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After years of abusing drugs and stealing money from the federal government, Kevin Niebuhr
lost everything—he even nearly lost custody of his daughter. In desperation, he cried out, “Lord,
if you do something decent with my life, you can have every day from here on out.”

Hearing Kevin’s heartfelt cry, God is making good on Kevin’s promise—developing a desire in
him to create a place where men like him can be reached with the gospel. He started learning to
cope using body building workouts instead of drugs and decided he wanted to open a gym and
plant a church through the connections he made.

And that’s exactly what he did. Kevin opened a Metroflex gym in his town, Jefferson, Wisconsin,
in November 2016. Soon after, it became the meeting place for Forge Church, a group of 30–40
new believers, all unchurched. Five months later, Forge Church had outgrown the gym and
moved into a new building that it’s already outgrowing.

On December 9, 2018, more than 100 people packed into a building meant for 80 to celebrate
the baptisms of 14 men and women. By God’s grace, the lives of people from all backgrounds are
being changed through this ministry, including Tim’s.

When Nothing Satisfies

Shortly after Kevin became a Christian, he met Tim. Raised as a Jehovah’s Witness, Tim wasn’t
allowed to salute the flag or attend birthday parties—even if they were during class time at
school. This led to significant isolation for him and his sister, and he was picked on constantly by
the other kids. It didn’t take long for Tim to start acting out in violence against his peers and
even his father.

The older he got, the more Tim felt like he didn’t belong anywhere—in or outside his family’s
faith. Tim finally felt he belonged when he met a Satanist in high school and started practicing
the religion even though he didn’t believe in it. “I just wanted to be accepted and feel loved,”
Tim says.

Tim started smoking marijuana around this time. He eventually started abusing alcohol and
drugs daily—overdosing multiple times. “I had a suicidal drug habit,” Tim says. “Death seemed
like a release to me. There was an insane darkness in me, and it followed me wherever I went.”

Nothing satisfied Tim. He had a decent career as a tattoo artist, a wife and daughter, and lived a
life of material abundance—yet he could not overcome his habits of promiscuity, drug abuse, and
violence. “The first thing I would do if there was any sort of quarrel was assert dominance over
them,” Tim says. “I was very quick to start a fight.”

He was jailed multiple times and faced five felonies. When all the charges against him were
inexplicably dropped and he was released from prison, Tim decided he wasn’t going to go back to 
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his old way of life. But as soon as he finished his probation, he started selling drugs to
supplement his income.

A Seven-Layer Burrito of Bad

Soon after his release, Tim went back to using a variety of drugs, spending roughly $4,000 a
month on a toxic mix of cocaine, marijuana, amphetamines, steroids, and more. He worked
nonstop, often going 40–50 hours without sleep. He and his wife were on and off. They were
emotionally and physically abusing each other, and Tim continued cheating on her with multiple
women.

“Everything was about consuming things, about being angry,” Tim says. “I was like a seven-layer
burrito of bad.”

Throughout this difficult time in Tim’s life, Kevin and his wife, Sam, reached out to Tim,
inviting him over for dinner, working out with him, getting tattoos from him, talking to him
about Jesus, and taking care of any needs he had. “God kept putting him in my life at pivotal
points,” Tim says. “Anytime I cried out, Kevin was there.”

“But the more Tim was presented with the gospel,” Kevin says, “the worse this guy became.”
Tim was still heavily involved in the occult, and it significantly affected the way he related to
people, including Kevin. After five years, Kevin couldn’t handle being around Tim anymore.
“Tim wasn’t simply immersed in the world—he was immersed in spiritual darkness,” Kevin says.
“I walked away, thinking I failed.”

From Death to Life

Tim fell so deep into despair that he was ready to kill himself. He thought he heard his recently
deceased grandfather tell him, “It’s not so bad—just die.” This scared him and gave him a desire
to seek after spiritual things, though he was still turned off by religion.

One day, while he and his wife were high together, they started talking about a Satanist song he
loved that referenced Revelation. His wife had never read the Bible. So Tim looked up
Revelation in his Bible, and they read almost the entire book together that night.

That moment began a turning point for Tim. He started listening to Bible apps on and off while
he was tattooing. “I thought Scripture was really angry, but I learned it’s a love story between a
father and his children,” Tim says. He started giving his clients a discount if they read the
Psalms to him while he gave them tattoos.

Slowly but surely, Tim began to change. He realized that the more he talked about Jesus and the
more he prayed, the less he had a desire for violence, drugs, and women—in fact, he was growing
repulsed by everything from his old life.



He soon felt convicted to stop selling drugs and get rid of all drug paraphernalia and everything
he bought with his drug money. Tim filled the dumpster behind his house to the brim four times
with nearly all his possessions.

After some time, Tim called Kevin—“Will you come down to my shop and read me the Bible? I
want to receive the Holy Spirit.”

“Bro, you’re high,” Kevin replied. “This is a joke.”

“No, I’m serious. I’ve been reading the Bible,” Tim said. “If you tell me about Jesus and pray
with me, I’ll tattoo you for free.”

Kevin couldn’t believe what he was hearing. But he went down to Tim’s tattoo shop to talk.
“Cognitively, I knew God could save anyone, but there’s often a disconnect between our heads
and our hearts,” Kevin says. “I knew in my head, ‘God, You can do this.’ I just didn’t think it
was possible.”

However, as soon as Kevin saw Tim, he knew that something was different. As he lay in Tim’s
tattoo chair, Kevin asked him questions. They talked about the gospel for hours. Once he
realized that Tim was truly repentant and understood salvation, the two prayed together.

“We were sitting there and I just broke,” Kevin says. “Man, I didn’t even cry that hard when my
dad died. I was bawling as I was praying for this guy because it’s something I couldn’t believe
would ever happen.”

Tim was baptized at Forge Church shortly after and has continued to grow in his faith. He tells
everyone he can about Jesus. “I don’t know where God’s going to take Tim,” Kevin says. “But
God knows what He’s done in Tim’s life, and it’s a beautiful thing.”

The Forge Church is truly a family. The members have vastly different backgrounds, ranging
from those like Tim who are completely unchurched to others who have attended church since
infancy. But their shared, passionate love of Christ makes everyone who enters Forge’s doors feel
like they’ve come home.
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Martin Luther King Jr. once said, “I have a dream that one day . . . the glory of the Lord shall
be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together. With this faith we will be able to hew out of the
mountain of despair a stone of hope . . . [and] transform the jangling discords of our nation
into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood.”

Though the United States has come a long way from the days when Dr. King spoke these
words, the Equal Justice Initiative seeks to close the remaining divide through their memorial
and museum on former slave trade sites in Montgomery, Alabama.

The National Memorial for Peace and Justice depicts the horrors of the 4,400 reported
lynchings that occurred between 1877 and 1950, while The Legacy Museum provides more
than a decade’s worth of research on the connection between the slave trade, Jim Crow laws,
and today’s racial inequalities, namely the projection that one in three black boys will be
incarcerated in their lifetimes.

This hope for racial reconciliation is impossible without the work of God through His Church.
I was excited to speak with four Alliance church leaders about their raw emotions after
attending the dedication of this memorial. I couldn’t include the entirety of my conversations
with them but tried to capture both their fears and hopes for the future in an authentic way.

—Emmy Houk

Alliance Life: Describe how you felt as you walked through the memorial.

Jelani Pinnock: A thousand feelings rushed at me. I actually found myself drowning in my
emotions—a feeling I can’t remember ever experiencing.

Jonathan Schaeffer: There was a hushed silence among the hundreds of people who were
walking through the memorial grounds. It was sobering to read all of the names of those who
had been lynched and to see cities I’ve visited among the places where the atrocities occurred.
There was injustice upon injustice. I felt similar emotions to when I’ve walked through
holocaust memorials.

Kajavius Wilson: I was very angry. Multiple generations of people were treated like they
were less than human and died not ever being free. It made me see even more how the system
of slavery is from the pit of hell. When the enemy does something, it’s like chess—his one
move does multiple things. The chess move of slavery created division and hostility between
races, systematic oppression, and broken family structures.

Calvin Dorsey: My first feeling was utter disbelief. Being educated in predominately black
school systems, a lot of my teachers, as well as my parents, took it upon themselves to educate 
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me extensively on the history of segregation and racism in America, but this was different. There
is an immediate visceral response that happens when history leaves the pages of books and
becomes visible.

As I made my way through much of the museum, my most pronounced feeling was sadness. Every
advertisement for humans being sold, every story of families being ripped apart, and every video
on false imprisonment compounded the fact that America has come a long way but also has a long
way to go when dealing with the issue of equality.

Why is this memorial important for our country at this time?

Calvin: This museum and memorial serve as an invaluable resource that can be used to educate
current and future generations about the struggle of equality in America and in the Church.

Jonathan: In too many places in our country, there’s a lingering racial divide. Adding to the
problem are polarizing voices that push people further apart. Followers of Jesus have an
opportunity to be “quick to listen, slow to speak, and slow to become angry” (Js. 1:19). A
memorial like this gives us the opportunity to grieve together what many in our country
endured.

Jelani: Jesus left heaven because He could not bear to see the weight of judgement fall on us,
deciding to take the punishment of death so we could have freedom from our past sins. Why
should we, as believers, avoid sharing in that same suffering? Why should we not bear with one
another in love?

As polarized as we are, if we claim to be called by His name, then we have no choice but to share
each other’s burdens. We are compelled—better yet commanded—to move toward a holy empathy.
This memorial is our chance to barter an ugly, hidden history and trade it for revival.

How might this memorial help heal the wounds of racism and set a new trajectory for
racial reconciliation?

Kajavius: To heal, you have to speak truth. That means looking at your past, being challenged
by it, and taking a stand. That’s what this memorial is allowing us to do. It’s acknowledging that
black history is our history—it’s not separate from white history but should be integrated into
the bigger picture. This will help us take the next step forward.

Calvin: The memorial helps heal wounds in two specific ways. First, it gives a visual to the
history of America that many people would like to forget. It is difficult for a wound to be healed
if we don’t first acknowledge any injury has taken place. Second, the museum serves as a
reminder to never repeat the sins of mankind and keeps us from consistently agitating the wound
of oppression and discrimination with more prejudice and bigotry.



Has this memorial changed the way you approach your life and ministry?

Jelani: It grounded me deeper in thankfulness for where God has placed my family and
encouraged me to remain reconciled. Without a church like Grace, I do not think I could survive
the harsh realities within our nation today. However, I am supported on every side, which helps
me to know I am not alone in this battle toward reconciliation.

If I do not constantly desire reconciliation, I may miss out on the change God desires to take
place in me, and people may miss out on the life the Lord has given me to share with others. It
has not been hard for me to bring up these issues—the hardest thing will be remaining in the
fight for equality and justice. I cannot be tempted to “grow weary in doing good.”

Jonathan: The overwhelming visual images were a compelling reminder of how people were
mistreated even in our nation’s recent history. I gained more compassion for my black brothers
and sisters.

What are your hopes for racial reconciliation in the future of our nation? What are our
biggest hurdles as a society to move toward healing?

Jelani: Our biggest challenge as Christians will be to divorce ourselves from the idea that our
political and governmental institutions can somehow deliver the justice only the Kingdom of God
provides. If we accept that they cannot, we can freely embrace the compassion and empathy
needed to travel across color lines and cultural boundaries to reconcile ourselves to Christ and
others.

Kajavius: Walking through this memorial, I realized I was never supposed to succeed. My
ancestors were forced to come here and forced to work. It was never intended for us to be free. In
the past it took courageous folks to say, “You can’t do this.” At the end of the day, we need
somebody to acknowledge that [the current racial divide] is not right and advocate for what is.

Calvin: For our country to see godly restoration happen among different people groups, it must
be led by the Church. Unity in the world always results in opposition to the Kingdom of God. But
unity taught from a biblical worldview brings restoration and advancement for God’s Kingdom.

Many churches are trying to educate their congregations on these topics, which I commend, but
they are afraid to take real action to change the narrative. However, God has placed a hope in me
through reading His Word and seeing the great things that He can do through sinful men. If the
American church continues to emphasize dependency on the Holy Spirit, I believe that God will
continue to unite His Church and help us repent in the areas where we need it most.

Jonathan: Jesus wants to use His Church as an agent of reconciliation, and experiences like we
had [at the memorial dedication] can move us to fulfill our identity and calling. Because Christ is
on the throne and has given us His great and precious promises, I’m always optimistic.
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Danny Amos was born into a family of bank robbers. “Everybody on my dad’s side of the family
were all criminals,” the 65-year-old recalls. “My dad robbed several banks—him and some of his
family. I was my dad’s number one. He kept me with him all the time.”

When Danny Amos was 10 years old and his father was in prison, his mother gave him up to the
state. She had seven other children, and Danny fought with her boyfriend. She was fed up with
Danny, so she decided to let the government raise him instead.
A year after Danny’s mother abandoned him, police arrested him for stealing. The juvenile court
system judged him to be incorrigible, which gave the prison guards room to treat him however
they saw fit.

“They would have me bend straight over and put my head between their legs,” Danny
remembers. “They’d pour water on my back and take the palms of their hands from way up high
and come down. They’d leave a print on my back.”

During his time in the juvenile system, Danny was often placed in solitary confinement. For 90
days at a time, he received small amounts of food and had little light.

“They would put me in solitary for anything they wanted to.” His sharp features grow sharper as
he recounts the events. “It made me hard, and it made me [have] two personalities. I had that
monster in me, and then I had the good in me.”

Struggle to Survive

Danny was released from the juvenile system when he was 15 and immediately dove back into a
life of crime. “I knew from experiences with my family that robbing was a way of getting
finances, and it was so easy.”

He met a girl and got married when he was 17, which led him to steal more because he needed to
take care of her. In 1970, when he was 19, Danny was arrested. Not long after, his wife gave
birth to their daughter.

At first, he had only a six-year sentence, but his wife kept pressuring him to come home and be
with her and the baby. He tried to break out many times to be with them but was unsuccessful.

“I’ve got numerous attempts and escapes in my record over the years,” Danny notes. “However, I
ended up with so much time I didn’t care anymore.” He added five more years to his sentence for
every attempted escape.
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Over the course of his imprisonment, Danny was placed in 34 different U.S. prisons. “When you
become violent, they try to separate you from the people that you’re mixed up with by moving
you around,” he says. In addition, he was punished with solitary confinement for 13 years at one
time. “The chances of me making it [out] were zero to none.”

Danny called out to God: Old man, look. I’ve tried everything else. Help me find some good people.
I don’t want to be around criminals no more. Let me make it out there.

Healing for Body and Mind

A few months later on May 27, 2015, Danny had served his sentence. He was free after 50 years
in prison. Nichole Strom became his parole officer.

“[Ex-convicts] need somebody in their lives 24/7 who can help them learn how to make good
choices and do things right,” says Nichole, who contacted several churches to find a mentor for
Danny.

Jeff Naegelen, Nichole’s pastor at Alliance Church of the Valley (St. Croix Falls, Wis.), was the
first to respond. When he approached a church member, Dana Frank, about the mentorship,
Dana prayed and accepted. Nichole then asked Danny if he would meet Jeff, Dana, and her
coworker Anna when he got out, and he agreed.

“I trusted her because everything she had said to me so far had been true,” Danny says. “She
fought for me, and I’d never had nobody on the correction’s side fight for me. She’s my angel, my
bodyguard.”

The five met at Nichole’s office after Danny was released to ensure he and Dana were a good fit
for a mentoring relationship. “I had a gut feeling that he was a good person, that he was straight
up and wasn’t phony,” Danny says.

The group took Danny to Walmart with a $250 gift card from the church to purchase essentials
such as clothes, a watch, and a phone. They didn’t know his sizes because he had worn a prison
uniform for most of his life.

Danny had multiple health problems when he was released. Not only was he fighting cancer, but
he also was struggling with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) from the violent prison life.
While he received treatment, he lived at Serenity Home, a shelter that reaches out to the
homeless, including ex-cons who want a better life.

For the first several months, he was in the hospital three times a day and had many anxiety
attacks. He awoke from dreams about prison, thinking that he was still there. The church
community, however, helped him to get the treatments he needed.

After seven months, he was declared cancer-free.



Receiving Life

Because of his incarceration, Danny had never learned to drive, cook, use a phone—or even a can
opener. “I was like a newborn baby out here,” Danny recalls. “I was still going by the only thing I
knew about: survival. And then I go to this new world out here, and it was nothing like it was
when I was a kid. It was all like I was in a dream world.”

Dana taught Danny how to live again. “Everything that I experienced with Danny was like
[teaching] a child,” Dana says.

Danny’s goals were simple too—“to stay out of jail and to get a Chihuahua and a truck.” Using
everything that Dana taught him to do, Danny now partially supports himself as a handyman and
has a driver’s license. He calls himself Handyman Dan and has purchased equipment that allows
him to help the community.

For many months, Danny searched for a place to live on his own. A woman in the community,
Dorene, rents a home to Danny with the intention of having him own it one day. “She gave me a
place to rest my head when nobody else would rent to me,” Danny says.

Not only has the church family blessed Danny, but Danny also has been a helpful addition to the
church. He is now an active member of Alliance Church of the Valley. He and Dana serve at
church events together, cleaning dishes and doing other tasks. For Christmas Danny spent an
entire month’s disability check on toys for the church’s kids.

Dana has sacrificed much to mentor Danny. He has lost many friends, including two who would
not allow Danny to come to their wedding. Mentoring Danny has been a learning experience for
Dana as well. “It’s brought a lot of reminders like, ‘We’ve all got pasts, and you don’t judge
somebody by it,’” Dana says.

Danny now mentors others like himself, ex-cons who have no life direction. Any time he can, he
helps these people, whether they’re male, female, or juveniles. His dream is to open a place like
Serenity where ex-cons can get back on their feet and find purpose.
Danny has begun to witness to his sister as well. When she was going through a tough time, he
told her to go in the bathroom, shut the door, and just talk to God like she would with anyone
else.

Because of the outstretched hands of this church family, Danny has received Christ’s forgiveness.
“Danny definitely knows he’s been forgiven,” Dana says. “I think he has turned it over to the
Lord.”


