Personal Testimony of Tommy Lee Churchill
My testimony is not much different from any one else's, for God says, "For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God," Romans 3:23.God's Word says, We have all wasted our time and lives serving the enemy of our souls to one degree or the other. "That he no longer should live the rest of his time in the flesh to the lust of men, but to the will of God. For we have spent enough of our past lifetime in the will of the gentiles-when we walked in lewdness, lusts, drunkenness, revelries, drinking parties, and abominable idolatries," 1 Peter 4:2-3. But "Now it is high time to awake out of sleep: for now is our salvation nearer than when we believed. The night is far spent, the day is at hand: let us therefore cast off the works of darkness, and let us put on the armor of light. Let us walk honestly, as in the day, not in rioting and drunkenness, not in lewdness and lust, not in strife and envying. But put ye on the Lord and make not provision for the flesh, to fulfill the lusts thereof," Romans 13:11-14. Oh, what a mess I've made of this life, but praise God that He has turned my mess into His message.

Like many in today’s world, I was not raised in a religious home. My parents are, and always have been great moral people, but unfortunately there was no place for God in our, "busy lives". My parents were forced to go to church when they were growing up and eventually withdrew from it. When it came to raising the three of us, we were given the freedoms they were not; we were left to find our own way. With the exception of me, we all turned out pretty good, (according to the world’s standards). 

I know now what I'm about to say is wrong, but this is how I perceived it then. Jeff was the first born, Dad's favorite and could do no wrong. Monica was the baby and the only girl to boot; she also appeared to be blameless. Then there was me, the black sheep, stuck in the middle and starving for attention. It appeared I could do no right, but I found that trouble brought attention, therefore I became really good at being really bad. Growing up in Pomona CA as one of the only white families in the neighborhood brought a lot of attention to us kids. Nearly every day I was forced to fight to protect myself and my siblings, I soon found that I liked that as well. The folks got tired of all the shootings and began to worry about our future and decided to move up to the beautiful High Desert just off of I-15. 

The Desert, though a major change of scenery, proved to be even more dangerous. At the ripe old age of twelve, I was introduced to the world of drugs & alcohol. Once my peers and I got into meth there seemed to be no hope for us. With our ever inflating habits we had to come up with all kinds of schemes to raise the necessary funds. I recall being skinny enough to squeeze through doggy doors in order to rob houses, what a fool I was. 

Somewhere in the midst of all that, I had my first notable Church experience. There was a pretty Christian girl that would often hangout with my best friend and me. One Sunday morning she appeared at my buddy's door in her Sunday's best, and with those irresistible eyes invited us to church. Like a deer in headlights I agreed for both of us. Sitting in Set Free Church in Victorville, I did my best to look interested and not drool on my shirt. An eternity seemed to pass, and just when I thought it was over the pastor made an alter call. I was not aware of my need of any such Savior and had no thought of going forward. But the insistent girl with the beautiful eyes and the pointy elbow placed firmly in my side said she perceived for me what I could not perceive for myself. Spellbound and a little irritated, my friend and I were off to the altar. 
Within seconds, as if to ensure no escape, we were surrounded by huge Bikers. Hands as big as our heads were placed all over us, and without question we did and said what was expected of us. Looking back, I know I was insincere, but that doesn't change the fact that God's Word never returns void, Isaiah 55:11. It was like I prank called God that day, and He wasn't about to let me get away with it. Who knew God had star 69 and would relentlessly pursue this prank caller until I had nowhere else to run but to Him? It appeared the girl wasn't the only one who perceived the need I never knew I had. 

Unfortunately, there was no change in either of us; in fact I got much worse. Drugs and alcohol went from being commodity to necessity and that meant we needed more funds. At sixteen, robbing houses was too risky, we decided to steal some heavy electrical cable from one of our underground hangouts. We had no idea what it was and how much danger we were in. In a hurry, we were throwing the ground wire up to our lookout while I grabbed the hacksaw and went for the big ones. Within two swipes we were engulfed in a 12,000 volt explosion. I never felt a thing. I saw a small ball of light underneath the blade and before I knew it, all was black. Still unaware of what just happened I found myself looking down, I could see myself lying on the floor and my three home boys trying to dodge the flames. Soon all was black again and my ears were ringing. I could hear them calling for me and felt them putting out the flames on my shoulder, but I couldn't move. Two ran for help while the other stayed with me, out of nowhere I came to and began to climb out of the whole. I was half way out, and my buddy was still down there pushing me up when the power kicked back on and exploded again. I felt every bit of that one, and my poor buddy did to. When I made it out I began to realize how serious my injuries were, my friends were looking at me as if they were just expecting me to fall over dead at any moment. I could see my eye lids hanging in front of my face, a huge chunk of my chest and shoulder was nearly blown off and only hanging by a thin strand of skin. To make a long story short, four of us were air lifted to San Bernardino Burn Ward. I woke up a month later in sad shape. I burned over 25% of my body 2nd and 3rd degree. Towards the end of my stay I was led in the sinners prayer by a nurse I personally believe was an Angel. I went back to thank her about a year later and no one knew who I was talking about. "Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angles unaware," Hebrews 13:2.

I would love to say this is when I completely surrendered to God, but that is just not the case. I had no spiritual foundation to stand on; nor any example to follow. Like a dog to its vomit I soon turned back to my folly. "When the unclean spirit is gone out of a man, he walketh through dry places, seeking rest; and finding none, he saith, I will return unto my house whence I came out. And when he cometh, he findeth it swept and garnished. Then goeth he, and taketh to him seven other spirits more wicked than himself; and they enter in, and dwell there, and the last state of that man is worse than the first," Luke 11:24-26. The recovery process was a brutal two year ordeal of surgeries, therapy, and humiliation. For close to a year I had no use of my hands and right arm. This was a major blow to the ego of an indestructible teenager. I soon developed resentment against God whom I thought was cruel to allow me to be so badly burned and yet live on in a most miserable condition. My pity parties and depressions brought me to new lows, often waking up without a clue of what went on that night and even week before. "Who hath woe? Who hath sorrow? Who hath babbling? Who hath wounds without cause? Who hath redness of eyes? They that tarry long at the wine; look not thou upon the wine when it is red, when it giveth his color in the cup, when it moveth itself aright. At the last it biteth like a serpent, and stingeth like an adder. Thine eyes shall behold strange women, and thine heart shall utter perverse things. Yea, thou shalt be as he that lieth down in the midst of the sea, or as he that lieth upon the top of a mast. They have stricken me, shalt thou say, and I was not sick; they have beaten me, and I felt it not: when shall I awake? I will seek it yet again", (Proverbs 23:29-35).  This was my cycle of insanity for the next seven years. However, on the surface things looked pretty good; I had conquered my fears and became a Fire Fighter, and Electrician. I appeared to be doing well, but I was still dead inside and running from God. 

Like Jonah, I found myself in a stinky, dirty, dark belly of a beast, only my beast was that of the CDCR (State Prison). Things I had allowed and done in my depravity had caught up with me and demanded reckoning. I was detoxing and wanted only death. Christians would talk with me every chance God gave them, they prayed for me, and gave me literature, while all the while I pretended not to be interested. I yearned for the hope of this change they spoke of, a new slate, the plan I was told God had for me. While sitting in solitary, I failed to muster the courage to do myself in, I was at the end of myself and knew that life as I knew it was over, I would never be a fire fighter and nothing would ever be the same again. 

January 5th, 2001, I surrendered it all to God. Now quickly, let me explain what I mean by surrendering my life to Jesus. To surrender to Jesus is to forsake and repent of not only my sins but living life on my terms. I essentially dethroned myself while putting Jesus in His rightful place as prophet, Priest, and King. I invited Him to take His place on the throne of my heart. This is dying to self and living for Jesus. Easier said than done, I know! That old Tommy likes to try to come back to life now and again, and that's where the battle begins. I could say much more on this, but let’s get back to the story. 

When I first called out to Him, I wasn't sure if He was even real, and if He was, which religion I should follow, or if I could even be saved. I figured I had nothing to lose, and if He was true, I had everything to gain. So I came to Him, empty handed and full of doubts and questions, a true Doubting Thomas. "O taste and see that the LORD is good: blessed is the man that trusteth in Him," Psalms 34:8. "Come unto me all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light," Matthew 11:28-30. "Come now, and let us reason together, saith the Lord: though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be white as snow, though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool," Isaiah 1:18.  I called on the mighty name of Jesus and He heard my prayer. 

Suddenly amongst all the gang graffiti of that dirty cell another message emerged. Words I had not noticed before began to catch my eye that filled me with peace. God spoke to me through my prison walls saying, "Jesus Loves You," “Jesus Forgives You," and "Jesus Saves." And there was a scripture address there, Isaiah 41:10, 13, "Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the right hand of my righteousness... For I the LORD thy God will hold thy right hand, saying unto thee, fear not; I will help thee." This passage became one of my sources of comfort during my seven year journey through prison. 

"For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD; plans to prosper you, and not to harm you, plans to give you a hope and a future," Jeremiah 29:11. Who knows that prison would be such a blessing? Those years in prison were some of the scarcest and happiest years of my life; for it was there that I met my Master, I got clean and sober, and heavily involved in ministry. I was 22 when I first read the Bible, and once I started, I couldn't put it down.  Right away the enemy went to work trying to de-rail me by sending false gospels and confusing jargon, but His word was a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path. I was on fire for the LORD and everybody knew it. I shared verses and prayed for and with people whenever He gave me an opportunity. 

"Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you shall be saved; you and your whole household,” Acts 16:31.  I saw firsthand a truth in Jesus and this promise come to pass as one by one my entire immediate family came to profess Christ. "God is not a man that He should lie, neither the son of man that He should repent: hath He said, and shall He not do it? Or hath He spoken, and shall He not make it good," Numbers 23:19. The change, God made in me was drastic; He placed His love for the lost into my heart and gave me the grace and privilege of being a witness for Him to my fellow prisoners. I eventually became one of the inmate ministers leading various evangelistic studies and apologetic classes. I also found that I loved to sing His praises, and so I was always involved there. Suffice it to say I love to get my hands dirty for the Lord, how awesome is it to have part in God's Kingdom business.

Finally that long anticipated day of my release came. Still a knucklehead by nature, I have had more than my fair share of setbacks and disappointments. Unfortunately I have shamed my Savior’s name and violated my parole a few times, but even these I count as blessings. God chastises those He loves; boy oh boy does He ever love me!!! "For the righteous man falls seven times, and rises again...," Proverbs 24:16. 

I heard a story once of a women who desired to watch the process of silver being refined. Gaining permission by the local silversmith, she was invited to sit in and watch. The smith brought out the dirty raw material and placed it into a large pot, just as it was. He then began by turning on the flames and adjusting them to ensure that they were neither too cool nor too hot. Never leaving the silver and often checking the temperature he would adjust it accordingly. Once the silver began to melt He turned the flames down and waited patiently as the dross rose to the surface, and gently scraped it off. He then turned the flames back up and repeated the process several times until finally He looked with a smile of satisfaction into the mirror like surface of the silver. He then announced to the lady, "It is finished"!! She asked him how he knew for sure and he said, "Once I can look into the silver and see my reflection, then I know it is ready".

The same is true with God, He saves us just as we are and then begins the long hard and often painful process of sanctification. He promises us that He will never give us more than we can handle, nor will He ever leave us. He does not promise, contrary to what some might say, a bed of roses. However, with the suffering and trials He also promises us that He will go through them with us. "When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee: and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee: when thou walkest through the fire, thou shall not be burned; neither shall the flame kindle upon thee," Isaiah 43:2. I still have some dross to be removed yet, but I know my savior will be faithful to complete the good work He has started in me. I am now seeking to be involved in High Desert ministries and ready to go and do whatever and wherever my Lord shall ask. With confidence in Him I say, "The best is yet to come"!!! To be continued....  
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