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1 The Early Days
 
 
When I was growing up and coming to terms with myself I found myself very much wanting. I was always looking to gain approval from those who were most often around me. However I was never really able to succeed in this. I was among an exploding generation of kids coming from broken families—like a bewildered child escaping a house fire, covered in soot from head to toe. My parents divorced, my mother took us, and we lost our ability to live with our dad. Although not terribly smart, my dad was loyal, faithful, and was committed and willing to do whatever it took to help us. Unlike many of those kids I got to see my dad on occasion. He became what they would call a ‘Visiting Father’. But this is a misnomer. For its impossible to father kids who don’t live with you. But we visited him most weekends. I was around peers in public schools much more so naturally they became the standard by which I tried to create myself. But most of the time I was at a loss.
I could never figure out what other kids wanted or liked. But their tastes and trends seemed to change all the time, even without warning. How was one to keep up? Trying to figure out how to make them like and appreciate me was always a mystery. School was so full of vanity—if only I knew that then. When favor suddenly and randomly did happen to fall upon me I was even more mystified, often with a dumbfounded look on my face—like when the little blonde girl in a white dress with her white umbrella followed me around an apartment complex when I was seven, or randomly making an entire fourth-grade classroom laugh hysterically when the teacher had announced that she found some girly item and I immediately jumped up in front of my desk but then quickly diverted to pick up a pencil I just dropped. Not because I meant to joke around—I simply dropped my pencil at just the right time and needed to pick it up. A couple of times I was bullied or pushed around. Not because I was small or short—just no confidence. My lack of confidence made me cautious about drawing attention to myself and opening up as I knew what the kids who sought to build their own egos by way of fist, muscle, and name-calling were capable of. I got picked on a couple of times but most of the time I was just left alone, and I wanted it that way.
However, I rarely felt lonely or sad growing up. I was never depressed. The woods and nature were always there as a refuge throughout my life. They somehow gave me life and peace and best of all, they never passed judgment. 
I always had a subtle, introspective attitude that mystified a lot of people. Because I thought about things more than I spoke about things I was not always very ‘approachable’. But that’s another strange word to describe someone. It’s not my fault if you’re afraid to approach me. I wasn’t the kid standing absent-mindedly in the middle of the playground staring at the birds in the sky, but I did care about things others found trivial. I often considered everyone’s actions and behaviors thoughtfully. If I saw others doing stupid things, I would wonder about it rather than make any judgement.
Who do I trust and who do I learn from about life? There seemed to be no one because there was no one. As a child you need something (someone) to help you learn to find your way through the day and to help you interpret life as you’re experiencing it. For me, that was the wild—so full of treasure and endless discovery.
One sure thing I learned as a kid was that society waits for no one. It presses on with or without you. Its times and seasons continually change, moving this way and that. And without the aid of guide you will find yourself chewed up and spit out by it. It didn’t take much time for me to learn that the world was a wrong, cruel place. I realized and understood at the age of nine that life was short. How does a nine year discover that life is short? I was already staring death in the face, somehow. Those were the sort of thoughts that ran through my head continually. Maybe I should have been thinking of my toys more. Legos were the best toys I had. I built, designed, and constructed things like it was a childhood career. Pouring over the instructions or ‘blueprints’, scouring the piles for just the right pieces, and standing back to take in the glory once the project was all finished. It was clear as day that I was destined to build things. Just not to my own self. Because there was no one to help me through the cold mazes of modern life, I was forced to rely on and figure things out for myself, and I never saw this until much later in life.
 
“Why did that kid just lie to the teacher to get me punished so he take the ball from me to play with on the playground? Why did the teacher believe his word over mine? Why did that kid randomly pick on me? Why did that coach leave me out of the soccer game? Why was I ‘too small’ or not good enough? Why was I one of the last kids picked from the line in recess games?” I had to figure it all out on my own.
My parents divorced when I was six. There were a lot of battles in my early years, yet they were the kind that wore down my fighter mentality rather than strengthened it. I hated conflict with anyone, anywhere, always. My brothers fought all the time. My younger brother fought with drugs. My older brother fought with neighbor kids, gangs, prison, and women. My father fought with lung problems, alcoholism, and depression to the very end of his life. My mother fought with her kids, with dad, a step-dad, and other men.
Both of my parents were active in church and had great and honorable ambitions of serving in the very early years. But, like for so many, those dreams backfired.
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“Do you know who you are?” 
An elder African-American pastor asked me this question as he sat across the table from me at a café one day in between adjusting his dentures. I never really thought of that before. 
“It’s the most important thing you can ask yourself!” I knew this was the right kind of question to ask oneself, and I respected that someone out there understood that it needed to be asked. Well, I had no idea how to answer it. 
 
The history of my family can be traced back to Ireland where a generation of Pennocks lived. Joseph Pennock was born near a town called Clonmell in the southern part of Ireland and arrived in America in the late 1600s. As the story goes, on one attempted trip to America, in a letter-of-marque (a government-issued license to “pirate” other ships), he was taken captive by a French war ship and then imprisoned in France for a year, where he apparently endured a lot of hardship. In 1702 Joseph made his way to Philadelphia and settled there, where he engaged in the mercantile business. Then in 1714 he left Philadelphia for the frontiers of America and settled in the West Marlborough township of Pennsylvania where he became the owner of approximately 1,250 acres of land by virtue of a grant from William Penn to George Collett who was Joseph’s maternal grandfather. My ancestors were part of the pioneering of America, and specifically, William Penn’s own Pennsylvania. There, Joseph Pennock built a large mansion known as the “Primitive Hall” and lived there until he died at the ripe old age of 95. He had horses, cattle, sheep, and even a hired servant. Not only were the Pennocks well off, they were also well-known and devoted Irish Quakers. Joseph was elected as a representative in the Pennsylvania Assembly in 1716, was the justice of peace for the county courthouse, and seemed to have a big heart for the natives of the land. It was written that,
 
“His doors were never fastened against the children of the forests which surrounded him. Food was always left for the Indians who might choose to enter his kitchen at night. It was no uncommon thing to find several Indians stretched on the floor before the kitchen fire in the morning.”
 
Eventually Joseph inherited over 5,000 acres of land in his life, and his children were each given 500 acres at the time of their marriages. Today the Primitive Hall remains as a public monument maintained by a non-profit foundation. 
Fast-forward a few generations and the Pennocks in my lineage have become duds, subjected to abject poverty and endless struggle. Things seemed to take a turn with the life of Frank Pennock, my dad’s grandfather. Frank was born in 1872 in Ohio. He traveled to Texas where he married his wife Lula, started a family, and worked as a blacksmith. They had three children, the youngest of which was my grandfather whom I never met, Winchell Pennock. As the story goes, Frank Pennock mysteriously ran off from his family in Texas and disappeared. Records show that he divorced Lula, and married another woman in Los Angeles, California where he died in 1945. Winchell Pennock, my grandfather whom I never had the chance to meet, was a mechanic. He left Texas to live in Florida and from there he traveled with his family to the Panama Canal Zone off and on where he found work at the military installation. At this point in the lineage the Pennocks were no longer devoted Irish Quakers, but devoted Masonics. Winchell had a daughter, Mary, and a son, Winchell Pennock, Jr., my father. I only saw my dad’s side of the family once or twice and I remember visiting a hot and humid Florida only once when I was two years old. 
My dad’s mother and sister who remained in Florida comprised his whole family apart from my brothers and I. When they passed away, his entire family was just my brothers and I. My dad had always been a friendly, selfless, and outgoing person. I am convinced he had a heroic and loyal propensity deep inside. He possessed a glass-encased medal which he received for saving a man from drowning in a river when he was still in his youth. He served for almost two decades in the Air Force. He was born in Panama in the Panama Canal Zone where he spent most of his childhood. His father, an American Masonic who worked as a mechanic in the Panama Canal Zone was a rather short man measuring only 5 feet 3 inches. He—my grandfather whom I never met—married late in his 40s and died at 65 while my dad was only 18. My dad was not much taller than him. 
My father had his own dreams in life which never materialized. When he was younger he became involved with some volunteer ministries and churches. He had espoused the idea of becoming a pastor at one point but ultimately was too afraid of public speaking. He was recruited into the Air Force where he worked in communications. He then gained a job with a telephone company where he worked until his retirement.
I was originally born in Oklahoma where my father was stationed at the Tinker Air Force base. After a few months of my existence we moved to Oregon in the year 1979. Our father initially took us to Union where my grandparents lived. Being into camping, fishing, and finding his own existence and meaning alongside the mountains, he felt at home with my mother’s side of the family—and their way of life—and was eager to settle right into it.  
In an even tinier town some miles from there lived my great-grandparents. This small, quaint, road-side village, called Telocaset, was little more than a railroad station at one time. Its population was around twenty. My great-grandfather on my mother’s side had been a railroad worker and simply remained in the town until his last days. It was a very old-fashioned place. It had a post-office and nothing else. My great-grandparents had a small, aging cottage, which resembled a modern day museum piece. This place was my last touch with an era gone by—one of cast iron wood burning stoves, rickety wooden screen doors, hand-made quilted blankets, rusty hand-powered mowers, scythes, and a 10-inch black and white TV. Out back was a small yard, a worn tool shed, and a clothes line. Beyond the short, picket fence in the backyard was a vast, un-touched expanse of rolling hills and trees. When it snowed out here, there was no getting in or out, and chopped firewood was your only source of heat. To my dad, this was paradise. Here, you were surrounded by hills, trees, and valleys as far as the eye could see. The air was clean and pure, and the breeze was quiet and unadulterated by the noises of anything modern except an occasional train passing by.
Telocaset was very quiet and peaceful. So he wanted to settle us there. Had this happened, I would have surely been sporting the ultimate country boyhood life, whatever that would have looked like. But as it happened, my brothers and I were to be labeled “city-boys” by our grandmother—a label I always loathed. She would say it with a distinct, falling and rising tone so as to poke fun at us as she smirked at our frequent ignorance to the country life and living off the land.
My grandparents were humble, content folk who were well known throughout their small town. They didn’t come from the most fortunate of circumstances however. My grandmother had been an orphan and as a teenager my grandfather lost his dad who fell off a cliff while they were out hunting together. My grandfather was the quietest man I ever knew. I never heard more than a few words come out of his mouth at a time. You could never seem to tell what he was thinking. He was a hardworking, weathered, man’s man however. My grandmother was the complete opposite and you could not sit in the same room with her and not hear a dozen stories and reports of the latest happenings being shot off one right after another. When you woke up in the morning it was to her hearty, brisk voice. She was always the center of the conversation. As a kid I wouldn’t pay much attention to the things she talked about but I always noticed how she had a way of connecting her monologues by ending with the words, “And uhh…” followed by a thoughtful pause, as she stopped to inhale another drag of her cigarette. This meant that she was not finished talking. I had to sometimes ascertain through her what my grandfather might be thinking or feeling. On a return from a road trip in my later years I passed through and stopped to visit them. They took me out to dinner and though I never heard anything from my grandfather, my grandmother expressed how “tickled” they were that I had stopped by to say hello. Though I couldn’t say I saw any signs of “tickledness” in my grandfather, I assumed he must’ve been.
 
Personal identity—being known and loved—makes or breaks your confidence. I have come to believe it is one of the worst—if not the worst—crises we face in our generation. Because the crisis is so deep and completely ignored in socio-political conversations, few care about it. Back in the 70s Betty Frieden told women that they didn’t know who they were. Their identities were vacant or suppressed. They were blind to their potential as humans. For her “the problem that had no name” was only something women suffered.  But this wasn’t true. It wasn’t only the women’s problem, it was everyone’s problem. 
I found myself paying extra close attention to it. At ten years old it bothered me. In fact it bothered me so greatly that I spent half my life working out this problem. However as a man, I was totally on my own to figure this out. Society provided me no help, no direction, no platform, and no grace for my errors. Its lopsided socio-politics decided it needed to make things easier for women while it made everything harder for me.
 
When I was in my twenties I began to take interest in my family history as part of the search for understanding of my own self-identity and personhood. Yet the more I embellished myself with the history the more complicated my identity became. Bloodlines? Heritage? Family names? Nationalities? Race? Ethnicity? Can these things be mixed and baked into a complete delicious loaf of bread? Or maybe the bread will taste like shit? But these were things of the past and out of my control. I needed more than this.
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Some kids create a world for themselves to deal with their less-than-great childhoods. 
For me, I went outside.
I found my tranquility in the nearby “unexplored” creeks, fields, and groves of trees. The crawdad hunting, the hanging out under Willows that seemed larger than life, the frog chasing, the “deep” snows of Oregon winters that beckoned me to conquer them, the jumping off of cliffs into rivers and floating down rapids, the towering Ash trees and large boulders that seemed to speak, “climb me”—this was all sufficient for me. I rarely ever watched TV and never had any interest in it. If I wasn’t able to be outside I would spend my time playing adventure video games. I was born to explore, and I craved adventure.
At nine years of age when I was pondering the meaning of life and what it would mean for my little corporeal reality, I  somehow instinctively imagined that there would be darkness. As a child you don’t need to be told how your consciousness works. I think it’s self-evident and built-in. Eternity is built in. The need for love is built in. When we look into the infinite heavens in awe, it connects. We get a sense of oneness with the universe and not a sense of separation from it. Do you notice? But peering out into eternity for me was peering into darkness. So I prayed to God to save me out of this fear of the darkness and asked the Church baptize me. I was only ten. I always had a teachable, open heart of readiness to explore and discover anything. When I made friends they were far and few between, but they were usually meaningful and lasting. They had to be genuine, or I wouldn’t waste my time.
 
My dad was always one to love the outdoors and be close to nature. I have always had a passion for being in the great outdoors. Much of that passion for outside life was imparted to me by him. He spent much of his youth camping, doing Boy Scout activities, and going on long backcountry excursions. 
“We hiked the Appalachian’s from Cleveland’s Dome to Fontana Dam which roughly comes out to about fifty miles as the crow flies. Once we floated fifty miles by canoe down the Suwannee River,” he would often reminisce to me as he recalled some of his more memorable and youthful adventures.  Youthful times are the best times.
My maternal grandparents were also genuine people of the land and had such skill that they could start a fire in a matter of seconds, harvest food from the forest, and practically catch and clean fish blindfolded. My grandfather could repair a two-stroke engine one-handed with a tool in one hand and a coffee mug in the other. I saw him do this once. That was my kind of thing. I respected such skills. They lived near the eastern border of Oregon in a small country town surrounded by mountains called Union. They knew how to live in the wilderness. In fact, they did live in the wilderness. For part of the year, every summer, they would tow their camper out to the middle of the woods next to a lake and live there, only returning to town when they needed to replenish supplies. They would spend their days hunting, fishing, gathering mushrooms, and feeding the hummingbird populations.  While my dad was sold on this way of life and ready to settle down here, my mother was not so much. Fortunately for her, my dad was not able to find work out there at the time and was compelled to seek work in Portland. My memories of the area and subsequent visits throughout my childhood from camping trips to Christmas vacations were some of the fondest memories in my life. I loved the snow. And you could always expect there to be snow in the wintertime in Union. There wasn’t any of the noise of shopping malls, or the madness of rush hour traffic. There was just a peaceful, serene country town surrounded by half-bare, green and brown mountains in the distance. Time stood still here. Hence for me, there was no better place to spend Christmas. There was nothing better than waking up to the smell of waffles and pancakes when Grandma was cooking breakfast, and Grandpa brewing coffee. Outside their small white house with green window trim there was always some story to discover lying around whether it was a collection of porcelain gnomes hiding in the shrubs underneath the large fir tree in the front yard, or the multiple, rusted out automobile carcasses and artifacts in the back yard near the garage. One such artifact was a Volkswagen bus that was completely caved in and smashed in the front. I later learned that my grandparents had been driving it in the backwoods one day when a deer jumped out in front of them and in order to spare the life of the deer they sacrificed the bus to a large wall of snow. Inside, there were lots of things reminiscent of a typical 1950s home. The tassel-laden lampshades, the furniture, and the two rooms where each of them held their prized collections. For my grandpa, it was room full of trucker hats, old antiquated Commodore computers, rifles and hunting paraphernalia and for my grandma it was a room full of dolls, crafts, and yarn. They were a perfect match. In the basement they had what would be called by modern terms a “man-cave”. It was a dank basement with a home wet bar, guitar instruments and amps, and a pool table complete with a Bud Light lamp hovering over it. They also had dogs. Lots of dogs. They were initially larger dogs, some of which were mean to kids, then over time, the dogs became smaller turning into Pomeranians, which we’re often dubbed “little yippers”—always trying to bite off more than they could chew. These dogs accompanied them wherever they went: the lap in the living room, the car on their drives, and in the woods on their camping trips. Often my grandfather could be seen carrying one of these balls of fluff around inside of his jean-jacket with its tiny head popping out just underneath his bearded chin. And of course, a coffee mug in hand. 
It was primarily through my time and experiences in this area of Oregon where I became thoroughly acquainted with nature and the wild. I ultimately grew up in a suburban-city environment but my roots had already been placed in the outdoors and the country. Nature always had a way of speaking to me, and whenever I was in the outdoors I felt like 14 year-old Anne Frank who wrote about the woods in her famous diary while she was in hiding from the Nazis that in nature, “everything is as it ought to be.” 
There was always that communion and a belonging that existed somehow. I knew instinctively that the more immersed I was in nature, the closer to truth I was. The forests, hills, and mountains seemed to invite me to listen. Though the interrelationship of humans and nature is one and the same (humans are nature) most of us in the industrialized world have lost touch with nature and, as a consequence I believe, ourselves.
The countryside of eastern Oregon was the site of my first big exploratory expeditions. They weren’t long, but I would wander off in search of new land. A creek not far from my grandparents’ house had a trail alongside it. I would wander up and down looking to see where it would go, and in one case, try to ride a ten-speed bike down it (which at the age of ten was much too large for me). The trail was more suited to a mountain bike, but I didn’t care. At one point another trail split off to the side and followed some barbed-wire fence to a dead-end. This portion of trail turned out to be a BMX trail with rolls and jumps. I felt I had discovered a real gem and the fact that I had a ten-speed road bike made it all the more appealing. In my attempt to BMX the trail on a road bike that was too big for me I ran into the barbed-wire and tore open my arm—a straight tear from bicep to tricep. I didn’t notice it bleeding much so I just ignored it and put a bandage on it later. It turned out big enough to leave a large permanent scar on my arm.
I was especially exploratory out at the lake where my grandparents always camped. It was known as Balm Creek Reservoir. Early on, I just heard “Bomb-Creek” and thought that it was a strange name for a lake. It was here that I would engage in all the typical things boys do: jumping our bikes off the roads into the lake, rowing out to trees in the middle of the lake, climbing and jumping off of them, hunting for frogs, trapping wild-life (which I’m sorry to say resulted in the tragic death of at least one chipmunk), hunting small game with a BB gun, target-shooting with a .22 rifle, and trekking off deep into the woods to see what was “out there”. My grandpa had what was called a coot that was an off-road ATV that could literally go anywhere in the forest. It was split horizontally down the middle and held together by a single axle. The driver and front passenger could be tilted forty-five degrees to the left while the rear passengers could be tilted forty-five degrees to the right making it nearly impossible to flip so that it needed no roll-bars. We always loved riding in the thing.  Our uncle’s loved to take us kids out in it and scare the living sheister out of us. 
Through hunting for truffles with my grandma one day I discovered an outcrop of rocks and became particularly enchanted by its twenty to twenty-five foot faces. I named it Big Boulder and the name stuck ever since. I would always make sure to visit it on every trip. It was set high up on a hill-side about a quarter mile from camp. I would climb it free-solo from every angle that I could and sit atop searching out the endless forests and hills, or listening to music. On one ascent I fell off at about ten feet and landed on my back in some bushes. To my surprise I was unhurt save a few scratches. 
The woods have a way of providing a boy everything he could want in life. Discovery was endless. Large-leaf wetland plants with their distinct smells, forest flora, the berry bushes, the insects and bugs that seem to be everywhere. The beetles with intricate red designs or shiny wings. The frogs that create a chorus of relaxing night sounds off in the distance. The smell of fish, and learning how to clean and cook them by hand. The stands of Douglass Firs and Pine trees each gathered in their own tree-communities but with slight overlaps and mixtures. The clear night sky and the stars and constellations scattered throughout. The bright red-orange flames of a fire and how they licked at the night sky and consumed everything they touched releasing spark after spark to float up to heaven and, at the same time, mysteriously drew everyone near to put their souls at rest and to open channels of communication between people that aren’t there otherwise. The distinct smells of camp-fire-roasted food. When we set to roast marshmallows we were often more concerned with the experimentations than with the final product. It was out there that I learned how to use a knife, a rifle, to hunt for food, and other basic survival skills. It was out there as well, that we had our family reunions when distant relatives, uncles, aunts and cousins I’ve never seen would converge and commune. It was like being a part of a tribe for a week or two of your life. There was great-grandma in her camper where we could go and get free cookies. There were a ton of kids to play with in a forest that never failed to give us something to do or explore. There were uncles and older relatives who seemed to be able to teach you anything about getting along in the wild. And they loved it.
We had a relative, Uncle Les, who was particularly entertaining to us. He was the guy we remembered for his crazy tales and tricks. Around the campfire, he would tease us with stories and talk about “snipe hunting” at night.
One day, he offered to take us all hiking around the lake in the dark to “go hunting.”
“They’re like little birds that scurry across the ground and only come out at night,” he would say. “If you want, we could take a trip around the lake tonight and see if we can find any…”
With such a proposition, we kids were only too eager. We had trekked around the lake plenty of times in the daytime—but at night? Oh, how enticing! Very quickly, a caravan was arranged to make the two-mile trek around the lake at around 10 p.m., once it was sufficiently dark. We took up our flashlights and lanterns and headed out promptly under the pale light of the moon and stars.
Most of the way around the lake, there was a roughly hewn dirt road on which we traveled. Close by was Les, telling yet another thrilling story meant to keep us all on edge.
“There are things out here at night,” he warned, his voice low and urgent. “Even dangerous creatures you don’t see during the day. You have to be careful, stay very quiet, and move lightly.”
After a mile or so—when we weren’t paying attention—Les disappeared.
We were walking for some time before we realized it.
“It’s really dark,” someone whispered.
“Where’d he go?” one of us asked.
“I dunno! I can’t see anything!” another replied.
“Maybe we should wait here?”
“Maybe something happened to him?”
In our confusion and panic, the sudden sound of a mad deer snorting through its nose came rushing at us. Deer, when they feel threatened or in danger, often make a loud rushing noise through their snouts to signal their herds to run. They then usually flee in a mad dash.
Deer typically travel at night in small herds. The warning noise they make is a series of snorts that sound like sharp wind—or like when someone dumps a big pail of water all at once.
“SSHHWW... SSHHWW... SSHHHWW…”
Added to this, I remember, were angry grunts and hard stomping. It approached us all at once—loud and fast—until Les suddenly appeared in our lamp light and the girls screamed. We boys were scared out of our wits as well, but we were also grinning, greatly impressed by his tactical abilities.
My Grandparents owned a small white house on the corner of Main Street where they lived out their retired days. They were well known throughout the town as they had worked for the post office prior to retiring. My grandfather had also served in the military and the Vietnam War as a medic, so they were somewhat a mobile family moving from place to place. My grandparents raised five kids—two boys and three girls—and for part of their upbringing they lived for a time overseas in a place called Aviano located in the foothills of the northern Italy’s mountains. That was where my mother met my father who was also serving in the military, specifically the Air Force branch where he worked in the communications field.
For the first 20 years of my life I would make trips out east most summers and Christmases. I used to regard my life out there as “one half” or even “my real life” and my life in the city as the “life I didn’t care much for but had to do anyway”. If it was up to me, I would have gladly lived full-time in the country. But it seems that there was a different plan for my life and I was fated to be brought up in the sparkly clean suburbs of the city.
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I had two halves to my life growing up—at least that’s how I saw it. This “other half” of my life growing up in the city was in stark contrast to my life in the woods. I never found much to connect to. In the city you have machines to do everything for you. It didn’t smell good and it didn’t sound so good either. I mean, if everyone is fighting to get a good view and to get away from noise while living in the city then perhaps I’m right when I say that the urban environment isn’t so conducive to human health and well-being as we might have thought. Insects and small game were held in aquariums. There were no deer, no deep bellows of grouse hiding in the thickets, no relaxing, fragrant smells of wild flora all about you. There wasn’t anything interesting to explore other than your back yard. For many kids this means the only things to do are play video games and watch TV. There were some neighbor kids who were fun to hang out and play with, but many more were sucked into the ego-game of who was cool and who was not. Others seemed to be more interested in getting in fights, passing around porn, and raising hell on earth. The only way to find meaning seemed to be in brand-name apparel. Somehow the city felt like a hiding place from reality. Here, you’re seemingly forced to play in a massive multiplayer role-playing game where you’re competing with everyone and the role you choose is up to you. It’s a game of survival-of-the-fittest, so you’ll want to make sure you win at all costs.
 
I have imagined that the “city of God” couldn’t possibly be anything like this. There, surely one would find refuge, tranquility, and rest and a place where people spent more time planting things rather than manufacturing things. The early settlers and pioneers of America figured they could build a “city on a hill” but under the constraints of fallen humanity and western values of life, liberty, and happiness for myself—the myself aspect the seemingly hidden part—what I felt we’ve really built was a vast, intricate arena where we got to beat each other up over material resources. 
During my childhood days, Portland was an uninteresting rag-tag city where there were few bikes, no food-carts, no naked bike rides, no feminist boutique stores, and no mini-dogs walking all around in the downtown streets. The famous Hawthorne strip was hardly even around then. The only interesting place to hang out during my high-school years was the now very upscale Northwest District, and specifically on 23rd Street. The cool places to visit on that strip were little more than a unique coffee shop and a record store.
Our first residence was in the SE area next to Mt. Tabor, an area which is now a thriving hipster village with skyrocketing housing costs and bicycle lanes. My dad found work with a local telephone company installing phone lines—the kind nobody seems to use anymore. Later, we moved out to outer SE near Mill Park Baptist church where we attended as a family. We rented a small blue house in a quiet neighborhood. When you’re two years old, everything seems big. My few memories of that time revolve around how big I remember things being. The willow tree across the street that we would play under was a monstrous thing drooping its tentacle-like branches down all over the place. The lawns at other houses were vast fields. Our backyard was huge. Once when it snowed two inches I tried to ride my little red and white Trike through what my memory would recall as being “two feet” of snow.
I don’t have many memories before the age of six at which time one searing memory took place when my parents divorced. There was a lot of activity, changes, and moving around that were beyond my understanding and which kept life unsettled until we realized we were not living with dad anymore and would only get to see him on weekends. Those were the days I shared one room with both of my brothers. Today we love each other. Back then, we hated each other’s guts. There’s something about a handful of unscrupulous boys all living in the same small space and all trying to compete for superiority at the same time. There was definitely no trinity happening between us. It was messy in every way. We beat each other up, called each other names, and stole from each other almost on a daily basis. There were, on occasion, times we got along and had fun together if we went camping or on trips, but most of the time we fought incessantly and my brothers were always getting themselves into to trouble. There was barely a day that went by that my parents weren’t yelling at my brothers or my brothers weren’t devising their next scheme to harass the neighbors, set something on fire, or testing the physics of breakable materials. I became closely acquainted with both the fire department and the police department in those days. The three of us had to share one room which I abhorred. They were messy and I was not, but this was not discovered by my parents until I had my own room as a teenager, so I had to clean up after them constantly whether I like it or not. Most of our parents’ attention was taken up by them so I also had to learn a lot about self-reliance, whether for good or ill. As much as I sought for approval and acknowledgement in life in those days from both peers and my family, I slowly became used to a solitary, self-reliant, non-outgoing way of life. A distinct separation was beginning to occur where my brothers and I took on different paths in life. I hung out with my own friends, and they hung out with theirs. I participated in my own things and they participated their own things. Our lives rarely converged. In school, other kids would often ask me the question, “Are they your brothers?” with wide eyes as though it was hard for them to believe because our lives were vastly different from each other. 
There was a lot of moving around in those early years. After my parents divorced, my mother was courted by a music minister of the same church we used to go to. He was married and ended up divorcing his wife to marry my mother. He also had an older daughter whom we never saw or heard from again after those days. The minister became our stepfather and subsequently the leader of our house for the next decade. Though we lived with him we could never seem to establish a meaningful connection with him. My brothers flatly did not care for him, and he didn’t seem to be very fond of them either. The chaos we boys carried with us was now his chaos whether he wanted it or not.
Our stepfather was more of a strict character who had a lot of passion for music ministry. He was not an outdoorsmen. He was an accomplished cook however and did the majority of the meals for us. After nearly a decade of being married to my mother they adopted a twelve-year old girl from Romania. Things did not go as planned with trying to raise a kid who was, essentially, already raised by an orphanage. She was not conditioned to any kind of authority. It brought even more strife and stress into the dysfunctional family—my mother and her in particular battled endlessly. Sometimes she would hit my mother. Finally she had to be sent off to a boarding school. Soon after that, their marriage broke down and my mother divorced again. My stepfather’s own father was a well-known and respected pastor in Alaska. Our stepfather having roots in Alaska was at least one huge plus for me as one can imagine, as I was able to take a trip there to experience the wild like I had never seen it before. The real wild.
I was fourteen and had my red and black plaid hooded pullover and hiking shoes on. We stood at a dock in front of a small Cessna sea-plane while we talked to the camera about what we were about embark on. Behind the Cessna plane was a large rippling lake. And beyond that, wilderness.
“We are getting ready to take this sea-plane way out into the middle of nowhere where there are some cabins…and…we’ll be staying there for a couple weeks,” we drabbled as the camera vainly tried to take in the full experience of the moment.
As we took off from the water the plane jerked and shook until the wind caught it from underneath and lifted it clean off the face of the sky-reflecting waters of the lake. We were in total anticipation of something glorious. And it was glorious. Just flying over vast, endless Alaskan bush country where you could see bears roaming and wild-game running, and the daunting, sharp ridge-line of the Alaskan Denali mountain ranges far in the distance had me beside myself. We stayed in a cabin for about a week before we had to leave early due to an approaching storm. In that time I was able to catch the largest fish of my life, observe gigantic bear claw marks, sleep in a small cabin built in the 1940s, get bombarded by mosquitoes, and canoe all around a huge lake exploring the inlets and beaver dams. The impressive thing about this land was the abundance of it. The abundance of the wildlife, the abundance of the fish, and the abundance of the mosquitoes. Back in the city of Anchorage, even a simple walk down a paved shoreline path was an adventure and involved obstacles and threats such as herds of moose and porcupines that made it clear to you that they had the right of way. After that experience the Cascades near my home in Portland weren’t so ‘wild’ anymore. The Cascades were nevertheless still priceless to my outdoor experiences growing up, and still are to this day. My dad, who would have us at his place on the weekends would always take us to the mountains to hike, camp, and play in the snow. Weekends were an escape from the urban machine and all its contrivances.
 
While at school, I was bored and just hiding out, doing whatever was required of me, and keeping out of the eye of condescending kids who might find me to be an easy target for their amusement or self-esteem boosts. The neighborhoods I lived in were only slightly different. They were different in that it was generally easy to avoid the condescending kids, and play only around those who weren’t looking for someone to mock. I was not a confident boy that could stand up for myself because I didn’t know how. When something went awry with a kid and he tried to pick a fight with me I just walked away confused and defeated. I joined the wrestling team at the age of eleven, weighing in at a whopping ninety pounds, and found myself to be rather good at it. Endurance ended up being one of my great strengths and I could last forever. However, upon wrestling other kids with anger issues and disregard for the rules of the game, I decided it was not the sport for me, even though I enjoyed it. I remember one idiot taunting me and telling me how he broke the last kid’s collar bone before our match started. What went through my mind at the moment was, “What the hell is wrong with this kid?” 
During our match he pinned me on the mat using an illegal fist lock and won. It was  on top of me so it was rather concealed from sight. I complained to the referees but no one cared. I think it was the lack of the officials giving a shit that really turned me off from the sport. In fact it was the perfect place to learn everything I missed out on and have a chance to lay the smack down on some of these pathetic kids and put them in their place. I would have too, but I didn’t see my potential and coaches didn’t either. All a coach had to say to me was “He had to use an illegal move to beat you? What a wuss!” It doesn’t take much to instill confidence in a boy. But even my sports coaches in those days seemed to be a bunch of dunces who were just there to coach their own kids. I got better encouragement from my piano teacher.
 
On one occasion in elementary school I remember a new kid in class that, since he sat next to me, I befriended. It lasted at least for a few days, until, only weeks later, he turned on me and socked me straight in the eye for no reason other than to show off to his new, cooler friends, along with girls who just stood there watching like dumb sheep. I remember not being able to see out of that eye for the next thirty minutes, being accused of crying, and feeling totally helpless.
I was not an unattractive kid either. I remember a crush or two in high school that I’m sure I could have gone out with if I wanted. But alas, I didn’t have the confidence. 
My childhood religious experiences were almost completely confined to the suburban Church. I know now that the idea of church is that it is intended to be the human, social presence of Jesus in the world. In fact, where nature provides the utterance of God’s divine nature and eternal power, the church was meant to provide the personal encounter. Accordingly, I should be getting a more personal experience of him through his followers than anywhere else. I do not remember getting very much of it growing up in church. The story of Jesus was there, the songs about him were there, the bread and the wine were there, but I never encountered any Jesus. The idea of a “personal relationship” with God meant nothing more than saying prayers. Here the problem of the ego was still in full swing and causing a lot of trouble and drama for a lot of people. From the kids to the adults, priorities seemed to revolve more around self-preservation, money, and recognition than anything else. I saw a lot of drama and was mostly passed by in my state of loneliness and want for guidance. 
Even here I could not escape angry kids who had an axe to grind and received a portion of verbal abuse and being pushed around. On one occasion a youth pastor had to intervene and made the another kid apologize to me. So I learned that youth pastors were just glorified babysitters. Got it. During my days in the youth group I counted five different youth pastors and three or four different senior pastors—all in the span of four years. 
I never felt the need to rebel against authority, neither with my family, the school, the law of the land, nor the Church. I was not afraid of pain, nor afraid of wild animals, heights, or nature. But people? They were scary creatures. Was there any other creature on the face of the planet on account of which God was forced to destroy everything? 
 I was not paid much attention to by people in the Church. I sat quietly just doing what I was told to do. Dysfunctional families constituted a new, fast growing ministry and churches didn’t know what to do with kids like me. The suburban church was an ambitious environment that was fast undergoing dramatic changes from small traditional sanctuaries to fully-equipped activity-center mega-churches. The church was like a restless, anxious enterprise always striving for something that it did not have. I never understood it nor cared much for it. 
Because of how transient and superfluous the church was to me, I passed through those years virtually unaffected and unlearned in anything save for one area: sex. The evangelical church always made it a point to get it across to youth that “true love waits” and did its best to manipulate kids through fear. It was an enigma to me in those days watching the grown-ups becoming generationally divided over worship styles while their kids were in the back room, behind the building, or even on the pool table in the youth room having sex with each other 
Church was a place we had to go to twice a week at least. As a good portion of my life as was spent in the tabernacles of evangelicalism, youth camps, music shows, pizza parties, and retreats, the whole thing was little more than an arbitrary object that occupied a portion of my habitual life. I preferred to stay in bed.
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Mount Hood or bust. That was the place for me.
To find meaning and self-definition requires wisdom and wisdom is not inherent in children. When the wisdom of fathers is gone, the next generation suffers from nihilism and they’re left to search for their own identity, figure out their own values, and discover their own emotional boundaries as they go along in life. It may sound ideal to the modern mind but there’s one big problem: kids can’t do it. Well, it wasn’t long after, at the ripe ol’ age of eight, that I found exactly what I needed.
I began having dreams about skiing. In the dreams I saw myself being transported up the side of a wintery mountain-scape on a ski-lift, strapping on boots, mounting a pair of skis, and propping my ski poles at the top of the slope, ready to experience the glory of careening down a hill through soft powder. The dreams changed my life. They spoke to me almost prophetically, and then cut me short leaving me with an unquenchable desire to know that exhilarating feeling of flying down through the white blankets of snow-crystals contrasted by stands of firs and sunny-blue skies. I impatiently waited two years for it. I was constantly nagging my mother who perhaps waited to see if it would pass—it was an expensive sport, after-all. I had been playing soccer in the little league, and, while I enjoyed soccer, was often benched for being too small. Soccer, baseball, basketball, wrestling—it didn’t matter, I sucked at sports. I would stand in lines while kids picked teams and I would be one of the last to get picked. I was likely to get clocked in the head with balls as I had no physique whatsoever for ball sports. And I did more than a few times. But now that didn’t matter. I found something that I was meant for and that was meant for me. I was thoroughly passionate about skiing and I was only nine. 
Finally when my parents realized after two years that the desire in me was not fleeting, my mother decided to capitalize on it and offered me the chance—on a condition: I had to achieve straight A’s in school. So I got straight A’s. I was in the 7th grade. Every assignment and every test was like money, and I was putting it in the bank. There was only one class in which the teacher had, at first, given me a B+. Aghast from total disbelief, I knew that this would not do. So I paid a personal visit to the teacher, almost weeping, and, seeing how enthusiastic I was, he conceded to my plea and offered to change it to an A with a little extra credit assignment. I was going skiing.
Skiing, as a part of my life, if not my whole life, was now a reality. My dad would take us skiing every year as much as I could get him to until I entered high school where I immediately joined the ski team. In the winter time I would be on the slopes three days out of the week. Racing became a passionate endeavor and at one point I was going to the gym to exercise five days a week to be in skiing shape. When I learned the top racers in the world had typically weighed around 170-180 pounds I was asking a trainer how I could put on an extra forty to fifty pounds. I simply didn’t have the weight to pull me down the hill as fast as I wanted to go. As the trainer was taking note of how skinny my body was he raised his eyebrows and said, “Well, you’ll want to eat four meals a day for starters…” 
This I tried in vain. I wasn’t hungry enough to eat that much. My high-school ski friends and I created not a few memories during the four years of being on the ski team. Our motivation was always about pushing our limits, and consequently we got ourselves into trouble quite frequently. We came out with stories of launching cliffs, face-planting “yard-sales” (when the gear you should be wearing is spread out in a trail of items all over the slope), the ski patrol rescuing us  from being half-lodged into the side of a twenty-five foot wall of snow like a toothpick, skiing in the rain wearing  ponchos made from garbage bags, crossing out of the ski area boundaries, jumping off of chairlifts, escaping avalanches, and of course escaping death. 
My high school life revolved around chasing these adrenaline rushes. I didn’t have time for or interest in chasing girls. In the summer it was cliff diving and in the winter it was skiing. I never cared much for the superfluity of public school parties, social cliques, or the dating scenes. They seemed ridiculous to me. I never went to the dances, proms, or weird school spirit rallying events. There was only one case, during my senior year, of having a slight crush on a cute girl, but it was only based on the fact that I suspected she was into skiing. I never got around to finding out. There was an opportunity to “ask her out” once, but I simply didn’t know what to do. It was like waiting forever for the right thing to come along and suddenly realizing, far too late, that you’re missing something crucial: know-how. The rest of high school was a blur of survival and appeasement to the teachers. I did what was required of me and got out of there. I never liked the social aspect or environment, as it was not conducive to what this world needs—equality. Status divisions based on class in the high school echelon and social divisions based on expensiveness of your clothes, the car you drive, and your property take on a crude, unforgiving shape here. For many of those forced to endure the pains of the lower social status for four long, grueling years, high school becomes a place you leave and never look back.
I hung out with an assortment of kids, including the losers and loners who, in contrast to the materialistic fakeness of many of the cool kids, tended to be more genuine people. In fact, I found it generally easy to find commonality and company with those kids, as they also had come from dysfunctional families and were at a loss for meaning and identity. Some of them ended up wandering down paths of life and chose to identify themselves with things that I knew were not good. One such kid I spent a lot of time with had come from a very verbally abusive broken family that also had a lot of money. They lived in a suburban mansion and were afforded all the luxuries they wanted. He was given his very own, brand new, Jeep Wrangler and had a vacation house in the mountains. Our paths converged on the common grounds of believing society was screwed up and that we needed to make light of all the miseries. He always liked to use the acronym F.U.B.A.R. Sometimes we would listen from his basement room to the ear-piercing screams of his mother as she would relentlessly fling vulgar accusations at their own dad. At the same time my friend would reach over to the volume knob on his stereo and crank it. In his own lostness he played around with dark ‘games’ like séances and had even put a sculpted mask of a devil-like face above his bed’s headboard. 
“I like it,” he remarked, as I first noticed it. I wondered very curiously just what in the hell was going through his mind.
Another friend, Dan, was a teammate and faithful companion of mine. We were on par with one another in the realm of skiing and for both of us, skiing was life. We raced, did camps, and rode to the mountain together early in the mornings, long before others would get there.  While at the mountain we would ski for eight hours straight, searching out new lines in the trees, hidden runs, and pushing our limits. He was sometimes prone to accidents. He was the one I got to watch get rescued from the side of a wall of snow over a creek bed when he was hanging upside down and completely incapable of digging himself out. I managed to jump and clear the ravine, but he did not quite make it. In another instance he nearly slid off a rather large cliff while following me through some trees. When I didn’t see him come out for a while I went back in after him only to find him clinging to a tree just above the edge of the cliff. Amused by the scene, I said to him, “Hold on, let me take a picture!” He forced a smile and stuck his thumb in the air as I snapped a photograph.
 In one case I almost died. Skiing a run on my own and cutting off piste into a wooded area I suddenly crashed and came to rest next to the edge of a blow-hole. Blow-holes are deep, dark, narrow chambers of air for flowing streams deep beneath the snow. My head was pointed down and I could see the dark abyss that I was sure I would fall into, as with every move my body sank farther and farther toward it. With my skis still attached I would have been stuck upside down in a body-sized hole suffocating and freezing to death since it was off the trail and toward the end of the day. Finding me would have been next to impossible. I had a near-death experience complete with the soul-drop and mind-flash. It’s like an extremely rude interruption. When death gets that close to you it is the most impolite experience on earth. But my time was not to end that day, and all at once, the snow inexplicably stopped sinking underneath me. I was then able to shift myself around with my poles, transfer my weight, and roll over and out of danger. 
After four years of racing in high school, and another year after that, I decided to shift to freestyle skiing where, weight-wise, I would be at an advantage. For the next few seasons I pursued competitions in the realm of free skiing, which at the time was a newer breakout-sport of traditional skiing. Free skiing was for the cool kids. I was not a cool kid, but I competed with them and sometimes beat them. So it was good. I worked my way up the ladder and eventually became semi-pro, with sponsorships and company endorsements, competing with the same figures found on the front page of ski magazines. In one competition held in California, which was a worldwide big-air championship for ski-boarding (a breakout of a breakout sport) using shorter hundred centimeter-long boards, I managed to place first in the qualifiers, and then thirteenth overall. I also managed to get included in at least a couple of films.
At the age of nineteen, a year after graduating high school, I moved to the Colorado Rockies and lived in the small village of Silverthorne, worked at Breckenridge as a lift operator, and lived the life of a ski bum. In that one season, I skied over seventy days in just three months. I had the ambition to go to school at a mountain college in Colorado, as well, and that was one of the motivating factors of my moving out there, but with the constraints of the very high living costs in the area, and the lack of funding resources for the school I was not able to make that work.
My skiing years were my most physically injurious years. I acquired scars, concussions, a displaced hip, near-death experiences, and face-plants so hard I couldn’t feel anything for quite some time. Fortunately, I came out of those years with only a broken radius requiring a three and a half inch steel bar and six screws to put back together. Even an arm in a cast couldn’t keep me off the mountain, so as soon as my full arm cast was reduced to a forearm cast I was back on the slopes skiing. 
For me, all I needed was skiing. Life settled into a cycle of dealing with the impossible pressures and standards of school life and church life, dealing with the sorrows of broken family life at home, and then running off to the mountain to drug myself on adrenaline and the unspoiled air of the woods. I didn’t need drugs, weed, or entertainment. Cruising down a hill with the mountain breeze against my face, the fresh scent of firs all about me, the spray of soft powder in my face, the harmony between the smooth, gradual arcs of my legs and my skis with the counter-balance of my upper body and arms as I carved hemispheres all the way down the slope were all but sufficient for me. Because my full mental and physical capacities were engaged I could always count on the slopes being an escape from one reality, which to me seemed full of non-reality, into a different reality—where everything was as it should be. 
And so everything was as it should be, that is, with the exception of myself. I was lost in a sea of madness where you were applauded for winning, pitied for losing, and pushed to progress. During my skiing career, progression was the sport’s holy mantra. Those who progressed the sport were heroes and icons. They were featured on the front pages of magazines and had an article written about their life and how they got to where they were. Dedication, persistence, and determination were how they always seemed to achieve their status. Those who pulled the most dangerous stunts and survived were considered true symbols of progression. It was easy to find meaning in the applauses and cheers of the crowds so long as you were able to top the moves of the next person. Those who worked their way up the ladder of success were considered pioneers and at the forefront of the sport. I spent days myself training and practicing and coming up with intuitive tricks that no one else would think of and thus earned my share of glory in the scheme of progression. It felt really good to stomp a landing under flashing lights and intense music and then get a line of high-fives from the crowds as you slid out of the arena. Or to watch yourself highlighted on a big screen at an exclusive après-ski bar party. Or to exchange props and remarks on gnarly moves with sponsored pros. 
“Dude that was some serious air!” I said to one, as we reminisced about a jump that he took too big and too fast and ended up having to be carried off after knocking himself out cold. “You overshot the landing by at least twenty feet!”
“You had a lot of speed going in that jump!” One remarked to me after another competition where I myself took a jump too big and ended up with a crash so intense that, not only was I collecting my gear that had sprawled out all over the place, but I was also pulling up my snow pants which had fallen half off.
Indeed, how does one come to suffer the concussions, the broken limbs, the loss of brain cells, the loss of cartilage in your joints, and the pain of strained ligaments and muscles, for the mere cheer of a crowd or a photo op, except for some kind of madness? Yet there was something else that I was discovering which I found to be rewarding to my empty soul and that was the acceptance and personal value that I felt like I was gaining. I had a name in that arena and was proving myself a worthy figure who seemingly mattered to people. I had the industry connections, business opportunities, and a budding fame that was on the way to blooming into pro status. I had the fearlessness and physical abilities necessary. I had no problem sleeping in my rig traveling around the western states as I did living off of cheap food. I was on my way to the top as far as I was concerned, and the scars, the brain cells, and all the physical pains involved were, in my eyes, a small price to pay for it.
 
After about four months in the Colorado Rockies and being unable to afford to live there and study like I wanted to I decided to move back home. I completely ran out of money for gas a hundred miles from home and literally drove in on fumes. I got a job the airport working for an aircraft ground crew. In case you were ever wondering, those guys who marshal in the seven million dollar planes you fly on only get paid minimum wage. After working with passenger aircraft for some months I transferred to the cargo aircraft area where I was able to earn a slightly higher pay.  It was springtime and I was now twenty one years old. There, I met two older co-workers, slaving under merciless supervisors right alongside me day after day. They were devote Christians. They were interested in my personal life, that is, matters of the heart, soul, and mind. I found myself greatly respecting that as no one had ever seemed to care what was going on in my life before. That fact itself sometimes made me eager to be around them more and to listen to more of their probing and mysterious questions. The sense that I had—and which made me hungry for more—was how they were distinctly paying attention to me. 
I think somehow the social structures that we have built and which have come to be regarded as ‘normal’ have either left out or invalidated a level of human connection that goes any deeper than the surface of your skin. Thus when meeting these two fellows and communing with them over the course of the few months that I worked with them I was finding myself experiencing something not normal. I couldn’t explain what exactly it invoked in me, but it gave me a sense of acceptance as a person that had absolutely nothing to do with my family background, my skiing career, or my dreams. It simply had to do with my existence. There was apparently value to my existence by itself. This was juxtaposed with a supervisor at the same job who treated me like garbage and actually called me “stupid” if I didn’t do something quite right. 
“Why did you do that, stupid?” Other co-workers even overheard it. It never crossed my 19 year-old mind that he might have been racist as he was black. I didn’t know how to stand up for myself so I just took it. He’s the boss. Notwithstanding, I chose to look up to the two older fellows who looked out for me who told me not to mind that guy.
 
Christians are everywhere. They show up in strange ways in strange places. Back when I had arrived in Colorado with little money and living out of the back of my Land Cruiser, I showed up to a hostel and asked randomly if anyone was looking for a roommate. I had no way of affording an apartment otherwise. Within a couple of days I found one. He was a massage therapist who smoked weed, slept around, baked marijuana brownies, got drunk, listened to almost nothing but Bob Dylan, and grinned incessantly. He had an obtrusively friendly personality. He and I shared an apartment for about two months before moving out on me. I didn’t realize I was such a bad roommate but apparently I had done enough disagreeable things to put him off. All I remember however is that when he expected me to replace a Bob Dylan tape of his that got damaged in my stereo and I refused, not seeing the justification of it, he was done and ready to find somewhere else to live. He found someone to take his spot, a Christian guy named Jeremy. He was a scrawny guy with glasses. I’m sure I gave this guy an equally disagreeable experience, but unlike the last roommate, I suppose he put up with it and instead prayed for me and tried to take me to church on occasion. I was not accustomed to any level of close connection with others and having a roommate was, in my mind, little more than an expedient, utilitarian thing for me. I lived with him for about a month before I decided Colorado was not working out for me and moved back to Portland.
During that spring back in Portland, working with these two older gentlemen, I had made the decision to fly to a country I knew nothing about and take a course in the Bible I knew nothing about either. My childhood wanderings had, by this time, developed into a more philosophical form of searching. I needed to do something a little more drastic and risky than what I had done before. This led me to think about the wildest adventures I could think of—traveling in distant lands. The first places that came to mind were Egypt and sub-Sahara Africa. Life and culture in those places, as I saw it from very far away, intrigued me and whetted my appetite for adventure greatly. The problem was how to get there. I mulled over an array of possibilities and means by which I would not just be vacationing—that wouldn’t count—but would be able to completely immerse myself in a foreign culture. Then I remembered a somewhat recent incident with my old ski buddy, Dan, which left an impact on me. He had gone to Mexico to take a to volunteer through a mission organization. He was different afterwards and had changed his ways for the better it seemed. Of course what bugged me at the time was that skiing was now of little interest to him. “Impossible!” I thought.
“What!? What do you mean you’re not interested in skiing so much anymore!?” I’d scoff at him.
“I found something so much better, man…I mean, it’s just Jesus, you know? Skiing is so…unimportant…and small now,” he’d try to explain.
At last I acknowledged and accepted his new found life but still thought the whole thing strange and weird to me. What could be better than skiing? But now that I was unsuccessfully trying to figure out an ideal, workable method for getting to one of these faraway lands, I suddenly remembered the organization that Dan had been with. And it was perfect on two accounts. One was that it was an organization such as that would allow me the cheapest means possible which would translate into the most bang for the buck. They had the same cost for a six month immersion that a lot of organizations and institutions had for a three week trip. The other advantage was that I was not unacquainted with church things and so felt that I knew what to expect. Thus, I had formed in my mind that I would be able to get a foreign adventure, experience the world, and get a bible study out of it. No worries. 
The two co-workers were excited to hear about it.  I told them I was going to New Zealand to take a course in discipleship. This particular school in New Zealand was the only encouraging response I had gotten after inquiring at a number of schools in Africa and Egypt. They had a course starting that summer. It was also targeted at snowboarders which made it even more interesting as I was a skier and at the time skiers and snowboarders were well known for being arch-enemies of one another. In New Zealand the wintertime takes place during our summertime. I wasn’t really thinking about the skiing however, even though I was taking my skis with me, nor was I thinking much about the course itself. The fact is, I simply didn’t know what I was doing. I just wanted to travel, and they were happy to have me. 
I sold my Land Cruiser, which I had torn apart and rebuilt from the frame up over the course of three years, in order to cover the expenses, purchased a plane ticket, and applied for my passport. It was two days before the flight and I had no passport, and no plane tickets. I had taken care of the applications and arrangements for these with plenty of time in advance, or so I thought, but they didn’t come when I expected. The day before the departure the tickets arrived, but still no passport. I had to have this or I was not going anywhere. The next day came and I was to depart in the evening and behold, there was my passport, delivered by express mail that morning.
 
 
 

6 The Travels
 
“What am I doing in New Zealand all of sudden?” 
I thought as the plane landed.
This was it at last. After a pleasant 20 hours of traveling, of which I was fortunate to enjoy on a whole row of seats all to myself, I landed in Christchurch, New Zealand. I was greeted by a couple who had come out from the base to pick me up and after loading my bags into a van I was directed to jump into the front seat on the left side. To my surprise, the steering wheel was on the right side of the vehicle and instead of driving on the right side of the road my escort drove on the left side of the road.  I was definitely in unfamiliar territory and out of my ‘comfort zone’ which of course was exactly what I wanted. Discovering new and different things for me is like a buzz. It seemed to keep my life fresh and afloat. 
After about 45 minutes of driving on the wrong side of the road, most of which were spent driving past one sheep paddy after another (the saying was that there were 6 million people in New Zealand but 60 million sheep), we arrived in a tiny village way out in the countryside. After a few turns we entered the dirt driveway of a large white mansion, with a few out buildings, a big shop, a shed full of firewood, and a small courtyard in the back. This was to be my home for the next few months.
As I walked into the door of the house I was swarmed by several people greeting me, smiling at me, and being super friendly with me as though they knew me really well. They even grabbed my bags from me and showed me to my room. It almost weirded me out. 
“Since when do random strangers treat me like that?” I wondered.
The room was equipped with two bunk beds on either side. I was fortunate to get the lower bunk bed where there was a little welcome package waiting for me. A hand-made card sat next to it with some scriptures and artistic rendering of my name in crayon on the front. Inside on the back there was a rather peculiar note that read,
 
Do not worry, we’re all a little fruity around here. Kiwis give you the runs!
 
“Oh boy…” I thought to myself. 
That day and the next, more students showed up and the bunk beds in my room became occupied. There were a total of thirteen students—eleven snowboarders, one skier, and one who was neither. I was the lone skier. We were now a group of kids all living in the same homestead, out in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by hills and sheep, whether we were ready or not. The house itself was a sturdy, well-built house that was over a hundred years old. 
In my room I had three other roommates. There was Joshua, a book worm with a strong vocabulary who often kept to himself and who also happened to be from my own city Portland; Tim, a French Canadian who had brought a Canadian flag with him and tacked it over his bed; and Dave, a strong, stout dude on leave from the U.S. Army—he had the gray Army shirt and the muscles to prove it. He was to become a close friend and partner in crime throughout the next six months.
The first morning gathering was when everyone got to introduce themselves by answering the questions of where they were from and why they were there. There were people from Europe, Mexico, South America, New Zealand, and South Korea. Hee Yong was the guy from South Korea who also became a close friend and taught me a lot of Korean. It was the beginning of my infatuation with foreign languages. I spent many days with him in the garden digging and plowing, as was our daily chore, learning new Korean words, and even memorizing verses in Korean. Later he taught me about their writing system and how to write words in Korean. He was a genuine guy who had come to New Zealand on a search for truth. He had previously come out of a Catholic background and was dissatisfied with it. My friend Dave was in the military when, alone in a room one night, suddenly felt convicted to the point of being overwhelmed. He had to find out more about God and through some fortunate circumstances was allowed to leave the military to do so. Everyone was there “to learn more about God” or “to seek more spiritual growth” and not apparently to go snowboarding. I was there because I wanted to travel somewhere. When the questions made their way around to me I told them where I was from. 
“What am I here for? Well….I don’t know why I’m here…” I said after a few moments. I wasn’t there for searching, and I wasn’t about to say so. I kept to myself.
They nodded, smiled back, and continued on.
The daily routine for the next three months was to wake up at 7am, eat breakfast, spend an hour in private devotion (for which we were carefully watched, as some of us liked to fall back asleep), have two hours of lectures, have lunch, do chores, have a little free time, journal, do another two hours of lectures, have dinner, and then more free time after that before having to go to bed by 10pm. It was a lot like monastery living with a disciplined routine, work duties, teachings, and fellowship every single day in the middle of an expanse of sheep paddies. At the same, it was not much like a monastery in that we were all growing fat and developing cabin fever. 
There was nothing to do in the town of Oxford but visit a fish and chips stand, walk around, ride bikes, and observe the distant New Zealand Alps which afforded us all the snowboarding (and skiing) we could want. On the weekends we would pack into vans and head for the mountains to take care of our need to get out of the house and make some turns. The ski area that we went to was a smaller but decent one set high up in the mountains. The road leading to it was unforgettable. It was scarcely wider than a single lane dirt road that made many twists and turns up the side of completely bare mountains—without a single guard rail. Trees were rare here. As the road ascended higher and higher the steep drop offs descended further and further until they became a thousand feet high. Driving off the side of this road was certain death. What’s worse, is that it was wintertime and the roads were generally covered in snow. This made for rather uncomfortable travel for many of us, including me. We literally felt we were trusting our lives to whoever was driving. 
Most trips were without incident. One day however, the skies were dumping their precious white fluff all over the place and the road was not plowed. It became so deep at last that the van began to struggle to push through. On our right was the steep embankment dropping hundreds of feet below us into a white abyss. All of us were on edge. All at once, the van gave out and started sliding backwards, with the driver cutting the wheel left and right. The van started to turn and drift side-ways until it came to a halt, and we quickly jumped out fearing for our lives. There the van sat completely sideways in the road, the length of the van spanning its entire width as we stood gaping. The situation was rectified soon after with the help of a driver in a jeep. We got the van turned around and went back down to safety.
On Sundays we were able to do what we wanted. There was only a tiny country church in the area that consisted of around 70 members and we were not required to attend it. Often we went snowboarding again, or went to Christchurch and spent the day in the city decompressing from all the cabin fever. Many of the students were also skaters, as you might imagine, and often headed for the skate parks.
 
Being the only skier among a bunch of snowboard kids did not bother me. We got along just fine and had fun in a nice Christianly fashion. Of course I was ten times better than them on the snow. They were never waiting up on me. 
Twelve weeks went by fast. At the beginning I was slow to assimilate socially and spent my time observing everyone else. This Christian community stuff was all new to me. I was never one to “wear my heart on my sleeve” so this only made me appear scarier to others. But soon enough I was going with the flow of things, mountain biking with Dave, studying Korean with Hee Yong, and learning songs in Spanish with one of the staff, Cynthia, who was from Mexico.
The character of the community turned out to be surprising to me and nothing like I would have expected in a Christian community back home. Respect and love existed for everyone regardless of where they were from, their religious background, their personal history, or interests in life. This was an obvious element as students and staff found themselves free to talk about things that are always shut up in normal social life—even normal church life. I heard stories ranging from sexual abuse to rape, abortions, violence, anger, and other shortcomings that I never heard from people before. And no one was judging anybody. It was not what I expected as impressive as it was. I was not there to open up about my personal affairs or a group therapy session. Living in a communal home for twelve weeks straight also allowed me to witness a lot of my own imperfections however, as it was not easy to escape or go very long without being known for who you really are. I often had a habit of being self-conscious, inconsiderate, and often had a negative attitude.
	The learning experience was eye opening for me too, and also one that frustrated me. I discovered things about the Bible that were never taught to me in all my years of attending church and youth groups. One was that the Christian God was triadic and consisted of a father, son, and a spirit. Throughout high school I learned, in a more or less subjective way, that lust and pride were good things. Here it was told to me that the Bible had a different take on those topics. I saw how every single Bible teacher had conflicting opinions or ideas. It was on points like these that I also found myself growing frustrated with the fact that it appeared that the Church I grew up in (and there were many) had been skipping over these topics. In youth groups it seemed I was being partied and entertained while this community on the other side of the planet was trying to actually “fix” me. 
	We were required to keep a journal and turn it in each week for review. This meant thinking, reflecting, and writing about what we were learning and experiencing which was something I was completely unaccustomed to. I was not a writer nor a reader. I cared not for reading books, and I hated writing. The bible itself was a massive book which I had never read. In a community college writing class that I took when I was nineteen, I had scored a D. So when I started the journaling for the course my entries for the first couple of weeks were pretty pathetic restatements of various points that showed absolutely nothing about my personal dispositions or how I might have been affected by the teachings. For week one’s meditation verse which was about Cain and Abel in the book of Genesis I just drew a pictures of a lamb, a steak, some fruit, and the word “God” with an arrow in between each of them. Subsequent statements about what I was learning about God or myself would simply look like,
 
God is cool.
 
Or,
 
Patience is important.
 
Our third week of lectures we learned about animism and biblical theism which were completely over my head. My journal entry for that week looked like this:
 
Myself:
	Did not particularly learn anything about myself…..
	I am not as smart as I think I am…or maybe I am…
To do:
	Think about the other people in animism
	memorize verse
	ski
For added effect, I cut out the shape of a head and pasted it to the crease between the pages in such a way as to create a pop-up when the reader opened up the journal. I wrote the name of the school director on it. Suffice it to say, this was not satisfactory journal writing for my superiors and they took me aside one day to help me understand that it was simply insufficient for properly graduating the course. They wanted more. I reluctantly agreed and set about from then on to give them more. The next week I gave them two pages full of things. By the sixth week I was filling up three to four pages. I forced my brain to think and organize things, and my fingers to write and draw. My overseers were happier after that.
Cabin fever was definitely showing itself by the fifth week. My friend Dave and I decided to turn the week’s memory verse into a hardcore punk song. So when it came time to recite it with other students, Dave and I gave the staff and students quite the surprise. I pulled out a guitar, dropped the tuning down low, let my hair out (which was rather long at the time), and proceeded to pound on it and head bang while Dave, more or less, lyrically followed.
“Wisdom is supreme! Wisdom is supreme! Wisdom is supreme! Therefore…get wisdom!”
At the last phrase, therefore…get wisdom, the heavy guitar pounding cut out and I threw in a super-high pitched harmonic note like a cherry on top. It didn’t have the touch of an actual electric guitar which I know would have truly set our show on fire, but it was sufficient enough to send the entire room into an uproar of laughter.
Our teachers were different each week and came from all over the world. Some of them were thought provoking, and some of them just seemed crazy. I noticed every teacher had something different to bring to the table and not everyone seemed to completely agree with one another on various issues. They came from Australia, South Africa, SE Asia, New Zealand, and even a Native American Cherokee. As ones confined to a house in the sheep paddies for weeks and weeks on end, studying high and lofty concepts, hearing about spiritual matters way over our heads, our time there became an emotional rollercoaster of feeling totally confused and defeated to feeling lots of zeal, all with a large helping of naiveté. Theology and scripture were dumped on us so fast and so heavily that we hardly had any time to think about any of it much less consider how to put it all into practice. It was here and a couple of other places that I had my experience with the practice of being pushed while someone was praying for you. They called it “slain in the spirit”. I had my limits with spirituality and religious practice and this was crossing the line for me. Dave was also not too stoked about this. When we had people putting their hands on our foreheads during prayer and pushing us we just pushed back. We simply thought, “If God wants to make me fall, I don’t need your help, thank you!” 
This wasn’t the case for everyone, and indeed, it seemed apparent to us that there was a lot of contrivance and play-acting when it came to looking ‘Christian’. Often there was competition for the position of worship and song leader. I just stepped out of the way because I wanted no part of it. Some felt the desire to burn all of their ‘secular’ CDs in an almost ritualistic fashion. Not seeing the point, I asked “What exactly is the point of you burning them when you could sell them and at least get some money out of it?”, a statement for which I was barked at. 
A lot of it just seemed like gimmicks. Half way through the lecture phase, this school had a particular practice of sending out students in groups of three or so for an entire week to ‘live by faith’. They called it “faith week.” To me I looked at it as an opportunity to venture out and explore the country, so I looked forward to it. It was up to use to decide what to take with us, though generally the idea was to take nothing. The goal was to see if we could trust God to provide and do things. My group left with nothing but a backpack and sleeping bag and no idea where we were going. We just started hitchhiking and ended up working our way up to the North Island of New Zealand. At the end of the week we all returned to the base and shared our stories. Most of the other groups shared pretty neat experiences of being put up in homes, fed lots of food, and coming back with more money than they had left with. 
Our story, on the other hand, was miserable. We ended up getting rides from crazy people, sleeping on the steps of a Catholic church and then getting kicked off by a priest early next the next morning, eating stale food, fidgeting with each other about where to go and what to do next, and then getting stuck on the North Island with no money. We didn’t have enough to pay for tickets on the ferry back to the South Island so in a market square in the city of Auckland, I jokingly offered to play my harmonica and bask for change. One of us had a decent skateboard and with much reluctance decided to sell it so we could get back. The others in the group seemed to hate the outcome of our trip, but I found it interesting. To really put the idea of faith to test like that was a learning experience indeed. Did other students have more faith than us because we suffered and they did not? What did it mean that we prayed for provision and got stale food and less than pretty accommodations? At one point we were standing on the side of the road next to another group from our course. They got picked up very quickly. We ended up waiting in the same place for what seemed like hours.
Week twelve rolled around and we were trudging through the infamous dating relationship videos. When you watch these you will assuredly learn at least one thing: relationships are the number one cause of all the problems in the world. It is a statement repeated perhaps every five minutes throughout the videos. There were some things new and some things not so new. I did learn about a different concept of families and the purpose they serve which, for me, shed a lot of new light on my own upbringing and how God apparently had in mind something a little different than what I had experienced. We had also been handed a piece of paper with a series of questions that pertained to our futures. What were my skills, abilities, callings, dreams, and gifts? I jotted down my answers. Looking back on my answers many years later I would find that I was wrong on every single point. I was too dense and too naïve to understand my life or where it was headed. Neither did I care much. In regards to the question of getting involved in missions I answered “My whole life is a mission, and the goal of a mission is for it to be accomplished.” So far, I think I was right on that.
The Bible said there was no way of knowing what would happen to us from day to day anyway. I lived for the moment. There was an old pastor in his seventies who visited us students toward the end of the course who was considered gifted prophetically. All the students got to be prayed for and given words of encouragement and edification as we prepared to leave school and re-enter civilization. It seemed cool and nonchalant with nothing crazy going on. I liked this wise old fatherly figure. Then my turn came up. I sat in the chair, bowed my head, and thought, “This ought to be interesting.” 
The old man did not know me or anything about me. After some nice words, suddenly the oddest thing happened. He had a ‘vision’ of me. In it I was pastoring some kind of church. I raised my eyebrows and would have looked at him squarely in the eye but he was standing behind me. I thought, “You’ve got to be kidding…” He then said something even more odd to me.
“I see a prophetic mantel over your head…A strong anointing,” He said thoughtfully as he started to place his old withered hands on my head. “I would like to pray for impartation of my own gifting to you. Use it in wisdom to build up the Body of Christ.” I was thoroughly nervous and even feeling weird about the whole thing. He hadn’t done anything like this with the other students. At dinner time I passed by the school director sitting with this gentle, seventy-something year old “prophet” and was asked, “So, what do you think about that word?” 
I laughed. I don’t remember exactly what I responded to the question with, but I smiled and assured them it was definitely ‘interesting’.
All I could think was that no one was ever going to find me standing behind a pulpit in a coat and tie. And no one ever did. I never became a pastor nor was I ever even hired on to any church staff, though I volunteered extensively within the church world.
To me pastors and preachers seemed like weak people with boring lives with nothing more to talk about but their fond memories as kids growing up at the farm and how it relates to their understanding of the Bible. I lived a grunge and adrenaline-junkie lifestyle, wore grunge clothes, had a chain attached to my wallet hanging from my pocket, and was committed to living an outdoor life. I needed to jump off of high objects. Music was prominent in my life at the time as well, but that was also primarily grunge and hardcore.
 
And so the lecture phase ended and the second phase, which none of us could wait for, had finally arrived. The next three months we spent traveling around that part of the world, visiting churches, schools, and missions. We were exceedingly happy to get out of the house. This was, of course, my favorite part of the trip.
The students again broke up into groups of about five and split up to go different directions and to different places within New Zealand for the first month before rendezvousing again to travel overseas. I was in a good group with my friend Dave this time. He and I were our own team. We had a particular edge about us that caused us to feel the need to make trouble everywhere we went. Him and I had discovered together that the church was a messed up, complacent, miry bog that needed to be stirred up. It was not that we felt we had what it took, or felt ‘chosen’ in some way, or even that we had any kind of accurate theological understanding of what church was supposed to be like that drove the excitement behind our little charades, as they might have been called, it was rather the want of seeing what would happen. 
This was the turn of the millennium in an industrialized world that no longer seemed to care about raising humans to be men and women but rather raised humans like cattle to be driven en-masse to feed the machines. Any young person, however naïve they may be, can feel the strain between this worldly machine and the reality of the free nature that lies within each of us, even if they don’t immediately understand it. This was our time to explore that nature of human being, and more so being men, as we discovered on our own was an entirely “biblical” thing. All our lives we had grown up hearing only what boys are supposed to do as though our nature was to do things, and not just anything, but what the world told you to do.  Is being a man something you do? Or is it something you are? And what are the implications of each? If it is all about doing, our manhood would be contingent upon whether we were doing the right things or not—a potential vacuum ever drawing out your energies but never satisfied. If it is all about being what you are, our masculine nature would be contingent on, well, nothing. Perhaps that’s what the ancients meant when they talked about turning back from the striving after things and ‘finding rest for your souls’. So we made the effort to rest, unafraid, in what was within our masculine nature wherever ever we happened to go. This meant we were pretty wild rebels within the church circles. Of course, I will not profess to say that God was behind all of our acts of ‘being men’ as some things we did might have been slightly misguided, I will admit, but this is nonetheless the fuel that drove us. 
We crammed our bags, our boards, and ourselves into a small van and headed south. There were a lot of tentative things planned and scheduled as well as a lot of things done on the fly. For one month we were like a band on tour driving throughout the South Island of New Zealand to visit and work with street ministries, churches, schools, and non-profits. I didn’t think much about the point of it all or how I could be the most effective during the time, I was happy to just be there exploring an entirely new landscape—both subjectively and objectively. 
One of the ‘acts’ Dave and I took with us on the road were a couple of breakdancing moves. During the long months confined in an isolated mansion, we had to find means of fun and recreation with the resources that we had, which wasn’t much. We hand-crafted didgeridoos out of PVC pipes and candle wax, trying out different shapes and bends by melting them over fire. Over time we became quite adept at playing them. We practiced breakdancing moves. We skated on a homemade mini-pipe. At the time, the seemingly small, trivial things like this were actually instrumental elements that brought the residents together and kept everyone somewhat sane. They were community projects, one spurring on another to keep working at challenging things.
So when Dave and found ourselves suddenly listening to a song in a boring church that mentioned “dancing for the Lord”, we felt it only natural to…breakdance. To sing about dancing and yet not dance was, for us, an implicit indication that things were fake, and we just wanted to keep things…real. We would select the nearest available space, wherever we happened to be, and begin to flip around the floor in circles. The response from church goers was impressive. Usually. Many seemed to be inspired, although I’m sure some were not a little miffed by this unkempt, rebelious group of guys coming into their church and desecrating the floors of their holy sanctuaries. But neither was anyone able to reprimand us for it as it was ultimately their own song that called for it. 
At one point during the trip, I got my first experience in the world of street ministry. We headed out to a central part of town with some people from a host church at about 11pm and stay there for a few hours before returning at around 2am. There was a lot of action during these hours with homeless, drug addicts, and crazy people. I watched a lot of what was going on with the various interactions between the desperately poor or drunk and those who were volunteering, had myself a hot dog, and then found myself talking to an unmarried and pregnant homeless couple who were just kids probably not even eighteen years of age. The boyfriend, an intentional and sociable young lad, had decided that he wanted to change and make things right for himself and his pregnant girlfriend. I looked at him, hotdog in hand, and then at his girlfriend who was sitting on the curb next to him bent over in a drunken stupor and puking all over the place and realized that this decision of his was probably a really good idea. I listened to him until he asked me what to do. I had no idea. So with raised eyebrows I responded, “Well, I suppose you need to pray!” So he prayed and I helped him. Afterward, he shook my hand and thanked me graciously and went about his way, carrying his pregnant girlfriend with him.
 We drove through the center of the country visiting various towns, passing through the famous Queenstown which was known as the extreme sports capital of the world, and then on to the eastern coast to more cities. We eventually reached the very southern tip of New Zealand to a place called Invercargill which is a main jump off point for those traveling to Antarctica. We were scheduled to work with a fully Pentecostal church here who were also hosting us. They were warm, hospitable, and super charismatic. At their church of about four hundred or so, I was privileged to have my first preaching experience. Our band was visiting that Sunday and were asked to speak and encourage the congregation, so we did what we could without much planning. It was decided that I could just say some things about who we were and what our school was about. Without thinking about what I was going to say, I strode out to the stage, took a hold of the mic, and laid it on them. I reminisced about everything that went on during the three months of being confined in an isolated mansion, and of the impacts that many of us felt through being challenged by things much bigger than our own little worlds. During my rants and raves I remember hearing a lot of laughing, even though I had no idea what I was saying. As soon as I was done I had completely forgotten everything I had said. Everyone else on the other hand did not. As I put the mic back in its place and turned toward my compatriots who were waiting and watching me off stage right, I couldn’t help but notice their wide eyes and dropped jaws. Dave was grinning, shaking his head at me, and laughing through his teeth like he often did. I just looked back smiling ignorantly not knowing what was going on. Whatever words went out however, had made quite the impact on the congregation and I heard it repeatedly after a line of people came up to me after the service was over. “That totally motivated me to get into missions!!” One said elatedly. I just looked back with an expression of “Huh?”. But that wasn’t the only wild thing about my experience at this church. The leadership requested us to pray for them at one point, to which we complied, and somehow I found myself matched up with the pastor of the church. I put my hands on his shoulders nonchalantly and started to pray some standard procedural lines when all of a sudden he fell on me. 
“What the…?” I thought as I looked around for help. 
No it wasn’t a stroke or a heart attack. The guy had keeled over from an apparent ‘move of God’. But I was not convinced, and left that church and city with my band and started for home. The month we spent on the road was great. I got to do things no normal church at home would ever let me do, and it challenged my status quos. Our exploration into being men in a contrived and complacent Church instead of putting on a pretentious face or act proved to be quite successful to the degree that a lot of people’s status quos were upset. 
Working together in a tight team day in and day out was a revelation for many of us. I think the truth we were discovering, whether we realized or not, was that meaning and significance is found in being a part of a family that cared about you, or, to put it in non-western terminology, a tribe. For one month, in one van, we journeyed around like a clan on wheels, with a sense of belonging and identity. I think to put it merely in the sense of ‘team’ would be too shallow and misleading for in the West when we think of ‘team’ we think of a small group of individuals for whom significance is placed in the objective and whether it is reached or not. The modern, industrialized machine of the present age does not understand the concepts of “country” and “nation” anywhere near how our ancestors of ancient times did. For our ancestors a thousand people was a nation. What we have today is entirely different: millions upon millions of people with no country, no tribe, no nation, all looking for some sense of significance in an age of insignificance.
During those months down under we were finding significance and for some of us it was for the first time in our lives. As we traveled and visited people in distress, obsolescent churches, street kids, and foreigners from China, we exhibited this profound truth which, I must confess, probably had more effect on our hosts and the people we met than anything we planned out or contrived to do.
And so we continued on in this vein for the next couple of months, traveling the world together in small ‘teams’. After returning from our round on the South Island of New Zealand and spending another week back at the white mansion, we set off for Australia.
The land of Oz—a place the people of New Zealand jokingly refer to as ‘the small island off the coast of New Zealand’—is a truly unique country. You will find koalas, kangaroos, aboriginals, rugby, eucalyptus trees, and didgeridoos. I was able to see and experience all that, but what I found most intriguing was their form of Christianity. I would like to note that Australian Christianity is in a category entirely of its own. It is unlike what you will experience in any other modern, post-enlightened, industrialized country in the world. It’s hard to gather exactly what it is like but it is simply impressive. During our lecture phase there was one particular teacher who visited us from Australia. During his lectures he sometimes tried to sit in a chair, but the moment he sat back in the chair, no sooner was he tilted forward at the very edge of the seat, one leg out to stabilize himself, for sheer excitement and energy. It was like he was on crack for Jesus. For him, to begin talking about Jesus, was to totally lose himself in the moment, completely taken over by a wide-eyed, vibrant countenance that spoke with urgency and conviction. He simply could not sit still.
Australian’s had a sense of freedom that I had not seen before. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that they were descendants of a penal colony. One prisoner shipped over there from England during the late 1700s was an 11 year old girl named Mary Wade. Back in London she was a street beggar who was convicted of stealing clothes and was sentenced to death by hanging. She was able to escape this however when King George got over an illness and in the spirit of celebration let the women on death row be transported to Australia. She was on the first convict ship sent to Australia that consisted of entirely women and children. She went on to have over 300 living descendants by the time she died at 82. Today she has tens of thousands of descendants including the Prime Minister of Australia himself and is thus considered to be one of the founding mothers of the early settlers in Australia. 
As a people they didn’t have any kind of ‘celestial pilgrim vision’ of a ‘city on a hill’ on which their new world was built. Theirs was built on convicts sent ten-thousand miles away from home. I’m not sure how, but I feel like this makes our Australian brethren a special breed. And when you visit the church there you can’t help but sense the uniqueness. We traveled from Sydney by van for an hour north along the coast of Australia. The weather was warmer than it was in New Zealand. The beaches stretched endlessly, decorated with rim-rock, palm trees, eucalyptus trees, and lots of open grass land. We arrived in New Castle after a pleasant drive and lodged with another school like ours, only this school had over a hundred students whereas ours had only thirteen, or, as they say down under, “therdeen”. Theirs was also a surfing class instead of a snowboarding class, and when I saw the huge rack full of surfboards out on a back patio I already knew what I was going to be doing. 
I’ll never forget the worship concerts held at the school. It was unlike anything I had ever seen before or since. The scene was not unlike watching a large group of what society would deem reprobates—individuals who had been accustomed to expressing themselves through various means of body piercings, tattoos, and unconventional dress—literally head-banging for Jesus. They were the type of folk who knew sweaty rock concerts and who knew all the hardcore mosh-pit moves. Here, they were free to be themselves. It was the first time in my life that I had seen any Christians anywhere head bang for worship and not get kicked out. In my mind, being a Christian meant living two lives—one that was considered your real life where you expressed your real interests and preferences, and one that was your church life where you shut up your real life and expressed the interests and preferences of those who are in control. For these young, former drug users, alcoholics, and gangbangers their interests and their church were one and the same. I stood around observing the crowd while they moshed for Jesus, bloody noses and all, for as long as I could until the sweatiness and heat bid me to step outside for some fresh air. It was so intense that all the windows had become fogged up. Many may have seen worshippers with their hands outstretched high in the air during worship songs. I have been privileged to see fists clad with spiked wristbands and dark tattoos, pounding in the air during worship songs.
We spent a couple of weeks with them doing an assortment of activities, visitations, and service jobs. One was a huge youth concert in which I somehow ended up as a crowd control dude. Dave and I, along with a couple of other suckers, were responsible for making sure people kept off the stage. The music was loud and hardcore and for over an hour we were slammed and knocked down like blow-up punching dolls. Approximately four-hundred young people showed up. 
We had another tool of performance that we used on occasion. It was one that required a sizable group of guys which we only had for part of the time. Back at the mansion we had a Maori teach us what they call a Haka. This was specifically a tribal war dance for males only and was to be taken seriously and treated with utmost respect. Ten of us would make a couple of lines and attempt to put on the most serious and fierce facial expressions possible so as to achieve one goal: intimidation. We learned the lines, the hand motions, and the leg stomps but, I must confess, we were hardly intimidating. Sticking our tongues out while making scary faces as young, scrawny Anglo-saxon males deprived of our masculine natures was just not as scary as the actual Maori men doing it. But we gave it our best effort and we would slap our thighs, raise our fists, stomp our feet, and yell,
 
Toorakee, toorakee, panakee, panakee,
kowwah e kingee towwah
Koh eehuu karatay koh te atoowah
Ma tay way-roo-wah ta puh way owway
Ma tay ahtoo ay ha ta nah 
Too ma ra ay to wah 
Ma tay ahtoo ay ha ta nah 
Too ma ra ay to wah
Ten ah ay kerfoo ah 
Kss owway Kss owway Kss owway
Hiiiiii….Haaaaaaa
 
The power of this act comes the more men you have performing it together. It can become so overwhelming for the emotions and the atmosphere of the room that it’ll make you freeze in your tracks. Women may participate in some of them as well. They’re used in games, battles, tribal greetings, and even funerals and weddings. One man doing it alone would essentially look like nonsense. But put fifty men together and the haka would blow your socks off and send people running for their lives. It occurred to me just how much more manly indigenous tribal warriors might be than the asexualized soft male race of my own Western culture. And closer to truth they are. These Maori tribal warriors had spirits of steel. I had a spirit of Play-Doh in comparison. But the Maori inspired me and left a lasting impression on me about what it means to have valor and how awesome it can be.
I was also able to try my hand at surfing while in New Castle and nearly drowned. I attempted with various sized boards to get up and actually surf a wave. But it was exceedingly difficult. I took a board, paddled out into the blue sea, and, not realizing the physics of large Australian shoreline breaks and swells, proceeded to get whipped around like a rag in a front-loading washer machine. There was one particular attempt to get out and catch a wave that shook me up pretty good. As I prepared myself for an oncoming wave I noticed the wave was much larger than other ones. The way to get past these wild, beautiful beasts is by diving under as soon as it reaches you so as to ‘slip underneath’. This gigantic arch now hovering over me was after my life. I dove under but my timing and aim was less than perfect and I immediately found myself on the spin-cycle for quite some time as I was struggling for oxygen. I lost my sense of direction the entire time I was tumbling underneath the white, bubbly fury. Flailing and stroking was pointless as I didn’t know which way was up or down. I began choking and thought, “This is not good” when at last, the sea coughed me up and let me go free as I gasped desperately for air. It wouldn’t have me this time.
For another two weeks we were hosted by another school base back in Sydney. In Sydney we were able to visit what turned out to be the most ‘ghetto’ environments I have ever seen in my life. It was known as the Red Fern slum housing district. Red Fern was regarded as a “place where aboriginals came to die” and was full of poverty, drugs, and violence. I remember our group pacing ourselves slowly as we walked down the street with somber faces towards our destination where we were to pay a visit to a ghetto church headed up by some folks of African descent. It was truly another world only steps away from the rest. We passed a narrow playground on the right side of the alley. It was literally built on a strip of artificial grass carpet. The playground consisted of old structures with no kids in sight. It was twilight. It hugged a colorful graffiti-covered wall that served as a barrier between the kids (if there were any that ever played there) and the train lines noisily passing by on the other side. At evening time the playground apparently became the domain of homeless people as we noticed at one end there was an old oil-barrel filled with flames and a few raggedy individuals gathered around it. They stared at us as we tried not to notice. Everywhere around us derelict buildings were crumbling, covered in graffiti, and dangerous looking. Trash was scattered around the sidewalks and open areas. There were burned out carcasses of vehicles.  We knew we were in the wrong part of town as a young group of mostly white people, and felt entirely out of place as random figures in the shadows would cast glances at us as we treaded as lightly as we could. The scene was etched in my mind for a long time after, as I had never known what a real ghetto was. We entered one of these derelict buildings and ascended to the third or fourth floor where we hung out with a small group of brothers and sisters who celebrated their faith in a way that did not resemble their living circumstances in any way. They were alive and vibrant. An old black elder was even making an effort to show us how to dance to their hymns. The floor noticeably sunk under our feet as we walked around making me wonder if I was going to fall through or not. Earlier as I was walking down the streets of Sydney a street evangelist handed me a book that had something to do with the topic of ‘the end times’. It was apparently all about someone’s particular view on end-time topics and how doom was on the horizon. In this small church in the ghetto I asked one of the elders, a large, warm-spirited man, what he thought of it. To my surprise he didn’t even look at it as I vainly tried to describe it. He just looked at me, smiling, and said, 
“What does your heart tell you?” 
Caught off guard, I just looked back and answered, “Wwell I’m not sure..”
The advice stuck with me long after and became a deeply shaping word for my life’s pursuits. It was as though I was just told that I had the capacity within to find out truth for myself and that I didn’t have to rely on asking for the answers from everyone else. Most of the time it seems that everyone wants to give you the answers. We pride ourselves on having the answers and being able to tell someone where they need to go, what they need to read, or what they need to believe, what they need to assent to. But to have someone, whom you would expect to know better than you, turn your questions around and ask “What do you think” was never something I had experienced before in my life and is one thing in life I am most thankful for. I later tossed the book having decided it was not worth my time.
Some years later a riot took place in that district over an issue with the death of an Aboriginal boy running from police. And recently in 2011 the main area known as “The Block” was demolished to make way for a redevelopment project.
We were also exposed to another dark and dingy underworld of Sydney called King’s Cross, known for its prostitution, drug dealing, organized crime, and even police corruption. Here you will find all manner of nightlife and sleaziness. It is Sydney’s red-light district. In spite of the sleaze, the area’s nightlife, like any other underworld of the world’s large cities, attracted a wide variety of people from travelers, artists, sailors, business people, and bohemians. Even the Salvation Army had a presence there. We found them in a corner where the sidewalk opened up into a larger space playing and singing hymns for a small crowd that constantly came and went. As I stood watching I found myself drawn into a conversation about God with a bystander. He was a homosexual. Why was he interested in them? I couldn’t tell. But one thing was clear. He hated Christianity. Upon realizing that I was a Christian I received a surprisingly bitter look from him. 
“Oh, you’re a Christian” he sneered, strongly emphasizing the Christ in the word Christian. However when he saw that I kept a friendly composure toward him in spite of that and kept conversing, his face and attitude completely changed. He complimented me as being a nice guy. But it was a bit of a rollercoaster ride with him for, when he brought up the topic of The Crusades and the Inquisitions and found me for the clueless twenty-one year old that I was, he turned his countenance upside down again with a look of being aghast in disbelief and then proceeded to scold me for not knowing anything about them. 
I found street ministry to be the wildest form of reaching out to a world in distress. Its unpredictable nature, the diversity of people that come your way, and the scenes that take place right in front of you will expand your vision for what the world is really like dramatically. My exposure to the lowest echelons of society helped me to understand my own materialism as an American. Back home I had enjoyed a materialistic life with expensive music gear, electric guitars, sports equipment, a lifted vintage 70s Toyota Land Cruiser with a retro-fitted Chevy small-block and 33 inch off-road tires, and of course my skis. Thanks to my mother, we lived in a two-story house with five bedrooms, a large yard, and a garage big enough to fit three vehicles and a workshop. I had gone to a well-off high school that was able to afford to spend thousands of dollars on “Spirit Week” so that kids could feel proud of themselves. Our sports teams got to ride in motor coaches equipped with bathrooms while other sports teams had to rough it in school buses. I went to a church that was wealthy enough to build itself an entire activity center wing complete with a gym, full-service kitchen, and sky-bridge. All this I simply took for granted, as any suburbanite kid would. My mother wanted the “best” for us and she certainly got it for us. But now it was all becoming an illusion to me. I had now found myself in another place gradually becoming disillusioned by the world’s depravity that was in full view for all to see, unhidden from daily life and where the desperate of society look to you for help. Perhaps strangest of all, these poorest places on earth had tight-knit families and children with dirty faces who still smiled. I had no idea how to even think about it, much less act. But this was only the beginning.
After a lengthy time in the Land of Oz, our group split up, one to go to Aboriginal country, and another to head for Indonesia. I was in the group, along with Dave, that was going to Indonesia. I was particularly excited to go to Indonesia for I knew that this would give me the foreign experience I was longing for. I couldn’t wait to get there. 
Our plane landed on the tiny island of Bali soon after the sun went down and we disembarked down a staircase directly onto the tarmac. As soon as I stuck my head out of the plane, I was overtaken by the different smells, the sounds, and of course, the warm, humid air. How odd it was to feel so warm at night! It didn’t take long to start sweating profusely. My body having never been submersed in such a climate before, I would have suffered immensely had we not had air-conditioned lodgings. We stayed at a simple hostel-like place with dorm-style rooms and a courtyard with exotic plants and grass that was a lot more tough and rigid than what I was used to. There was a kitchen out front off the side of the dirt driveway that I remember being home to swarms of flies. In this part of the world there was no OSHA or food regulations. You just had to make sure it was cooked well, and that you knew exactly what you were eating. Most of the food was delicious. Tropical drinks and fruit for breakfast, rice plates for lunch, rice and “ayam” (chicken) for dinner. The difference in cuisine was such that it did require some getting used to for some of us. I myself had involuntarily returned meals to the ground twice. Once in the courtyard, and another time driving when I just barely swung the door open in time while we were moving and littered the street.
It didn’t matter much though. Here the streets and sidewalks were absolutely littered with food and other items that represented offerings to the Hindu gods. For these people there were around three million of them. Millions of people offering food and incense to millions of gods makes for quite the aroma in the air. Our own host had a chest-height stone idol with big-teeth and big-lips at every corner of his property with a pile of burnt incense and food at each of their feet. Making small offerings to these idols were a daily affair for these Indonesians. In some instances a small doll-sized house set atop a post was used for placing offerings in. These were considered to be places where spirits would make their homes. For each person’s private property the owners looked to these idols, and their inhabiting spirits, to be the protectors of their belongings and businesses. For our host, the owner of the hostel, our arrival was a much needed thing since he was about to go out of business before our group showed up.
We helped out with another fellow mission school in the area and a small burgeoning church plant. On a Sunday when the little church was supposed to meet at their regular location, they had suddenly found themselves ousted by whoever ran the building. So this group of people numbering somewhere around thirty or so found themselves standing outside without a place to meet, discussing what their options were. They had nowhere to go. The leaders then gathered everyone around and took to praying. After what seemed like a short prayer, someone got a call and a location was found. It was, for me, one of those rare ‘quickie’ prayer experiences where there was seemingly a fast and direct response from Heaven, and an enormous problem solved—just like that. It made an impression on me not unlike watching a magician making a card disappear and reappear in your pocket. Another Sunday some of us visited a surprisingly western-like mega church. It looked like you were entering a four star resort. Fountains, chandeliers, and high-tech video screens decorated this place. Upon arriving at this place we were immediately caught-off guard and wondered that such a place could even exist in the middle of a poverty-stricken jungle. Dave and I took our places near an isle on some nice cushy seats. The full-featured band took its place, lyrics popped up on the screens, and the music began to roll. About the second or third song in, they played a song about dancing. “I will dance before the Lord…,” it went. Dave and I looked at each other with inquisitive glances, and concluded in our minds, “Well, they sung the song…” The next moment we were spinning in the carpeted isles. We indeed had upset some of the congregants, and I am sure many would have accused us of interrupting, being mischievous, or otherwise trying to gain attention, but for us it was nothing more than following our words with our actions. Here, as with elsewhere, people’s impressions were mixed. The pastor himself greeted us afterward and gave us no negative impression or words but simply told us of an evening service which would be much more accommodating for that sort of thing. But that was the only time we visited that church.
The shoreline here was impeccable for surfing. I however decided to stick with body-boarding and did that as much as I could. It was fascinating to watch torrential—and I mean torrential—downpours of water come and go every now and then lasting a mere few minutes and then giving way to the sun again. The clouds literally created their own waterfalls. Observing the Hindu way was also intriguing. At funerals, entire streets would be closed off and a processional would take place that resembled a celebratory parade. We attended a Hindu wedding where many of the invited guests happened to be Hindu gods as an exceptional amount of food was bought specifically to be offerings to the them in hopes of gaining blessings on their marriage. The people were incredibly patient, hospitable, and kind. Theirs was what one would call a warm-climate culture. Family and name were more important than what you possessed. The two weeks in this land was enough to plant in me a craving for more.
After the three months of the outreach phase were over, everyone returned to the mansion in the sheep paddy one last time to bid their farewells. For half a year we all lived a completely different life, in a completely different world. Now it was over. Many would return to their homes and settle back into the regular habit of things that they were previously accustomed to and the zeal that existed while living for many months in a place and in a way that was free of burden, worries, or strivings was soon overtaken by the same old burdens and strivings of the ‘real life’. And what a curious thing it was that one could be so incredibly free and light-hearted when there is no reason or need to earn money. Earning money matters for everybody. But I have often wondered at how this affected the Christian faith. For those six months we had cleared the table of normal life and pursued nothing else but realm of faith. When money was needed by someone, others readily gave it. Granted, we had paid up front as students and had all accommodations, food, and travel expenses taken care of for us, but it was precisely this privilege that allowed us to feel free to test the Christian faith for whatever it was and to push the limits of what we thought we could do. 
For me, this was only the beginning. My life was now in the middle of a faith experiment. For many, a simple adoption or ‘signing-off’ on a religious path seems to do—they require no experimenting or testing and are perfectly content with how they have identified themselves. I on the other hand, a wandering soul with a craving for adventure and discovery, could not possibly be satisfied with such ease. I had to find out the real deal, and put things to the test. In a sense, I needed to make things hard. Even the Bible would agree: “Prove all, hold fast to the good.” I wasn’t looking for things to be hard, but I realized that proving truth was not going to be possible in ease. In fact, I had no idea how hard it would be. But after leaving the safety of that blissful New Zealand country life and the memorable travel experiences with my new friends, things were going to get real. 
Upon returning from New Zealand my mother and stepfather were in the process of their divorce. The blended family life of over ten years had at last come to a close. In spite of that, I continued to stay in touch with some of my ‘step’-relatives long after.
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Truth seems to be a paradox:
God gives—and takes away. 
Lose your life—and you will save it. 
Save your life—and you will lose it.  
To empty is to abound. To give is to receive. 
Humble yourself, and you will be raised up. 
Strength when weak—weak when strong. 
To die is gain.
Super weird, super strange paradox indeed.
Even the brilliant George MacDonald played with this paradox, “I do not myself believe there is any misfortune. What men call such is merely the shadowside of a good.”  
I learned from the Bible that the good lies in how all things are woven together which ultimately means that as long as you are looking at things from the right perspective, there is no “misfortune”—only the backside of a good thing. 
What one can’t help but notice though is that these postulates apparently always begin in the negative—quite negative, even. Yet, the end point is always positive—life, strength, receiving, abounding, exaltation, the frontside. And I often find these truths to not be so self-evident. They are like conundrums that my mind constantly struggles to grasp. Nonetheless, it seems that the key to getting it very much lies in your perspective—how you’re looking at things in front of you. 
 
I never stopped writing after doing the school. I kept journaling my experiences, experiments, lessons, and tangent journeys, often filling journals with sketches, drawings, poems, junk, and observations as my mind opened up. My mind exploded that year after the school, and the hunger to gain knowledge was real. Even in the middle of the night my mind would sometimes be unable to sleep and be caught up in an arcade of images, insights, ideas, and dreams—most of which I would write down.
 Within a year of returning home I had finished studying the entire Bible from cover to cover along with the entire grammar and fundamentals of Biblical Hebrew. Upon returning home, I got a job at the local ski area as a lift attendant where I got to stand and operate the ski lifts for ten hours a day. Although I had a season pass and was on the hill six days a week, I only skied for myself a few times. When there was nobody riding the lifts and nothing to do I would pull out my Hebrew verb tables and practice memorizing all the forty conjugations of various verbs. Don’t ask me why—Hebrew was just a mesmerizing language to me. I worked 50 hours a week and spent the rest of my time reading. I was reading books by the dozens and sometimes a book a week. I was researching every theological doctrine that I encountered. Most of the books were junk. It became more like sifting through piles of texts looking for something that made sense. Because I did literally nothing else with my time or money I was able pay off a six-thousand dollar debt in just six months. I was at an all-time high, motivation-wise. I couldn’t say why; I was just coasting along, smartening up for the first time in my life, and covering a huge amount of ground in a short period of time.
 
As spring came along that year and the job at the ski area came to an end I took the opportunity to try my hand at what became my first experience of solitude in the hills. It was May 7th, 2001. I was going to spend a week in the woods, fast, and do nothing but read scripture texts.  I planned my route out, a mere 18 miles with several thousand feet of elevation gain and a destination next to a lake where I would spend five days in solitude. 
I set out in the morning with a forty pound pack in nice, warm and sunny weather. I took snacks along to eat at the end of the trek before hiking back out. The outcome of the trip was not as I hoped. After hiking seven or eight hours it grew dark and I was not yet at my destination which was to be a small lake to camp out next to. After gaining most of the elevation the trail became buried under a lot of snow and difficult to follow. The moon was out and bright however so I wasn’t at a complete disadvantage. Finally, somewhere around 10pm I emerged out of the forest into a clearing. I could make out a silhouette of a towering structure against the tree-lined backdrop of the night sky. It was an old abandoned lookout tower. In the 1940s it was used as a fire lookout but had been abandoned by the forest service by the 1960s. My maps did not show this and so it was quite the surprise to stumble across. I walked up the old rickety steps and entered the shack and found it well stocked with a wood stove, beds, cabinets, binoculars, chairs, and even a rug. As late as it was and exhausted as I was from hiking 10 miles up 3500 feet I took full advantage of the place and crashed in one of the soft beds for the night. At one point I was awoken by a noise outside. Some creature was walking around—likely a mountain lion judging from the tracks I found the next morning. It startled me and I lay frozen in bed trying not to make a noise until it disappeared. The next day I arose, packed up, and set out for my destination, the lake. What I did not expect or prepare for was knee deep snow everywhere. The lake was only a mile away but I had passed it up by a long shot mistaking an old logging road for the trail. So I had to backtrack and search until I found the trailhead and its sign hiding behind a cluster of Rhododendron plants. I hiked down the trail from there and the lake finally came into view. However, I noticed that trail seemed to be taking me past the lake with no sign of a turn off so I made the mistake of deciding to cut down through the trees and ended up on the swampy side of the lake where I had to trudge through a marshy slog of mud, snow, and plants. 
At long last I made it to the lake side camp and to my dismay everything was wet and under snow. I found one ideal piece of dry ground to set up my tent and proceeded to build a fire. But the fire never happened. It was too wet. I tried bark, cones, tree moss, and the driest kindling I could find. Things smoked, but nothing burned. So far my solitude was a long, wet, exhausting, and hungry trek. It was cloudy and even snowing a little. I slept a lot and found it hard to focus. I didn’t read very much. I tried but quickly lost concentration. I had used up all my energy without replenishing it. I heard no words from the Almighty God or gained any kind of insight. And I was hungry and cold. Finally after a couple nights there I decided to reduce my little journey of solitude down to four days. I packed up after the second night and began my hike down into the valley via a different trail that I had come up on. After eight miles I had finally reached the trailhead and began walking down the road back to my dad’s cabin. 
I remember feeling bummed that I hadn’t heard or gained anything from the time I spent in solitude. I also remember feeling a lot of pain as I had been walking for miles with gnarly blisters on my feet. Every step was painful and I still had miles to go before reaching the cabin.
While walking down the lonely road through the quiet and serene woods, I had a thought come to mind, “Pain is only temporary.” 
I began to repeat these words to myself as I walked. As much as it hurt, I would soon be home off my painful feet and soaking in a warm bath, eating warm food, and napping like a baby. It helped to keep my focus on this end goal. 
“Pain is only temporary. Pain is only temporary!” I kept murmuring to myself. I supposed that was the divine word of the hour!
 Just then I heard a vehicle coming up from behind me and without sticking my thumb up the driver voluntarily stopped and asked if I wanted a ride. Salvation! I was driven the remaining three or four miles to the cabin and upon entering I immediately bathed, ate, and took a nice long nap.
It was during this spring at the cabin that I committed one of my first serious requests to Heaven. I had read how different characters in the Bible made requests such as Jeremiah who said, “Here I am, send me!” I figure if an offer like that is extended to us by God, and we have the choice to take it up, then, why not? So I made the commitment to be used no matter what the cost. I had no idea what I was asking. But the logic made sense to me. If one was used by God that could only mean a life well spent. I was an unattached wandering soul on the planet with no real sense of home anywhere. No place to lay my own head.
By summer my mind was racing with ideas, ponderings, and insights. I’d go to bed to only jump up an hour later to write a new revelation down. It was like going through my own personal age of enlightenment. This lasted until the next summer and filled dozens and dozens of pages. One of my favorite insights was on June 9th, 2001. My journal entry reads,
 
People are thinking too much.
 
As if this wasn’t something I wasn’t struggling with myself, I went on to say, 
 
People want things that satisfy their minds. But in the end the heart is the only thing that counts.
 
After leaving the mountain and moving back in to Portland I found myself moving into my first ‘guys house’. A former co-worker had moved in himself and introduced me to the ‘family’. The roommates were studious, local Bible college students and really adamant about putting biblical principles into practice, right down the having-everything-in-common thing. This was a new, unwelcome concept to me. People would freely take of each other’s belongings. Food went missing. Hat’s would vanish. Socks disappeared. Not all roommates who passed through this abode possessed the same attitude however and were frequently irritated by this. I found it rather amusing, the observationalist that I was. True, I lost a few personal belongings, but these guys were really trying hard to be…biblical. And I could appreciate that. There were weekly home groups in which many would come and go as they gathered to listen to sermons. Bible academia reigned here. There were bookshelves stuffed to the brink with theological books, stories, commentaries, concordances, and Greek and Hebrew lexicons. On one wall hung an old record of Keith Green smiling and pointing to heaven. 
While there was definitely an air of intentionality to the place, there also seemed to be plenty of conflict and stress. It was like watching a constant juggling of school, ministries, Bible studies, girls, roommates, and jobs. Suffice it to say, the juggling was very clumsy and often painful to watch. I don’t know how they made it work, or even if they really did. Since I saw myself as passing through I didn’t really let any of it bother me. I had my sights on getting out of the states and traveling again.
At the beginning of the next year I felt to experiment more with the fasting thing. The Bible referred to it as an act afflicting the soul and taught that it added urgency and strength to your requests.  I made it a weekly discipline mainly directed at my church, which I didn’t like. I was frustrated with my church. It was always having problems, steeped in drama, undergoing splits, and running off pastors. Drama. People were leaving. It was always in crises. I had never felt an inkling of “divine presence” there. The fasting went on for three months. Then on Sunday, early in April something abnormal actually happened, the alter flooded with people during prayer time, and emotions ran high collectively. I never saw that happen there before.
 
	The worship band was playing when it happened and the music was particularly awful sounding. Some people rose up and walked up to the altar during the song. Then some more followed. And more continued to follow until half the church was crowding around the altar. Everyone felt the solidarity. It was strong and powerful and they didn’t know what to do about it other than walk up to the prayer altar during a poorly performed hymn. There was nothing to lead it on, nothing anyone had said or sung. It just happened. For me this was both an incredible experience but also a disappointing one. The disappointment lie in the fact that it was gone almost as quickly as it came. I couldn’t see the point of suffering in hunger for months just to see an altar become crowded for an hour and then people wander off like nothing ever happened. The church continued on a downward spiral until it finally collapsed a few years later. 
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By now I had done a lot of exploring into the purpose of evangelism and apologetics—the defense and preaching of the faith. I had discussions with Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, and even Hare Krishna folks. I had hung out with and observed street evangelists as I came across them in the downtown streets. It was always a very eclectic mix, and often confusing. Some seemed to be cool, and some seemed to be clueless. I remember making it a point to hit the downtown streets the day of the September 11th attacks to see how the street evangelism dynamic might be affected with the nation being completely shook up. I knew that it would be different. 
As I walked around the corner near a popular spot for street preachers I saw one man, tucked in between a sandwich board, hanging out quietly. The words on the board said something like, “Jesus is Lord.” I hung out observing as people all around scurried by. There was definitely a different atmosphere among people that day. Anger seemed to be flowing through people’s veins with nowhere to direct it. All at once an angry man saw the sandwich board dude as an opportunity to vent. He vented at the street preacher until he was red in the face. And the sandwich-board man, in response to the guy’s escalating voice, finally yelled back at him, “Well, you’ll make a good street preacher once you get converted!!” 
People all around the intersection on the sidewalks and in the streets had suddenly halted to see what was going on between these two men. I wondered, likely along with others, if this guy was going to attack the street preacher he was so mad. Before it reached that point, the angry man walked off.
 
“Well, that was awkward…” I thought.
 
Those days were indeed full of lessons. I eventually found a lot of the evangelism and apologetics of the time to be fruitless. After some of my own experiments with talking to random people about Christianity I drew the conclusion that people in this part of the world do not want to hear any of this. So I would go elsewhere and see if anyone else did.
It was July 1st, 2002. After a long and arduous flight, I arrived in Kenya. At long last I reached a destination that had long been on my heart. I had made arrangements to volunteer at a YWAM mission base deep in the bush, and also on a two week Jesus Film project. I would stay there for a whole month and a half. Two week trips were insufficient for my tastes and I knew it would not do me any justice in the way of gaining a genuine sense of the culture and way of life. So I didn’t join the two-week film team on the way out or back. I told them I would meet them there. 
I was picked up from the airport and driven 45 minutes outside the city past numerous roadside storefronts with crowds of dark-skinned people. I was all at once a minority. We turned off the main highway and onto a long stretch of dirt road surrounded by Acacia trees, thickets, and bushes with two inch thorns that will pierce straight through flip-flops and give you a bad day if you aren’t careful. The base at the time was in its beginning stages. There was a common well for water and no electricity. Light was provided by kerosene lanterns. One-room wooden shacks sitting atop concrete blocks constituted the housing. The blocks were necessary to keep crawling things, and termites in particular, out. African termites, though good snack, were devastating to any wooden structures. Insect colonies in Africa mean business. Out in the bush the wild was awesome. You neighbors were giraffe, gazelles, impalas, and all sorts of other animals. At night in the distance somewhere were the noisy hyenas. 
African ants are the ones you heard about that have the ability, in large numbers, to take out large animals. When the ants migrate from one place to another, a wide black stream appears. The simple rule is not to mess with them, because they pack a good bite. Get a few in your pants and you will be a unhappy camper. Sometimes they came too close to our housing and ashes had to be piled around the wooden homes to deter them from entering. On one occasion an African brother was unfortunate to have a stream of these creatures channel themselves straight into his room and up the roof where they were falling off and onto his bed in the middle of the night. You can imagine the rude awakening he had at night as he had to escape and find another place to sleep. 
Food was extremely basic—Ugali and Sukuma Wiki (polenta and greens). Water always had to be boiled before drinking. There were no bathrooms, only outhouses where you were often accompanied, whether you liked it or not, by incredibly long-legged creatures lurking in the shadows. The water tasted like charcoal, the food was tasteless, it was hot, dry, and uncomfortable. And I loved it. I was living the dream. I found that the people of Kenya had an attitude and spirit about them that could offset any material discomfort you’d encounter. They were the highlight for me. They showed me a side of humanity I had not seen before. Happiness existed in spite of their poverty.
	Visiting the city, I couldn’t help but notice how “Christianized” it was. On almost every corner, every day, there were street preachers, and outdoor meetings. There was an outreach in the local park where a ministry was attempting to give out food to homeless youth. There were so many homeless youth that the van was absolutely overwhelmed, and kids occasionally fought over the food being handed out.
I was given a tour of one of the largest slums in Africa, the infamous Kibera Slums. Some estimated one million souls were housed here. Straight through the middle ran an unfenced railroad. Trash littered the ground as there was no garbage service. In many places there were gigantic trash heaps. While walking through the slums I noticed a piece of wood hanging crookedly over the entry of a storefront shack with words on it. It read, “If you have nothing to do, don’t do it.” We had visited a slum church whose structure consisted of uncut logs, branches, and some tin roofing. It was leaning significantly to the right and looked as if it might fall over. I’ll never forget the announcement they made during the time of offering, “We are praying for provision for our building fund...” The reason didn’t need to be explained.
A lot of the church in Kenya, I observed, seemed to have a thing for bless-me type propaganda. Because of the poverty, individuals could be found everywhere duping people into giving of the little money they had with the promises that they would be blessed and prosperous, for that was what God wanted for each of us. I began to wonder if the problem of the selfish gospel was a global one. 
On the other hand, I was got to witness singing and dancing, praising, and praying as I have never seen it before. They had a prominent strength where the white folk seemed to have an inherent weakness. They danced, prayed, and sung because they believed in its power. My experience with the Western Church was such that it would seem everyone had their faith, but always kept it under some high level of restraint. In a word, the African Church made the Western Church look distinctly self-conscious. I myself became aware of my own self-consciousness while I stood there in one particular church-shack as there were only a few benches, while a 90 year old woman got up from her seat and straight up put on the moves to an African hymn.
 
In the middle of my trip I took leave of the mission base to join a Jesus Film outreach team on a short trip from California. I landed in a completely different atmosphere. I was now in a nice city hotel where we were being served breakfast buffets. For the next two weeks I felt dissatisfied with this. Something in me felt like it was wrong to be here and yet separated from the culture and people like this. Nonetheless I went along with things and followed the Western team around for the next two weeks. They noticeably struggled with the culture shock. Things moved very hastily and with little to no time spent relaxing or meditating. Most of the work of setting up the film project was done by the local churches and I felt as if we were being treated as honorary guests. Work on the project only lasted one week, and not two as I had expected. Instead, the second week was spent in tourist mode, visiting sights and going on a three day safari trip. I did not want to blow my money on a safari trip and that was not what I came for so I told them I would be leaving early to go back to the base I was staying at previously. Apparently they didn’t agree with this and prodded me to come along and would even pay for me. So I reluctantly accepted and went along. 
The Jesus Film idea proved to be a very effective one. The ministry took us around numerous pre-planned locations where they would set up projector screens, sing some music, and draw crowds by the hundreds. They would then ask some of us to say something in the middle of everything. A word, a testimony, whatever. It didn’t really matter. Just speak something to these curious people. We were going out every single day and there was so much happening that it was very exhausting. I spoke to crowds, sometimes of over 800 curious people. Street kids who survive on street garbage and inhaling glue to get high would wander in all the time. Some would pass out and look like a dead corpse lying in the dirt. In an update to my friends back home I wrote the following:
 
Kenya is in an economical and spiritual pit. The church is very, very active. They can’t handle all the hunger and problems going on, but they sure are trying. 80 percent say they’re Christian, but only 12 percent are church attendees. I’ve made many contacts with pastors and [other] YWAMers.
I can’t exactly hand out tracts here…..they just get taken from me in a frenzy…wow. The Jesus film is so good at getting crowds. We had 800 watching last night. Hundreds and hundreds want to be saved. Muslims want to know. Alcoholics want to know. Disillusioned church-goers want to know. It’s hard to keep up. We show the Jesus film by night, and follow up by day. I’ve lost much sleep…
 
Back at the base after all this was over, I felt relieved and hopeful again. Things went from constant haste back to “no-stresses”. But then I ran out of money. In those days, I did my mission trips on a shoe-string budget, and often cash was low. Then the base also ran out of money. It was a scenario of a poor dude at an impoverish mission base. One day I had decided to purchase some flour and a few ingredients to make donut-like pastries known as Mandazi to treat everybody at breakfast the next morning. Mandazi were one of the few African foods that I found tasty and all it really consisted of was sugar, flour, eggs and oil. Dough would be cut into triangle shapes and then deep-fried.  That next morning, everyone woke up to find that there was no breakfast available for the base had run out of food funds and had nothing to eat for breakfast. No toast, no jam, no nothing. Just the regular African chai tea. So it made me more than excited to pull out a large batch of Mandazi and see everybody made happy in a disappointing moment.
When the students from the school had left for outreach and service projects the mission base seemed to really struggle financially. My entry dated August 6th reads thus,
 
For the past few months the students have been away on outreach. So the base has not had a lot of money, and, as a consequence, been getting behind on food and fuel and kerosene, among other things. Breakfast is usually just slices of bread, and one morning it was just dry pieces of Wheat-Bix. I am out of kerosene so I can’t heat anything on the stove or light my lanterns, and the base has none left. I managed to borrow someone else’s stove to heat water so I could bathe and shave which I haven’t done for many days now. For dinner today we were really blessed with an excellent dish of fried rice and potatoes. The usual dish is tasteless maize meal and cabbage or beans. Despite the limited availability of things around here I am very much enjoying it. It’s very much like camping.
Today also, after fixing the chainsaw for the base—we got it back in service, it just needed some appropriate oil—we were cutting our firewood extremely fast compared to all the chopping that was done previously. We can now cut wood for a week’s worth—even more—in just a couple of hours’ time after having to do it on a daily basis to keep up with the kitchen which uses the firewood to cook.
 
	With the amount of free time you are afforded in the African bush it was easy to read books in a matter of days. One book I read was Rudi Lack’s Breakthrough. This was the first time I had learned about the issue of Bibles being illegal in some countries and the idea of bible-smuggling. It had spawned an interest in me that would unfold in the not-so-distant future.
	I was also invited to numerous open-air events which the African church seemed to love doing. One of my new African friends was named Tom. He had a wife and two lovely children and staffed at the base. Toward the end of my time there he invited me to a “church-plant” mission that would take us deep into the Kenyan bush. I did not really have interest in going, but Tom would not relent. It was August 10th, 2002.
 
I have come to a village deep in the Kenyan bush by Tom’s rock-hard insistence, to participate in a crusade/church-plant.
 
	The idea was to descend upon a village in an open air event and then establish a church. The village was more or less without any church.
 
I have slept, finally, in a mud hut. Last night at the open-air meeting, 200 people showed up. The sound system run by a generator was very poor, and I couldn’t understand a thing that was said. The area was lit by only a few bulbs. But the people, most of them anyway, seemed to already be Christians. There was a lot of jumping and dancing which created a lot of dust. We had an opportunity to introduce ourselves. The crowd was cheering for each of us who introduced ourselves until I took the mic, the only Mzungu [white person], and then they didn’t know what to do…I don’t when the last time was they saw a white person…but I asked two questions: who was saved—90% raised their hands—and who needed a Bible—80% raised their hands.
 
That was a peculiar and unfortunate thing to me, as there were endless posers running around calling on people to give their money “for the Bible says so”, and because Jesus was wealthy and you can be wealthy too if you give, of course. And so they do.  
In the days before leaving Kenya to return to the states I became excessively dehydrated and started having severe stomach cramps. I ended up with the worst stomach pains of my life that lasted all the way home. It felt like a large knife was traveling through my intestines. I would awake in the middle of the night walk around outside in desperation. The flight home was the most miserable flight of my life. I drank wine in hopes of easing the pain but it didn’t work. Upon arriving home I went straight to the ER to get tested and checked out. They told me, “You’re dehydrated and your digestive system is fouled up.” They gave me some medication and sent me after which things finally got better.
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As soon as I returned home from Kenya, I was ready to leave again. I wasted no time. By October 1st, a month and a half later I was on a plane again, this time headed out to Israel. How I managed to pull this off financially, I am not sure, but I did have a lot of people who were willing to support me. After announcing my next trip I somehow went from literally nothing to everything I needed to get myself to Israel. Some saw themselves as living vicariously through me and my crazy travels. One such fellow was named Jeremiah. He showed up out of nowhere at church one day after hearing my stories and plans and pulled me aside. 
“I would like to be one of your supporters,” He said enthusiastically. He was more inspired and impacted by my travels and stories than anyone else I knew. I was touched by his seriousness. He was married with a two kids but was in the process of losing his home and potentially his marriage. Everything seemed to be on the rocks for him and he was a year younger than I. As time went on he proved himself to be one of the few who really believed in what I was doing. When someone supports you or prays for you in the mission field it is a generous thing. But when someone believes in you and what you’re doing, that is an empowering thing. Little did I realize it, but Jeremiah and I became close friends that day.
 
I had applied to another YWAM missions school that was hosted in the city of Jerusalem, the center of the world. Its focus was on the Muslim world. One of the main reasons for choosing to go there was the feeling that I needed to raise the bar. I wanted to be where the action was. I wanted a bigger challenge and a harder test.  As the saying goes: the greater the risk, the greater the reward. The Middle East came into view and called me to itself. Looking back, I know there were other underlying reasons as well. I was still a searcher. The need to know myself and my potential ran deep.
In the Middle East I would be able to learn to speak Arabic, study Islam, and see for myself what the Palestinians and Jews were really like. I had a passion for learning languages and by now I had gone from Hebrew, to a month and a half immersion in Kiswahili language, to a three month immersion in the Palestinian dialect of Arabic. 
When I arrived in the airport at Tel Aviv I had a pleasant and surprising introduction to my new home for the next three months. I had run into a situation where I needed to pay a small amount of money but did not have the proper currency. I needed shekels and I didn’t immediately know where to get them. I’m sure I looked quite confused as a stranger with a small kippah on his head and curly sideburns dangling from his face suddenly took notice from a distance and started walking toward me. He looked intelligent, wore round reading glasses, and smiled at me. All I could say was “Todah Rabah…thank you very much!” as he handed the cashier the money I needed to pay and walked off. The randomness of it totally threw me off as I have never seen a stranger do something like that for me before in my life.
  From there I took two taxis, one for through the Jewish neighborhood and one for the Palestinian neighborhood before I arrived at Mount of Olives. At once I began to assimilate myself into the culture around me. Arabic was not so unlike Hebrew and so I found it rather easy to pick up and was soon chatting my way around the local cafes, vegetable kiosks, and card tables with resident Palestinians in broken Arabic. There was plenty of tension in those days. Not only was there the intifada (uprising) to deal with but also the imminent invasion of Iraq by the U.S. I remember countless Palestinians almost foaming at the mouth over the actions of Bush. Toward me their demeanor would be warm and friendly but once the conversation turned to Bush the look of offense in their faces was sharp as a knife. Nonetheless, they were welcoming and ready to invite us into their lives. Most of the inhabitants were only Muslim by name. They would wear fashionable dress, drink, smoke a cigarette, and party with little regard for the tenants of their faith. Even during Ramadan, the Muslim month of fasting, we would hang out with Palestinians who would hide behind a wall to smoke a cigarette, as this was considered a taboo during this time.  Our school was hosted in the middle of the Palestinian neighborhood and we lived atop the Mount of Olives which was a Palestinian neighborhood. 
On a nearby corner was a Palestinian coffee shop where another student and I would hang out on a regular basis. Shopkeepers and residents, all men, would gather here almost nightly to play cards. Gin was the popular game. We were blessed to make many friends and share with them how we were Christians. They were happy to accept us, and even paid for our coffee drinks and snacks on occasion. Hospitality was of supreme importance with these people. It is consider a great dishonor to mistreat guests in Middle East culture. We had to learn not to finish our drinks or food but leave just little remaining, lest we be given more. A clean plate or empty cup meant you were not satisfied and your hosts had not provided enough. The great thing about this was that at any hosted meal, you were certain to be stuffed beyond your wildest dreams. In the first update to my supporters at home I wrote:
 
October 13, 2002
 
For the last week and a half that I’ve been here in Israel I’ve seen a little bit of the kind of friction there is between the Arabs and Jews. I have not had any problem yet dealing with either of them. I am living in the Palestinian neighborhood, right on top of the Mount of Olives. I have been learning Arabic and practicing it with Arabs while at the same time befriending them. A group of us conversed one night with a group of Palestinians nearby our residence sitting in front of their vegetable market. They asked us questions about where we were from and what we were about. We said we were doing biblical studies. When they learned we were from America, he said a few vulgar things about Bush. But they were otherwise friendly and had given us some bread and water (we had just walked all the way up the Mount of Olives, and they understood our tiredness). The Palestinians are not without Christians, in fact we have one who is doing her DTS at the base…Due to the problems in Bethlehem (where I was supposed to be living) which has often been locked up and only recently had its curfew lifted, I am living at the base with DTS and SBS (school of biblical studies) students. There are about 15 DTS students and a few SBS students. It’s much like re-living my DTS all over again..
In class, there are the lectures (the first week was with the DTS) and Arabic class twice a week, and then other duties. Outside the class, I have been wandering around checking out many ‘holy’ sites and ruins. The ‘holy’ sites have practically nothing original about them and are very idolatrous looking. The ancient ruins like Hezekiah’s tunnel are quite cool though.
I will try to write again soon more in depth on the going-ons here in Jerusalem. I’m well situated now, and ready to start getting my hands dirty. Ramadan is coming up very soon. From the stories I hear, that should be lots of fun…
 
At one point we made friends with a Palestinian fellow who offered to take us up into the Temple Mount. This was a closed place to all except Muslims, yet it was possible for him to get us in as he had a connection—a cousin or uncle—who worked at one of the entrances. Arrangements had been made by our escort and a time was set. It was a  very rare opportunity for any Westerners and, sadly, we missed it. Due to the cultural difference in the way time is viewed, we missed our appointment. We had learned the concept known as “Arab time” which means you always show up thirty minutes late or even more. So when we arrived at the meeting spot we were on “Arab time”, about thirty minutes late. What we didn’t expect was that our host had also understood Western punctuality and had decided to actually show up on time. Later on he had told us that he was there waiting for us according to our “Western time”. We couldn’t get a second arrangement so our chance was lost.
Everywhere you went you were surrounded by ancient history. It was a quick walk from our home on the Mount to the Garden of Gethsemane where Jesus often went to get away and find solitude. It was not so much of a quiet country-side anymore but the garden remained intact with very, very old olive trees and overlooked the city of Jerusalem with its shiny golden Dome of the Rock bluntly accenting the cityscape.
I had visited many of the “holy” sites and thought I was seeing a lot more idolatry than holiness. Why were people so obsessed with kissing a piece of rock thought to be the door of Jesus’ tomb? What’s so great about a small enclave over the supposed site of Jesus’ birth that it needed to have incense bowls, tapestries, and religious ornaments surrounding it? It made absolutely no sense to me. The edifices built around these sites were very old however, being built by the medieval Christians, and they drew people in by the thousands. I felt nothing super-spiritual from passing through them. Even the supposed tomb of Jesus was just a big rock to me. Indeed it was a legit tomb from Jesus’ time and it was empty, but it didn’t make any difference to me. I do however remember feeling impacted by the place where Jesus received his condemnation and was handed over by Pilot as the crowds scowled at him. The historical sites of Israel were however invigorating like when I got to travel through the narrow passages of Hezekiah’s tunnel in waist deep water, or see the tomb of Absalom, or see one of the original walls of Jerusalem which were first built by King David some 3000 years ago, or travel to the city of Nazareth and scope out the cliffs where Jesus was nearly thrown off. For two weeks in December the school went to Turkey and we toured the seven churches of Revelation. These experience indeed added a little flare to my studies in the Bible. It brought a greater sense of realness to them.
As much as I was affected by all of the archeology, I was much more affected by the people—both the Jews and the Palestinians. There was something special about this place and its people, and I couldn’t get seem to get enough of it.
One of my most memorable experiences in Israel was with André, a student from Brazil. He had the biggest heart for the Jews I had ever come across. He would spend most of his free time in at places like the Western Wall and pray for them. André was able to connect with another well connected missionary from an all-Hebrew messianic church who took both of us to a Shabbat feast one Friday night. The missionary was connected with a well-known rabbi who would host these Friday evening feasts at his home. I recounted that evening in my journal:
 
November has finally rolled around...Last Friday evening I had a rare opportunity to attend a Shabbat Feast with Jews along with André, a student from Brazil. It was a fiasco.
The Rabbis apartment accommodates about 80 people for the feast but over 120 showed up. More tables and chairs were crammed inside.
 
As the home filled up to capacity, the hosts just kept finding more ways to make room. Not a single person was turned away. If they ran out of tables and chairs, people would leave and then come back with more. 
 
Soon the rabbi was isolated in the middle with nowhere to move. It was loud and the rabbi found it difficult to keep attention on himself for the next couple of hours. Food was constantly passing on all sides of me and over my head. Our table became a mess. But somehow the host family kept up and everyone was fed. 
 
It was almost like a miracle how food kept flowing from the kitchen to all four corners of the property. In the kitchen there was an old man who was completely wasted on alcohol. They kept calling at him, “Shem tov, sheket! (Good name, silence!)” over and over again.  As a Jewish Sabbath feast there seemed to be a sense of ‘duty’ not only celebrate and enjoy but also to honor all elders, no matter what the circumstance so they allowed him to stay and would not send him out.
 
The old drunk guy with a Vodka bottle hanging out of his jacket was loud and constantly interrupting. They tried to keep him under control in the kitchen with little success. Why did they let him in? I do not know. Some Jewish guys at our table were also being loud and obnoxious. Afterwards, as we left we noticed a couple of tables were being placed just outside the front door. It was quite a night. But it didn’t end there…
 
In spite of his unruly, spontaneously combustible behavior he also apparently had some kindness up his sleeve. Before I went into the apartment I had personally encountered the old drunk man and he had noticed that I was not wearing a kippah (the small round cap that constitutes a head covering for many Jews).
“Hey wait a moment!” he said in Hebrew as he pointed to my head and then patted his. He motioned to me to wait while he vanished into the home. A minute later he came out with a black kippah in his hand and offered it to me with a grin and a nod of approval.
André and I, though total strangers were received without question or even anyone taking notice. Foreigners were not entirely uncommon apparently and at our table we found ourselves sitting next to two foreign women who were just as confused about everything as we. The food was excellent. We had to eat it with legs crossed, sitting half sideways and shoulder to shoulder with other people.
“The place was packed,” André would jokingly reminisce with a grin on his face, “like a can of sardines!” At one point during the feast André had reached down to scratch his leg and ended up scratching the leg of one of the women foreigners. Awkward!
After the crazy Shabbat feast we were on our way to another event that took us through a highly orthodox neighborhood. It was necessary to not look out of place or suspicious so we ‘played’ our way through the streets and alleys as though we were having a jolly time. We’d balance on objects, jump on and off of things, and wander around as though we weren’t on any kind of mission. Jews were an exuberant, energetic people. The reality of suicide bombers and attacks and constant lockdowns didn’t seem to faze these people. There were no sad wartime attitudes or fearful looks on their faces, only ones of great anticipation, boldness, and zeal. So we kept a fitting composure as the pastor took us to an orthodox Jewish youth assembly.
 
With our stomachs full of chicken, bread, salad, and cakes, the missionary led us to another part of the Jewish neighborhood to a Torah reading/singing meeting. It was a large building in which only males were allowed to enter. I think it was actually some sort of a youth meeting. The majority of the attendees were Jewish orthodox youth wearing gold-colored robes, large donut-shaped hats, black shoes, and black or white socks depending on whether you were married or not. They all had long curly hair springing down from each ear, and had let their beards grow out. They each stood on bleachers beset all around a great hall. In the center on the floor, all around a long table, sat elders and leaders—old with really long grey beards—who directed the reading and singing. But they weren’t really reading…Instead I noticed the youth in the bleachers had no books in hand…they sung everything by memory. And it was a lot. There were hundreds and hundreds of Jewish youth ranging in age from maybe 13 to 23 with even younger ones running around the building. Maybe 600 altogether. The sound was loud and filled the room. Heads bobbed like a jack-in-the-box back and forth, back and forth. We stuck out pretty good with our simple little kippahs on our heads. 
 
The sound of the Jewish youth worshiping was unlike anything I had ever heard before or since. It seemed to hit you like a brick. For Jews, even the scriptural mandates to ‘sing aloud with shouts of joy’ are rules to live by. You would not know that there was a single introvert among the mass of 600 Jewish teenagers for every last one of them sang and rocked with all their strength. When they read in the Bible “worship with all your might”, they really take it literally.
The result was a powerful, low to mid-range chorus that filled, and literally shook, the room. They had everything memorized and would sing out in response to various words and calls by the Gandalf-looking figures lining the table below in the center of the hall. As much as we stuck out, no one paid special attention to us even as we were in line with everyone to partake of some sort of Matzo, a tradition where Jews eat an unleavened wafer and take a sip of wine.
While the Palestinians were generally friendly there were a couple of bad cases as well. I had one experience in the old town at a shop while talking with a shop keeper. The man asked me where I was from and I said, “America.” He responded with disdain, “Because you are from America you are not welcome here.” I took that as my cue to move on. One of the DTS students, another guy named Matt, had been walking home with a couple of other female students one night and was mugged by two Palestinians attempting to steal his laptop. He was a tough guy however and managed to fight them off and keep his laptop. The girls were fine and he sustained a bloody nose in the process. 
An another rare occasion a few us were invited to have dinner with a group of Palestinian Muslims. The opportunity arose a shopping center where we would hang out in an area where Palestinians got together to smoke hookah pipes. Flavored tobacco was filtered through water at the base and then inhaled through a long tube and mouth piece. It was a shared community experience and as we sat in a circle of Palestinians the pipe would continually make its way around to us to take a swig. We accepted them and they accepted us, and subsequently we were invited to a meal. A meal within the Arab culture is considered the gateway to the inner social worlds of Arabs. Until you sit down to dinner with them you are an outsider. The food was wonderful and was set out on a rug on the floor in their living room. As is their custom, only males ate together in the living room. The females were elsewhere out of sight. We had good friendly conversation and they knew we were Christian. Before eating they performed their regular evening prayer where they would roll out their prayer mat, stand in the direction of Mecca with their hand out and facing upward, and recite their prayers while bending, kneeling, and standing again. They called us “Nushrani” which is their word for Christian. As is the custom we made sure to leave a little bit of food on our plates to show them we were satisfied. Arabs are notorious for feeding the dickens out of their guests. Even if you appeared only slightly hungry they will rush to bring you more plates of food and insist you, strongly, to eat. Another custom we had to learn was putting our hand up and saying no three or four times in a row whenever we were offered something. This was considered a courtesy before accepting something. You don’t want to say yes the first time you are asked. Even if you actually don’t want something you are still obliged to take it because in Arab culture the receiving a gift is closely connected with receiving the giver personally. So yes, your Arab host could potentially take it personally if you don’t accept his gift.
Toward the end of November there was an opportunity to go on a little Jesus-film smuggling trip into the city of Nablus—a closed off, frequently bombed, frequently extremist-inhabited place. I was all over the idea. I related the experience in an update to my supporters:
 
November 1st, 2002
 
Just the other day, on Wednesday the 30th, we took a trip with two missionaries to the town of Nablus, a Muslim city where many terrorists have come from. We went through two check points, showing our passports, and when we told the Israeli soldier we were ‘touring the Holy Land’, they seemed confused. He responded, “Holy?...Are you sure you want to go there?...If you want to go, I won’t stop you…” I noticed at the checkpoint where the Palestinians wait to leave Nablus a variety of things: an Israeli soldier pushing a woman back pretty sternly because she was too close for their liking. A crowd of people also wanting to go through but getting pushed back, and a man with a blood-stained shirt with his hand inside it holding his chest, and a bandage wrapped around his head. I don’t know what he was doing out there. Driving through Nablus, roads into and out of all the surrounding villages were completely blocked by mounds of dirt and rocks. People have no way to get in or out by vehicle. The government buildings in Nablus are bombed and still in ruins. They look like a huge earthquake crumbled them. In Nablus we visited a small Bible Society book shop that has only been open for one week, and they have only been granted a permit to be open for a month. The owner is Palestinian, and has hopes of holding English classes there using the Bible as a textbook. We were told that the demand amongst Palestinians to learn English is so great, they won’t really care if it’s using a Bible or not. We also brought some boxes of Jesus films for the shop. There might have been more trouble than we cared to have if the Israeli soldiers found them in our vans, but thankfully they didn’t bother to look.
 
Once, I had a personal encounter with an Israeli soldier’s M16 laser-scoped machine gun. I had caught a sherut one evening from the old town to go back to where I was staying. A sherut was essentially a shared taxi van and one had to switch between sheruts when leaving the Jewish neighborhood and entering the Palestinian neighborhood for they would never cross each other’s territory. I sat in the front passenger seat while the rear was filled with four or five Palestinians. As we headed down the main road that ascended the Mount of Olives the van made an unexpected screeching halt and the passengers in the rear made began to make a lot of commotion before jumping out of the van and fleeing down side streets. Seconds later Israeli soldiers, rifles in hand, pursued them on foot. A new checkpoint had just been put up on the road and the Palestinians in the van were apparently very uninterested in this. Only the driver and I remained. I just sat watching the scene unfold—soldiers screaming and Palestinians scurrying. Two soldiers stopped at our van, one on each side, guns cocked and aimed directly at our faces. It was a big gun, to say the least. Soldiers don’t normally expect American’s to be riding in a Palestinian van so I wasn’t afforded a hospitable check with a smile. As I rolled down my window the soldier began speaking to me, but not in English. The barrel of his gun was only inches from my face. I informed him that I was American, and he said “Show me your passport.” I normally did not carry my passport on short trips to the old town but this was the one exception. I only had it in my pocket that evening for the purpose of visiting a museum that required you to show a passport to get in.
Bethlehem was a place where we were supposed to live and study but were only able to do classes there in the end due to the increased activity happening everywhere. At times it would be put under curfew which meant it was closed from going in or out, and certain hours for being our were imposed. Raids would take places with Israeli tanks rolling down the old cobblestone streets and narrow allies. Some students managed to get stuck there during a raid at one point and the whole base went to prayer for the situation. While we were not able to live there we did manage to complete a three-week class on the entire Qur’an with relatively few interruptions and delays from lockdowns and raids. They were intense weeks of walking through Islamic texts. It was taught by an Arab Christian who was able to read straight from the texts instead of translations so it proved to be very interesting and unique. 
War is a daily reality in this part of the world. From the looks of things it might even appear as a way of life. Not too long after our school was over, the local Café Hilel was blown up by a suicide bomber and many people were killed. It was also a place I and other students had visited numerous times. The air was always thick with activity and an unpredictable energy. It was not a sleepy town by any means.


***

Back at the school things were not so exciting. When I signed up for the school I was looking forward to a new learning experience. One of the biggest learning experiences however was not one I would have expected. Little did I know that my character was about to be deconstructed and thrown in front of a fire hose.
 Upon arriving and meeting with my school leader, an older German woman named Dagmar, I had learned something significant about her. She did not like me. At all. I discovered that before I even arrived she was displeased with my lack of  “planning ahead” and had already made assumptions about my character. And now that I had shown up and sat across her desk she was telling me, “Yep, I knew it…” Scolded from day one.
The first thing I was not asked but ordered to do was cut my hair. I had long hair and this was not fitting in the Arab culture and it was necessary to be respectful. I was not given a choice if I wanted to participate in the school. Chores were divided up among the students—she relegated the bathroom to me alone. I never felt able to please her and remember staring wide-eyed in the bathroom one day as she went over everything meticulously and told me how bad a job I had done.
“This is a terrible job! These towels are still dirty! The sink is wet!” she would yell at me as she walked through the bathroom examining each item with her hands.
I found the situation very confusing and had discussions with other students who would say, “Yeah, she can be tough, but that’s just the way she is. Try not to take it personally.” Yet the thing was, she did have something personal against me. I never knew what it was, but it simply didn’t make any sense. I was even yelled at for being a few minutes late to a meeting due to the fact that I was hanging out and having successful interactions with Palestinians, which was supposed to be the entire point of the school, or so I thought. Rather than a thoughtful inquiry into my experience, I was instead scolded. For her it was disrespectful to the other students to show up late. She assumed I didn’t care about her or the students and always seemed to have an eye on every little thing I was doing. Once, during a prayer time with other students, I felt like walking around a bit and had turned against a wall deep in thought. She got on my back about this in her psychoanalytical way. In her understanding my “way of praying” was somehow a reflection of my attitude towards her and everyone else. According to her I was “turning my back” on them and this of course meant I had serious issues that needed fixing.
Eventually I couldn’t take it anymore. This was not what I had signed up for. I spent time thinking about the situation and finally came to the conclusion that I would forego the two month outreach project and leave the school early if I was miraculously provided the remaining money for the school fees which was only about $400 dollars. I was receiving some monthly support and didn’t have the money upfront to pay off the fees and I knew it would have been bad form to leave without paying what I owed, because that is not my way. Then one day, as I opened my small storage locker where I kept personal belongings, I found a stack of Israeli cash—worth approximately $700—left there by a student who had overheard a conversation about my financial need.
This was the green light I was looking for. Hallelujah. On New Year’s Eve I paid a visit to the school leader to tell her the news and how I was even divinely provided all the rest of the money. Her response shocked me. 
 
“This is greatly troubling to what I know about God and how he leads us. He wants us to follow through and finish what we start you know, because it’s the right thing to do. This upsets me, thank you for ruining my New Year’s Eve,” she responded in a condescending tone shaking her head at me.
 
I left the office and didn’t look back, stunned by her anger. It was over. I was going home. The experience confused me for years following. I had often questioned myself and wondered if I was a terrible and selfish student, or had all kinds of things wrong with me. Surely I was young, naïve, and ignorant and listening and obeying my superiors is the right thing to do. I shouldn’t be so “rebellious” right?  
I dragged this little ball and chain with me until I returned to Israel a few years later.  I was travelling through for just a couple of days and on my way to Europe. I still remembered the area like it was yesterday and decided I would walk to that same place where our classes were held and see if I could find the lady and make a formal apology to her. I knew this would be bold but I wanted it off my back. I was learning to be a man and not a coward. I knew that by facing her again, she would be thrown off. It would go against all of her past judgements of me as an incapable human being in the world. Approaching and taking hold of the gate of the compound I found it was locked. Looking beyond the small courtyard I could see that the building was empty. No one was there. I turned around and left. 
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I was now twenty-four years old and had flown around the world several times, learned to speak mildly in a few languages, was reading and writing on a daily basis, and trying hard to sort out this “personal relationship with God” thing. When God came into the picture it didn’t simplify things. In fact, it made things much way more mysterious and confusing. Subsequently, everything in life was a thousand times more confusing and a thousand times more mysterious. In some ways it seemed that I was moving at hyper-speed as I was trying to cram as much reading as I could into my free time on one esoteric subject after another. I reached a pinnacle of reading approximately one book per week. There seemed to be so much to learn and because I had nothing else to do with my life I gave myself to books like a starved child who hadn’t eaten for weeks.   
By this time prayer had become the greatest puzzle to me of all time. Prayer was something altogether strange, mysterious, and sometimes just plain weird. It was like trying to figure out a Rubik’s cube. Maybe it was working, and maybe it wasn’t? I could never tell. The differences that prayer made seemed apparent sometimes and other times not. 
The school of psychology has always found itself enamored at this sort of phenomenon because it works so well and releases so much tension and anxiety. It releases the mind, heart, and soul in a way that no drug can. Prayer seemed to put you outside of yourself and put the fact of your insufficiency as a human in perspective. I’m not perfect, and neither am I any more special than anyone else.
Craziest of all was the idea that God still spoke today. It was not something I was ever informed of or taught about in my younger days going to church and I never saw any point in speaking to God if he wasn’t going to speak to me. When it comes to social interactions with other humans I’ll simply walk away or shut up if I’m talking to someone and they ignore me or don’t talk back. If I thought that I was just talking to the air when I prayed and wasn’t hearing anything but the wind in response I would have done just the same. However this was tricky to figure out as it considered within the church “normal” for God to be “silent”. Even if the silence goes for years.
I decided to put this new paradigm of prayer to a real, genuine test. At the same time I was afraid of making mistakes and feeling like a complete idiot. But more importantly, I knew how crucial it was. I began to spend more time wherever I could find to sit and ask deliberate questions. Some of my first specific requests were questions like “Where should I get a job?” and “How should I spend my money?” 
I would never get answers. Only ambiguous thoughts that seemed to turn the questions back around on me.
“Where do you want to get a job? How do you want to spend your money?” 
 
Going to parks at night became my preferred habit for solitude, but I found this to be a challenging habit. Finding solitude in the urban environment was a challenge. When you think you’ve found a place where you can be alone, the police are lurking there. Once I was interrupted by the bright light of an officer’s flashlight under suspicion of being a homeless person trying to sleep in a public park. I was laying on top of some bleachers at a baseball diamond staring at the sky.
“Hi there, whatcha doin?” the officer asked me.
“Staring at the stars!” I responded, annoyed.
“Oh, ok no problem. We sometimes get homeless people camping out here at night and so we have to patrol the area. Carry on.”
 
Another time I was hanging out too close to a federal building downtown and got myself interrogated by security. 
“What are you doing here? Can I see some I.D. please?” He said as he blinded me in his lights.
“Uh, praying?”
“Did you know you’re next to a federal building?” He asked.
“No.” I answered, not seeing the point.
“Please wait here while I run a check.”
“Well, you need to go pray somewhere else, sir,” He ordered.
“Ok.”
 
By May of that year I was beginning to feel the pangs of feeling directionless, having constant theological struggles and dealing with the weariness of trying to walk a straight line. In a journal entry I wrote,
 
Before the Christian life everything is easily figured out. All you do, think, behave, and are, is fleshly. Simple. Pursuing now to deny the flesh and live by the Spirit is not simple to figure out. I don’t much know what’s fleshly or what’s spiritual all the time. It has become a despairing transition, like a fight. Nothing is very clear…I feel faint and find myself walking around a wilderness…The joy in this life is not so abundant. The little joy is great, however. What is love? What is peace? What is patience? Long-suffering? These spiritual things?
 
Asking questions to heaven gave me no direction. If I asked “What do you want me to do?” The thought that came to mind would be “What do you want to do”. Praying seemed to only send me around in circles. 
In September of that year I experienced my first emotional and mental fallout. A month of emptiness and feeling totally lost and dumb. Recounting the dark experience in my journal I wrote, “What happened? The floor fell from under my feet.” It was hard to write much else.
It was a sense of distrust and stupidity that entered my soul. It was like everything shut off and I was in the dark. Or maybe a trick had been played on me. It was not unlike scaling a cliff in confidence and then all of sudden having a panic attack like Alex Honnold tip-toeing on the infamous ‘Thank God Ledge” of Yosemite’s Half Dome completely unsecured by gear and suddenly wondering what in the world he was doing out there. Where did all the confidence go? The Bible didn’t appeal to me. Prayer didn’t appeal to me. For a month I forced myself to read in the Psalms until I finally pulled through and felt like I regained some sense of consciousness. The experience made me recognize in a real way how fragile my inner man was. Stability was just not there. The man in me was weak and pathetic.
 
At church I was working hard as a youth worker and getting involved in the lives of numerous young guys. I wanted to become a mentor, walking with, and looking out for as them as much as I could as I knew very well what it was like to pass through your younger years unnoticed like a ghost. I was never recognized by anybody. There were so many of them! Angry guys, dissonant and detached guys, mama’s boys, and…more mama’s boys. The number of lost boys to stable young men who came from normal, intact families was close literally 10 to 1. A truly messed up statistic. I felt that these young men deserved to be honored, noticed, and listened to and that they needed to be instilled with a sense of their potential rather than made to feel that they were just being baby-sat. 
 
I met James, a passionate eighteen-year old aspiring rock guitarist who was one of the more stable characters. Then there was Chris whom I had known for years having been in my mother’s children’s choir. He was also an aspiring artist with a penchant for blowing up the microphone with his hard-core screamo-performances. He and his brother Jeff came from a turbulent family background. There was the young, smiling Nate who loved nature and wild animals and gave me a big bear hug every single time he saw me. He had no dad. There were the two Cambodian brothers, Josh and Joel, also past members of my mother’s children’s choir. They constituted a dialectic of two divergent paths resulting from an overly strict dad. Joel was almost too disciplined and never deterred from a super obedient straight path, while Josh had more anger than you could shake a gun at—not even the Marines could straighten him out. There was Will who had a background of drug use and subsequent brain damage that slightly affected his speech. He also had grown up with no dad. There was Blake who had the most bible verses memorized of any of them but also the most rebellious heart. He reminded me of  Brian Hugh Warner who was a youth group high school student turned Marylin Manson. Those who tend to know the most tend to rebel the most, as though the Bible or Christian values constituted a chain around their neck they can never loose though they fought like hell against it. Then there was another Josh who hardly needed anything, stable as a trained horse. His family was large and stable. His parents were wonderful people. Josh dreamed of being a dad and eventually achieved it having lots of kids. I befriended him and stuck by him but found he didn’t really need any ‘ministry’ in his life. It seemed he already had it at home. 
If I was not out traveling I was at home devoting most of my time to hanging out and becoming friends with them. I would go to their concerts, events, schools, eat dinner with their parents, and take them into the woods on backpacking trips to test their endurance. 
“How much further do we have to go!?” I’d hear as minutes turned into hours. 
“We’re almost there!” I’d reassure them, even though it was more of an optimistic answer and not one based on any actual calculations. I had taken a group of them on the same hike to the lookout tower that I did many years prior. After eight hours of hiking we reached the cabin where they sprawled out across the floor beds like dead bodies. I did many trips like this with several groups of guys over the years. 
On one such trip I was leading James, Chris, Joel, and another friend named Charles up to the cabin in the beginning of June. We ran into snowy, whiteout conditions at the last hour of the hike. The trail was still partially covered by huge mounds of snow and ice. Most of the guys were wearing shorts and had no jackets. Chris developed a cramp in his leg at this point and was unable to keep hiking without significant pain. As difficult as the obstacles before us were, we were determined to make it to the shelter at the top so we picked Chris up and handed him off to each other for piggy-back rides the rest of the way up. Once we reached shelter the scene was once again a cabin littered with passed-out bodies. A successful teamwork lesson.
 
Over the years I began to feel that it was the most meaningful ministry of my life. I had the privilege of being like ‘an older brother’ to these young men as they grew up, became educated, succeeded at various ventures, and finally married and starting families of their own. 
Relationship with other humans seemed to be the most powerful “ministry”. Whether one called it ‘discipleship’ or ‘mentorship’ or whatever, it was very basic and full of reward. Giving was always an obvious thing I felt I needed to do. My need to receive was not always obvious. The more I received from individuals the more I realized my need to receive. The perpetual cycle of human relationship grew exponentially as I continued to pour time and energy into their lives. The more I sought to provide for their needs as young people in a postmodern world the more I saw my own lack and subsequent needs.
I had begun praying somewhere around this time for a partner or companion to do overseas trips and outreaches with. In the New Testament everybody went out two by two. Paul had Silas. Timothy had Erastus. Moses had Aaron. And Jesus sent out his disciples two by two. I had people who believed in my work, but no one to join me. But I remained alone and it started to become frustrating. I never found one.
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When January 2004 came around I had my sights set on my next destination: China. A year and a half prior I was standing in the foyer of my church and looking at a missions publication and noticed a report about the unreached peoples in China. Immediately I knew I would go there one day. My travels led me to other places since then but now I knew it was time. For three months prior I had focused on the two largest, most unreached people groups in all of China known as the Dongxiang and the Bai Ma people, both of which had no Christians and were less than one percent evangelized. The Dongxiang were a predominately Muslim group that had been closed off from foreigner access until the late 90s. I decided I would make a stretch and see if I could locate them somewhere in the middle of China, connect with them, then deliver a Chinese Bible. It was time to try my hand at bible smuggling. I had only a general idea of where they were and how to get there.
I also wanted very much not to go alone and sought diligently for partners. Many people were interested and I even found a few prospects but ultimately no one followed through. So, I had to go solo. I had one contact of a missionary in Beijing whom I was acquainted with and another one in Chengdu and had hoped to connect with both of them at some point. 
 Whether it was due to the praying or something else, favor seemed to follow me the whole way through. I somehow obtained a round-trip ticket for just under $600. I was able to obtain a stack of New Testaments to smuggle in, including one in Chinese. I would give the English ones to students. My visa returned to me in time without a hitch. Even before I left I was already having multiple encounters with Chinese people. At a small group a Chinese national exchange student randomly showed up who knew nothing about the Bible and I found myself explaining to her how it was the most translated, best-selling book in all of human history. She was mystified. And she wanted one very much. 
In the days preceding my departure another surprising thing happened. I had the wild idea of not taking anything with me except the small back pack.
 
I felt I heard God telling me not to take all of the ‘extra stuff’ with me but to just ‘go light’. I was freaking out thinking things like “Am I allowed to take a toothbrush?” I struggled with it because I had a lot of things I wanted to take—especially my music—but  finally I decided it was better to obey. And so I had only my small backpack with a few items of clothing, a copy of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, and 10 bibles. And the toothbrush.
 
I felt like it was the craziest thing I’d ever done. But what the heck—I had to see how far the favor would go. I left for China in late January and landed in a very cold and frigid Beijing with nothing but a small backpack full of New Testaments, a toothbrush, and a change of socks and underwear. This was the first Bible smuggling trip of my life and I knew that if I was caught I would be deported and not ever allowed back into China. Or worse. I walked confidently through all of the security checkpoints and right by all of the police in the airport without a hitch. No one searched my bag. 
In Beijing I checked into a hostel and made friends with a local restaurant owner nearby. Every day I would visit him and have noodles or rice and we would sit together smiling at each other. He was a friendly old man and helped himself to the chair at my table with a happy and contented expression. He didn’t speak any English and I didn’t speak any Mandarin. He was content just to sit there with me and puff on his cigarette while watching the TV that hung on the wall. Sometimes smiles and friendly gestures speak a thousand words. I had brought a Mandarin phrasebook with me and made this my first training ground in the language which proved to be a lot easier to learn than the previous languages I studied. The one thing that was difficult to get right were the tones. The same word spoken in four different tones had four completely different meanings. You had to be careful. The word ‘ma’ could mean mother or horse depending on the tone you used. Some have called it the singing language. In the end I managed to communicate a few things to him and vise versa. At one point he motioned to look at my phrasebook. I gave it to him. He flipped through the pages to look through it (which had Chinese text available) and then finally pointed to a question that seemed to catch his interest while smiling. I looked at the book. The question read, “Are you married?” 
I shook my head, amused. He nodded as he turned his head away to the TV and took another puff on his cigarette. I left a Chinese gospel tract with him. 
During this time I began to find myself undergoing a new kind of trial. I was alone. I was surrounded by millions of people yet isolated. No one spoke English, no one was a Christian, I had none of the regular Western comforts like my music, and I had no one to talk to. 
 
As I walked around the streets Chinese people everywhere seemed to take notice of me. Some watched me curiously. As I would stroll up to a street cart serving baozi (the traditional steamed bun with meat or vegetable filling) people would suddenly stop what they were doing to watch me. 
“Woa yao yige baozi” I asked as I held open my phrasebook. It didn’t come out quite right initially but I managed to buy what ended up being one of my favorite foods in China.
 From Beijing I traveled by an overnight train to Xi’an in the very center of China. Trains in China are unusually interesting experiences. On overnight trains you will be promptly awoken at 7am by loud Chinese violin music (known as the Erhu). Hot water stations in between the railcars are readily available for the bowls of dehydrated noodle soup which the Chinese will make use of to prepare their breakfasts. And while you’re busy burying your head in your pillow, they will unashamedly slurp the noodles so loudly it will sound like a chorus of kids at a burger joint trying to get every last bit of milkshake out of their cups. 
 While I was in Xi’an I spent a very fun week with several Chinese college students who worked at the local hostel. They understood English pretty well. Among the staff were a couple of girls who took interest in what I was doing there because unlike other people staying at the hostel who were always leaving to go look at the sights and sounds of heartland China, I was always hanging around. I spent my days studying and practicing the Mandarin language with everybody and became pretty good at it. In return I helped them out with their English. They taught me how to make jaozhi, small dumplings which are boiled or fried and then eaten in wonton soup or with dip. 
“Why don’t you go and see the sights like the other tourists? ” they would ask. “You should go see the Terracotta Warrior statues!”
“I find real people more fascinating than statue people!” I replied.
One day one of the girls who worked there had found my Foxe’s Book of Martyrs book which I had accidentally left lying on a table in the lounge and started reading it. I intended to be conspicuous with my reading materials being in a communist country but this time I slipped up. When I walked in and found her reading it I was at first startled with thoughts of how this might go down. It was not a book I would willingly give to anyone who knows nothing about Christianity, much less someone living under communist rule. It was filled with stories of governments cracking down on believers.  But realizing it was already too late I asked her, “Can you understand that?”
 “Yes,” she said.
 Being a book about Christians suffering and dying for their faith I was a bit confused as to what to think. The only question I could think to ask was, “Do you like it?”  
“Yes,” she said.
I was impressed. So I gave it to her. 
“Oh, thank you very much!” She said happily.
Through befriending the people at the hostel I was able to give a couple of bibles away as well which they gladly received. 
From Xian I contemplated which direction to take next and I ended up deciding to go to a small town called Lanzhou. I stayed there for one night and then the next day went to board a bus to Xiahe, a small, cold Tibetan town. On the way to the bus station in Lanzhou I noticed a mosque and found myself looking it at curiously. It looked a lot like the mosques of the Middle East, yet quite different. There were Chinese Muslims who had no beards and also dressed quite different from other Muslims in the world. Chinese men are generally not able to grow thick beards nor is it a culturally accepted norm anymore. Although traditional Chinese culture is still preserved in some places, the old days of pre-communist China along with much of its Kung Fu and Wushu culture were clearly long gone.  
I pulled out my camera and started to take a picture. Then suddenly I heard a voice.
 “Can I help you?”
I turned to see who was talking to me and noticed a boy just standing there looking at me inquiringly with a single bag in hand. Maybe he recognized me looking around and perhaps thought I was lost and so offered his kind hospitality to me. As it happened he was on his way to the bus station as well and offered to take me there. As we walked he told me he had been studying in school and was now on his way home to visit his people. It was a common thing for families in rural areas to send their children away for school for many months at a time.
“Who are your people?” I asked.
“The Dongxiang,” He answered.
 My eyes grew wide. 
For the next hour I conversed with a Dongxiang boy who knew English. He was Muslim. All his people were Muslim. His name was Teng Zheng and he was about 16 years of age. He accepted me and I accepted him. We sat together in the bus station as we waited for our buses. I told him about my belief in the Bible and I gave to him the one Chinese New Testament I had to take with him back to his people. Somehow he connected with everything I had said.
“We are brothers!” He said, smiling. “I will take this book back to my people!”
I was dumbfounded. Afterward there was a sense of awe that stayed with me for quite some time. Were my prayers answered? Was this one of those “divine appointments”? I never saw him again.
 
From there I boarded a bus headed for the Tibetan town of Xiahe. Buses in China backcountry are a real treat. They’re small, cramped, and usually held together by shoelaces and duct tape. Before the bus was able to leave they had to fix the gas tank which had partially fallen off and seemed to be leaking everywhere. While in transit, an onboard ‘mechanic’ would pop open the engine cover located next to the driver to do on-the-fly fixes, even with fuel lines sputtering all over the place. The bus ‘broke down’ maybe once or twice but we never had to stop. I was impressed to say the least.
In Xiahe, Tibetans everywhere rode motorbikes without helmets while bundled up with layers of clothing and sheep skins. During my time there I met an English speaking Tibetan student and became friends with him. I was beginning to suffer more from the cold as I had entered higher country where it was windier. The thin shell jacket I brought with me from home wasn’t cutting it in the colder temperatures which were in 20s or lower.  Providentially, my Tibetan friend knew where to go to buy the warmest kind of coats and he helped me to barter a nice, warm, hand-made Tibetan coat with a thick inner layer of sheep’s wool at a fantastic deal. I would not have been able to afford it otherwise. 
My new Tibetan friend was quite intrigued by me. Being a tall white Westerner by yourself in the middle of  nowhere was proving to have its advantages. He ended up liking me enough to give me a Tibetan name, Dawah Pinso. Translated, it means ‘bright moon’. I felt humbled. We exchanged contacts and I gave him a New Testament for which he was thankful.
My next destination was to be the large city of Chengdu. The bus trip from Xiahe to Chengdu was a majestic one as it skirted the edge of the Tibetan Plateau and the Himalayas. The route also had some amazing panoramas of inland China’s vast landscapes. When we drove by the mountains all I could do was stare at them in awe with my face glued to the window. The mountain peaks of Tibet have a fierce look about them. They towered more sharply and aggressively than any mountains I had ever seen before. 
The route was not one tourists ever travelled. It was a long multi-day, sixteen hour drive down backcountry dirt roads in and through very out-of-the-way villages and towns. My plan was to make it to a small town called Ruo’ergai that had a population of roughly 70,000 people, lodge there, and continue on the next day. However, in the realm of traveling things don’t always go as planned and you will inevitably learn this at one point or another. At the bus station I had trouble reading the destinations (I actually couldn’t read them at all) and so I looked at a map, pointed out where I intended to go to the man in the ticket booth and gave it my best effort to buy the right ticket. No one spoke any English. He looked, rung up a ticket for me, and I was on my way.
On the small bus I sat across the aisle from a very old looking Tibetan woman with thick, darkened gray hair. Her hands and face were deeply wrinkled and weathered. She sat hunkered down with one hand up in the air holding a prayer wheel and making a circular movement while her mind seemed to wander. Prayer wheels are cylinder-shaped wheels containing prayers written on paper. They are attached to a handle so one can spin it round and round. A small weight at the end of a chain attached to the wheel helped it to spin. Tibetans believe that each rotation accomplishes the prayer inscribed on the paper contained in the wheel. Prayer wheels are for them what television and movies might be for us in the West. They are available in all sizes, shapes, and styles. You can get small portable ones that fit in your pocket or join a group that was spinning one together three stories tall. She had been spinning this wheel much of her life and it was well used. They take them everywhere and spin them all day, every day throughout their lives. The Tibetan prayer flags work in a similar fashion. Rather than having to do the work of spinning off the prayers by hand, the wind can now ‘carry’ off the prayers for you. The point was clearly effort, rewarded as karma, and the more you put in the better your odds were for achieving Nirvana, or ultimate bliss. 
If spirituality came by effort then the Tibetan people would win the prize for the most spiritual people on earth. These people crawl for months around holy mountains, literally, using specially made pads for their hands and knees. Whatever spirituality they had however, they kept to themselves. The prayers inscribed on the paper and the wheels were generally that of “Om mani padme hum,” Buddhism’s sacred mantra. Loosely translated, it means “The jewel is in the heart of the Lotus [flower].” 
By this point I had seen people from all the world’s major religions engage in prayer. One of the most intriguing realizations I had through my observations of Buddhist, Islamic, and Hindu prayers was how unique Christian prayers were in the great arena of prayer on this planet. A great point of Christian prayers was for others. Christians had a mandate at least to make prayers for others and that this should be a priority. 
 
Some hours later, the bus suddenly came to a halt. A Chinese man at the front of the bus rose up, turned toward me and motioned to me to the door. I looked at him and at my surroundings. I was a bit confused. We were in the middle of nowhere and I could only see a handful of buildings. This was not the stop I was looking for. The man took my ticket, read the Chinese, and pointed to the location we were at. This was where I paid to go. I had no way of explaining or communicating anything so I grabbed my bag and hopped off thinking, “Uh oh.”
I got dropped off way too early in a place where there were no bus stations, shops, or anything for that matter. It really was the middle of nowhere. I asked for help unsuccessfully from a couple of Tibetan people who were passing by and then disappeared. I was a stranger in the land and there was no one around and no place to even sleep! After looking around I decided I was going to have to try to hitchhike. I didn’t know what the standard protocol for hitchhiking in China was, whether you had to wave your hand or foot, if sticking out your thumb would be sufficient, or if it was even legal, but that’s what I did. And I smiled of course. I waited for some time while only a handful of trucks went by. It was a rather quiet road. I imagined the Chinese guys cruising the backcountry as no doubt wondering what the heck I was doing out there waving my hands. Finally, one truck stopped for me and picked me up. Hallelujah. I sat on an uncomfortably hard seat for about four hours. Toward the end I was dying to go pee. I didn’t have the language aptitude to communicate this however, and I didn’t feel like making obscene gestures to Chinese people. So I suffered for a couple of hours on a long, bumpy dirt road on a hard seat. At last I was dropped off in Ruo’ergai, the population of which was 90% Tibetan. As a place where there is absolutely nothing touristy I was an extremely rare sight as a white person, if ever a white person had traveled through there. 
I then had a similar experience to what I had in Lanzhou. After disembarking my miserable truck ride with my new friends, I was greeted by another young person eager to help me.  This time it was a young girl aged about 14. She was extremely friendly and spoke some English. English! What a relief that was! She was insistent on showing me around so I consented. She led me to a hotel to lodge at that night and for the next two days took me all around her town to visit and hang out with her friends and even into her family’s home where I was invited to have a meal. I asked her where I could get gloves for my hands because they were freezing. She took me everywhere she could think of trying to find some that would fit my hands. I discovered that I had to upsize to about an XXL when it came to shopping for apparel in China.  It was sometimes an amusing thing to be almost a ‘giant’ in this nation of ‘small’ people. But this time it was proving to be a little bit annoying. We never found any gloves that fit my hands.
She took me to where she and her friends went to school and showed me around there as well. The second day I was taken out for a hike with her friends up a hill at the edge of town. At the top there were many Tibetan prayer flags and a beautiful view of her town. Then I was taken to be introduced to one of her friend’s grandparents. When we arrived at the house I was hospitably received by very lovely, humble, and old Tibetan folks who made for me an awesome dish of Tibetan pudding. I was so blessed in this town and was able to give them some of the New Testaments as gifts which they were very grateful to receive. After two days it was time to move on and they were clearly sad about this and wondered if I would ever come back. For me I was just traveling and taking in everything. I was very blessed with the privilege to journey around the world and see so many kinds of people. For them, this may well have been a once in a life time opportunity. Who knows? 
From Ruo’ergai I took a long, final bus ride to Chengdu. In the middle of nowhere on a dirt road, the bus broke down. The gas tank had fallen off. Usually, when something like this happens back in the states you call a tow truck. Out in the bush of China this was not going to happen. Instead, the resident ‘bus mechanic’ jumped out and went to work. Everyone wandered around outside, puffed on cigarettes, and waited as they spent about 45 minutes reattaching the gas tank to the bus, and then we continued on our way. It would seem that the bus problems were commonplace and almost everyone instinctively knew what to do. Smoke a cigarette. No one ever appeared upset or impatient.
For the better part of the day I watched as the scenery of beautiful and pristine turquoise rivers, untouched grassy landscapes, and deep gorges a thousand feet deep changed gradually into destruction, pollution, and chaos as we got closer to Chengdu. Industrialization and development had been so radically altering the landscape in China, that it was almost too hard to believe. 
In Chengdu I had finally met with some missionary contacts that I had. They were a couple that had come to live and work among Tibetans. They opened up their apartment home to me for three nights. They lived in sky rise apartments that must have had thirty floors. During this time I went to an interesting Tibetan dance gathering held in the courtyard of a local college one evening. Tibetans and Chinese alike formed a large circle of hundreds and all danced together in a synchronized manner to Tibetan music. It was like a flash mob putting on a really cool choreographed performance without the flash and no mob. Apparently, it was a regular community event and everyone had much of the dancing moves memorized. Anyone was welcome to join, even if you didn’t know what you were doing. They had different dances to different songs. There were some foreigners also participating. After watching for a little bit I decided to jump in on the action and give it a whirl. Every move I made was completely out of sync with everyone else. The large circle generally rotated round and round and while it rotated people spun, waved their arms in an elegant manner, and occasionally made steps backwards and sideways. My mimicking attempts were amusing to numerous Tibetans, no doubt. Many Tibetans wore their colorful, ornamented folk wear consisting of panel coats, robes, oversized furry head caps, and super long sleeves that hung down to their feet. When they twirled around the long sleeves would work a lot like little  banners waving around. 
Later on, while hanging out at the ping pong tables in the apartment courtyards and getting my rear served to me in the game, I was able to meet the landlords of the complex. The friendly Chinese landlords liked me and decided to invite me to dinner with some of their friends. I was excited about this but little did I know that I was about to have the Sichuan Chinese meal of my life. It was, hands down, the spiciest meal ever to reach my taste buds. At the center of the table sat a hot pot which was a cauldron of simmering, and incredibly spicy oil. All around it were endless plates of raw foods—sliced meat, leaf vegetables, mushrooms, wontons, bird eggs, and plenty of sea food and fish parts. There were also dishes of various dipping sauces. The point was to grab things at random with chopsticks and then plop them into the shared pot to let it cook. You only needed to wait about a minute before your helping was sufficiently fried after which you fished it out with your chopsticks. Although they spoke some English I was for the most part unable to identify just exactly everything I was eating. One of the hosts happened to have a handheld, electronic translator and looked up the word for one of the very unusual looking pieces of meat I was curious about. 
“Pig stomach,” the machine said.
“Ahh...” I said as nodded and tried to force a laugh. When I had tried the pig stomach it was actually possible to taste the food the pig itself ate. There were also small, white eggs the size of your thumb on the table that were clearly not from chickens. I asked about them and the host began punching in letters on his translator. 
“Partridge,” it read. I wasn’t sure how accurate this thing was and if in fact that really was what I was eating. I then asked about another shiny black mushy substance that felt like slime in my mouth. 
“Eel,” the machine read out. After this, I began to try to eat very selectively without being to too conspicuous about it, going for the chicken and vegetables as much as I could. Occasionally, my hosts would point their chopsticks to something else, such as the pig stomach. 
“Try this!” They would say with a huge grin on their face. I did my best to keep my composure and honor their requests, and reluctantly partook of their ‘delicacies’ with great difficulty. I tried to work a little faster at eating what I liked to get myself full so I could have an excuse against eating anything else, but this proved impossible with the amount of spiciness in the hotpot. 
My battle with the spice may very well have been the highlight of their night. They would laugh and grin every time I coughed, wheezed, and gasped. I would down a glass of water every few minutes, and in their compassion they would get up and pour me another glass.
“This….is really spicy!” I would say between gulps of water and wincing my eyes. My eyes were watering, and large beads of sweat were forming on my forehead. It was absolutely amusing to them and they were laughing at how many glasses of water I was going through. I counted nine. 
“Not spicy enough!” one would reply as I shook my head in bewilderment. Of course I didn’t have to subject myself to the torture but, in warm-climate cultures such as in the Middle East and Asia where family and honor are held in very high regards, this was how you got into the inner circles and became real friends. The ‘Facebook friend’ culture would be a complete anti-thesis to this way of life.
After downing a ton of tasty and not-so-tasty foods my stomach was starting to communicate some very negative things to me. And then came the spirits. No, not hallucinations, but the robust, killer Chinese drinks that contained seventy percent alcohol. I wanted to pass as I knew this would just add to the misery brewing in my stomach. But they insisted and poured me a shot. So I obliged.
“Gan-bei!” they all exclaimed as they toasted their shots.  I had never drunk anything so strong in my life.
 Finally, I was able to stumble my way over to a seat on the couch where I talked with them while my stomach was in a complete knot. It took extra energy for me to converse with my hosts and attempt to hide my suffering that was growing by the minute. As they were discussing and chatting about things amongst themselves in Chinese they suddenly paused, turned all their faces toward me and asked me an interesting question.
“ We were talking about what we thought was the best thing in life. What do you think? What is the best thing in life? Money, success, business?” they inquired.  I thought about it for a moment while my stomach churned.
“Love…” I said at last in a daze as I looked up at them, “is the best thing in life.” I could feel my temperature rising. I showed them a Bible that I had with me and pointed to a verse that said, “Love never fails.” They all turned toward each other and thought about it for a moment. After a little discussion amongst themselves they turned back to me with grins, nodded their heads, and exclaimed, “We like you!”
 I then shook hands, parted ways, went back to my room, and puked. The next day I was sick and throwing up constantly. The day after that I was better and in the evening I felt strong enough to leave Chengdu and hop aboard an overnight train back to Xian. Back in Xian, I reunited with my Chinese friends at the hostel and stayed there a couple more days. I had pictures developed that I took when I was there previously, and when I let them have a look at them they took all the pictures that included them and myself. Fortunately, I still had the negatives.
From there, time was short before I needed to return to Beijing to catch my plane home so I took a flight back to Beijing and stayed there one night. I looked for my friend at the restaurant but he was gone. The next day, after a very full three weeks in China, I left for home.
 
 

12
 
I was twenty-five years old and it was summertime in 2004. I was reminiscing, as I always did, about my adventures in distant lands with younger friends of mine while thinking about where I was going to travel to next. I had spent time in Africa a few years prior where I was able to develop numerous relationships with people through the school that I had volunteered at. When you travel abroad there is never a dull moment. Each day seems to be filled with unpredictability, discovery, and learning beyond which you could ever experience at home. You have your character stretched in ways you never thought possible. You experience all sorts of dangers and toils that end up becoming fond memories you laugh about later on.
It wasn’t hard to ignite a sense of awe and desire in younger people to experience adventure abroad. I mean, who wouldn’t want to subject themselves to the risks of war, famine, and persecutions, right? Well, young guys are like that sometimes.
Along with Jeremiah I had been volunteering with the youth from my local church, taking on such roles as ‘mentor’ and ‘youth counselor’ even though I was still very much a youth myself. I didn’t think twice about crawling over church pews to say hi to someone I hadn’t seen for a while, or showing up to church sacrilegiously dressed. I suppose I might have been a role model, perhaps, but then, if I was stealing away teenagers from their watchful parents and taking them across the world to unknown dangerous places, just what kind of ‘role model’ or “mentor” was I really? In the world of mentoring and counseling youth for quality Christian character, there were the usual “rules of engagement” that made for quality mentor-mentee relationships. They should be taught how to be responsible, to work, to be a good husband or father (for future reference, anyway), to be pure in heart, and to vote Republican. What I was more inclined to teach the young however, whether I realized it or not, was how to break all the rules of ‘good’ Christian conduct. Not that I was against responsibility. I just thought that life was better lived when you seized the day, pushed your limits, spoke out, fought the status quo, and turned everything upside down for people. Life was so much more exciting that way.
 
And so I would spark a gleam in their eyes. Not the older people’s eyes, no. They usually looked at my lifestyle a little differently. Yes, they had an eye on me. It seemed to say, “I know that you’re out of line, I just don’t know how.” 
And that’s how it was. I accepted that. I was a ragtag, wild-eyed twenty-five year old. The kind that people usually didn’t know what to do with, and so did little with. 
And I was used to that. No one ever recognized me or noticed me, or gave a damn about whether I was growing up to be a man or not, and so should I care what everyone thinks if I am a little bit out of line? I had no interest in the acceptance of the congregation as a well-behaved, tithing, obedient patron of the church politic. 
I always gave my offerings in cash, so there was never any record of how much I tithed. I wanted it that way. Untrackable. To them I suppose I appeared to just be taking up space. I was too pre-occupied with searching out something way bigger and much more important than how to be a neat Christian. I wanted the truth. Not so much because I knew there must be truth out there but because it was worth it. What would finding it reveal? Screw all the church ‘etiquette’ of sitting still with folded hands and bowed heads, and singing obsolete melodies! Give me truth! And somehow, strangely, living true to my youthfulness and the energy that comes with it was a gateway into that journey.
The two young men, James and Chris, were lively characters with whom I developed meaningful friendships with. They ate up everything I shared about my travels and heartfelt search for the spiritual experience. They looked up to me and I shared with them everything. I met James on a youth group mission trip to Mexico. He had a gift for turning any situation into something positive. And if something was already positive, well then, he would make it more positive. He was ahead of his time, exceptionally smart, and a true ladies’ man. Chris had been a part of my church for nearly as long as I had. He was an introspective kid who always thought about everything deeply. Nothing was insignificant to him. He was also very receptive like a sponge ready to absorb everything meaningful that came his way. His quiet disposition was only offset by the occasional outburst of energy on the stage as a lead singer of a Christian hard-core band. Thoughtful, quiet, well-behaved boy one minute then jaw-dropping, pig-squealing, head-banging lead-screamer the next. That was Chris. Between them, Jeremiah, and I a small close-knit social circle began to grow. Brotherhood was a wonderful thing. We all seemed to see each other’s potential and thus aimed to spur one another on in them. It was a unique and special fellowship that would not end any time soon.
With James and Chris I shared the idea of going back to Africa in the coming Fall and had somehow managed to actually sell the idea of termite food, Ugali, bad water, and disgusting outhouses, to them. They came back to me after praying about it and told me, “Yea.. I think I’m supposed to go!” How I would have loved to have Jeremiah join, but that meant bringing a family of four which he was not disposed to do. So we began making plans. James, Chris, and I.
Raising money for myself was a sufficiently difficult task when it came to traveling. How was I going to come up with enough money for three people? We saved up what we could that summer and by July were still around $7000 dollars short. We were due to leave in September. In meeting and talking with Chris and James about the challenge I simply said, “Well, God’ll take care of it.”
I opted this time around not to tell anyone of our need of money. I didn’t bring up the trip with people voluntarily either. I figured if others have seen God do amazing things financially through complete reliance on faith in his will to provide, than I should be able to see it in my own circumstances.
It was a sunny July 4th and the church was having a picnic. I was having conversation with a very old, friendly man named Jim. Good ‘ol Jim! He talked about nothing but Jesus. He was the happiest person I knew at church and often stood out as the only person at the altar on his knees, often weeping. The guy seemed so out of place with his enthusiasm and optimism that it didn’t seem like he belonged there. He was a true die hard. 
While I taking a bite out of hot dog he put the question to me, “So you got any plans to go anywhere coming up?” The guy was actually searching me out to give me money. Everyone knew I was the free-spirited, crazy traveling nomad lost boy of the church. The pastor would often read out my trip reports to the congregation, probably putting everyone on the edge of their seats when they heard to dangerous tales of my being in Israel and Palestine.
 
“Well, uh, actually… I’m planning on going back to Kenya this Fall with my two friends from the youth group, James and Chris, to do a school.” I answered.
 
“How much you need?” 
 
I stared at him blankly with a mouth full of hot dog and ketchup on my face. It was plainly obvious what his motives for asking were. 
“Um…well…” I mumbled with a mouth full of food. I felt bad about asking for the whole amount although I’m not sure why. I must’ve felt that this was far too easy. Support-raising needs to be hard and challenging and I can’t just let someone offer to cover the whole entire trip for three people. We needed to have some of our own money in it too. I needed seven thousand bucks. 
 
“Six thousand,” I finally answered.
 
“You got it!” He said. I later called up James and Chris laughing about what had happened and they were dumbfounded. The remaining amount was also no issue to raise. I bought the tickets, they got their passports, and we were set. Life was good.
***
 
That August, one warm summer night, I was praying in the park for Africa and our trip. All at once a thought completely interrupted completely threw me off of everything I had been meditating on that night.
 
“Pray for your wife and family.” 
 
“What?” I thought. “What kind of a word is that?” 
 
It was scary, actually. It was the first time the idea ever entered my soul as anything serious. Was that even logical? It felt very odd, and was a stretch of all reason for me to do something like that. This of course created a new lingering sense of inquiry and alertness in the back of my mind, as though Heaven was going to be hiding in the shadows somewhere and suddenly dump something into my path that was altogether unexpected. It didn’t feel good.
That month I decided I was going to leave the church I had been a part of for fifteen years. I wasn’t going to come back to it. There was some relief in it. As it was always disheartening. 
 
The three of us arrived in Kenya at the end of September. Just before departing I posed a question to James.
 
“What do you hope to get out of this trip to Africa?” He gave me a funny look and smiled.
 
“I’m just going there for the termites!” James said, smiling.
 
I had asked Chris the same question while we waited in the airport. He sat with his chin propped on his fist, looked away, and thought about it for a moment. “I’m not sure…I just want to see why God wants me to go..”
When we arrived back at the base I noticed that quite a bit had changed. There was now a dormitory building for the students and another building for staff. The wooden shacks which were constantly under attack from African termites where gone. One remained and was being used as a storage shed. There was now a better supply of water to the base. The old pit-toilet outhouses were still there and in use but real bathrooms with toilets were now under construction. I worked on staff this time around and was kept quite busy. The chainsaw I had fixed was broke again. The tough acacia wood had to be cut by chopping with dull axes. Grass had to be cut with machetes to keep the deadly black mamba snakes from wandering into the compound. 
There was a Land Cruiser on base that had long been out of service. I was good at auto mechanics and had always been a fan of Land Cruisers so I spent a lot of time working on it until I finally got it running. It had a bad starter so getting running was a matter of gathering a group of people and pushing it down the road and popping it into gear. To get a new starter for it in Kenya would have cost $600 US. Everyone was excited about it. Having that thing running added some fun to the bush experience and one day I got to take a whole group of kids from the school ministry on base on a animal-chasing safari. They loved it. One never knew how agile impalas could be when they were being chased by a vehicle.
On the mission base there lived a handful of kids from various backgrounds. Some were orphans and some had come out of grave poverty. I saw an amazing display of character in those kids. They followed Christian piousness like the Pied Piper. 
 
…they are full of kindness and joy...quite often singing and whistling when they wash dishes or work. 
 
The classes began for the students and everybody settled into a normal rhythm of daily life. Chai tea in the morning with bread and jam for breakfast, devotional time, class, tea break, more class, lunch, chores, then free time, then dinner to close out the day with an occasional meeting afterwards. We met another entire pastoral family who also came from Oregon to study. There was a student from Germany named Joel and another student from Nigeria named Joel. I was responsible for four students during the course with whom I had to do weekly meetings with individually. It turned out to be a rather eclectic group of students for me: Joel the Nigerian, George the Masai elder, Richard the pastor from my hometown, and Chris. Honestly I felt that the roles should have been reversed and that these guys should be mentoring me.
James and Chris seemed to settle in nicely. They made the most of their days eating bland ugali by stocking up on the Mandazi and Jam for their bread. In fact, Chris had found such a fondness for Mandazi, that he wrote a song about it and we created a music video to go with it. It never made it to label. 
The unpredictability and humor of Chris and James gave all the local African students the education experience of their lives. For them, they were not only getting discipleship, but also an inside look into how the young generation of the American West operate. To say they were amused would be an understatement. At one point Chris and James decided to take their bunk bed and haul it out into the middle of the court yard in front of the kitchen and commonplace, along with their mosquito nets, and sleep there. When people woke up and emerged from their dens, they had quite an unusual sight to behold. Fortunately for them, they were not eaten by wild animals.
A visit to the town of Nairobi required a 20 minute walk up a dirt road to reach the Mombasa highway where you could catch the Matatu (taxi van) for a 45 minute ride into town. Matatus were notorious for being overloaded as there were no rules or laws governing the capacity. People needed to make as much as they could doing business so if that meant people hanging outside of the van, so be it. Typically a Matatu was the size of an eight person van that would cram fifteen people inside. If there were large pieces of luggage they were strapped to the roof and hopefully returned to you in good order and the end of the trip. On occasions one could see a pile of live chickens strapped to the roof. The Matatus were often decked out with loud speakers blaring Kenyan music, bright paint and flashing lights, and funky horn sounds. Many were given outrageous names and you’d see things like ‘NYPD’, ‘Soul-Train’, or ‘Mack Daddy’ painted along the sides or front. You got to hand it to them for being creative. Just up the highway from where the base was located there was a roadside shack made of brick and mud with a cheap metal roof attached and an entry that was covered only by a curtain. Painted on the front were the words, ‘Paradise Hotel’. No booking necessary.
For a little while after arriving at the base I was thinking back to the strange idea I had gotten in the park in late August and as a consequence kept a wandering eye out to see if something was going to sneak up on me. Nothing. After becoming acquainted with all the girls at the base I felt at ease. There was nothing to worry about here. The idea scared the crap out of me. I wasn’t ready for a woman. I had enough of my own problems to deal with. In the middle of October one other girl arrived from Switzerland and I became acquainted with her in passing, then went on my merry way. She was quiet but friendly, spoke with a German-like accent, and usually kept to herself.
I had never considered myself an ‘eligible bachelor’ nor had any interest in being one. I thought I knew what kind of path I was traveling on and that it was really one that you take a spouse down unless she was crazy. I was always looking forward to going to dangerous locations. I wanted to go to places like Sudan and Somalia. Even Mecca was a crazy idea I had—and would certainly have done it—if the door had been opened to me. Serious discussion even arose amongst myself and several of the students about organizing an outreach to Southern Sudan after the lecture phase was over. 
With these kinds of crazy visions on my mind I didn’t have time or room to think about marriage, family, or building a home. They seemed so trivial to me in comparison to what I was already doing with my life. At the Christian bookstores I would always walk right past the rows dedicated to marriage and relationships. I often thought, when taking notice of the vast reading materials on such subjects, “So many problems, and no one can solve them!”  It appeared to me more like ‘a repair aisle’ than a “relationship aisle” among all the rest of Christian literature that was available. My motivation was to explore the unknown, not how to fix marital problems. I wanted to read about early Church fathers, martyrs like Polycarp, crazy preachers like George Fox and John Wesley, and crazy missionaries like Hudson Taylor and David Brainerd. I had to know how others before me made it work, or didn’t, and found their strength to remain loving and joyful in the face of  enemies about to skewer you. Wanderlust missionaries like Bruce Olsen, who ventured into the jungles of the Amazon alone to make connection with hostile tribes, were heroes to me. People like Brother Andrew who left Bibles visible  in his car while passing through the borders into communist countries were my models.
Women? What about them? I had no sisters growing up nor girlfriends. And I didn’t see myself as missing out on anything. Having occasional friendships with girls was enough. There was too much superficiality and princess-mentality about them anyway, at least where I was from growing up in the West which had become male-averse. For many years in my early twenties I felt fortunate to be in a good place, completely free from any worldly burdens. I had no debt, no responsibilities, and no obligations. My wandering around the world for good causes was so sufficient and rewarding, that I felt I needed nothing else. No college degree, no house, no career, no woman, no dog, no nothing. 
 
One day, a couple of weeks into November, I was sitting in a Matatu staring aimlessly out the window as I was on my way to town to run some errands. Suddenly, and without warning, the Swiss girl’s lovely face popped up in my mind’s eye, and in an instant zapped my heart awake in a way I had not ever experienced before. Blindsided by complete randomness. The feeling was scary. My facial expression dropped into a confused and bewildered state all at once. No time to think about it. Now what?
My response to this new dilemma was confusion and frustration. I had not asked for this, nor wanted this. I didn’t even know anything about her. I did not like that my inner self was somehow not in my control.
 
“How could God do this to me?” I thought.
 
 And what exactly was he doing? Surely He didn’t send six grand my way to go to Africa, tell me to pray for my wife, and then forcibly awaken affection in me for some random girl from Switzerland, did He? My mind was racing and I began to pray about this ‘problem’, night after night. This didn’t seem logical or rational to me. As hard as I tried to find objective rationale and reason through anything, it was impossible. I had been thinking and pursuing life in a strictly object way up to this time and all of a sudden I was forced to reconcile with…feelings. I never wore my heart on my sleeve, nor did I ever care about talking about such things. To talk about my feelings or even deal with them was not my cup of tea.
I didn’t speak to anyone about it as I didn’t understand what was going on. Nor did I speak to her. I’d just say my greetings, and carry on with whatever I was doing. Of course, seeing her was no longer an inconsequential thing. Whenever I saw her I felt the desire to be with her. I’d throw out all sorts of questions to God, but get no answer. So I decided to wait it out. I tried to pray it away, and hoped that it would fade and die.
 
The base had to employ a night guard due to being so far out of police range. Even if it had been in range, the police were not exactly a reliable source of security because there were so few of them relative to the population.  It was not advised to walk out of the compound late at night due to the fact that herdsman and strangers in the bush could be dangerous. There were stories of attempted muggings and robberies in the past. Even the night guard only provided minimal protection. Since it was illegal to possess firearms in Kenya, he could only be equipped with a bow and arrow. Still, such a scenario of getting mugged in the bush at night was very rare so many of us at the base would often venture out a little ways in the evenings to have an authentic, African-bush quiet time with nothing but the sounds of crickets, insects, and the occasional thunderstorm in the distance. The African sunsets were also particularly pleasant, unlike anything I had ever seen before. It was very peaceful.
One night I went out for some solitude and meditation much later than normal. It was close to 10pm. Most of the base had retired to their rooms for the night. The front gate was quite some distance from the buildings which were situated on a large 80 acre plot of land. One had to walk at least fifty or sixty yards down a dirt drive way to reach the gate. I passed through the gate and walked perhaps another twenty years down the dirt road just to get far enough away, but not too far. While I sat there in prayer, I suddenly looked up and saw three bright lights aimed at me and coming from the direction of the base. I couldn’t make out any faces. Assuming they were some of the other students or staff I started walking toward them and yelled, 
 
“Hey!” 
 
They didn’t respond. “Well that’s strange,” I thought. 
 
As they drew closer and began to emerge from the shadows I noticed bows and arrows. They were bent, loaded, and aimed directly at me. They spoke softly in Kiswahili as they stuck their arrows in my face. In order to show me they meant business they jabbed the tips of their arrows right into the skin of my cheek. 
 
“Well, this is interesting!” I thought to myself. 
 
You truly never know what you’re going to get when you pray. I guess it could be a couple of arrows in the face.
While they didn’t actually hurt me they were certainly threatening to. I was turn with the arrows to my back while they searched through my pockets. I stared up into the sky as I stood there being robbed by a pack of thieves with no conscience wondering what it would be like to have arrows pierce through your back. “Well God, if this how it is supposed to end, then I guess so be it,” I prayed silently. I felt secure, and unafraid. The stars shone brightly in the night sky and I waited, but no arrows pierced me. They then shoved me to the ground and and lightly slapped my face. They checked out my two dollar watch I had purchased in China, and decided they didn’t want it. I was no reason to resist as I had nothing for them to steal. They were just wasting their time. Finally, they took the hat I was wearing and started to walk off, no doubt disappointed. White Westerners usually make easy targets for theft, but not this time. As they walked away I looked back at them and pitied them. I yelled out at them in Kiswahili, 
 
“God bless you!” to which I heard one of them reply, 
 
“Asante” which means thank you.
 
The next day, word spread through the entire base of my experience the night before. Everybody wanted to know what happened. Theft in Kenya is unfortunately all too common, and this wasn’t the only time for me. Just a few days after this incident I was robbed yet again. This time it was on the street of downtown Nairobi. While watching some crazy speaker in crowd of hundred people or so, a thief somehow snatched my wallet from my front pocket that was closed with a Velcro flap. I never carried my wallet in my back pocket and always had it in a zippered or Velcro pocket for these reasons. I was thoroughly impressed. It was only by way of a Kenyan woman who saw it happen that I even knew. She came up to me in a thick Kenyan accent and warned me to protect my belongings while pointing to the pocket my wallet was supposed to be in. I had only $23 dollars in it. Rarely, if ever did I carry more than that in cash when I traveled. I had to wait three weeks to get a new debit card sent to me and have access to my money again. Providentially however, I received a letter in the mail just days after being robbed with a $20 dollar bill in it. The letter was from James’ mother. She had stated that she never sends cash through the mail but felt that this should be an exception. Perfect timing!
***
The base had its own cows for milk and chickens for eggs and occasional meat. By now the base owned six cows and they were all taken care of by the resident herdsman, Musiyoke. I became good friends with him during my time there. I was able to learn a lot of things from him, such as how to milk and herd cows and slaughter a sheep the old-fashioned way—with your foot and a knife. In the bush, slaughtering sheep and goats was a big family affair. For me, as kid from the suburbanite bubble of grocery stores and delis, it was a once in a lifetime experience. They were so well acquainted with the ritual of killing, skinning, and slicing that they knew what parts of the animal you could actually eat raw. 
 The hundred-something chickens in the chicken-coup we used to call ‘the Ywam worship team’ for all the noise that they made. The base had its handful of goats as well, that is, until we ate them. Goat meat was much chewier and less tasty than the tender meat of sheep that falls apart in your mouth but they were cheaper to come by so we had goat stew more often than lamb stew which was a rare treat for us.
Musiyoke was 29, had been a Christian for only two years, and yet seemed to have a lot of wisdom. His knowledge of the Bible was outstanding, unlike anything I had experienced in a person before. In the West a person who was considered very knowledgeable in the Bible was typically someone who had a large amount of systematic theology or doctrine stuffed into their brains. With Musiyoke it was different. In African culture it’s all about the stories. While out herding cows he would take his Bible with him and read it for hours and hours on end while the cattle grazed. When he quoted or spoke about the Bible it was always about the stories. He knew all the characters, the plots, the themes, and the lessons one can learn from them. Doctrine and orthodoxy weren’t priorities and didn’t really exist in African country like it did in the West. This made it terribly fascinating to hear him talk. Every night we would light a lantern or two and sit together at the large table in the kitchen, have a cup of chai, and have conversations well into the evening while watching fat June bugs the size of golf balls attempt to fly near the lanterns without getting burnt. When he laughed, which was frequent, it was a quick and happy “He,he,heh,heh!” 
 
He had a big grin with deteriorated teeth. His favorite saying which he would often use to end a thought was, “God is God!” 
 
It seemed to be his life philosophy and I was intrigued by it. He seemed to exhibit an amazing amount of faith in God. Other herdsmen of the bush would keep sticks called urungu’s and follow their cows everywhere while beating them in to the direction they wanted them to go. Musiyoke always let them go by themselves, and never used a stick to beat them. Later he would go to retrieve them and never had a problem doing so. He expressed to me his desire to be a missionary one day so I gave him my Chinese phrase book which he gladly took and began to read. He started picking up Mandarin pretty fast. I told him how cold it could be in China as a lot of the Africans don’t like icy weather.
One day, I had the privilege of joining Musiyoke on a mission to acquire a new cow for the base. We hiked out into the bush for about two hours and approximately four miles to the farm where it was located. I watched in disbelief as ten African men wrestled with it inside the corral for the better part of an hour trying to get a rope around its neck. The cow was absolutely refusing to leave. 
Finally, with the rope on its neck, they handed it over to us and we proceeded to spend the next four and a half hours trying to get it back. We had two additional guys to help us. Between the four of us we would trade the unpleasant duty of holding the rope while the cow jerked and ran in every direction except the one we wanted to go. It would literally drag us while we dug our heels into the dirt and tried to keep it from yanking our arms off, and then all of a sudden come to a dead stop. This was the most stubborn cow I have ever seen. It was four men versus one beast. At one point we sat in a ravine for 45 minutes trying to figure out what to do because it had also sat down and refused to move. We would beat its rear with stick even to the point of drawing a little blood and it would make no difference. We had no water and the ordeal was taking us nearly eight hours in the middle of the hot African wilderness. Often it would try to be clever and run into large thickets and thorn bushes when came near them so as to make us let go of the rope. If we let it loose it would run away from us. If we tied it, it would not move. At last we started to break the cow down and it began to cooperate with us, but not after giving all of us torn up hands and sore arms and legs.
Two mornings later we woke up and the cow was gone. Nobody knew where it had gone and there was concern that might have made itself a meal to wild animals since it escaped in the middle of the night. Sometimes walking around in the bush you could find yourself stepping over large animals that had been prey to other ones. It was another reason not to go too far out in the middle of the night. When I did the trip to the Masai Mara Reserve a few years prior there were Masai security guards patrolling around the hotel we stayed at who were there not to protect us from potential thieves but from predators such as lions. So out we set to hunt for the cow keeping our hopes up that it was still alive.
 
The cow we brought home ran away two nights later and so we went out on a hunt, which was actually quite fun because I got to take the Land Cruiser for a good safari ride... (those who were sitting in the back of the pickup will give you a different opinion I think..) We chased an Impala and got pretty close, but the Cruiser was no match for it in the end.
Now eventually we found the cow; it had returned to its old home. So the next evening we hired a second truck and drove out this time, and tied the cow's legs and dragged it into the back of the pickup. (Just imagine a fish out of water--that's what it was like.)
 
 Christmas and New Years in the African bush are relatively uneventful. There are no lights, no trees, no wrapping paper, and no snow. On Christmas Eve Musiyoke and I biked on bulky, forty-pound African bikes into the bush to where his family lived to stay there for the holidays. There were no real roads, only tracks by which people walked or biked.
 
I had a good Christmas, and a unique one, as I went with Musiyoke to his family's home. We rode bikes two hours into the bush. (Note: these African bikes are NOT made for this kind of trekking!) I sat in an open grassland getting a tan while listening to a little radio play Christmas songs about winter and snow. I really can’t say I’m feeling the Christmas spirit here… 
On Christmas day we voyaged to his old home in the hill country where he used to live and where there was a real forest with trees that looked like Pine trees with pine cones all over the ground, and not a single thorn bush.  
We didn't return to his family's home until evening and we got lost riding in the bush. For some reason Musiyoke wanted to follow me. All we had for light was the moon. Thankfully it was a full moon and a clear night. But what should have taken us 1 hour, took us 2 hours. But what was really funny was that Musiyoke himself was stopping at little huts and asking people for directions! And that was Christmas day for me.
 
At his family’s place there was small home made out of mud and a thatched roof, a small fenced area, a little corn field, and a few livestock. On Christmas morning, Musiyoke and I slaughtered a sheep in celebration. After some skilled skinning and filleting of the raw sheep carcass he started slicing some particular chunks of white fat out and offered a bite to me. I will usually try anything once. Not too long before this I was eating fried termites like popcorn. After a rainstorm termites the size of a thumbnail will emerge to the surface of the ground by the thousands. They are collected up, fried in some batter, and eaten as a crispy, protein-rich snack. But this raw sheep flesh was a little too much for me. I declined.
 
I had managed to talk with the Swiss girl a few more times here and there, but for some reason it seemed very difficult to find opportunities to get to know her better or talk to her alone. On one occasion while students were in class we had both crossed paths at the tea table and for once I found myself alone with her. I took up the opportunity to talk to her as we sipped our chai and had in mind to capitalize on it and communicate to her my interest but only managed to get a few questions in when a most unexpected thing happened. Another African student who was supposed to be in class showed up and asked me to escort her back to class because she was late and didn’t want to get in trouble. It made absolutely no sense at all. It didn’t really matter if she was late, we were all adults. I said no repeatedly but for some reason she didn’t listen. I kept refusing to go, until she grabbed my arm and started pulling me to the point that it actually hurt. Just then I realized the irony of the whole situation. She was not going to give up, and my arm was hurting. It was weird. I felt at last that the moment was not to be.
 
There was one incident that James, Chris, and I would look back on as one of the most memorable events during our time in Africa. One night after everyone retired to their rooms and were getting ready for bed I was outside praying. I didn’t feel like going too far as I didn’t plan on being very long so I went out back behind the buildings and stood on a mound of dirt. African thunderstorms would sometimes pass through the valleys and plains and on this night one was approaching from the distance. It was dark, and only a few windows here and there were aglow with light. 
I was growing tired of getting no answers and as I stood there out of frustration I exclaimed, “God, show your power!” No sooner did I finish that last syllable than when a deafening SNAP reverberated all around me followed about one or two seconds later by a blinding flash of white light. The ground trembled and shook in a deep rumble. It all lasted a few seconds but it seemed to me that time stood still. My senses were completely overloaded. The light had literally encompassed me. A lightning bolt had struck only yards away from me. It was so close that the sound came before the light.  I noticed a thunderstorm off in the horizon earlier and it seemed insignificant but apparently it had no snuck in overhead.
 
The entire base freaked out. The dogs ran and hid under tables, and I believe Musiyoke had mentioned that he did as well. People were crouching, hiding, and wondering what was going on. Students inside the buildings mentioned that the buildings shook. Eventually people emerged wondering if anything had exploded or had been destroyed. I was still alive and standing outside looking around and regaining my senses. Hearing? Check. Eyesight? Check. My heart was certainly racing though. After a the commotion the base finally returned to bed. I had decided I’d better not pray anything else that night and retired myself. The next day I was talking with James, Chris, and some others about it, and they all looked at me in disbelief. 
“What are you trying to do to us!?” they’d inquire as they laughed at the improbability of it all. 
Later on, as a joke, I was awarded a cute little drawing by the guys that depicted me calling down lightning from the sky. It hung next to the window in their dormitory. It wasn’t the outcome of request I was looking for, but it sure made for a nice effect.
 
***
 
After three months of lectures the students had their fill and were ready to go on outreaches. It was time to leave the base and we wouldn’t be returning for two months. Everyone split up into teams and went separate ways with plans to reunite in a town called Mombasa located on the coast. I was of course with Chris and James. If we weren’t roughing it before, we were certainly roughing it now. We slept on concrete floors, traveling in overcrowded buses, and drank from large barrels of brown, charcoal tasting water. Fortunately I had a water filter with me, but it did nothing to improve the taste. We tried to buy bottled water as much as possible. And of course mandazi. One bus trip was particularly miserable. It was hours long and I had to stand in a crowded aisle the whole time on one foot surrounded by bags and people and one hand up in the air which I hadn’t enough room to bring down. Suffice it to say, I felt a little ripped off. 
For part of the outreach we stayed right in the middle of the Kibera slums for a week. Ministry happened only during the day and at night we had to stay in as it was far too dangerous to wander outside. Of course, we often broke this cardinal rule and would group up in the late evenings and go on a mission to the nearby Mandazi cart down the road with our lanterns in hand. Our insatiable need for the sweet, sugary, deep-fried delicacies and subsequent risking of our lives to get some might have been considered pitiable by some, but when you’ve been living off of polenta and greens for months on end, these donuts were like deliverance for us.
 
When the outreach was over and I returned to the base Musiyoke came out of the kitchen and started down the dirt road smiling as though he hadn’t seen me for ages. The school was coming to end and a celebration was thrown. A few students were selected to share stories and things they learned during their time in Africa. Chris was one of them. By now, he had picked up all the different styles and ways of ‘call and response’ that African preachers had used and began to introduce himself accordingly. A skinny white boy with curly hair mimicking African preachers was a sight to behold, especially for the Africans. 
I learned that the Swiss girl had left for home. During my time on outreach I thought (and in a sense hoped) that the feelings would fade away. But they didn’t. So I asked her email from one of her friends and began emailing her. She was excited to hear from me. As I communicated more with her I continued to search out some meaning to the whole episode and figure out what I was supposed to do with it. My plans were to live in Africa for an entire year. I figured if things were meant to go somewhere then she could put herself on a plane and fly on back. But talking with her was nice. We even talked on the phone once or twice. In March the school had finally come to the end. It was a time for everyone to reflect, share stories, cry, and move on to the next chapter of their lives. I recounted the conclusion of our experiences in a letter to my supporters:
 
March 1st
 
Christianity indeed has become some unique things in Kenya. There are more stickers, signs, and preachers on the street about Jesus than anywhere else I have been in the world. I have actually seen pubs with names like ‘Shekinah Pub’. Many businesses have used biblical or Christian terms for their names.
Musiyoke says “in spite of all this, we are dying...!” and he points to the two lane highway not far from the base compound where there are accidents every other day and people dying all the time. Recently a tanker carrying diesel fuel tipped over sending oil everywhere and detouring traffic right next to the base. Locals everywhere armed with jugs and buckets were scrambling everywhere trying to scoop up the spilt fuel so they could resell it. I have lost count of how many cargo trucks I have seen tipped over in the ditches. Musiyoke also comments on the AIDS crisis in Kenya.
So how does such a Christianized nation become like this? I recently found out that the first church in Kenya was only planted around 1898. The church here is new and has spread everywhere, and yet only a few generations later it has become ‘diluted’?
During the outreach phase James found out, kind of roughly, the extent of the legalism that is here. He spent a lot of time with the Rastas and found that they were being told that you can't be saved and have dreads. Later he got dreads himself along with some Rasta jewelry and became himself the target of criticism by some of the churches. Suffice it to say he shocked many African Rastas when he showed up with dreads and said, “Yes, you can be a Christian and have dreads.”
So the two months of outreach was a real test of character for everyone…Most of the time we slept on the floor, even in the dirt. Diarrhea was common vocabulary...nearly everyone got sick at one time or another; hot and dusty weather, long bus rides with drunks and butchers (you know what they smell like); dreams of real food and beds. Some of the churches we worked with nearly worked us to death or wanted to, so very frequently we were wasted. In Mombasa, on the coast, it was hotter and quite humid, and we couldn't wear shorts while doing ministry. It was a beautiful place to be and swim though, and we swam a LOT.
 
During their final days at the base James and Chris received an unexpected going away present. They had returned to the base from a trip to town after dark and encountered thieves on the road who chased them and then threw spears at them. They ran like crazy back to the base with scarcely a breath left in them.
“Oh man! We just had spears thrown at us!” They said excitedly. As it turned out it was a prank. The ‘thieves’ were actually fellow students and the ‘spears’ were broomsticks. Being the resident jokesters on the base for the last five months a few of the Africans decided to send them off with a ‘joke’ of their own. 
 
Quite a funny joke it was. Three of the guys here at the base, decided to play one on them, and they executed it very well I can say. I suppose they had it coming being the jokesters of the school themselves. Speaking of jokes, James possibly made a historical first in all of Africa one day, when he dumped a bottle of red food coloring into a pot of ugali (the staple food of Kenya) which consists of white maize meal. The entire base sat there in the dining room that evening eating rose-red ugali. A good laugh, although some Kenyans didn't take well to that sort of humor at first.
 
When it came time for James and Chris to leave home, along with all the students, and I escorted them to the airport and saw them off. They thanked me for bringing them out there and had me promise to come home alive. Previously I had planned to go back to China right afterwards to do another school, but had found out that the school was cancelled. So I decided I would spend the next six months in Kenya. I was now by myself with just a handful of people living at the base. Musiyoke, a few staff, the dogs, and tens of thousands of June bugs at night. 
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I was feeling settled in to the African way of life. I was comfortable. It had been about six months and I was loving every moment of it. The wild plains, the quiet nights, the thunderstorms, going to bed early and rising early, drinking chai with Musiyoke—it was all as it should be. It was the least stressful environment I felt I had ever lived in. The simplicity of life was profound. Rice had to be sorted by hand which to some might appear to be a arduous chore but for those who lived in the bush it actually fostered a sense of community. We would sit around a table with a large mound of rice to sort through and talked about anything and everything. Food and meals were always a group effort. Chopping wood was a group effort. Mowing grass by hand was a group effort. Digging holes for new construction, by hand, was a group effort. I never knew how rewarding and joyful mundane tasks and chores—one that the common suburbanite kid might consider torture—could be. Here, work didn’t draw us apart but instead drew us together.
I was relaxed, enjoying myself in the warm African sunshine, and looking forward to the next six months in Kenya. And then all of a sudden everything started slipping out of my hands and my world began to spin out of control.
 Tourist visas had to be renewed every three months in Kenya and could only be renewed twice per visit. In January I applied for a work permit at the embassy in Nairobi. That was two months prior to the expiration of my tourist visa. It was now approaching April, and I still had no work permit. When there was only one week left on my visa I made another visit to the Embassy. Through a connection I had I was able to meet with a senior official in the Embassy. We needed the permit, and we needed it asap. The senior official went back and checked records and who knows was else and then returned a few minutes later. 
“We can get it to you in two weeks,” He said.
“I have only one week left on my visa…,” I responded.
“I’m sorry, that’s the best I can do,” He answered, shrugging his shoulders.
The Kenyan Embassy in Nairobi was a little bit behind the times. Everything was still processed by paperwork. There were no computers. There was nothing I could do.
It was then suggested that I leave the country and stay in Uganda for a week or so and then return when the work permit was ready. It was only a four or five hour bus ride to the border, and this seemed more prudent to us rather than staying in the country past the expiration date. We made arrangements with another base located in Jinja on the shores of Lake Victoria not far from the border. I would stay there while I waited. So I packed a small backpack and headed for Uganda. I never made it back to Kenya.
 
Sunday, 27 March 2005

I am in Jinja, Uganda, at the mouth of the Nile River. It’s very nice and green here. Much more jungle-like. The YWAM base I am staying at is the biggest I have ever been to. They have many programs and schools located on about 75 acres of land overlooking Lake Victoria. The next school starts in a week and students will be arriving soon, but right now it’s quiet and empty.
I was also told I could not return to Kenya, because I have used up my allowed two 3-month visitor visas. We had applied for a work permit 2 months ago but that is still not ready. I hope I can still get the permit from this side. But it might be tricky…
I have re-united with Joel from Nigeria who has been here for three months. He did is outreach here and has graduated thankfully. 
And I regret to say that the mail system in Kenya stinks, I think. I have sent many people postcards and letters but I’m hearing that most have not been received. Several people have sent me packages which also have not been received yet. Back in December one person on the base got a Christmas package delivered for the *previous* Christmas from Europe! Its maddening…
 
At the border I was told that I had to leave East Africa before I could return and obtain another tourist visa. Our Nigerian friend Joel, after doing an outreach in Uganda was prevented from re-entering all together even though he had only used one tourist visa. Apparently Kenyan’s weren’t too keen on having Nigerians over for dinner for too long. After a week in Uganda I made a call to the Embassy in Kenya and was told that my work permit was ready.
 
March 31, 2005
 
 I’m enjoying myself in Uganda at the moment. The birds are different and the bugs are different…there is much more rain and green…and I’m kind of stuck here…
There is no way for me back to Kenya from Uganda or Tanzania, only through Sudan. I am told I have to leave East Africa before I can return to Kenya. My permit for extension is probably waiting for me at the Nairobi immigration office which was to be done by this week. How funny! But it’s useless now because I can’t go there to get it! And the Kenyan embassy here basically told me “Sorry can’t help you!”
So if I am to return to Kenya I must go through Sudan which would be a long and hairy trip because the roads are dirt and a lot of them have the risk of mines. Not to mention rebel armies. But I’ve wanted to visit Sudan anyway, so we’ll see… But it may also be possible to just have someone take a trip and bring me my belongings which would bring my time in Kenya to an abrupt end…
 
Lake Victoria was a massive lake that looked more like a sea. Unfortunately you did not want swim in it because it was filled with parasites. Boats went regularly between the shores and distant islands where many island villages existed. Workers responsible for carrying bags—and riders—to the boats lined the shores. They were stronger young men who rolled up their pant legs and did this for a living. Sadly, many of these shore men don’t live past their thirties due to the parasites. I was taken along on a trip on one of these boats to visit some people that we knew on an island and stay for a night. I decided that I wasn’t going to let these young men carry my rear to a boat so I could be ‘safe’ while they were putting their lives on the line. However as I went to remove my flip-flops and started rolling up my own pant legs, several individuals started toward me, waving their hands, and insisted that I get a piggy back ride.
 
“No, no, please, it’s ok! Let them carry you!!” They insisted.
 
After unsuccessfully trying to convince them that I didn’t care I was finally compelled to ‘let them do their job’. So I got a piggy back ride, along with my bag on my back. 
Like the Matatu’s they preferred to overload the transportation apparatus. First they would stack bags of maize and other supplies, and then pile people on top of them until the boat sunk to perhaps a third of its height above the water. The boats were little more than oversized, rickety canoes with what looked like a homemade motor attached. It was an enjoyable ride. I kept going over contingency plans in my head of how I would escape hungry hippos and crocodiles and save the valuables in my pack if the boat sunk as I watched the leaky hull repeatedly fill with water and the driver occasionally scooping it out with a bucket. No one else seemed to be too bothered by this. After a very long forty-five minute ride we landed ashore and made our way to a small village where I stayed the night. No electricity, no plumbing, and no stores.
While staying on the island I was blessed to experience one of the most incredible displays of insect swarms I have ever seen in my life. Lake Victoria is the second largest lake in the world and is also home to the “largest swarm of flies” on the planet. The African lake flies emerge from the lake once a month to mate and as it happened I arrived at just the right time before they descended on the island in great massive swarms that resembled smoke clouds. Fortunately they don’t bite. The clouds can become so thick that people were known to have suffocated in them. The locals enjoy making meals out of them apparently and will collect them by the millions in sticky pans and make dark-colored, super-high protein burger patties out of them. I was fortunate to miss out on that opportunity.
 
***
 
As the days passed I considered more the possibility of traveling to Sudan to reach Kenya and did as much research on it as I could. Everything about it seemed doable. But the possibility of running into the same issue at the Sudan-Kenya border proved to be too risky. If they refused me entry there then I would be stuck in Sudan, and have wasted my money.  I took a trip into Kampala, the capital of Uganda and visited the Kenyan Embassy. There, I explained my situation and tried to get them to call the Embassy in Nairobi. They wouldn’t. After getting no help from them I returned to the based and talked with one of the Africans there about going back to the border to make an attempt. It was liable to be a problem if I left Uganda and was refused entry into Kenya, but I had no choice. So I geared up, took a bus with my escort and we went.
 
 
April 19, 2005
 
My attempt to re-enter Kenya was no good. They had zero mercy.
Although I had a renewed visa waiting for me in Nairobi, the Kenyan border officials at the Kenya-Uganda border would not allow me in. Don’t ask me how this works. They still do everything by paper out here.
On top of this, I was also taken advantage of by the Ugandan border official. There was, so I thought, an understanding that I may not be able to get into Kenya and would have to go back through the Uganda station (they are steps apart from each other). But upon returning to the Ugandan station the official, who was a professed “Christian”,  forced me to pay $35 for nothing to get back in. Instead of giving me a new visa, he just crossed out the exit stamp and “chewed the $35″, as my escort put it. So I am still using the first visa!
 
The fact that I was being taken advantage of by someone who called himself a Christian did not sit well with me.
 
I was able to walk away happy for the most part. Now, I’ve been learning the art of arguing East-African style for the sake of justice, being out here in Kenya and Uganda, because everywhere you turn there are people seeking dishonest gain, pilfering, and downright stealing even though they profess to be Christians. I’ve become pretty talented at it as of late.
So I started arguing with the border guard (never do this!) and he became irritated. I sat there as he rose from his comfortable office chair and began to preach a foolish discourse and say rather absurd things. His speech seemed to be directed at imaginations that didn’t even have anything to do with me or the defense of his robbing me. Part of what set him off was how I alluded to his professed Christianity while taking advantage of my position. It didn’t go so well. Finally, my escort helped to plead my case, I got my ‘stamp’, and we left.
So my time in Kenya was brought to an abrupt end. Just like that.
 
I was stressed, and feeling like life had been thrust into a whirlwind. I was now running into closed doors and walls at every turn. My entire travel plans were foiled. Not only that, it was no longer possible to catch my return flight out of Nairobi which was still scheduled over five months away. One of the things I did to keep myself from being too bored was to conduct an African social experiment in which I dressed like an African Muslim and went into town where there were many African Muslims.  I would find out if they would be deeply offended somehow and beat me sore or respect me. As a white man I was usually taken for a tourist and prodded to buy things or seen as a target for money. But when I walked into town wearing a white cap and a kanzu (the Islamic gown) and spoke to people in Swahili I was treated quite differently. I had respect. Looks matter.
 
Meanwhile I was continuing to talk to my new long-distance girlfriend in Switzerland. Sometimes every day. It was invigorating. I was wooing a Swiss lass from the jungles of Uganda and it was working.
After a month of complete frustration I finally decided I would go to Cairo, Egypt. Some unexpected money came in. My time in Uganda was over. 
Before telling my Swiss friend I was leaving and going to Cairo I decided to make it appear as only a possibility. I would go if she would go.
“How ‘bout we meet in the middle in Cairo?” I proposed.
“I’d love to! But I don’t think I could afford that…,” She said. “But you can come to Switzerland!” 
I honestly didn’t know what was supposed to become of the whole thing and I had no intention of going all the way to Europe to see her. Such an idea was too risky and absurd to me. I didn’t have the extra funds to buy more plane tickets anyway. Nonetheless, one thing was certain—I was not going to be able to get home except by catching my connecting flight and that was far away in London and still five months out. 
I was now embarking on a new kind of backpacking adventure. On the last backpacking trip through China I was ultra-light with nothing but a toothbrush and some books. Now I was carrying a backpack and a large military duffel bag full of belongings. This included a special gift from my siblings back home which I was sent after my attack in the African bush. Being the loving brothers that they were and wanting to look out for me while I was away they graciously selected a 12-inch, military-grade, KA-BAR combat blade complete with a serrated edge to send to me.  Half of what I owned I had to give away because it was too much for backpacking. I was loaded. With the military duffel bag and the 12-inch blade all I needed were some slightly larger muscles, a bandanna, and I could have passed for Rambo.
As soon I received the money I wasted no time. A few days later I packed my things, said my goodbyes to the new friends I made, and headed for the bus station. Kampala was hours away and I had a package from Kenya containing my remaining valuables waiting for me there. After I arrived in Kampala and retrieved my mail, I made way to a hostel, set down my enormous duffel bag, and began figuring out my next plan of action. It was evening now and the travel agencies were closed. So I sat down on a computer and began looking up flights to Cairo. The prices were between $700 and $900 for a one way flight. Too expensive. I couldn’t afford it.
Sitting outside and sipping a soda, I debated with myself over the whole thing. What now? Finally I decided to try something a little crazier than normal. Instead of staying at the hostel I would just head straight for the airport with no ticket. I figured if God was up to anything, I might as well take the opportunity to go out on a limb to see what would happen. I was a drifter among foreign countries now. I had nowhere to go. It was too late for keeping things comfortable. My travel plans were already wrecked. 
It was said that faith was completed by action, and as far as I was concerned it was a perfect time as any to do something ridiculous in this regard. It was 10pm and the airport was 45 minutes away. Problem number one.
 
“Is there even a bus heading there at this time of night?” I wondered.
 
There was. I arrived at the Entebbe International Airport in Kampala close to 11pm. I took my bags out and dragged them wearily in to the terminal and started looking for the money exchange booths. They were closed. I needed $15 in US currency to pay for the visa fee which were usually important things to have when entering and exiting a country. All I had on me were Ugandan shillings. Problem number two.
 
“Where am I going to get the $15 dollars I need?” I wondered. 
 
Although the airport was now rather quiet and empty, a bar was still open and I walked over and began talking to the bartender. I shared about my situation.
 
“I can exchange your money for you.” The bartender said. Nice.
 
I found the Egypt Air office and noticed that it was closed and would not open until 3am. 
 
“Guess I’ll be taking a nap and inquiring at three in the morning then!” I thought to myself, not the slightest bit amused.
 
When 3am finally came I stammered up to the counter to ask about a ticket, dragging my luggage behind me. Would the flight be booked? Problem number three.
 
“There are still a few seats.” The ticket lady answered. Good. But will I be able to afford it? Problem number four.
 
“How much for the fare?” I asked.
 
“Five hundred,” she answered. Perfect.
 
“I’ll take it!” I said with a sigh of relief as I slide my Visa card across the counter.
 
“Oh, I’m sorry. We don’t accept credit cards. Cash only,” said the lady. 
 
Cash only? Were they kidding me? Then I remembered seeing an ATM earlier and started down the hall for it. No problem, I’ll just get cash.
 
“Thank God for ATMs!” I thought.
 
I put my card into the machine and punched the buttons to withdraw $500. It refused. The situation was becoming almost comical. The maximum daily withdraw limit was $400 for my bank. So I took out the $400 and walked back to the ticket counter hoping I could get a small discount. The combined amount of cash I now had on me left me just $34 short. Problem number five.
 
“I can’t get any more out of the ATM because there is a limit,” I explained as I put down the stack of cash on the counter and slid it over. 
 
“It’s $466. That’s all I have,” I said.
 
“Already discounted!” They replied.
 
“What can I do?” I asked. This time a man in the office spoke to me.
 
“Don’t worry,” he responded. “You can buy us something from one of the shops for the difference!” 
 
It seemed outrageous to me. They saw my predicament and decided to take full advantage of me. I was not the least bit impressed and began to argue with them but it was hopeless. After walking around and praying for a few minutes I decided I was going to have to humble myself and go through with it. The man escorted me down the hall and we entered one of the souvenir shops. He headed straight for the liquor. After looking over the options and trying to decide between the Red Label or the Black Label he started grabbing them by the handfuls. Not only was I being taken advantage of, but I was now probably helping out an alcoholic with his bad habits. He made his selections and I ended up purchasing $34 worth of scotch whiskey in small bottles. I laughed and shook my head. It was quite unbelievable. As he was unloading them at the checkout I decided to try and take one of small bottles for a keepsake.
 
“You don’t mind do you?” I said smiling as I grabbed a bottle from the checkout counter. He hesitated and clearly didn’t like the idea but at last consented.
 
Back at the office, my one-way ticket to Cairo was finally drawn up for a grand total of $466 dollars. I was out of there. On the plane I reminisced about what had just happened as I downed my shot of Red Label. I walked into the airport with nothing but hope, and managed to catch a plane out that night for almost half the price of the advertised fare but not without buying some alcoholic a ton of whiskey. They were right. Perhaps God does work in mysterious ways.
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I had written in my journal sometime around 2002 in response to my observation that 80 percent of missionaries on the mission field were women. I was seeing it with my own eyes in every country and slum that I went to. My reaction was to think highly of Christian women and low of Christian men. My expectations of a girl who was devout, took initiative to serve, and made courageous journeys to foreign and impoverished lands were—as you might guess—high. Surely these women would be as close to the righteous “biblical woman” as it gets. This permanently changed after dating one.
In Cairo I met up with my good friend Michael. He had come out to Egypt to live, learn Arabic, and witness the gospel.  After a year and a half of living there his Arabic was coming along pretty well. He had plenty of connections by then so I was able to get in some good experiences during the two weeks I was there. Cairo at the time, was a bustling city, enormous is scope, and one that never slept. Night time was where things really took off. The regular hours of life usually went from Noon to 2 or 3 am. Dinner was often served at midnight. ‘Nightlife’ carried a different meaning here. Local businesses opened at 2pm. It was a party city. It was better to just sleep in and stay up late to get the full Egyptian experience. And yes, they like to be referred to as Egyptians and not Arabs. People were welcoming and friendly, and there was quite a bit to do from touring the famous Cairo Museum where the statue of the only monotheistic pharaoh, Akhenaten, stood to wandering around the famous Pyramids of Giza. Cairo quickly became one of my favorite destinations in the world. The place had everything.
We were invited one night to a neighbor’s house in Michael’s run-down apartment complex for dinner which didn’t actually start until 11:45pm. The food culture of Egyptians was by far one of my favorite in the world. They loved creating amazing food and eating it too. As their guests they made it their entire goal to make sure that we were not only satisfied, but stuffed. Once again the refusal of food meant that you wanted more. So they kept bringing it.
I discussed with him my newly discovered vagabond traveling life. I was heading to God-knows-where. I told him I’d eventually backpack my way to Switzerland, meet a girl, and then off to London to fly home in September. Since my cash was limited I needed to plan things out according to the shoestring budget-traveler rules. The prospect of being in Europe was not something I was entirely looking forward to. Euro-currency countries were expensive to live in and travel to and my income was grossly insufficient to sustain me in those kind of economies. 
Michael laughed at the idea and told me a story of how he had been traveling through Europe once and had his wallet stolen. As a result he was forced to live on the streets for a week and a half with no money. He ate berries, slept behind bushes, hitchhiked, walked for miles with his large backpack, and became rather stinky in the process until he was able to get money again.
Originally I had fancied myself backpacking back up through Israel, Lebanon, Syria, and then into Eastern Europe from there. But then another problem arose that squelched that plan. I had an Israeli stamp in my passport. Countries that consider Israel an enemy will not allow an individual with an Israeli stamp to enter their country. Expats and travelers will often carry two passports to handle this kind of difficulty. Syria at the time would have been a highly interesting experience being a country with one of the richest archeological heritages in the world. 
The only option seemed to be to travel overland across the Sinai Peninsula, cross the border into Israel, get to the Tel-Aviv airport and find a flight to Greece. So that what I did. 
Driving across the Sinai Peninsula was unimpressive. It was a vast wilderness and desert with an occasional stand of palms and a few small towns near the water line of the Mediterranean. At the border I checked myself in got another stamp and headed for Jerusalem where I stayed for one night.
While in Jerusalem I couldn’t help but notice how fast it was changing. It had only been two years since I lived there and everything was changing. It had the same high-energy atmosphere and wartime posture, but the Israeli’s where clearly developing their civilization at a break-neck speed. I opted to lodge in the Palestinian neighborhood where I brushed up on my Arabic, smoked shisha pipes with the locals, and then made my way to Tel Aviv the next day.
At the Tel-Aviv airport I found a flight to Athens, Greece aboard the Israeli El-Al airlines. It was the only time I had ever flew El-Al. As an Israeli airline, El-Al had a reputation of being one of the most advanced and security-conscious airlines in the world. They don’t mess around and are exceptionally good at picking out bad guys. And there I was—at the Israeli airport security check with my military duffel bag looking like a worn vagabond. I’ll never know what their impression of me was exactly, but I do know it wasn’t the best. They selected me for the in-depth security-screening treatment and was directed to a table where a cute Israeli girl began to ask me endless questions about who I was, where I had been, and where I was going. It was more of a psychological tactic to see if you would screw something up as a number of the questions they would repeat once or twice. She then began to search through my bags.
I started thinking nervously about the twelve inch combat blade, and that I was, quite possibly, screwed. She took my bag and began to remove every item and spread it out across a large table. The girl noticed the large, foot-long box that held the blade. She looked at it curiously. All I could do was watch. She opened it and took the knife out and looked at it.
 
“What’s this?” She asked as she looked at me questioningly.
 
“That’s a knife that was given to me as a present.” I answered.
 
“What do you need this in Africa for?”
 
“Oh you know…slaughtering and skinning sheep…” I said with a shrug. 
 
In my mind I was thinking this thing is a weapon…I am screwed. My security screening package was just then upgraded to the full-service treatment. I was asked to wait while she walked off and talked with others and when she returned I received an even more thorough and personal interview than the first. I found it rather amusing that I was being interrogated by a cute Israeli security official. I couldn’t help but wonder what she was thinking. Her face seemed confused. It was hard not to smile. 
After making it through interrogation I was then escorted away put in a room and stripped to my boxers. I was then instructed to wait. Standing there half naked I again reasoned that none of what was happening really matter. There was nothing to dig up on me, and life was already well out of my hands. All I could do was trust that God was in control.
After leaving me alone for some time they returned with my bags, and gave me a special personal escort through the airport to get my bags checked in and then I was on my way. The security screening and interrogation ended up being forty-five minutes long.
Athens, Greece was not what I had expected it to be. I felt that I would be arriving in a more romantic setting with Roman ruins all around me and not a city plastered with pornographic signs, posters and magazine racks out on the sidewalks and streets so that even children would be exposed. The sexuality and open immorality in Western Europe made sexuality in the USA look prudish. And this, having lived in very traditional and modest cultures for the last six months, was quite the culture shock. 
My first night in Athens was spent on the streets. I went to every hostel I could find only to find out that they were all booked and had no vacancy. It was something I never encountered before in traveling. Hostels as I understood them were rarely full. Then again, I had never been to Europe before. In Europe I guess it was a different story. So I decided that I might as well spend the night away next to the Acropolis and wait to catch the train out early the next morning.
I traveled overland through Macedonia, Kosovo, Serbia, and then into Hungary. I spent a couple of nights in Budapest, Hungary and found the city to be very nice. Eastern Europe was in stark contrast to Western Europe. It was modest and respectable again. People were very hospitable and friendly. I wanted to stay there. There seemed to be a richness to the culture that I wanted to know more about. 
From Budapest I took an overnight train into Austria and stopped over in Vienna. From there I took another train to Zurich, Switzerland where I stayed another day or two. The train networks in Europe were fast and amazing. You could get virtually anywhere by train. After a week of backpacking I finally landed in Switzerland. I arrived in the small town of Spiez nestled on the shores of the Lake Thun on a dreary, rainy evening. I called my new friend and she came to pick me up and took me to a friend’s house where I crashed for the night.
Soon after arriving and reconnecting with her the situation changed. She distanced herself and retreated into a rock hard shell. The first date  was not what I expected.
 
I don't think it went as well as I would have liked. I don't know what it is but she seems locked up, reserved. I had to carry most of the conversation and few questions were answered. She didn’t seem happy. She gave me her life story in a couple minutes…is that normal? 
 
Afterward I went for a hike around the enormous lake that the town was situated on. Two thoughts came to my mind. “Let her go.”  I immediately thought against this. Then another, “Give her up.” Things obviously sucked and there was no way around it. But I didn’t like the idea. The conflict was real.
After a couple of days at her friend’s house and a few more days at nearby hostel I was starting to wonder if I needed to leave and go somewhere else that was more affordable. Then I received a call from a local mission retreat center. It was a large compound that had an enormous fourteen room mansion that was dubbed a schlössli or ‘mini-castle’. They offered me room and board in exchange for grounds maintenance. It was just in time. The castle became my home for the next three months. It was quite the refuge being perched on a grassy hill overlooking the massive lake. It was surrounded by a sheep pastures and random stands of trees. I began attending the local church and making a large number of friends. I learned that the Swiss took pride in building things that lasted forever and that the friendships were no exclusion. It took a little bit of time and leg-work but once you broke in to the inner circles you were considered in for good. They were never flakey. I loved that about the Swiss.
Switzerland was truly a land flowing with milk and honey. If there was one unmistakably clear characteristic of the Swiss it was their disdain for dirt. It was the cleanest country I had ever seen. Its rivers, lakes, and streams were strikingly clear and pure like something out of a fantasy novel. You could literally drink from any water source. I never saw a single worn-out car, pot-hole, or oil-stain on the roads. It was even against the law to spit on the sidewalks. 
The unscathed, mountainous landscapes and jaw dropping cliffs rose high into the clouds all around you. As technologically advanced as the country was, its towns and homes still carried the traditional chalet-style elements of gabled roofs, wide eaves, exposed construction beams, and decorative carvings and moldings. The people were also exceptionally wealthy by the world’s standards. One could actually make a decent living working at McDonalds here if they wanted to. 
Where America tends to be eccentric, diverse, and cheap, Switzerland was entirely conventional, conforming, safe, clean, scrupulous, and full of high quality materialism. Where Americans (in comparison) tend to be indelicate, slack, direct, and confrontational, the Swiss were an on-time, well-prepared and definitely non-confrontational people. They had a broad array of polite manners and customs and were indirect, and to an American seemed to be very considerate people. They were smart and orderly; did not waste time, worked very hard, and showed no signs of laziness. One person living in Switzerland commented to me that the Swiss were perfectionists. A book on Swiss culture and customs I read said that “Swiss want to be respected more than they want to be liked, but Americans want to be liked more than they want to be respected.” 
Of all the countries I had been to, Switzerland was by far the ‘safest’ place I had ever been. Safety permeated the culture. There was insurance for everything. Insurance was required for every bicycle on the street. I could not get in to the culture, since I didn't know the language, yet I felt there was a huge amount of pressure from society to maintain high-standards of living. 
 	I found out that for some reason Switzerland had for decades one of the highest suicide rates among youth in the world. I pondered this a lot while I was there looking around for possible reasons. Swiss people were blessed with wealth, land, goods, and fruit even beyond America but the high-standards seemed to weigh down on many of the youth.
I kept in and out of contact with the girl despite the fact that everything in me told me this was screwed up and wrong, not a little confused about the situation. Her behavior was impossible to track. As it turned out she had come from a very difficult background of being raped as a four year old and presently found herself unable to cope with being caught in the middle of her fears, highly distorted perceptions of men, and desires and dreams. As she confessed to me later, she had a deeply rooted perception that all men were cruel. But as she got to know me more and more she found this perception of hers to be bunk, and that a real possibility for having something she always dreamt about—a family—was, for the first time, potentially presenting itself. But the roller coast ride was only hell for me. She was not ready. For the most part, this side of her situation was not revealed to me so when she cut me off the first time, she put the blame on me as a person. It left me feeling like a loser. I could not see the honorability of my actions toward her, the respect I showed her, or how I won all her friends and family. 
To add to the pains, I woke up at 4am one morning soon after and began suffering the worst physical pain of my life from kidney stones. This sent me to the hospital briefly. So for a time I found myself drained in every way—emotionally, mentally, and physically.
One other life-altering thing happened to me during my stay in Switzerland. I was taken out on a trip into the beautiful alps and introduced to the sport of rock climbing. Although I didn’t realize it at the time, this planted a new passion in me that would drastically affect the course of my life.
After the summer was over I finally returned home after a whole year of being gone. What had started out as a good trip essentially turned into nightmares and drama. Now that it was over I felt more than ready to decompress yet the lingering hunger to venture into more unknown territories remained. I was never content with where I was. I wanted to keep the wheels moving.
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In the fall of 2005, upon returning home I moved back into another “guy’s house”. At the same time another new roommate moved in. He was a taller, lanky kid of eighteen who had just moved out of his parents’ house and so had that ‘extra’ bright-eyed excitement about being there. My first encounters with him were unique—I never met a kid so dedicated and eager to please others before. He was as attuned to other’s needs as an antenna to a radio frequency.  His responsiveness and listening skills seemed far superior than most guys I knew to the point that I actually wasn’t sure if it was believable or not. He also had my own name, Matt. Matt was very interested in hearing about my travels so I gladly shared about them with him. When I told him about my failed experiences of chasing a girl across the world I was taken aback at how well he seemed to understand. In fact, he seemed to have such insight to girls and relationships that eventually I began to refer to him as a true ‘ladies-man’. From that point on we became good friends. 
That fall I decided to enroll into the local Bible college. I looked upon the opportunity with great expectation. It seemed like it could offer credibility, training, experience, a springboard for a career, and of course, plenty of Bible college girls. The fees and tuition were incredibly steep however and as a poor dude I quickly realized I was going to need some sort of divine help if this was to be a reality. I applied for financial aid, all the grants, and donor programs I could find. I asked if I could test out of Hebrew and gain credit for it since I already spent two years studying it. It would have given me at least twelve credits. But I was denied the possibility. I had to pay for classes I didn’t need? This seemed to make no sense. 
By the start of classes I managed to get the cost for the first semester down significantly, but it was still unaffordable. I showed up to the bookkeeping office and was simply told, 
 
“You need to take out loans…”
 
But I didn’t want to take out loans. I saw the reality of going into huge debt if I was going to study there and I didn’t feel comfortable with that. Moreso it simply didn’t make sense to go into debt for a calling—if this was a calling. If I was called to a work by a divine power that referred to itself as “Providence” then that divine power should also be able to provide for it. And if that divine power was not manifesting in the form of provision for ministry education than all it could mean was that I was going in the wrong direction. Apparently this Christian college didn’t quite see it the same way.  
I showed up for the first day of classes and waited to see what would happen with the situation. The tuition was refundable if you dropped out during the first week. Nothing changed. I went the next day, and the day after that. No money showed up. 
 
“Well, I guess that mean’s it’s a no go…” I thought to myself. I dropped the classes before the end of the week. 
 
But I was still set on finishing my education. This was mainly due to the fact that I was one to always finish something I started. Loose ends and incomplete projects were like a pet peeve to me—the sight of which always seemed to nag at me to ‘get it done’. My propensity for ‘getting things done’ might have been at times even more important than the thing’s purpose. So when I enrolled in the local hardcore liberal university (which was much more affordable) I had no clue what to study, nor did I much care. I had a desire to finish, and that was it. The costs seemed manageable with the combination of financial aid and a part-time job so this time I figured I would take on little bit of debt. 
It was around this time that I first undertook to search through the supposed “millions of dollars available” in scholarships. A lot of people made it sound like it would be easy to find scholarships. What struck me during this search was how all the scholarships were aimed at minorities and women. I was a “normal, white, American male.” If there was a scholarship that I was eligible for it was like searching for a needle in a haystack. If I was advantaged or privileged in this society, where were the scholarships I was eligible for?
 
So I enrolled in classes that appeared interesting to me or suited my previous knowledge. I was able to test out of a number of classes, and skip ahead in German to meet the language requirements quicker. I rolled through the year with a high GPA of 3.7.  By the end of the school year it started to become apparent to me what my major was going to be in: International Studies.
 
When 2006 rolled around, James, Chris, Jeremiah and a couple of others began gathering regularly to plan another trip to Africa. They apparently didn’t get enough the first time and were ready to travel again. I was encouraged by this move and readily joined in the efforts. I myself didn’t have any specific plans for traveling, but the deeply rooted desire for it remained. In fact, I wanted to raise the bar for my next trip and travel the entire length of what was known as the 10/40 window which consisted of countries situated in between 10 degree latitude and 40 degree latitude. They were the countries that were some of the most difficult, dangerous, and least tolerant out there. I dreamt about such a trip and studied every country intensely. I calculated a shoe-string budget of roughly $10,000 for such a trip. I was going to document my discoveries, journal about my findings, and do something awesome with my life. 
It never happened. But that year something else interesting happened. Our “Team Africa” group spontaneously combusted into a small crowd. Everyone suddenly wanted to be a part of it. Jeremiah found himself with a small “congregation” on his hands. There was some sort of unique thing happening within the group that people had never experienced before. Freedom, hope, fascination, fulfilment. Maybe it was a mini-revival. At times dozens of people would show up and we wouldn’t have enough room for everyone. We’d transplant on occasion to another person’s house to try to accommodate. But we weren’t planting a church, so we struggled with the prospect of what to do with things. But ultimately, we weren’t doing anything anyway. Things were happening by themselves. There were many discussions about what exactly was happening. We gathered on a weekly basis. The meetings lasted well into the night. We just wanted to plan a trip to Africa, and suddenly there was a mini-revival happening. We eventually came to refer to ourselves as Team Africa. It lasted for two years. A dozen of us bonded in a brotherly way. We saw ourselves as having gone through a perhaps once-in-a-life-time experience and knew we’d never forget it. The trip to Africa never happened.
 
At the end of 2006 James, a newer friend named Charles, and I managed to squeeze in a literature-smuggling adventure to China during our college days. I came down with a nasty flu just before the trip. The day before our departure I had actually passed out and collapsed at home in the kitchen in mid-conversation with some friends. Jeremiah was visiting that day and had caught me just as I blacked out and dragged me to the couch where I came to. I quickly arose and shook it off, determined not to let it squander my travel plans.
We spent three weeks traveling to one of the remotest places in China, a small mountain town called Deqen (pronounced dutch-een), at the very edge of the Himalayas.
 
January 8, 2007
 
We made it. As difficult as it was, we finally found ourselves in Deqen which is a small town deep in the Yunnan Province cradled in a steep and rugged valley where the days are slightly shorter than everywhere else because the sun doesn’t shine upon it until late in the morning, and disappears early in the afternoon.
 
When we hired a driver to take us on the final leg of the trip, over one of the highest and most treacherous passes in the world, he tried to cheat us out of a lot money by stopping half way and forcing us to pay for food and accommodation at his friends’ establishments along the way. He told us the weather had ‘suddenly changed’ and was no longer good for driving. We made him turn around and take us back to a hostel in Shangri-La where we started. A rather interesting spectacle ensued where, after disagreement about paying him any money, he gathered friends from town to battle us. An English speaking man came to our aid to play as our mediator. James, Charles, and I sat at one side of the hostel lounge while the driver sat on the other side smoking a cigarette and looking at us with a nonchalant look, as though this were a regular affair for him. It turned into a full-fledged, Chinese-style debate. Because of the cultural value of ‘saving face’ the Chinese people rarely argue with one another face-to-face. Instead neighbors instinctively take their place as ‘mediators’ working between both parties to resolve an issue.
In the end, we conceded and forfeited a reduced sum of money as the debate seemed to be approaching a stalemate. This guy wasn’t going to budge.
 
Our second attempt at hiring a driver-guide was successful and the driver turned out to be a good one. Maybe not the most experienced driving in snow on roads 13,000 feet high (4000m) with thousand foot drops and nothing to stop you from sliding of the road…but he did well. The 4wd Nissan did not do too well however and broke down several times at the beginning of our return trip from Deqen. I learned that diesel fuel can freeze…and the Chinese solution to that? Build a fire underneath the gas tank. It also would have been nice to have heat driving late at night at that altitude but it was broken. The driver was nice nonetheless and even bought sodas for us on way back to Shangri-la. He even spoke a little bit of broken English which helped a lot. If you ever have a chance to star gaze at 13,000 feet it is truly an amazing thing. Actually, it is more like a star-glimpse because it is so insanely cold.
While in Deqen for two nights, we stayed in a nice hotel complete with broken lights, broken bathtub, broken toilet and broken sinks and once again no heat. Only heated blankets. Our room and blankets were not cleaned after the last inhabitants but we managed with our sleeping bags. It did have fairly hot water which was nice to wash my feet and face, but it was not possible to shower. Besides that, we really felt it would be better not to shower anyway when the room temperature was only 35 degrees F. Outside it was in the 20s. The elevation of this town was at about 11,000 feet.
The people of this area are predominately Deqen Tibetans who are very kind and hospitable. We were afforded many opportunities for sharing and spreading the literature within the one day we were there. We shared the gospel according to Luke to beggars, monks, bystanders, and shopkeepers. We spent the majority of the time with a family that ran a small restaurant across the street from our hotel. 
James and Joe found an opportunity to play music with the guitar on a busy street corner that drew a big crowd. Many took of the gospel literature that were left out on the guitar case as they played and read them curiously. We visited a temple and monastery where they let us inside to see the idols and abundance of offerings of all sorts of items—food, clumps of rice, trinkets, coins, plants, etc. Some the people were glad to receive the gospels that we shared with them, which was encouraging to say the least. We also spent some time at a look-out point of Mt. Meili where there were numerous shrines and incense ovens where anyone could purchase a special plant or incense and burn it as an offering to the god Kawagebo (the highest peak). 
It was a really rough trip, probably the hardest for me due to the cold and my illness. I was more irritable than usual being so weak and deprived of energy and rest while having a non-stop migraine the entire trip, but James and Joe proved to be faithful comrades and stuck with me and together we pulled through everything hell could throw at us. Because of the difficulties, our time was very limited making it difficult to find time for relaxing. In spite of the hard conditions and trials around every corner and, on top of that, my illness, I was satisfied to be there doing something meaningful with my life. 
 

16 The Search for Manhood
 
Back at home, I continued to spend time working with the youth. Only now, they were beginning to grow up and weren’t so much ‘youth’ anymore. I proposed to a handful of the guys from Team Africa—Chris, James, Charles (whom we called Joe)—that we start a new “guys house.” They were very much into the idea. 
I had been living in other houses that were always referred to as “the guys house” by everybody and, although there were many memorable moments, I tended to view them as failed experiments in the masculine dilemma. By masculine dilemma I am referring to the widespread male crisis where our entire sex is left with no platform for identity development. If the male can’t be given some sort of concrete foundation to build his masculine life on, he loses it and inevitably jacks his life up and very often the lives of others as well. Much to my surprise, I discovered that religious backgrounds often created recipes for increased disaster in male communities. Something about the combination of being both a lost male and pent up by an entire set of religious rules for much of your life had seemed to have a profound effect on you as a twenty year-old dude. The male-community for many was a place of escape—at last. It was the long-awaited chance to finally step out of everything you felt and saw as empty promises, enslavement to earthly order, and a self-serving world literally out to exploit you. It was a self-induced rite-of-passage—and we all know that the rite-of-passage isn’t pretty. Whether it worked for many of the brothers I had lived with or not, I couldn’t say.  But one thing is for certain—there was a lot of carnage, wreckage, fighting, infested messes, arguing, lascivious drinking and smoking, broken things, broken friendships, instability, hostility, vulgarity, damaged property, late payments, and nasty writings on the walls. I spent the better part of a decade living in such environments.
I couldn’t quite understand what was taking place most of the time, but as a society that no longer had such a thing as a rite-of-passage for its young men in its cultural constructs I suppose that this was how it had to be.  If we will not be ushered, challenged, and made to understand—and allowed to use—our masculine strength and identity in a supportive way to the community at large, then we will send ourselves out and create hell in all the wrong places. The male energy is going to go somewhere.
It was not long after, in 2008 that I felt compelled to do the most inductive biblical study I’ve ever undertaken—on masculinity. I wanted to know if there was really anything fundamental to be found.  
One day as I was strolling around the neighborhood I was living in and praying for guidance as to where to find a house I walked by a large blue one with a massive front porch, a green front yard, and a basketball hoop in the back. It was for rent for an excellent deal. It was inviting and spacious. It was better than what we could have asked for. I called and inquired about the property, but to my dismay there was already a long list of people in front of us and we were way down the line. The guys checked it out and got very excited about it. Some weeks later we got a call from the agent and were told that it had been rented. Then one evening not long after I received another call from the agent.
 
“The house is still available, and we’ve been going down the list to see if anyone is still interested and have come to you. Are you still interested?”
 
Not a little surprised, I said, “Of course!” 
 
I hadn’t the slightest clue if anyone was even ready to move in right away but we had to make a decision fast. Apparently the tenants they had rented to at first were—wait for it!—a bunch of overly rowdy boys that were causing the neighbors a lot of grief with drunken parties and had to be kicked out. I quickly called the guys and found that they were all in. The house was ours.
In the years that followed I did a lot less traveling. I focused on finishing my studies in college and graduated with a degree in International Studies with the focus on Europe and German. I had brought all my international experiences into an international academic program. It seemed to make sense at the time. After graduating I enrolled in Seminary. I thought I’d give “the path” one last shot and took out loans this time but, after completing 16 credits, realized the debt to income ratio was not worth it. It didn’t make sense. I found the place to be stuffy and arrogant. Chapel times were forced and consequently felt fake. Some of the fakeness I encountered was almost torturous. The teachers and many of the students there were strange. There was a status quo or homogeneity that was clearly in force and even though people openly discussed or criticized it, no one dared go against it. I attempted to date a couple of bible college girls with no luck. More of these girls were arrogant than not. A couple of times the “I-prayed-and-God-said-no” card got played on me. Was I supposed to respond with a “I-prayed-and-God-said-yes card”? What a ridiculous game.
 
I was in a particular season where I was focusing on ‘manning-up’. I had the desire to get married and build a family, and I wanted to do it wisely. I wanted to pursue a career, be able to afford a home, and have a plan. I was ready to work hard, and I did. 
Nothing worked out.
I was back and forth between insufficient part-time jobs and abusive pseudo-full-time ones. After graduating, I spent the next two years vigilantly hunting for a job in my field of study. Even though I had exceptional linguistic skills, had lived and worked among East Africans and Muslims, possessed an International Studies degree with a high GPA with a secondary focus on Middle East Studies, and a senior capstone project where I worked with Somali refugees, I was turned down for job interviews by every single refugee and NGO in the city. I could not even get an interview for a part time job. I even made the attempt to secure a part-time volunteer position with the hopes of getting my foot in the door. No luck. I would walk in to the offices and notice that positions I applied for were open for extended periods of time and they were always hiring for something. They never seemed to fill everything up. I called them up to inquire and remember distinctly the words that one of the organizations spoke to me, “We give preference to natives…” That meant “minorities.” My education and experience counted for absolutely nothing to these people. Clearly this was more than “a preference” at work against me. This was scarcely less than a bigoted and probably even Marxist “we don’t want none of your white-male-hegemony around here” attitude. It turns out I had not chosen my field of study very wisely. After that I lost interest in working for such organizations and was forced to rely on my mechanic skills ever since. 
 
In 2008 I met a girl on a climbing trip. We had some pretty amazing things in common. She had volunteered at the same mission base in Kenya that Chris, James, and I had lived at for six months. She loved the outdoors and rock climbing. In the years prior, I had picked up rock climbing and it quickly became a life passion. We were like a perfect match as far as having things in common. Of course, she had serious commitment issues, and so after four months of pursuing her and landing only two dates, I frustratingly gave up and said good-bye. I felt I had been manipulated for months under the pretense of “I want to get to know you” and had had enough. I learned that this phrase is often used by women as a way to “buy time” while they sort out a pile of fears, insecurities, and worries. She had been in a relationship for eight years prior to meeting me and although the guy wanted to marry her, she would keep putting it off, unable to commit, until he finally gave up, left and married another girl. My own giving up and leaving after four months was nothing new to her. Soon after she jumped into a very short-lived relationship with an obnoxious dude who she didn’t know any better than myself. Just like that her “I-want-to-get-to-know-you” card didn’t matter. Soon after that, perhaps realizing her mistake, she came back for me at full-throttle. But I was long past this one. Relationships usually end how they start. 
I finally met a girl who happened to be a neighbor. There was nothing spectacular about it, but she seemed to be a decent girl. A bible college student. I decided at length to ask her out. By now I was burned out by  women and I was now struggling with just the thoughts of putting myself through more crap or not. A few months later we started dating. Right after we started dating I traveled to China and Thailand for a month to do some climbing and volunteer work. Two months later I had to break up with her. We had nothing in common, and things seemed more forced than natural. She was a nice girl but “desperate for love” and attention. Her words.
 
She grew up not liking kids and had no motherly instinct for them. In her case she had never received a secure sense of herself from her own father who happened to be the most absent-minded man I’ve ever met. Communication between her and her father was almost non-existent for most of her life. Thus she was looking for too much attention from me (and other guys). I couldn’t possibly make up for that loss. Nor could the six guys—not exaggerating—before me who had also cut very short their relationships with her. I realized this when I made her cry by simply turning away from her to make lunch for the both of us one day. And also when she opted to hang out with her ex-boyfriend while I was traveling. Efforts to try to explain how unattractive this was only made things worse.
 
In late 2009 I decided to settle an issue bugging me for years as to whether I was to continue in ministry or not and become a king of a church, also known as “pastor”. My dad felt this pull at one point in his life, but never made any serious attempt. I did not want to live my life wondering whether I should have attempted something or not. The risk seemed huge because the reality is church is such a jacked-up institution. I was eschewed by the church many times over on this matter. I teamed up with a couple of friends to plant a church. It started to succeed. But almost immediately, it underwent the most depressing kind of ‘sabotage’ I’ve ever experienced in ministry. First our banner sign was stolen, before it was ever used. Then, during the largest turn out of over a dozen people the church building we were using had changed its locks and locked us out, and no one was around to let us in. After a few months it was over. Issue settled. No looking back.
 
Getting into my thirties, living in guy’s houses was starting to get really old and wearisome. My roommates seemed to be getting younger and younger as the years went by. After the short relationship I had I decided I was fed up with it and quitting the dating arena. Somewhere along the lines in our culture the dating ‘marketplace’ became a dating ‘arena’ of chaotic expectations that were impossible to track. Everyone kept talking past each other. It was a massive language barrier between men and women popped up out of nowhere and no one knew how to talk to each other anymore. As with millions of other guys in my generation it had burned me out too, and I noticed it wasn’t working for the women either. I was feeling it would be better to just die alone than put up with the nonsense. The American culture as I saw it had become narcissistic, self-entitled, and incredibly arrogant. I found that even a compliment to a woman could engender an argument. How does a culture become so confused about itself? It had done away with marriage as a mere “outdated social construct” hindering the “spirit of progress”. Even kids were being increasingly viewed as hinderances and liabilities and no longer viewed as precious gifts that actually bring happiness and fulfilment to life. 
 
“Progress to where?” I wonder. It seemed like progress toward hell on earth.
 
In the summer of 2010, after calling it quits in ministry and failing to start a career anywhere, I decided the best thing to do was to push my skills to the next level and take on the risk of starting a business. The first business I started was an outdoor guiding business. It immediately got shut down by the federal government. The National Forest Service in charge of my favorite place, the Mt. Hood forest, were not allowing any new businesses whatsoever to operate on the land. Everything was closed, no permits available. Meanwhile permits were being issued year after year for clear-cutting and big businesses which had been grandfathered in. And all I wanted to do was take people out rock climbing and trekking and teach them how to appreciate nature. They figured that the best way to protect the woods was to keep people out of it rather than promote the discovery of how amazing it is. No wonder people respect the environment less and less.
This failed attempt then morphed into a springboard for something else. There was a huge need for a new indoor climbing gym in Portland. Do I take the jump? What have I got to lose? Seeing that I obviously had absolutely nothing to lose I took the plunge—again into something I was incapable of doing. I sat down during the summer of 2010 to write a business plan. Since that time the project went through a five-year roller coaster ride.
 
I gathered up the wreckage again and created what we now all know and love as The Edge--a fitting and providential name, I've been told. The Edge is an indoor climbing gym. The Edge’s first attempt in 2012 started, made a little headway, then took a big hit and died. The second attempt of 2014 made an unbelievable amount of headway and looked as if it was gonna go. But at the last minute it was slammed--again, by forces out of my control.
I thought I was done for. I made plans in September to ditch Portland and go teach English in Brazil. I was over it all. But then even those plans were slammed, again by forces out of my control... 
 
It was the business project from hell. Investors came and went; locations changed over and over again; the business plan was revised every other week, each time requiring a solid 60 hours of work since it was over 50 pages, not including the investor proposals and countless other documents. The first attempt landed a couple of small investors and then failed. The second attempt landed significant investment and an excellent location. Then out of the blue a competing gym startup appeared in pursuit of the same exact location which threw the project into complete chaos, only to suddenly vanish into thin air. I had actually met with the entrepreneur of the competing gym over dinner and discussed possibilities of working together, but afterward the guy just disappeared without a trace. The fact that the plan was raising investment partners and apparently succeeding was encouraging and kept me going for a few years. After the second attempt failed I was ready for a break. I was sick of everything. The odds were clearly stacked against me. My pockets were empty, I hated my job which was destroying my back, and nothing to account for my years of hard work. For four years I had focused on nothing but The Edge, and I suppose it had driven me to it.
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This is enough. Deliver me or let me die. I felt just like Elijah and Jonah in the Bible. Like God was literally beating the living shit out of me and I couldn’t understand why. Life in Portland started feeling more and more like a trap with no way out, constantly riddled with the bullets of drama and misfortune. What I had already gone through over the years I felt was excessive. I had come to the terms with my own finiteness. My limitations. The universe wins. The world wins. Hell wins. I lose. Fine, let’s move on already.
Well, things got tougher—as tough as I have ever experienced in my life. The first thing to happen, was the most ideal woman I ever met walked straight into my life from out of nowhere. I tried to avoid the situation at first. She had joined a weekend trip of at least a dozen people from the rock climbing group I had been leading. Somehow, splitting into groups from the very get go, she kept ending up with me—carpooling, climbing, eating, etc. Splitting up into climbing groups at the destination, her “lot” somehow fell to my group of three. Then the other guy in my group  got sick, and it was just me and her climbing alone. She was completely willing and showed no lack of hesitation. It was only later after this “nice thing coming my way” that I learned she was being divorced. She wanted to remain friends and keep spending time together. I was the hesitant one, and refused at first. But I saw her need, and something about rejecting her on the grounds of her prior history didn’t seem right to me. She wasn’t the one doing the divorcing, but was abandoned by a Christian husband. No one could understand why anyone would divorce such a “mesmerizing” girl. The other man who was in our climbing group when we met commented later on, “who does he think he is, Brad Pit?”
 It felt judgmental, wrong even. So being the “fixer” and “good older brother” that I was, within this valley of decision I chose to take her in. She had literally everything I dreamt about in a companion. How could I throw it away? For several months thereafter we were like peas in a pod. I kept my hands off of her out of respect for a marriage not yet over. She herself eventually started to think about us “getting closer.” I told her simply, “there’s no rush!” I of course more than welcomed the prospect. Nevertheless, as soon as the divorce papers were finalized by her previous husband, she was gone with the wind. She had no need for me any more. She had helped herself into my life and used me as a coping mechanism. She “appreciated” me, “respected” me, “understood” me, and “looked up to” me. We loved to do the same things, how could I not be friends with her and be there for her? She took, but gave nothing back. When she was done with me after three months of “bliss” I was abruptly discarded. She knew what she had done, confessed her mistake of “using me,” understood her own “vulnerability” and no doubt carried the guilt of this for a long time after.
 
And so began the ‘year from hell’. I had finally found a home that I really liked. It was a sweet apartment with a little view of Mount Hood out of my bedroom window in a great location. It had come on the heels of an entire year of living in garages, drug houses, on sofas, and even in the back of my pickup truck when I couldn’t find a place Living costs had been skyrocketing along with the homeless population. Portland was turning into a literal Isengard ivory tower surrounded with desolation. And I was still trapped there. I was finding just how difficult it was to achieve financial independence via the hard work ethic. I grew convinced that the changing policies of Portland politics were being increasingly geared against the hard-work ethic. Obese, single mothers with zero skills, no education, and arrogant entitled attitudes were faring way better than I. They were recipients of more welfare and government programs than you could shake a stick at. It was shocking to me. I didn’t qualify for a potatoes, nor did I want anything from the government. I gave, and everyone just took. 
I had a roommate that I met not long before moving in to the apartment and he turned out to be a pretty good guy who also enjoyed rock climbing. During that winter he went through an intense experience with a brain tumor. It was successfully removed but he wasn’t quite the same afterward. When he returned home and had fully recovered, he suddenly hated me and everything about me. I came and went from the apartment under increasing hostility from him. I didn’t know why. After a while, enough was enough and I confronted him on his attitude toward me. For the next few minutes he released the most reviling speech I had ever heard given to me in my life. I was utterly overcome by how much of a loser I was, at least in his eyes. There was no reconciliation and no forgiveness. He seemed all too content to hang everything he could over my head and then leave it there. I might as well have been harassed by a demon at that moment. It was hard to say what happened to him mentally or how the tumor must have affected his behavior to turn him into a monster without warning. I, however, was not going to tolerate it and promptly removed myself to live temporarily with my good friend Matt. My roommate then suddenly changed his mind about renewing the lease and put in his notice to the landlady exactly thirty days prior to the end of it. We had been there almost a year. Between a rock and a hard place, I was forced to find a replacement roommate. I had no success. It was more expensive and most single guys were poor. The cost of living in Portland just kept going up and up. Only one guy came to look at the place during those thirty days. There was one female interested, but in my mind after all the shit women had been putting me through, I was simply, “No thanks.”
As a result I lost the apartment and my deposit. My roommate also lost his deposit, infuriating him even more. I was required to put in my notice also thirty days before the end of the lease but did not as I wanted to stay. His deposit depended on me finding a replacement. He then tried to rob me by lying about the amount of a utility bill that was in his name. I had a copy of it however, and sent him exactly what I owed, along with the bill which he anticipated I wouldn’t have.
My friend Matt took me in, and helped me out immensely. Later that spring I ran into her while out climbing in Central Oregon. Or rather, she ran into me. I had hoped she wouldn’t see me. 
“Matt! How are things going? Still working at the same place?” 
“Gosh! I’m just trying to figure out whether I was just a rebound guy or not! How the hell are you!?” I thought.
“Oh. Hey…Not bad. Yea. Still doing the same thing.” I said, slightly nodding my head. It felt like there were miles between us now. She was faking and playing dumb with me. I thought it a curious thing how a woman could think to “play dumb” when they knew they did a really terrible thing to you. 
 
I started to awaken to a reality that the West was breeding its females to replace and even become “men”. I was seeing it not being about equality anymore but rather some strange replacement program for the cultural hegemony. Why did men suddenly have to be castrated and castigated as “evil” throughout the entire history of humanity in order to achieve equality in the present moment? This made no sense to me, and millions of others like me as I later found out. I could only conclude that the dumbest thing I could do with my life now is subject it to the practices and expectations of the West which has become like a feminist boot on a man’s neck. It was time to divorce it and never look back. Now my life was starting to take the shape of a “lone wolf”— on my own, disconnected from society and out to survive. Survival essentially became the operative in my life. Nothing was right, things were out of order, and it was time to stop caring about people I didn’t know, and stop being a compliant, participating citizen of “the whole” and go my own damn way. Sometime later I discovered there was an entire grassroots movement of millions of disillusioned men just like myself, dubbed the MGTOW movement which means “men going their own way”. It is an unorganized, suppressed movement that lives underground, and is itself labeled by the feminist mainstream as “toxic”. To think—me, a toxic masculine individual by some social default. That even my personal story is invalidated before anyone hears it simply because the “greater whole” of the male sex is suddenly for the first time in history judged as inherently “toxic” is as appalling and offensive as it gets.  This “boot on the male neck” is the very reason that MGTOW is a thing. Every human needs validation—from family, from friends, from their society. Without it we are done for.
 
This was about the time the business project that I had sweat, bled, lost sleep over—was making really good progress. The plans were finally coming together. The investors showed up. I had raised almost a half a million dollars to bring a dream and work of four years finally to life. When the competitor showed up and wiped us out I was crushed. 
I then began to plan an ‘escape’ to Brazil where I had friends and some possible opportunities to teach English. I needed to get away, bad. I gave notice to my part-time job and was about to put my truck up for sale to fund my way when my brother suddenly insisted on buying it. I gave it to him under weekly payment terms. The payments never came. Dealing with a crisis of his own he got drunk one night and drove the truck into a tree, almost killing himself, and then ran out of work. I was now without a vehicle and out $3000 dollars. The Brazil trip—foiled. Getting my job back after this was impossible because of how far away it was and the fact that I had been replaced.
Now I was stranded in suburbia with no money, no job, no car, and very little optimism. Unsure of what to do with myself. I continued to job hunt but was sorely hindered being without even a bicycle. Meanwhile, the Edge found its way into another possible deal with newly discovered piece of real estate. Stuck in suburbia with nowhere to go and nothing to do, I figured I’d take up the new opportunity and rewrite the business plan for the new real estate. It took me about 120 hours and ended up being a pitch-perfect plan. The banks adored it. Investors were excited about it. This was it. Or so I thought. 
Soon after we lost the property—someone else got to it first.
An altercation then occurred with my friend Matt that early spring that drove me out of the house. His PTSD and emotional instability went overboard. I was now homeless. Again. I ended up camping out at one of my favorite places and slept on the floor of my dad’s dilapidated trailer. I hitched-hiked everywhere. 
 
I am now crashing on the floor of my dad's dilapidated trailer way out of town. I notice a photo of me tacked on to the refrigerator. It was one I gave to him years ago that included a favorite quote of mine:
“Measure your life by loss instead of gain; not by wine drunk but by wine poured forth. Love's strength is in love's sacrifice. He who suffers most, has most to give.”
This was a favorite quote since around 2002. That last line is particularly getting me now. What do I have to give in light my sufferings year in and year out? When I think upon that it seems to come to one simple thing: move forward. As in a survival scenario, when stranded or stuck in the wilderness, the way to survive is to keep moving forward. And to move forward there needs to be belief in a meaning or purpose to it all. An invisible, unseen purpose. Otherwise referred to as faith. The assurance of things unseen.
People are telling me left and right now that I should leave and go retire in Thailand. Or something similar. I don't feel right about that--regardless of how exacerbated things get. That might as well be saying there is no point to it all... It’s said somewhere in Corinthians that suffering produces endurance, endurance produces character, and character produces hope that does not put to shame. And somewhere else, "run with endurance the race set before you". Ironically, I heard this last quote verse quoted by a young climbing gym owner in the opening speech for an indoor climbing industry conference I attended last May. Run with endurance the race set before you. I knew that was a verse from scripture and it stuck with me that whole time…
I was able to get my smaller belongings into storage. However, there remains my bed, dresser, and bookshelf to deal with for which there is no room. Since the weather is nice and I'm up here, I may be going off to do some backpacking for a few days, or hitchhike to Smith Rock and camp out there for a few days. 
My business partners are working to arrange a meeting this next week with the owner of the land we need. He is an 81 year old named Leonard. We will try to sit down to dinner with him and share our vision and try to strike a deal. If we can get him to work with us, then I am confident this project will come to pass.
 
I didn’t understand how “character” is connected to “hope”. But having hope obviously makes all the difference. I took the Edge as my last hope in the hopeless place of Portland. I was still deal making with millionaires while homeless. My homelessness lasted almost a week and proved to be an adventure in itself:
 
February 20,2015
 
It has been six days since being homeless. The first night was on the floor of my father’s run down trailer where he lives. It was too depressing being stuck in a tiny dilapidated trailer with nothing to do and nowhere to go so I left the next day for the lookout tower at Devil's Peak--a long-time favorite hike of mine. The trip was thirteen miles round trip and climbed up to 5000 feet. There was no snow--something I've never seen before this time of year on Mt. Hood.
Because it was President's day weekend, there were five other individuals up there. I had some good conversation and got some free wine. I stayed just one night, then returned to my father’s trailer. Again, the dilapidated trailer was too depressing. For years I've been wishing (even trying) to figure a way to get my dad out of his hole and back into a real house. Since he lost his health, his home to foreclosure, and then forced to file for bankruptcy, he has been suffering himself in an often leaky, falling-apart trailer home full of rot and even black mold. Now it's the only place I have to go. So I decided to set out for Smith Rock the next day. 
Within a few minutes of hitchhiking on the highway I was picked up by a nice guy named Tim. He was social, well-off, and generous. Because night was drawing near, and I would be setting up my camp in the dark, he offered me a room at his country house in Bend for the night. When he offered free beer, pork, sticky rice, and a warm wood furnace to watch some movies next to, I totally conceded. It was quite the treat. I watched a rather good film called St. Vincent starring Bill Murray. I stayed in a nice home on two acres in a peaceful country setting. The next morning I didn't want to rise, but breakfast and hot coffee were waiting for me. His service and hospitality was nothing short of amazing, and he wasn't even a Christian. In fact, he was a guy on probation for a minor assault incident. He drank frequently, had a short temper, raced and passed cars on the highway in his nice 2011 VW Jetta (at 80+ mph) and was pretty black and white about those whom he liked and those whom he didn't like.
After breakfast, he dropped me off at the highway and went his way offering to pick me up and drive me all the way to Smith Rock if I was still there when he returned from town. I walked up the road a good distance so he couldn't see me in case I didn't get a ride—he had done more than I could’ve asked for and I didn't want him to have to drive me again.
At Smith Rock the next day I met a pair of nice climbers who invited me to climb with them. I did one climb, offering more to belay and show them around as my psych was just too low to get into climbing mood. They offered to cook me dinner that night.
The next day, today, I had to hitchhike to the nearby town of Redmond to get some supplies. For some reason I couldn't get a ride back. I waited and waited and waited. Finally it got too dark and I knew my chances were shot. So I was forced to walk. It was about 5 or 6 miles just to Terrebonne, and then another 2 to the camp. My feet were already aching from the amount of walking I've been doing over the past week, and it was cold and dark. I knew it was dumb, but I held my thumb out anyway as an endless stream of headlights flew by me. 
About 2 miles from Terrebonne, an old Ford Bronco stopped in front of me. I walked up and a 24 year old kid picked me up. He was by far the most deprived character I have ever hitchhiked with. He didn't have a care in the world for anything, including the law. He did drugs—weed, meth, heroin, etc. He was a drug dealer and that's how he made his money. He had a certain reserve however about selling heroin as it seemed too devilish even for him. He had ‘married’ in Las Vegas, and had now split with his ‘wife’. He related to me how she said he was 'unstable' and his response to that was simply, “F*ck that!” I said nothing. He said he was going nowhere. Just leaving town without a plan, but likely going to drive to Washington to do some drugs. He tried to buy beer at the gas station in Terrebonne when he filled up but couldn’t because he didn't have his ID. No license on him. He then realized as he drove off that I had my ID. So he turned around against my preference and drove back to the store. The conversation over the matter was an interesting one. He knew that I was also homeless, and was rather stunned to pick up a hitch hiker who didn't smoke weed. For whatever reason he really wanted a beer so he figured he’d play off his selfless service of driving me to ‘trade’ it for a beer without giving me an option. He jokingly threatened to kill me if I wasn’t willing to help him buy beer. I simply replied, “Go right ahead!” 
There was nothing fearful about him. Only a deep level of ineptitude. He gave me a $20 bill and I bought my choice of a six pack of microbrews. He kept two—drinking one as he drove me the rest of the way to Smith Rock—and let me have the rest. Free beer!
My netbook computer screen cracked and is only half working now. Not sure how long it's going to last…
I do want to get back to town and be available for the meeting with the land owner which could happen in the next couple of weeks. I'm hoping to leave Smith tomorrow as it is supposed to get down to 16 degrees F this weekend. Not excited about that. But neither am I excited about the floor either.
 
The project collapsed. The old land owner changed his mind. Suddenly his property was worth too much. We scoured the land as diligently as anyone probably ever has. We contacted owners, governments, agencies, brokers, and developers. 
Another great location then suddenly had its price lowered substantially from a previously unaffordable one. Another break! We moved in on it aggressively but lost yet again—this time to a developer. That developer then offered to sell back a piece of it to us but we had to work with other businesses sharing the property. This ultimately created complications and too many risks for them and after a lot of hard work to make things fit, they dumped us. After some time one of their own business partners dropped out and they came back to us wanting us to be a part of the deal again. This second round too, collapsed. The man seemed to be trying to milk the deal to his own gain and was being uncooperative. These negotiations lasted six full months until we abandoned it altogether. 
I was just kicking a dead horse.
 
I remember sometime after this talking with my adopted half-sister, Vali, always wondering when I’m going to get married. After returning from boarding school and going out to live on her own, she had gotten pregnant and became a single mother of a son. As an orphan who immigrated from Romania who could never sustain a submissive attitude toward parental authority you’d think she be seriously struggling. Yet I learned that somehow she’s had school education paid for, child-support paid for, and a $1300 monthly apartment rental paid for. Completely secure via the government. I once was told I could get food stamps and save myself some money. I felt I’d rather starve then have an umbilical cord attached to a government I disdained. To me that was giving up. Instead I would continue to figure out my way on my own. It was not by choice, I was forced to. Deep down a man has to make his own way come hell or high water and it is a feeling that a man is often prepared to die for. It was a man, Patrick Henry, who said “give me liberty or give me death”. This is about much more than liberty from the government’s boot on your neck, it’s also about liberty from a helpless dependency on it. We feel this way, even if we do not talk about it. 
 
My dad would die never seeing his sons make it to any level of success. It was his one dream and desire. Instead he lived out his last years drunk watching us getting constantly slammed and failing miserably. His last words to me were ones he would often repeat to us over the years, 
 
“I’m doin the best I can.”
 
I spent many years trying to coach and counsel men in all kinds of capacities. The problem of optimism and pessimism among men is overwhelming. Their attitudes are entirely dependent on whether they “succeeded” or “failed”. Somewhere deep inside of us we are measuring our lives along these two lines. Our own father was hinging his own “success” on our “success”. Our “failures” were his “failures”. Why is it this way? I do not know. But this is reality and reality does bite. It isn’t a matter of having plenty of deep, meaningful social relationships as it might be for women who seem to hinge their optimism and pessimism more on their social connections. All too many men—more than you can imagine—if given the choice to be born into this world beforehand would tell you, “No, thanks.” And this is because all too many men are set up for failure and not success. You wouldn’t know it unless you talked to them. Such truths will never been seen in the public eye but kept suppressed like a rotted out floor underneath a pretty rug.
 
Life for all of us indeed seems to be under judgement and banishment from “paradise”. We’re all fighting with each other to find our own little piece of “paradise”. I, like millions of men, could just resign to the bottle as my little piece of “paradise” or countless other “escapes”. But I have trust that knowledge is power and that he who increases knowledge increases his might, and so far this truth has been my principle liberation in life. My mind cannot be enslaved so long as I am taking responsibility for it. No one handed me manhood, and no one is lending favors to me. Nor do I want favors. Whatever it means to be a man, I know one thing, it is earned.
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