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This is our final value: 

“Do not forsake the assembling of ourselves 
together, as is the habit of some, but exhort  
and encourage one another especially as you 
see the day drawing near.”  
– Hebrews 10.25

Executive Director
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Because of your prayers, advocacy, and support we can 
offer this to men and women: to wake up to the life God has 
given us and live!  

When you read the stories of new life in this newsletter, 
you'll see the theme of men and women moving from self to 
God, from isolation to connection, from despair to purpose. 

This happens in community. And that's why we emphasize 
SHOWING UP so much: presence is power. 

Lean into God's divine presence so you 
can offer the gift of your presence to those 
around you. Thanks for being part of this 
dynamic community as we move towards 
transformation together.  

Sincerely,



hen it was his turn to put his name on the wall 
for reaching a year of sobriety, Ryan Becksford almost 
skipped the ceremony. Not feeling well that day, he just 
wanted to crawl into bed, not head back to Guiding Light for 
something new. 

But then program director, now executive director, Brian Elve 
convinced him to show up. So he dragged himself down to 
Guiding Light where he joined  other men being honored.

“It wasn’t a big thing,” Ryan recalled. “There was no seating. 
Brian spoke for a minute or two, gave us a chance to say 
something. I said maybe  six words. I think the whole thing 
was 15 minutes ”

Six years later, how things have changed.

“It went from a quick idea — ‘this could be really cool, let’s 
give it a shot’ — to one of our premier events,” said Ryan, 
who now is Guiding Light’s Retention & Integration Specialist.
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2019 Year Sobriety 
Celebration



DUAL OBJECTIVES

The one-year celebrations have grown to regularly draw 
nearly 200 people to gather for food and fellowship, hugs 
and handshakes, testimonials and applause, laughter and 
tears. The audiences include family and friends, recovery 
program newcomers and veterans, donors and 
supporters, coming together in community to applaud 
men and women who have reached a remarkable 
milestone.

The idea was inspired, Brian said, by research showing 
that timely celebration of an accomplishment can reinforce 
positive behavior. But the event serves a second purpose: 
providing motivation for people early in their recovery.

“People who haven’t reached that goal see the 
celebration, and say, ‘If he can do it, I can do it,’” he said.

Guiding Light’s long-term approach puts that goal within 
reach. Roughly 80% of those who complete the recovery 
program and move into our sober living communities will 
attain the year of sobriety that earns a place on the wall. 
And their name will be seen many times every day by 
people in the recovery program.

“That board is perfectly positioned. It just becomes a part of the 
ethos here that, ‘Oh, I’m going to get up on that wall.’ Well, what 

does that mean? That means I need to make my bed. That 
means I need to show up to things on time, that I need to work  
the 12 steps. I need to grow spiritual direction.” – Brian Elve

“And it becomes a part of just what they do, not what they need to 
check on the schedule. Getting there just becomes a part of a process.”
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FROM DAY 1 TO DAY 365
M  knows all about being inspired by that wall of names.

“When I was in th  program, it became a goal to get my name up 
there,” he said. “And putting it up there was a huge sense of 
accomplishment. It still means everything to me today, seeing my 
name with so many others.”

Now, as our Men’s Program Manager, Mike gets to see a similar 
sense of accomplishment whenever someone gets to add their name 
to the wall.

“Every time one of the guys or women speak, I remember when they 
first came into the program,” he said. “I see them move from Day 1 to 
Day 365. Th  celebration .”

Mike, who usually serves as one of the emcees for the celebrations, 
used to be uncomfortable speaking to crowds. But then he realized 
how supportive the audience was. One family member mentioned, 
they had “never been in a room with so many good people.”

“We’re hearing about some of the most difficult situations men and 
women can be in, then there’s the triumph of life,” he said. “This is 
a time for tears and for laughter. We've been alongside each of 
these individuals for the past year, experiencing the highs and 
lows, the wins and struggles, all while being in community moving 
towards this milestone.”
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ADDING WOMEN’S NAMES
For Tori Grennan, our Women’s Recovery Program Manager, the  
one-year celebrations have always been her favorite events, even  
when they were for men only. But that has changed with Guiding Light’s 
launch of women’s programming more than a year ago.
“Now I get to witness women being celebrated and watch them 
physically put their names up on that wall,” she said. “It is deeply 
moving and reminds me why this work is so important. It signifies 
we are filling a need to help women in this area recover and reclaim 
their lives.”
"The events provide powerful inspiration for women who are still 
working toward that one-year milestone," Tori said. "And the women 
who are being celebrated get to reflect on all the hard work they have 
put in."

“For both the women in the program and the women celebrating it’s 
always impactful seeing the room full of people they are connected with 
today,” she said. “A lot of these women have come from such an 
isolated lifestyle. So when they see the room full of people there to 
support them it really helps them grasp the idea of the community 
they have in their life today.”

Tori’s favorite part is when the participants get to nail their names to the 
wall. “They are physically staking a claim on this milestone in their 
life,” she said. “It signifies the hard work, uncomfortable moments 
and dedication that led to this point. The plaques then are there in the 
building to inspire future men and women to continue to create 
change in their life.”

In the years since almost missing his own chance to put up his name, 
Ryan B. has had the privilege of being asked by some honorees to hold 
the plaque as they nail it to the wall.  It's so meaningful to now be part of 
of their journey to new life, he said.

“You’re not getting up on that wall without community, without the 
sober living Iron House, Ruth’s and Esther’s houses,” he said. “So that 
wall is just a very good representation of what we stand for — staying 
connected, awake, and just trusting what’s ahead of you.”

IT TAKES COMMUNITY
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PARRIS
THEY WELCOMED ME WITH OPEN ARMS

Parris began his speech at last fall’s 1-year sobriety celebration by 
acknowledging how drugs and alcohol had left his life in shambles. He 
had lost everything, including his self-respect. Walking into Guiding Light 
wasn’t easy. He told the audience he thought it would be “a walk of 
shame.” Instead, he found acceptance.

“Just coming through those doors and how they welcomed me with 
open arms — it was powerful. And just being able to be part of the 
community with everybody with the same struggles as me, it just 
made me want to be more open.”

Parris learned to drop the mask he had been wearing, to embrace 
being vulnerable and open to accepting help.
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Parris asked Ryan B. 
to hold him name 
plaque to nail to the 
wall.





I COULDN’T DO IT ALONE
Logan’s life coach, Nick, introduced him by noting that Logan’s 
hardest decision to keep making each day after arrival at Guiding 
Light was to stay with the program.

And when Logan took the stage to share his testimony of 
transformation, he agreed. He confirmed that he arrived as a skeptic, 
questioning everything — the program, the people who wanted to help, 
even himself.

“Before I came to Guiding Light, I was a broken 
man.  I had no hope, no direction, and honestly, no 
life. I was trapped in this vicious cycle of drinking, 
depression, anxiety  and anger. ... I kept telling 
myself, I can fix this. I don’t need help. But the truth 

s, I couldn’t do it alone.”
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It took about a month and a half — and Nick telling him for what felt 
like “the millionth time” to trust the process — but something inally 
started to change for Logan.

At Guiding Light, I found 
something I didn’t know I was missing: community. For years, I 
isolated myself from everyone who cared about me, but now I am 
surrounded by people who understand me, who want to see me 
succeed, who remind me every day that I am not alone. 

Logan went on to thank the many people who gave him the priceless 
gift of hope: Guiding Light staff, in the program, 
donors, his sponsor and those who never gave up on him, especially  
his parents and God:
“I am forever grateful to my mom and dad. ... For more than a 
decade, I caused you nothing but worry and pain, yet through it all, 
you never stopped loving me. ... And most importantly, I would like 
to thank my higher power, Jesus Christ. Even when I walked away 
from Him, He never walked away from me. Even when I gave up on 
myself, He never gave up on me. 
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If you're interested in experiencing a One Year 
Celebration with us, reach out to Liv by phone or email: 
Liv@GuidingLightWorks.org or 616-451-0236 ext. 111



When Angela P. arrived at Guiding Light, gratitude was the last 
thing on her mind. Her drug use had ruined her life and 
disconnected her from her children, her family, herself and God. It 
left her feeling empty, ashamed and heartbroken. At the time, even 
the word “gratitude” felt  like part of a foreign language.

But then, eight months later, there she stood, delivering a speech at 
our Thanksgiving Family Dinner. Here is part of what she had to say.

“Before recovery, gratitude to me was conditional.... The truth 
is, I spent a lot of time focusing on what wasn’t working: What 
I didn’t have. What  I wasn’t doing right. What I thought I had 
messed up beyond repair. And how other people weren’t 
acting the way I wanted them to.”

At first, Angela struggled with the discipline and structure of 
Guiding Light — early mornings, responsibilities and chores, 
workouts, meeting new people.

11





Dave and Cheryl suffered in helpless silence for years as their son 
struggled with alcohol.

“There were a lot of nights where my wife would be crying and we 
would be asking ourselves, ‘What did we do wrong?’” Dave said. 
“Some of our friends knew what was going on, but we were hiding it. 
We were in shame.”

Today, Dave will talk about their experience with anybody who will 
listen.

One reason is the realization that many parents suffer as they did, and 
that they shouldn’t blame themselves. The other reason is their deep 
gratitude to Guiding Light for helping their son, Matthew.

“When people ask me about different things, and if they’re having 
problems, usually my first recommendation is to have them call 
Guiding Light,” Dave said. “I’ve become an evangelist about it.”

Dave and Cheryl also have become donors.

“For us, it was a natural thing to do,” he said. “As I like to say, Guiding 
Light gave us our son back.”
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Now two and a half years sober, Matthew can see the 
changes in his life.

“I guess the biggest thing is I don’t have to lie about things and 
keep adding onto lies, remembering lies,” he said. “I feel more 
in control of my life. I can make a difference, and I have agency 
over my life.”

Matthew also is grateful for the restored relationship with his 
parents, something that came into focus recently on a recent 
trip for his grandmother’s funeral.

“I rode with them down there and I drove more than half the way, 
and it felt like they treated me normally and not like a broken 
alcoholic,” he said. “There were no words or anything, but just 
kind of their actions and tones, they weren’t watching me the 
whole time.”

Matthew and Dave have been attending one-year celebrations 
together at Guiding Light, and the family has started a tradition of 
getting together for Sunday dinners whenever they can. Dave 
said he appreciates the simple interactions that have become 
possible again.

“The whole dynamic is, ‘OK, he wants to be around us,’” Dave 
said. “He appreciates us and we appreciate him for 
being him again.”





PARTY ON!
Friends, family, and the GL participants took over our executive 
director’s home to celebrate Scott K. reaching 4 years of sobriety 
and Jeff S. reaching 3 years of sobriety. The transformation we have 
seen in each of these men is a powerful testament to the 
community of Guiding Light and the personal work they both have 
done. Scott, we love the tenderness you’ve developed. Jeff, we 
love how you continue to bring people together and make them 
feel special. Good work, men!

A BIG MOVE
You probably know that our women’s recovery program has done 
all of their day programming at a house on the campus of Aquinas 
College since starting in June of 2024. While we’re sad to leave, 
we’re thrilled that our women’s program is growing and needs 
more space. In December, our women moved into a long-term 
leased space just a couple of blocks from Guiding Light’s main 
building! We’re loving some breathing room and enough space 
for classes, meetings, multiple spiritual directors, life coaches, 
and family-style dining. Thank you  to all who made this possible. 
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BREAD FOR LIFE
Everything about this makes our heart sing. As a silent auction 
item for last year’s Guiding Light LIVE concert the owner-operator 
of Wealthy Street Bakery gifted us with a ‘Bread for Life’ card. 

Andy, a Guiding Light recovery alum, knows the 
transformative value of fellowship, like-minded community, 
and the life-giving power of breaking bread together. When 
we celebrate men and women moving into our sober housing, we 
give them a  loaf of bread with a reminder that Jesus is the true 
bread of life, asking them to be intentional in hospitality and 
actively invest in  their relationships. While some lucky person got 
a fresh loaf of bread every day for the rest of their life last year, 
the rest of us will continue a little more metaphorically. However 
at THIS year's concert, Andy is offering a coffee drink a day (FOR 
LIFE!) for our silent auction. 

SUIT UP
This is the most important job of your life, a full-time one with 
mandatory overtime. That’s how we talk to our men about their 
participation in this recovery program. And while we ask for a 
collared shirt, slacks, and dress shoes during the weekdays, 
we’ve asked our men to step it up twice a week with suits and 
ties. 

Tim’s been here for a couple of months, a decades-long addiction 
to alcohol which helped him end up in prison for years. While Tim  
had never worn a suit before, when he was asked how it felt to 
dress up, he smiled and said, “It feels GOOD, man.” We 
continue  to find small 
ways to offer men 
opportunity to have 
pride and dignity in 
how they face their  
new world.



While we’d love to put ourselves out of business, the state 
of the world has other plans. Join others like yourself who 
are interested in leaving a legacy of generosity and local 
transformation by putting Guiding Light in your will or 
estate plan. Your name plaque honoring your commitment 
to lasting change will be a mainstay in our lobby. 

OUR HERITAGE SOCIETY WALL IS  
LOOKING FOR SOME COMPANY! 

HOW TO GIVE:
CHECK, CASH, MONEY ORDER,  
PAYPAL, ONLINE: 
Mail to PO Box 1703, Grand Rapids, MI 49501. 
Secure contributions can be made online at  
www.guidinglightworks.org/give.

STOCKS, LEGACY, MEMORIAL, IN-KIND GIVING: 
We are honored to be the recipient of these gifts and have  
streamlined systems. Please contact david@guidinglightworks.org 
or (616) 451-0236 option #5.

DONATE HERE

255 Division Ave S, Grand Rapids, MI 49503
616.451.0236 GuidingLightWorks.org


