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To my grandmother, Thelma “Minnie” Pearson





“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
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Chapter One

The Smith Family of 
Appalachia

December 22nd, 2007

Bright, white snow was lightly falling from the night 
sky in Mistletoe, Kentucky. No stars could be seen, and 

there was a mighty chill in the air. Charles Edward Smith, a 
twelve-year-old boy whom his family called Chuckie, sat on 
the front steps of his house, shivering without his coat. 

His grandfather, Paul Smith, had become a small-town 
preacher in 2006, late in life. For the past forty years, Paul 
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had gotten up extra early every morning to pray and study the 
Bible. Then he’d walked across town to work in the coal mines 
of Owsley County. Paul was a miner––that was all he knew 
how to do. He’d never graduated from high school, but taught 
himself to read by reading his Bible and listening to Billy Gra-
ham on the radio. He was proud that he could provide for his 
wife and daughter. 

However, his life came crashing down. The Mistletoe 
General Mine shut down operation and closed. He and his 
fellow miners were left without jobs. His face never showed 
any signs of worry; he just prayed to the Lord. 

Paul was a native of Owsley County, the heart of Ken-
tucky’s coal mining country, often referenced as one of Amer-
ica’s poorest counties. He was fifty-eight years old when the 
small town got the news of the layoffs. He prayed outside the 
gates of the Mistletoe General Mine before leaving for the last 
time. “I don’t have the answer, Lord,” he prayed, “but please 
place Your mighty hand of protection on Diane, Kimberly, 
and Chuckie. Use this season of our lives to strengthen us, 
show Your faithfulness, and advance Your Kingdom. I trust 
You, Lord.” 

Then he walked down to the little white church in the 
middle of town. Surprisingly, the doors were unlocked. Inside, 
Paul saw a man praying. After introductions, they spent more 
than an hour praying with each other. Afterwards, the man 
told Paul that he was the last remaining deacon of the church. 
“The church is about to close because we no longer have a pas-
tor,” he said. Paul knew then that he would serve as a pastor. 

The deacon quickly accepted his offer. “However,” he 
said, “I can’t offer you a salary because the church has only 
three living members.” But Paul couldn’t have been happier. 
From that day forward, each morning he walked to the church 
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and had his Bible study and prayer time, even if the church 
was empty. He called family members who had moved away 
and asked them to send money for supplies. Over the first few 
months, he cleaned, repaired, and painted much of the build-
ing, and replanted the landscaping outside all by himself. The 
townsfolk couldn’t believe what they were witnessing. Why 
was an unemployed miner doing so much work for the church 
that so few attended, even on Sundays? 

Reality hit Paul in May as his severance package ran out. 
His family no longer had health care, and things spiraled out 
of control. He was concerned about providing food for his 
family and keeping the power on. There was no money com-
ing in, and his bank account was decreasing daily. One morn-
ing, as he was praying in the church, he heard a voice coming 
from the doorway. 

“Good morning, sir,” said the quiet voice. 
“Good morning, ma’am,” Paul replied. “How can I help 

you today?” 
“Hello,” said a tall, slender woman wearing a black pro-

fessional pantsuit and white flats, as she walked down the aisle. 
“I’m Sarah Elizabeth Giles, a medical doctor and reporter for 
Kentucky Daily Television. I am working on a story about 
drug use here in the Appalachian Mountains. May I speak 
with you on camera about your experience?” 

“You surely may,” he said. “I hope I can help you.”
“Great!” Sarah said, as she focused her camera on Paul 

and pressed the record button. “Can you tell me about your-
self and life here in Mistletoe?” 

“I’m Paul Smith,” he said, “a recently laid-off coal min-
er who is responsible for the care of my wife, daughter, and 
grandson. I have worked these mines for many years. It’s the 
only thing I know. After being laid off, I was appointed pastor 
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of this little church, without pay. Taking care of this place is 
my daily life now.” 

“These rural areas of Appalachia have high rates of drug 
use, especially opioids,” she said. “What do you think is driv-
ing these numbers up?”

“Honestly,” he replied sadly, “I live with this every day. 
My wife, Diane, was a school bus driver and had an accident 
when a drunk driver hit her bus. The bus flipped and rolled 
down the side of a rock embankment. Several children were se-
riously hurt. Diane developed bruises all over her body, broke 
bones in her legs, and sustained serious damage to her verte-
brae. That accident left her with chronic pain and anxiety, for 
which the doctors started to prescribe heavy doses of opioids. 
As the days passed, her anxiety and insomnia increased. She 
was so depressed that she became an entirely different person, 
relying on the medications just to face everyday life. But like 
so many of her neighbors, usage of these pills became a habit, 
and then a full-blown addiction. Then she saw a way to make 
money and started to sell the medicine.”

“As a pastor of this little church,” said Sarah, “how does 
this make you feel?” 

“Honestly, I know that my wife and daughter are strug-
gling. They are in pain, and they have gotten into a cycle that 
they just can’t get out of by themselves. The more they engage 
in it, the more they get sucked into it. It’s a very deep and dark 
world. My heart breaks. As a pastor, I feel sorry for them. I 
pray for them. I ask for the Lord to intervene. They are pow-
erless on their own. I understand businesses close for financial 
reasons, and I understand that all people can’t survive off the 
government. All these individuals just want to be beneficial; 
they just don’t want to be a political token. This frustrates me 
more than I can express. When I get frustrated, it really stems 
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from fear, but the opposite of fear is faith, and my faith is in 
our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

“What is the answer to all this pain and addiction?” 
“The answer is Lord Jesus Christ,” he said. “But it’s hard 

to believe in something when the only thing you feel is pain. 
With bills piling up, jobs disappearing, and income drying up 
even for basics like gas and groceries, our only option is visit-
ing the food pantry for a free box of food each week.” 

As she adjusted the camera angle and focused more on 
his face, she asked, “Are you saying that the residents here are 
hopeless?” 

After a few brief moments, he said, “What I’m trying to 
say is that there are Christians all over the country. The United 
States is the wealthiest country in the world, and Christians go 
to church on Sundays and write checks and swipe credit cards 
for their offerings, which go towards larger church buildings, 
high-tech equipment, and bigger salaries for pastors. Maybe 
if these same people were to send one week’s offering to the 
people who need it, it just might be the difference in ending 
an addiction. It might fill an empty stomach and alleviate the 
shame of using a food bank, perhaps stop a suicide. Their gifts 
would bring the light of hope.” 

But afterward, Paul wondered to himself what good the 
interview would do. So each morning, he went to the church 
and continued doing what he knew was right to do. Every 
evening, he sat on the front porch with Chuckie and taught 
him Bible stories, and they prayed. Each night, Chuckie and 
his grandfather shared a bottle of RC Cola and a MoonPie. No 
one knew how Paul got them. 

Their evenings provided male bonding for Chuckie, be-
cause he had never known his real father. His mother, Kim-
berly, had been raped. And when her father discovered she 
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was pregnant, he told her, “I’ll help provide for the baby if you 
won’t get an abortion.” She agreed and gave birth to Chuckie.  

But on the Fourth of July that year, Paul got up and head-
ed to the church for his morning routine—but he never re-
turned. Chuckie ran down to the church and discovered his 
grandfather lying dead on the floor in a pool of blood. He 
ran home to tell his mother and grandmother, and they called 
the police, who determined that Paul had been robbed and 
then murdered. The head of the Smith family was gone, and 
Chuckie was alone. 

The family gathered at the church three days later, and for 
the first time in many years, the pews were filled. The town of 
Mistletoe had come together to help the Smith family grieve. 
There was no service planned, because there was no preacher 
and no one to play the piano. As everyone sat quietly, an el-
derly lady got up and started to sing. “Amazing Grace” never 
sounded so good as it did at that moment in the little wooden 
church. Moments after the last note, Chuckie walked to the 
pulpit and said, “I have something to say.” 

“Dear God,” he began, “today I am sad, as You needed 
my grandfather more than we do here in Mistletoe. Someone 
killed him, and You know who that person is. He is a very bro-
ken man, doing desperate things just to survive. I forgive him, 
because he didn’t know what he was doing. I don’t want bit-
terness and anger in my heart, O God. Grandpop Paul was a 
generous man. He sat on the front porch every night, teaching 
me about Jesus and telling me stories from the Bible while we 
shared an RC Cola and a MoonPie. We now don’t have money 
to enjoy that refreshing drink and delicious cookie. I just ask 
that You send me an RC Cola and a MoonPie to let me know 
that You are real, and that my Grandpop is doing all right in 
heaven. Also, Lord, hear me on this one––whoever sends me 
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those two things, may he or she find a treasure chest full of 
blessings in their life. In Jesus’ name, I pray, Amen.” 

Chuckie had spoken from his heart. Every night after 
the funeral, he sat on the front porch and prayed that same 
prayer. He never stopped praying; his mama and grandmother 
watched from inside as he sat in the heat, and the rain, on this 
chilly night…even the snow couldn’t stop him. He knew that 
one day the Lord would answer his prayer.
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Chapter Two

The Divine Visitor

December 22, 2007

It was a typical morning for Chuckie. He woke up, got 
dressed, and poured himself a glass of Mountain Dew for 

breakfast. In the mountains, Mountain Dew was the bev-
erage of choice. Th ere was no protein or fruit in the house, 
so Chuckie sipped on his green beverage and was content; it 
had become routine in the fi ve months since his grandfather’s 
death.

After that, he occupied himself on the front porch by 
reading Grandpop’s Bible and singing his hymns out loud. 
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One by one, men from the street began arriving. They ignored 
him on their way inside. Through the window, Chuckie saw 
the younger guys. They always went into his mother’s room, 
and the older ones entered his grandmother’s room, buying 
prescription drugs and engaging in sexual acts.  

Chuckie didn’t really comprehend everything that was 
going on in that house, but it had become his new normal. He 
took care of himself and kept reading his Bible. Deep down, 
he knew that God was setting him up for something big one 
day. He read Jeremiah 29:11 over and over, so that it played 
in his head all day: “‘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.’”

About midday, a caravan of cars, trucks, and vans passed 
by the house. On the side of the first van, a large sign read: 
“Appalachian Mountain Ministry.” Chuckie knew that the 
word “ministry” had to do with God’s work, so he got up and 
followed them. He saw that all the vehicles had stopped in 
front of Grandpop’s church. An elderly African-American lady 
with gray hair and glasses got out of the first van and limped 
to the church door. It was locked. 

Chuckie started running and called out to her. “Hello, 
can I help you?” 

“Well, hello, young man,” she replied. “Yes, we heard 
about this little church and we wanted to come and speak 
with the pastor.” 

“I’m sorry, but my Grandpop was the pastor, and he was 
murdered here on the Fourth of July. No one in this town 
stepped up to take his place, so the church sits empty until I 
come down and pray.” 

“I am so very sorry to hear that,” she said, in a Southern 
drawl. “By the way, I am Miss Sheila. What’s your name?” 
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“I’m Chuck Smith. Everyone calls me Chuckie. I live a 
few houses down the street with my grandmother and mother.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Chuckie,” Miss Sheila said. 
“I am a missionary from North Carolina. After my husband 
passed away a long time ago, I sold my house and moved in 
with my son and his family. One day during my prayer time, I 
heard God whisper to me that He had a special project for me, 
to travel all over America collecting backpacks for the children 
of these mountains.”

“You heard God whisper to you?” Chuckie asked.  
“Oh, yes, I did,” she said, with the biggest smile he had 

ever seen. “When you spend as much time reading the Bible 
and praying as I do, you will hear His whisper, also.” 

Chuckie was so surprised that he simply stood there, 
watching the gray-haired lady’s face. Snowflakes began falling. 
He looked at the cars, then turned back to her. “Miss Sheila, 
why are there so many cars following you?” 

“We are members of the Appalachia Mountain Ministry 
team. We bring food, clothing, and Christmas backpacks to 
children, and this year, we have chosen to spend Christmas 
here in Mistletoe. This is where God has sent us. But we need 
a church as our base.” 

Chuckie was overjoyed. Could it really be that he and 
the children in Mistletoe might experience Christmas this 
year? In his short life, he couldn’t remember nativity plays at 
church, leaving cookies out for Santa, or waking up on Christ-
mas morning to find wrapped gifts underneath a Christmas 
tree. He’d only read stories at school and heard his teacher talk 
about the magic of Christmas. To Chuckie, Christmas was the 
day Jesus was born in a stable, where the shepherds and the 
wise men found Him after following a star. 



B r a n d o n  L e e  T h o m a s

2 0

“If you come here to pray, how do you get in?” Miss Shei-
la asked.

Chuckie leaned down to pick up the key from beneath a 
large stone by the front door and unlocked it. 

He let Miss Sheila go in first. Upon entering the church, 
she found no stained-glass windows, wooden floors and white 
pews, a raised platform, and a single pulpit. A painting of Je-
sus Christ embracing a child beside a waterfall hung on the 
wall, and a single piano sat up front to the right of the pulpit.

She walked down the center aisle, praying aloud in the 
small church, lifting her hands in praise. “Thank you, Lord, 
for Your faithfulness and love. Help us to share Your joy here 
in Mistletoe.” 

“Are you going to be here on Christmas, Miss Sheila?” 
asked Chuckie. “Shouldn’t you be home with your family?”

“Oh, honey, my son will be here with me, and we will be 
celebrating Christmas with you and your neighbors. By the 
way,” she said, looking closer into his eyes, “have you had any-
thing to eat today?”

“I had my cup of Mountain Dew,” he answered. 
Miss Sheila took his thin arm, and they walked out to her 

van. She opened the sliding door, and he saw more food than 
he could ever have dreamed of. She gave him some fresh fruit, 
a granola bar, and a hot cup of tea. They sat in the van while 
he ate, and she sang “O Come All Ye Faithful.” 

When she finished singing, she said, “Chuckie, since you 
are the only one who goes to this church, will you allow us to 
set up here for a few days so we can be a blessing to the chil-
dren of Mistletoe?” 

“Sure! What do you need me to do?” 
“If you could loan me the key for a few days, that would 

be wonderful.”
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“Here’s the key, but I think if you’re going to store stuff 
in there, you might want to call the police and let them know. 
We have bad people around here. The police never have found 
the person who robbed and killed my grandpop.”  

“Honey, I am so very sorry to hear this,” she said, wrap-
ping her warm arms around him tightly. “God knows who did 
this, and He will take care of it. He won’t forget. Besides, do 
you see the last van back there––the black one? The men in 
that van are our security detail. They will keep everything safe 
and under control.”  

That afternoon, Chuckie stayed and helped Miss Shei-
la and her team unload their vehicles and carry everything 
into the church. After hours of hauling and unpacking boxes, 
all the volunteers, including Chuckie, stopped to eat dinner. 
Miss Sheila led the group in prayer and blessed their meal. She 
prayed for a pastor and his wife, Phil and Barbara, who were 
traveling from Piqua, Ohio for the special delivery. 

After hours at the church, Chuckie told everyone good 
night and began to walk home through the falling snow. Miss 
Sheila stood out in front of the church and watched as he 
crossed the street. 

“Oh, Lord,” she said, “I know You hear my prayer. You 
are up to it again! You have sent me on a mission, and I am 
here. Lord, I ask for Your hand of protection on Chuckie. 
Lord, grant him strength. Lord, bless him. Lord, You have 
something big and important for him to do one day. He’s your 
son. He’s your servant. Use our time here to plant a seed and 
do something great. I know You are faithful. I know You have 
a plan for why we are here this Christmas.”

As Chuckie walked into his home, which outsiders called 
a shack, he could still hear Miss Sheila singing.
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Chapter Three

Becoming a Messenger

December 23, 2007

Once again, Chuckie completed his morning routine—
he showered, got dressed, and drank his Mountain Dew, 

all before 8 AM. Th ere were no Christmas trees, no colorful 
lights, and no yard decorations to be found. 

As the morning progressed, he bundled himself up with 
his new coat that Miss Sheila had given him as strange men 
began coming into his home for drugs and sex. He waited 
patiently out on the porch, his stomach growling, waiting for 
Miss Sheila to drive by his home. He watched the men come 
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and go, and as he did, he sat there and prayed to God to res-
cue him from such terrible circumstances and give him a new 
life. As soon as Miss Sheila and her entourage passed, he ran 
to meet her at the church. Several members of her team were 
already inside, setting up and preparing for a busy day. But as 
soon as she saw Chuckie, she gave him a big hug and took his 
coat to hang up. 

“How is my important helper this morning?” she asked. 
“Happy to see you,” he replied, with a big grin on his face. 
“Well, over there on the table is a nice breakfast for you,” 

she said. “You make yourself comfortable and I’ll be over in a 
minute to tell you about our day.” 

Chuckie went to the table and found fresh fruit, hard-
boiled eggs, granola bars, and a big glass of orange juice. He’d 
never experienced anything like this before and didn’t know 
what to eat first. 

Miss Sheila sat down across from him, looking exhausted. 
She said, “You’re my buddy today. We have a very important 
mission!” 

“What do we have to do?” he asked.
“Today, we’re going to tell people that God is sending 

angels to Mistletoe and bringing Christmas with them. We 
are going to have a Christmas Eve service tomorrow in this 
church, and then Santa will arrive Christmas morning with 
gifts.” 

After eating, she and Chuckie gathered up their belong-
ings and headed for the van. The rest of her team stayed be-
hind to clean the church from top to bottom. They planned to 
decorate it with the freshest greenery and the brightest lights. 
This church was going to be the most beautiful that anyone in 
coal country had seen in a long time, if ever. 
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While driving up and down the mountain roads, stopping 
at trailers and dilapidated houses, Miss Sheila and Chuckie 
talked to people. Miss Sheila explained about the Appalachian 
Mountain Ministry, and Chuckie handed them a flier about 
the Christmas Eve service at church and Santa’s arrival on 
Christmas morning. 

The mountain people were in high spirits, and their faith 
in the Lord was strong. They just couldn’t envision life out-
side the mountains; this was home, and all they knew. “Your 
neighbors are wonderful,” Miss Sheila said as they drove to 
another home.

“Yes, they are,” Chuckie responded. “These people are so 
sad.” 

“They’re sad that things are changing, and jobs are disap-
pearing,” she said. “But I know God is good and faithful. He 
knows about each of them and He’s watching over them.” 

“How do you know that God is with them?” Chuckie 
asked. 

“Because God’s word says so,” Miss Sheila replied. “In 
the Book of Joshua, it says, ‘Have I not commanded you? Be 
strong and courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be discour-
aged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you 
go.’ Chuckie, wherever you go, God is with you always, and 
it’s the same for all your neighbors.”

Miss Sheila had known before she arrived what she was 
getting herself into. Her work with the ministry had prepared 
her with the knowledge that many of the residents couldn’t 
read or write, and few had graduated from high school. A lot 
of people were toothless, having never seen a dentist. Many 
people only knew the coal mines, and when the mines shut 
down, they didn’t know what else to do. Their lifeline had 
become selling drugs. 
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“Why did you come here at Christmas?” Chuckie asked her.
“Little buddy, life hasn’t always been so bright for me. A 

few years ago, I decided I was going to retire and live my last 
days peacefully with my son. One night as I was praying, I felt 
God lay on my heart that I needed to stop praying to Him to 
do something for the people of Appalachia, and do something 
myself.” 

“How did you find out what to do?” Chuckie asked. 
“I went to church in New Bern, North Carolina that next 

Sunday, and Mr. Bill Barker, a visiting preacher, was there from 
Hurricane, West Virginia. He told us that he and others were 
collecting backpacks to hand out to the children of Appala-
chia at Christmas. He asked our church to fill the backpacks 
with books, toys, clothes, shoes, food, and a Bible, so that they 
could hand them out.” 

“So you packed a backpack?” Chuckie asked. 
“Oh, no, buddy! I stood up in that big church and walked 

down front while he was preaching. I said, ‘Sir, I am so sorry 
to interrupt you. I am Miss Sheila, and the other night when 
I was praying to the Lord for the children of Appalachia, He 
told me to stop praying and do something. And now you ap-
pear. I will make sure all of us fill these backpacks. How many 
do you need us to fill? I want to organize a team and head to 
the mountains as well. God created us not just to pray but to 
do something.” 

“What did the preacher say to you?” Chuckie asked.    
“He explained that something strange had happened to 

him as well,” she said. “Pastor Bill had never been to North 
Carolina. The other night, he was praying and felt a need to 
visit my church and talk about the Appalachian Mountain 
Ministry. God told him that someone in our church would 
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change a child’s life in the mountains, and His Kingdom was 
depending on it.” 

“God sent that preacher to North Carolina to tell the sto-
ry of the backpacks so you would come here. Is that what 
you’re saying?” 

“You are so right!” she said.
Miss Sheila, a mighty woman of faith herself, had her 

own story of redemption. She’d been a political spouse, and af-
ter she was widowed, she was filled with bitterness and anger. 
After much soul searching, God reached down to her, and she 
responded to His call. She became a Bible teacher and taught 
many women how to pray. Now she was driving a van with a 
twelve-year-old boy who lived in extreme poverty, who him-
self didn’t even realize that she was on a mission for the Lord 
to bless him. 

She planned to lead the service on Christmas Eve, hand 
out backpacks on Christmas day, and return home to North 
Carolina to tell everyone about her trip afterward. But in the 
back of her mind, she remembered what that preacher said: 
that someone in the mountains needed a little encouragement, 
because God’s kingdom depended on her.
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Chapter Four

The Message

December 24, 2007

While many around the country were celebrating 
Christmas Eve, traveling to their destinations, baking 

cookies, or opening presents, others were at church for services 
or Mass. In Mistletoe, Chuckie experienced something he had 
never seen before: a Christmas outreach to children.

He spent the day at the church with Miss Sheila and her 
team of volunteers. Most of the day, she and Chuckie sat in 
the pew, reading Scripture and praying aloud. “May Your 
mighty hand move the hearts and minds of the people to come 
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to church tonight so that they will be blessed,” she repeated. 
Chuckie knew how to pray from his grandpop, but he had 
never heard anything like this before. The Scripture and prayer 
stirred something deep inside him which he couldn’t explain. 

At 5:30 PM, Miss Sheila brought everyone together for 
one last prayer time. They prayed that lines of people would 
come and be blessed. As they were concluding, an eigh-
teen-wheeler approached. They heard the brakes squeal. Miss 
Sheila announced, “The food has arrived and Mistletoe will 
experience Christmas!” 

Mistletoe would never know how much of a blessing Miss 
Sheila had been to its people. She made countless phone calls 
soliciting food donations, including cooked turkey, ham, trim-
mings, desserts, and tea. Inside the semi’s trailer, one thousand 
Christmas meals were ready to be given away. The backpacks 
would arrive tomorrow, Christmas Day. 

At 6, everyone took their positions as greeters, choir mem-
bers, and food basket handlers, and Miss Sheila opened the 
doors to find more people than the church could hold. They 
looked very exhausted; many were freezing and not dressed 
for the winter temperature. “Praise Jesus! He’s done it again! 
Another blessing!”

She told her volunteers, “Tell everyone who can’t get in-
side the church this group not to leave. They’ll get a turn to 
hear the message and receive their meals tonight.” 

As she started to walk away, she noticed residents looking 
discouraged and worried. She touched a few hands, and spoke 
loudly, “Due to the size of the crowd tonight, the program had 
to be shortened. But everyone will be served.”

The choir began to sing a medley of Christmas carols for 
those gathered. A festive spirit was something they’d never ex-
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perienced. Then Miss Sheila walked to the pulpit and prayed 
silently for strength. 

Her head looking up, eyes closed, she spoke loudly, “Dear 
God, place Your transforming words on my tongue for these 
people.” 

Then she began. “Good evening, everyone.” 
The crowd became still. 
“I am Miss Sheila,” she continued, “and it’s wonderful 

to be in the Lord’s house tonight with each of you. Jesus has 
done it again. I should be retired right now, reading and en-
joying my family, but God had another plan. It breaks my 
heart to see poverty right here in America, just a few hours 
from my home in North Carolina. A few months ago, while I 
was praying, the Lord finally told me to stop praying and do 
something. He said, ‘I created you to do something. You want 
to help the people of the mountains? Then go do something. 
I am sending you.’ I signed up to volunteer with Appalachian 
Mountain Ministry. 

“Tonight is Christmas Eve, and all around the world, 
people are celebrating the birth of Christ. Many celebrate 
with food and gifts. They enjoy music with family and friends. 
Here in Mistletoe, many of you have come to church for the 
very first time. I have been here for a few days and my helper, 
Chuckie, has shown me around. I have met several of you 
and we have prayed, laughed, and cried together. I have met 
poor, hungry people and rich people, believers in Jesus Christ 
and others who don’t know anything about Him. Tonight, I 
want you to hear me. The Lord has sent me here with a very 
important message.”

She became silent and looked at the faces before her. “In 
the Bible, in the book of Jeremiah, chapter 29, verse 11, it 
says, ‘For I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord. They 



B r a n d o n  L e e  T h o m a s

3 2

are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future and 
a hope.’ Each one of you are God’s children. He loves each of 
you. More importantly, He knows each of your circumstances, 
and has put you in this particular place and time because He 
has a purpose to grow his Kingdom. 

Ladies and gentlemen, in my many years on this Earth, 
I have seen it all. I’ve seen the good times and the bad. I was 
poor and had a rough childhood, and I have known abun-
dance. I have seen health problems. I have experienced heal-
ing. Today, I am blessed. Back in my younger years I was the 
life of the party, and alcohol was my best friend. And with 
that, I fell for the first man who laid eyes on me. I know what 
it’s like to have a child out of wedlock. I know what it’s like to 
be in an abusive relationship and feel shame, to marry some-
one when you know deep down you shouldn’t. I know what 
it’s like to be married to an elected official, and politics was his 
first priority, not me or his child. I know what it’s like to have 
your spouse die and what it’s like to be a widow. I know what 
it’s like to raise a child on your own. I know what it’s like to 
manage finances, home, and school while barely keeping your 
head above water. I know what it’s like to be filled with so 
much anger and bitterness that you can’t function at a regular 
job and you blame everyone else. I know what it’s like because 
I have lived it firsthand.” 

She paused, and her eyes scanned the gathered. Many 
faces looked as if this was their first time ever hearing this 
important message. 

“I have been there, and I know it’s not easy. And you 
know what? I can look you all in the face tonight and say, I am 
no longer that person. I am changed because God loved me, 
and He called out, ‘Sheila, you are mine and I have something 
bigger than you can imagine. I have important tasks for you 
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to do. You can stay angry, or you can see your situation from 
my point of view. I allowed you to experience all of these sit-
uations because I’m going to use them, so you can help other 
people.’

“I have finally reached the point where I can truthfully 
say, I am thankful to the Lord that He let me have these many 
experiences, because if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t be here with you 
tonight. Listen to me—what you are going through right now, 
no matter if it’s health related, drug abuse, loss of your financ-
es, or having to seek help for food—God has a plan for you. 
He’s preparing you for something bigger. 

“Through all my struggles, I began reading the Bible and 
praying. I have my own prayer room where I lift up friends 
and family, asking for mercy and for justice. I pray for the 
people of the mountains. But most importantly, in reading 
the Bible and praying, I find God, the Creator of heaven and 
Earth. I find His love, patience, and forgiveness.

“Centuries ago, the world was a bad place. The people 
were destroying each other and the Earth, so God flooded the 
entire planet, except for Noah and his family. You can read 
about this in Genesis 6-8. Later, despite the sinful nature of 
mankind, God so loved the world that He gave His only Be-
gotten Son. God became a human by allowing a virgin named 
Mary to give birth to a son, who she called Jesus. 

“Jesus was born on Christmas inside a stable. Shepherds 
and wise men followed a star to see the Savior, the one born 
to wipe away the sins of any who would believe in Him and 
in His Father who sent him. For thirty years, He worked as a 
carpenter, and then he began His public ministry. Three years 
later, He was put on trial, found guilty, and nailed to a cross. 
Jesus died for the sins of mankind. His body was placed in a 
grave, and three days later, He rose again. He had overcome 
death. 
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“Folks, I came here tonight with simple gifts, and with 
this good news, the Gospel. God is calling each of you tonight. 
It says in Revelation 3:20, ‘Here I am! I stand at the door and 
knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will 
come in and eat with that person, and they with me.’ He wants 
you to know He loves you very much and is inviting each of 
you to live in eternity with Him and His son, Jesus Christ.” 

The congregation bowed their heads and closed their eyes 
as Miss Sheila began to pray. “Dear Lord Jesus, thank you 
for sending me to Mistletoe, Kentucky. Thank you for these 
folks who gathered here tonight. Thank You for their humble 
spirits and their love of the mountains. You know their stories, 
and You love them. You have a great purpose for each one. I 
pray that they receive the greatest gift of all––Your Son, Jesus 
Christ. If there are any in this church tonight who haven’t 
accepted You as Lord and Savior, please move their spirits and 
their hearts. I ask this in Your name, Jesus. Amen.” 

Miss Sheila concluded by asking everyone to remain seat-
ed with their eyes closed. “If any of you want to be saved, 
please raise your hands.” She looked around and saw that 
most of the people gathered had their hands raised, including 
Chuckie. Tears flowed down her face. 

Volunteers started to sing…

O Sing, choirs of angels,
Sing in exultation,
Sing all that hear in heaven God’s holy word.
Give to our Father glory in the Highest;
O come, let us adore Him,
O come, let us adore Him,
O come, let us adore Him,
Christ the Lord.
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Miss Sheila had fallen to her knees, and she started to 
pray. “Jesus, You did it again. I believe in You! My Jesus, you 
have bigger things planned for me than I could ever imagine. 
Who would have believed that an old woman like me could be 
part of Your work in transforming people’s lives? You are help-
ing me to plant seeds of faith. You are love. You are faithful. 
You are powerful. You have surprised me again. Lord, you did 
it again. Yes, you did it again.” 

As the song concluded, she said, “Amen.” 
The atmosphere of the room changed. The people 

wouldn’t be the same spiritually, and the meals the team was 
about to hand out would only fill a temporary need. The peo-
ple needed a lasting commitment, which meant more work 
would need to be done. 

The ministry team waited outside the church door, and 
as the people left, handed each family a box filled with fresh 
food and wished them a Merry Christmas. Several volunteers 
prayed for any individuals who asked. The snow flurries falling 
from the sky only brightened the Christmas spirit. 

As one group exited the church, another entered, and 
Miss Sheila began praying again. She repeated her message 
until everyone who came heard the gospel, and left with food 
for their stomachs and their souls. 

After it was all over, Miss Sheila walked over to Chuckie 
and laid her hands on his shoulders. “Buddy, I am so proud 
of you, and Jesus loves you very much. I really am blessed that 
God called me to this town to help, but more importantly, I 
am blessed to have met you. You have a heart of gold and God 
has big plans for you. Chuckie, listen to me. You may not 
like your current situation, but God can use it to change the 
world. Your story will inspire a new group of believers in Jesus 
Christ. You are loved, so loved that God sent me here to meet 
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you, so I could be blessed by your presence. You are my friend, 
Little Chuck, don’t you forget that. You have a big calling in 
your life. It won’t be easy, but you will one day change many, 
many lives. I believe it. I know my God is faithful. Just keep 
doing what you’re doing. Your day of victory is coming. I be-
lieve it. Jesus will do it again!” 
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Chapter Five

Delivering the Christmas 
Backpacks

December 25, 2007

It was three in the morning in Piqua, Ohio when Barbara 
DeLorme woke up, made a fresh pot of coff ee, and looked 

out the kitchen window. Th e grass, the driveway, and Down-
ing Street were lightly covered with fresh snow. After opening 
the door for the family dog Gideon to go outside, she woke 
her husband Phil up to begin getting ready for a very busy 
day. As most children and parents were sound asleep, Barbara’s 
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excitement was growing. Phil, a retired pastor, woke up, took a 
shower, and started his morning routine, as Barbara sat in the 
living room with her Bible and began her morning devotions, 
like she had done every morning for decades. 

This Christmas, she read Luke chapter 2, which tells 
the story of Jesus’ birth. After reading it, something within 
her spirit told her to turn to Romans 10:15—“and how will 
anyone go and tell them without being sent? That is why the 
Scriptures say, ‘How beautiful are the feet of messengers who 
bring good news!’” She knew right away that today was an im-
portant day, maybe the most important one of their ministries 
all these years. She had been a faithful servant of Jesus, and was 
a partner in her husband’s pastoral duties at many churches 
in Illinois, Virginia, and Ohio. She’d seen her fair share of re-
al-world problems: homelessness, poverty, crime, prisons, the 
elderly, and adoptions. 

She had worked hard for months, collecting backpacks 
across Ohio as she traveled to different churches each Sun-
day, attended women’s Bible groups, and placed the backpacks 
around Piqua. She even visited Virginia, where family and 
friends lived, to collect them. Deep down, she knew God had 
placed her at that meeting the night she volunteered to assist 
with the Appalachian Mountain Ministry, even though she 
doubted her own ability to pull through as the group leader. 
But she also knew that God uses the weak to fool the wise. If 
God could use a talking donkey, what could he accomplish for 
His Kingdom with Barbara DeLorme, a faithful warrior with 
a heart to serve those who didn’t know God? 

As she was finishing up with her quiet time with the Lord, 
she decided to take a few extra minutes to not only say a prayer 
this morning, but to write it down in her prayer book as well:
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Good morning, Lord, it’s your daughter, Barb. I come 
to You this morning with a heart full of gratitude. First, 
thank You for loving me so much and sending Your 
Son to Earth, which is why we celebrate this day. Lord, 
thank You for this time of year—where we slow down to 
remember what’s most important—Your love and for-
giveness, Your patience, our family and friends. Lord, 
You have connected us to this wonderful organization, 
and You have selected us to go and make Christmas for 
many children and families in Kentucky. Lord, Phil 
and I are blessed to be able to do this at our age, but You 
provide the strength, for which we are grateful. Lord, I 
ask that You go ahead of us and prepare the way—make 
the roads safe and keep us alert. Lord, I ask for Your 
mighty hand of protection on our brakes, tires, battery, 
gasoline, windshield, engine, and transmission. Lord, I 
just ask a special blessing on each one of these backpacks 
that we are delivering. More importantly, I ask for a 
miracle to be performed during our trip. Give us a story 
to share upon our return, and may the lives of the giv-
er and receiver forever be changed for the better. Lord, 
nothing is impossible with You. Thank You, Lord Jesus. 
In Your name I pray, Amen.

Once Barbara finished her time with the Lord, she 
switched places with Phil. He was dressed as Santa Claus, 
ready for the long trip to Kentucky. Barbara put on her red 
velvet dress to match Phil, grabbed a small bite to eat, and said 
her goodbyes to Gideon. Then out the door they went. Phil 
had already started the van and turned on the heat. 
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Exactly at 4 AM, the other vans from their church ar-
rived at their Downing Street home. As Phil pulled out of the 
driveway, he yelled, “Let’s go, Rudolph. God’s counting on us 
today!” Everything was quiet as they headed out of town, as 
no other vehicles were on the roads and only Christmas dec-
orations with bright lights made the town glow. Town after 
town, Phil and Barbara prayed for their family and friends, 
and they sang Christmas hymns as she updated her Facebook 
status. Mr. and Mrs. Claus were well on their way to bringing 
the magic of Christmas to those who had never experienced it. 

After four hours on the road, while crossing the Kentucky 
border, the weather changed and snow started to fall. The road 
became slippery. Barbara called ahead and told Miss Sheila 
that they were en route, but they all had to slow down due to 
the snow. Miss Sheila asked that she keep them posted. 

An hour later, on a dangerous and snowy mountain road, 
Phil and Barbara heard a loud bang. The steering wheel started 
to shake. Phil knew he had hit a pothole and busted a tire. He 
slowed the van down and came to a stop; the others behind 
him did the same. While they all stood on the side of the 
road, putting flares out to warn drivers, the men of the church 
helped replace the tire. Barbara called Miss Sheila back to in-
form her of the current situation, and the other ladies stood in 
a circle, holding hands and praising Jesus. 

After an hour and a half, the caravan was back on the road, 
heading out to deliver backpacks. Once again, Barbara called 
Miss Sheila to report an estimated time of arrival. Barbara and 
Phil had seen it all through the years—flat tires, running out 
of gas, hotels with no vacancies—so they were prepared to give 
themselves an extra hour. If nothing else unexpected occurred, 
their arrival would be thirty minutes behind schedule.

While the caravan was making its way, Miss Sheila had a 
church full of families. Husbands and wives waited patiently 
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with single mothers, and many grandparents who were raising 
grandchildren. Everyone was singing Christmas songs, and 
volunteers were praying with gathered guests. The line to get 
in was well down the sidewalk. Miss Sheila was so calm, yet 
had a look of excitement on her face; she grinned, and her 
eyes watered up with tears of joy. Chuckie was busy himself, 
walking up and down the line and handing out name tags to 
all the children who wanted a backpack. He also was asking all 
the adults in line to please fill out a contact card. 

At 11:30 AM, exactly thirty minutes late, Phil and Bar-
bara finally reached the church. The gathered crowd started 
clapping and cheering for Santa’s and Mrs. Claus’ arrival. Phil 
and Barbara had never dressed as Santa and Mrs. Claus be-
fore, so this was a whole new experience for them. They had 
to remember to call each other not by their real names. They 
parked the van, got out, and then walked down the sidewalk 
to the church, shaking hands and hugging the children. 

Once inside, Miss Sheila welcomed Santa and Mrs. Claus 
to Mistletoe. Phil and Barbara explained the true story of 
Santa, how Santa really does the work for Jesus, and how his 
birth, death, and resurrection give everyone hope. Phil offered 
a prayer of salvation, and many hands went up again. Imme-
diately upon finishing, he looked over at Barbara and asked 
her to gather names and phone numbers for each person who 
raised their hands. He wanted to stay in contact with them.

The volunteers began to bring the backpacks in and leave 
them at the altar. One by one, each child got to come forward, 
speak with Santa and Mrs. Claus, and receive a backpack. Julie 
got a pink one filled with school supplies and decorated with 
cats. Matthew opened his bag to receive clothes: socks, under-
wear, gloves, and a scarf. Hillary got cosmetics, hair bows, and 
a new coat. 



B r a n d o n  L e e  T h o m a s

4 2

After meeting with 999 children, Barbara looked behind 
her and saw one lone backpack. It happened to be the bright 
red one. She didn’t understand why it was set aside, because it 
was the last one put in the van. Chuckie started to come down 
the aisle. Miss Sheila gave him a big hug and said, “You have 
been a big helper, and I made sure a special backpack was set 
aside just for you.” 

“Would you have just one backpack left?” Chuckie asked 
Santa and Mrs. Claus. 

Before they could answer, Miss Sheila spoke up. “This 
fine young man has been my helper the last few days, and this 
is his church. Sadly, his grandfather, who was the pastor here, 
was murdered in here in a robbery gone bad on the Fourth of 
July. Now Little Chuckie takes care of this place. I hope you 
didn’t mind, but I placed one special backpack in the corner 
just for him.”

“Oh, heavens no,” Mrs. Claus said. “Come over here. 
This backpack was packed by a very special person. I bet you 
will enjoy it.” 

Chuckie thanked them for the backpack, and sat in the 
front pew of the church. His mother walked down the aisle 
to join him. She introduced herself to Miss Sheila, Santa, and 
Mrs. Claus. Most of the other gathered individuals had started 
to clear out, and were making their way back home. 

Chuckie slowly opened the zipper to his backpack, and 
he saw notebooks, a toothbrush, and toothpaste. When it 
was completely open, he saw the RC Cola and MoonPie. He 
pulled them out and started to scream. 

“He’s real. God is real. He answered my prayer. I believe. 
Grandpop is with God and doing all right. He’s real, Mom, 
look. He sent me an RC Cola and a MoonPie!” 
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Kimberly started to cry. She couldn’t believe her eyes. She 
wiped her tears as Miss Sheila and Mrs. Claus sat down beside 
her, holding her hand. “When my father was here, he used 
to sit on the front porch, read the Bible, and teach Chuckie 
how to pray as they shared an RC Cola and a MoonPie. We 
still can’t figure out how he could afford them every day, or 
where he got them from, but those two were out there every 
day. After he died, we couldn’t afford the luxury of RC Colas 
and MoonPies, so he went out every day and read his Bible 
and prayed for the longest time, just asking God to please 
send him an RC Cola and MoonPie to let him know that his 
grandpop was all right and with him in heaven. That’s all he 
wanted for Christmas, and there was no way that I could get 
it for him. This is truly a miracle from God.” 

“Do you know the Lord yourself?” Mrs. Claus asked. 
“I know of the Lord,” Kimberly responded. 
“Have you accepted Jesus as your personal Lord and Sav-

ior?” Miss Sheila asked. 
“No, I have not,” she replied. 
“Do you know that God loves you very much? He loves 

you so much that He wants you to return to Him. He orga-
nized this day before you were even born. He knew that we 
would travel here with backpacks, and He handpicked the one 
that Chuckie received. He had it all worked out. If you were to 
die today, do you know if you would spend eternity in heaven 
or hell? He wants you with Him in heaven. The only way to 
get there is to accept in your heart that Jesus is Lord, and say 
with your mouth that He’s your Savior, because you know 
nothing else can save you in this broken world.”

“Do you accept Jesus as Lord today?” Santa interrupted.
“After what I witnessed, yes, He’s real, and yes, I accept 

him as my Lord and Savior,” Kimberly said. 
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Chuckie couldn’t have been happier. He gave his mother 
a hug and whispered in her ear, “I love you, but God loves 
you more, and we will get to see Grandpop again.” A tear ran 
down his cheek. 

Chuckie and Kimberly said their goodbyes to Miss Shei-
la, Santa, and Mrs. Claus, and started to walk home. 

“Just wait ‘til our friend hears about his red backpack and 
the impact it had,” Barbara said to Phil. 

As the volunteers started to clean up and take down the 
decorations, Barbara sat down with Miss Sheila and said, “This 
has been the best Christmas that I can remember.” 

“Why do you say that?” 
“I really saw God in action today,” Barbara said. “He an-

swered a prayer, and that same backpack brought another to 
the Lord.” 

An hour later, the church was clean and back the way 
Miss Sheila had found it, vans were loaded up, and the three 
of them had pulled out to head back home. Barbara looked at 
Phil. “This was so worth it. Merry Christmas, my love.”

Phil looked back and said, “Let’s plan to come back at 
Easter and baptize all those who have been saved!” 

Barbara just smiled and pulled out her phone. She had 
seven missed calls from children and grandchildren. More 
than two dozen text messages. Before she read any of them 
or listened to voicemails, she started typing one to her very 
special friend. 
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Chapter Six

Mistletoe, Kentucky

Early 2008

After Christmas, life returned to normal for Chuckie 
and his family. He returned to school with his prize pos-

session—his red backpack and his new supplies. His mother 
started to join her son on the front porch while he read the 
Bible, and they began attending a new church down the street 
on Sunday mornings together. Th e church met in the school 
Chuckie attended. 

Sunday after Sunday, Chuckie and Kimberly grew in 
their faith, listening to the messages and just soaking in the 
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Word of God. The pastor traveled sixty miles each week to get 
there; his name was Pastor Chris Jarrell, and he had heard the 
call of God to start the church on stage during a high school 
theatrical production. Chuckie started attending weekly Bible 
studies, and read the Bible from cover to cover. He joined 
the praise and worship team and learned how to play the pia-
no. More importantly, Kimberly joined a women’s group and 
eventually started meeting regularly with a counselor, then 
walked away from her drug addiction. 

Unfortunately, Grandma Diane had an overdose and died 
in her sleep. Kimberly was distraught for a long period of time, 
and on occasion fell backwards into her drug habit. Chuckie 
mostly relied on his church family and grew in his faith, but 
his school grades took a tumble for a grading period. 

Kimberly wondered how she and her son would survive 
now that her mother was no longer living. She worried about 
the food, the house, and the finances. From the moment of 
her mother’s funeral, the members of her new church had ris-
en to the occasion, showed what the real meaning of a church 
family was all about. Two members, an accountant and a bank 
teller, took Kimberly under their wings and taught her how 
to balance a checkbook. Two other ladies actually took her 
shopping for new clothes and helped her prepare her resume, 
and that got her a job. A teacher who attended the church 
also tutored her, which allowed her to finish her GED. Then, 
one Saturday, the men of the church showed up, cleaned out 
the house, and basically remodeled the entire thing in twelve 
hours. There was new carpet, new paint, and new windows, 
heat, and air conditioning. 

Kimberly stood outside, hugging Chuckie, tears rolling 
down her face. “Son, do you realize what a red backpack has 
done for us?” she asked him. 
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“That backpack has blessed us, mama,” he replied. “We 
now have the best little house in Mistletoe.” 

“Yes we do,” Kimberly said. 
“God loves us very much, and He has something big in 

the days ahead, because He wouldn’t go out of His way with 
this much love if He didn’t want to get our attention,” Chuck-
ie said. “Get ready, because this is only the beginning.” 
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Chapter Seven

The RC & MoonPie Festival

Saturday, June 17, 2017

The sun was beaming as I pulled the family BMW X1 
into Bell Buckle, Tennessee. My wife had the WGTS 

91.9 app playing “You are Loved” by Stars Go Dim on her 
iPhone. I had waited years to attend this event, having seen 
it on television and read about it in magazines. Finally, I was 
here in person. 

“Chuck McBride, where are we?” my wife Brandy asked 
sternly. 
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“Small towns across America have their signature events, 
honey,” I replied. “Some towns have a parade, others have a 
festival. Some places have a historical property. Bell Buckle, 
Tennessee celebrates the RC Cola and MoonPie Festival.” 

Not many places still offer RC—Royal Crown Cola—but 
when I see it, I always treat myself, because it brings back fond 
memories. My parents rewarded me with an RC Cola and a 
MoonPie every time I took the trash out or cut the grass with-
out being told. By the time I was a teenager, I looked forward 
to my household chores so I could enjoy a refreshing treat. 

After parking and turning off WGTS 91.9 FM on the 
satellite radio, my wife, son, and I started walking around this 
historic town in Bedford County, now packed with thousands 
of people. Most strolled along with a cold glass bottle of RC 
in one hand and a MoonPie in the other. We had just missed 
the start of the ten-mile race, but we soon discovered the rows 
of tents with vendors selling their products; the fair foods 
smelled a lot like home. 

As we walked, we took in the parade and the train in 
the background. Soon, we made our way to a picnic area, 
where we devoured local barbecue and kettle chips, washing 
it all down with the iconic beverage. The graham cracker and 
marshmallow cookies were our dessert, of course! As we ate, 
we enjoyed the sound of cloggers, and the local bluegrass mu-
sicians. A local drama group performed a theatrical produc-
tion about kings and queens enjoying MoonPies and RC in 
the Middle Ages. 

Before finishing, however, another young Caucasian hus-
band and wife with a baby daughter asked to join us at the 
table. The husband was in his mid-twenties, a happy and very 
talkative guy from the moment he asked to join us. He in-
troduced himself as Charles Edward, but said everyone called 
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him Chuckie. I asked Chuckie what had brought him to Bell 
Buckle. 

“Do you have a minute to hear the full story?” he asked. 
I was in no rush, so I wiped my mouth with the napkin, 

ready to listen. 
“I grew up in the mountains of Kentucky—Owsley 

County, to be exact. It’s one of the poorest counties in Ameri-
ca,” Chuckie said with a smile. “As a kid, my grandfather and 
I would sit on the front porch while he told me stories from 
the Bible. He was a pastor at the local church. He didn’t have 
much money. We sat for hours, talking about Jesus and sing-
ing hymns, while sharing an RC Cola and a MoonPie.” 

As he was speaking, I remembered once reading a very 
similar story. Could it be the same one? Or was this one dif-
ferent? 

“Ten years ago,” he continued, “I was a twelve-year-old 
boy, and on Christmas morning I went down to the church. 
An older pastor and his wife, dressed as Santa and Mrs. Claus, 
had come from Ohio and were handing out backpacks filled 
with goodies. I hadn’t received a Christmas present in years. 
My grandfather had recently passed away, and my mother was 
struggling and couldn’t afford anything. Every night before 
going to bed, I would pray, ‘God, if You are out there, please 
send me an RC Cola and a MoonPie to let me know that my 
grandfather is with You and that he is doing all right.’” 

Listening to his story, my eyes opened wide and my heart 
started beating faster. 

“Honey, are you all right?” Brandy asked me. 
“Dear, I’m fine,” I said. I turned back to Chuckie. “Chuck-

ie, please continue.” 
“That Christmas Day,” he said, “I was the last boy to walk 

down the aisle. I asked Mrs. Claus if she had any backpacks 
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left, and she replied, ‘Young man, I sure do, and I think God 
has saved this one just for you!’ She handed me a bright red 
backpack. I sat on the chair and opened it slowly. It was filled 
with toiletries and school supplies, but the only thing I no-
ticed was the RC Cola and MoonPie in the front pocket. I 
knew that God had answered my prayer!” 

I remembered where I’d read this story before. Tears start-
ed streaming down my face.

“That red backpack became my prized possession,” 
Chuckie went on. “I used it for every grade after that. I was 
the first in my immediate family to graduate from high school 
and attend Liberty Bible College. I planned to follow in my 
grandfather’s footsteps, to become a pastor. I live in Virginia 
now and pastor a church. But most importantly, our mission 
work focuses on the needs of the children of the mountains, 
mainly those near my home in Owsley County. It’s my passion 
to help the people, but more importantly, to do God’s work 
on Earth.” 

I was lost for words. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
My wife and son were puzzled by my reaction.  

“Chuckie, have you ever been to this festival in Bell Buck-
le before?” 

“No, we haven’t,” he said. “We were visiting Nashville, 
visiting churches where we discuss projects for the people 
of Appalachia. I woke up last night in the hotel room, and I 
heard God whisper, ‘You shall wake up and drive fifty miles 
to Bell Buckle, Tennessee.’ I didn’t even know this festival was 
going on. Being here is like icing on the cake.” 

As I sat there, staring at Chuckie, I pulled out my wal-
let and inside found an old piece of notebook paper that I’d 
placed there years ago. I knew then why I’d attended this year’s 
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festival. This was a divine appointment for both Chuckie and 
me.

I unfolded that piece of paper and read it out loud: 

Dear Chuck, 

I think it’s awesome we have the same name. I want to 
thank you for sending the red backpack that your friend 
Miss Barbara and Mr. Phil delivered to me on Christ-
mas Day. It reminded me of my grandpa, as we used 
to read Bible stories on the front porch while sharing 
an RC Cola and a MoonPie. After my grandpa passed 
away, my mother couldn’t afford to buy them, so I prayed 
every night that God would send me an RC Cola and 
a MoonPie to let me know that Grandpa is all right in 
heaven. Chuck, thank you for being God’s messenger. 
Please go and fill up more backpacks and tell others to 
join you, because many of the children of the mountains 
don’t have grandpas who tell them Bible stories. They 
will never know Jesus. Go tell them. Thank you. 

Love, 
Chuckie 

“Chuckie, you were the little boy who wrote that note to 
me, weren’t you?” I asked. 

“Why, yes, I was,” Chuckie replied, with a very large grin. 
“It’s a real pleasure to finally meet you in person, only ten years 
later.” He reached out his hand to shake mine. 
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Chapter Eight

The Trip to Ohio

December 22, 2007

My plane landed early in Dayton, Ohio. Th e airport 
was much smaller than I’d expected, not even close to 

the size of Washington Dulles. I knew it would be an hour or 
so before Phil and Barbara DeLorme arrived at the airport to 
pick me up. 

I was the fi rst in my family to graduate college. I hated 
school, but I made it through four years. I struggled fi nancial-
ly but, God willing, made it happen with student loans. As 
soon as I graduated with a business degree, I became employed 



B r a n d o n  L e e  T h o m a s

5 6

as a magazine advertising representative, working off commis-
sion. I really enjoyed that job and did very well. The economy 
was slowing down in Northern Virginia, but the money was 
still decent. One day, I met this young, beautiful blonde. We 
started chatting, and before long, we were dating and married. 
A year later, I walked into our apartment and saw her with 
another man. I filed for divorce. 

A week after our divorce was final, I received my pink 
slip because my employer was going out of business. I moved 
home with my parents and started taking odd jobs where I 
could, just to pay the student loans. After twelve different jobs 
in five years, I landed a job as a newspaper reporter. It was like 
a dream come true. The pay was reasonable, the hours were 
great, and the commute was just right. I couldn’t have been 
happier. I was finally in a good place. I moved out of my par-
ents’ house and into a small apartment. 

One night, while walking around our apartment com-
plex, I noticed a nicely dressed woman. I had seen her before, 
but this time she had a cute puppy, so I stopped and made 
small talk. That small talk turned into more than I expected. 
I ended up back at her apartment for a glass of wine, and 
from that point on, we began to see each other more often. 
I fell madly in love and proposed on Christmas Eve, and on 
Valentine’s Day, we were married at the courthouse. We had 
our good moments, and our fair share of arguments too. She 
had been married before, just like me. I always envisioned we 
would be married forever. How wrong could I have been? 

On the Fourth of July, I arrived first to the newsroom. 
As I was checking my emails, my boss called me to his office. 
Upon entering, I knew something was up, and fortunately, I’d 
always known something was strange with him, so any time 
I went in there alone I secretly recorded our conversations. 
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On this particular day, the boss said that since I was the only 
one available, I had to assist him with his sexual tension. He 
stood up and started undressing. I got up and walked out of 
his office, then cleared my desk and left the building one last 
time. I called a lawyer, then explained what had happened. We 
scheduled an appointment for the following day to prepare a 
large lawsuit. 

But when I arrived home, I noticed a moving van outside. 
My wife had packed up all her belongings and was loading 
up the truck. I asked what was happening, and she said to 
me, “Thank you, but I just can’t be married any longer. I have 
found another man and I am moving home to my parents to 
be closer to him. I don’t want anything, and no contested di-
vorce. I wish you only happiness.” I was crushed. I really loved 
my wife. I never saw it coming. 

She filed for divorce, and as much as it hurt, I agreed to 
it. I never told her about the sexual harassment at work and 
the possible lawsuit. I had met with the lawyer, and we agreed 
to file it as soon as the divorce was final. In December, the 
judge finalized it at 9:18 AM, and at 9:30, I filed a multimil-
lion-dollar lawsuit against my former employer, a well-known, 
well-respected businessman, newspaper publisher, and philan-
thropist. A day later, his lawyers and my lawyer were sitting 
around a table, working on legal proceedings, and my law-
yer played the recording. The room went silent. His attorneys 
convinced him to settle. 

That was a week ago, and now I was about to head to Ohio 
on a much-needed mental break. For the past few months, I’d 
been searching for my purpose on this Earth. What was God’s 
plan for my life? Honestly, at this point, I wasn’t sure, because 
after two failed marriages, unemployment, and now a lawsuit, 
I really didn’t have the energy to keep putting up the fight on 



B r a n d o n  L e e  T h o m a s

5 8

a daily basis. Yes, I had a large sum of money in the bank, but 
I deeply desired to be beneficial to someone. I wanted to make 
my mark in this world. 

So I purchased a United Airlines ticket to fly to Piqua, 
Ohio, near Dayton, to visit my former neighbors—Phil and 
Barbara DeLorme. As a child, I’d lived next door to them, and 
Phil was the pastor of the church in my hometown. If anyone 
could help me, it was these two. 

I grew up on a farm owned by a wealthy landowner. My 
father was the farm manager, and my mother worked part-
time at a nearby church. Before we settled at the farm, my 
parents had rented a house on the main street, next door to 
the DeLormes. They were the best neighbors ever. I remember 
Barbara sewing my sister’s Halloween costumes and making 
chocolate-covered Easter eggs; she even gave me my favorite 
Christmas tree ornament, which I still have in my collection.

The DeLormes moved away when I was in third grade, 
returning to Ohio. I was crushed when I watched them pull 
out of their driveway for the last time. 

Now, as I waited for them in the airport, I stopped by 
Wright Bros. Coffee & Tea Company. I ordered a cup of joe 
and a chocolate peanut butter cookie, which seemed to be 
their specialty. Then I realized I had finally arrived in the land 
of the Buckeyes! Sipping coffee from a mug covered in air-
planes, I noticed a man behind the counter with a cheerful, 
upbeat personality. His smiling and singing Christmas carols 
cheered me up, just a little. Up to that moment, I hadn’t even 
thought of Christmas or purchased a single gift for anyone. 
The more I thought about it, the more depressed I became. 

A few minutes later, that cheerful guy came over and sat 
down at my table. 
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“Good evening, sir,” he said. “I’m John Wright, the owner 
of Wright Bros. Coffee & Tea Company, home of Ohio’s finest 
coffee and chocolates.” 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said, shaking his hand. 
“I’m Chuck McBride.” 

“You seem a little down tonight. Is everything all right?” 
“Well, it’s been a hard year, so I decided to come visit my 

former pastor and his wife,” I said with a sigh.  
“That’s great!” Mr. Wright said. “I, too, am a worship pas-

tor, and I own this coffee shop and another one in downtown 
Piqua.” 

“Really? I’m staying in Piqua! I am here only for two days, 
but it’s a much-needed getaway.”  

“If you get the chance,” he said, “please stop by the shop 
downtown and get some fresh buckeyes. By the way, may I ask 
who your pastor is?”

“Phil and Barbara DeLorme,” I replied with a slight smile. 
“The best neighbors I ever had.” 

“They’re wonderful people,” he replied. “They go to my 
church, and as you probably are aware, he’s a retiree who min-
isters to active pastors, including myself. They’re doing a won-
derful job collecting backpacks. I hope you’ll see what they 
have done around Piqua.” 

An hour later, the DeLormes arrived at the airport to 
meet me. 

“Hello, brother!” said Phil, wearing his Chicago Bears 
sweatshirt and a giant grin on his face. He grabbed me for a 
big bear hug. 

“Welcome, neighbor,” said Barbara in greeting. “Welcome 
to Ohio, the home of the Wright Brothers, Neil Armstrong, 
Longaberger, and the Ohio State University!” 
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“Thank you so much for having me on such quick no-
tice,” I said, hugging Barbara. “Years ago I made y’all a prom-
ise to come see you in Ohio, and I have finally kept it. It took 
twenty years, but I made it!” 

After twenty minutes on the interstate, we arrived in Pi-
qua. Once a thriving industrial town in the upper Midwest, the 
place was showing its economic scars. We drove by abandoned 
buildings and factories that had once provided good-paying 
jobs. The homes showed their age, scattered among the drive-
through alcohol shops and along a Main Street barely hanging 
onto life. If I hadn’t read the history of the place, I would 
never have known that at one time, Piqua had been the BVD 
underwear capital of the world. But now its factory stood va-
cant. More recently, Piqua is making a slow comeback—many 
would know that this town is home to Captain Underpants, 
the children’s book character, through his creator Dav Pilkey.

Passing the bright lights of Tim Hortons, the glorious 
donuts from Canada, we turned the corner. I was surprised 
to see backpacks of all sizes and colors tied on fences and to 
telephone poles. 

“They’re for the children of Appalachia who have nothing 
and have never experienced Christmas like you and I,” Barbara 
said. “We place empty backpacks all over town and in church-
es. The coffee shop offers a free cup of coffee to customers who 
drop off their backpacks filled with supplies. The bank gives 
a free piggy bank when you fill one of their backpacks. Even 
Piqua’s elementary school joined us. If the students collect 250 
backpacks, they won’t have homework for an entire week!” 

“You have some on the fences?” I asked. “I saw others in 
store windows, and even the library had a pile. So you encour-
age people to just pick one up and fill it?” 
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“We had a couple at church who liked what we were do-
ing and purchased these very nice backpacks. And we decided 
to decorate the town.” 

“Wouldn’t people steal them?” I asked. 
“A few have gone missing,” Barbara said. “If someone 

needs a backpack that bad, then they can have it. God knows 
where those backpacks went. We have prayed over them. May 
the individuals who took them be blessed by them.” 

“Why would you want someone who stole something to 
be blessed?” Chuck asked. 

“They are broken, and they are hurting,” Barbara replied. 
“Maybe that backpack will lead them to Jesus. Only God 
knows what a backpack can do and how it can change some-
one. 

“One Sunday,” she continued, “a visiting preacher from 
West Virginia began praying for his people in the Appalachian 
Mountains. A woman stood up and started shouting that their 
church would collect shoeboxes full of food, toothpaste, and 
washcloths for them. Over the years, thousands of shoeboxes 
were collected and given to the children of the mountains. 
The same pastor was praying at a different church and another 
woman shouted during his message that their church would 
collect Christmas backpacks full of school supplies, toys, and 
food.”

Barbara really had my attention, and I wanted to know 
more. “How did you two become involved?” 

“Well, Barbara went to a church event,” Phil interrupted 
with a laugh, “and the preacher asked for volunteers to lead 
the collection of backpacks in Ohio. She raised her hand, the 
only one who offered to help.” 

“What exactly do you have to do?”  
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“You’ll see soon enough,” Phil answered, as he winked in 
the rearview mirror. 

Minutes later, I walked into their home and saw their 
living room full of backpacks. There were hundreds of them––
some for boys and others for girls. Phil brought in a few more 
from his day’s travel. We joined hands and prayed over all of 
them. 

That evening, before I went to bed, I got on my knees and 
prayed again. “God, what can I learn from this trip, and how 
can I fulfill Your purpose for me on Earth?”

After a few moments of silence, waiting to hear from God, 
I remembered watching a television documentary about the 
poor children of the Appalachian Mountains. Its host traveled 
to the Appalachians and lived with the people for a short pe-
riod of time to discover the deep needs of the children, who 
faced enormous odds against their success. I remembered those 
kids had little food or clothes, and weren’t doing well in school, 
all because their parents didn’t have jobs. I’d made a promise 
that one day, I would do something for those children.
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Chapter Nine

When Love Broke Through

December 23, 2007

I slept well and woke up early the next morning to shower, 
dress, and eat breakfast before going to church with Phil and 

Barbara. Th ey seemed eager to take me to their new church 
home, House on the Rock. Th e tiny church in my hometown 
in Virginia, where Phil had been the pastor and Barbara the 
youth leader, had about thirty people in Sunday morning ser-
vice. House on the Rock had nearly two hundred, with live 
music and a band. Th ere were people hollering “Hallelujah” 
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and “Amen” as the preacher spoke! The service was like some-
thing you’d see on television. 

When we arrived, I first noticed that the church wasn’t 
actually a church building at all; it was a remodeled K-Mart in 
a vacant shopping center. We walked into a large foyer, where 
everyone was sipping their morning joe and making small talk. 
Phil made his way to the worship room, while Barbara and I 
remained in the foyer; she introduced me as her “adopted son 
from Virginia.” Over to the side, I saw large boxes filled with 
backpacks, which the church and community had filled and 
collected. 

We made our way over to join Phil in the third row of 
seats. A familiar face greeted me: John Wright from the airport 
coffee shop. Barbara introduced us again, and I soon learned 
that Mr. Wright, besides being the coffee shop’s owner and 
pastor, also served as the worship leader. 

The lights went dark, and the band began to play. Every-
one raised their hands in the air, but I couldn’t believe that 
Phil and Barbara called this their home church. After leading a 
few songs, extending a welcome to visitors like me, and giving 
the morning announcements, Pastor Wright asked Phil and 
Barbara to come forward. 

Barbara took the microphone. 
 “I want to thank everyone for your generosity and sup-

port of the Christmas backpack program for Appalachia,” she 
said. “We couldn’t be more excited to be leaving very early on 
Christmas morning for Mistletoe, Kentucky.  

“We need all your prayers as we travel many hours from 
our home here in Piqua into the mountains of Kentucky to 
deliver these precious backpacks. There are hundreds of them 
boxed up and ready for the waiting children. Just yesterday, I 
received a phone call from Miss Sheila, a volunteer who has 
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already arrived with food donations and clothes, and decorat-
ed a church beautifully. She’s leading a Christmas Eve service 
tomorrow night, and handing out the Christmas meals. Then 
our estimated time of arrival with all the backpacks from Ohio 
is 11 AM on Christmas morning. Please pray, as there’s snow 
in the forecast.” 

Phil interrupted her. “I’ve been married to Barbara for 
many years, and for the first time, she’s convinced me to dress 
up like Santa Claus. And she’s going to be Mrs. Claus.” The 
congregation erupted with laughter. 

Then Pastor Wright calmed everyone down, and asked 
them to join him in prayer for Phil and Barbara: for God to 
give them safe travel, and a blessing over each backpack. 

“Dear Heavenly Father,” Pastor Wright said. “May there 
be a few hearts that might open, as there are just a few back-
packs still located throughout Piqua that need to be filled, es-
pecially the bright red one at the gazebo. Lord, we pray today 
for a mighty hand of protection on Phil and Barbara as they 
travel to the mountains and deliver these backpacks on Christ-
mas. Please protect their vehicle, their bodies, and the other 
motorists also traveling with them. Lord, please go ahead of 
them and clear their path. In Jesus’ name, I pray. Amen.” 

At that moment, something touched my heart. I couldn’t 
explain the feeling, but something just didn’t feel right. There 
I sat in church, but I hadn’t attended any church for a very 
long time. I was no longer married and not close to my family. 
I had plenty of money to go anywhere in the world––and no 
one knew it, not even Phil and Barbara. So why did that red 
backpack catch my attention? 

After the service was over, Barbara and I drove thirty min-
utes down the road to Dayton, a historic city going through 
a rebirth with updated architecture, new businesses, and gov-
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ernment agencies. She took me to see the Dayton Aviation 
Heritage National Historic Park, a museum dedicated to the 
Wright Brothers (the innovators of aviation). The museum 
told the story of flight, and the race to be the first in the air. 
They had been true entrepreneurs, owning a printing shop 
and a bicycle shop, and creating the Flyer, the first successful 
airplane. 

Inside the museum, the park ranger strongly encouraged 
us to see the twenty-minute film about the Brothers. Barbara 
and I grabbed a seat. We learned from the film’s narrator that 
the creation of the airplane was more spiritual than anyone 
knew.  

Milton Wright, father of Wilbur and Orville, was a pastor 
of great faith. He was a Bishop of the Church of the United 
Brethren in Christ, and he loved to pray. Like most pastors, he 
prayed for his children. They were “prayed up.” I envisioned 
Milton down on his knees, praying for God’s mighty hand 
of protection on his children, asking Him to allow them to 
change the world. 

When the boys were young, Milton gave them a wooden 
flying machine, and they took it to school the next day. When 
they were playing with it, their teacher asked what they were 
doing. Orville said that he was trying to figure out how to 
create a machine that would allow people to fly. The teacher 
laughed at him and sternly instructed him to focus on the 
lesson. 

The film traced their steps from Dayton, Ohio, to Kit-
ty Hawk, North Carolina, and back to Huffman Prairie in 
Dayton, where the Wright Brothers tested their inventions. 
They were getting closer, but there was just one piece missing. 
One day, during a test experiment, their model crashed and 
they had to rebuild. It took more money than they had at the 
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time, but the crash was just the thing they needed to find the 
missing link. 

I leaned over and whispered in Barbara’s ear, “Sometimes 
you have to hit rock bottom in order to find your way to the 
top.” Sure enough, the Wright Brothers had hit rock bottom, 
but it wasn’t too much longer that their Wright Flyer III air-
plane was successful.

After an hour at the museum, we toured the Wright 
Brothers Cycle Shop next door, and then walked a block to 
where the Wright family house had once stood. We then drove 
across town to Woodlawn Cemetery to visit their gravesites. 

“Can you imagine being their father, Milton?” I asked 
Barbara. 

“What do you mean?” 
“Can you imagine your children creating something that 

forever changes the world, and you yourself becoming unim-
portant? Why did God bless the boys and not him? He was the 
preacher, not the boys.” 

“Ah-ha,” she said. “He was a preacher. Milton was a man 
of great faith, and he knew God was faithful and would an-
swer his prayers. You know that he prayed for his sons, but do 
you think Milton knew his sons would change the world? He 
believed they would contribute something, but I’m sure he 
didn’t know the future. Sometimes God answers your prayer 
long after you have passed away. It’s all part of His master 
plan.” 

“Just think about this,” I said. “If it wasn’t for the Wright 
Brothers, there would be no airplanes, and we wouldn’t be 
able to fly. What would have been the outcome of World War 
I and II? What about the wars in Korea and Vietnam? We 
wouldn’t have an Air Force. Would we have been able to reach 
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the moon? How many people have a job today because of 
those two men?” 

“They had a praying father,” she said. “Prayer works. 
Sometimes it takes a while for the fruit to show, but prayer 
plants seeds and God waters them until He’s ready for the 
blossoms to bloom.” 

That night, when I said my evening prayers as I went to 
sleep, I realized my trip was coming to an end. Tomorrow, 
Christmas Eve, I’d take a late afternoon flight from Dayton to 
Washington Dulles. 

“Lord,” I prayed, “tonight I am discouraged because I 
don’t know why I was sent to Piqua. I hadn’t talked to Barbara 
and Phil about my life and hadn’t received their wisdom. All I 
heard about were backpacks for poor mountain kids, and the 
Wright Brothers hitting rock bottom before inventing the first 
airplane. Lord, I know Your timing for everything will work 
out, but right now, I am more lost than I’ve ever been. Lord, 
please comfort me right now.” 

As soon as I expressed my negative thoughts, I could see 
how selfish I was becoming. More importantly, I realized I 
myself had hit rock bottom. There was nowhere to go but up. 
The most important thing that had happened on this trip was 
that I’d heard about the kids in the mountains who wished for 
just a little of what I had. 

As I closed my eyes, I pictured my grandmother, Loret-
ta, teaching me to pray in her bedroom, walking me into her 
church, and introducing me to the people. “This is my grand-
son, Chuck, and he’s going to be a minister one day. He may 
not preach every Sunday in a church, but he’s going to change 
lives. I just know it.” 

Were her prayers about to be answered? 
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Chapter Ten

An RC Cola and a Moon Pie

December 24, 2007

My trip to Piqua, Ohio came and went in a fl ash. I 
woke up extra early on Christmas Eve. Truth be told, I’d 

hardly slept, knowing I was about to fl y back to Virginia. I en-
joyed my time with my hosts, especially the deep discussions 
of our common faith and love for Jesus. More importantly, I 
just enjoyed watching Phil and Barbara, who’d been married 
for many, many years and knew how to keep a marriage strong 
and healthy.
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Over breakfast, I opened up about many of my recent 
struggles. We talked about the divorce and the pain that went 
with it, not once now but twice. I talked about work and how 
I felt like a complete failure, and that I just hadn’t found my 
niche in life. Never once did I mention the settlement from 
the lawsuit. I knew I would be okay once I got back to Dulles 
and settled in. But, honestly, I wanted to know my calling. I 
admitted I was lost.

Upon finishing a substantial and satisfying breakfast, I 
said my goodbyes and walked outside to the Uber ride wait-
ing for me. The driver pulled out onto Downing Street, and 
was driven around Piqua so I could take a few photographs. 
While being chauffeured around town, I looked out at the old 
streets. They were picturesque, and almost every porch was 
decorated with a mini-Christmas tree, literally made of sticks 
with strands of white lights. That sort of put me in the Christ-
mas spirit. I saw children tossing footballs with their fathers 
in their yards. I saw church folks delivering food and presents 
to the elderly and shut-ins. I saw bell ringers for the Salvation 
Army and carolers on a street corner.

My final stop was the Piqua location of Wright Bros. Cof-
fee & Tea Company. The Uber driver was so kind as to stop 
and let me go inside, as the airport was only twenty minutes 
down Interstate 75. My driver had to park his car a block 
away, near the Readmores’ Hallmark Shop. As I walked down 
Main Street, I took in the sights, sounds, and smells of Christ-
mas in Piqua.

I turned left onto High Street. There was this beautiful 
white gazebo decorated with fresh greenery and bright red 
bows, and a Christmas tree standing tall inside decorated with 
school supplies. Every small town in Ohio had one, I was 
told, but something about this one stood out. Then I noticed 
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a bright red backpack on the stairs peeking out of the snow. 
I walked over, picked it up, noticed a “thirty-one” on the tag. 
After unzipping the bag, I found a brochure talking about the 
Christmas Backpacks for Appalachia. Sure enough, this was 
the one of Phil and Barbara’s backpacks that hadn’t been filled. 

Something inside me just lifted me up: thoughts of shar-
ing my money so these poor kids could have a Christmas. 
Thoughts of how I could help Phil and Barbara were racing 
through my head, too. How could I not participate? I grabbed 
the backpack and walked down to the Piqua Pharmacy to fill 
the bag.

Then I began to have doubts. Why was I filling a bag for 
someone I would never meet? What would happen if my bag 
was just extra, not needed after all? What would happen if my 
backpack was not handed out and kept back for a volunteer? 
These thoughts, and more, overtook me for a minute, but I 
firmly decided that I would do it just to see what would hap-
pen.

I was the only customer at the time when I walked in. 
Miss Pat Brown, the store clerk, greeted me and was quite 
cheerful herself; she asked where the backpack came from.

“I found it at the gazebo, ma’am,” I said with a smile.
“Phil and Barbara DeLorme will be so thrilled that some-

one finally picked up that red backpack,” she replied.
“You know Phil and Barbara?” 
“Of course!” she said. “Everyone knows them in this 

town. They are loved so much here. They’re great people. We 
go to the same church.”

“That’s really interesting,” I said, “because I just flew in 
from Virginia to spend a few days with them. When I was a 
child, Phil and Barbara were my neighbors, and he pastored 
the church across the street from our house.”
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“Well, welcome to Ohio,” she said. “I hope you enjoyed 
your stay.”

“I sure did,” I replied. “I have a flight in a few hours, but 
wanted to pack a backpack for Phil and Barbara before head-
ing out.”

“You picked a very important backpack,” she said to me. 
“Phil left this backpack on the gazebo, and he comes down 
every morning and prays over it: that whoever finds it and fills 
it, may it change a life or two. He’s prayed over this particular 
one for months, and no one has touched it until today.”

“Are you serious?” I asked.
“I’m telling you the honest truth,” she said. “Weeks ago, 

he told me that a nice lady, a sales consultant for a company 
called “thirty-one” based out of Columbus, Ohio which sells 
these bags, was experiencing a rough time with her health and 
finances. She prayed to God that he would bless her small 
business, and she heard God whisper to her to donate a red 
backpack to Phil and Barbara for their mountain project, and 
she was obedient. I think this backpack was meant for you. Let 
me help you fill it up. Are you on a budget?”

“No,” I answered firmly.
We walked around the store, and I filled the backpack 

with soap, shampoo, deodorant, a toothbrush, toothpaste, 
mouthwash, and even a comb. Then I found some pens, pa-
per, notebooks, scissors, crayons, and coloring books. I also 
grabbed a hat, scarf, and glove set.

“Would you like to include a Bible as well?”
“Sure, why not,” I answered. “Seems to me that you’ve 

done this before.”
“Many, many times,” she said, with a smile on her face. 

“My family helped the church collect over three hundred 
backpacks. We love doing this kind of mission work. God re-
ally works with these kinds of projects. Miracles happen.”
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I was ready to check out when I had a thought.
“Do you sell RC Cola here in Ohio? Do you also have 

MoonPies?”
“Of course! We only sell them during the holidays so that 

parents can send to their children away at school and those 
serving in the military. It’s a holiday tradition.”

“I remember having RC Colas and MoonPies in the good 
old days. Those were happy times, yes they were. I want to 
place an RC Cola and a MoonPie in the backpack, if that’s 
allowed. I want a kid to experience what I experienced.”

I made my purchases, and Miss Pat handed me a piece 
of paper to write a note; she made sure I included my name 
and address. I filled it out, and she told me to put it into the 
backpack and then walk it back to the gazebo. I thanked her 
for the help and wished her a Merry Christmas.

When I walked the backpack back to the gazebo, I placed 
it where I’d found it. Then I walked over to Wright Bros. Cof-
fee & Tea Company. Inside, Mr. Wright was his usual cheerful 
self, and made me feel right at home. As I was sipping my 
hot chocolate with giant homemade marshmallows, he sang 
Christmas hymns. When he finally made his way over, we 
talked about life in Ohio and Virginia, and we talked about 
the true meaning of Christmas. During our short conversa-
tion, I watched out the window as Phil and Barbara pulled up 
and parked by the gazebo. They held hands as they walked up 
the stairs and picked up the backpack. Barbara opened it and 
pulled out the note. I was pretty sure I could see tears flowing 
down her cheeks. Then they bowed their heads in prayer, re-
turned to their car, and drove off.

I finished my hot chocolate, said my goodbyes with Mr. 
Wright, and headed back to my Uber for the Dayton airport. 
It was time to return home.
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Chapter Eleven

Christmas In Virginia

December 25, 2017

For the first time in my life, I woke up in an empty 
apartment, alone on Christmas Day. Th ere was no Christ-

mas tree, no lights, no decorations, and no beautiful wife to 
wake up and surprise with a gift. Th is Christmas, I was in 
my pajamas, watching a televised Christmas church service in 
Washington D.C. Everything was so peaceful, but inside, my 
heart was aching. I was lost and broken. For the fi rst time in 
a long time, I felt rejected, and I fi nally admitted to myself I 
was depressed. 
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Just for a moment, I started to think back over the past 
few days—the quick trip to Ohio and the flight back last 
night. I’d arrived at Dulles Airport around 4:00 PM and, after 
picking up my car, drove out and saw my parents for the first 
time in months. They weren’t expecting me, but I wanted to 
make a Christmas appearance. 

In the past, when I got depressed I would always sit and 
talk with my wife. She was always so good at listening. Then 
we would go for a long walk, and just hold hands and breathe 
as we realized that everything would be okay. Today, I wouldn’t 
have that option. I could either sit here and drown in self-pity, 
or I could get up and do something. 

I got out of bed again, took a shower, got dressed, and 
drove down the street to the men’s homeless shelter. I walked in 
the door and was greeted by a few men asking what I needed. 

“I just wanted to come down and serve the men who call 
this place home,” I replied. 

“Well, lunch is served until about five,” said the director, 
a young man of about thirty-five with a big beard.

“That’s perfect,” I said. “I have nothing else to do all day. 
I just want to be helpful to someone else.” 

They showed me the way back to the kitchen. Just be-
ing in that kitchen brought back many memories of my first 
restaurant job. I should’ve attended culinary school. I even 
won a scholarship, but I turned it down. From the looks of 
it, I was the only volunteer who showed up. I’d assumed that 
the homeless men would have to cook their own meals, but at 
that moment, I realized I was needed for something. I washed 
my hands, took inventory, and began to cook. I hadn’t cooked 
this much in years; it felt wonderful. I had never been in that 
building before, even though I drove by it every day, but I felt 
right at home. 
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An hour passed, and two more young men about my age 
showed up. They said they didn’t want to spend Christmas 
alone, either, and wanted to volunteer at the shelter. Both were 
recent divorcees as well. The three of us used our culinary skills 
to the best of our abilities, and we prepared a feast for 150 
men of all ages. At five o’clock, after blessing the food, the 
three of us started serving each man who came. I looked them 
in the eye and wished them all a Merry Christmas. For once, 
they looked like someone had noticed them. These men had 
started the morning with despair on their faces, and when they 
sat down to eat, only smiles could be seen. 

Earlier in the afternoon, I heard my phone ding to let me 
know that I’d received a text message. I was too busy to read it, 
but I smiled when I now saw it was from Barbara.  

A short while later, I read the message. When I finished, 
something started moving my spirit inside me. I stood up and 
asked for everyone’s attention. I normally don’t like speaking 
in front of large groups of people, but today was different. 

“I just want to thank each of you for allowing me to visit 
today for the very first time,” I said, “but I know it won’t be 
my last. This is the first Christmas in my thirty years on this 
Earth that I am alone. My wife left me for another man this 
past summer, and I had to quit my job. Now I’m soul-search-
ing. These past few days, I was in Piqua, Ohio, visiting my 
former pastor and his wife, trying to figure my life out. While 
I was there, they were preparing for a trip today to Kentucky 
to give backpacks to the children of the mountains who live 
in extreme poverty. She just sent me a text that said: ‘Merry 
Christmas, neighbor! I hope you have a blessed Christmas. 
Two people in Kentucky did because of your red backpack. 
One day you will know the impact you had. God Bless.’ The 
one backpack I donated may have changed lives, but I want to 
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thank each of you today. This was the best Christmas ever for 
me, too, because I have 150 brothers who made me feel like a 
part of the brotherhood. Thank you.” 

As soon as I sat back down, they all started clapping. 
Then, one by one, they stood up to thank me for taking the 
time to come and serve. The last word came from the director. 
“Thank you for being an answered prayer. I have been praying 
all month that a man with great culinary skills would walk 
through these doors, so these men could enjoy a great meal. 
You were the answer. Thank you.” 

After helping to clean up, I returned home, took a quick 
shower, and went to bed. 
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Chapter Twelve

Facing Reality

December 26, 2007

The morning after Christmas, I was in a deep sleep 
when my phone rang. Th e deafening ringtone made me 

jump straight up, and after rubbing my eyes, I looked over and 
saw it was my mother. Why would she be calling this early? I 
hesitated to answer the phone, but I did, as it occurred to me 
that something may have been wrong. 

“Honey, where are you?” my mother asked. 
“I’m asleep,” I replied angrily. “Why would you call this 

early? What’s wrong?” 
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“Chuck, there’s a huge barn fire on John Mosby High-
way,” she informed me. “I thought you would be out covering 
it. There are horses trapped inside.” 

“Mom, I know you won’t understand, but now is not the 
time for me to explain,” I replied. “I won’t be covering the 
local news any longer.” 

“Chuck, what did you say?” she screamed. “I knew some-
thing was up. Your name hasn’t appeared in the paper for a 
while now.” 

“Mom, now is not the time to discuss this, in the morn-
ing when I’m half asleep.” 

“I’m heading into town and I want to meet you for lunch,” 
she replied. “12 noon and we can have soup and salad.” 

We met for lunch at a little dive called The Coach Stop, 
where all the town folks gather. I ordered the soup of the 
day and a grilled cheese sandwich, and my mother ordered a 
chicken pecan apple salad with berry balsamic dressing. We 
both sipped on sweet tea. 

“What happened, son?” she finally asked. “Get right to it.” 
“Mom, I haven’t worked since the Fourth of July,” I replied. 
“How in the world are you surviving? Why haven’t you 

called and talked to me about it?” 
“I went to work on the Fourth, and before everyone else 

arrived, I was called into the boss’ office. I just didn’t feel right, 
so I recorded the conversation on my phone. After a few min-
utes, I was asked to perform sexual favors. I walked out, gath-
ered my belongings, and went and got a lawyer who I had 
interviewed days before.” 

“Did you sue him?” she asked. 
“My attorney filed a multimillion-dollar lawsuit against 

him and the newspaper. He denied all allegations,” I replied. 
“His attorneys and my attorney met to discuss, and my attor-
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ney presented the recording of the conversation. The decision 
was made to settle out of court. I had the smoking gun. I 
could bring down the newspaper if this went to court.” 

“How much did you get?” Mom asked. 
“More than enough for my life and my children, if I have 

any,” I replied. “Mom, I am perfectly fine. I am just trying 
to figure out what I am to do with my life. I know I am sup-
posed to do something, but everything so far hasn’t worked 
out. However, now I really do believe that I have been called 
to help the poor.” 

“Is that why you went to Ohio?” she asked. 
“I actually went to Ohio on a soul-searching mission.” 
“Did you find an answer?” she asked.
“Not really,” I answered her. “One day, I’ll wake up and 

call and tell you that I know why I went to Ohio and what my 
purpose in life is. One day I will. Just believe.”

“So what did you do in Ohio?” Mom asked. 
“We went to church, the Wright Brothers museum, and I 

purchased supplies to fill a red backpack for a poor kid in the 
mountains. That was my trip.” 

In the weeks that followed, I tried to clear my thoughts 
and decide what I was going to do next with my life. I took a 
trip to Ocean City, Maryland, just trying to pick up some pos-
itive energy from the waves crashing on the shore. As a child, 
Ocean City had been my favorite place. I met some interesting 
people and had great conversations with complete strangers. 
I enjoyed great seafood and peaceful moments of quiet time 
with God. One evening, while sitting on the sand near 12th 
Street, I said out loud, “God, just open that door and push 
me through. I don’t care about money anymore. I just want 
a friend, and to be beneficial to someone. When I get home, 
show me what impact I can have.” 
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Upon arriving home, I found voice messages about pos-
sible homes that were available from a realtor I’d contacted 
prior to leaving. My email inbox had exploded, and there was 
one single white envelope in the mailbox from Mistletoe, Ken-
tucky. Who did I know in Kentucky? I couldn’t recall anyone. 
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Chapter Thirteen

Bell Buckle, Tennessee

June 17, 2017

That day in Bell Buckle, Tennessee when I got to meet 
Chuckie in person was when I realized that something 

greater was happening that I couldn’t explain. How was it that 
he decided last night to go visit Bell Buckle today and didn’t 
know that the RC Cola and MoonPie Festival was occurring? 
What a coincidence that we happened to be eating at the same 
time, and be sitting at the same table! 

God surely is up to something today, I thought, as I squint-
ed at Chuckie through the beaming sun. 
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We both stood up and hugged each other, like we were 
long-lost brothers meeting for the very first time. I felt a con-
nection I had never experienced before. I still can’t describe it. 
Going through life without many friends, this was an out-of-
body experience, like you’d see on television. 

Sitting back down to finish our meal, we exchanged con-
tact information, and I snapped a selfie of the two of us before 
sending it to Phil and Barbara back in Ohio. Barbara respond-
ed with “PTL (praise the Lord), my prayer has been answered.”

 Since that day when Barbara had met Chuckie, she add-
ed him to her prayer list, and each morning and each evening, 
she would pray that God would lead us to meet and that I 
could help Chuckie in some way. She just knew this was di-
vine intervention.

“Can you tell me about your church?” I asked Chuckie 
now at the festival. 

“We’re currently meeting in a recreational gymnasium 
each Sunday,” he said. “Located in the Shenandoah Valley, 
about three hours from where I grew up.” 

“What makes your church stand out from all the rest?” 
“Our church is made up of a lot of broken people,” 

Chuckie responded. “Most of our attendees have never at-
tended church before. They’ve never experienced a loving, 
caring church family. When I talk to these individuals, I hear 
stories of love, forgiveness, hope, and God’s love. These indi-
viduals have survived abuse, addiction, gang involvement, jail 
sentences, homelessness, and job loss. And I’m no different.” 

“Why do you say that you’re no different?” I asked. 
“I lived a life of dysfunction,” he replied, with shaking 

hands and watery eyes. “I grew up in poverty in the mountains 
of Kentucky.”

I could tell he was becoming emotional, so I reached 
across the table and grabbed his hand.  
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“My Grandpop was murdered,” he said, in a shaky and 
quiet voice. “My grandmother and mother were addicted to 
drugs. I ran away from home several times. I was fired from 
my very first job. I have a story to tell, but it changed the day I 
received a red backpack. That was the day I decided that God’s 
plan was to get me out and take me higher. That doesn’t mean 
the journey became easier. After Bible College, I was diag-
nosed with cancer and survived it. Only by the grace of God.” 

“What are the greatest challenges for your church, 
Chuckie?” I asked. “It seems your church is in much need, 
and needs a leader such as yourself. What does the church 
need help with?” 

“Well, I’ve been down here in Nashville, talking to pas-
tors and churches about ways of supporting our church. We’re 
struggling with growth. We have a good thing going, but these 
people don’t have much, and they don’t have the resources to 
contribute to the offering and the expenses of the church.”  

“I assume that you’re not taking a salary?” I asked. 
“Not a penny,” he responded. “We’re getting by on my 

wife’s salary, which is barely enough.” 
At that moment, my heart broke. Inside, I was shaking. 

My heart was racing, my eyes were watering. I knew I had to 
do something, but what? Would my wife Brandy agree with 
me? I asked Chuckie if he would excuse us for just a minute. 
“Please don’t leave,” I said, and he agreed that he wouldn’t. 

As we walked away, I looked my wife in the eye and said, 
“Honey, only God would bring us to this moment. I think we 
are to do something bigger than we have ever done before.” 

“What are you thinking?” she asked, as her lips tightened. 
“I knew something wasn’t right with you from the moment 
you two started talking.” 
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“I have a lot racing in my head right now, but I just want 
to do the right thing,” I said. “God has blessed us, and I think 
we should pass it on.” 

“How much do you want to give?” she asked. 
“Do we just give him a check?” I asked. “Do we give a 

large donation to the church? I just don’t know.”
“Honey,” she said, “I love you very much. You were given 

this money as a blessing for an unfortunate occurrence, and 
you’ve been a great steward by investing and starting several 
successful businesses. Only you can make this decision. What-
ever you decide, I’ll support you, but make me one promise—
do what the Lord tells you to do.” 

I grabbed her hand, and we prayed a prayer we’d never 
prayed before. As we were praying, something inside me told 
me what to do. Returning to the table, I smiled at Chuckie 
and looked him in the eye. “Chuckie, I think God has been 
working through this meeting today, and I want to do some-
thing special for you and your church.

“Right before I took that trip to Ohio ten years ago,” I 
continued, as my voice was shaking, “I won a large legal settle-
ment from my former employer, and I went to Ohio looking 
for my life’s purpose. I found a red backpack that changed 
everything. In those ten years, I have remarried, had a son, and 
started three businesses and sold them for very large amounts 
of money. My wife and I prayed, and God has told me to write 
you a check for a year’s salary. I am also going to have my 
accountant send over a check to your church for one million 
dollars, for you to purchase land and build your own building. 
I will be obedient to the Lord.” 

Chuckie tried to speak, but nothing came out of his mouth. 
“Um, I don’t know what to say, Chuck,” he finally said, 

looking puzzled. “Are you serious? You can’t be.”
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“Chuckie,” I said sternly. “I’m very serious, and you can’t 
talk me out of it.”  

“I do appreciate your generosity,” Chuckie replied. “You’ve 
already done enough for me with the red backpack, you really 
don’t have to do this. Please, Chuck, you really don’t.” 

“Chuckie, that backpack didn’t just change you,” I said, 
as my throat tightened. I took my checkbook out to write 
a check for $70,000. “Truthfully, that red backpack changed 
me, and I think God used it to answer many prayers.” 

After signing the check, I slid it across the table to him as 
he used his barbeque-stained napkin to wipe his eyes. His wife 
moved her sunburned arms to rub his back as she mouthed, 
“Thank you.” 

I knew neither of our lives would ever be the same. I fi-
nally had the friend that I had prayed for, and Chuckie finally 
had the financial blessing that he, his wife, and their entire 
church family had spent eight months praying to God for, 
morning, noon, and night. 

I have wondered many times how God answers prayers. 
Now I know for certain that God will use anything and any-
one to answer his prayers. Romans 8:28 says, “and we know 
that in all things God works for the good of those who love 
him, who have been called according to his purpose.” 

What I’ve learned from this divine encounter is that when 
people stop, slow down, and listen for the smallest whisper 
from God, their lives can forever be changed. They may even 
witness an answered prayer, or be an answered prayer for 
someone else. 

It took losing everything, hitting rock bottom, for me to 
reach this moment. It took loved ones leaving me, losing jobs, 
becoming so depressed with life that everything looked hope-
less. But the best encouragement and prayers came from two 
former neighbors. 
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I ask myself, when unpleasant situations occur, will I no-
tice God speaking to me? Now from experience, I know God 
spoke to me through a bright red backpack, an RC Cola, and 
a MoonPie. Yes, a bag, a soda, and a cookie! Others may laugh 
and say God can’t use those things, but I know deep down 
some people will never be convinced. I just pray that they 
will one day receive a gift that opens the door for the Lord to 
change their hearts. 

When I filled that backpack, I thought it was just a 
Christmas present for a poor kid. Today, I know that it was a 
gift of love from the Lord himself to me and Chuckie. I know 
that God blessed that backpack, and he continues to use that 
backpack ten years later to change lives—mine and Chuckie’s, 
and it’s still blessing others. It’s the gift that keeps on giving. 
Through the pain, rejection, and heartache I can see the light, 
and this journey is just getting started. 

The End.
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Afterword

It is my sincere hope that you have enjoyed reading this 
book. My prayer is that God will use this story and message 

to move you in such a way that you will join with me and 
donate a backpack for a child in Appalachia. Th roughout our 
lives, we hear that still, small voice of God, and many times 
we don’t act. I always wonder after the fact, did my act of 
disobedience delay the cure for cancer? Will a child not grow 
up to become President of the United States now? Did I fail 
to share God’s love with someone who could be the next Billy 
Graham?

Th e Christmas Backpack is a telling story about God’s pur-
pose for everyone’s lives. Whether you’re young or old, rich 
or poor, well-educated or even illiterate—God has a plan for 
you. In Jeremiah 29:11 we read, “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.” We will all go 
through troubling, challenging, and diffi  cult times. However, 
what I have come to fi nd is that God has a plan for all of those 
moments. Each of those diffi  cult circumstances that I have 
been brought through has led me to this moment. God used a 
backpack, an RC Cola (my favorite), and a MoonPie. 
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When the journey gets rough and you don’t know what 
to do, don’t ever give up. I know that feeling quite well. You 
are not alone and it’s okay to feel lost. Just remember in those 
moments, God is about to speak. Just keep praying, praising, 
and speaking of thankfulness. He may send a messenger or He 
may send the most unusual object to direct your journey. Who 
would have thought that a backpack would change my life? 
More importantly, what could a backpack filled with school 
supplies, toys, clothes, and food do for a child who has never 
received a gift at Christmas or on a birthday? 

I hope that you will share this book with your family 
members, friends, and church. Also, donate a backpack that 
can plant a seed of hope in the mountains. Change a life for 
Christ. It might even be your own. For more information, 
please visit www.christmasbackpacks.org.
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Discussion Questions

• When you think of Appalachia, what comes to your mind? 

• What have you heard or read regarding the current opioid 
crisis? As Christians, how should we respond to the opioid 
crisis? 

• Have you ever prayed for something over and over again? 
What was the outcome? How long did you have to wait? 

• Do you believe that God only speaks through Scripture? 

• Describe a time when you had God whisper to you. 

• Who do you know that you consider a faithful servant of 
the Lord? What qualities do they possess?

• Describe your childhood Christmas memories. How do 
they compare to your traditions now? Did you ever expe-
rience a time when you couldn’t give or receive gifts? If so, 
how did that impact you? 
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• If you had to pick one injustice in the world to fix, like 
poverty, hunger, human trafficking, natural disasters, etc… 
which one would you pick? Why is this issue so important 
to you? What have you done to alleviate the pain and suf-
fering? If you haven’t started, what could you do to begin?

• Describe a time when you heard a Sunday message, a ser-
mon, or a preacher or Bible teacher and were moved. 

• Has God ever told you to do something that requires a 
leap of faith? How did you react? What was the result?

• Who was the first person to teach you to pray? 

• Who was the messenger that God used to bring you to 
Jesus? What was the message about?

• Have you ever given a message to introduce someone to 
Christ? If so, what did you say? If not, what could you say? 

• Have you ever participated in an outreach program? If so, 
describe what you did. How did it affect you? 

• Have you ever received the blessing of a mentor? How did 
you find him or her? How did they bless you? What gift has 
God given you that you could use to bless someone else in 
your family, circle of friends, church, or community? 

• Describe a time when you met someone and knew it was a 
divine appointment from God. 

• Was there a moment in your life where you went searching 
for your life’s purpose? If so, where did you go? How did 
you discover it?  
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• Describe a trip—weekend getaway, vacation, business trav-
el—that you took and asked God why he brought you there. 

• Describe a moment in church when a song, a sermon, or a 
conversation stirred something deep inside you. What was 
the outcome? 

• Describe a time when you felt called to act on something, but 
thoughts of doubt filled your mind. How did you respond? 

• How have you handled loneliness? What would you say to 
someone who is lonely? 

• Describe a time in your life where things weren’t favorable 
and the reactions from family members and friends didn’t 
help. How did you respond? 

• What odd, strange, or unusual thing has God used in your 
life to answer your prayers? Was it an item that kept on 
providing blessings? 

• Describe a friendship or relationship that is evident of 
God’s power and love.

• After reading The Christmas Backpack, how does Jeremiah 
29:11 impact you? 
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