






A Word to a Weary World
By John Whitten

December 1

Our world is weary. We tire of the depressive headlines, divisive 
tactics, and depleting challenges. Our world is weary. 

In the thirty third chapter of the book of Jeremiah, God’s people 
were weary, too. They were caught between a rock and a hard 
place; squeezed between the power hungry nations of the Assyrians 
to the north and the Egyptians to the south.  Jeremiah, the prophet, 
is in jail but God uses him to deliver a word to a weary people: 

 “‘The days are coming,’ declares the Lord, 
‘when I will fulfill the good promise made 

to the people of Israel and Judah. “
‘In those days and at that time 

    I will make a righteous Branch sprout from David’s line; 
    he will do what is just and right in the land.” Jeremiah 33:14-15

God’s word to a weary people: “The days are coming.” A word of 
hope for a weary world. 

Advent is a season of waiting with hope. Advent is not a season 
where we arrive, but a season where we prepare for an arrival. We 
place ourselves with the weary people of Israel who are awaiting the 
Messiah’s arrival. 

Have you found yourself awaiting an arrival? A package in the mail? 
A letter from a loved one? A family member at the airport? Has 
waiting ever made you weary? In 2012 Elya and I found ourselves 
waiting on that child we so desperately longed for. Our excitement 
turned to discouragement quickly when we found out we had 
miscarried our first child. The day we were waiting for wasn’t there 
[yet].

Hope means that we believe in spite of the evidence and then 
watch the evidence change. Our faith gives us the ability to act in 
hope, despite how things look. God knows your specific situation 
and God brings hope to your situation. Hope is not that God 
guarantees a life of bliss and perfection but that in all seasons, trials, 



and circumstances...God is with us. Theologian Juergen Moltmann 
writes, “Genuine hope is not blind optimism. It is hope with open 
eyes, which sees the suffering and yet believes in the future.”

The world “thrill” comes from two words; hole, and through. The 
word hole references a nostril, which provides an opening for air to 
sustain the body. The word through carries imagery of something 
piercing. A thrill is a piercing shivering, exciting feeling. 

I’ll never forget the thrill that came the day we found out we were 
pregnant with Sam, and the thrill that came the first time I held him. 

Jeremiah’s word to a weary people would bring a thrill of hope; 
an exciting feeling that God was not done with His people. In 
fact, He was readying them for an entirely new work.  “The days 
are coming,” when God will fulfill the good promise and make a 
righteous Branch sprout from David’s line.” Each spring the bud 
begins beneath the surface, and then begins to emerge, and finally 
shows all its beauty. 

If you are waiting and weary you are in good company. God’s 
people are a people who wait---with thrilling hope. As long as God 
is involved nothing is helpless or hopeless. Hope is Jeremiah’s word 
to a weary world. May you experience “The Thrill of Hope” this 
Advent season.

John Whitten is the husband to Elya and the father of Sam, Sarah, 
Savannah, and Simon. He serves Pioneer Drive as Lead Pastor for 
the gathering. 



“What Are You Looking Forward To?”
By Tim Dunn
December 2

Sitting on my hunting bucket in the sunset shade of a mesquite 
tree, safety off, I waited for the next round of dove to fly.  
Deep in thought, I found myself suddenly startled, not at the 
sound of gunfire, but at the question.  “What are you looking 
forward to?”  The question hit me like a ton of bricks.  Well, 
not really the question, but the fact that I had been thinking for 
several minutes and still could not summon an adequate reply.  
This caught me off guard.  You see, I had asked the question 
first, to an older man I deeply admire.  He had a quick reply 
that released a magnificent hope-filled smile in his eyes.  I was 
watching him imagining, actually seeing that of which he was 
hoping.  Lost in his experience of hope a bit myself, his turning 
the question to me was disorienting.  Surprise turned to alarm 
as I realized I lacked a response.  I quickly tried to shrug it off 
as the plight of the professor, the counselor, the asker of good 
questions of others, but my lack of an answer bothered me.  
Terribly.  Was I really hoping for so little?  

Stuck.  I had felt stuck of late.  That is what the question 
revealed.  I was overwhelmed by life—the schedule, the 
deadlines, finances, worries, my failures, the weight of leading 
my family well, the impossibility of perfectionism, holding 
the pain of others.  Yet, the question also revealed the real 
problem.  I had been living without hope.  Just as I began to 
accept the self-condemnation of a counselor living without 
hope, Holy Spirit reminded me, “You’ve been here before.”  
Now I know that for most of us that statement is often more 
inducing of shame and disappointment than hope, but hope is 
more than anticipation.  Hope is remembrance—of who God 
is, what God has done, what God is doing, what God will do, 
and who I am to Him—and I needed to be reminded.  

This was the rescue I so desperately needed, as Holy Spirit 
took me back, seemingly in real time, to multiple times I had 
been in this place before.  He reminded me of His goodness, 
His presence, breakthroughs, and wounds healed.  He 
reminded me that I am an adopted son and heir, with full 



access to Father through Jesus.  He reminded me that there 
is so much more than I can see with my physical eyes, such 
profound good waiting to be poured out in this life and in 
the life to come.  He reminded me that I have a role in the 
kingdom, now and at the restoration of all things.  And this is 
something to look forward to.  

“We who have run for our very lives to God have every reason 
to grab the promised hope with both hands and never let 
go.  It’s an unbreakable spiritual lifeline, reaching past all 
appearances right to the very presence of God where Jesus, 
running on ahead of us, has taken up his permanent post as 
high priest for us.”  – Hebrews 16:19-20a (MSG)

Hope—an unbreakable spiritual lifeline, an anchor for our 
souls.  So, what are you looking forward to?

Tim Dunn is husband to Jennifer, and Daddy to Ethan, Allie, 
and Maddie.  He is Assistant Professor in the Psychology 
Department at McMurry University, and a Licensed Marriage 
& Family Therapist, who sees clients weekly in his part-
time counseling practice.  He serves as a Deacon, lives in 
community with the Koinonia Sunday school class, and has 
been active in men’s ministry at Pioneer Drive for years.



God With Us
By Andrew Mason

December 3

Today, as I write, is my son, Townes’ first birthday (10/29/2019). With 
thanksgiving, we celebrate his life, but the anniversary of his birth 
is a stark reminder of just how tough this last year has been. I think 
that’s how it is for most of us when anniversaries force us to look 
back on years past and remember the good and bad that came with 
it. 

2019 was an exceptionally difficult year for many (I am positive 
that many of you reading will shake your head yes as you read 
this). A very good friend of mine died in February, less than one 
month before his 32nd birthday and three months after his diagnosis 
with cancer. One month later Townes was care-flighted to Cook 
Children’s Medical Center in Fort Worth with congestive heart 
failure and would require open heart surgery to repair a 10mm 
hole in his tiny, walnut-sized heart. The grief that accompanied my 
friend’s death and the daily grind of Townes’ health problems made 
this year the toughest to date in my 32 years of life. I suppose that’s 
why HOPE is what I need to reflect on this Advent season and what 
I would like to impart to you.

One cannot help but ask God, “Why?” in times of difficulty; still 
others tend to look inward and wonder what they’ve done to 
deserve such trying times. I think that is the natural human response, 
and we can see it displayed time and time again in the scriptures.

Jesus’ birth brought great HOPE for those early Jews under 
oppressive Roman rule, and many, at the time, were asking God, 
“Why?”. “Why are we, as God’s chosen people, suffering under 
pagan rule? What did we do? How have we sinned? Is God 
punishing us?” The gospel writer of Matthew points out that Jesus’ 
birth was the fulfillment of what the Lord spoke of through the 
prophet Isaiah: “‘Behold, the virgin shall be with child and shall 
bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel,’ which translated 
means, ‘God with us’” (Mt. 1:22-23).

“GOD WITH US.”



God, through Jesus, entered into our reality, and God, through 
Jesus, experienced ALL of what it means to be human: joy, sorrow, 
anger, fear, and even death!

GOD EXPERIENCED DEATH, and yet we know that God, through 
Jesus, conquered death by raising Him from the grave. See, Jesus 
didn’t have to rise from the dead to redeem us from our sin; He rose 
from the dead to conquer death.

This Advent season, whether you’re in the valley or on the 
mountaintop, cling to the HOPE that we have a God who 
UNDERSTANDS us in our grief; a God who SYMPATHIZES with us 
in times of difficulty. So while we still experience death’s sting and 
the uncertainty of illness, we serve a LOVING God whose future 
Kingdom includes the complete and utter abolition of sin, illness, 
and death.

Andrew Mason is the husband to Ramie and the father of Janie, 
Georgia, Navy, and Townes. He and Ramie teach the Young 
Professionals Sunday School class, and Andrew serves as a police 
officer with APD.



Adopting Hope
By Carl Leake
December 4

One of my greatest joys, and at the same time one of the most 
heart wrenching times of my life, was the process of adopting our 
little boy, Sam. From the time Crystal and I married, we had it in our 
hearts to adopt our children. It was a desire to answer God’s call to 
minister to the orphans of the world – those born into far less than 
ideal circumstances. 

Years later God brought into our lives our beautiful daughter, Selah. 
At a very young age, it became the clear passion of her heart to 
have a little brother, and she thought it was a great idea to adopt 
too. There is a legacy of adoption in our family, and Selah was 
bought in and more than a little persistent. 

We tried several times to start the adoption process. One barrier 
after another came in front of us. Until finally one January we got 
a call. We welcomed this blonde, blue-eyed boy into our home 
and began a journey. He couldn’t talk, but he cried his trauma out. 
Nonstop. It was clear he was hurting, and to be honest it caused 
a lot of challenges in our home. I questioned if I could do it. I 
questioned if he would heal. I questioned if his mother was going 
to pull it together. And I questioned, despite all the heartache and 
despair, if the judge would allow us to keep him or not.

In the following two years, we battled and prayed through every 
area of life. The further along we went, the clearer it became he 
belonged with us, but still unclear if he would stay. In February of 
this year the courts relented, and Sam became a legal member of 
our family. I say legally, because in our hearts he would always have 
a room regardless.

I am reminded of the persistent widow in Luke 18. She cried out to 
the judge over and over about the injustices she endured. Finally, 
the judge relented after holding out for whatever reason. I don’t 
know if it was personal gain, for political lift, for the benefit of 
someone else he knew. I just don’t. What I do know is that after 
enough persistence, after enough of her hope for justice enacted in 
prayer, the judge relented. 



As I look back and see the progress our son has made over 
the years, I am reminded it was worth living out our hope for a 
challenging son. I’m also reminded that God is an infinitely more 
merciful judge. I know now that nothing will stand before Him that 
is unjust. I also know we have a part in it, and we may have to hope 
for longer than we think is fair.

Hope for us here on earth is that our Father chooses to adopt us as 
His children; sons and daughters, joint heirs with Christ. We will live 
our own hurt, our trauma, our anger, our sin; and when we don’t 
think we will heal, Christ will remind us of Gethsemane; the place he 
evaluated the truth of our sins. He will take on and choose to walk 
that road. He will remind us then of the cross on top of the hill in 
which he was nailed onto a couple pieces of wood to take on our 
sins. He will remind us of the tomb; where he was no more the third 
day and remind us of his resurrection. He overcame death so that 
in Him we are healed. Now we have the Hope of Heaven where we 
will be His children. 

We could have given up. But the love of Christ and the hope of God 
lived through us and His desire to save families has made us whole.

Carl Leake is a proud father of two and has been happily married 
for 14 years to his beautiful wife, Crystal. He serves at the Betty 
Hardwick Center specializing in mental health. 



New Life
By Jay Cox

December 5

The word “hope” has become synonymous with the word “desire.” 
The quantity and quality of our hope is not always what matters the 
most, it’s the object of our hope. 

I grew up in West, TX with my parents and two older siblings. For 
the most part, my childhood was happy, and we wanted for very 
little. Even with a stable and loving family, this period in time is 
marked by a sense of fear and longing to be a part of something 
larger than myself. At the age of fifteen, I discovered a new group 
of people that felt welcoming and accepting. Finally. I discovered 
a niche that accepted me for the good and the bad characteristics 
I exhibited. With this new group of friends, I was introduced to 
alcohol and drugs. 

By the age of eighteen, alcohol and drugs took hold of my life. 
And although I turned my life over to Christ, I did not turn over 
my will. The next twenty years is blotted with countless hospitals, 
rehabs, bars, and institutions. My parents tried to help as much as 
they could with the knowledge they had at hand. My family and I 
consulted with numerous counselors, teachers, preachers and even 
cops to no avail. Addiction slowly eroded all the God centered 
and loving aspects of my family, relatives, and a few serious 
relationships. 

To date, I have been sober for almost two years and if you knew me 
before you would know what a miracle that is in my life. Although 
my life is still very difficult, I wouldn’t trade my best day drunk 
for my worst day sober. Even with my longest period of sobriety, 
relationships that I once considered meaningful and virtuous are 
long gone with few exceptions.   

Today, I don’t have a vehicle or a dime to my name, and all my 
possessions have been lost, stolen, or sold. With that said, I truly 
believe God makes all things new and with His healing many pick up 
their mats and walk again. 

“Christianity preaches the infinite worth of that which is seemingly 



worthless and the infinite worthlessness of that which is seemingly 
so valued.” - Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Jay Cox relocated to Abilene with his mother a little over a year 
ago. He renewed his relationship with God and followed with water 
baptism several months ago. He attends The Gathering service and 
the Young Professionals group Sunday mornings.



Pit-Stop
By Dennis Reinke

December 6

Nowhere, early in the bitter cold, the local all-night laundromat had 
the warmth I needed. Once inside, rubbing my hands, fronting a 
chalkboard of scribbled nonsense, a paperback laying on a cluttered 
table distracted my eyes. I put it in my pocket and in a little while, 
drove my battered van twenty-two miles back “home” to Allenspark 
in the mountains of Colorado. Huddled in my room with a small 
radiant heater, I pulled out the “hope in Jesus” paperback Bible. I 
was alone and seriously hopeless. Who “in the world” listens to a 
man of no means? Here was the only offer I had and nothing more 
to lose. Inside the cover was “the call to Christ” outlined in print. 
With tears flowing, fumbling from page to page as directed, at the 
end I said yes and accepted Jesus as my Savior.

Thirty years later, I’m still a pup thankful for the gift of hope. 
Recently I told a friend that my faith is a simple one, guided by the 
fulfilled promise of his acceptance and the infilling of the Spirit of 
truth, Christ in me. All the time, everywhere. About 2000 years ago, 
I think God decided it was time to have a personal relationship with 
those that believed in him. My favorite prophet, Isaiah, prophesied 
he would in chapter 53. Jesus was the son of God, the model of 
God for us to emulate. If you knew Jesus, you knew God. No more 
intermediary. No more sacrifice or payment. Everything changed 
when Christ died as a sacrifice for our sins. Galatians 5:1 says “It is 
for freedom that Christ has set us free, never again to be burdened 
by the yoke of slavery.” And before Jesus left, he said in John 14:15 
-16 “If you love me, keep my commands. And I will ask the Father, 
and he will give you another advocate to help you and be with you 
forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it 
neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with 
you and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to 
you.”

Paul encouraged the churches to remember that Christ is in us. It is 
a truth of our faith. It is more than mere conscience. It is Christ in us. 
He is our trainer while we learn to be more like him. 

Then Christ will make his home in your hearts 



as you trust in him. – Ephesians 3:17
Since we live by the Spirit, 

let us keep in step with the Spirit. – Galatians 5:25

Dennis Reinke and his wife, Nancy, will celebrate 10 years of 
marriage on this coming Valentine’s Day. They share several children 
and a few grandkids scattered across the country. Dennis is a retired 
architect and an artist, while Nancy is retired but enjoys her work at 
Pier One. 







Peace Beyond Understanding 
By Gayland Seaton

December 7

It seems that in all of our world’s history, peace is something 
constantly sought, but seldom achieved for it is dependent on 
man’s relationship with each other.  As we approach the Christmas 
season and our thoughts turn to “Peace on Earth”, it becomes more 
evident that true peace will not come from this earth, but from the 
Creator of this earth.  Peace within ourselves, however, depends 
completely on us and our relationship with our God.

I grew up in a simple, hard working farm life until my early teens, 
attending church only occasionally with little Bible study.  I did, 
however, come forward at one of these worship services and 
accepted Christ as my Savior.  Three years later, my parents were 
instantly taken in an automobile accident, and I began my life pretty 
much by myself with God watching over me.

At this point in my life, peace was not something I could say I really 
felt as I finished high school and started college.  I married my “farm 
girl high school sweetheart” and was also blessed with her “farm 
family”, my new parents.

After four months of marriage, however, dismay followed as I was 
drafted into the Army at a time of war. Anxious times followed until 
I was blessed to be ordered to Germany.  Blessings continued as I 
was later able to bring my wife to Germany for some of the most 
unforgettable times in our lives as we saw many of the sights in 
Europe.

Having not been a regular church attender but understanding some 
of the “basics”, I finally began to realize that my life was being 
guided by something much greater than myself.   After moving 
to Abilene with my wife, a job, a new son and night school, God 
blessed me with a new job in administration and management that 
I was to continue for twenty-two years until retirement.  This was 
followed by two more small business ventures.

Now that my wife and I are “Prime Timers”, it is easy for me to see 
that from my teenage years, God’s hand was very evident in every 



stage of my family’s life. Reflecting on the “valley” events of my life: 
my parents’ death, the passing of my “new farm family”, the death 
of a still-born son and medical emergencies, I realize that each time 
my faith was made stronger and God’s overwhelming peace let 
me know that no matter what, He was there for us then.  He still is 
today, and He will be forever.

My family and I will continue to have trials and tribulations, but we 
stand on what is written in Philippians 4:7, “And the peace of God, 
which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your 
minds in Christ Jesus.”  As the Christmas season approaches and we 
celebrate the birth of our Savior, Jesus Christ, I am again reminded 
of the great blessing of peace not given to us by the world, but by 
God’s loving grace.  No matter the commercialization given the 
season by the world, we must always remember from whom we 
receive our peace and give Him thanks for it.

Gayland and Donna Seaton have been married for 54 years.  They 
have one son, Eric, who is also a member of Pioneer Drive along 
with his wife, Laura, and 2 children, Abby and Clark.  Gayland and 
Donna have been members at Pioneer Drive for 46 years.  Over the 
years, Gayland has served in RAs, taught many different Sunday 
School classes, and has served on our deacon fellowship, as well as 
on various committees and church projects.



It Is Well
By Molly Bessent

December 8

Hymns have always held a special place for me. I love the sweet 
tunes and meaning they portray. One hymn that I have been 
reminded of throughout my life is “It Is Well with My Soul”. Horatio 
G. Spafford wrote this while travelling on a boat, just after the death 
of his daughters who died due to a shipwreck. As he was sitting 
out on the deck, the ship’s captain informed Spafford that they 
were approaching the spot where his daughters had died. Instead 
of mourning and grieving, he said that a sudden peace came over 
him. Rather than crying, he smiled, knowing his daughters were in 
the presence of our Lord, he could feel their spirit around him. He 
jotted down the words: “When peace like a river, attendeth my way, 
when sorrows like sea billows roll; whatever my lot, thou has taught 
me to say, it is well, it is well with my soul.” 

When I hear this song, it reminds me that even through the 
darkest times of our lives, God is there. He creates a peace within 
us that can’t be felt any other way; His presence is among us in 
every situation. Jesus comes to give us peace. He is the ultimate 
peacemaker that God sent down to us. Sometimes this feeling of 
peace is hard to grasp in our everyday lives as we get lost in the 
troubles and tribulations we face in the world. It is in these moments 
we must remember that Jesus overcomes the world. Where He is, 
there is peace. 

When I was in first grade, I developed high blood pressure, which 
led to many medical tests and procedures. Being 7 years old, this 
was the scariest thing that I had experienced. The unknown of what 
was happening and why it was, terrified me. It caused me anxiety 
and nervousness, but it was in these times that God gave me peace 
and comfort. Every day I was reminded that God is in the midst of 
my situation and He is present in my life and always working in me. 

No matter how many times we try to fill our lives with the world’s 
comfort it will never fulfill us like the peace of God. Christmas 
paints a perfect picture of this. God sent down His son to us so that 
we may experience His peace and forgiveness. “For to us a child 
is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on His 



shoulders. And He will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
Everlasting Father, and Prince of Peace.” Jesus brought us peace on 
earth even as a little baby in a manger. The angels and shepherds 
rejoiced, sharing the news. God saw the condition of earth; He 
knew what we needed. We can have and fully experience peace 
because God is within us, reconciling our hearts!

Molly is in 9th grade at Abilene High School and is involved in track, 
cross country, and choir. She has loved growing up at Pioneer Drive 
and is so grateful for an amazing youth group!



Season of Change
By Gary Milliorn
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My wife, Sharla, has always reminded the kids to notice the chang-
ing of the seasons. Specifically, to watch the trees change in the fall. 
As most kids do when mom reminds them to do anything, it is met 
with more grumble than gracious. As they have gotten older, it is 
more of an eye roll and “I know Mom, the season is changing”. 

We make frequent trips down highway 277 south, and those trees 
in the fall are some of her favorites. The colors of red, gold, orange, 
yellow, and rust are really pretty. I know this because she tells me 
how beautiful it is the entire way. This hill or valley covered in trees 
is always better than the last hill or valley that looked exactly the 
same to me. (Don’t tell her I said that)

Why does this happen every year? The leaves changing, not my 
wife’s obsession, is because the green leaf is beginning to die off as 
the tree enters a time of rest. With this comes a close to a life that 
was full of purpose and joy shared with those that encountered this 
small part of God’s creation. This season of change has gone on 
since the beginning of time. I am sure Adam had to hear how beau-
tiful the fall was in the garden. With every fall is the promise that 
spring will return with a new set of leaves to start over again. 

In 2006 my dad was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. This began a new 
season in his and our lives. The bright green color of Dad’s life began 
to make that slow move to the red, gold, orange, yellow and rust. 
In December of 2016 he fell and broke a hip. During rehab he had a 
massive heart attack and moved to hospice the week before Christ-
mas. He passed away and his funeral was two days before Christmas.

I can honestly say this was one of the merriest Christmases I have 
had so far. The peace that comes from knowing the promise of 
a new season for my dad, in a body that is whole again with the 
bright green color of a new spring leaf is overwhelming. I claimed 
the peace that comes from knowing the way my heavenly Father 
welcomed my earthly father, with open arms and nail pierced hands, 
into a Heaven that is so spectacular even my wife will be amazed. 



We have no promise of seeing another fall on Hwy 277. We have no 
promise of another day with a loved one. But we always have the 
promise of a new season in Heaven. That peace came in the form a 
child born in a stable with a mission to die for my sins and the sins 
of my dad. His resurrection three days later assures me that Dad 
and I will spend an eternity together….listening to our wives tell 
how beautiful the trees are in Heaven.

And if I go and prepare a place for you, 
I will come again, and receive you unto myself; 

that where I am, there you may be also. – John 14:3

Gary Milliorn works for First Financial Bank. He is privileged to teach 
the Home Builders Sunday School class but is proudest to be known 
as Sharla Milliorn’s husband. 



Peace In The Storm
By Jennifer Chittum
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April 24, 2019, my husband and I went to a follow up post op 
appointment for a surgical biopsy I had done a week earlier. We 
weren’t concerned it was anything bad because the needle biopsy a 
few months before had been benign and I felt good. My doctor sat 
down across from us and delivered the news that I had Hodgkin’s 
Lymphoma. From that day began the almost month-long process of 
procedures needed to stage my cancer, along with scheduling the 
standard tests to make sure my body could withstand the chemo 
and having the medi port placed in my chest to be able to receive 
my chemotherapy.  There were many tears during that month 
because I was scared. Scared of the unknown, scared of what was 
happening and what I was about to go through, but mostly scared 
I might be leaving my children without their mother. I was praying 
so hard during this time for peace in my head and my heart and the 
strength to get me through this hard season.

I was gifted a care package the week before I was to start chemo from 
my best friend. Included in this gift was a book of prayers. I opened 
it and the first page I landed on was a prayer for healing. In short it 
said, “Healer, I need you! I know what you can do; I’ve read it and I’ve 
seen it. Today, I claim your healing. The brokenness in body and spirit 
for which I pray is not news to you. I believe you, Lord. I know you can 
heal me.” Those words were exactly what I needed to read, and they 
spoke to my very core! They reassured me that He was with me in this 
battle, and He was going to heal and make me whole again. I didn’t 
shed tears out of fear from that day forward because I was filled with 
the peace I had been seeking. He had filled me with positivity, and I 
felt Him lifting me up throughout the journey. In August we received 
the wonderful news that my scans showed no signs of disease. My 
Lord had healed me just as I knew He could. I had asked for peace 
and He gave it to me in the exact prayer I needed to be praying. All I 
needed to do was wait and listen for what He was telling me.

A verse I held close to me during this time was, “Fear not, for I am 



with you; Be not dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you. 
Yes, I will help you, I will uphold you with My righteous right hand.” 
Isaiah 41:10. 

Jennifer and her husband, Casey, along with their two sons, Grant 
and Cole, have been members of Pioneer Drive for the last 4 years.  
She serves on the Welcome Team as a greeter for the Gathering 
service.



All Along 
By Nathan Adams
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Pass the peace.

Have you ever heard that expression? 

Different churches have different rituals and these 3 words represent 
one such tradition in many congregations, though not our own. We 
say hello and may even have a formal time during worship to greet 
one another. How many of us go grab a coffee during this time? 
Just me? OK…

We don’t tell people to pass anything. 

(Only at meal time. Here it comes – pass the peas.) 

Yet, some do. The act is called passing, but the literal words go like, 
“Peace be with you” in exchange for “And also with you.”

I like practices like this one. 

It takes away a bit of the awkwardness of greeting time and levels 
the playing field. 

Everyone gives and receives the same blessing.

I call it a blessing not because we are actually offering peace 
where people don’t have it. The gift for me lies in the awareness, 
acknowledgment, affirmation that 

PEACE IS WITH YOU. 

Jesus left us a long time ago. Yet he also left us…himself in the form 
of the Spirit and Peace and lots of other gifts. (John 14:27) 

If you claim Jesus, peace lies WITHIN. And also in me.

I too often forget that true peace is found by exploring my innards, 
not perfecting my externals. 



Peace is hiding in plain sight. Like glasses on top of your head. 

Nathan and his partner in crime have been members of the Pioneer 
Family for almost 15 years. They have a dog named Macaroni. All 
3 love to run outside. She gets peace from seeing children learn to 
express themselves. He discovers peace as a professional Christian 
with a strict diet of mostly carbs. 



Peace Be With You
By Kirk Hancock

December 12

Depression, anxiety, fear, loneliness, shame, rejection, abandonment, 
self-hatred, abuse, trauma, and grief. People struggle with these 
problems every day. Normal people with common problems. Their 
wounds are deep and painful. So painful they avoid it altogether 
through any means possible. “Ignore it,” they say. “Shhh. I’ll keep 
it a secret. It’ll go away.” But it doesn’t. Jesus said, “Peace be with 
you” (John 20:19).

Power struggles, conflict, always being on edge, poor sleep, and 
difficulty trusting others. This is how unresolved pain manifests 
itself. It creeps into their lives and seeps out into their relationships 
at home and work in these ways. They wander throughout their lives 
wondering in confusion, “Why do I struggle so much? Life shouldn’t 
be this hard.” And they are right. Jesus said, “Peace be with you.”

Long hours of work, alcohol, pain meds, and secret sins. This is what 
is used to cover up their pain. Secret sin covering up secret pain. 
The downward spiral deepens. Work more, drink more, medicate 
more, whatever is needed to forget about the past and not feel 
the pain. Pain leading to more pain. Pain causing more pain. “If 
I just work harder and stay busy then I won’t have to think about 
it anymore.” “If I drink more it will numb the pain away.” But it 
doesn’t. Jesus said, “Peace be with you.”

Debt, inability to hold a job, health problems, divorce, and jail. 
These are the consequences of using unhealthy and ungodly means 
to avoid pain. When people find themselves in this predicament 
they wonder “How did this happen? Why me? How am I supposed 
to get out of this mess?” Jesus said, “Peace be with you.”

“Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, and Prince 
of Peace” (Isaiah 9:6). What a wonderful gift you have in Jesus to 
not go through this alone! He is your counselor with whom you can 
share your secrets. He hears you and understands you more than 
you understand yourself. He is the mighty one with the power 
to ease your pain. His Godly love is everlasting when humans 
disappoint you. His forgiveness is where you find peace when you 



cannot forgive yourself. Jesus said, “Peace be with you.”

Prayer, God’s Holy Word, church community, worship, and acts of 
service. These are the spiritual tools given by God. You can utilize 
any of these tools to calm your mind, center your heart, and ease 
your restless spirit. Jesus said, “Peace be with you.”

Treatment, proper medication, counseling, and support groups. 
These are the tools God wisely gave people to help other people 
deal with their problems. God gave chemists keen minds to 
formulate medication treating chemical imbalances. God gave 
psychologists and counselors compassionate hearts so people 
can talk through their problems with a safe person. God gave 
people the spirit of fellowship within support groups to provide a 
community for people going through the same problem. Jesus said, 
“Peace be with you.”

Peace from the pain. Peace in a life of chaos and a world of 
confusion. Powerful peace to hold you in His strong and loving 
arms. Graceful peace to allow you to come back to Jesus for 
continued healing. Redemptive peace to let you learn from your 
experiences and mistakes. Calming peace to ease your pain. Jesus 
said, “Peace be with you.”

Kirk W. Hancock is married to Jana with children Kenzie, Alex, Libby 
and William. Kirk plays percussion in the Celebration Orchestra and 
is a counselor at Oceans Behavioral Hospital.







A Healing Beyond Our Sight
By Derek Jones
December 13

For the last two years on Wednesday nights I’ve led worship with 
other students for a gathering of friends from my school. We always 
start our time together by catching up with each other and enjoying 
the time we have to talk while we settle in. Once the time comes to 
start our night of worship, we open with prayer requests from the 
group to remember during our week. Every time we meet there’s a 
new hardship someone is facing that seems absolutely devastating. 
I have friends experiencing loss, grief, heartache, and sorrow that is 
unimaginable to me sometimes. The worst pain often comes from 
feeling as though God has been absent in their situation or that 
they have prayers that have been unanswered. We take time as a 
group to reflect on their needs and lift them to God. This brings 
their darkness at the feet of Christ, illuminating it so his cleansing 
power can continue its work through our time together.

We pray over one another and then sing praises before studying 
a passage of scripture. When we sing, I reflect on those needs 
expressed by myself and friends. I feel a joy deeper than only 
expressing those burdens to each other. I experience the joy that 
comes from my belief in God’s power to heal beyond my sight, to 
know he has power that is infinitely good. These verses from 1 Peter 
1:6, 8 remind me of the feelings I experience when gathering on 
Wednesday night:

“In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may 
have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials.”

“Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though 
you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an 
inexpressible and glorious joy.”

If we continue to have faith, we know the joy that comes from a 
belief in God’s ability to work beyond our current situation. The time 
I spend with my friends each week is a reminder of the constant 
difficulties we face in life. It is also a time of praise for the good 
work God has done. Over time we get updates on how someone is 
working through the issues they face. Every time we meet, several 



have something to say about how God has worked in the midst of 
their situation. 

We believe in the strength of God to shoulder our weakness and 
we feel joy in knowing he holds our trials in his hands. By releasing 
our problems to Christ and believing in his power we have an 
abundance of joy that cannot and will not be shaken. As we look 
to the Christmas season for a reminder of the gift that was Christ’s 
birth, let’s take time to praise him for being our gift of joy.

Derek Jones is the son of Mike and Jill and brother to Alyssa, 
Brandon, and Analeigh. Derek is a senior at Cooper High School 
and is involved in choir, Student Council and Red Rhythm and Blues. 
At Pioneer Drive Derek sings in the Celebration and High School 
Choir, as well as leads a Bible study for sophomore boys.



Choosing Joy
By Emily Colwell

December 14

“I’m trading my sorrows. I’m trading my shame.  
I’m laying them down for the joy of the Lord.”

The past two summers I have been blessed with the opportunity 
to visit Honduras and work with a ministry called Living Hope, or 
Esperanza Viva.  They provide children in the Olancho area with the 
funds to attend school as well as running a home for abandoned, 
neglected, and abused girls.  After visiting schools in the morning 
and early afternoon, we would spend our late afternoons with the 
girls at the girls’ home.  This involved anything from playing games, 
coloring, playing with playdough, or on really hot days, which most 
of the days were, walking down to play in the river.  One day at the 
river, the girls decided they were going to line up and jump from 
a rock on the bottom of the river.  They would do fancy tricks, see 
who could jump the farthest, pretend to be a fish or pretend a piece 
of wood was a fish. One one girl would do this because she didn’t 
want to get fully wet! 

It was in these moments with the girls that I saw the joy of the Lord.  
The way they laughed, giggled, and loved is the purest joy I have 
ever experienced.  It surprised me to find so much joy in these girls 
because of everything they had been through.  I had heard each 
of their stories and knew that they had plenty of reasons not to be 
joyful, yet they chose joy and spread it to everyone they meet.  

The song Trading My Sorrows by Darrell Evans has always been a 
favorite of mine. Every time I hear it now, I think of the girls at the 
girl’s home in Honduras.  They live out the song every day because 
they have traded their sorrows, shame, pain, and hard times for 
joy and not just worldly joy, but the joy of the Lord.  As we go into 
the holiday season, it is easy to get caught up in worldly joy.  All 
the presents, travel, family and friends can bring us joy, but it’s not 
lasting and will end with the holiday season.  In contrast, the joy of 
the Lord is lasting.  It might be hard at times to have joy, especially 
when bad things happen, but when you chose joy, there is always 
something that you can be joyful about.  It might be having a few 
moments to yourself, laughing with family or friends, sitting with 



your pets, or even cooling off in a river on a hot Honduras day. 

Emily Colwell has grown up at Pioneer Drive.  She graduated 
from Wylie High School in 2017 and is currently attending Abilene 
Christian University with a major in Elementary Education.  She is 
a Children’s Intern at Church, a volunteer in the Angel choir, and 
teaches a second grade Sunday School class.



The Joy of Gift-Giving
By Eric McElhaney

December 15

When I was in first grade, there was one gift I wanted more than 
anything. It was the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES). This 
game system was the hottest gift that year. I will never forget the 
excitement of tearing into the box, hooking it up to the T.V., and 
playing Super Mario Brothers for the first time. My excitement 
quickly turned into frustration and boredom, though, when I 
realized I wasn’t a gamer. In fact, I was terrible at video games! 
And much to my parent’s dismay, I quickly lost interest and rarely 
played it soon after Christmas morning. It wasn’t until years later I 
found out to what extent my parents went to find and purchase that 
Nintendo for me. Even though it didn’t live up to my expectations 
as the greatest gift ever, my parents experienced the joy of gift-
giving that Christmas. 

James 1:17 says, “Every good gift and perfect gift is from above, 
coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not 
change like shifting shadows.” God’s gifts are good and perfect in 
every way and are always exactly what we need. Think about some 
of the gifts God the Father has given us. He has given us the gift of 
a Savior. 

“Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is the 
Messiah, the Lord.” (Luke 2:11)  
 
I take that personally. If there ever was a gift where “everybody 
needs one,” “one size fits all,” or “you can’t do without it,” this is 
it. God has given us the gift of salvation. We have the privilege and 
opportunity to have a personal relationship with the living God of 
this universe. 

“For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 6:23)

God has given us the gift of Grace. Grace is the unmerited favor of 
God toward man. God has given us so much and it is not because of 
anything we have done. It is just because of His love and grace. 



“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this is 
not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.” (Ephesians 2:8)

It’s in the gifts of God we find fulfillment for every want and need 
in life. In our culture today, everyone is searching for the next great 
idea or invention that will bring lasting happiness and joy. True, 
lasting joy is found in the confidence that rests securely in God’s 
grace and love. When we know God and have an ever-deepening 
relationship with Him, we can see Him working in and around us. 
We can trust in His faithfulness regardless of circumstance. 

The night Jesus was born, the angels proclaimed to the shepherds 
that they had good news that will “bring great joy to all people.” 
We live and experience the good news. The same joy proclaimed to 
the shepherds is available today. As the “good and perfect” gifts of 
God continue to bless us, may we share the good news and find the 
joy in gift-giving this Advent season.

Eric McElhaney is the Associate Minister of Music at Pioneer Drive 
and leads the Celebration Orchestra, as well as the Middle School 
Choir. He is married to Pamela, and they have 3 children, Ali, Bryce, 
Carson. 



Choose Joy
By Robyn Beard

December 16

Christmas to do lists: buy gifts, wrap gifts, parties, traveling, hosting 
family, cooking. Regular life responsibilities: work, deadlines, 
meetings, bill, kids, kids’ activities, cleaning the house, yard work. 
The list could go on. If you’re like me, it seems that life is busy these 
days. It’s so easy to get caught up in the grind of everyday activities. 
During the holidays it seems life gets even more crazy. Stress. 
Anxiety. Exhaustion. The feeling of loneliness may creep in a little 
more. Sadness. Depression. Missing our loved ones. 

We are human. We all feel one or more of these emotions at one 
time or another. The first part of John 10:10 tells us that “The thief 
comes only to steal and kill and destroy.” Satan is a real force on 
this earth. He wants to steal away our contentment and reliance on 
Christ. He sneakily works his way into our mind and hearts and we 
feel unfulfilled and anxious. He lies to us and tells us we are alone 
when we know we aren’t. 

This verse goes on to say, “I came that they may have life, and have 
it abundantly.” How amazing it is that God sent His Son down to 
this earth to save us from our sins and that just by knowing and 
following Him we can have abundant life! Abundant life that is 
gifted to us through the Holy Spirit and allows us to have a deep 
abiding joy in Jesus Christ.     

A lot of people confuse the word happiness with joy. They are not 
the same thing. Happiness is an emotion evoked by circumstance. 
A feeling you get as a result of something. Joy is an intrinsic 
contentment no matter your circumstance. It is there regardless of 
what is happening in your life. It is a state of being because Christ 
lives within you. 

So as we celebrate the birth of our Savior, celebrate Christmas 
with our family and friends, check tasks off our to do lists, and go 
through our day to day life, let’s remember JESUS. In the midst of 
all the chaos there is a deep abiding joy in all of us. No matter life’s 
circumstance, He lives within us. He is there for us. He loves us. All 
that we need is in Him. And because of that, let’s choose JOY.



“These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and 
that your joy may be full.”  John  

Robyn Beard is married to Ricky Beard and they have 3 children: 
Austin (14), Jackson (9) and Luke (6).  They have been members of 
Pioneer Drive Baptist Church for 12 years. 



Finding Always-Joy
By Stephanie Barham

December 17

How many times have I started my morning in a rush, feeling 
overwhelmed by my never-ending to do list (aka life)? Packing lunch 
boxes, folding laundry, doing 1st grade homework, organizing 5th 
grade lesson plans, walking a 3 year old off the proverbial “cliff” 
because yes, he should in fact wear a jacket when it’s 30 degrees 
outside, and my personal favorite, paying bills. I find my joy fleeting 
far more than I’d like to admit. Our responsibilities to careers, 
family, and friends can rob us of our joy at times. Life is hectic and it 
can be so hard to slow down.

It should be easy to find joy in every aspect of my life. God’s blessings 
are all around me: a loving husband, healthy children, a more than 
comfortable existence. However, if I’m being honest, my joy is 
often rooted in feeling secure, being comfortable, successful, liked. 
Therefore, real joy, the always-joy Paul writes about, can feel foreign 
and distant. I constantly have to remind myself of these two things:

Happiness is circumstantial. It can change depending on what I am 
going through or what I have in the moment. Many times I believe 
I will be truly happy when I get that “fill in the blank.” Happiness is 
fleeting and typically evaporates in times of crisis. 

Joy, on the contrary, is not dependent on circumstances. It’s an 
attitude that requires courage, commitment, and strength. Deciding 
to live with joy, even seeking it out when we need to, allows us 
to face tough times head on. And not just to merely survive the 
experience, but to be shaped in an incredible way that changes us 
for life.

We as Christians are not guaranteed an easy road to travel nor 
exemption from suffering in this life. We are called by God to find 
joy in our times of struggle and I’ve personally seen some amazing 
people in our church live in this joy day in and day out. If you 
only experience joy on your best days, you have not yet tasted 
the best joy. In Philippians 4:4, the apostle Paul says plainly and 
unapologetically, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice.” 



When circumstances leave us weary and worn, there’s a way to 
experience a joy that sustains and revives. It’s not found in the 
goodness of our day, but in the goodness of our God. He’s worthy 
of my rejoicing even when that rejoicing comes through tears. Paul 
assures us in Romans 8:28-30 that God is working all circumstances 
for good in our lives as well. In every hardship we endure, God is at 
work. Nothing is wasted. God is forming and fashioning us to look 
more like Jesus. Therefore, we can rejoice in the Lord in the midst 
of our tears! Our suffering is not in vain; it will produce good in our 
lives. God prunes that he might increase our fruit and one of those 
Spirit-filled fruits is joy.

Stephanie Barham is a 5th grade teacher at Wylie Jr High, wife to 
Brad Barham, and mother to Norah and Elliot. She enjoys reading 
with her book club and spending time with her family. 



Beauty Within The Collision
By Taylor Anderson

December 18

Christmastime is one of my favorite times of the year. I love the 
twinkling lights, the Christmas music, the spirit of giving, and 
the intentional time we spend with family. I love spending time 
snuggled up on the couch with the fireplace going. I’m reminded 
of the promises of the Advent season as we bundle up to go to the 
Christmas Eve service and wake up Christmas morning to see what 
surprises have been waiting under the tree. It’s easy to see why 
people feel joy when they think of Christmas. But what if we are 
struggling to find joy during this season? What if this season brings 
up some difficult memories and emotions for some of us? 

When I’m thinking about how much I love the Christmas season, it 
almost makes it hard to believe Mary’s initial reaction to this news 
might not have been instantaneous joy. The word fear is mentioned 
quite a bit in Luke’s passage on the birth of Christ.

“And the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have 
found favor with God. And behold, you will conceive in your womb 
and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus.” (Luke 1:30-32) 

Later, when Jesus is born, an angel of the Lord appears and says, 
“Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will 
be for all the people” (Luke 2:10). 

Why do you think the angels are repeatedly giving reminders to not 
be afraid? 

We all experience fear of the unknown. These emotions can come 
with new jobs, new children, loss of loved ones, moving to a new 
city, or any number of situations. There is beauty to be found within 
the collision of joy and fear. For Mary, this joy came to her as a 
Son who would surely bless both her family and the entire world. I 
pray that as you recognize the feelings you are struggling with this 
season, that you will find glimpses of joy alongside those feelings. 

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace 
as you trust in Him, so that you may overflow with hope 



by the power of the Holy Spirit.” (Romans 15:13)

Taylor is married to Jared Anderson and they have one and a half 
year old twins, Milo & Avery. She is a pediatric nurse at Hendrick 
Medical Center and has been attending Pioneer Drive for 11 years. 
She attends the gathering and participates in Sunday School.







When I Think of Jesus
By Sawyer Smith

December 19

All my life my family has told me the good news. Jesus loves us so 
much that he died on the cross so that we could spend eternal life 
with our savior, Jesus Christ. He has the greatest love, that he was 
willing to have nails driven through his hands (Isaiah 53:5-6). For he 
was pierced for our rebellion, crushed for our sins. He was beaten 
so we could be whole, whipped so we could be healed. All of us 
like sheep have strayed away. We have left God’s path to follow our 
own, yet the Lord laid on him the sins of us all.

When I was 5 years old, I decided I was going to give my life to 
Christ. I remember when my dad baptized me and brought me up 
out of the water. I heard everyone cheering and then I looked back 
up at my dad. He had a huge smile on his face.

Several nights a week my mom or dad would read Bible stories to 
my brother and me.  We would also learn Bible verses and pray 
every day when my parents dropped me off for school.  We did 
that because what if that was the last time I ever saw them? I would 
love to know that the last time we were together we were praying 
together and reminded of our love for each other and the love 
Jesus has for us. 

When you think of Jesus, what comes to your mind? When I think 
of Jesus, I think of how God loved us so much that he gave his one 
and only son to die on a cross for all the horrible things we have 
done. But guess what? He’s coming back again someday!

Sawyer Smith is 9-years old and a 3rd grader at Eula Elementary. 
She enjoys cheer and gymnastics, reading, and playing with her new 
puppies. 





‘Tis The Season
By Peggy Beaty
December 20

‘Tis the season to prepare and plan for Christmas. If you are like 
me, you like to start shopping early, August and September. I 
start planning the menu early and make sure everyone else has 
their assignments. We start decorating the house the Friday after 
Thanksgiving. I enjoy seeing the tree go up, the mantel decorated 
with lights, garland, and stockings. I enjoy the Christmas village 
coming to life and the fall floral decorations changing to Christmas 
ones. Oh, wait a minute! Have I mentioned slowing down and 
remembering the purpose of the celebration? I am so busy 
planning, buying and cooking. Did I mention already dreading 
taking everything down and storing the decorations for next year?

‘Tis the season to stop and remember Christmas times of my 
childhood. Remembering grandparents, parents, a brother, aunts, 
uncles and a big meal. Of course let’s not forget about presents 
under the tree brought by Santa. It didn’t matter that little money 
was spent as long as there was a toy or two and even clothes were 
appreciated. Of course Sunday School and Church were a big part 
of my life learning about baby Jesus.

‘Tis the season, now that I am “Mature”, to slow down and think of 
the young Jesus growing to be a teenager, a young man learning 
the trade of His earthly father and then the man going about his 
heavenly Father’s business. I think about His ministry, His death, 
and His resurrection. I think about His teachings and His promises 
and God’s gifts to us. John 3:16 says “ For God so loved the world 
that he gave his one and only son.” The Apostle Paul tells us in 1 
Corinthians 13 about three gifts we receive from God: faith, hope 
and love. He gives us opportunities to strengthen our faith, and 
hope to assure us and encourage us, in the good times as well 
as the hard times. But most importantly, He gives us love which 
supersedes the other two because love will outlast them all. 

‘Tis the season for us to slow down and be grateful. What will we do 
with His gifts? Will we leave them nicely wrapped under the tree? 
Will we open them and hoard them, or will we open God’s gifts and 
share them with everyone? Let us accept God’s gifts, especially the 



gift of His son, Jesus , and all His love.

Peggy is married to Maylon Beaty, and they are both retired. They 
have three kids and six grandchildren. Peggy and Maylon attend 
the Bible Survey Sunday School Class and have been members of 
Pioneer Drive for 32 years.



The Wonder of a Baby
By Barbara Ringwald

December 21

One of my favorite moments in getting ready to celebrate the 
Christmas season is putting out the many, many nativities I have 
collected over more than fifty years. I have a large variety, there is 
beautiful crystal, fine china, porcelain, and other various materials. 
Many are complete with the shepherds, wise men, animals, angels 
and the Holy Family, while others are not so grand. But I love them 
all. My favorite one is a small three-piece wood carving, with Mary 
and Joseph looking adoringly at the precious innocent baby Jesus 
lying in a manger on that holy night. I hold that baby in my hand 
and think of how we all love babies.

Then I reflect on how God came to earth as a tiny, cuddly baby boy 
and how his mother loved him. I recall how the shepherds and magi 
sought him. I remember how we are touched with love and joy at 
Christmas time as we sing “O Holy Night”. I think of the love that 
was there in that stable on a hillside in Bethlehem.

But babies grow up and one day the Son of Man, Jesus Christ, 
began to teach people like you and me and the world about love. 
He showed us that:  

   Love sometimes condemns our selfishness.

   Love sometimes judges our hating.

   Love sometimes breaks our hearts.

   Love sometimes destroys our prejudice.

   Love sometimes causes us to pray for our enemies.

   Love sometimes only flows in one direction.

Many who loved the baby Jesus hated the adult Jesus because he 
showed them something in their hearts that they did not want to 
admit was true.

How sad it was that they refused to hear the rest of the story. His 
Father was their Father too, and He had sent His son to help them 



live as children of God.

Two thousand years later man still loves the baby Jesus but rejects 
the Truth of the man Jesus. Thankfully, God unconditionally loves 
mankind. As Christmas approaches, let us let God’s love be born 
anew in our unworthy human hearts, for without that precious baby, 
we would not be celebrating anything. I will look at the Baby Jesus 
and remind myself that he was more than a cuddly baby boy, that 
the Word became flesh and dwelt among us. 

Barbara Ringwald has been a member of Pioneer Drive Baptist 
Church and the Jabez Sunday School Class for about 25 years. She 
has been on mission trips to Romania, pilgrimages to the Holy Land 
with Pioneer groups and served on standing committees.  



Ridiculous Prayers
By Gayla de la Vega

December 22

I was walking along the same beach I have walked along so many 
times before.  Tim was ahead of me with his metal detector and 
I was walking along looking at my feet making sure that I did not 
step on any shells that I could add to my collection. I was thinking 
of how amazing it would be if this was the day that I found “the 
shell of a lifetime.” It crossed my mind to pray about finding “that” 
shell.  I immediately thought that was a ridiculous idea and then 
remembered something I read in a book; “No prayer is too small.” 
I thought maybe no prayer is too ridiculous. So, I prayed to find the 
shell of a lifetime and then instantly felt so foolish. When I caught 
up with Tim a while later, I hesitantly shared what I prayed for. Not 
too long after that, we were separated again; myself looking for 
seashells and Tim looking for treasures with his metal detector.   

I was walking along the beach in my usual fashion when I looked 
toward the dunes.  Something white and shiny caught my eye 
about 40 feet away. Now, in my experience walking the beach, it is 
usually a plastic trash bag or Styrofoam cup, but I walked towards 
it anyway. When I reached it, it was a shell, but not just any shell, it 
was the shell of a lifetime! As I reached down in disbelief, I heard 
an audible voice that said, “I hear you, Gayla.” I was overcome with 
emotion, began sobbing, and remembered my prayer. All I could do 
through my tears was thank Him and acknowledge that I knew this 
was no coincidence, it was Him. The only words I could find were 
‘thank you’ which seemed so insufficient. I looked around to find 
Tim and something else caught my eye another 30 or 40 feet away, I 
walked over and it was another shell, even bigger and more perfect 
than the first. This continued until my arms were so full, I literally 
could not pick up or carry another shell. I sat down on a large piece 
of driftwood and prayed.  

Once I regained my composure, I began looking for Tim. I could 
barely see his silhouette because a thick fog had rolled in and I had 
not even noticed. I began my trek to him and as I got closer, I could 
see he had turned to me. I will never forget the look on his face 
when I got close enough that he could see what I was carrying.  
  



O LORD, you have searched me and you know me.

You know when I sit and when I rise; 
you perceive my thoughts from afar.

You discern my going out and my lying down; 
you are familiar with all my ways.

Before a word is on my tongue 
you know it completely, O LORD.

You hem me in—behind and before; 
you have laid your hand upon me.

Such knowledge is to wonderful for me, 
too lofty for me to attain.

Where can I go from your Spirit? 
 Where can I flee from your presence?

Psalm 139:1-7

What I didn’t mention is that at the time I was really struggling 
with how to discern His voice and if He really heard me. The Lord 
revealed so many truths and lessons to me that day; the most 
important one being His great love for me. The Creator of the world 
answered my irrelevant and insignificant prayer. In the end, it wasn’t 
about the seashells, it was about the fact that He loves me enough 
to show me that I am not irrelevant or insignificant.   

Gayla de la Vega and her husband Tim have three children, Nick, 
Aaryn, and Keith along with two granddaughters Victoria and Dani. 
She is the school counselor at Ortiz Elementary. She enjoys cooking, 
road trips and carpentry work.



Divine Love
By Judy Eiland
December 23

For unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given; and the 
government will be upon His shoulder and His name will be called 
Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 
Peace. Of the increase of His government and peace there will be 
no end. Upon the throne of David and over His kingdom, to order 
it and establish it with judgment and justice from that time forward, 
even forever, the zeal of the Lord of hosts will perform this.

These are my favorite verses at Christmas. I love to read them or 
hear them sung. Isaiah 9:6-7 was a prophecy about a future child 
who would bear the government on His shoulders and be called by 
titles that could only rightfully be attributed to God. In this chapter, 
Isaiah spoke into a situation where Judah felt powerless, and didn’t 
know if God was for or against them. Or maybe He had abandoned 
them. In his prophecies about their future, Isaiah included two 
prophetic visions of a child who would represent God’s presence, 
show His characteristics, and bear the responsibility of government. 
The doubt that Judah felt is known to many of us. Doubt can come 
to us in times of trouble, illness, broken relationships, and loss. We 
can feel powerless in our situations and wonder where God is and 
question whether He is working in our lives, does He care. 

For unto us a Child is born, Unto us a Son is given. I love that 
inclusiveness. One of the basic needs of people (other than food 
and shelter) is the need to be loved. Such great love was bestowed 
on us in the form of a child, a beloved Son of God; that God should 
love so much that he would send His son to live and die for us.

Each of the names mentioned in this passage, “Wonderful 
Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace”, are 
descriptions of the character of Jesus Christ. He is indeed wonderful. 
The root of this word appeals to the idea that our God is a God of 
wonder. He performs His wonders for His glory, as a testimony of His 
righteousness and for our benefit. Because He is a God of wonder, 
He can be our counselor. Learning to submit to His wisdom is the 
beginning of knowledge and is not always an easy thing to achieve.



Jesus is the “Mighty God”, who is mighty to save His people. 
Not just willing, but able to save us. Jesus is the “Eternal Father” 
because He has time in His hands and cares for His people like a 
father. He is the “Prince of Peace” to all whom by faith trust in His 
finished work on Calvary for the forgiveness of their sins.

“The government shall rest upon His shoulders” does not speak 
of an earthly kingdom, but of a Heavenly one which will have no 
end. God’s kingdom is the kingdom of grace, mercy, and salvation 
present now in the hearts of every believer and will be fulfilled when 
Jesus comes again. The government will be on the shoulder of our 
Lord and He will establish it with judgment and justice.

This promise and glorious hope came to us 2000 years ago in a 
manger in Bethlehem. How can we not respond to this great love? 
How can I not? For God so loved us, that He sent His only son into 
the world to redeem us from sin and death.

Judy Eiland is married to Don Eiland, and they are both 
retired. They have two children, Stephanie and Ryan, and two 
grandchildren, Norah and Elliot. Don and Judy greet in the foyer at 
the 9:00 AM Celebration Service, serve on the Prayer Team, and are 
members of the Jabez Sunday School Class.



The Gift of Love
By Stan Allcorn
December 24

“For God so loved the world, 

that He gave His only begotten Son, 

that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, 

but have eternal life.”

It was my family’s Christmas tradition in my growing up years that 
Christmas Eve and Christmas Day were always, ALWAYS spent at 
my Grandmother Allcorn’s (Memaw’s) house in Brownwood. This 
caused me great consternation during my four to six-year-old years 
because I and my immediate family lived in Austin, not Brownwood. 
Obviously, my concern was, “How would Santa be able to find me?”

My deepest fear was realized Christmas morning 1959. I woke up 
at Memaw’s, rushed into the living room where her shiny aluminum 
tree stood. And alas, there was no electric model train set to be 
found. It was the lone gift I had requested. The only explanation … 
Santa had forgotten that we were in Brownwood.

Later that afternoon after a visit to my buddy Monty’s house, I came 
back to Memaw’s and there to my absolute amazement was the 
most beautiful locomotive circling that sparking tree pulling four 
train cars and caboose. The family explanation was that Santa had 
slipped into the house while I was gone and while everyone else 
was napping. He left the train set fully assembled with a note which 
read: “So sorry Stansel. I thought you were in Austin. I had to drive 
my sled 138 miles and back to fetch your gift. I hope you like it!” It 
was signed, “Love, Santa Claus.”

I don’t exactly know how far it is from Heaven to this planet we 
call home. I have a feeling it’s a good deal farther that 138 miles 
… maybe like a million times farther. But that’s how far God was 
willing to travel that first Christmas to make certain we got the right 
gift on time. Just when we thought He couldn’t find us or perhaps 
entertained the notion, “maybe He has forgotten us,” He placed 
Jesus in Bethlehem’s manger with a tag that read, “Love, God.”



Years after my Christmas surprise of 1959, my mother confessed 
that she and Dad had accidentally left my gift in the trunk of our 
Studebaker in Austin. A friend who was actually traveling from 
Austin to Abilene on Christmas morning retrieved it (trunks back 
then had push buttons that we rarely locked) and delivered it to my 
parents in Brownwood. Without that friend my gift would not have 
arrived on time.

God’s indescribable gift of love, Jesus Christ, is a gift that friends 
can still deliver to others at Christmas and any other day of the year. 
Who do you know who may feel like God has lost sight of them or 
maybe has forgotten them?

Will you deliver Jesus, God’s gift, to them by sharing His love along 
with His story? That’s what friends are for. That’s what Christmas is 
for.

“For God so loved the world that He gave … Jesus.”

Stan Allcorn has served as the Senior Pastor of Pioneer Drive for the 
past 21 years.  He and his wife, Claudia, have 2 adult children, Bill 
and Hogan, and 2 grandchildren, Ford and Millie.  Stan loves the 
Baylor Bears, golf, and playing with his grandchildren.
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