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PRINCIPAL’S INTRODUCTION

Matthew 5:16 states, “In the 
same way, let your light 

shine before men that they may 
see your good deeds and praise 
your Father in heaven.” It is the 
verse that I see on the back of 
the school sign as I sit in my 
office and reflect on God’s vision 
and faithfulness to Lighthouse Christian School.  The 
phrase “praise your Father in heaven” stands out as 
the purpose of the school. This is the testimony of 
Lighthouse Christian.  Because of the dedicated work 
of many parents, staff, and students the community 
has praised the Lord.  The other side to this is how 
the parents and staff have seen God’s faithfulness and 
provision over the past 20 years. When a parent and 
faculty prayer group starts a school of 97 students 
meeting in three different churches and it grows into 

a 360-student kindergarten through 8th grade school 
with its own amazing facility; you can see God’s hand 
at work.

He is also directing our future.  With a ten year 
strategic plan in place aimed at making Lighthouse 
Christian a school where every student is put on a path 
of success and growth in the Lord, the next 20 years 
will prove to be just as incredible a journey as the first 
20.  Thank you to all of you who have partnered with 
Lighthouse Christian as we seek to glorify God and 
provide quality, Christ-centered education for future 
generations. This school would not be what it is today 
without the dedicated work and generous donations of 
so many people. I praise our Father in heaven because 
of His many blessings to Lighthouse Christian School. 
Thank you.

Stephen Roddy
Principal
Lighthouse Christian School
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FOUNDED IN PRAYER

Looking at Lighthouse Christian School today, in 
the year of its 20th anniversary, one might think 

that its founders were visionaries. 

They were not. They did not plan what exists today. 
Hindsight may make the school’s story seem logical, 
even inevitable, but those who have led the school 

Like many great endeavors, Lighthouse was born from 
a challenging situation. It began in the early 1990s 
with an up-and-coming Gig Harbor school. A church 
had opened the school, but as the school thrived, the 
church declined. When the school began to plan for its 
need to expand, the financial relationship between the 
two deteriorated. Communication grew tense.

Dr. Bill Groff, a leader in the church and a member of 
the school’s board, called on everyone to turn to prayer 
as things became strained. A close group of six teachers 

through the years know 
that it grew because of 
Lord’s hidden plan and 
providence, not their vision. 
Lighthouse’s story is an epic 
testament to the Lord’s way 
of working through people. 
He revealed direction 
when they had none and 
opportunities they could 
not have foreseen.

felt drawn to commit to 
this prayer and began 
to meet weekly to 
intercede for the church 
and the school. A 
group of mothers came 
together with the same 
commitment.

The teachers knew that 
they were doing good 
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“Now to Him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we 
ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, 
to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all 
generations, for ever and ever! Amen.”   Ephesians 3:20-21

work — Gig Harbor needed a place where children 
could receive a godly education. As they faithfully 
prayed, they realized that each one of them was feeling 
inspired to think about the possibility of a new school 
completely separate from the old one. They prayed 
that their thoughts would be covered by God’s power 
and grace, for if it was His plan to start a new school, 
it would have to be 
formed miraculously 
by His hand.

After months of 
intense prayer, it 
gradually became 
evident that the relationship between the church and 
the school would not heal. In February of 1994 a 
meeting was called between the church leaders and 
the school’s parent body. It proved to be the night of 
separation.

Parents left the meeting in tears, knowing that the 
real losers in the situation were their children. Where 

would they go if the school they loved was broken by 
conflict?

Afterwards, in the parking lot, a parent asked a teacher, 
“What do we do now?”

The teacher, a member of the vigilant prayer group, 
replied, “Perhaps 
God would have 
us start a new 
school.”

The parents 
gathered and 

listened. Soon Theresa Hutchins was offering her home 
for a conversation about whether a new school would 
be possible. 

With the prospect of a route forward, the teachers 
and parents were able to refocus their attention from 
conflict and separation to hope for a fresh start. Would 
the Lord light a way for them?



It was a rainy March evening 
when Denny and Theresa 

Hutchins opened their home for 
a meeting of the teachers and 
parents left adrift by the situation 
between the church and the old 
school. They were amazed as 
people kept coming and coming, 
filling their family room past 
capacity, more than 50 in all. 
Denny dragged a table out of the 
way to make space.

The group sang and prayed. 
Fellowship washed the bitter taste 
out of their mouths. Upstairs, the 
Hutchins’ young sons heard the 
hubbub last late into the night. 

They did not know what it was all about. A teacher 
kicked off the meeting by challenging the group to be 
inspired by the importance of a Christian education 
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and the power of believers 
working together. Before long, the 
conversation leapt beyond if they 
should start a school to wrestle 
with how to do it.

None had done it before. They 
were cautious, unsure of what 
was possible and wanting God to 
be glorified no matter what they 
did. Volunteers were needed to 
do basic research on feasibility. 
Ron Bechtel stepped forward to 
lead the study, and Carol Lang 
volunteered to serve as secretary. 
Five others raised their hands 
to head committees that would 
investigate finances, curriculum, 
the support of local churches, 

HOW TO START A SCHOOL



the legal process, and a facility in which to house the 
school. Having a plan solidified their hope, and the 
evening ended with everyone singing “Great Is Thy 
Faithfulness” around the Hutchins’ piano.

“Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Won’t 
you first sit down and estimate the cost to see if you 
have enough money to complete it?”   Luke 14:28

A scant ten days later, 
the group regathered to 
hear what the committee 
heads had learned about 
the feasibility of the idea. 
None of the committees 
reported an impossible situation. Each outlined the 
necessary next steps. When Bechtel summarized, 
though, it seemed more daunting than ever. They had 
no building, bank account, money, faculty, students, 
supplies, board, bylaws, policies, procedures, or name. 
They did not know who should run the school. They 
hardly knew what to do next. 

All they knew was that God had laid it on their hearts 
to provide children with a godly education. “We have 
chosen to sacrifice lifestyle comforts for the long-term 

benefits of an education that teaches the basics from 
a distinctly Christian worldview,” Bechtel said. “As 
our sovereign God wills, these desires or those he will 
demand will come to fruition. As we wait on him, we 
are excited about the prospects.” (See Appendix for his 
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complete statement.)

The others shared his 
determination. They 
launched into the work, 
meeting every week that 

spring and summer. They wrote bylaws, hired faculty, 
ordered curriculum, arranged facilities, wrangled 
supplies, and were flabbergasted when parents enrolled 
their children and paid tuition. 

When they told school leaders in other areas that they 
intended to open in September, they were told that 
they were crazy, that they had no idea of all the things 
a school required. They pressed on. When they felt 
helpless, God provided unexpected help. What they 
had prayed for was rapidly coming to fruition.
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MISSION AND VISION

Lighthouse Christian School exists to glorify 
God by providing quality, Christ-centered 
education that will nurture students to 
become spiritually minded, academically 
versed, socially balanced, and equipped to 
make a positive impact in their community 
to the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Lighthouse Mission Statement

That first summer, Lighthouse Christian School’s 
founders laid out a path for the school that it 

continues to follow. Since they were all trading the 
comfort of certainty for the long-term dream of an 
intrinsically Christian education, they knew that faith 

school’s teachers would expect parents to be highly 
involved in the education. Fourth, students would 
learn a Christian worldview. Fifth, teachers would 
focus on giving students opportunities to excel. Sixth, 
the school would reward the hard, caring work of 
teachers with good salaries. Finally, the administration 
would always listen to parents and answer their 
concerns. Such an aspirational list of qualities was a 
profound statement of faith.

would always be 
fundamental to the 
school.

Before classes even 
began, the founders 
foresaw seven 
elements that would 
distinguish it. First, 
all faculty, staff, and 
board would love 
and follow God. 
Second, the school would be committed to academic 
excellence through order and discipline. Third, the 

much like Peninsula Christian Church. Someone 
suggested calling it an academy, but that sounded too 
military. Eventually, the short list of names included 

The founders also resolved that the 
school would be interdenominational — 
supported by all of the area’s churches 
but tied to none, open and not divided 
by dogma. It would be independent, 
run by parents. Its leaders would rely on 
prayer over precedent.

The first name considered was Peninsula 
Christian School, but it sounded too 
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Olympic, Lighthouse, 
Eagle’s Wing, and 
Christian Community 
School. Carol Lang 
phone-polled parents, 
and Lighthouse emerged 
more or less as the favorite. 
The founders adopted it 
enthusiastically, pairing 
it with the colors blue and gold. The name was an 
apt metaphor for a Christian school in the foggy and 
increasingly secular Puget Sound region.

On May 10, 1994, articles of incorporation starting 
with the words, “We, Christian parents...” were 
filed. Two days later the State of Washington legally 
recognized the school.

Vision statements in the early years were ambitious. 
The founders set goals for financial solvency, a plan 
for a facility, a credible community reputation, a full-
time administrator, and extracurricular opportunities 
for students. Today’s vision statement is a testament 

to how far the school 
has come and how high 
it continues to aim: 
“Lighthouse Christian 
School trains leaders 
to impact the world 
for Christ. In a context 
of strong academics 
integrated with 

Biblical world view teaching, Lighthouse Christian 
is committed to preparing its students to make a 
difference in their community today and their world 
tomorrow.”

The founders’ greatest one-sentence legacy, however, 
is the mission statement they wrote. In 20 years, only 
a few words have changed. It is the heartbeat of the 
school. Faculty members are asked to deeply analyze 
each word at the beginning of each year and apply it to 
their classrooms.

No matter what else changed as the school grew, its 
heart to glorify God remained constant.
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THREE CAMPUSES

“Jesus said, ‘Let the little children 
come to me, and do not hinder them, 
for the kingdom of heaven belongs to 
such as these.’”    Matthew 19:14

Lighthouse Christian School 
opened in the fall of 1994 — 

just five hectic months after the 
meeting at the Hutchins’ home — 
with 97 students in kindergarten 
through 8th grade and eight faculty members.

In an answer to the founders’ prayer that Gig Harbor 
would support an interdenominational school, three 
churches agreed to house the school almost rent free. 
The churches saw potential in the school, for it aligned 
with their own ministries. Kindergarten through 2nd 
grade met at Chapel Hill Presbyterian Church, 3rd 
grade through 5th grade at Harbor Covenant Church, 
and 6th grad through 8th grade at Believers Fellowship. 
In later years, other churches would host parts of the 
school. Classes were usually put in rooms designed for 
other puposes.

The setup divided Lighthouse from the beginning. It 
was a nontraditional setup for teachers and students 

alike, but they made it work.

Janet Newton taught 2nd grade 
in Chapel Hill’s youth center, 
a dark basement room divided 
by a black curtain. When she 
showed it a little glumly to her 

friend Kathy Pandiani before school began, Pandiani 
shared about her first teaching experience — leading 
PE lessons in the basement of a Catholic cathedral 
where caskets were sometimes stored — and reassured 
Newton that she would learn to love it. She was right. 
Despite the lack of desks and need to pack everything 
up twice a week, posters and all, Newton’s class thrived, 
learning a lot and making many fond memories.

At Harbor Covenant, recess facilities consisted of 
a parking lot and a swath of forest. In makeshift 
classrooms, students sat at folding tables. Each student 
would stuff all of their supplies into a green plastic tote 
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at the end of the week, so that on weekends the only 
evidence of the school was a stack of totes against a 
wall.
 
Parents came in to clean bathrooms. County code 
required a water fountain. The school set up a 
water cooler. When the county inspector arrived 
unannounced to inspect the site, frantic prayers were 
rewarded when he made no mention of the improvised 
solution. Diane Williams’ classroom was a converted 
garage with a storage closet frequented by mice. One 
day Jim Langager came 
over determined to get 
the mice. The students 
loved it: “Run mice, 
run!” they chanted as 
he opened the closet.
 
Founder Eve Wallin 
offered the school 
free office space 
below her office in 

downtown Gig Harbor. Lynda DeFronzo was hired 
to keep books, answer phones, support the teachers, 
and order supplies. Each morning she visited every 
teacher to drop off a packet with attendance sheets, 
announcements, and the copies they had requested. A 
team of parents assisted her as volunteer couriers. She 
spent much of her office time running up the outdoor 
stairway to make copies in Wallin’s office. It was tricky 
when it rained.

As the first school year progressed, it became clear 
that the school’s lack 
of resources would 
not hinder its spirit. 
Students and their 
adaptable teachers filled 
classrooms with the joy 
of learning and growing 
together. People, not 
things, defined the 
school as it got off to a 
promising start.
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THE EARLY YEARS

Many early classes at Lighthouse Christian 
School were quite small — the first 8th 

grade had three students — and all were run on a 
shoestring. Kindergarten teacher Deb Robertson sold 
her children’s old clothing on consignment to buy 
supplies. She hosted a “Mothers and Grandmothers” 
tea in which her students acted out miniature fables. 
The founding board still met almost weekly to discuss 
screening students, janitors, cell phones, discipline 
policies, art supplies, teacher evaluations, and all the 
other minutiae required to run a school.

They gave Lynda DeFronzo permission to look into 
buying a copying machine, though the school had no 
money for one. She arranged for companies to send 
their copiers for test trials in her office, and machines 
came and went. Making copies for an entire school, 
she tested each to its full capacity. When a lawyer in 

an upstairs suite left a candle burning after hours one 
day, the whole building was on the verge of burning 
down with all the school’s records and some very 
flammable science experiments inside when a teacher 

happened to walk by and remember that they needed 
to make some copies. They saw the flames in time for 
the fire department to arrive. The office did not have a 
fireproof filing cabinet. 



- 11 -

“Start children off on the way they should go, and even when 
they are old they will not turn from it.”    Proverbs 22:6

Janet Newton, in her Chapel Hill basement room, 
noticed a terrible smell coming from an old heating 
vent. She prodded the church. The youth pastor 
answered that it was probably the musk of twice-
weekly youth group. She investigated and found 
that birds had been 
nesting inside for years. 
The church sheepishly 
cleaned and patched it.

A gung-ho parent decided that the young students at 
Chapel Hill needed a playground. He flew through the 
permitting process and had it built almost overnight. 
The students loved it for a few months — until the 
county looked more closely and forced the school to 
remove it. 

Theresa Hutchins arrived one day to find enthusiastic 
students sliding down a grassy hill. She warned them 
not to stain their clothes. They insisted. Casting 
around, she found flattened cardboard boxes. They had 
so much fun sliding that by the end of recess a couple 

students had to be sent home with terrible allergies.

The students who graduated in those early years were 
shocked on entering high school by how big and 
structured a school could be. They were used to recess 

in the woods, where 
whole grades would 
participate in epic 
games of capture the 
flag. They were used 

to hiding in bushes and creating trails and inventing 
elaborate tag games, not manicured ballfields. They 
were used to the loose leash of the early years, which 
often led to learning experiences.

The makeshift learning environment left space for 
experimentation. Close relationships within the school 
made for a family atmosphere. It may have been 
cobbled together, but the students did not know any 
better. They went with it, having a great time along the 
way. So did the board, teachers, and parents.
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UNITY IN PEOPLE
“So whether you eat or drink 
or whatever you do, do it all 
for the glory of God.”  
1 Corinthians 10:31

A strong sense of community defined Lighthouse 
Christian School’s early years. The fledgling school 

depended on people. Time and talent generously given 
kept the school going. Because everything was spread 
between three borrowed campuses, special effort had 
to be made to get everyone together and develop the 
unity that would make the school thrive.

Every year on a late summer afternoon, just before the 

and music. The gathering lasted well into dusk as 
people savored the feeling of being together again 
before launching into a new school year filled again 
with unknowns.

During the year, manila envelopes became the conduit 
for all school-related intelligence. Volunteers stuffed 

school year began, 
families and faculty 
filled Gig Harbor 
City Park for the 
annual picnic. 
Barbecues sizzled 
and kids ran wild. 
Teachers spread 
out to various areas 

of the park, giving 
parents and students 
the chance to meet 
and chat with them. 
There were games 

these “Friday folders” with graded papers, 
announcements, flyers for upcoming events, 
Bible verses, and prayer requests. The 
prayers during the last week of 2000 were 
for the safety of everyone going to Wild 
Waves Theme Park for the end-of-school 
celebration, a summer full of rest and 
wonderful memories, and success for the 
new building campaign. Students faithfully 
brought these folders to their parents.
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Fun events punctuated the 
year. In autumn, classes took 
trips to the local pumpkin 
patch. In winter, the school 
rented out a roller rink so that 
parents, teachers, and students 
could boogie on wheels 
together. A talent show gave 
students the chance to display 
their virtuosity in song, dance, piano, poetry recitation, 
and recorder duets. It also gave the parents a chance to 
eat together. One year, when spaghetti and garlic bread 
were on the menu, principal Tim Calkins penned on 
a mustache, adopted the name Luigi, and emceed an 
entertainingly Italian version of the talent show.

At all of these events, the school board took the 
opportunity to keep families apprised of the school’s 
progress and goals. They were parents too, and as 
growth unfolded they needed all of the prayer and 
support they could get.

The first year of kindergarten 
ended with a parent-organized 
graduation for the ages. It had 
caps and gowns, a balloon 
arch, chocolate strawberries, 
everything. It may have been 
over the top, but the parents 
were enthusiastic.

At the end of each year, the whole school shuffled 
itself into a loose rectangle on the concrete walkway 
leading down to Harbor Covenant Church’s main 
entrance. The younger students in front grinned as 
a photographer clambered onto the roof to snap the 
school’s picture from above. That yearly photograph, 
filled with bundled bodies and upturned faces, showed 
the hope on which Lighthouse was built.

The school had no building, campus, athletic teams, 
or fancy equipment. It was made up of nothing more 
than people, people who loved to give their talent and 
energy to glorify God through education.
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INVOLVED PARENTS

“By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, 
if you love one another.”   John 13:35

Without parents who gave selflessly of their 
time, Lighthouse Christian School would have 

quickly folded.

Early parents had a true pioneer spirit. To send their 
children to a school with so few physical resources, 
they had to have faith that the school had the spiritual 
and academic ingredients to succeed. They were willing 

errands for teachers, some donated snacks for field 
trips, some graded papers, some watched over recess. 
Kathy Uddenberg made herself famous to students by 
bringing home-baked cookies every time she visited 
a classroom. They dubbed her Cookie Lady. Each 
class recruited one or two creative and consistent “art 
moms” who brought and taught an art project for the 
students every week, making up for the fact that there 
was not yet an art teacher on staff.

The school was not shy about asking for help. Odd 
requests regularly came through the Friday folders, like 

this one from June 
of 2000: “WEEDS! 
WEEDS! If you have 
your yard looking 

good and want to help the school overcome the fast 
growing weeds, please come any time to pick weeds 
out of our bark areas!”

Lighthouse’s parents participate strongly in the 
school’s success because they understand that a child’s 

to work hard to help the school 
overcome all challenges and 
provide their children with a 
great education. They put in 
effort well above and beyond the 35 volunteer hours 
required to supplement tuition in the first few years.

It was a time of selfless giving. In a hundred ways, 
parent volunteers demonstrated a cheerful willingness 
to do anything that needed to be done. Some ran 
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education requires a close relationship between parents 
and classroom teachers. They work on math problems 
at home in the evening. They help to organize special 
opportunities. When disciplinary issues arise, they 
generally trust the teachers’ judgment and help 
to design the course of 
disciplinary action. They stand 
behind the school rather than 
blame it when times get tough.

Early on, a group of the most 
dedicated parent volunteers 
formed Parents for Lighthouse 
(PfL), which continues to 
coordinate the volunteer 
response to the school’s needs. 
It recruits coaches for sports 
teams, makes sure that teachers have classroom help, 
and organizes big events. Now that the school has a 
building, PfL hosts a regular Galley Dinner that gives 
parents time for fellowship and a way to stay tuned 
into the school’s needs.

Over time, parental involvement has diminished, 
especially in the older grades. This is to be expected, 
for today the school has the resources to pay 
professionals for tasks once given to volunteers, like 
teaching art classes and landscaping the campus. Less 

involvement has 
inevitably resulted 
in an unfortunate 
loss of some of the 
family feel that 
characterized the 
school’s early years.

Still, the typical 
Lighthouse parent 
is eager and always 
willing to help. 

They come to events, lavish teachers with gifts, take 
on mundane tasks, give their time, and ever have an 
encouraging word. They remain the driving force 
behind the school.
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THE BOARD

Lighthouse Christian School’s ultimate parent 
volunteers are those on its board of directors. 

Though the board’s members change from year to 
year, their hard work and dedication to excellence have 
remained constant.

The school’s founders set a powerful tenor for future 
boards by taking it on 
themselves to oversee every 
detail. They met weekly for 
the first two years with near-
perfect attendance, usually 
in family homes, investing 
massive amounts of time in the 
school’s success. The meetings 
sometimes lasted four hours 
as they prayerfully made 
decisions about everything 

from hiring new faculty to buying paper to writing 
vision statements. Though none were experts, all were 
willing to do whatever it took.

They maintained a close working relationship with the 
faculty by offering a teacher representative a stipend to 
join board meetings. They also hosted a regular board 
and staff huddle so that everyone would remain tight 
despite being spread between different campuses.

After overseeing every 
little detail the first 
year, the board hired an 
administrator. He came 
into a challenging position 
with three campuses 
and such a hands on 
board. He left after a 
year. It took time for the 
board, with the help of 
the administrator who 
followed, to transition 
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“Whatever you do, work at it with all 
your heart, as working for the Lord, not 
for human masters.”   Colossians 3:23

from a focus on details to a focus on policy and the 
school’s broader direction.

An inspiring roster of personalities has been on the 
board. Some have been stay-at-home moms, some have 
been top-level executives, some have been new arrivals 
to Gig Harbor. Each has 
brought a unique set of skills.
 
Longtime board chair Dion 
Rurik was adept at keeping a 
family feel while guiding business decisions. Even with 
four small boys of her own, she helped in classrooms, 
listened to parents, and planned the future. She was 
the last founder to depart, and before stepping off the 
board she spent a year mentoring the next generation 
of the school’s leaders.

Dennis Trittin first got involved with his son’s school 
by coaching a basketball team and aiding the finance 
committee. Within a few years he had quit his job at 
Russell Investments to mentor, write, and design a 

financial literacy course for 8th graders. He considered 
his service as board chair the biggest blessing of his 
life and could be found at the school most mornings, 
greeting students as they entered. 

There have been many others, too many to list, who 
selflessly gave their time and talent 
as the board guided the school with 
faith. In 2008, as the economy 
went belly-up, the board had to 
make a difficult decision. The 
school needed a big investment in 

technology — wiring, servers, computers — to provide 
the best education for its students. But the school’s 
finances were in trouble. After much debate, though 
the outlook was grim, the board went ahead with the 
full investment. They had faith that stability would 
return, that the best investment was in students.

The board remains as willing as ever to prayerfully 
enter unknown territory and do whatever it takes to 
find what is best for the school’s students.
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CHRIST-CENTERED EDUCATION
“Sanctify them by the truth; your 
word is truth.” John 17:17

The education at Lighthouse Christian School is 
built on the idea that Christ should sit squarely 

at the center of every subject. Its teachers provide a 
holistic education that integrates the spirit and the 
mind.

The school started with A Beka, an integrated 
Christian curriculum that teaches the basic learning 
skills of phonics, memorization, and math across 

subject areas, 
solidifying 
skills through 
repetition. 
Over the years, 
the school has 
added on to A 
Beka, especially 
in the older 

and materials to their classrooms. The classes that 
supplement the basic curriculum have grown from 
what few were available at first — Art, PE, and a 
little Spanish — into the diverse and specialized 
opportunities available today, which range from Jazz 
Band to Home Economics to 3-D Design. But though 
the curriculum and tools for teaching have evolved, 
Lighthouse still focuses strongly on the basic learning 
skills that are critical to success.

Most fundamental to the education is Christ. 
Everything is taught through a Christian worldview. 
In contrast with a secular worldview, a Christian 
worldview teaches that knowledge comes from God 
rather than man’s accomplishments. Truth is firm 
rather than dependent upon situation. Students are 
taught facts. In a Christian worldview, for example, 
history shows how God has guided the affairs 
of mankind and literature deals with character, 

grades, as teachers 
have brought 
new strategies 
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thinking. Science teacher Ty Newton modeled this 
when he taught evolutionary theory right alongside 
creationism. He told his students that you have to 
know both sides of an argument inside and out to 
make a decision about it. He guided classroom debates 
that usually ended by turning to scripture.

Perhaps most importantly, Lighthouse teachers have 
always had the ability to tailor opportunities to 
individual students. When they find a student’s special 
aptitude, they go out of their way to draw it out. 
When Spencer Hutchins was in 8th grade, a teacher 
gave him and some friends the chance to attend a 

leadership conference. Then the teacher met with 
them every week at lunch as they created the 
school’s first student government.

Today, the biggest curriculum challenge is the 
integration of technology. iPads will be standard 
fare for 8th graders, and the computer lab is a 
hub for much more than just typing lessons. 
Lighthouse wants to prepare students for the 

realities of 21st-century life, but it does not want to 
lose the power of its basic curriculum. It is wary that 
technology will replace the memorization and critical 
thinking of its early years with a look-it-up attitude. 
It also knows that technology threatens to make the 
secular worldview pervasive.

But teachers are using technology conscientiously, 
aware that like any other tool, it can be used wisely to 
bring glory to God. It provides a modern platform for 
Lighthouse’s solid education. With Christ at the center, 
a 21st-century Lighthouse education will continue to 
produce excellent students.

conscience, and 
country rather than 
moral ambiguities. 

In middle school, 
the curriculum 
expands to give 
students the chance 
to practice critical 
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A REAL CAMPUS

“Unless the Lord builds the house, the builders labor in 
vain. Unless the Lord watches over the city, the watchmen 
stand guard in vain.”   Psalm 127:1

When principal Tim Calkins first saw the land 
that would become Lighthouse Christian 

School’s home, he had a hard time visualizing a school 
there. Completely undeveloped, it was covered in a 
thick, sloping forest.

Board members began searching for property in the 
school’s second year, though the school hardly had the 
money buy anything. No leads panned out until they 
found the forested property on Point Fosdick Drive. 
Though raw, it had potential.

As they tried to calculate how they could come up 
with the money to make an offer, a huge unexpected 

godsend came. In 
1996, grandparents 
George and Jane 
Russell bought the 
land outright and 
leased it to the school 
for a dollar a year. In 2000, they donated it. It was one 
of the greatest gifts in the school’s history, and it freed 
the board to create the campus that would give the 
school unity.

They did not shy from thinking big. Early drawings 
showed a huge athletic field, an outdoor amphitheater, 
two large school buildings, an administration and 
chapel building, a meandering drive, even tennis 
courts. All was to be funded by donations, all in two or 
three years. Of course, reality altered the plan. It took 
two painfully slow years just to get the required change 
of use permit. 

Local contractor Rush Construction offered to donate 
the first structure — its old office building. The school 
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could not say no to a gift like that and paid $30,000 
to have the building moved by trucks in two giant 
halves. The move was quite a spectacle. On wheels, the 
unwieldy building took up the whole two-lane width 
of Olympic Drive. The roofs brushed against traffic 
lights, and bemused police 
officers on motorcycles directed 
traffic. The one-mile journey 
took an hour. Lighthouse 
parents came out in force to see 
the beginning of a new era for 
the school.

The building may have been 
free, but it was in need of work. 
In addition to restoring it, the 
board decided to add a ground-
level floor so that it had space for offices, classrooms 
for younger grades, and a library.

In the cold winter of 1998, volunteer families erected 
a playground, thumping cold poles into place and 

hanging swings, then taking breaks to warm themselves 
at a bonfire. As the year progressed, the campus took 
shape around modular classrooms. Concerns were 
raised. Modulars were seen as ugly. They were rarely 
as temporary as intended. Students would have to 

go outside to get to lunch 
and the bathroom. Those 
concerns were answered as 
work days continued and 
volunteer power helped 
to create a beautiful, 
welcoming campus.

School started ten days 
late that year with a ribbon 
cutting ceremony. While 
the teachers were pinching 

themselves at the thought of not having to pack up 
their classrooms at the end of each week and the 
students were overjoyed at having their own desks, the 
biggest blessing was having everyone together in the 
same place.
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STUDENT LIFE

On the new campus, the energy that marked 
Lighthouse Christian School multiplied.

No one saw it more clearly than office manager Janice 
Gray. Before, she was miles from any of the classrooms. 

New traditions were found in things as simple as 
waiting outside for parents after school. Students 
mingled and invented all kinds of mischief. They came 
up with countless games to play on the playground. 
A parent organized a pizza day that quickly became 
each week’s most anticipated event. Middle schoolers 
successfully petitioned to have hooded sweatshirts 
added to the uniform. PE teachers arranged special 
trips to swim at the YMCA. Having students of a wide 

Now, students came in and out 
of her second-floor office in the 
donated building all day, and 
she never saw a dull moment. 
Once she had to call 911 
because a student came in with 
his eyelid caught in the zipper 
of his vest.

Students and teachers took 
advantage of the new campus 
in hundreds of ways, and the 
school’s culture strengthened. 

range of ages on the 
same campus allowed 
for all kinds of 
healthy interactions.

Having classrooms 
of their own 
allowed teachers to 
focus on teaching 
and do so much 
more than before. 
Elaborate homemade 
decorations changed 
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“Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will 
be able to test and approve what God’s will is — his good, 
pleasing, and perfect will.”   Romans 12:2

with the seasons. 
Supplies were more 
easily available. Class 
projects accumulated. 
Students could stay 
for extra one-on-one work after class. The classroom no 
longer felt makeshift and temporary.

In those days, certain field trips became storied 
traditions. Third graders got to experience 
Washington’s settler history by spending a night at 
Pioneer Farms, where they milked cows, stripped 
logs, played kick the can, popped popcorn over a fire, 
and slept in a barn. Fourth graders toured the state 
capitol building in Olympia, where they observed the 
legislature in action. 

Eighth graders went on a weeklong odyssey to 
Washington D.C. that was as memorable for the social 
experience of being far from home with friends as it 
was for visiting the nation’s most meaningful sites. It 
gave students a chance to lean into their teenage selves 

Like the trip to Washington D.C., many early 
traditions continue today. Lighthouse Reads started as 
an informal way to encourage student reading. Now 
the challenge to read 1,000 minutes in ten weeks is a 
school-wide production complete with posters, a prize 
patrol, and an evening event in which teachers show 
up in pajamas to read alongside their students.

As it has since 1998, the school year culminates with 
Field Day. With summer on the doorstep, classes let 
loose and have fun in games and competitions all 
across campus. Students say goodbye to the teachers 
they have loved all year by launching water balloons at 
them. The campus rings with the joyful, sunny sounds 
of cheers and bullhorns.

— though one student 
who had a tendency to 
wander almost got the 
whole class kicked out of 
the Pentagon!
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PERSONALITIES MONTAGE

As a family-driven school, Lighthouse Christian 
School has been blessed with incredible people. 

Too many have made outsized contributions to profile 
them all here, though they all deserve recognition. 
Here is a sampling:

No one exemplifies the selfless 
volunteer spirit better than 
Elsie Graham. In the late 
1990s she was the caretaker for 
two young girls, and she made 
their parents a deal that she 
would care for them for free if 
the parents would send them 
to a Christian school. They did. Elsie loved Lighthouse 
so much that before long she was helping the girls’ 
teachers to design worksheets, create invitations to 
events, grade papers, sew vests, and put together crafts. 

At the new campus she single-handedly pulled together 
a library and served as librarian. Her husband Walter 
built the shelves. The girls graduated after eight years, 
but Elsie continued to do a hundred things around the 
school. She still does, and is loved by all.

The school hired administrator Tim Calkins in 1997 
after a difficult search for the right fit. Founder Bill 

Pandiani called him a treasure in a wooden box 
— unassuming but astute. In his first year, he put 
thousands of miles on his car driving between the three 
church campuses. He gave the school cohesion during 
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“How good and pleasant it is when God’s people 
live together in unity!”   Psalm 133:1

six years of phenomenal change, including a new 
campus, board turnover, and expanding enrollment. 
Whether leading events with megaphone in hand 
or mentoring new teachers, 
he skillfully kept the school’s 
founding spirit strong.

Later, Debbie Schindler was an 
administrator for just three years, but she brought 
a big-picture mentality to the job. She helped the 
school define its long-term goals and was able to put 
its teaching philosophy into words: “Where learners 
become leaders.”

On Stephen Roddy’s first day as a Lighthouse 5th grade 
teacher, he forgot to write his name on the board 
before the students arrived. Teaching at a public school 
had taught him never to turn his back on a class, and 
he did so nervously, expecting mischief to break out 
immediately. When he turned back around he was 
amazed, for he found the class sitting quietly, hands 
folded on their desks. A big strong guy with a tender 

King David heart, Roddy flourished at the school. He 
taught 5th grade, 6th grade, drama, history, and science; 
coached teams; became the middle school principal; 

and today is Principal and 
Director of Education. He 
is a role model for men 
twice his age. His joyous 
approach to life permeates 

the school, guiding students and faculty alike.

Jim Langager, Janet Newton, and Cathy Givens 
were the core of a consistently excellent faculty since 
the beginning. As each year brought a new mix of 
personalities, their whole-hearted dedication anchored 
the school, kept it true to its roots. Each cares for 
students as if they were their own children, teaching 
love for the Lord and a passion for doing things the 
right way.

The school runs through of the hearts of such people 
— and many, many more.
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ACADEMIC RIGOR

“Don’t let anyone look down on you because you are young, but 
set an example for the believers in speech, in conduct, in love, 
in faith, and in purity.”   1 Timothy 4:12

Lighthouse Christian School’s leaders have had 
many long conversations over the years about how 

to balance spiritual depth with academic excellence, 
since many Christian schools sacrifice one for the 
other. They believe 
that the two 
should feed each 
other.

each parent-teacher conference session lasted a full 30 
minutes.

Jim Langager is the consummate example of a teacher 
who held his students to a high standard because he 
cared about them so deeply. He kept students strictly 
focused on the correct way of doing things and 
paired it with an ability to engage them on their level, 

The culture of academic rigor that has developed grew 
first from the school’s relational roots. Even when 
teachers had few resources at their disposal, their 
individual relationships with students and strong focus 
on the basics of reading, math, and spiritual thought 
allowed them to tailor opportunities to each student. 
Math whizzes were pushed to join older classes. 
Readers were challenged to tackle advanced books. 
Teachers wrote detailed notes on every report card, and 

still talk about the impact his sterling example had on 
their lives.

Other teachers were known for encouraging critical 
thinking, especially in the older grades. Karen Kennedy 
encouraged her students to enter statewide essay 
contests. Bible teachers helped their students to apply 
scripture to all kinds of situations.

whether it was explaining 
conversions with family 
metaphors or telling 
honest stories about his 
past life. Former students 
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The school’s reputation grew. One night each year 
parents lined up at the office in the wee hours of 
the night to have the first chance at kindergarten 
enrollment. Space was limited.

To further prepare students, the school gave them 
yearly practice SAT tests. Not only did the tests make 
students comfortable 
with standardized 
testing, it allowed the 
school to measure 
their progress against 
students nationwide. 
They consistently 
outperformed national 
averages.

Special competitions 
gave students the chance to show off their skills. 
Parents came to watch spelling bees, art fairs, speech 
meets, science fairs, and geography bees. Competition 
brought out the best in students. The school’s top 

spellers went on to regional competitions, and a few 
have advanced to the national level. Others went to the 
Math Olympics, a tense day of computation and story 
problems in which the school has always done well.

Basic phonics and math skills are still the foundation of 
the school’s academic excellence. Today, however, the 
school has the resources to provide a more customized 
education. Jon Johansen, the school’s first counselor, 
supports students both academically and emotionally, 
connecting them with what they need to succeed. The 
education continues to grow more sophisticated.

A Lighthouse education sets students up to do 
anything they want. Graduates have gone on to 
become surgeons, pastors, soldiers, engineers, artists, 
and parents. Spencer Hutchins has become the first 
alumnus to join the school’s board of directors. With 
a strong spiritual emphasis feeding academic rigor, the 
school graduates future leaders.
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TEACHERS

Teachers at Lighthouse Christian School love 
God, love their work, and love their students. 

These gifted, humble classroom leaders are the school’s 
greatest asset.

Since the three-campus days when they could not wait 
to see each other and share crazy stories at weekly staff 
meetings, the faculty has been tight-knit. As the school 
constantly transformed, they supported one another 
through friendship and prayer. They adapted. All were 
willing to take on challenges like teaching new grade 
levels. When an early administrator resigned for health 
reasons, three teachers took on extra work to keep the 
school running.
 
Cathy Givens exemplifies how Lighthouse teachers 
are guided by love. Sharp and creative, with an often 
wacky sense of humor, she spices even the driest lessons 

with jokes that students never forget. She pours her 
heart into her students.

During Tim Calkins’ tenure as principal, the school 
began to offer some of the highest teacher salaries of 
any Pacific Northwest Christian school — this after 
barely making payroll the first year. In 2012, the school 
board decided that to continue honoring the school’s 
most valuable asset, it would pay faculty at the same 
rate as public schools.
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“And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do 
it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to 
God the Father through him.”   Colossians 3:17

Naturally, this has attracted amazing talent. When the 
administration showed Joe Dille the salary chart during 
his recruitment, his jaw dropped. He has since taken 
the school’s physical education and athletics programs 
to undreamed of levels, and his joyful personality fills 
campus with snippets of praise songs and high fives in 
the carpool lines.

Lighthouse’s teachers 
care generously for their 
students. Because they teach 
through relationships, they 
react to students’ strengths and draw them out, finding 
special ways to show them how to be followers of Jesus 
and well-educated humans. They share everything 
about themselves, especially their testimonies.

One year, a young boy had a tough transition to 
Lighthouse. Every recess, he hid from his classmates 
in the big tires half-buried in the recess yard. One day, 
2nd grade teacher Carol Erickson decided to crawl into 
the cramped space with him. She gave him company 

and listened to him. For several recesses it became a 
ritual for them, a safe place for the boy until he was 
ready to join fully in the life of the school.

During interviews, prospective hires are grilled by 
the administration. They must have exceptional 

skills, of course, but more 
importantly they must 
show a 150% commitment 
to the idea of a godly 
education. They must have 

a caring heart. As a result, everyone believes strongly in 
the same mission, and unity defines the faculty. They 
are close friends and comrades.

Teachers today say that it is not a job. Nobody counts 
hours. They love spending time together. They teach 
at Lighthouse because they believe wholeheartedly in 
the significance of nurturing learners who will become 
leaders. It is a calling, a ministry. It is hard and tiring 
work that nonetheless leaves them invigorated at the 
end of the year.
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A MODERN BUILDING

“The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew 
and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it 
had its foundation on the rock.”   Matthew 7:15

When Lighthouse Christian School designed 
its campus of portable classrooms, it kept 

everything well away from the property’s best building 
site, where it dreamed of erecting a true school 
building. 

Finally, after raising money for years and weaving 
through a maze of county permits, the time came to 
break ground in 2002. At a ceremony, the whole school 
stood in raincoats around a perimeter of construction 
tape. In prayer, Janet Newton asked God to “see all of 
those who have worked tirelessly to accomplish your 
will and make this school shine like a lighthouse in 
an ocean of storms.” She prayed that what was built 
would glorify God. 
Then students of all 
ages grabbed shovels 
and dug in.

The building was designed by Building God’s Way, a 
construction firm that balances high quality with the 
reduced costs of a cookie cutter approach for churches 
and schools. More than thirty classrooms on two floors 
would encircle a central cafeteria and gymnasium.

The construction site became a noisy, exciting presence 
on campus. Students loved to watch the huge steel 
frame rise. It seemed futuristic, impossible. The rumble 
of backhoes was so common that Jim Langager’s 
class almost ignored an earthquake! Board members 
walked parents through the site, trying to show them 
everything that would occupy the muddy space.

It also gave the school endless opportunities to 
practice ministry. Parents sent their children with 
coffee and cookies to give to construction workers. 
Spanish classes went onsite to sing songs in Spanish. 

Art classes decorated 
Christmas cards and 
posters. Joe Dille led 
a Wednesday Bible 
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study he called “Pizza, Prayer, and Praise,” complete 
with song sheets printed in both English and Spanish; 
though the workers were a tough crowd, ten or so 
joined him every week. Middle school principal David 
Peters made a point of sharing with them the school’s 
vision. Several workers came to Christ.

Perhaps the most powerful moment came on a day 
when the entire student body left their portable 
classrooms with Bibles and permanent markers in 
hand. They covered the building’s steel bones with 
handwritten Bible verses and messages. 

After many delays, the 64,000 square foot building 
stood complete in August 2004. Modern and 
multifunctional, it amazed parents and students alike. 
The science classroom had gas and water spigots built 
into every table. The teachers who had been around for 
a long time found the facility surreal, a blessing beyond 
anything they could believe.

Once again, the school’s overall unity received a boost. 
With everyone circulating through the same building, 
the modulars’ shortcomings became almost laughably 
obvious. Rather than squeezing PE into a multipurpose 
room with a linoleum floor, Joe Dille had a full 
gymnasium at his disposal. Rather than practicing 
typing on old computers in a room next to the school 
office, students could learn technology in a spacious 
computer lab. Administrators had real offices.

To some, it hardly seemed like the same school as 
it settled in to its magnificent new home. But the 
classrooms inside, once decorated and filled with 
energetic students, kept the school’s family feel.
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GENEROUS SUPPORT

“Good will come to those who 
are generous and lend freely, 
who conduct their affairs 
with justice.”   Psalm 112:5

People sometimes look at Lighthouse Christian 
School and assume that it is the project of a 

wealthy church or some other sponsor. But it has been 
built solely through the generous support of families.

Early efforts to raise money were humble. A year of 
saving Campbell’s Soup labels brought the school a 

members to supplement tuition, allowing the school 
to grow quickly and pay competitive salaries while 
keeping tuition reasonable. The school’s location 
helped, for upper middle class Gig Harbor is full of 
people with the means to give.

George and Jane Russell stood out as benefactors. 
Former owners of an international business and 
proud Lighthouse grandparents, they offered business 
advice to early boards, donated the property for the 
campus, cosigned on construction loans, and gave 

set of encyclopedias, a paper 
trimmer, four dictionaries, Legos, 
and volleyball equipment. When 
there were larger capital expenses, 
board members got on the phone 
and asked parents for donations.

Margaret Greydanus served as the first development 
director. Her work marked a turning point in the 
school’s fundraising. An annual fund grew out of 
the generosity of parents, grandparents, and board 

timely donations. They never sought 
recognition. The school recognized 
them anyway in 2004, after Jane had 
passed away, by dedicating the just-
completed building to her and the way 
she quietly impacted the lives of those 
around her.

The building itself was a huge test of the school’s 
faith and financial solvency. As the board tried to 
raise millions of dollars, the construction process hit 
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all kinds of potholes. 
It cost a million dollars 
just to move dirt during 
site development. By the 
time the steel frame was 
erected, money had run 
out. The board redoubled 
its efforts at fundraising 
knowing that it was asking 
a near-impossible amount 
from its supporters. 
Finally, it had to decide if 
it should finish just three 
classrooms and the gym or 
go into debt to finish the 
whole thing. Their debates 
gave no clear answers, so they again put their trust in 
the Lord to provide and decided that the school had 
to be completed. There have been hairy moments 
repaying the debt — several times it took very specific 
donations not to default — but thanks to its donors 
the school is on track to be debt free again in 2016.

The beloved yearly auction brings the 
spirit of festive generosity out in full 
force. Silent auction tables are laden with 
all kinds of treasures. Eighth graders serve 
a fine dinner. Then the live auction gets 
under way. Donations fly in for special 
projects, like outfitting the cafeteria 
kitchen or buying mobile laptop carts. 
Romantic dinners, gift baskets, rounds 
of golf, and tropical getaways all get their 
time in the spotlight, but the hottest 
commodities are the quilts, paintings, 
furniture, and sculptures created by 
students. These inspire lively sessions of 
back-and-forth bidding.

That these classroom creations generate the most 
heated bidding says a lot about the priorities of 
the school’s parents. They go above and beyond in 
supporting the school because they want the best for 
their kids.
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THE HIGH SCHOOLS

Lighthouse Christian School made two attempts to 
expand its education beyond 8th grade. Though 

both high schools showed signs of promise, in the end 
neither lasted more than two years.

The first was called Trinity Christian Academy. Opened 
in basement classrooms at Chapel Hill Presbyterian 
Church in 2001, it hosted 27 students. Like 
Lighthouse, its mission was to provide an excellent 
Christ-centered education. It aspired to integrate 
college preparatory academics, a community service 
program, athletics, and other extracurriculars.

Though there were great teachers and students 
involved, it was crippled by three factors. First, its 
location separated it from the vitality of Lighthouse’s 
campus. Second, there were personalities happened 
not to mesh. Third, its unsustainably small size made 

it a financial burden on the elementary and middle 
schools. At the end of the first year, as a capital 
campaign for Lighthouse’s new building loomed, the 
board made the difficult decision to discontinue the 
attempt.

Nonetheless, as a letter to parents stated, “The first year 
at Trinity was not wasted time — there were many 
students who showed tremendous growth in their 

spiritual walk and 
academic work.”

In 2006, when 
the building stood 
complete, the time 
was ripe to give it 
a more concerted 
effort. This time 
the high school 
seemed to have the 
right ingredients 
for success. It began 
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“The boundary lines have fallen for me in pleasant places; 
surely I have a delightful inheritance.”   Psalm 16:6 

with an energetic 
group of 25 ninth 
graders. Full of 
personality, they quickly bonded through beachside 
picnic lunches, volleyball matches, classes, and outings 
in Tacoma. It was a close learning environment. When 
they studied northwest states, each student chose a 
different area and planned a trip to explore its history. 
They voted on the most interesting trip, then did it 
together — a weekend spent hiking around Quinault.

In the second year, there were 20 tenth graders and 
only 12 ninth graders. By the end of the year, it was 
obvious that without more students, the high school’s 
quality of academics and social life would not match 
Lighthouse’s standards. The students were performing 
in the 80th percentile on standardized tests, but in their 
junior and senior years they would need specialized 
teachers for each subject in order to excel.

The board doubled the marketing budget to no effect. 
There are so many fine high schools near Gig Harbor 

that it is almost 
impossible for a tiny 
startup school to 

compete. Though every member of the board yearned 
for the high school to succeed, they again made the 
excruciating financial decision not to continue the next 
year.

Many of the students were chagrined at the news. 
The next Monday they ignored the class schedule 
and instead crafted a proposal asking the board to 
reconsider its decision. Their teachers helped them to 
research statistics and build arguments as to why the 
school should be kept open. The board received the 
proposal graciously, but had to inform the crestfallen 
students that their decision was firm.

The idea of starting a high school has resurfaced 
occasionally since then, but Lighthouse has focused 
ever more strongly on its mission to educate 
elementary and middle school students.
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SPIRITUALITY

“Be devoted to one another in love. Honor one 
another above yourselves. Never be lacking in 
zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the 
Lord. Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, 
faithful in prayer.”   Romans 12:10-12

Each week at Lighthouse Christian School, the 
spiritual energy of hundreds of students finds 

beautiful expression in an hour-long chapel. Side by 
side, students of all ages fill Navigator Hall with lively 
worship and joyful singing. Scripture reverberates. 
Teachers share their wisdom. The school lays bare its 
godly heart during chapel.

This spirit of godliness is 
not confined to chapel. It 
is the basis of everything 
at Lighthouse. In the 
classrooms, no matter 
the lesson plan, God is 
present. Scripture covers the walls. A 1st grade teacher 
will stop class when an ambulance’s siren passes on 
the road outside so that the students can pray for 
whoever is inside. A middle school math teacher will 

step back from demonstrating proofs to talk about how 
a Christian should be a good thinker, able to think 
through problems as logically as they were learning in 
geometry.

Through the years, daily Bible classes deepened 
students’ spiritual knowledge. “Sword Drill” 
competitions familiarized them with the Bible. A 
yearly Spiritual Focus Week brought projects, extended 
prayer, and interesting speakers. One year, students 

learned hand motions to the 
entire Old Testament. Another 
year, a man amazed them with 
his ability to recite the whole 
New Testament from memory.

Just like there are natural 
athletes and math whizzes, there are always a few 
exceptionally spiritual students in every class. Teachers 
help them to voice their faith and apply it to all 
subjects, thus filling a mentoring niche that may not 
be filled at home or in church.
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Each year’s Christmas program showcases the 
students’ progression of spiritual development. Classes 
practice their parts for weeks prior to the show, from 
kindergartners dressed like lambs to middle schoolers 
singing solos. Amazing things 
happen during the performance. 
One year, Jon Johansen watched 
a young boy come on stage 
with his class. The boy had 
transferred to Lighthouse that 
year on a special scholarship — 
he lived in a troubled household 
where he had seen terrible 
things — and Johansen had 
been working without much 
success to draw him into the 
school’s circle of care. That night Johansen watched 
and wept as for the first time the reticent boy let 
himself go and sang out to Jesus.

Faith at Lighthouse always comes back to the weekly 
chapel. Today’s chapels retain the enthusiasm of those 

days when a monthly all-school chapel was the only 
time that the school’s three campuses came together. 
Teachers lead by example. Ty Newton joked to his 
students that his singing sounded like a squirrel 

being electrocuted, 
then inspired them 
by worshipping 
with unabashed joy. 
Another teacher spoke 
honestly to the middle 
schoolers about the 
trend of alcoholism 
in his family and how 
he had sworn never 
to drink since Jesus 
was so much more 
important to him. 

At chapel, students are taught about the pearl of great 
price. The most valuable thing is always Jesus. Spurred 
on by each other and their teachers, they form a faith 
as fundamental as the ability to read.
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CARING CULTURE

Love your neighbor as yourself. Students at 
Lighthouse Christian School have all kinds of 

opportunities to live out the Golden Rule. When 
a parent read about Operation Christmas Child in 
a magazine during the school’s first year, it set off 
a frenzy among the students. Once the young kids 

All God’s Children has three campuses in Liberia, 
where a lost generation of children needed a safe place 
to trade guns for books. Lighthouse students raised 
$4,000 the first year through their own efforts and 
haven’t looked back since. They exchange letters with 
Liberian students and invent ways to help them. Some 
have set up lemonade stands. Others have hosted 
birthday parties where they ask for donations to 
Liberia rather than presents for themselves.

understood that there were 
kids like them in Bosnia 
who might not get any gifts 
for Christmas, they filled 
shoebox after shoebox with 
food, toothpaste, bouncy 
balls, candy, survival kits, 
and notes.

In the 2000s, the school 
adopted a sister school in 
another war-torn nation. 

This support has helped 
All God’s Children 
raise its teacher salaries 
from $40 to $65 a 
month, buy student 
uniforms, equip sports 
teams, provide Liberian 
textbooks, and build 
a courtyard. Teacher 
Heidi Otis has been to 
visit Liberia a number 
of times, becoming an 
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“They sold property and possessions to give 
to anyone who had need.”   Acts 2:45

emissary between the like-hearted schools. Because 
they are in such different cultures, the relationship is a 
blessing for both.

Lighthouse strives 
to foster a servant’s 
heart in students, to imprint the skills of caring. In 
classrooms, teachers put up prayer boards full of 
names. They have their students make cards when new 
siblings are born or grandparents become ill. When 
young Rebekah Ueland was diagnosed with diabetes, 
she felt shy about it, like it was something to hide. Her 
teacher instead made testing her blood sugar level a fun 
guessing game for the whole class and in the process 
taught them to understand and accept the disease. 

By 2007, community service hours were required 
for all middle schoolers. Projects ranged from weed-
pulling to visiting retirement homes to collecting coats 
for the homeless. Community mentors help middle 
schoolers with their service projects. In 2011, many 
of the students focused their efforts on the local FISH 

Food Bank. They donated carloads of canned food and 
clothes and recruited younger classes to help by writing 

Christmas cards. Now Lighthouse students 
help Key Peninsula Middle School (KPMS) 
students with their annual food drive, and 
KPMS students help Lighthouse students 

to raise money for All God’s Children in Liberia.

Some years parents, students, and staff have donned 
red aprons and taken over the Gig Harbor McDonald’s 
for an evening in which a portion of all sales go to 
the school. Ronald McDonald himself shows up for 
the fun. The Lighthouse contingent brings a spirit of 
joy and service to the restaurant’s dinner rush as they 
pick up trash, wipe down tables, and refill ketchup 
dispensers.

A caring spirit permeates Lighthouse. It pushes 
students into the community to follow Jesus’s example 
of service. It shows them how to help others, giving 
them a mindset that lasts a lifetime.
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PLACE IN COMMUNITY

“In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see 
your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.”   Matthew 5:16

The founders of Lighthouse Christian School set 
out to create a safe place for children to learn and 

grow, but they also dreamed of a school that would be 
a ministry to the surrounding community. It would 
not be a church; they were intentional about not tying 
it to any denomination. It had a different role to play. 
Like a lighthouse, it would serve as a beacon of hope 
and truth for Gig Harbor’s children.

When it was split between three churches, it was 
hard to feel like the school had a strong presence in 

in the annual Gig Harbor parade, but the school was 
still too young, developing, to think much about how 
it could reach beyond itself.

That began to change with the new campus. In 
planning how it would use the land, the school’s 
leaders had to think about how to be a conscientious 
neighbor. In the short term, this meant managing 
the traffic flow at pickup time and preserving a rich 
wetland on the west end of campus. Then, when 
the campus opened, it could begin to solidify into a 
cornerstone of the community.

As that dream became a reality, the school’s reputation 
grew. Thanks to its small class sizes and great faculty, 

the community. 
Its leaders hardly 
marketed the school, 
for most information 
in Gig Harbor 
circulates through word of mouth. Students wore their 
uniforms around town and teachers passed out candy 

it became 
known 
for strong 
academics. It 
also became 

known as a safe place for students, a stronghold of 
Gig Harbor’s family culture. It reached out to help 
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kids in severe need, like a homeschooled boy who 
was traumatized when his dad committed suicide. 
The school board heard his story and offered him 
free tuition. Had he not been able to come to such a 
caring environment, he could have easily fallen off an 
emotional cliff.

Ridiculously Insane Fun Things), a night of games, 
wacky costumes, running around, and hanging out. In 
2011 they decided to begin inviting friends from other 
schools, and DRIFT turned into an informal ministry. 
Students from other schools now get a chance to 
experience a fun taste of what Lighthouse is all about.

Today, Lighthouse’s campus plays 
host to many. A preschool uses the 
old office building. Local basketball 
teams use the gym for practice. A 
number of churches have used the 
facilities for worship services and 
Sunday school. The school rents 
out the main building for all kinds 
of events. As an article written by 
Building God’s Way put it, “The 
community built this school, and the 
community benefits as a result.”

Middle schoolers invade campus 
once a quarter for DRIFT (Doing 

Lighthouse teaches its students 
to be conscientious members of 
their communities. One year they 
conducted a waste audit, digging 
through all the school’s trash and 
recycling to weigh what they were 
sending to the landfill.

In the long term, Lighthouse serves 
as a beacon by educating young men 
and women who will themselves 
become beacons. Lighthouse 
graduates grow into the type of godly 
leaders who will be pillars in the 
communities of the future.
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STUDENTS TODAY

On a typical day at Lighthouse Christian School, 
the most noticeable thing on campus is the 

energy given off by students 
as they move between 
classes and swing around the 
playground. They are the 
life of the school. A vibrant 
student culture is flourishing.

A new mentoring program 
epitomizes the school’s 
environment. Once a month, 
instead of going to chapel, 
students get to spend time 
with buddies from different 
grades. They gather in groups of three to play games, 
rehearse skits, do service projects, and talk about 
Jesus. Within each group, the younger students are 

mesmerized by being so close to the older students, 
and the older ones take seriously the responsibility they 
have to lead the younger ones. These intimate, fun 
mentoring groups unite the school across grade levels.

The Associated Student 
Body also unites the 
school. Made up of 
representatives from older 
grade levels, it organizes 
events like all-school 
lock-ins and raises money 
by selling concessions at 
games. In 2011, it made its 
mission simply to promote 
joy throughout the school. 
Among other things, it 
created a Joy Calendar with 
an activity for every day of 

the year. Now students have the chance to learn to be 
servant leaders in their school and their community by 
taking a Service Leadership class.
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“A man of many companions may come to ruin, but there is a 
friend who sticks closer than a brother.”   Proverbs 18:24

The new building opened the door to many new 
possibilities. In 2006, a musical theater troupe 
performed “New Clothes for the Empress,” and a 
drama class performed “Jookalorum” by O. Henry 
— both to standing ovations. “Speedball,” a hectic 
sport combining soccer, 
football, and tag invented 
in the new gym, took PE 
classes by storm. A spirited 
group of middle school guys formed a cheer squad that 
enlivened basketball and volleyball games with silly 
antics. One dressed as a mascot, a navigator decked 
out in yellow rain slicks and carrying a ship’s steering 
wheel.

Lighthouse’s athletic teams rose to a higher level in the 
new facilities. Added to the long-standing basketball 
and cross country teams were baseball, volleyball, track 
and field, and soccer teams. Athletes are trained to 
honor the Lord through positivity and sportsmanship 
whether they win or lose. Awards are given to team 
members who model the fruits of the Spirit.

Other students invent clubs. One year, Stephen 
Roddy kept mentioning snowshoeing in class. His 
students convinced him to take them, and the resulting 
club had such a blast that they went trekking in the 
mountains several times that year. An audio-video club 

lasted several 
years, driven 
by a group of 
students that 

made goofy videos and radio shows chock-full of inside 
jokes. Student-produced videos have now become an 
annual tradition. They introduce a theme for the year, 
such as how to show kindness to others.

Teachers and parents alike are amazed at the lack of 
cliques at Lighthouse. Classes bond. Bullying is almost 
nonexistent. Being smart is actually seen as cool. The 
most popular middle schooler will go to sit by their 
least popular classmate without a second thought. 
These miracles are everyday occurrences at Lighthouse, 
where more often than not kids treat each other like 
brothers and sisters.
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INTO THE FUTURE

“‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the 
Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans 
to give you hope and a future.’”   Jeremiah 29:11

Lighthouse Christian School will celebrate its 20th 
anniversary and enter the future in much the same 

way as its students graduate. It is well-rounded and 
poised to become a leader.

The school prides itself on graduates who are spiritually 
grounded, academically solid, socially adept, and 

Likewise, the school is preparing for its own future. 
Much has changed in the last 20 years, both within the 
school and in the culture surrounding it. When early 
alumni visit, they are impressed with the size of the 
school building and a little put off by having to hand 
over their ID at the front desk. But they find that in 
the classrooms, the family feel is just the same.

As the school grows into the future, will it lose its 
story? Will people forget where it came from? Will it 
hold onto its fundamental values?

emotionally strong. 
Many pitfalls face 
students when they 
leave the school’s 
sheltering umbrella — 
an increasingly liberal 
culture, peer pressure, fragmented families. Though the 
school cannot control what situations they will face or 
how they will react, it prepares them with a culture of 
empowerment and responsibility. It teaches integrity 
and hard work, the fundamentals of strong leaders.

In 2013, an all-star 
steering committee made 
up of staff, parents, 
board, and community 
volunteers developed a 

strategic plan that lays out goals for the school’s next 
decade. The plan’s metrics for tracking success are 
useful, but more deeply important is the way that the 
plan makes the school’s fundamental values explicit. 
These values steer Lighthouse:



- 45 -

1. Christ at the Center  The school’s founders bathed 
the enterprise in prayer, and God provided direction 
when they had none. In faith, they made the school’s 
primary mission to help students and their families 
grow closer to Jesus. Everything else still flows from 
this commitment.

2. People  The school’s greatest assets are its people. 
They fill the buildings with love and joy. They give the 
school unity, for everyone believes wholeheartedly in 
its mission. Their commitment to honoring God and 
wonderful personalities drive the school.

3. Academic Excellence  Students are encouraged 
to strive for excellence in everything through Christ, 
especially academics. Teachers work with individual 
students’ unique gifts and challenges, giving them the 
opportunities they need to excel.

4. Nurturing Community The school has always been 
full of people who love to serve, creating a community 
marked by warmth and compassion. In such an 

environment, students are safe to grow. They are also 
imbued with the fundamentals of a giving spirit.

5. Financial Stability  At several junctures, dicey 
finances put the school’s development in jeopardy. The 
Lord’s provision through the generosity of Lighthouse’s 
many supporters has brought the school to the 
doorstep of stability.

Lighthouse is ready to enter the future with faith. With 
a solid understanding of its past, it can hold on to the 
fundamental values that have carried it through its first 
20 years. Several of its founders have said that they 
know the school was completely God’s doing because 
if they had planned it they would have done it a totally 
different way. God used people and orchestrated events 
in ways that were often miraculous. 

Although the future cannot be charted, one thing is 
sure: the school can continue to rely on the Lord’s 
guidance. Lighthouse is a testimony, visible proof of 
God’s faithfulness.
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APPENDIX: Did Someone Say “New School?”

Founder Ron Bechtel delivered this statement at the second 
meeting of the school’s founders on March 25, 1994.

This evening we gather in a meeting that none of us could have 
imagined would take place when our children began in September 
at the private Christian school common to all of us parents here.  
Whether they were new or returning students, both our children and 
we began the school year with a sense of positive upbeat, anticipation, 
never dreaming that this may well be their last year there.  But 
now that the majority of faculty members have resigned, many are 
unwilling to entrust our children’s education to the current leadership 
of that school.

Ten days ago, many of us sat in this same room and were encouraged 
to get involved in a feasibility study for starting a new Christian 
school.  I, myself, came to listen for what part I could play in 
ensuring that my two children have a quality Christian education next 
school year.  Little did I imagine I would leave as the chairman of an 
effort to start a new school.  But when I became deeply moved with a 
strong conviction that God was directing me to trust Him for wisdom 
and strength to do my part, I raised my hand when Mr. Jim Langager 
asked, “Are there any volunteers for the steering committee?”

Likewise, others raised their hands to assume responsibilities in five 
different work groups (subcommittees).  And tonight we return to 

report on what’s happened with our dream to start a new school and 
to talk about our next steps toward its fulfillment.

May I underscore that we are interested in starting a new school.  We 
are not considering a makeover of the old school.  None of the old 
school board members are participants in the new school steering 
committee.  Something new is underway.

All of us on the steering committee are new at this school 
administration stuff.  However, each of us is persuaded that we want 
to help start a new school, if it is feasible.

Feasible.  That’s the word of the hour.  Can we do it?  Will there be 
a new school in the fall?  That’s only five months away.  We are like 
children window-shopping alone.  We see what’s behind the glass, but 
the best we have to offer the store clerk today is a great big wish.

At present we don’t have a building.

We don’t have a bank account, and even if we did, we don’t have any 
money.

We don’t have a faculty.

Even if we did, we don’t have any children registered.

We don’t have any supplies.

We’re not sure if we want to be affiliated with a church.
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We’re not sure if we want to be board-run, church-run, or parent-run.

We don’t have a board.

We haven’t adopted bylaws.

We haven’t any policies or procedures.

We don’t have a name.

But we do have a mandate.  It is a mandate to provide our children 
with the knowledge of God.  Now we can do that at home and at 
church, even if they were to attend a public school.  But each of us 
parents has chosen to avoid the numerous undesirable extracurricular 
liabilities of public school education.  We have chosen to sacrifice 
lifestyle comforts for the long-term benefits of an education that 
teaches the basics from a distinctly Christian worldview.

As I visit with other parents, I am growing in my conviction that 
if a new school is born, it will be a school marked with several 
distinctions.  

First, it will be a school whose parents, faculty, staff and board of 
directors love God and are committed to obeying His Word.

Secondly, it will be a school whose parents are committed to academic 
excellence, who believe that God-honoring order and discipline 
enhances both academics and character building.

Thirdly, it will be a school whose teachers expect frequent and direct 

parental participation in the academic process and who do not have 
to suffer parental complaint when their students are required to study 
hard or be ready for tests on time.

Fourthly, I believe that we parents want a school whose admissions 
policies require that students and their parents want an education 
from a Christian worldview and want personal stimulation to grow in 
faith and knowledge of God.

Fifthly, I believe our desire is for a school whose teaching practices 
not only assist the specially challenged students but offer exceptional 
opportunities for academic and personal growth for the high 
achieving students.

Sixthly, I believe that we parents would find that our tuition dollars 
will be maximized if a new Christian school ensures form the 
outset that staff job descriptions be written and agreed upon before 
employment, and that faculty and staff salaries be considered rewards 
for hard work that honor the people who work tirelessly to train the 
students and influence them with godly character.

Finally, I believe our desire is for a school whose administrative 
officials maintain a high level of accountability through regular and 
complete financial reporting and openness to consistent parental 
suggestions and comments.

Indeed, these are our desires, founded on what we believe to be solid 
principles.  As our sovereign God wills, these desires, or those He will 
demand, will come to fruition.  As we wait on Him, we are excited 
about the prospects.
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