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TO MY PARENTS, who taught me to get up when I fell down, to believe in myself when others didn’t, to push myself to my limits, to conquer my goals, and, most importantly, to be nice to others.










Introduction


IMAGINE YOU’VE TRAVELED to a foreign country, and you’re completely lost. You have no idea how to communicate in the native language. You don’t know which restroom is for men and which is for women. You can’t read a street sign. You can’t read the names on storefronts. You can’t read a newspaper and don’t understand what people are saying on television.


Imagine that you’re visiting China and can’t read a menu to tell the waiter that you’d like to order tofu or Peking duck for dinner. Or imagine that during a business trip to Mexico, you’re suddenly in distress but can’t read the sign outside the policía station. Every single word you see and hear seems so foreign, and you have absolutely no idea what any of them means.


Now imagine that is how you spend every day of your life.


For many of the estimated 43.5 million Americans who have some form of dyslexia, seemingly simple tasks such as reading, writing, and speaking might seem impossible.1 They struggle to learn letters and sounds. They can’t memorize numbers and facts. They process words and sentences too slowly to comprehend what they just read. Reading novels, magazine articles, and long books might feel like they’re trying to ascend Mount Kilimanjaro, and subjects like math, chemistry, and foreign languages present entirely different challenges.


Trust me, I know exactly how they feel.


On October 8, 2018, after a grueling four-day climb, I reached the 19,341-foot-tall peak of Mount Kilimanjaro, the tallest mountain in Africa and the highest single freestanding mountain in the world. Roughly 35,000 people attempt to climb Mount Kilimanjaro every year, and about one-third of them turn back because of altitude sickness, injury, or poor weather.2 Each year, rescuers evacuate approximately one thousand climbers from Mount Kilimanjaro, and an average of ten deaths are reported due to high-altitude illness, falling, or other trauma.3


Reaching Mount Kilimanjaro’s majestic, snow-covered summit was an accomplishment that changed my life forever. It gave twenty-three-year-old me the confidence and self-assurance I could do anything I put my mind to. It taught me that no matter what challenge God decided to throw my way, I could accomplish it with slow, steady steps, patience, and resilience. That day on that mountaintop, I learned that when we overcome an obstacle, we build amazing qualities like perseverance, stamina, grit, and accountability. No matter how difficult life might feel sometimes, it’s always possible to reach the summit.


As demanding as Mount Kilimanjaro was, for me it was nothing compared to learning to read. I’m among those estimated 43.5 million Americans who have dyslexia. I also have short-term memory loss, which makes my condition worse. You can’t reverse dyslexia. It’s a lifelong condition that can be treated with tutoring, therapy, and systematic and structured teaching methods. With early identification and the proper help, most people with dyslexia eventually learn to read and write. It’s a long, slow struggle—and it was especially hard for me.


Despite what you might have read or what others have told you in the past, people with dyslexia don’t see reversed letters and numbers. Because we process information using parts of our brain that are different from those most people use, words and sounds appear jumbled. Our brains have difficulty recognizing phonemes like the b sound in bat or the s sound in Sam. That makes it difficult to blend those sounds into words. Car might look like arc to me. Dog might look like God. Left might look like felt. You get the idea. Making matters worse, after I’ve worked extra hard to sound out letters to read a word, I might forget what I just learned only a short time later.


In addition to my learning differences, I faced many physical problems as a child. I weighed five pounds, two ounces when I was born in Detroit on September 13, 1995. When I came out of my mother’s womb, my skin and lips were blue. My mother heard someone say, “Cut the cord!” Nurses took me to the neonatal intensive care unit. My parents, Kristine and Jim Mestdagh, had to wait a week to hold me for the first time.


The day after I was born, Dr. Fredrick E. Rector used a tiny pair of surgical scissors to save my life for the first of many times. By the time I was three years old, I had spent 250 days in the hospital. During my first sixteen years on earth, I endured sixteen major surgeries, two of which were to correct a tethered spinal cord that might have caused permanent paralysis. Surgeons deconstructed and reconstructed my abdomen; eighteen inches of my colon were removed. Surgeons have cut me from the top of my chest to below my waistline. And, yes, doctors eventually gave me a functioning anus, if you were wondering.


As painful as some of those surgeries and recoveries were for me, nothing was as emotionally draining and frustrating as trying to learn to read and write. On top of that, because of my short-term memory loss, learning was even more difficult for me. So much so that when I was in the fifth grade, my parents were called to a meeting in which a psychologist told them I’d be illiterate for the rest of my life. A few months later, an administrator told me I could no longer go to school there.


Remember what I said about overcoming any obstacle? Yes, a door was slammed in my face. But my parents refused to keep it closed. Over the next seven years, I would learn that God wants to open doors for us. We only have to let go and allow Him to have His way. We must not only pray for God to open doors for us, we must also pray for Him to close doors in our lives that need to be shut. In the following pages, you’ll read about the many doors that He has opened for others and me.


As Revelation 3:8 tells us, “I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name.”


My parents’ faith allowed me to endure my early struggles. They taught me that circumstances in life can make you bitter or better, and I’ve always been a glass-half-full kind of guy. Over time, I became stronger in my faith in God, which made me more confident and self-assured. I knew God had a plan for my life. As I’ve told my dad so many times, there are no bad days, only hard days.


Difficult and trying times mold us into who we are, and it’s up to each of us to decide whether those lessons are good or bad. Throughout the following pages, I’m going to share some of the core values I’ve learned along the way, including:


Find Your Tribe: I learned at an early age that it’s critical to surround yourself with people who push you, give you courage, and have your back. God didn’t design humans to be lone wolves. That’s why there were two people in the Garden of Eden. It’s important to understand that we need other people in our lives to engage us, encourage us, and love us.


Every single day, you should be finding your tribe. You can’t do life alone.


Learn and Don’t Stop: It’s amazing what I’ve been forced to learn over the first quarter-century of my life. I’ve learned about parts of my body I didn’t even know existed. I’ve learned about how my brain operates and processes information. I’m learning new skills and techniques each day, and I’ve learned that I must continually seek new ways to improve myself and to live my life to the fullest. Most importantly, I’m always learning more and more about my relationship with God.


Listen to Others: How many times in our lives have we thought to ourselves: If I had only listened…? If only we had listened to a friend who needed help, we might have helped protect that friend from harm. If only we had written down the entire grocery list, we wouldn’t have had to go back to the store again. If only we had listened to directions, we would have found our destination the first time instead of driving in circles for hours.


Speak in such a way that others will want to listen to you, and listen in such a way that others will want to talk to you. Listening is an attitude, so if you have a bad attitude, chances are, you won’t listen.


Take Off Your Mask: Given what we have endured over the many long months of the coronavirus pandemic, you might think I’m talking about the blue surgical masks or fancier cloth face coverings we have been forced to wear everywhere.


No, I’m talking about another kind of mask—the one that is preventing you from being the authentic and original person God wants you to be. Being authentic and original isn’t easy. Trust me, I know how uncomfortable and scary it is to stick to your faith, morals, and values in the face of peer pressure and societal changes. Ask yourself what you truly believe, what your parents might have taught you to believe, and what God wants you to believe. Look in the mirror and evaluate whether you are truly happy with the person you have become. When you’re not authentic, the only person you are fooling is yourself.


Stretch Yourself: Later on, you will read about the most challenging physical ailment I had to deal with—twice—while growing up. It is called a tethered spine. When the spinal cord is pulled down and becomes fixed to the spinal canal, it creates a very serious condition.


In life, we have to learn to stretch ourselves, even if that means we open ourselves up to the possibility of failure. We must learn to be comfortable with being uncomfortable. Once we realize it’s okay to color outside the lines, we will stretch ourselves to try new things, meet new people, acquire new tastes, and truly explore the world and all of God’s creations.


Pull Off the Label: When I was a kid, one of the things I despised most was when others—some of whom didn’t even know me—placed a label on me. They threw around labels that could be hurtful, especially for a young man who was struggling with his health and learning differences. You know the words I’m talking about: dumb, different, slow, stupid… or worse.


Our society loves to label people, whether it’s describing physical appearances, political leanings, personalities, sexual orientation, or just about anything else. We must remember that people are human beings and not things. It’s okay to label items in a grocery store or to put warning labels on things that might harm us, but labels should never be used to describe people.


Tell Your Story: The next time you find yourself on a busy street or in a crowded room (and hopefully, that’s sometime soon), look at the people surrounding you. Each one of them has a story, and there’s a reason they are the way they are. Every one of us has gone through something that impacted us, whether it was good or bad. Each of our stories is unique, genuine, and real, and every one of them needs to be told.


I had a story to tell, and it’s why I’m telling it now. If my parents hadn’t spoken up for me when I was a child, I would have never learned to read or write. If I hadn’t shared my story with teachers and professors when I was older, I would have never completed high school and college.


The common thread that runs through each of these core values I discussed is kindness. I fear it’s become a forgotten trait among us humans. If I had the power, I’d buy and send an ounce of kindness to every person on earth. We could use a lot more kindness around the world.


Scientific studies have shown that being kind make us feel better about ourselves and more satisfied with our own lives.4 It’s not difficult to be kind. Carry someone’s groceries. Open a door for a stranger. Compliment a colleague’s hard work. Encourage a friend who might be struggling. Pay for a stranger’s coffee or lunch. Tutor a young person who needs help. Send a long-lost friend a card, email, or flowers. Volunteer at a soup kitchen or homeless shelter. Thank a police officer or emergency responder.


See? Being kind isn’t too hard. It only takes a little initiative and effort. So be kind out there. We need it now more than ever.


I hope my story inspires you to tell your own—I’d love to hear it. In the meantime, I hope you enjoy reading mine.










CHAPTER ONE Tell Your Story



SHORTLY AFTER I was born, one of the nurses at St. John Hospital and Medical Center in Detroit handed my parents a single sheet of paper. There were eleven paragraphs and fewer than four hundred words in the essay, written in typewriter font, like the kind produced by an old Smith Corona. The words were faded, as if the essay had been photocopied millions of times for parents around the world who had given birth to a child with physical differences.


My parents, Jim and Kristine Mestdagh, were married four years before I was born. My mother’s pregnancy had gone well. I was born three weeks early, after Mom’s water broke at 3:20 AM on September 13, 1995. When that happened, Mom tried to go back to sleep, while Dad, who has a more-than-mild but undiagnosed case of obsessive-compulsive disorder, started cleaning their house and doing laundry.


They arrived at the hospital around seven o’clock that morning, and after nearly half a day of labor (she still hasn’t forgiven me), the doctors finally gave Mom an epidural around 5:30. There were twelve specialists in the birthing room while my parents anxiously waited for me to come out. There were no indications on ultrasounds and other tests that there was anything wrong with me during Mom’s pregnancy. But during labor, her OB-GYN sensed something was wrong so he started calling various specialists into the room. Finally, I was born at 8:07 PM, weighing five pounds, two ounces.





After a very long day, which ended with me in the NICU, my parents were worried and exhausted. Unfortunately, Mom was in quite a bit of pain because a doctor had nicked her spinal column when he was administering the epidural. After consulting with the doctors, Dad decided to go home to get some sleep and let Mom rest. He still wasn’t aware of the full extent of my health issues, but he was becoming more and more concerned.


Before Dad went to bed that night, he silently prayed, asking God for reassurance that everything would be okay. He pulled his Bible from the nightstand and opened it. The pages fell to the tenth chapter of the Gospel of Mark:




People were bringing little children to Jesus for him to place his hands on them, but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. Truly I tell you, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.” And he took the children in his arms, placed his hands on them and blessed them. (10:13–16)





Those were the exact words my father needed to read at that very moment, and all these years later, Dad is still convinced that God’s hands opened his Bible to that particular passage. Dad knew God was speaking to him, letting him know that He would take me in His arms, place His hands on me, and bless me. Dad felt comforted and reassured. After reading the passage, Dad knew in his heart that God loved his children, and that no matter what, God loved me.


The next morning, my parents learned the frightening specifics of my condition. My trachea and esophagus were conjoined; a blocked trachea meant I couldn’t get oxygen to my lungs and would suffocate. Beyond that, my upper esophagus wasn’t connected to my lower esophagus and my stomach, meaning I couldn’t get food and fluids from my mouth to my stomach. Doctors inserted a temporary feeding tube through my nose to my stomach to feed me. I also had an imperforate anus, which meant I couldn’t use the restroom like everyone else. About one in every five thousand infants is born with a misplaced or blocked rectal opening, and I would need a colostomy to help me pass solids for the time being.5


Doctors needed to do emergency surgery to fix my trachea and esophagus and to disconnect my colon from my rectum and reroute my colon to two stomas. It was a very risky procedure for an infant who wasn’t yet a day old.


Feeling worried and sad, Dad went to the neonatal intensive care unit to get another look at his sick son. While washing his hands and putting on scrubs, Dad overheard a doctor talking to two grieving parents. The doctors advised the young couple that the hospital could help them make funeral arrangements for their baby. Immediately, Dad stopped feeling sorry for himself. He was happy that I was alive, whatever condition I was in, and he knew that God would protect me and keep me safe.


On September 14, 1995, Dr. Fredrick E. Rector performed a nearly five-hour surgery to save my life. With his God-given talent and wisdom, Dr. Rector cleared my windpipe, reconnected my esophagus to my stomach, and inserted a colostomy to help me use the bathroom. Dr. Rector saved my life, but my parents and I still faced a very long road to recovery and health.


Eventually, doctors diagnosed me with having VATER Syndrome, which is a combination of several birth defects that often occur in conjunction with one another and impact vertebrae, anus, trachea, esophagus, and kidneys. Infants with at least three of these birth defects are diagnosed with VATER Syndrome.6 I was lucky enough to have all five. My parents didn’t change diapers during the first year of my life. They changed a colostomy bag.


Fifteen days after I was born, I was finally ready to go home. My parents were ready to leave the hospital too. Before we left, a nurse gave my parents a copy of the faded sheet of paper that I told you about earlier. It was an essay titled, “Welcome to Holland,” and it would have a profound impact on them like it has on so many other parents around the world. Here is that short yet powerful essay:




I am often asked to describe the experience of raising a child with a disability—to try to help people who have not shared that unique experience to understand it, to imagine how it would feel. It’s like this:


When you’re going to have a baby, it’s like planning a fabulous vacation trip—to Italy. You buy a bunch of guide books and make your wonderful plans. The Colosseum. The Michelangelo David. The gondolas in Venice. You may learn some handy phrases in Italian. It’s all very exciting.


After months of eager anticipation, the day finally arrives. You pack your bags and off you go. Several hours later, the plane lands. The stewardess comes in and says, “Welcome to Holland.”


“Holland?!” you say. “What do you mean Holland? I signed up for Italy! I’m supposed to be in Italy. All my life I’ve dreamed of going to Italy.”


But there’s been a change in the flight plan. They’ve landed in Holland, and there you must stay.


The important thing is that they haven’t taken you to a horrible, disgusting, filthy place, full of pestilence, famine, and disease. It’s just a different place.


So you must go out and buy new guide books. And you must learn a whole new language. And you will meet a whole new group of people you would never have met.


It’s just a different place. It’s slower-paced than Italy, less flashy than Italy. But after you’ve been there for a while and you catch your breath, you look around, and you begin to notice that Holland has windmills… and Holland has tulips. Holland even has Rembrandts.


But everyone you know is busy coming and going from Italy, and they’re all bragging about what a wonderful time they had there. And for the rest of your life, you will say, “Yes, that’s where I was supposed to go. That’s what I had planned.”


And the pain of that will never, ever, ever, ever go away—because the loss of that dream is a very, very significant loss.


But if you spend your life mourning the fact that you didn’t get to Italy, you may never be free to enjoy the very special, the very lovely things—about Holland.7





Emily Perl Kingsley, an award-winning writer for Sesame Street for forty-five years until her retirement in 2015, wrote “Welcome to Holland” in 1987. Thirteen years earlier, Emily and her husband, Charles, had given birth to their son Jason, who was born with Down syndrome. Down syndrome is a genetic condition that affects about one in every seven hundred babies in the United States every year, according to the National Down Syndrome Society. Babies born with Down syndrome have forty-seven chromosomes, instead of the usual forty-six, with three copies (instead of the usual two) of chromosome 21. The probability of having a child with Down syndrome is higher among mothers over the age of thirty-four.8


While Emily Kingsley and her husband might have ended up in Holland, instead of Italy as they had planned, Jason’s birth was no mistake. His parents might not have planned for a baby born with Down syndrome, just as my parents hadn’t prepared for a son born with so many health problems. But I know in my heart and soul that God had planned for Jason and me all along, and He was not at all surprised by our births. God knits us together exactly how He wants us to be, and He doesn’t make mistakes. In Psalm 139:13–16, we read:




For you created my inmost being;


you knit me together in my mother’s womb.


I praise you because I am fearfully and


wonderfully made;


your works are wonderful,


I know that full well.


My frame was not hidden from you


when I was made in the secret place,


when I was woven together in the depths of the earth.


You eyes saw my unformed body;


all the days ordained for me were written in your book


before one of them came to be.





God chose my parents for me, and He chose me for them. We are God’s gifts to our parents, and our parents are His gifts to us. I believe that God has a plan and purpose for people like Jason and me—and our parents.


Do you know what the most amazing thing about Jason’s story is? Shortly after he was born, an obstetrician told his mother that he wouldn’t walk, talk, or learn. In fact, the doctor said he should be institutionalized, which was what society did with a lot of children with Down syndrome and other developmental differences back then. The doctor even gave his mother pills to dry up her breast milk.9


“His recommendation was that I not feed him, hold him, or get attached to him—but to send him to an institution and tell our friends and family that he had died in childbirth,” Emily told People in 1994.10


Fortunately, Emily and Charles wouldn’t listen to the doctor’s advice, and neither would Jason’s two older brothers, who told their mom, “Of course, you are going to bring him home. He’s our brother.”11


Emily became Jason’s biggest supporter and was determined to provide him with a life of happiness, independence, and fulfillment. When he was a baby, according to People, she sewed a quilt made of fabrics of different textures to give him different touch sensations. She painted his nursery in bright colors and prepared forty boxes of Jell-O and mixed them in a large roasting pan. She sat Jason in the sweet concoction and let him smell and taste the rainbow of colors. Jason started reading when he was four and could count in twelve languages by age seven, according to Emily.12 Jason’s parents took him to Broadway musicals, and he memorized the lyrics to songs.13


Emily became an ardent advocate for people born with Down syndrome and other differences. She cast people with differences on Sesame Street, including Tarah Schaeffer, an actress who uses a wheelchair.14 Jason appeared on Sesame Street for the first time when he was fifteen months old.15 In 1977, Jason’s story was the subject of an hour-long NBC special called This Is My Son, and in 1987, Emily wrote the script for Kids Like These, a made-for-TV movie about a middle-aged couple who had a son with Down syndrome.16


Instead of spending his life in a dark and dreary mental institution, as his mother’s obstetrician had recommended, Jason grew up in a loving and supporting home. He graduated from high school, attended post-secondary school,17 and became an actor. He appeared in popular TV series including Sesame Street, The Fall Guy, All My Children, and Touched by an Angel.18 Jason and his friend Mitchell Levitz wrote a book called Count Us In: Growing Up with Down Syndrome. Emily typed their words into a manuscript—unedited—because she wanted to share with readers their unique thoughts and conversations. The most wonderful thing I’ve read about Jason is that he told People that Down syndrome should be called “Up” syndrome because it’s more positive.19


In an interview in 2019, Emily said she wrote the “Welcome to Holland” essay after talking to a mother who had just had a baby with Down syndrome. She explained:




I found myself telling her what it was like and out came this spontaneous analogy.… When I got home later I thought about it and realized that she had responded to our conversation and it had a positive impact on the new mom and it worked for her, made her feel a little better. I said to myself, “That’s not bad. I ought to write that down.”


I did and mentioned it again to another new family a couple of weeks later. Shortly after that I was writing my CBS Movie-of-the-Week Kids Like These and decided to use it as the concluding scene of the movie. After that it sort of “went viral,” as they say, and the rest is history. It just “took off.”20





By telling Jason’s story and sharing his uplifting message through TV and “Welcome to Holland,” Emily has inspired countless parents around the world, most of whom probably never expected to end up in Holland when their children were born. Jason’s life and his parents’ love for him are the perfect example of why it’s so important to tell your story. Few things are as valuable or more beneficial than telling your story to others. You never know who might be inspired or helped by hearing your story. If we don’t tell our stories, we can never celebrate the struggles and obstacles we’ve overcome in our lives.


My parents were among the people who were truly touched and inspired by Emily’s words. In fact, my father keeps a copy of the essay in his office desk. From time to time, he pulls the letter out and reads it silently; her words still bring him comfort and motivation to support me and help others. My parents were especially drawn to the essay because my maternal grandfather, John Boll, is the son of Dutch immigrants who came to America as young newlyweds who couldn’t speak a lick of English (you’ll read more about him later). As Papi likes to say, “If you’re not Dutch, you’re not much!”


While my parents might have been forced to buy new guide books, learn an entirely new language, and meet a whole new group of people they never expected to know, they quickly learned that Holland wasn’t a “disgusting, filthy place, full of pestilence, famine, and disease.” Yes, I’ll admit that it was different from what they were expecting, and at times it was quite messy thanks to the colostomy bag. But because of God’s love and their devotion to each other and me, our lives together have been special. And while I endured much pain and many surgeries over the years, I’m now a mostly healthy, athletic young man who loves to snow ski, hike, climb mountains, bike, and go boating.


Much like Emily Perl Kingsley was for her son, my parents are my biggest advocates. When I was a young boy, they were my voice—and they shared my story loudly. When others tried to close a door, they stuck out their feet to keep it open. And when they realized the medical and developmental problems I would soon be facing, they were determined to find people who could help me.










CHAPTER TWO Pray for Someone



FAITH IS A very important part of my family’s story. My parents grew up in Christian homes, and they pray and read the Bible regularly. We attended church as a family almost every Sunday when I was a kid, and still do today.


My mother, Kristine, loves reading daily devotionals from Our Daily Bread, a calendar-style booklet printed in more than fifty-five languages by Our Daily Bread Ministries in Grand Rapids, Michigan.21 Our Daily Bread has been around for more than sixty years,22 and it has brought countless people to Jesus Christ through its mission to make “the life-changing wisdom of the Bible understandable and accessible to all.” The devotionals include scripture and a short story written by a different author each day.


I was born on Wednesday, September 13, 1995, and that morning my mother read a devotional titled, “Trust Him with Your Heart.” The Bible passage is Proverbs 15:29, which says, “The LORD is far from the wicked, but he hears the prayer of the righteous.”


The story was about sportswriter Watson “Waddy” Spoelstra and his wife, Jean. She had been suffering from congestive heart failure for three years. During a follow-up exam, her doctor was surprised that her heart was suddenly strong and her lungs were clear.


“Praise the Lord!” Waddy shouted out loud.


“That’s it,” the doctor told Waddy and Jean. “You two have positive attitudes. You believe in answered prayer. As I’ve said before, prayer is a big part of medical care.”23


Waddy Spoelstra knew the power of prayer very well. The well-known sportswriter was a recovering alcoholic and born-again Christian.24 In 1957, Spoelstra’s eighteen-year-old daughter suffered a brain hemorrhage and fell into a coma. Waddy dropped to his knees and offered his life to God if He would heal her. Miraculously, Waddy’s daughter recovered, and he followed through on his promise to God.25


Waddy was a beat writer for the Detroit News for nearly three decades and wrote about the sports stars of his day, including boxer Joe Louis and Olympic champion Jesse Owens.26 I’m sure my paternal grandfather, Bill Mestdagh, who is a big sports fan, grew up reading Waddy’s stories about the Detroit Lions, Tigers, and Red Wings and his beloved Michigan Wolverines.


Waddy covered a lot of different sports in his storied writing career, but baseball was his first love. He was president of the Baseball Writers’ Association of America in 1968.27 Waddy’s lasting legacy in America’s game occurred five years later when he asked Major League Baseball commissioner Bowie Kuhn if he could organize a chapel service for every team. Kuhn signed off on the idea, and with the help of baseball stars Hank Aaron and Tommy John, manager Sparky Anderson, and Tigers broadcaster Ernie Harwell, Waddy’s vision became a reality.28


By the start of the 1975 season, every Major League team had a chapel service.29 Waddy understood the importance of faith and the power of prayer, and still today hundreds of players in the major leagues, minor leagues, and winter leagues in Puerto Rico, Venezuela, Mexico, Japan, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic participate in chapel services every week.30


Waddy and Jean Spoelstra were married for fifty-nine years until her death in 1998.31 He died at age eighty-nine the next year. Their son, Jon, was an executive in the National Basketball Association, and their grandson, Erik, is the head coach of the NBA’s Miami Heat. Erik won two NBA world championships while coaching LeBron James and Dwayne Wade in 2012 and 2013.32


As Mom read the story that morning, she didn’t realize that she would have to steadfastly believe in the power of prayer and trust God with all her heart in the coming days, weeks, months, and years.


As I said earlier, I was born with VATER Syndrome, which is a set of three to five birth defects that occur together. I had all five. Children who are also born with heart and limb defects are diagnosed with VACTERL syndrome. My heart and limbs were fine.


It is unclear how the specific birth defects associated with VATER Syndrome are connected. Scientists and doctors believe the condition is probably caused by genetics. It’s extremely rare—about one in every ten to forty thousand children is diagnosed with VATER. Unfortunately, there are no pre-birth or genetic tests that diagnose or predict the condition.33


I was diagnosed with VATER on the first day of my life and spent my first five days on a ventilator. Since I was so sick, I was monitored in the neonatal intensive care unit twenty-four hours a day. My parents were blindsided, but because of their faith they say they didn’t immediately question why their son had to be the sickly one. They knew God is in charge, that nothing happens without His direction, and that He has a plan for our lives. Wherever that plan took my parents and me, we had to trust that it would be perfect and good.


The morning of my first surgery, Mom pulled out Our Daily Bread and read another devotional. It was titled, “The Cure for Resentment.” It was the story of Peter and John. When Jesus told the apostle Peter that he was going to die as a martyr, Peter asked why John wasn’t facing the same fate. Peter didn’t think it was fair that John didn’t have to die for his faith too. Jesus explained that it wasn’t Peter’s concern what happened to John. Their fate was God’s will, and Peter’s responsibility as a Christian was to follow Christ.34


After my mother read that devotional, she and my father began to understand the power of prayer and why they had given birth to a sick child. It was for a specific reason—it was God’s will. Life isn’t always fair, but we can’t be resentful that we might be facing more obstacles and hardships than others. Many parents bring healthy babies into the world, while others help their children overcome differences, disease, and sickness. Life is short. Spending time feeling angry or resentful about what did or didn’t happen is only time wasted. Focus on what you have, not what you don’t, and you’ll realize how blessed you truly are.


My parents quickly learned that in our weakest moments, we might feel like no one else knows what we’re going through. My parents had each other but sometimes felt isolated during what should have been the happiest time of their lives. They couldn’t show off their new baby boy to family and friends because I was in the NICU. Because I was born three weeks early, Dad attended a previously scheduled baby shower for Mom. He could only show her friends a Polaroid photograph of me. There was a feeding tube in my nose, heart monitors on my chest, and a panda sticker covering my navel.


Some of my parents’ friends didn’t call or visit because they didn’t know how to act or what to say to someone who had just given birth to a sick child. My parents didn’t have all the answers either. They were scared and confused, but they put my life in God’s hands. (We have to remember that God knows our feelings and frustrations—and our fears.) God not only knows, but He cares. As it says in Psalm 56:8, “You keep track of all my sorrows. You have collected all my tears in your bottle. You have recorded each one in your book” (NLT).


My parents became stronger in their faith and belief in the power of prayer, and a lot of good people were praying for me in those first few days. Mom kept all of the cards and letters they received after I was born (this was a few years before email became popular), and the handwritten messages offered them encouragement, comfort, and love.


In one card, my Aunt Tee wrote that after a conversation with Mom, she read Philippians 4:13, which says, “I can do all this through him who gives me strength.” Aunt Tee also said:




You and Jim have been so faithful through this challenge; it has been an encouragement to us who believe, and as I mentioned and you did, too, to those who don’t know the Lord. I know through this that you and Jim will grow closer to the Lord with the help of prayer and the Bible, but closer to one another too! The Lord will continue to bless you who are faithful, this we know because He tells us so!35





In another letter, family friend Robert Fawcett wrote:




I know your faith is strong, but sometimes our faith can be tested to the threshold, especially when our firstborn has either a life-threatening problem or a quality of life problem. “Why me? Why us? Why my baby?” A favorite observation of mine is that we all have our Christ-centered (Christian) taught beliefs, but many people either do not have or lose faith in those same beliefs when the goin’ gets tough. While the scare may be over with, the trick is to reflect on what we’ve been taught by Jesus and surround yourselves with Christian brothers and sisters in a time of need. Just remember this: aside from our Father, in a time of need, you have people like us as family friends, your parents (both sides), and above all, each other. Be thankful. Strengthen your faith. Pray.36





I would argue that I’m living proof of the power of prayer, and I’ve witnessed the power of prayer so many times since then. How many times have you been asked to join a Facebook group to pray for a sick child, someone seriously injured in a car accident, or a parent or grandparent fighting for their lives? CaringBridge.org, a website that has built “bridges of care and communication providing love and support on a health journey” since 1997, has published over 850,000 sites for someone in need of help and prayer. According to CaringBridge, a new website is created for someone experiencing a health crisis every twelve minutes.37 You’re telling me people don’t believe in the power of prayer? We’re all going to pass away one day, but hopefully it brings families hope and peace to know that others are praying for them when they are fighting these battles.


People turn to prayer and God during the worst of times, and that was never more evident than during the coronavirus pandemic. How many stories have you read online or watched on TV in which a COVID-19 survivor has credited his or her recovery to faith in God and prayers from others? Nic Brown, a thirty-eight-year-old Ohio man who nearly died from COVID-19 and was put on a ventilator and life support, walked out of the hospital and said, “I truly believe faith made the difference and the power of prayer and the people behind me just pouring over me the prayers that they were giving me.”38


Clay Bentley, a Georgia man in his late fifties who became sick with COVID-19 after singing in a one-hundred-person church choir, was put in isolation and only had contact with nurses in PPE gear. On his sixth night in the hospital, his lungs filled with fluid, and he couldn’t breathe.39 Clay’s family and friends prayed for his recovery. “And then all of a sudden I felt breath going into me,” the man said. “It was the Lord on top of my chest. When he breathed into me I felt the power of God hit me.”40 Clay left the hospital two days later.


Ramon Zuniga, a fifty-year-old man from Torrance, California, spent twenty-eight days in the ICU and twenty of those days in a medically induced coma on a ventilator as he fought COVID-19. He lost sixty pounds while fighting the disease. On Easter Sunday 2020, Zuniga left the hospital and went home. His family saluted the brave doctors and nurses who cared for him and helped save his life, but they also thanked God and the people who were praying for him. “This is a complete and total miracle,” his wife said. “One thing that helped us through this is we are very faithful to God and we had so many people, who we didn’t even know, including us in their prayers.”41
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