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      "Every night in my dreams, I see you, I feel you…"

      Can you name the movie this song is from? If you said Titanic, you're correct.

      Growing up, I loved movies. They transport you to other worlds, other galaxies, other stories. The soundtracks to those movies are nearly as important and memorable as the films themselves. I've always thought books should have soundtracks too.

      Well, now they do.

      For many of the chapters in this book, I took the main themes and lessons and wrote a song. I was fortunate to have talented friends take the lyrics and create melodies, then sing and produce the songs.

      You can find the full book soundtrack on Spotify, Apple Music, and other streaming platforms. I encourage you—when you finish a chapter—to listen to the song based on that chapter. Just search Nameless Faceless People on any streaming platform.

      It adds another layer to the story.

      Enjoy!

      David Small
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      Nameless Faceless People is a wonderful book. May God bless you as you read it.

      David Small is a man led by God, serving God, and doing his best to love and speak as God leads him. It's been an honor to know him for over 20 years. We have known him since he was an earnest, capable young teenager to an adult serving with us in many capacities in the Free Burma Rangers.

      The Free Burma Rangers is a humanitarian relief organization, started over 30 years ago to bring help, hope, and love to people under attack in Burma. We've gone on to also work in Iraq and Syria, Sudan, Tajikistan and Afghanistan, and Ukraine. Our primary work is still in Burma, and along with humanitarian relief, the foundation of all we do is to share the saving love of Jesus. We want to be ambassadors for Jesus, and when David Small joined us, he also wanted the same.

      He did that so well while he was with us. First, as a young volunteer carrying heavy loads and leading Good Life Club programs as well as coordinating relief. And then later on, as an instructor, then finally running complete trainings for new Rangers.

      He has a gift of administration, coordination and instruction. He has a deep love for the people and they love him back. He has a special way of connecting that brings out the best in the people he's training. He was able to bring unity and organization and excellent training to ethnic men and women from over 18 different ethnic groups from all over Burma, as well as many religions. He did all this while keeping a focus on Jesus and proclaiming his word sweetly and boldly.

      From morning devotions during the training, throughout the training and into the night, he worked to ensure that the Rangers had the highest quality of training, were fed well, and most importantly, were in an environment of love and pointing to God. After training missions were completed, he accompanied the new Rangers on missions with us, and I knew I could always depend on him to be calm, cool, God-centered, and loving to everyone around us. He also conducted missions on his own with relief teams working in conflict-torn areas.

      Our children, Sahale, Suuzanne and Peter all grew up in Burma going on missions and when David Small joined us he was like an older brother or extra uncle to them. They love and trust him and always thought he was fun to be around. They could see his love and care for the ethnic people that they love so much. David Small is a man of love, desirous of serving God above all else, and always wanting to put other people first. He is a friend, and someone I can count on. Whenever we have difficult decisions, I stop and pray and ask David for his thoughts and advice.

      He carefully prays and chooses his words, and helps us make the right decisions. As you read this book, you will get to know him better, as well as others in Burma and the situation here.

      Burma has the longest running civil war in the world at 75 years, and the last four years have been the worst when the military clamped down even more. And, as a result of that, the Burman people, who comprise about half the country rose up. Right now, we have two things happening concurrently. One is the Burma dictatorship response to that uprising, which is the most brutal attacks that we've ever seen in our 32 years of service here.

      This is the heaviest fighting since World War II. This is because the dictators are very afraid to lose our country, and now with support of China and Russia in the form of jet fighters, bombers, attack helicopters, armored vehicles, and artillery and drones—the Burma military is coming with a speed and a force we've never seen.

      Over four and a half million people have been displaced in the last four years alone, and that's on top of millions more before that. Thousands have been killed at a rate we've never seen, and to date, 77 of our own Rangers killed, as well as over 200 Rangers wounded. That is representative of what's happening in Burma.

      At the same time, the good news is that the Burman majority and the ethnic minorities are united in a way they never have been before and are working together at the grassroots level to build a new country. In the face of daily and nightly attacks, they are uniting to serve and help each other. They want an end to the dictatorship and some form of federal democracy.

      Please pray for them that they will have that, and more importantly, that they will follow Jesus and love and forgive each other. Please pray also for the dictators of Burma and the army to change their hearts so that there could be forgiveness, reconciliation, and the birth of a new country.

      David Small's mission has gone on now to build up young people to follow Jesus through the Jungle Discipleship School and he continues to serve in Burma. He is part of that changing of hearts.

      Thank you for all you do to help us and for your prayers and love. May God bless you,

      

      Dave and Karen, Sahale, Suu, Peter, and all the Free Burma Rangers.

      December 2025

      Karen State, Burma

      www.freeburmarangers.org
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      Growing up in a small town in Canada, I had never had a gun pointed in my face—let alone someone ready to kill me. I grew up with the quintessential Canadian childhood: a log cabin in the forest by a frozen lake where we played pond hockey. Mom would have a big pot of chili on the stove, CBC radio humming in the background, and a wood fire warming the home. But over the past decade, I've snuck across borders, met with potential terrorists, tiptoed through landmine fields, hidden in jungles while being hunted, and endured furious bombings—all while being far more Mr. Bean than James Bond.

      You may know Burma as Myanmar, but for this book, I'll call it Burma—the name most of its people still use. It's home to the world's longest-running civil war. For nearly a hundred years, Burma has known conflict, made bloodier still after the coup on February 1, 2021. Most people hear little about Burma, partly because journalists can't easily reach it, and partly because the world has sympathy fatigue. Israel. Ukraine. Africa. The headlines blur together. Our hearts can only hold so much grief.

      I served with the Free Burma Rangers (FBR), an international humanitarian organization, for nearly a decade—training Ranger teams and joining missions deep in the conflict zones. I've suffered more loss than I thought a heart could bear, though not nearly as much as the people of Burma. The jungle tests everything—your patience, your body, and your faith. I learned there not to be led by comfort or fear. We must be led by something higher: love.

      Love alone can lead us into uncomfortable and dangerous places—and sustain us there. It shields us from the exhaustion of war. Over the years I've learned that the reward isn't in solving big problems or meeting important people. It's in loving the ones the world overlooks. Most people in Burma will never have their stories told—entire generations erased without justice or home. But when we start to notice the forgotten, the ones who carry our burdens and wash our dishes, we find strength to love the nameless, faceless people.

      I never set out to be a missionary. I wasn't ready, trained, or qualified—I was following God. Growing up in that small Canadian town, I thought following God meant going to church on Sundays. Boring. I was wrong. Following God is the greatest adventure imaginable. And He's faithful not to leave us where He finds us. He's shaping us into people who will follow Him anywhere—even when a terrorist puts a gun to your head.
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      He waved the gun back and forth between my boss's face and mine. At the time I was calm; I was more surprised that despite all the tight security around the refugee camps, this man had snuck a gun in. It wasn't until days later that I realized he was 100% ready and willing to kill me. At that moment and in the moments afterward, it didn't occur to me that if this guy had gotten spooked, he would have taken my life. He had taken many lives; I wouldn't be the first—but maybe I'd be the first foreigner he'd kill.

      My boss and I were possibly the first foreigners he had met in a long time. He had been in hiding for many years, slowly building an army. He was on terrorist watch lists, and every journalist I knew would kill to have an interview with him, but no one could find him. I didn't believe we would get to meet with him until we walked into his compound a few minutes ago and he stepped out. From behind his back, he pulled a handgun and pointed it at us before placing it on the table.

      After getting the call, I flew to Bangladesh to prepare for the meeting. I consulted with my boss, and he consulted with old friends who work in the FBI and State Department. One of our team members at headquarters put together a briefing binder with everything she could find about this guy and the army he was leading. I spent hours pouring through anything I could find about ARSA, the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army, and its leader.

      He was born in Burma, a Rohingya himself. He moved to Saudi Arabia, where he grew up and studied to become an imam. After that, he went to Pakistan, where he studied guerrilla warfare tactics. Then he went back to Burma, where he started an army.

      After the attacks by ARSA leading up to August 2017, he and his army disappeared. They went underground. The Burma Army was furious with these attacks and used them as an excuse to conduct genocide on the Rohingya people, attacking them with fury and disproportion. ARSA killed six or seven Burma Army soldiers, and the Burma Army responded by killing 10,000 men, women, and children. This led to a mass migration of the Rohingya people fleeing Burma. They streamed out as fast as they could, and by October over 800,000 Rohingya had fled from the slow, steady, planned cleansing the Burma Army was conducting. Three weeks after the initial attacks, I stood in the middle of this sea of Rohingya refugees. And two years after that, I stood in front of one of the leaders of ARSA while he yelled in Arabic and waved a gun around.

      When I arrived in Bangladesh to prepare for the meeting, we called our contact to let him know we were there. He asked where we'd be staying and said he would call us when the meeting was ready. We sat around the hotel for two days waiting. I assumed they were watching the hotel and watching us. We get spied on and followed quite a bit, and we had nothing to hide, so I figured it was okay if they wanted to observe us for a few days. After two days, we got the call. He said, "Rent a car tomorrow morning at 8 a.m. I want you driving north from your hotel along the Teknaf Road. I'll call you once you're on the road with more instructions." Then he hung up. Without us telling him, he already knew which hotel we were staying at, confirming my suspicions we were being watched.

      At his instructions, we hired a car and, after a quick prayer, jumped in and started driving north at 8 a.m. sharp. We drove for about twenty minutes when the phone rang. It was our guy. He asked to speak to the driver. We passed the phone over, and the driver listened for a few minutes, said okay, and hung up. He turned the car around, drove back about a mile, and pulled over. An inconspicuous guy came over to our vehicle and, without knocking or saying anything, opened the side door and got in.

      He looked just like any other Rohingya refugee who mill around the camp areas. Smiling at us, he shook our hands and began directing our driver. After guiding us for about ten minutes, he instructed our driver to pull over. Again, without saying anything, he opened the door, jumped out, and another guy jumped in. This guy repeated the same procedure. He shook our hands and guided the driver. We pulled off onto a tiny road that weaved through one of the refugee camps. These makeshift roads are barely wide enough for a vehicle to fit, and we were constantly brushing past people and refugee huts as we wove through the overcrowded camp. He guided us as far as the road could take us, then we got out on foot.

      There was another guy waiting for us. They handed us off, and the guy told us to follow him. He walked quickly through the trails that wind through the camp. It's a maze. Side roads. Into someone's house, out the back door onto a little footpath. Back onto a main trail, around and in circles. After walking with us for about ten minutes, we met another guy at what I assumed was a predetermined meeting place.

      These lower-ranking "foot soldiers" didn't know where the boss was hiding; they only knew enough to bring us to the next guy, who would know enough to bring us to the next guy. I think we were handed off five or six times. I could see they had a disciplined security plan in place as we made our way to meet the leader.

      In the past, whenever I've been in the camps, I've been swarmed with people everywhere I go. Literally from the moment I step out of the vehicle, I'm surrounded by at least 20 or 30 people. And they follow me around. But this time it was different. This time people would notice the white people walking, then they'd see who our guides were, and they would turn around and pretend like they hadn't noticed us. The refugees literally sit for hours on end in the doorway to their huts, and when we would pass with our guides, they would either turn around or go inside their houses, disappearing into the darkness. As we approached the compound where the boss would meet us, we got handed off three or four times within a few minutes and then ushered quickly into an enclosed compound with high walls. We were now way out at the back end of the refugee camp, where the camps butt up against the mountain range that runs like a spine down the Teknaf peninsula.

      We were quickly ushered into the house and told to sit at a small table with plastic chairs around it. We sat and our latest guide disappeared into a back room. It wasn't more than a couple of minutes later that I was looking at the gun in the hand of the leader as he waved it around, proving to us that he was the real deal and that he was in charge.

      It's a funny thing when someone is ready to kill you. It's funny—the thoughts that go through your mind and your reactions and instincts that kick in. Many people talk about our response to fear by activating the "fight or flight" response—but some people also freeze. They don't run away (flight) and they don't pounce (fight); they freeze in a place of total uselessness. It's like their muscles turn to cement and, despite their brains trying to talk some sense into them, they're stuck. I've seen this unfold in people.

      But at this moment, when I had a gun waving in my face, I found my thoughts wondering how on earth did I wander into this situation? What choices in my life led me to this moment?
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      I am sitting at a homemade picnic table in Burma at our Free Burma Rangers (FBR) training camp. I'm watching the five-foot-long banana tree leaves dance with God in the wind. The white noise of the rushing river below. Dozens of butterflies float through camp. Behind me, 120 young men and women are being put through the paces, learning what it means to become a Free Burma Ranger.

      Our training camp, also known as Tah U Wah Camp, which translates to White Monkey Camp, has grown over the years into a bustling village that houses our Ranger families year-round. We have the Jungle School of Medicine Kawthoolei (JSMK) where we train some of the best medics I've ever worked with at a small wooden teaching hospital. Villagers will walk or carry their loved ones sometimes up to five days to get treatment at JSMK.

      The Ranger side of the camp is across the small, rushing river that runs through camp. This is where we conduct our annual servant leadership and relief team training. Young men and women come from all across Burma, some traveling for up to a week to attend our three-month training program. They all have the same goal: to go back and help their people, who are being killed and oppressed by the Burma Army.

      In 2014, I agreed to give up six months of my life to volunteer with the Free Burma Rangers. When that six months ended and I went back to Canada to try to find a "real job," I sensed in my spirit that I should give up the job search and call Free Burma Rangers home. The Headquarters (HQ) staff has become my family, our ethnics inside Burma have become my brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles, and somehow, I have become familiar with things that used to terrify me.

      I must start this book about adventures with the Free Burma Rangers by explaining that I am a weak, timid, and fearful person. I don't say this out of false humility, but brutal honesty. I don't know why, but for some reason when I was maybe ten or eleven years old I watched the movie Arachnophobia. It had never occurred to me that spiders could amass an army and maliciously come after humans. I was suddenly terrified of anything that crawled, especially spiders. My family had a beautiful camp on a lake, one of the most amazing places in the world for me, yet as a child and teenager, I would dread going there because of the giant furry dock spiders that would hide in the dark cracks on the dock, waiting and calculating the exact moment they should come and attack.

      It was a fear that was paralyzing. The kind of fear where all breath leaves your body, your vocal cords seem to dry and shrivel up instantly, and no sound comes except maybe a slight croak and whine. You cannot run, cannot move. Fear had totally gripped my heart.

      Fears give birth to doubt and self-consciousness. Because I didn't want to show others how scared I was, I would avoid situations that might leave me vulnerable to my fear surfacing. I stopped seeking adventures. I dreamed of an office job in a big city. I didn't want to have any grass to cut, or plants to water—places that bugs or spiders might make their home. I doubted my ability to survive in the wilderness if I ever had to. I was self-conscious about my fear and wimpiness.

      As my fears grew, so did my love of reading stories about young boys who didn't have the same kind of fears I did. I envied the characters I would read and reread in books like Hatchet by Gary Paulsen. I would picture myself being like Brian, surviving in the wilderness after a plane crash. Relying on my instincts and brain to build a shelter and survive. I read Where the Red Fern Grows and would picture myself being brave enough to be out alone for days and nights, just me and the dogs; competent enough in the wilderness to fend off mountain lions and hunt raccoons. I read stories of young boys racing the Iditarod, and would imagine myself commanding a dogsled team out in the Alaskan frontier. All the stories I read had two powerful themes: a young boy trying to become a man, and wilderness pushing him to the limit. But despite all the reading, I felt more and more like a boy, and less and less like I wanted anything to do with the wilderness.

      My insecurities carried on through my teens. The only place I found solace for my insecurities was on the hockey rink. It seemed to be the only place I could fit in and belong. I would go camping with friends, as long as it was in a semi-controlled environment. It started with camping in my backyard, then moved onto camping on a lake somewhere, as long as one or more of my other friends was familiar with the area and could "take care of me" if something bad happened to us.

      One evening me and some neighborhood boys decided to camp out in my backyard. We had a large family-sized tent that we set up, then threw a bunch of mattresses down and all piled in on sleeping bags. It wasn't much as far as "camping" goes—but for me, even though my parents' house was only 50 meters away, it seemed like the forest was going to swallow the tent up.

      There were a strange series of events that took place that evening.

      First it was the rabbits—the damn rabbits.

      My neighbor had rabbits and wanted to bring them camping with us. They were allowed, but the rabbits had to sleep in the cage outside the tent. I was sleeping in the middle of the tent. I didn't want to be anywhere near the edge of the tent for fear that a bear or wolf might tear through the tent and drag me away into the forest. The rabbit cage was outside the tent, just above where my head was—the only thing between me and the rabbit cage was a thin nylon tent wall.

      I woke up in the middle of the night to the sound of something hitting the rabbit cage. I could hear the rabbit scurrying around in panic, and then I heard a sniffing noise. My heart was racing. Fear instantly grabbed hold of me. I pictured a pack of wolves surrounding the tent, drooling over the rabbits. I thought we were so stupid to leave the rabbits out there—it was baiting wolves or bears to come and find a tent full of dinner. Stupid.

      I seemed to be the only one who was awake, and I didn't know what to do. Sleeping next to me was an older neighborhood boy. I knew him a little, but he was a lot older than I was. I silently shuffled over towards where he was sleeping and nudged him, hoping he'd wake up and hear the noises and do something. He eventually woke up. By this time the noises outside the tent had stopped, but in my imagination I was expecting the wolves to pounce at any minute. The older neighborhood boy seemed a bit annoyed that I had woken him up, but he could also see the fearful look in my eyes. He reached out and put his hand on me. First, I believe, to comfort me. Then, he slowly started to slide his hand down my body, and eventually stopped just above the waistband of my pajamas, only momentarily.

      My brain didn't know how to handle the sexual assault that took place that night. I blamed myself for it. I knew it was wrong. I knew what he did was wrong, but it was my fault. If I weren't so afraid, if I had some more courage, I wouldn't have needed to wake him up. If I could have gotten up and shooed away whatever was freaking the rabbit out, then I could have solved the problem myself. But instead, I was paralyzed by my fear. I felt so embarrassed and ashamed.

      Shame.

      Shame entered my life that night. I was maybe only ten or eleven years old, and up until that point, had no memory of shame. But after that, shame entered my life. Every part of me seemed shameful. My cowardice was shameful; my sexuality was now shameful; my fear was shameful. I had to hide. Exposing my fear and weakness was almost as terrifying as spiders. It became my full-time job to avoid being exposed for who and what I really was—a shameful, abused coward.

      Frederick Buechner once wrote, "The world sets in to making us what the world would like us to be, and because we have to survive after all, we try to make ourselves into something that we hope the world will like better than it apparently did the selves we originally were. That is the story of all our lives." I was trying to survive middle school and high school. Just survive. I was getting good at making myself into something that I thought the world would like more than the original self I was slowly forgetting. I told no one about the trauma and abuse of that night in the tent; I went on quietly surviving.

      The original self that I was slowly losing was being replaced by a poser. In situations where I wasn't sure if I had the skills or competency or courage to survive, I would either run away from them or fake it. I had a natural gift for leadership and would rely on this into my early adult years, taking a place of leadership instead of having to be tested to see if I had what it takes.

      Life has a way of circling back to the places we've tried to bury. What I once hid behind confidence and control began to surface years later, halfway around the world.

      It had been decades since the night in the tent when I was sexually assaulted, and although I hadn't let it define my life, I now found the memory resurfacing. I was in another tent, this time in Bangladesh, and the thoughts of my own trauma slowly surfaced as I listened to a story from a newly arrived Rohingya refugee. It felt like my traumatic experience, which I hadn't thought about in years, was standing quietly on the sidelines watching and listening to a woman share her own story of being raped by the Burma Army before they executed her husband in front of her. Another woman told me that the Burma Army gathered up all the "pretty, younger women in the village" and locked them in a barn. The soldiers took turns raping them, sometimes multiple times, then locked the door to the barn and lit it on fire, burning everyone alive.

      I knew that I couldn't do anything to help them, so I listened. I held their hand as they wept and recounted their story. I prayed with them. I understood their feelings of losing control. When you're in that moment of paralyzed fear or oppression from someone or something bigger and stronger than you, and you can't control the situation, you feel so helpless. I hate not being able to control things in my life. My poser had become so entwined with my real self that sometimes I couldn't tell the difference. I was so good at acting out of my poser, so good at hiding my insecurities and fears. Buechner continued to say, "The original, shimmering self gets buried so deep that most of us hardly end up living out of it at all. Instead, we live out all the other selves that we are constantly putting on and taking off like coats and hats against the world's weather."

      I have a friend who is a logger. He has a skidder that is really old. One day a friend of mine was working with him, and they were using the skidder when suddenly an oil line blew and it started to spray oil all over the place. My friend said, "We need to fix that oil leak!" and his boss said, "If you don't look at it, then it's not broken."

      I so often live this way in my life. My truck starts to make a funny noise, and the poser in me knows that I don't know how to fix it, that I don't have enough money for something serious to need attention on my truck, so I turn the music up so that I can't hear the noise anymore. If you don't look, if you can't hear it, it's not broken.

      If you don't look, it's not broken.

      So often, I take that attitude towards my own heart. If I don't look at it, if I don't listen to it, if I turn up the music, arrange my life so that it's so full and busy, then I won't need to see what's broken in my heart. I won't need to see that there are some old wounds and traumas that I might need to work through. My poser is a reflex of self-protection—but what am I trying to protect myself from? Old wounds, traumas, abuses, discomfort, fear, my uninitiated self—I could go on and on.

      In the Bible, we see Jesus delivering people from demons and healing them from illnesses. But a broken heart is different from spiritual warfare. We don't "deliver" a broken heart, or cast out the brokenness. We need healing in our hearts. But I often hide my heart away.

      A mentor of mine challenged me to pray and ask God to "show me my heart, what is going on in my heart?" So I prayed and then sat quietly. Almost right away my brain went to scripture, to Genesis, at the very beginning, when Adam and Eve had eaten from the wrong tree, sinned, and realized that they were naked, so they hid in the bush. God comes walking through the garden looking for them, calling out to them, "Adam, where are you?" (as if he doesn't know). And as this image unfolded in my imagination, I sensed in my spirit that God was saying, "Your heart is so full of shame, hiding in the bush, hiding from Me." He was calling out, "David, where are you?" not as a question to me because he doesn't know where I am, but as a question for me, to ask myself, where am I in the story of my life? Is this how I want to live? In fear? In hiding behind a poser? Is this the kind of man that I want to be—one that is constantly afraid, constantly hiding, full of shame? Jesus was telling me to come out of hiding, to stop living a small story, to stop living a mediocre life.

      I have lost so many friends to mediocrity. Friends that had so much potential, such great hearts, so many gifts, yet chose to lead such small lives. I am so tired of losing people I love to mediocrity. Despair. Hopelessness. Why can't we spend more time living our lives ambitiously, without fear? The only way to find out is to take your heart, leap out of your comfort zone with a parachute of grace, and take an adventure.

      This is a story about a young boy becoming a man. This is a story about the wilderness pushing him to the limit.
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      I had roughly 30 pounds of uranium in my backpack and nearly a hundred miles to walk until we reached the border. Pure uranium is not more than a rock, so basically I had added a bunch of rocks to our gear. My pack weighed close to 80 pounds as I inched my way through the jungle towards the border. The mountains that I knew were coming along the trail would not be easy.

      We were out on a mission deep in Burma, along the border of Karen State and Karenni State, when we came across the mine. At first pass, we were told that it was a tin mine, and we thought little of it. Later we learned it wasn't a tin mine, but a uranium mine. A couple of our Rangers went in for a closer look and met some of the mine workers. They noticed some Chinese people around the mine and asked what they were doing. The workers said they sell the uranium they collect from the mine to China, and sometimes hear Russian spoken too. I was the team leader on this mission, and as I listened to this report, I wondered what our response should be, if any.

      The Free Burma Rangers (FBR) has two primary missions: to help the people and to get the news out. We can help people in various ways, limited only by our creativity. It could look like standing with villagers who are being attacked; it might be rescuing a little girl trapped by ISIS sniper fire; or it could be responding with medicine to a malaria outbreak. Sometimes helping people can look like a building project in a village or a food distribution project to provide some staples needed to survive.

      Helping the Burmese people is how it all started for FBR. In the very beginning Dave Eubank, the founder of FBR and former US Special Forces officer, would fill a backpack with as much medicine as would fit, and take any money he could find, then walk into the jungle until he found the front line. There, he would help people in need.

      The other thing we do is get the news out. For over 75 years, the Burma Army has been waging a civil war against its own people. They want the 184 ethnic groups within the current boundaries of Burma to all speak the same language (Burmese), and have the same religion (Buddhism). Any ethnic group, village, or person who wants to speak in their own dialect or have freedom of religion becomes an enemy of the state. When FBR gets the news out, we shine a light on what is happening on the ground in the conflict zone. We want to put a spotlight on the Burma Army which is oppressing people or committing human rights violations. We want to paint a picture for people to understand what life is really like living in the places where FBR serves: Burma, Iraq, Sudan, and Syria. Often, because we are willing to walk for weeks through the jungle to get to people in the conflict, we can tell stories and report on things that a journalist can't get to.

      Sometimes getting the news out means telling a story about a secret uranium mine where workers earn next to nothing, and China and maybe Russia receive the uranium.

      But that story is only good if we can get ourselves some evidence—like, say, a chunk of uranium stolen from the mine.

      Early in the morning, two of our team members dressed like villagers who could go to work in the mine. They went and linked up with the mine worker they had met previously, and he got them into the mine so they could film and take photos. Then he led them back into a mine shaft, where they walked for nearly an hour deep into the mountainside. The conditions were horrible. I had asked them if it was possible to get me a small piece of uranium about the size of my fist. Inside the mineshaft, they hammered away at the ground and eventually pried free a chunk of uranium about the size of a basketball. They knocked away some of the other rock from around the jet black uranium, and they began their hour walk back to the mouth of the cave.

      Drinking coffee and watching the sunrise, I saw the two return from the mine. I couldn't help but feel a bit like I was some sort of mob boss, sending his two mobsters to steal uranium while I sat in my headquarters drinking coffee. I asked them how things had gone, and honestly I was relieved that they were alive and not in jail. With a heavy thud, they clunked the chunk of uranium down on the table in front of me. My jaw dropped. For those not familiar with uranium, it is one of the heaviest materials you can find.

      My excitement about their successful mission was quickly thwarted once I lifted the rock and realized how far I had to walk with that rock in my backpack. We hammered off more of the excess rock so that our sample was mostly uranium. It was a beautiful rock, dark black and shiny, with lines of gold littered throughout. I bagged the rocks and put them at the bottom of my pack. Two of my team members helped me lift the pack onto my back, and we made our way towards the border.

      

      •  •  •

      

      Walking is not the work of FBR, although sometimes it feels that way. We walk a lot—sometimes even when it's possible to take a truck, tractor, or motorcycle, we still walk.

      But the work of FBR really begins when the walking ends, at the end of a long day, when we finally arrive at our destination. We meet with village leaders and sort out places for the team to stay. The medics need a place to set up their pop-up clinic, and the team needs a place to put on their village program, The Good Life Club. If walking to the destination takes everything you've got, and you collapse into a useless pile of sweat once you reach the village, then you're no good to the team.

      I also constantly remind myself that we're walking through an active war zone. Often, the Burma Army is only a ridge away. What would happen if the Burma Army started shooting at us or chasing us? If I'm so exhausted that I can't help my team get out of the way—or worse, one of my nightmares, my team has to slow down for me to keep up with them—someone could end up dead. It's absolutely essential to keep going, even when you think you have nothing left.

      There is an old saying in the army that I learned: "When you think you're done, you're only 40% done." We are far stronger than we think we are. In his book War, Sebastian Junger writes this about our ability to do more than we think we can: "It starts with pain, of course, but that pain is at the edge of what I thought of as a deep, dark valley. At the bottom of the valley is true incapacitation, but it might take hours to get down there." In the army, I learned I could push myself beyond what I thought I could do. We did an exercise once in our basic officer training course where we had to stay awake for five days, digging a trench line, defending it at night, conducting patrols and section attacks during the day. I never thought I could stay awake for five days, let alone function and lead a section of troops in contact, but I learned I could. Junger goes on in his writing to say, "The most valuable thing I knew from all that running was that when you start hurting, you're not even close to the bottom of the valley, and that if you don't panic at the first agonies, there is much much more of yourself to give."

      This was true of the nearly hundred-mile walk back to the border. We made progress step by slow step. Each day would inevitably have at least two or three mountains to cross, changing thousands of meters of elevation. The tropical heat was intense, and the narrow jungle trails often went straight up the mountains. This would not be a simple walk.

      I sweat profusely. I'm the guy that no one enjoys playing basketball with because I slime everyone. This profuse sweating, coupled with the moist tropical heat, makes it very hard for me to stay hydrated.

      While I knew I could push myself physically and mentally—that my body could withstand more abuse, and that pain was only the beginning of a long slow descent—I also knew that there was one variable that could totally take someone out: dehydration. On a mission like this, you are in a constant state of dehydration. We walk for a minimum of six hours a day, but sometimes up to 12 or 14 hours for several consecutive days, in order to reach the areas we want to serve.

      At the end of the day when we peel our socks off our feet—being careful not to pull off blisters or scabs with the socks—and wash ourselves in a cold mountain stream, we also start the process of rehydration. It doesn't seem possible to drink enough water or electrolytes before going to bed to rehydrate ourselves. On many occasions, I have woken up in the middle of the night to excruciating muscle cramps in my calf or foot. I sit up from a dead sleep, gasping with pain as I see my calf muscle seizing up into a ball. Commercial electrolyte packs, while tasty, don't do much to help. On long days, we load our canteens with spoonfuls of salt and spoonfuls of sugar, the only way to curb the effects of dehydration and cramping.

      A friend of mine in Finland is a great doctor, and he explained some of the science of water loss to me. He said, when you exercise, you lose between one half-liter and one liter of sweat per hour, and in every liter of sweat is approximately one teaspoon of salt. We average about eight hours of hiking per day, not in cool, dry Finnish climates, but in horribly hot tropical jungles where the humidity is always extremely high. That means that during a walking day I sweat out at least eight liters of water a day, along with at least eight teaspoons of salt. As I come back to civilization after a long mission, my field hat and backpack have often turned white from all the salt that has soaked through them during the mission.

      I had dollar-sized blisters on the back of both my feet, and my knees and shoulders hurt from the heavy load on my back. But I started repeating a mantra to myself. With each agonizing step up the mountains, I would tell myself, don't ask for it to be easier; ask to be stronger. My friends and teammates would ask if they could help carry some of the rocks, but I knew their packs were already nearly as heavy as mine, so I declined and kept repeating this mantra over and over in my head.

      Don't ask for it to be easier; ask to be stronger.

      Each time I asked for strength, I could feel more energy going into my legs, despite the pain. Sweat poured off me in a constant stream, but I knew the signs of heat exhaustion very well. If I completely stopped sweating, that was when I needed to worry. As long as that steady stream of sweat was pouring off me, I knew I still had some water in me.

      There have been several times when I've "bonked" from heat exhaustion. When walking in the jungle, you have to balance how much water you want to carry in your pack with how much that water weighs. You don't want to carry too much water, which makes your pack heavier, which makes you have to work harder to get up the hills, which makes you sweat more. At the same time, you don't want to carry too little water, which lightens your load but also increases the risk that you'll run out and become dehydrated.

      The sun in the jungle is ferocious. Stepping out of the shade of the jungle into direct sunlight, I can literally feel my heart rate increase almost instantly. It is almost painful to walk in the direct sunlight. Instant nausea and weakness. A few times I have miscalculated my water supply and ended up in direct sunlight, which pushed my body to a state of dehydration I had never experienced before. I felt like vomiting, but there was nothing inside me. Black spots were dancing in front of my eyes, making it difficult to see. My skin was dry; there was no more moisture inside my body to sweat out. I could walk about five or ten meters before my heart rate would skyrocket, and I'd need to stop and sit down. Then my throat started to dry and close. I couldn't get any words out—there was no moisture left in my throat. What should have been a 15-minute hike turned into a dreadful hour, inching my way up the mountainside, hugging tight to any sliver of shade I could find.

      In moments like these, I can easily begin to whine and complain to God that I want things to be easier—help me with this, bless that, heal this. But the thing is, the mountains, heat, and humidity aren't going anywhere. If I am unwilling to face them, then I shouldn't go on a mission there. I've realized that it will never get easier. Life will never get easier. But I will get stronger.

      One of my favorite verses in the Bible comes from the prophet Isaiah. He writes, "[God] gives power to the weak and strength to the powerless. Even young people will become weak and tired and young men will fall in exhaustion. But those who trust in the Lord will find new strength. They will soar on wings like eagles. They will run and not grow weary. They will walk and not faint."

      Those words take on a totally new meaning for me when I'm out in the jungle. As I slogged my way up the mountain under the weight of my uranium-filled backpack, asking to be stronger, I thought of these words. This strength comes from love. I want to be stronger so I can help the people I love, so I can tell their story, so I can shine a light on what's happening in their country. Easier isn't the right way.

      I walked back to camp and then continued to the border with my backpack of uranium. Shortly after, I had a meeting with someone from the UN fact-finding team. She seemed to be green when it came to fieldwork, especially a fieldworker from FBR. She anxiously jotted down notes as she asked me about my time in Burma and what I'd like to share with her. The look on her face when I offered her a chunk of uranium was priceless. She stopped scribbling in her notebook and looked up at me, scanning my eyes, hoping I was joking.

      "I've got it at my office if you want me to run and grab it for you," I said with a straight face. "You can have it."

      "Wh-wh-what am I supposed to do with uranium? I can't accept a chunk of uranium from you at a coffee shop," she stammered back to me, looking around anxiously like she had suddenly found herself in the middle of a drug deal.

      "I don't know, you can test it to see if it's actually uranium—which it is—then you can trace it, or read our reports, and take our GPS coordinates from where we collected it, and let people know that the Burma Army is selling their uranium to China?"

      Her face suddenly looked as though she were involved in something way beyond her pay grade. I chuckled as she began asking more questions about the uranium and scribbling her anxiety into her notebook. I told her I didn't think it was enriched uranium, since I hadn't developed any superpowers from handling it. She didn't laugh at my joke.

      Back at the HQ, I had actually started googling "how to enrich uranium" to make sure there was no way I could accidentally do it. I didn't get very far into my research before a co-worker came in and half-jokingly said, "I think that's the kind of Google search that gets flagged and ends up with you on some sort of watch list." I laughed, then glanced at the chunk of uranium on my desk and decided maybe it's better not to know.

      The UN rep I met with that day did not take any uranium samples back with her. But she wrote about it in her next report, and the UN updated its maps of Burma to show the mines were not tin mines. A small victory. Sometimes you have to take whatever wins you can get.

      A week later I flew to Finland for my friend Jesse's wedding. I left his wedding gift on the table with all the other toaster-shaped boxes wrapped in nice wrapping paper. My gift was in a small box stuffed into a brown paper bag; it weighed a lot more than its small size let on. What better gift for a newlywed couple than a small chunk of uranium with a little note attached to it, a motto for their new life as a married couple:

      Don't ask for it to be easier; ask to be stronger.
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      On August 25th, 2017, a small group of Rohingya soldiers from the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) attacked several Burma Army controlled checkpoints, killing a few soldiers. The Burma Army retaliated by coming into villages and opening fire. The numerous accounts I collected from many interviews in the months after this date painted a very graphic and clear picture: the Burma Army wanted to exterminate the Rohingya people.

      The Burma Army would come into the village around dusk as the village was settling down for the night—farmers returned from their day's work in the fields or rivers. The army would then fire indiscriminately at the village. Houses made of bamboo or flimsy pieces of wood would disintegrate under the bullets. Soldiers would come to the huts and lock entire families in their homes, barricading the doors, then setting fire to the house, burning them alive.

      The village would erupt in chaos and fear as people ran frantically, trying to find their family members and head into the jungle to hide. They would run until they made it to the next village, but eventually the Burma Army would come into that village as well and repeat the same horrific violence. It was a thorough and targeted effort by the military to get rid of all Rohingya people. Later, many accounts reported that they specifically targeted women and children in their attacks, aiming to eliminate future generations of Rohingya.

      I can hear the screams in my mind—and sadly it pointed my heart towards the horrendous accounts of death and genocide found in the Bible. When Jesus was born, King Herod ordered the killing of all boys two years old and under. I can imagine the wailing and mourning of the parents as the soldiers stormed into their homes and killed their children.

      As the slow and steady push by the Burma Army continued for days and into weeks, people quickly began pouring over the border from Burma into neighboring Bangladesh. The Naf River separates Bangladesh and Burma at the southernmost tip of Bangladesh, and this is directly across from where most of the attacks took place.

      People fled however they could. If they could swim, they would try to get across. Since most couldn't swim, they walked for days northward until they could cross by land where the river narrowed, or if they could find some money they could hire smuggler boats to bring them across. The smugglers who moved in quickly took advantage of the dire situation, charging huge amounts of money for a family to be boated across to Bangladesh.

      Bangladesh is already a desperately poor country, and one of the top ten most densely populated countries in the world. Within a few weeks of August 25th they suddenly found themselves with a half million newly arrived refugees crowding the Teknaf peninsula. They quickly called in the army to create some sort of order and sanity to the mass of humanity that had arrived and continued to arrive daily. In the coming months, Bangladesh would see over a million new refugees arrive into its already over-crowded country.

      From the FBR headquarters (HQ) office, we were closely watching the situation and trying to connect with our teams in that area. We had tried a few years before to send an HQ team over to help the Rohingya, but the mission had failed. We could not get into the areas we wanted to and could not meet a Rohingya contact who would guide us. I felt a desire in my heart to help these people, but I had no idea how or why. I talked with my boss, who was busy planning for a mission into Iraq. He said to me, "If you can get there, pray and go." I found out that another NGO that we were friends with was planning a trip over to the camps to do some food distributions. I called their director and asked if I could come by and meet him.

      Arriving at his office, he'd just come back from Sittwe, where many Rohingya lived. He had tears in his eyes as he recounted the situation and how it had changed. He told me that if I could get to Cox's Bazar, I was welcome to meet him, but I needed to book separate flights and arrange separate transportation. If I went there, he could arrange a driver and translator for us to go to the camps. I went back to my office and talked with a coworker, Larry, who also desperately wanted to help these people. We discussed the situation and then decided we should go. After booking our tickets for the following day, we immediately began researching security, immigration, and any available information to prepare.

      We arrived in Dhaka around 2:00 a.m. I wasn't prepared for the pure chaos that is Dhaka, or Bangladesh for that matter. But it was nothing compared to what we were about to see in the camps.

      The Dhaka airport is pure chaos. The environment was characterized by pandemonium, with individuals shouting and a noticeable absence of structure. To clear through immigration, you need to first line up at a small, unmarked window and pay $51 USD for the visa fee. The man in the booth is very particular about getting very clean, crisp bills. On one trip, the man denied one of our team members because their bill was too crumpled. Thankfully, they had another dollar bill in their bag that was eventually good enough. Once you pay the visa fee, you wrestle your way to an immigration official and present a stack of paperwork to get the visa. Once stamped, you can go out and collect your bags and exchange money. The whole time you are being overwhelmed by people, smells, yelling, and chaos.

      By 4:00 a.m. we had arrived at our hotel, got three hours of sleep, then returned to the airport to take a quick domestic flight down to Cox's Bazar.

      Cox's Bazar is home to the world's longest unbroken beach. Over a hundred miles of exquisite pristine beaches, often with no one in sight. It is definitely not a typical tourist destination. We took a taxi to the hotel that someone had recommended to us and then tried to contact Brad, who was supposedly already there. We got in touch with him, met him for dinner, and made plans to go with him down to the camps the next morning at 5:00 a.m.

      Until this point in my life, I had never been in the middle of a major crisis or natural disaster. There wasn't anything that had happened in my life up to that point that would have prepared me for what we saw the next day when we went down into the camps. I still didn't have a clear idea or picture of why we were there or what we could do to help. From Cox's Bazar, it's about an hour and a half drive to the camps. The first part of the drive follows the beach and ocean along the western part of the peninsula, then about halfway down we cut across to the other side of the peninsula and drove into pure chaos. People were everywhere. We had a hard time driving because there were so many people lining the roads and filling every inch of available ground. Hundreds of thousands of people trying to find food, shelter, medicine, and help. Everyone had a look of total fear and panic on their face.

      We stopped to walk into one of the new makeshift camps, and before we even got out of the vehicle, a mob of people were pressing up against the glass begging for food or water or anything. We got out of the vehicle and pressed our way through the crowd, but the crowd followed us everywhere we went. People constantly reaching out and touching your arm, putting their hands together to beg for something. I couldn't help but think about Jesus and the crowds that followed him when he was on the earth. The Bible talks about crowds that were so thick that people were pressing against him and touching him, desperate for something, desperate for life.

      Our guide led us along the muddy path away from the road towards the camp. We came through a rice field, and as I looked out over the familiar green of the rice field, it reminded me of the many rice fields of Burma, but this time I could see people scattered throughout the rice field squatting down. I asked what they were doing, and our guide told us they were using it as a toilet. He said, "Right now they have one toilet for every 50,000 refugees." It didn't take long before these beautiful rice fields were totally decimated and destroyed, and eventually got swallowed up by the ever-expanding camps.

      We walked up a hilltop through the crowds and eventually came to the top of the hill where we got a glimpse of the camp. I stood there with my jaw hanging limp, totally speechless as I scanned the horizon, seeing the camp sprawling out as far as I could see in any direction. I felt so small. So hopeless. I saw the spirit of fear and desperation on everyone's faces, and it overwhelmed me. It seemed like no one knew what to do or what had happened. People seemed in shock about the lost loved ones they left behind, unable to bury, as they fled for their lives. Some still had bullets in them, some burns, some gashes from machetes. We stood silently on that hilltop for a few minutes, taking it in.
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