Testimonials Are Us
She Suited Up For God
& Her Army Beat Cancer
By Bonnie Burks Gray
I met Carmesha Thomas when Centenary’s sisters in Christ of St. John’s
United Methodist Church invited us to
a Saturday morning ladies’ prayer
breakfast. Carmesha gave her testimony. The hope and strength that poured
through her words to every listening
heart was captivating. Standing in front
of the buffet table and a wall poster, left
from a Bible study explaining “The
Armor of God”, (Ephesians 6:10-18)
she talked about not being “suited up”
when the biggest challenge of her life,
CANCER, tried to take her. As Carmesha began to speak, May 2lst, her powerful witness sent me searching for paCarmesha Thomas speaking at St. John’s United Methodist Church.
per and pen from my purse to capture
her captivating message. On the backs of old envelopes and receipts I recorded the story her faith helped her
live to tell.
Carmesha needs to write a book. All I can do is briefly introduce you to someone you should know. Carmesha
Thomas, Shelby County native, Class of ’98, SCHS grad, may be a New Millennial, but she’s so much more
than a “Generation Me” member. The former “Miss Shelby County High” is a single parent who mothers all
her students, whether they’re in Vacation Bible School or her classroom at Maupin Elementary in Louisville.
When Carmesha casts her bread out on the water she never thinks about it coming back to her. Nevertheless,
just as Ecclesiastes 11:1 promises, she has been blessed through actions she did unconsciously, selflessly,
which God returned in miraculous ways. Don’t take my word for it. Listen to Carmesha.
Carmesha describes her daughter, Camaya Davis, as a reflective thinker. “She’s her father Tyrus and my mom,
June Williams, all rolled into one”. It was Camaya she first thought of when her family doctor told her she
needed to go immediately to the hospital or she could hemorrhage and die. “I need to pick Camaya up from
day care. I have lesson plans to do. I can’t go to the hospital,” she explained.
Suddenly Carmesha’s doctor visit had gone completely wrong. She was there because she was tired; she’d
been working hard. She’d get a prescription for a few vitamins and she’d be on her way. “What was this doctor
talking about? Being very sick? Hospital? Blood transfusions? What? Leukemia? What? Lord, I don’t understand. What is happening to me?”
Carmesha told the ecumenical gathering, “I’m a teacher. I love my job. April 26, 2013, (pointing to the Armor
of God poster) I wasn’t suited up for this. I was a mess. But God . . .” Her words resonated through the audience that understood. “But God . . .”
But God, who is rich in mercy, for his great love wherewith he loved us,

Ephesians 2:4 (KJV)

Every woman there was suddenly Carmesha’s sister. Some had been there, too. They had known cancer. They

had loved ones who battled cancer. They had
life plans that derailed. They had been a mess
before. Could be in a mess again. “But God . . .”
It was a sisterhood in Christ that time traveled us
to that moment she was diagnosed with advanced Leukemia and we would be with her for
the rest of our lives. Holding her (and each other) in prayer from the pain she had already suffered and keeping her in prayer through whatever will come, the blessings and the disappointments. Carmesha continued and her audience
loved her through her testimony.
Carmesha recounted, she disobeyed her doctor
and drove straight home. She could not begin to
fathom what was happening to her. She called
Some of Centenary’s family who heard Carmesha: Karen Crouch, her family, friends. Everyone stepped up to the
challenge with her. Some took care of Camaya.
Donna Meador, ‘Da Da’ Shouse, Charlotte Bond, Jane Bailey.
Some rushed her to Baptist East in Louisville.
She didn’t have any hospital experience. She didn’t know what to do “Am I supposed to wear pajamas in the
hospital?” They were there for her.
Nor did she have time for this. She was a lady on a fast track: University of Louisville English degree’02;
Masters Learning Behavioral Disorders from Spalding University ’08; Bellarmine University 2011 for Principalship Certification. Career doors had opened rapidly since the day Tina Tipton had talked an impressive 21year-old into getting an emergency certification to substitute teach at West Middle School. A post she endured
three months before she “fell forward (resigned). Because I didn’t know what I was doing. I had never taught.
I was not trained”
With a commitment never to be ill prepared again, Carmesha chose positions and training that prepared her for
her passion, teaching. She’s so prepared that today she’s certified to teach any grade K-12. “I didn’t know
what I was doing (when she registered for that certification).” She made education and career choices, that
could have missed, except, she says, “But God . . .”
So much accomplished. So much promised. Now a diagnosis with so little hope. Was it all over? Would she
lose her house? Her car? What would happen to Camaya?
“I went into depression because I wasn’t suited up yet for this. When you’re not suited up the devil can get in,”
warned Carmesha. “But there were people around me that were interceding. They were praying on my behalf
because I quit praying. I couldn’t even read the Bible. I didn’t know what was wrong with me, but I just couldn’t. I was mad, angry.
“They were telling me I was going to be in the hospital a month, then home a week. Back for 21 days, then out
for a week. I said, ‘How long do I have to do this?’ They said, ‘we don’t know.’
“I had to wear a mask. I couldn’t be around plants, germs, or sick people. They cut my room off from everything. I had no immune system. I could catch a cold and die. I’m on chemo and they ask me, ‘how are you?’ I
don’t know. How am I supposed to be? My hair is gone. My daughter’s father, he’s my best friend, has these
long dreads. He cuts his hair off.
“But God . . .

“One day the doctor says, ‘well Carmesha you’re going to need a bone marrow transplant. Because you’re African American, there’s not a lot of African Americans that give to the registry, so more than likely you won’t
be able to get a bone marrow transplant.’
“Crushed again. But God . . . ,” continued Carmesha.
Immediately, loved ones came telling Carmesha, “Greater is He that is in you . . . Just watch Carmesha.”
(1 John 4:4 Ye are of God, little children, and have overcome them: because greater is he that is in you, than
he that is in the world.)
They moved Carmesha to the University of Louisville whose doctors she still sings their praises. There they
ran the tests to find Carmesha a bone marrow match. When her oncologist entered the room to tell her the results he said, “Carmesha you know what?”
I said, “Yeah, I know they said I probably wouldn’t get any hits.”
He said, “No, Honey, you got 35 hits! It’s just a matter of picking which one you want to get.”
I said, “35?”
He said, “Yeah, I’ve never seen anything like it.”
I said, “35 matches for my bone marrow?”
He said, “Yeah, we’re going to go through and pick the best one!”
“November 13, 2013 I had a bone marrow transplant. (Her audience applauded) I went through chemo again.
Went through the radiation they put in my spine. Did that twice a week. But God. . .”
Carmesha explained she knows now that there is nothing that can happen that “I won’t know God’s presence,”
but her ordeal was not over. “I got sick from the bone marrow transplant. I had to go through photopheresis –
where they clean my blood, take it out, then put my blood back. I had to do that for about four months at Norton’s hospital. I had to stay all day to get the procedure done. Drove myself down there. Drove myself back.”
Despite the difficulties, she was slowly healing. She wanted to return to her passion, teaching. The doctors explained her profession was too dangerous. Her immune system could not let her be around children. “You can
get sick from the kids,” they warned.
Then a confirmation of Romans 8:28, Camaya brought home
a note from school. The SBDM (School Based Decision
Making Council) needed adult volunteers. Carmesha talked
to Simpsonville Elementary principal, Jill Tingle, and became a volunteer. She worked with Artavia Marshall Acklin,
assistant principal, and happily started using the skills of her
profession again. By summer 2014 she was tutoring.
Carmesha recalled her struggles in those darkest moments of
her cancer battle. “The devil had told me on the inside,
through my depression, that I could not teach any more. I
didn’t have it in me any more. People are not going to want
me to teach their kids.
“You know how it is, that negativity. But I started tutoring
over the summer. I started doing lesson plans. I started teaching again and I started seeing progress. . . I said Lord God if
Miss Thomas with a student at Maupin Elementary. you’ll get me through this thing I will forever praise your

name. I will devote my life to you. I will devote everything I do to
you and I will use every moment of my life to praise you in everything I do. I will do that and I don’t care what people say. I will
give my testimony.”
Carmesha surveyed her audience and with a tone of strength and
determination said, “God got me through and he’s still moving me.
I don’t know what it is but it is something and he is preparing me.
When I got cancer he was preparing me for this. Because there is
nothing anybody can say or do to me that’s going to break me anymore. I was on the brink of death. I almost died. So all that other
stuff is like clutter.”
Last week I visited with Carmesha to get an update. She said she
loved teaching at Collins High School last year, but Jefferson County School System offered her an exciting opportunity to put her
unique skills to work so she was teaching at Maupin Elementary.
The school’s website says it “uses art, music, drama, movement and
Camaya and Carmesha enjoy a selfie.
experiences” to help deliver the curriculum. Carmesha loves the collaborative teaching that is practiced. Students are in the same class with general education and special education teachers consolidating their skills, styles and knowledge to help their students learn and grow.
She had just come from a class at Spalding where she is studying to earn her Doctorate of Education. Her medical team has given her a “clean bill of health” in this her third year of remission from Leukemia. Camaya is in
the third grade at Simpsonville Elementary. So many good things Carmesha never planned have come together
to help her keep her home, pay her medical and other bills. She can see God’s hand in all of them.
Carmesha remembered students that she had taught that ended up being her caregivers or technicians when she
was so desperately ill and needed a caring word. She reflected on her mother’s faith, strength and conviction
that Carmesha would survive for better things to come. She marveled how money mysteriously came for
Christmas gifts and a lawyer friend helped her remember she had signed for long-term disability but never
knew what that really could mean. She even had cancer insurance. She laughed about accepting her new teaching position away from the security of Shelby County, “When God tells you to do something you do it.”
“Any parting thoughts, Carmesha?”
“Coach Jimmy Wright (when Carmesha was a student at Shelby County High School) years ago gave me one
of my favorite poems. It has always resonated with me, even as a child.”
ATTITUDE by Charles Swindoll
"The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of attitude on life. Attitude, to me, is more important than
facts. It is more important than the past, than education, than money, than circumstances, than failures, than
successes, than what other people think, say or do. It is more important than appearance, giftedness or skill.
It will make or break a company... a church... a home.
The remarkable thing is we have a choice every day regarding the attitude we embrace for that day. We cannot change our past... we cannot change the fact that people will act in a certain way. We cannot change the
inevitable. The only thing we can do is play the one string we have, and that is our attitude...
I am convinced that life is 10% what happens to me and 90% how I react to it.
And so it is with you... we are in charge of our Attitudes”

