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March 29, 2008
Youth Challenge Program
Gillis W. Long Center

5445 Point Clair Road

Carville, LA  70721

ATTN:  Chief Joseph, YCP Staff, Cadre, Counselor Phaedra Cusic & Sgt. Terrell

Re:  Co-Cadet of the Cycle Cammie N. Sutton- Class of 2008-1

Two weeks ago I watched my daughter, Cammie Sutton, lead the YCP Class of 2008-1 along with Co-Cadet of the Cycle Ronald Hill.  I am still overcome with emotion.  I recall her beaming smile when I first saw her just prior to graduation… the way she held her head high and her shoulders back as she entered the church… how she spoke with such confidence and clarity as she gave her speech… the contentment and pride I saw on her countenance as she walked off the stage with her diploma in hand.  I was and still am in awe.
I have no doubt that you have received countless letters and testimonies of success such as this one.  Yet I know that each story and each individual is unique.
I first learned about YCP when my best friend of 25 years watched her son leave for hard core at Camp Beauregard in January of 2007.  Though his circumstances and reasons for going were different, the transformation was the same.  He graduated in June as a Four-Star Cadet.  He was a changed, more confident young man.  How fitting for his mother- who has not only known Cammie since birth, but has also fully understood the process and what it was like to have a child in YCP- to be Cammie’s Mentor.
A year ago I couldn’t possibly have imagined dropping Cammie from her local high school.  The series of events that led to this choice ended with Cammie running away.  There are no words to describe that day.  It was simply surreal.  We knew something had to change.  Cammie had not been in trouble before that short, yet difficult period of less than five months.  The situation was more than enough for YCP to be considered as an option.  However, I knew these were just outward manifestations of something far more important going on inside my daughter.

Cammie has been raised in a Christian home.  The Word of God was and is our source.  We prayed.  God led us to YCP.  Cammie very willingly decided this was the best choice for her.  We agreed.  On October 7, 2007 I dropped my firstborn daughter to the Gillis W. Long Center… another indescribable moment.  I had placed her in the hands of Christ and entrusted Him to work through YCP.  He did.
I’m sure I don’t have to remind you- but I will- Cammie came to you as a timid young lady with very little confidence.  My family and close friends joined me in praying that Cammie would learn who she is in Christ.  I saw her transform almost immediately.  By the first family day I could already see tremendous growth in my daughter.  I know she had many ups and downs.  I rejoiced with her as she made it through hard core.  My heart broke as I read letters that she had written when she was overcome with her own emotions.  It shouldn’t be surprising that Ms. Cusic became my very close friend very early on. (  In fact, she was the first person I met at YCP.  She was the first person there that God used in my daughter’s life.  What a blessing she was to listen to me and to read my very long, very detailed letter about my daughter.  I know that she saw the potential in Cammie right away.  She will always be considered my friend.  
Cammie overcame so many obstacles through YCP.  She left behind her high school and close friends- some she would have to separate from indefinitely.  She left her family including her baby sister who had just turned one year old (her concern over baby Sophie forgetting her was one of the hardest things she would endure).  She pushed herself physically.  She tapped into the potential that she never saw throughout her years of public school and made outstanding scores on her TABE, ASVAB, GED and her first ACT test.  She developed a talent for writing through various essays that have brought me to tears.  She learned to overcome personal differences as she lived over five months with females- something difficult for anyone- yes, spoken from a female.  She grew in her relationship with Christ and she let Him use her there with many of the girls. She opened herself up emotionally as she became friends with some of these girls.  She learned to respect herself.  She learned to respect those in authority- something that is lacking and of utmost importance in the lives of our youth.  How will we ever teach them to respect and follow the voice of Almighty God if they do not respect those in authority- their parents, grandparents, teachers, law enforcement?  With just the bare necessities- no make-up, straightening iron, jewelry or other accessories OR cell phone- she learned to appreciate all she has in life.  She prayed and sought out the will of God for her life.  His plan and purpose is ultimately what I have prayed for her to find.  I believe she has.  
During the five and a half month process, her step-father, father, grandparents and I struggled with the options for her future.  Right away Cammie considered the Military.  Cammie- in the MILITARY? NO WAY!  Sure, she was blossoming in the program, but what did we expect?  After all, we did pray for God to do a mighty work.  But the Military?  We were uncertain- no skeptical- at first.  How difficult it must be to try to learn the voice of God as you have been taught and yet respect and consider the many voices of your parents and grandparents.  Yet, she did.  We watched as she weighed out her choices, considered all of the options and came to one decision- to join The National Guard.  When she fully believed this was the right direction for her, she prayed for confirmation.  We did, too.
Sgt. Terrell was very patient as I asked a list of questions that I had collected from family members and carefully compiled as NG Recruiter Questions.  He answered every question.  He went beyond my expectations.  He respected my concerns as a mother.  He respected my daughter’s decision.  He stood by her throughout a long process of second-guessing her decision and questioning whether or not she was truly led in this direction.  He remained confident in her, yet he did not pressure her.  I reminded Cammie that God would lead her with peace.  Sgt. Terrell may have unwittingly confirmed that.  I believe he was an instrument of God throughout this process.

Cammie made so many memories at YCP.  Her letters are testimonies of the change that has taken place.  I felt as though I was with her as I read each one.  I shared in her heartache.  I rejoiced in her triumph.  I might as well have been right there with her in Washington D.C.  Her phone calls filled with laughter made her experience enough for the both of us.  What an honor and a blessing for her to have been chosen for such a trip!  But it didn’t stop there… surely she would be chosen as one of the few Five-Star Cadets?  She had reminded me throughout the process, “Mom, if I make Five-Star, great!  But I didn’t come here for that.  I came here to change my life.”  But she would eventually call me from Houston.  She had made it!  Another honor and blessing!  My heart felt like it would burst!
The Monday before graduation Cammie went to New Orleans for her physical for The National Guard.  She panicked and was unable to finish.  She would have to wait until after graduation.  Wednesday night she did not call home as expected and I was worried about her.  I called Sgt. Terrell.  He eased my mind; however, I knew I would feel much better if I could talk with Ms. Cusic.  I spoke with her the next morning.  “You must be SO proud,” she said.  And of course I was.  A few moments into the conversation she must’ve realized that I did not know the best news of all (Sgt. Terrell had been forbidden by Cammie to tell me the news).  My daughter had made Co-Cadet of the Cycle!  I could not contain the joy!  I spread the news faster than the tabloids in Hollywood!  Of course I realized that she must’ve wanted me to be surprised!  But, you know, I wasn’t surprised.  Cammie truly earned it.  I was simply overjoyed!  How fitting that I would share this moment with Ms. Cusic, Cammie’s counselor and mine.  She shared the details of the moment Cammie found out… the look on her face…  And I felt like I had been there.
From my standpoint this process flew by- though you may not tell by this lengthy testimony.  But throughout it, I felt constantly overwhelmed with thoughts and emotions.  Graduation was coming…but first, the dance.  Cammie’s fifteen year old sister, Courtney, was blessed to attend the dance with her.  It was very difficult not being able to see Cammie that night.  But the pictures so beautifully captured the joy on my daughter’s face- on both of their faces.  She and Courtney had an extraordinary time.  Courtney was truly blessed by how welcome the other girls made her feel.  To top it off, we have a picture of Ms. Cusic “enjoying” the night. (
As I reflect on this process, a picture is painted in my mind.  It is just as Chief Joseph said on graduation day, “the butterfly leaving the cocoon”.  Cammie not only graduated Five-Star and Co-Cadet of the Cycle, but, she grew into the beautiful, confident young lady who is now Private Cammie Sutton of The United States National Guard.  And to God be the glory!  What an awesome God!  I thank Him for bringing her through this process.  And I thank Him for using each of you at YCP.
I thank you for being instruments for His plan and purpose.  I thank each of you who sincerely and faithfully prayed for my daughter.  I thank each of you who sewed seed into her life.  “This life will soon pass.  Only what we do for Christ will last.”  You have not only made a difference in Cammie’s life, but in every life Cammie will impact.

As Cammie moves forward through the next phase of her life, I trust that you will remember her in prayer.  I will forever be grateful to you.  And I will remember to keep you posted as Cammie makes her mark on this world.
Sincerely,
Rena Gunther

