SHIRLEY ABEL
We were married in 1952. I was active in my church and my husband active in his church. So to please each other, we rotated churches every other week. He always said where ever we get our house, we will join the church nearest to our home.

In 1953 we started to build our home in Fullerton. The end of 1954 we moved into our new home. We built our house 3 blocks from the church. So we started going to St. John’s and joined in 1955. We got active in Sunday school and the young married couples class. We had some great times. There were a lot of dinners put on by the men to raise money.

My husband was on consistory. He belonged to the Men’s Fellowship which met once a month.  Then came the time I became Den Mother for Pack 63. I also helped teach Sunday school in the kindergarten department. At that time we had a very large Sunday school. We had 30 to 40 kids every Sunday.

Then I was blessed with 3 children and they became active in Sunday school, the children’s choir, etc.

I had been very happy here even in the ups and downs.

Our young married couples are now the seniors of the church, we are all aging gracefully. I have lasting friendships.

Submitted by,

Shirley Abel

AUBREY BECKWITH

“Tell Us Your Story”

St. Johns UCC Fullerton 

Submitted by: Aubrey Beckwith with help from her Mommy

Topic: “What is your fondest memory at St. John’s?”

My fondest memory at St. John’s was my baptism when I was only a few months old.  My Mommy and Daddy took me to this magical place filled with warm and smiling faces.  All I heard was “how adorable!” every time a new person would look at me.  When my Mommy passed by a mirror I noticed I was all in white wearing a ridiculous bonnet.  At first I was scared to be in a strange place with strange people but then I suddenly felt very safe and protected.  Everyone was so kind and very interested in squeezing my cheeks.  

I was so happy to see my family there: grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins and friends.  I felt very loved and accepted by the church family.  My Mommy and Daddy took me to see my Nona who poured water on my head.  I was about to get upset but then she walked me around all the people there and I posed for everyone’s cameras.  I felt like a movie star!  After the ceremony my Mommy removed my bonnet (thankfully) and I further embellished my celebrity status.  I remember feeling very at ease and slowly I drifted into a peaceful sleep.  

This memory at St. John’s is very special to me.  I feel blessed being surrounded by loving and caring people, and I know I have a second home if my Mommy and Daddy make me do my chores.  My Nona will let me get away with anything!  Thank you for accepting me into your life and I hope to give back in many ways.

Love,

Aubrey Beckwith

(With help from her Mommy)

RUTH CHRISTMAN
I came to know about St. John’s UCC Fullerton one Monday evening when Pastor Fox came to visit us and invite us to join this church. We were members of Grace Reformed Church on Cleveland Street in Allentown with Rev. C. Harry Kehm as Pastor. I was confirmed in that church and became active as teacher of Sunday school and Bible School.  Pastor Fox said I could do that here at St. John’s and I did just that. 

We joined this church in 1956. My husband Robert and 2 sons Robert, Jr. and Gary were active members in Sunday school. Our family increased with 3 more boys, Timothy, Christopher, and Ronald who were baptized and confirmed here. Also 4 sons were married here. Two of them were members of consistory and so was I. 

My husband was Cub Scout Master and I was head den mother for Pack #63. I have served on the choir for many years and consistory for several terms as deacon and 2 years as Elder. I was the second woman to serve as Elder and the first woman president of consistory. I served on all committees at various times and headed the photo directory and Bible School. I am still active doing as much as I am able and enjoy every minute of it.

After having had Pastor Fox for 40 years, we were very fortunate to have Pastor Becky come to us because I feel Pastor Fox was hard to replace but Pastor Becky proved to be the one to do it. This is one reason our church is thriving and also we have a lovely, caring congregation. I am very happy to be a member of this great, friendly, church family.

Ruth Christman

PASTOR AARON AND MARIETTA FOX
Today, September 1, 2011 marks my 20th Anniversary of Retirement from my forty year ministry as the fifth Pastor of St. John’s Fullerton United Church of Christ.

During the summer of 1951 as I was preparing for my middler year at the Lancaster Theological Seminary, Lehigh Synod’s President, Rev. William Rupp, suggested I try my wings as Student Pastor at “troublesome” St. John’s Fullerton beginning September 1, 1951. 

My very first encounter with St. John’s took place in the Spring of 1944 when my mother’s aunt, Pearl Eldman, a very active member of St. John’s asked me to sing at the Ladies Aid Society Spring Banquet. I sang two solos, “Beautiful Dreamer” and “The Stranger of Galilee”.

Little did I dream as a senior at Fountain Hill High School that within 7 years I would be married to my Sunday school sweetheart Marietta Marie Sebuleu; graduate form Muhlenberg College, serving 2 years in the Army, and as a second year seminarian be called as the every Sunday Preacher for a 200 member church family in Fullerton.

Back in 1951 what Lehigh Synod had termed “troublesome”; with the counsel of the Stranger of Galilee and my very supportive wife Marietta, in all phases of our ministry, became “awesome” for the 40 year pastorate that is best defined as HEAVEN ON EARTH.

Forty is a very enterprising number associated with many biblical personalities including Jesus, whose 40 days in the desert wilderness of Judah were spent in preparation of His public ministry.

Marietta, who spent the last 18 years of our pastorate as St. John’s Office Secretary, and I were called to St. John’s at a time Fullerton began to grow with the new families and shopping malls.

We set a pastoral example that equipped the Consistory and Saints of St. John’s to be wonderful works of ministry. Here are the works of St. John’s church family that made our 40 year ministry a Heaven on Earth with a plus for each year.

· Installation and an October 24, 1953 dedication of 16 stained glass memorial panels in the nave fitted with monograms of the Christian faith.

· Payment of the outstanding $21,000 bonded Indebtedness remaining from the 1929 Sisholtzville Granite Construction of St. John’s Church at a cost of $68,000.

· Purchased the Snyder Estate Parcel of 60 feet for the church parking lot. The remaining 90 foot frontage was donated by Blanche Newhard and son Henry in memory of husband and father, Miles.

· 1961 Palm Sunday entry into St. John’s newly painted and renovated nave and sanctuary due to the September 20, 1960 fire triggered by a 3:00AM fighting strike.

· January 21, 1962, Dedication of the church school addition with 18 classrooms, offices and the church parlor.

· April 1962, two Sunday morning worship services instituted.

· October 1962, Moravian Seminarian James Wertzen was the first of 13 installed as Student Pastors each serving two years.

· January 24, 1965, Dedication of the Wagner Bell Carillon in memory of Jesse and Florence Merkel by their children and families.

· June 24, 1973 Dedication of the Sanctuary and Nave air conditioning units..

· May 1978, St. John’s congregation established the Ministry of Visitation with the Rev. Robert A. Dilliard, serving until 1993.

· October 24, 1982, Dedication of the church Elevator at a cost of $80,000 (Elevator unit $32,000; Building Construction $48,000).

A plaque on my desk read  “There is no limit to what a man can do or where he can go if he doesn’t mind who gets the credit.”

St. John’s church family in faith and good works in the company of “The Stranger of Galilee” gets the credit for the growth and accomplishments in mission making St. John’s Fullerton United Church of Christ the fifth largest congregation in the Penn Northeast Conference.

Happy to say, with the ministry of Senior Pastor, the Rev. Dr. Becky J. Beckwith and Associate Pastor Rev. George R. Eckstein – the pluses are back! Praise God!

Sincerely Yours in Christ Jesus,

Pastor Aaron and Marietta Fox

(Additional data supplied by Pastor Fox)

Prominent Guest Speakers at St. John’s who enhanced our worship and helped to enlist the church family to worthy service and mission projects.

· Millard Fuller – Founder of Habitat for Humanity

· Trevor Fareel – 12 year old youth as the Founder of Trevor’s Place.  Home for the homeless in Philadelphia

· Rev. Dr. Donald Barnhouse and former CBS newscaster in Philadelphia. Pastor of the Bridgeport, PA Presbyterian Church, WFMZ-TV Commentator

· Rev. Dr. Hagan Stack -  World renowned Lutheran scholar Professor of Religion at Muhlenberg College

· Dr. John F. McHugh – Allentown School District Educator, Lehigh County Commissioner

· Rev. Dr. John Rader – Superintendent of the Good Shepherd Home, Allentown

· Robbi William Greenberg – Temple Beth el Synagogue, Allentown

· Dick Cowen – Senior Reporter for the Allentown Morning Call

· Two Organ Concerts by Larry Ferrari – TV Organist, WFIL Philadelphia

· Lancaster Theological Seminary Professors

· Rev. Dr. Allen S. Meck, President of the Seminary, Professor of Practical Theology, Preacher at Pastor Fox’s Ordination, May 31, 1953

· Rev. Dr. David Dunn – Dean of the Seminary, Professor of Church History, Preacher at St. John’s 60th Anniversary Service

· Rev. Dr. Lee Gable – Professor of Christian Education, Preacher at the dedication of ST. John’s church school addition, Sunday, January 21, 1962

· Mr. Paul Diefenderfer – Son of St. John’s Church family – CEO of the Reading Division of the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company:  Paul and his wife Minnie served as advocates for the Board of World Ministries. At their own expense, traveled the world to present the work of our overseas mission stations with colored slides during the years our national church had 500 missionaries worldwide. They always received an offering for world missions at the church they visited. 

· The Rev. Dr. Odel Leonard, Pastor of Second UCC, Lexington, NC. President of the Commission on Evangelism in the E & R Church. Served as the 4 day missionary for St. John’s during the teaching, preaching and reading mission sponsored by Lehigh Synod in the Fall of 1956 (We had the “Big Boy”)

SALLY GIBSON
Ever since the day I was born, my Christian life began to unfold in the foundations of St. John’s U.C.C. Fullerton. Previously, my grandparents, George and Mary Hahn, were very active members of the congregation. My parents, George and Mabel Wescoe, were also very diligent members of the church.  My father contributed his time as a deacon and Elder, and he was also the Sunday school’s financial secretary for over 40 years. One the other hand, my mother’s beautiful voice was heard for over 50 years on the Chancel Choir.

As for myself, I was baptized and confirmed in this church.   Like my father, I have also given time as a Deacon and an Elder. I have volunteered as a Sunday school teacher, and currently still help out at Vacation Bible School. I still enjoy participating in the Altar Guild committee and volunteering in the church whenever I can.

Another chapter of my life began when I was married, in this church, to a wonderful man named John Gibson. Together, we had two beautiful daughters, Mary Ann and Susan Ann. Both of them were baptized and confirmed here, and they continue to enjoy their fellowship at St. John’s. In their childhood, they attended Sunday school, sang on the cherub and youth choir, and were involved in youth group.  Our oldest daughter, Mary Ann was married to George Weaver in this church. They are the proud parents of my grandchildren named Maureen, Georgia and John. Maureen and Georgia were both baptized and confirmed in this church, and John is 2 years away from reaffirming his baptism with the rite of confirmation. I am proud to say that my grandchildren are the 5th generation belonging to this church.

Through the years at St. John’s, I have developed lasting friendships and memories. My special memories of youth group include square dancing, the making of homemade ice cream, and enjoyable car rides. I still remember how we always wanted to be in the car of our favorite driver, Emilie (Moll) Moyer.

Overall, I feel very blessed to belong to the Christian family at St. John’s.   Each and every day our church family continues to grow and expand in many ways. Together, we have been able to overcome difficult times of the past, and strive towards a bright future with the help of Pastor Becky, Pastor George, and the congregation.

Sally Gibson

BETTY MOLL

I have been a member of St. John’s since 1953.  I came here from Florida as a new bride.  Having been a Southern Baptist both in Florida and Alabama, I had to get accustomed to the formal church services here at St. John’s.  At first I thought the people were very unfriendly, until I really got to know and understand the Pennsylvania Dutch way of doing things.

Since being a member here, I have tried to serve God in any way I could.  I have been a Deacon, a Sunday School teacher, as well as Bible School.  Through the years I have served on various committees and attended as many special programs and services as I could.

Contrary to my first reaction to St. John’s, I now feel that it is a very friendly congregation, and I am happy to be a part of it.

The Pastors, for the most part, have always been very sincere in their love of God.  The leaders of the congregation are outstanding in the hard work and effort they put forth to keep St. John’s an active church.

I must say that having been against a woman as a Minister, Pastor Becky has proven me wrong.  As far as I am concerned, she is the greatest and St. John’s owes a lot of respect to her, for the terrific job she is doing. I want to be an active member of St. John’s, so I don’t miss out in any of God’s Love that flows through her love for Him.







Betty T. Moll

WILLIAM MOLL

My parents moved from Allentown to Fullerton some time in the mid 1930’s.  They enrolled me in Sunday School at an early age.  Some of my teachers, that I remember, were Homer Diefenderfer, Mrs. Kathleen Brown and Miss Katherine Snyder.

I was confirmed by Reverend Alfred Mertz in 19--.  When I was in my 20’s, an Elder by the name of Fred Semmel called and asked me to serve as a Deacon.  Since that time I have served in that capacity about five times.  I also served as an Elder for a 2 year term.

I have been an active member of the Sunday School here at St. John’s, having been asked to teach a group of the young people who just finished confirmation class, along with some in their late teens.

We had about 16 members, which consisted of 5 sets of brothers and sisters.  A few are still active here at St. John’s.  Several have since passed away.

While here at St. John’s, I also served for a few years as Scout Master of Troop 63, one of the largest troops in the local Boy Scout Council.

I think the success of St John’s Church is due to the good quality of Pastors and Leadership, as well as the Congregation of Christian men and women who show their  support by their faithfulness.






William (Bill) A. Moll

JOSEPHINE AND FRANK NOLT
I was born and raised in Fullerton. Went to St. John’s Sunday school and Vacation Bible School with my brother Bob and sister Louise. In my teen years Helen Bruderer was my Sunday school teacher.

Frank and I were married on August 26, 1950 by Rev. Frederick Kramer. During the ceremony something funny happened. He used Norma Wenner’s name instead of mine and we didn’t even notice. They were married the same day.

Due to Frank’s employment outside the Lehigh Valley, we lived in various cities, Miami Lake, Florida, Marlboro, Massachusetts, East Windsor, New Jersey and Reading, PA. We also ventured outside the USA to Waterloo, Belgium. While we are moving around, we attended various other churches. We returned to Whitehall and opened a small printing business. It was a wonderful, joyous return to our home area and St. John’s UCC so I was able to join the Chancel Choir. Our business, social and church contacts helped us to have a successful Christian business for 22 years.

Having retired in 1999, we find our life is complete and we enjoy our 2 daughters, 4 grandchildren and 6 great grandchildren, rich Christian living and golf.

Because of living in so many places it showed us how good it is living a good Christian life here in Whitehall.

Josephine (Jo) (Seigfried) Nolt and Frank Nolt

RIEDY FAMILY
The Riedy Family Story

I am Kristen Riedy and my husband is Dan. We are the proud parents of Nicholas and Spencer. Dan grew up in the Fullerton area and was a member of St. John’s UCC Fullerton since he was little. He was confirmed by Pastor Fox. His grandparents, Esther and Gilbert Benner were also members.  

When Dan and I got married I was in search of a new place of worship; one that I would feel welcome and comfortable in. My search did not actively start until one snowy Sunday in January. I was missing the feeling of being in church and wanted to have a little time with God, so I packed up my 7 month old (Nicholas) and we headed toward Nazareth. I was still considered a member of St. John’s UCC in Nazareth. We were about halfway there on Route 22 when the engine of my car decided to fall out….yes, right there on the side of the road! I found myself waiting in the car on the side of the road with no engine and a wailing 7 month old, watching it snow and waiting for AAA to come. I didn’t make it to church that day, but I sure talked to God A LOT. I realized two things that day… (1) Church mattered to me and I wanted my child to grow up in a place that he could get to know God, and (2) I needed a church that was close; engine or no engine we were going to church. That’s right around the time that I met Evelyn Broad.   Evelyn later became my neighbor and introduced me to the people of St. John’s UCC Fullerton. I will never forget the welcoming smiles of Kathy Nelson or Emilie and Tom Moyer. I knew when we left that day that we had found our new home. 

Dan, Nicholas and I became official members in 2005. Spencer was baptized on Valentine’s Day by Pastor Becky and it was a great feeling to be surrounded by God and all of my family. We consider St. John’s our home and look forward to watching our children grow up here. I believe that we (St. John’s) have been so successful because of the people within its doors….their faith in God, their willingness to care for each other and others in the community and their support of new ideas, goals and programs. 

I am currently an active member at St. John’s.  I am always looking for more ways that I can serve and hope that, as they grow, my children will serve too. It is important to us that we try to be as active as possible so that we are helping one another and setting a positive example for Nick and Spencer. God is good, all the time. All the time, God is good!

Submitted by Kristen Riedy

RENEE SPIELMAN
Aunt Gladys Comfort mentioned that her best friends, Jean and Ed Thomas’ daughter Becky was going to be the new pastor at St John’s. I know the Thomas family quite well and just knew this was the church for me, with Becky as the Pastor.

Aunt Gladys and Uncle Roy were members for over 30 years and I felt very much at home while attending services with them. I joined St. John’s 5 years ago and was then asked to serve on several committees and teach Sunday school. I enjoy teaching the children about Jesus and I think God lead me to this church not only for my own spiritual growth but also to help others.

St. John’s has been successful because of Pastor Becky’s leadership and the dedication of the members making others feel like family. I feel that God lead me to be here, to be at home with my church family.

Renee Spielman

JOE TRIPPETT AND ANNE WELSH
Decisions, decisions.

Church hopping – what’s that you ask? Well, that is what one does when you are raised in one religion (Catholic) and your sweetheart is raised in another.

We relocated to Whitehall about three years into our relationship. Making this true commitment to each other meant that we needed to worship together, as religion was always a big part of each of our lives. He was very patient as we went from church to church, hence the term church hopping, to find the one perfect mix for us.

We went to St John’s and we liked it, but we needed to explore more options. I experienced things I couldn’t believe. In one church, women could only serve as cantors or musicians. They could not serve in a leadership role – really? Even the Catholic church has female altar servers and Eucharistic ministers. As a woman, this was like taking a step backwards. Another had a visiting missionary preaching and I was appalled at what I heard from that pulpit. In a church filled with families with impressionable young people, he single handedly bashed each and every faith and edified only his own.  I was sure My God would not approve of this thinking.  I was raised to be respectful of other’s beliefs.

We went back to St John’s a few more times. Everyone was always so friendly and inviting and of course we always enjoyed Pastor Becky.

On one of our Sundays Pastor Becky preached on Joseph and Anne. As we were greeting at the end of service she asked us our names. He looked at me….I looked at him….we both looked at Pastor Becky and said….I’m Anne….I’m Joe. We all laughed.  We should have known from that moment God had picked this church for us.

To make a long story short, we joined, we got married here (though most people thought we already were), and we are getting involved.

That’s our story and we’re sticking to it.

Respectfully submitted by Joe Trippett and Anne Welsh

JO ELLEN (MOLL) WEXLER
St. John’s has been a part of my life since the day I was born. My parents would take us all to church each and every Sunday, hardly ever missing, from what I recall.

When I was younger, I was on the cherub and youth choirs and then as a teenager I was active in the Youth Group. I was a part of what you would now call a large confirmation class and I stayed active and continued to go to church services each week. I would always find comfort in my friends and St. John’s family. 

As I became a young adult I drifted away from going to worship each and every week but would occasionally come throughout the year but would always attend each and every Easter and Christmas.

After I was married and had children of my own, I found myself once again becoming a weekly regular and started to bring my step daughter and my own daughters to Sunday school each week so they could also experience the love of St. John’s family. All three, Christine, Jillian and Marissa were active during their year’s growing up and attended church regularly.

In 1995 I accepted the position of part time church secretary. I enjoyed it very much. I found the work very rewarding and fulfilling and felt that God had called me to that position to help me to become the person I am today. Since my children had gotten bigger, I felt that it was time to move on to a full time position and since the church was not in a position to offer full time employment at that time, I returned to work in the insurance field where I had worked when I was younger prior to having children.  Having worked in the office while several Pastor’s served St. John’s family, I left the position in February 2003 while Rev. Curt Kemmerer was the Pastor.  It was a hard decision to make but it was time to move on. We had some tough times during the years I worked in the office but I continued to worship each Sunday. I was able to work closely with so many special people during my years in the office and am so grateful that they are all still my dear friends to this day.

Now that my children are grown I don’t attend church as regularly as I had once done. I still do and always will consider St. John’s UCC, Fullerton my home. I am so thankful that my parents gave me the upbringing that they did and I am looking forward to the day when my children will hopefully be bringing their children to this wonderful gathering place so they can also experience the love of God and the special family at St. John’s.

Jo Ellen (Moll) Wexler
This is the Leibenspergers’ story by Andrea Leibensperger

A little over two years ago, we joined St. John’s UCC and it was the best decision we could have made for our family.  We needed to have strong roots in our faith and in a church in order to accomplish what the next few years would bring into our lives. 

I still remember our first visit to the church.  Everyone made us feel so welcome.  They had activity bags for the kid to keep them busy during the service.  At the time our youngest son, Christopher, was only 2 and I remember that he was making a little bit of noise during the service.  We were concerned that he was disturbing the people around us and I recall an older couple behind us saying not to worry about the noise, because they and the members of this church love children.  This made us feel so welcome in this church.  This was so unlike other churches we’d been to where they ask you to remove your child if they make too much noise and some churches even had “quiet rooms” to take the kids to so they don’t disturb others during the service.   I also recall the meaningful “children’s message,” as we were a few weeks from the start of the school year.  It was about being accepting towards the new people you will meet and respect each other’s individual differences.  What a great message to send to the kids as they prepared for the start of a new school year.   I just remember an overall feeling of warmth from the pastor towards the congregation and the congregation radiated that warmth in their interactions towards us.  I knew after one visit, we’d found our home, our faith-based home.

The people and the pastor of this congregation have given us the strength and courage to accomplish things that we never dreamed possible with our oldest son Michael.  The strength we found in this congregation allowed us to deal with our son’s diagnosis in ways that most people would never dream of doing.  We often found ways to relate Pastor Becky’s sermons to our lives and tried to find ways to implement her faith-based messages through our actions.  When things got tough, we always knew we’d receive an uplifting message in church that week and we drew strength from our time spent in church on Sundays.  When faced with adversity, we were able to put our faith in God and believed that he would take us down the right path with Michael’s treatment and what an amazing path it’s been.  

I feel it necessary to share Michael’s amazing story not only because God has led us down this path, but also because it may help you or someone close to you who suffers with autism.  This journey is nowhere near the end, it’s only just begun and we are still relying upon our faith in God to guide us where to go next.

 

What I’m about to share is very personal, but I felt I needed to share our journey through autism. My oldest son was diagnosed 10 months ago and he’s made tremendous progress in the short time since his diagnosis because of the route we’ve taken with his interventions. In this story I’m only going to focus on some of the autistic behaviors of my son because my intention is to share the road we’ve taken with the interventions, not the behaviors, many of which are a thing of the past and aren’t worth mentioning. Today, he is NOT the child he was just a few short months ago when diagnosed. The interventions seem to be lessening the autistic symptoms if not making many of them disappear completely. I feel that I need to share this story because if I can help someone get the help that their child needs in order for them to have a fraction of the improvement that my son has made it will be all worth it. So for you and your children, I bear my heart on my sleeve.

Michael is 7 years old and he was diagnosed at the age of 6 ½ with Asperger’s syndrome. His diagnosis came because I, as a special education teacher and sister to a brother who was diagnosed as an adult with Asperger’s, noticed the symptoms and sought a diagnosis.

Michael was a very good baby. He slept through the night at 3 months old. He met the normal milestones. There were signs of autism along the way that I now realize as I look back on his early years. As a toddler, he almost always stayed within his boundaries and didn’t really "get into things" like a normal curious toddler would. If he did get into something, all one had to do was raise their voice slightly and he’d cry and not go after it again. We really didn’t need to baby proof the house, but did so just in case. He was very shy and clingy in play dates and social situations and had trouble "warming up" to others. He’d look at strangers out of the corners of his eyes. He would cry for about 15 minutes after we dropped him off at preschool and really didn’t play with the other kids other than playing along side them. They reported that he was very well behaved, but extremely shy. He preferred adult attention to kids his own age and played very well by himself.

We always knew he was very bright. By the age of 4 he had an interest in numbers, so we taught him how to count to 100 and he taught himself how to count backwards from 100. He also taught himself the ABC’s backwards. I recall feeling uneasy about his abilities wanting him to be smart, but not so smart that he has difficulties relating to others. He also engaged in repetitive, routine type behaviors and he’d get upset if something was out of order. He went through various obsessive phases; for example he would look at calendars for hours and could tell you what day of the week a given day of a given month was on. It was mind-boggling. He engaged in self-stimming behaviors when he looked at books or flipped through a calendar, where he’d flick the pages in front of his face with his fingers.

 Although he’s bright, we’ve always been concerned that Michael would not show others what he knew. The shyness and anxiety sometimes got in the way of him demonstrating his abilities. It’s been easier for him to say "I don’t know" when he actually did know, but was afraid to take that risk. I remember feeling uneasy at his kindergarten registration because I was so concerned that he wouldn’t show them how bright he was. The tester was able to see his intelligence that day because he was having a good day and I was in his "line of sight" during the kindergarten assessment.

In Sept. 2010, he started kindergarten. He did very well academically, but the teacher reported that he would not talk in class. She’d have to pull him aside to get him to talk to her and share what he knows. She said he’d barely look at her and other students in class. It was very clear to me that there was a problem when I went in to be the "surprise" guest reader in his classroom on his 6th birthday. I read one of his favorite Dr. Seuss books to the class and called on him to answer a question and he looked at me out of the corner of his eye and wouldn’t answer the question. He didn’t say anything, so the teacher said he should call on another student to answer the question and he pointed to another boy in class. She prompted him to call on the student by his name and he did so after being prompted a few times. I was dumbfounded by what I observed and I had this awful feeling in the pit of my stomach that I’d just witnessed classic signs of Autism/Asperger’s, but wasn’t ready to admit it just yet. The summer of 2010, I attempted to disprove my own feelings by arranging play dates as much as possible. Michael seemed "normal" in these play dates, but the fact of the matter was he was getting his social cues from his then 3-year-old brother. He’d mimic what his brother did or how his brother acted in social situation. He didn’t have a play date without his brother until the end of the summer. On this play date at the end of summer, he went to a friend’s house for the first time without me. He’d played with this friend before and the boy’s house was just ½ a mile up the road. The boy’s mom reported that during the playdate, Michael seemed anxious and that he kept asking when he could go home. She said it appeared a few times as if he were going to cry. After about 2 hours, she brought him back home.

The real eye opener occurred in Sept. 2011 at the beginning of his first grade year. In the mornings, he went to childcare for about 2 hours before the start of the school day. This childcare occurred at another building on the same campus as his elementary school. He’d then take a bus from this building to his school. At the end of the school day, he’d take a different bus home and I’d meet him at his bus stop. He was so worried about missing the bus to school and missing the bus home from school. He would also worry that I wouldn’t be there to pick him up and he’d be taken back to school. He knew I was coming from work to pick him up and was overly worried that I wouldn’t be there in time. I had also informed him of the back-up plan in case I wouldn’t be there. Each night, he would go over and over the transitions to school and home from school. Some nights it wasn’t unusual for him to go over this 25 or more times. He would also get visibly worried that he’d be left at school or on the bus to the point where he’d cry. He was losing sleep over his fears and would wake up really early in the morning to review the transitions with us repeating the same things over and over. These fears seemed to be getting worse and there was absolutely no basis for them because he’d never missed the bus and I’d always been at the bus stop to meet him. I thought he had developed a severe anxiety problem, and made a list of behaviors, which included anxieties, obsessive compulsive-type behaviors, attention issues, and social issues and called the pediatrician for a consultation in early October 2010. His consultation was Friday, Oct. 29, 2010 and I brought my list to the pediatrician and I hoped for an anxiety disorder diagnosis knowing deep down that what I listed were traits of Asperger’s syndrome, the high functioning form of autism. The doctor told me that he felt Michael had Asperger’s syndrome but wasn’t formally equipped to give him the diagnosis. He gave me a few doctors to call and said good luck because in order to get him into services, I would have to make countless calls and be put onto waiting lists for doctors and services. The next two weeks I made easily 50+ phone calls to doctors, psychologists, therapists, and speech and language specialists. I called all developmental pediatricians in PA, NJ, DE, and NY within a 3 hour driving distance. I was placed on waitlists from 6 months to 24 months for developmental pediatricians who generally diagnose Asperger’s/Autism and for therapy for speech and social skills groups. In order to access services, you need a formal diagnosis otherwise insurance won’t pay and 6 mos. or more was too long to wait and so much time would be lost. I decided to see if he could get a diagnosis from a psychiatrist and was able to set up an appointment with one in mid-Dec. 2010. In order to find other services for him, I used Facebook to gain info. from family and friends. I found a psychologist who met with us for his first appointment in early Nov. 2010. Through a friend on Facebook, I learned of a place called Advent Speech and Feeding Therapy in Bethlehem, PA that provides integrated therapies (speech and language, social skills, behavior specialist, occupational therapy) in a home-like setting. This friend told me that this place is relatively new and shouldn’t have a long wait and that she knew a great behavior specialist who was leaving another agency to go there. She said he was excellent and it would only be a matter of time before people found out about him and this place. She was right because it only took 3 weeks until we got an intake appointment. Within a week after his intake appointment, he was attending weekly therapy sessions and weekly equine therapy sessions. These services started end of Nov. 2010.

After our initial consultation with the pediatrician, I also contacted the school to inform his teacher and the school guidance counselor of the fact that the pediatrician felt he had Asperger’s and we were having difficulties getting him into services due to long wait times in order to get the diagnosis. It was recommended by our pediatrician that we have him evaluated at school to see if he had any social needs, speech and language needs, and/or a need for occupational therapy so he might be able to at least get services there while we waited to get a diagnosis. The school immediately started their evaluation for Aspergers, speech and language needs, an OT evaluation, and evaluation for a possible learning disability.

After our first meeting with the psychiatrist, she confirmed that he did indeed have Asperger’s syndrome with attention deficit disorder without hyperactivity and prescribed the lowest dose of Risperdal to help with some of the obsessive, rigid behaviors. She said it would also help take the edge off of his anxiety.

By then end of January 2011, Michael had been in therapy at Advent for nearly 2 months. He was making progress, but it was slow and he needed much reinforcement of what he learned socially.

At the end of January 2011 is where the real improvements started happening. I took Michael for an appointment with a holistic doctor to have a live blood analysis done. This doctor draws blood from your finger, puts it on a slide under an electron microscope, and video records what’s going on in your blood right there in front of you. She also makes recommendations on how you can improve your overall health based on what is found in your blood. A year prior to taking Michael to this doctor, I went to this doctor for help with digestive issues when I felt that modern medicine wasn’t working and her recommendations did wonders for my stomach issues. My intentions in taking Michael to her were to see if she could recommend something that Michael might be able to take to help with anxiety. Although Risperdal was working, in time he’d need a higher dose of this medication, and like many other psychiatric medications, it has some hefty side effects. No one could have prepared me for what we’d see in this blood draw. His body wasn’t digesting his food, his red blood cells were not flowing freely, but were stacked like coins in his blood. His liver was in distress and his body showed evidence of either an auto-immune disorder or degenerative disorder, most likely related to the digestive system. Finally, all of his organs showed signs of heavy metal toxicity and these metals were also crossing over the blood-brain barrier. To sum this up, although he appeared healthy on the outside, his body was very sick and we needed to help heal his digestive system and rid his body of heavy metals. The doctor recommended using probiotics, prebiotics, and digestive enzymes since she felt that he either was not born with his own digestive enzymes or his body cells that make these enzymes were badly damaged/impaired. She recommended using apple pectin to help the body start the process of getting rid of heavy metals, but she felt we’d need more help than this would provide since his body was overloaded with heavy metals. She recommended that we find a doctor who would test to find out what metals are a problem so he could participate in chelation therapy to properly get rid of the metal toxicity in his A month after starting the supplements recommended by doctor as a result of this live blood analysis, Michael started to be more interactive with others, less anxious, and more self-confident. The OCD behaviors were significantly reduced and the "mind fog" seemed to be lifting, which really helped in his attention. Week after week the therapists at Advent said he was much more interactive with others and eventually he was laughing and telling jokes.  Everyone from his classroom teacher to his therapists to his Sunday school teachers, who see him once a week for an hour, have noticed significant improvements. As the months passed, the Asperger-like symptoms seemed to be lessening. As he became more interactive, the savant-like abilities seemed to diminish. He now makes eye contact and start a conversation with someone, but he couldn’t remember the exact birthday of all of his extended family member and family friends. It appears that when one area of the brain is impaired, another area takes over. So when he had no interest in interacting with others, the mathematical abilities were unbelievable, but once he started becoming more interactive those abilities were "turned off" so to speak. I’ll take the interactive Michael any day over the Michael with the awesome memory.

 The holistic doctor’s recommendations led us to Woodlands Healing Research Center in Quakertown, PA. The earliest appointment we were able to get was at the end of April 2011. This doctor ordered a comprehensive stool analysis to check for digestive issues and a urine test for heavy metals to determine what course of action needed to be taken. These tests revealed the following: the stool analysis revealed inflammation in his digestive tract similar to that of someone who has inflammatory bowl disease and the urine test for metals revealed slightly elevated levels of mercury, tin, and antimony in his system. The recommendation for the inflammation was to determine what foods were causing this through allergy testing in their allergy lab because the doctor was certain food allergies had a part in this. For the metals, this doctor felt we didn’t need to do anything because what we were already doing with the dietary supplements was helping heal his digestive system and helping his body to rid itself of the metals. He said to ask for mercury-free vaccinations and to avoid metal dental fillings. He also said to get rid of non-stick cookware and all flame-retardant sleepwear to help further reduce the elevated tin and antimony in his system.  Michael’s allergy screenings revealed that he’s mildly to moderately allergic to almost everything he eats. Michael has always eaten a wide variety of foods, so the allergies were a shock to us.  Surprisingly, if you eat something on a regular basis, the body naturally develops an allergy to it. The recommendation was to rotate his foods so he doesn’t eat the same thing more than twice a week. This is easy for some food allergies such as chicken or rice, but more difficult for others such as sugar. We are trying to do this, but aren’t always successful and once he goes back to school this will not work so well because there are limitations to what you can pack for lunch and he also likes buying school lunches, which won’t fit into the rotation diet plan.   

In late June 2011, Michael had a follow up appointment with his psychiatrist who said because he’s doing so well in every setting, she wanted us to take him off the Risperdal to see how he does. As of now, he’s been off the Risperdal for almost 2 months and he’s continued to do very well without it.

In mid-July 2011, I scheduled a follow-up live blood analysis with the holistic doctor to see how things looked now in his blood. I needed the affirmation that everything we’ve been doing medically has been helping him. The difference in his blood in less than 6 months was AMAZING. His red blood cells were moving freely (like they should be), he no longer showed signs of a degenerative or auto-immune disorder, and best of all his body was getting rid of the metals on it’s own. Most organs are now heavy metal free and the ones that still have metals in them, are working to move those metals out of the body. His liver functioning has also significantly improved.

Our experiences this year have not only enabled us to help Michael, but also help our younger son, Christopher, who suffers from asthma. We made an appointment for Christopher with the same doctor Michael has at Woodlands and were able to find out what his allergies were and most likely what triggered his asthma. We were unsuccessful in getting this info. from other allergy centers.

This has probably been the toughest year of our lives, but it’s made everything crystal clear. Michael’s diagnosis really helped make sense of what we were dealing with behaviorally in recent years from him. It’s also helped us make sense of why the boys’ relationship with each other is always so "topsyturvy." Through this, we realized that Jim’s dad most likely has this syndrome and it’s forced Jim to take a look at some of the tough times he’s had with his dad over the years and how it’s affected him both then and now in his parenting of the boys. Although this has been a tough year, I wouldn’t trade it for the world. It’s made me stronger or rather I should say that it’s made us stronger as a family.

Now when Michael verbalizes that he doesn’t like something, I remind myself that this is the way it should be and he’s like this now because of all we’ve been through. We would not be where we are today if it weren’t for our faith in God first and foremost and our trusting that he would lead us down the right path.  Because of this faith, it led to the discovery of the medical issues Michael was having through the live blood analysis. He appeared healthy on the outside, but inside was a different story as told in his blood sample. We were also so lucky to have him involved in a great therapeutic program at Advent and he had a great first grade teacher last year. We are blessed to live in the district we live in because they have been so accommodating regarding Michael and his needs.  He has an awesome teacher for his second grade year and know he will continue to make progress.  This awesome teacher, Bonnie Strauss, is also a member of St. John’s and at Michael’s IEP meeting last year of all of the 2nd grade teachers in Whitehall (there are 13 teachers) she was recommended as being the teacher who could bring out the best in him.  Deep down, I already knew this before this meeting because I already knew her from the church and have seen her interactions with Michael.   He’s already made so much progress in the first month of school with her and I can’t wait to see where he’s at 6 months or a year from now. 

Michael’s come such a long way in such a short time and now he hardly even looks or acts like a child with Asperger’s Syndrome.  Would you believe that each week at church, when congregation members go around greeting one another that he not only shakes the hands of others seated in front of or behind us, but he also goes out in the aisle and goes all around the church shaking the hands of anyone he meets?  His 4 year old brother, Christopher, saw how much enjoyment Michael was getting out of it that he now does it too.  So if you are ever at the 10:45 service and 2 little boys approach you to shake your hand, chances are they are Michael and Christopher Leibensperger.  This is an amazing feat for a child who suffers from Asperger’s and has an anxiety disorder.  

In closing, I feel I need to share something that happened to me the other day while playing “Words with Friends (Scrabble)” on Facebook.  My 7 letter tiles spelled out “I SEE GOD.”   Although I couldn’t play it on the scrabble board because you can only play words not sentences, those words are playing out every day in our lives.  Everything great that’s happening in our lives would not have been possible if it weren’t for God and for St. John’s U.C.C.    St. John’s has truly helped us “see God” and has given us the courage and strength to overcome the challenges we’ve faced.

　
