GOD BRINGS
FORT SMITH A
NEW PASTOR
PASTOR STEVE MARQUEZ,
FIGHTING CANCER, HANDS
LEADERSHIP TO INCOMING
PASTOR CHRIS REIF
Story by Margot Bass
Photos by Micah Martin

I can’t bear to see the church die with me, Pastor Steve Marquez thought sadly.
Though he had fought valiantly with kidney cancer for the past three years,
attendance had dwindled dramatically at the Calvary Chapel he had started
in Arkansas over 15 years ago. His battle to live had taken its toll on Calvary
Chapel Fort Smith as its senior pastor was unable to participate in many normal pastoral activities. Many of the
members had loved him and his
family—supporting them, making meals, and performing duties
Steve was unable to fulfill. Worse
yet, Steve thought, I don’t want the
remaining congregation to have to
watch me die.

Left: Founding pastor of CC
Fort Smith, AR, Steve Marquez
embraces incoming Pastor
Chris Reif after handing over
leadership at a Sunday service.
Right: Steve (left) encourages
Pastor Chris during a footwashing ceremony he held for
the leaders of CC Fort Smith.
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The realization had come slowly:
Though he dearly loved his flock,
perhaps he was no longer the
best person to shepherd them.
Attendance at church had dwindled from 100 to 30. Steve loved
teaching every week, but he knew
that was not as important as their
having an attentive and able shepherd. He prayed, Lord, I need You
to raise up somebody else to be the
pastor of this church so that the
work can go on, and the people can
continue to be loved.
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learn about all of the duties. In addition, he was considering a pastorate in Tennessee.
In June 2017, Ben told Chris there was a church in
Arkansas that might have an opening for a senior pastor
as the current shepherd was dealing with cancer. Chris
was intrigued because he had spent his high school
years in Arkansas and wanted to go back. Not yet knowing which church was in need, he searched the websites
of all the CCs in Arkansas; he eventually focused on
CC Fort Smith and learned of Steve’s illness. “I stalked
Pastor Steve online. He never knew,” Chris said, laughing.
“Through that I ended up listening to his sermons and
reading about the people at the church … The way he led
the church, and the way he’s a true shepherd, I was drawn
to him and the church.”

“Pastoral ministry is a ministry of presence. You have to be
there with people,” Steve explained. “For 12 years, I was
doing Bible studies, was in their homes and in the hospital with them. Anytime the church was open, I was there.
I was taking care of things, encouraging and discipling
people. But I couldn’t do it anymore.” Steve’s energy levels
bottomed out as the cancer raged throughout his body.
The past three years had been a continual fight: In 2014,
Steve was diagnosed with kidney cancer; surgeons removed his left kidney containing a 7-cm tumor. Later that
year, doctors found another tumor on his spine, entangled
in muscles and nerves. In November 2014 he was placed
on a long-term chemotherapy drug that caused extreme
fatigue. After a series of procedures and surgeries, he was
told there were no visible signs of cancer. However, in
2016, a CT scan showed tumors on both lungs. Although
he was told in October 2017 that his scans showed little
or no growth in the tumors, he continues in chronic pain
from past surgeries.
Difficult Decision
In addition, Steve’s wife, Monica, has had surgery for a
torn retina and has gone partially blind in one eye from
intracranial pressure and swollen optic nerves. Doctors
also discovered a small, non-cancerous tumor in her
brain. Because Steve and Monica loved their church body,
they made the agonizing decision to leave after 15 years.
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And not only that, but we also glory in tribulations,
knowing that tribulation produces perseverance; and
perseverance, character; and character, hope. Now hope
does not disappoint, because the love of God has been
poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who was given to us. Romans 5:3-5
Melissa Huff, a 21-year-old leader in the church, noticed Steve’s dedication. “It just amazed me how much he
loved the church, how dedicated he was to his calling. So
many people would want to give up. He was only teaching on Sunday mornings, but was still there Wednesday
nights. It really moved me to see how much he loved God,”
she shared.

Top right: Pastor Steve hugs longtime member
Cheryl Blatt (back) as Monica (right) encourages
another congregant, Melissa Huff.
Bottom right: Tonya Rose (left) and her daughter
Hannah worship during Steve’s last service.

Yet he wasn’t positive this was the church he’d been told
about. “I had a hard time believing that Steve was the pastor with cancer. He was so spiritually on fire.” By mid-July,
a Poimen Ministries pastor confirmed that Steve was definitely leaving for California. Chris and his wife Heather
immediately made plans to drive to Fort Smith to meet
the Marquezes; Chris didn’t know that Steve was going to
announce that very weekend that he was stepping down.
Steve thought Chris wanted to discuss putting his sermons on the North Carolina radio station. Instead, Chris
told him he would like to be considered for pastor of CC
Fort Smith.
“And the Lord, He is the One who goes before you. He
will be with you, He will not leave you nor forsake you;
do not fear nor be dismayed.” Deuteronomy 31:8

A New Pastor
Before sharing his decision with his church, Steve asked
Poimen Ministries’ director Bill Holdridge in early summer 2017 to help him find a replacement (see related story
on Poimen). As Bill prepared for the long process, “Chris
Reif came into the picture,” Bill recalled.

That weekend, the two families became fast friends. Chris
said, “My wife and I knew that God was calling us to Fort
Smith. Our hearts ached for the city and people of Fort
Smith, and we absolutely fell in love with the congregation there.” Bill Holdridge held a video interview with
Chris that weekend. By the third weekend of September,
Bill invited Chris to CC Fort Smith for a weekend to meet
with the board and teach a service. By the next Tuesday,
Chris was offered the job.

Chris, 37, retired in December 2017 as a master sergeant
from the U.S. Army Special Forces Group after 20 years
of service. He was serving as a deacon at Calvary Chapel
Sandhills in Aberdeen, NC, and operated that church’s
radio station. After responding to God’s call to pastoral
ministry, Chris interned under his pastor, Ben Lawson, to

In the Beginning
Before moving to Arkansas, Steve and Monica had attended CC Santa Fe Springs, CA. In 2001, they had begun to
pray about moving to Oklahoma to be close to her parents. If they moved, they knew that Steve’s best job opportunities might be in nearby Fort Smith. Although there
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Left: Pastor Bill Holdridge (left) prays for the Reif
family (center) and Steve and Monica Marquez.

“NO ONE CAN
PREPARE YOU TO
BE A PASTOR.”
PASTOR STEVE MARQUEZ
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wasn’t an established Calvary there in Fort Smith, Monica
suggested that Steve start one. He laughed at the thought.

another. By this all will know that you are My disciples,
if you have love for one another.” John 13:34-35

Shortly after, he learned that some residents of Fort
Smith wanted to start a Calvary Chapel. While pursuing
affiliation with Calvary Chapel, he also learned of three
previously unsuccessful attempts to start one. In January
2002, Steve left for Fort Smith. Monica and his boys
joined him three months later after he found work as a
graphic designer.

While contemplating the decision to leave the church
over a year ago, Steve prayed for guidance: “Lord, what
do you want us to do? We can’t just sit idle.” Steve believes that God answered his prayer while he and Monica
were on a road trip to California with two of their three
sons, ages 18 and 20, in 2016. Along the way, Steve was
unexpectedly given the opportunity to teach and share
his cancer journey at four Calvary Chapels. “Twenty-five
people came to Christ at those churches,” he exclaimed.
That experience confirmed Steve and Monica’s next
step—starting Stage 4 Ministries.

“No one can prepare you to be a pastor,” Steve said. “You
don’t realize it until you’re in it. You don’t realize the gravity of what you’re doing when sharing the Word of God.
If you misrepresent it, or do something wrong, people’s
lives can be destroyed. Then you have to deal with all the
things that can go wrong in a church.” Early in his pastorship when attendance dwindled, Steve recalled his Santa
Fe Springs pastor’s counsel: “He said, ‘Do Monica and the
boys still go to the church? That’s your church. Just keep
going.’” In the next 11 years, membership grew to almost
100 before Steve got sick.
Saying Goodbye
On a Sunday night in late October, Steve honored—and
surprised—ten of his church leaders during a special service. Steve knelt with a towel, washcloth, and tub of water to wash their feet, delivering a personal blessing and
message of encouragement to each of his precious friends.
There were no dry eyes as they said goodbye to a beloved
pastor whose poor health had made him unable to serve
any longer as their shepherd.

Last November, Steve and Monica moved to the Los
Angeles area and began this new ministry. “It’s about people in their own Stage 4s—including cancer patients and
others with serious illnesses. Even people in their 80s who
are in nursing homes. They’re facing death. What hope do
they have?” Steve asked. “We want to reach out to people
and give them hope of a future—here and in heaven.”

PASTORS HELPING PASTORS
Story by Margot Bass
Photos by Micah Martin

Seeing a need to help pastors and congregations in times of
trouble or transition, several long-time former senior pastors started Poimen Ministries nine years ago. By bringing
in their wisdom and experience, they have helped many
Calvary Chapel churches survive and thrive.
Several years ago, members of a Calvary Chapel were
devastated when they learned that their pastor had been
arrested on a very serious charge. The story made headlines in local media. Then it got worse—the pastor’s wife,
despondent, took her own life. Pastor Al James of Poimen
Ministries was called in to help the church recover.
Al, former senior pastor of CC Prescott, AZ, for 28 years,
stepped in as transitional pastor of the wounded church
for 4½ months. “It was very sad because [the congrega-

tion] had nothing to do with it,” Al stated. “The first thing
I did was to bring comfort and truth from the Bible.” He
taught several messages on how they should respond, including forgiveness toward the former pastor who was
eventually convicted and sent to prison. “I wanted to bring
them hope for the future, that the church could be salvaged,” Al shared.
He brought church leadership together twice a week to reinforce those teachings. “By God’s grace, a healing and recovery began very quickly. They started to come together
again as brothers and sisters with a new vision going forward,” Al asserted. His wife Becky played a big part in the
recovery. “It wasn’t long before the congregation began to
trust me and my wife,” he related. “Becky was an integral
part of this ministry because she launched right into min-

He plans to speak in as many churches as possible, post
his teachings on his website, and encourage prayer for the
ill. The couple will be close to the medical centers they
need and a hub of Calvary Chapels. “Our joy is in the Lord
because we’re watching Him touch other people’s lives
while we’re in pain,” Monica said.
www.stage4ministries.com

One of those leaders was 23-year-old Nate Huff, who
plays the bass and acoustic guitar on the church’s worship team despite a retinal disease that has severely impaired his vision. “He told me [during the foot washing]
to keep up the good work, and that it’s inspiring to him
that I’m able to not let everything I go through affect me,”
Nate said.
Even the new pastor, a former U.S. Army Ranger, had tears
in his eyes as Steve told him that although it was hard to
leave, he had confidence in God’s choice of Chris as the
new shepherd. Chris stated, “You just picture the moment
where Christ was washing His disciples’ feet, and it’s very
powerful. It reminds me that I’m just a servant.”
“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one
another; as I have loved you, that you also love one
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Beverly Tubbs (left) says goodbye to Monica on her last
Sunday at CC Fort Smith.
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Pastor Bill Holdridge (left) prays for newly ordained Pastor Chris Reif, a retired U.S. Army Ranger, and his son Calvin.
Bill is the director of Poimen Ministries, which sends seasoned pastors to assist Calvary Chapels in transition.
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istering to the women of the church. The previous pastor’s
wife had been very close to a lot of the young ladies.”
Al then began the transition to find a new pastor. “Through
teachings, I gave them a good idea of what they should
be looking for in a man to assume responsibility of the
church,” he said. At every service, church members joined
in focused prayer for healing and a new pastor. “The combination of God’s Word and dedicated prayer resulted in
finding, after 4½ months, an excellent pastor and wife,”
Al summarized. He also led the church in revitalizing its
deteriorating facility, reorganizing church finances, and
bringing in a new set of bylaws. “The church has grown
and is healthy and financially stable,” he stated recently.
Poimen’s nine seasoned pastors and their wives have devoted their latter years to serve senior pastors and wives in
other Calvary Chapels in the U.S. and the United Kingdom
since 2008. Poimen is the Greek word for shepherd; each
pastor/shepherd has nearly 30 years of experience. They
travel at the request of churches to offer ministry assessments; pastoral mentoring, coaching, and encouragement; pastoral transitions; post-transitional support; and
crisis intervention.
Al has successfully led five other crisis interventions for
Poimen in the past seven years, including cases of divorce, infidelity, church abandonment, and theft of a large

amount of money. While Poimen pastors bring wisdom
and experience to the table, spiritual healing “has to be a
work of God,” Al clarified. “It’s only through God working that any healing can happen.” He cited Philippians 1:6
to encourage struggling churches: Being confident of this
very thing, that He who has begun a good work in you
will complete it until the day of Jesus Christ.
Helping Growing Churches
But not every request for help is a crisis, according
to Poimen Pastor Phil Evans, former senior pastor of
Roseburg Christian Fellowship, OR, for 30 years. “A lot
of times, we are called in for really fun things. Churches
are growing quickly, and they’re not sure what to do about
staff needs,” he related. Questions also arise when churches outgrow their facilities and don’t know if they’re ready
to take on a large project. “Because we’ve had these kinds
of experiences, we can look at their finances and get a feel
for the people’s wishes. It’s not like we have all the answers,
but we provide input they can use for their ministry,” Phil
declared. He emphasized that Poimen is strictly confidential. Feedback is exclusively for the eyes of the senior pastor unless something else has been pre-arranged.
Poimen can help when a pastor retires or moves to a
new ministry for good reasons, according to Director
Bill Holdridge, a former 27-year senior pastor at Calvary
Chapel Monterey, CA. “When they find that someone

has arrived on site to calm the waters and provide mature
leadership, you can almost feel the church breathe a sigh
of relief. And those churches do well.” Poimen has assisted
in more than 20 pastoral transitions.
Poimen Pastor Pat Kenney, formerly senior pastor of CC
Escondido, CA, for 27 years, became a transitional pastor
at Calvary Maricopa, AZ, for five months in 2015-16. Its
pastor, Chris Ward, was leaving to become a missionary
in the United Kingdom. “My first Sunday at the church
was Chris’ last,” Pat remembered. “The congregation had
a lot of questions. I heard later that some members had
just assumed the church was going to close and had started looking for other churches.”
He spent the early days getting to know church members
and servant leaders; the leadership team of 24 met once
a month for a potluck dinner. “That time was really precious. It was basically the church staff meeting,” Pat said.
Out of that group, he identified men to serve on a transitional board to help him in the pastoral search. A new
pastor was chosen within five months. “There’s a thriving
church now in Maricopa. They’re reaching out to their
community, and God’s blessing it,” Pat concluded.
Personal, Confidential Ministry
When Moses held up his hand … Israel prevailed; and
when he let down his hand, Amalek prevailed. But Moses’
hands became heavy. ... And Aaron and Hur supported
his hands, one on one side and the other on the other
side; and his hands were steady until the going down of
the sun. Exodus 17:11b-12
Pastors need trustworthy friends they can confide in, several Poimen pastors explained. “Pastors don’t have places
to go to unload their hearts and share their deepest, most
private concerns. We really want to be there for those guys
if they need us. What comes to us stays with us,” Bill stated.
Phil Evans agreed. “When we come into the churches, we
spend a lot of personal time just with the pastor and his
family. They’re able to ask us some of those deeper questions, sometimes personal or really difficult issues,” he
reported. “Many times these pastors are discouraged because they’re going through hard things in their church,
and they just need a brother to come along who’s gone
through similar things.”
A pastor at a smaller church often can’t take a break and
doesn’t want to abandon his work, Poimen Pastor Bob
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Claycamp observed. Bob was senior pastor of CC North
Phoenix, AZ, for 29 years. “We tell him we’ll teach the
next two Sundays so that he and his wife can take some
time out. That’s part of assisting, not necessarily telling
them what needs to be done.” He added that many pastors
desperately need help but don’t want to ask for it. “Finally
they have the courage to see us as a safe group to make
that step, to ask us for perspective.”
Bill described the pastors whom Poimen serves as committed and hard working. “But they need some help learning how to develop people because they’re too often doing the work themselves,” he pointed out. “I have the joy
of watching a church get healthier because the pastor is
healthier, and watching that church work as a team, producing godly fruit.”
Poimen asks the church to provide round-trip transportation, housing, food, and miscellaneous expenses for
the visiting pastor. Phil encouraged other experienced
Calvary pastors leaving the pulpit to consider joining
Poimen. “There are only nine of us right now, and we’ve
got a nation full of churches. Obviously we could use
more guys,” he asserted.
Poimenministries.com
831-295-6059
Left: Pastor Bill Holdridge
interacts after a CC Fort Smith
church service. Bill helped the
church transition to a new pastor
in October 2017.

Watch our video:
vimeo.com/
calvarymagazine

Right: Bill shares a moment with Calvin, son of
newly installed CC Fort Smith Pastor Chris Reif.
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