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INTRODUCTION





Stephanie Baldwin


It’s not easy sharing our story—at least it wasn’t at first. Our family is much more than this one crisis year, yet this one year nearly destroyed all that we had built and cherished.


Throughout half of that year, my husband, John, and I kept silent about what we were going through. We struggled and prayed alone. When we finally did tell our closest family and friends, we were humbled by their support, love, and prayers and realized just how much we needed them. We saw God bring just the right people, at just the right moments, into our lives. Then the bravery of three girls who spoke up proved to be an essential piece in saving our daughter, Mackenzie.


We came within mere days of losing our daughter forever. She was victimized by someone she thought she knew, but didn’t. In the pursuit of this relationship, she cast aside her faith, her family, and her closet friends. Almost Gone is the story of how all this unfolded and how our precious daughter was ultimately saved.


When it was over, Mackenzie was safe, but she was distraught, embarrassed, and confused as to what she had done and why she had done it. It took time for her to heal and come to grips with what had happened. Forgiving herself was the hardest part. Mack found herself at a crossroads: she could spend her life trying to hide from what had happened, or she could take ownership of it. She chose to own it.


We wrote Almost Gone to share what happened to our family so that other young people will not repeat the mistakes Mackenzie made, and to give the parents of those young people hope that through God’s love and grace, anything can happen. I am immensely proud of how Mackenzie regularly shares her side of this story with both small and large groups of people in an unvarnished and authentic way. Today, as I watch our brave and adventurous daughter telling her story around the country, I marvel at God’s hand at work in the smallest details to save her from almost certain disaster.


We see Almost Gone as our way to help other families realize that things are not always as perfect as they look from the outside, that individuals can make a profound difference in other people’s lives, and that love and forgiveness can transcend every barrier. The story is told from two perspectives—John’s and Mackenzie’s, father and daughter. We hope this will allow you to experience John’s and my perspectives as parents whose daughter changed dramatically in ways we didn’t understand; and understand our daughter’s point of view, as she reveals how and why she was nearly lured away.


Mackenzie’s story will allow you to see inside our daughter’s mind—the mind of a very strong-willed and independent young woman—as she was slowly manipulated and enticed away from her family, her faith, and even herself. From the moment any parent first holds their newborn, their greatest fear is of losing that precious child, or of harm coming to him or her. We came very close to that fear becoming our reality.


One night, after everything was over and Mackenzie was safe, we had company who stayed over, so John and I ended up staying in Mack’s old bedroom for the night. I found myself staring through the darkness at the photographs of her days in camps, horseback riding, and four-wheeling. Sprinkled among them were spiritual and inspirational messages, as well as photos of family vacations and happy memories. I felt tears welling up as I wondered how, though we had done so much together, she had been so willing to leave it all. Where did we go wrong? I asked myself. Later, I came to realize that those memories were the foundation of love and faith that allowed us to survive and heal as a family. We spent years building that foundation, and when it counted, the foundation held strong. I know that not every story has a happy ending. Even in the strongest families with solid foundations, a child can make choices that have tragic results. But if our story can help even one family have better insights into potential dangers and how to navigate them, we will have accomplished our goal.


Our perspective is one picture of the journey, challenges, heartaches, and confusion parents experience when a child is in crisis. We also hope it shows that partnership in marriage, unconditional love, and the generosity of friends and strangers are gifts from God to help us weather the storms we face as parents.


Our entire family feels that God has given us a responsibility to speak up. We pray that by telling our story, God’s hand of guidance will be revealed, and that other families will be encouraged, comforted, and offered help in their own times of trouble.


Friends leaning on friends through the sharing of our most intimate times builds trust and relationships. I was reminded of this truth while I was shopping in a local store, where I happened to see a retired couple from our church. We made small talk for a few minutes, and I asked them to pray for Mackenzie because she “just isn’t where she should be spiritually.” The great reward for me came when they shared their story of their own daughter’s struggle years earlier. They explained that they were always trying to “fix things”; but they eventually realized that God wanted them to “get out of His way” and allow Him to reach their daughter. Their story made me realize that perhaps I, in the midst of our crisis, needed to “get out of His way” and allow God to handle it. From that day on, I changed my prayer from, “God, please change her,” to, “God, tell me what You want me to do.”


Our remarkable journey has taught our family that despite the hardships we encounter, God is always faithful, even when we can’t see Him for a time. For Mackenzie, she rediscovered God’s faithfulness and love even after she had turned away. As parents, we learned to love our daughter no matter what, and to love her where she’s at. Through it all, we discovered that God loves us no matter what, and He loves us where we’re at.





CHAPTER 1






Facing the FBI


Mackenzie Baldwin


I had kept the dark secret for nearly a year. My plan was ready, and in three days I would be leaving behind everything I knew in my hometown of Plano, Texas—my loving mother and father, my two younger brothers, and the friends and relatives I’d grown up with—to travel across the world to an unknown land. Finally, all that I had worked tirelessly toward and sacrificed for was about to be worth it.


Or so I believed. I have no idea what might have happened to me if those three days had gone as planned. Where would I be today? Would I have seen my parents, brothers, and friends again? Would I even be alive? Was I really three days away from walking into something I wouldn’t have been able to walk out of?


Instead of packing my suitcases and preparing to leave on that fateful day in June 2014, I sat at the dining room table in my house with three FBI agents and my parents. I’d sat at this table a thousand times in my eighteen years, eating meals with my family, laughing and joking with them, and praying together; but I never imagined something like this. I couldn’t believe FBI agents were sitting at our dining room table, and they were there to talk to me. It was like a scene out of a Hollywood thriller—and somehow I was the suspect.


“Mackenzie, if you lie to us, we will know,” said the FBI agent across the dining room table. “We already know the answers to most of the questions we are about to ask.”


My mind raced over what had transpired during the past several months, and I tried to remember everything I had done to determine what laws I might have broken and why these FBI agents were there to talk to me. Although I can usually handle almost anything thrown my way, I have to admit that I was scared. I had deceived my parents and closest friends, keeping many secrets from them and carefully covering my tracks every step of the way, but I didn’t think I’d done anything that would have constituted a crime—or so I hoped.


Dad sat at the end of the table, and Mom had the chair to my left. Thankfully, my younger brothers and grandparents were nowhere in sight, but I wished my parents weren’t there. I felt sure truths would soon be revealed, and I didn’t want to hurt them with the revelations of what I’d done and what I planned to do. I didn’t think my parents knew anything about my plans to leave or what was luring me away from them. More than anything, I didn’t want to see their disappointment when they learned the extent of my lies and deception.


My parents’ somber faces reflected the seriousness of this moment. Dad looked exhausted and, though he sat stoically, he had the appearance of someone who had been kicked in the gut. I had done that proverbial kicking, and my heart truly ached for him. How could our relationship have changed so much in only a year? We had always been so close. Growing up, I’d spent a lot of time with him camping, backpacking, white-water rafting, and rock climbing, and during those wonderful times together, we talked about practically everything. He took advantage of every opportunity to spend time with me, and I truly appreciated his selflessness and loved him for it.


Dad has a presence about him that others might consider intimidating, but I’d always viewed it as protective and had never doubted that he put our family first. We had once been inseparable, but now there was a great and growing distance between us, so much so that I was intent on leaving the country without my parents’ knowledge. As I sat there, I wished I could take back all the pain I had caused them over the past year, but I still didn’t want to change my plans or for my parents to find out why I had drifted so far away from them and our family.


The men at the table had introduced themselves, but I couldn’t remember their names. The one who first spoke seemed to be in charge. He was probably six feet three inches tall and looked like a stereotypical FBI agent: well groomed, fit; wearing a dark suit, white shirt, and conservative tie. He studied me with hard, probing eyes, as if he could read my thoughts. I’d never so much as met an FBI agent, let alone had three of them staring me down. I trembled in my seat and shoved my hands under my thighs to keep them from shaking. I did not want the agents to notice that I was flustered.


On the floor at my feet, my messenger bag held a replacement passport with my name on it. A passport I had lied to get. My mind was spinning with how I could still go through with my plan to leave. I was so close to being gone. When I walked out of my final exams earlier that day, I was shocked to see Mom waiting in the Plano West Senior High School parking lot by my car. That’s weird, I’d thought, as I tried to conjure up a normal enough smile.


“The FBI is at the house, and they want to talk to you,” Mom said.


“Why?” This made no sense at all. Yes, I had hidden secrets from my parents, but I couldn’t think of anything I’d done that would bring the FBI to our door. Other students were streaming toward their cars around us.


“You are eighteen, so they won’t talk to me. Do you have any idea why they’d be there?”


“No,” I told her, which wasn’t completely true. I just didn’t know what I’d done that might be considered a crime.


The drive from my high school to home was mostly silent. Mom told me to drive, and she climbed into the passenger seat. My car was a white Mazda Tribute with a manual transmission, but I didn’t want to drive. I needed to use my phone, but now I couldn’t. When we turned down our street, I saw three dark sedans parked in front of the house. The walk to our front door was the longest walk ever. Inside, the three agents were at the table with Dad.


They pushed back their chairs as they stood, reached out, and politely shook my hand. They pulled out their credentials and introduced themselves, as I tried to get my bearings.


After we sat down, one of the agents explained how they’d know if I was lying. The one opposite my dad pulled out a paper and set it on the table as the agent in charge said, “This states your Miranda rights. This is what we would use to take you out of here in handcuffs. We don’t want to do that, so it is important that you answer all of our questions honestly.”


I glanced at the door. There seemed little chance I could get out of this. But I couldn’t let go of my plan. I was so wrapped up in the secrets and lies that I couldn’t see anything but one direction. Even as I began to answer questions from special agents of the FBI, I was as determined as ever to get out of there and get on an airplane.


John Baldwin


My little girl was sitting at our table with my wife Stephanie and three FBI agents, and the staggering weight of what had been a very difficult year fell hard over me. My thoughts turned to two things: first, Thank you, God! that we were at this table instead of the horrible alternatives; and then, How did it come to this?


The fact that we were here was surreal. Stephanie and I had dedicated our lives to our children, our church, and our community. In a matter of months, however, the daughter we knew so well suddenly behaved like a complete stranger. She’d pushed us away and shut us out of her life. She had abandoned the friends she’d known for much of her life, as well as the Christian faith she was introduced to when she was six weeks old. We were consumed in a fight for Mackenzie’s heart and soul, and even her life.


As the FBI agents questioned Mackenzie, I could see the fear and panic in her dark eyes despite how she fought to remain strong and calm. Stephanie describes her as stubborn, adventurous, outgoing, and, well, stubborn. Those traits are what make her so appealing to others; she’s fun to be around and always had a strong corps of friends. She was also independent and strong-willed, even when she was a very young child. Facing the FBI agents, however, Mackenzie suddenly appeared small. My thoughts went back to the day Stephanie and I had joyfully welcomed this baby girl into our lives after ten years of marriage.


How different things were eighteen years ago. Stephanie and I had a goal of building a family with strong bonds and a sound Christian foundation. At Mackenzie’s birth, we dedicated ourselves to being a family that served God and was involved in our church and community. We wanted to do everything we could to be the best parents possible. Even then, I understood the fleeting nature of time, and I was determined that Mackenzie’s youngest years were not going to be lost on me. As a new dad, I believed that now was the time to start making an impression on our precious, innocent daughter. Her heart and mind were a blank tape, and the more I impressed on them, the more good she’d absorb.


The first course of business was to make “Dada” her first word. Day after day, I’d prop her up face-to-face with me on the floor and repeat, “Dada . . . Dada . . . Dada . . . Dada . . .,” then I’d throw in a single “Ma” for balance. Soon every man, woman, and child that Mackenzie met was known as “Dada”—victory was mine!


Our home church, Wilshire Baptist Church in Dallas, had a powerful tradition where families dedicated their new babies to be raised under the principles of Christian love and grace. For this event, we carefully selected a Bible verse to serve as our daughter’s life verse and as our pledge to our infant daughter. We chose 2 Corinthians 9:15, “Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift.”


On the Sunday morning of her dedication, our pastor, Dr. George Mason, read Mackenzie’s verse and, while carrying her in his arms, walked up and down the church aisle looking directly into her eyes. “Your mom and dad are going to raise you to be a strong Christian young woman, and right now I ask God to bless your life and use it for a special purpose, for the sake of serving our Lord Jesus Christ,” he told her. George also charged Stephanie and me with the responsibility of doing everything in our power to ensure that Mackenzie grew up with this focus. That morning, I felt the weight of responsibility and gladly accepted it.


A few months later, we purchased an heirloom clock and inscribed the brass pendulum with MJB—Mackenzie Jill Baldwin. Her middle-name namesake, Jill, is my younger sister, who embodies the attributes of love, generosity, gentleness, and kindness that Stephanie and I hoped to inspire in Mackenzie. Inside the door of the clock, on its base, a small brass plate was inscribed with her life verse—2 Corinthians 9:15. We hung it in our dining room as a constant reminder as Mackenzie grew up.


All these years later, here we sat at our family dining room table. Our daughter had turned away from her Christian faith, saying she didn’t believe anymore. She had lied to us countless times, plotted behind our backs, and she wanted to leave us.


Today could go in any direction, and for a moment I just wished it would all go away. The whole year had been terribly nerve-wracking, turning from awful to critical when another father called me less than a month ago. He’d said, “There’s no good way to say this, John. I’m really sorry . . .”


That friend and fellow father then unveiled a stunning truth that launched us into a critical twenty-five-day period to not only save Mackenzie’s future, but potentially her life. Our daughter was plotting and planning, trusting one young man whom she barely knew. She had no idea of the real truth. Even though I felt betrayed and heartbroken, I was as determined as ever that we would save our daughter—whatever the cost—even if that meant saving her from herself.


As I looked at my little girl, I felt overwhelming gratitude that she was there and not gone, as I’d feared for the past month. Without that phone call and three of Mack’s close friends coming forward, we wouldn’t be here now—only three days before she planned to leave us. This was the moment of truth that Stephanie and I had worked tirelessly for in the past twenty-two days, or perhaps, more accurately, for the eighteen years since we’d chosen Mack’s life verse.


Thank God, Mack was here at this table and not in some faraway place. For a moment, it felt as if time stopped before the questions began. A clock ticked in the background—the heirloom clock with our daughter’s life verse inscribed inside. In that moment, I reflected on that verse again, but for a wholly different reason. Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift. It was a blessing that my daughter was still here.


However, my little girl wasn’t safe yet. It had taken a miracle to get to this moment, but more miracles were needed to keep her safe and bring her heart back home.


I felt exhausted and hurt and angry. But more than that, I felt love for my daughter. I’d never give up on her, no matter how this turned out.





CHAPTER 2






Shifting Winds


John


Nearly a year before Mackenzie’s meeting with the FBI agents in our home, she asked me a question I never thought I’d hear come from her mouth.


“Dad, would it be all right if I buy a Koran?”


It was a typical warm June day in Plano, Texas, soon after the end of Mack’s junior year of high school. I was working from home when Mackenzie came down the stairs to my office door. Stephanie and I had recently reflected that Mack’s junior year had been her happiest and most successful. She had a good group of friends, was working at her beloved exotic bird store, and had earned pretty good grades. By working extra side jobs, she’d even saved her money and purchased a beautiful green-winged macaw named Indy. Seeing our daughter set and achieve goals on her own was an encouraging sign of her growing maturity. She was becoming a responsible, more caring, and trustworthy young woman.


After a few challenging years, she now had earned our complete trust. We looked ahead to her eighteenth birthday in the fall and a senior year that would surely be filled with her friends coming in and out of our house like they always did. We’d have our younger sons’ activities too. Luke was in the eighth grade, and Michael, fifth. Luke had an upcoming role in the production of Thoroughly Modern Millie, and Michael was playing baseball. Both were in High Adventure Treks (HATS) with me, just as Mack had been from grades five through nine. High Adventure Treks is a nonprofit organization that helps fathers and their sons and daughters strengthen their relationship and communication by conquering high adventure challenges as a team in a variety of outdoor settings. I loved completing activities such as canoeing, rock climbing, rappelling, white-water kayaking, backpacking, and camping with Mack, and I was so looking forward to interacting with my sons in the outdoors too. HATS activities offered a great palette for us to learn how to communicate with each other. We also had our usual church involvement. The coming school year would be busy and hectic and altogether what typical families like ours enjoyed.


What Stephanie and I were most grateful for was that Mack was happy. But now her request to buy a Koran, the central religious text of Islam, caught me by surprise. Before I was able to ask Mack why she wanted to buy a Koran, she said, “I just want to compare it with the Bible.” My immediate thought was, Absolutely not! We are Christians, and I wasn’t sure comparing our faith to Islam was a good idea. However, experience had taught me to refrain from an immediate response and hear her out. Mack could be unyieldingly headstrong when she felt her position was being unjustly questioned, and when that happened, it usually led to a healthy argument. I also recognized that Mack didn’t have to ask me about it at all. She could have easily purchased a Koran at Barnes & Noble and I would never have known the difference. The fact that she was willing to ask my opinion and engage in a conversation about it was, in my view, a good thing. Besides, with Mack, the forbidden was often more appealing than the allowed.


Raising Mackenzie was a lot like Texas weather. In Texas, we have beautiful spring days with crystal-blue skies, puffy white clouds, and cool light breezes. But, in the space of only a few hours, you can feel a sudden shift in the wind. The skies darken with booming thunder and dangerous lightning, and everyone is forced to seek shelter from the incoming thunderstorm. On occasion, a spring storm can also spawn supercells with damaging winds, large-sized hail, and even deadly tornadoes. And when you find yourself in a tornado’s destructive path, all you can do is find a safe place to hide and pray for it to pass.


My daughter has many facets to her vibrant personality. On the positive side, Mack is resourceful and hardworking. In middle school, she obtained a permit to paint address numbers on curbs for $10 each. Later she started a face-painting business and worked birthday parties and daycare summer camps. Swimming was her passion because she so badly wanted to work with whales and dolphins. She swam for a local swim club several days a week, which led her to secure her lifeguarding certification, teach swim lessons, and work as a lifeguard at the local recreation center. Being a young entrepreneur fit her personality; she was never afraid to take on challenges. She was a determined girl, and she viewed roadblocks as something meant to jump, climb, or knock over.


Now, make no mistake, I dearly love my daughter. But bless her heart, she was not an easy kid to raise. Starting in the seventh grade, Mack was intently bored with school; and she was not one to allow her schoolwork to intrude on her social life. Mack longed to be more worldly and experienced than her friends, but her naïveté resulted in quite a few hard landings. During her middle school years, Mack pushed back on just about everything—homework, church, choice of friends, and the way she talked to her younger brothers. The list went on and on. Interspersed in the constant teenage girl drama was my funny, likable, adventurous, and spontaneous daughter, who somehow made all the hard times more or less balance out. Stephanie has often told me that I was Mack’s “halo straightener,” and believe me, that halo was not always shiny and it was seldom straight!


Our most difficult times with Mack probably occurred when she was a freshman in high school. The school year started out promising, but then she became drawn to a group of kids who were fun, but troubled. Fortunately, Mackenzie had a line she wouldn’t cross. We never had to deal with her experimenting with drugs or alcohol, but the relationships were unhealthy and impacted her in other ways. Her grades fell, her attitude eroded, and things became pretty difficult for us at home. To address Mackenzie’s poor choices, we enforced a few months of “tough love” in an effort to curtail this latest episode of teenage rebellion. We also decided to seek family counseling with her and, fortunately, we successfully moved past this rebellious stage just before the school year ended.


Only a few weeks later, Mack and I went on our long-anticipated HATS Colorado trek. While many of the fathers and daughters there experienced a transcendent ten days together, our experience was anything but that. Our relationship was badly bruised from the previous six months of acrimony, and it was impossible to keep the hard feelings from creeping in during our time together, no matter how hard I tried. Thankfully, we had some joyous times on the trip, including a thirty-foot jump from a telephone pole, followed by a memorable hug and thank-you from Mack.


That summer, Mack felt a little unsettled by her experiences the previous school year, and she asked Stephanie what she needed to do differently in the future. Stephanie emphasized the importance of placing character, spirituality, and integrity at the top of her list of attributes when building any relationship. Mack took her mother’s advice to heart, and a new window of hope opened for us as we headed into her sophomore year.


Anxious to start anew, Mack engaged a new group of friends during her sophomore year and experienced some of her happiest times. The episodes of the dark and angry freshman dissolved and were replaced with a consistently carefree, free-spirited young woman hanging out with her friends and enjoying life. They played hide-and-seek on the local golf course, and went to the movies, roller-skating, and dances. They really seemed to enjoy each other’s company, and Stephanie and I approved of her new friends. That summer, we piled them into our truck and took them boating and water-skiing for the day. Most nights, they’d end up back at our house, playing Xbox or watching scary movies for hours. Mack and her best friend, Madison, also became more involved at church, which was a very encouraging sign for her mother and me. For the first time as a teenager, Mack was showing a genuine interest in her Christian beliefs.


By now we knew Mackenzie wanted to take a gap year before starting college, and we fully agreed with her. She wasn’t interested in starting college right away and we knew it would be a waste of time and money for us to force her to go. Ever the adventurer, Mackenzie wanted to take a postgraduation trip to Europe and backpack through the countryside. Naturally, we were not comfortable with the idea, but we hoped a trip to Europe would motivate her to finish her senior year strong and provide her incentive to work a few more hours to save money. As a compromise, we agreed that she would stay with friends who lived in Switzerland and do some short day trips from there. A couple of years prior, Mackenzie had become friends with a Swiss foreign exchange student named Miriam, who had lived with Stephanie’s sister, Debbie, for about a year. They had stayed in contact with each other through Facebook posts and an occasional text message since then. Knowing the family, we were confident they would take great care of Mackenzie when she arrived in Zurich.


The plan was for Mackenzie to fly directly to Zurich, where our friends would pick her up and have her stay with them for a week or so. As long as Mackenzie stayed in Switzerland and kept in touch with our friends, she would be allowed to stay in youth hostels and do some independent sightseeing. She had to earn the money for the trip herself, but we intended to help her out if she came up a little short, as part of her graduation present. It seemed like a good, safe way for her to do something special and provide her a bit of the independence she so craved.


But then, on that warm June day in 2013, Mack stood outside my office door asking me if she could purchase a Koran. For all her interests and passions, she’d never been interested in religious studies. Several months earlier the subject of religion arose, and she made a comment about Islam and how it seemed to be such a peaceful religion. She said she wished Christianity could be more that way. It seemed like an odd comment coming from someone who was raised in a Christian home and had never shown much interest in other faiths.


“Why do you think it’s a peaceful religion?” I asked her.


In the shadow of 9/11, the Iraq War, and loss of so many innocent lives at the hands of Islamic terrorists, I was somewhat suspicious. But I of course recognized that not all Muslims could or should be painted by the same broad brush.


“Oh, I know a couple of girls at school who are Muslim,” Mack replied. “They just seem so peaceful. It just seems nice. You don’t see Muslim kids doing the same things Christian kids do.”


As Mack stood with one foot on the stairs to go up to her room, I tried not to come across too harshly when I expressed to her my concerns. I didn’t know a lot about Islam, but I did know Muslims had some very different beliefs. I also pointed out to her that Islam had a history of intolerance—including its treatment of women—that went back hundreds if not thousands of years.


“Don’t be fooled into thinking that these two girls, as nice as I’m sure they and their families are, represent the whole of the Muslim world,” I told her. “There are some within that religion who do not get along with anyone except other Muslims, and only those of the same sect.”


I saw a small flash of annoyance on Mack’s face. “Dad, you can’t judge all Muslims the same way.”


“I’m not, you just have to be careful.”


We didn’t discuss it long, and upstairs she ran.


I thought her interest in Islam was a little curious, but I didn’t worry about it too much. She was defending her friends; and I knew that. West Plano was experiencing a demographic shift, with a recent influx of Middle Eastern residents, driven by the high-paying technical jobs supported in the Dallas/Fort Worth metropolitan area. Stephanie and I had always encouraged our kids to be kind toward and accepting of other cultures and religions without bias toward individual people. But we stressed the importance of being grounded in our own faith.


I also knew my daughter’s Christian journey had been hot and cold. While our Christian faith is prominent in our family, it didn’t permeate every discussion and decision with our kids. We tried to raise our family by example. We showed the importance of our Christian faith through our involvement in Bible studies and by volunteering our time in church ministries. We prayed as a family, attended church regularly, and set examples for our children by relying on Christ during times of crisis. After being so involved with her youth group the summer of her sophomore year, Mackenzie was now attending Sunday morning activities only because it was a family requirement.


Other than hearing a few debates with her boyfriend, James, about Islam, which seemed like two young people arguing over philosophies, the subject seemed dropped until she made the request to buy a Koran. The wind had shifted, but we didn’t know that yet.


Stephanie and I respected Mack’s request to compare the religions. We knew that once our daughter had something in her head we couldn’t deter her, and we agreed that it was an encouraging sign that she came to me first. In our hearts, we believed there was no way a girl raised in an active Christian home could ever come to any other conclusion than that the Bible offered the Truth and the Koran did not. I never would have expected another outcome, but I also didn’t know the real story behind her request. So I offered my Study Bible, commentaries, and I asked her to come to me with any questions during her comparison study.


The summer of 2013 was filled with our usual outdoors activities, going water-skiing, visiting our cabin, seeing new movies, playing video games, and cooking out. As the summer progressed, however, Mack surprised us by saying she wanted to break up with James. Mack said they had been having some problems for a while, and we decided to leave it at that.


Privately, Stephanie suspected there was more to it than what Mack was saying. Stephanie said to me, “If there was someone else, or an actual reason she didn’t want to be with him anymore, that would make sense.”


“They’re teenagers. What makes sense at that age?” I asked with a shrug.


But I was surprised with how entrenched Mack was in her study of the Bible and the Koran. I still had no doubt that such a comparison would yield one, and only one, result: that Christianity was the clear and only option.


At first I admired Mack’s dedication, but soon we realized that she was spending less time with her friends. By August, Mack had changed her eating habits. Our daughter’s appetite was long a source of good family humor because it was short on nutritional balance and long on “this is what I really like.” But suddenly she stopped eating bacon and sausage, for “healthy eating” reasons. Stephanie noticed Mack wearing jeans more and shorts less, highly unusual for her or anyone in the stifling August heat in Texas. She worked more hours at her job, and we didn’t see her hanging out with anyone except on rare occasions.


With the start of her senior year of high school looming, only months after everything looked on target for an excellent year ahead, we had real concerns. Our happy Mackenzie was acting differently. She was aloof and lacked her usual excitement. She’d always talked about her senior year with high anticipation, but now that enthusiasm was gone. Her Koran-Bible comparison and our discussions about it also took a turn. She’d shifted from her curious study to a criticism of the faith she’d been raised in. Most alarming, her positions in our discussions on Islam and Christianity began swinging more and more toward the Islamic point of view.


To learn more about the religion, Stephanie signed up for a local class that taught about Islam and Muslim culture. I dug deeper into the Word. We both hoped this was only a short phase, and we prayed that our daughter would discover the truth quickly and be our Mack again—but with a stronger foundation in her faith.
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