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SEEKING A 
NEW NORMAL
by Pastor Brooks Simpson

2020 Motto — I just 
want life to get back to 
“normal.”

2020 has been quite 
possibly the worst 
year any of us can 
remember. I read an 
article from The Gospel 
Coalition in June that 
stated within the first 
six months of 2020 our 
generation experienced 
the equivalent of:
• 1918 Spanish Flu
• 1929 Great Depression
• 1968 Race Riots
• 1974 Impeachment

And we are only 
halfway through the 
year. When COVID-19 
first hit, we were all 
told to do our part:  
flatten the curve, 
stay home, wash your 
hands, wear your 
mask. At first it was 
an all hands on deck 
moment; a “do your 
part for the team” 
type thing. Everybody 
chipped in, then the 
economy shut down.  
Jobs were (and still 
are) being lost.  Social 
gatherings necessary 
for mental and spiritual 
health were forbidden 
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When you 
have lived in 

bondage your 
whole life, 

you cannot 
help but think 

bondage is 
normal.

or discouraged. Today, 
months later, people 
are just tired and ready 
to return to normal, 
or life as we knew it 
before COVID-19. Who 
could blame people for 
wanting to return to 
normalcy, but what do 
we mean by normal?  

Webster defines 
normal as “conforming 
to a type, standard, or 
regular pattern.”

When we say, “I just 
want things to return 
to normal the way they 
were before COVID-19,” 
we mean we want 
the life we’re familiar 
with when everyday 
followed a predictable 
pattern. This way of 
thinking is a normal 
response to trials and 
we all think like this. It 
is natural to long for 
the predictable life we 
had before the trial or 
trials came. But what 
if our understanding 
of normal is the very 
thing God wants to 
deliver us from? Take 
for example Israel, as 
God delivered them 
from bondage.

On the shore of the 
Red Sea with Pharaoh 
in hot pursuit, they 
grumbled.

Exodus 14:11–12 
“They said to Moses, 
“Is it because there 
are no graves in Egypt 
that you have taken 
us away to die in the 

wilderness? What 
have you done to us 
in bringing us out 
of Egypt? Is not this 
what we said to you in 
Egypt: ‘Leave us alone 
that we may serve 
the Egyptians’? For it 
would have been better 
for us to serve the 
Egyptians than to die in 
the wilderness.” 

Translation  — We just 
want things to go back 
to normal.

On the other side 
of the Red Sea with 
Pharaoh’s army 
drowned, they 
grumbled about the 
menu.

Exodus 16:2–3 
“And the whole 
congregation of 
the people of Israel 
grumbled against 
Moses and Aaron in 
the wilderness, and the 
people of Israel said to 
them, “Would that we 
had died by the hand of 
the Lord in the land of 
Egypt, when we sat by 
the meat pots and ate 
bread to the full, for 
you have brought us 
out into this wilderness 
to kill this whole 
assembly with hunger.” 

Translation— We just 
want things to go back 
to normal.

When you have lived 
in bondage your whole 
life, you cannot help 
but think bondage 
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is normal. If I serve 
Pharaoh, I will feel safe 
and I will be fed. The 
Israelites’ reaction to pain 
was as follows: if freedom 
means risk and not 
knowing where my next 
meal is coming from, well 
then, I prefer the normal 
predictability of bondage 
to the unpredictability of 
following God in freedom.

Are we really any 
different than those who 
left Egypt after the first 
Passover, rejoicing in 
being set free, but longing 
for the normalcy of the 
bondage we have been 
freed from? I don’t think 
so. We want life to return 
to normal, meaning the 
pursuit of the American 
Dream with a little Jesus 
sprinkled in. We belong 
to Jesus in name, but we 
want to sit by our pots 
of meat where we punch 
the clock for our various 
Pharaohs. Our new King 
calls us to go and make 
disciples. He says seek 
first the kingdom of 
God. But you and I both 
know that means we 
will have to trust Him in 
ways we aren’t used to. 
If our “normal” does not 
conform to the pursuit of 
God’s kingdom agenda, 
then our normal is a 
gross abnormality in the 
sight of God.

What if (just follow the 
train of thought for a 
second) all the upheaval 
we are facing — COVID-19, 
the economy crashing, 
protesting, riots, deep 
division within our culture 
— is God’s way of gifting 

to us a fresh start? What 
if all this unpredictability 
and unrest is really an 
opportunity for us to 
refuse to go back to 
normal as we have always 
defined normal, and 
instead embrace a new 
normal consisting of real 
freedom.

Galatians 5:1 
“For freedom Christ has 
set us free; stand firm 
therefore, and do not 
submit again to a yoke of 
slavery.” 

Your life before COVID-19— 
did it consist of full joy, 
or monotony punctuated 
by fleeting bursts of 
temporal happiness? 
Was it characterized 
by God-given meaning, 
or an uneasy sense of 
purposelessness? Was it 
characterized by an eager 
expectation of what God 
would do next, or were you 
just checking off religious 
boxes?

Jesus set us free from 
sin for worship. We 
have seen this pattern 
through Exodus. God set 
the Israelites free from 
Pharaoh for worship. They 
were set apart as a people 
belonging to Him. We have 
been saved from sin, and 
are set apart as a people 
belonging to Him.

Desiring normalcy is fine 
provided we let Jesus 
define the new normal. 
Anything else is a return 
to bondage, even if it 
looks “normal” in our 
experience. 

GALATIANS 5:1

For freedom 
Christ has 
set us free; 
stand firm 
therefore, 
and do not 
submit again 
to a yoke of 
slavery.
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This September, Grace 
Community Church will 
focus intently on what 
is really normal by 
Jesus’s standard. We 
will be walking through 
John 13-17 as Jesus 
prepares His disciples 
for lives characterized 
by freedom and joy.  
Jesus promises them, 
“You will do greater 
things than these.”  

John 14:12–14
“Truly, truly, I say to 
you, whoever believes 
in me will also do 
the works that I do; 
and greater works 
than these will he do, 
because I am going to 
the Father. Whatever 
you ask in my name, 

this I will do, that the 
Father may be glorified 
in the Son. If you ask me 
anything in my name, I 
will do it.”

This new normal is God 
working through you 
and me to set captives 
free. This normal is not 
freedom from pain or 
trouble (John 16:33), 
but it is filled with joy. 
We will take this study 
of John 13-17 chapter by 
chapter and we will seek 
a new normal.  

The new normal looks 
like:
• God at work in this 
church as we are 
equipped to live free in 
Christ.
 • God at work in our 
lives as relationships 
become characterized by 
love and sacrifice.
 • God’s power at work 
in this community as 
hundreds of people 
come to faith in Christ.

This new normal will 
only happen if God 
changes our hearts.  
He will allow us to be 
tested. Each trial is an 
opportunity to trust and 
seek Him. In John 13-17, 
Jesus was preparing His 
disciples for full joy in 
the midst of tribulation. 

Come the fall of 2020:
• COVID-19 could spike 
and overwhelm the 
health care system.
• The government could 
impose more lock downs.
• The economy could go 
further downhill.
• The election could 

bring civil unrest 
regardless of who wins.

These are all bad 
scenarios, but the 
worst-case scenario 
is that God’s people 
would prefer the 
comfort and ease of 
the past to the risk 
and joy of seeking first 
His kingdom and His 
righteousness. You 
and I are no different 
than the Israelites.  
We say we want this 
joy offered through 
Jesus. We say we want 
to experience these 
greater things, that is, 
until the trials come.  
Then we want Egypt.  
If we are going to 
embrace God’s normal 
(His design), then 
we need way more 
than a sermon series.  
We need to humble 
ourselves and pray and 
seek His face.  

2 Chronicles 7:13–14 
When I shut up the 
heavens so that there 
is no rain, or command 
the locust to devour 
the land, or send 
pestilence among my 
people, if my people 
who are called by 
my name humble 
themselves, and pray 
and seek my face and 
turn from their wicked 
ways, then I will hear 
from heaven and will 
forgive their sin and 
heal their land. 

Let’s humble ourselves 
and ask God to do only 
what he can do; create 
a new normal.
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I’m the first point of contact for those 
who call, email, or walk into the church 
office. My better part and husband, Bart, 
and I have been part of Grace since April 
2012. We recently celebrated our 32nd 
wedding anniversary with a Rhine River 
cruise in 2019. We have kids, two married 
and one engaged for November — Aaron 
and Macie, Angelica and Zahk, and Sarah 
and Spencer. We consider their spouses 
(and future spouse) as our own children. 
We adore our four grandchildren, Asher, 
Diana, Oliver, and baby Bieker, due in 
September.

WHO IS JUDY BIEKER?
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THE FAM
(far back) 

Bart and Judy

(in the middle)
Spencer, Diana, Oliver, 
Sarah, Asher, Angelica, 

Zahk & Aaron

(front) 
Macie

I love to go on prayer walks through 
my neighborhood, take double kayak 
and tandem bike rides with Bart, play 
Sudoku with my brother, Rick, and 
spend time with family. I also get really 
excited when I get to see the Nebraska 
Huskers play football because I grew up 
in southwestern Nebraska.

WHAT’S SOMETHING PEOPLE 
MAY NOT KNOW ABOUT YOU?

I recently worked through the book, 
What’s Best Next, by Matt Perman. 
This caused me to reflect on the Lord’s 
commands and provisions in His word. 
Check out Genesis 12:2, Romans 6:5-11, 
Matthew 5:14-16, and Colossians 3:14-17 
to see what I found to be daily guides to 
what is best next as I plan my personal 
and work days. I love to spend time in 
His word and prayer and to encourage 
others with His truth and promises.

WHAT HAVE YOU BEEN 
THINKING ABOUT LATELY?

I believe that what I do in the office 
echoes in eternity. I desire to love, 
serve, and lead others in a way that 
gives all the glory, honor, and praise to 
our Lord Jesus.

HOW IS YOUR MINISTRY ON 
STAFF AT GRACE CHOOSING 
TO BE MISSIONAL?

Bart and Judy on their Rhine River cruise
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As we approach the 
end of a two-year giving 

run that began with 
Momentum, we want 
to thank you for your 

faithfulness to the Lord 
and your commitments 

to Him, even on stranger 
tides that we all must 
navigate in our ever-

changing world. 

UPDATE ON 
GIVING AT 

GRACE
We’ve have had a lot of 
congregation members asking 
about the state of giving and 
the budget at Grace since 
COVID-19 hit. We wanted to 
honor those requests and 
answer a few questions here.

Is giving going up, down, or 
staying the same?

General Fund giving has trended 
downward in May and June, 
but so have ministry-related 
expenses. The chart below 
demonstrates the comparison 
of revenue (green) to expense 
(blue) for April (before COVID-19 
impact started to show), May, 
and June.

by Chelsy Reed with Caleb Stamp
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Where are we at with our 
two-year Momentum goal? 

We’re now at 70% of our 
two-year Momentum goal 
(we just crossed the $4.75M 
mark in June). If everything 
stays the same, we will finish 
the two-year run behind 
our goal of 6.8M. If you are 
waiting for the opportune 
moment to push Grace over 
the line of our goal, this is it.

Oh no! Those numbers 
trending down; should we 
start to panic now?

No, you should not.  We are 
still in a financially strong 
position, and our spending has 
continued to be less than our 
revenue. That said, we need to 
be agile and responsive to our 
environment if we’re going to 
stay that way.

We experienced a down-tick 
in unrestricted giving for May 
and June that put us about 
$54,000 behind our expected 
revenue budget, but we’re that 
much down in spending too. 

We’ve asked all budget owners 
on staff to review their budget 
areas and look for purchases 
that could be deferred for a 
few months, or things that are 
no longer needed because of 
our new realities. Given the 
current state of giving, we 
need to avoid going ahead with 
all of those large purchases 
simultaneously once we start 
reopening. So we’re doing 
constant diligence. 
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FIELD 
STAFF 
UPDATES

BIRTHDAY
Lil’ Jack is four 
years old now! TESTING

We all braved the 
scary sanitary 

scientists for our 
COVID-19 rapid 
tests (needed 

to travel out of 
Nabire). No one 
cried; they get 

their grit from their 
mother.

TAKE OFF
At the Beoga 
airstrip in the 

Papuan Highlands.



 11 

FIELD STAFF UPDATES

Landing is 
difficult (a circling 
descent in a 
valley without 
seeing the airstrip 
until after 200’ 
above turning 
final to land).

I circle overhead the 
airstrip of Beoga, 
tucked tightly in a 
valley in the middle 
of the Papuan 
Highlands, and call 
out the information 
for landing: 529 
meters long, 5600’ 
elevation, 12% 
slope, asphalt, abort 
turning final after 
my key point abeam 
the house on the hill. 
I’m not sweating too 
much as I have my 
instructor pilot in the 
seat next to me, but 
the approach and 
landing is difficult (a 
circling descent in a 
valley without seeing 
the airstrip until after 
200’ above turning 
final to land). After 
a few confident take 
off and landings on 
point, my instructor 
signs me off. 

Last week I had 
the opportunity 
to get “checked 
out” in three more 
airstrips, as every 
airstrip in Papua has 
a different unique 
and challenging 
way to take off and 
land. While I walk 
the airstrips during 
checkout, it’s fun 
to meet the people 
and see them light 

up as they know a 
new pilot checkout in 
their village means 
more opportunity to 
be served. It makes 
me excited to see 
how God will use 
the airplane to bless 
these incredibly 
isolated people, so 
that His gospel can 
be made known in 
their village.

This week our 
family is excited to 
finally take a trip 
out of our beloved 
town of Nabire for 
the first time since 
the COVID-19 lock 
downs, so that I can 
inspect our airplane 
in Sentani and 
hopefully get a few 
days of much needed 
rest. It will also be a 
healing time as we 
finally see our friend 
Joyce’s grave site 
and spend time with 
our mutual friends 
that we haven’t seen 
since before the 
accident. 

If you would like 
more stories from 
the field, or learn 
how to support 
Team Ludvicek, visit 
flightreport.weebly.
com or maf.org/
ludvicek

1.
PAPUA, INDONESIA

Alex and Trisha Ludvicek

http://flightreport.weebly.com
https://graceb3.org/people/alex-tricia-ludvicek/
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In May we moved within 
the same neighborhood. 

It’s a lot of work, but we are 
very thankful for the new 
place and new neighbors. 

One of these new neighbors 
is one of Aaron’s coaches 
at the gym, Z and his new 

wife M. Z has had the same 
dream twice, and shared it 
with Aaron, as he felt that 
there is a deeper meaning 

to it. After praying about 
it, Aaron was able to share  
an illustration of His saving 
hand in Jesus. The Lord is 
going after Z. Please keep 

praying for him.

We are also planning on 
a sabbatical, which we’ve 
pushed to the end of the 

year because of COVID-19. 
Sabbatical is a purposeful

break where we’ll work 
through three stages, each 

lasting 2-3 months: 
A) Rest and Recovery,

B) Reflect and Refocus,
C) Realignment (or

Reassignment). In the
coming months, we will 

be giving you more details 
about our sabbatical and 
how you can be a special 

part of the process.

2.
NORTH AFRICA 
Aaron and Anika 

Sheldon

We’ve all been dealing with this pandemic. 
It has meant an interruption in international 

travel which has delayed the teachers’ 
trainings and the pastors/church-planters’ 

training. These were in Mombasa, Kenya and 
Kasese, Uganda. 

As unfortunate as this was, it has been nothing 
compared to the difficulties the Ugandan and 
Kenyan pastors have gone through due to the 

lock downs for the COVID-19. These pastors’ 
ministries are to very poor people who live 

from hand to mouth during good times. People 
have been unable to get out to work, even if 
only as a day laborer. The village in Uganda 

has also had severe monsoon rains that have 
washed their gardens away, and some people. 

At the present, income has been impossible for some. 

3.
SERVED

Alan & Pearl Bourne

https://graceb3.org/people/alan-pearl-bourne-2/
https://graceb3.org/people/aaron-anika-sheldon/
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Please pray that 
new gateway and 

strategic cities 
being pioneered, 

that people of peace 
are evident and 

the Spirit guides 
in establishing His 

presence there. 

SOUTH AFRICA 
John and Lorna 

Abrahamse

John and Lorna have been working with their 19+ country leaders (several 
other leaders beneath a country leader) to pioneer a post for every country 
in Africa, but it’s not just a personnel issue. There are countries that are 
harder to set up camp in because of the Islamic government resistance and 
lack of persons of peace.

God is still moving and every country leader is driving towards the newly 
finalized 2030 goals that J-Life has established. Namely, these goals are 
to have 2000 African leaders who are planted in 200 gateway cities in 40 
countries (Africa has 54 countries) around the continent. Above the 
Abrahamse’s photo is the family pic of country leader, Joe Nkhoma and his 
family. Joe is the J-Life Regional Leader in Zambia who we’ve worked with in 
the past on short-term trips. 

He answers the question, how did COVID-19 impact your ministry?
“The first thing we noticed when COVID-19 lock down hit was that some 
church leaders did not know how to connect with their members outside 
of meeting in church. So we focused on two things: 1. coaching on how to 
use social  media, Whatsapp, Zoom, and interactive radio programs, and 2. 
coaching them to focus on small groups discipleship and encouraging them 
to use their home as a centre for discipleship.”

We are still prayerfully raising money for well projects in Mombasa and 
Kasese. We have approximately $5,000 to raise for Kasese for (one well), 
and $55,000 for Mombasa (four wells). Please pray with us that God would 
provide, especially in Mombasa. It would give the churches very practical 
ways to have meaningful impact in their communities. 

Please pray for these church leaders and congregations to be intentional 
with the opportunities in these days to represent Jesus well and serve their 
communities in Jesus’ name in these difficult days.

Thank you for your prayers and support.

Soli Deo, Alan & Pearl 4.

https://graceb3.org/people/john-lorna-abrahamse/
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Per our COVID-19 Task Force’s 
recommendation and our Elder 
Team’s decision, we will be doing 
in-person services al fresco 
starting July 26.

OUTDOOR 
SERVICES
WE GOT IT 
MADE IN 
THE SHADE 

Grab your SPF 30 and 
your camping chair, and 
we’ll see you on the lawn.
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We thought we’d see 
you July 12, and it was 
really sad for all of us 
that was cancelled. But 
now we’ve come back! 
July 26 was awesome 
seeing people glorifying 
God on the lawn!

The outdoor service 
starts at 8 AM (that’s 
when the backyard sits 
in 50% shade and it’s 
not too hot, though the 
July service was humid). 
Socially distanced 
seating spots will be 
marked with orange 
flags (we couldn’t find 

small Jolly Rogers). 
The service will be 
family-sit-together 
style and there will be 
a table where you can 
pick up kids materials 
(treasure maps will not 
be provided). We won’t 
have RrrrSVPs. It’s 
okay if you missed that; 
it’s a bad pirate joke. 
Masks will be optional, 
restrooms will be open 
in the East Wing, and 
there will be music.

We haven’t keelhauled 
our online service which 
will livestream at 10AM. 

Downtown, we’ll be 
sitting in the parking 
lot. Plan for on-street 
parking and arrive 
early for the walk and 
to find seating. It might 
be more like a desert 
island at 5 PM so bring 
yer sunblock, cooling 
towels, lawn chairs, and 
blankets. For the kids we 
will have kids’ activities 
available and a story 
time during the service.

For every other detail 
under the sun, go to 
graceb3.org/reopen, 
savvy?

https://graceb3.org/reopen/
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ANN STRUVE
FEATURING

TALENT 
AT GRACE

What are you passionate about?

I love Jesus and want to grow more 
in him each day. I also love creating 
beautiful spaces for people looking 
for their next home, where they feel 
comfortable and welcomed, and want 
to welcome others. I am passionate in 
creating in many forms — art, nature, 
sports, cooking, etc. I am passionate 
about always having the conversation, 
whatever it is; sweeping things under 
various household furniture and 
appliances is just not my style. 

What do you do for a living?

I own a home staging business called 
Struve Staging and Design LLC which 
began in 2017. Before kids, I taught high 
school science.
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ANN STRUVE

Ann Struve has been a member at Grace 
since 2007 and has worn many serving hats 

since joining the Grace Community.

Well that certainly 
explains why you don’t 
sweep things under rugs! 
Can you tell me a bit 
about your family?

Jay and I have been 
married for 39 years in 
June 2020. We’ve lived in 
the area and in Iowa City 
since 1987. We moved for 
grad school. We have three 
kids. Our daughter, Laura 
Smith lives in San Diego 
with her husband, Adam, 
and their three children. 
They love the outdoors, so 
it’s a great place for them. 
Blake, our middle son, 
lives in Chicago and loves 
big city life. Jacob, our 
youngest, is a student at 
the University of Wisconsin 
in Madison.

What would you like 
people to know? What 
do you like to read, how 
do you spend your free 
time?

We’re pretty busy with a 
business only three years 
old, but we love sports, 
outdoors, travel, art, and 
food. We love hanging 
out with friends around 
a pool, eating pie, or just 
about anything else. I love 
psychological movies and 
books. I want to get back 
into creating more art in the 
future. Jay looks forward 
to retiring some day and 
working more with me. I love 
to talk to thinkers; a good 
conversation is like good 
food, something to chew on. 

What groups/ministries 
are you currently 
involved with at Grace?

We serve with Samaritan’s 
Purse’s Operation 
Christmas Child as the 
drop-off coordinator for 
this part of eastern Iowa 
and have been involved 
with it since 2004. Grace 
has been great about 
hosting us for several 
years. It’s always a blessing 
to see people participate 
with us and would love 
others to join in. We are 
also in a community group. 
Our regular ministry with 
our group is serving meals 
at Old Brick after services. 
I also counsel and was the 
3rd person to become a 
certified ACBC counselor 
at Grace.  
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40 Days 
Prayer
of

2020 has been a difficult year.  We have a longing to return 
to “normal”, i.e. life before COVID-19. But, what if the 
normal we long for was just “average” and God is calling 
us to better things? He calls us to be ambassadors, a royal 
priesthood of representatives for His kingdom. Look at 
what God told Moses to declare to His people…

You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and 
how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. 
Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep 
my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among 
all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a 
kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’

-Exodus 19:4 - 6a

This conditional promise is fulfilled by Jesus, allowing us 
to be this kingdom of priests. But our ambassadorship 
leads to places beyond ourselves, requiring faith in God’s 
provision and providence. Join us for 40 days of prayer to 
help prepare ourselves for His calling.

https://graceb3.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/40-Days-of-Prayer-Aug-2020.pdf
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STAY 
CONNECTED

Download the “Graceb3” app to 
your mobile device and enable 
push notifications

Subscribe to the Grace Insider, 
our monthly emagazine at 
graceb3.org/insider

Join the Grace Community 
Facebook Group at 
facebook.com/groups/graceb3

https://graceb3.org/insider/
https://graceb3.orghttps//subsplash.com/gracecommunitychurchia/app
https://www.facebook.com/groups/graceb3



