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			Introduction

			‘What no eye has seen, no ear has heard, and what no human heart has conceived’—the things God has prepared 
for those who love him.

			– 1 Corinthians 2:9

			There is a plan for your life that you cannot see—a plan that is predestined just for you. You must believe in what is not presently visible, trusting in the Spirit to be your guide. It is through the Spirit that you will discover and live in your purpose. The Spirit is your guide and counselor to living a life of true wellness, joy, and fulfillment. What you will receive from God is outside of the world’s control. What is for you cannot be understood by anyone but you; however, the Spirit sees and knows all.

			Physical sight is a blessing. It allows us to witness God’s creation and the wonders of nature: trees, animals, and streams. With it, you can take in the dawn of each new day and the fall of each sunset. You can watch your children grow and experience the many artistic pleasures of this world.

			However, even some people who are physically blind may still be able to see. Since they have broken their dependence on earthly vision, they have trained themselves to see with the Spirit. The Spirit is the force which gives you power and strength, feeds us with positive energy and vibrations, and gives insight when making decisions that incorporate your values and beliefs. The Spirit enables us to be at peace in a world of chaos—it keeps you calmly centered and says, “Follow me, all is well.”

			Following the Spirit is vital to obtaining completeness and wholeness. To experience completeness requires the harmony of mind, body, and spirit. These three elements work together, helping us live a more successful existence. It is the Spirit that enables you to see past the dead ends that others see. And when you think you cannot go any farther, it says, “Keep going.”

			This place of relying on the Spirit is where I wanted and needed to be to find balance and harmony in my life. I wanted the sight that would motivate, inspire, drive me to go farther, and strive for the “more” beyond my natural sight. The “more” is living my best in all aspects of my life. Living my best does not mean that I have a ten rating in all spheres. Rather, it means living to maximize the potential in all areas of life in alignment to the purpose of one’s life. I desired to maximize my health and well-being, with high levels of awareness, making conscious choices fueled by love, meaning, and purpose. I wanted to believe in what could not be seen and have faith that, ultimately, all would become visible. I had to look beyond my present circumstances to see what I needed to learn, using the type of sight that truly mattered.

			In all the jobs I worked, I never fit in. Historically, I would work a job for no more than five years before moving on. Even in the job I worked at for twenty years, I was unfulfilled. There was always a restlessness within me that something was missing.

			I was a renegade, never conforming to the mindsets of those around me that were content to stay idle. I was not willing to settle for a job that only paid my bills, put food on my table, and provided a roof over my head. I wanted more. I knew that there was something better for me in my future. My restlessness did not allow me to plant roots. It made me hunger to do more and be more by serving God. Romans 12:2 states, “Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” I had a thirst for this continual renewal and development, not for conforming and being confined. I wanted to be free.

			I came to discover what this means: breaking from the molds imposed by society, culture, and even our own limiting beliefs. It means challenging the status quo and embracing a mindset that transcends mere conformity. Instead of passively adhering to the norms dictated by external forces, you are called to actively engage in the process of renewal—a transformation that originates from within.

			As I let this verse transform my life, I uncovered seven crucial steps to achieve this internal change:

			1.Embrace critical thinking: Question assumptions, challenge conventional wisdom, and seek understanding beyond surface-level knowledge. Develop a habit of examining ideas from multiple perspectives, and foster a deeper understanding of the world.

			

			2.Cultivate self-awareness: Take time for introspection and recognize how your thoughts and actions are influenced by external factors. Strive for authenticity in belief and behavior. Understand personal values, strengths, and weaknesses.

			3.Practice mindfulness: Train the mind to be present in the moment—free from distractions and judgments. This allows you to observe your thoughts and emotions without attachment, fostering greater clarity and emotional resilience.

			4.Actively pursue growth opportunities: Embrace challenges as opportunities for learning. Step out of your comfort zone, try new experiences, and seek personal development initiatives that expand your perspective and capabilities.

			5.Nurture positive relationships: Surround yourself with individuals who inspire and support your journey of transformation. Engage in meaningful conversations, exchange ideas, and learn from diverse viewpoints.

			6.Cultivate gratitude: Shift focus away from what you lack, and appreciate the blessings and opportunities already present in your life.

			7.Align with purpose: Discover passion in life. Align your thoughts and actions with meaningful goals that resonate with your personal values and aspirations.

			Transforming the mind is a continuous journey of growth, self-discovery, and conscious evolution. It requires courage to challenge the familiar, resilience to overcome obstacles, and commitment to embrace change. As you renew your mind, you not only transcend the patterns of this world but also become an agent of transformation, inspiring others to embark on their own journey of self-discovery and renewal.

			For me, this process required taking a leap and being uncomfortable in order to create the future and life that fulfilled me. I knew it was possible, even though it would require sacrifice, courage, and dedication: sacrifice because I would have to give up being comfortable with a steady, financially stable job in order to pursue my desire to be an entrepreneur; courage because I would have to connect with individuals and take on roles I would not have considered possible in the past; dedication because I would have to put in the time and effort to reach my goals.

			Within every person are two competing forces. The first force clings to safety and attempts to minimize fear, and the second force yearns for wholeness and completion by being true to oneself. It is the second force that I wanted to control my life. I had a deep desire to not just live, but to be impactful and make a difference by helping others. I had gone as far as I could in my job. Now it was time for my career. I wanted to partner with others to support them in their journey for more, as I had done.

			In my career, I wanted to help individuals know true joy, not just happiness. Happiness is typically associated with a sense of well-being and satisfaction—a symptom of circumstance. Joy, on the other hand, is a deep, enduring state of being. It produces a profound sense of contentment and inner peace. Unlike happiness, joy is not dependent on external circumstances but is instead related to our state of mind. It is a mindset that can persist even in the face of adversity. Joy is leaning into the Spirit to see beyond natural sight, yield the outcomes we desire, and help others focus on their own Spirit-empowered vision.

			

			The Spirit is not fixated on the tangible, only on the intangible. It enables you to see and feel from a different perspective. You are not bound to clothes, jewelry, or money—items that come and go. Instead, your faith will provide for your basic needs, such as food and shelter. These will be provided because you are in alignment with your purpose. When you do the work that you were created to do, you will never lack. In fact, abundance is all around you. Just close your eyes and open your mind. Center your attention on being blessed; blessings will open doors that you believe are closed.

			As you focus your mind on the resources you need, those resources are what you will receive. Be centered in faith and believe. You will become magnetic and attract what you need. This posture frees you to be your best self—a self that is not focused on material wealth or pleasing others but on pleasing God, the one who created you. Join him in the work he is doing. Put your gift to use and help to better our world. Attracting what you need is not about what you can get but about how you can add value to others so that they, in turn, are empowered to do the same.

			Relying totally on physical sight is shortsighted. It causes misconceptions and prejudices, effecting your perception of situations and people and limiting what you can do. Because physical sight is so limited, we need spiritual sight to truly see. Spiritual sight enables us to remove limitations. The Spirit empowers us to see with hope and faith. As hope and faith grow, we will respond with actions that lead to flourishing instead of surviving.

			As a child, my eyes controlled my life. Ultimately, my mother and father were great parents because they provided a solid foundation for their children. Specifically, they instilled in me a bedrock of faith and belief in who I am. They instilled in me that I am a person of value, so I do not allow any person to devalue me.

			Even so, parts of what I witnessed and experienced initially placed limits on my potential. My mother worked for a brief period but suddenly stopped. I did not see her seeking out new employment or pursuing entrepreneurship. She was content with being a housewife. I am sure this was a joint decision by my parents. My father was the provider for the home. He valued hard work and dedication—values that became instilled in me. Our household had sufficient funds to maintain the essentials. But there were no remaining funds for recreational activities or for us children to explore our passions, attend summer camps, or travel. Both of my parents were content with sustaining a household on one salary that enabled us to survive but not thrive. There was no plan for a better future, so I believed one was not possible.

			My parents were laborers: hardworking, dedicated to being independent, and not looking for handouts. As such, they instilled in their children that we must become laborers. While I appreciated the work ethic they gave me, this expectation also placed limitations on what we believed we could become. At the age of thirteen, when I entered high school, I aspired only to graduate and pursue a trade. There was no thought of going to college. Breaking free from the limitations of my environment opened a door, empowering me to see with the Spirit. This allowed me to go to college and eventually become a consultant and entrepreneur. It allowed me to take control of my story and become the author.

			I had to learn that the limits I saw in my childhood were not final—that physical sight was blocking me from embracing and pursuing purpose. I learned that I could not allow my environment and the people in it to dictate my aspirations. Where I began did not have to control where I could go.

			I eventually came to appreciate how my parents surpassed their own limits, too. My parents migrated from the South to escape racism and segregation in hopes of seeking a better life. Living in the South, Blacks were believed to be inferior. But my parents did not allow the words spoken by closed-minded and biased strangers to be their reality. The words my parents spoke were the opposite. They spoke, “I am somebody.” They were somebody: people of beauty and power. This belief enabled them to survive and love the people that God created. What they spoke and reflected upon is what became their reality.

			Unfortunately, total reliance on earthly vision is prevalent in the world today. Individuals allow their environment to place limits on their growth and potential. Our communities have great influence over our lives and lock us into the communal perspective, preventing us from discovering what we can do and who we can be.

			We must be willing to change our community and keep moving forward. It saddens and angers me when people give their personal control to others. It saddens me because they are giving up on themselves and the chance for a life with possibility. It angers me because giving up is really complacency. It means accepting what life dishes out instead of seizing opportunities and creating a life that resonates with the Spirit. Time, effort, and dedication are the only ways to change the story.

			A great example of this is the movie Roadhouse, starring Patrick Swayze. Swayze played John Dalton, a man who traveled the country changing the culture of nightclubs. John transformed clubs from unsavory establishments into attractive and welcoming businesses that were viable and sustainable. The movie centered on a club owner, Frank Tilghman, who operated in a town that was under the influence of a bully, Brad Wesley. Tilghman had a vision for his club, a vision he believed could become a reality. For the vision to be realized, it would take courage, grit, and perseverance. Tilghman did not allow his environment and its people to control what he could see. He believed in his dream. He experienced major trials and obstacles, but ultimately, Tilghman’s vision came to life. This movie summarizes how one can see beyond their physical sight and instead see with the Spirit.

			This is what I had to learn to do—to see beyond my present situations and circumstances. I had to be like Tilghman and believe in the vision I had for my life, even as a small child. As a child, I had playtime with one of my cousins. I shared with her my dream to be a lawyer or a business executive, even though I did not really believe this was possible. I saw it as an opportunity to pretend, even without real hope. I saw my parents and my environment as barriers that I could not overcome. My mindset was “if” instead of “can.”

			In Mark 9:14–23, a father seeks healing for his son. The disciples do not help, and the father becomes discouraged. In verse 22, he says to Jesus, “But if you can do anything, take pity on us and help us.” 

			Jesus replies, “‘If you can?’ Everything is possible for one who believes.”

			The father had an “if” attitude, contemplating the obstacles. Jesus had a “can” mindset, focused on possibilities.

			In navigating life’s challenges, adopting an “if” versus a “can” attitude profoundly influences outcomes. The “if” mentality fixates on uncertainties, dwelling on potential barriers and setbacks. This attitude yields hesitation, indecision, and missed opportunities. It breeds doubt. Individuals with an “if” mindset may find themselves paralyzed by the fear of potential failures. They might dwell excessively on what could go wrong, which can inhibit progress and personal growth. Additionally, an “if” attitude may contribute to a negative outlook, limiting creativity and innovation. Overall, the results of an “if” attitude include missed chances for success, reduced self-confidence, and a lack of fulfillment due to the reluctance to take risks and pursue goals wholeheartedly.

			A “can” attitude, on the other hand, embodies optimism and resilience, allowing us to concentrate on solutions and ignite the drive to overcome. By adopting a “can” mindset, individuals unlock their full potential, paving the way for personal fulfillment, professional success, and a more enriching life journey. Embracing a “can” attitude cultivates a mindset of empowerment and self-belief. It fosters a willingness to innovate and persist in the face of adversity. Those with a “can” mentality tend to approach challenges as opportunities for growth, learning, and development. They harness their inner resources and external support networks to navigate complexities with resilience and grace. One transforms potential obstacles into steppingstones to success. A “can” mindset turns potential into reality.

			As I looked at my community and its barriers, I had to adopt a “can” mindset to break free of my environment and become the person I was meant to be.

			As I progressed on my journey to see, there were still lessons to learn. I made decisions based on my own sight that resulted in hardship and pain. When my brother passed, I turned to man instead of looking to the One who created me. However, turning to man eventually led me to look deep within myself—and to my creator—and see not with my eyes but with hope, faith, and the power of thinking. We are to see through these, not from the perspective of self but the perspective of God.

			Every person has choices and options. It is up to the individual to identify and understand what those are. We will always encounter situations and circumstances that break us. But we must be broken to be made whole and see from God’s perspective instead of our own. We are all the same. We all bleed and die. No one person can say they are better or more important than another person. If a person does have this perspective, it is a false reality. Their perspective is clouded by selfishness, pride, and insecurities. God’s perspective allows us to shed our negative mindset and remove the “scales” that blind us. Once they are removed, we can see beyond physical sight.

			See and enjoy the beauty of the world. Be thankful for the life you have been gifted. Strive to make the most of your life. Be impactful and make a difference by uplifting those around you. Help others to be their best instead of just settling for whatever life throws at them. Help them achieve the exhortation of Ephesians 4:22–24, which says to “put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.”

			Seeing with the Spirit will enable you to change your world. It has changed mine, guiding me to see people and situations from a new perspective. As a result, it has transformed me into a better version of myself, someone who strives to be of value to others.

			Before I learned this, I was so focused on what I could physically see that I was missing the beauty of my journey. My journey had missteps and failed attempts that caused me to think I was defeated, having to settle for whatever came my way. In one of my jobs, for example, I had seven different supervisors. Each one was progressively worse. I did not believe this was possible. I would think I had hit rock bottom with one supervisor, then the next would be even worse. I had to learn that it was not the supervisors who needed to change, but me.

			My focus on physical sight caused me to only see my immediate environment, missing the lessons. Each supervisor taught me a lesson. Each helped me in my journey to grow, develop, and transform. I was so fixated on each supervisor’s qualities that I failed to look within myself, to see what the Spirit was leading me to do. I had to see beyond my environment to shift my focus within and make the intangible become tangible. I had to seek understanding and gain wisdom to aid me in moving forward instead of lamenting and becoming complacent. I had to learn that circumstances occur for a reason. It is up to us to look beneath the surface—to find and uncover their lessons.

			In this book, I share my journey to sight so that each reader may find their own. Spiritual sight requires that you go deeper within, to see the world not with your eyes but with hope, joy, and love. Do not see with jaded perceptions and biases. Remove these barriers and discover the pathways to resolution. Find solutions through empowerment and self-responsibility. You are in control of yourself—what you think, believe, feel, and do. You are in control of living a life that is whole and complete.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			See Beyond the Environment

			Clarity is the moment we see without opening our eyes.

			– Stephanie Banks, A Soulful Awakening

			Our deepest moments of clarity don’t come from what we physically see but from what we understand with our hearts, minds, and spirits. When we learn to trust our inner knowing, we recognize that true clarity often comes from within. But that understanding is a developmental process that must start somewhere. 

			Where you start is merely that—the start. Think about the runners in a race. Everyone starts at the beginning. However, each runner’s journey will not be the same. Each will get to the finish line in their own time, using stamina and endurance. These factors will determine how they run their individual race with their individual gifts.

			

			The start of the race is determined by our environment and social systems: family, friends, neighborhoods, cultures, school systems, etc. In the human services profession, one of the methods used to evaluate and understand individuals is the General Systems Theory. This theory states that various elements in an individual’s environment mold their thoughts, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. These elements are the systems that play a vital role in the development of one’s sense of identity. Analyzing an individual’s systems allows one to look at an individual holistically.

			The systems of an individual can hinder growth because of barriers created by one’s culture and experiences. The barriers impact our mindset and can cause us to settle in life. It takes willpower to make change in those systems, to break away and run the race of life. This is what I had to do to break through the ceiling that my environment had constructed over my life.

			My mom had me at almost fifty years old. Because of her age, she lacked patience and could not relate to me. She would call me stupid when she became angry or upset with something I did. Because of this, I believed I must be stupid. I know she did not call me these names maliciously. It was merely her way of expressing her anger. Still, I had to break through this barrier of believing myself to be inferior and reprogram my mind toward a different narrative.

			Think of Cinderella as another example. Her systems—that is, her stepmother and stepsisters—impacted her mindset and beliefs. Cinderella had to break through the barriers of her environment to see that she could be a princess, not a servant to her evil stepmother and sisters. It took her fairy godmother to break her out of prison and open her eyes to see. The analogy speaks to how one must open their mind to see beyond their systems that place barriers and constraints on them. Unfortunately, I have encountered a few Cinderellas who could not break through these barriers. They gave up on becoming the person that existed inside of them waiting to break free.

			My Systems

			Family

			Family lays the foundation for values and beliefs. A baby looks to the mother for safety and security. The bond that forms between mother and child enables the child to be confident. Rooted in this bond, the child will be able to adapt and recover from trials as well as establish healthy relationships. The bond influences how the child’s perspective and mindset will develop—whether the child will be calm and resilient or fearful and anxious about how to exist in the world.

			My family was the first system that shaped what I thought I could accomplish in life. My experiences in this system impacted what I saw and believed, effecting my aspirations and mindset. Both of my parents migrated from the South to Illinois to seek a better life. They did create a better life for themselves and their children, and because of them, our household did not have to experience the racism and segregation of the South. My father served in the Vietnam War before meeting and marrying my mom. They created a home that was safe and comfortable. However, being comfortable can cause you to settle and become complacent—following the security of what is known and minimizing the unknown out of fear, even though it is the unknown that results in growth and evolution. This is the mindset that was passed on to me.

			Being comfortable means making enough money to keep food on the table, clothes on your back, and a roof over your head. However, there was no drive to be anything more than average or do anything more than just to get by. Their philosophy on life was reflected by their shopping habits. My family would go to the mall to shop for clothes twice a year: once for the winter and once for school clothes. I had four or five pairs of shoes to sustain me for the year. There was no need for more. There was no thought of going beyond that. The goal was to maintain in every way.

			Obtaining funds for programs and activities that would enable us to grow was not an option. My parents did not enroll me in after school programs to broaden my education and skills or aid in my development. Instead, I just lived. I went to school and came home. There were no extracurricular activities. My parents had no aspirations to generate wealth to add value to their children’s experiences. There was no drive to be more than just average. 

			I believe it is the parents’ responsibility to challenge their child to become better than themselves. A parent is the most influential person in the child’s life. Therefore, the parent has the power to speak life into the child and should inspire the child to become greater and better; I received no such encouragement.

			Initially, my mom worked; however, she lost her job and did not return to the workforce. She became a full-time stay-at-home-mom. Her philosophy, which was the foundation of her culture, was that women should be content with raising a family and managing the household. There was no need to pursue education or to have a career. She also never learned to drive a car, always dependent upon my dad or friends for transportation. Her mobility limited what she could do, but her mind was closed to other possibilities. She placed a ceiling on the growth in her life.

			Just as culture had placed limits on her thinking, she placed those limitations on her daughters. She trained me using what worked for her. I was to find a husband who could make me a home. This mindset worked well in her day and era; however, the world was evolving, and women were taking on more roles in society. Women were landing higher paying jobs and making strides in the business world beyond being a secretary or receptionist.

			The limiting mindset of my mom did not make her a bad person. She did the best that she could with what she knew, but her way of thinking was shaped by the circumstances she grew up in. Culture shapes our expectations of gender roles. Women have historically been oppressed, harassed, and denied education while men are men were given free reign and access to all.

			However, God created both male and female in his image to be imitators of Christ. We are one humanity, distinct by our gender, each with a role to play in this world. Men and women can both work and be included in leadership roles. In Galatians 3:28, the Apostle Paul explains that all are new in Christ—there is no distinction based on race, ethnicity, class, gender, or any physical characteristic. It is clear that every person matters to God. Afterall, God created man and woman to be a team, not to be adversaries or for one to be superior.

			Love is the key to combating limited thinking. Loving God and oneself removes the barriers that place limits one’s value. Women must love themselves, not looking to anything or anyone else to define who they are except God.

			In addition to my mom and dad, I was fortunate to have my grandmother live in our household for a few years of my life. My mom and her three sisters banded together and took turns providing a home for her. She had lived in Louisiana in a small town called El Dorado for as long as she could, until her health began failing and her finances were depleted. My grandfather passed away before I was born, so my grandma needed support.

			I loved my “Grandme.” That was my nickname for her. “Grandme” meant she was the grandmother for me. She made me feel special because she made a point of keeping me around her. Wherever she went, I was in tow. Grandme stayed with us in Chicago during the summer, spring, and fall. She traveled to California to stay with my aunt for the winter when it was hard to get around in the snow and the Chicago weather aggravated her arthritis.

			Whenever she stayed with us, I would spend the entire day with her. We had a routine. We would get up in the morning, eat breakfast, then watch our favorite soap opera, The Young and Restless, followed by lunch. Grandme often made me grilled cheese sandwiches. Those were my favorite. She used that gooey cheese that would melt in your mouth. When I pulled the sandwich apart, the cheese would be like a rubber band, thick and rich in flavor. After lunch, we would continue watching TV. I was just happy being with Grandme.

			As with most children, my family was my entire world. They were my role models. My mom and grandmother were both happy and content in their roles, so I felt this was surely the path for me to follow.

			Faith

			My father was raised in the Catholic Church, which is where I began my journey in religion. My family attended a local church that was within walking distance from our home. My mother and father believed in the Lord and instilled this belief in me as a child. 

			Not only did my parents teach me about God, but so did my Grandme, who was a Baptist. On some Sundays, I attended the Baptist church on the corner with Grandme. Although I did not understand what was going on, I enjoyed the singing and all the clapping, dancing, and stomping that came with it. People stood in front of pews and filled the aisles. I sat in the pew next to Grandme, happy and content to just be in her company at church, enjoying the songs and music.

			What I most clearly recall is that the atmospheres of the Catholic and Baptist churches were totally different. The Catholic services lacked enthusiasm and life. The songs were not lively like in the Baptist church. I would leave church with my Grandme singing and dancing.

			Even though we did not join the Baptist church and I wasn’t baptized there, it had a great influence on me. My Grandme supported my parents by teaching me about faith and worship, instilling Christian values in me, and giving me a strong spiritual foundation. As I reflect, I am happy that my parents were not closed-minded about me learning different faith traditions. They were not stuck in one rigid mindset where the household would only follow and support Catholicism. This openness created a new spiritual pathway of growth for the family.

			One day, my father came home excited, telling my mom that he had a new place for us to attend church. Just like the Beverly Hillbillies, we piled into the car the next Sunday morning on a new adventure. Thus, my journey into Islam began.

			

			The Bible states that the man is the head of the household, and the wife is to obediently follow his decisions. If the man is a believer, he sets the tone for the household. Dad believed in God. Even though I was too young to understand why we changed religions at the time, I can look back and see that he was trying to find his way and take his family with him. He saw Islam as the way.

			Each Sunday, we arrived at the mosque at 10 a.m. and would stay until around 3 or 4 p.m. Immediately upon arriving, the men and women went separate directions because the congregation was segregated by sex. The mosque we attended had three levels: the main floor, the balcony, and the basement. My brother would go with my dad to sit on the main level in the front. My sister and I would follow my mom to sit either on the main level at the back of the room—or in the balcony if we couldn’t sit still. The basement is where the women who had infants would sit. An imaginary dividing line ran between the men and women.

			Each week, we would arrive at the mosque, go to our seats, and be quiet. After about an hour, it became torture. At about 1 p.m., my stomach would begin rumbling from hunger. My mom would bring some crackers for us to snack on to keep us quiet, but this was not enough for me. I wanted some food. Sitting quietly without food or play for seven hours was too much for me. I looked forward to Sundays as if I was walking to the guillotine.

			At each service, there would be a lineup of speakers for the day. The speakers would be leaders in the Islamic community. I do not recall who they were or what they talked about. I was too young to comprehend, and I did not ask questions of my parents. I just recall the order of the services. The speakers would speak, then the Imam would wrap up the service. Once he got to talking, I was more than ready to go home. I would think that by the time it was the Imam’s turn to talk, he would understand he needed to be brief. I would also think that the Iman was hungry. I know that other kids felt the same as I did. They were getting antsy and were ready to go. There is only so much talking that people can take in a day. 

			Each speaker was long-winded. It is because of these speakers that I believe one should get to the point when speaking. People like brevity and simplicity—concepts the leaders in the mosque seemed unfamiliar with. They would talk and talk and talk. I was not inspired or motivated to attend the mosque. One day, I told my mother this. I got the worst spanking of my life. Needless to say, I did not voice this opinion again. I suffered going to the mosque in silence.

			One day, things changed. I do not recall the reason why. Our Imam was Elijah Muhammad, and his son, Wallace Dee Muhammad, was to be his predecessor. But in this transition of roles, something happened that caused many of the followers to fall away. The mosque was then taken over by Louis Farrakhan. All I know is that when Louis Farrakhan became the Imam, we stopped attending. 

			I went from attending mosque every Sunday to not going to services at all. Suddenly, my wish had finally come true. My nightmare of having to attend the mosque every Sunday had come to an end. I was elated. My parents did not seek out another church or mosque, so this was my last encounter with a religion in childhood.

			Religion should be the choice of every individual. Religion is not a dictatorship. Every person is to find their way. By forcing a faith on a person, you are taking away their independence and autonomy. Independence and autonomy are vital for a person to form their own identity. 

			Even though we stopped attending the mosque, my mom was faithful and dedicated to reading the Quran daily. I have memories of her sitting at the table reading. That spurred my passion for reading—not the Quran, which I have never read—but for reading mysteries and Harlequin romances. I had a thirst for reading and would go through a book in one to two days. 

			I recall always being restless. I would get bored doing the same thing, bored with the same routine. I always wanted to do something new and different. My mom would get exasperated with me because she did not understand that I wanted more. Reading was my avenue of escape. Escaping the boredom of my life. I dreamed of being like the characters in my book. These women were independent. These women were business executives and leaders in their community. Reading was my way of seeing a different life than the one I lived.
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