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“Admiring is easy, but 
affinity, that does take 
some time.” 

So wrote Mary 
Oliver within her 
poem, The Mangroves, 
which arose from 
her experience 
of moving from 
a northern home 
in Massachusetts 
to a southern 

home in Florida. Once in Florida, Oliver noticed 
that the forests she left behind and the forests she was 
becoming acquainted with were different in nature. 

Forests in the north were comprised of maples, oaks, 
pines, ash, and hickory. Forests in coastal Florida were 
brimming with mangroves, which are tropical trees 
that thrive in conditions most timber could never 
tolerate – salty waters, and the interminable ebb and 
flow of the tide. Oliver had awareness of and affinity 
for her northern forests. Affinity for her new southern 
forests, however, required time to evolve. With 
permission for use, Oliver’s poem reads as follows: 

As I said before, 
I am living now in a warm place, 

surrounded by mangroves.
Mostly I walk beside them, 
they discourage entrance.

The black oaks and the pines of my northern home are in my heart,
even as I hear them whisper, “Listen, we are trees too.”

Okay, I’m trying.
They certainly put on an endless performance of leaves.
Admiring is easy, but affinity, that does take some time.

So many and so leggy and all of them rising as if
attempting to escape this world which, 

don’t they know it, can’t be done. 
“Are you trying to fly or what?” 

I ask, and they answer back, 
“We are what we are, you are what you are, love us if you can.”

What Oliver experienced and expressed poetically is 
true. Admiring someone or something may surface 
rather easily. Authentic affinity, however, tends 
to require time to emerge and mature. Affinity 
is a complex blend of familiarity, attraction, and 
alignment that strengthens relations and fosters a 
sense of closeness. According to the Oxford English 
Dictionary, affinity [uh-fin-i-tee] is a natural liking for 
and understanding of someone or something. 

In some cases people seem to be born with a natural 
affinity for something, whether it be a natural 
appreciation for classical music or an almost innate 
understanding of construction work. Relational 
affinity between people or for an organization, 
however, is forged gradually. 

Within this issue of Echoes are stories of people 
who testify to having a deep affinity for St. John’s 
United, each for differing reasons. These people 
include current St. John’s residents, a family 
member of a resident, current employees, retired 
employees, former board leaders, and musicians who 
have performed in the St. John’s Summer Concert 
Series. There is also one article that gives voice to the 
founders.

As you read these affinity stories of others, I join my 
St. John’s colleagues in asking, “What’s your St. John’s 
story?”

Rev. Dr.Tom Schlotterback
VP of Mission Advancement
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Church in Billings on January 
29, 1960, Pastor Gordon 
Tollefson wrote, “Because we 
believe this project to be worthy 
and right, as laymen and pastors 
of our Lutheran churches in the 
Billings area, we commend this 
to your earnest and prayerful 
consideration and action.”

As area congregations embraced 
the Enabling Resolution, a 
subsequent incorporation 
meeting of the proposed Lutheran 
Retirement Home was held at the 
Starlight Terrace Restaurant on 
February 10, 1960. Decision was 
made to elect a founding board 
of directors. These directors 
were to arise from the founding 
congregations. 

Elected board leaders determined 
to meet monthly for planning and 
preparation. During a meeting 
held on March 20, 1960, a motion 
was moved, seconded, and carried 
that Lutheran Retirement Home 
Incorporated do business as St. 
John’s Lutheran Home. The 
board then advanced its efforts to 
determine a site location, nature of 
the building to construct, selection 
of an architect, financing, and 

nature of shelter and services to be 
provided. 

A groundbreaking ceremony was 
held on September 23, 1962, at 
the corner of Shiloh Road and 
Rimrock Road. Montana Governor 
Tim Babcock arrived to sink a 
spade in the ground and speak 
about the project’s importance to 
Yellowstone County and the state 
of Montana. A Billings Gazette 
article about the groundbreaking 
included a quote from the 
first administrator, Adolph C. 
Bromgard. “Anyone, regardless 
of race, creed, or color, will 
be admitted if over 62 years of 
age. Couples will be admitted if 
one qualifies. It is possible that 
sometime in the future we will add 
a hospital or nursing wing to the 
structure.” 

Prior to completion of 
construction, the St. John’s 
Volunteer Auxiliary was formed 
to provide volunteer services and 
financial support for a future 
chaplaincy program. Founding 
member congregations were 
also each requested to form a 
five-person working committee 

WORTHY
AND RIGHT

The earliest notion of what is 
now St. John’s United began 
when a humble group of thirty-
one Lutheran church leaders met 
together November 18, 1958, 
at the Billings Starlight Terrace 
Restaurant. Their purpose was 
to consider development of a 
home for elders that was rooted 
within the Christian religious 
tradition and which would provide 
compassionate care and services of 
highest quality. 

Questions surfaced and debate 
commenced about the nature of 
what to construct, how to secure 
resources, and how to engender 
broad and deep affinity for such a 
project. The group was guided in 
their considerations by Pastor John 
Mason, who then served on staff 

within the Norwegian Lutheran 
churchwide body known as the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church 
(ELC). The ELC would later join 
in 1960 with German and Danish 
Lutheran churchwide bodies to 
form what became known as the 
American Lutheran Church.

Pastor Mason, who was often 
referred to as the “Johnny 
Appleseed of Lutheran Old 
People’s Homes,” met several 
times with local leaders to discuss 
the philosophy of care for elders 
and to guide consideration of 
possible projects and related 
programs. One outcome of these 
deliberations was an Enabling 
Resolution, which in substance 
sought to solicit the interest 
and participation of Lutheran 

congregations in Billings and 
surrounding communities to form 
a corporation that would promote 
and establish a “Lutheran Home 
for the Aged” in Billings.  

The Enabling Resolution was 
presented to area Lutheran 
congregations in 1960 for 
consideration during their annual 
meetings. These churches, and 
a few others to soon follow, 
eventually became the founding 
congregations of what was to be 
named Lutheran Retirement 
Home Incorporated, and which 
now goes by the name St. John’s 
United.

When presenting the Enabling 
Resolution during the annual 
meeting of American Lutheran 
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St John’s Lutheran Home Groundbreaking Ceremony

St. John’s Lutheran Home

continued on next page...

American Lutheran – Billings

Joliet Lutheran – Joliet

Bethlehem Lutheran – Billings

Our Savior’s Lutheran – Laurel

First English Lutheran – Billings

American Lutheran – Lavina

Lutheran Church of the Good 
Shepherd – Billings

Messiah Lutheran – Red Lodge

Messiah Lutheran – Billings

Zion Lutheran – Roundup

Peace Lutheran – Billings

Emmanuel Lutheran – 
Shepherd

St. James Lutheran – 
Columbus

American Lutheran – White 
Sulphur Springs

First American Lutheran – 
Hardin

Shields River Lutheran –  
Wilsall

American Lutheran – 
Harlowton

FOUNDING 
CONGREGATIONS



FOUNDERSpage 5

that would be responsible for 
supporting St. John’s in matters of 
public relations, volunteer services, 
financial gifting, and visitation. 
This was the organization’s 
first planned intent to generate 
awareness, increase affinity, and 
add to philanthropic support.

On November 19, 1963, twenty 
anxious and happy residents 
moved into the first completed 
residential wing of St. John’s. By 
the following January, the second 
and third residential wings were 
completed. By year-end 1964, all 
129 apartment rooms were filled 
to capacity. The need for housing 
elders in Yellowstone County that 
the founders had perceived was 
confirmed. 

Awareness, affinity, and 
philanthropic support for St. 
John’s increased during the early 
years after its founding. In time, 
the nature and breadth of human 

services provided by St. John’s 
evolved and greatly expanded, 
which was for the good. The 
parallel aim to increase awareness, 
affinity, and philanthropic 
support, however, presented 
challenges to fulfill. 

In recent years, and especially 
since the organization’s rebranding 
and name change to St. John’s 
United, large scale intent by 
leadership to increase awareness, 
nurture affinity, and cultivate 
philanthropic support has 
advanced and been affirmed by 
the current twenty-five Lutheran 
ownership congregations. This 
intent will require time and 
investment to be fulfilled. This 
is an intent, however, that the 
founders would likely speak of as 
“worthy and right!”

STAY
CONNECTED

St. John’s United
facebook.com/stjohnsmt

WyndStone
facebook.com/WyndStoneLiving

St. John’s United Family Services
facebook.com/stjohnsmtfamilyservices

The Willows
facebook.com: The Willows of Red Lodge

The Vista
facebook.com/vistaliving

St. John’s Events
facebook.com/stjohnsunitedevents

events.stjohnsunited.org

The Crossings
facebook.com/thecrossingsmt

Mission Ridge
facebook.com/missionridgeliving

St. John’s United
Home Health & Hospice

facebook.com/SJUHomeHealthHospice

youtube.com/StJohnsMT

Sign up for our E-Newsletter
visit www.stjohnsunited.org and click

“Stay Connected”

Volunteer
Visit www.stjohnsunited.org/volunteer

for opportunities

Residents enjoying
the new courtyard.
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(406) 655–5822

LIFE CHANGING RESULTS 

ARE POSSIBLE

LEARN MORE

 Care for all ages:
 Physical Therapy

   Occupational Therapy

   Speech Therapy

You want to get better, to live 
every day free of pain. You 
deserve someone with you every 
step of the way. Our team at
St. John ’s United can deliver life–
changing services to all ages.



Whether stately and grand or 
unassuming and modest, front 
doors create first impressions. Doors 
also provide structure – a well-fitted 
door provides warmth and a sense 
of security. For organizations in the 
business of serving people, staff serve 
as the front door: A human voice 
answering the phone, a cheerful 
front desk attendant, or a welcoming 
human resources employee. Two key 
impression-makers recently retired 
from St. John’s after a combined 
sixty years of service. They set the 
tone for residents, families, and 
work colleagues. A common theme 
in their stories is a connection to St. 
John’s mission. That, and knowing 
the work they did was meaningful 
and made a difference in the lives of 
others.

Lorin Olson began his career at St. 
John’s in 1977 while moonlighting 
as a physical therapist – in his own 
words, “a temporary thing that lasted 
a lifetime.” He joined the St. John’s 
staff as a full-time therapist in 1995. 
“I came to work at St. John’s because 
of the people – not the buildings, 
not the beautiful campuses – the 
elders and staff, residents’ families 
and the kids in the daycare,” 
Olson explained. “And of course, 
the mission.” Olson ended his 
tenure as Education and Training 
Coordinator, becoming the face that 
introduced new employees to St. 
John’s culture.

After nearly thirty years as a 
county and hospital social worker, 

Admissions Coordinator Joan 
Fawcett arrived at St. John’s in 
2003 and was very often the first 
voice families heard when seeking 
help for an aging loved one. “In my 
experience,” recalls Fawcett, “St. 
John’s was the first call they made. 
Even if we couldn’t help them, they 
hung up the phone feeling that 
they had been heard or had learned 
something about long-term care 
services.”

Both Fawcett and Olson credit St. 
John’s mission as the reason they 
stayed long term and as the force 
that connects people at St. John’s. 
Our mission is to provide living opportunities 
within nurturing environments of hope, 
dignity, and love. “I was introduced 
to the mission on Day Two of 
my employment at orientation,” 
Fawcett said. “I know the 
organizations I previously worked 
for had mission statements, but I 
couldn’t have told you what they 
were. For the next two years I sat in 
amazement at meetings where every 
decision was made by asking, ‘what’s 
the right thing to do?’ even when the 
decision cost more.”

Reflecting on St. John’s reputation, 
Fawcett noted, “The St. John’s staff 
is an amazing group of very caring 
people. I used to tell potential 
residents and their families that 
we’re not perfect, but we do care.” 
With new employees, Olson would 
tell them, “our reputation is well 
known, but there is no guarantee 
we’ll always have that. It’s up to all 

of us to maintain it and not lose it. 
Your job to keep the standard high.” 
That standard is embodied in the 
mission’s three power words — hope, 
dignity, and love — and accompanied by 
the vision that St. John’s is a place 
where every day for every age there is 
healing, meaning, and purpose.

Olson added, “St. John’s is a good 
place. You can’t measure that, but 
it is palpable. Being a faith-based 
organization goes hand-in-hand 
with the mission. As a Christian, 

FRONT DOORS

to work for an 
organization where faith 
is not just allowed, but 
encouraged, was a good 
fit for me.”  

“It’s the little things 
that made a difference for me,” 
said Olson. “In my early years, I 
committed to finding an elder that 
I didn’t know, introduced myself 
and just visited with them. I held 
the hand of someone who was sad or 
someone sharing their memories. It 
was in that moment of being present 

with them that I know I made a 
difference.” Likewise, on her last day 
at work, Fawcett took a call from the 
husband of a former co-worker. The 
co-worker had just died of ALS, and 
even though Fawcett had not found 
placement at St. John’s for the 
woman, her husband called to say 
thank you. “In that difficult moment 

for him, it was re-affirming for me 
that I had touched them in some 
way. And it was appreciated.”
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Lorin Olson Joan Fawcett



For more information please visit our website.
www.stjohnsunited.org/foundation/bricks/

St. John’s has a rich history 
of special people who have 
unobtrusively and with modesty 
united to create nurturing 
environments of hope, dignity, and 
love. Whether it was by mending 
a garment, building a nativity 
scene, or spending the day with an 
individual plagued by dementia, 
each small act brought meaning 
and purpose to lives it touched. 
Len and Lois Bestrom are two of 
those people whose St. John’s story 
spans four decades – beginning 
as volunteers, then as steering 
committee members and finally 
now as residents of The Crossings. 

Len and Lois have been married 
sixty-seven years, and forty of those 
have been spent in Laurel. Parents 
to seven children and dozens of 
grand and great-grandchildren, one 
might think family responsibilities 
would consume their daily lives. 
But the Bestroms have always had 
a spirit of giving back. Len was 
born in a two-room log cabin and 
neither he nor Lois had electricity 
or plumbing in their homes until 
after they were married. Growing 
up in farm families during the great 
depression, times were tough. Len 
remembers getting one newspaper 
in the neighborhood that everyone 
shared. From barn builds to 
cooking a dinner for neighbors, 
Len and Lois learned from an early 
age that helping the neighbor is just 
what one does.

As the depression gave way to World 
War II, Len and Lois first met 
while he was home on leave from 
the Navy. Some years later they 
married, and after Len’s service 
commitment was finished, the 
couple married and bought cattle 
from their parents. A draught 
several years later led to the loss of 
their cattle and subsequently their 
farm. Pivoting from the farm life, 

Len used his training from the 
service to get a job with Western 
Union. Most importantly, the 
couple still had their faith.  

Len grew up Catholic and Lois 
Lutheran. When the couple 
married, Len felt it was important 
for their house to be unified 
and took Lutheran instruction 
classes; they have been active in the 
Lutheran church ever since. When 
Len’s career brought the couple to 
Laurel in 1980, by way of Silesia, 
it was natural for the couple to 
become members of Our Savior’s 
Lutheran Church in Laurel. Len 
was still working with Western 
Union and Lois was invited by her 
friend Marie Ellenson to volunteer 
with the Ladies Auxiliary.

As part of the auxiliary, Lois 
mended clothing, hosted monthly 
birthday parties and holiday 
parties, and baked holiday lefse 
and krumkake. After Len retired 
in 1986, he joined Our Savior’s 
men’s group and joined Lois in 
volunteering at St. John’s. Len 
helped with whatever needed doing, 
whether it was cooking pancakes 
for the monthly men’s breakfast, 
driving the bus to take the residents 
to see Christmas lights, fashioning 

a nativity scene for the lawn, or 
helping several days a week at the 
now closed Adult Day Services. “I 
just enjoyed visiting with them,” 
says Len of the residents. “They 
have been so faithful,” says Shelly 
Hoovestal, who has overseen their 
volunteer contributions at St. 
John’s since 1983, “and always so 
good to all of the people.”

In the early 2000s, a group 
of parishioners from Our 
Savior’s identified a need for an 
independent living community 
within the Laurel city limits. David 
Trost, St. John’s President and 
CEO, remembers the Bestroms as 
some of the first volunteers he met 
in 1995 when he began working 
at St. John’s. “I thought of them 
as our ambassadors to our church 
community in Laurel. It was natural 
to involve Len in the planning 

process of The Crossings,” recalls 
David. 

Among the first to move into The 
Crossings, and now the longest 
residents, “Len’s ‘woodprints’ 
are all over the campus,” says 
David. “He has been our resident 
handyman.” From jigs to make 
things straight, bookshelves, picture 
frames, modifying the front desk 
for privacy, and even the lectern 
and chancel cross in the chapel, 
Len’s work is everywhere. 

Lois, an accomplished blue-ribbon 
quilter, has been more modest 
about displaying her art, but has 
chosen to quietly contribute her 
skills over the years to mending 
clothes and quilts that belong to 
the residents of Chapel Court, only 
recently retiring after almost forty 
years of volunteer service. 

When asked why they do it, Len’s 
reply was, “It was just about helping 
people. There just isn’t another 
community like St. John’s,” says 
Len. “You know the care you get 
at St. John’s is superior. It’s a big 
family here.” 

WHAT’S YOUR

ST. JOHN’S STORY?

Len and Lois Bestrom

VOLUNTEERpage 9
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“It was just about 
helping people.
There just isn’t
another community 
like St. John’s”



There is no better place to be on 
a warm Thursday afternoon in 
Billings, Montana, than on the 
lawn at St. John’s United for a free 
summer concert. For over twenty 
years, St. John’s has hosted diverse 
musicians from near and far at the 
Fred and Marie Miller Pavilion 
located on the West End Campus. 
The first concert in 1997 was a 
modest event, attended by fewer 
than one hundred fans, residents, 
and staff. Throughout the past 
twenty-three years, St. John’s 
Summer Concerts have grown to be 
one of the largest and most beloved 
summer concert event series in 
Billings, with attendance over 
10,000 between all seven concerts, 
all at no cost to the attendees.  

Some of the notable artists over the 
years have included Big Bad Voodoo 
Daddy, Larry Gatlin and the Gatlin 
Brothers, Mission Mountain Wood 

Band, and The Young Dubliners. 
When asked why St. John’s provides 
free concerts year after year, Vice 
President of Mission Advancement, 
Tom Schlotterback says, “The 
Summer Concert Series is a gift 
from St. John’s to the community. 
We believe that the musical arts, 
together with all human arts, add 
beauty to the world and deliver joy 
to people of every age within.”

Around the same time the summer 
concerts began, a small group of 
local physicians began meeting 
regularly to play music and relax. 
After a few years of entertaining 
their friends and families, their 
spouses booked them a gig. The 
group came up with the name 
Midlife Chrylsers, and a beloved 
local cover band was born. The 
group, which started as a trio with 
Bob Snider, Mac McClave, and 
Doug Ezell, evolved over the years, 
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MIDLIFE CHRYSLERS

adding and losing members due 
to varying life circumstances. The 
members present at their 2019 
summer concert were Doug Ezell, 
Hal Forseth, Mark Moak, Russ 
Harvey, Cathy Hansen Brown, Scott 
Millikan, Holly Malloy Hanson, 
Laurel Linde, Steve Patton, Laury 

Sealy, and Kevin McBride. 

In 2006, The Midlife Chryslers 
were invited to perform at St. 
John’s for the first time. While the 
band had been playing gigs for six 
years, “It wasn’t until we played at 
St. John’s that I felt like we were a 

serious group,” Scott says. The band 
was a hit and they were invited back 
to play year after year. “They helped 
create a tradition at our Summer 
Concert Series,” says Margie 
Prokop, Director of Community 
Events. “We grew together. The 
Midlife Chryslers made Rimrock 
and Shiloh the place to be on 
Thursday nights.” 

The crowds in the previous five 
years for the Midlife Chrylsers have 
swelled beyond 2000. “We see the 
same people coming back,” says 
Hal. “For the past several years, our 
good friend Joey always joins us 
singing Brown Eyed Girl to close 
the show. It’s magical, there is true 
energy in the air. It is God’s greatest 
glory.” Doug agrees, “I think we get 
more out of it than anyone else. It is 
always our favorite gig of the year.”

While the concerts have historically 
been free, each year an appeal 
is made for St. John’s Family 
Services (formerly Lutheran Social 
Services of Montana) supporting 
adoptions. Band member Doug 
Ezell and his wife built their family 
through adoption. “We are always 

really happy to be a part of the 
philanthropy. That is a very special 
connection for us,” Doug reflects. 
Scott and Hal echo that sentiment 
from their professional days as OB-
GYNs and part of many adoption 
stories. 

With most members of the band 
entering retirement, they decided 
to hang up their instruments and 
have the 2020 St. John’s Summer 
Concert be their farewell show. 
The group had over one hundred 
family members traveling from all 
across the country for the occasion, 
but the COVID-19 pandemic put a 
stop to that final concert, as it did 
for so many other things this year. 
“This is the perfect place for a swan 
song,” says Hal. “Another concert is 
not off the table,” agrees Doug. “We 
will have to wait and see what 2021 
brings.”

2019 St. John’s Summer 
Concert



Jennifer Rumsey, CNA, 
Cottage Manager

I took my first look at the campus 
and just got the vibe right away. I 

had returned to Billings in 2015 
and needed a job. My family and 
many of my friends told me to 
look at St. John’s. I had never 
worked in a health care or long-
term care setting before, but 
always had interest in becoming 
a Certified Nursing Assistant 
(CNA). Within one or two weeks, 
I was employed and enrolled in 
the St. John’s CNA class and 
I absolutely loved it from the 
start. My initial instincts about 
St. John’s were correct – this is a 
place where people take pride in 
their work.

Now as a cottage manager, it’s up 
to me to make sure that my staff 
meets our care standards and 
expectations. I expect them to 
live out our mission and values. 
What our elders need most is to 
feel like family — they count on 
us, they need to know that we 
care, and they need to trust us. 

We demonstrate that to them by 
being present, managing their 
needs and expectations, and by 
being transparent with them. It’s 
also up to me to make my staff 
feel valued. I work for them, not 
the other way around.

I remember a time when a new 
resident joined us. She was non-
verbal and it was clear that she 
didn’t want to be here. I took 
time to sit with her and read 
scripture that gave her comfort. 
I sang “You Are My Sunshine” 
to her. One day, she began 
mouthing the words along with 
me. I knew at that point, she was 
beginning to feel at home. Even 
though I wouldn’t put a label on 
my faith system, it’s times like 
this that I’ve been able to put 
my faith in action while being a 
caregiver.

To this day, I still remember the 
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names – first and last – of all the 
people I’ve cared for. We’ve had 
plenty of elders come to us from 
other long-term care settings, 
but I’ve never had one leave us 
for lack of care. They have left 
because they got better and could 
go home. Or they have died. 
Either way, I think they stay with 
us – we were important to them 
and they were important to us.

Jim Davies, Resident 
Spouse

Katy and I always joked that 
when we got old, we’d just wheel 
ourselves across the street to St. 
John’s. Since 1974, we had lived 
across the street from St. John’s 
and were able to watch all of the 
development over the years. We 
had always heard good things 
– in the early days, we’d hear 
that it was almost like a party 
atmosphere in the main building 
with people having fun all day 
long.

Joking and convenience aside, 
when Katy’s cognitive abilities 
began to decline, I initially 
enrolled her in an adult daycare 
program at another senior care 
center in Billings. As Katy’s 
dementia progressed, it became 
clear that she would need 
residential care. She could have 

stayed at the same place that 
offered the day services, but I 
felt she would thrive better with 
more individualized care in a 
less institutional setting. The 
cottages at St. John’s were a good 
fit for us both. 

Katy didn’t spend a lot of time 
at St. John’s – only about 10 
months. During that time, I was 
able to go across the street to eat 
meals together, walk the grounds, 
and attend the summer concerts. 
Between those experiences and 
the high-powered, caring staff, I 
look back and am glad I chose St. 
John’s. 

Libby Markus, RN, BSN, 
Vice President of Health 
Services

I’ve worked in nursing homes 
since 1973 when I started as a 
nurse’s aide as a high school 
student. Back in those days, the 
nature of care was to make the 
staff’s job easier; using chemical 
(pharmaceutical) and physical 
restraints to keep residents docile 
or in bed was the norm. The 
regulatory environment ushered 
in during the 1980s really forced 
senior care providers to rethink 
how they delivered care. And I’m 
very glad for it because it made 
us a more elder-centric industry. 

The regulatory environment 
has made us at St. John’s strive 
for excellence. We don’t adhere 
because we have to, we do it 
because it’s the right thing to do.

Every organization I’ve worked 
for has a mission statement, 
but at St. John’s, our mission 
statement really does guide every 
decision we make about how 
we treat our elders. We staff at 
higher levels and educate more 
comprehensively; we coordinate 
care conversations with medical 
staff, care providers, families 
and the elders themselves; 
we have dedicated executive 
leadership who are willing to get 
their hands dirty; and a nursing 
administration team that is 
responsive and available 24/7. 
Most importantly, we treat each 
other as family – elders and staff 
alike.

But it’s often the little things we 
do for our elders that make the 
difference. I remember a woman 
who had declined hospice care 
as she was dying, saying that she 
just wanted us to take care of her. 
I decided that we were going to 
make her last week the best week 
possible. So I broke the rules. As 
a diabetic, this woman was always 
craving food, so I arranged for 
a special meal from the Olive 
Garden to be catered in for her 
and her daughter. We set the 
table with linen, sterling silver, 
candles, flowers…the works. For 
that moment in time, her hope 
and dignity were intact. She died 
three days later knowing how 
much we loved her.
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A REPUTATION 
EARNED

“I knew the way you know about 
a good melon.” When Harry Met 
Sally

Along its fifty-seven year journey, 
St. John’s United has developed 
a reputation for delivering 
excellence in senior care. It is no 
surprise that most people have 
no interest in living in a nursing 
home. In the Billings area, the 
most common thought is “but if I 
have to, I’m going to St. John’s.” 
Why? What is it about St. John’s 
that attracts people?

What follows are three perspectives 
on the St. John’s approach to care 
offered by St. John’s front-line 
staff, a resident’s spouse, and 
executive leadership.



A BOARD’S EYE VIEW

at a time in our lives that we need 
their help.” He also mentioned 
how he came to value the manner 
in which SJU provides human 
services for people across the full 
arc of human life, from birth to 
end of life. 

Pastor Paul Hanson reiterated 
Tostenrud’s appreciation of the 
SJU mission. “I have never been 
affiliated with any organization 
which had such a good mission 
statement and which found 
opportunities to rehearse it and 
evaluate programs and activities 
as to their coherency and 
appropriateness. I am embarrassed 
to admit that I have not always 
been able to bring it to memory 
when I wanted or needed to. I can 
remember the ‘…providing living 
opportunities…’ and ‘…hope, 
dignity, and love.’ I am impressed 
that the staff people seem to have a 
knowledge of it and have embraced 
it.” Hanson adds, “I regard St. 
John’s as being on the cutting edge 
of social ministry organizations 
and providers of human services. 
Residents and families tend to 
speak about St. John’s with pride 
and gratitude.”

Debbie Hedrick contends that 
“St. John’s lives the mission better 
than any organization I know. The 
residents are well cared for and 
I really appreciate the Blessing 
of the Hands ceremony for new 
employees.” Lee Jockers simply 
states, “The mission statement is 
winner!”

Pastor Linda Rose explained why 
she fondly cherished her service on 
the board. “St. John’s United is a 
site of ministry and mission for all. 
It’s a ministry of service, rooted in 
its religious values. I also often tell 
people that resident and patient 
welfare are more important to the 

organization than fees for services 
received. It really is a not-for-
profit that seeks to offer highest 
quality of care.” 

When former Board Chair Jim 
Ochiltree speaks with others about 
the array of human services that 
St. John’s provides, he points to 
the following: “The integrative 
continuum of care from birth 
parenting through childcare, 
independent senior living, home 
health care, assisted living, memory 
care, rehabilitation services, skilled 
nursing care, and hospice care, 
the willingness to create resources 
to sustain residents who have 
outlived their individual resources 
and the innovative nature of the 
spiritual, physical, emotional, and 
interpersonal care that St. John’s 
has boldly moved into. I lament 
the absence of a similar senior care 

facility in our current location in 
Arizona.” 

Another former board chair, 
Harold Everson, recounts a 
memorable experience. “One 
of the opportunities I had as a 
board member was to participate 
in a program called ‘Twice Fed,’ 

where once a week I assisted staff 
in feeding frail residents at supper 
time. From wheeling them to the 
dining room, to helping them eat 
their meal (sometimes actually 
spoon feeding them), and carrying 
on conversations with them, I 
developed a new appreciation for 
the hard and loving work staff 
members do in caring for those 
folks.” 

Nancy Jockers also identifies Twice 
Fed as one of her more valued 
experiences as a board member. 
“That program was challenging, 
uncomfortable at times, but 
for me it was a favorable act of 
compassion. It was a privilege 
to be present with the elders.” 
On a lighter side, Nancy also 
speaks fondly of developing 
valued relationships with SJU 
management leaders. “When they 
were playing golf and came down 
the eleventh fairway, they would 
phone me and stop for beverages 
on our deck. Then, they continued 
on with their play. I loved that!”

Former Board Chair Pat Zellar 
identifies three features of strength 
that SJU exhibits with consistency. 
“St. John’s lifts people up. St. 
John’s is a community partner. St. 
John’s keeps changing and adapting 
to what older adults want and 
need. Today, more elders want and 
expect to stay in their own homes, 
so St. John’s developed home 
services and hospice.” 

When asked to measure how much 
affinity the general public has for 
St. John’s, board leaders expressed 
themes that those who know about 
SJU tend to value and appreciate 
SJU, but that unless people have 
some relational connection with 
SJU, awareness and affinity may 
be minimal. Linda Rose states, 
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Ten former St. John’s board 
leaders were invited to share 
memories, thoughts, and 
perspectives related to the 
organization’s mission, capacity 
to provide human services, 
measure of public affinity, and 
recent rebranding. The ten 
leaders included Pat Zellar, 
Harold Everson, Paul Hanson, 
Debbie Hedrick, Lee Jockers, 
Nancy Jockers, Jim Ochiltree, 
Linda Rose, Jyl Story, and Steve 
Tostenrud. 

Each of these generous and 
capable people voiced unique 
gratitude for their experience as 
board members. Debbie Hedrick 
expressed that her desire to serve as 
a board member emerged because 

her mother had been a resident 
at St. John’s. “Mom started out 
in Wing Four, which was the best 
place she could be. She loved 
it. Eventually, she was moved to 
Garden Court due to dementia. 
Everyone who took care of her was 
like an angel. Truly, it was the very 
best place for her. When the time 
comes that we no longer will be 
able to live in our home, there is 
no question that we will turn to St. 
John’s United.” 

Board member Jyl Story echoed a 
similar penchant. “I had a parent 
who was a new resident at the time 
and thought it an opportunity to 
learn more about the ministry 
of St. John’s and the services 
they provided. I came to value 

the mission statement and how 
all the staff lived that statement 
daily and the loving care they 
provide. I appreciate the vision of 
the leadership team to always be 
looking forward and improving the 
outreach of the ministry, as well as 
improvements to the campus.”

Lee Jockers spoke of why he liked 
serving as a St. John’s board 
member. “It is a board with vitality! 
I also appreciated the commitment 
and professionalism of the staff. 
To serve within St. John’s, this is a 
calling.”

When asked about his years of 
board service Steve Tostenrud 
explained, “I liked the mission of 
St. John’s and realize we will arrive 

“That program 
was challenging, 
uncomfortable at 
times, but for me it 
was a favorable act of 
compassion. It was a 
privilege to be present 
with the elders.”

continued on next page...



“Not enough people have toured 
through St. John’s to see what it is 
like for themselves and to perceive 
the atmosphere.” 

Paul Hanson offers these 
reflections: “I think the general 
public has only a minimal 
awareness of St. John’s unless they 
have had occasion to have loved 
ones there, or some other occasion 
to interface. I think one of the best 
ways St. John’s is increasing such 
awareness is the Summer Concert 
Series. Part of the reason for this 
is the whole idea of a ‘nursing 
home’ putting on a free concert, 
inviting the public, doing what’s 
unusual and having as many as 
2,000 people there for the music, 
the socializing, the advertising, and 
more. Talk about outside the box! 
I’d be curious how many people, 
when they experience a ‘need’ for 
a place like St. John’s, reference 
the summer concerts as their first 
awareness of SJU.”

Jim Ochiltree adds, “The 
affinity of St. John’s seems 
to be its ability to facilitate 
individual-to-individual spiritual 
connections which endure during 
life transitions, as well as its 
commitment to never allow anyone 
to die alone, the concluding 
earthly transition. Community 
is the essence of St. John’s.” Pat 
Zellar asserts that “St. John’s long 
history has engendered broad 
and longstanding affinity. Taking 
care of elders, maintaining very 
attractive campuses, and operating 
Mission Ridge are all favorably 
perceived in the community.” 
Zellar adds, “With a mix of payers, 
SJU has survived financially with 
careful stewardship of limited 

resources. It is time to tap the 
strength of affinity for endowments 
that will keep SJU serving rich and 
poor.”

In March 2019, SJU launched 
a rebranding effort to better 
articulate the nature and mission 
of the organization, together with 
spotlighting services it provides in 
the arenas of home, health, and 
family. While a sense of loss was 
expressed by some former board 
members in releasing the words, 
“Lutheran Ministries” from the 
prior name, most affirmed that it 
was time for a refresh to advance 
the organization’s mission. 

Jyl Story tells, “I like the 
rebranding and feel the name 
offers a broader theme for all 
services offered. Linda Rose 
concurs. “The name change has 
served its purpose for helping 
people to see that the doors are 
open for all. It was a good move 
and I think it has worked. The 
word ‘United’ indicates that people 
are working together for things 

they care about.” Lee Jockers 
concludes, “The rebranding was 
very positive. It opened up the 
market.” 

More memories, thoughts, and 
perspectives about St. John’s 
United were offered by these ten 
board members than this one story 
has room to hold. Collectively, 
though, their observations and 
remarks made clear that even 
though their terms as board leaders 
have ended, not one of them has 
ceased to grow in affection and 
affinity for St. John’s. They view 
St. John’s as a treasured asset for 
Montana. They hope that others 
may benefit from services that 
St. John’s provides, which may 
naturally lead to a broadening 
affinity. Furthermore, they hope 
that a broadening affinity leads to 
growing response of philanthropic 
support to sustain St. John’s into 
the future. 

PHILANTHROPISTS
OF THE YEAR

BUSINESS PARTNER
OF THE YEARJim Hummel and Paige Spalding
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W A Y S  T O  G I V E

g i v e  n o w

g i v e  l a t e r

g i v e  a n d  r e c e i v e

Make an immediate, outright charitable gift using 
cash or other appropriate assets. This allows the 
donors to see the results of the gift during their 
lifetime.

Make a charitable gift upon death using estate 
tools and bequests. Giving in this manner allows 
the donors to retain control and use of their 
assets during their lifetime.

Make a current charitable gift and receive ongoing, 
guaranteed income payments for a term of years 
or for life. The remainder provides charitable 
support when the payments end.

FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE CONTACT OUR
OFFICE OF GIFT PLANNING AT 406.655.7783 OR GIVING@STJOHNSUNITED.ORG


