
The Compass | 1

C    MPASSThe

Summer 2021

What a Year! 
Thriving in a pandemic:
arts, athletic, academic, 
and alumni highlights inside



2 | Summer 2021

Southwest Christian High School is an exciting place to be.  In 
a pandemic in which public scrutiny was trained on schools, we 
showed the value of our private Christian school experience.  
We adjusted the schedule and facility to accommodate in-
person learning.  We addressed students’ concerns, worries 
and frustrations through biblical teaching.  We offered in-person 
sports, music, arts, and theater.  What a year we’ve had!

In my new role as marketing and communications manager, 
I am eager to showcase the ways Southwest Christian is a 
unique school, and I’m delighted with the way the magazine 
you hold does just that.  First, many of our stories are written by 
students, faculty, and alumni; you can hear their thoughts in their 
own voices.  Second, these stories give you a glimpse into the 
ways we’re training students through excellence in academics, 
athletics and the arts, and these are just highlights pulled from 
many strong programs. Third, while our daily focus is on our 
high school students, it’s exciting to see the ways our alumni are 
fulfilling in their lives the SWCHS vision to seek, know, live and 
proclaim the truth.

Most importantly, I hope you see in these pages our commitment 
to education from a specifically Christian perspective.  Our vision 
is to disciple students, equipping them for whatever path God 
calls them to walk.  

For instance, we don’t offer sports to win trophies, though we 
often do; we offer sports so students can learn to be leaders 
and followers, winners and losers, because we know these 
experiences help children mature.  Each teacher strives for 
excellence not to earn a stack of Starbucks gift cards at the end 
of the year, though those are nice; teachers put their best effort 
into explaining their content so that their younger brothers and 
sisters in Christ can follow God’s call on their professional and 
personal lives. 

The features in these pages applaud the good work God is doing 
across our academic, athletic, and artistic programs.  I hope you 
enjoy these stories: they represent fruit from your support and 
prayers.

I gathered in early June with our staff and faculty to celebrate 
the end of what will surely be among the most memorable years 
we’ve experienced as educators. Certainly it was a difficult school 
year naviagting waters we have never before traversed. Yet, as 
I reflected on the year, I was struck by the incredible faithfulness 
of God to our community.  In the midst of the pandemic, He 
provided us with everything we needed to be on campus full-
time, encouraging and equipping our students to Seek, Know, 
Live, and Proclaim the Truth.

God used many people at Southwest Christian as we navigated 
the challenges of the pandemic. The teaching faculty taught extra 
classes so that we could be in-person all year, and our students 
continued to thrive academically. The staff spent hundreds of 
hours planning for and implementing our Covid responses, and 
they adjusted to changing guidelines and rules with patience and 

skill.  It is an honor and privilege to work every day with such 
talented and committed believers. 

In addition to our faculty and staff, we are grateful for the support 
we received from parents, grandparents, alumni, and donors.  We 
were blessed throughout the year by the prayers, encouragement, 
notes of gratitude and financial support we received from our 
community. Southwest Christian High School exists to develop 
disciples of Jesus Christ, and we deeply value the partnership we 
have with you in this transformative work.  

From the

From the

Head of School

Editor

Dan Beckering
Head of School

Annebet Pettit
Marketing and Communications 
Manager
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Program  
Spotlight
Arts -- Scholastic and  
MSHSL this year

I love art. I love to paint, to draw, to 
experiment with new mediums and to 
think creatively about how I can translate 
a 3D object onto a 2D piece of paper. Ever 
since I can remember, I have kept my 
eye out for subtle shades of color easily 
missed by the untrained eye, and have a 
heightened awareness for unique shapes 
and shadows. 

When I was little, I borrowed books from the 
library that taught particular drawing skills, 
practiced shading, drew from illustrations in 
cartoons and picture books, and one year, 
my mother told me that she had signed 
me up for a drawing class. I threw several 
large fits about those lessons (perhaps 
because I was shy, or perhaps because I 
am a perfectionist and knew that I wasn’t 
already the best artist at 10 years of age). 
My wise mother insisted that I take them, 
however, and boy am I glad she did! 

From my very first art lesson, something 
inside me clicked, and I was inspired to avidly 
pursue the ability to express the illusion of 
a physical object on a piece of paper using 
a variety of mediums. I have taken a variety 
of art classes as I’ve grown up, and created 
numerous sketches, drawings, paintings, 
and finished works of art; for each piece 
I challenged myself to observe more 
acutely, to sketch shapes more precisely, 
and to apply color more smoothly.  

Until I took art classes at SWCHS, creating 
art was an individual activity for me because 
I did not have a community to share the 
process with, and I did not have many 
opportunities to share my art with people 
outside of my family. However, through 
my participation in visual arts at SWCHS 
with my peers, I have been immersed in an 
artistic community like no other. The wide 
variety of art classes at SWCHS offered 
and taught almost single-handedly by Mrs. 
Steph Pieske, truly do challenge every 

Megan Van Beusekom

Lillian Rediger

student to step beyond what he or she is 
comfortable doing, and the warmth and joy 
shared by everyone involved in the arts at 
SWCHS is contagious. 

Mrs. Pieske not only teaches her students 
how to become better artists, but she also 
provides them with opportunities to share 
their art with a wider community. Art shows, 
competitions, Articulate, and Poeima are just 
a few ways that students are encouraged to 
use their art to bless a broader audience. 

Just this year, thirteen students participated 
in the Scholastic Art and Writing competition, 
and six of them received awards for their 
outstanding works of art. God Our Refuge, 
a regional traveling art show for Christian 
high school artists, featured seven SWCHS 
students’ pieces that were created to fit 
within the theme of what it looks like visually 
for God to be our refuge. 

Fourteen SWCHS art students also 
participated in MSHSL (new for SWCHS 
students this year!), and four of them 
received a perfect score for a superior rating. 
Youth Art Month (YAM) was celebrated in 
March, and four SWCHS students chose 
to participate this year. Mrs. Pieske also 
encourages her students to submit their 
art to shows at county fairs, the State Fair, 
and SWCHS’s very own art show called 
Articulate. 

I myself have taken advantage of these 

outstanding opportunities to share my art 
with others and have learned so much from 
them. Having my art displayed for others to 
see and enjoy often prompts conversations 
with people that I would probably not 
otherwise talk to, and having deadlines has 
encouraged me to grow in responsibility 
and time management. 

I am deeply grateful for the gift of art that 
Mrs. Pieske and the art classes at SWCHS 
have aided in cultivating in me and in my 
peers, and I look forward to seeing more 
and more SWCHS students achieve high 
honors and reach hundreds of people 
through their outstanding creativity. 

By Claire Carlson, Class of 2021
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Callie Brown

Lydia Carlson Claire Carlson Abby Vis

Hannah Flynn

SCHOLASTIC ART AWARDS
Silver and Gold Key: 

Abby Vis
Honorable Mention (3):  

Callie Brown
Honorable Mention (2):  

Claire Carlson
Gold Key: 

Anna Nykanen
Honorable Mention:  

Liliana Seyller

YOUTH ART MONTH (YAM):
Hannah Flynn, Liliana Seyller, 
Lydia Carlson, Katherine Miller 

SWCHS EXCELLENCE IN ART 
AWARDS: 
Callie Brown

Claire Carlson

MSHSL VISUAL ARTS 
TOURNAMENT

Superior: 
Hannah Flynn, Lillian Rediger, Lydia 

Carlson (2), Mikayla Zitzloff, Caleb Vick,
 Megan Van Beusekom

Superior & Spotlight Award: 
Leihanah Weinacht 

 

Excellent: 
Artur McPherson, Audrey Monsen, CJ 

Velgersdyk, Jared Greiner, Sean Johnson, 
Selah Uplegger

GOD OUR REFUGE
(TRAVELING GREAT COMMISSION 

ART PROGRAM):
Megan Van Beusekom, Hannah Flynn, 

Lucy Thiewes, Leeza Johnson, 
Brandon Mosley, Abby Vis

Chosen Cover Artist: 
Leihanah Weinacht

2020-21 ART AWARDS
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Athletic Highlights

ROSTERED 
STUDENTS ON 
SWCHS TEAMS 

THIS YEAR!

Team Achivements:

Girls Tennis: 54 girls turned out, a significant increase 

Girls Volleyball: won their conference

Cross Country: competed well in their conference; two State qualifiers.

Girls Soccer: best record in school history; won conference; advanced to section 
finals

Dance: competed on the varsity level for the first time in school history, missing 
State by one place

Boys Hockey: best section seed in school history

Girls Hockey: won conference and section, advanced to State

Girls Basketball: made it to section final for the first time in school history

Boys Basketball: won their conference

Boys and Girls Golf:  both teams won their conference

Boys Tennis: best record in school history and highest section seed 

Track: advanced to section finals 

Boys Baseball: finished second in their section with a school record of 20 wins

Trap: advanced to State
Chloe Brunsberg, Girls Basketball

Brayden Zimmerman, Boys Baseball Girls Hockey
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Clockwise from 
the top:
Lauren Walmer, 
soccer; Tyson 
Sandness, basket-
ball, Este Haugen, 
volleyball, CJ Vel-
gersdyk, tennis.

Individual Achievements:

Cross Country: state qualifiers Owen Seltz and Taylor Scott 

Boys Soccer: 1st Team All State Jon Brain, 2nd Team All State Bergen Rosdahl

Girls Soccer: 2nd Team All State Emma Baribault, Lillian Rediger

Girls Volleyball: 1st Team All State Este Haugen

Football: District honors EJ Van Dyken and Marc Maas

Boys Basketball: Conference MVP Nick Burke

Wrestling: Nolan Shaw advanced to State preliminaries

Boys Tennis: CJ Velgersdyk, first school tennis player to advance to State 

Track: Mehlayna Straub advanced to State in 100m, 200m, and  
triple jump.

Boys Baseball: Koby McBroome selected to the Metro South team for MN State 
All-Star Series; also selected for All State

College Athletics Commitments:

Bennett Manley: Colorado Christian - Baseball 
Felicia Luther: University of Northwestern - St. Paul - Volleyball

Henry Baklund: University of Northwestern - St. Paul - Football/Lacrosse
Koby McBroome: Wagner College (Div 1) - Baseball 

Caden Winters: Taylor University - Cross Country/Track
Isaac Harrison: Arizona Christian - Basketball
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Spring Semester Highlights

The following seniors earned a 32 or above on their ACT: Piper Bjelland, Julia Brouwer, Kami Czech, Madison Gilmore, Grace Henning, Sarah 
Johnson, Lili Koehler, Joseph Larson, Janine Merkle, Hailey Miedema, Tyler Monson, Adrian Richtarich, Bergen Rosdahl, Grant Seyller, 
Ben Solberg, Emily Wilson, Braedon Ziemer.  Sarah Johnson and Tyler Monson also earned National Merit Commendation for their PSAT 

Emily Wilson was the Class of 2021 
Valedictorian; Caden Winters was the 
Salutatorian.  Caden was also voted 
by staff and faculty to win the Polaris 
Award recognizing him as the student 
who best demonstrated SWCHS’s core 
values of seeking, knowing, living, and 
proclaiming the Truth. 

A Cappella. Accidentals made it to 
the semi-finals of the International 
Championship of High School A 
Cappella. 

Estelle Haugen committed to play Division 1 
Volleyball at the University Of Georgia where 
she will matriculate in the fall of 2022.

Will Addler won a full tuition and housing 
scholarship to the U of MN from the Chick Evans 
scholarship for golf caddies.

DECA: Sean Johnson and Brandon 
Mosley made Internationals in Hospitality 
and Marketing.  

Daniel Bozanich was selected for 
the MN All-State Symphonic Band 
Ensemble, an honor for the best 
high school instrumentalists in the 
State of MN.

Anika Stone won a scholarship from her 
employer (and SWC student favorite) Chick-
fil-A.

1

2 3 4

5

6 7

8
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Cross Country Team

By Taylor Scott, Class of 2021

“What I love about this sport is that it is a mental game because while you are racing 
against others, you are also racing against yourself and your own mind,” said sophomore 
runner Selah Uplegger.  Selah, along with over twenty Southwest Christian teammates, 
competed in cross country during the Fall 2020 season. After months of hardships 
and limitations due to Covid, the team experienced new growth as the runners found 
solace in quieting their minds through the physical and mental exercise of cross country 
running. While often thought of as a grueling, laborious sport, cross country actually 
provides a wholesome, tight-knit community in addition to fitness and discipline.  

In fact, cross country’s reputation is why the program did not begin until ten years ago. 
Started by Britta Provart, Alison Reimer, and Jack Laush, the cross country “club” began 
with only seven runners. “We knew our team would be small, but we were determined to 
start one!” Provart commented. “We had envisioned the team growing slowly because we 
understood that the majority of people don’t enjoy running for fun.” As Provart predicted, 
the club grew, developing into a competitive program in Southwest’s athletic portfolio. 

Since its inception, the cross 
country program has seen seven 
runners compete at the State 
meet, the highest achievement 
available in the sport. 
 
The program has experienced 
rapid growth in the past few years 
with five runners from the over 30 
runner roster qualifying for State 
in the past four seasons.  This 
year, despite many setbacks and 

meet cancellations due to Covid, the runners made the most of the season and trained 
with an even greater sense of determination than before. Seven mile runs became the 
new normal as the team members pushed themselves beyond the limit and were called 
to a higher standard physically, mentally, and spiritually.  

In fact, the 2020 season established cross country as one of Southwest’s most 
successful programs, growth that we think will endure into the fall 2021 season. 
With over seven team wins, numerous first place finishes, and personal records 
across the board, this season further proved that Southwest cross country has the 
potential to go far. To cap off the season, two runners, Owen Seltz and I, qualified 
to compete at State, bringing a victorious end to the challenging, unique season.  

While Southwest’s cross country program offers athletic success, it also provides life-
long friendships and a warm, welcoming community. Unlike other sports, cross country 
trains as one team, both men and women. Going on a 90-minute run tends to make 
people care much less about things like social status or what age their running buddy 
is. Instead of focusing on superficial high school concerns, cross country creates an 
environment where it is essential to rely on the support of your teammates and improve 
yourself in order to endure the training. Bonded through both the tough times and the 
shining moments, Southwest’s cross country runners have created a community of 
encouragement, integrity, and trust. As Uplegger explained, “The people become more 
than your team; they become your family. Because they have shared your blood, sweat, 
and tears, it’s only natural to view them as your people.”

Top: Taylor  Scott
Middle: Owen Seltz

Bottom: Selah Uplegger

Athletic Spotlight
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   WHEN YOU WALK 
on, you have to leave your 
comfort behind, go up, and 
then drop down. You can’t 
just run across.  At the peak, 
you have to hold and wait, 
and it’s scary.  But then you 
exit and you’re new.”
Asa Smith, Eagle Scout Service Project 

Asa Smith, Class of 2021

Adrian Richtarich, Class of 2021

Daniel Bozanich, Sean Johnson, Jackson Scribante, Class of 2022

Scouting at  
Southwest Christian 
By Annebet Pettit

A dad of a SWCHS student pointed out that “being an 
Eagle Scout is the only thing you can do when you’re 16 
that you can still brag about when you’re 40.”  This year, 
six Southwest Christian students earned bragging rights 
for the highest scouting awards: earning Eagle Scout were 
sophomores Jackson Scribante, Daniel Bozanich, and 
Sean Johnson, junior Ethan Phillips, and senior Asa Smith. 
Adrian Richtarich earned the Girl Scout Gold Award.

Adrian, who will matriculate in Hope College’s nursing 
program in the fall, has been a Girl Scout since she was 
five years old.  She admits her parents sometimes had to 
force her to stay in Scouts, but she is grateful because, as 
a quiet person, she gained comfort in public speaking, and 
she learned how to serve others through her Gold Award 
project called Care & Connections.

When a baby is in the NICU, the whole family is under 
great stress; Adrian saw this need and used her Gold 
project to meet it.  She worked with the Burnsville-Ridges 
NICU staff to support struggling parents and siblings, 
organizing a team to make self-care bags for parents with 
items for a prolonged hospital stay plus activity bags with 
toys, snacks, and games for younger siblings.  She also 
included a survey to improve hospital care and facilitate 
support groups to connect NICU parents with former NICU 
families.

Asa Smith, who will be a business major at the University 
of Northwestern at St. Paul this fall, also joined Scouts as 
a young boy, and also had to get an occasional push to 
keep going all the way through the Eagle Scout award. 
He said his biggest motivation was from his uncles. “They 
quit Scouts before getting to Eagle Scout, and they really 
encouraged me to keep going.” 

Asa’s project was to construct a teeter-totter horse bridge 
for an organization called Hope Rides, a horse camp 
for people with disabilities and trauma. He coordinated 
donations and a building team to make the 20-foot long, 
six-foot wide teeter-totter, and he says he was drawn to this 
project because the challenge of the bridge symbolically 
represents life.  He says, “When you walk on, you have 
to leave your comfort behind, go up, and then drop down.  
You can’t just run across.  At the peak, you have to hold 
and wait, and it’s scary.  But then you exit and you’re new.” 
A good lesson for all of us facing change.

Only 8% of all Boy Scouts achieve Eagle Scout, and only 
6% of Girl Scouts earn the Gold Award.  Congratulations 
to all our high-ranking Scouts, especially our two newest 
alumni!



The Compass | 11

Since 2019, Southwest Christian has participated in the international 
Harvard Book Award Program. This program empowers high schools 
to recognize a junior who, as Southwest frames it, “Demonstrates 
excellence in the humanities and the highest achievement in deep 
thinking, academic curiosity, and communication skills.” Chosen 
by SWC’s English, Bible, and history faculty, the recipient of the 
Harvard Book Award also receives--surprise!--a book from the 
Harvard Alumni Association, the program sponsor. 

One cannot merely send the book straight to the dusty basement 
bookshelf, however. The recipient reads the book and gets to have 
a conversation with a member of the English, Bible, and history 
faculty about it in the fall of their senior year. As the venerablle 
group, the Beastie Boys, sang, “You gotta fight for your right” to the 
award. Yet, as St. Augustine wrote, “The yoke [was] light to me… 
though I knew it not when I feared to take it up.” (Both are Harvard 
Book Award alumni.) (Not really.)
 
Indeed, speaking of fear, when I had the honor of being chosen for 
the Harvard Book Award in the spring of 2020, and when I received 
Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind by Yuval Noah Harari as 
the prize book, I was excited but also daunted. The premise of 
Sapiens is that we Homo sapiens are “animal[s] of no significance” 
and that everything nonphysical--including nations, corporations, 
currency, human rights, and gods--are all “imagined realities.” 
With these foundations established, Harari proceeds to examine 
religion, economics, politics, science, morality, and, in short, the 
whole of human history and culture in 400 pages, finding much to 

dismantle and little to reinforce. Personally, attempting to digest 
the oft-intriguing but more often disorienting argument was one 
challenge, yet rationally articulating my thoughts to a group of 
highly educated teachers? That was another challenge altogether. 
Fortunately, the conversation with Mr. Goldie, Mr. Mealey, and Mrs. 
Pettit was rejuvenating, as they graciously gave me space to work 
through my questions and intellectual dilemmas while offering their 
wisdom and insight when I needed it.
 
Overall, the experience that accompanied winning the Harvard 
Book Award was more meaningful than any plastic medal or 
laminated sheet. Sapiens is an international bestseller, and Harari 
is a growing voice for the secular interpretation of the past, present, 
and future. Being able to interact with such ideas in a Christian  
environment was invaluable to my personal, intellectual, and 
spiritual growth. 

Robby Pettit, the 2019 Harvard Book Award recipient, expressed a 
similar sentiment after reading Justice by Michael Sandel. “Going 
into the world after Southwest, you have to be able to think for 
yourself and understand the motives and agendas behind the 
ideas that confront you, and I think reading Justice and having 
that discussion with the teachers helped me…Both were so 
valuable and edifying for me.” Indeed, as Pettit asserted, and as 
I wholeheartedly echo, “I am deeply grateful for the experience.” 
Katie Nykanen, the 2021 Harvard Book Award honoree, and all 
future recipients have much to anticipate. 

Harvard Book Award Program

By Caden Winters, Class of 2021

Caden Winters
Harvard Book Award Winner 2020

Katie Nykanen
Harvard Book Award Winner  2021 

Robby Pettit
Harvard Book Award Winner 2019

“The experience that accompanied 
winning the Harvard Book Award 
was more meaningful than any 
plastic medal or laminated sheet.”
- CADEN WINTERS
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In the lower floor of Southwest Christian High 
School, far on the west side, is an expansive 
concrete space that has, over the last three 
years, acquired items like wires and batteries, 
drill presses, bandsaws, and wrenches in 
every size.  It sits across the hall from the 
Computer Aided Design lab in which huge 
screens glow with student designs. 

These unusual classrooms are SWCHS’s 
professional-technical area where students 
are developing hands-on skills.  Students are 
learning to use 3D printers, design and build 
motorized GoKarts, plan and build walls for 
homes, and, next year, learn basic welding 
and metal fabrication. 
 
Overseeing these exciting spaces are 
Gary Shelton, teaching engineering design 
courses, and Patrick Mealey, teaching the 
residential construction classes. 
 
Mr. Shelton and Mr. Mealey share a passion 
for inviting students to work with their hands 
even as students develop their characters.
 
Beyond instructing students how to use CAD, 
motors, or a 3D printer, Mr. Shelton says he 

teaches tenacity.  “You will get it wrong 99 
times before you find the right answer,” he 
says, adding, “and each time it’s wrong, it’s 
not failure, it’s learning.”
 
Robotics team member Janine Merkle, who 
will study nutritional engineering at Nebraska 
State in the fall, added that in addition to 
tenacity, creativity is required to be good at 
industrial design production. “You need to be 
able to problem solve and be innovative since 
that’s how everything is created,” she said.
 
Fellow robotics team member Peter Sprenger, 
who will study computer engineering at Iowa 
State, added,  “I love robotic work because 
I love seeing something I imagined actually 
come to life. It was in my imagination, and 
then it’s an actual thing in the world.”
 
Equally exciting hands-on work happens in 
the construction skills area. 
 
Mr. Mealey says, “Giving students the 
understanding and ability to do construction 
projects around the house is really rewarding.” 

As a history teacher, Mr. Mealey may seem 

an unlikely leader of the construction courses; 
however, this is work he’s done his whole life.  
He started working with his dad in Michigan 
and today owns his own construction 
company.  Just his experience at SWC is 
significiant: he has built sets for over 40 
theatrical productions, done remodeling work 
for staff members, and completed several on-
site building and finishing projects.
 
Mr. Mealey realizes that most students “won’t 
be tearing apart their parents’ bathrooms to 
put in new fixtures,” but he hopes “they will 
gain skills now that they can use later in life. 
At the very least it will save them money 
in the long run if not perhaps become their 
vocation.”
 
And that is the promise of this space: students 
will learn practical life skills and gain exposure 
to industries that may lead to hobbies or even 
careers.  

SWCHS is excited to install more “big toys” 
in this space and to watch the many ways 
teachers Shelton and Mealey will guide and 
grow their students.

Learning By Doing
Pro-Tech Takes Off 
By Annebet Pettit

Clockwise from Left: Pro Tech Class, Mr. Shelton, Peter 
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One of the reasons I love studying Spanish is the getting to know 
people from around the world. I was initially captivated in the 
classroom by the order and structure of the Spanish language 
combined with the creativity and originality of the Hispanic cultures, 
but the personal experiences hooked my heart and won me over 
as a life-long learner.
 
In high school, I traveled to Spain for the first time and saw the 
pages of my textbooks come alive. As a college student, I had the 
privilege to live with a family in Spain for one semester and formed 
a lasting relationship with “mi mamá española”. Since teaching at 
Southwest Christian, I have traveled many times to the Dominican 
Republic and built friendships with the YWAM staff there. 

These experiences, among others, have deepened my 
understanding of how language is a gift from God and how we 
can use it to build relationships with others as part of His kingdom 
restoration. My hope for my students is that they would also see 
learning Spanish as a means to communicate effectively, be 
creative, and connect with others. 

This spring, our Spanish 2 classes were invited to put their skills 
into practice by participating in a letter exchange with students in 
Huehuetenango, Guatemala. They acted as ambassadors of our 
Minnesotan culture and learned more about Guatemalan culture. 

In the first phase of the process, our students carefully wrote 
letters in Spanish to introduce themselves, share about a family 
celebration, and ask questions about their pen pal. 

While reflecting on the process, Evan Vick commented, “It takes 
a lot of time and effort to write in another language, so that shows 
how much we care for them and love them.” 

The students did several peer revisions to ensure quality 
communication before we sent the letters to our new friends in 
Central America. The students in Guatemala also practiced their 
second language and sent us their replies in English. 

My students got excited about receiving their letters and began 
making connections with people from another culture. Maddie 
Schmidt shared, “In this letter project, I learned about [my pen pal] 
and her family, her activities and her life in general. We made each 
other feel loved because we put in the time to do something to 
make the other person’s life easier while building a relationship.”

The second phase of the letter exchange allowed students to 
deepen their new friendships by writing back to each other in their 
first language. Many students, like Kenny Briggs, recognized how 
writing letters was a way to show our love for our neighbors and 
build real relationships; he said, “These letters helped me know 
that this person exists and is made in God’s image which is part 
of the reason why I can love them and others even though I don’t 
really know them yet.” 

Many Southwest students were surprised to learn that their 
Guatemalan friends were more similar to them than different. 
Instead of being just a distant destination for church mission trips, 
Guatemala is now connected with real people like Ian who loves 
soccer, Iahaira who sent a selfie with a llama, and Pamela who has 
a puppy named Gidget. 

I hope that this project and others like it will help my students 
recognize the value of connecting with people who are different 
from them. I truly hope it excites their interest in using Spanish to 
build real relationships with real people. 

Real People,  
Real Relationships
Spanish Pen Pal Project 
By Kristie Groen, Spanish Teacher

Nick Azanov, Mark Maas 

Reese Merritt, Julia Barce
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God desires that each one of us realizes that life in Christ is one of ongoing transformation. We cannot accomplish this 
alone through dint of effort; it requires the intervention of the Holy Spirit as we invite Him to disciple us. The process 
involves instruction, engagement, reflection and enactment leading to transformation. This is an endless cycle moving 
us from glory to glory. 

The story of the evolution of the theater department at SW is one of personal and corporate transformation.  Participating 
in a play either onstage or backstage is hard work! It involves desire, persistence and courage. It also has hidden within it the hallmarks of the Christian 
life.
Memorizing the script: This correlates to reading God’s manuscript and memorizing Scripture that will come back to you when you really need to 
“remember your lines.”
Becoming the character: “putting on Christ” (Jesus, let me be your feet and hands today).
Looking to the Director: The One who sees the end from the beginning.
Attending practice, making mistakes: Our daily walk with One who corrects, and forgives.
The Performance: Putting it all out there on stage.  Our life on earth lived in Christ!
      
Southwest Christian has been richly blessed the past fifteen years with a dynamic theater department that has grown from humble beginnings in the 
warehouse to a recognized program developed and led by Patrick Mealey. 

Over the years, Mr. Mealey has built scenery, procured props, mentored emerging actors, scheduled performances, design our current 
auditorium, and strapped students into flying harnesses.  He has tiled the performers’ bathrooms and helped construct the dressing 
rooms. He has inspired courage when stage fright attacked, and he has built camaraderie among his players through his warmth and humor. 

Is there anything this man can’t do? Through it all he has brought the love of theatre to countless students while allowing the Holy Spirit to transform 
him. In the words of Cyrano de Bergerac: “Yet there is something still that will always be mine, and when I go to God’s presence, there I will doff it and 
sweep the heavenly pavement with a gesture: something I’ll take unstained out of this world... my panache.”

Life in Theater

Going into high school, I knew I wanted to join theater; however, I did not know the significant 
impact that decision would have on my life. In middle school, I did a few mandatory plays and 
had a lot of fun doing it. People told me I was good, so I decided to audition for the fall play 
when I entered high school. I remember being super nervous for my first audition. I practiced 
what I was going to say and do a hundred times, and finally when it was my turn to audition I 
remember those nerves turning into excitement. Two days later, I found out that I had gotten 
the role of Estrella in the play Nooses Off. That was just the beginning.

I did three more productions freshman year: Vintage Hitchcock, Anybody for Tea, and High School Musical. High School Musical was one of 
my favorites because I got to play Ms. Darbus, the passionate, borderline crazy, theater teacher. I will never forget the feeling I had opening 
night when I stepped out onto the stage as Ms. Darbus, leaving myself behind. I 
remember thinking as I looked into the crowd, “I never want this to end; I want to 
do this forever.”  

I was hooked, and did 11 more productions in high school.  When I was younger, 
the upperclassmen were so encouraging, and I later grew into leadership roles 
directing the SoFresh play and as the deck captain for Annie.  Theater has made 
me a more confident person and has helped me realize that I want to continue 
acting in my future, maybe even as my career.  And even if a career in theater 
isn’t God’s plan, it’s an amazing place to make friends, learn leadership skills, and 
grow in confidence. Theater changed my life for the better.

Theater Spotlight: Patrick Mealey
By Dr. Barb Hoklin, 12th Grade English Faculty

Ross, Klein, and Russell in 2021 fall play Henry: Episode IV

Klein, second from left, in musical Annie (fea-
turing Myles Ross and Claudia Russell)

By Courtney Klein,  Class of 2021
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By Dr. Barb Hoklin, 12th Grade English Faculty

Following her SWCHS graduation in 2016, Carolyn Smith attended 
the University of Minnesota and graduated in three years thanks to the 
college credit opportunities while at Southwest, but was unclear on her 
career path. She decided to operate by faith, trusting that the Lord would 
create a sense of peace in her when the right opportunity presented itself. 

Soon enough, she felt God’s calling to become a real estate agent 
herself; she was unsure why, but trusted the Lord.  It was a leap of faith to 
jump into this industry, and experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic during 
her first year as an agent was nerve-wracking. Thankfully, the Lord’s 
faithfulness was and is extremely evident in Carolyn’s career and she 
was awarded the RE/MAX Advantage Plus “Rookie of the Year Award.” 

Caroline Smith
RE/MAX Advantage Plus “Rookie of the Year Award”

By Faith Winship, Class of 2016

- Faith Winship, Class of 2016

ALUMNI NEWS

Caroline Smith

Tony & Megan (O’Brien) Harris  
Class of 2017, June 6

Lacey (Hazel) Kennedy & Luke 
Kennedy
Class of 2010
Birth of their son, 
Andre Philip Kennedy 
4/10/21 | 5 lbs 11 oz.

Jon & Brianna (Overstreet) Blythe
Class of 2015, May 8

Pixel Dust Photography by Amber Rishavy
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Trust in the Lord with all your heart
    and lean not on your own understanding;

in all your ways submit to him,
    and he will make your paths straight.

 PROVERBS 3:5-6

Former Southwest Chrsitian High School teacher, Gail Peterson 
Blake, passed away in December of 2020.

The following are a few edited remembrances from her friend, and 
our 25 year staff member, Ann Broscoff.

Gail and I have been friends for about 20 years. Somewhere along 
the line we adopted each other as family.

At Southwest Christian, Gail taught health and PE and coached 
track and soccer.  When she was still single, Gail even lived in 
our lower level for a period of time. We had many rousing games 
of dominoes with relatively appropriate trash talk, chats on the 
sofa and she enjoyed times with our daughter, who is like Gail in 
athleticism and age. Gail and I love to clean and we enjoyed the 
same kind of books, missionary biographies, and shared them 
back and forth.

Gail wanted to get married and be a mom more than anything. She 
was so amazed and grateful when she met Jeff, a man who was 
gentle and thoughtful, plus full of integrity. 

Eventually, Jeff and Gail had a daughter, Maren. Sadly, she 
discovered cancer after Maren was born.

Through all the difficulties, surgeries, pain and disappointing news, 
Gail kept her faith in God. What does that say about Gail? It tells 
me she was firmly grounded in the love of Christ, so even though 
she didn’t get the news she wanted, she didn’t turn away from God. 
Her faith was a saving faith and her love for God was true.  What 
does that tell me about God? He is real and worthy to be worshiped 
in spite of hardship and sorrow. Gail saw God as Job saw God – 
sovereign, worthy of worship, gracious and loving. 

May we choose to live as she did, serving Christ and others. 

Remembering 
Gail (Peterson) Blake
January 8, 1976 - December 7, 2020

By Ann Broscoff,  Director of Student Services

Left: Gail’s Life Verse
Right: Gail Peterson & Family 

ALUMNI NEWS
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Mike was a beloved member of the Southwest Christian High School community and the class of 2000. After a brave six year battle with 
cancer, Mike went to be with his heavenly Father in December of last year. Mike was known, though, for his infectious joy, his curiosity 
and his genuine love for people and the Lord. After graduating high school, Mike attended the University of Minnesota and graduated 
with a degree in electrical engineering in 2005. He wed his lovely wife Chen in 2007. Later, he pursued his masters degree in education. 

This fishing photo was shared by Mike’s mother, and it is especially fitting. Mike had a great sense of adventure, from camping 
and fishing to spending the year after college with the Jesus Film Project, traveling to Burundi, Kyrgyzstan and the Netherlands.  

He was full of faith, spirit-filled, and loyal- which also made him a fisher of men. He drew people in, in all areas of life, starting with loving 
and serving his family then extending outward to his friends, students, co-workers, and really- to everyone. 

The SWCHS family would like to honor those whom he is survived by: his wife Chen, his children Xavier (9) and Lucy (7), his parents 
Jim and Deb, his in-laws Simon and Shannon, his siblings Joe, Steve and Laura, and their spouses and children. Mike left a legacy of 
memories and a faith that inspires. Mike, well done good and faithful servant. 

Remembering  
Michael Mellema
January 26, 1982 - December 7, 2020 

“His master replied, ‘Well done, 
good and faithful servant! You 
have been faithful with a few 
things; I will put you in charge 
of many things. Come and 
share your master’s happiness!’ 
M A T T H E W  2 5 : 2 3

“

Top: Mike Mellema Fishing
Right: Mike & his  Family

By Rose Sims,  Class of 2000
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Gathering for a class reunion in the midst of a worldwide pandemic may seem like an 
odd decision; however, that is precisely what the Southwest Christian High School 
class of 2000 decided to do. Last summer almost the entire class and their families 
were able to gather together to celebrate the 20 years since their graduation. 

What was the key factor of gathering in person instead of another Zoom function? 
Not what, but who. Mike Mellema contacted Jeanette (Austin) Rupert, expressing that 
given the unknown future his battle with cancer held, he really wanted to see his 
former classmates again.

The class of 2000 was just the second class to graduate after SWCHS first opened its 
doors in 1996. A class of 27, many have said they share a unique and special bond. 
On August 1st, that bond was evident as almost every class member was able to 
attend and celebrate not only the 20 year mark, but also to honor the life of a treasured 
classmate and friend. 

The event was held at the beautiful new SWCHS campus. From the cubbies as lockers 
and closets as classrooms the class had in the 90s to what exists now, the growth of 
the school from the seeds once sewn was evident.

The Class of 2000 were well-launched by SWCHS.  From the business world to the 
world of education, from the healthcare field to the mission fields of Austria and Haiti, 
the former students are thriving.The class of 2000 wants to extend their gratitude to 
Southwest for helping them to seek, know, live and proclaim the Truth. 

Class of 2000 Reunion
By Rose Sims,  Class of 2000

- Rose Sims,  Class of 2000

Mike Lennartson with the school 
verse which he chose

Class of 2000

Christy Fleming, Polaris Award Winner
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The last week SW seniors are on campus, they share with the 
community their post-graduation plans.  They tell us they’re going to 
the U or Wake Forest; Wheaton or Baylor.  They share their hoped-
for majors--marketing, biology, computer science--or plans for trade 
school, military service, or a gap year.  As a staff, we listen, often with 
tears in our eyes, but always with hope in our hearts, praying God will 
bless and fulfill these dreams.

Imagine our delight to see Jeanette (Austin) Rupert, SWCHS Class of 
2000, blend her faith, academic training, and interpersonal gifts during 
this pandemic year.  

When COVID-19 hit, Rupert felt God’s call to use her nursing skills 
in what was the scariest place in the world at the time: hospital ICUs.  
There, she leaned heavily on her faith to fight her own fears of infection 
and steady the hearts of the other nurses and doctors in addition to 
comforting terrified patients.  She says of these early-pandemic days, 

“As I [was] working in this environment, I [could] literally feel God’s 
protection through the prayers of the saints.”  
 
Jeanette’s parents, Ted and Judy, both pastors, were among the 
founding families of Southwest Christian High School.  They prepared 
their daughter well for this trial by requiring their children to memorize 
the Word of God, hiding it deeply in their hearts to be a spring of truth.  
Rupert says she memorized one promise for each letter, and the one 
for “F” was “fear.” She told her fears the following truth from Isaiah 43: 
“Fear not, for I am with thee.”  And while she donned her PPE, she 
reminded herself to put on the best covering, the full armor of God 
from Ephesians 6:13. Thus equipped, she blessed hundreds of people 
and steadied her own heart for this scary work. 

In her own words, one story about working in the ICU: 
Patients often feel lonely, isolated, and lack personal connection. 

In a particular instance while in a patient’s room, the Lord told me 
to wait a few extra minutes and hold this patient’s hand. I began to 
pray silently in the spirit, as this patient held on tight to my gloved 
hand. We stood silent and then I spoke, “God has you in the palm 
of His hand.” He embraced God’s comfort and said through tears, 
“Thank you! ...Thank you [all] for saving my life!”

Rupert has not confined her ministerial work to the ICU or the 
hospital.  George Floyd was killed in the heart of Rupert’s childhood 
neighborhood, and, in the following months, she brought nursing 
services along with God’s love to her neighbors and visitors to his 
memorial. 

The need for Rupert’s ministry persisted. Daunte Wright died in the 
Brooklyn Park neighborhood where Rupert now serves in youth 
ministry. She sees her neighbors suffering from the effects of injustice 
and violence, and she has followed God’s call to fight racial injustice 
by bringing His power to comprehensively heal hearts, minds, and 
spirits as well as bodies.   

Blessing others with their spiritual and vocational gifts is a family trait. 
Rupert’s sister and SWCHS graduate Jeanelle maintains the Floyd 
memorial, and her brother and SWCHS graduate Butchy uses his 
trumpet playing to bless those at funerals and memorials. 

Recently, Rupert’s work has given her a platform to speak God’s truth 
in local, national and international interviews. Among other features, 
this summer she earned a Health Care Heroes award from the 
Minneapolis/St. Paul Business Journal, and was honored by Major 
League Baseball during their awards to health care workers at the 
All-Star game.

As a school, we hope our students will see their profession as a place 
to do God’s work.  We pray that what they are learning at Southwest 
Christian will equip them to make a difference for Christ in their 
families, communities, and places of work.  How proud we are to call 
Jeanette Rupert, along with Janelle and Butchy, SWCHS alumni, and 
we admire them as models of living out the Christian call in our world.  

May we all consider the call God is making on our lives to grow and 
use our training and talents to live out the Gospel in the service of 
others. 

Austin Family
Jeannette (Austin) Rupert

By Annebet Pettit

Jeannette Rupert

Rupert in PPE at the start of the pandemic
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Kristie Gusa, Nurse

Ann Broscoff, 25 years

Over her years at Southwest Christian, Mrs. Broscoff has taught almost all of 
the regular science and math classes. While she enjoys teaching, caring for 
students with learning differences is her passion, so she has also served as 
a tutor, special education instructor, learning specialist, and, for the last 10 
years, Director of Student Services.  If we count the individual courses she 
taught, she has had 17 different roles at SWCHS!

In every position, “Ann is someone who will stop everything that she is doing 
and take the time to brainstorm how to best help a student,” according to 
school counselor Heidi Gravelle.  Mrs. Gravelle compliments Mrs. Broscoff’s 
passion for advocating for students, adding, “She has a gift at seeing the 
positive side to everyone and cares deeply for our staff and students.”

Dan Beckering, 20 years

Mr. Beckering began his career at SWCHS as a history teacher and basketball 
coach, but soon moved into administration first as Dean of Students and then, 
for the last 13 years, as Head of School.  Under his leadership, the student 
body quadrupled in size and moved from the warehouse to the Bavaria 
Road building.  Through the 2019 expansion, the school continued to grow 
in square footage, program variety, and enrollment. Additionally, three of his 
four children now attend SWCHS: Kylie is a sophomore, and twins Bennet 
and Caleb are seniors.

According to long-time math teacher and friend Austin Dyck, Mr. Beckering’s 
best quality as a leader is his authenticity. Mr. Dyck says, “He cultivates a 
welcoming and supportive environment at SW. He genuinely cares about his 
staff and students and wants what is best for them and the community.”

 

Kristie Gusa, 20 years

Mrs. Gusa has tended hangnails and headaches, norovirus and the Covid 
coronavirus, all with calm and competence.  Whether Mrs. Gusa is sending 
someone home with a serious illness or handing out a cough drop, every 
student knows he or she is loved, heard, and cared for in the nurse’s office.  
Additionally, she keeps up with the many state and local health regulations, 
myriad amounts of paperwork, and was essential in keeping our school open 
during Covid.

Fellow nurse Kathy Simanek has worked with Mrs. Gusa for 11 years. She 
says, “She is a wonderful manager, always available for any questions, and 
most of all, she loves and prays for the students! She is a treasured asset to 
our Southwest Christian community.”
 

Years of Service Highlights

Dan Beckering, Head of School

Ann Broscoff, Director of Student Services

25

20

20

E X C E L L E N C E
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Excellence in Program Development: Nursing Department

       Kristie Gusa            Kathy Simanek  Adrien Knotts  Ruth Smith  Alison Miedema

This award honors a program that uniquely and excellently served our community and mission. 

Every year our nursing staff effectively and loving meets student needs, but 2020-21 was a particular challenge as they also had to 
manage student and staff quarantines and implement changing Covid guidelines and best practices.

All year, they graciously helped families manage protocols that could be perplexing or frustrating, and their work often required fielding 
questions and concerns far outside typical work hours. 

We particularly acknowledge the work of lead nurse Kristie Gusa who had the added pressure of working with distinct, county, and state 
officials. It is unlikely we would have had on-campus instruction all year without the significant, tireless efforts of Kristie and our entire 
nursing staff. 

Excellence in Instructional Practice: Austin Dyck, Math Teacher
This recipient demonstrates consistent pursuit of growth as a teacher, alongside demonstrated excellence 

in his or her teaching skill and discipleship of students. 

Few people have invested as much time and energy into the Southwest Christian community as “Mr. 
D.” He has impacted the lives of the vast majority of our graduates through his patient instruction, 
and can often be found after school helping students uncover and appreciate the mysteries of math.

While highly regarded by his students and peers, we also appreciate Austin for the combination of 
wisdom, patience, humility, and honesty that he demonstrates in his interactions with students, parents, 

staff, and faculty.

Excellence in Professional Practice: Mark Bell, Senior Maintenance Tech-
nician

This recipient demonstrates service to the school that supports our vision. He or she shows 
dedication to continued growth and efficiency and makes a difference in the school every day. 

Mark established a lasting legacy at SWCHS during his many years of service.  His skills are 
uniquely critical to the day-to-day facility operations, especially in his comprehensive understanding 
of the building’s systems combined with his knowledge of construction.  He has guided the school 
through several building projects, and his maintenance abilities keep us running every day. 

Mark’s greatest contribution to the school is his steadfast faith and servant’s heart.

E X C E L L E N C E

Each year, our faculty and staff nominate those 
who demonstrate excellence in their work in three 
areas: programs, instruction, and staff support.  
The winners receive $1000, acknowledgement 
from their peers, and a plaque.
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Growth

Goodbyes

We are grateful to God for his provision of our Bavaria Road campus in 2012, and His blessings which allowed us to expand our campus 
in 2019.  Each building project enabled the enrollment growth seen in this chart. The 2019 project expanded our professional technology 
program offerings and grew our on-site practice and performance spaces for music and theater.  The extra space also allowed us to 
spread out and meet Covid restrictions, ensuring we had on-campus instruction for the 2020-21 school year.  We have nearly all of the 
classroom space we need as we grow toward our maximum capacity of 500 students.

Every year, we have to say goodbye to a few staff members.  While we will miss them, we are grateful to see the way they are following 
God’s leading for the next stage in their lives.

Sandy Tutka Patrick WelleCurtis KettlerMichelle Agrimson

Sandy and her husband 
Chris are fulfilling their 
dream of retiring in Florida. 

Patrick and wife Kendall 
are returning to Colorado 
where Mr. Welle will 
continue teaching math.  

Curtis is pursuing 
opportunities that will 
allow him to pursue 
new interests and more 
flexibility to travel with his 
wife, Elizabeth.

Michelle is moving to a new 
role where she will work with 
families seeking long-term 
care needs.

Students Enrolled
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Junior & Senior Formal
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