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CHAPTER 1



Let the Good Times Roll


It was the summer of 1993—I was eighteen years old and ready for anything. I pulled my Honda Civic, nicknamed The UFO, up to a 7-Eleven, and my buddy Gerardo jumped out of the front seat. He dropped a quarter into a pay phone, punched in some numbers, and was connected with the underground hotline. The voice on the other end gave him some directions, then disconnected. Gerardo ran back to the car and dropped into the front seat. Turning to me, then toward our three friends who were sardined in the back, he said with a grin, “It’s on.


We’re set.”


I knew that look. I had seen it before. This was going to be epic. During our last trip up to San Francisco, Gerardo had introduced us to techno music. Going to Haight-Ashbury, he bought us a Ron D Core mixtape. We listened to that cassette for eight hours on our way back down to LA, psyched on what we heard. Then, earlier this week, Gerardo had told us that Insomniac was putting on a rave in LA. The rave scene was still young and he had been to a few. He told us they were insane and said we had to get ourselves to one. That’s what was going down tonight.


Okay, Gerardo, it’s on! Let’s do this, G! I punched the pedal to the metal and we were out.


We drove through LA late at night—our windows were up, we were taking bong rips and hot boxing the car, and we were getting warmed up, bumping that same techno mixtape. We had been smoking weed all day, of course, and now we each dropped some hits of LSD. It took an hour for the acid to kick in full effect, so we were trying to time it just right for showing up to the party. As we weaved through the cars, we were hoping for no LA traffic jams. God forbid we end up out on the 101, jammed into The UFO, peaking on LSD.


Soon we were off the freeways and driving the streets, trying to read the signs in the midnight dark. We were in a seriously sketchy area just outside downtown. It was the last place a group of high seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds should have been. But we were young and stupid and absolutely invincible. Finally, we crossed some railroad tracks and spotted the correct warehouse just off of Santa Fe. Parking next to the tracks, we got out and started toward the door.


Well before we reached the building, we could feel the heavy throbbing bass—whoom, whoom, whoom, whoom. Gerardo looked at us and grinned again. We had timed the LSD just right.


The place was a run-down warehouse—old, dirty, industrial. The dude throwing the party took my five bucks and I walked in. Techno was blasting out of a wall of speakers stacked one on top of the other. Dozens of ravers climbed the speakers and were getting their rave on, some wearing Cat in the Hat hats, baggy rave gear, Day-Glo beads, and Mickey Mouse gloves. This mass of partiers was swarming the big black speaker boxes like ants attacking a piece of candy. This wasn’t like any concert I’d ever been to. Everyone wanted to be as close as possible—some with their heads right up against the speakers. They didn’t want to just hear the music; they wanted to feel every beat.


I stood there trying to wrap my mind around what I was watching. It wasn’t easy, because I was peaking on LSD, and I only had a loose grip on reality. I can’t remember a lot about the night, but I know that by the time I left I was hooked. When’s the next one? Count me in!


When we finally walked outside, someone yelled, “Look, all the cars got broken into!” My heart dropped. I looked up and saw that all the car windows up and down the street were shattered. Not only that, but it looked like someone had taken a baseball bat to all the car bodies, too. They were totaled. But when we got closer, we realized that nothing had actually happened to them. We had been hallucinating from the high of the LSD.


We looked at each other and started laughing.


This was my introduction to the LA underground rave scene and it was sick! Sometimes I wonder how I survived it—how can I possibly still be alive? And I’m not talking just that event, but all the years of partying. I have way too many friends who didn’t make it. It wasn’t the raves that took them down. The raves were just a new place to do what we had already been doing up in the hills around the city. What took my friends down were the drugs. The acid, ecstasy, meth, booze, and cocaine—taking them individually or combining them, trying to take the high to the next level. For some the ride just got too wild.


One guy I knew was up three days on meth. Then he took a hit of LSD, bad tripped, and jumped off a cliff. The cops made me identify his body. That was my junior year in high school. Another guy took LSD, beat up his dad, and took a dive out of a second-story window before getting arrested by the cops and put in the hospital. Years down the road, I was almost a casualty like them. But God’s grace saved me from an early grave and gave me hope and peace and purpose.


That rave was the first of many nights spent in grimy warehouses. Once I went the first time, I was all in. I kept going back. It was unique, it was underground, and it was illegal. That was my vibe. It was LA underground, and I couldn’t get enough.
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I grew up like a lot of other Southern California kids. My family lived in La Verne, right next to San Dimas, where they filmed the famous Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure. We had a condo at the beach in San Clemente, where we’d spend a lot of weekends surfing and skateboarding. Home life was great. My parents loved each other and they loved my brothers and me. My dad pastored a Calvary Chapel megachurch. In every family there are challenges—there are no families that are perfect. But mine was about as close as you could get to ideal.


In the late ’80s, the LA underground was hugely creative, as it always is, and thoroughly antiestablishment. The music was in-your-face and raw. Groups like Minor Threat, Black Flag, Suicidal Tendencies, and Social Distortion were playing the clubs. The telephone poles lining Melrose Avenue were covered with concert fliers showing angry cartoonish figures and creative lettering. Album covers were either graphically simple or intricately designed. It was a rad time to be growing up.


I was the youngest of three. My two older brothers, Raul Jr. and Shane, were deep in the skinhead, mod, and punk movements of the time. My brother Shane was in a thrashing power pop band called The Key that played gigs on the LA circuit. I remember one day Shane brought home his new girlfriend. He introduced her: “Hey, this is Gwen Stefani.” Later on, I found out her band, No Doubt, was opening for The Key. It seemed like every day there was something new to see or to experience. I was a skater and a surfer, and I was surrounded by the music scene and the counterculture. Punks, mods, skinheads, and rude boys were always coming in and out of the house. A bully picked on me one day, so I had some skinheads on their Vespas pick me up from middle school. He never bothered me again. I loved the “do what you want” rebel mentality. Break the rules? Yes, please! Middle finger in the air like you just don’t care! Like Eminem says, that attitude is who I became, and it got worse the older I got. I didn’t want to hurt anyone; I just didn’t want people telling me what I could and couldn’t do—and I mean no one.


My brothers weren’t into the drug scene, but drugs and alcohol were a big part of the culture then, just as they are now. Sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll. They were all around me, and it was just a matter of time before I got sucked in. I didn’t want to read about it or hear about it; I wanted to experience it firsthand. So, I dove in headfirst. Then in high school I heard the Beastie Boys, and I realized that finally I had found a band that I could identify with—their music and their lifestyle. They were all about getting drunk, smoking weed, hooking up with chicks, and having a good time.


That’s when I started holding my own parties. We’d go from house to house to do them like you do in high school—if anyone had parents that were down for the cause, me and the AWOL (absent without leave) crew would be there. I’d work with a friend on some artwork, have a flier campaign, then work with some more friends to get some production going for the event—sort of a pre-version of the work that I do now—and people would show up by the carloads. Everyone knew an AWOL party was going to be epic. Backyard ragers with black lights, DJs, and nitrous tanks. Music was blasting and people were having a good ol’ time. We’d be smoking weed, doing mushrooms, and passing out nitrous balloons. That and the LSD were what opened the door to the psychedelic realm that led me into classic rock—Hendrix, the Doors, the Beatles, and the Grateful Dead.


Those wild nights were why it was so easy for me to slip into the rave movement—I was already throwing crazy parties. Partying became my life—you know, having a good time. Get high, get drunk, and go nuts with the crew! I got the name Rock ’n’ Roll Ryan when I was out on tour with UK drum and bass DJs Roni Size, DJ Krust, and DJ Die. To my close friends, I was Wild Out Ries or Ice. My brothers called me The Wild Beast.
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As far back as I can remember, I always had a craving for the things the world offers. The Bible talks about them as “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” (1 John 2:16 NKJV). The writer of that verse, the disciple John, goes on to make it clear that those are desires that are not of God the Father but of the enemy, the devil. That devil, Satan, is using these body appetites to get into today’s youth and seriously mess them up.


The lust attack started for me back in first grade. I was walking behind my school one day and discovered a duffel full of porn magazines. It was hard-core XXX stuff. I had no real understanding of what was taking place in the pictures I was looking at—how could I at that age? Even as I turned from one page to the next, I knew that I should stop because what I was looking at was wrong. If I close my eyes, I can still see some of those pictures today, more than thirty years later. That’s the effect of pornography—once it’s seared into your mind, there’s no getting rid of it. Your brain is like a computer hard drive. Everything you look at gets saved, and there’s no delete button. It gets filed deep in your memory bank until it pops back up at the worst times. You’ll be sitting in church or driving your car with your kids or on a date night with your spouse and suddenly it’s there, playing on the big screen in your brain. Porn messes with relationships. It messes with marriages. It affects the brain and can even lead to impotency.1 Research shows that long-term porn use alters the same areas of the brain as heroin addiction.2 Seriously, put the book down and google “your brain on porn and heroin.” Wow, right? This is a growing problem in the US and many other areas of the world.


About five years after that first discovery, I walked into my friend’s house and his brother had some XXX hard-core porn showing on the TV. Watching that video finally helped me to understand what had been going on in the magazine pictures. Those images changed the way I thought of women. Later in life, I began viewing females as objects—as something to be used for my own pleasure just like in the porn I watched. What I saw opened my mind up to sexual issues that my preteen self wasn’t equipped to process. It started the fires of lust, sex, and porn that plagued me in years to come.


There were weird sensations growing inside of me as I watched the screen at my friend’s house. Some were physical, but others were spiritual. Looking back now, I believe these other feelings were the grieving of the Holy Spirit. It was His conviction in my heart. The Spirit’s sadness came from my loss of innocence. He felt pain because He knew even back then how that moment was going to affect me in the future. That grieving takes place many times every day as more and more kids are exposed to these kinds of images. It used to be difficult for most kids to get their hands on pornography. But now it’s only a couple of button pushes away on every smartphone that’s in the pocket of kids and adults across America.


And it’s not just here in the US. When I was on recent speaking tours down in Mexico and Colombia, I saw that every kid had a cell phone. The same is true all around the world. A 2017 statistic showed that the average age that kids are first exposed to pornography is thirteen, with some as young as five. Nearly half (43.5 percent) of those first exposures were accidental.3 Whether kids go looking for pornography or they accidentally stumble across it on an internet search, or whether it pops up on YouTube or Instagram, or it’s direct messaged to them, innocence is being stolen each and every day.
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I was in high school when I was first introduced to cocaine. I had been smoking weed all day when my buddy Dusty got a page to head over to Sheldon’s house to go blaze. We parked and walked into the garage where my friend’s older brother was rolling cocoa puffs—marijuana joints with cocaine sprinkled in. We sat in a circle and it got passed to me. I hit it hard with a few big rips. After we smoked, I walked out to my car and just sat there thinking, “Dude! I’m so high right now!” That first try opened my eyes to a whole new world. From that point on, cocaine became my friend.


Of course, my parents quickly figured out what was going on. They found my weed stashes and my marijuana plant. Once, they even discovered a hundred hits of liquid LSD in my room. They did all they could to get me help, but I wasn’t having it. I was living my life the way I wanted to live it. It became a big source of conflict in our home, much as it is for every other middle school, high school, and college-age kid who is going through the same thing. I was trying to get everything past my parents, while they were trying to shut it all down.


Every day I would wake and bake. As soon as I got up, I’d hit the bong. For the rest of the day I’d keep smoking weed, maybe pick up a forty ounce, then crash out at night. A lot of our crew began getting kicked out of school, because we were getting into so much trouble. My friend Sean McKeehan got expelled for throwing rocks at the teachers’ cars and doing thousands of dollars’ worth of damage. The rest of us were living out our own stupid reasons for getting asked to leave the school for good. I got sent to continuation school. After a few months there, I just said forget it. I sucked at school anyway. If I was going to do something with my life, it certainly wasn’t going to happen for me in an “institutional learning environment.” Time passed. Each day was like the day before—the only variations came with the people, the locations, and just how wasted we got.


The only part of my life that was strong enough to pull me away from the drugs was my passion to create and produce events. Again, my love for this began back when I was putting together those high school parties. Just like back then, my mind was always thinking of ideas and concepts and how I could make the experiences bigger and better. I needed to find outlets for all this passion and creative energy that was pouring through me. I started putting on shows and club events around this time, and I started getting paid. That’s when it all came together. I saw that I could actually make money producing these events. Pulling in cash while I was doing rad events and hanging out with people and having fun? Dude, that’s what’s up!


That’s when I also realized that the drugs were majorly interfering with my ability to build a business off my ideas. My life was out of control because of all the substances I was dumping into my system. So, I stopped the drugs. I decided I didn’t want that life anymore. People ask me how I was able to just stop the drugs cold turkey. Three things—first, I have ADD and I am very passionate about whatever I throw myself into. So, when I decided to pursue this ideas-and-event-producing career, I went full speed, cutting out anything that was going to get in the way. Second, I was still young and living in my parents’ house, which sucked. This was my ticket out. Third, I significantly increased my alcohol consumption. This allowed me to focus hard on my work, then wind down with a six-pack of beer or more at the end of the day. While this is in no way a path to sobriety that I would recommend, it worked for me at the time.


And obviously, it made a huge difference. Rather than wasting time partying and getting nothing out of it, I started producing parties and doing graphic design projects for a record label. Don’t get me wrong—I was still drinking way more than I should. But at least my transition from the rave scene to the bar scene helped to keep me a little more grounded on planet Earth.
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That’s when I fell in love with the wrong girl. I met her in a dive bar, and before I knew it, we had this totally sex-based relationship going on. And that’s really all it was about at first. I wasn’t even that into her in the beginning. But once you start having sex all the time, it’s hard to break away. It’s the body appetites I was telling you about—the raging lust of the flesh living itself out.


That’s the big reason for the guidelines and boundaries about sex in the Bible. It isn’t because God wants to be a creeper lurking around our bedrooms. Hebrews 13:4 says, “Give honor to marriage, and remain faithful to one another in marriage. God will surely judge people who are immoral and those who commit adultery.” It’s not that He wants to keep us from having any fun. It’s exactly the opposite. God wants you to have tons of fun in the bedroom, but it’s got to be with your spouse. That’s how He made us. We were created so that sex is more than just a physical act. There’s an emotional and spiritual side to it, too. So, He created guidelines for keeping it inside of marriage because He knew how sleeping around could seriously confuse our emotions and lead to all sorts of bad situations, messed-up relationships, and STDs. It can even lead to abortions and all the screwed-up emotions and aftereffects that come with that. Sadly, abortion is exactly where this girl and I ended up.


One day, she showed up at my work bawling. She told me that she just got back from aborting our baby at the clinic. This was the first time I even knew she was pregnant. Now she’s telling me she aborted our kid? I was in shock. It was like a bomb had been dropped on me. But she was near hysterical, so I wrapped her up in my arms. My own feelings about what had just happened got shoved to the side. Instead, the compassionate side of me came out. People don’t often think about how badly getting an abortion messes girls up. It took her a long time to work through what she had done. It was during this time of my emotional shock and her being a wreck that we ended up falling in love.


Then I got her pregnant again. Here was our chance to do it right this time. We stopped the partying, and she took her prenatal care seriously. At one appointment early on, we got the news that the egg had split into twins. But before we had a chance to celebrate, the doctor told us that the second baby had died. He called it vanishing twin syndrome. That news sucked.


But we still had the one baby. We were living clean—doing the best we could for this new life we were bringing into the world. I was determined to be the father this child needed, not a wastoid or a deadbeat. I started having all these fantasies about what it was going to be like being a dad. A short time later, though, she called me and told me that she was too young to be a mom and she was going to abort the baby. She said she still wanted to be with me, but I told her that if she aborted our baby, I would be gone. She did it anyway.


Emptiness. Then rage.


Two pregnancies—three babies gone. All the hope that I had for life turning around was crushed. Then, as one more knife to the back, I found out she was cheating on me. She had already cheated on me before, in between the abortions, but I had decided then that I was going to stick around and try to make it work. Forget that now. We were done.


Some may say, “Dude, what did you expect?” I don’t know. I expected something different—something better. Maybe some grace and mercy from God and a chance at both of us turning our lives around and becoming a family. People can change, right? Maybe I was naïve. Maybe I had crazy, unrealistic expectations. All I know is that when it all fell apart, I fell apart with it.


Rather than considering the possibility that my own bad choices may have led to my current situation, I decided the blame belonged to God. Even though I didn’t have a relationship with Him, I still accused Him of destroying my life. The insanity of that thinking! I didn’t want anything to do with God. I had totally blocked Him out of my life. Yet, when my life collapsed around me, where did I point the finger of blame? Right at the One I had told to keep out of my life. How schizo is that?


Still, that’s what I did. I straight-out told God that I hated Him for all that He’d done to me. I cussed Him out and flipped my two middle fingers up to Him. I let Him know that He could just stay the hell away from me. I was just going to keep doing my own thing. I’m going to make money. I’m going to put whatever I want into my body. I’m going to use girls just to satisfy my own needs. I’m done looking for love. I’m done trying to find “the right one.” Screw that—I’ve tried it. There’s too much pain in relationships. Besides, you can’t trust women anyway—they’re all the same. As soon as you start loving one, she’ll cheat on you or stab you in the back or kill your unborn kid. If God’s got a problem with that, what do I care? He obviously doesn’t care about me.


3

















CHAPTER 2



Losing Control


It was soon after I’d had it out with God that I started my new job, and everything got really awesome really fast. My oldest brother, Raul, had founded Four Star Distribution, which was a group of four snowboard brands. Along with that project, he was working on starting a new skateboard company called C1RCA Footwear. Soon, all five brands dominated in their industries. The concept behind C1RCA Footwear was to build a brand around legendary pro skateboarder Chad Muska. That meant bringing together music, art, and the skateboarding culture to create a one-of-a-kind brand. There was nothing else comparable out there.


Since I was already producing music events, Raul, Chad, and I had a few conversations. The result was that I took a job as the head of music promotions and team manager for C1RCA Footwear. This was great timing for me. It got me to change my scenery. I was able to refocus and rebuild my life as I dedicated all my time to this new job. I put the nightmare that I’d just gone through behind me. I started working like a dog—long hours, seven days a week. But I loved it. I had finally found my dream job, and I was now doing what I was most passionate about. It was the perfect outlet for my creativity.


It was at this time that I birthed a new concept for a music festival with Muska called Skate Jam. It was the first of its kind, bringing skateboard culture, drum and bass and hip-hop music, and art together under one roof. With Wu Tang headlining, thousands of people poured in to watch the $10,000 best trick skate contest and listen to the bands. The C1RCA brand started invading the music scene.


It soon began showing up everywhere. Bands and celebrities were wearing our products. Media outlets, from MTV to all the music mags, were talking about us. We were being worn by Eminem, Deftones, Limp Bizkit, Ghostface Killah, Roni Size, and many others. This company was where I was putting much of my effort, and I was killing it. C1RCA was leading the way in the industry, and soon competing shoe brands were trying their best to match our success by copying our music initiatives. The plan was working and the long hours were paying off. I was psyched!


All the while, I was having the time of my life. I was twenty-two years old, and I was touring around the world, staying in the sickest hotels, going to the biggest music festivals and most exclusive parties, and working with the most popular bands on the planet. A couple of C1RCA team riders and I were invited by Fred Durst, lead singer of Limp Bizkit, to the Playboy mansion, and we partied there for the band’s record release party. Check that off the bucket list. We hung out at the mansion until pro skateboarder Adrian Lopez threw up by the peacocks, and then it was a wrap—we bounced. The Vivid porn girls hosted our snow brand parties, then came back with us to the house to continue the cocaine-fueled party. It was an insane life.


Toward the beginning of my C1RCA years, I wasn’t using drugs at all and only drinking a little bit. I was really focused on my work. I wanted to kill it at my job, and I didn’t want all the fog in my brain that came with the drugs. Besides, with how hard I was working, who had time to cut out and get wasted? That period of my life was as close to completely sober as I had been since I was a teenager.


I stayed straight for a few years. Then, like a cancer breaking through remission, the old ways began creeping back in. I’d be backstage at an event or at a club and someone would have cocaine. I’d justify to myself that a little bit wouldn’t hurt. That “harmless” dabbling continued for a short while. A bump of cocaine here, a tab of ecstasy there. Once a month became twice a month, which became weekly until I got sucked back in again—it was like going over the falls on a surfboard. The apostle Peter wrote, “So be on guard; then you will not be carried away by the errors of these wicked people and lose your own secure footing” (2 Peter 3:17). If we’re not watching for the temptations that are trying to destroy us, we’ll step right into them and get taken out. It’s like a fox walking into a trap. We let our guard down and suddenly the appetites of the flesh have us clamped in and we’re powerless to break free.


As time went on, I found myself once again firmly in the grip of my old ways. The final spiral began for me when there was a shift in the company. The brands were going through cuts and the entire music program got shut down. The music program was the whole reason I had been hired. My passion was in the music part of my job, but C1RCA decided to move away from that side of the business. My role shifted to just a team manager. Don’t get me wrong—I loved my time hanging with those dudes, and I had some of the best times of my life traveling with them. We were and still are all brothers, and it was those amazing relationships that kept me there. But the challenge was gone; the creative drive was gone. I like to produce and create events—that’s my passion; it’s what I live for. Now my job had none of that.


With the excitement of my work fading, I began feeling like I was losing my purpose. I had more idle time on my hands and nothing good to do with those extra hours. I was looking for something to fill the void in my life. If you asked an outside observer, they’d say that I was living the dream. I had money, I had girls, I traveled. Wasn’t that supposed to fill up the void and give me meaning? Instead, I found myself wanting something more—something real.


So much of what once had given me excitement just got really old and repetitive—going to the same countries over and over, putting on the same events, staying in the same hotels, hanging out in bars. Truth was I had gotten incredibly bored with life. Some might say, “Ryan, you had everything, man. How could that ever get old?” If you try to find your meaning in anything in this world—money, success, travel, relationships, sex, work—it’s eventually going to fail you. We were created for something more, something greater, something bigger, something that makes a difference.


My life became a routine. I’d get up, go to work, go skate, get wasted, get up, go to work, go skate, get wasted. This was day after day after day. I got to the point where I didn’t really care anymore if I lived or died. I wasn’t suicidal; I just didn’t care. Nothing satisfied me. Nothing made me happy. I felt like a dead man walking. I had no peace, no joy—nothing. Totally empty inside.
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C1RCA sent me with their pro and amateur teams on a tour through Mexico, Costa Rica, and Panama City. The whole trip I was sneaking away and doing cocaine every night. The farther south you are, the purer the coke is. I was on a mission to try every bit I could get my hands on. Every day we’d do skate demos and autograph signings. Every night we’d go eat and finish at a bar. While everyone else was sticking to the alcohol, I was slipping away a couple of times every hour to the bathroom so I could dip my key into a bag of cocaine and snort it up my nose.


When we hit San Jose, Costa Rica, the drugs overpowered me and put me out of commission. After a night of alcohol and blow, I excused myself from the bar to go up to my room. I was so strung out I could barely think. I desperately needed some sleep. Every day I had been ending the night passed out on my bed, and passing out is not the same as sleeping. So, on my way to my room I did what any other drug-insane person would do when he needed to shut down—I dropped a bar of Xanax to counteract the cocaine. That way I wouldn’t feel like I was coming apart at the seams the next morning.


I went to my room, did some more lines of cocaine, and passed out.


Later on, Adrian, Sierra, and a couple of other riders found me sprawled out on the bed—overdosed. There was cocaine all over my face and a bag on the table next to me. Adrian shook me and called my name, but I was totally unresponsive. Adrian got so freaked out that he called my parents back in California. Frantic, he told them what was going on and that he wasn’t sure I was going to come out of this. Normally, this would be the time for someone to call the paramedics or the police. But remember, we were down in Central America and there were drugs all over the room. Chances are that if I came out of this, I and possibly a few of my other buddies would spend the next number of years in a Costa Rican prison. You going to make that call? Heck no!


Immediately, my parents began praying. There is power in prayer. It is our direct line to the Creator God of the universe. When people pray, God listens every single time. I’m not saying that He always does what we want Him to do. He’s not a genie and prayer isn’t a magic lamp. But we do know that every prayer we pray goes right to His ears, and He will always answer with what is best.


God heard my parents’ prayers for my recovery. God answered, “Yes.”
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I woke up the next morning by God’s grace. All the guys were like, “Dude, we thought you were dead last night.” But I didn’t really answer them. I was still high on the Xanax and wasted from the alcohol. I felt like I was floating. The team had gathered outside the hotel to go zip-lining out in the jungles where the movie Predator had been filmed. This was going to be one of the highlights of the trip for me, but when the van pulled up to the location, I spotted a hammock up on a hill hanging between two trees. It was just like you see in the movies—


picture-perfect. The team went without me, while I slipped into the hammock. The cool breeze from the tropical forest felt amazing. I slept like I’d never slept before.


After one more night, I finally sobered up. That next day was a travel day, which landed us in Panama City. After the skate demo, I went to my hotel room at the Sheraton. I needed time by myself. Being alone can be sobering. It’s when you’re alone that you discover who you really are. It’s just you and your mind. When you look in your own eyes in the bathroom mirror, all the masks are pulled away, and it’s just you looking back at yourself. When I looked in that mirror, I didn’t like what I saw. In my eyes I saw all the bad decisions I’d made, all the time I’d wasted being wasted, all the people I’d let down by losing control.


Then I did something that I hadn’t done in years. I sat down on the edge of my bed and I prayed. Growing up in my dad’s church, I’d heard a lot of versions of what is called “the sinner’s prayer.” This is the prayer that people say when they are tired of doing life their own way and decide to give their lives to Jesus. Pulling from those memories, I said, “Jesus, if You are real, I need You to prove it to me. I’ll give my life to You. I need You to forgive me of my sins. I need You to come into my life and fill me with Your Holy Spirit. I can’t do it my way anymore. I’m over it. I’ll follow Your way if You show me You’re real. Amen.”


I sat there waiting for something to happen. I thought maybe Jesus would show up in my hotel room with rainbows, lightning bolts, and angels singing some chorus. He’d turn to me and say, “Ryan, I’ve been waiting for you, you dirty sinner.” But that never happened. Jesus was a no-show. Just what I’d been afraid of. Just like I’d expected. “I knew You weren’t real,” I yelled, feeling the discouragement come back into my heart.


But even if I wasn’t yet feeling like a great spiritual change had taken place, I knew that something had happened. The proof was that I was done with the drugs once and for all. I finally realized the toll they’d taken on my life, and I was tired of losing control. That night I found the team chilling in the Jacuzzi. The hardest thing for me to do was to confess and admit to them something that they already knew—I had an alcohol and drug problem. I told them I was committed to stopping it once and for all. When I heard the words coming out of my mouth, I was in shock. I had known that I had a problem, but I figured if I didn’t admit it, then maybe it wasn’t real. I was in denial. Once I said the words, there was no going back—the problem was real.


The weight of the world fell off my shoulders when I spoke those words to them. They supported me, and it was so awesome and encouraging to feel that from these friends who were like my family and who I highly respected. Something else came into my life in that moment—accountability. By telling them that I was done with all the substance abuse, I knew I couldn’t jump back in again.


When I got back to my room, all the “what now?” questions started flooding my brain. What was going to happen when my brother Raul and his partner—the owners of C1RCA—found out? Was I still going to have my job? Did I still even want that job? Because by that point I was pretty much over it. And what did I need to do to get myself straight and stay that way? It was hard not to stress about the future.


The next day we flew back to the United States. Before leaving the hotel, I spent the morning up in my room thinking about God and the prayer I had prayed the day before. I knew that I had to be missing something. I’d seen my family and the peace and joy that they felt in their lives with God. Why wasn’t I feeling those same things? There had to be an answer.


That’s when a thought popped into my brain. I got out of bed and opened up the nightstand. In there I found a book with the words HOLY BIBLE written on it and PLACED BY THE GIDEONS stamped below. Lifting it out, I began to flip through the pages, thinking that if the prayer hadn’t worked, then maybe this would help.


I was glad to discover that it actually was in English—well, almost in English. It was a King James Version, which to me was like reading Shakespeare. I’ve had ADD my whole life and was held back in school, so I have a very poor reading level. They even put me in special-ed classes because they didn’t know how to deal with kids with ADD—or, as I call them, “Passionate and Driven Students Who Don’t Fit the Box.” So, as I read this Bible, it felt like most of the words were divided between those I didn’t understand and those I couldn’t pronounce. But still, I knew that I needed to give it a shot. So, I stole the Bible and started reading it on the flight back to California.


Stealing that Bible from my Sheraton hotel room was the best decision of my life, because it changed me. I read that book for six hours straight on the flight back home. The skate team was probably tripping seeing me reading the Bible on the plane. They had known me for eleven years. They had to be thinking, “What is going on? Cocaine? Yes. Getting drunk out of his mind? Definitely. Chasing girls? Absolutely. But now the Cocaine Pirate is reading the Bible?”


Truth is, I couldn’t put that book down. I figured that if God is real, then He had to be in that book, and I was going to find Him. By the time we landed—even with all the “thees” and “thous”—I felt like I had truly met God. And for the first time in seventeen years, I felt real peace. Little did I know then that what I was feeling was an encounter with God’s presence—the Holy Spirit pouring into me.


So, just to make sure you haven’t missed anything that’s happened: I had totally screwed up my life by giving in to my body appetites, doing whatever felt good and totally living for myself. I came to the end of that nowhere way of living and I gave my life to Jesus. I repented, which means I turned away from living life my way and committed to start doing life God’s way. I said, “Jesus, if You’re real, then forgive me of my sins—all those things that I’m doing that are destroying me.” He forgave me instantly, on the spot. I jacked the Bible from the hotel and in the pages discovered that Jesus Christ is real. He proceeded to fill me with the Holy Spirit, the Power from heaven, and the Holy Spirit gave me peace.


That Holy Spirit power is how God proves that He is real. Jesus once said, “Anyone who is thirsty may come to me! Anyone who believes in me may come and drink! For the Scriptures declare, ‘Rivers of living water will flow from his heart’” (John 7:37–38). You can’t get that from any dead religion. It only comes through a relationship with the God and Creator of the universe.


That, my friend, is salvation right there. That’s what it’s all about. God is real and His name is Jesus Christ, and He wants a relationship with you. If you want to find out who He really is and not just what people say about Him, then find a Bible and read it (easiest way—find the Bible app and download it for free!). Do your own homework—don’t depend on someone else’s opinion. Find a Bible translation you like (I personally love the readability of the New Living Translation) and start reading the Gospel of John—the story of Jesus. You’ll be amazed at what you discover. The Bible is the DNA of Jesus Christ and Jesus Christ is the DNA of holiness. It’s in the Bible that we find all the answers to all the big questions of life: Origin—where did we come from? Purpose—why are we here? Morality—are there such things as right and wrong? Destiny—what happens to me when I die?


The Bible is truly the Word of God—100 percent accurate from Genesis to Revelation, from beginning to end. It’s literally God’s voice speaking to us. The apostle Paul wrote, “All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful to teach us what is true and to make us realize what is wrong in our lives. It corrects us when we are wrong and teaches us to do what is right. God uses it to prepare and equip his people to do every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16–17). That word “inspired” literally means “God-breathed.” The Bible is straight from His mouth. You want to hear God speaking to you, telling you all the great things that He has waiting for you when you give yourself to Him? Crack open the Book.
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