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Praise for
FIGHT FOR THE FORGOTTEN

“Justin is the truest tough guy and in one of the most grueling sports in the world. In this book he is standing up for those who are less fortunate. It’s a great book and it will inspire all who read it.”

—Bill Glass, founder of Behind the Walls, NFL Super Bowl Champion, and author of Champions for Life

“Justin Wren is a true inspiration, not only to the MMA community but to people all over the world. His story inspires me to be a better human being.”

—Adrian Ramirez, elite strength and conditioning coach of UFC fighters/champions, and trainer for Team Takedown

“Justin Wren loves God and loves people and his passion is truly inspiring. He’s committed to do everything he can to help people in any way he can. His story will move you to become more of the person God created you to be and show you how you can push back darkness in the world!”

—Jud Wilhite, author of Pursued and senior pastor of Central Christian Church

“Justin’s story is an example of what any man or woman can do when they discover and embrace who they are and what they are made for. This is not a story of a special person who has superhuman will, this is a story of a man set free to become himself. How can you change the world? Listen to God’s voice, and then act. Justin did and that is what makes the difference. His story points us all to the power of our own stories. Read. Listen. Act.”

—Bob Hamp, author of Think Differently Live Differently

“A fascinating read about transformation. Justin Wren is a big man and blessed by Christ with a new heart. The Mbuti Pygmies of the Democratic Republic of the Congo have been on the receiving end of Justin’s transformation from UFC fighter to freedom fighter. God has used Justin in a remarkable way to minister His word to these forest people.”

—Malcolm S. Morris, chairman of the Millennium Water Alliance
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FOR MY BEAUTIFUL BRIDE, THE LOVE OF MY LIFE, EMMYBEAR.

AND, MOM, THANK YOU FOR TEACHING ME TO DREAM.

IN MEMORY OF ANDIBO, LIL MO, BABO, AND MY DEAR FRIEND KAPTULA.
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PART I






CHAPTER 1

Andibo

His name was Andibo. Blood was still trickling from his ears as I took his small body in my hands. Eighteen months old, he had died moments before we crawled into the simple, twig-and-leaf hut he and his mother called home. I held his tiny, lifeless hand, and as I cupped his head, which fit in my palm, blood dripped onto the tips of my fingers. Andibo’s mother sat off to the side, listless, watching me cradle the remainder of her family. Her ribs protruded on both sides of her gaunt frame and the roots of her jet-black hair had turned pure white. She was suffering from such drastic starvation and malnutrition that she didn’t have tears or the energy to cry. I hadn’t known that was possible.

I had only two more days before I left the Democratic Republic of the Congo following a monthlong stay. It was my second trip in a year to the war-torn country to see the Mbuti Pygmies, a peaceful, but heavily persecuted indigenous people buried eighty miles deep in the Ituri rainforest, a twenty-four-thousand-square-mile region of dense jungle in northeastern Africa.

Only two years earlier, I had been a professional cage fighter in the sport of mixed martial arts. I’d been on a hit reality TV series. I’d made it to the Ultimate Fighting Championship, the pinnacle organization that every hopeful dreams of fighting for. But I’d given all that up to become a missionary in a rainforest halfway around the world during its rainy season, tending to the most hated and unloved people on the planet. I’d gone from fighting people to fighting for them.

My goal for this second trip had been a simple one: to live among the suffering Pygmies, to listen to them, to learn from them, and then figure out a practical way to love them. I was on a quest for the knowledge that could help end their anguish, or at least ease it. I had no clue the lengths or depths it would take to acquire this “head knowledge” and transform it into “heart knowledge.”

With only forty-eight hours left, my missionary buddy, Shane, and I had hoped we’d already seen the worst. The things we’d seen on that trip no human should have to see, much less live: children with tuberculosis, rape victims abandoned by their husbands, orphans with HIV. We’d heard the most gut-wrenching, heartbreaking tales any human being could tell, stories of indignities, persecution, and even cannibalism.

We’d watched the Mbuti Pygmy tribes struggle to survive under the oppressive control of their Mokpala slave masters, who exploited the hunting-and-gathering peoples’ dependency on them after deforestation had taken away the only way of life they’d ever known. The Mokpala claimed the land underneath the Pygmies’ feet and forced them to either work it for pitiful “wages” or move off it. The government didn’t recognize Pygmies as citizens, so, devoid of the most basic human rights and with nowhere else to go, they quietly complied with the Mokpalas’ cruel degradation.

During my trip, I’d witnessed a sixty-year-old Mbuti slave woman get paid twenty cents’ worth of bananas for a twelve-hour workday in the fields. I’d watched another Pygmy woman carry 120-pound sacks of jagged coal on her back for three miles through the treacherous terrain and receive a patch of goat fur, not as clothing but as food. I’d observed Pygmy children, no older than four or five, wield machetes as big as themselves, clearing the fields for their slave masters. With my own eyes, I’d seen an elderly Mbuti slave gladly accept two tiny minnows, normally only used as bait, for his daily toil to take home and share with his sickly wife.

Just two more days and I would have missed Andibo altogether. In another village, I’d been shown the graves of eight other infants, but I hadn’t truly believed the stories of Pygmy children dying after being denied medical care at hospitals. Nurses and doctors get into medicine to help people, don’t they? I just couldn’t imagine it.

Holding Andibo’s lifeless body in my arms made it all sink in. How did this happen? Why, God? These questions raced through my mind over and over as Shane and I tried to assess the situation at hand. We’d delicately gather the details of Andibo’s story over the next two days as we tried to help his village mourn and begin the healing process.

Our first priority was Andibo’s mother, who was nothing more than skin on a skeleton. I handed some money to our two Congolese translators, who hiked back out of the jungle to a dirt road where they caught a ride on a boda-boda, or motorcycle taxi, for the three-hour ride to the town center where the Mokpala lived. Sending them ensured the Mokpala wouldn’t jack up the prices the way they would have if they were selling goods to a mzungu, or white man.

They returned hours later with fresh mango, passion fruit juice, tilapia, and rice, which we fed to Andibo’s mother slowly, reminding me of my wrestling days when a teammate would carefully rehydrate his body after a hellish weight cut. Gradually, her hollowed-out eyes began to flicker with life again. She was able to stand, and then a single tear fell down her cheek, chased by another and another as she began to weep.

Earlier, I’d quietly asked our translators to also purchase a shovel and a casket. In another village, the Pygmies had given me the name Eféosa, which means “The Man Who Loves Us,” and if I was really going to be this man, I wouldn’t let these starving slaves dig a grave. I was here. I was able. I wanted to ease their burden in any way I could.

The next day, myself, Shane, and our two translators took turns digging until our hands blistered and bled. The tribe wailed in unison for hours as we worked silently. I never knew the shedding of tears could be accompanied by such a horrific sound of pain. When we laid down Andibo’s thin, wooden casket—covered by an ill-suited bright blue fabric dotted with vibrant red roses—the mourning villagers covered their faces. Though they’d attended funerals countless times before—as many as one in two Pygmy children die before the age of five—they still couldn’t bear to watch. I wanted to cover my eyes, my ears, and my heart all at the same time.

I wish we’d been able to bury just a little bit of this village’s heartache in that grave, but the Pygmies’ grief was a continuous, never-ending circle. During our dig, the chief had asked if we’d make a second grave for Andibo’s mother. Like her son, tapeworms had burrowed into her stomach from what little contaminated food she’d been able to get. Through the polluted water supply, parasites had found their way into her blood. The Pygmy adults had stopped going to the hospital altogether; it wasn’t worth the half day’s journey only to be turned away. So it was a foregone conclusion that she’d die as well, said the chief, and there would be some solace in that. She’d lost her husband and a second son to disease and was now alone. She had given up, he said.

As we spoke with the chief through our translators, we gathered that Andibo’s mother had previously taken him to a local hospital run by the Mokpala for aid. The first time, the staff had turned them away because they were too dirty to even enter and didn’t have the money to pay. In desperation, the village had culled their sparse resources together and had returned to lay out firewood, salt, a chicken, eggs, and the equivalent of three dollars on the hospital steps—more than enough to cover the cost of Andibo’s medicine. This time, the staff made it clear that no amount of money would be enough. They wouldn’t waste the medicine on a “Pygmy animal.”

Andibo’s ailments had not only been preventable, his cure of just one pill had been affordable. It would have cost only a few dollars to save him. Instead, I spent $48 on his coffin.

As I’d quickly learn with the arrival of the tribe’s Mokpala slave master, Andibo was a name we were never supposed to know. Andibo was a child we were never supposed to have heard of, and his was most definitely a story that was never supposed to be told. Why? Because there were countless others with stories just like this one and the Mokpala were determined to make sure they never left the confines of this jungle. The slave master argued with the chief as I stood on the fresh grave I’d just filled with my own hands and described what I’d witnessed into the camera phone that Shane had fixed on me. When the slave master approached to make me stop, trying to intimidate me with harsh words and threatening gestures, it took all I had not to beat him senseless. Fighting, at least the kind where I used my hands, was not the answer on this day. I’d have to fight for the Pygmies in a different way.

Before we said good-bye, I made arrangements and left payment to make sure Andibo’s mother would be given the right medicine and not an overpriced handful of useless Tylenol, like a greedy staffer had doled out on a previous occasion. Two days after we’d gone, the translators delivered her to the hospital, where she recovered for a week before she returned to her village.

As we packed up to leave for the airport and said our final good-byes, the Mbuti chief made one final request of me. It was something I’d been asked before, but never agreed to for fear of not being able to come through for these poor, disenfranchised people.

“Can you help us have a voice?” asked the chief. “We have none.”

With Andibo occupying my thoughts, for the first time ever I mouthed what my heart had been screaming all along: Yes.

On the plane ride home to Dallas, visions of the last month danced around my mind. How had God placed me in this position, in this dilemma, in this exact location, in this brutal place? I’d had such a drastically different plan for my life. A life immersed in the everyday comforts of the American dream—that had always been my plan. Was it a sense of adventure that had brought me to this uncomfortable, war-torn jungle filled with creepy crawlies? Had this all begun with some misguided and uneducated desire to go on a human safari of sorts that brought me to this sickness-ridden, slave-driven region? Did I need some false sense of purpose that I was really making a difference with my life?

Maybe I was secretly carrying a death wish to want to travel to such a rebel-infested jungle in a chaotic country with an unnatural taste for blood. Or maybe I was really there for just one reason—to love the most unloved people, as God did. Living among them, I’d fallen in love with the Mbuti Pygmies of the eastern Congo rainforest. Though they looked and lived so differently from me, I’d found my second family. Whatever I’d hoped to learn, I hadn’t learned with just my head, but deep within my heart. Whatever motivation I’d gone there with, God had now turned it into something that would fuel future goals that most people would either laugh at or never dare to achieve.

How did I find myself as a voice for an entire people? It’s a responsibility I never knew I’d have to carry. It’s one I almost wished I could hand off to someone more fit, but it’s one I knew I had to uphold. If not me, who? This question haunted me for days and months to come as I settled back into my comfortable, familiar life of grocery stores, running water, and goose-down beds in heated houses that kept the rain out at night.

It would have been easier to forget what I’d seen, what I’d heard, what I’d felt, to tell myself I’d done all that I could and resume some semblance of a normal life. And then I’d think of Andibo, the most innocent of this destitute group of undeserving victims, and the questions would come flooding back. If I didn’t care for them, who would? If I didn’t give them a voice, how would they be heard? If I didn’t love them, who would?

I knew what it was like to not have a voice. I’d been bullied in my childhood, alone in my suffering. I had lived in my own private prison of depression and drug abuse and it had nearly killed me, until God pulled me out of that dark dungeon. God had breathed purpose into a life I didn’t think was worth living, and I had been set free. I knew the same God who loved the Hell out of me deeply desired to love the Hell away from my new family, the Mbuti Pygmies. Using me, somehow, He’d make sure they weren’t forgotten.



CHAPTER 2

First Contact

It all started with a vision I had four years earlier. Clear as day, I saw myself in a jungle—surrounded on all sides by thick, green vegetation—like a film playing on a screen in a movie theater. I gazed up at massive, ancient-looking trees that shot up into the sky far past what the eye could follow; their leaves created a thick canopy roof that darkened my surroundings as if it were dusk. Small thin rays of light fought their way through the thicket. The rainforest ignored my presence; insects chirped, birds squawked, and monkeys scattered among trees above me. The air felt sticky and hot, much worse than one of those humid August days we’d get in Dallas. Perspiration dripped from every pore.

Among the forest’s white noise, I heard a faint sound of lively music being played, but not like anything I’d heard before. I started walking toward the music.

My size-13 boots spilled over a small, practically invisible path, so narrow it was as if a child had made it. My arms swam into the thick tangle of branches, leaves and vines brushing against me from head to toe, until that barely discernible path opened into a clearing where I could finally see in front of me.

My eyes took in the scene. There were a hundred to a hundred and fifty people in my vision, living in a cluster of twenty or so huts that formed a circle. Some were interacting with one another. To the right, a group sat around cooking in a beat-up pot on an open fire. Another woman was using a homemade wooden mortar and pestle to smash leaves together. To the left, a mother held her baby, while a group of men stood a few feet away, talking. Their conversation was fluid, as if they were singing or yodeling to one another.

As I took a step forward, the vision in my head stopped and I was bombarded by flash-fast images that emanated emotions and stirred deep-seated feelings in me. I saw the drastically sunken-in cheeks of a malnourished child’s face. I saw the caved-in collarbones on a starving old man. I saw ribs poking out of his skin that created crevices in the rib cage. I saw a man suffering in agony inside of his hut, dying from a disease that was eating him alive from the inside out. I saw a woman bent down next to stagnant, disease-infested water, cupping her hands to her mouth. I saw a man having to work for another man and I knew that the first man was hated and abused by the second. I saw that they were treated like outcasts, less than human, and they felt like they didn’t belong among others. They felt forgotten. More than anything, that was the biggest thing I got from the vision, from the elders, the parents, the kids—they all felt forgotten as people and, more important, forgotten by God. My vision only lasted about a minute, but it unhinged me emotionally.

If there’s ever been a time in my life when I felt flooded and overwhelmed with emotion, it was that moment. I felt their suffering piling up, layer after layer, onto them, pushing them down. I began to cry so uncontrollably that I had to catch my breath. My body began to shake.

I felt all these feelings for these people I’d never seen before in my life, and a thousand questions popped into my mind at once. What just happened? Who were they? What did I just see? How do I find them? What am I supposed to do about it? Is this too much for me? How will I make an impact?

I had never shed more than a couple of tears in my life, but this time, I left a silver dollar–sized puddle on the back cover of my Bible. Still puzzled by what had just happened, I pulled a scrap piece of paper and a pen from my Bible. I wrote down key words to describe what I’d seen.

In big bold letters, I wrote down Forgotten and then underlined it. Underneath it, I wrote down Hungry. Starving. Thirsty. Dirty Water. No Access to Clean Water. Dying of Sickness. Extreme Poverty. Enslaved. Hated. Oppressed. I folded the paper to put back in my Bible and, by chance, opened the book to Isaiah 58:6–7 (NLT):

No, this is the kind of fasting I want: Free those who are wrongly imprisoned; lighten the burden of those who work for you. Let the oppressed go free, and remove the chains that bind people. Share your food with the hungry, and give shelter to the homeless. Give clothes to those who need them, and do not hide from relatives who need your help.

That scripture seemed to match up with what I’d written down from my vision. My heart had felt every word that my eyes had read. The vision and those words were the closest thing I’d ever experienced to a conversation with God. I instantly knew that He was trying to tell me something or point me in a new direction.

Later, I told my missionary friend Caleb—who was, coincidently, about to leave for a trip to Africa with another missionary named Colin—about my vision. I described the huge rainforest and these people, who were hurting, sick, starving, enslaved, and hated. And these people were always reminded that they were despised.

A knowing look came over Caleb’s face.

“Justin, those are the Pygmies,” he said.

If you asked me today how to describe the Pygmies, I’d say they’re some of the most amazing and sweet people on the planet earth. But four years ago, I thought a Pygmy might be a miniature-sized goat, hippo, or marmoset. I didn’t know the Pygmies are the oldest people group in Africa. I didn’t know that 250,000 to 600,000 Pygmies inhabit the rainforests in the Democratic Republic of the Congo,1 a war-torn country that is anything but a democracy. I didn’t know that Pygmy, translated from Latin, means “the height between the elbow and knuckles,” in reference to a Pygmy’s average height of four-foot-seven. I didn’t know the Pygmies were one of the most disenfranchised people groups on the planet. And I couldn’t believe slavery still existed in the world. But I got to see this all with my own eyes when I met my first Pygmy tribe just over three weeks later.

Meeting the Pygmies, or what we like to call “First Contact,” went down just like my vision. The rainforest was dense and treacherous. We heard this unique-sounding music and drifted toward it. We pulled the forest’s green curtain away to reveal a village of about one hundred Pygmies gathered around their stick-and-leaf huts.

I literally had to squat down, I was so overwhelmed by the moment. I stayed like that for the first few minutes, taking it all in. This was my vision. These were the sick, the poor, the hungry, the thirsty, the oppressed and imprisoned people I’d seen in my vision.

I’d found these people who were broken and hurting, who were being enslaved. I just knew instantly that this was all God. I couldn’t have planned all this in three weeks. I had this vision in my mind and it happened so quickly and then all was provided for me, right down to a last-minute passport. I had no idea that God could really speak to me in this way.

The Pygmies began to dance and share their culture with us—I’d learn later that it was because they had no food or drink to offer us. I could tell right away that they were starving. You could see all of the bones in their hands. Their elbows jutted out. The elderly women were topless and you could see their AC joints protruding from between their clavicle and shoulders. The ones that couldn’t work were the worst off.

We hadn’t brought any food with us, as we didn’t know how many Pygmies we’d encounter and we wanted to make sure everyone got something. Caleb, Colin, and I were also concerned that bringing food or clothes might also put locals out of work—a day or two of lost wages could do lasting damage. We didn’t want to hurt the places we were going to. We thought the best way to avoid that was to watch and learn. The first trip was a scouting trip. See, learn, and pray. We didn’t go there with a bunch of answers. And there was plenty to painstakingly see.

One Pygmy man led the dance and others followed him in a circle. The women yodeled as they danced. Many of the men played bamboo flutes of different sizes that made various tones when they blew into them. The flute players were all playing together as if they had sheet music in front of them that they’d practiced before. A younger man sat on a log and played a complicated beat on an overturned yellow five-gallon jerry can with a stick. There were a few other men hitting various objects to make up the rest of the percussion session.

As in my vision, the collaborative sound was like nothing I’d ever heard before. It blew my mind that they could come up with songs on the fly and that each person made their own sound at a certain time to create this polyphonic masterpiece.

From this clearing, we could see the sun was still out. Caleb and I noticed some of the women and children were off to the side, too scared and skittish to join in. We jumped in with the others dancing and that seemed to ease them right away and make them laugh.

The kids had never seen light blond hair like mine, let alone a white man, and they weren’t used to arm hair. I squatted down to where I was eye to eye with them and put my open hand out. I rubbed my own arm to motion that it was all right for them to do it. Every time they touched my arm hair, their eyes would get very big or they’d smile or laugh. Or they’d say, “Aye! Aye! Aye!” and shake their heads, the Pygmies’ way of showing disbelief. I didn’t know it was going to be that big of a hit, but they were mesmerized.

One of the two translators we’d hired motioned for us to stop mingling in order to meet the chief, who wore a leopard headdress that was gold with black spots and had a tail like the raccoon-looking thing that Daniel Boone wore. I instructed our translator to tell the chief we’d come to visit, that we wanted to understand their life and wanted to learn the culture. We wanted to spend time to get to know them as friends and love on them. Was that okay?

The chief said yes. We were told that we weren’t the very first visitors the tribe had accommodated, but it was the first time they’d been approached in this way. In the past, they’d only had “bad” visits. At the time, I hadn’t known what the chief meant, and I didn’t press the issue. This would come to light later.

We danced with the Pygmies for an hour and a half (give or take, with a few breaks on our part). I tried to mingle with those watching and used my translator to ask some questions. What does this dance mean? What are your daily lives like? We heard you have great suffering. Is that true? I walked by their huts and I peeked in. There wasn’t a stitch inside of them—no mattresses, no blankets, no pillows. Just dirt. They had nothing but one another and their music and dancing.

I was invited to sit down among the chief and his elders in a chair made of sturdy sticks that were twisted, tied with vine, and splayed in such a way that it could support you. It was a pretty comfortable chair, but with my six-foot-three, 265-pound frame, I felt like I was sitting in a kid’s chair in a kindergarten class. I began to ask the chief my questions and he conferred with his elder group before answering. He spoke in a hushed tone.

“We work from sunup to sundown for little food or sometimes nothing at all,” he started. “We used to be able to support ourselves, live free, and move around the forest as we wished.”

The chief looked around him for some reason before he continued, like he had a secret to tell. He said that animal conservationists and rainforest preservationists around that area had bought up their land and pushed them off of it. They’d been threatened at gunpoint and treated as poachers.

The ones who could work wore modern-day clothes as payment, but there were holes upon holes in them. Their clothes were falling right off their frail bodies. A Pygmy teenager we’d come to call Freddy wore pink Minnie Mouse shorts made for a little girl. You could just tell that this was all they had.

The ones who couldn’t work—the elderly and the little ones under four or five years old—wore leaves, natural materials from the forest, or nothing at all.

I knew we were only hearing and seeing the tip of the iceberg, but after three hours—with a lot of that time going to translation through the two sides—we were told to leave. The translators were worried about the sun going down and the rebels traveling through the forest, looking for villages in which to wreak havoc. The translators said the rebels also came out at night to put up illegal roadblocks or they’d appear out of the forest and shoot out your tires or windows. We had to get back to the hotel by nightfall, they said.

“A hotel?” I asked. “Why can’t we stay here tonight? I’ve brought a tent with me.”

The translator shook his head.

“Ask them if we can stay,” I told the translator.

“Oh, I don’t think they’d like that,” he answered without even asking.

“Why not?”

“They don’t let visitors stay,” he said, trying to end the conversation. But I was persistent. I accompanied the translator over to the chief to watch him ask. The answer we got back was that they’d love us to stay, but they’d already suffered so much. They were enslaved, abused, and murdered, and they didn’t want to attract any more attention to themselves. Having a mzungu staying in their village would attract attention from rebel groups that might want to steal from them. I took the translator at his word and sadly prepared to leave with the others.

I didn’t know it, but Mokpala slave masters had been hovering in the background, watching over our exchanges with the Pygmies that day. There’d been two taller guys talking to our translators, though our translators hadn’t pointed them out as such.

It had only taken us three flights (totaling seventeen hours); a six-hour bus ride from Kigali, Rwanda, to walk over the Congo border into Goma; a two-hour flight within the Congo; a five-hour ride in a 4×4 on crazy, bumpy, dirt roads; and a half-hour hike through the jungle to reach the Pygmies. On top of it all, our flight within the Congo had been delayed from Monday until Thursday, and we lost four days of our trip. I wanted to hike back to the truck, get our bags, and go back and get permission to stay the night, but our translators again reiterated that the area was far too dangerous and the Pygmies didn’t want us there.

We drove back an hour and a half to Komanda, the closest town. We checked into an eight-room hotel riddled with bullet holes from previous years of rebel warfare. We were sleeping where the rebels had shacked up when they overran the town the previous year. My room had a locally made chair from the wood of the forest and a mattress with a mosquito net above it. All the guests shared one toilet and shower, both being a hole in the ground. There was limited electricity that ran on a generator, when it worked, but I couldn’t complain. It was a palace compared to the conditions I saw the Pygmies living in.

I sat in bed that night, too excited for the next day to sleep. I couldn’t wait to get back to the Pygmies. I just couldn’t wait.

The next morning, the translators told us the area we’d visited had been too dangerous and they wanted us to meet other tribes. So we took a different road in a different direction. It was noon when we arrived to meet our second Pygmy tribe. Like the day before, we left our vehicles on the road and walked into the forest for another thirty-minute hike. When we arrived at camp, there was no singing and dancing at first. Some of the Pygmies were hanging out, but most were coming back in from their day’s work.

One of those men was Yoda, a name we gave him out of endearment when we failed to pronounce his real name correctly after countless attempts (which really made him laugh). Yoda, maybe in his fifties, had a spunky personality and was the best dancer of the older crowd. Most of the older Pygmy men sat out the dancing, but not Yoda. He was very personable and happy, so I made a friend in him off the bat. Yoda was jovial until we asked about his personal struggles, and his face stiffened.

Yoda’s village had been found out by rebels and his family was massacred in such a heinous, inhumane way that I didn’t believe it when I was first told the story. At gunpoint, Yoda watched his nephew, who was a master hunter, get shot, cooked, and eaten. Yoda watched his nephew’s wife get kicked to her knees and, with a machine gun to her head, she was force-fed her own husband. It was one of the most evil things I’ve heard of on this planet earth, but it happened just a few years before I got there. Hearing this story gave me such a mix of emotions because I was falling in love with these people, but at the same time I hated what was happening to them.

We stayed with this tribe for about four hours. The chief asked why we had come. I told him we wanted to meet some of the world’s most amazing people and to learn why they were suffering. But then I sensed it was an opportunity to share some of my life story and hopefully encourage them. I shared my difficulties and struggles, though I knew they were nowhere near what the Pygmies were going through. I told them that God, and a relationship with Him, is what ultimately fulfilled me and became my joy whenever I let Him come into my life. It wasn’t a man-made religion, but each man’s personal relationship with God, the One who made us, that fulfills us. It wasn’t about the stuff I did or didn’t have. It was God being in my life that finally made me happy and saved me from being a suicidal drug addict.

The Pygmies couldn’t believe that I ever wanted to kill myself. They’d never heard of suicide or been that depressed that they wanted to kill themselves, they said. Maybe it was a cultural thing, but suicide was never really an option for them. Among the Pygmies, family is the most important. Families are always together. They suffer as one. They suffer together out in the open with their tribesmen. Slavery, starvation, death—all were suffered together openly.

I felt I’d really made a connection with this Pygmy tribe, and again, as night approached, I asked the translators to inquire about spending the night in the Pygmies’ camp with them.

“Let’s ask the Pygmies,” he said. I noticed his question to them seemed very short, like he hadn’t translated what I’d asked, word for word.

“Yeah, they said they want you to stay,” explained the translator, “but they don’t want the rebel groups coming here because they have a white person in their village. They’re already disliked by everybody. You being here will just bring more harm upon them.”

I certainly didn’t want to do that. We wanted them to know we loved and cared about them. We didn’t want to bring them harm in any way. On the third and final night we asked if we could stay with the Pygmies, if they wanted us to, and it was the same answer. We only wanted to stay, hang out, and experience their life with them. I was accustomed to “learning by doing.” That’s the way it was in fighting—you had to get in the cage to fully grasp it.

“I was hoping something was going to happen here,” Caleb said as we drove away from the last Pygmy village to continue our trip into Tanzania and Kenya. I privately asked God if this was really the people He wanted me to help. I had had that moment of first contact when we’d gotten there, but then all of these obstacles had been thrown at us.

“These are the people I’m supposed to love, bro,” I told Caleb, but inside I was praying, God, why did you bring us here? We got nothing done. Did You bring me here just to show me how small I am? God, if there’s one place I never want to come back to, it’s here.

But when I said “I want,” I opened my Bible again right to Isaiah 58:6–7 and “I want” was staring up from the page at me.

No, this is the kind of fasting I want: Free those who are wrongly imprisoned; lighten the burden of those who work for you. Let the oppressed go free, and remove the chains that bind people. Share your food with the hungry, and give shelter to the homeless. Give clothes to those who need them, and do not hide from relatives who need your help.

On the plane ride home, I told myself I was done with this, that I didn’t know why He had asked me to come to the Congo. Everything had gone wrong. I felt like these people weren’t treated like they were human, and when they had visitors, they were observed like animals in a zoo. If we’d been able to stay longer with the Pygmies, learn more about their way of life, and begin to cultivate friendships, I would have felt like it was a success. However, our corrupt translators cheated both us and the Pygmies; they assumed we wanted to go on a “human safari,” and I feel like that was the vibe some of the Pygmies got. I told God that I’d go anywhere He wanted me to and would do anything He asked, but please don’t send me back to the Congo. Literally, I felt a question pop instantaneously into my mind: What if I ask you to? That really made me think. What if this wasn’t about what I wanted but about what He wanted?



1 http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2007/oct/04/congo.forests



CHAPTER 3

Religion and Sports

Completely surrounded, they poked, prodded, grabbed, shoved, and shook me while trying to cast the demons out of me. I’m twelve years old and have just been physically and emotionally bruised by my counselors at a Christian summer camp.

I was so desperate to fit in I agreed to go to church camp with a kid I hoped to befriend. Unbeknownst to me, the camp was organized by one of those extremist, over-the-top, charismatic denominations that lured kids in with the promise of Jet-Skiing, swimming, and a summer-load of fun. They really sold me on “The Blob,” a forty-foot-long crash pad of air that sat in the campground’s lake. In one of my favorite childhood movies, Heavyweights with Ben Stiller, I’d seen the heavyset kids propel the average kiddos twenty, thirty, even fifty feet into the air. I thought with this human catapult, and my weight, it was finally my chance to make a huge splash with some of the other kids my age.

When the bus pulled up to camp, we all shuffled off and were handed a King James Version of the Bible and a tambourine. I was told these were my “sword of the Spirit” and my “shield of praise” for the week. The days consisted of some of the fun stuff I mentioned and a lot of weird religious stuff. When the churchy music began, the worshippers would run up and down the aisles with ribbons or sometimes march with flags. When the preacher spoke, people would randomly pass out. It was shocking to watch my peers act like God had given them spur-of-the-moment epilepsy and convulsive seizures.

During one of the evening services in the week, our group leaders told us we were going to “speak in tongues,” as an exercise I guess.

“Just let it go, Justin, speak in another language,” said one of the counselors. “Just like a baby does. Come on, try saying ‘Goo goo gaga’ and ramble until the words begin to flow.”

Under pressure, I thought about faking it, but I couldn’t find it in me to do so. When I didn’t pick it up quick enough, a few of the male leaders took it upon themselves to teach my peers how to lay their hands on my head and pray for the demons to leave me. Needless to say, that didn’t help me make friends at church camp.

On the last night, we were told we would take part in one of God’s many miracles. We all crowded into the dimly lit tabernacle and were informed that God was going to make us “drunk in the Spirit.” I watched as the other kids began to stumble around and lean on one another’s shoulders, pretending they were drunk, like they were walking home from a bar. Others squirmed on the floor, their eyes rolled into the back of their heads, laughing hysterically. I was beyond startled, and honestly, I was shaken, so I withdrew to the back of the room. When I didn’t join in, the camp speaker stepped down from the stage and had the other leaders circle me in a corner. I was “possessed,” they said, and needed to be “delivered.” While I was being shoved and shaken by a huddle of adult men, I remembered having one distinctive thought. Look around, guys, please! How in the world do you think that I am the one possessed and not the others flopping around on the ground like fish out of water?

I asked them to stop because they were hurting me, but they didn’t know if it was me or the demons talking. When they felt satisfied, they stepped back to take in their handiwork. This happened in front of the rest of the kids, who then ostracized me. I hopped on the bus back home a total outcast.

You can say that “religion” not only gave me the heebie-jeebies; it had prominence in my life early on. Some of my family were deeply religious and believed that it was all about living up to an impossible set of rules. No tattoos, drinking alcohol, swimming coed, or wearing shorts—any of these trespasses could or would send you straight to Hell. It was both fear-based and fear-inducing, as well as being absent of a whole lot of love.

Not surprisingly, I had some extremely confusing, jacked-up experiences when it came to religion. My parents sent me to Catholic high school—absolutely one of the best moves they could have ever made for my self-esteem and future athletic career, but at times I was bewildered by what I saw. The priest could drink, and the parents could throw us “keggers” on homecoming and prom so we wouldn’t drink and drive. But if you used contraceptives, whether you were married or not, you were living in sin.

From my past experiences with religion, I think you can see the kind of web my mind became entangled in and understand why I was so eager to escape and remain free.

One church taught if you drank—ever—you were headed straight for the pits of Hell, that if you couldn’t let God make you drunk, then you were obviously possessed by demons. While the other church said we could all get drunk together, but if we used a condom (or any contraceptive), there would be Hell to pay. I thought, How can any of this make sense?

The strict focus on the rules and my personal experience with religious people pushed me far away from any kind of organized religion, especially churches and Christians. In high school, my favorite quote came from Mahatma Gandhi. “I like your Christ, but I don’t like your Christians,” he said. “Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.”

I’d seen so much fake stuff, I was exhausted from it. During my formative years, every religious activity I took part in either bored me to tears or repelled me further away. The differing “men of the cloth” constantly contradicted one another in their teachings. They all claimed to worship the same God, but it was hard to believe He was the same guy. I went to a church with relatives that preached that if you didn’t attend their specific church, Heaven could never be an option. Even as people attempted to convert me, I used these instances as ammo to show why religion was phony and definitely not for me.

On top of the ever-puzzling theology, my personal wounds kept stacking up. A tormenting bully at one of my childhood schools raised hell with me all through the week, but then turned into Mr. Goody Two-shoes on Sunday and led the youth in prayer. Oftentimes, it was the people promising Heaven who burned me the most. The religious people I knew felt like some of the most judgmental people alive. They spoke about a God of love, but their actions showed hate. Anything that had to do with God began to look not only unbeneficial, but parasitic, something that would suck the blood and life out of me. Despite what they said, I just didn’t see a loving God in any of it.

I ran from religion, but I sprinted toward sports. Since my early childhood living in Dallas, Texas, I always knew I wanted to be a professional athlete. Both my parents encouraged me to try every sport I could. I played Little League baseball, basketball, football, soccer, then later competed in shot put, tennis, and even calf-roping at rodeos. Sports were my family’s common bond. My father was a successful sports photographer who worked with professional sports teams in the NFL, NBA, MLB, MLS, and NHL, among others. My mother had been a two-time high school state tennis champion and two-time national barrel-racing champion.

My parents were my biggest supporters, and my mom was my rock growing up. She and my father attended my games and carted me around to what must have been more than a thousand practices.

My mother clearly cared about my sports future, and because of her athletic success, she was always able to guide me down the right path. I also think I inherited most of my competitive traits from her, but because she is so sweet-natured, you might not know it from just a glance. My father was just as supportive of my athletics, but in a different way. He was both passionate and serious, and expected a lot of me from the sidelines. Outside of school, my schedule was completely filled with sports. I’d miss practices to go to games, trying to please my dad by keeping up that pace. It’s no wonder that sports were where I gauged my value as a person. Yet, even with sports in my life, my insecurities would take root at an early age.



CHAPTER 4

Bullies

The first thing I hear is her laugh, that apathetic cackle signaling the oncoming humiliation. I’m a thirteen-year-old eighth-grader in my crush’s backyard, at her birthday party, and cameras are flashing in my eyes. Jennifer is the most beautiful girl in school. Curly brown hair. Captivating eyes. You’d think she’d want nothing to do with me: the short, pimply, chubby kid with the chili-bowl haircut—the one who often sits alone in the lunchroom, getting pelted in the back of the head with chocolate milk spit wads.

But I have the invitation she hand-delivered, which clearly states that this is a costume party. It slips from my hand as I realize she and the rest of my school’s cool kids are pointing and snickering at me. I’m the only kid wearing a costume.

Jennifer was in on it. She must have been told how much I liked her. It must have sounded like a fun thing to go along with when the boys devised their plan with her.

“What costume are you wearing?” a classmate asked me the day before Jennifer’s party. Jennifer had given me the invitation herself that Friday morning. I have to admit that I was excited, nervous, and a bit puzzled as to why I’d been invited, but I knew Saturday night was my chance to finally catch her eye.

“I’ve got something up my sleeve,” I said, looking down at the card. It read: Best costume gets a prize.

Desperate to gain Jennifer’s affections through my all-important costume selection, I quickly asked around for some insight into her life. Her family loved Dr Pepper and there was paraphernalia all over her house, including one of the mauve soda machines with the big white lettering. An idea sprang into my head.

I took about ten different Dr Pepper cardboard cases, and duct-taped my armor together. The twelve-pack was great for covering my arms and the twenty-four-pack made a great helmet. I even made “boots” to wear over my sneakers. Transformers had been fairly popular at my school at the time and I banked on Jennifer liking them, too, so I became Dr. Optimus Pepper. I would be her knight in cardboard armor.

I got to Jennifer’s house at six P.M. sharp, her present in one hand and the Dr. Pepper sword I’d fashioned in the other. Her grandmother answered the door.

“Oh, what a nice . . . costume,” she said. She was so sweet that I didn’t notice the hesitancy in her voice. She walked me down the hallway plastered with Dr Pepper advertising signs and into the backyard. I made a grand entrance with my chest popped out and sword drawn.

The next thing I felt was the blood rushing to my face. I was flush all over, extremely embarrassed, hurt, and confused. I found out later that everyone had been invited at 5:30, as not to miss the loser’s big entrance. “You’re so worthless you should just kill yourself” I heard someone yell out as I exited shamefully.

Hours later, my mom picked me up down the street at the local Dairy Queen. Some of the staff had spotted me distraught and crouched down in between the dumpsters. I still had the sticky remnants from the duct tape in lines all across my clothes. My mom was heartbroken for me.

I can honestly point to that moment at the party as the beginning of my battles with suicidal thoughts. It can be a brutal experience in a kid’s life when they believe what others say about him. Kids can be mean, and because I was still in my earlier years, I took a lot of those words to heart.

I didn’t leave my room that weekend except to go to the bathroom or to get something to eat. I was too “sick” on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday to go to school, and when my parents made me return, pictures of Dr. Optimus Pepper were circulating, ensuring no one would forget this incident anytime soon.

By then, alienation wasn’t too uncommon for me. When I was transferred to public school in third grade, I got into my very first fight on the first day. I tried to walk away from a kid who’d jumped my back and started hitting and choking me. I pulled him off me, but the teachers carted me off to the principal’s office as well. When word got out that I hadn’t fought back, the kid and his friends used that to bully me at every turn. I got called fat, received barrages of “titty twisters,” and got picked last for kickball games. I was generally timid and quiet and, people might say, a bit of a loner. When I opened up, or tried to laugh things off, I was usually giving the bullies more ammo to use against me. I learned at a young age how it felt to be oppressed.
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