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OUR FRIENDS HAL & JUDY MERWALD 
“Bring on the Kids” 

 
This is another—our fourth—article by your Communications Committee about members of 
our PebbleCreek Community Church.  Hal and Judy Merwald came to PebbleCreek in 2012 
following Hal’s retirement from Young Life where he served 40+ years.  After a first assignment 
with Young Life in Little Rock, Arkansas, and nine years in Brazil, Hal rose to Chief Operating 
Officer and interim President of the organization headquartered in Colorado Springs.  Their last 
move was to Canada where Hal served as President of Young Life Canada.  I planned an hour 
with Hal and Judy to get a little background for this article—three and a half hours later I had 
but touched the surface! 

Of course, we all know Hal as current Chair of our Board 
of Elders, and as the fellow who brings joy to our 
Sunday pulpit filling in periodically for Pastor Dennis 
and Pastor Harry before him.   Do you recall my favorite 
sermon—on Super bowl Sunday, as I recall, the one Hal 
delivered about the fourth quarter of life.  Hal says that 
common sense form of communication is what first 
attracted him to Young Life which focuses on bringing 
the Christian message to disinterested youth—well, 
that and the fact Judy was involved with Young Life 
before he was…. 
 
The oldest of four children of a steelworker father and a 
mother who taught voice and piano and later became 
an excellent primary school teacher, Hal was raised in a 
rural community near the dunes of Lake Michigan 
outside Gary, Indiana (“no one locked their doors—it 
was a very trusting community”).  His family attended 

the local Baptist church, but it was a separate evangelical gathering where Hal recalls becoming 
a committed follower of Christ.  He attended the meeting with friends when he was 14, then a 
freshman in high school.  There were many encouraging words, but at the end the speaker 
asked for all who knew they were going to heaven to stand.  Hal stayed seated.  Then came, “All 
you sinners who are going to hell, step forward and receive Christ!”  Hal came forward and 
never looked back.   
 
In his high school, he was president of his class and of the student body.  He lettered in 
basketball, baseball, and football, was a member of the honor society, and mastered calculus 
and Latin.  It was a small school of some 400 students, but a well-managed school with fine 
teachers who served the diverse student body—students from wealthy families living near the 
dunes of Lake Michigan (“The Duners”), along with those of steel workers and farmers.  Then 
Hal went on to Wheaton College, an interdenominational Christian liberal arts college located in 
Wheaton, IL, 25 miles west of downtown Chicago. 
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Turning from his first love basketball, Hal went out for football at Wheaton, only to have his 
knee blown out by a defensive tackle he didn’t see coming.  After just eight weeks it was the 
end of his sports career, but all the better because he found that at Wheaton he actually had to 
study to keep up—something that was seldom necessary at Portage High.   On weekends Hal 
returned home to direct his church choir.  Later, when Hal was 19, his pastor encouraged him 
to preach, which he did throughout his time at Wheaton, making use of the church’s extensive 
library to prepare his sermons.   
 
Hal worked throughout his school years, picking berries when 12, serving customers in a men’s 
clothing store while in high school, waiting tables as an undergraduate at Wheaton, and picking 
up bodies for a funeral parlor and serving on an ambulance team while in the seminary at 
Wheaton.  In this period, Hal also served as youth pastor for the Baptist church in Downers 
Grove, IL.  In the summer of 1960, following his graduation from the seminary, Hal and several 
friends started a ranch for delinquent boys in Colorado, but he ultimately concluded he was, 
“not cut out to work with delinquent boys.” They gave up the property, which today is a fancy 
dude ranch.  Perhaps it was because of having to work and study, that Hal missed the fact Judy, 
a native of Chicago and graduate of Iowa State University, was teaching school in Wheaton and 
knew most of his classmates. 
 
Hal and Judy first met on a blind date on July 4, 1961.  By then Judy had left teaching and was 
serving on the staff of Young Life in Minneapolis.   Returning home to Chicago for the 4th of July 
weekend to visit her parents, Judy reluctantly agreed to go on a blind date that several people 
more or less arranged.  She was not impressed by the description she was given of the young 
man—that he was a youth director and choir director. But the big “downer” for her was when 
she heard he had been a senior at Wheaton College the very year she had been teaching school 
at Wheaton Junior High.  She was then very involved with students at the college and with the 
Young Life Fellowship program there; yet she had never heard of Hal Merwald!   She tried to 
avoid the date, as did Hal for his own reasons, but on meeting one another they found much in 
common and began a long-distant courtship mostly by phone and mail.  
 
Following their meeting and Hal’s ordination in 1961, Hal accepted a position as youth pastor of 
the Watsonville Baptist Church in California.  On his way, back from an interview in Watsonville, 
Hal visited Judy, who was attending Young Life’s summer graduate school in Colorado Springs.  
At that time, Judy invited Hal to visit Young Life’s Frontier Ranch in Buena Vista, about an hour 
and a half from Colorado Springs.  During the 3 1/2 hours, they were there, they ate dinner with 
high school campers and leaders, and attended the leaders’ meeting.  Hal had never heard 
conversational prayer such as he heard that night—prayer describing how the leaders would be 
able to help kids with the next day’s mountain climb, prayer explaining how the leaders would 
serve kids in other ways and become their friends, and more.  In a subsequent meeting, after 
some animated skits and singing, Hal heard one of the Young Life leaders speak to the kids 
about Jesus.  A Young Life motto is to,” never, bore kids with the Gospel.”  He had never heard 
talks like he heard that evening.  Hal liked the Young Life approach —and he liked Judy! 
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When Hal started his position as youth pastor in Watsonville that fall, he used some of the 
ideas he had seen at Frontier Ranch.  Since he had earned a teaching certificate while at 
Wheaton, he volunteered as a substitute teacher at the Watsonville High School in order to 
meet kids.  Soon he had a club going in evenings with kids who were basically outside the 
church.  He called it “Campus Club.”  In this process, Hal was befriended by (and unknowingly 
being mentored by) one of the Young Life staff men from San Jose, CA.  Hal then signed up a 
group of Campus Club youth to go to Young Life’s Malibu Camp in British Columbia the summer 
of 1962.  But before summer camp, he had another appointment that spring—off to Chicago to 
marry Judy. 
 
Hal and Judy were married in May of 1962.  Following their ceremony and saying goodbye to 
family and friends, they spent their honeymoon driving across the country back to Watsonville.  
They were looking forward to hosting the kids at Malibu Camp that summer; however, they 
were stunned to learn that the Board of Elders decided Hal could not go because he already 
had his vacation (which was his honeymoon).  The following summer they used their vacation 
to lead a group of kids to Malibu Camp.  It was a significant week for all.  When they returned to 
Watsonville, Hal continued leading the Vacation Bible School at the church for about 700 local 
kids. 
 
But Hal and Judy’s work with the kids at Malibu had not gone unnoticed by some of the leaders 
in Young Life, and Hal soon received a call asking that he and Judy join the Young Life staff.  This 
offer came “out of the blue” for them.  But in thinking about it, Hal realized he had come to feel 
almost like a party planner for the Watsonville church group.  Each event had to be better than 
the last.  He wondered, “What do you do after you have had a pig roast on the beach, and 
learned to play a ukulele?” 
 
 After consulting others and praying about it, Hal and Judy felt that God was directing in this 
move.  They agreed to join the Young Life staff.  There were several changes in assignments as 
their new responsibilities were defined, but finally Young Life decided that Hal and Judy’s first 
assignment would be in Little Rock, Arkansas. 
 
That first-year Hal got to know a lot of kids, and also the basketball coach at North Little Rock 
High School who that year led his team to a state championship.  The whole team and coach 
were invited to a Young Life club one night where Hal presented them with homemade trophies 
(made out of tin cans and appropriate symbols tailored to each player).   Later many players 
and the coach went to Young Life camp.   Many of those Arkansas “kids” who went to camp 
that summer are still walking with the Lord. 
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Picture of Team with Hal’s Trophies 
 
In 1966 Hal and Judy were surprised to receive a letter from Brazil asking them to join a Young 
Life couple who were working to build the organization there.  It was a difficult decision with 
much prayer and consulting with Christian friends, but with the blessing of their Little Rock 
committee, Hal and Judy said goodbye.  With their two young daughters, they set sail on a ship 
for an unknown adventure in South America. 
 
The commitment was for four years, but Hal quickly realized they had to work on goals without 
a time limit.  It took more than a year for them to learn Portuguese and get to know local 
youth.  Hal and Judy started a Young Life club which met in their home.  They contacted kids 
through picnics, teaching English as a second language, and coaching a basketball team at a 
private club.   
 
They were located in Campinas, 50 miles outside Sao Paulo.  Some of the youth with whom 
they became acquainted were poor with no money for a school uniforms; thus, they gained 
little education, and, as a result, no job.  After several years, three of these boys who had 
dropped out of school came to know Christ through weekly Young Life meetings.  These three 
boys had never held a Bible in their hands.  Hal began studying the Bible with them.  At their 
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request, they came to Hal and Judy’s house four mornings a week, stayed for lunch, and then 
went to classes (they had decided to return to school).  Hal recalled one 19-year-old who 
became committed to Christ.  The boy then started back in the 8th grade, finished high school, 
and went on to college all in one year.  The rewards for Hal and Judy were many.  But Hal also 
noted that the local culture, with belief in Spiritism, caused him and Judy to feel more keenly 
the power of the Holy Spirit at work. 
 
In 1976 Hal, Judy, and family packed up to return to the U.S.  After 9 1/2 years, capable 
Brazilians were assuming lead roles in the local organization.  It had been named Alvo in its first 
years of existence and now was to be run totally by the Brazilian staff. 
 
Hal and Judy went to New York as their next assignment.  Hal asked to go anywhere in the 
south, but the directors of Young Life needed them in NY where they settled in Ossining, a 
suburb of New York City.   
 
Young Life had its ups and downs in New York, and Hal’s job was to stabilize Young Life there 
again.  His responsibility for New York City rapidly expanded to encompass Philadelphia and 
later the entire eastern division.  In 1984 Hal and Judy were asked to move to Colorado Springs 
where he served as COO and later as interim President of Young Life.  And in 1987 Hal accepted 
the position of President of Young Life of Canada.  He and Judy moved to the suburbs of 
Vancouver, B.C., where they served until their retirement.  Their move to PebbleCreek followed 
in 2012. 
 
A great part of Young Life’s ministry is accomplished through camping.  Realizing that Canada’s 
Malibu Camp was not large enough to give the Canadian kids the places Hal envisioned they 
needed, he began a search for another property.  A 6,300-acre former cattle ranch seemed to 
have all the qualifications for a new camp, but there were many obstacles, including that the 
property was incredibly expensive at $8 million.  Although two members of their Board agreed 
to put up some money for a down payment, time was running out and the Board was about to 
tell Hal to give up the dream of this camp because it was just too expensive.  But God had plans 
for Young Life and that property.   
 
At the last minute, a potential large donor was introduced to Hal.   At lunch with the donor, and 
with only a rough sketch of the property and proposal, Hal could not believe his ears when the 
potential donor said, “Look, I’ll buy the whole place for you and I’ll keep the part you don’t 
need.”  Hal asked the man to repeat those words three times! 
 
This was only the beginning of many miracles--volunteers and donations that allowed Young 
Life’s RockRidge Canyon Camp and Conference Center to be built.  Hal continued to raise funds 
and was able to build not only the main building, dormitories, a professional kitchen, and 
swimming pool, but also a dam that raised the lake level some 22 feet.  The camp now meets 
the needs of more than 2,000 kids each summer, and serves as a year-round conference center. 
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A book has been written about the development of RockRidge Canyon.  The inscription in the 
book that was presented to them reads: “Hal and Judy, look what you started!  How incredible 
that the dream has become this beautiful place where God’s glory is revealed to kids.  God has 
worked wonders through you both.” 
 
A picture is worth…. 
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Hal and Judy have three children. Their oldest daughter, Kathy, never felt far from her Brazilian 
up-bringing, and returned to Brazil after graduating from Wheaton College to work in the 
ministry there.  She and her Brazilian husband are involved with the ministry called “Joy,” which 
is a sister organization of the original work her parents developed.  They have one daughter, 
Stephanie, who married a Brazilian young man in December.  Hal and Judy attended the 
wedding. 
 
Their second daughter, Karen, is married to a retired U. S. Marine colonel.  They live in 
Naperville, Illinois, with their three children. All the children are involved in sports, their church, 
and Young Life. 
 
Their son, David, lives in Goodyear with his wife and three children.  They work together in a 
local law office, and they are one reason Hal and Judy live with us here in PebbleCreek. 
 
Both Hal and Judy Merwald continue to work wonders among us in our church.  Thank you, 
Judy and Hal, for all you have done, and for all you bring to our PebbleCreek Community 
Church. 
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