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Confidence
Through
Community

Brenda Rodriguez,
Chelsea Kent and Haley
Butler graduated from
Andrews University
in May 2019. All three
completed biology
majors, and all three are
attending Loma Linda
University this fall. But
their connection is far
deeper than sharing a
similar plan of academic
study. They also share a
unique friendship.
Brenda, Chelsea and Haley
grew up in the Silver Spring,
Maryland, area. For each of them,
church played a crucial role in
their lives. They attended Adventist schools where most of the
students were also Seventh-day
Adventists. There were always
Bible classes and chapel, music
groups, sports and mission trips,
and the ability to participate in
Adventurers and Pathfinders. “I
really enjoyed having a community of people I could relate to,”
says Haley.
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Chelsea agrees. “It was a good opportunity to surround ourselves with quality people
and those who have the same beliefs as us—
it helped to reinforce our own beliefs.”
When it came time to choose a high
school, Brenda, Chelsea and Haley all
selected Spencerville Adventist Academy.
The location was convenient, and the
school had just moved into a beautiful,
brand new building. Haley and Chelsea
met prior to the start of the school year.
“Our moms got to talking and decided we
would be friends,” says Haley. “So they orchestrated a hang-out session. I showed up
to Chelsea’s house and rang the doorbell.
We had never met each other.”
Chelsea recalls, “It was so awkward.
During those cringy pre-high school days, I
usually dressed more formally than necessary but that day I tried really hard to dress
like a ‘normal’ kid. Then Haley shows up
wearing plaid shorts and a polo.”
The two did become friends, though,
and appreciated going into Spencerville
knowing someone beforehand.
Eventually, all three young ladies started
hanging out because of soccer. They were
key players in founding the women’s
soccer team at Spencerville. They were also
class officers together for two years, connecting not just with each other but with
their other classmates, as well. “I still talk
to the friends I made,” says Chelsea. “Even
now we have a group chat where we talk
about what’s happening in our lives.”
Their teachers were instrumental in their
academy experience, too. “Spiritually, the
chaplain we had at the time, Mrs. Knight,
was amazing,” says Chelsea. “‘You are loved
and prayed for’ is what she always said, and
everyone who wanted to be involved in campus ministries could be. One teacher talked
about finance, marriage, family...it wasn’t so
much ‘here’s what you should do’ as ‘here
are the tools to do what you should do.’ And
I valued that so much.”
Soon it was time to consider college.
All three were interested in the sciences.
Chelsea was under the assumption (that
she still maintains is correct) that Andrews had the best pre-med program for
her. She visited Andrews for SciFest, her
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first exposure to doing labs, and realized
there was so much she did not know. She
found Andrews offered many resources
and strong faculty.
Brenda visited other schools and, just
about two days before one of the spring
Preview events at Andrews, decided to see
if she felt anything at Andrews. She says, “I
toured the biology department, and two of
the most charismatic professors, Dr. Navia
and Dr. Goodwin, gave me the tour. They
can convince you. They talked about the
research opportunities for students, how
many students become published, and about
the small class size. All of the professors are
so friendly, and I immediately picked up on
that. Also, for some reason, when I walked
around campus I could just envision myself
walking around it with my backpack going to
study somewhere. I couldn’t picture that at
any other school I had gone to.”
Haley felt the same. “I knew that I was
meant to be at Andrews. I got the same
tour from Dr. Goodwin but previewed in
October. There was such a warm presence
at Andrews. I was also thinking about
attending the University of Maryland but
ultimately decided I wanted the small
class size and the warm environment. I did
not want to be just another student in a
400-person class.”
Brenda, Chelsea and Haley all ended up
at Andrews. On their first day as freshmen,
they sat together in class—a practice they
continued throughout their college career
to the point where they were known to
some as “the triplets.” Because all three

were on a biology/pre-med track, they had
many classes together, and the classes
were tough. “We had to really rally and
figure out how on earth we were going to
do this,” says Haley. In that sense, their
dependence on each other grew.
“We really became a support group for
each other,” says Chelsea. “We struggled at
the same time. We study really well together so would meet up and test each other.
We’ve grown not only in our friendships
but in our professional relationships.”
Brenda adds, “We’ve just gone through
so many monumental steps together.
Last year, in preparation to enter medical
school, we had to do this thing called
the PRC (Professional Recommendations
Committee). You have to write a bunch of
essays, gather recommendations from professors and go to seminars. The night be-
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fore the medical school interview, we
went to Haley’s room and ironed clothes
and practiced. It’s an intricate process to
go through pre-med, and to go through it
all with people from home who are in the
same boat is so helpful. It really made a
huge impact on our success.”
Professors, too, greatly impacted the
Andrews journey for Brenda, Chelsea and
Haley. Haley recounts spending countless
hours in Dr. Mbungu’s office, working with
Dr. Ahlberg before tests, and figuring out
challenging schedules with Dr. Navia as an
advisor. “The overwhelming support and
confidence the teachers had in us translated into our confidence. If our teachers
didn’t care, we might have dropped out a
long time ago,” says Haley.
The excellence of the professors goes
even beyond academics. “I could walk into
Dr. Mbungu’s office and talk, and he would
talk as long as we wanted,” says Brenda.
“Dr. Goodwin will just roam around in the
lobby and talk to whoever is there, asking
them how they are doing, how they’re
feeling, how they’re holding up. It’s so
evident that they want us to succeed. Even
if you don’t do well on a test, they’ll work
with you to do better. That’s not the case
at every school—other schools have 300
students who have to talk to TAs. I have
friends in other colleges and universities
who are just so surprised we could talk
directly to our professors.”
Brenda, Chelsea and Haley also recall
how Dr. Navia opened his home for pre-med
club vespers multiple times over the years.

Afterwards, a group of students would stay
and talk with Dr. Navia and his wife, and
the Navias would bake treats. “Dr. Navia
has been an incredible mentor to all of us,”
says Chelsea. “He convinced each of us at
one point or another to continue reaching
for our goals when we were at our breaking
points. I see him as one of the key reasons
why I am in medical school today.”
Brenda, Chelsea and Haley found it
healthy to balance their academics with
activities outside the classroom, too. Brenda has been an ambassador, member and
president of the Pre-med Club, secretary
and vice president of the Tri Beta Honor
Society, president of the Adelante Club, a
biology teaching assistant, a researcher
in the chemistry department, a Sabbath
School teacher at the Spanish church, a
tutor for H.E.L.P. in Benton Harbor, and a
volunteer at HERBIE Clinic, a free health
clinic in the area.
Chelsea has been vice president of
Adelante, president of the Pre-med Club,
an AUSA senator, secretary of the AUSA
Senate, a middle school Sabbath School
teacher, a researcher for four years (running crickets on treadmills), and involved
in the Least of These ministry and the After
the Storm singing group.
Haley has been an Ambassador, a part
of the University’s orchestra, academic
affairs officer for Honors, president of
Honors for two years, vice president and
president of Tri Beta Honor Society, vice
president of the Pre-med Club, a volunteer
at HERBIE Clinic, part of a praise team at
PMC, a teaching assistant for biostats and
a researcher in the cancer lab.
Together, they’ve also gone camping,
hiking and skiing. “I think I’ve never been
closer to a group of friends before,” says
Haley. “It’s nice that we have so much in
common.”
Brenda, Chelsea and Haley encourage
those considering Andrews, especially
those on a pre-med track, to create a community for themselves—make friends with
classmates, make friends with teachers and
be surrounded by those who have similar
goals. “You’re not in this alone,” says Haley. “And if you try to do this alone, you’ll

be miserable. Take breaks. Find things to
be involved in. Don’t be over-involved, but
college is a really unique opportunity to be
a community.”
In choosing a major Chelsea adds,
“Make sure you want it and once you do,
work like you’ve never worked before. Then
really enjoy your Sabbaths.”
All three felt a huge relief at being
accepted to Loma Linda. They spent four
years of their life working toward a goal,
and they succeeded. Haley says, “I was
really nervous about being accepted into
medical school. We all were. School can
sometimes feel so overwhelming and so
uncertain. I think that being accepted to
Loma Linda and just having that path set
was such a weight lifted off my shoulders. I
considered not going to Adventist schools,
but here I am. I think it’s for a reason.”
Haley is not sure yet where she wants
to focus her medical studies, but she is
considering cardiology. Chelsea wants to
be an obstetrician. Brenda has not decided
her specialty yet either but knows that she
wants to work in an area that will benefit
the Hispanic community, one reason why
she also earned her BA in Spanish.
Brenda says, “I really fought hard to not be
a biology major. I didn’t declare until sophomore year. I think God placed a lot of these
professors in our lives to lead us and mentor
us. They’ve just encouraged us—there were
a lot of discouraging moments, there were
tests that didn’t go well, there were times we
just thought ‘no way.’ But they have been so
encouraging. They’ve shared their life stories
with us. I wouldn’t have stayed a biology major if I hadn’t had these professors. Because
I didn’t know I could. God really communicates through your peers and your friends
and provides support.”
“I think just being at Andrews really
shaped my worldview, being able to see so
many different beliefs,” says Chelsea. “We
had two classes where basically we were
just talking about different beliefs and
analyzing the information. That and all of
the volunteering we did definitely impacted the type of doctor I want to be. God
definitely played a hand in that, guiding
the experiences we have had.” 
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