The Heldzinger Family
     Derek Heldzinger was born in Cape Town, South Africa and spent his entire childhood and youth there.  South Africa is a country where the Dutch Reform Church is the state religion, and although other protestant faiths are partially accepted by society, Adventism is seen as a sect religion and discriminated against as such.  Therefore, as the only Adventist in a school of over 1000 students, Derek learned very early the need to stand up for what he believed in.  He stated, “I told my friends not to come calling on Sabbath, because I wouldn’t be able to go out with them.”  
     There are only about 7 Adventist schools in the entire country, and they are centered on the English system of education.  Although students in South Africa have to pass tests before graduation in both English and Afrikaans, Derek spoke very little English, because his family spoke Afrikaans at home.  When he met a pretty girl at Campmeeting called Elma who had been educated in the Adventist school system, he asked her to speak to him only in English so he could learn the language.   Elma, the daughter of an Adventist minister, was studying education at the Helderberg College in South Africa, while Derek was studying medicine at the public university there.  They dated for two years and were married in 1983.  
     After graduation, Derek began a medical practice, but Elma was unable to find a job due to her faith.  She applied for over 100 positions but was finally told, “You will never get a job as an Adventist in this country.”  Elma’s father, who was working for the KY/TN conference at the time, had been encouraging them to move to Canada, as he had a friend there who thought he could get Elma and Derek out of South Africa.  In the meantime, Derek was called for compulsory military training and was likely to be sent far away from Elma for two years.  This fact, combined with the religious discrimination and growing political unrest in the country, caused Derek and Elma to make the decision to leave, and they left for Canada in 1989.  Derek was told that he would be forced to enlist in the military immediately upon his return; however, the subsequent fall of the government solved that problem.
     Elma acquired a teaching position in Canada, and Derek began a practice in family medicine.  “We were making a decent living, but in 1995 I had a conversation with a friend that changed my life.  I began challenging all of my patients about why they believed what they believed.  When they couldn’t tell me, I told them ‘This is why I am a Christian.’”  He began having meetings and showing videos at his office.  Derek, who had debated studying the ministry instead of studying medicine from his first year at the university, became increasingly active in his faith.  They were members in a large church, but they had 4 small children and never felt connected.  “We were asked to sign the visitor’s book nearly every week we came to church.”  So in 1997 he accepted the call to pastor a small company.  “Here we were the church.  It was very rewarding.  In many ways, though, it was difficult for Elma and I in Canada.  We were far away from family, living in a place we never really wanted to be.”  The company Derek was pastoring was far from their home.  He was also holding services in his office for his patients on Sabbath evening.  “This meant we traveled 90 miles to the church on Sabbath morning, in Canada in the winter, when the temperature is 30 degrees below zero, and were there until 4 pm.  Then we traveled back to the office and held meetings at 6 pm.  We usually didn’t get home until midnight.  We did this for a year, but I began to get really burned out.”  He was offered a full-time pastoring position, but he wasn’t ready to give up his practice.  Then something happened.  “I remember this clearly.  I was sitting in church on Father’s Day listening to a sermon on ‘Faith of our Fathers,’ and I realized that things hadn’t been working out because I had been waiting until I had all of my financial ducks in a row.  Either the position wasn’t there when I was ready, or I wasn’t ready when the position was there.  I realized that I needed to trust God completely.  I turned to Elma and said, ‘I’m ready.’”  That was Sabbath.  On Sunday Derek got a call from the KY/TN conference to pastor a church in Jackson, Tennessee.  
     After going to Jackson and falling in love with the location, the position fell through at the last minute.  “Elma and I were very discouraged.  It seemed to be the perfect position, and we couldn’t understand why it hadn’t worked out.”  They were passing through Nashville when they heard about the MCC position.  “I never thought in a million years that I’d get that position.  Surely a church that size would require a pastor with formal training.”  Lynn and Lona went to the hotel to interview Derek and Elma, and Derek said, “I really connected with Pastor Lynn, but I still knew there was no way I’d get the position.  This was too big.  But when you tell God something is too big for him, that’s when he will go to work. I hadn’t dreamed big enough for God.  Lynn told me, ‘This is a God thing.’  It feels like a total miracle each day when I come to my office here.’”  The Heldzingers were concerned about Elma finding a job, because the conference wanted their children (whom Elma had been homeschooling) to attend the school in Madison, and they knew they couldn’t afford that on only one salary.  They trusted God, though, and when a position opened up at Madison, Elma interviewed and was accepted.  She is teaching 1st grade at MCE this year.  Their children are Stefan, age 14; Lisa Marie, age 12; Michael, age 11; and Joshua, age 9.
     When asked what our church needs in order to progress, Derek said, “It is easy for a church to become complacent and inward.  My passion is to help people see how mediocre we’ve become and help them to become genuine Christians.  Then we can become more outward and community oriented.”  As active and outgoing as Derek and Elma are, it would be impossible for you not to have an opportunity to talk with them at some point.  Next time you do, make sure to tell them how blessed you feel to have them as a part of our MCC church family.
