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CONGREGATIONAL ENGAGEMENT

The 2020 school year began with uncertainty for everyone, but thanks 
to volunteers from First Presbyterian Church and many other churches 
in Michigan, nearly 1,000 students in Samaritas’ care have new school 
supplies and backpacks.  

The Samaritas Annual Backpack Drive began years ago by a group of 
Samaritas Senior Living residents who wanted to make sure foster kids 
and refugee students started the school year with confidence. As the 
largest private foster care organization in Michigan, Samaritas agreed 
with this sentiment and continues this drive to keep children from 
feeling embarrassed for not having the basic supplies to start the year. The school supplies are a godsend to many of 
the families we support who are struggling to make ends meet during the COVID-19 pandemic.

None of this would have been possible without having First Presbyterian Church of Warren serve as the central 
location for assembling and storing donations. Volunteers like those of Christ Lutheran in Sterling Heights and 
Emmanuel Lutheran in Livonia worked for weeks to collect and assemble donations of backpacks and supplies.    

Amazon Wish List donations came from individuals like you and corporations like Famous Footwear, Chemical 
Bank and Honeycomb Health. Full backpacks were distributed to Samaritas foster care, affordable living and other 
community offices near Grand Rapids, Saginaw, Flint, Kalamazoo, Monroe and Detroit.  

For those of you keeping score, I have been an official 
part of Samaritas Nation for nine months. Seven of 
those have been spent under COVID restrictions, 

so just like for the rest of the world, it’s made things 
interesting for me!

Despite the many challenges, churches have continued 
to welcome Samaritas as part of their mission. Many 
have done this virtually, as we have been invited to Zoom 
calls and mission meetings, online worship services, 
and Facebook Live interviews. Recently, I got to share 
a message at an outdoor worship service at Gloria Dei 
Lutheran in Tecumseh, and the joy of seeing people in 
person (masked and socially distant) is very real! 

First Presbyterian in Warren, who is a new partner to 
Samaritas, has opened their sanctuary (which is still 
decorated in Samaritas purple for the spring season 
of Lent) to store inventory and ship backpacks for our 
backpack drive. Even though school will look very 
different in many places, we were able to get backpacks full 
of supplies to our clients around the state. COVID and 
the USPS issues made this trickier than in the past, but I 
am so grateful for the grace and flexibility of Pastor Julie 
Delenzenne, First Presbyterian, and our other partners 
who came together to make this happen!  

Partnership with Freedom Village, our collaboration 
with Habitat for Humanity and other community 
partners, is just beginning. I am so hopeful that this 
can be a beautiful work-in-progress for congregations 
and New Americans to welcome each other into their 
lives for years to come.  

During this strange season, I have been reading Matthew’s 
gospel. It came to me, as I was recording a sermon in 
my backyard, that Jesus almost never preached indoors. 
He was always walking, on a boat, or on a hilltop having 
a meal. When we have not been able to meet together 
indoors, I am reminded that Jesus himself was never 
confined to four walls. Jesus, and our ministry, is out 
“there,” with the unhoused, those with substance abuse 
issues, with the refugees, the child who needs a family.  

“The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone 
took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but 
when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, 
so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches.” 
Matthew 13:31 

May we remember that our faith is just like that, and when 
we come together to work for good in Christ’s name, it 
becomes a tall tree with deep roots!

Thank you for your support that has gone far outside 
the walls, and please continue to remember Samaritas’ 
staff and those whom we serve with your encouragement, 
prayers, and generosity, no matter what is happening in 
the world.  

Please let me know if your congregation would 
like to receive my monthly updates. We also 
have many opportunities for engagement and 
outreach. I'm here to help connect Samaritas 
with Good Samaritans! Beth Birkholz, 
Congregational Engagement Director, 
bbirk@samaritas.org
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