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      To all of my readers, this book reflects the roller coaster of life. It follows a wayward evangelical Christian who marches towards adulthood. Along the way, we will laugh, cry, and contemplate life together.

      I have tried to the best of my ability to recreate the events, locales and conversations from my memories. In order to maintain anonymity and protect unspoken prayer requests, some names and places have been changed to protect the guilty. Additionally, some identifying characteristics and details such as physical properties, occupations and places of residence have been changed as well.

      Together, we will explore some of the most painful and exhilarating moments in life. Along the way, I encountered numerous stop signs, but the show must go on. This collection of stories serves as a reminder that the struggle is what makes life beautiful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            All Eyes on the Gladiator

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “I asked God for a bike, but I know God doesn’t work that way. So, I stole a bike and asked for forgiveness.”—Emo Williams

      

      

      Will Jesus Help You Win?

      It was November of 2007. Within minutes, I would be hoisted onto a twenty-foot platform to compete on the TV show American Gladiators hosted by Hulk Hogan. As the production team was making last-minute safety gear adjustments, one of the producers asked, “Andy, do you think you’re going to win because you’re a Christian?”

      “No, I do not think I’m going to win because I’m a Christian.”

      Determined to land the perfect media soundbite, he continued, “Andy, will you pray to Jesus for the strength to win?”

      From a production standpoint, a brash youth minister calling upon the faith of Jesus to win a game show is great television. The questions were ridiculous, and an insult to the Christian faith.

      “No, I will not ask Jesus for the strength to win. He doesn’t care whether I win or lose a game show. Therefore, I’m not going to waste His time with petty prayers. I will pray for God to be glorified. I will pray for the safety and protection of my fellow competitors. I will pray for the tenacity of the gladiators. But I will not pray for victory. In case you missed the first sound bite, let me say it again—Jesus does not have skin in this game.” 

      The production team was not impressed by my bold comments. A trash-talking evangelical asking Jesus for victory creates binge-worthy television. Despite their best-laid plans, however, I had zero desire to be portrayed as a polarizing Christian personality on national television. I am not ashamed of my faith, but trying to use Jesus as a secret weapon is pure ignorance. Jesus is my savior, not my four-leaf clover.

      Back Up a Minute

      How did I get to this point? In August of 2007, I was a twenty-nine-year-old graduate student living in Pasadena, California. Two years earlier, I had left the serenity of Sun Valley, Idaho, to pursue a Master of Divinity through Fuller Seminary. Outside of class, I was working for a local catering company, hustling for tips, sleeping in bunkbeds to save money, and perfecting my craft as a stand-up comic. Becoming a competitor on American Gladiators was not even on the radar.

      Then, one phone call from my sister changed the trajectory of my life.

      “Andy, I just saw a commercial on NBC saying they’re holding open auditions for Last Comic Standing. You owe it to yourself to audition. This could be your big break!”

      Moments after hanging up, I logged onto the NBC website.  After scrolling through several links, I learned casting for the next season of Last Comic Standing would take place in the spring of 2008. With auditions on hold, my dreams of becoming a working comedian would have to wait for another couple of months. In the meantime, the production team encouraged all interested comics to submit audition videos and sign up for email updates.

      Before logging off, I was sidetracked by a casting link for the New American Gladiators with Hulk Hogan. After a twenty-year hiatus, NBC was bringing spandex back to Prime Time. I couldn’t believe what I was reading. One of my favorite childhood television shows was making a comeback.

      Just minutes earlier, I was an aspiring comic. Now, with a single button tap, I was registering for the chance to become a competitor on New American Gladiators. In less than twenty-four hours, NBC was holding an open casting call at Gold’s Gym in Venice Beach. I was certain the parking lot would be filled with hundreds of men and women with gladiator aspirations.

      At the crack of dawn, I hopped into my truck to make the forty-minute drive to Venice Beach. When I arrived, I was shocked by the scene surrounding the gym. An hour before sunrise, not hundreds but thousands of aspiring gladiators were anxiously forming audition lines. The crowd was brimming with athletes of all shapes, sizes, and ability levels. The scene was reminiscent of a pack of wild gorillas who felt the need to beat their chests every few minutes to remind everyone who was still king.

      I waited in line for over seven hours, making idle chit-chat with bodybuilders, personal trainers, professional athletes, and a couple of hungover college students. While waiting for their audition numbers to be called, the restless crowd told endless stories of athletic greatness. The long wait would end with a three-minute audition to impress the casting team.

      “Number 1572. Number 1572.”

      Finally, my number was being called. Within seconds, I grabbed the pull-up bar to start the fitness test. Running on an empty stomach, I impressed myself by pumping out twenty-five strict pull-ups in under a minute. I felt confident with my initial results until I heard that a forty-nine-year-old female Marine had cranked out forty-two!

      Dropping from the bar, I defiantly blasted out fifty chest-to-floor push-ups. Rising to my feet, I sprinted to the finish line to complete the forty-yard dash. Panting for breath, I was hustled by the production team into a small tent to take a few photos and answer some questions.

      A disinterested casting assistant looked down at his clipboard, “William, your application says you’ve had reconstructive surgeries on both knees to repair torn anterior cruciate ligaments. These are major injuries. Do you think you’ll be able to compete with other competitors who’ve never been injured as severely?”

      “For the record,” I replied, “my first name is William, but everyone calls me Andy. As for my knees, they feel good. During physical therapy, I pushed my body to the limits. After tearing my ACL for the first time at nineteen, I refused to let a major injury put an end to my athletic pursuits. We all fall sometimes, but it’s how we rise to our feet that people remember.”

      “Thanks, Andy. Do you have any other cliché lines you would like to share? Maybe you want to tell us you’ll give it one hundred and ten percent, or maybe that this is your Cinderella story.”

      Ignoring the snide comments, I looked into the camera, waiting for the next question.

      “For this installment of American Gladiators, we’re looking for individuals who are more than great athletes; we want people with great stories. Would you mind telling us the most difficult thing in your life that you’ve had to overcome?”

      I thought for a moment. “At the age of six, I was labeled as mentally handicapped. I had to be removed from the traditional classroom and placed in special ed. My parents were told I would be lucky to graduate high school. Despite these labels, I did graduate. I also graduated college with honors. Now I’m working on a master’s degree.”

      With a deadpan expression, the casting assistant replied, “Okay, thanks for that heartwarming story. Just one more question. Andy, what do you do for a living?”

      As a side note, I hate this question. Few people can truly be defined by their occupation. For example, my father wanted to be a pilot, but he didn’t have perfect eyesight so he became a mortgage lender for thirty years instead, and never enjoyed clocking in at eight a.m. every day. The job was not exciting or interesting to him, but it provided his family with safety and security. It also came with great benefits and solid pay, but home loans do not fill the dreams of five-year-old boys. Our father was a valuable employee who never missed a day of work, but his lifelong profession had little to do with his character, the young man who dreamed of soaring where angels dwell. My father is more than a banker who made a living buying and selling home loans, but even that second choice profession didn’t dim his spirit. Away from the office, he embraced life as a generous, fun-loving, adventurous storyteller.

      “I’m studying to be a minister,” I finally blurted. This must have been the magic answer. Auditions for competition television shows are more than physical tests. Casting directors are searching for individuals with intriguing stories or outrageous personalities, not just elite athletes. To boost ratings, they need competitive athletes with compelling stories, because American television audiences desire more than vanilla ice cream.  They’re looking for individuals with rocky road personalities with some Texas Pete Hot Sauce on the side.

      What Happened Next?

      Two weeks after auditioning to become a competitor on the New American Gladiators, I received a phone call from the casting directors. After auditioning 20,000 prospective athletes, they had decided I was moving on to the second round of casting. To move forward in the process, the production team needed a five-minute video depicting my life as a seminary student.

      The short film captured a behind-the-scenes viewpoint of a financially challenged graduate student. It focused on the odd assortment of thrift store furniture inside our rent-controlled apartment. I dedicated a precious thirty seconds to the bunkbeds I shared with another male student. To capture the producers’ attention, I recorded moments from a New Testament Theology class, images of my wrecked Ford truck, and one painful moment stumbling over Spanish as I purchased Oreos at the local supermercado.

      A month after submitting the award-winning video, forty contenders, including myself, were invited to compete for twenty-four spots on the upcoming show. At Sony Studios, located in Culver City, hopeful, modern-day gladiators were given five days to display their athletic talents and personalities. During this period, we had the opportunity to train for several events, including Hang Tough, Joust, and The Pyramid. But no amount of training could fully prepare anyone to be chased by a gladiator in front of a live television audience.

      Before practicing each event, producers would say, “Competitors, do not go one hundred percent. We don’t want anyone to get hurt before we begin filming. Please keep your effort levels closer to fifty percent.”

      How in the world can anyone judge fifty percent of their effort level?  For competitive athletes, it’s impossible to compete with one another at fifty percent; there is an on switch and an off switch. A medium switch does not exist. Telling an athlete to hold back on the reigns is akin to telling a kindergarten student to eat half of a candy bar. Of course, the poor kid is going to devour the entire Snickers! The non-athletic production team did not understand the genetic makeup of competitive athletes.

      During one of the training sessions, competitors were randomly assigned partners to practice wrestling for one of the show’s new events called Tilt—a blend of tug-of-war and wrestling while balancing on unstable platforms. Unfortunately, these platforms were not yet ready, so the production team threw some hard mats on the floor and encouraged improperly-trained competitors to use them for wrestling practice instead.

      Due to a stroke of bad luck, I was tasked with wrestling a mild-mannered Mormon named Jackson. This young father of two did not carry the swagger of the other athletes, but as the saying goes, looks can be deceiving. Jackson was an All-American wrestler in college and one of the most incredible athletes I have ever encountered. The dude could do a standing double-backflip before it was even thought humanly possible.

      Minutes after hitting the mats with Captain Backflip, I was fighting with all of my might to avoid being pinned. Action Jackson was using every skill possible to dominate the match. I, on the other hand, had zero firsthand experience with wrestling, grappling or martial arts. I was just a Bible-thumping nerd who loved snowboarding and lifting weights. From the outset, the plan went bad. I had two options—fight for my life or succumb to Jackson’s dominant wrestling techniques.

      Despite being the supreme underdog, I opted to fight until the bitter end. Jackson might win, but I was determined not to fold like a lounge chair. Seconds after the match began, Jackson drove his shoulder into my chest and began working my body into a pretzel formation. To maintain any level of respect and prove I deserved to be a competitor on American Gladiators, it was imperative that I muster every ounce of strength I possessed and put up some kind of a fight.

      Laying helpless on my back, Jackson began pressing his full weight into my chest with his shoulder, forcing the air out of my lungs. Tunnel vision was beginning to set in. If I didn’t fight back, this wrestling match would be over in a matter of seconds. My head was pounding like a jackhammer, and my heart was racing like a Ferrari on the Autobahn.

      Moments before passing out from complete exhaustion, the production team mercifully stopped the match. My prayers were answered when a production assistant began yelling, “Alright, alright! Break it up!  Break it up, you guys! I thought we told you to go fifty percent!”

      I had the impulse to tell him it’s impossible to wrestle at half speed if you’re trying to win, but I bit my tongue to avoid getting booted from the show for insubordination.

      As I was struggling to my feet and fighting to catch my breath, I noticed Jackson’s face was filled with pain. I wondered what was wrong. There was no way I could have hurt the guy. He dominated the match from the moment we hit the mats. He was in total control, while I flopped around like an earthworm on hot asphalt. I spent the entire match in survival mode, thinking, “Slow down your breathing. Slow it down.”

      The onsite medical team gathered around Jackson to examine any injuries he may have incurred during the match. Watching the scene unfold, I began to notice a slight throbbing sensation in my right shoulder. Playing sports over the years, I have been injured numerous times. As the pain was radiating, I was certain it was nothing serious. But as my adrenaline level began to return to normal, the throbbing sensation rapidly became a debilitating pain.

      A short time later, we were loaded into a production van for an emergency room field trip. After taking x-rays and meeting with doctors, it was determined that Jackson had broken his wrist. He believed the injury occurred during an attempt to finish the match with a cross-face cradle. In an effort to pin my shoulders to the mat, Jackson locked his arms around my face, and as they tightened around my jaw, I drove my legs forward, attempting a reversal, which flipped the two of us onto our backs. His wrist became trapped underneath our bodies during the flip. Jackson’s journey to become an American Gladiator was over. The humble father from Utah left the hospital with his wrist in a cast. No surgery was required, but his wrist would be immobilized for a minimum of six weeks.

      Upon further examination, an emergency room doctor diagnosed my injury as a torn shoulder labrum. Without undergoing an MRI, the full extent of the damage was unknown. A doctor injected my shoulder with a cortisone shot to reduce the swelling. Then a steroid injection was delivered to jumpstart the healing process. I was told if the pain didn’t subside after a month, I should schedule a follow-up appointment with an orthopedic surgeon. As I was signing all of the paperwork and forking over money I did not have, the doctor said, “Mr. Konigsmark, it is my professional opinion that you should withdraw from competing on this television show. Your long-term health is more important than competing for money.”

      Re-playing the doctor’s words, I thought to myself, “Fat chance, Bucko! This might be my only opportunity to become a gladiator.”

      On the ride back to our hotel, Jackson must have noticed the guilt written across my face. His words were drenched with compassion, “You put up a great fight. It wasn’t your fault I broke my wrist. It’s just one of things that happens when you compete. When the show finally airs, I’ll tell my kids, ‘That’s the minister who broke my wrist.’”

      The Final Day

      On the last day of training, the remaining thirty-nine competitors and I were gathered in a room to learn our fates. Twenty-four of us would be selected to compete on the show. In addition, four people would be selected as alternates. The alternates were scheduled to remain on call if one of our fellow competitors was injured during filming. Based on rough math, eleven unfortunate finalists would be going home without receiving participation medals, orange slices, or juice boxes from the team mom.

      I listened in total disbelief as my name had been omitted from the list of twelve men who were selected to compete on the show. The production team must have made a mistake. I had done everything possible to ensure a chance to compete. I did not want to be an alternate, but it was better than nothing. A few minutes later, I learned my fate. After coming this far in the casting process, I was unworthy to be an alternate. Ouch! I wasn’t even good enough to be second string.

      As I was preparing to take the walk of shame home, an unexpected event happened. A couple of male competitors from New York, both named Tony, starting throwing haymakers at each other. To this day, I have no idea what they were fighting about. One minute it was, “Best pizza on the Southside is . . .” and the next it was, “Your mother makes the worst rigatoni in the Bronx.” Bada-bing, bada-boom, Tony number two was sent packing. This unceremonious exit created room for an aspiring minister and comedian to join the contestant pool as an alternate.
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        “I’ve done everything the Bible says—even the stuff that contradicts the other stuff!” —Ned Flanders

      

      

      Growing Up Evangelical

      A conservative Christian home served as the background for my childhood. Our church culture taught us that the Bible was the authority on everything. If the Bible said the earth was created in seven days, then the earth was created in seven literal days. No questions asked. No room for discussion. End of story. On Sunday mornings, our pastor would say, “The Bible teaches, I believe it.  Now tithe.”

      Pregnant women of all faiths, creeds and colors ask God for healthy children. Fathers come seeking resources to provide for their families.  Teenagers pray that their parents will not find their stash of beer hidden in the toolshed. My mother uttered a very unique prayer before I entered this world. A few months before giving birth, she watched Saturday Night Fever and became infatuated with John Travolta’s butt chin. As I patiently developed inside her womb, my mother fervently began praying for her child to be born with a cleft chin. Her prayers were miraculously answered. Now everyone can experience the sovereign nature of God by focusing on my perfect butt chin, or chin butt, whichever you prefer.

      Life began inauspiciously, including several years ripping off a dirty diaper while sprinting naked out the back door. My feet would hit the grass with a furious pace as I ran for the freedom of our chain link fence. My mother, known as The Wise Owl, would start yelling, “Stop him before he gets to the fence!”

      On the best days, my fingers and toes would become enmeshed with the cool metal. Calling upon my sloth-like death-grip, I would latch on to the fence, make my entire diminutive form rigid, and start to hold my breath. At this point, however, it was too late. My mother would be forced to wait for my face to turn purple before she could begin prying my fingers loose. These diaper-less moments defined the early years of my life, but everyone in our evangelical circle knew I was born to backslide.

      For our friends who exist outside the conservative evangelical realm, backsliding is when an individual turns away from God to pursue their own selfish desires. Southern Baptist Preachers love to warn their flock about the dangers of backsliding. For example, “Even after I accepted Jesus as my Lord and Savior, I couldn’t stop myself from ordering the extra cocktails at the local strip club.” Drinking and going to the strip club is slippery slope that will allow even the most noble of men to backslide into the pits of hell.

      Sex is a Four-Letter Word

      From the day I entered this world, and for the majority of my childhood, prayer, salvation, and the fear of eternal damnation served as my life’s backdrop. First Mega Southern Baptist Church rallied against abortion, homosexuality, and premarital sex. As a matter of fact, they hated anything to do with sex. If you wanted to go straight to hell, sex was the quickest path. Thou shalt not talk about sex, know about sex, or think about sex. So sayeth the Southern Baptist Convention.

      Our conservative leaders at First Mega Church affirmed the supremacy of Scripture. From the pulpit, our pastor boldly proclaimed we can love God but not the world, for that was another path straight to hell. As a result, the only safe place was sitting on a pew on Sunday morning.

      Sunday after Sunday, I fidgeted in my seat during the worship service. As I was squirming and drawing dirty looks from the church deacons, I heard that believing in Jesus Christ is the only way to live for eternity in heaven. Everyone who denied Jesus was going to burn in hell.  As a result, saving the world from burning in hell was our mission.

      Saving your heathen neighbors from hell is a difficult mission for a five-year-old boy to understand. I wanted to save our heathen neighbors, but I also wanted to play with my G.I. Joe’s. Such a dilemma. Do you play with Snake Eyes with the Kung Fu grip, or tell your best friend he’s going to hell if he doesn’t change his vile ways? (I chose Snake Eyes.)

      On a regular basis, the church told our conservative congregation the culture of the world may change, but the truth and morality of the Bible never will. If your friends are having fun, you can believe they will not be having fun for long because they are pressing the accelerator on the highway to hell. Fun was wrong, church was right, and there was no grey area in between.

      In our conservative church subculture, no one questioned the authority of the Bible. It was literally written by God and put into the hands of men. It was heresy to suggest the Bible contained errors or discrepancies. The problem with this viewpoint is it turns the Bible into a house of cards that comes toppling down if a single error is discovered.

      It was inconceivable to question the veracity of the senior pastor’s sermons, his desire to ask the congregation for money, or his miraculous hair growth. When I was five years old, the minister’s head looked like a snow globe, but by the age of twelve, we all personally witnessed his hair raise from the dead. So, if the once-balding pastor said it from the pulpit, then it must be true.

      The authority of God trickled all the way down to the janitorial team.  I thought peeing on the bathroom floor was just an accident, but it turned out to be an abomination against God too. If we asked the Sunday School teachers a question, we were labeled as heretics. One time, I raised the nerve to question the accuracy of elephant poop and Noah’s Ark. This innocent question led to my immediate expulsion from a month-long study on the Book of Genesis.

      My evangelical upbringing might sound controlling and punitive, but if you’re raised in a conservative Christian subculture, this is normal. Within my circle of influence, friends and family did not attend PG-13 or R-rated movies. Parents did not drink alcohol, smoke cigarettes, or use swear words. Only sinners and degenerates listened to non-Christian music.

      Divorce was also a tool of the devil. Satan loved to eat spicy hot wings at Hooters on Sunday afternoon. Heavy Metal music, Ouija Boards, and Dungeons and Dragons were dubious forms of witchcraft. The Simpsons, 90210, and Three’s Company were television shows devised for the sole purpose of leading children into the bowels of evil.

      Sweater Vests

      I do not resent my parents for the environment in which they raised our family. Sure, we were strongly encouraged to memorize Bible verses during summer vacation. Yes, we were expected to wear sweater vests, bowties and khakis to church every Sunday morning. But our home was full of affection, love, and laughter. As one might expect, it was also free of alcohol, cigarettes, yelling, swear words, nudity, and Iron Maiden.

      First Mega Church encouraged parents to replace outside culture with conservative Christian values. Whenever we hopped into our station wagon, the local Christian station was blaring at full blast on the radio. On rare occasions, a Madonna or Michael Jackson album would slip through the local security checkpoint and find itself hidden in the thick shag carpet covering our entire playroom. When these moments occurred, a family meeting was called, and the album was ceremoniously melted in the oven. Some of the greatest hits of the 1980’s remained at the bottom of our oven for years.

      Cartoons were also painstakingly analyzed. Looney Toons, The Jetsons and The Flintstones were given a clean stamp of approval.  Unfortunately, The Simpsons were unacceptable because Bart was rude to his father. The Smurfs was another show that did not meet church standards. Gargamel was an evil wizard intent on leading young children to start practicing witchcraft. One minute they’d be watching Smurfs innocently dancing on toadstools, and the next they would perform a midnight séance in the treehouse.

      This might sound unbelievable, but I was twenty-five years old the first time I heard my father say a swear word. His favorite Christian swear words included dagnabbit, gosh-darn-it, and dang. Within the family unit, the words butt, crap and fart were treated as swear words. Washing our mouths out with soap would be a reality if we dared to utter one of these insidious words.

      Imagine my complete shock when our six-year old daughter said her first R-rated word.

      “Dad, I heard a bad word at school today,” she said. “Can I ask you what it means?”

      In my apparently naïve mind, I thought she was going to say stupid, dumb, or ugly. Nope, right there in the kitchen, she dropped the queen mother of cuss words—the F-bomb. She then proceeded to ask what the word means.

      “Sweetness, I am not entirely sure I understand the etymology of the word. Matter of fact, I’m not sure I understand the etymology of the word etymology. But, we don’t use that kind of word at school, church, or in front of Nana. We don’t use it toward your little brother or your parents either.”

      “Well, when can we use it, Dad?”

      “Honey, it’s not a word I care to use at all, but I imagine some people might scream this word when our beloved Georgia Bulldogs can’t convert on fourth and goal in the National Championship game.”

      “Dad, that doesn’t make sense.”

      “No, honey, it doesn’t.  The Bulldogs should have tried a quarterback sneak on third and short.”

      Church Culture

      First Mega Church stood at the center of our family’s spiritual life. On really special Sunday mornings, when the family station wagon was being repaired by the local shade tree mechanic, all six family members would cram into my father’s Volkswagen Bug to make the twenty-minute drive to church. On these joyous mornings, we would come to a screeching halt in the parking lot and begin spilling out of the car like clowns at the circus. From an early age, we sat through big church, learning about the evils of alcohol, the shame of premarital sex, the sins of homosexuality, and the dangers of backsliding into the devil’s grip.

      Conservative theology flowed from the pulpit into all aspects of church life. Church members would boldly proclaim, “Adam and Eve didn’t come from no apes.” Another favorite: “I hate bananas. Ain’t that proof I didn’t use to be no monkey?”

      Despite advances in science, people within our church community held tightly to the belief that science stood in direct opposition to God, which seems ironic considering most evangelical parents would rush to the emergency room if their son or daughter broke an arm. I do not recall church members driving to church to ask the pastor to heal their children’s broken bones or stitch up their wounds. The majority of Americans rightly run toward the science of medicine in search of healing.

      For the Christians within our community, it was unthinkable to question the authenticity of biblical narratives. If the Bible says Noah gathered two of every animal upon a giant ship, then there is nothing to discuss. As an adult, I still encounter adults who insist on a literal translation of the Bible. For these individuals, it is essential to believe Jonah was swallowed by a whale, the world was destroyed by a flood, and some people lived for over eight hundred years.

      In the book of Numbers, readers encounter Balaam and a talking donkey. “And the LORD opened the mouth of the donkey, and she said to Balaam, ‘What have I done to you, that you have struck me these three times?’” (Numbers 22:28) During my childhood, it was imperative to believe in a talking donkey. In defense of this miraculous story, I can remember an older church member proclaiming, “If God says the donkey talked, then the donkey talked. There is nothing to argue about. It’s a talking donkey. Just remember, son, God works in mysterious ways.”  Unfortunately, this limited view of the Bible excludes the opportunity to view Scripture as a beautiful allegory to explain our spiritual ancestors’ understanding of God.

      The majority of our church community believed science stood in opposition to God. More than once, I can remember a Sunday School teacher becoming visibly upset when the word evolution was mentioned.  For our church community, it was essential to accept every word in the Bible as an indisputable fact. By gosh, if the Bible says God took a rib from Adam to create Eve, then that’s exactly what happened.

      Our pastor loved to warn the congregation about the forces of evil.  The stronger we grew in faith, the more the devil would seek to destroy us. The devil was constantly lurking, searching for opportunities to destroy our faith in God. The Christian faithful must remain on alert. The world works day and night to pull us away from the arms of Jesus. Hollywood is controlled by the hands of the devil, which delivered extreme power to evil men trying to pollute our minds with filth. Rock bands encouraged young people to have sex, take drugs, and abandon their moral compass.  Dungeons and Dragons was a gateway to witchcraft. The pastor’s message was clear: Satan is capitalizing on worldly influences to destroy our lives.

      It was taught that any non-Christian was going to burn in hell, and hell was described in lurid detail. This powerful imagery is scary for anyone to hear, not just children. I didn’t even have a clear understanding of heaven or hell. I was unable to grasp the idea of Satan. But I had visions of people screaming, consumed in flames but eternally unable to die.

      As a young child, I was terrified by my visions of hell. Sometimes I would have a hard time going to sleep at night. I was scared of a red man with pointy horns, a long tail, and a pitchfork waiting to pierce my flesh the moment I fell asleep. I thought any time I committed a sin or disobeyed God, my parents, or my church, I was going to hell. Every day, I was building up an unforgivable list of sins. If I wanted to go to heaven with my family, I was told, I had to cleanse myself of all that disgusting filth. To reach the heaven of Christians, I must beg God for forgiveness and believe Jesus Christ saved me from my sins. If I did not accept Jesus’s salvation, I was going to be dragged into the depths of hell to suffer for all eternity.

      In this fear-based theology, we choose heaven to avoid hell. Adults in my church allowed us to believe hell was filled with murderers, rapists, witches and warlocks. It was the must awful scenario an eight-year-old could imagine. Adults preyed upon church members’ fears of hell. Thus, we were raised with an anti-hell theology. We would do anything to avoid hell, and this meant accepting Jesus Christ as our savior to earn our “fire insurance.” We wouldn’t have to go to hell. We wouldn’t burn for eternity. We wouldn’t live with the devil. We wouldn’t be eternally separated from our family.

      On Sunday mornings, the message was clear. We can freely choose to go to heaven or hell. It is our choice. No one is going to choose hell, which led to hundreds of people racing down the aisles on Sunday morning to ask the senior pastor to save them from it. As children, we were not seeking a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. We didn’t read the Bible to grow closer to God. We ran toward Jesus because we were so afraid of going to hell.

      I was always welcome at church until I began asking questions. At the age of ten, I was removed from Sunday School because I was becoming a bad influence on the other children. I became a pariah when I asked the unthinkable—“I heard Kareem Abdul Jabbar is a Muslim. Does this mean he’s going to hell?” Case closed. Parents were called, friends were warned, and our family was reprimanded.

      Just Awful

      As an eight-year-old, everyone within our Christian community tip-toed around the word sex. When evil thoughts of sexuality began creeping into our feeble brains, every adult in the congregation became quieter than a mouse peeing on cotton. As an elementary school student, I did not know much about sex, except a teenager’s raging hormones were the work of the Devil. Within the evangelical purity movement, it was essential to save sex for marriage to be a good Christian.

      I still cringe, recalling this memory. First Mega Church was filled to the brim this particular Sunday morning. Our church could comfortably seat 2,500 audience members. This does not include the overflow rooms or the millions of people watching at home. At the beginning of service, my brother’s youth group friend, Brett, walked onto the stage. His hands were shaking as he picked up the microphone. His first few words were barely audible. Someone from the audience encouraged him to speak up.

      With tears streaming down his face, Brett said, “I came on stage this morning to ask for forgiveness. I have sinned. Last week, we discovered my girlfriend was pregnant. We were having premarital sex, and she got pregnant. We knew it was wrong, but we kept sinning against God. I am so sorry. This morning, I’m trying to ask everyone for their forgiveness. I have already asked Alicia’s parents for forgiveness. I have asked my parents for forgiveness. Now, I’m asking everyone in the congregation for forgiveness. I admit what we did was wrong. To make things right, Alicia and I and will be getting married next month. We will start a family and raise the baby together. If there are any high school students in here having sex, please stop. It’s not worth it. Sex is meant to be saved for marriage. Please learn from my mistakes before it’s too late.”

      The words were received by the congregation with deafening silence. We stared in complete disbelief as Brett became a lamb voluntarily walking into the slaughterhouse, knowing full well what his fate would be. In that shameful moment, thousands of church members witnessed his youthful spirit shrivel and die. With a shaky hand, he returned the microphone to the stand. The deacons hurried to the pulpit and ushered him offstage.

      Some thirty years later, I can still painfully recall Brett enduring public scrutiny at the hands of his church. After he exited the stage, everything became a blur. Part of my innocence was also destroyed that morning just from watching him and feeling his shame.

      When I turned twelve, the church youth group hit fast-forward on the world of sex. Youth leaders constantly reminded everyone that sex outside of marriage is a sin. Their theology—God created man and woman to enjoy sex only within the confines of marriage. The message: you are cheating on God, Jesus, and your future spouse if you have sex before you are married.

      Until I hit puberty, I was not scared of sex, but I was terrified of sin.  Through a narrow conservative viewpoint, I came to understand all forms of sin would lead to eternity in hell. To enter the gates of heaven, I must avoid sin. When I became a teenager, the sinfulness of premarital sex was a constant theme within youth group. We were well aware that a kiss from an attractive girl could cause us to lose our most sacred possession: our virginity. The guilt-riddled conclusion—sex before marriage is a gateway to hell.

      Our youth leaders denounced all sexual thoughts as wicked, sinful practices. The Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition was to be avoided because it is a gateway to pornography—yet another path to hell. Scantily-clad women were trying to trick us into having sex. Furthermore, it is wrong, nasty, and disgraceful to touch oneself. We should only touch ourselves while taking a bath or shower. The youth pastor allowed us to believe that touching oneself in a sexual manner is a one of the most salacious forms of backsliding. Based on this logic, the act of masturbation is sending millions of teenage boys straight to hell. In response, young men must be shielded from all sexual imagery. We clung to the phrase “Flee, baby, flee” in regard to sexual temptation. If it feels good, it’s wrong. If you do it in secret, it’s wrong. If it feels wrong, then it’s definitely wrong. If it’s wrong, just know it’s wrong. If she gets pregnant, you’re most certainly going to hell.

    

  

OEBPS/images/logo-black.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


