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Foreword 

 

I’ve met many pastors throughout my thirty-nine years. Some of them I’ve liked and 

some . . . well, let’s just say that they have confirmed why I am not impressed with people who 

hold church titles. The bottom line is that I hate arrogance. Whenever I see someone in a 

leadership position portraying him/herself above others, it gets under my skin. I quickly tune out 

people who constantly reference their titles or parade around like they should be worshiped. It 

sickens me that there is so much spiritual hierarchy in the church and not enough humility. 

In 1 Corinthians 12 (NKJV), the apostle Paul paints a picture of the spiritual Body of 

Christ, using the physical body as an analogy. In verses 21-25, he says, “And the eye cannot 

say to the hand, I have no need of you’; nor again the head to the feet, ‘I have no need of 

you.’ No, much rather, those members of the body which seem to be weaker are necessary. 

And those members of the body which we think to be less honorable, on these we bestow 

greater honor; and our unpresentable parts have greater modesty, but our presentable 

parts have no need. But God composed the body, having given greater honor to that part 

which lacks it, that there should be no schism in the body, but that the members should 

have the same care for one another.” 

Rarely is 1 Corinthians 12 lived out in our modern-day churches. It seems like many 

leaders have forgotten that the purpose of using our spiritual gifts is so that “God in all things 

may be glorified through Jesus Christ . . .” (1 Peter 4:11). Being used by God doesn’t make 

anyone a “god.” Yet, we often find those in church leadership positions, particularly pastors, 

with a god-like mentality. These are the types who are full of themselves and will be 

condescending to anyone who doesn’t play the worship-the-pastor game. Unfortunately, I’ve had 
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more experience with prideful leaders than with humble ones. I guess that’s why the humble 

ones stand out in my mind. Such is the case with Pastor Clayton E. Howard. 

I had no idea what to expect in the spring of 2013 when I first met Pastor Howard one 

Saturday afternoon. My third novel, In Times of Trouble, had recently been published, and it was 

a big deal for me. It had been several years since I’d had a new book release, and I wanted to 

celebrate with the people in my hometown of Sandusky, Ohio. My dad lived there and attended 

Ebenezer. He spoke with Pastor Howard who gladly opened the doors of the church so I could do 

a book signing. 

I was aware of the drama that had taken place at the church. Quite frankly, I thought it 

was ridiculous for people to involve the public in what seemed like a private church 

disagreement about expansion. I believed that those members who were opposed to Pastor 

Howard’s leadership should have gone to another church instead of causing such a ruckus that 

spilled over into the media and the courthouse. I don’t recall my father speaking to me about 

what was going on until well after Pastor Howard and I had met and gained a mutual respect and 

admiration for one another. Thus, my assessment of the church matter that I knew very little 

about then wasn’t in defense of Pastor Howard, per se. It was more about how all the commotion 

was making the Body of Christ look, in general. So many people are already skeptical of church 

and question whether or not the concept of salvation is fact or fallacy. I thought the drama was 

only adding to their confusion. Furthermore, it damaged the witness of all of us who claim Jesus 

as our Lord and Savior. It’s hard to tell people about the love of Jesus and why they need Him in 

their lives when “church folk” are acting messy. 

At that time, I had no idea if the accusations against Pastor Howard were true. Either 

way, I suspected that he must have been an okay person since my dad continued to be a member 
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of the church throughout the craziness. My dad isn’t a fool. Perhaps it was my love and respect 

for my father that allowed me to keep an open mind when he suggested Ebenezer as a place for 

my book signing. Left on my own, I would have stayed clear of having my name associated in 

any capacity with Ebenezer or Pastor Howard simply because I don’t like drama, in general. I 

especially don’t like church drama! My father seemed so excited to have secured the location 

that I agreed without voicing any of my reservations. My plan was to meet Pastor Howard, thank 

him for allowing me to have the signing, and silently pray that, if he was a crook or any of the 

other things he was accused of being, God would convict and change his heart. 

Immediately, I was taken aback by Pastor Howard’s kindness. Not only was he kind to 

me, but I observed the way he interacted with others. He didn’t strike me as the type of pastor 

who sat back and ordered everyone else to do things, but one that got down in the trenches with 

his congregants. The pleasure of meeting Pastor Howard was only exceeded by meeting his 

lovely wife, Sister Brenda. 

A year after that signing, I was back at Ebenezer for other events. It was during the 

subsequent visits when Pastor Howard began to ask me about writing and publishing. Little did 

he know that the Lord had been tugging on my heart to start the publishing division of Yo 

Productions. I don’t recall how we got into his story and my vision, but we did, and thus began a 

new walk of faith for both of us. We worked on this book together for over a year during which 

time I learned a lot about Pastor Howard. He was extremely transparent. He shared the good, the 

bad, and the ugly of his life, some of which you will be privy to as you read through these pages. 

This book is a remarkable journey of an ordinary man who connected with an extraordinary God. 

Pastor Howard is not a man who lacks humility or greatness. I found him to be a man of integrity 

and abundant faith. He encouraged me throughout the entire publishing process. There were 
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times when my nerves would get the best of me and I would admit my fears to him about 

publishing and the uncertainty that came with it. With his country-twanged voice, he would say, 

“You’re gonna do just fine, baby. I have all the faith in the world in you.” I would laugh and 

reply, “I hope you have more faith in Jesus!” 

Pastor Howard does have faith in Jesus. That was evident throughout our many 

conversations. It is with great pleasure and absolutely no hesitation that Yo Productions presents 

to you, Tried by Fire, but Not Burned by Pastor Clayton E. Howard of Ebenezer Baptist Church 

in Sandusky, Ohio. 

With Honor, 

Yolonda Tonette Sanders 

Essence Bestselling Author of Soul Matters, Secrets of a Sinner, and Wages of Sin 

Yo Productions, LLC — Founder and CEO 
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Introduction: My Purpose for Sharing 

 

It was April 17, 2014 when the dream of producing this book became a reality. On that 

day, I had a meeting with a young lady who had previously agreed to help me with (and later 

publish) it. Both of us were nervous as we gathered together in a small room to discuss the 

possibilities. She was starting a new publishing venture and I was at the tail end of one of my 

most challenging experiences since accepting God’s calling on my life to preach. It was a painful 

ordeal that I will never forget, and one that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemies. Yet, it also 

served as a catalyst for my beginning this book. In it, I share many events that God has used to 

get me to the point I am at today. 

I’m not vain enough to think that you have nothing better to do than to read about my 

life. Thus, the purpose of this book isn’t to share simply for the sake of doing so. There are 

things that I would rather you not know about me, but they were necessary for me to include in 

order to remain true to the reasons why I chose to write this book in the first place. It is my hope 

to encourage you through your current and future trials, and also to reaffirm that, despite your 

past, you still have value and can be used by God. I’m living proof. 

As you will soon see, I don’t have a “clean” past. I wish I could tell you that all of my 

sins were before Christ came into my life. That would be a lie. I start with the days prior to my 

salvation, but I have also made huge mistakes after accepting Jesus. I’d also be lying to say that 

concern about what people will think about my pre- and post-Christ decisions didn’t cross my 
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mind. Of course, it did! I reveal some things that I thought would be kept only between Jesus and 

me. Again, in order for the goal of this book to be accomplished, I had to share them publicly. 

Don’t be mistaken. I didn’t put all of my business in this book, but I’ve put enough in it 

to take me way outside my comfort zone. I find that being in ministry does that to me quite often. 

Yet, there’s never been a time when I’ve been uncomfortable that it has been in vain. God has 

used my discomfort to bring glory to His name. I believe this book will be no different. That, 

alone, gives me peace. 

 As a result of living in this world, we all end up wounded to some extent, some more 

than others. Many of us like to say that our wounds were caused directly or indirectly by what 

someone else did or didn’t do to us. This can certainly be true. What’s equally true is that some 

of our wounds have also been self-inflicted through bad decisions that we’ve made. I reflect on 

my life and I know, without a shadow of doubt, that God has covered me when I was doing right 

and when I wasn’t. I should be dead, but I’m not. I should have HIV, but I don’t. I should be in 

prison, but I am free. 

At the end of each chapter, you will find questions that coincide with the material 

presented. It is my hope that you will answer each one honestly. They are exactly as titled . . . 

your personal reflections. If you are reading this book as part of a study group and want to share 

with other members, then please do so. However, if you’re uncomfortable sharing, then please 

don’t feel obligated to do so. Ultimately, your answers are between you and God. I encourage 

you to be honest with Him. If this book touches on any area of your life, I pray that you’ll be 

transparent with Him so that He can help you make any needed changes. 

I hope you’re ready to venture through these pages and learn the ugly truth about how I 

came to the place where I am today. A place of peace, passion, and purpose. A place that I could 
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only be as a result of divine intervention. Perhaps, as you read, you’ll see yourself or loved ones 

in some of the stories. 

There are three main things that I want you to get from this book. The first is that no one 

is beyond God’s reach; not your child . . . your sibling . . . your parents . . . your spouse . . . not 

even you. The second is that regardless of your past or recent mistakes, you still matter to God. 

He’s never nor will He ever stop loving you. Whether you’re in your twenties, forties, or sixties 

plus, it’s not too late to begin letting God direct your path. I can tell you from experience that 

resisting Him only causes frustration. It’s much easier to surrender to His will. 

Finally, I want you to know that your pain is not without purpose. Like the three Hebrew 

boys in Daniel 3 who were physically thrown into a fire, you may find yourself in a spiritual 

blaze and the heat may be much more than you think you can withstand. My friend, no matter 

how “hot” things are, it is possible, with the help of God, to come out of the furnace without 

being singed or smelling like smoke. 

 

Personal Reflections 

1. What are some wounds you have as a result of your life experiences? 

2. Would you classify your wounds as being self-inflicted or caused by others? 

3. What steps, if any, have you taken to begin healing? 
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Chapter 1: In the Beginning 

 

My parents moved to Columbus, Ohio from Williamson, West Virginia when my mother 

was pregnant with me. They came so she could find work. My father, a pastor and a coal miner, 

had been off because of the strikes. Dad would eventually return to work and commute back and 

forth from Ohio to West Virginia until years later when he and Mama divorced around the time I 

was in the eleventh grade. But, I’m jumping ahead. This chapter is titled “In the Beginning.” My 

start on earth came July 29, 1953 when I entered this world as the sixth, and undoubtedly the 

worst-behaved, of the seven children Rosa Lee Howard birthed. 

Some kids can blame their wayward ways on their childhood. I cannot. I came from a 

close-knit family. Despite my father’s commute and my parents’ divorce, I had a great 

relationship with both of them and my siblings. Again, I was the sixth. Mama had been married 

previously. From her first union, she had my brother Charles (deceased) and my two sisters 

Bessie and Sue (deceased). After Mama married my dad, Lawrence whom she called “Noley,” 

they had Gloria, Dreama, my younger brother Lorenzo (deceased), and me. 

To say that I was the worst-behaved of us all is no exaggeration. Sure, my siblings had 

their fair share of issues, but none of them gave our mother grief to the extent that I did. I was 

rebellious to the core. Sometimes it seemed like I did things just to do them, without rhyme or 

reason. For instance, as I child, I knew that playing with fire could be dangerous. Yet, I did it 

anyhow. One day I was with a friend, whom I will call Timmy, in the attic playing with matches. 

We would light them up, let them burn out, and put them aside. When we had finished 

entertaining ourselves, we left and went to play in my bedroom. Lo and behold, we heard a 

crackling noise. Long story short, the attic had caught on fire. 
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Luckily my mom was getting off the bus around the same time and was made aware of 

the situation. The fire station was down the block from our home, so it didn’t take the firemen 

long to get there either. Timmy and I sat frightened in my bedroom because we knew we’d been 

the ones to cause the fire. My mom coaxed us out of the house and the firemen quenched the 

flames. The entire attic was burned as well as a good portion of the house. I didn’t know it then, 

but perhaps that was a prelude to this book’s title. I was in a fire back then and managed to 

escape unharmed. 

There were many times as a child that I’d decided to run away from home. I had no good 

reason to do so. I wasn’t being neglected or mistreated in any way. If I got angry, didn’t get my 

way, or simply felt like doing so, I attempted to run away. Most of the time, I came to my senses 

before getting too far. However, on one particular occasion when I was twelve, I, along with a 

friend, decided to steal my sister Dreama’s 1962 Chevrolet Covair and go to West Virginia to my 

father’s house. My parents were still married at the time. My dad held residence in two states 

because of work and churches he pastored. 

I only stand about five feet, six and half inches now as a man in my early sixties. Clearly, 

I’m not what one would consider tall. I was even shorter at age twelve and I had very little 

driving experience. Miraculously, I managed to make it all the way to West Virginia. I think it 

was quite an accomplishment considering my height, age, lack of a driver’s license, and the fact 

that this was way before the invention of the GPS. If I would have possessed even an ounce of 

common sense, I would have known better than to leave one parent’s house and go to the other 

parent’s home in a car that I stole from my sister. My dad did not welcome me with open arms. 

He disciplined me severely. Use your imagination, if you will, about what that means. There’s an 
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adage that says, “A hard head makes a soft behind.” My head was sho’nuff hard growing up; that 

day, my behind was good and soft! 

These are some of the crazy things I did in my rebellion. There were plenty of others. 

Looking back on my childhood, I see that there was a battle between good and evil inside of me. 

On one hand, I resisted any and everything godly that my parents tried to instill in me. On the 

other, my favorite thing to do was to play church. I have memories of being as young as five or 

six years old in the living room of our three-bedroom home on the corner of Long Street and 

Ohio Avenue (the same one that Timmy and I caught on fire) preaching my “sermons” for hours 

on end. Sometimes I’d be by myself listening to gospel recordings. Other times, I’d get Gloria 

and Dreama to go along with me and sing in the “choir.” They’d give an A and B selection and 

then I would come with the “message.” 

I had no clue back then that I wanted to be a preacher. In fact, I’d dare say that I didn’t 

want to be one. The fact that I resisted the calling later in life suggests so as well. As a child, I 

merely imitated the actions of my dad and my great-uncle, Paul, who also preached. Like them, I 

would get a rag (they had handkerchiefs) and use it to wipe the sweat off of my forehead. Of 

course, I had to do this when Mama and Daddy weren’t around or paying attention. They didn’t 

find anything amusing about my sisters or me playing church. When they caught us, we were 

scolded and ordered to stop. Nevertheless, I continued to do this until I was about twelve years 

old. Sometimes I’d take my sermons outside and preach the eulogies of grasshoppers and birds. 

No matter what I was preaching, my messages always included Jesus being crucified and 

resurrected. I would hoop, holler, and fluctuate my voice at certain points like Baptist preachers 

are known to do. 
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It’s ironic that I was such a rebel considering I was drawn to all things church in my 

playtime. There was a dichotomy of good and evil within me as a young child that I would find 

myself struggling with even into adulthood. I enjoyed sinning initially. It was fun. Yet, the writer 

of Hebrews tells us that the pleasure of sin is only for a season (Hebrews 11:25). When my 

season of pleasure wore off, I found myself wanting to do right and yet still doing wrong. It’s 

like what Paul says in Romans 7:15, “[F]or what I would, that do I not; but what I hate, that 

do I.” It was an all-out war between my flesh and my spirit. 

We often think that this battle is for the “big” sins like drug addiction or sexual 

immorality. In actuality, this type of fight can be for things like lying or pride. It can be for 

anything that has a stronghold on us. For me, it was drugs, promiscuity, and alcohol. I indulged 

in all of them to the fullest. When the pleasure wore off, I became entrapped. 

 

Personal Reflections 

1. What was one of your favorite things to do as a child? Does it relate in any way to what  

you now do as an adult? 

2. How did you break the bondage of any past strongholds in your life? 

3. Can you identify any current strongholds in your life? 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 Like what you’ve read so far? TRIED BY FIRE, BUT NOT BURNED is available via 

your local bookstore or online from places like Amazon, Barnes and Noble, Google Play and 

iTunes. Visit the publisher’s website at www.yoproductions.net.  

http://www.yoproductions.net/
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