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THIS WEEK IN AG HISTORY
BY DARRIN J. RODGERS

Dr. Howard Thomas (1927-2016) 
had a promising career as a physician, 
but a drug addiction almost destroyed 
his marriage and professional life in the 
early 1960s. 

Thomas and his wife, Ann, seemed 
to be living the American dream. But 
their hard-partying lifestyle led to drug 
addiction.

Thomas would lose nearly 
everything — he couldn’t maintain 
a job, his wife filed for divorce, and 
he was ultimately committed at a 
neuropsychiatric hospital. 

In 1965, Thomas agreed to attend a 
men’s religious retreat — the services 
were unlike anything he had ever seen. 
Thomas realized that these men had 
something that he desperately needed: 

God’s power in his life. 
Thomas would accept Christ 

as his personal Savior and he 
was miraculously delivered from 
drug addiction. Word spread of his 
deliverance and he began to receive 
invitations to speak. He also reconciled 
with his wife. Not long after, they were 
both baptized in the Holy Spirit.

When Thomas went to be with the 
Lord in 2016, he and Ann had been 
married almost 70 years. They spent 
their last 50 years as devoted Christians 
active in Assemblies of God churches.

Read Thomas’ article, “I Was 
Hooked on Drugs,” on pages 2-3 and 
13 of the May 3, 1970, issue of the 
Pentecostal Evangel online at s2.ag.
org/may31970.
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Even though it’s been six years since 
Donna Sparks heard God calling her 
into ministry, it wasn’t until the spring of 
2016 that she sensed the Lord fulfilling 
His promise to use her in powerful 
ways.

It happened at Word of Life 
International Church, an Assemblies 
of God congregation in Springfield, 
Virginia, where she spoke after 
addressing a women’s conference. 
At the end of her talk, hundreds 
responded to an invitation to receive 
the baptism of the Holy Spirit.

Ironically, at one time, the founder 
of Story of Grace didn’t think God had 
any use for her. That’s because Sparks 
had wandered away from church after 
two marriages to Christian husbands 
dissolved.   

The third time, she married an 
agnostic: “He didn’t drink or party and 
was a better moral person than I was.”

However, their first three years 
were rocky, especially after Sparks 
discovered she couldn’t get pregnant. 
Sinking into depression, one day under 
the influence of alcohol and anti-
anxiety prescription drugs, she raced 
down the highway, she aimed her car 
at a concrete overpass, intending to 

end it all. 
But no crash occurred. The next 

thing Sparks remembers is waking up 
at home, her intact car parked outside. 
She is convinced God intervened.  

Less than six months later, 
Sparks learned she was pregnant. 
Overwhelmed by the impending 
responsibility, she knew what she 
needed to do. Soon after, she and 
her husband, Bryan, attended a 
nondenominational church service, 
where both repented and vowed to 
follow Christ. 

Fast forward to 2007 when the 
couple settled at Iowa City First 
Assembly of God after a job transfer for 
Bryan.

One day, a visiting speaker 
approached her during prayer time 
and said, “Ma’am, God’s called you 
to be an evangelist.” He repeated 
the statement later in the parking lot, 
saying, “I know how powerful what God 
told me is.”

Sparks didn’t answer that call for 
three years. Then, at a women’s 
conference in Cedar Rapids, she felt 
the Holy Spirit so strongly she burst 
into tears, saying, “God, I know I’ve 
failed You. If there’s anything You 
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T H E  A B C s  O F  S A L V A T I O N

ACCEPT that you are a sinner, and God’s punishment for your
sin is death and separation from God forever.

BELIEVE that Jesus paid God’s price for your sin when He  
died on the cross.

CONFESS “Jesus, I believe You are who the Bible and history
declares You are – the Son of God. I humble myself and surrender to 
You. Forgive me. Make me spiritually whole. Change my life. Amen.”

SERVING THE DOWN AND OUT
BY RACHEL DAWN HAYES

Taller del Maestro (Master’s 
Workshop) on the rough east side of 
St. Paul, Minnesota, has expanded 
from bilingual to multiethnic, but 
the church’s community outreach 
ministries tell an even greater story. 

“Three years ago, I went to the 
church and these women were 
loitering in front of our building,” says 
Sergio Aranda, who founded Taller del 
Maestro with his wife, Cherie. “I got 
angry but the Holy Spirit halted me.”

Aranda says church members began 
praying for the women, who turned out 
to be sex trafficking victims. Those from 
Taller del Maestro then started going 
out at night to minister on the streets. 
One night, 10 trafficked women opened 
up to Cherie and began weeping. 

“They didn’t want to do what they 
were doing, but had no choice,” says 
Sergio, 44. “Some received the Lord 
and physical healing that night, and 
some began attending services.”

“The ladies know who I am and they 
[approach me] and want to be prayed 
for,” says Cherie, 43. “They share how 
past prayers have been effective.” 

Congregants also minister to the 
homeless, an outreach born from a 
dream Cherie had of seeing Sergio 
feeding the homeless not only with 
food, but also with God’s Word.

“We go out, under the bridges and 
into the tunnels, and minister and pray 
with them,” Sergio says. “These guys 
are bound to drugs and alcohol, but 
they trust us.”

The mission of the church is to 
minister to the lost with the gospel, but 
also with resources.

“Our goal is to give them tools and 
training in parenting, finance, and 
literacy,” Sergio says. 

EVANGELIST KNOWS GOD’S REDEMPTION
BY KEN WALKER
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Jason D. Taylor is preparing to 
launch a church in the Oklahoma City 
area, finishing a journey that took a 
decade-long detour. 

In 2006, Taylor deferred his church 
planting dream when he became 
lead pastor at Faith Assembly Church 
in Houston, where he attended 
as a teenager and served on staff 
immediately after returning from his 
honeymoon with his wife, Shara.

Taylor had been in Oklahoma City 
for five years and on the path to plant 
when Happy Darneal, who had led Faith 
Assembly for 38 years, asked him to 
take over after his pending retirement. 

Before Taylor could respond, 
however, Darneal died. Darneal’s 
widow, Jonnie, conveyed her 
husband’s wishes to the elders and 
congregation, which voted to hire 
Taylor as pastor. Taylor stayed 10 years 
at Faith Assembly, and average weekly 
attendance rose to 560. 

But a year ago, Jim L. McNabb, 
senior past of The Bridge, a 
congregation of 1,200 in the southwest 
Oklahoma City suburb of Mustang, 
asked Taylor to return. Initially, Taylor 

brushed the request aside.
“Why would I leave my dream job 

and start all over?” asks Taylor, 43. “I 
was there for the long haul.”

Nevertheless, Taylor agreed to pray 
about it. And while he wanted to forget 
about the invitation, God repeatedly 
put the Oklahoma church on his mind. 

In February, Taylor resigned as 
pastor of Faith Assembly and joined 
The Bridge team. Taylor will lead the 
forthcoming campus in Piedmont, a 
growing bedroom community of 7,100 
northwest of the Sooner State capital 
city. Taylor is going back to finish what 
he nearly started a decade ago. It’s 
required maturity and humility.

“I must be obedient, climb down the 
ladder, submit to my lead pastor, and 
focus on what’s next,” Taylor says.

Still, Taylor is returning to familiar 
territory. He served on staff at the 
main church in Mustang from 2001-
06 before accepting the Houston 
pastorate. 

“We had 10 good years with him,” 
Jonnie Darneal says. “We miss him, 
but when the Lord called, Jason 
answered.” 
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A BRIDGE BACK TO OKLAHOMA
BY JOHN W. KENNEDY

The new Assemblies of God official 
website, www.ag.org, has just been 
made public. The site features an easier 
to navigate home page, compelling 
images, and faster technology along 
with a much better picture of who and 
what the AG is all about. 

“We brought stories of real people 
and local churches, front and center, 
to the home page because that’s who 
we are as a Fellowship,” says Mark 
Forrester, Communications director. 
“The General Council is not a building, 
we’re a body of believers and we 
wanted the website to reflect the nature 
of our Movement.” 

The site offers large-print menus, 
clear terminology, and a clean design 
to help visitors find what they are 
looking for quickly and efficiently. 

“The areas of the old website that 
were accessed most frequently were 
given direct home page access on the 
new site,” says Forrester, citing the 
front-page placement of the heavily 
accessed devotional, God’s Word for 
Today, as an example.

“We studied many different sites 
in developing our site strategies,” 
states Chris Hill, director of Computer 
Applications. “And now, we believe we 
are offering visitors a site that offers 
cutting edge technology combined with 
the personal warmth and close-knit feel 
of the local church.” 

In 2012, Pastor Todd Carter started 
One Church in Ruidoso, New Mexico, a 
mountain resort town with a population 
of 8,000. In the summer, Ruidoso’s 
population balloons to around 40,000. 

One Church has experienced 
consistent growth since nearly closing 
prior to Carter’s arrival. Relaunched 
with 14 people, One Church now 
welcomes an average of 225 
attendees. 

Carter says the fact that many 
people own second homes in Ruidoso 
leads some to assume that the entire 
community is wealthy. However, he 
quickly discovered thousands live at or 
below the poverty line. 

“Hopelessness knows no bounds,” 
Carter says. “But the reason we exist 
as a church is to make hopelessness 
history.” 

The one in One Church is also 
an acronym that serves as the 
congregation’s mission statement: 
“One group of people, No one rejected, 
Everyone accepted.” As Carter 
explains, the church’s commitment to 
welcome people regardless of their 
socioeconomic status sets it apart from 
some other area bodies. 

“At One Church, it’s not uncommon 
to see business owners and recovering 
drug addicts serving alongside one 
another,” Carter says.

One Church has earned a reputation 
on the mountain as “the church that 
helps people.”   

NEW AG.ORG 
REFLECTS THE 
HEART OF THE AG
BY DAN VAN VEEN

CHURCH DISCOVERS
MINISTRY NICHE
BY AUSTIN JACOBS
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can do with me, I give myself to Your 
purposes.”

In 2012, she and Bryan moved to 
Davenport, where Westside AG Pastor 
Scott Rooks became her mentor. After 
completing her spiritual education at 
the Iowa School of Ministry, Rooks 
helped Sparks obtain her ministerial 
credentials.

Rooks admits he had doubts 
because of her past divorces, but says 
his protégé’s transparency brings out 
God’s grace to forgive, redeem, and 
restore.

Christy Woods, women’s ministry 

leader at Friendship AG in Victoria, 
Mississippi, had dropped out of church 
after her divorce.

“I thought I wasn’t worthy anymore 
because of what I had done,” says 
Woods, who first heard Sparks speak 
two years ago. “Her testimony showed 
me that God knows our name. He 
doesn’t let go of His promises.”

“God doesn’t give up on us when 
we would give up on ourselves,” 
says Sparks, a member of Trinity 
AG in Decaturville, Tennessee. “I get 
invitations to speak where I never 
dreamed I would be going.” 

TEEN CHALLENGE OPENS ITS FIRST 
DETOX CENTER
BY DAN VAN VEEN

For the first time in the history of 
Teen Challenge International, USA, 
a ministry of AG U.S. Missions, one 
of its locations now has a medically 
supervised detox center. 

According to Kris McFadden, 
president and CEO of the Pennsylvania 
Adult and Teen Challenge in 
Rehrersburg, Pennsylvania, between 
2000 and 2014, 500,000 people in 
the United States died due to drug 
overdose. And in Pennsylvania, 
the numbers jumped more than 40 
percent, from 3,500 in 2015 to an 
estimated 5,000 in 2016. 

The numbers caused McFadden 
to wonder if they were offering what 
people needed.

He discovered 80 percent of the 
people contacting them were not 
looking for a long-term program, 
meaning Teen Challenge couldn’t help 
them. As a result, the center launched 
Project 80 — an effort to provide 
services for 80 percent of candidates 
calling for help.

To begin fulfilling the vision of 
Project 80, in January, a short-term 
recovery unit was opened. Then, on 
March 13, the medically supervised 

detox center began operation. 
“Detox is not treatment; it’s triage 

— an emergency room,” McFadden 
explains. “Detox allows people to 
taper off drugs they’re addicted to and 
through medication, reduce the impact 
of withdrawals and stabilize them 
physically.” 

Joel Jakubowski, chief clinical 
officer at the center, says that the new 
capabilities allow Teen Challenge to 
meet immediate needs. “It’s much like 
providing food and water to a person 
who is starving; once they’re basic 
needs are met, then they’re capable of 
being receptive to the gospel.” 

McFadden agrees, but takes it a step 
further. “Without a detox center and 
getting that opportunity for additional 
help, many of those struggling with 
extreme drug addictions today are 
going to face an overdose and death 
‘tomorrow’ — and we will have lost that 
opportunity to share Christ with them.” 

The decision to open a detox center 
and short-term program has proven 
successful, with a record number of 
intakes being recorded and 70 percent 
leaning toward committing to the long-
term recovery program. 

Barb Gilliam believes many people 
look to the church for answers when 
it comes to drug addiction, but 
oftentimes churches are not equipped 
to help congregation members — or 
anyone else — deal with addiction. 

Gilliam, a Teen Challenge graduate 
with an earned doctorate and 18 
years pastoral experience, believes 
churches need to be in the forefront 
of resourcing pastors in matters of 
addiction and recovery counseling. 

She explains that today drug 
addiction includes more and more 
soccer moms and affluent business 
people, with some being faithful and 
trusted church members. 

Kris McFadden, president and CEO 
of the Teen Challenge Training Center 
in Rehrersburg, Pennsylvania, says the 

culprit, which has become a national 
epidemic, is prescription medications 
— painkillers. 

 “Prescriptions [painkillers] aren’t 
illegal; they’re not a ‘bad thing,’” 
he says. “But they’re still narcotics 
and people, good people, can find 
themselves unexpectedly addicted.” 

Gilliam, endorsed by the SoCal 
Network and an AG Theological 
Seminary graduate, has developed 
free resources for church leaders 
who connect with her through 
CompassionateWisdomWorks.org.

“This is my passion, my calling,” 
says Gilliam, who believes no church is 
untouched by drug addiction. “Leaders 
must be prepared for the God-given 
opportunities to help those struggling 
with addictions.” 

IS YOUR CHURCH READY TO MEET THE 
ADDICTION EPIDEMIC?
BY DAN VAN VEEN


