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     Abigail Campbell and her husband Caleb loved to 
eat at Ta Molly’s Mexican Restaurant. They would order 
nachos at a small table for two and discuss their day or 
the latest antics of their dogs Beau and Lily.
     The Campbells lived in an average sized house with an 
office and one guest bedroom, which they kept very tidy. 
Everything had a place and was promptly put back after 
it was used.
     Abigail taught high school English in a town down the 
highway and Caleb worked as a carpenter.
     Fast forward to November 18, 2016.  Abigail still 
teaches high school, but has transferred to the high 
school in her town. Caleb has started his first year 
of teaching while he works to finish his teaching 
certification. 
     The guest room of their house has a bunk bed and 
an impressive Legos collection. The office has a three-
bed bunk bed that Caleb painstakingly constructed by 
hand and the walls are decorated with flowers. There are 
board games and Barbies in the living room, a swing set 
in the back yard and pumpkins painted as Minions from 
Despicable Me next to the front door. 
     The table at Ta Molly’s has significantly more than two 
people sitting at it because on November 18, 2016, the 

Campbells officially became a family of seven.
     Even when Abigail’s plans did not happen as she 
thought they would, adoption did not seem like a viable 
option to her. “When I thought about adoption, I always 
saw those couples as perfect people who had everything 
together already,” Abigail said. 
     After three miscarriages, Abigail felt more and more 
isolated, trusting fewer people. She says that her heart 
had become hardened. “I was holding on to some 
expectation for my life that was not in God’s plan.” 
Once Abigail was able to reconcile the fact that her plan 
and God’s plan might be different, she was able to see 
adoption in a whole new light.
     After praying and with encouragement from friends 
and their church, Abigail and Caleb started the adoption 
process in January 2016. “Looking back, it feels like, there 
were so many small nudges leading us to adopt,” Abigail 
said. “This was the way God would build our family.”
God did not just open Abigail and Caleb’s hearts to 
adoption, but specifically to older children and sibling 
groups.
     “Both of us come from large families and so a sibling 
group never scared us,” Abigail said. 

 While at first they were intimidated by the size of  
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“the five’s” sibling group, as they got to know Hallie, Elise, 
Tanner, Dax and Marissa as individuals, Abigail and Caleb 
fell in love with each and every one of them. Just a few 
short months later, right before Father’s Day, the siblings 
moved into their forever home and Caleb and Abigail’s 
lives were forever changed.
     “It was not easy,” Abigail recalled. “I think God quickly 
put people in our path that just spoke God’s strength 
into this decision [and reminded us] that fear was not 

from the Lord.”
     So on Dallas Adoption Day, the Campbell party of 
seven celebrated with their friends and family at Ta 
Molly’s and they return there so much that Caleb and 
Abigail have started getting tired of it.

*All names have been changed to protect the privacy of 
the family.

“Hallie has a beautiful smile! She is often 
concerned about how others feel.  She 
wants everyone to feel included.  Her 
siblings often refer to her as Joy - the 
character from the movie Inside Out”.

“Elise is reserved. She is sporty and loves to 
play outdoors.  She is fiercely protective of 
her siblings”.

“Tanner has amazing blue eyes!  He has 
a great imagination and loves building 
anything out of everything”.

“Dax is a helper.  He loves to have a “job” to 
do.  He is constantly learning because he 
is always asking someone a question, and 
he can frequently be heard saying “I have 
an idea””.

“Marissa is spunky and sassy.  She plays 
well with others, but also enjoys playing in 
groups too”.

Self Portraits



     For most, Christmastime is for decorating the tree, 
celebrating with family and buying gifts. For John 
Ambra, Director of Development for Mission:Dignity, 
this time also means cookies.  Ambra and his wife, 
Teresa bake approximately 7,500 cookies each holiday 
season to give to their friends and family.
     This tradition started when Ambra and his wife were 

newly married 
and short on 
funds. They 
could not afford 
to buy everyone 
a gift that year, 
so instead 
used their gifts 
to bless their 
family with 
baked treats and 
the tradition 
stuck.
     “The next 
year they kept 
asking ‘Are 
you going to 
make cookies 

again this Christmas?’” Ambra recalled. “And so 
we did. Those first couple of years making cookies 
became a tradition.  Today its not uncommon for us to 
make about 25 different kinds of cookies, individually 
wrapped.”
     Ambra sees one of his spiritual gifts as hospitality. 
He loves opening his home to his Care Group from 
Ovilla Road Baptist Church. They also host a group of 
the Mission:Dignity recipients for a Christmas dinner 
each year.
     “If we can get you around our kitchen table, we’ve 
got you for life,” Ambra says. “It is probably one of the 
best open doors that we have had.”
Ambra’s people skills come in handy while working 
with Guidestone’s Mission:Dignity. The program, 
founded in 1981 as the Adopt an Annuitant program, 
helps retired pastors and pastors’ widows with 
financial support to help them pay for their necessities 
throughout the Southern Baptist Convention.
     One recipient of assistance actually inspired the 
name Mission:Dignity in the application letter she sent 
into the program. She wrote, “I do hope that you will 
approve this application for help. I don’t ask much. All 
I want to do is be able to pay my bills and live with a 
little dignity in my remaining years.”
     Ambra takes this call seriously. “This is an act of 
love and an act of remembrance to these people who 
have been so faithful for many, many decades,” he 
says. “[It says that] when they are in their later seasons 
of life, and no longer able to preach or serve as they 
once did, that we as a Southern Baptist family have not 
forgotten them.”
     Ambra began working for Guidestone in 

September 1996 after spending much of his life living 
and working up and down the Eastern seaboard. 
     Ambra met his wife while they were both driving 
the monorail at Disney World in Orlando, Florida. 
While both of them had grown up in church, they 
did not begin to follow Christ until they attended a 
revival in Louisiana, Missouri, three months after 
getting married. From there, the Ambras moved back 
to Florida and John worked in the computer field 
until he was called into full-time ministerial work. He 
then worked as a Business Manager for the Southern 
Baptist Convention of New England before landing at 
Guidestone.
     What he originally thought was going to be a four 
to six year long stop in Texas has turned into a 21 
year long commitment to the lives of pastors and their 
widows across the SBC.
     “We are going to continue to remember them,” 
Ambra states. “We are going to continue to bless them, 
continue to honor them and just make sure that all the 
way up until they graduate on to heaven, they know 
they have been cared for and we have been the arms of 
Christ extended to them in a personal way, in a tangible 
way.”
     Mission:Dignity Sunday was June 25, but Ambra 
says he will be traveling to many SBC churches for the 
next three months as they prepare and hold their own 
Mission:Dignity Sundays. For more information about 
Mission:Dignity, its goal or how to get involved, visit 
the website missiondignity.org.
     “I am so thankful for the gift that you sent me,” 
another recipient wrote. “To receive a gift from a 
family member or a close friend is wonderful, but to 
receive a gift from a total stranger is extra special. It’s 
like receiving a hug from the Savior and hearing a 
small voice say ‘You are loved and not forgotten, my 
son’.”
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"EBA Together"
"Presents"

Written and performed by Dr. Shellie O'Neal

This is a superb presentation about the life of Fanny 
Crosby, writer of more than 6,000 hymns.

Hosted by: FBC Midlothian
Wednesday, July 26

9:30 am at the
FBC Midlothian Chapel
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EBA’s new website launches on
August 1, 2017. 

Come and check it out at eba.life 

Texas Baptist Men
Disaster Relief Training

July 28-29, 2017

Eastridge Baptist Church
732 E Ovilla Rd.

Red Oak, TX 75154
(40% of TBM Volunteers are women)

For more information please contact Jim Lawton: jimlawton@aol.com, 469-682-7016 or Ellis Baptist Association: 
communications@ellisbaptist.org, 972-937-9320. 

Sponsored by Ellis Christian Disaster Relief 



     Todd Gray and his wife, Tammy, were driving along the 
roads of Ennis, Texas, trying to figure out how they could 
possibly fund three mission trips per year to Indonesia. 
Tabernacle Baptist Church, where Gray serves as pastor, 
felt called to minister in this Southeast Asian country, but 
this call arrived in the midst of a budget crisis. The Grays 
therefore had to determine if such an endeavor was even 
feasible. 
     At his wife’s suggestion, Gray turned to the Scriptures. 
They came to Mark 1:38, wherein Jesus tells his disciples, 
“Let us go somewhere else to the towns nearby, so that I 
may preach there also; for that is what I came for.” 
     The Grays quickly concluded that, just as Jesus 
ministered in more than one location, so Tabernacle, in 
fulfillment of the Great Commission, was called to spread 
the Gospel beyond their own community. This affirmed 
the church’s call to Indonesia. The budget crisis remained, 
however, and so the issue of funding still needed to be 
resolved. 
     Keeping Mark 1:38 in mind, Gray’s solution was Project 
138, whereby 100 people in the church would commit 
to give $38 a month to fund the church’s mission trips to 
Indonesia each year. Amazingly, this solution has worked 
every year for the past four years. 
     Driven by obedience to God’s call to go to one of the 
most dangerous parts of the world, 100 people give 
$38 a month (beyond their tithe) to Project 138, which 
covers 100 percent of the costs of the mission trips 
each year and also fully supports a national partner 
in Indonesia. Thus, the Gospel is making great gains 
among an unreached people group (UPG) in this largely 
Muslim nation as a direct result of Tabernacle’s missional 
commitment. 
This is one of several new ministries begun at Tabernacle 
since Gray arrived there in 2011, and it is especially 
significant for the church because, prior to Gray’s 

arrival, the church lacked any such vision. Having been 
without 
pastor for some time, Tabernacle, in Gray’s terms, “wasn’t 
going anywhere.” Little focus was placed on missions at 
any level (local, national, or international), and church 
membership had dwindled. “I think they just lost vision,” 
Gray says, “and needed to see that God could do great 
things again.”
     When Gray accepted the call to serve as Tabernacle’s 
senior pastor, he immediately set about refocusing the 
church on the Great Commission. In addition to changing 
the church’s constitution and its mission and vision 
statements, Gray accomplished this by spending his 
first 40 weeks preaching through the book of Hebrews, 
exalting Christ as greater than all else. Through this 
faithful preaching of the Word, God renewed the church’s 
vision and transformed the church body. 
     In addition to adopting a UPG in Indonesia, 
Tabernacle has invested in their local community 
through evangelism, tutoring at nearby apartment 
complexes, and a food ministry that sees them donate 
tens of thousands of pounds of food each year to those 
in need. More recently, Tabernacle also partnered with 
Southwestern Seminary’s Global Theological Innovation 
(GTI) as a Champion Church, working to restore 
theological education to the nation of Ecuador. As Gray 
summarizes, the people have been willing to say “yes” to 
the Lord, and this obedience came about because of their 
exposure to the Word through text-driven preaching. 
“God has breathed life into this church by His presence 
and His Spirit, and that’s been guided by the textual 
teaching of His Word,” Gray says. “It’s truth, and people 
here, once they’ve been exposed to the text, have been 
willing to say, ‘We want to follow that’—everything from 
fulfilling the global aspect of the Great Commission to 
the local aspect of the Great Commission. Whatever it 
is, we’ve been able to teach them first from the text and 
guide them in that direction from it.”
     Gray says the concept of text-driven preaching 
was ingrained in him from day one of his time at 
Southwestern Seminary. Graduating with his Master 
of Divinity in 2010 and later enrolling in the Doctor 
of Ministry program in expository preaching, he says 
Southwestern’s emphasis on the text increased his 
passion for God’s Word and gave him a hunger to study 
it and help others understand it in order to live a life of 
obedience to Christ. Text-driven preaching, he adds, is the 
best means of fulfilling that function. 
“The power is not in man,” Gray explains. “The power is 
in God, and the power of God, as He’s chosen to reveal 
it, comes primarily through the vehicle of the text. So 
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     Gray brought this philosophy for ministry with him 
to Tabernacle Baptist Church in 2011. The church was 
in a stagnant state at that time, but as Gray led them 
in walking through the text of Scripture—teaching 
them what it says, where it wants them to go, and what 
it wants them to do—Tabernacle was restored and 
revitalized. Attendance rose significantly (from mid-200s 
to more than 1,000), and the congregation attained a 
better understanding of what a New Testament church 
is. 
     One specific example is the church’s view of the role 
of deacons, which were initially thought of as essentially 
a board of directors—a concept Gray 
notes is not found in the Bible. In order 
to help his congregation better align 
with Scripture, he brought them to 
such books as Acts and Paul’s letters to 
Timothy. 
     Regarding the learning process, 
Gray summarizes, “As we looked there 
in Acts, when the first deacons were 
brought together, what were they 
there to do? They were there to serve. 
They were to assist the apostles so 
they could continue preaching and 
praying. 
“What were the results of those first 
deacons? Right there in Acts, it says 
the church continued to grow. So why 
would you not want to follow that 
same model of bringing on servants 

to help you so pastors and pastoral staff can continue to 
preach and pray?”
     In light of this teaching, Gray says Tabernacle’s 
deacons are now “Acts and Timothy deacons”—
servants of God’s church and respected members of 
the community. Such an understanding was attained 
through careful examination of the text. 
     Beyond better understanding of their roles within 
the church, Tabernacle has gained a clearer perspective 
of their roles outside the church as well. Specifically, in 
obedience to the Great Commission, they now work 
to spread the love of God and the message of Christ 
to those in their community, their nation, and even 
throughout the world. Gray says watching God’s people 
serve His Kingdom in such ways and knowing that God 
allowed him to equip them to do it is the most rewarding 
part of his job. 
     “My job is to equip the saints, and their job is to do the 
work of the ministry,” Gray says. “I love equipping and 
preaching, but where I get all of the reward is when I 
watch God’s people be obedient to Him and actually do 
the work of the ministry.”
     Revitalized through text-driven preaching, 
Tabernacle’s fresh vision sees them leaving a global 
footprint, and they have indeed been reminded that 
God can do great things. “God has breathed life back into 
this place,” Gray says, “through His Word and through His 
Spirit and through the people He has called here—an 
amazing staff and an amazing group of congregants 
who are just willing to do things; willing to say ‘yes’ to the 
Lord.”

This article is one of several in the Southwestern News (SWN) 
focusing on text-driven preaching and features one of the pastors 
of Ellis County.  This article is reprinted with permission.  Originally 

published in the Summer/2016 edition of the SWN, a quarterly 
publication of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary.
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