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This book is dedicated to the memory of the first man I
ever loved, my first superhero, and the coolest Black man
I ever met, Foris L. Williams. Forever a daddy’s girl.

 

And this book was written because this person
inspires me . . . daily. . . .

To my first best friend, my forever favorite person, my
baby brother Foris “Khalil” Williams II.
You are my hero. More!





Preface


I am beyond excited that you picked up this book and are ready to take this journey with me. I am humbled to welcome you.

Living and serving youth in Chicago is not for the faint of heart. It has been nicknamed “Chiraq, Killinois, Crook County,” for a reason. But Chicago has a very special place in my heart. It’s the place where my dad grew up, the stories he has shared of his teenage years, the family still there, and the friends that became family. It was where God called me to—regardless of its reputation—or maybe because of it.

I have had the incredible privilege of working with young people since 1994 and, hopefully, will continue for a long time. Most of those years have been spent with youth in gangs and those involved in the criminal justice system, from probation to long jail sentences. Yes, I consider it a great privilege! When young people open up their world to you, a world usually filled with trauma and distrust, it is a privilege. I am thankful for every young person, every gang member, every gang leader, and every incarcerated and formerly incarcerated individual in my life. I have learned more from them than any other group of people I am connected to. I am always humbled that they trust me with their stories and invite me into their spaces. And I am thankful they invest in me, too—invest their trust, their love, their vulnerability.

Before starting the journey of this book, I want to share a few important points. Though I am a youth worker and make many references to working with youth, this book is for anyone who works with, walks with, and loves people, especially those on the margins. Most principles I discuss can be applied to any work, because the focus is on seeing people through the lens of God. Do not be distracted when I discuss youth work if you’re not a youth worker. I am a youth worker, so that’s my lens, but I am also surrounded by all kinds of people these principles pertain to as well.

When discussing young people, I am mostly referring to those labeled high-risk youth, who are usually on the margins. My mentor and friend Scott Larson teaches that there is a clear difference between at-risk youth and high-risk youth. Which youth are at risk? All youth are at risk, no matter their age, socioeconomic background, geographic location, or education level. All youth are at risk of not transitioning to healthy adulthood without outside intervention and other factors. “High-risk youth” are a subset of at-risk youth who, without appropriate outside intervention, will almost certainly inflict damage on themselves, others, or both. These youth face many additional challenges that make it difficult for them to develop into healthy adults without help.

Another point I would like to share is that I personally have never been in a gang or in prison. I do not speak on behalf of those who have been, as I do not share their experience. My goal is to communicate what I have learned from the gang member, the incarcerated individual, the young person, and others. I often attend conferences about these populations and see many panel discussions that do not include them. Why and how? We need to do less talking “about” and talking “at” those on the margins and include them in the conversation. As JustLeadershipUSA founder Glenn Martin states, “Those closest to the problem are closest to the solution.”1 I am humbled to be a part of the conversation and solution.

Also please note: While all the stories in this book are true, most names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy and safety of the people involved.

Ready for the journey? Let’s go!
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  One

  The God Who Sees

  
    
      “You are the God who sees me,” for she said,

      “I have now seen the One who sees me.”

      
GENESIS 16:13 NIV

    

  

  
    “I tried to sell my soul to the devil . . . and he didn’t even want it. I’m so damaged.”

    Luis has pen and paper in his hand, moving to a beat inside his head, writing rap lyrics from inside a small, cold prison cell in Illinois. Writing has become how he spends his days as he serves time awaiting the moment he returns to society and to his nine-year-old son.

    “Most of my life, I felt like I was born cursed, unloved. I felt like an outcast from my family and friends.”

    Born in Puerto Rico in 1993, Luis grew up in Chicago, the baby boy among four brothers and a sister. He loved playing softball and skateboarding, but mostly he loved being with his dad. They were glued at the hip. You never saw one without the other.

    Luis didn’t know as a child that his father was a functioning heroin addict and a member of a ruthless gang in the neighborhood. All Luis saw was Superman, his best friend, his dad. Then at the young age of ten, he lost his father, and Luis’s whole world as he knew it was gone.

    “When I lost my pops I lost all hope, and at ten years old, I became my own role model. I wanted to prove to everybody that I can do it all on my own.”

    Luis was determined to not depend on anyone. They all leave eventually, right? If he didn’t get close to anyone again, he couldn’t get hurt. He decided he was going to do life on his own.

    “I joined the gang when I was nine, a couple months before my dad passed. . . . He didn’t know but I wanted to be like him. When he left me, I was alone and felt like I didn’t need anybody.”

    Soon after his father’s death, all Luis’s brothers joined the same gang, looking for love, protection, a father figure.

    “I’m one of the many who grew up in the street and had it all—cars, clothes, money, females, jewelry, all the finer things,” said Luis. “But the one thing I didn’t have was love or someone who wanted what was best for me. I was looking for that.”

    And then we met.
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    Every single time.

    I sob huge, extra-wet tears every single time I see that scene in the movie Freedom Writers. Erin Gruwell is a first-time history teacher in Long Beach, California, with a class of challenging ninth and tenth graders she is clearly unprepared for. Many of the youth are in rival gangs and fight often in her classroom. As the movie progresses, she finds a way to connect with them relationally and the classroom becomes like a family. The youth publish their stories in a book called Freedom Writers, creatively named after the Freedom Riders, the civil rights activists who rode buses across the South protesting the segregation of public transit.
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    One particular student, Andre Bryant, faces the challenge of being recruited for street life. When his brother loses a court case and faces a lengthy prison sentence, Andre chooses to go back to street life and begins skipping classes. In an assignment, Gruwell’s students evaluate themselves on how they feel they’re doing in the class. Andre gives himself an F. Gruwell pulls him outside the classroom to ask him why.

    He responds, “It’s what I feel I deserve, is all.”

    She looks him square in the eyes with love and fierceness. “I know what you’re up against. We’re all of us up against something . . . I see who you are. I see you. [A tear falls down Andre’s face as he fights many more.] Do you understand me? I can see you and you are not failing.”

    We all want to be seen.

    We have a need to be seen.

    Not for glory or fame but because of the simple innate human need within us. Being seen makes us feel whole, complete, validated. To live in a world unseen is torture, traumatic. And yet many go unseen daily, especially those on the margins.
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    To be seen doesn’t take much. It can be as simple as an acknowledgment or as huge as an award of recognition. But the seeing I’m talking about goes deeper than surface recognition. It’s about seeing and accepting the humanity in everyone. It’s about discovering our own worth, which allows us to see the worth in others. Seeing others through the lens of God brings healing and opens our worldview. This requires being (and staying) in the posture of a learner, listening intentionally to understand and validating the story we hear. This formula helps us to develop compassion, and, in turn, compassion requires action.

    
      But I Understand . . .

      In my calling working with youth in gangs and prison, people tend to think I am conflicted.

      
        	
          ● I work with the shooter and the one who got shot.

        

        	
          ● I work with the thief and the one who got robbed.

        

        	
          ● I work with the abuser and the one who got abused.

        

        	
          ● I work with the murderer and the family of the murdered.

        

        	
          ● I work with the ones who harm and the ones who are harmed.

        

      

      Yet I never feel conflicted. The way this works for me has been simple: I do not agree with the lifestyle those in gangs have chosen. I do not condone violence or crime. I do not like all that comes with these lifestyle choices. But I understand. And understanding leads to mercy and compassion. Once you hear the stories of others, you understand how they have found themselves lost in gang culture, violence, and crime, how they have become lost in abuse, homelessness, and sex work. For some, it’s a choice. For others, it’s impossible to make any other choice (for example, generational gang membership).

      I hope after reading this book the reader will move beyond making assumptions and judgments to listening and developing a connection that leads to deeper understanding, therefore igniting compassion and mercy.
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      One hot summer afternoon I was driving down a very busy Cicero Avenue. There was dead-stop traffic in both directions, so I was able to see what was going on at the side of the road. A small outreach group of about six church members was outside waving signs and yelling to the traffic, “Stop the Violence,” “Put the Guns Down,” and “Our Youth Need Us.” As I was watching, I noticed two young African American boys walking through the church protesters, and not one protester said anything to them. They walked by without even a hello. Another teen girl walked by in the opposite direction, and no one acknowledged her either. The church members were so busy communicating their message, they failed to see the people the message was for.

      Most people on the margins go unseen. The homeless person begging on the street, the gang member posted on the block, the inmate locked away from society, the sex worker on the street corner, the teenager walking down the street. We have become a society that chooses not to look at those on the margins when God is calling us to see them. And, as many Black theologians conclude, “There can exist no theology based on the gospel message that does not arise from marginalized communities.”1

      Marginalized communities are “those excluded from mainstream social, economic, educational, and/or cultural life,” and marginalization occurs “due to unequal power relationships between social groups.”2 Marginalized groups have less access to services and opportunities. “A person on the margins of a situation or group has very little power, importance, or influence”3 and receives little to no attention.

      A prime example of a person on the margins was Jesus himself. He was among the oppressed, and he fought for the least of these (Matthew 25:40). In Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins, Miguel De La Torre explains that “the radicalness of the gospel message is that Jesus was in solidarity with the very least of humanity.”4 As faith believers, this should be true for us as well. But we tend to ignore the invisible. We live in the reality of “outta sight, outta mind,” but they’re there whether we see them or not. In every city. Every street. Every field. And God is calling us to see them.

    

    
    
      Sawubona

      While walking down the street one fall day, I saw a tall African American boy coming toward me. He had his head down and his long thin dreads were covering his face. I spoke as we passed by each other.

      “Hey, how are you doing today?” I kept walking.

      He did a double-take and said, “I’m good.”

      I continued walking to my car. He turned around and said, “Excuse me.”

      I paused and turned back. “Yeah, what’s up?”

      “Thank you for saying hi to me. No one ever does that.”

      I said to him, living out my Erin Gruwell, “I see you, homie. Keep your head up!”

      This is the spirit of the African term sawubona. This is a common greeting among tribe members and literally means “I see you,” but it goes deeper than the physical seeing of a person. This term intends to recognize the worth and dignity of each person. It says, “I see the whole of you—your experiences, your passions, your pain, your strengths and weaknesses, and your future. You are valuable to me.”5 When someone says, “Sawubona,” your response is supposed to be, “Shiboka,” which means “I exist for you.” This response indicates that someone’s full attention is on that person’s existence and the value they bring to the world.6 I imagine this is how God greets us.

      The story of Hagar is a great example of this.

    

    
    
      Hagar’s God Encounter

      Hagar’s story is one of God’s pursuit of those who feel unseen, unheard, unloved. In Genesis 16, both Hagar the servant and her mistress Sarai were “desperate for significance, mired in the feeling that the world saw them as deficient.”7

      
        Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. She had a female Egyptian servant whose name was Hagar. And Sarai said to Abram, “Behold now, the LORD has prevented me from bearing children. Go in to my servant; it may be that I shall obtain children by her.” And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai. So, after Abram had lived ten years in the land of Canaan, Sarai, Abram’s wife, took Hagar the Egyptian, her servant, and gave her to Abram her husband as a wife. (Genesis 16:1-3)

      

      During this era, it was not an uncommon practice for women who couldn’t bear children to find another woman to have children for the family. The issue here was that God had made a promise to Abram that he would be a father of many generations and have an heir, a son (Genesis 15:4), but Sarai was impatient, like many of us have been a time or twenty. Sarai was embarrassed by her barrenness and gave Abram permission to have Hagar as a surrogate.

      
        And he went in to Hagar, and she conceived. And when she saw that she had conceived, she looked with contempt on her mistress. And Sarai said to Abram, “May the wrong done to me be on you! I gave my servant to your embrace, and when she saw that she had conceived, she looked on me with contempt. May the LORD judge between you and me!” But Abram said to Sarai, “Behold, your servant is in your power; do to her as you please.” Then Sarai dealt harshly with her, and she fled from her. (Genesis 16:4-6)

      

      I’m sure many of us are thinking, “But she said it was okay. It was her idea. Why is she mad?” Jealousy was probably a huge factor here. And since Hagar was an outcast and a servant, Sarai felt validated in her abusive behavior. But Hagar couldn’t take the abuse and fled to the desert for an unmentioned amount of time. By cultural standards, she did wrong by running away and leaving her master without his blessing: “Her actions are both illegal and immoral in the context of that culture.”8 But she could no longer withstand the abuse.

      
        The angel of the LORD found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, the spring on the way to Shur. And he said, “Hagar, servant of Sarai, where have you come from and where are you going?” She said, “I am fleeing from my mistress Sarai.” The angel of the LORD said to her, “Return to your mistress and submit to her.” The angel of the LORD also said to her, “I will surely multiply your offspring so that they cannot be numbered for multitude.” And the angel of the LORD said to her,

      

      
        “Behold, you are pregnant

        and shall bear a son.

        You shall call his name Ishmael,

        because the LORD has listened to your affliction.

        He shall be a wild donkey of a man,

        his hand against everyone

        and everyone’s hand against him,

        and he shall dwell over against all his kinsmen.”

      

      
        So she called the name of the LORD who spoke to her, “You are a God of seeing,” for she said, “Truly here I have seen him who looks after me.” (Genesis 16:7-13)
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      Hagar had an encounter. A God encounter! As a woman and invisible outsider in her culture, to be seen and pursued by the angel of the Lord was a rare experience. Though she was distraught and alone, the angel of the Lord made her feel significant, worthy, and visible. She understood that God was with her and that she had a part in God’s plan. God saw her. All of her. And she was transformed.

      After the encounter, she names God El Roi, the God Who Sees. You see this theme throughout the Bible: “that God sees us (individually), that he knows us (individually), and that he is concerned for us (individually).”9 Hagar’s experience is one I want for all of us, especially those society has chosen to write off as useless or worthless. May we all encounter the God Who Sees.
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      As we walk through this journey together, we will encounter four stages of seeing.

      Seeing Myself will give you insight into my journey. As a female gang-intervention specialist and juvenile justice advocate, I have never found it easy to do what I was called to do in this white-male-dominated field. We will explore my story, the challenges, where my need to be seen began, and how, despite resistance, I was able to walk in my purpose.

      Seeing Others will challenge you in the mission of seeing the unseen through the lens of God by understanding the importance of story, listening, and validation, as well as the power of perception. We are in the business of seeing people—and seeing them the way God sees them. You will develop skills on expanding your worldview and stretching your limited lens. We will explore gang culture, outreach, trauma, and mentoring that matters.

      Seeing Yourself will help us take a look at ourselves as we navigate this complex work of seeing. Before doing the work of seeing others, we must first recognize who we truly are and our role in the kingdom. We can then move forward to seeking and embracing our calling, even using our gift of brokenness, to impact the world.

      Seeing Hope will address finding hope in hopeless places and seeing hope flourish in the unexpected. Even in loss there is hope. Seeing hope begins with building relationships, looking for teachable moments, and never losing hope yourself. Seeing hope is being hope to others.
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      My hope for you throughout this book is that your worldview will be challenged and you will be able to see others, especially those living on the margins, through the eyes of God. After you hear their stories and challenges, may you develop a deeper compassion for others, especially those society tends to label and ignore. I pray that once you put the book down, your heart will explode with mercy for others who need you to see them. I pray the lessons I share will help you move one step closer to seeing others—and yourself—as God sees them.
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Two

Best of Both Worlds



It takes courage to grow up and become who you really are.

E. E. CUMMINGS







Growing up biracial (Irish and Black) in Maine in the 1970s was not easy. Just three years earlier interracial marriage had been illegal, until the ruling of Loving v. Virginia in June 1967 changed history. According to the Portland Press Herald, in the 1970 census—the first population count after the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act—Maine’s population was over 99 percent white, and only 2,800 Mainers identified as Black or African American.1

My mother’s family did not accept her marrying a Black man, nor did society, but my dad’s family was supportive and they embraced my mom. I remember my mom telling me that when we were younger, someone stopped to ask her if she was babysitting. Biracial children weren’t the norm. I didn’t see Black kids growing up in Maine. I saw white kids and a few biracial kids sprinkled here and there. My worldview was limited regardless of how hard my parents tried to show me a broader perspective.

In June of 1972, my mother brought home a little baby boy. After playing with him for a few days, I told her she could “take him back now.” Little did I know my baby brother, Skip, would become my first best friend and I would never want to return him. With only a two-year age difference, I don’t know if a brother-sister team could have been closer than the two of us were as kids. Growing up in New England, and then doing teenage life in North Carolina, we didn’t have much, but we had each other, and we counted on that. You couldn’t separate us growing up.

We were so close that my brother was hospitalized one day because of it. In 1985, I went on a ninth-grade field trip to Washington, DC. I was beyond excited to travel with my friends and get away on my own. It was the first trip that would separate my brother and me for days at a time. That weekend he broke out in hives all over his body. Mom rushed him to the hospital for treatment. The doctor didn’t know where the hives came from, but my mom knew it was his nerves and separation anxiety. When I called home that night, I found out the news and freaked out. I needed to get home right away! But Mom was not letting that happen. I finished my trip in DC in anxiety, wanting to rush home so he wouldn’t have hives anymore. It was all my fault. When I got home, I rushed through the door to hug my brother tight, apologizing profusely. We made a promise we would never separate again and would buy houses next door to each other and live happily ever after. He now lives in a different city in California, and I’m in Chicago—he’s the farthest next-door neighbor I’ve ever had.

My parents divorced in 1975 when I was four years old. Growing up in an alcoholic environment (both mother and father being functional addicts) impacted us greatly. I was blessed to have my dad always in my life. He was the coolest Black man on this planet. We visited him every other weekend when we lived in Maine and every summer when we moved to North Carolina. He made sure we knew our Black heritage, mostly through family stories and music.

My dad loved music. He could play any instrument, but his greatest love was for the bass guitar. He started an a cappella group called Street Corner Symphony with my uncle Fred, cousin Buggy, and family friend Sugar Bear. Every weekend they would sing in the basement with kids running around, clapping, dancing, and trying to sing like their daddies. It was the best of memories. Music and my dad. He was the one who introduced us to the life-changing culture of hip-hop in 1981. He played “Rapper’s Delight” and “Double Dutch Bus” on a car ride during one of his pickup weekends, and my brother and I were changed forever in a single moment, a single beat.

Living and growing up in Maine, I was in a unique situation where the only couples I saw around my dad were Black men with white women. This was my normal, and I loved seeing, on the weekends, children and babies who looked like me. I didn’t feel out of place when I was with my dad. But I still knew I was different. I vaguely remember one day in elementary school being bullied because I was biracial. Though I don’t remember all the details, I do remember my mom’s response to it. She boldly and lovingly said to me, “You are the best of both worlds. You are Black and white and beautiful. If anyone has a problem with that, that is their problem, not yours. There is nothing wrong with you. That’s what makes you special. You’re the lucky one.”

Something clicked in me that day and I have not been the same since. The validating words of my mother empowered me to fully embrace my identity and ethnicity. Those words gave me the strength to confront anyone who challenged my identity. After that, I never internalized anyone’s issue with me being biracial but walked in great pride that I was “the best of both worlds.” From there, the boldness in my character grew. I became a different Amy that day.
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My mom remarried in 1978, and Eddie became a bonus dad to us. We left Maine in 1982 to be near his family in Greensboro, North Carolina. Leaving my dad behind in Maine was painful for both me and my brother but my brother was excited to be around people of color, the culture, the music. He jumped right in. But moving to the South was a huge culture shock for me.

I was overwhelmed by how many Black people there were in Greensboro, but it also felt like a whole new world opening up to me. My first best friend in North Carolina, Lisa Fowler, was biracial, allowing me to stay with what I knew. We both were children of color with white mothers, and we didn’t see much of that in North Carolina. I had hazel eyes and long hair, and I was bullied by Black girls for the way I looked. I didn’t understand that, because I couldn’t help how I looked. I wasn’t accepted, but that didn’t stop me. Remember? I was the best of both worlds! My friend group consisted of kids who were Asian, white, Middle Eastern, and Black, but I mostly hung around my brother and his friends. They accepted me as a homie, and my brother protected me. I wanted to be friends with whoever accepted me as I was, with people who saw me—until a conversation with my favorite eighth-grade teacher made me think about my place in society.

During lunch, I usually sat with my diverse group of friends. But one day, one of my Black friends asked me to sit with her group, all Black females. I was nervous because my experience with Black girls had not been a positive one. But when I looked over to their table, they were all waving for me to come over. I joined them and had a blast! As I was laughing, my teacher came over and whispered in my ear, “It’s about time you started hanging out with your own kind.”
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Instant confusion. My own kind? These girls weren’t my own kind. I was more like the mix of cultures at the other table. But being so young, looking for my identity and place, I realized society saw me as a little Black girl. And maybe these were my people? After that, I ate lunch only with my Black girlfriends, even though I never felt fully myself or fully accepted.
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Growing up, I was always the “good” girl. From elementary school to high school, I was the straight-A student, president of this club, leader of that club, in every play and every talent show. I participated in everything at school. My brother, on the other hand, was all about his music and his friends.

When we were teenagers, Skip’s decision to associate with a group of close friends who engaged in criminal behaviors impacted my life in a way I never thought possible. He had access to the same resources I did and a family who loved him, but he also had a lot of trauma and anger. He got involved in some shady activity that caused my mom to send him to Maine in 1986 to live with my dad and his wife, Willow, in hopes of not losing him to the streets. The intervention didn’t work, and he moved back to North Carolina in 1987 with us. By this time, my mom was divorced from my stepdad and deeper in her addiction.

While I was a sophomore in college in 1989, my mom went to back to Maine to get sober. She left my brother in North Carolina to finish his last year of high school. Instead, my brother got deeper into the drug-dealing lifestyle, which involved guns and lots of enemies. After a drive-by shooting incident, my mother moved my brother back to Maine to live with my dad while she continued her treatment.

Unfortunately, my brother had a close friend in Maine who led him straight back to the streets. This caused many issues with my dad and his wife. The only decision they came up with was to drop my brother off at the YMCA at the age of seventeen to live life on his own terms. To this day, I have never been okay with that decision. The trauma it caused my brother still affects him deeply today as an adult. It also caused him as a teen to look to the streets for his survival. My brother got into some legal trouble and fled Maine with his best friend to Los Angeles. Life got even harder there, and he eventually joined a gang and spent many years in and out of prison for various types of crime. He was deep in the gang life and soon became addicted to the very product he was selling. His gang became his family, and he would do anything for them, even the things that put his own life in danger.

During the years between 1992 and 1994, I often didn’t know if my brother was dead or alive. The tears I cried were filled with pain, regret, and fear. Either I didn’t know where he was or we had minimal contact. It was horrifically painful. I felt helpless. Those years caused anxiety and trauma for me and for his newborn daughter, Amber, who was conceived during a short visit to North Carolina in 1993. During that visit, I was very arrogant and pushy with my brother about being saved (it’s what I was being taught). I wanted him to be free and healed, but instead, I was the reason he was turned off from Christianity, even to this day. He needed to see the God of love, mercy, and grace but I couldn’t be for him what I never received from this church myself.

Over these years I tried everything I could to “save” my brother—send money, house him when I could, pay rent, encourage him, pray and pray harder, try to get him to leave Cali to connect with his daughter—anything I could do with the limited resources I had. I would give him money so he wouldn’t be homeless before I would pay my own rent. He was my best friend, and I was broken by what was happening to him. But there was nothing I could do to rescue him—and he wasn’t ready to be rescued.
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Three

Becoming a Hope Dealer to the Dope Dealer



When it comes to this gospel, I got no chill for real,

I could teach you how to hope deal.

WORD SMITH







I never wanted to be in ministry. Ever.

And never did I imagine God’s plan for my life would be to walk alongside youth in gangs and the criminal justice system, especially as a woman. Why me? How me? I already had a plan. I thought it was a pretty good plan too. My dream was to live a simple life: marriage, at-home mom (not so simple), a house on the beach in North Carolina. But here I am, some three decades later, in full-time ministry: divorced, no kids, in the hood in Chicago. God had a whole other life for me. So how did I get here?
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I didn’t grow up around religion. My mom dabbled here and there, but we were never committed to anything. In 1987 when I was in high school, I experimented with Christianity because of my friend Kieta, but I never really knew what it all meant. It’s just what her family did on Sundays.

I made the decision to completely follow God in August 1992 at the age of twenty-one. There was no magic moment or traumatic event that led me to this decision. My initial understanding of following God was that I would be a member of a church, attend on Sunday mornings, pray once a day, and that was it. I did not realize I would be entering into a deep, loving, life-changing relationship with God. No one ever told me about that. No one told me it would be a transformational relationship.

The first church I joined in 1992 was a deep southern Black Pentecostal church in Durham, North Carolina. The no-makeup, women-in-skirts, no-earrings kind of Pentecostal church. The music was amazing, the pastor could preach us all out of our seats, the people there were “saved saved.” I drove forty-five minutes one way five days a week (because if you missed one day, you were a backslider). I immediately began volunteering and helping in any way I could. I was a sponge and absorbed everything I was told, believed everything I was told, and, eventually, was hurt by almost everything I was told.

The church loved both the Lord and the pastor as if they were one and the same. I allowed the pastor to dangerously control me because I wanted to please the Lord. I wanted to get into heaven. I wanted to be special . . . I wanted God to see me. This church taught a lot of manmade doctrine that trained me to be judgmental and super-righteous. This caused many problems in my relationships (especially with my brother), but I didn’t know any better. I just did what I was taught, all in an effort to be accepted, loved, and seen.

I remember the first time I started questioning what I was being taught. My husband at the time had tickets to a 1995 Duke-versus-Carolina basketball game that we weren’t able to use. We thought it would be nice to give the tickets to our pastor. As I was getting the house ready for him to stop by, I had on my favorite sweatpants that I wore when I got home from work. I was anxious and wondered if I should put on a skirt since the pastor was coming over. My husband proclaimed, “This is our home. That’s what you wear here. It’s okay to keep them on.”

I was nervous and uncomfortable, but I kept them on at my husband’s encouragement. When the pastor came to the door, I immediately apologized for wearing sweatpants. “I’m not going to get into trouble for wearing pants, am I?”

The pastor laughed and said, “As long as you wear them inside and no one sees you.”

I was shocked! It was all for show? For others to see? What about God? And that was the beginning of me questioning everything I was taught under his leadership. My eyes were opened to how much nonbiblical doctrine I was following, and then my journey changed forever.

[image: ]

My ex-husband was definitely called to ministry. As soon as we married in 1994, we were thrust into his calling. As a former Duke basketball standout and an overall good man, my ex had always been in the limelight and was well-known and very much liked by everyone who met him. Because of that, he was able to start preaching, and we started the Christian Basketball Academy. In 1997, he was being recruited by Young Life to start an urban chapter in Durham. I remember the day we approached our pastor (the same pastor we gave basketball tickets to) to share that we were going into ministry full-time. His response was, “Well, God didn’t tell me you were called. Until—and if—he does, you’re not allowed to take the job.” We were shocked and deflated. Why would God have to tell him before he told us? We wrestled for months, but we couldn’t ignore what God had called us to.
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