
A couple times a year, I have the privilege of 
sharing what’s been going on with Buckner in 
your community. Usually it’s not hard to find a 

story I want to share. There 
are always about a dozen 
fantastic things going on at 
once. This time, though, it’s a 
little tough to choose because 
there are so many things that 
our teams have accomplished 

since the last column! For those who might 
not know, our ministries in Lufkin include the 
Family Pathways self-sufficiency program for 
single parents attending college, Foster Care 
and Adoption Services, Mary Jo Gorden Child 
Development Center, and TRAIL/FYi services for 
young adults aging out of foster care. 

Here are some of the things we’ve been able to 
accomplish with your support:

• Foster Care
 w Last year, Foster Care and Adoption
  based in Lufkin helped 23 children
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Nancy Zumiga grew up in an unstable 
and abusive home environment. Her 

parents fought constantly and her mother 
struggled with an alcohol addiction. When 
Nancy was 11 years old, her mother died 
after she drove the car off the road. Nancy 
was forced to grow up then and helped 
care for her younger sister. 

Those experiences set the tone for the 
rest of Nancy’s life as she struggled to get 
by. She never felt supported by her family 
and after she found herself pregnant as a 
sophomore, she was forced to drop out 
of school. But she was determined 
– determined to get her high 
school diploma and provide for 
her daughter. And it was that 
determination that led her to 
Buckner Family Pathways. 

After Nancy was forced to drop 
out of high school, she started 
attending an alternative school so 
she could receive her diploma. Her 
father told her that was a useless 
endeavor. Her responsibility, he said, 

was to her daughter and she needed to 
stay home and care for her. But Nancy saw 
it differently. Because of her responsibility 
to her daughter, she had to graduate.

“That really hurt me,” Nancy said about 
her dad not encouraging her to graduate. 
“He’s my dad and for him to tell me that, I 
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  find homes through adoption into
  forever families. Our team had a
  PERFECT score on all reviews,
  inspections and licensing visits.

• Family Pathways
 w Thirteen of the single mothers in
  our Pathways program completed
  college degrees or certificates to
  move their families toward
  self-sufficiency.
 w About half of all our single parents
  in Pathways earned a 3.0 GPA or
  better every semester in 2019, with
  many making the Dean’s List.

• Mary Jo Gorden Child Development 
Center
 w Our child care center earned the
  top possible rating as a Texas
  Rising Star center.
 w Our child care staff implemented
  new learning curriculum and
  continue to innovate new ways
  to make learning fun with events
  like fall festival, Dr. Seuss’ birthday
  party, and “muffins with Mom”
  and “doughnuts with Dad” to
  honor parents on Mother and
  Father’s days.

And last, but not least, I want to be sure 
to give a shout-out to all our community 
collaborators - both individuals and 
organizations - who faithfully give their 
time, talent, and treasure to pour into the 
lives of those we serve. We want to be sure 
you know that your gifts are bearing fruit, 
and the return on investment is far beyond 
the numbers you see here. Please join us in 
celebrating what God has done! n

(continued)
kind of felt like I wanted to prove him wrong, 
that I could do it.” 

Nancy attended alternative school in the 
mornings. After classes dismissed at 11:30 
a.m., she rushed to her part-time waitressing 
job until 5 p.m. Then she immediately picked 
up her daughter from day care and went 
home to study. 

Nancy did two years of high school work in 
one year and graduated with her diploma. 

“It was rough,” Nancy remembered. “But 
I did it.” 

Her relationship with her father was still 
strained so Nancy started researching low-
income housing and that’s when she found 
Buckner Family Pathways. She contacted 
program director Holly Valentine and found 

out they would have openings in the spring, 
but she had to do several things in order 
to qualify, one of which, was enroll in a 
college program. 

It was a tight deadline, but Nancy knew 
this was what she and her daughter needed 
and she fulfilled all the requirements by the 
deadline and moved into Family Pathways a 
few months later. 

There, she found what she never had before: 
a supportive family. 

“They’ve actually been the family I never 
really had,” Nancy said. “They’ve shown me 
support and encouraged me. They’ve been 
there when I was at my lowest times in my 
life. And I mean not even my own family has 
done that for me. They pushed me to be better 
because they’ve always seen more in me than 
I have in myself. Even though I pushed myself, 
I feel like they see more than even I see.” 

In addition to the other single moms at 
Family Pathways, Nancy became especially 
close to program director Holly Valentine 
and her therapist. They were there for her 
during an especially trying time after she 
gave birth to her son. 

Nancy struggled with postpartum 
depression and anxiety. Holly noticed Nancy 

wasn’t doing well and encouraged her to 
check into the birth center for a few days and 
receive help. Though it meant Nancy had to 
delay her studies, she took their advice. 

“That was a really hard time for me,” Nancy 
said. “I didn’t see myself just being able to 
keep going anymore and they kind of dug me 
out of that hole. It was really hard, but I got 
through it and they kept motivating me and 
just being there for me.” 

Now, Nancy is back on track working toward 

her degree in hospitality administration. In between 
studying, she plays outside with her children or takes 
them to the zoo. And she has learned to take time for 
herself as well. 

“Now it’s different,” Nancy said. “I know that my 
kids need me and I do make my kids happy. I started 
realizing that I’m worth way more than I give myself 
credit. I hope one day to be a successful business 
owner and have something to leave behind for my 
kids. I want something they can work toward for their 
future as well, kind of like a legacy for them.” n

The last few months have 
brought about change as we 
welcomed a new Executive 
Director, Shelly Smith, to 
campus.  Shelly brought years 
of experience working with 
youth and families in different 

capacities to Buckner.  A welcome reception held 
in November brought many local supporters, 
dignitaries and Buckner leadership together. While 
Dr. Reyes was in Longview, he held an annual 
men’s prayer breakfast where over 30 dedicated 
partners listened to updates on Buckner’s vision 
and prayed for specific needs of each of the local 
programs. Ministry partners came together on 
November 7 where Dr. Reyes shared about the 
mission of Buckner’s East Texas programs, while 
David Ummel introduced Faith Fosters Texas.  

Foster Care and Adoption celebrated and 
participated in National Adoption Month with five 
counties and 23 children who gained a forever 
family through adoption this year.  Over 100 foster 
parents and children enjoyed Fall Camp at Camp 
Buckner during the Thanksgiving holidays.  Foster 
families finished the year with New Beginnings 
Baptist Church providing an amazing evening of 
dinner, entertainment and Santa giving bags of 
gifts to each family.    

Family Pathways had the opportunity to 

celebrate four wonderful graduates in December.  
Annette Chavez graduated from Kilgore College 
with an associate degree in general studies. 
Caitlin Follingstad graduated from Kilgore 
College with an associate degree in nursing. 
Sami Lockwood graduated from Tyler Junior 
College with an associate degree in respiratory 
therapy, and Aaliyah Peoples graduated from 
East Texas Baptist University with a bachelor’s 
degree in psychology.  All four women plan to 
further their studies!

From fall fests to sock donations, graduations 
to the Christmas market, our year finished with 
a community showing their love and support for 
all Buckner programs.  Allied Consultants, Inc. 
collected almost $40,000 in donations to purchase 
toys for the Buckner Christmas Market that 
served over 230 families and involved volunteers 
from Jasper Ventures Inc., First Baptist Church 
Longview, LeTourneau University as well as those 
from throughout the community.   

As we finish one year and embark on a new 
decade, we celebrate the victories in the lives 
of these children and families with thanks 
in our hearts for all our faithful friends and 
supporters. You make our mission possible 
and their hope a reality, and we look forward 
to sharing continued stories of inspiration with 
you in the seasons to come. n

The end of the year brings
celebrations, reflection and generosity. 

Shelly Smith
Executive Director
Buckner Longview
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God is moving . . . Buckner
Volunteer  
Opportunities

During this season of 
uncertainty, many of our 
volunteer events and 
opportunities are on hold 
or have been canceled to 
maintain healthy social 
distance to stop the spread 
of the coronavirus. However, 
there are still ways you can 
support Buckner safely 
from your home, and more 
coming soon!

Here are a few examples 
of ways you can support 
Buckner in this new season:
• Write an encouraging note to a 
senior adult or a foster family. We 
are accepting letters both digitally 
and through email. For information 
on where to send your note, check 
out our volunteer page on the 
Bucker website.

• Pray for the vulnerable children, 
families and seniors in your 
community. Pray for health, safety 
and protection.

• If you are passionate about 
helping families struggling due to 
implications of COVID-19, we are 
accepting financial gifts to support 
them in this season.

As the situation progresses, we are 
continuing to update our website 
with ways you can volunteer and 
serve throughout this time. To check 
out the most up-to-date ways we 
are continuing to serve our Buckner 
families (and how you can help), 
visit buckner.org/volunteer.
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