
From the back seat of the police car, Tommy Cota glanced 
over his shoulder and watched his home become distant 
until it was completely out of sight. His wife Diana and 
daughter wept as they peered through the living room 
window and watched him get hauled back to prison. “It 
hit me—I didn’t want to live this life anymore,” remem-
bered Tommy. “My daughter was 5, and my son was 10. 
Up to this point, they only knew me from visiting me in 
jail or seeing me on the streets, drunk.” Tommy had spent 
the majority of his 20s in and out of the Los Angeles 
County prison system. “They raided our house because 
Tommy had violated his parole,” Diana recalled. “When 
they took him away this time, I cried out to God, ‘Lord, 
I can’t take this anymore!’ But then, God clearly told me 
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to stand by my husband—so I did.” Diana reasoned with 
Tommy’s parole officer to let her husband go to a reha-
bilitation center instead of prison. Reluctantly, the officer 
agreed. Tommy would just have to wait in prison until his 
paperwork cleared. 

Free Indeed
Twenty-one days later, Tommy was still behind bars. “It’s 
common for stabbings to happen in prison,” he men-
tioned. “I was asked by somebody I didn’t know to ‘do 

some people a favor.’ Basically, they wanted me to stab 
my 19-year-old cellmate on the way to the showers in 
the morning. A couple years before, I would have done 
this without hesitation. But I had this eerie feeling in my 
gut—I knew I had to get out of there.” He promptly called 
his parole officer but received no answer. In his despera-
tion, Tommy then tried his mother. “Mom, you need to 
get me out of here,” he insisted. His mother, who had re-
cently become a Christian, answered him: “No, Tommy. 
If anyone is going to set you free, it’s Jesus. You need to 

Above: Pastor Tommy Cota, center, who started 
Hope Alive Santa Ana earlier this year, prays with a 
congregant. The church meets in a local elementary 
school for Sunday service. 

Right: After the sermon, Tommy, right, explains a 
difficult Bible passage to church attendees. The church 
had been learning from the Book of Acts.

cry out to Him.” Tommy couldn’t believe what he was 
hearing. “That was the stupidest thing ever, like she was 
talking about a fairytale,” he said.

Around midnight, Tommy woke up sweating. He sat up 
and contemplated his options, “If I stab him, I’ll be in 
trouble, but if I don’t, something bad will happen to me.” 
He continued, “I doubted the reality of God, but I had 
no other options, so I said, ‘God, I don’t know if You’re 
real, but if You are, I need You to get me out of this place.’” 
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He lay down again, his shank (homemade knife) gripped 
firmly in hand, and fell asleep. A few hours later, Tommy 
was awakened by an officer standing outside of his cell. 
“Cota, roll it up,” he instructed. “We have release papers 
for you.” 

“Therefore if the Son makes you free, you shall be free 
indeed.” John 8:36

When Diana picked up Tommy, he explained all that had 
happened to him that night. “She was getting emotion-
al,” he remembered. She explained to him, “Last night 
my prayer group asked God to make Himself real to you 
while you were in jail.”

Redeemed
“I was a young mom,” Diana shared. “I married Tommy 
when I was 18 because I didn’t want my father, whom I 
barely even knew, to think badly of me. Shortly after we 
were married, Tommy’s involvement with drugs caused 
him to be in and out of prison. He would come home 
from prison and take my car and money from me. I had so 
much anger that one time I tried to run him over with the 
car. I never saw myself staying with Tommy for the long 
haul.” She continued, “I had two children and had already 
had four abortions.”

It was normal for there to be excessive alcohol at Diana’s 
house, and her uncles frequently fought in the front 
yard. “But when my uncles came to know the Lord, that 
all changed. I knew something was different about them, 
so I went to their church,” Diana said. At church, she 
learned that God could change her from the inside out 
if she would just seek Him. Diana committed her life 
to Jesus as Lord and Savior that day—four years before 
Tommy’s final release from jail. “I got pregnant again, but 
this time it was so strong in my heart that I needed to 
keep this baby,” she related. “I named her Isabella, which 
means ‘a gift from God.’”

As Christ transformed Diana, she realized that she 
would have to forgive her husband just as Jesus had for-
given her. “Tommy, I forgive you for everything you’ve 
ever done to me,” she told him while he was still in jail. 
Tommy shared, “I was a cheater and a liar. I was physi-
cally and emotionally abusive to my wife. I knew my 
wife. She held grudges; she didn’t forgive people.” It was 
obvious that Diana had changed. “My own family would 
tell Diana that she needed to leave me. They told her 
that I was never going to change and that she deserved 
better. But she was confident that the Lord had spoken 

to her, and she stood on the promise of God, that He 
had a plan even if it didn’t look like anything was going 
to work out,” Tommy noted.

“But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, 
and all these things shall be added to you.” Matthew 6:33

Diana spent time with mature women who encouraged 
her faith, and she sought out believers to intercede for 
Tommy, praying that he would surrender his life to God. 
When he was released from prison, Diana took him to 
church. “I thought that if I went to church with her, it 
would keep her from getting upset with me,” Tommy re-
called. “After we walked inside the church, I felt a sen-
sation in my heart. The pastor started preaching, ‘God 
loves you and has a plan for your life.’ It was like everyone 
in the room disappeared, and it was just me and God.” 

How precious also are Your thoughts to me, O God! How 
great is the sum of them! Psalm 139:17

Tommy embraced the invitation given for anyone want-
ing to accept Christ and committed his life to Him. “For 
the first time in my life I felt loved and wanted,” he re-
membered. “Men started praying for me by name. I asked 
them how they knew me. ‘Man, we’ve been praying for 
you for two years!’ they told me. My son looked up at me 
and said, ‘Dad, God loves you.’ And I looked at him and 
said, ‘I’m never going to leave you again. I’m going to be 
your daddy.’ My wife and daughters came in and we all 

cried together. That day—June 11, 2000—was the day 
that my life changed forever.”

Restored
“God restored my marriage and fixed my family,” Tommy 
stated. “My dad gave his life to the Lord and is now a chap-
lain for a hospice company. He doesn’t drink anymore, 
and he is no longer abusive. My brothers are all serving 
the Lord. My daughter is in Bible college. My wife does 
not bring up any of the past to me. We’re still human be-
ings and have our moments, but she never uses the past 
as a weapon. She is a godly woman who shines for Jesus. 
She is an example of what it means to be faithful and to 
pray diligently for husbands and children. God has done 
a great work in our lives. Now, we want to point people to 
Jesus and see broken families restored.”

“So I will restore to you the years that the swarming 
locust has eaten, the crawling locust, the consuming 
locust, and the chewing locust, My great army which I 
sent among you.” Joel 2:25

Tommy graduated from CC Costa Mesa’s (CCCM) School 
of Ministry in 2004 and was ordained as a pastor in 2005. 

He leads the Hands of Hope ministry at CCCM, which 
operates various ministries to children, the homeless, 
those incarcerated, and those struggling with addiction 
within Santa Ana, CA. The Cotas recently started Hope 
Alive Santa Ana, a new church in Southern California. 
They held their first service in February. 

You will keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed 
on You, because he trusts in You. Isaiah 26:3

Diana concluded: “I know that God can do anything. It’s 
not about Tommy or me; it’s all about God and what He can 
do when we seek His face. I had to focus on the Lord and 
not my circumstances. If I had kept my eyes on Tommy, 
I would have lost hope—it didn’t look like he would ever 
change. I also know that God forgives all sin. It’s hard for 
us to forgive ourselves sometimes, but His blood is good 
enough to cleanse all unrighteousness.” 

Above: Diana Cota shares a Bible lesson with children in Sunday school. 

Top left: Tommy, left, laughs with a friend after service. The fellowship started in February 2014.
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