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Calvin living-learning
Teunis Verwijs

Calvin’s interim program enables students to study topics 
that normally would not be available during the regular 
semester. courses like “Local Food”, “Power and the 
Female Body,” “The Beatles and the Sixties.” Each topic 
delves deeper into subjects which many students only 
have a surface understanding of, and (Grand Rapids: The 
Interim) was no different. Lead by sociology professor 

Joseph Kuilema and “Roman Williams, Grand Rapids: 
The Interim” led students to ask tough questions about 
the city they call home; a habit we value in the Service-
Learning Center. 

What is Grand Rapids on the surface? Forbes has called 
Grand Rapids “the best metro area in the country to 
raise a family in.” To visitors, Grand Rapids is a clean, 
well-kept city where people live in comfortable homes, 
have easy access to food, and feel safe and respected. Yet 
is that all there is to Grand Rapids? Like many other cities 
and towns in the United States, Grand Rapids boasts a 
tragic and troubled past as well as a triumphant one.

Consider, for example, the massive KKK rally that took 
place in Grand Rapids on the 4th of July, 1925—a day 
that is ironically devoted to independence and freedom. 
Perhaps this suggests that we have come far, or perhaps 
it suggests that we have not. After all, Grand Rapids was 
still listed as the “26th most-segregated metropolitan 
area” according to an analysis carried
out in 2011.  

Students who were involved in Professors Kuilema and 
Williams’ interim grappled with these questions. More 
than simply questioning, however, this interim also 
explored Grand Rapids and found evidence of different 

easy, and Zandee readily explains how much initial 
investment was needed to gain the trust of neighbor-
hoods in the city. In the past, when grants for similar 
programs at other institutions had run dry, residents 
told Zandee that health professionals simply left their 
neighborhood after a couple years of engagement. For 
Zandee, however, “finding ways to sustain a presence 
has always been the focus – we didn’t want to leave. 
Telling a community that you’re going to stay and
that you’re in it for the long haul is crucial.”

With more and more national emphasis on health care 
prevention (instead of treatment), Zandee hopes that 
such a community-centric focus will train Calvin stu-
dents to recognize the importance of looking “beyond 
the individual… to understand the context of family, 
culture, community, etc.” The impacts of the program 
have included much more than benefits for Calvin 
students, however; Zandee loves the program “because 
it emphasizes the power of listening to someone’s 
story… We’re seeing outcomes from our student and 
faculty work that show social change in our city. People 
who did not have access to care are finding primary care 

providers, anxiety levels are dropping for women who 
are participating in depression support groups—we’re 
tracking health outcomes from student work in
the community.”
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When I reflect upon my S-LC experience, I feel 
the need to expound on the exact moment I 

realized I was in the right place. Truth is, I do not have 
a eureka moment, but I have people who I think about 
on a daily basis. People whose stories I would like to 
see through to the end. I have been challenged again 
and again to think outside of myself instead of seeing  
the world as a system of connections but discovering
a community.

I have to thank Jesus for allowing me to have this 
opportunity. I tell this story to my siblings: the night 

before my application was 
due I cried. I didnot think 
I would get it. I was afraid 
of failure. I was afraid of 
disappointment. I was afraid 
that all the negative things I 
thought about myself, would 
be manifested in my email 
form, telling me “Thank you 
for your time, but we had so 
many applicants…” Odds 
are I would not have finished 

“

narratives, particularly through interactions with the 
African-American community, the LGBTQ community, 
and the Native American community. 

Students interacted with a number of local non-profit 
organizations, such as LINC Community Revitalization, 
Gays in Faith Together (GIFT), Healthy Homes Coalition, 
and the Urban League. Students learned about the 
destructive history of local boarding schools for Native 
American youth with a visit to the Ziibiwing Cultural 
Center in Mt. Pleasant. They met with city leaders and
sat in on a meeting of the Grand Rapids City Commission, 
while also interacting with those outside these more 
formal channels, like Anita Moore, co-founder of the 
local chapter of #BlackLivesMatter, and an activist and 
organizer with the local organization Our Kitchen Table. 
Students also explored cultural institutions, like the
oldest African-American art gallery in Grand Rapids,
run by George Bayard. 

Calvin students Libby Schimmel and Maaike Mudde 
explain that the class had a useful “experiential
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(although not quite humble). I’ve watched and learned 
from coworkers who courageously approach injustice 
on campus and around the world without hesitation. 
I’ve shared meals with students and staff who, with 
a discerning eye, point out barriers to peace that 
I’ve never had the chutzpah to notice. I’ve listened 
to anger, and I’ve witnessed forgiveness. I don’t 
necessarily know how to package these experiences as 
I move forward; I don’t think there’s any set protocol 
for progressing from a position that has been so 
professionally and emotionally formative. But I know 
that, wherever I go, I bring the stories of this office with 
me. They are stories of resiliency and hope, of good 
conversation and way too much coffee. They are stories 
where I feel cared for, challenged, and known. So as
I move forward, all I can fully express is gratitude.

Thank you, my friends, for knowing me and loving
me anyway.
—Evans Lodge ‘16 - ABSL Coordinator for Math 
and Natural Sciences

After being recruited from a Prelude class during 
my first year at Calvin and spending a few 

semesters as a transportation assistant, I was given 
the opportunity to shift roles and become a student 
coordinator in this office. Though our two weeks of 
training at the beginning of my junior year included a 
few particularly challenging days (i.e. a cutthroat day of 
covenant writing and a bike tour I would prefer not to 
relive), I was quickly intimidated by the brilliance of my 
fellow coordinators. They had nuanced understandings 
of justice issues, were up to date on worldwide current 
events, and could easily put complex thoughts to poetic 
words. Jeff gave us a spiel at the beginning of it all 
which reassured us that the “imposter complex” was 
perfectly normal, but for some reason I was sure I was 
the exception to the rule and that I was, in fact, the 
true imposter of the group; it would only be a matter 
of time before I was found out and thrown out of the 
office for good. I hadn’t claimed particular stake in any 
specific justice issue, and I generally opted to listen 
rather than speak – after all, as a white, middle-class, 
suburban omnivore who drives a car, I frequently ended 
up a secret (or sometimes not-so-secret) member of our 
discussion’s theoretical enemy camp. 

There have been times in this place when I have felt 
misunderstood, when I have felt guilty for being who I 
am, and when I have wondered how I ever got hired in 
the first place. I take small comfort in knowing that I 
am not alone in this musing, though the question still 

reading the email. That did not happen.
I thought that I was just destined to cleaning homes 
and schools, like my parents, and although that is  
good work, I didn’t have much else to dream about. 
The S-LC is where I discovered my passions for broken 
systems and disadvantaged people, where I declared 
that I wanted to do Social Work. The S-LC is where I 
strengthened my wings, once I knew I had them.”
—Nikita Miner ‘15 - ABSL Coordinator for 
Education

When I decided to apply for a position in the 
Service-Learning Center during my freshman 

year at Calvin, I had just finished my fifth month on 
campus and, to be honest, had no idea what I was 
doing. I remember hearing from a couple of friends 
that the office had several open positions, and the 

stories I heard drew my 
attention immediately 
- that it was a place 
deeply rooted in both the 
Calvin and greater Grand 
Rapids communities, 
that it was a diverse 
setting committed to 
facilitating conversations 
about racism and 
multiculturalism with 
compassion, that it was 
an office structured to 

provide mentorship and guidance to students with a 
passion (however confused it may be) for justice… 
They went on and on. I wouldn’t describe myself as 
someone who came into the office with expertise in any 
area regarding urban development and service, so I’ve 
been doing my best to learn on the job since I arrived. 
I’ve had meetings upon meetings with faculty members 
in the Natural Sciences and Math, I’ve visited different 
organizations around Grand Rapids and organized 
service-learning projects for classes across the 
Science Division, I’ve helped prepare and facilitate 
presentations on environmental sustainability efforts 
around the campus and city, and I’ve learned over and 
over again that I still have no idea what I’m doing.

It’s been an important lesson, and it’s been 
challenging. I’ve always had a hard time recognizing 
my faults, and I tend to get defensive whenever my 
limits are put on display. I’m prideful, jealous, and 
judgmental in ways I still don’t understand. But for 
almost two academic years I’ve sat in an office that 
forgives me over and over, and I’ve been humbled 

“

“
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After a lively conversation with a fellow worker and 
friend, Ms. Rogers offers me a seat in their break 
room. I ask her about their warehouse’s partnership 
with Calvin. She tells me that Feeding America has 
been a StreetFest site since 2006. During StreetFest, 
she explains, Calvin students help prepare food before 
it is shipped to smaller, local agencies that directly 
distribute the food to those who need it. “We save 
what we can; that keeps good food from going to the 
landfills,” Ms. Rogers emphasizes. Feeding America 
often receives shipments from food industries with 
surplus food that has been rejected for aesthetic 
reasons.

Ms. Rogers elaborates on Calvin students’ experiences 
at the Feeding America warehouse. Because she be-
lieves learning should be 
promoted when students 
serve, she always tries to 
lead a reflection time. Ms. 
Rogers tries to impress 
upon the students that 
when people go hungry, 
“there are environmental, 
health, economic, and 
psychological impacts.” 
In an attempt to better 
understand the issues, 
Feeding America has had 
students complete hunger 
studies by conducting 
surveys. That way, not only 
are students completing physical tasks,
but arealso learning from the process.

Working with Calvin students has been a positive 
experience. Ms. Rogers observes that college students 
in general are energetic and involved. In particular, 
she notes, “Calvin students are hard-working and 
punctual.” She confides that Feeding America could 
not keep up with the large amount of food delivered 
to them without volunteers. When discussing Calvin 
students’ awareness of social issues, Ms. Rogers 

tells me, “It’s eye-opening to realize the problem 
is bigger than you first imagined, but solutions are 
simpler than you think.” Rather than trying to change 
the world by themselves, Ms. Rogers adds, students 
should plug into existing programs. “That way, they 
discover their talents,” which is an important part of 
student growth. Ms. Rogers also details how students 
can get involved: “They should simply ask, ‘What are 
the needs?’ and then try to help fill them.” Personal 
involvement spurs a student to find his or her place in 
the organization. “The student’s interest is sparked,” 
explains Ms. Rogers.

Another theme we consider is the possibility of 
mutual, unintentional hurt sometimes accrued by 
service-learning. Ms. Rogers believes that not much 

harm is done. “We allow 
clients to choose which 
food they want, which not 
only limits waste, but also 
preserves human dignity.” 
She also notes that Street-
Fest students take pride 
in the work they do. “They 
want to finish the job; they 
always ask where all of 
the food is going,” which 
encourages Ms. Rogers.

Ms. Rogers remains opti-
mistic about the future of 
Feeding America because 

access is improving. “People are more aware of waste. 
There is growth in legislation and the welfare program 
has been reformed.” She tells me happily that both 
donations and volunteers are up, and Calvin students 
help make food recovery and distribution possible. 
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A glimpse into the past: looking back with Chris Van Zanen
Allysa Metzner

If you know anything about the 
Service-Learning Center, odds are 
you recognize Christine Van Zanen, 
better known as Chris to most.

Maybe it’s her contagious laugh 
ringing through the office that 
sticks out in your memory, or her 
ability to answer any S-LC-related 
question that you recollect. What-
ever it is, Chris has been a staple 
to the Service-Learning Center for 
over a decade.

For those who have worked in 
S-LC, Chris is like the fairy god 
mother of the place, granting 
wishes and making difficult situa-
tions vanish. It is therefore sad to 
announce  that this year marks the 
end of her career as department 
assistant, as her impending trip
to Lithuania lurks on the horizon. 
Together Chris and I have spent 
time looking back on her experi-
ences—those that have shaped 
her and those that have inevitably 
shaped the office. “I have really 
loved being here,” Chris reminisces 
tearfully. “This is one of the best 
experiences I’ve ever had.”

For Chris, her work in the S-LC is 
an experience so long and rich that 
it is nearly impossible to put into 
words. Yet she tries nonetheless 
by recounting stories that have 
changed her life.S-LC student 
coordinators have found that
her work has created an aura
in the office, and her presence
is pivotal to their experience. 

It all began over 10 years ago 
around a campfire where she 
met Jeff Bouman, who would 
later become Director of the 
Service-Learning Center, and his 
wife Julie. The Boumans saw her 
as a great fit and encouraged her 
to apply for the job. Twelve years 

later, she believes it’s one of the 
best things she has ever done. “I 
really appreciated that Jeff valued 
my strengths and allowed me to 
function in those strengths. I see 
that for students, too. Jeff tries to 
figure out who has what strengths 
and how those can be utilized, but 
also where you can grow. I really 
appreciate that.”

The Service-Learning Center has 
lead Chris to grow spiritually and 
professionally, as well as emotion-
ally. It has been a place that has 
shaped her family and made her 
into the person she is today.
What is more, the longer Chris 
has been here, the bigger her 
family has become as the staff of 
the S-LC became her family, too.
Teaching student staff the ropes 
of working pre-professionally and 
sharing many hard experiences 
in the office bonded many of the 
students and Chris. An experience 
that really sticks out for Chris is 
when a few students got together 
and put on a day of appreciation 
for her, which is still a tradition 
today. “The very first Chris Ap-
preciation Day, I was totally caught 
off guard. It was so funny,”
she remembers. 

“Jocelyn Jones, Devin Byker, and 
Ryan Kruis wrote a skit about me 
that the staff performed. I had 
absolutely no idea. Then I just 
thought that it was a one-time 
thing, but we’ve done it almost 
every year. I’m a person who needs 
to feel appreciated, so that totally 
did it for me. But it wasn’t just 
that I was appreciated, it was that 
I was known. They did things that 
showed that they knew who I was.” 
Chris Appreciation Day is only one 
example of the connectedness 
Chris has had with the staff.

Her work has been an underpin-
ning to life in the S-LC and she 
has been there to share the 
challenging and defining moments 
of many a college student. Yet, 
Chris has gained much from these 
experiences as well. “Contact with 
students always challenges one to 
think differently about the world,” 
she says. “I love the learning that 
being in an academic community 
brings to my life. Students are al-
ways asking challenging questions 
intellectually and practically about 
how to live life and honor God. 
Struggling through issues with 
them, traveling on trips with them, 
crying and rejoicing with them has 
been such a joy and privilege.” 
It is these types of relationships 
that Chris will miss the most, 
as the people who have become 
like family come and go. “I love 
visiting with them several years 
after graduation, being invited 
to their weddings, I hope I have 
made a small difference. Working 
in an office where you are known, 
appreciated, and part of a team 
of people eager to learn, grow and 
serve is an incomparable gift.”

With her impending departure, 
Chris has spent many hours think-
ing  and talking about what she 
has learned from this place but it 
is who she has become, that will 
have the 
most 
lasting 
impact 
on here 
and 
where 
she is to 
go.
“When 
consider-
ing 
several 
changes 




