voice that was a clear in my heart as it 
would have been if it was spoken out loud God 
told me “I’m sending you to Nebraska to en-
courage a pastor”.  At first, I was startled.  I be-
lieve that God still speaks to people and there 
have been a handful of times in my life that I 
have felt that He was speaking to me very di-
rectly and specifically but that isn’t the norm.   

As I zipped up my suitcase, I said a prayer for 
the pastor whom I had never met.  When we 
got there the level of destruction would take 
your breath away: entire corn fields covered in 
sand, mountains of debris pushed against lone 
houses, chunks of concrete folded on top of 
each other like a shuffled deck of cards.   

The first few days we rode around to several 
sites speaking to homeowners whose houses 

flooded and helping at supply distribution cen-
ters.  One day we were directed to the tiny 
town of Waterloo.   Waterloo is surrounded by 
a levy that kept it largely shielded from the 
flooding that had swept across the otherwise 
flat planes of Nebraska making it the idea place 
to be a base for community ministry.   

It was there that I met the pastor of the Chris-
tian Church of Waterloo.  Even though it’s 
building was small and membership even 
smaller, it had opened its doors to the commu-
nity in it’s time of need.  As I sat down in their 
fellowship hall to talk with their pastor, I recog-
nized the look on his face.  It was the same 
look I had in 2016 after the town I was minis-
tering in (Springfield, Louisiana) had flooded.  

Like Pastor Mike, we had opened our doors to 
the community.  We sheltered those being 
pulled out of their flooded homes, fed the hun-
gry and distributed supplies to those in 
need.  God was doing some amazing things. 
But after camping out at the church, spending 
every waking moment from early in the morn-
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ing till late at night doing ministry and seeing 
the needs continue to mount, I felt exhausted 
and overwhelmed.  

As the days turned into weeks and the weeks 
turned into months, I was burned out.  If that 
wasn’t enough stress by itself, I also had one 
deacon in my church who had decided to come 
after me with every petty complaint he had for 
the past three years.  I was used to dealing with 
difficult church members but at that moment it 
was the straw that was about to break my 
back.   Needless to say, there were moments 
where I wasn’t just thinking about leaving my 
church, I was thinking about leaving the minis-
try all together.   

As pastor Mike began to talk, he shared what 
God was doing… and God was doing some 
amazing things at the Christian Church of Wa-
terloo. He also confessed that he was strug-
gling.  He and his wife (who had only been re-
cently married) were exhausted.  They were 
overwhelmed by the mountain of clothing that 
had been donated and they were discouraged 

by the lack of support from some of their 
church leadership (one deacon in particu-
lar).   

This deacon was putting so much pressure 
on him in fact that he was actually consider-
ing if he should resign.  As I listened, I felt the 
moving of the Spirit confirm in my heart… 
this is who I sent you here for.   

Over the course of the next few days, I was 
able to have several conversations with this 
dear pastor.  Having lived this scenario be-
fore I was able to offer some practical advice 
from the mistakes and lessons of my past ex-
perience in disaster relief and supply distri-
bution.  

I was able to offer words and prayers of encour-
agement for those things you can’t fix just have 
to endure.  And I and one small older lady 
helped bag up and haul away over 2 tons of 
clothes.   

As I reflect on my experience in Nebraska, I re-
member Pastor Mike and his wife Ruth. They 
will be lifelong friends who I felt very privileged 
to come along side and assist in the amazing 
things God was doing through them and their 
church.  I also am struck how God took my 
suffering and turned it into an instrument of 
healing for others.  

I am reminded that God is on the throne.  Eve-
rything that happens in my life is for a reason.  
And if I pay attention to the Spirit when He is 
speaking and obey when He leads me, God can 
take all things… especially suffering and make 
something good.                   

Pastor Mike (left), his wife Ruth, and I in front of the 

Christian Church of Waterloo where they were              

ministering to the community. 
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On May 31, 2019 a story was reported on the 
news that has become all too common… a mass 
shooting took place at a municipal building in 
Virginia Beach leaving 12 dead and four wound-
ed.  

Several weeks later as the building was finally 
being cleared as a crime scene and employees 
were beginning the process of collecting their 
personal belongings from their former office 
space, the BGAV was invited to send crisis care 
chaplains to talk with survivors.   

As I sat with employees waiting their turn to 
collect their personal effects, many started to 
share their experiences.  One kept reliving the 
moment when a bullet came bulging through 
the filing cabinet they were hiding behind right 
next to their head.  Another had been struggling 

with depression and suicidal ideations for years 
and felt guilty because she felt like if someone 
had to die it should have been her.  

One manager who was supposed to retire only 
weeks after the shooting was trying to write a 
letter to his former employee, but he didn’t 
know what to say.  Decades earlier the manager 
had hired his coworker right out of college.  The 
manager was supposed to be working the day 
of the shooting and asked his coworker to swap 
shifts with him so he could go on vacation with 
his family.  Now his coworker was paralyzed 
from the neck down.   

Needless to say, I felt rather inadequate.  I 
couldn’t say, “I understand what you are going 
through.”  There weren’t any magic words that 
would make the pain go away.  So, as I sat there 
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listening to the guilt, pain, and loss I prayed 
silently that God’s grace would be sufficient.   

I didn’t try to solve their problem or offer trite 
sayings that might have made me feel better 
but would have come across as shallow or in-
sincere.  I listened.  I tried to empathize.  I 
spoke the words the Sprit put on my heart 
and when I was asked, I prayed.   

There may be times in your life when you feel 
like your skills, experience or training is inade-
quate to help the hurting around you.  But, 
despite your inadequacies God places you in 
the midst of the need anyway.  It is in those 
moments where we come to understand 
what the scripture meant when it said, “My 
grace is sufficient for you, for my power is 
made perfect in weakness.” 
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In February of 2020 after a year of planning, 
Louisa Baptist Church was finally taking a group 
to Potrerillos Abajo, Panama (a rural community 
outside of David on the western side of the 
country).  We were there partnering with the 
Way of Salvation Baptist Church to assist them 
in building a worship facility and helping them 
host a Vacation Bible School.   

Long before we boarded the plane, I had made 
a significant effort to make sure this trip would 
go smoothly.  I had traveled there the year be-
fore to see the location, meet the pastor and 
have detailed discussion as 
to what needed to happen. 
Over the following months 
we had extensive discus-
sions as to what they 
would like us to do in the 
VBS and what was needed 
for the construction pro-
ject.  

We had barely disem-
barked the plane when the 
stumbling stones started 
being thrown in our 
path.  Lost luggage, trans-
portation and hotel issues 
seemed like minor incon-
veniences in comparison to 
what was coming next.   

Upon arrival we came to 
realize that not only had 
the materials for the pro-
ject not been purchased 
ahead of time, but the pro-

ject was thousands of dollars over budget due 
to unforeseen labors costs.   

We had underestimated the amount of concrete 
needed leaving our team the unenviable task of 
trying to mix and pour it by hand.  They weren’t 
able to find a consistent construction foreman 
who spoke English or were able to find enough 
interpreters for VBS leaving our communication 
in a state of confusion.   

And then there was a rock.  Right in the middle 
of where the foundation was supposed to be - a 
giant boulder under the ground was threatening 

Louisa Baptist Church’s team to Panama is pictured here along with some of 

the interpreters.  Team members from Louisa Baptist included:  myself, Abbie 

& Mike Hopkins, Kalie & Chris Bock, Alan DeCatur, Ralph & Shirley Vick, Tyler 

& Rodney Hopkins, Sammie & Pam Hush, D.D. Madison, Tucker Swanson, Rick 

Teller, and John & Jennifer Carver. 
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to derail the entire project leaving the construc-
tion team completely stalled until a work-
around could be determined.   

In my nature, I am a planner.  I am a doer.  And 
it seemed like every time we turned around an-
other obstacle was in our path keeping us from 
moving forward with our plans.  But as we 
stumbled our way through each obstacle, what I 
stumbled into was faith.  As each obstacle pre-
sented itself rather than immediately look to 
find a solution, I began to realize that what I 
needed to do is look to God in prayer.  

In the end God removed every stone.  Luggage 
was found, accommodations were worked out, 
language barriers were overcome.  Remember 
how we were thousands of dollars overbudg-
et?  Well right before we left a visitor attended 
Louisa Baptist Church for the first time, heard 
we were going on a mission trip to Panama and 
put a check in the offering plate for Panama 
missions that was exactly the extra we needed. 

And that big rock?... it is still there but God di-
rected us how to proceed around it.  In the end 
the church had a foundation that they were 
able to continue to build upon.  About 100 chil-

dren came to the Vacation Bible School and 
heard the good news of Jesus and 20 people ac-
cepted Christ as their Lord and Savior.   

At the end of the trip, I didn’t look back and 
think how great of a job we did.  I looked back 
and thought, wow only God could have done 
that.  So often we ask God to remove the stum-
bling stones of our lives but sometimes He lets 
them be there so we can stumble into Him.          

Here are a few of the tools which were broken try-

ing to dig the footers and hitting a big boulder.  

The children enjoyed playing a water game during VBS. 

Prayer time 



Here am I Lord send me 
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On August 30, 2021 I got a call I didn't expect. 
Hurricane Ida had swept through Louisiana and 
heavily hit an area that I used to live and 
serve in.  When I was the pastor of First Baptist 
Church Springfield, Louisiana in 2016, a flood 
had covered our town necessitating our church 
to open its doors as a shelter and supply center.   

Now that disaster had struck the area again, I 
was being asked by Louisiana Baptist Disaster Re-
lief to come and assist the First Baptist Church in 
Ponchatoula, Louisiana (the town right next to 
where I used to live) in opening a supply distribu-
tion center.   

I felt God calling me to respond and found myself 
on a plane two days later flying into the Missis-
sippi gulf coast to meet up with my mother so 

that both of us could drive over to represent the 
BGAV Disaster Response as supply distribution 
coordinators and crisis care chaplains.   

Over the course of the next eight days, we assist-
ed FBC Ponchatoula in providing emergency sup-
plies to approximately 4,500 people, served al-
most 2,500 hot meals and distributed 8 tons of 
ice in Jesus' name.  I also had the personal op-
portunity to pray with over 220 people who 
came to receive help.   

I would like to tell you about one of the women I 

I would ask people what their needs were and pray 

with them while volunteers gathered the items. 

Richard Sandberg page 8 



had the opportunity to pray with.  Sometimes 
when you walk up to a car you can immediately 
tell they are struggling.  One day I walked up to a 
woman who burst into tears before I could even 
ask her name.  She had lost almost everything in 
2016 when her home flooded and now five 
years later, she flooded again. The weight of 
the stress was more than she could bear.  I 
asked her what she needed. She said, “All I 
need is bleach, a mop and a bucket.”  As 
one of our volunteers went to go get her 
items I looked into her eyes and said, 
“Actually I think you need something 
more.”  She said, “You’re right what I really 
need is prayer.”  

Like so many others that week we were able 
to not only help her with her physical needs 
but minister to her with the hope of Jesus.  
The world is full of suffering that desperate-
ly needs the love and hope that can only 
come from Christ.  

Whether it is close to home or an airplane ride 
away I hope that the next time you sense God 
calling you to respond to the need for help and 
hope you respond by saying, “Here I am Lord 
send me.” 

Dr. Ed Litton (left), current president of the SBC 

(Southern Baptist Convention) and myself.  He and 

a delegation from the North American Mission 

Board came to our distribution center to survey the 

damage and response. 

I am with Dr. David Cranford (left), pastor of First 

Baptist Church Ponchatoula where I was serving.  

He was also the president of the Louisiana Baptist 

Convention when I was there. 

I am organizing supplies for the distribution. 
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