LIVING VICTORIOUSLY
THROUGH SUFFERING

A PASTOR’S PLEA
Story by Carmel Palmer
Photos by Tom Price unless otherwise noted

On the second night of the 2016 East Coast Pastors’ Conference (ECPC) in May, Pastor Joe Focht of CC Philadelphia, PA, stepped onstage just before communion. Over
1,200 men occupied the closely-arranged folding chairs
in the large hall, but Joe’s gaze immediately centered on
one. Despite suffering with bone cancer, Pastor Billy Rutledge of Hatteras Island Christian Fellowship (HICF) had
endured an eight-hour drive to attend. Seated directly in
front of the speaker, he listened intently through every
session, disregarding the pain it caused him. Profoundly
affected by Billy’s witness, Joe asked everyone who was
suffering to stand up so other men could gather around
them and pray for them. “Let’s pray for Billy, but please
don’t press on his back,” he cautioned. “Just the pressure
of your hand could cause him horrible pain.” Joe was the
first to lay his hand lightly on Billy’s shoulder, then men
streamed in around them, surrounding Billy until it was
impossible to see him through the crowd.

Since joining the CC family in 2006, Billy has impacted
many through his relentless focus on following Christ.
Known on Hatteras Island, NC, for carrying a cross beside the main highway, Billy is treating his cancer as an
opportunity to point others to Jesus. “It both breaks and
thrills my heart to watch Billy go through this,” said Pastor Don McClure, a conference speaker and close friend.

“Watching him live victoriously in Christ amidst extreme
pain greatly impacted me and many others. He is a living
picture of Acts 20:24.”
But I count my life of no value to myself, so that I may
finish my course and the ministry I received from the
Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of God’s grace.
Acts 20:24 HCSB
“I’m not a superhero,” Billy insisted. “I’m just a nobody
from a sandbar island church. If God treated me the way
my sins deserve, I’d be much worse off than this. I came
because I wanted the guys here to see that my heart hasn’t
changed toward Jesus—I’ll praise Him no matter what.”
In the Shadow of Death
For Billy, 2015 held an unprecedented amount of travel
and speaking engagements, tragically interrupted by his
father’s suicide in August. Amidst these events, at first he

hardly paid attention to the back pain which started that
same month. By Thanksgiving, it had worsened so much
he needed his wife Erin’s help to stand. In January 2016,
he was diagnosed with multiple myeloma, a rare cancer
with a discouraging prognosis. He was hospitalized for
three weeks to receive chemotherapy, during which time
he received news of his mother’s death. After treatment,
he returned home 25 pounds lighter and dependent on
a walker. “I’d been going 100 mph while trying to keep
things going on the island, and all of a sudden life came
to a screeching halt,” he recalled. “All I could do was lay
down. I started noticing everything that was wrong—dirt
on our baseboards, rust on our car. They’d always been
there, but it took me being on my back to notice them.”
As that relentless gaze turned inward, Billy fell into deep
depression. His medications and treatments likely exacerbated the issue, but Billy believes he was also grappling
with a spiritual enemy. “Night after night, the enemy attacked me, saying, ‘You’ve gotta be kidding if you think

Above: Billy, right, hugs Don McClure during the
recent East Coast Pastors’ Conference (ECPC).
Don and other CC pastors have preached at Billy’s
church while he deals with his cancer treatments.
Right: Billy prays for Pastor Storm Gould. Billy
has sometimes preached at Storm’s church, CC
Belfast, ME.
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you’re getting into heaven after all the messed-up things
you’ve done in your life,’ or, ‘You should give up now—you
should just OD and kill yourself.’ It felt like hand-to-hand
combat every day for months.”
In the battle, though, there were also unexpected blessings.
He reported, “I’ve been thinking a lot about the people
God has allowed me to meet while doing ministry around
the world. I already loved those guys, but since the cancer started I’ve found an overwhelming love I never knew.
Massive waves of God’s love for them wash over me. It has
definitely deepened my prayer life.” In the first week of
May, this new love collided with his depression as Billy
prayed for the conference in St. Petersburg, Russia, he had
been scheduled to speak at. “I realized my time is limited,”
he related. “I thought about all the people who’ve shown
such kindness to me. A sweeping wave of brokenness hit
me as I recognized I probably won’t see them again this
side of heaven. I was so upset I started whining to the Lord.
He said to me, ‘Hey, Billy, if I hadn’t taken you there in
the first place you wouldn’t even know these people.’ That
changed everything for me. I spent hours on my knees in
sheer gratitude. After that day, God lifted the depression
that was crushing me. I didn’t change any medications or
treatments; there’s nothing that can explain it but a miracle of God. Joy returned with a depth I’ve never felt before.”

Weeks later, Billy made a last-minute decision to attend
ECPC. He had not traveled more than one hour from
home since his diagnosis, but he lay across sleeping bags
stacked on a borrowed van’s backseat to make the long
drive to Sandy Cove Conference Center in Maryland.
“Erin was worried about my pain levels,” he said. “I didn’t
increase my meds, but the Lord sustained me. Being there
was such a joy that the pain and struggle of getting there
disappeared. It reminded me of how much I love this fellowship of churches called Calvary Chapel.”
On the Stage of Suffering
Saved at age seventeen, Billy was already struggling one
year later. He saw little of the Bible’s power and excitement reflected in the Christians around him. Entering
church one morning, he prayed desperately, “God, if this
is real, please show me.” He recognized a young woman
seated near the front, once a beautiful professional model.
Cancer had reduced her to skin and bones; a scarf was
wrapped around her bald head. As worship music played,
she grabbed the pew in front of her, heaved herself up to

sing a line, then fell down again. After a brief rest, she
grabbed the pew again. He remembered, “I sensed God
clearly saying, ‘If you wanted to see real faith, Billy, that’s
it right there.’ Now I’m skinny as a rail, I can’t surf or work
around the house, I’ve had to use a walker like an old man.
It’s humbling. I don’t feel like much of a man. It feels like
the Lord’s saying, ‘You served me when you were well.
Will you let me speak through you now?’ I think the closest I ever came to saying, ‘Why me?’ was my second Sunday with that walker. I just hated it. God reminded me of
what Jesus says in John 10:11, that the good shepherd lays
down His life for the sheep. I felt He was telling me, ‘As a
pastor, a shepherd, you should be exceedingly joyous that
it isn’t one of your flock suffering.’ Looking at it that way
changed things.
“In Philippians 1:27, there’s a weird statement: ‘Let your
conduct be worthy of the Gospel of Christ.’ It doesn’t say
worthy of Christ, but worthy of His Gospel. Does the way
we talk portray our testimony? Are we passionate about
this Jesus we say we believe in? A few verses later, there’s

another unusual statement that directly contradicts our
culture’s self-focused outlook:
For to you it has been granted on behalf of Christ, not
only to believe in Him, but also to suffer for His sake.
Philippians 1:29
“This is what real belief looks like—being trusted to portray our King on the stage of suffering, whether cancer or
anything else,” Billy testified. “When people look at me, I
want them to see Jesus is worth praising no matter what
I’m facing.”
Pointed Toward Home
In 2005, Billy was introduced to the Calvary Chapel family of churches through Jimmy O’Keefe, then pastor of
Harvest Christian Fellowship of Reston, VA. Billy had
struggled for years with the apathy and hypocrisy he saw
among proclaiming Christians, and had recently weathered a difficult church split which left him with a handful
of faithful churchgoers. After these experiences, he found

Above: Pastor Joe Focht, CC Philadelphia, and other
ECPC attendees pray for Billy’s healing before the
communion service.
Right: At ECPC’s end, Billy and the other men sing
the benediction to those on the other side of the
room, “May the grace of our Lord be with you; now
and always may you stay blameless till He comes.”
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Jimmy’s enthusiasm refreshing. “He was like a kid in his
excitement for Christ,” Billy recalled. “At my first pastors’
conference that year, I felt like I’d stepped into heaven.
These people were real, humble servants. I was the new
guy, but Pastor Chuck Smith, the founder of Calvary Chapel, invited me to his room for a 45-minute talk. I love
CC’s verse-by-verse teaching and reliance on the Holy
Spirit. But lately I hear fewer messages on what was so essential to CC’s early days—the Rapture.”
In Maranatha 71, a DVD Billy purchased at a recent CC
conference, Pastor Chuck addresses a crowd of university
students. “He was talking about the events in the Middle
East and preaching about the Rapture,” Billy related. “That
was his evangelistic message. How often do you hear messages like that anymore? Excitement about Jesus’ return
should dominate us. Instead, I hear church folk speaking with angry passion about elections and immoral laws.
They’re angry and frustrated; they act like evil is winning.
Guys, if anyone is listening to you, they’re not going to
want what you have. We need to pull our focus off politics
and any worldly distractions and refocus on eternity.

Below: Billy talks with a friend before mid-week
Bible study at Cape Hatteras Elementary School,
HICF’s normal location for over a decade.
Middle: Billy leads HICF’s Sunday worship. After an
absence due to cancer treatments, Billy has also
been able to resume teaching.

Photos by Linda Hooper

Bottom: During the Sunday morning service,
children gather at the front to receive prayer
before heading off to an age-appropriate Bible
study. Knowing his time may be short, Billy
is focused on equipping HICF for the future,
spiritually and practically. In the meantime, he
continues to pray for healing.

“Barring a miracle, I don’t have long life ahead. In the time
I have left, this is my plea to the worldwide church: we can
live with joy. This is not our home. Jesus is coming back
to take us to a beautiful, perfect place we’ll never have to
leave. That should be the topic of our conversation in the
midst of rising evil, what’s pouring out of our lips with a
smile on our face and a twinkle in our eye. Our hearts
won’t grow cold when we’re focused on His coming.”
Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And
thus we shall always be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one
another with these words. 1 Thessalonians 4:17-18
The most powerful part of ECPC for Billy was the benediction at its end, where all the men stood and sang to each
other. He knew he may not see them again until Christ’s
return. Meanwhile, he continues chemotherapy. Knowing
that even the smallest movement will send pain shooting through his body, every morning before he moves a
muscle, he asks God for healing. He concluded, “I know
He’s able, and I want to be back out there serving Him
around the world. But all that matters is that Jesus, the
only escape from hell, died for my sins so that I can have
his righteousness in an exchange that’s beyond words. He’s
coming back to get me. That’s the bottom line.”
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