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Young people, it does not matter what
background you emerged from.
Regardless of what your parents did or failed to do, you do not
have to end up a failure in life. Read how I, as a young woman, had
been singled out for failure by Satan himself. My mother was an
alcoholic for almost fifty years – my father, a two-time murderer.
All odds were against Esther V. Smith’s ever becoming a successful,
well-rounded woman... but God!
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For such a time as this, Evangelist Esther V.
Smith was lent by God and anointed
by His Spirit to break every yoke and set every captive free!
Beautiful both in the natural and spiritual senses of the Word, few
believers equal Evangelist Smith in her dedication to and love for
God. She is an inspired gospel soloist as well as a noted preacher.
Yet, for all that, she walks
humbly before the Lord, ever listening for His voice of
instruction, then obeying that voice to the letter.

Esther's devotion to God's people parallels
that of her biblical counterpart who said, “If I perish, I perish.”
Though her life would be at risk, Queen Esther was determined to
present herself before King Ahasuerus. Today, Evangelist Smith
stands as an intercessor between God and man, connecting them in
divine fellowship. Like Jeremiah, this modern-day prophet weeps
before the altar for souls to be
delivered. She carries a continual burden for the lost and
demonstrates the care and concern of a true Christian.

Finally, Evangelist Smith is a wise
counselor, a trustworthy confidant, a dependable comrade, and a
loyal friend. She is loved across
America and in the countries she has visited. As her pastor, I
personally feel that it remains to
be seen what God will do with her
willing heart and totally surrendered life.

–The late Pastor Charles O. Miles,
International Gospel Center






Sometimes the deepest sentiments of the heart
cannot be expressed because of the inadequacy of words to fully
convey the level of thanks. At the loss of my blood mother,
Evangelist Esther Smith became an instrument of healing to my family and to me. It was the
experiences that she had had, from childhood to that time that
equipped her with the tools needed in my trauma. Her messages and
loving spirit caused me – a bishop over a deliverance movement,
a father, and a grandfather – to
see God in a completely different light.

I am assured by my personal experience with
"Mama Esther," as well as by the sanction of the Holy Ghost, that
this book will serve as a valuable tool. Those who are in a
struggle with life - those who are dealing with the devastation
that inevitably follows growing up in a dysfunctional family – will
find the courage to break
generational curses and to know that “all things work together for
good to them that love the Lord” (Rom. 8:28).

–Your son and strongest supporter,
Bishop R. Donnie Graves






Dynamic and down to earth, Esther is a
preacher who stands firm in spite of overwhelming odds. She always
leaves you inspired with her melodious, Holy Spirit-filled singing
that she bellows out effortlessly and charismatically. She is easy
to talk to. She has a sense of
balance and is not overly
righteous. I have listened to Esther; I have examined her tapes. In
fact, she inspired me to preach one of her sermons about David’s
adopted child, Jonathan's son, from the fourth chapter of 2
Samuel.

–The late Dr. J. Herbert Hinkle,
Pastor of Cathedral of Faith Church
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This book is lovingly dedicated to my
husband, Sonny, for your years of dedication and support to the
ministry. Never once have you interfered with what God assigned me
to do. Never once have you said, "Do not go." Never once have you
said, "Do not give to the ministry." I love you deeply, Honey. I am
proud to be your wife.

To the memory my daughter, Falecia Porchia. Her pride and joy was her daughter Tondalayo and her son Cassie,
Jr., (aka C.J.). I am blessed to be a mother figure to them and to
love them as she would have.

My daughter Mary
Carol Hall - I am so excited. The one thing I wanted was to
be able to include in my life story that my daughter is saved. I am so proud of you. God has gifted
you beyond measure, and now you are using it for Him. He was just
waiting for you to say, “Yes”. Your vocal talent, along with being in the will of God, is going to
be dynamite in the gospel music arena. I love you and my
grandson Brandon.

My son Darius Ricardo (aka Ricky) - no mother
could ever wish for a better son. Even now that you are grown, you still show loving respect to Dad
and me. We have never had to argue with you, never had to worry
about you becoming involved with drugs or alcohol. Thank you for
giving me seven beautiful grandchildren, Ashton, Ian Michael,
Kayla, Camryn, Darius, Jr., David,
and Phillip.

My son Courtney Andre - I thank God for what
He is doing in your life. I must admit that I thought early on that
you would be a problem. It was not easy for you being the baby and
not being able to do what the older kids did because of the large
gap between your ages. But you are a living example that speaking
faith, demanding and commanding what I desired you to be by faith,
and living the life before you have paid off. You are a gift from
God. When it comes to being a father and husband, you are at the
top of the list. Thank you for giving me three beautiful
grandchildren, Marcus, Mycah and
Justin. You have the most beautiful wife that any man could desire.
She is not a daughter-in-law; she is a real daughter to me and Dad, one of the sweetest women on the
planet.

To my very first godchild in Chicago,
Illinois, Elise aka ‘Mickie’ and her wonderful husband Kevin
McWoodson, you are so precious to me, love you deeply. And to my
god-children in Florida, Erica Gordon, Myron Lemon, and Latoya
Lemon - I am so proud of you. Each of you is a compliment
to me and to your parents, Howard and
Sandra Lemon. I love you deeply.

To my sisters and brothers, you are part of
me. Flesh of my flesh, and bone of
my bone. So, I love you with a love that passes man's
understanding: Doris Jean Lichty, Ollie Ray Jones, Jeffrey Jones,
Stanley Jones, and Tondalayo Jones-Waller.

To my god-daughter, Darlene Kimble and my two god-grandsons, Jonathan and
Ethan, I love you deeply. Darlene,
you are so much more than a god-daughter; you serve as my personal nurse, my driver
and traveling buddy, and a friend that I can talk to at anytime and know that what we share is taken
to God in prayer and confidence.
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A very special thanks to Evangelist
Beverly Jean White, who was associate editor of the original
Programmed For Failure. It was a success in large part
because of your expertise, and that of Rhonda Edwards who
contributed valuable journalistic assistance.

A very special thanks to Kimberly
Stewart of Christian Living Books, Inc. Wow, you just don’t
know what an answer to prayer you are. I will be eighty years old
this year (2017) and there were
three things on my bucket list before going home to be with the
Lord, and number one on that list was the
revival of my book. It seemed impossible because the
previous company was no longer in business and the disc was no
longer in my possession. The thought of having to start from
scratch and re-write the entire book was overwhelming. My daughter
Bonnie Baker said, “Mama, my
publisher can do your book without you having to go through all
that.” I could not imagine that,
but I thought that I would humor her and talk with you so you could
tell me that I would have to sit down and type it… NOT! You are a
genius. I don’t know how you did it, but I am so thankful.

–Evangelist Esther Smith
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Growing Up in Guntown

I do not know how it earned its name; but Guntown is situated roughly between
Tupelo and Baldwyn in the fertile Mississippi Delta. Guntown has
always been and remains a major industrial center, manufacturing and processing such items as
poultry and cotton.

For unto us
... a child is born. (Isaiah
9:6)

It was in the Lee County town of Baldwyn on
December 9, 1937, that I bounced into the world, the second of four
children born to Doy Lee and Verneda Jones. My siblings included a sister, Mecie Odell, who was a year older than I, and
two younger brothers, Doy Lee, Jr., and Ollie Ray.

Mama and Daddy married when they were young
and separated young, too. So, Mama, with her four youngsters in
tow, went to live nearby with her parents, Sammy and Vassie
Johnson. Thank God for Christian grandparents! At their home, it
was as though we were all alone in the world. They lived on a large
piece of property; so there was no such thing as being close to
someone else's house, or even knowing our neighbors, for that
matter. It was so dark at night I could
not see my finger in front of my nose. I remember sharing
the same bed with my siblings and getting quite a few spankings
because I refused to go to the outhouse in the dark. At that time,
I had not learned to “walk by faith and not by sight”; so it was
easier for me to handle the spankings for wetting the bed.

Other than that, life at Grandma and
Grandpa's was so wonderfully special. The love and care they
expressed toward us afforded us a quality of living that no money,
maid, or nanny could ever have provided. In fact, a “privileged”
upbringing would feel dysfunctional to me in comparison to the
positive atmosphere of my grandparents' home. It was truly a "plus"
for me.

Great Gettin’ Up
Mornings

Take Sunday mornings as a case in point.
Nothing compared to those great “getting-up” feasts Grandma Vassie
prepared for her family. Through the week, we had eggs and bacon or
ham. But on Sunday, Grandma Vassie cooked like a woman preparing
for the “last breakfast.” If the Lord Himself had graced my
grandmother's table for the Sunday repast, He would have wanted for
nothing.

The aroma of piping hot, southern-fried
chicken, steaming, “melt-in-your-mouth” biscuits, creamy buttered
grits, and golden brown gravy wafting through the house never
failed to arouse us kids in joyful preparation for breakfast and
Sunday church service. A “21st
century” breakfast it was not, but
for the 1940s, it was healthy and nutritious. Everything was fresh,
natural, and preservative free. We took turns milking the cows and
churning the milk to make our buttermilk and pure sweet creamy butter. The taste of that butter
was so scrumptious that today's butter cannot begin to compare.
Imagine those “made-from-scratch,” hot, fluffy, golden brown
biscuits with that freshly churned butter and Grandma's thick,
homemade strawberry preserves...
Oh, my Lord! Ummm!!!

You could say that our trek to church was
“natural” too... We walked! But with those Sunday meals, we had the
fuel we needed to make it. And, of course, there was not the
remotest possibility of calorie build up. All that we did not walk
off, we shouted off in the service of the Lord.

I cannot be sure now, but the trip to
Kolum Chapel, our place of
worship, seemed like at least three or four miles. Like many, if
not most, of the churches in sparsely populated Guntown, services
only took place once or twice a month. Since church was not a weekly experience, our little
hearts certainly grew fonder every time we pointed our faces in
that direction. We had a genuine excitement about attending
Kolum Chapel. Unlike the twentieth
century, when churchgoers are excited about what they will wear,
whom they will see, and who will minister, we were truly excited
about “having church.” We could not afford to take church for
granted, and so we did not. Even though we now have the privilege
of meeting with the saints of God two and three times a week, we
still have Christians whom I call Sunday-only saints. These are
those who do not have a hunger for the one true God but are preoccupied with the gods of
television, video games, Facebook
and Twitter, shopping, their homes, cars, and careers.

Kolum Chapel
stood as a vision of peaceful
tranquility, nestled in a verdant pasture, surrounded by horses and
grazing cows. This idyllic scene was somewhat deceiving, however,
because we had “serious church” in that small country building and
kicked up some real noise, praising our King of Kings. I was
extremely young, but a love for
church was instilled in me even
then.

In retrospect, the call on my young life was
evident before I reached school age. It would be years before the
Barbie Doll would make her debut in the toy market, and I did not
particularly lean toward playing “house” either. In my pretend
world, I played the preacher in
the pulpit. Church was my spacious
yard. My congregation consisted of the family rooster and an
unlikely assortment of chickens, dogs, and cats. It was quite odd,
but it inspired me that my “flock” gathered about me to hear me
“preach” and watched intently as
though they understood what was being
done.

From this barnyard beginning, from raising
farm animals, God raised me to the courtyard of the King. From
tending to these humble creatures, God anointed me to lead His
people from around the nation and the countries of the world. Who,
but God, could have known what would spring forth from my small
life?

As I grew older, my
small ears began to hear stories that reached us from the North,
stories that heralded better living. Based on those reports,
my fervent prayer was that God would move us up North. I prayed to
be delivered from digging up white potatoes, picking cotton,
feeding pigs, milking cows, churning milk, picking corn, and all of
the other rigors of farm life. I was yet too young to comprehend
the social, psychological, and economic reasons why blacks and poor
whites were exiting the South in droves.

Lack of modern conveniences was among the
reasons many left the South, conveniences Grandma and Grandpa
learned to do without. A big,
black, pot-bellied, cast iron stove sat in the middle of the living
room and kept us quite warm when we kids brought in wood to keep the fire going.

In order to
cook or bathe, we had to get water by priming the pump at the well.
For you young people, that entailed pouring in a little water to
help get the water flowing while you pumped the handle to bring up
as much water as you needed. One of us would also accompany Grandpa
as he milked the cow. Most people today prefer cold milk to warm
milk, but warm milk was actually
delicious. Now, I warm my milk in the microwave oven. Otherwise, I feel severe stomach cramps.

When anything had to be pressed, we took the big, heavy smoothing iron, set it
on top of the pot-bellied stove until it was hot, and then ironed.
That old contraption actually could hold the heat quite a while.
You could almost press a dress with one heating. It reminds me of
the song which says, “Look where He brought me from.” Thank God for
electricity.

Country living, one could say, was full of
adventure. We did not have indoor plumbing, so a nocturnal trip to
the outhouse took monumental courage. The psyche of the staunchest
child stood little chance against the frightening ghost stories we
heard. The old folks loved to trade yarns as they sat around the
pot-bellied stove. We were not allowed to speak when grownups were
talking; but our little hearts would just be pounding, our inner
voices saying, “Please, shut up.” If we dared to say a word,
Grandma Vassie, who dipped snuff, would literally spit across the room, right into your face. She
was some markswoman!

But each story had to be scarier than the one
told by the last person. One woman told the story of how she had
been awakened in the middle of the night and saw a “haint” (ghost)
standing at the foot of her bed, reaching for her. She claimed to
have almost died of fear. That night, we kids slept with our little
heads under the covers; but we still had nightmares about that
ghost. The story was also told of
a woman who sprinkled something around the door of the woman who
was going with her husband. The adulterous woman reportedly began
barking like a dog and had to be committed to the “crazy house.” It
was terrifying.

The saddest thing about all of this was that,
even when I grew up and had children of my own, I still continued
to have nightmares about ghosts standing at the foot of my bed. I
would wake up in a cold sweat, shaking from head to toe. But as I
came to know Jesus Christ in a more intimate way, He erased from my
mind the negative images and horrifying dreams. Praise God; I embraced His power. I now experience
sweet sleep. The cursed nightmares are gone! Yes, I still wake up
shaking sometimes, but not from fear. It's from being ministered to
in my dreams by the Holy Ghost - from the precious anointing of His
Spirit.

But as an impressionable child, after hearing
an evening of storytelling by Grandma and her “company,” I became
all the more afraid of the night sights and sounds I heard on the
way to the outhouse. There were moon-eyed hooting owls asking,
“Who? Who?” Crickets chirped in steady succession, while frogs
leaped across the path. As I said earlier, I was a kid of little
faith; so instead of going to the outhouse, I “went” in bed. Venturing out in the middle of the night
was not an option for me. No way! Of course, crickets and frogs
hold no fear for me now.

I will never, ever forget the time that I
traipsed to the outhouse and discovered what I thought was a piece
of artwork that Grandpa Sammy had bought. It was a beautiful orange
and black striped snake, coiled on the floor in the corner. Without
any alarm whatsoever, I pulled down my little panties and sat on
the toilet, swinging my little legs and humming a small tune. Now,
I was no snake charmer; but for some reason, the snake began to unwind.

Well, the sight of that snake's head moving
toward me sent me flying out of the outhouse, nearly taking the
wooden door off its rusty hinges. I was too young to know to be
still in the presence of a reptile, so my reflexes sent me running
and screaming for Grandpa Sammy to save me! He was there in a
flash, asking, "What's the matter with you girl?"

“Snake... snake!” I gasped.

Grandpa got his shotgun and blew that snake
to “smithereens.” Afterward, he
proudly displayed his kill in the
yard. The snake measured between six and eight feet in length and
had the circumference of the upper arm of an average man. And in
case you are wondering, I never knew what happened to my little
panties!

But as in so many cases, God showed Himself
in that situation. Even then, the wheels of destruction were
beginning to turn against me. The devil – Lucifer, the fallen angel – evicted from heaven,
now has a vendetta against God. He has released his well-organized
ranks of demons to prevent everyone from having that real love and
commitment to our Savior. Satan is determined to snatch out of
God's hands as many souls as he can. So, on many occasions, the
evil one attempted to destroy me. But each time he would rear his
ugly head God would step on it and render his plan void, leaving
him helpless and powerless. The Lord spared me because He had a
definite work to do in me, to me,
and – praise God – through me!

Mom Was an Alcoholic

For Mama, living with her parents was
convenient. It provided her with built-in childcare and made things
generally easier for her to pursue
a career or seek after happiness in life. She was still very young
at this time and very pretty, too. I should share that in
actuality, Grandma Vassie and Grandpa Sammy were our great
grandparents. I was told that
Mama's mother (I never knew her) had been
poisoned and that Mama's grandparents had raised her. So we
were blessed to have them there for us kids, too.
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I do not vividly recall many things about
Mama, not even her being the church pianist at Kolum Chapel. But one clear memory remains in my
mind. That is her beauty. I know that most kids consider their moms
beautiful, but my mother was uniquely gorgeous. Mama spent a great
deal of the time apart from us performing as a chorus girl in the
Ringling Brothers, Barnum & Bailey Circus. Although I do not
know if documentation exists, I would venture to say that not many
African Americans worked in that capacity in the circus in those
days. Mama's beauty was undeniable. Needless to say, her
extraordinary looks were not handed down to me; and I felt
particularly disinherited when I compared her shapely dancer's legs
to my toothpicks perched atop my two feet.

I was only about four, but I remember
yearning for Mama to be with us. I missed her terribly when she was
away. Grandma and Grandpa showered us with all the love they could,
but no one could replace our mother or fill the gap her absences
left. I recall one incident where Mama came home from the circus.
She excitedly rehearsed her many travels and the money she had
made, which, incidentally, was more than she could have possibly
earned around Guntown. Were it not for the circus, it was highly unlikely that Mama would have seen
the places she did. Grandma Vassie was unimpressed, and she made it
known without reservation. I recall Grandma berating Mama about the
scanty circus costume she wore and how she neglected her
children.

"Verneda,"
she scolded, "you need to be at home raising your children! What
kind of mother are you, gallivanting around the country?"

It's ironic! I cannot remember recent events,
but I remember this event as though it were yesterday. Go figure!
We children could have cared less about any of the things Grandma
was fussing about. We were just
joyfully jubilant to see Mama. Now that I am a parent myself, I
fully understand what Grandma was trying to convey to Mama.

It would be interesting to hear the tirade
Grandma would unleash on many of today's parents
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