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The gripping story of the prayer chair began one hot, muggy evening, in the most unlikely of all places, a prison chapel in the far reaches of Northwest Tennessee. When most professing Christians first hear how God is moving in a prison through prayer, their initial reaction is to become shocked with disbelief. Unfortunately, most Christians today look at the incarcerated with disdain and contempt, wondering how God could possibly use social castaways to impact the world. What most of them fail to realize is that over two-thirds of the New Testament Bible was written by the Apostle Paul from a prison cell. While a large part of society views the incarcerated through the colored lens as scripted by the media, God has chosen to use our prisons to heal the brokenness caused by our fallen society, teaching them how to transform their pain into purpose. It is this brokenness; the willingness to become vulnerable and surrender it all to God, I believe, is one of the keys to unlocking the power of God through the prayer chair.

When news of the prayer chair first became known at our facility, many of the prison guards began to mock and scoff at the prisoners who were flocking to the chapel each evening. They even started a rumor that the preacher must be giving away fried chicken in order to get that many people to attend revival each night. What they didn't account for was the power of God moving in the lives of His people. Before long, their disbelief turned into intrigue and even desperation as they began to send prayer requests through some of the inmates. Some would even be so bold as to slip in during the service, pulling the preacher to the side asking for us to pray for them or their family. What started as a joke for many quickly became a source of hope for their lives. Before long, word of the prayer chair spread across the country and even into the far reaches of Bolivia and Zambia, Africa. Prayer requests began to pour in from across the globe and the social castaways that had once been subjugated by society and written off as anti-social deviants had suddenly found a purpose that was impacting the world.

This book tells the gripping story of the prayer chair while revealing the secrets of why God has chosen to use a group of unlikely men to transform the world. Is it as simple as the Apostle Paul suggests in 1 Corinthians 1:27-29, “But God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound (put to shame) the wise; and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound (put to shame) the things that are mighty; and base (insignificant) things of the world, and things which are despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are not, to bring to naught (nothing) things that are: that no flesh should glory in his presence,” or have these unlikely men truly discovered the Biblical keys to accessing the power of God through prayer? The power that has healed the broken-hearted, restored broken families, healed the sick, sparked revivals, and caused even their enemies to be at peace with them.
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This story begins some time before the events which led up to the actual conceptualization of the prayer chair. I would regularly walk around the recreation yard during our free time to visit with friends and invite others to church. One particular area on the yard was routinely avoided because it was often frequented by some of the State's most notoriously dangerous inmates. Despite the risk, I would often meander into this area making my way towards the old timers who frequented an old park bench. I would often make small talk with them, listen to some of their tall tales, and then invite them to church. Most would just ignore my invitation or tell me it's too late for God to save them, but for one inmate in particular, this excuse was never enough. This old timer would often jump up out of his wheelchair in protest when invited to church, cussing, berating, and threatening me. I most often laughed and he would grab the footrest on his wheelchair and threaten to hit me with it. I often remember jokingly telling him, “I'm an Appalachian stud, if you hit me with that foot rest it would only break it because my old head is much harder than that old foot rest.” Those around us seemed to enjoy the amusement of our daily dance around the bench, watching as I joyfully taunted my old friend. Whether it was the peace of God or the fact that I am 6' 7" weighing 318 pounds, I never felt threatened or scared by our daily dance around that old park bench. Something in my spirit always told me there was a story behind all the pain and anger my old friend was displaying. I vowed to never give up on him since God has never given up on me. As oddly as it sounds, my friend Jerry Cook had grown on me despite having earned the reputation for being one of the most notorious inmates in the history of the Tennessee Department of Corrections. He had become legendary; a figure shrouded in both fear and mystery, his demeanor a reflection of a life scarred by violence and regret.

Like so many others, Jerry's story was one of tragedy and loss, intertwined with the harsh realities of a juvenile delinquent thrown into the unforgiving world of adult prisons during the 60s when juveniles were commonly incarcerated with the rest of the adult population. This would be unheard of today! As one can imagine, being a teenage boy in a prison full of adults, you either learned to be mean and violent or you were exploited and victimized. His descent into darkness accelerated while serving a relatively short sentence for a petty crime. Early one morning, Jerry received word that his niece had been kidnapped and brutally raped. Enraged, angry, and confused, Jerry vowed revenge on the person who hurt his niece. Within days, Jerry had managed to escape from the Old Fort Pillow Prison in Henning, Tennessee. He quickly tracked down the one responsible for hurting his niece and exacted revenge on the man who had viciously brutalized her. Within a few days, law enforcement caught up with Jerry, and he ended up being put on trial and sentenced to more than 150 years in prison. He was told by the judge, "He was never going to see the light of day again," but God had other plans! His primal rage had led him down a path of vengeance and, ultimately, to a fate sealed by a judge's gavel.

One sweltering, muggy afternoon, I made my way over to the old park bench where I found Jerry and the rest of the old timers telling their tall tales. I quickly sensed something was different this time. As I sat and listened, I discovered Jerry had been diagnosed with an aggressive form of terminal cancer, a cruel reminder of mortality's inevitability. After what seemed like an eternity of silence, I looked at Jerry and asked if he was finally tired of running from God and ready to come to church with me. I fully expected to stand toe-to-toe with the devil that day, but instead, a tear rolled down Jerry's face as he said in a very condescending tone of voice, “If I go to church with you, will you leave me alone?” I looked deep into the eyes of my broken old friend and said, “Probably not, but it's a start.” I then told him, “I would pick him up at 5:30 on my way to church.” Finally, confronted with his mortality, Jerry's heart seemed to soften, his once impenetrable facade crumbling in the face of impending eternity.

Later that evening, as I was heading to church, I saw all the old timers sitting on the bench. I could see Jerry squirming as the rest of the guys poked at him as I drew closer. His apprehension was palpable as he grappled with the demons of his past. I fully expected him to jump out of his wheelchair and take off running across the yard. Surprisingly, he remained glued to his chair, but he was nervous as a house cat in a room full of rocking chairs. As I approached, I never said a word, I just walked around behind him, popped the brake handles on his chair, and off we went to church with Jerry kicking and screaming. All of his buddies laughed and waved goodbye to him. After much protesting, I told Jerry, “A deal was a deal and all you have is your word and you promised to go to church and that was that.” Little did the both of us know at the time, but he was fighting a fixed fight and the battle had already been fought and decided in heaven!

As we rolled through the door, we were greeted by Brother Ken Avery, a man I can honestly say has a true heart for God. As Jerry introduced himself to Brother Avery
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