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Daniel Webster, one the most prolific writers and intellectual minds of the early republic, 
Secretary of State for three presidents back in the 1800s, once said:

“If we work upon marble, it will perish; if we work on brass, time will efface it. If we rear 
temples, they will crumble to dust. But if we work on [minds], if we impress on them high 
principles, the just fear of God, and love for their fellow-men, we engrave on those tablets 
something which no time can efface, and which will brighten and brighten to all eternity.”

At Florida Conference, we are honored to have hundreds of men and women working 
tirelessly upon these priceless minds, those of our students in Adventist schools all over 
Florida. Adventist Education has come a long way since 1853, when the first church school 
opened in New York. Our schools are part of a large network spanning 150 countries, that 
boasts more than 85,000 teachers, 1.5 million students, and 7,500 schools. 

At our 40 schools and early childhood centers, Florida Conference teachers, principals, 
chaplains, aides, administrative staff, and many others play a crucial role in the mental, 
emotional, physical, and spiritual development of thousands of minds. They work long hours, 
often on personal time, the job is difficult and at times thankless, but the rewards are eternal. 
One-third of baptisms in Florida Conference come from our schools—precious young souls 
who have given their lives to Christ thanks to a “divine-human effort,” a union of divine 
intervention and human responsibility. 

We place a special importance on education because we believe Christian education 
promotes growth, teaches the light of the truth of a God that loves us, and invites us to live 
in a community where the joy of salvation, the love of our Creator, and the hope of Jesus’ 
soon return become a reality. We believe we must teach every subject in such a way that it 
is capable of transforming not only the student, but society. We believe a solid education 
program should aim to emphasize the gift of freedom that comes as the result of believing 
man and woman were created in the image of God.

The Bible expresses what I’m trying to say in the following statement: “Train up a child in 
the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it” (Prov. 22:6). We are here to 
continue training future professionals in every area. We are here to continue training future 
scholars, scientists, writers, medical professionals, artists, but most importantly, we are here 
to build the character of future citizens of the Kingdom of God.

In this edition of Florida Focus, you will read inspiring stories of salvation, hope, and 
faith. You will learn about the principles that guide our Office of Education and see how our 
educators innovate and create a culture of helping our communities. I hope you are able to 
see why we are so passionate about our children’s education, why we strive to instill in the 
wonders of their minds the principles on which they should go, so when they are older they 
will not depart from God’s ways, because we would’ve been building towards eternity. 

God bless you always,

Allan Machado, Ph.D.
Florida Conference President

FOCUS ON EDUCATION
LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT
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Frank Run nels
Vice President of Education

Interview By: Gigi Shellhammer

The Mission
of  Adventist

Education
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Frank Runnels’ passion for education was evident within 
the very first moments of our interview. Beginning with 
thoughtful prayer, we thanked the Lord for the blessings He’s 
bestowed upon the Florida Conference Office of Education 
and asked for continued guidance while moving towards 
future goals. Frank was called to the Office of Education as 
a Superintendent in 2008, became the Florida Conference 
Vice President for Education in 2014, and was ordained in 
2015. Since then, he’s made it his purpose to help young 
people come to know and love Jesus and leave the Adventist 
education system as well-rounded individuals, prepared 
to enter the world as servants of Christ. His efforts and 
ambition have made a true impact on the lives of students, 
parents, teachers, and administrators. But Frank made sure 
to emphasize that the work is only just beginning, and the 
best is yet to come. 

Q: What drives your passion for education?
A: My passion stems from my faith, values, and a clear 
understanding of His calling and purpose.  I am convicted 
that God has placed within every child the capacity to learn, 
grow, and do magnificent things. Our responsibility is to 
provide opportunities, teaching, guidance, and stimulating 
environments that challenge our students’ thinking and lead 
them to discover their passion and His purpose for their lives. 
The greatest gift that any educator can give their students, 
is to serve them by being a foundation for learning rather 
than a ceiling. Believing this, we want our students to dream 
and imagine great possibilities, seize opportunities, succeed 
through failure, and strive towards their potential and goals. 
We want to give them the opportunities to expand beyond 
the confines and norms of traditional education paradigms 
and learning structures. I believe that this is the learning 
system that God has always intended and is leading us back 
to: “greater than the highest human thought.” 

Q: What does Adventist education  
mean to you?
A: Adventist education is a calling to prepare students to 
know and love Jesus by understanding God’s magnificent 
love for them through the power of the Gospel. If our students 
can vision and embrace His plan for their place and purpose 
in His cosmos, country, county, city, and their classroom, 
through His Spirit they will become outstanding models 
of influence and help to prepare this generation to meet 
Jesus when He comes. This is one of the unique features of 
Adventist Education that needs to stay in balance: to achieve 
their God-given potential both in time and eternity.
Adventist education focuses on student development 
aspects that aren’t as prevalent or relevant in many other 
national school programs. Our intentional focus on character 
development through Biblical and social-emotional learning 
in addition to academic and extracurriculars activities helps 
us work towards developing the whole child. We want our 
students to become great citizens in their communities in 
addition to being great students in our schools.

Adventist education means helping students develop a faith 
relationship with Christ which helps support their goals 
and shapes their world view. Jesus is the crucial factor in 
great learning. From an Adventist perspective, Jesus is the 
center of all learning. When you have Jesus present in your 
schools and learning, you can expect students to thrive and 
experience supernatural outcomes.

Q: Are there any current initiatives that 
you’re excited about?
A: Our innovation and technology initiatives are very exciting 
and will serve as a pathway and foundation to strengthen 
many of our future strategies. While the STEM (science, 
technology, engineering, math) and Design Thinking 
processes inherently push students to use higher order 
thinking skills, we aim to develop and apply similar strategies 
and approaches across all subjects and disciplines. God 
has blessed us with tremendous administrators, teachers, 
and leaders who are committed to facilitating this type of 
student development and innovative thought processes in 
all areas of learning. 

Q: What is your vision for the future of the 
Adventist education system?
A: I see the Adventist education system fulfilling its purpose 
in North America when it becomes the desired destination 
for learning and growth. A good friend often reminds me that 
any school that bears Christ’s name should rightly represent 
Him by being excellent. At this time, we have not arrived 
fully as we still have “pockets of excellence” throughout our 
systems. However, I confidently look forward to the time, 
and it’s coming very soon, when equal access and learning 
opportunities create greater possibilities of development for 
every student. 
Currently, Florida Conference has begun a journey to 
systemize those values through a three-tier initiative of 
innovation, development, and systemic planning. I see 
Adventist Education better addressing mental health and 
social-emotional learning which teaches students to manage 
emotions, set goals, show empathy for others, maintain 
positive relationships, and make responsible decisions.
Through our teaching philosophy, our kids will learn to be 
advocates...advocating, not only for their faith but for societal 
issues, justice, and social causes. Our students won’t be 
sitting on the sidelines waiting for someone else to lead 
but working as contributing citizens in corporate America, 
their churches, and their communities. Our students must 
be taught and must understand their commitment to the 
Lord and their responsibility to something greater than 
themselves. With that mindset, students can find joy and 
fulfillment and can truly impact the world for good.
Finally, I see God preparing this generation to enlarge the 
work of the Kingdom through education and to share His 
solutions, answers, and message to this troubled society.
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The sound of children’s laughter fills the air, water rockets 
shoot into the skies, a large seesaw is shared on the field 
and flour from baking apple pie litters the cafeteria floor. 
While many would assume because summer camp has 
ended, children no longer visit Camp Kulaqua, our Outdoor 
Education program proves otherwise. Twice a year, 5th & 
6th graders from Adventist schools in Florida are invited to 
attend Outdoor Education, a program designed to connect 
children with hands-on learning in nature. 

Classes range from science to history and crafts to physical 
sports. In history books, students learn about the first 
communication device for long distance – the telegraph. At 
Kulaqua’s Outdoor Education, the telegraph comes to life 
as they learn Morse code and apply it in a real life setting 
we call “Yesterday’s Texting”. Students send messages 
in Morse code to one another on a real telegraph system. 
In science class, students might read about torsion and 
mechanics. At Kulaqua, we build real life pulleys that allow 
children to easily lift a golf cart into the air or drive a large 
corkscrew in the ground. 

Outdoor Education provides students with experiences 
to apply what they’ve learned in the classroom. They can 
connect what they read in books to hands-on experiences, 
all while creating memories together.  Beyond learning, this 
program also connects students from different schools with 
one another, allowing for more relationships to be made 
throughout our conference. 

Outdoor Education also addresses an issue researchers 
are calling Nature Deficit Disorder. Many children today 
don’t spend time outside in nature, opting to stay 
indoors. According to the National Park and Recreation 
Association, children today spend less time outdoors than 
any other generation, devoting only four to seven minutes 
to unstructured outdoor play per day while spending an 
average of seven and a half hours in front of electronic 
media. 

While research shows that being outdoors can be soothing 
and decrease stress, many of us can also connect to our faith 
when in nature. Countless stories have been shared from 
campers and young adults who come to Camp Kulaqua and 
feel God moving within their hearts after taking a walk on 
the boardwalk, hiking through the trails, or simply being in 
the fresh air. I believe the camp provides an atmosphere for 
people to step back, be present without daily distractions 
and have an opportunity to reflect on what they’ve learned. 

And what is the great outdoors without our Great Maker? In 
the evenings, as the classes come to a close and the sun 
begins to set, we gather for worship. And what a beautiful 
time it is to connect with Him together in the evenings 
after a full day of fun by gathering together in worship and 
listening to the students raise their voices… there is no 
sweeter sound. What a blessing it is to combine educational 
experiences with the great outdoors and our beloved Savior. 

 

By: Theresa Stride

OUR CREATOR IN
OUTDOOR EDUCATION
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In what is known as the Great Commission, Jesus said, “Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them 
in the name of the Father and of the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. 
And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” 
(Matthew 28:19-20). Jesus gives a clear mandate as to what 
we are to do. We are to bring people into the family of God 
through baptism and teach them how to live like Jesus, or 
as we often say, to make them disciples of Christ. Jesus 
said that we are to teach them all that He has taught us.
When we examine the Bible, even on a surface level, we 
see a direct correlation between depth of relationship and 
effective discipleship. The disciples of Jesus learned how 
to be like Christ through shared experiences with their 
Lord. Watching how Jesus listened, asked questions, 
confronted and affirmed, was a catalyst to begin reshaping 
their character into the image of Christ. 
Jesus’ method of teaching was primarily experiential; life 
on life. Might we then say that the most effective teaching is 
best accomplished in a relational context? Discipleship is 
most successful when meaningful relationships exist. How 
Jesus discipled was rooted in rabbinic teaching traditions. 
Learning was accomplished through experience more than 
a classroom setting. 
The importance of understanding this model of discipleship 
is that Jesus’ method was highly relational and relied 

heavily on interpersonal connections and dialogue. Jesus 
listened and asked questions within a relational framework, 
which enabled people to draw their conclusions and act 
accordingly (Matthew 16:13-16).   
One of the central pillars of Jesus’ method of discipleship 
was completely relational, and the interpersonal skills 
that Jesus used form the basis of what we know as core 
life coaching skills. The core life coaching skills are best 
described in five sections: active listening, asking questions, 
affirmation, confrontation, and supportive accountability. 
These skills are essential for developing the relational 
connections that foster personal and spiritual growth. 
As Jesus lived with those He called, He coached them to 
be as He was, in relationship with His heavenly Father. It 
was in that relational context that Jesus taught the reality of 
His Father’s Kingdom in the presence of men.
 The use of core life coaching skills that focus on relationships 
significantly enhances the effectiveness of discipleship or 
teaching. These skills create an atmosphere that fosters 
relational and spiritual growth, and most importantly, the 
door to shared learning is opened.

By: Alexander E. Schlussler

Alexander E. Schlussler 
Field Associate for Lay and Leadership Development
alex.schlussler@floridaconference.com

from a 

perspective
coaching

teaching and discipleship  
a look at the methods of jesus
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Most parents with school-age children take special care to 
consider where their child will go to school, and whether 
that school will be a private or public school. They often 
go back and forth debating the pros and cons of each 
option. At the beginning of the 2018-2019 school year, one 
particular parent made the decision for her two children to 
attend Living Springs Academy. 

Our small school is nestled on the beautiful grounds of 
Camp Kulaqua in High Springs, Florida, with two teachers 
and 25 students at present. Abebi Guinyard wanted 
her children, Matthew and Rebeca, to have a Christian 
education despite coming from a Muslim background. She 
learned about the Seventh-day Adventist Church through 
her children’s father’s family. She called us, we set up an 
interview and by the end of the summer both children were 
enrolled. 

I had the great privilege of being Matthew’s first grade 
teacher. He was a child who was full of life and had a million 
things to say every time he spoke. The first few months 
of school were very interesting during Bible class. Mathew 
always rebutted the religious teachings because he was 
raised differently. I remember him saying that Jesus was 
just a prophet and he wasn’t God.  As the school year 
progressed, Matthew began to take on a different view of 
who Jesus was. He learned that He was our best friend 
who would never leave us, and He wants the best for us. 
Matthew started participating in our Education Sabbaths 
and he was the boy that made everyone smile.

Unfortunately, Matthew was battling cancer. In April, 
Matthew’s illness progressed and he stopped his treatments 
because they were no longer working. Eventually, Matthew 
was placed in hospice care. He would tell his mother that 
Jesus was now his friend and that everything was going to 
be alright. He asked God to send His angels to be with him 
during this time. He also told his mother that Jesus was 
coming back soon and that He will finally defeat the devil 
once and for all. Matthew would ask his mother to play the 
gospel song, “Show Yourself Strong” by Fred Hammond. 
That was his favorite song that he learned at school. 

Tragically, Matthew lost his battle this past May. He was 
only six years old. As a teacher, this was the hardest thing 
I’ve been through with any of my students. But I believe God 
sent Matthew and his sister to our school for a purpose. 
He wanted Matthew and his family to get to know Jesus. 
Because Matthew did, his mother now wants to take Bible 
studies. She wants to know the Jesus that her Matthew got 
to know. We pray that one day she and her daughter will 
make the decision to accept Christ as their personal Savior 
just like Matthew did. This is the greatest purpose of an 
Adventist education, preparing children for His Kingdom. 
I can’t wait for that glorious day when Jesus returns and I 
can be reunited with Matthew too.

FINDING JESUS  
IN TIMES OF TRAGEDY
By: Aileen Valenzuela

Mat t hew Guinyard
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Karen Jones, teacher at West Palm Beach Junior Academy, 
was inspired to create a school garden after a field trip with 
her students to the Pine Jog Environmental Center in West 
Palm Beach. She saw how engaged the students were with 
the hands-on science, nature, and environmental lessons 
and wanted to provide a similar opportunity back at school. 
What began as a small class project has now flourished 
into a beautiful, nationally recognized butterfly garden for 
the entire school to learn from and enjoy. 
Through the use of recycled materials like tires, plastic 
bottles, and shipping pallets, the students built and 
landscaped a small garden. As the garden began to take 
shape, they learned about science and math, and had 
a beautiful space to worship in. They especially loved 
seeing different animals in their natural environments, like 
squirrels, raccoons, snakes and a wide variety of insects. 
The exposure to nature is particularly interesting and 
important to those students who live in city settings. 
The small garden was able to transform into a nationally 
recognized butterfly garden when West Palm Beach Junior 
Academy was awarded the Latina Butterfly Garden Grant. 
With the grant, Mrs. Jones and her assistant were trained 
and charged to develop and implement an official Butterfly 
Garden Habitat at the school. Mrs. Jones received support 
from Arthur R. Marshall Loxahatchee National Wildlife 

Refuge Ranger David Vela, Thrivent Financial, Home Depot, 
church members, and West Palm Beach Junior Academy 
students and staff. 
In May 2019, the butterfly garden was recognized by 
the United States Department of the Interior Fish and 
Wildlife Service as a Pocket Refuge, the first recognized 
Pocket Refuge in the United States. This exceptional 
accomplishment is a testament to the hard work of Mrs. 
Jones, her students, and the West Palm Beach Junior 
Academy community. Mrs. Jones loves seeing the 
excitement on the student’s faces every time they walk 
down the path to their garden, and hopes it will provide joy 
to the community for years to come. 

Creating A Nationally Recognized
BUTTERFLY G   RDEN 
AT WEST PALM BEACH JUNIOR ACADEMY
By: Jamie Lower
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Train up a child in the way he 
should go, and when he is old 

he will not depart from it.
Proverbs 22:6
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Excitement filled the atmosphere as a diverse group of 
professionals gathered to evaluate the products of four 
groups of students who had a week to develop a solution 
to a medical problem. Among those present in the audience 
were a neurologist, a product development specialist, a 
software engineer, and the director of a medical robotics 
rehabilitation facility. 
Up first was the Biomechatronics group. They presented a 
device they developed to assist stroke victims rehabilitate 
more efficiently. The device will be used to create a virtual 
rehabilitation system. Next, was the Brain-Computer 
Interface group. They showed a video of one of the students 
that trained her brain to move a virtual cube. Their goal is 
to develop a technology that will someday help mobility 

impaired individuals use their minds to control a wheelchair 
or a robotic hand.  
A third group of students, the Virtual Reality Group, displayed 
a video game they developed to train upper-limb amputees 
to use their muscles to control a myoelectric prosthetic 
device efficiently. The patient would guide a character 
through the game by flexing his/her muscles at different 
intensity levels. A final group of students presented a CAD 
(computer aided design) designed leg in a 3D environment 
that was connected to a myoelectric sensor worn by one of 
the students. As the student flexed his thigh muscles, the 
virtual leg moved up and down. This technology will be used 
to treat individuals that suffer from phantom limb syndrome. 

By: Robert Henley

THE FLORIDA CONFERENCE
INNOVATION CENTER

The centerpiece for the future of  
Adventist Education in Florida Conference
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If you didn’t know any better, you would assume that this 
was a medical technology conference being held at MIT, 
Stanford, or Georgia Tech. You would be wrong.  
The event was the Inaugural Loma Linda University 
Biomechatronics Collaboratorium held last summer on 
the campus of Loma Linda University. The students are 
participants in Florida Conference Innovation Lab Program 
at Forest Lake Academy.
During the presentation, a neurologist whispered to 
Frank Runnels, vice-president for Education for Florida 
Conference, “These students are covering material that my 
graduate students are just learning.” This is a glimpse into 
the future of Adventist education in Florida Conference. A 
future that Runnels envisioned just two short years ago when 
Florida Conference Office of Education (FLCOE) launched 
the FLCOE Innovation Initiative – an exciting journey to 
reimagine education through innovation. The goal of the 
initiative is to transform each of the 29 schools operated 
by Florida Conference into hubs of innovation that impact 
the local community and cultivates within each student the 
social empathy required to change the world through STEM 
research, social innovation, and launch “Fourth Industrial 
Revolution” startups. 
While there have been many attempts to transform Adventist 
education, FLCOE is addressing the problem with an 
ecosystem approach by deploying an integrated strategy for 
creating a sustainable culture of Innovation. The multilayered 
strategy is attacking the problem from all sides of education –
technology, teacher education, pedagogy, STEM Education, 
and student engagement.   

To that end, FLCOE launched Florida Conference Innovation 
Lab two years ago to prototype this future of education 
and to cultivate a culture of Innovation throughout the 
Florida Conference school system. Nestled in the corner of 
the Industrial Arts Building on the campus of Forest Lake 
Academy, the lab serves as a Research and Development 
(R&D) center to explore, study, research, and  prototype this 
future of education. The lab is also forming relationships with 
industry and higher-ed institutions to create “Education 3.0”, 
an environment where K-12 students are seen as colleagues 
collaborating on projects that impact society.  
More than 200 students have participated in the initiative. 
The insights the lab has gleaned over the past two years will 
be used to create products and services that will transform 
education. The formal and informal experiences currently 
offered by the lab have been transformational for the 
students. They have gone from being passive consumers of 
knowledge to critical thinkers that create original works of 
knowledge. 
In the area of Social Innovation, the lab, in partnership with 
the AdventHealth Foundation, conducts STEM events for the 
local community. It conducted a robotics camp for the Boys 
and Girls Club of Central Florida, hosted three community-
based FIRST® robotics teams, and has joined forces with 
the University of Central Florida’s Chapter of Go Baby Go 
to provide modified electric cars for children suffering from 
mobility disorders. The lab is finalizing a relationship with the 
Florida Department of Health in Seminole County to provide 
FLA students with an internship in the Health department’s 
Innovation Lab where they will assist in the development of 
innovative solutions in the area of public health. 
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In the area of entrepreneurship, the students have created 
product prototypes for external clients, and one student 
has launched a business. Currently, a group of students are 
developing a medical device prototype in collaboration with 
a medical doctor. The aforementioned Loma Linda University 
Biomechatronics Collaboratorium is an example of student-
led STEM research.
Launching innovation is one thing; however, sustaining a 
culture of innovation is a challenging proposition. To build 
a culture of innovation, the teachers or “learning architects”, 
as the lab likes to call them, must become innovators 
themselves. To that end, the lab has hosted several teacher 
training events, such as design thinking, augmented reality 
in the classroom, and project-based learning.     
While the lab has been able to put in place successful services 
and programs, Florida Conference Innovation Initiative has 
been limited by the size of the Innovation Lab at FLA. To scale 
the efforts of the lab FLCOE has purchased a 15,000 square 
foot facility. Located at the corner of Semoran Boulevard 
and West Lake Brantley Road in Altamonte Springs, the 
facility is being intentionally designed to facilitate innovation. 
It will feature a robotics lab, a fabrication lab, a virtual reality 
lab, three classrooms, a data center, a prototype space, and 
creative commons.  In addition to supporting the teachers 
and students of Florida Conference, it will serve as a “third 

place”, a sociology-inspired concept where individuals from 
the community can gather to work, socialize, and innovate 
together.
The Innovation Center will also serve as the backbone for the 
various technology initiatives that have been implemented 
by Mel Wade, FLCOE technology coordinator. One such 
program will be an IT certification training and testing 
center for the community. It will also play a pivotal role 
in the implementation of the math initiative that Sabrina 
Miler, FLCOE math coordinator is rolling out this year. “The 
Innovation Center will provide an opportunity for students 
to apply the math learned in the classroom to real life 
applications in a lab setting. The students’ math education 
will transcend beyond theoretical math to real tangible 
results,” states Miler. Florida Conference Innovation Center 
will position the FLCOE to emerge as a prominent leader in 
the area of education in the Adventist Church.

“Children are most like God when 
they create. We are not just dreaming 
about the future of education, we are 
creating it.” - Frank Runnels
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I knew I needed to make a change in my daughter’s 
education after several bad experiences with the school 
system. Having heard good things about a nearby private 
school from a neighbor, I decided to enroll my daughter 
Coral at Forest City Adventist School in 2016. From that 
moment on, our family’s lives were changed forever. I was 
born in the Dominican Republic and raised as a Christian, 
but fell away from my faith as an adult. When moving to the 
United States, I was excited about the prospect of a great 
education for my children but was disappointed with some 
of their experiences. When I enrolled Coral in an Adventist 
school, God’s love poured into my daughter’s heart and 
ignited a chain of blessing unto our family. 
As Coral began to learn about God, she shared her knowledge 
with me and her siblings. She would arrive home from school 
excited to open her Bible and tell us about Jesus, and would 
encourage us to pray together regularly. Soon enough, Coral 
asked to be baptized. The change in Coral was contagious, 
and not long after, I also made the decision to be baptized 

and commit my life to Jesus. Enrolling Coral at Forest City 
was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made.
I’m so grateful for the community that the school has 
provided for my family. Sharing the same faith and values 
creates a close community between the parents. The kids 
are also in an environment that creates true friendships. I’ve 
even had devotionals for Coral and her friends at my home. 
The Adventist community feels like family, and I’m so grateful 
for the warm welcome they showed Coral and my family.
Coral now attends Forest Lake Academy. Not only is she 
excelling academically, but she has a newfound faith in 
God that she has spread to our entire family. Coral has 
made genuine friends and is surrounded by a supportive 
community of teachers, staff, and parents. I feel like my 
daughter has been given all of the tools she needs to grow 
as a young adult and prepare for her future. If you have 
the opportunity to send your child to one of our Adventist 
schools, let Coral be a positive example. It just might change 
your family’s lives.

EVANGELISM  
THROUGH  

EDUCATION
By Lina Castillo
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      Children are a gift 
from the Lord, offspring 
a reward from Him. Like 
arrows in the hand of a 

warrior are the children of 
one’s youth. Blessed is the 

man who fills his quiver 
with them!

Psalm 127:3-5

Photo by: Mellie Ellis
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“So whether you eat or drink or whatever 
you do, do it all for the glory of God”,
(1 Corinthians 10:31) 
In 2018, teacher Natalia Mendez came up with the idea 
to implement a gardening program at Indigo Christian Jr. 
Academy in Daytona Beach. She wanted to teach students 
about plant science while simultaneously encouraging them 
to practice healthier eating habits. Through the support of 
the church community and the University of Florida, her 
dream of a thriving gardening and nutrition program was 
able to become a reality. It has become one of the most 
successful and valuable programs the school has to offer, 
teaching students not only science and nutrition, but math, 
teamwork, and biblical lessons as well. 
The gardening program began with a simple setup – just 
a few potted vegetables that students would monitor, 
maintain, and then cook. Many children were able to try new 

vegetables for the first time and study the benefits of fresh 
produce. They grew potatoes, sweet potatoes, arugula, and 
radishes just to name a few. They also made seasonings out 
of herbs and learned that healthy food can still be flavorful. 
This year, the program received three gardening beds 
through the support of the University of Florida, allowing the 
gardening program to expand even more. A master gardener 
from the University of Florida also joined the team as a 
program mentor. In addition, educational sessions through 
the University of Florida department of Family Nutrition 
will be held at the school once a month, teaching students 
about different food groups and allowing them to sample 
fresh food and expose them to healthier habits. As Natalia 
says, “Our goal is to grow more food, encourage the kids to 
eat what they grow and plant whatever they want that’s in 
season”. She is thrilled with the success of the program and 
excited for the impact it will continue to have on the lives of 
her students.

 
By: Jamie Lower
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 Recipe provided by Atlantic Natural Foods • www.atlanticnaturalfoods.com

"pumpkin spice" 
and everything nice
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Orlando 
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 Kids

Complete The Picture

connect 
the 
dots



FLORIDA FOCUS  |  WINTER 2019 23

Email a picture of your child holding their fully-colored drawing to floridafocus@floridaconference.com for the opportunity to be 
featured in the next edition of Florida Focus.

Justin Hunter

Kissimmee, FL
Ayden T.Kissimmee, FL

Jonah Miolan

Kissimmee, FL Alejandro Crespo
Kissimmee, FL

connect the dots
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We are blessed to be part of a worldwide church 
denominational system that seeks to reach others for 
God and to glorify Him in everything we do. Included in 
this organizational structure is the local conference which 
includes a sisterhood of churches and schools. But what 
does that really mean? The conference is an association or 
a conglomerate of churches and schools, and the strength 
of the conference is primarily dependent on the strength of 
each of these entities. Each individual church member is 
important as the strength of the conference depends on the 
strength of its church members.

Interestingly though, we have been experiencing a recent 
phenomenon in the church that is very unfortunate: church 
members suing the church. In reality, when church members 
sue the church, whether it is the local church or the local 
conference, we are actually suing ourselves. And not just 
suing ourselves, but we are also suing our brothers and 
sisters, friends, and loved ones, who we worship with as well 
as our shepherd, our pastor.  

You may ask, ‘how can this be?’ Well, let me share the 
following for your consideration. 

By: Elisa Rahming, Florida Conference CFO

ARE WE SUING 
OURSELVES?
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The conference is not a business corporation like other 
corporations in America that exist to create profit for its 
owners and shareholders/investors. We are not a for-profit 
organization that sells a product or service and makes 
a profit from that product sale or service. There are no 
owners such as in a typical business corporation model. 
The conference is a non-profit organization dependent on 
and directly tied to individual church members throughout 
its territory who are like the “owners” of the organization. At a 
constituency session, members select representatives from 
each region to serve on an executive committee to govern 
the conference.  

Most people outside of our conference, and even many 
within, do not understand how our organization works 
because it is very unique for a church system. There are 
attorneys who may make it seem like suing the conference 
is the best thing to do to make up for any accidental or 
intentional harm that was incurred. Many will even tell us that 
only the insurance company would be sued and not really 
the conference.  Because of how our denominational church 
system is structured, suing the conference is actually suing 
ourselves, our family members in the church, and our fellow 
church members and friends. 

Sometimes, even pastors are directly named in a lawsuit 
along with the church, the conference, or other SDA entities. 
Imagine a church member suing their own pastor for harm 
they experienced that was not directly connected to the 
actions of the pastor. This was not the way of the early 
church. Should it be our way today?  In fact, in 1 Corinthians 
6, we see Paul’s admonition against the practice of Christians 
taking other Christians before unjust judges who may not be 
fair. Paul’s counsel on this matter is for Christians today as it 
was back then.

The conference doesn’t have just any insurance company. 
We are insured by the church’s very own insurance 
company: Adventist Risk Management (ARM). ARM is 
not in business to make a profit for its owners, but it was 
started by the worldwide church exclusively to serve the risk 
management needs of the church as a whole and to protect 
our ministries. While ARM does provide insurance coverage 
for all of our churches, schools, and entities, as well as the 
church denomination as a whole, making a decision to sue 
the church because there is insurance coverage is just as 
detrimental and impactful to the local church member.

Consider this example: Sister Sanctified trips and falls on the 
stairs of the church entrance. She hurts herself and is well 
cared for by members of the church, her medical insurance 
coverage, and coverage by the church/conference. However, 
because she was harmed, her uncle, who is not a member 
of the church, encourages her to sue her church. She thus 
asks her attorney to sue the church, which her attorney will 
typically accomplish by naming the Florida Conference, 
along with the Southern Union, the North American Division, 
and the General Conference as well.  In the process, the 

Sister’s pastor may also be named in the suit, even if her 
harm was not a result of his conduct.  The attorneys try to 
include everyone, in hopes of maximizing their recovery and 
partly because they keep a large percentage of any payment.  

Ultimately, should a settlement or court case favor our Sister, 
her local church will be responsible for potentially significant 
insurance deductibles.  In the end, all losses due to lawsuits 
that are paid by any church entity, from the local church to 
the General Conference, are ultimately paid for by churches, 
schools, and other entities through increased premium 
costs of general and excess liability insurance as well as 
deductibles payable before any insurance coverage kicks in. 
This means that church members in our pews and students 
in our classrooms are ultimately paying for these losses. 
Essentially, we are suing ourselves. Let me share with you 
that our premiums for general and excess liability insurance 
are on the rise. 

A pastor recently shared with me an interesting concept: “As 
we as members have given our resources to God for His 
work and these are the very same resources being used to 
pay out lawsuit settlements and attorneys, could it be said 
that we are not only suing ourselves and our friends but that 
we are also suing God?” Food for thought.

Florida Conference was formed “to 
proclaim the everlasting gospel of our 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, in the 
context of the three angels’ messages of 
Revelation 14, and, under the influence 
of the Holy Spirit, to lovingly persuade 
people to become His disciples and 
responsible members of the church.” * 

As we find ourselves in an environment where church 
members continue to sue church members and thus we 
are continually suing ourselves, this purpose becomes 
increasingly harder and harder to accomplish. But by God’s 
grace, all of us will continue walking together in faith, hope, 
and love to finish His work.

*Florida Conference Constitution and Bylaws 
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AdventHealth, one of the largest faith-based health systems 
in the U.S., has finalized an agreement that officially brings 
Heart of Florida Regional Medical Center and Lake Wales 
Medical Center into the AdventHealth network of care. 
Effective September 1, 193-bed Heart of Florida Regional 
Medical Center and 160-bed Lake Wales Medical Center 
joined the health system as AdventHealth Heart of 
Florida and AdventHealth Lake Wales. The purchase 
agreements also include each respective hospital’s related 
businesses, physician clinic operations and outpatient 
services. AdventHealth is also welcoming more than 
1,200 new employees into the organization, as well as 
dozens of employed physicians who will join AdventHealth 
Medical Group. Brian Adams, former president/CEO for 
AdventHealth Tampa, serves in the position of market CEO 
and is responsible for the newly acquired hospitals.
“We are blessed to have the opportunity to serve these 
team members and communities, and look forward to 
offering Christ-centered, whole-person care through our 
expanded network,” said Terry Shaw, president/CEO for 
AdventHealth.  

AdventHealth Heart of Florida and AdventHealth Lake Wales 
joined the health system’s Central Florida Division, the hub 
of the only national health care organization headquartered 
in Florida and one with a history that spans more than 100 
years in the region. 
“Polk County is one of Florida’s fastest growing regions 
and it’s important that health care services keep pace so 
the communities we will serve there can also be amongst 
the state’s healthiest,” said Daryl Tol, president/CEO for 
AdventHealth’s Central Florida Division. “We look forward 
to delivering whole-person care — caring for the body, 
mind and spirit — to our neighbors in Polk County.” 
With the addition of these two new hospitals and its affiliated 
businesses and operations, AdventHealth is extending its 
Christ-centered mission into the county for the first time.
“Thanks to AdventHealth, our communities across Florida 
have access to high-quality, faith-based care,” said Allan 
Machado, president for the Florida Conference of Seventh-
day Adventists. “We’re excited to see the healing ministry 
of Christ grow and advance in Polk County, and for our 
local churches to begin partnering with these facilities.”

Heart of Florida Regional Medical Center, 
Lake Wales Medical Center Joins AdventHealth as 

ADVENTHEALTH HEART OF FLORIDA  
and ADVENTHEALTH LAKE WALES

The hospitals are a part of the organization’s Central Florida Division, 
expanding its network into Polk County for the first time.

Extending the Healing Ministry of Christ     |     900 Hope Way, Altamonte Springs, FL 32714
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8:30 AM 9:00 AM Deltona SDA Spanish Church
9:30 AM 10:00 AM Daytona Beach SDA Church
10:30 A M 11:00 AM New Smyrna Beach SDA Church
12:00 PM 12:30 PM Titusville SDA Church
1:00 PM 1:30 PM Cocoa SDA Church
2:30 PM 3:15 PM Palm Bay SDA Church
4:15 PM 4:45 PM Fort Pierce SDA Church

8:30 AM 9:00 AM Inverness SDA Church
10:00 AM 10:30 AM Brooksville SDA Church
11:30 AM 12:00 PM Homosassa SDA Church
1:00 PM 1:30 PM Spring Hill SDA Church
2:30 PM 3:00 PM New Port Richey SDA Church
4:00 PM 4:30 PM Clearwater SDA Church
5:30 PM 6:00 PM St. Petersburg SDA Church

8:30 AM 9:00AM Leesburg SDA Church
9:30 AM 10:00 AM Lady Lake SDA Church
11:00 AM 11:30 AM Ocala SDA Church
1:45 PM 2:15 PM Perry SDA Church
3:30 PM 4:00 PM Tallahassee SDA Church

9:00 AM 9:45 AM Port Saint Lucie SDA Church
10:45 AM 11:15 AM West Palm Beach 1st Church
12:15 PM 12:45 PM Pompano Beach SDA Church
1:15 PM 1:45 PM Margate SDA Church
2:15 PM 2:45 PM Ambassador SDA Church
3:15 PM 3:45 PM Plantation SDA Church

8:30 AM 9:00 AM Kissimmee SDA Church
10:00 AM 10:30 AM Winter Haven SDA Church
11:00 AM 11:30 AM Avon Park SDA Church
1:30 PM 2:00 PM Cape Coral SDA Church
2:45 PM 3:15 PM Ft. Myers SDA Church
3:45 PM 4:30 PM Lehigh Acres SDA Church
5:30 PM 6:00 PM Naples

8:30 AM 9:00 AM East Pasco SDA Church
10:00 AM 10:30 AM Tampa SDA Church
11:30 AM 12:00 PM Brandon SDA Church
1:00 PM 1:30 PM West Coast Christian Academy
2:30 PM 3:00 PM Sarasota SDA Church
3:15 PM 3:45 PM Port Charlotte SDA Church

Sundown  Big Pine Key

8:30 AM 9:15 AM Palm Coast SDA Church
10:15 AM 10:45 AM Palatka SDA Church
11:45 AM 12:15 PM St. Augustine SDA Church
1:15 PM 1:45 PM Orange Cove SDA Church
2:45 PM 3:15 PM Jacksonville Ephesus SDA Ch
3:45 PM 4:15 PM Jacksonville Southpoint SDA Ch.

11:00 AM 11:30 AM Kendall SDA Church 
12:30 PM 1:00 PM Miami Temple SDA Church
1:30 PM 2:00 PM Miami Springs SDA Church
2:45 PM 3:15 PM Maranatha SDA Church
3:45 PM 4:15 PM Sunrise SDA Church
6::00 PM 6:30 PM Midport SDA Church

January 5

January 12

January 19

January 26

February 2

February 9

February 15

February 23

March 1

ON
LY CHANCE

BIG PINE KEY

EXPRESS DELIVERY SCHEDULE

DON’T MISS OUT



FLORIDA FOCUS  |  WINTER 2019 31

8:30 AM 9:00 AM Deltona SDA Spanish Church
9:30 AM 10:00 AM Daytona Beach SDA Church
10:30 A M 11:00 AM New Smyrna Beach SDA Church
12:00 PM 12:30 PM Titusville SDA Church
1:00 PM 1:30 PM Cocoa SDA Church
2:30 PM 3:15 PM Palm Bay SDA Church
4:15 PM 4:45 PM Fort Pierce SDA Church

8:30 AM 9:00 AM Inverness SDA Church
10:00 AM 10:30 AM Brooksville SDA Church
11:30 AM 12:00 PM Homosassa SDA Church
1:00 PM 1:30 PM Spring Hill SDA Church
2:30 PM 3:00 PM New Port Richey SDA Church
4:00 PM 4:30 PM Clearwater SDA Church
5:30 PM 6:00 PM St. Petersburg SDA Church

8:30 AM 9:00AM Leesburg SDA Church
9:30 AM 10:00 AM Lady Lake SDA Church
11:00 AM 11:30 AM Ocala SDA Church
1:45 PM 2:15 PM Perry SDA Church
3:30 PM 4:00 PM Tallahassee SDA Church

9:00 AM 9:45 AM Port Saint Lucie SDA Church
10:45 AM 11:15 AM West Palm Beach 1st Church
12:15 PM 12:45 PM Pompano Beach SDA Church
1:15 PM 1:45 PM Margate SDA Church
2:15 PM 2:45 PM Ambassador SDA Church
3:15 PM 3:45 PM Plantation SDA Church

8:30 AM 9:00 AM Kissimmee SDA Church
10:00 AM 10:30 AM Winter Haven SDA Church
11:00 AM 11:30 AM Avon Park SDA Church
1:30 PM 2:00 PM Cape Coral SDA Church
2:45 PM 3:15 PM Ft. Myers SDA Church
3:45 PM 4:30 PM Lehigh Acres SDA Church
5:30 PM 6:00 PM Naples

8:30 AM 9:00 AM East Pasco SDA Church
10:00 AM 10:30 AM Tampa SDA Church
11:30 AM 12:00 PM Brandon SDA Church
1:00 PM 1:30 PM West Coast Christian Academy
2:30 PM 3:00 PM Sarasota SDA Church
3:15 PM 3:45 PM Port Charlotte SDA Church

Sundown  Big Pine Key

8:30 AM 9:15 AM Palm Coast SDA Church
10:15 AM 10:45 AM Palatka SDA Church
11:45 AM 12:15 PM St. Augustine SDA Church
1:15 PM 1:45 PM Orange Cove SDA Church
2:45 PM 3:15 PM Jacksonville Ephesus SDA Ch
3:45 PM 4:15 PM Jacksonville Southpoint SDA Ch.

11:00 AM 11:30 AM Kendall SDA Church 
12:30 PM 1:00 PM Miami Temple SDA Church
1:30 PM 2:00 PM Miami Springs SDA Church
2:45 PM 3:15 PM Maranatha SDA Church
3:45 PM 4:15 PM Sunrise SDA Church
6::00 PM 6:30 PM Midport SDA Church

January 5

January 12

January 19

January 26

February 2

February 9

February 15

February 23

March 1

ON
LY CHANCE

BIG PINE KEY

EXPRESS DELIVERY SCHEDULE

DON’T MISS OUT



Family Ministries
FB: @FLfamilyministries
TT: @FLfamilyministries

Stay updated with news, events, articles, and resources for your church.

Youth
FB: @FLyouthministries
IG: @ FLyouthministries

Pathfinders
FB: @ FLpathfinders
IG: @ FLpathfinders

Adventurers
FB: @FLadventurers
IG: @FLadventurers

Prayer Ministries
FB: @ FLConferencePM

Women’s Ministries
FB: @FLConferenceWM
IG: @FLConferenceWM
TT: @FLConferenceWM

Ministerios en Español
FB: @MinisteriosEnEspanol

ABC
FB: @FloridaABC
TT: @FloridaABC
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