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Fear destroys dreams and brings possibilities to a screeching halt. For this 

reason, this edition of Imagine spotlights individuals who have faced the 

unknown by gripping onto the One who is the ultimate Lifeline. 

Fleeing religious persecution in Vietnam, Minh Ha Nguyen and his family 

escaped on a small fishing vessel. After enduring many atrocities, they finally 

landed in Switzerland. A VBF scholarship recipient, Minh Ha was never 

crippled by this horrific experience. Rather, it propelled 

him in his faith journey.

Never anxious about what the weather might hold, 

Roy Lee Mattox planted, toiled and reaped the harvest, 

season after season. With the fruits of his labor, he 

sowed seeds at his church, creating a passion for 

missions that will continue to grow into the future. 

Dismissing her concerns of disease and natural disasters, Linda Ross traveled 

the globe constructing houses with Habitat for Humanity, while funding a 

soccer outreach program in Southwest Virginia. 

Facing daunting challenges, Ed Fitzgerald grew a telephone company in the 

small town of Gretna. He always felt his real calling was to support his local 

church, world missions and his community. Having faithfully sung in the choir 

for 65 years, his song of generosity still rings out. 

Through their incredible faith in the Lord, all these individuals conquered 

their fears and accomplished amazing feats. 

Cindy Elmore 

Editor

COnquerIng Fear wIth FaIth
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As a child, Minh Ha Nguyen escaped Vietnam on a dilapidated 

fishing boat. Thirty years later, this two-time immigrant and 

three-time Virginia Baptist Foundation scholarship recipient 

is impacting the world through his work as a missions 

researcher and through a network of native-language house 

churches he started in his new hometown.
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As the boat’s jerry-rigged van-motor 
wrenched them from their homeland, 
the not-too-distant beach filled with 
lights and shouts of enraged police. 
Gunshots sought out victims, but to 
no avail. The now-refugees had barely 
escaped bullets’ reach, barely escaped 
Communist threat.

Safe departure was their first miracle, 
but relief was short-lived. The next 
six days, these “boat people” endured 
more hardship than most Americans 
face in a lifetime. By day two, there 
was no drinking water. By day three, 
all food was gone. And, as if luck had 
totally abandoned them, day five 
delivered a devastating storm. Incessant 

rain poured into the boat faster than 
everyone could bail. To avoid sinking, 
they threw overboard all their worldly 
possessions. Anything not breathing 
had to go, even the navigational 
equipment.

The story should end here, but 
for another miracle. The refugees 
survived nature’s onslaught and 
shortly thereafter, happened upon 
an Australian oil rig off the coast of 
Malaysia. The crew provided them 
lifesaving water and food, and then 
directed them onward to Malaysia.  
Finally, the weathered, yet hopeful 
passengers reached land … only 
to be denied entry. The stress and 

disappointment were so intense that 
one man attempted (unsuccessfully) 
to commit suicide. And then, yet 
another miracle ensued. The Malaysian 
governor happened to pass by, saw the 
ruckus and delivered timely news. The 
“boat people” could stay due to their 
refugee status, based on a resolution 

nder the cloak of darkness, the 

frightened families and desperate 

bystanders climbed aboard a 

ramshackle fishing boat. They 

carried those too young or too old 

to walk, as well as their bundled 

belongings. The wooden vessel, 

built for 70 persons maximum, 

was barely afloat once all 140 souls 

huddled aboard. Theirs was not 

a voyage for fishing or fun, but an 

illegal journey to freedom. By leaving, 

they risked perils of the open sea. By staying, they 

risked certain death—if not physically, at least emotionally 

and spiritually—at the hands of the Viet Cong. Rather than 

living with the prospect of blacklists, merciless torture 

and “Circle of Hell” prison camps, these brave Vietnamese 

families endeavored to escape.

By day two, there was no more water. By day three,  

all food was gone. And, as if luck had totally abandoned them, 

day five delivered a devastating storm.

SCHOLAR 
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passed just two days prior by the  
United Nations High Commissioner  
for Refugees.

Minh Ha Nguyen was 11 years old at 
the time, and the suicidal man was his 
father. He and his six siblings relived 
the terrifying events through horrific 
nightmares over the next five years. 

“My people and generations before 
endured harsh persecution and 
isolation,” he shared. “But God was in 
this all the time, every time.”

Minh Ha’s entire family survived, 
including his father: a Christian 
evangelical pastor whom the 
Communists had previously abducted, 
imprisoned and persecuted for his faith. 
“My parents believed God had a plan for 
us,” Minh Ha said. “If we all died, if we 
all lived, we all stayed together. I thank 
God for that.” 

His family yearned to resettle in 
America, where they could freely 
worship and build new lives, but God 
opened other doors. A Swiss church 
provided financial support for relocation 

and visas. “We 
cried when we 
couldn’t find 
Switzerland on 
the map,” Minh 
Ha remembered, 
but those tears 
eventually changed 
to joy. For the next 
13 years, he lived 
in Switzerland, 
where he was 
educated, obtained 
citizenship and 
served in the 
Army. 

He also made 
another significant 
decision during 
that time: Minh Ha 
committed his life to Christ. 

“That specific night I accepted Christ, 
I had an image of the hand of God,” he 
recalled. “He was pulling up the boat [I 
had escaped in as a child] … and I knew 
God was with us. That memory really 
affirmed my life. I was supposed to die, 
but lived because God saved us. He was 
faithful.”

Minh Ha’s father remained faithful, 
too, traveling Switzerland to locate 
other Vietnamese refugees so they 
could share life and faith in their new 
land. Eventually, his father pastored 
Switzerland’s Vietnamese Evangelical 
Church, never realizing he also was 
mentoring his son for future Kingdom 
service.

Years later, Minh Ha was called to full-
time ministry. He attended Emmaus 
Bible College, where he met his future 
wife, Corinne. They married, and in 
1993, Minh Ha’s childhood dream was 
realized when the couple relocated to 
America for graduate school. Today, 
they live in Richmond, along with their 
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“My parents believed 

God had a plan for 

us,” Minh Ha said.  

“If we all died, if 

we all lived, we all 

stayed together. I 

thank God for that.”

Right: The 

Nguyen family, 

along with close 

friends, prepares 

to leave their 

homeland for the 

sake of religious 

freedom. 

Below: Minh Ha 

Nguyen’s father, 

a Vietnamese 

pastor who was 

imprisoned and 

tortured for his 

faith, continued 

to faithfully 

serve the Lord 

after fleeing to 

Switzerland.

This dilapidated fishing boat 

miraculously carried Minh Ha Nguyen, 

his family (pictured above) and another 

123 refugees from Vietnam to Malaysia, 

where Red Cross nurses provided care. 

Minh Ha’s journey took him from 

Vietnam to Malaysia to Switzerland, and 

then finally to the United States. Along 

the way, Minh Ha found more than a 

place to call home. He found a Savior.

12,000-MiLE joURNEy
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two American-born daughters, Lois 

and Wendelyn. Corinne achieved a 

master’s degree in English as a foreign 

language, which she applies as a teacher 

of English and French at John Tyler 

Community College and the University 

of Richmond. Minh Ha completed a 

master of divinity degree in 1997, and 

more recently, a master of theology 

degree. Today, he works full-time at 

the International Mission Board, where 

he is a manager in the global research 

department.

It was through statistical data that 

God revealed to Minh Ha the plethora 

of unreached people groups in the 

Richmond region. As an immigrant 

himself, he also realized the 

internationals’ distinct needs. In 2009, 

Minh Ha launched the International 

Community Church (ICC): a house-

church network where unique ethnic 

groups worship in their heart language 

and come together for monthly 

celebration using simple English. No 

wonder the house churches quickly 

reproduced, for they meet spiritual and 

cultural needs. Now, eight years later, 

the ICC serves a dozen people groups, 

including Vietnamese, Cambodians and 

Nepalis. “I wasn’t a planter, but I had 

made a vow to God,” said Minh Ha. And 

though thrilled with the results thus far, 

Minh Ha knows his work is not done.

Supported by other planters, churches 

and believers sharing the vision, ICC 

seeks to establish in the Richmond 

region at least one house church for 

every language group, which currently 

Believers worship in their heart 

language at a Cambodian house church 

(left) and Nepali house church (above).

Minh Ha’s vision was for the network to 

establish a church for every language 

group in the greater Richmond area, 

which currently totals 125. 

totals 125. Within the first six years 
of setting that goal, 30 house-church 
groups were formed. Though Minh Ha 
stepped down from ICC leadership more 
than a year ago to concentrate on his 

doctorate, ICC growth and geographic 
expansion continue. ICC now extends 
beyond the city and state of its 
origin, engaging many other ethnic 
communities across the U.S. 

A three-time Virginia Baptist 

Foundation scholarship recipient,  

Minh Ha completed a master of divinity 

degree in 1997, and more recently, 

a master of theology degree from 

Southeastern Baptist Theological 

Seminary. Today, he’s working on his 

doctorate in missiology, which he plans 

to use in his position at the international 

Mission Board, where he is a manager  

in the global research department.

In 2009, Minh Ha launched the International 

Community Church: a  house-church network 

where unique ethnic groups worship in their 

heart language and come together for monthly 

celebration using simple English.

BAPTiST PRESS iMB
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The VBF Scholarship Program benefits student applicants of various ages and cultures. your gift 

to the fund—whether $50 or $5,000—demonstrates your commitment to continued education for 

Christian students and scholars, such as Minh Ha Nguyen. Won’t you help further God’s Plan for 

His people and His church? Contact Virginia Baptist Foundation for additional information.

are yOu ready tO Invest In a student’s eduCatIOn?
COntInued eduCatIOn 
FOr COntInued 
OutreaCh

Realizing that advanced education will 

strengthen his missional leadership, 

Minh Ha currently pursues a PhD in 

international missiology at Southeastern 

Baptist Theological Seminary. His 

research focuses on global trends of 

urbanization and mass migration of 

people groups. “My goal is to develop 

new missional and cross-cultural 

models of advancing the Gospel,” he 

said. “My advanced training will help 

me equip pastors in Richmond and 

other cities to better reach the nations 

God has brought to our communities.” 

Additionally, as new disciples emerge, 

they will take the Gospel of Jesus Christ 

to their home countries. 

The doctoral program has not been 

easy for Minh Ha in terms of workload, 

finances and stamina. Fortunately, 

Virginia Baptist Foundation has 

responded with a cumulative total of 

$8,000 in scholarships. “Their extra 

financial support was more than 

welcome, especially since my daughter is 

in college, too,” Minh Ha noted. “It makes 

a huge difference in terms of emotional 

support, as well. The scholarships 

demonstrate that people care about 
us and our studies, and churches and 
foundations think education is important 
enough to invest in.”

Minh Ha is grateful for VBF’s generosity, 
as well as its vision for the nations. “The 
Global Commission is not just cultural, 
it’s biblical,” he said. “Churches through 
the centuries have thought it important 
to develop strong Christians who God 
would use to influence cultures and 
society for the Gospel. Today, God wants 
us to wake up the church and feel His 
joy of being part of His mission. 

“We all need to join God in what He  
is doing.” 

Minh Ha leads 

prayer during a 

commissioning 

service for a 

Vietnam mission 

trip in 2015.

Left: Minh Ha 

and his wife, 

Corinne, have two 

daughters, one of 

which is attending 

college at the 

same time as her 

father.

Below: Minh Ha 

leads worship for 

a Vietnamese iCC 

group. He has since 

stepped down to 

work on his PhD.
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Their  

hard
work

keePS

paying 

off

hard wOrk was hIs CallIng.  
Long days were his norm. Much of his adult life, Roy Lee Mattox 

labored dawn to dusk as proprietor of a family-owned sawmill 

in Prince George County. Like two generations before him, 

amid pervasive sawdust and deafening noise, Roy Lee skillfully 

debarked and sawed neighbors’ felled logs into rough-cut 

lumber. Between shifts and after hours, he squeezed in a second 

occupation: farming close to 500 acres of his family’s 1,000-acre 

homestead. Roy Lee tilled, planted or harvested, depending on 

the season, and he did so with little to no outside help. Despite 

two jobs, cash flow was sporadic. Roy Lee prudently saved his 

income ... or made sure it was put to good use. 

Roy Lee’s wife shared his work ethic, 
as well as his penchant for thriftiness. 
Early in their marriage, Lois taught 
home economics for Dinwiddie County 
Public Schools. When they later adopted 
a baby boy, she accepted the traditional 
role of a 1950s farmwife: staying 
home to raise their son, growing 
vegetables to augment their groceries 
and preparing three, hot home-cooked 
meals most every day. An exceptional 
seamstress, Lois also fashioned many 
of their clothes. “She was the rock 
under that roof: kind, sincere, firm and 
knowledgeable,” said Janice Moring, 
their neighbor of 37 years. “Roy Lee 
was the silent partner: a very quiet and 
humble gentleman with a dry humor, 
but very sincere.”

The family’s pastimes, though few, were 
typically shared. Friday nights, they drove 
to town for dinner at Nanny’s Restaurant 

or King’s Barbecue. Sundays were 
reserved as a day for rest and faithful 
attendance at Oakland Baptist Church.

“Roy Lee and Lois were at Oakland 
every time the church door opened,” 

by Lynn Kirk
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Roy Lee and Lois Mattox
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Janice recalled. Lois not only taught 
Sunday School and Vacation Bible 
School, she led Girls in Action (GAs), 
facilitated a weekly Bible study and sang 
in the choir. 

Meanwhile, Roy Lee served in another 
meaningful capacity: as a faithful 
financial supporter. “They were not 
spendthrifts,” said Hugh Mumford, 
Oakland’s chairman of trustees. “And 
I never knew them to spend money 
on themselves,” added Joy Burroughs, 
church treasurer. Though frugal with 

their home finances, Roy Lee and Lois 

were quick to share their resources with 

others. “If anyone needed anything, 

they helped privately. They didn’t want 

[other] people to know,” Joy said. “Mr. 

Mattox did not like debt of any kind, 

so he was always concerned where the 

church was financially.” If members’ 

combined offerings didn’t achieve 

the church’s Lottie Moon Christmas 

Offering, Roy Lee would make up the 

difference through an anonymous gift. 

“Even when he got to where he couldn’t 

oakland Baptist Church reserves Camp Kehukee for a week every july, so members can 

retreat and fellowship together. 

“Roy Lee and Lois would have wanted every dime left to benefit lots and lots of people 

for lots and lots of years,” said janice Moring, their longtime neighbor and friend.

With the help of Virginia Baptist Foundation, the Mattox Fund does just that. 

Distributions from the endowment helped refurbish the meeting rooms, build an 

octagonal gaga pit, purchase new paddle boats, buy a commercial-grade convection 

oven, restock the pond and pave the basketball court, among other improvements. 

“We know how to get the most out of the funds,” says Hugh Mumford. While the fund 

helped cover the cost of materials, much of the labor was performed by volunteers 

from oakland Baptist Church. 

That’s exactly the kind of thriftiness that would make Roy and Lois proud.

Lois was a  1950s homemaker and 

mother who put family, faith and 

home before career.

Camp Kehukee’s seasonal 

visitors appreciate the indoor 

and outdoor enhancements 

provided by the Mattox Fund.

THROUGH THE YEARS, ROY LEE  
AND LOIS QUIETLY AmAssED A

 multi-million-
dollar estate.

PHOTOS JAy PAUL
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come to church, he’d still ask was there 
anything the church needed,” Joy said. 
“Roy Lee felt like it wasn’t his money, so 
not only did he tithe, he gave over and 
above,” Hugh stated.

Lois died in 2008. Roy Lee lived another 
four years, 
passing away 
at her family’s 
homeplace in 
2012. Though 
both are 
deceased, 
the couple’s 
generosity 
continues 
beyond the 
grave.

Through the 
years, Roy Lee 
and Lois quietly 
amassed a 
multi-million-
dollar estate. As 
a result of their 
will and trust, 
Oakland Baptist 
Church received 
a significant 
gift: close to 
$2-million cash, 
plus 155 acres 
of timberland 
valued at 
more than $400,000. Grateful for the 
unexpected endowment and desiring 
to honor the benefactors’ intentions, 
Oakland’s trustees and budget finance 
committee collaborated and presented 
options to the church body. The church 
voted to retain the timberland until it 
matured, at which time it will be cut 
and the profit invested.

As for the monetary gift, Oakland 
lacked investment experience, so they 
turned to professionals with proven 

track records. A portion was invested 
with a Richmond-based financial 
institution, and the majority was 
entrusted to Virginia Baptist Foundation 
(VBF). The funds were left to grow the 
first year, and thereafter a percentage 

of cash assets was 
designated for 
annual distribution 
to local missions. 
“We wanted to 
honor him [Roy 
Lee] by making a 
perpetual situation 
available,” Hugh 
said. “We’ve 
not touched the 
principal to date.”

The Mattox 
missions 
committee was 
established 
to select 
organizations 
worthy of receiving 
financial support. 
“Roy Lee was from 
Prince George 
and she was from 
Dinwiddie, and 
that’s where their 
lives centered,” 
Janice said. “He 
wanted it to 

serve people in the area they served 
and helped.” As a result, during the 
last three years a total of $160,000 
was donated to several of the region’s 
charities, including Fellowship of 
Christian Athletes, Helping Hands  
and CCHASM. Funds also were 
designated to Camp Kehukee, a 
Christian retreat also located in 
Prince George County. Estate proceeds 
funded the camp’s conference center 
renovations and recreational additions, 

including a gaga pit, basketball court 

and paddle boats. Years past, Lois 

and Roy Lee visited Camp Kehukee 

during church retreats, picnics and 

youth outings, so the enhancements 

pay tribute to those memories.

As for Oakland’s decision to partner 

with VBF, Hugh noted some loyalty 

because of their affiliation with the 

Baptist General Assembly of Virginia. 

“Trust is the most important 

character in any relationship, and 

we’ve had trust for VBF from the 

beginning,” Hugh stated. “They’ve 

done what they said they’d do, and 

they’ve been very up-front. Their 

customer service is also what it is 

supposed to be,” Hugh said. “Money 

is available when we want it without 

penalty or waiting weeks and 

weeks.” Additionally, Joy appreciates 

VBF’s personal, one-on-one service 

and quick response to questions. 

Thanks to frugalness, stewardship 

and savvy financial planning, 

the hard-earned savings of Roy 

Lee and Lois Mattox continues to 

generously impact countless lives. It 

extends the church’s local outreach, 

supports worthwhile missions 

and demonstrates Christian 

benevolence. “Mr. Mattox felt like 

God had blessed him and he wanted 

to bless others,” Joy said. 

And so, the blessings continue … 

now through perpetuity.  

18

oAKLAND BAPTiST CHURCH

One of the oldest Baptist churches in Virginia, Oakland was founded in 1714, in the town now called 

Disputanta. Church history records that membership grew to 163 within the first 50 years. A century 

later when the Civil War broke out, Union soldiers dismantled the original church building and used 

the boards to build an army hospital. Post war, the community rallied and rebuilt the sanctuary. By 

the early-nineteenth century, Czecho-Slovak settlers were provided use of the building for bi-lingual 

church services. Today, much like its beginning, Oakland Baptist has returned to an English-only 

service that averages 170 in weekly attendance. Outreach is active through local to international 

missions, as well as televised services. Robert Livesay, iii has pastored the church since 1993.

CCHASM, an alliance for social 

ministry, provides groceries for 

neighbors in need, thanks to 

generous volunteers and financial 

supporters, such as the Mattox Fund.

during the last 
three years  

a total of 

$160,000 

was donated  
to several of the 

region’s charities, 
including 

fellowship of 
christian athletes, 

helping hands, 
CChasM and   

caMp KehuKee.

WITHOUT 
A WILL

… the Commonwealth of 

Virginia will enact a plan 

regarding the distribution 

of your estate, known as 

intestate succession. 

… someone unknown to 

you will settle your estate.

… you and your heirs will 

lose control of your assets 

and their distribution.

For these reasons and 

more, a will is an important 

tool in estate planning. 

Remember: A will can 

do more than designate 

beneficiaries. if desired, it 

also can denote a charitable 

bequest, where a portion of 

your estate is designated to 

the church or organization(s) 

of your choice, at no cost 

during your lifetime.

CCHASM
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By Ron Hall

It is a common misconception that a person has to 

be of high wealth to make a gift in their passing. 

When you consider planned giving, some of 2016’s 

big donors may come to mind such as:

Phil Knight (Nike cofounder) gave $500 million to 

the University of Oregon

 Nicolas Berggruen (investor and businessman) 

gave $500 million to a public think-tank

Phil and Penny Knight (Nike cofounder and wife) 

gave $400 million to Stanford University

 Michael Bloomberg (businessman and mass-

media mogul) gave $360 million to a handful of 

organizations, including Johns Hopkins University

Steve Cohen (investor and hedge fund manager) 

gave $275 million to provide mental health services 

to former service members and their families

Sean Parker (Facebook founding president) gave 

$250 million for cancer research

 Sheryl Sandberg (Facebook CEO) gave $107 million 

to nonprofits that help women and girls

Paul Allen (Microsoft cofounder) gave $100 million 

to support bioscience research

While many of the wealthy in America are not big 

givers to charity (only 22 people on the 2016 Forbes 

400 list of wealthiest Americans appear on the 

year’s Philanthropy 50 list!), these benefactors have 

joined the list of other 

Americans across time 

(Carnegie, Franklin, 

Getty, Mellon, 

Morgan, Rockefeller 

and Vanderbilt) who 

voluntarily gave of 

their personal wealth 

for the betterment of 

society and country. 

America and its people 

will be immeasurably 

blessed by their 

generosity.

This said, occasionally 

I will hear, “My family 

is of modest means. 

I never had the big 

job title or the corner 

office. We are ordinary 

people and cannot give 

like the wealthy can.” 

Permit me to introduce 

you to members of our foundation family 

whose perpetual gifts generate at least 

$6,000 annually to their favorite charity. 

Their gifts did not receive the accolades 

of their wealthy counterparts, yet they 

experienced the same joy in giving, 

supposedly reserved for others: 

   Earl and Gladys Gilpatrick (factory 

maintenance man and homemaker) 

established a donor-advised fund with 

their entire estate to benefit their church

   Jack and Arpie Littlejohn (shipyard 

worker and homemaker) established 

a charitable fund with their entire 

estate to benefit their church 

   Charles and Betsy Rawls (timber 

buyer and homemaker) established a 

donor-advised fund with their entire 

estate to benefit three charities

   Ruth Routon (office manager of 

a truck and equipment company) 

established a donor-advised fund to 

benefit her church

   Fon and Johnnie Scofield (career 

missionaries) established a donor-

advised fund with their entire estate 

to support four charities

   Della Shackelford (college financial 

aid office worker) established a donor-

advised fund with her entire estate  

to benefit four nonprofits, including 

her church

   Jack Trent (government employee) 

established a donor-advised fund with 

his entire estate to continue his tithe 

to his church beyond his lifetime

Just as these Christian stewards 

dreamed and experienced, your gift 

too can have a profound impact on 

Kingdom work and the lives of others. 

You do not need to be numbered among 

those able to sign a national giving 

pledge for your gift to have meaning 

and impact. Even the humblest 

among us can leave the world a better 

place just for having been here. 

Nearly 2,000 years ago, Jesus and 

His disciples went to the temple in 

Jerusalem for worship. There in the 

court of  women, the Master painted 

with His words for all to see a different 

portrait  of giving. Regarding the 

widow’s smaller contribution to the 

treasury, Jesus said, “They all gave 

out of their wealth. But she gave 

all that she had.” (Mark 12:44)  

C E o’S

C O R N E R Ron Hall, 

President and CEo 

emphasizes that 

everyone can make  

a planned gift.
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“ Can i really make a planned gift 
if i have never had a high-paying 
job or owned a big house?”

EVERyoNE 
CAN giVE.

 “ Make all you can.  

Save all you can.  

Give all you can.”   
— John Wesley

“ I can’t do everything, 

but I can do 

something to help 

somebody. And what 

I can do, I will do.  

I wished I could  

do more.” 

— Oseola McCarty 
Washerwoman & Philanthropist

“ Life is better when 

you are happy, but 

best when others  

are happy because  

of you.”

—Unknown
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but he had no way of 
checking on his family 
during the day. That is, 
until he read about a 
new-fangled invention: 
the telephone. The 
novelty intrigued him, 
so in 1881, he ordered a 

phone in the Alexander Graham Bell design. 

Little did E.B. realize that with the arrival of his 
new telephone—the first in his community—his 
family legacy was born.

a lIttle hIstOry
The telephone was invented in 1876, and Bell 
Phone Company was established the following 
year. Initially, phone lines were not extended 
to rural areas, so during the mid-1880s, the 
newly introduced communication system was 
unavailable in southside Virginia.

The apparatus E.B. ordered was primitive: just a 
large box with a diaphragm that acted both as 
transmitter and receiver. According to a telephone 
company publication, “Mr. Fitzgerald would knock 
on the diaphragm with a small rubber hammer 

to attract the attention of his family on the other 
end. Once the called party heard the beating 
and responded, the conversation could begin by 
talking loudly in to the diaphragm.”

E.B. was thrilled with this new mode of 
communication, as were others in the 
community. Shortly thereafter, the Fitzgerald 
home was connected to neighbors and other 
businesses.

In 1893, the Bell patent expired, so independent 
telephone companies launched. Eventually a 
magneto system was installed using native 
poles, wires and crank telephone sets. By the 
turn of the century, 
what began as E.B.’s 
hobby morphed into 
a region of customers 
who desired telephone 
service. In 1920, 
the Virginia State 
Corporation recorded 
the Fitzgeralds’ 
formation of the 
Peoples Mutual 
Telephone Company in 
Greta, Virginia.

oday’s mobile phones connect family 
and friends, here and yonder. They 

google facts, record appointments, take 
photos, send text messages and more. As 
such an integral part of our daily routine, it’s 
difficult to imagine a day without them.

But such was life in rural Virginia more than a 
century ago, when this story begins.

The place was Gretna (in northern Pittsylvania County, 
about halfway between Lynchburg and Danville). The 
year was 1881. And the family? The Fitzgeralds.

E.B. Fitzgerald, Sr. was an entrepreneur who ran a 
farm, as well as a gristmill and general store. Needless 
to say, he worked hard and long to provide for his wife 
and 11 children. E.B.’s businesses and homeplace, 
known as Sunnyside, were less than a mile apart, 

How a family of communications pioneers is bringing  
the Good News to communities across the world.

D O N O R 

STORiES 

donor-advised 
funds

E.B. Fitzgerald II (left) 

holds a primitive 

transmitter-receiver 

diaphragm, which 

evolved into the dial 

telephone displayed by 

his son, Ed Fitzgerald III.

Below left: Three 

generations of Fitzgeralds 

pioneered southwestern 

Virginia’s telephone service, 

enabling Ed (far right) 

to eventually establish 

philanthropic funding on 

behalf of his family.

Center: Emily and Ed 

Fitzgerald married in 1955.

Right: Emily loved working 

with children, especially 

during Sunday School and 

Bible School.
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the next generatIOns
In 1930, E.B. Fitzgerald II joined the 
company as president and manager, 
operating the company from a business 
office in the front parlor of his home. 

Edmond Boxley Fitzgerald III (Ed) 
was born in 1927. He graduated as 
valedictorian of Gretna High School 
and volunteered for the U.S. Army on 
his seventeenth birthday. After serving 
in Europe, Ed returned to the U.S. and 
obtained a degree from the College 
of William & Mary. Like his father, Ed 
joined the family business. He worked 
in all areas of the company over the 
next 50 years, and led the growth of 
Peoples Mutual Telephone Company 
from one small exchange serving some 
400 telephones—with as many as 10 
on a single line—to more than 7,000 
customers with private lines. 

As the business thrived, so did Ed’s 
family. He and his wife, Emily (whom 
he married in 1955), were blessed with 
two children: Ann and her brother, Ed 
Fitzgerald IV. Ann recalled, “While Dad 
worked, Mom took care of things at 
home. She had a big garden and was 
always the room mother, band mom 
and PTO leader. She was amazing!” 

Some would say the same of the 
couple’s service. For more than 28 
years, Ed was active with the Virginia 
Independent Telephone Association. 
He also held leadership positions with 
the Pittsylvania County School Board, 
Gretna’s Town Council, Chamber 
of Commerce and Peoples Bank. In 
addition, he was chairman of the 
Ramsey Memorial Medical Center for 
close to 50 years.

To no one’s surprise, Ed was named 
Outstanding Citizen of the Year in 1984 
by the Pittsylvania County Chamber of 
Commerce. “Dad enjoyed responding to 
needs and opportunities as they came 

up,” Ann said. “He enjoyed 
serving the community.” 

Ed’s joy in helping others 
extended to First Baptist 
Church of Gretna, where 
he and his family faithfully 
attended. Not only did he 
serve as deacon and deacon 
chair, but he also taught 
Sunday School for 25 years 
and sang tenor in the choir 
for 65 years. Emily was a 
WMU leader and deacon, 
and she worked with 
children in Sunday School 
and GAs. Ed and Emily 
both served on the Virginia 
Baptist Mission Board. 

One year, First Baptist of 
Gretna was trying to decide 
whether to sponsor a local 
Habitat for Humanity project. 
Emily remembered telling 
the church, “I dreamed 
about it in the night, and God 
spoke to me that we should 
do this.” The church agreed 
and successfully built a 
Habitat house.

“Community was vital 
to them,” son-in-law 
Kent Brown noted. “They 
joined everything and did 
everything because they 
were interested in other 
people. They both were 
encouragers.” 

The Fitzgeralds’ mission endeavors 
eventually extended across the globe. In 
1988, they joined other Virginia Baptists 
on an evangelism trip to Tanzania. 
Though in their early sixties, they stayed 
in a remote region, traversed scary paths 
through the bush and slept in tents. 
Kent described, “Using a generator, they 
ran a projector for the ‘Jesus’ movie.” 

The Tanzanians had never seen a film, 
and the mission bore fruit. “Tall, white-
haired men were considered wise,” Kent 
added. So, Ed was both well received and 
well respected.

Their mission journeys continued, 
including several Baptist World 
Alliance trips and a trek to Mexico, 
where Ed sang gospel music with 
the “Countrymen.” Perhaps most 
meaningful were their three visits to the 

Precious Children’s Village in Kottayam, 

India. Three generations of their extended 

family helped teach Bible School for 135 

children. During their 2011 trip, Ed and 

Emily were ages 83 and 81 respectively, 

demonstrating that service in Christ’s 

name knows no age, no boundaries. 

There were other trips, too ... through 

every state in the U.S. and to continents 

from the Artic to Australia. The couple’s 

Left: The Fitzgeralds enjoyed the 

thrill of international travel, including 

this 2013 excursion to Thailand.

Top: Ed sang joyfully in his church 

choir for 65 years.

Above: Children in India adored  

the Fitzgeralds, who taught Bible  

School there.

Though in their early 

sixties, they stayed 

in a remote region, 

traversed scary paths 

through the bush and 

slept in tents. 
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last big excursion was a 2013 cruise to 
Singapore, Thailand, Cambodia and 
Vietnam. Once they stopped traveling, 
Ed continued the hobby he loved by 
reminiscing through travel magazines. 

resOurCes shared
Rapidly changing technology made it 
increasingly difficult for independent 
companies, such as theirs, to compete 
in the telecommunications industry. 
Ed and his family sold their business 
in 2000 to a conglomerate, mainly to 

ensure their customers would continue 
to receive good telephone service. 
“He must have recognized early on 
that it [telephone service] would be a 
necessity in society,” Kent said. “He 
was quite a visionary.”

Ed was a visionary in another way, 
too: charitable planning. He and Emily 
established four donor-advised funds 
(DAF) through the Virginia Baptist 
Foundation. The first, set up in 1998, 
has supported worthwhile projects 
and programs ranging from Habitat 
for Humanity, Northern Pittsylvania 
County Food Center and WMU of 

Virginia, to scholarships and new band 
uniforms for the local high school.

The couple’s second DAF, called the Ed 
& Emily Fund, has directed proceeds 
to their church and the India Baptist 
Theological Seminary (for which Ann 
gave the graduation address in 2015). 

The Fitzgeralds also established DAFs 
as wedding gifts for their grandsons 
and their new wives. Each couple was 
honored by the gesture, and they have 
the continued privilege of determining 
each year’s beneficiaries.

Ed died earlier this year, a few months 
shy of his and Emily’s 62nd wedding 
anniversary. The Lord chose to richly 
bless Emily on that day, however, with 
the birth of a fourth great-grandchild.

Emily reflected, 
“I am grateful 
that God gave me 
such a wonderful 
man to share 
my life and that 
our children and 
grandchildren live 
out Ed’s prayer – 
serving God and 
each other.”  

DoNoR-ADViSED FUNDS DoUBLE AS WEDDiNg giFTS
“When we got married, my grandparents set up a donor-advised fund as their wedding gift to us. They said that 

supporting positive causes was an important part of their relationship, and they wanted to encourage us to express that 

kind of generosity as well. In addition to our regular giving, we have used the donor-advised fund to contribute to our 

church, our grandparents’ church and other organizations, including the Baptist Joint Committee and CBF Missions. This 

has been a good way for us to experience some of the generosity that has been so meaningful to my grandparents, and 

it continues to be a meaningful way to honor their legacy.” Robert Brown, grandson of Ed and Emily Fitzgerald

Robert’s wife, Karen Brown, added, “The Virginia Baptist Foundation donor-advised fund was the coolest wedding gift 

we could receive. It was a generous gift that enabled us to practice generosity as well. For the past seven years, we’ve 

enjoyed finding organizations to give to. The donor-advised fund has helped us continue the legacy of generosity from 

Ed and Emily Fitzgerald and has led us to get to know some great organizations doing ministries all over the country.” 

Right: Ed and 

Emily share a quiet 

time reminiscing.

Below: Three 

generations of 

Fitzgeralds, along 

with Kent Brown’s 

parents, celebrated 

Thanksgiving 

together last year.

Ed was a visionary 

in another way, too: 

charitable planning.  

He and Emily 

established four 

donor-advised funds 

through the Virginia 

Baptist Foundation. 
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THAILAND

MOZAMBIQUE

Since 1996, Linda has volunteered 

for more than 20 mission trips with 

Habitat for Humanity and the Fuller 

Center for Housing. Once, sometimes 

twice a year, she journeys thousands 

of miles and dons work clothes, 

climbs rooftops, pounds nails or lays 

block — whatever the need. Though 

her vacations provide no rest, they 

do provide affordable housing for 

impoverished families. Her reward is 

not souvenirs, but rather, satisfaction 

in seeing a family’s dream come true, 

through a home of their own.

“Many people don’t understand why 

anybody would use their own money 

and donate two weeks of their vacation 

to build a home,” Linda said. “I feel 

like we’re all wealthy in this 

country, even the 

poorest of the poor 

is rich by the world’s 

standards. So, if I can 

help one person, one 

family, it was worth the 

trip and cost.” 

Linda, a former career 

coach for Wytheville Community 

College, also taught English in China, 

helped with sports camp in Austria 

and assisted with Bible School in 

Switzerland. All in all, Linda’s impact 

has been felt in more than 30 countries 

around the globe. 

Leisurely sightseeing. Gourmet dining.  
Endless relaxation in exotic settings. 

Typical delights of a vacation abroad —  
unless you’re Linda Ross. 

Her international treks are travel with 
purpose, involving manual labor, makeshift 
meals and atypical destinations, such as 
Siberia, Bali, Mozambique and Macedonia. 

FiVE CoNTiNENTS.  oNE MiSSioN.

D O N O R 

STORiES 

donor-advised 
funds

ARGENTINA
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Linda’s 
husband, 
Mark, joins 
her on the 
international 
mission field 
whenever he 
can. However, 
he’s involved 
in a mission of 
his own. Mark previously pastored 
churches in Kentucky and Virginia 
for 32 years, until his 2013 retirement 
while serving Marion Baptist Church. 
At that time, his family’s business, 
New Core, lured him back home to 
southern Texas. “It’s just 30 minutes 
north of Mexico, so it’s a different 
culture here,” Mark said. “Most of 
my 26 employees are Hispanic: 
wonderful, hard-working people” 
who have needs. Mark is aware of 
his corporate responsibility to these 
families and their community, so 
he applies his church-management 
skills and Christian ethics to running 

his business. “I want to do 

unto others,” he said, so 

in recent years he added 

valuable employee benefits, 

including insurance and 

401K. While ministering 

to his employees, Mark 

mentors his son, Dallas, 

who will transition as the company’s 

CEO by 2019. “My father (the original 

owner) wanted out and my son wanted 

in, so I’m the middleman between 

generations of leadership.”

New Core’s success positioned the 
Ross family to not only continue their 
international and domestic ministries, 
but also to begin sharing their 
blessings through strategic financial 
planning. Mark, who served on the 
VBF board, was inspired to establish a 
donor-advised fund. “I saw how well 
they [VBF] managed the funds and 
what good stewardship they provided, 
including scholarships for those who 
couldn’t go to school otherwise,” he 
recalled. “So, a couple years ago, I 

decided to start a fund in my wife’s 

name. It was a Christmas gift that 
shocked, but honored and pleased her.” 

Today, the Linda Hull Ross Donor-

Advised Fund maintains its principle 

while donating its annual interest to 

designated nonprofits. “As the fund 
grows, we have more opportunity to 

share it with more people,” Linda said. 

“Mark sends a letter to our six children 
each year, giving them an opportunity 

to contribute.” Other family members 

A couple years ago, 
I decided to start a 
fund in my wife’s 
name. It was a 
Christmas gift that 
shocked, but honored 
and pleased her. 

CHINA
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and friends are invited to donate to the 

fund, as well. “It’s a way to honor me 

and make a difference in the world,” 

Linda added. “Every year we decide 

where the proceeds will go, and 

hopefully our children will continue 

to give. It’s a joyful thing.”

The couple was quick to 

note that their passion for 

missions was stirred 

during their tenure 

at Marion Baptist 

As the fund grows, we 
have more opportunity 
to share it with more 
people. Mark sends a 
letter to our six children 
each year, giving them 
an opportunity to 
contribute.

MONTANA SERBIA

Linda Ross regularly 

teams up with 

other dedicated 

volunteers to make 

homeownership 

possible for 

impoverished 

families in remote 

regions across 

the world, and 

sometimes here  

in the U.S.
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New Core, a business owned by  

the Ross family, rebuilds electrical equipment.  

Located just 30 minutes north of Mexico, it employs 26 

workers, primarliy from a Hispanic background. Mark Ross 

sees taking care of these families and their community 

as part of his family’s  mission work.  “I want to do unto 

others,” he said, so in recent years he added valuable 

employee benefits, including insurance and 401K. 

VIRGINIA

PrOmOtIng the 
dIsCOvery OF Jesus 
thrOugh sPOrts
So how best to reach the next 
generation for Christ? Sports! While 
Mark pastored at Marion Baptist 
Church, an informal partnership 
ensued with First United Methodist 
Church. Two acres of the Baptists’ 
front lawn—one of the few flat 
surfaces in that mountainous area—
were transformed into three soccer 
fields, which now double as mission 
fields. Since 2012, children near and 
far have benefitted from Upward 
Soccer training, fellowship and 
Christian discipleship. Boys and girls, 
ages five to sixth grade, enjoy the 
first-time excitement of belonging to 
a team, not to mention wearing nifty 
uniforms. “They learn about soccer, 
get exercise outside, build character 
and then they have a basic Sunday 
School lesson where they learn 
more about Jesus Christ,” said Mike 

Albano, founding coach of the Smyth 
County Upward Soccer program. 
Fortunately, the overall impact isn’t 
limited to children. “People come—

uncles, aunts, grandparents—and we 
have a speaker at halftime who tells 
everyone about their walk with Jesus 
Christ,” Mike said. 

A great opportunity, but at a cost too 
great for families struggling to buy 

groceries. That’s where the Linda Hull 

Ross Donor-Advised Fund fits in. Its 

proceeds, coupled with other supporters’ 

generous donations, have subsidized 

the players’ registration fees. “It’s the 

financial support that allows the kids 

to play,” Mike stated. “I can’t imagine 

how few would have the chance if we 

charged the full amount. This way, 

finances aren’t a stumbling block.” 

So as Linda travels the world in His 

service, she takes comfort knowing 

her donor-advised fund has positively 

influenced youth at home. Thrilled 

with the fund’s real-life impact, Mark 

and Linda encourage others to consider 

similar financial planning. “I would 

hope people will be made aware that 

they can start with a small amount of 

money and watch the interest be used 

for making the world a better place,” 

Linda said. 

Mark added, “Perhaps you, too, might 

be inspired to give and be a part of 

something larger than yourself.”  

Proceeds from the 

Linda Hull Ross 

Donor-Advised Fund 

have been donated 

to the Eric Albano 

youth Soccer 

Foundation to help 

subsidize Smyth 

County’s Upward 

Soccer program. 

Two acres of the 
Baptists’ front lawn—
one of the few flat 
surfaces in that 
mountainous area—
were transformed into 
three soccer fields, 
which now double 
as mission fields.

Church. “It’s a mission-
minded, ministry-focused 
church in Appalachia with 
different socioeconomics 
and a different culture,” 
Mark recalled. “There 
is abundant poverty 
and substance abuse 
across the region, but 
a resilient mountain 
mentality.” Regardless 

of—or perhaps because of—these inherent 
challenges, the church has a long legacy 
of outreach and service. In fact, Marion 
Baptist spearheaded the establishment of 
the Lebanon Baptist Association in 1846, to 
maximize the region’s mission resources 
and impact. Today, the organization 
connects 34 Baptist churches across 
southwest Virginia, with the shared goal 
of taking God’s Kingdom to the rest of 
the world. “We learned missions through 
Marion Baptist Church,” Mark shared. So, 
no wonder the Rosses’ initial foundation 
proceeds were designated to benefit the 
children of Appalachia. 

For the Ross family, 
missions begin 
at home 

32 vbfinc.org
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Carved  
in Faith
By Todd Fuller

Sitting on my desk is a carved, wooden 

elephant that reminds me of one of the most 

generous individuals I have known during 

my nearly 30-year career at the foundation. 

When I look at the elephant, it reminds me of 

the friendship that developed with Raymond 

Reed as I helped him 

plan a lasting legacy for his 

family and his community.

I first met Raymond and 

his wife, Peggy, in the mid-

1990s when they came to the 

foundation to discuss their 

estate plans. Learning about 

the foundation’s services 

from a presentation at First 

Baptist Church of Waynesboro, 

Raymond worked several 

months to craft his estate 

plan with the same attention 

to detail that had made him 

a successful engineer and a 

senior executive at Dupont.

After giving much consideration 

to his estate options and how 

they could best serve his family, church and other 

nonprofits, Raymond created a will, living trust, two 

charitable remainder unitrusts, a gift annuity and a 

donor-advised fund. Through these planned giving 

tools, he was able to provide for his family while 

supporting his community through Waynesboro’s 

First Baptist Church, Serenity Gardens and Habitat 

for Humanity, as well as the Corp of Cadets through 

his beloved alma mater, Virginia Tech. 

Raymond passed away in March 2011. While I miss 

this unassuming man and his uplifting mood and 

great company, I was honored to work with him to 

accomplish his goals of continuing to provide for 

his family and community at his passing. By taking 

the time to develop the intricacies of his estate plan, 

Raymond was able to give and assist more than he 

could have ever imagined. 

When Raymond presented me with the elephant, he 

assured me that since its trunk 

was held high in the air, it would 

bring me good luck. Well, it has 

worked. I feel very fortunate to 

assist others like Raymond to 

maximize the gifts that God has 

given them and make a lasting 

impact on the lives of others.  

C E o’S

C O R N E R 

S P E A K i N G

O F

MoNEy

Todd Fuller
CFO

By taking the 

time to develop 

the intricacies of 

his estate plan, 

Raymond was 

able to give and 

assist more than 

he could have 

ever imagined. 

from the
DEVELOPMENT

FiLES

By Jeff Ukrop

In June, I had the joy of playing in a father-child 

golf tournament with my sons. My youngest and 

I played with another father and son whom we 

had never met. During the round, the other dad 

and I discovered we are both members of local 

Baptist churches. He inquired about my work 

at VBF, and I shared our efforts to encourage 

families to plan well through their wills. A big 

problem is that many people have not written 

a will to steward their resources and protect 

their families. Fortunately, my fellow golfing dad 

explained that he and his wife had taken the time 

to write a will to provide for their children in case 

something tragic were to happen. However, he 

told me that they had not previously considered 

leaving a portion of their resources to the church. 

They are not alone! For those who write a will, if 

a charitable portion is included, it is typically to 

support the deceased’s university. Why? Because 

the school asked!

Churches around Virginia can be blessed by 

planned giving, particularly through bequests. The 

congregations simply need to know giving options 

are available and easily coordinated. VBF offers 

simple workshops and presentations for ministries 

to learn about charitable planning. The forums 

educate leadership and church members about 

the various charitable options. For individuals that 

worship in the same sanctuary year after year, it 

is a natural fit to leave resources to the church at 

death, but it happens only if planned.

Let VBF help you encourage this process within 

your church. Whether a Wednesday presentation, 

Saturday workshop or Sunday 

fireside chat, VBF will work 

with your stewardship team 

to find the right program 

that fits the culture of your 

congregation. VBF’s mission is 

to help you reach yours! Jeff Ukrop 
Development Officer

For those who write a will, if a charitable portion is 

included, it is typically to support the deceased’s university. 

Why? Because the school asked!

BECAUSE 
THEy 
ASKED...



try these tips for replacing fear with faith:

   list the ways God has 
protected you in the past.

   meditate on scripture about 
the Lord’s provision.

   trust the lord to create a 
secure path.

   ask god to shelter you during 
stressful times.

    help others deal with fear 
 in order to reduce your own.

     leave a faith legacy  
 and alleviate future concerns*
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* A will is the cornerstone of an estate plan. 
Relieve your anxiety about the future by 
putting your wishes in writing. The foundation 
is available to explore ways for you to leave a 
legacy, bless others and conquer your fears.


