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Life is messy. No matter how hard we try to control situations and 
people around us, life rarely ends up being neat and tidy. River City 
Christian is a church for people with messy lives. 

This issue of the COMPASS is different than any previous edition—
instead of including several articles, we have chosen to share one 
longer story of one of our church members. Her story includes lots 
of pain, poor choices and difficult consequences. Eventually she 
surrendered to the transforming power of a merciful Savior. Her life 
was renewed. She is experiencing victory over her past. I hope, as 
you read her story, you will be encouraged that God can take 
the mess of anyone’s life and turn it into something beautiful.

As always, I want you to know that our church staff is here to serve 
you. There are so many ways to connect to our church family. The 
following pages include lots of information about many of our 
ministries. You can go online to rivercitychristian.org to find out even 
more.

God bless you and thanks for picking up the COMPASS. 

Pastor Jesse

EXECUTIVE EDITOR | Mark Shetler 
EDITOR | Melissa Shetler
EXECUTIVE DESIGN | Jessica Ripley
PHOTOGRAPHY | Kyle Barr
CONTRIBUTOR | Debbie Bailey

THE COMPASS IS A PUBLICATION OF
River City Christian 
916.861.2240 
rivercitychristian.org

Mailing address
P.O. Box 276450
Sacramento, CA 95827

Physical address: 
10933 Progress Court
Rancho Cordova, CA 95670

ABOUT THE COMPASS
COMPASS Magazine is River City Christian’s 
quarterly publication. In a church our size, it 
can be an overwhelming task to meet everyone 
and know everything that is happening. The 
COMPASS serves as a platform to bring 
our church family closer together. Within its 
pages, you will find true stories about the 
people and ministries of River City Christian. 
And, most importantly, it will help guide you 
farther along The Path to becoming a fully 
devoted follower of Jesus Christ.

Icons on page 14 made by Freepik from 
www.flaticon.com



3 3



BY DEBBIE BAILEY

A Gr At ef u l 
Bel i e v er

I AM 



M
y name is Debbie and I am a grateful believer. I have 
struggled with drug and alcohol abuse, sexual intimacy, 
low self-esteem, control issues and codependency.

I’m the oldest of four children and grew up in a small town 
on the coast of northern California. My family ate together 
at the dining room table and prayed before every meal. At 
bedtime, Mom made sure we were on our knees in prayer 

before she tucked us in for the night. We spent most of our Sundays with my grandparents, 
attending the church where Grandpa was the minister. Every summer my parents would 
pack up our station wagon, hook up the ski boat and take us camping for a week. We went 
to the drive-in movies on a monthly basis and roasted hot dogs and marshmallows at the 
beach whenever weather permitted. Although we didn’t have a lot of money, I thought we 
were the richest family in town.

My dad was a CHP officer and worked a lot. He was strict and sought perfection in his 
family. We had chores, lots of them, and homework assignments every weeknight, which he 
expected us to finish before we could go out and play. Pop was a yeller and Mom frequently 
caught the brunt of his frustration. I don’t recall Mom doing anything to “deserve” such 
treatment and I felt sorry for her when the exchanges produced tears. She tried to provide 
a peaceful environment for my dad so that when he came home from work he wouldn’t find 
a reason to holler.
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“

Mom learned to regularly lie to Dad in an 
effort to manipulate situations. In fact, she 
excelled at getting the whole family to feel 
sorry for her. At the time, I reasoned her less 
than honest behavior was probably the best 
way to handle my dad. 

Mom had health issues (some real, some 
not) all her life and was addicted to pain 
medication for as long as I can remember. 
My dad did his best at trying to control my 
mom’s addiction. He would lock up her meds, 
only to have her manipulate him or my little 
sister into giving her extra medication. She 
even resorted to breaking into the lock box to 
get her fix. It was a vicious circle.

Although my Dad was a blue-ribbon control 
freak and my mom was an Oscar-winning 
manipulator, I believe my parents did a great 
job of holding our family together. They did 
love us unconditionally. They played with us, 
engaged us in tickling matches, tucked us in 
at bedtime, encouraged us at every hurdle, 
supported our good choices, praised us 
each time we reached victory and ensured 
that at least one parent was waiting to cheer 
us at the finish line.

In 1972, during my sophomore year, my 
father got a job promotion that required a 
move to Sacramento. I had no trouble making 
friends at Elk Grove High School and soon 
started dating a boy a year ahead of me. Our 
relationship continued until the summer after 
my junior year when he broke up with me. I 
was absolutely heartbroken. I was convinced 
he ended the relationship because I wouldn’t 
sleep with him. 

I successfully tried out for varsity cheerleader 
my senior year. I joined the bowling team and 
the journalism club. I never got in trouble and 
buried myself in my studies, earning straight 
A’s.

After high school, I attended college for a 
couple years and worked full time. I entered 
my first serious dating relationship when 
I was about nineteen. He treated me well 
and worshipped the ground I walked on. We 
dated for almost two years. I lost my virginity 
to him, got pregnant and had an abortion. We 
broke up shortly thereafter. 

By the age of twenty-one I was hitting the 
bar scene every weekend. I was looking 
for love, and I assumed that if I gave into 
sexual intimacy with a man he would love 
and accept me. So, I did this over and over 
again for several years. I was drinking a lot, 
which added to my promiscuous lifestyle. I 
would say and do whatever it took to land a 
boyfriend. I was pretty popular with the boys.

I met my first husband in a bar. We dated for 
a year and a half and got married in 1981. My 
son, Justin, was born the following year. I felt 

POP WAS A YELLER 
AND MOM FREQUENTLY 

CAUGHT THE BRUNT 
OF HIS FRUSTRATION. 
I DON’T RECALL MOM 

DOING ANYTHING 
TO “DESERVE” SUCH 

TREATMENT...”

i saw god, the master craftsman, 

slowly, lovingly, carefully put 

her back together, not as she 

was before, but better, more 

beautiful. 

I’ve seen miracles happen throughout my 

life. Debbie is one of those miracles. Her life 

was a finely crafted piece of china, but life 

produced nicks, scratches and cracks. Then 

one day it seemed shattered, broken beyond 

repair and discarded, as so many things in 

this world are. But then I saw God, the master 

craftsman, slowly, lovingly, carefully put her 

back together, not as she was before, but better, 

more beautiful. I saw God’s hand working 

miracles before my eyes. When I see Debbie I 

see a miracle.

 

—Joe Gilbert





like life was complete. I was madly in love 
with this man and I trusted him completely. 
We both had good jobs, lived in a cute little 
apartment and made good money. The fairy 
tale dream lasted three years, but it ended 
when I stumbled upon my husband’s drug 
stash and paraphernalia. I had known he 
had a history of drug use, but I didn’t care 
because I was sure I could change him. After 
repeated failed efforts, I eventually admitted 
that I couldn’t control him, so I figured if I 
couldn’t beat him I might as well join him. 
That launched my own journey with drugs. 

Justin was four when I discovered that his 
dad had been unfaithful to me. I asked for 
a separation and I quit using drugs. After a 
couple of months of separation my husband 
approached me and admitted that his drug 
problem was out of control. He had lost his 
job, emptied our bank account and maxed out 
all the credit cards. I agreed to take him back 
and get him some professional help. We filed 
for bankruptcy and lost our apartment. Justin 
and I moved in with a friend for two months 
while my husband completed a twelve-step 
program in a local rehabilitation facility.

After he finished his treatment, we found a 
church where we asked Jesus to come into 
our lives. I remember how wonderful it felt to 
be a follower of Christ. Though I was only a 
baby believer, I bragged about what a great 
Christian I was. I judged others and snubbed 
their sinful behavior. I owned a Bible, but 
I never read it. It turned out that being 
committed to Christ was not nearly as much 
fun as the devil’s party. My sinful nature took 
over once again.

Within a year, we both relapsed to drinking 
and drugs. Neither one of us could hold 
down a job, and we were using on a daily 
basis. I decided to take control of the amount 
of money we were spending on drugs and 
closely monitored the amount that we were 
consuming. I started buying and selling 
drugs to support our habit. I wanted to quit 
doing drugs so badly, but I just couldn’t do it 
by myself. 

I begged my husband to quit using drugs. My 
threats to leave him were useless because 
I never followed through. He remained 
unemployed for two years while I held two 
jobs. He eventually sought comfort in the 
arms of the same woman who was at the 
center of our previous separation. This time 
he flaunted the relationship in front of our 
eight-year old son. I could no longer trust him. 
I couldn’t stand the sight of him, and I just 
wanted him to disappear. I prayed he would 
leave so that I would not be considered the 
bad guy. I figured the only way to get away 
from the drug scene was to leave him, but 
I just did not have the courage. I was so 
scared of becoming a single mom and having 
to start over that I just couldn’t walk away. 
So, I forgave him once more, but made him 
promise he would never cheat on me again.

I remembered how my dad struggled to 
control my mom’s addiction, although she 
never kept the promises to change. They 
chose to stay together, so I concluded that’s 
what I should do as well.

Two years later, in May 1992, my husband 
went missing for a week. I learned that he 

it wasn’t easy. she had lots of 

tears of remorse and a rock-

bottom self-esteem. she was 

exhausted, heart-broken and 

penniless. 

Debbie called from jail to tell me she’d given 

her life to Christ and wanted to stay with us 

for a couple of weeks when she was released. I 

reluctantly said yes. I was skeptical to say the 

least—I’d been around addiction my entire life.

 

It wasn’t easy. She had lots of tears of remorse 

and a rock-bottom self-esteem. She was 

exhausted, heart-broken and penniless. Two 

weeks turned into two years, but it was such a 

joy to watch her grow. It was a stunning display 

of God’s love to see the way He changed her 

back into that vivacious teenager I’d looked up 

to as a child. I got my sister back.

—Heidi Gilbert
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and his girlfriend emptied our bank account 
again and sold my VW Bug. I knew he was 
cheating on me, but I had used up my bag of 
manipulating tricks and was too exhausted 
to care. The phone rang on Mother’s Day. 
My husband asked to speak to Justin. When 
the conversation ended, Justin slammed the 
phone down, burst into tears and ran to his 
bedroom. His father had told him that he 
wasn’t coming home, blaming me for our 
separation. 

I sat alone at the kitchen table. My self-
esteem had reached an all-time low, hating 
myself and the mother I had become. I was 
selfish and weak, frozen in denial with no 
hope of recovery. My despair was interrupted 
when Justin entered the room and put his 
arms around me. He told me it was time for 
us to “divorce dad” because we couldn’t live 
like this anymore. I wondered if God was 
speaking through my ten-year old. He had 
just given me permission to leave his dad. 

I called my parents, who lived in Trinity 

County, and told them everything. They told 
me to pack my bags and come live with them 
to start over. I quit my jobs and packed as 
much as I could and took his car. I left my 
husband a note, apologizing that I could 
no longer live the life he had chosen but 
promised him I would take good care of our 
son. I assured him that he could visit Justin 
whenever he wanted. I was not angry with my 
husband—I was mad at myself for the pain 
and suffering my son had to endure. Justin 
and I cried throughout the nearly four hour 
drive to my parent’s home.

We lived with them for a year. I worked two 
jobs and my parents helped take care of 
Justin. Although Mom still struggled with her 
own addiction, she and Dad provided my 
son with security and a loving home. Justin 

I WAS SELFISH AND 
WEAK, FROZEN IN 
DENIAL WITH NO 

HOPE OF RECOVERY.”

“

MOVE BEYOND 
YOUR HURTS, 
HABITS AND 
HANG-UPS.
Celebrate Recovery offers a way to 
move beyond your hurts, habits and 
hang-ups by giving you the tools 
needed to experience emotional 
health and peace in the midst of 
life’s stresses. Childcare is available 
at no cost to participants of CR.

Thursdays  | 7 p.m. in the Chapel

Debbie holds an old family photo, thankful for the support 
and prayers of loved ones during life’s ups and downs.
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Over 14,00 discipleship videos for kids, youth 

and adults. 

River City Christian video library customized 

with resources recently mentioned in 

Sunday messages.

Videos from well known speakers, including 

Francis Chan, John Piper, Matt Chandler, 

Max Lucado and Dave Ramsey.

Get your FREE MEMBERSHIP at 

rivercitychristian.org

Connect with others in your similar life 

stage through weekly Bible study, monthly 

potluck dinners, social events and service 

projects. For those between the ages of 25 

and 35. 

TUESDAYS: 7 P.M. IN THE CHAPEL

For more information and our current 

schedule, visit rivercitychristian.org or find 

YP on Facebook.

               facebook.com/rivercitychristianYP

YOUNG PROFESSIONALS

Student Ministries will be partnering with 

Amor Ministries to build hope by providing 

homes to families in need. This is a powerful 

way to meet a physical need in order to 

meet a spiritual need with the love of Jesus. 

Students will also have the opportunity to 

run a vacation Bible school for children in 

the community. 

TRIP DATES: MARCH 24-31 

Registration opens November 12

COST: $495 (through January 31) 

$595 (after January 31)



our first conversations were 

filled with attempts to convince 

each other it might be best 

not to have an interest in a 

relationship.

From the moment Debbie and I met we could 

tell God had a hand in it. Had our individual 

paths veered a few inches or the timing been 

a few moments different, we would not have 

met. Our first conversations were filled with 

attempts to convince each other it might be best 

not to have an interest in a relationship. I’m 

glad that didn’t work out! Debbie is my gift, my 

blessing. Thank you, Lord Jesus!

—Herb Bailey

respected my father, who turned into an 
unexpected role model.

By the end of the following year I had filed 
for divorce and, still looking for love, moved 
in with a married man. Three years into 
that relationship, I caught the guy viewing 
pornography and discovered he was doing 
drugs. I tried the “I’m going to leave you” 
threats and the “How could you do this to me?” 
sob story again. They were unsuccessful. I 
gave in to my past and returned to drugs. 
For a while, I tried to compete with his 
porn addiction but eventually gave in to our 
dysfunctional lifestyle. Drugs and alcohol 
helped me cope.

We started a DJ business in 1996, which kept 
us busy and generated a substantial income. 
The next year, we had a close encounter 
with the local Drug Enforcement Agency, but 
managed to lie our way out of any potential 
drug charges.

The close call scared me. I apologized to 
Justin, now 15 years old, and promised I 
would never do drugs again. Naturally, he 
was hesitant. “We’ll see, Mom.” 

I stayed clean for almost three years. My 
mother passed away and Justin graduated 
from high school. He moved to Redding, 
landed a job and got his own place. My 
boyfriend and I also relocated to Redding 
to expand our DJ business and to get 
away from the drug scene. I accepted a 
job as the Entertainment Coordinator for 
one of the busiest nightclubs in the area. 
The promotion came with a huge salary 

increase. My boyfriend and I were making 
a boatload of money. We worked five or six 
days and nights a week. Drugs and alcohol 
went hand-in-hand with the bar scene and 
the late night hours, yet I thought I had the 
world in the palm of my hands. We had a 

“great” year making money, spending money, 
maxing out our credit cards and partying all 
the time.

My father remarried in 2001 and was soon 
diagnosed with lung cancer. I had become 
so self-absorbed that instead of thinking 
about Dad, I focused on getting married 
quickly so that I would have someone to 
walk me down the aisle. My boyfriend and I 
got married in May 2002. Dad passed away 
four months later. His death devastated 
me. The pain and sorrow were unbearable. 
I quit my job, quit drugs, left my husband 
and moved back to Trinity County to help 
my stepmom with my dad’s memorial and 
prepare their house for sale.

A few months later, my husband lost his job 
and begged me to take him back. Since I 
hated being lonely, I gave in. We bought a 
little travel trailer and moved into a beautiful 
RV park on the Trinity River. A few years 
later, we became the managers of the park 
and moved into a new double wide mobile 
home. At last—a bigger home, more money, 
social status and power! We started using 
drugs again, buying and selling to support 
our habit.

Insanity? Yes, indeed! I repeatedly made 
the same choices and same mistakes, yet 
expected different results.
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Eight years of this lifestyle led to bankruptcy. 
I found out my husband was cheating on me 
and had been for a while. Everybody else 
knew, but I was oblivious. I was embarrassed 
and ashamed. I kicked him out and proceeded 
to lie to my family and my friends, seeking to 
place all the blame on him for our break up. I 
said horrible things about him, trying to make 
myself resemble a saint. Retaliating against 
the pain, I cheated on him, hoping to make 
myself feel better about his infidelity. Instead, 
I only felt guilt.

Loneliness overwhelmed me. I begged my 
husband to forgive me and to return home. 
He did and the drug use resumed. One day, 
I caught my husband in the act of adultery. 
I insisted he move out, but our drug use 
continued. I had chosen substances to 
help handle the pain, the heartache and the 
shame that greeted me every morning. I cried 
myself to sleep nearly every night and I would 
frequently fall on my knees begging God to 
please take me.

In March 2010, my prayers were answered, 
only not the way I expected them to be. I was 
arrested, convicted and sentenced to a year 
in jail for selling drugs. My husband walked 
away with a slap on the wrist. I was so angry 
and bitter. My resentment led to exhaustion. 

I now know that God had been waiting 
patiently in the passenger seat for me to 
turn the wheel over to Him. Women’s prison 
ministry entered my life and I realized why I 
was there. God loved me so much that He 
allowed me to be placed behind bars to get 
my full attention. My sister Heidi, a long time 

faithful believer, sent me a Bible so I could 
study Scripture while I was in jail. She wrote 
to me every week. She told me she was proud 
of me, and I felt my heart change. Desperate 
for peace and freedom from my past, I dove 
head first into His Word. Though I was alone 
and afraid, these moments drew me close to 
the Lord.

Because of my incarceration, I lost my 
job, my home and my social status as a 
business owner. However, I began to prosper 
spiritually, discovering emotional healing 
and developing an intimate relationship with 
God. I earned the respect of the correctional 
officers and was awarded trustee status. I 
became friends with a fellow inmate with 
whom I prayed constantly, studied God’s 
Word religiously, and cried daily. God had 
not only saved me from myself, but had 
blessed me with a believing companion 
behind bars. Ironically, I had never felt more 
alive and free in my entire life. God had finally 
gotten a hold of me and made me new again. 
I was not alone and I believed that Jesus 
loved me unconditionally. He gave me the 
strength and courage to forgive those who 
had hurt me and to leave my past at His feet. 
My sentence was lowered to six months and 
I was released in August of 2010.

I soon moved to Sacramento to live with 
my sister, Heidi and her husband, Joe. They 
wasted no time hooking me up with River 
City Christian. I started attending worship 
services, as well as Celebrate Recovery. I 
focused my energy on getting a job. For four 
solid months, I searched for employment, 

submitting over 200 applications. With three 
felonies on my criminal record, finding work 
seemed hopeless, but I pressed on. While 
waiting for someone to give me a chance, I 
started volunteering at a local food bank and 
a nearby skilled nursing facility. I submitted 
an application at a local restaurant and went 
back to see that manager every Tuesday for 
two months until I got the job.

I started my new job in January 2011, and 
enrolled in River City’s Celebrate Recovery 
Twelve Step program in March 2011. I 
completed the twelve steps, found a second 
job at a little family-owned auto repair shop, 
bought myself a car, paid off my credit cards, 
paid off $13,000 in fines and fulfilled my 
probationary obligations.
 
I still struggled to understand what God was 
doing with my life, but I intentionally sought 
direction from His Word. I wanted to get to 
know Him personally and I just wouldn’t let 
Him alone. I think “stalking” God is okay—it 
turns out He likes it!
 

Debbie with Herb, whom she married 2 years ago. Their 
wedding ceremony, she says, was a testimony of God’s grace.



Celebrate Recovery provided a safe place 
that I could talk about my fears and my 
failures. The community there taught me 
to take responsibility for my behavior and 
acknowledge my character defects. Through 
the studies and the examples of others, I 
learned that God could give me the strength 
to forgive my enemies, make amends with 
people I had let down and overcome my past. 
I even learned to forgive myself.

I tried dating a few times, but I realized that 
I wasn’t ready for an authentic relationship. 
While living with my sister and her husband 
I saw first-hand what a Christ-centered 
marriage looked like. I vowed that the only 
way I was going to pursue a relationship 
again was if my partner was a faithful 
believer. I asked God to prepare my heart for 
a Christian man, a man that would love me 
like Jesus loves the Church. 
 
A few years had passed since I had allowed 
the Lord to straighten out my life. Though I 
was single, for the first time in many years, 

DivorceCare exists to help you find 
healing and hope after a broken 
relationship. This 13-week support 
group is for those who are separated 
or are experiencing the pain of 
divorce.

For more information, contact 
pmiguel@riverciychristian.org 

GriefShare assists you in your 
recovery from the deep hurt of loss. 
For 13 weeks you will meet with 
others who have also experienced 
loss as you receive practical teaching 
to find healing, hope and direction.
For all ages. 

For more information, contact 
pmiguel@riverciychristian.org

“      I URGE EVERYONE 
TO LET GOD HAVE 

FULL REIGN IN 
SHARING YOUR LIFE 
STORY. NO MATTER 

WHAT CHAPTER 
YOU’RE CURRENTLY 

IN, HE CAN TAKE 
IT AND USE IT FOR 

HIS GLORY AND FOR 
YOUR GOOD.”

I wasn’t lonely because Jesus had filled the 
void as only He could. I actually became 
rather comfortable being single. 

However, God surprised me by dropping a 
wonderful man, Herb, into my life. Our first 
date was dinner and our second date was 
church. We dated for two years before he 
asked my son and my sister for permission to 
marry me. His Christmas present to me was 
a proposal. We sought premarital counseling 
through River City and our wedding ceremony 
was a testimony of God’s grace. We just 
celebrated our second wedding anniversary.

I cannot praise God enough for His mercies 
in my life. I wasted so many years, but now I 
daily experience the joy of a relationship with 
a loving Savior. I pray that you, too, may find 
the healing that only Jesus can bring. I urge 
everyone to let God have full reign in sharing 
your life story. No matter what chapter you’re 
currently in, He can take it and use it for His 
glory and for your good.
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WEEKLY MEETINGS

Sunday Mornings: 
10:00 a.m. in the Student Café 

Sunday Nights:
Gym & Student Café open at 6:30 p.m

UPCOMING EVENTS

11/5: Super Sunday

11/11: Mall Masquerade

11/26: Flag Football vs. College

12/17: Christmas Party

WEEKLY MEETINGS

Sunday Mornings: 
10:00 a.m. in the Middle School Room 

Wednesday Nights:
6:30 p.m. in the Middle School Room 

UPCOMING EVENTS

11/4: Pizza & Party

12/20: Christmas Party

WEEKLY MEETINGS

Small groups meet on a variety of week 
nights. To get connected to a group, 

email kkerchner@rivercitychristian.org 

UPCOMING EVENTS

11/3: First Friday

12/8: First Friday

For event updates and announcements, text “RIVERCITY678”, “RIVERCITYHS” or “RIVERCITYCOLLEGE” to 95577

CONNECT WITH US! 
Staying connected with River City is simple. 

Check us out online, on your phone or tablet and on the radio! 

APP

Quickly access 
Sunday’s message 
and Growth Group 
questions, submit 
a prayer request 
and give securely 
through the River 
City app. 

FACEBOOK

View, like and 
share video clips, 
sermon quotes, 
event updates and 
photos. Watch us on 
Facebook Live every 
Sunday at 11:30 a.m. 

facebook.com/
wearerivercity

YOUTUBE

Subscribe to the 
“River City Christian” 
Youtube channel 
and receive alerts 
when new content 
is posted. Our library 
includes video of 
Sunday messages, 
devotionals, event 
highlights and more.

7 10 AM

Tune in every 
weekday at noon to 
hear Pastor Jesse 
on the radio. Set 
the dial to 710 AM 
for encouraging 
truth and Biblical 
teaching.

INSTAGRAM

Engage with us 
through inspiring 
posts, highlight 
videos and photos 
of the River City 
family! 

Follow us 
@wearerivercity
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