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By Maria Oldham

Chattanooga’s Adoptive 
Families Share Their Stories 

of  Hope & Healing

O n any given day in Chatt anooga—be it a cool fall afternoon or a sunny summer 
morning—you’ll fi nd dozens of families strolling along Walnut Street Bridge, 

picnicking along the waterfront, or playing in Coolidge Park. Anyone who has lived 
in, visited, or researched Chatt anooga knows that it is a great place for kids to run, 
play, learn and grow. Here, we have a thriving city, abundant with family-friendly 
att ractions and inhabited by a diverse group of people. But there is another integral 
part of this city’s family appeal that many people don’t know about:  Chatt anooga’s 
fl ourishing adoption community. 

Working within the expansive network of adoption agencies and programs in 
Chatt anooga are families who are answering the call of 144 million children around 
the world needing a loving home. What follows are the stories of four couples who 
have embraced the adoption process, believing it to be a refl ection of the heart of God. 
Through both domestic and international adoptions, their families are expanding in 
a very special way.

WAnt to knoW more? 
Here are a few resources for those consid-
ering adoption or for those who want to 
donate to the cause. 

Lookout for Orphans is a local nonprofi t 
organization helping to encourage, edu-
cate and support families aiming to adopt. 
lookoutfororphans.com, (706) 820-1983

Both Hands is a foundation aiming to sup-
port widows, orphans and adoptive fami-
lies by raising funds for orphans through 
volunteer projects for widows. 
bothhandsfoundation.org, (615) 969-7565

Bethany Christian Services provides adop-
tion and foster care services, counseling and 
more. 
bethany.org, 1-(800)-BETHANY

Half the Sky advocates for Chinese chil-
dren in welfare institutions and connects 
adoptive families across the world. 
halfthesky.org, (510) 525-3377

Lifesong for Orphans helps churches and 
families in the adoption funding process. 
lifesongfororphans.org, (309) 747-3556
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Go from dazzling to elegant, stylish to 
sophisticated. A total system of mixing and 
matching diamond and colored gemstone 

bands with endless possibilities to enhance 
your mood day or night and express your 

personal style. Stackable bands. Beautiful, chic 
and slightly unpredictable. Just like you.

Monday-Friday 9:30 to 3:30 or By Appointment
735 Broad Street, Chattanooga, TN  (423) 265-1608

Jane’s
Fine Jewelry/Unique Gifts

Exclusively at
Holiday 
   Jewelry E llie Easterly, daughter of Alan 

and Lee Easterly of Lookout 
Mountain, is modeling jewelry from SPARK, 
available exclusively at Jane’s Fine Jewelry 
/ Unique Gifts. 

Perfect for the holiday season, are El-
lie’s 18 ct. white gold drop earrings – dia-
mond Huggies with removable yellow 
cushion-cut sapphires surrounded by 
diamonds.

Ellie’s matching ring is a magnifi cent 
yellow cushion-cut sapphire surrounded 
by brilliant-cut diamonds in 18 ct. white 
gold.

Just as beautiful is her necklace, a pear-
shaped cabochon rubellite garnet sur-

rounded by brilliant-cut diamonds.

Accentuating her jewelry 
are eternity stackable bands 

in 18 ct. white gold and 
brilliant-cut diamonds, 

now available in a 
variety of colors 

shown on the 
next page. 

www.janesfinejewelry.com/
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As this fundraising campaign draws to a close, we thank those unselfish 

donors who have already given. Your contributions are already helping 

people with terminal illnesses to receive the special care that allows  

them to stay at home, surrounded by family and friends. 

 

In this season of giving, we ask you to help ensure that 
no one who needs our care is ever turned away. 

The equation is simple:

There’s still time to multiply your love by making a $30 donation today 

to honor those who have been touched by our care. Please mail your check 

to  The Hospice of Chattanooga Foundation, 4411 Oakwood Drive, 

Chattanooga, TN 37416, or donate online at hospiceofchattanooga.org.

Your generosity will bless our mission.

$1 x 30 years = $30

One last chance to
M u lt i p ly  t h e  l o v e

“We have six kids eleven and under. 
It’s crazy and loud, and we work to-
gether as a big, crazy loud team.” Meet 
the Burke family, according to mom, 
Kelsey Burke. Kelsey and her husband 
David—director of The House, a col-
lege ministry at UTC—have quite a 
clan with their four biological children 
and their adopted twins. 

After att ending a seminar about 
the AIDS crisis in Africa at a Christian 
Leadership conference, David and 
Kelsey knew they had to do some-
thing. Although they already had a 
full house, they felt like there was a 
hole, and a child from Ethiopia was 
their fi t. Then, after reading There Is 
No Me Without You—the story of Hare-
gewoin Tefarra, an Ethiopian woman 
whose home had become a refuge for 
hundreds of children orphaned by 
AIDS—they decided to adopt more 
than one Ethiopian child. Why? Be-
cause they could.

Thus began the process of adopt-
ing Justice and Simone, twins now 

3 ½ years old. 
There was a lot 
of paperwork, 
a lot of fund-
r a i s i n g ,  a n d 
s o m e  s p e e d 
bumps along 
the way (“The 
fl ight back was 
horrendous!”), 
but the Burkes 
brought the twins home with the 
Signal Mountain community rallying 
around them. 

While Justice and Simone have 
blended right into the family, the 
Burkes say the fi rst moments weren’t 
easy. “We knew we would be scary 
to them,” Kelsey says. “Att achment is 
often difficult.” However, the twins 
learned to receive and return love 
fairly quickly because of the care they 
received in their orphanage. “It doesn’t 
happen overnight, but we’ve learned 
you must be willing to do the hard work 
and pursue their hearts,” Kelsey says. 

For David and Kelsey, adoption is 
a privilege—a way to bring wholeness 
to brokenness and loss. It is “a life 
changing commitment to loving and 
restoring the life of a child,” and they 
couldn’t be happier. Having a large 
adoptive family takes love, sacrifi ce 
and hard work, the Burkes say, but 
they love the daily reminder of what 
it means that God chose them to be 
in His family, and they want others 
to feel that too. “If Chatt anooga is 
touted as this family-friendly com-
munity, then we need to bring more 
children into it.”  

David & Kelsey Burke
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www.hospiceofchattanooga.org
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307 North Market Street
Chattanooga TN 37405

(423) 521-7888

DryBar
NO Cuts. NO Color.

JUST BLOWOUTS! Only $35
Friday & Saturday only 

Starting Nov. 16th, 5 - 7:30 p.m.

Jon and Sarah Risley have made that 
journey of a thousand miles several 
times over, and it has been one of loss, 
learning and love. 

The journey started in 2008, when 
the couple went through a Bible study 
on Amos about helping orphans and 
widows. It wasn’t long until they real-
ized they were on the same page about 
adoption. “We wanted to give out of the 
outrageous plenty that God has given 
us,” says Sarah. In 2008, Jon and Sarah 
took that fi rst single step: they decided 
they were ready to adopt a healthy litt le 
girl from Kazakhstan as part of a blind 
adoption. 

As with most adoptive parents, the 
Risleys soon discovered that the road 
ahead was not going to be an easy one. 
After months of preparation, including 
piles of paperwork, hours of prayer and 
some doubtful minds (“Mom, why do 
you need more kids?”), the couple trav-

eled to Kazakhstan to meet the newest 
member of their already-large family. 

However there was a diff erent plan at 
work. When the Risleys returned home 
to Lookout Mountain from Kazakhstan, 
they brought home with them not one, 
but two new daughters—their sweet 
litt le girls, Elyse, then 5, and Laura Ann, 
then 4. Elyse and Laura Ann were sisters, 
and they both had special needs. 

In the years to follow, Elyse and Lau-
ra Ann would face dozens of doctor’s 
appointments and would require much 
special att ention. Sarah admits that they 
had a diffi  cult time at fi rst. “The fallout 
in my heart wasn’t all that prett y in the 

early stages,” she says. However, in the 
days and years to follow, the Risleys 
found their hearts transformed. Over 
time, Jon and Sarah and their fi ve bio-
logical children have grown with Elyse 
and Laura Ann—overcoming barriers of 
age and language—to become a happy, 
loving and giving family.

This fall, the Risleys will add two 
more to their ever-expanding family. 
Two young boys from China, both with 
special needs, will soon have a won-
derful place to call home. The Risleys’ 
advice to those considering adoption? 

“It’s a hard journey, but it’s a wonderful, 
beautiful one, too,” Sarah says.  

Dr. Jon & Sarah Risley

“tHe journey of A tHousAnd miles beGins WitH 
A sinGle steP.”

 -lAo tZu

WinShape Homes offers children a safe and secure 
home; a place they will grow physically, spiritually and 
emotionally, surrounded by tenderness, wisdom and 
structure. A place they will develop into strong and   
confident men and women. 

 To make a referral or to find out more:
www.WinShapeHomes.org

706.368.6830

http://www.facebook.com/pages/Mouton-Salon/290620200976452
www.winshapehomes.org


70   CityScopeMag.com CityScopeMag.com   71 

For Troy and Sarah Duble, the road 
to adoption was paved slowly over the 
years. Troy’s biological father left when 
he was an infant, and when his mother 
remarried, her husband adopted Troy 
and loved him as his own. With that act, 
Troy learned the true meaning of the 
scripture verse: “Love your neighbor as 
yourself.” Now on the other side of the 
equation, Troy and Sarah have realized 
that adoption is as much of a blessing to 
the parents as it is to the child. 

A year before they adopted now 
4-year-old Drew, Sarah began feel-
ing that adoption was showing up all 
around her. She started to wonder if God 
was telling her something. The couple 
called two of Troy’s closest friends for 
advice, and got a further nudge in that 
direction. In fact, when they asked their 
friends,  Jon and Andrew (after whom 
their son is now named) what they 
should do, Jon’s reply was, “It seems 
like God is knocking on the door. Do 
you want him to knock it down?” 

So the Dubles found local adoption 
lawyer Mike Jennings, and after about 
a year, they turned in their initial paper-

work. All they had left to do was to pray 
and continue to ask God if adoption 
was the right path for their family. The 
couple knew the process would take 
years—“Probably two years to never,” 
according to Mr. Jennings—so they had 
plenty of time. 

Four days later, the Dubles got a call 
that a boy had been born at Erlanger 
and needed a home. Sarah was in 
disbelief and Troy was overwhelmed, 
but when they asked their kids what 
they thought, there was no more doubt. 
Kyra, then 9,  said matter of factly: “Well, 
I’ve been praying about this a long  
time.”      

The family meshed immediately. “It 
seems so natural now,” says Troy. “It’s 
hard to imagine our family without 
Drew.” Though the Dubles believe 
everyone should think hard about 
the decision to adopt, they both say 
it’s “an incredible journey” which will 

“strengthen one’s faith.” 

Troy & Sarah Duble

www.chattanoogapedo.com
www.seegreenbriarcove.com


72   CityScopeMag.com CityScopeMag.com   73 

John & Pamela Block
The first meeting between John and 

Pamela Block and their adopted daugh-
ter Anna plays out like a scene from a 
movie: a little girl waits in a Chinese or-
phanage on Christmas Eve for a family 
she fears may never come. When they 
arrive on Christmas Day, hours late due 
to travel delays, she runs tearfully into 
the arms of her long-awaited mother 
and father. It was a day that, for Pamela, 
once seemed impossible. 

As a single mother in her 20s, Pa-
mela thought she might never realize 
her dream of adopting. But when she 
met John later in life and learned that 
Chinese adoption programs actually 

John & Pamela Block

prefer older couples for stability, she 
grew determined. From months of 
paperwork to struggles with airport 
security to finding the very best doctors, 
Pamela and John fought for their two 
little girls every step of the way. They 
brought home 14-month-old Lily (who 
has a heart condition) in May 2008, and 
4-and-a-half-year-old Anna (who was 
born with a rare condition called blad-
der exstrophy) in December 2009. The 
two girls instantly connected. 

Now, after several surgeries, lots of 
sisterly bonding, and a cross-country move 
from Seattle, the Blocks are happy and 
thriving in their new Chattanooga commu-

nity. “I think adoption is the most amazing 
way to grow a family,” Pamela says.

Along the way, John and Pamela say 
they’ve learned patience and made a 
lot of life changes in order to give Lily 
and Anna a happy, healthy upbringing. 
What is their family like now? In a word: 
joyous. The Blocks describe their home 
as “loud with life”; they love the joy 
and energy they feel within their home. 
The girls laugh and play, and continue 
to love, dream, create, and grow strong. 
For those considering adoption, Pamela 
suggests doing your homework, but also 
says, “It is the most beautiful thing you 
can do for another human being.” 

“A fAmily is born of your heart, 
not of your blood.”

-PAmelA block

Since 1923

distinctivefurnishings

Three generations of commitment to excellence.
Monday through Friday  •  9:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m.
Saturday •  10 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.

Just Across From The Courthouse, Downtown Cleveland, TN
423.476.4542  •  www.stamperhome.com

Dressing Ages 12 to 82

Mon-Fri 10-5:30 | Sat 10-4

Private Shopping Available

The Plaza
1803 Keith Street

Cleveland, TN, 37311

423.244.1000

Head to Toe

www.OrangeBlossomBoutique.comC L OT H E S , J E W E L RY, S H O E S , H A N D B AG S

www.orangeblossomboutique.com
www.stamperhome.com



