












I always watched you with eyes of admiration. You always served as motivation for me to do better. In my quest to do many things from learning how to type, to working in a law firm, to attending college and always wanting better things … my eyes were always on you. There were many lessons I learned from you. Whether what you did was positive or negative, God ensured I got what I needed out of it.

I’m still watching you some 10+ years later. I was very proud of you on the night of the banquet, as I could truly see that God was making a transformation in your life. Seeing all the people you have touched and how much respect you have regained was further encouraging. To see how unselfish you were and how your focus had become to help and keep helping others really changed my perspective of you and renewed my same pride and watchful eye over your accomplishments once again. The pride I felt for you this day was pride renewed as if I were that 12 year-old-little girl again, aspiring to grow up to be just like her big brother.

—Lavetra Merriweather Tydus, sister
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Dedication










This book is dedicated to my father James Merriweather, Jr., who died in May of 1988 from a boating accident. I love you, Dad!

My mother, Everlina Merriweather, who has been a woman through all the abuse and adversities. She trusted God no matter what and remained strong in her faith, which taught me how to love God more and build even a stronger relationship with Him.
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Foreword

It is amazing how life either rewards us or destroys us. Life has taught me how to survive and really love who I am, and this book is to encourage others to know who they are and to walk out their destiny despite the adversities of life. What I want people to take from this book is to know that the love of self conquers so many things. When I say love of self, I am not saying to become selfish. I am stating that once you love you and know who you are and whose you are, you can live free and love free. Family can make you or break you based on relationships. We learn that love is the key component to the success of life. Love of one another, love of God, love of self and not in a selfish way. I want the community to understand that we all have issues that have either destroyed us or pushed us into our destiny. I have experienced so many identity crises from being molested by family and church members,

living in an abusive household, hatred and abuse by people, various titles by society, broken relationships and friendships. The valuable lesson for me is that people can only get away with what they are allowed to get away with by our failure to set boundaries. We must learn to speak out and not hide our feelings any longer. We have been taught for so many generations to keep secrets in our families, and it destroys generation after generation because we have to keep reliving the same cycle over and over again. I have taken it upon myself, with the help of God, to release all the excess baggage and help others to release theirs as well so that we all may prosper. I pray that this book enlightens people to be more open and not hide the painful things and free themselves of burdens of the enemy. We must remember God first loved us and His love is what is most important. I hope that everyone can walk away feeling free and revived and knowing that it was not their fault. I love me now!


Knowing Your Identity Through Christ

Living the Life of Molestation

Living the Life of Homosexuality

Living the Life of Illness

Living the Life as a Christian

Introduction

When you look in the mirror, what do you see? Just a name and a face or a person of incredible value?

Throughout the pages of this book, I’m going to share my testimony of how I found my identity in Christ. My hope is to help you open your eyes to God’s mirror for you, for all of us as Christians. Our Maker has a beautiful image of who he wants us to be, and all we need to do is look. Though I learned it the hard way, my goal is for you to recognize who you are in Christ—the identity that God created each of his children to possess.

More often than not, a person’s identity is shaped by individual experiences. That is why I share this memoir of my life and my transformation in Christ. What you are about to read may be difficult to digest and perhaps you’ll wonder how God could work out all the messy details, but He did. No matter how far I strayed, his love was firm and everlasting. Embrace the adventure of a wandering misguided and troubled heart whose desire was to find the peace that passes all understanding; a peace that would reveal the man I am today and authenticate the true identity that God created in me.
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Chapter 1

The Beginning: My Childhood


A person’s identity can be something defined as simply as an age, place and date of birth. For example, I am a forty-six year old man born in Memphis, Tennessee. The government establishes a way to identify us using a nine-digit number. My social security number age and background are not all there is to me. And that’s not all there is to your identity either. We are all shaped from birth by our life experiences, our beliefs, and our environments. But something significant in my childhood began the molding process of who I would be as an adult, and this started when I was two years old. I was a child in a family of six.

My parents were married at a young age with the first child being born immediately afterward in 1962. Then there was me, born in 1964, almost two years later. Four more came in the years 1965, 1966, 1970, and 1975, making us a large family of six children: five boys and one girl. Interestingly enough, I have one brother that is the same age as me two months out of the year. Believe it or not, he was born ten months after my birth. Of course, at times, everyone thought that he and I were twins. There were a lot of things we got to do together since we were so close in age.

Life for me started in Memphis, Tennessee, on Shasta Street. As an infant, I was naively happy, unaware of several things going on under the very same roof. As time passed and I grew a little older and more aware of my surroundings, my comprehension of reality shifted.

My mother began to talk to me at the tender age of two about her marital problems with my father. That’s when everything came out: he was abusing her. She had no one to talk to at that time, because the ones she thought she could trust proved to be the wrong people to confide in. What she was entrusting her siblings with, they would repeat it, which eventually got back to my father. This, of course, sparked his fury and only heightened the abuse. After that, I soon became the listening ear for my mother.

Things were still fine, because at that time I did not have a clue as to what she was talking about or all the conversation she had been indulging with me about. I perceived everything to be great from what I can remember. I do remember the times of Christmas where everything was great and everyone was smiling at that time. It seems as though the holidays brought out the best in most people. It is a wonder that all days cannot be like Christmas or

Thanksgiving, because everyone seems to put the daggers away and they are all kind to one another and everyone is treated with the same respect. All I know, I was a child that did not interact with a lot of people. I liked older people for some reason, mainly my grandmothers; they have always been kind to me and I just enjoyed being around them as much as I could. They were special to me, now that I can remember some of those things. They really loved on me like no one else did and it was such a blessing to me to go to the grandmothers’ house on both my mom and father’s side. Life was interesting for the family we called the Merriweather family and the Guffin family. We were two bloodlines with two different styles of upbringing. They all did things a little different even though they respected one another and hung out with each other. Each had its own world that they were involved in. I just believe, as a child, I was very quiet and didn’t interact with a whole lot of people at that time. I just seemed to be so different as a child. It was to the point that I did not understand why, but I knew it was something, but did not have the ability to know what it was; but God does speak to the children, even though they may not understand at that time.

It was easier for her to talk to a two-year-old, because I could not repeat her secrets. As I got a little older, the situation changed. Things started to unfold when I began witnessing the fights between my parents and it seemed like their relationship got progressively worse and a lot of times it would depend on the days or what transpired for him in that day as to the severity of it.

Time went on, and when I hit five years of age, more things began to happen in my erratic world. I began to witness even more of the realty of my parents’ dysfunctional relationship. Soon I began to recognize the physical abuse that my father was hurting my mother. My father would do some of the most ridiculous things to my mother when fighting her. He would slap her, punch her, and beat on her for no reason it seemed like. My father would come home agitated, and I remember my mother would get beaten simply for him having a bad day. The reason I saw most of the beatings was because I was always attached to my mom; no matter where she went, I was there. This bond had developed due to the close and personal conversations my mom was having with me growing up; so I felt the need to always be around her after so many years.

The one incident that I remember the most was that my father and mother were arguing over something, he began fussing, and eventually things got heated. My mother retorted something back to my father and I saw him raise his hand and hit her so hard that the blow knocked her to the bathtub. Her face hit the tub and broke her front tooth right out of her mouth. This particular memory was one that stuck out the most to me because it was so heart-wrenching. That single memory made me cry so hard. I felt my mom’s pain.

After that, my mom got up from the floor very angry and went after my dad—she was not taking it this time. What I can remember is her grabbing a lamp and crashing it over my father’s head. He reflexively grabbed his eye, screaming, “Oh, my eye, my eye!” That day, I saw another side of him—a side that could cry out as well.

In the midst of the fight, my mother still comforted my father and took care of him, even after he beat her like he did. My mother’s nurturing of him made me even more confused, because I could not understand how one minute the two were fighting, and then after the confrontation, my father seemed so helpless as my mother tenderly took care of him. I never saw him give that back in return. My mother worked the night shift when I was seven years old. I was the one taking care of my younger siblings by changing diapers and feeding throughout the night. With my mother at work, I had to be the one to carry out that task, because my father was not a nurturer. It did not matter to him that, as a kid, I had to get up the next morning for school.

Physical and verbal abuse is a common occurrence in some African American households. The problem often isn’t dealt with, because no one takes the time to teach men how to be men; rather, fathers have taught their sons how to stay in control, for they believe “physical power” keeps them in charge. The result is abuse, even against the ones they love. Wives and girlfriends, even children, can be a targeted. Abusive men define their identity and think that control gives them that identity of “manhood” when, in fact, it creates just the opposite. Some of our young men without fathers also develop inherent insecurities from lacking a positive role model, creating fear which tends to hold anger in until there is one thing to set off an explosion within that could lead to many catastrophes (i.e. drugs, gangs, promiscuity, etc.).

Thank God my father never hit me. My mother was doing all the disciplining, though my father disciplined most of my other siblings. My mom was the one person I enjoyed being around the most, because I always had the most fun with her. One of the things that I remember the most is my mom challenging us to a race and always beating us. She used to be a track athlete and once ran with the great Wilma Rudolph. I know that mom used to give us a head start and still come back to beat us and I would be like, boy, she is fast, and from that point on, my goal was to not let my mother beat me running. So I started having thoughts and dreams about running track and wanting to run fast. So at that instant, the nugget was opened up and I admired running because I had been challenged by the one and only, and that is my mother. My mother meant so much to me because she was always inspirational to me. So it was like if she liked it or did it, it was good, because mom was who she was. At that experience, I got a clue that I wanted to run, but how many know that life can alter things at times and cause you to become stagnant, and years would have passed you by. Well, something happened to me that year that altered my newly formed identity.
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Chapter 2

The Child Being Molested Family Issues


As we got older and both parents were working, we used to stay at my mom’s sister’s house quite a bit because her children were old enough to babysit us, which they did on a regular basis. During our visits, one particular cousin used to babysit us the most because he was the oldest. It was at that time when my innocence was destroyed, and I was introduced to something new, something no child should ever know.

It all began when I was five years of age my cousin started fondling me and doing things to me. I was too young to realize that what was going on was inappropriate. I thought it was the normal thing to do or a way that I had to be accepted into the family. He would grind on me until things would happen that I could not explain. This went on for a number of years, but he was not the only one to do this to me. As we got older, one or two of his other brothers did the same thing to me, but still, I was too confused to understand it. I had grown accustomed to it; I identified it as something natural for cousins to do. It was like I was being loved or being paid some attention that I did not normally get from my father. I deemed it okay because someone that was a male figure was paying me attention in the physical aspect of things.

When you are a child you know things but not to its full capacity. You think the things that you do or told to do in that instance is the right thing. It appears to be fun, strange, abnormal are the words I can think of but it feels unnatural but your mind says it’s my family they are older and they know what’s right more than I do.

So at that age, I was taught to have sex in a way that made me question so many things that my little mind could not handle. The things that were being done to me were like okay maybe he or they like me the most out of all my siblings. The other part of me was always saying why we have to do this in the dark all the time. The other question is why no one else was around. My cousin would tell me not to tell anyone and that it was our little secret. So from that point, I thought we had something special going on with my naïve mind.

As years flew by, my cousin and his brothers continued to molest me, one particular night, when he was babysitting us while my parents went out, I knew something was wrong with what he was doing. I had gradually grown more uncomfortable with it based on the realization that boys shouldn’t do such things with other boys. Of course, there was a lot more to it than that, but my young mind comprehended that much at the time. I soon became afraid of being alone with him, but my parents didn’t know what was happening, so it continued.

Anyway, when they went out and we went to bed, my cousin always slept in the bed with me and he began to touch me in that place again. I was scared, so I got up and ran from him and began running through the house. I remember being so terrified that I ran to my parents’ room and pulled furniture and anything else I could find up to the door to prevent him from getting to me. I pulled the bed, the dresser, the nightstand—all of it—kept him out and me safely in the room. When my parents finally got home, my mother was wondering what was going on and I don’t remember if I was able to tell her or not. I was so afraid that the details of that night somehow managed to disappear from memory. I think I did, but I can never be sure. I was so frightened after that I think I closed my mind to a lot of things and was more into not engaging with the family as much. It felt like I was completely alone in world that was created and no one would understand. I was still waiting on some attention from my dad instead of him saying that’s not my child. Who did you sleep with to get this child?

Life went on, and it seemed as though some of my mother’s sibling’s children were jealous of us because out of all the children born, my parents were the only ones at that time that seemed to have stability. At least the image of stability; they were doing well as far as keeping their kids groomed and everything. So I felt like we were hated in a sense by some of our less fortunate cousins.

We had moved from Shasta Street to N. Hollywood and it was near a lake, so there was always something going on due to the local trails that ran behind our house into the woods. Neighbors would walk or ride their bikes along those paths, so we would play at the nearby lake. It seemed like we always had some type of reptile or insects around our house because of the lake. Though, as many good memories as I have, there were just as many bad ones. At times, my parents would have arguments and I would be scared out of my wits, wishing they’d stop fighting and learn to love one another. It was like my parents were actors. At home, It was one way but when in front of family and friends they act like they were the best couple around so you can imagine what was running through my little mind.

There was one weekend, in particular, when my mother allowed us to stay at her sister’s house while they went away. I was hungry and I wanted some bologna. The way we used to make it was by frying it and putting cheese on top to make a sandwich. I was at my aunt’s house getting ready to fix up some bologna. I had heated up the skillet and added the grease. I laid the bologna in the skillet and it began to fry until I saw the bubble in the middle. Well, apparently I had too much grease and the bologna exploded. Grease was everywhere—all in my hair and eyes, and it burnt my face up pretty bad.

They rushed me to the hospital; my skin was peeling off my face and I was in so much pain. After getting to the doctor, he gave me some type of cream to apply to my burns and after several weeks, my face was restored without any scars at all. “God is a healer” Not knowing at that time that the grace of God was with me, my face ended up completely healed from the burns. Strangely, I can remember it happening, but cannot remember how my face cleared up so well. To this day, I’m still reminded that God was at work.

Things seemed back to normal at that point in my life; we were just a family doing the same daily routine. We would go to different relatives’ houses for dinner or to our grandparents’ houses on different occasions. It was like each parent’s parents were different, and I do not recall them interacting with each other very much. I remember on certain holidays, we would go to my dad’s parent’s house, and other days, we would go to my mother’s parent’s house. I know for a fact that my mom’s parents had more gatherings at their house, probably because they had more grandchildren from their own ten children—four boys and six girls.

My mom’s side of the family was huge. She was one of fifteen children born of Grandma Hannah, but five of them died at birth. My mother had a twin born who died shortly after birth, and my mother lived. I guess God had a plan and chose her to be my mother. As you know, after learning that, I would always wonder what it would be like to have my mother’s twin sister around and what kind of relationship she and I would have had with one another.

Grandpa Lum Guffin was a traveling musician and he used to travel with B.B. King and other musical greats. My grandfather also has music that he had written still being played in London, England. To this day, we do not know who is getting the royalties off of his records, but he sure wasn’t. That is another saga to a story that has yet to be told. Though, I hope that one day my family will come together to research this information and get some attorneys involved in the situation. Perhaps my grandfather’s musical legacy can be restored by the people who were involved in covering up his achievements.

Now, my dad’s side of the family was smaller, with only four children—two boys and two girls. The one thing that both parents shared were gardens where they grew their own vegetables and fruits. They also had farm animals that they would raise and take to slaughter for us to have food as well. Pigs provided bacon, ham, and sausage; our cows produced milk; and the chickens gave us plenty of meat dishes and eggs. I remember even going with my mother one time to pick cotton; it was an interesting yet memorable experience for me as a child in the sixties. My father was good with his hands as well, besides working at Sears and Roebuck Company for thirty-five years. He helped manage the fields and acreage at his parent’s house, harvesting vegetables in the garden, and tending to other chores. Though in many ways my father did my mother wrong, he always took his work seriously, teaching us how to provide for a family. The main thing lacking was that he was never taught how to love the right way. I often wonder how great life would have been if my father was taught how to love.

Years passed, bringing with them bad times and good times, and it was 1973 when my grandfather died. He was my father’s father, and he was the first grandparent to pass away. I don’t remember how he died, but the one thing that I remember the most was that at my grandfather’s funeral is where we found out he had another family that we knew nothing about. It was certainly a big shock to the grandchildren. I do not know if my parents knew already or not, but all this time, we had other aunts and uncles and knew nothing about them until the day of my grandfather’s funeral. I do not know whether to say it was the saddest day of our lives not knowing, or the happiest day of our lives because we know now. But the secrets that were kept from us were more shocking than anything else, because of the sudden awareness of my grandfather’s unfaithfulness to his wife, and the resultant family bred from his infidelity.

Even today, I am still perplexed by the situation— having two families with one not knowing about the other. How could he do something like that and keep the same face without anyone knowing? My lingering question was, did they ever run into each other, or did they know already and simply didn’t tell the children? Or maybe it was just the grandchildren that did not know, because we would not understand. Needless to say, after the whole episode at the funeral, a new era started as new relatives were introduced into our lives. After my grandfather’s death, my grandmother was all alone and she had no one at the house with her. Grandma sought out someone to live with her because she did not want to be alone, but no one wanted to go. Finally, I opted to live with her; so, being new to the fifth grade, I went and lived with Grandma for about a year. Since then, we have always had what I thought to be a really good relationship.

I really enjoyed living with Grandma, because she treated me like I was her baby and she was very protective of me. The one thing that I especially loved about grandma, at that time, was when she got her social security check. It was like we had a certain time of the month where everything would be extra exciting with grandma. There would be a few things that we would do together, such as go to the grocery store and she would buy me cookies and ice cream. That year of living with her provided a wonderful escape, and I really enjoyed spending time with her.

A year later, my grandmother decided that she wanted to live with my daddy’s sister, and my father would take over the property. Next thing I know, my parents moved to the property where my grandparents had ten acres of land. I believe that created some jealousy with my father’s siblings, but he was the only one financially stable enough to maintain the house. So we moved. Things completely changed when we moved out there. It seemed like all the love that I had from my grandmother dwindled into nothing, because it was no longer she and I. I would not be with her as frequent. My heart yearned for my father to pick up where my grandmother left off, but he had little love to give. Like always, my mom provided the much needed love that I sought; in a way, she spoiled me because I was the only person she was communicating with at that time. But something inside me still sought the care and attention that only a father could provide.
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Chapter 3

The Girls I Love or The Adventure of Life and Girls.


Life took a turn toward normal for me or what I considered it to be. As I entered middle school, I joined the band and later began to run track. It’s interesting how I got into track and field; it was because of my mother. We were always running and competing against my mom. The challenge was to beat her, as stated before we knew that my mom used to compete against Wilma Rudolph, one of the great legends of track and field. I always reflected back to my mom giving us a twenty-yard lead and still coming back and beating us. Those were some exciting times in my life. Any natural talent for running definitely came from mom.

Besides band and track, girls became another interest of mine. There was one girl in middle school whose name was Kim, and she was in the band with me. We got along great and eventually began “going together.” There was no pressure for sex, but we did spend a lot of time together holding hands and kissing. That was the charming side of our relationship and gave me somewhat a view of the man side of me; but eventually things changed. We lasted for about a year or so, but when we got to high school, I outgrew my sexual timidity. Puberty had begun to set in and hormones began to develop, and even then, I was still confused about sex and anything related to it. I was a girl crazy athlete, and this side of me started to show.

There was this one particular teacher that I had a crush on in my algebra class, Mrs. Wooten. She was always very kind to me in class and I just gravitated to her kindness and found it difficult to pull my eyes away from her. I was not the only one in my algebra class staring at Mrs. Wooten. She was a fine teacher; we’d never seen a teacher of her caliber before. So the boys—possibly the whole class—were infatuated with her. Well, needless to say, it helped me want to study algebra even more.

During school, it was school, sports, and Mrs. Wooten. On the weekends, we had other things that we had to do because my parents attended church all the time and my dad was a deacon. We were in church all the time. Every Sunday from sun up to sundown, we could not even play sick and miss church because Mom was not having it. She knew when you were faking as well. We kids were in church all the time for meetings and choir rehearsal because my mom was part of the choir and we were part of the children’s choir. I ended up making several friends at church, and the choir director soon became my friend. The man’s name was Joseph, and I can remember vaguely what he looked like, for he was built like my daddy. It didn’t strike me as odd that a man of his age wanted to befriend a fourteen-year-old boy. Well, he started paying me some attention and was very nice to me. Little did I know that there were other motives to his kindness. I was looking for friendly love from a companion, a father-figure type, and he was the closest thing to that. But Joseph had other things planned for our “friendship.” How many knew the enemy had a trap set for my vulnerability.

Things appeared normal from the beginning. He showered me with thoughtfulness through gifts and clothes and things like that—all the things I wanted from Dad but never got. I also remember before all of this happened that I had begun to work at a summer program called CETA, which allowed the children to work during the summer and earn money. That was mainly how I purchased my clothes and things, because my father would no longer buy things for me. By eleven years old, I had worked and purchased my own things, but when Joseph came along, I felt real good having a male role model loving me for the first time as a father should.

Things didn’t stay platonic for long. Soon, we started talking on the phone more than usual, and he would come by late at night and sneak me out of the house, where we would talk in his car. After continuously doing those things, the relationship got intimate. Still emotionally confused, I thought it was okay to do because I did not want to lose the attention Joseph provided. So, even though I did not feel comfortable with everything, I went along with it and absorbed any attention I could get. After a while, my mother found out what was going on one night when he was in the driveway. When she realized what was happening, she was very, very angry with this guy, and he was never allowed to come around again.

With my only friend taken away from me, I slipped into depression. Part of me was hurt that I had made the woman I love the most, which was my mom, upset. But the other side of me still longed for what I believe to be confused attention. So I went through depression until I was awakened. The light that turned on in my darkened state took the form of a beautiful girl who had relocated to our school; to me she looked like heaven. My attraction turned into a crush. This recently relocated girl, Tanya was her name, just so happened to be built like Mrs. Wooten. I used to always stare at this girl, but all the other guys were after her, mainly the football players, and those were the guys she was after. I knew she had been with several different guys, but she was still fine and I still had a crush on her, assuming nothing would ever happen between us. But Tanya still had my attention. And with my depression lifted, I began to figure out a way to win her over.

Also, while trying to win Tanya, I had met this young lady name Diana Bush—I will never forget her name since she was the first young lady that I had met because of my cousin Freddie—whom I liked, but not as much as I liked Tanya. So one day, I told Tanya that I had a crush on her and asked if she would like to go out sometime. Her response was in no way considerate of my feelings. “No, get away from me, you faggot!” I immediately lost control. The very girl that I thought I was in love with and had the biggest crush on called me something that I was not and I lost control, grabbed the young lady by her neck, and pushed her up against the locker. My fist slammed against the locker. I was angry because my feelings were really hurt. It just so happened that my brother was walking by and when he saw me threatening Tanya, he stopped and grabbed me. After he grabbed me, he and I began to fight because I was already mad at what she had called me. When he touched me, I began to beat him up and the fight got worse as my anger and hurt boiled over. We both got suspended from school.
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