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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO Cecil and Dawn Deel.

It is their investment in their children that has produced the eternal return you will read about on these pages.




Foreword BY KEITH DEEL

ONLY THIRTEEN MONTHS separate the birthdays of Bruce and Jeff Deel, and since their arrival on this planet, that thirteen months is about the only time they have not been together in some way. Born as children of an itinerant Pentecostal preacher from the coal mining town of War, West Virginia, and his young wife from the rustic riverbank settlement of Allisonia, Virginia, Bruce and Jeff had humble beginnings to say the least. It was from the small and budding churches where their father evangelized and pastored that the two would learn to work together to have a positive impact on the lives of thousands of others growing up in poverty and experiencing life’s deepest struggles of addiction, abuse, abandonment, and other aleatory situations.

Bruce, being the firstborn, took on the role of leader and protector early in life. Jeff, on the other hand, was gifted as an organizer, planner, and analytical thinker. He also had the gift of picking on me, and since I was family, I think Bruce just saw this as free entertainment since we did not have a lot of toys while growing up. I was used as the middleman during their wrestling escapades; I was dropped over and over from the hayloft of an old barn on the farm where we once lived; I was baptized to the point of nearly drowning; I was used as a punching bag; and finally, one dark night, I was bound hand and foot and left for dead in a graveyard. Growing up as the younger brother of these two was not always a comfortable position to be in.

Through these tough times, I saw Bruce and Jeff’s personality differences very early in life, but little did I know that those differences would later complement one another as they worked as a team to create scenarios of opportunity, bringing comfort to those hurting, broken, and lost.

During their young lives, Bruce and Jeff were inseparable, if for no other reason than Jeff often found himself in need of someone to protect him, and to finish the battles he somehow won mentally but needed help closing out physically. On more than one occasion, Jeff would find himself on the wrong end of an altercation, looking for someone to come to the rescue. Thus, Bruce learned early on that one of his main roles in life was to protect, defend, and fight for those who were in some type of trouble. Bruce was born with an innate desire and ability to jump in the middle of a problem, and if that problem continued or grew, he would then almost supernaturally exert a physical presence that would end with the other party surrendering and just walking away, or receiving a beatdown that they had not seen coming from a skinny, wiry, red-headed country boy.

I don’t know if Bruce ever lost a fight, but if he did, the other guy or guys felt like they lost as well. Unfortunately for others, Jeff learned that Bruce would not walk away from trouble, but would always engage, and so he began to pick fights and cause trouble just so he could watch Bruce take care of the issue that had been created. He may have developed this sinister behavior so Bruce’s energy would be spent on some unsuspecting victim instead of on Jeff himself. Over time, I can imagine Jeff sought out problems just to see how his older brother would solve them, started fights just to see his brother finish them, and took risks knowing that his near twin would save the day.

I remember sitting with Jeff at a Church of God district rally service at the Charlottesville Southside Church of God in 1978. I don’t remember any of the songs that were sung that night. I don’t remember who preached or what they preached about. However, I do remember getting pinched by my mother, which was a form of discipline supposed to make me sit still, but actually had the exact opposite effect! The greatest memory from that night was Bruce spending what seemed like an exorbitant amount of time at the altar at the front of the church, with lots of people laying their hands on him and praying. I remember him standing up and there being quite a commotion and even making declarations about God working in his life. From that night forward, there were conversations and comments made about Bruce being called to preach, and I found that pretty interesting as a twelve-year-old boy who was still trying to find reasons to be in church. However, I recall feeling there was something different about that night. An excitement, joy, lots of tears, and I guess you could say a pinch from the Holy Spirit. A pinch on a young man’s life, which also caused him to not be still.

Bruce had never been still. He had a way of constantly moving forward into the next activity, game, or fight. But now, he had received a pinch of direction, of correction, of favor. He would now walk; no, he would now run the path before him, run the race of his calling, and he would run to win the prize. Never doubting from that night in 1978 the prize was to help, encourage, fight for, and even carry those who didn’t know they could run. Little did Bruce know that joining the race beside him and his future wife, Rhonda, would be his closest friend, a twin of favor, who would be closer than a brother. It is from this “side by side” perspective that Jeff Deel can best tell the story of the work God has done and is doing through the combined personalities, differences, and gifts of he and his brother, Bruce.

Bruce and Jeff’s journey out of the pristine rural mountainous regions of Virginia started not far from the humble beginnings of such visionaries as Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, and Booker T. Washington. From there, God placed Bruce and Jeff and their families on a new pathway and led them to those with deep needs and no hope in some of the most destitute neighborhoods in America and Jamaica. Through their obedience to God’s purpose, Bruce and Jeff have called the hopeless to transformative action, instructed and educated survivors and those who have experienced unimaginable pain and grief, and ultimately, they have witnessed God’s sons and daughters being set free from physical and spiritual bondage. As Jeff shares their amazing and inspiring story in this book, I hope you join me and countless others in celebrating these runners in their “well done and faithful” race for the prize. After more than twenty-five years of leading with Light, offering Hope, and witnessing the Transformation of thousands around them, it seems they are just getting started.




Introduction

THIS BOOK IS about my brother Bruce and me. It is about our roots, the important things that shaped us to become the men we are today, and our faith. It is a book about the discovery of our natural tendencies and bents, how we became comfortable in our respective skins, and how we have lived and worked from that comfortable place for many years. It is about leadership and followership and how effort and impact can be maximized when leaders lead well and followers loyally follow without always assuming they are in training to be leaders. Our lives prove that sometimes, if not all the time, it is quite alright for followers to simply follow.

The first half of the book is composed of personal stories about our lives as sons of a holiness preacher, who ambled out of the hills and hollows of southern West Virginia in 1958 and found our mother waiting for him on the banks of New River in a quaint village called Allisonia. The stories are about adventure, pain, fire, love, fighting, loss, service, benevolence, and calling. They are stories that exemplify the human experience in general, but that are unique to our own humanity. We look back through the details of these stories and now understand we were being prepared for the work that is described in the second half of the book.

The stories in part 2 are born out of the work Bruce and I have done together at City of Refuge in the inner-city of Atlanta for the last quarter of a century. This is the work for which we were being prepared. Bruce founded the ministry in 1997, and I joined him in 1998. Together we have labored to bring Light, Hope, and Transformation to children in crisis situations, homeless citizens, people who have been victimized by opportunity injustice, survivors of sex trafficking and exploitation, and addicts looking for a pathway to freedom.

To be clear, neither Bruce, nor I, nor the strong team we have built at City of Refuge, are the heroes. We are merely the guides. Those who have overcome tremendous obstacles to not only survive but thrive are the heroes. It has been our honor to serve them through the years, and it is an honor to tell their stories now.

In some cases, names have been changed and generalizations have been made for the purpose of ensuring that the telling of their stories does not become a form of exploitation, or to keep a layer of protection around those we serve from bad people who may still want to do them harm. It is my goal that our friends who have landed on the pages of this book will read it and feel dignified and respected. It is also my goal that you, the reader, will read to the last page, place the book on a shelf in your home or office, or better yet, pass it on to a friend or relative for them to read, and walk away with a great sense of satisfaction in knowing that doing bad things is not necessarily an indication that the doer is a bad person, and that opportunity is a great savior.

When contemplating how to best introduce you to the vastly different persons of Bruce and Jeff Deel, and how our relationship works, my mind went to a spring day in 1996, two years before I started to work with Bruce in Atlanta. I was sitting on the veranda at my home in Jamaica, admiring the clever work I had done on the clothesline in the yard below. A few weeks earlier, my wife, Tracy, and I had packed up a few belongings, and with our four children in tow, had moved to the island to work at a vocational training center for young men who had been unable to succeed in traditional education pathways. Compared to our comfortable lifestyle in a two-story, four-bedroom house on a tree-lined cul-de-sac in Atlanta, life in Jamaica was relatively primitive. Neither our dwelling nor our vehicle had air-conditioning, and Jamaica is every bit as hot as Georgia. Entertainment consisted of watching crusty beetles dive-bomb into our Kool-Aid, and weekly trips to the beach replaced TV and movies, which wasn’t so bad.

Additionally, we had left behind perfectly good Maytag laundry appliances and now turned our soiled garments over to a domestic helper, who would take turns dipping them into a bucket of soapy water and scrubbing them alternately against themselves and against a rock. After rinsing, the clothes were hung on the clothesline to dry, a practice my grandparents and even my mother, during my early years, had exercised, but that I was just fine living without.

Watching T-shirts and Fruit of the Looms flutter in the island breeze was romantic until they became low-hanging fruit for a kid goat that lived on the property. Sammy, the name my kids attached to the cute little gray and white creature, had been purchased by a young man on our staff to raise for his wedding reception, which was a year away. It was intended that, aside from the bride and groom, Sammy would be the star of the show at the reception, but I will forego the details. Let’s just say, All give some, and some give all. Sammy falls in the latter category.

As if he knew the fate that had been decided for him, Sammy spent his days looking for ways to create fun and folly at the expense of the humans who were planning his demise. He scattered garbage all over the property, destroyed freshly manicured flower gardens, and pulled newly washed garments from the clothesline, dragging them through the yard with all the goat-pride he could muster. It was infuriating.

On this particular island morning, I made no effort to squelch my own pride as I watched little Sammy prance into the yard from around the corner of the building. He came with his usual cocky gait, chin held high and the hint of a smile on his face. He was about to bring ruination to a week’s worth of clean duds, or so he thought, and he was relishing the moment. To the surprise of the little mischief maker, he couldn’t reach the clothes. The long sticks I had notched and used to prop up the line made me the victor, finally. Or so I thought.

As I leaned back in my chair and began to hum “We Are the Champions,” I saw Leon come into the yard as well. Leon was a horse we had taken from a thoroughbred breeder a few days earlier when we found out they planned to euthanize him. He had been oddly situated inside his mother, causing a traumatic birth that ended in her death, and leaving him with a head shaped like a lima bean. According to his owner, “It wouldn’t matter if he was faster than Secretariat, you can’t take him to the track with a head like that. It would not be proper.” And Jamaicans are nothing if not proper.

What happened next is hardly believable, but it’s true. Sammy began to run circles around the yard and jump wildly toward the hanging laundry, but his vertical leap was lacking. He was on a mission but could not produce the desired results without help. Calmly, Leon approached the line, tilted his head upward, and began to nibble at a clothespin until it popped loose. The shirt dropped down on one side, making it easily accessible to the goat, who promptly grabbed it and took off like he was being chased by a cheetah. By the time I reached the yard, Leon had disengaged three more clothespins, but I rescued the remaining laundry before the goat returned.

Sammy went on to serve his purpose among the people and became an inextricable part of their lives. When my family returned to America, Leon went back to the horse farm under the agreement that he would not be discarded just because he was ugly. He spent his days grazing in lush pastures, away from the stares of curious human onlookers but perfectly comfortable in the company of other thoroughbreds who seemed not to care about his crooked head.

I told the story of the goat, the horse, and the laundry to a wise, elderly Jamaican woman and asked if she had an interpretation of its meaning.

She thought for a moment and gave me an answer I have never forgotten. She said that the goat is a dreamer who has visions of big accomplishments, but who will not realize the fulfillment of his dreams alone and without help. The horse, though flawed and limited in his own ways, comes with abilities the goat does not have and is there to support the dream, though it is not his own. Both are limited by time and space and the agendas of other entities, but together they will accomplish all that is possible in the time they have.

Okay, I admit she did not say it exactly like that, but it’s a beefed-up paraphrase of her analysis.

Bruce and I came from humble beginnings, growing up in a part of the country where killing hogs and “putting up” preserves were annual traditions. Our father was a country preacher who met our mother at a little white church on a hillside near New River in southwest Virginia, married her five weeks later, and gave her the life she had prayed for. Together they had four children, Bruce, Jeff, Keith, and April, the oldest two being the subjects of this narrative.

Growing up in southwest and central Virginia, Bruce and I learned how to take on challenges, how to deal with adversity, and most of all, how to work as a team. It was apparent early on that Bruce was a leader and I was a follower. Our personalities and skill sets were, and still are, immensely different, and for many years we have used that to our advantage. He is Sammy, and I am Leon.

To illustrate, when Bruce was seventeen and I was sixteen, we were returning from a youth group outing in Charlottesville to our home in rural Albemarle County. It was late and we were trying to make curfew, which was commonplace for us. Bruce was behind the wheel of his 1973 Ford Pinto, which is one step up from a Hot Wheels car, and I was in the passenger seat. As was the case with most cars in those days, the Pinto only had lap belts, which no one used, so we would identify as a couple of pinballs if the little car were to go out of control or flip. He was negotiating the curves on the narrow road like he was driving the Grand Prix, which was also common. We rounded a particularly steep curve and instantly found ourselves in the middle of a herd of cattle that had escaped the confines of nearby fenced fields, and at fifty miles per hour, it seemed we were doomed to meet our Maker, riding into heaven, hopefully, on the back of a steer or heifer, as there was no clear pathway through the animals.

What followed is a blur, but the end result is very clear. Bruce never tapped the brake pedal; rather, he navigated his way through tens of thousands of pounds of beef still on the hoof, and we came out on the other side without so much as a bovine hair on the Pinto.

I’m sure I didn’t understand it then, but in retrospect, the foreshadowing is palpable. Bruce has always been an adventurer, risk-taker, and innovator. Obstacles only seem to make the journey more fun, and very little thought is given to tapping the brakes when those obstacles appear, even if they come unannounced and out of nowhere, even if there are no plans or resources in place to address the problem. He is a realist who does not bury his head in the sand and act like the problem is not there, nor does he expect Providence to step in and fix everything just because he is a man of faith. But he is not going to slow down if he knows he is on the right road and the destination is true. He is on assignment, and the four pillars he has built his life and work on—Passion, Excellence, Dignity, and Integrity—are ever present as he exercises obedience to the assignment day by day.

Some people would have seen the cows as a challenge at best and a certain catastrophe at worst. I believe Bruce saw the situation as an opportunity to prove that the seemingly impossible could actually be achieved with big faith, a calm head, and a willingness to be adventurous and take risks. My reaction in the moment was to calmly point toward the herd and say, “Watch out for those cows.”

For twenty-five years, Bruce and I have worked together at City of Refuge and have proven that teamwork between siblings is not only possible, but powerful productivity can be the result. In all that time, he has not slowed down in his pursuit of the dream and has remained steadfast in his commitment to his divine assignment. Every December he says, “Let’s just get to the first of the year and things will slow down.” And we laugh.

I have never really paused to write a description of my role at City of Refuge, but you might say I hung around to pop loose the clothespins or point out the cows in the road so he could run with his dreams. Our personality test results indicate that Bruce is an accelerator and I am glue. Seems like a good combination to move a vehicle toward its destination while holding things together in the process.

We exist to bring Light, Hope, and Transformation. This is the simple, eight-word mission statement of City of Refuge in Atlanta, Georgia. City of Refuge is the vehicle Bruce has driven for the past twenty-five years, a faith-based organization that has provided programs and services, such as housing, medical care, educational opportunities, vocational training, addiction recovery, and prisoner re-entry, to name a few, to tens of thousands of people, most of whom were up against seemingly immovable barriers to progress. And he has done it all under one roof in a beautiful and dynamic one-stop-shop on Atlanta’s west side.

Picture a young mother with three children who has finally bailed out of a relationship with an abusive man, desperate enough to sneak out while he is away or asleep, desperate enough to leave without money because she has been totally dependent on him, desperate enough that she would rather her children huddle in the back seat of the car on cold winter nights than to have them tremble in the next room while he screams alcohol-induced profanities and slaps her around.

Picture a frantic and dirty teen girl who sprints onto your property, screaming that someone has to help her, screaming that “they” are after her and that “they” will kill her if they find her, begging for someone to take her to the courthouse so her name and social security number can be changed, begging for someone to help erase the fact that she ever existed.

Picture someone’s beautiful daughter, who thinks she has finally discovered the love of her life, only to have him force her into the life of a sex slave, selling her first to family members, friends, and acquaintances, and eventually trafficking her across the country and abandoning her in Atlanta when she is arrested and goes to jail for the very thing he forced her to do. Picture this same girl being released from jail with nowhere to go and no one to call and ultimately claiming a cemetery as her home, her bed the ground behind some long-gone stranger’s headstone.

Picture a little boy who leaves for school after a night of shouting, sirens, and gunshots, stepping over stoned relatives to get to the door of his apartment, and walking dirty streets to get to school, relying on free breakfast and lunch programs for his basic survival, and all day enduring the anxiety of having to go back home. At eight years of age, he has witnessed things no person of any age should have to witness—illicit drug use, sexual promiscuity, gang wars, and lifeless, bullet-riddled bodies lying on doorsteps and sidewalks in his own housing complex.

Picture a worn and weary man exiting the gates of the state prison after twenty-five years of being locked away from his family, friends, and all of society, a man who is wondering what’s next and who is facing the same obstacles, influences, and challenges he faced before he was given a life sentence for being in the car with someone who killed a worker at a convenience store. Picture a convicted felon with little education, no job skills, no money or resources, and no healthy relationships.

The descriptions above are of actual people who have driven, ridden, walked, run, or crawled through the City of Refuge gates and have discovered their pathway to Transformation. And there are thousands more just like them. In the past quarter of a century, more than thirty thousand individuals have been introduced to the powerful process of Light, Hope, and Transformation. The goal is to break down barriers that hinder people from succeeding in life and to build momentum that leads to success.

Negative circumstances have a way of darkening the landscape, making it difficult to see a clear pathway forward. City of Refuge shines Light on the pathway by changing the circumstances. Homelessness becomes a warm, comfortable room that is beautifully decorated and exquisitely inviting. Hunger becomes three nutritious meals per day in a clean dining hall with good company. Dragging young children around the city on public transportation while Mom tries to make appointments or job interviews becomes a safe, education-centered daycare environment only thirty steps from her room, freeing her up to do the things she needs to do.

Slowly the darkness begins to dissipate, and Light prevails. Unburdened from many of the circumstances that had dominated her previous life, she now has a clearer vision of the life that is possible.

But it is not good enough to simply remove obstacles with an expectation that people will know how to advance on their own. The next step is to set the stage for Hope to begin to grow like flowers in a well-watered, well-fertilized, and well-tended garden. An assessment of aptitude and skills creates a sense of confidence and capability, and eventual enrollment in a job training program, with all the supportive services in place, causes Hope to strengthen and flourish. We’re on our way.

The end goal is Transformation. The barriers have been broken down and tremendous momentum is the result. Obedience to the process has resulted in a clear pathway to Transformation. Ultimately, the previously homeless mother drives her kids to school in her own dependable vehicle, heads to work at an IT company where she earns a salary of seventy thousand dollars annually, comes home in the evening and prepares a hot, nutritious meal, bathes the children in a clean tub, and tucks them into their own warm, comfortable beds.

The world Bruce and I grew up in was one of simplicity and wholesomeness. We spent our days in small rural schools, exploring fields and woods, riverbanks and railroad tracks, hollows and caves, and on sandlot football fields and dirt basketball courts. We rode steers and ponies, ran from bulls in the pasture, toyed with snakes we happened upon in our adventures, and jumped from the barn loft onto stacks of hay and from the railroad trestle into the flowing waters of the river below. We sat on tombstones in White’s Cemetery at the end of the dirt road and tried cigarettes for the first time, choking and gagging and looking like our heads were on fire. We swam in New River and in any creek or pond that was at least waist deep. In winter we trekked to the beautiful sloping hills on Jackson’s Farm that, when covered in snow, would rival any Thomas Kincaid painting. We would build a fire at the top of the hill and place potatoes and corn-on-the-cob our mother had wrapped in foil in the coals and let them cook while we rode the hood of a ’53 Buick down the hill at breakneck speeds. When our gloved hands froze, we would pick up an ear of corn or a potato and roll it around in our hands until the feeling came back. After hours of sledding and dragging the Buick hood up the hill, the hot corn and potatoes made the best meals I’ve ever consumed.

Being the sons of a minister, we spent untold hours in church—Sunday school and morning worship, Sunday evening evangelistic services, Wednesday Family Training Hour, Friday night youth gatherings, and countless revivals, camp meetings, kids crusades, Vacation Bible Schools, and gospel singings. In those days “The Wonderful World of Disney” aired at seven o’clock on Sunday evenings. It was my heart’s desire to relax in my pajamas after an already long day at church and watch a Disney movie; however, if we found ourselves at home on a Sunday evening, it was likely because we were too sick to recognize Mickey Mouse when he popped onto the screen.

Our lives were without much exposure to things that were profane or godless, only the usual hedonism that boys are attracted to—throwing a cuss word here and there to fit in with the crowd, trying those cigarettes in the cemetery, sneaking a peek at a girly magazine when hanging out with friends who weren’t as sheltered as we were, shoplifting a Reese’s Cup from the store down the road. But when the results of being caught participating in any of the heinous activities just mentioned is an old-fashioned lashing with your father’s belt, one hesitates. Let me add, in my humble opinion, that I believe the lashings were acts of love as much as any hug or pat on the head. Today I bear no physical signs of the lashings but have carried with me all my life the education produced by them. To know my Father loved me enough to punish me when he saw signs of rebellion is invaluable. As a side note, if the lashings were a sign of love, it seems Dad loved Bruce much more than me.

Never in a million years could two brothers who grew up like we did have imagined that the pathway of their lives would lead to the city of Atlanta and the worst neighborhood in the state of Georgia. We could never have conceived that the experiences of our childhood were preparing us for work that was more important than we could imagine, work that would often carry with it the import of life or death. When we dabbled with substances like tobacco and alcohol, we had no idea that we would one day invest so much into so many lives that had been taken prisoner by drugs and who were completely controlled by the addiction. There was no awareness when we peeked at horrible pornographic material that fifty years later we would be in the business of rescuing women and girls from the sordid world of prostitution, sex trafficking, and human slavery. When our parents spent all their time and resources tending to the poor and the “least of these,” we didn’t see it as training ground for what would come our way or as an example to follow. It was just what they did as people who had chosen ministry as a way of life.

When Bruce was seventeen, he sensed a calling to follow in our father’s footsteps and enter the ministry. He didn’t respond right away; rather, he spent a few more years sowing wild oats before finally giving in and becoming a youth pastor. At seventeen, I sensed a different calling and bailed out on God, faith, church, and everything holy. I was ready to watch as many Disney movies as possible. Eight years passed before I turned the corner and started to make my way back. I also became a youth pastor, and Bruce and I began our journey of doing good works together, or at least simultaneously in different locations.

In 1997, Bruce was serving at a church in north Atlanta when he was given the six-month assignment to assess and suggest a plan for the future of a small struggling church in the city that was part of our denomination. It was projected that the church would be closed and the property sold as the congregation had dwindled to a miniscule number and there was no money to pay the bills. Ultimately, the building on 14th Street filled up with addicts, alcoholics, prostitutes, homeless people, and individuals returning to society from incarceration. Bruce realized that six months really meant the rest of his life. He describes it as being “conned by God.” Thus, City of Refuge was born. The details of its origin can be found in Bruce’s book, Trust First.1

In 1998, my family and I returned from our missions assignment in Jamaica and weren’t quite sure what was next. I thought about returning to the school classroom as a teacher, something I did profoundly unsuccessfully for one year after college graduation, but I wasn’t certified in Georgia and was not interested in going back to school as a student. I auditioned for pastoral positions at a couple of churches but wasn’t feeling it. Finally, I called big brother. “Well,” he said, “this thing in Atlanta is growing fast. Why don’t you come help me with it for a few weeks until you figure out what you want to do.”

I am now the Executive Director of City of Refuge South, but for twenty-four years, I helped Bruce, and for the first few years, spent considerable time contemplating what I wanted to do next. Sometime around 2008–2009, I began to realize that my calling was not to do something different in some other place, but to give my life to supporting my brother’s vision and work. I started to better understand my role as a supporter, an armor-bearer, a right-hand-man. I settled into that role and have been absolutely fulfilled in life and work as a result.

I learned and embraced the fact that not everyone is given an Abraham-like or Moses-like vision and call to leadership; rather, the vast majority of us are called to follow and support those who are tapped to lead. Obedience to the call to follow, by the way, is just as important as obedience to the call to lead, because the most important thing is obedience.

A leader is not leading if no one is following, and a follower can’t follow if there is no one to lead. Together as leader and follower we have responded to the homeless mother, the girl who has experienced sexual trauma since she was in grade school, the child who has grown up in the violent ghetto, the lost and wandering man recently released from incarceration, and many, many more.

We exist to bring Light, Hope, and Transformation.


	1 Bruce Deel and Sara Grace, Trust First: A True Story About the Power of Giving People Second Chances (New York: Optimism Press, 2019).






Part 1




1 Roots


If you know where you are from, it will be harder for people to stop you where you are going.

—MATSHONA DHLIWAYO



THERE IS NO MORE suitable place to begin this story than from the singular soul and substance of Cecil and Dawn Deel. Without them, there is no story to tell.

This is not your usual acknowledgment of good parents who raised their children right and made sure they had ample opportunities. It is much deeper and wider than that. This is a complete attribution of credit to two people who lived their lives in a way that guaranteed their influence would carry on to the next generation. If there is an ounce of godliness in the Deel children, it is because of godly models and persistent prayers. If there is a drop of benevolence, it is because they were raised in an environment that had self-sacrifice for the sake of others at its foundation. If there exists a shred of capacity to forgive the offenses of others, it is because these parents demonstrated that there is no offense so great that forgiveness is not the appropriate response. If drawn to the poor, or angered by opportunity injustice, or sickened by discrimination, or disgusted by status-quo religion, or moved to action by the plight of defenseless women and children, Cecil and Dawn are to blame.

Our mother grew up along the banks of New River in the rolling hills of southwest Virginia and spent many hours during her teen years sitting by the river and praying that God would send her a husband. She prayed that he would be a man of deep spiritual devotion and that he would take her around the country and to foreign lands, where they would do the Lord’s work together. In the spring of 1958, she learned that revival services would be conducted in the little country church her family attended, and that the evangelist was a young, single preacher from West Virginia. From the moment she heard the news, she knew the Lord had answered her prayers.

In early May, the revival commenced, and on the sixth of June, the day after her high school graduation, they were married. It was also her eighteenth birthday. They honeymooned for two nights at the Sands Motel in Dublin, Virginia, and had peanut butter crackers and a Pepsi for their wedding night meal. After borrowing money to put gas in Dad’s ’53 Ford, they hit the road and resumed the revival circuit, but this time as a team.

For the next fifty-nine years, Cecil and Dawn did life as life is supposed to be done. They lived simply, worked diligently, loved fiercely, parented responsibly, led with integrity, and followed obediently. Dad fulfilled Mom’s dreams and was the answer to her prayers. With the deepest of devotion to God and humanity, they spread the Good News to the congregations they pastored and to the precious men, women, boys, and girls who populated the mission fields they traversed. They cared for “the least of these” as if “the least of these” were their own babies. They fed the hungry, clothed the naked, tended to widows and orphans, befriended the lonely, and viewed every egregious lawbreaker as someone who deserves another chance. They left their footprints in Virginia, West Virginia, Colorado, the Philippines, Korea, India, Haiti, Jamaica, Nicaragua, and the vast Native American lands of New Mexico and Arizona. Around the world people gather in houses of worship that our parents helped raise the funds to build, and people enjoy a quality of life they may never have known had they not crossed paths with Cecil and Dawn. Perhaps most important, their influence resulted in dozens of men and women deciding to enter the ministry and living it out the same way they did. The ripple effect is immeasurable. The depth and width and reach of their influence is greater than the river beside which Mom prayed.

When they found out their first child was on the way, Dad accepted a pastoral appointment at a tiny church in Duty, Virginia, just down the road from Richlands. In order to get Mom off the road and to be home like a good first-time father should be, he decided to settle down. In August 1960, Bruce was born. Benevolent blood continued to flow, and the world would never be the same.

When Bruce was just a few months old, my father’s congregation expressed their overwhelming love and support for
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