Building a Firm Foundation
In spite of violence, church planters remain for the harvest in Belize
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Though the nation of Belize is known for
lush jungles and pristine beaches, Belize
City has a very different reputation—its
gang warfare led many to consider Belize
City the world’s 2010 murder capital. Port
Loyola Calvary Chapel (PLCC) is ministering in the crossfire. Its green-painted, dustbattered building sits across the street from
the notorious Crips-affiliated South Side
Gangsters’ headquarters. Bullet holes scar
its front doors, children’s ministry room,
and church van.

Calvary Chapel volunteers construct
a house frame for a single mother
needing a home.

When Joel and Denise Meyer arrived a
decade ago from Washington state, the
abandoned building was a crack house littered with human excrement and drug paraphernalia. Now, despite its battle wounds,
the facility echoes each Friday and Sunday
with the praises of a growing fellowship.
Some congregants are former gang members and murderers who have found refuge
and victory in Christ.

Pastor Joel Meyer helps Ms. Ruth, the
home’s recipient, install a door lock.

“We use this building as an illustration of
what God can do,” Joel declared. “We were
broken down and slated for destruction, but
Jesus came to restore and rebuild us. The
kids we think are too far gone, the people
who seem beyond redemption, He is able to
save. He’s right there, ready to begin transforming their lives as soon as they surrender
to Him.”

For he has rescued us from the
kingdom of darkness and transferred us into the Kingdom of his
dear Son, who purchased our freedom and forgave our sins.
Colossians 1:13-14, NLT

Elias Meyer, Joel and his wife Denise’s
oldest son, helps paint the new home.
Sheriann Andrewin holds Ms. Ruth’s granddaughter, Angel, as believers clear the land
to Belize in February 2013 to serve at Port Loyola Calvary Chapel (PLCC). The church is
30

on which they will build Ruth’s new residence. A team from CC North Bend, WA, traveled
located in the Central American nation’s capital, Belize City.

The Meyers first visited Belize in 2000 for
their five-year anniversary. “Hey, I think
God’s calling us here!” Joel joked, walking
down the beach barefoot. “But I seriously
couldn’t stop thinking about it,” he later said.
“I kept pushing it out of my mind. It took
a year for the Lord to convince me it was
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Denise voiced, “Anything’s fine except
Belize City.” Joel replied, “Don’t worry—I
don’t want to go there, either.” But eventually, it became clear where God was sending
them. After moving to Belize, the Meyers
started PLCC in the Port Loyola neighborhood, which many consider to be Belize
City’s most dangerous part.

Word to the Youth

Joel’s years of youth pastoring at CC Eastside,
WA, proved important as training for serving
in Belize, where statistics indicate the average age is 25. The Meyers’ home Bible study
overflowed with teens within six months.
Years later, PLCC is still a young congregation, and the couple serves as spiritual parents to dozens. “They call Denise ‘Mama D,’”
Joel elaborated. “She’s a great, compassionate
listener. Abandoned young men and women

flock to PLCC; she reprimands, challenges,
and loves them,” he continued. “God is using
the youth. Worship, driving, children’s ministry, cleaning—almost everything is done by
teens and young adults.”
On CC North Bend (CCNB), WA’s trip last
February, Pastor Walt Cesmat observed Joel
praying with some girls during a Sunday service. Walt recalled, “He put his arm around
their shoulders, and they looked up at him

in wonder. Most men they’ve known are
either abusive or absent—not safe. But here’s
a spiritual man and father figure pouring
into their lives with no hidden agenda.” The
Meyers’ approach of discipline and patience
is difficult for many teens to fathom. For
five years, PLCC has been ministering to
girls in Ghost Town, a neighborhood which
police are hesitant to enter. Fist fights have
occurred in the church van, and some individuals have been told they cannot return
to PLCC until their attitude changes. Joel
said, “I recently spoke with another young
lady who wasn’t obeying the rules. Her mom
never cared what she did or whom she did it
with. Then she’d get mad and beat her—but
offer no real correction. I told her that we
discipline her because we love her. Parenting

doesn’t mean letting her do whatever she
wants, but teaching her how to live. It’s hard
for them to grasp. But slowly, we’re seeing
God chiseling through their hard shells and
drawing them to Himself.”
Joel’s mixed martial arts (MMA) club is
a powerful inroad into young men’s lives.
Denise explained, “Belize is a matriarchal
society, and young men don’t respond well
to male discipline because they aren’t used
to it. Through MMA, Joel fathers them, giving them attention and a male role model.”
Joel added, “It’s not brutal; it’s a technical
sport that requires discipline and focus.” He
continued, “Many components apply to the
Christian life. Using Paul’s writings, we discuss how MMA takes discipline and training—as does following Christ. Through this,
I’ve seen guys who previously wouldn’t enter
the church, now taking on responsibility
and leadership. We are teaching, exhorting, and rebuking; it’s ministry on the mat
instead of the pew.”

So I run with purpose in every
step. I am not just shadowboxing.
1 Corinthians 9:26, NLT

Marika’s Story

Denise Meyer, right, congratulates
Nikky Castillo upon her marriage.

Galbert Palacio, left, and Joel, right, baptize Zhannie Mitchel, who has attended PLCC for several years. Photo by Marika Herrera

32

For years, Marika resisted her friend’s invitations to PLCC. “Church is stupid,” Marika
said. “God doesn’t care about anyone or

Belizean newlyweds Nikky, a graduate of CC Bible College in Murrieta, CA, and
Omar, who serves at the church in many roles, exit PLCC. The couple is close to the
Meyers, who are now delighted to see them living a positive example of marriage.

answer prayers.” But when the reluctant girl
finally relented, she found herself drawn
to the Meyers’ loving attention. Yet if Joel
put an arm around her, Marika would
hiss, “Don’t touch me!” Gradually, Marika
confided that she was being abused by her
stepfather. “My mom was always working,”
Marika later explained, “and she told me,
‘Just pretend it isn’t happening.’ My mom figured at least this way, I had food. My mom
was getting older and was afraid that she
couldn’t find another man. But the Meyers
were brokenhearted. I stayed at their house
weeks at a time so I didn’t have to go home.”

Belize

Him.” On their pastor’s counsel, they took a
second, exploratory trip.

Joel and Denise invited Marika to be the
first participant in Strong Tower, a home
that provides shelter and discipleship for
abused young women. Marika remembered,
“I was blown away that they cared—but they
told me, ‘God loves you even more than this.’
It was a blessing to sleep peacefully, without worrying someone would come into the
room; to eat every meal of the day; to go
to school; and to have a place to serve and
grow spiritually.”
However, she struggled with Strong Tower’s
standards—no male visitors, drinking,
smoking, or boyfriends. “I’d never had
people checking up on me before,” Marika
explained. “It was easier once I understood
the reasons, but sometimes I wanted to do
my own thing.” Sheena Card, who grew up
in PLCC before attending CC Bible College
Murrieta, serves as Strong Tower’s live-in
mentor. Marika continued, “Sheena would
look at my clothes and say, ‘You represent
God—is God smiling on that outfit?’ When
I didn’t want to read my Bible, Sheena said,
‘That’s the only way to find hope.’ She cared
and was always there to listen—she became
my trusted friend.”
From the beginning, Strong Tower has
been a difficult ministry, Joel confessed.
“Teaching people a new way to live is difficult. The first years, there was very little
funding—most of the finances came from
our personal support. It’s easy to trust
God in a safe environment, but through
this God’s challenged us, ‘Do you trust Me
when it counts?’” Denise added, “When we
committed to keeping it running no matter
what, God provided the finances. It’s easy, in
ministry, to throw up your hands, but we’ve
learned to wait patiently while the Lord
works it out.”
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Belize

Karen Eddy, left, reads the Bible with Sheriann at the Strong Tower girls’ home.

Though finances are again running thin,
graduates’ changed lives convince them to
continue. Joel commented, “Statistically
speaking, these girls should have ended up
pregnant high-school dropouts, victims of
continuing abuse. Instead, they’re going to
college and experiencing the Lord’s healing.” Marika, who now attends Bible college
in Peru and spends breaks helping Sheena
at Strong Tower, is praying about investing
her life ministering to girls rescued from the
sex trade. Marika concluded, “If God is your
Father, you don’t have to worry; you’ll be
taken care of. Even when I’d fall so deep, He
was there calling, ‘No—that is not who you
are.’ I’d realize He’s right; that’s not who I am
anymore—I’m His daughter.”

Strong Ties

Pastor Walt Cesmat of CC North Bend,
WA, says goodbye to a Belizean boy.

Photo by Laissa Reynolds

34

While distributing Gospel tracts on CCNB’s
first trip to Belize in 2012, Pastor Walt saw
locals’ faces freeze upon seeing PLCC’s
address. “Stay inside,” cautioned one man
at a lumberyard. A teenager commented, “It
would be a suicide mission if I went into that
territory.” Rather than intimidating CCNB’s
teams, such experiences have entrenched
their resolve to return. Walt reported, “The
violence here is primarily targeted between
gang members. It should not deter teams
from joining the Meyers’ efforts. But locals
live year-round in tremendous danger, under
constant pressure from unemployment

Elias Meyer, right, tosses a water balloon

and unknowns. We can leave—they can’t.
Coming here has changed team members’
hearts. It’s an opportunity to see God bring
hope amidst the darkness.”
With the help of visiting teams, Joel constructs homes for single mothers and others.
Denise remembered, “We built a house for
a 28-year-old mother with sickle-cell anemia. As soon as she met Joel, she started
coming to church. She was so ready—she
surrendered to Christ and then led her sister to faith. Ten months later, she died of a
brain aneurysm.” Her orphaned daughter,
a teenager now, attended Bible Boot Camp
this summer. Located deep in the jungle,
the Calvary Murrieta, CA-sponsored youth
camp is for all Belizean Calvary Chapels.
Joel described it as half summer camp, half
Bible college. The girl, who had tended to be
a loner since her mother’s death, struggled
with team activities—running through mud,
crawling through pipes—and once broke
down crying. But her team stuck with her,
and they won. Joel remembered her standing at the finish line, mud-covered and

to his friend during PLCC’s Vacation Bible School. The fellowship is one of several Calvary Chapels in Belize. Photo by Marika Herrera

triumphant: “With her team’s help, she’d
accomplished something she never believed
she could. Their love and encouragement
greatly impacted her understanding of
God’s love.”
The 10-day camp culminates in 3-day mission trips even deeper into the jungle.
Putting their classes into action, the campers utilize their new skills by orchestrating
these ventures and serving on other mission
trips. Two years of partnering during spring
break, for example, with a local missionary at a beachside Bible study in one village
have resulted in a church plant. “God was
already moving in this guy’s ministry,” Joel
concluded, “but our kids were so excited
that He used them as a catalyst.”

Here to Stay

The Meyers daily count the cost. Three grenades have gone off within a block of the
church, and 21 people they knew have died
from gun wounds—one while riding in the
church van. While they visited family in the
U.S. this past September, the church was

broken into and all the musical equipment
was stolen.
Locals sometimes call the soccer field
behind PLCC the “Triangle of Death”
because of the gang wars that occur on its
scorched grass patches. Joel recalls running
against a tide of people frightened into the
church by machine-gun fire, as he was trying to rescue their 5-year-old son from the
danger. “That’s how close our boys are to
violence,” Joel declared, referring to Elias,
now 12, and Isaiah, a 3-year-old Belizean
boy they are adopting. Denise added,
“Raising our boys in a city full of gang violence is intimidating. We never intended to
be here this long, but now this is home.”
Looking out on young faces praising God
on Sunday mornings, they see the worth of
their decision—a new generation choosing
God over gangs. After observing the work
in Belize, Walt testified, “Receiving God’s
Word and discipleship has transformed so
many lives. Through the Gospel, God is
establishing an outpost of hope.”
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The nation of Belize is near Mexico,
Guatemala, and Honduras. Belizeans
enjoy a mostly tropical climate.

Port Loyola Calvary Chapel

www.portloyolacalvarychapel.com
missionbelizecity@gmail.com
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