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Pastor Chris Hess teaches God’s
Word on a Sunday morning.

Before Sunday worship,
Lyndsi Pollock, right,
congratulates newlywed
Carmita Bratlien.

In 2002, former missionaries to Russia
returned to the husband’s homeland, Minnesota,
to pastor at CC Bemidji—a church where
nearly everyone serves.

Bemidji is the first city the Mississippi River flows past on its way south through the United States.
Along its course it fills up Lake Bemidji in the center of town, where the church holds its baptisms.
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At the church’s monthly VBS outreach night, Tim
McMahon and Jasmine do a craft with the theme
“Your word is a lamp to my feet” (Psalm 119:105a).

CC Bemidji’s worship team leads the congregation in praising God on a Sunday.

A 10-year-old sits on the steps of his
mobile home one Friday afternoon as a
15-passenger van rounds the corner onto his
street. Seeing it, the boy jumps up and yells,
“It’s VBS time!” As the van pulls up to his
house, a volunteer from CC Bemidji, MN,
steps out and hands him a sandwich. The
boy climbs in, joining several other children,
and together they head toward the church.
“Our ‘VBS’ is actually an ongoing outreach
throughout the school year,” explained
Pastor Chris Hess of CC Bemidji. “It’s 2½
hours long one night each month.” The
church is surrounded, Chris added, by
neighborhoods where many youngsters
face threats such as drugs, alcohol, and little
parental supervision. “Many of our church’s
families have a heart to reach children,” he
continued. “Most of our fellowship serves in
this ministry—including many teenagers.”

Bakers began meeting together, the group
quickly grew. Soon 50 believers were regularly enjoying Bible teaching from Pastor
Greg Laurie of Harvest Christian Fellowship
in Riverside, CA—through a small TV
perched atop the Bakers’ dresser. Cheryl
remarked, “It was like a regular Calvary
Chapel, except with the preacher on the
dresser.” Eventually the Windels contacted
CC Bible College in Murrieta, CA, regarding
their need for a pastor. Chris subsequently
saw Bemidji on a list of cities requesting a
CC pastor. Being originally from Minnesota,
he emailed the Windels out of curiosity.
Chris, his wife Morgan, and their then-two
sons—though Morgan was pregnant at the
time with twin boys—had recently returned

to the U.S. They had served for nearly a
decade in the former Soviet Union, where
they met in 1993 while Chris was a missionary and Morgan was on a mission trip. After
returning to America, Chris recalled, “We
were trying to figure out, Where does God
want us now? I knew God had called me to
pastor, but I thought that meant as an assistant or missions pastor. Gradually though,
God led me to consider leading CC Bemidji.”
The Hesses moved up in 2002, and Chris
initially took a side job at a grocery store.
After about one year, the church was able to
support a full-time pastor. “Our experiences
on the mission field help us to keep things
simple,” Chris said. “In preaching, organization, etc., there’s no need to complicate
things—just teach people to follow Jesus.”

Beginnings in Bemidji

Scott and Amy Graham lead the ongoing VBS ministry. In the beginning, Scott
recalled, “It was a typical VBS during summer break. We wanted to include children
who don’t normally attend church, so we
went door-to-door inviting. We started with
the many trailer parks around us. We actually ended up bringing in kids from several
different parts of town. When the week was
over we asked ourselves, What are we going
to do with these kids? We realized that we
couldn’t just say, ‘See you next year.’ So we
began the monthly outreaches.” About 70
children participate.

My little children, let us not love
in word or in tongue, but in deed
1 John 3:18
and in truth.

Dan and Jodi Bryant join others in prayer during a Sunday morning service.

Chris teaches from Matthew 6:19-24, challenging believers to ask themselves “Where is my treasure?” and “Who is my master?”
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Consistent Love

“A lot of kids come to us with absolutely no
Bible knowledge,” Scott continued. “When
they first start attending, many know Jesus
only as an expletive. We have discovered
a mission field right outside our door. We
have seen children’s eyes opened to the
truth of the Gospel—and to the reality that
God’s people love them.”

Let no one despise your youth, but
be an example to the believers in
word, in conduct, in love, in spirit,
1 Timothy 4:12
in faith, in purity.
The church began, without a pastor, in
2001—a few months after Mark and Cheryl
Windels met David and Darcy Baker. The
couples discovered that both had been praying the same thing: for a Calvary Chapel
to start in their small, frigid city 2½ hours
south of Canada. Once the Windels and

Both David Baker and Mark Windels continue to serve as elders.

“It’s a high-maintenance ministry,” Chris said.
The program requires a large percentage of
the church’s 200 believers; but in spite of
the sacrifice, Scott said, “We’ve never had to
guilt anyone into helping. People are eager.
That must be the Lord.” The 1st-6th grade
ministry utilizes drivers, teachers, administrators who call families ahead of time to
arrange van routes—and disciplinarians.
Scott explained, “We have one person sit in
an accessible place where leaders can bring
kids who are acting out. It’s usually a guy.
He talks things over with the child, helps
them work through what’s bothering them,
and prays with them. Most kids are calmed
down by then and able to rejoin their group.
… We have seen some kids come to know
the Lord and have watched others’ behavior gradually improve. It’s been exciting to
see God touch kids whose parents probably
wouldn’t bring them to church.”

Let us not grow weary while doing
good, for in due season we shall
reap if we do not lose heart.

Kristie Bromaghin and Morgan Hess pray together after a service. Morgan, Chris’
wife, helps with CC Bemidji’s women’s ministry and oversees its children’s ministry.

Galatians 6:9
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Forgiven and Restored

Cheryl Windels came to know Christ at
a women’s tea in 1989 in Idaho Falls, ID.
Raised in Bemidji in a strict, traditionally
religious family, Cheryl had experienced
serious trials in her 20s and 30s that had
left her searching for more. She moved several times and experimented with Jehovah’s
Witness teaching before a friend invited her
to an evangelical church’s women’s tea. At
the time, “I had nowhere to go, nowhere to
turn,” Cheryl noted. “So I went. I was saved
there.” Cheryl soon began attending CC
Idaho Falls, where she was discipled for five
years by the pastor’s wife, Tammy Brown.
Today Cheryl disciples ladies one-on-one
and has led CC Bemidji’s women’s ministry since its founding. The church’s annual
Christmas tea, which involves nearly 100
servers and more than 200 participants, “Is
very special to me—since I was saved at a
tea,” Cheryl said. “And we have seen a similar thing here. Women invite their neighbors,
friends, and coworkers, and we have seen

Chris baptizes 9-year-old Sarah Pollock, with her father assisting, at CC Bemidji’s
annual outdoor celebration. The believers invite those camping at the state park
where they hold the event to join them for worship and a picnic. Photo by Cheryl Windels

“I’ve been learning to rest in Him
and place all my confidence in His strength.”
Pastor Chris Hess

the Lord use the event to draw unbelievers to Himself.” Both men and high school
girls from the church serve. “That has been
a wonderful experience for many teenagers. It gives them an opportunity to serve
and connects them with women of various
ages,” Cheryl said. Pastor Chris added, “For
weeks beforehand, the table hostesses pray
by name for those who will be seated there.
They serve as the spiritual leader of their
groups—encouraging the women, answering any questions, or praying individually
with them. Over the years we’ve seen many
people accept Christ at these teas and then
become involved in the church.”
In 2009, Cheryl was invited to speak at
a local Mothers of Preschoolers (MOPS)
meeting. She shared how her life had been
impacted by a Bible study called Healed and
Set Free, and afterward a woman named
Melissa Heglund indicated her desire to
attend. Through Melissa’s participation over
the next few months, she came to Christ.
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“In the course,” Cheryl explained, “women
hear the riches of the Gospel week after
week. The theme is Christ and His forgiveness. So it teaches believers to forgive just as
God has forgiven us through Christ, and it
leads unbelievers to the cross.” Melissa soon
joined CC Bemidji, where she now leads a
small-group study.

Jointly Laboring,
in God’s Strength

In 2003, Pastor Chris asked Wade and
Connie Freshour to consider joining the
ministry team in Bemidji. Like the Hesses,
the Freshours had met in Russia and, once
married, were sent back to Russia by Calvary
Fellowship of Seattle, WA, to serve as missionaries. Wade became CC Bemidji’s assistant pastor until 2005, when he and Connie
planted a Calvary two hours east in Grand
Rapids, MN. “Wade and I pray together over
the phone every Sunday morning before our
services,” Chris said. “Though it was hard to
see them move, it was awesome to see a new

church planted. We continue to do retreats
and mission trips together.”
Chris’ wife Morgan oversees CC Bemidji’s
children’s program and serves in the women’s ministry. Morgan said, “After being
in Russia, I’m really appreciative of all the
resources—Bible studies, Christian books,
DVDs, conference speakers—that we have
in the U.S. Those things are a great help.”
Yet, the couple agreed, trust must ultimately
be in God alone.

For thus says the Lord God, the
Holy One of Israel: “In returning
and rest you shall be saved; in
quietness and confidence shall be
Isaiah 30:15a
your strength.”
“I hope that passage defines our ministry at
CC Bemidji,” Chris said. “I’ve been learning to rest in Him and place all my confidence in His strength—not my own. It’s not
something I do perfectly, but God has been
teaching me.”

CC Bemidji, MN
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