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Early Praise for Believe for It


“CeCe is a powerful woman of God who lives her faith on-stage and off. Her personal story and message of her faith in God is inspiring and something we need more than ever in our world today. I believe her book will help both older and younger generations who want to be authentic followers of Jesus and draw others to Christ!”


—Joyce Meyer, Bible teacher and bestselling author


“CeCe Winans and her family are treasured friends in ministry with me, my children, and she was especially a great friend over the years with my deceased wife, Lois Evans. The Kingdom work I have witnessed them leading and being a part of has spanned decades in multiple generations. That is the heart and biblical wisdom of what CeCe shares in Believe for It. My prayer is that this book helps people see what God can do through intentionality in family, church community, and fervent prayer.”


—Dr. Tony Evans, President, The Urban Alternative, Senior Pastor, Oak Cliff Bible Fellowship


“My friend CeCe Winans is a gifted and beloved Gospel recording artist, and she has written a new book that is refreshing and needed today. In a culture that is heavy-laden with failed marriages and broken homes, CeCe writes about the hope that Jesus Christ brings into family life when parents and children honor the Lord through obedience to His Word. Her own story will inspire and capture anew what happens when Christ is put at the center of our hearts and homes. No matter what has happened in life, it is never too late to ‘Believe for It.’”


—Franklin Graham, President and CEO, Billy Graham Evangelistic Association, Samaritan’s Purse


“I believe in the power of what God can do through family. What my friend CeCe Winans has done in ‘Believe for It’ shows how God uses generations to pass down faith.”


—Bishop T. D. Jakes, New York Times bestselling author
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DEDICATION


I dedicate this book to my mom, Delores Winans. Thank you for being a perfect pattern to model my life after. Your beauty and grace intensifies with each passing day.









INTRODUCTION


I was the eighth child born in my family, but I was the first Winans.


Though my heritage is rich and faith filled, my family tree isn’t picture perfect. My father, David, was conceived out of wedlock and raised by a single mother, Laura Glenn. Since his father, Carvin Winans, wasn’t in the picture when he was growing up, my father went by the surname Glenn. So when my seven older brothers—David, Ronald, Marvin, Carvin, Michael, Daniel, and Benjamin (BeBe) came along—they were born Glenns.


My great-grandfather Isaiah Winans came from Mississippi. He was a bishop in the Church of God in Christ and founded Zion Congregational Church of God in Christ in Detroit, Michigan. A short time before I was born, my great-grandfather approached my dad and requested that he take the name Winans. Even though my dad’s father hadn’t been present during much of his life, my dad consented to his grandfather’s wishes out of respect. And that’s how I earned the bragging rights of being the first child of my family to be born a Winans.


I have always appreciated my rich Christian heritage. I think that’s why I’m passionate about influencing the next generation. We have all been influenced by those who came before us. Along with faith, music played a big role in my upbringing. I suppose it’s fitting that music is what brought my dad and mom together. They met in 1950 as members of the Lemon Gospel Chorus, a citywide gospel choir led by gospel great Louise Lemon.


Dad and Mom married in 1953 at the tender ages of nineteen and seventeen. Music was a part of their home, even before my oldest brother was born the following year. Mom played the piano, Dad played the saxophone, and both had impressive singing voices. (Later in their lives they would record several albums together.) Before children came along, both had traveled half the country in a handful of musical groups, so I suppose it’s no surprise their children followed in their footsteps.


A large family wasn’t part of my parents’ plan. Mom used to tell us, “I only planned to have two children, a boy and a girl. It’s just that the girl was slow in coming.” Clearly God had different ideas. In 1964, I was born Priscilla Marie Winans. Priscilla was the beautiful baby girl name my mom had been saving up in her heart through all those years of having sons. Sometime early in my childhood, “CeCe” became my nickname. By 1972, God had blessed my parents with two more daughters, Angelique (Angie) and Deborah (Debbie), completing the Winans family.


I remember two major things about my childhood. The first is that our home was always filled with music. Gospel music played throughout our house morning and night. Most of my siblings played the piano and wrote songs—or at least they thought they could—so someone was always either playing the piano, writing a song, or rehearsing for a program. It seems we were singing before we learned to talk.


The second thing I remember is the faith that surrounded me; it was as strong and consistent as the air I breathed. My parents’ commitment to the Lord and His Word enveloped us and guided everything we did. He was unequivocally the center of our home.


Dad came from a broken home and so did Mom. Her mother and her father weren’t believers, nor were they married. Mom says she used to dread weekends when drunkenness and fighting broke out. Despite their fractured beginnings, my parents vowed together that they would stay married and raise their children to fear the Lord.


I was blessed to have a front-row seat to the power of this faith and commitment. By the way my dad and mom raised us, you would think the whole family tree was filled with saints. But no, like all families, we had our issues and generational curses. Our family may have been close knit (and still is), but that doesn’t mean we didn’t find ways to mess things up! For me, the beauty of the Winans story is that one act—my parents committing themselves, their marriage, and their family to God. It changed everything.


Through the years, as I’ve raised my own family— and seen my siblings raise theirs—I’ve realized to an even greater degree that no family is perfect. Not only that, but the world has become a difficult place in which to pass on authentic faith and a solid identity in Christ. Still, I am totally convinced God honors our commitment to Him and prayers for the next generation. My parents are an example of that. They raised ten children who not only loved to sing, but who grew up to sing God’s praises.


Such a foundation is of immeasurable worth. The seeds of faith and service and discipline my parents planted in me have continued to grow and bear fruit throughout my life. God makes no secret of His plan for faith to be passed from generation to generation. Psalm 78:4 proclaims, “We will tell the next generation the praiseworthy deeds of the Lord, his power, and the wonders he has done.”


No matter the condition of your family of origin or your current situation, passing on faith to the next generation is possible. Establishing a loving, faithful household centered on Christ is not out of reach! After all, God used two teenagers committing their marriage and home to Him to raise up a family that would proclaim His wonders and glorious deeds around the world in ways that this young couple never could have imagined.


Even if you don’t have children of your own, or your children are grown and out of the home, God calls you to participate in this calling as well. In Old Testament times, the charge was delivered to the community, to the people of God.


I hope to encourage you through my story and the things God has taught me along the way, from growing up a Winans to becoming an acclaimed gospel singer to getting married to raising two beautiful children of my own to founding a church. Our God is big and has a heart for all generations to believe in Him and be part of His big story. I pray this book helps you discover new ways of passing on powerful faith to the next generation.


The time is now! The apostle Peter said, “The end of all things is near. Therefore, be alert and of sober mind so that you may pray” (1 Peter 4:7). Our world has never been more in need of truth and the power of God’s Holy Spirit. Old, young, or in between, every one of us has a limited time on this earth to establish a legacy of faith in the next generation. Let’s roll up our sleeves and get to work.









CHAPTER


• one •


GENERATIONS


Ten years ago, in 2012, my husband, Alvin, and I started a church. It’s still a bit shocking for me to write those words. Looking in from the outside, it seems extremely unlikely that we, a couple with no seminary training quickly approaching retirement, one day decided to convert our living room into what would become Nashville Life Church.


Looking back, God had been hounding us for fifteen years. At that time, we attended a revival at Born Again Church, our home church of more than twenty years. That night, a woman of God whom we respect prayed over Alvin and proclaimed he would be a pastor.


I remember shouting, “Oh, no!” I’m not sure why that was my gut-level response. I don’t carry any deep hurt from growing up in the church—in fact, quite the opposite. But I knew the weight and responsibility of such a calling. I also didn’t believe a businessman and a gospel singer were equipped for such a task.


Alvin, ever calm and levelheaded, had a different reaction. “She missed it,” he said simply. “I would walk on the moon before I’d be pastor.” And that was that. Only it wasn’t. Over the next decade and a half, as I enjoyed a successful music career and we raised our children, God continued to keep the woman’s words on our minds.


A stranger would approach us at the shopping mall. “You’re a pastor,” he would say to Alvin.


“No, I’m not,” my husband would reply.


Stranger: “Oh, yes you are!”


Alvin: “Well, whatever the Lord wants. Praise the Lord!”


These chance encounters steadily grew through the years until it became almost ridiculous how many people mistook my husband for a pastor. We began to wonder what God had in store and even wondered if we would pastor those in the music industry. About a year before we founded Nashville Life, the prophecies were coming so frequently we could not ignore them.


We decided to pray about it: “If it’s your will, Lord, we’ll do whatever you want us to do. But this is a serious calling.”


The catalyst came through our son, Alvin III. He was in his midtwenties at the time and going through a crisis of faith. He moved to Melbourne, Australia, to get some distance from us and to do his own thing. At that time, Alvin was consumed with his music. He had earned a music degree from Belmont University and was passionate about writing and producing. He entered competitions and wrote music that was secular. As I watched him spend time with friends who weren’t living for Jesus, I knew something was off with his walk. He was searching for what he believed apart from Alvin and myself.


When Alvin III announced he was going to Australia, we were concerned about him being so far away. I prayed that God would bring him home, but I had no idea all that was at stake.


My son later told me, “Mom, I told God, ‘Whoever gets me first, You or the devil, that’s the way I’m going to go.” Praise the Lord, God got him first!


When his friend, Wally, picked him up at the airport, he told Alvin about the discipleship ministry school he was attending at Melbourne Life Christian Church. Because he had no other plans, Alvin reluctantly agreed to join him. At the ministry school, God lit fire to Alvin’s faith. Every time he called home, he seemed to have a more exciting story than the call before about what God was doing in his life.


My prayers of, “Lord, bring my son home,” changed instantly to, “Lord, you can keep him there for as long as you want. In fact, it’s fine if he never comes back as long as you’re working in his life.”


After about nine months, Alvin returned to Nashville. He was on fire for the Lord and wanted his friends in Tennessee to experience what he had in Melbourne. He asked if we could invite Dianne and Bram Manusama, the pastors of Melbourne Life Christian Church and the leaders of the Discipleship Ministry School, to our home in Nashville to lead a weeklong Bible study for a few of his friends. Alvin and I agreed immediately. When we asked the Manusamas to come, they weren’t surprised. God had already revealed to them that He was planning to use them to further His kingdom in Nashville.


Our son asked us if he could invite twenty of his friends, which we said was just fine. But on the first day of the event, forty-five showed up, packing into our living room and kitchen! These young people were hungry for God’s Word and His touch in their lives. That week God did a mighty work. As Dianne and Bram taught and the young people read the Word together, many were overcome by the Spirit and wept in repentance. They received healing and deliverance from addiction, anger, unforgiveness, and fear. At the end of the week, my husband told the young people to hold on to what God had given them.


“Go back to your church,” he said. “And if you don’t have a church, find one.”


Both my husband and I knew the importance of being plugged into a faith community. Many of the young adults who had come to our home did not attend church. We knew without believers surrounding them that what they had experienced that week could easily fade away. Like the parable of the sower and the seeds, these precious souls would face many challenges to their faith as they forged a new path. That’s why my husband encouraged them to continue their journeys sheltered by the fellowship of a local church.


Three months after that event, Alvin III asked if we could do it again. Those who had been transformed during the first event had spread the word, and more people wanted to come. The Manusamas returned to minister, and God did it again! More young people experienced transformation through the Word, the Holy Spirit, prayer, and repentance. As my husband observed what God was doing, Pastor Dianne looked at him and said, “This is your church.”


My husband, Alvin, revealed to me later that he had made a specific request to the Lord: If starting a church is Your will, bring it to our living room. And that’s exactly what the Lord did.


At the end of the event, Alvin said to the group, “Those of you who are part of a church, go back and stay on fire for God. If you don’t have a church home, raise your hand.” About thirty hands went up. And that is how Nashville Life Church began, meeting first in our living room and later at Wallace Chapel on the property of Christ Church Nashville.


During the years we met there, the pastors of Christ Church offered us such beautiful hospitality, an expression of the unity of the body of Christ. They made everything easy for us. I think God knew we needed everything to be easy in the beginning so we wouldn’t give up.


A NEW PURPOSE


In those early days of Nashville Life, God revealed something significant to Alvin and me. The ethnically diverse group of millennials who streamed to our church had a deep need for God’s transforming power in their lives. Many came from broken homes, and some of their families were not comprised of Spirit-filled believers. They needed spiritual parents and were drawn to Alvin and me.


We came to find out that only six out of ten in the millennial generation were raised by both parents.1 Roughly 40 percent were missing a dad or mom in the home while growing up.


Research shows that in weighing their own priorities, the next generation places parenthood and marriage far above financial or career success. The young people filling our pews longed to see a model of a strong, loving marriage. They craved the security and acceptance we could offer. They desired parental figures who could guide them spiritually, hold them accountable, and support them. And they found those things in Alvin and me. In those earlier days, pastoring looked more like parenting, but it bore much fruit.


I thought back to my mom and dad. Though part of the silent generation, with the Lord’s help, they had reversed the curse of a fractured family and given my nine siblings and me the blessings of a loving home centered on Christ. This idea of older generations passing down faith to the younger is not a new idea. Scripture contains more than 150 references to generations. Consider a few:




Let this be written for a future generation, that a people not yet created may praise the Lord. (Psalm 102:18)


One generation shall praise Your works to another and shall declare Your mighty acts. (Psalm 145:4, NKJV)


His mercy extends to those who fear him, from generation to generation. (Luke 1:50)


Even when I am old and gray, do not forsake me, my God, till I declare your power to the next generation, your mighty acts to all who are to come. (Psalm 71:18)





I particularly love that last one. The psalmist expressly asks the Lord to be with him in his old age so that he may declare God’s power to the next generation. As I walked alongside the young people in our church, this was my prayer too—that God would allow me to pass on faith to those who are to come.


The charge to parents to pass on faith to their children appears early in Scripture. We see a perfect example of this teaching in Deuteronomy 6. Just after presenting the Ten Commandments, Moses orders the people—every generation—to honor the Lord and obey His commands. He says, “Always remember these commands I give you today. Teach them to your children, and talk about them when you sit at home and walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up” (6:6–7, NCV).


Passing on faith to the next generation is to be an immersive, all-of-life activity. Parents are to talk to their children about God constantly. They are to aggressively teach them the truth every day, every opportunity they get, so that their children will know the truth from the counterfeit.


When I think about my own upbringing, this method happened naturally in our home. The Winans kids were in church at least three days a week (more if there was a shut-in or revival). When we weren’t at school or church, we were in the home singing gospel music, hearing the Word as part of family discussions, or preparing to serve in some way. We had fun and the usual family antics, of course, but faith was a natural and prevalent part of our lives. Even at a young age, when I had a problem, I knew to pray and seek the Lord’s wisdom. When my siblings and I engaged in the usual arguments (and we did), we understood that God wanted us to forgive each other so that we could be forgiven. And when Mom or Dad put forth an edict, their word was law, and we honored it.






Passing on faith to the next generation is to be an immersive, all-of-life activity.
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Passing on faith looked a little different when I was raising my own children, but Alvin and I made church a priority, and we made sure to make God’s Word and His ways central to our household. Looking back, we could have done more, but I’m thankful for God’s grace in allowing us to raise a son and daughter who know the Lord and follow Him despite our shortcomings.


When my children were grown, I was tempted to believe that my job was complete. I hoped to one day be a grandmother pouring into my grandbabies, as my own Grandmother Howze had done for me, but it felt like I had checked the Deuteronomy 6 box. What God began to show me was that the command to tell the next generation about who God is and about His plan for humanity extends beyond the nuclear family. Don’t get me wrong— the nuclear family is a powerful vessel for transmitting authentic faith. However, Scripture is clear that this task is to be a community effort.


In Jewish culture each celebration and feast includes teachings for the children about who God is and what He has done. During the Feast of Passover, the children ask questions, which are answered by their elders. In the New Testament, we see that part of the function of the church is to provide a community where older generations teach the younger ones. Passing on the faith is not something that happens by osmosis. Quite the contrary. The task requires consistent, diligent, prayerful effort from both the parents and the entire faith community.


GENERATIONS


Pastoring a diverse church of millennials was a wake-up call. I began to realize that the greatest thing I could leave to my children is my faith. The best investment of my time would be in pursuits that would result in the next generation being grounded in faith. As I witnessed the great need for spiritual investment in those who attended our church, I felt a sense of urgency to be a part of this important work of passing on faith.


In 2021, God put it on my heart to create a YouTube show called Generations to serve as a platform to invest in the spiritual lives of the next generation. Watching my son and his friends experience God in our living room and kitchen inspired me to create a casual, homey environment for the show. Each episode features me and my guests—often my mother, my daughter, and my sisters— gathered around in the kitchen, coffee cups in hand.


We discuss topics such as walking in faith, pursuing wholeness, honoring those who deserve honor, practicing gratitude, and celebrating holidays. The purpose of these discussions about life and faith is to start conversations that reflect the words of Titus 2:3–5:




In the same way, teach older women to be holy in their behavior, not speaking against others or enslaved to too much wine, but teaching what is good. Then they can teach the young women to love their husbands, to love their children, to be wise and pure, to be good workers at home, to be kind, and to yield to their husbands. Then no one will be able to criticize the teaching God gave us. (NCV)





Whew! That’s powerful. We teach those who are younger how to walk out their faith so that no one will be able to criticize the teaching God gave us. What a holy calling. But the exchange of wisdom goes both ways. Scripture reminds us that we who are seasoned saints can also learn from those who are young. In God’s kingdom the aged don’t have a corner on the market when it comes to spiritual knowledge and insight. The apostle Paul exhorted the young pastor Timothy, saying, “Do not let anyone treat you as if you are unimportant because you are young. Instead, be an example to the believers with your words, your actions, your love, your faith, and your pure life” (1 Timothy 4:12, NCV).


That’s why I’ve invited my daughter, Ashley, and other young guests onto the show to share the wisdom God has given them as my brothers and sisters in Christ. We can all learn from each other. I regularly receive insight and a fresh perspective from these younger believers.


The Generations show grew into the Generations conference, which brought together women of faith of all ages to teach God’s Word and pass on knowledge that will help the next generation thrive in faith. Through the show and the conference, we initiate conversations about how faith plays an important part in every area of life.


Psalm 119:105 tells us that God’s Word is a lamp for our feet and a light on our path. The truth of that statement isn’t limited to one culture or one demographic— it’s for everybody of every age all over the world. God’s wisdom and His way of doing things offers us the best paths to walk our life. It’s vital for the younger generations to grasp that, and it’s vital that the older generations convey their knowledge and experience on the matter.


Today I’m part of the older generation, but it seems like just yesterday I was part of the younger one. I was a young woman, beginning my music career, learning how to be a wife and mother, receiving from the older women in my life. How grateful I am for their investment in me as I learned to walk with the Spirit and grow deeper in faith. Their influence fortified me on the path God had for me.


But time passes quickly. As a young person you may be primarily on the receiving end, and if you’re not careful, you’ll stay in that position and forget the responsibility God has given you to pour into the next generation. I think some of us in our fifties, sixties, and beyond have become stuck. Instead of looking for ways to actively declare God’s power to the next generation, we worry about feeling respected and comfortable at church.


Before Alvin and I founded Nashville Life Church, we were considering retirement and taking a long trip to Hawaii. Those plans quickly changed as we pressed into the adventure God was calling us to. My good friend Dr. Bridget Hilliard has said, “In God’s kingdom there’s not retiring, only restructuring.” This has been very true of mine and Alvin’s last decade. As I’ve come to better understand God’s call on every believer to pass on faith, I have realized that stepping into this role of nurturing the faith of the next generation is a lifelong pursuit.


THE TIME IS NOW


Several years ago, I felt a growing sense of urgency. After nearly forty years of singing and touring, I felt a pull toward teaching and making disciples like I never had before. I continued to make music, but God was doing a new thing in me. Through my service at Nashville Life, I saw the incredible fruit that came from investing in young people and the benefits we all gained from intergenerational relationships.


Psalm 90:12 says, “Teach us how short our lives really are so that we may be wise” (NCV). That is exactly what God has impressed on my heart. By His blessing I have enjoyed a fruitful career in gospel and contemporary Christian music that has given me opportunities beyond what I could have imagined. But now is not the time to rest on my laurels. Just the opposite.


One of the reasons I am so passionate about the message of the importance of generations is because I sense the battle we’re in. Ephesian 6:12 says, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” I find it interesting that the phrase “flesh and blood” is used in this passage. It denotes that our battle is not physical, but in our culture it also carries the meaning of our blood relations. God is calling us not to engage in battle with the next generation, but to fight for it, against the forces of evil.


You don’t have to look far to see the victories the enemy is winning in the lives of our youth. From bullying and mental health issues to addiction and suicide, the next generation faces some significant challenges. Scripture tells us that this world is under the influence of Satan, who is actively deceiving those who don’t know God. The devil has his sights set on turning the next generation away from faith and the truth of God’s Word. He would love nothing more than for us to be distracted from our God-given task of passing on faith.


First Peter 5:8 warns, “Be alert and of sober mind. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” The upcoming generations have a target on their backs. When I think back to my son’s challenge to the Lord—“whoever gets me first”— I am deeply grateful that God stepped in. I trust that God answered my prayers and those of so many others when He took hold of Alvin’s heart and life. I can’t discount the influence and blessing of my great-grandfather, my grandparents, and my parents in how everything worked out.


Another reason Generations is a timely message is because the allure of the world is strong. When I was growing up, worldliness was around. My parents only allowed us to listen to gospel music, fearing that the popular music of the day might have a negative influence on us. That concern seems mild compared to the influence the culture exerts today through the prevalence of the digital media and streaming entertainment. Surveys have shown that the average age a child receives a smartphone is ten years old, while 25 percent of kids under six have one.


Consider the words of 1 John 2:16: “For everything in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—comes not from the Father but from the world.” God’s way and the world’s way are in direct opposition to one another. Many young people growing up today are being schooled in the ways of the world rather than the ways of God. The lust of the flesh and the eyes is accepted and even celebrated as we tell young people they deserve everything they want in life. Pride is rampant and seen in the arrogance, self-reliance, and spirit of offense that marks the world around us.


While observations like these can paint a picture of gloom and doom, I see many reasons for hope, and the existence of generations is one of them. God works through generations. Each one has its own unique way of expressing faith in God, and the Lord is faithful to every generation. The rising generation is meant to follow the faithful example of the generations who have gone before. This is God’s design for the good of all people and for His glory.


Psalm 145:4–7 lays out a beautiful template for God’s plan for the generations.




One generation commends your works to another; they tell of your mighty acts.


They speak of the glorious splendor of your majesty— and I will meditate on your wonderful works.


They tell of the power of your awesome works— and I will proclaim your great deeds.


They celebrate your abundant goodness and joyfully sing of your righteousness.





I love the verbs in this passage: they commend, they tell, they speak, they meditate, they proclaim, they celebrate, they sing. Yes, they sing! That takes me straight back to growing up in the Winans family. Not only did my parents proclaim God’s wonderful works, but they also praised them and sang about them! Deuteronomy 6 talks of the many places we are to instruct our young people in God’s precepts—along the road, sitting at home, when we lie down—and Psalm 145 tells us the many ways to say it.
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