
    
        
    

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            DON'T DO WHAT I DID

          

          PROV 3:5-6 TRUST IN THE LORD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND DO NOT LEAN ON YOUR OWN UNDERSTANDING. IN ALL YOUR WAYS ACKNOWLEDGE HIM, AND HE WILL MAKE STRAIGHT YOUR PATHS.

        

      

    

    
      Launching Into Ministry

      I had finally come out of addiction, my children were back in my life, and I was working steadily as a carpenter while living in a free camper trailer. Life was settling into place, yet I knew God was calling me back into ministry. The healing of my eyes was a powerful confirmation.

      For the first time in my life, everything I looked at was in high-definition clarity. That physical healing became a turning point that set me on a new course.

      It is one thing to know the Scriptures and to recognize that I was forgiven. But after living so long under the weight of sin and condemnation, I had to rediscover who I truly was in Christ. I went through a kind of spiritual detox, breaking free from the lies I had carried for years, that I was a failure and unworthy of God’s call. Step by step, I began to walk in freedom again, knowing I was forgiven and newly commissioned.

      My daughters weighed heavy on my heart. All I wanted was to be a good dad and to build my new construction company. At the same time, I wrestled with the thought that I had destroyed my testimony as a minister and doubted anyone would come alongside me to support this new calling.

      One of my strongest desires was to work with people suffering from addiction, poverty, and mental health issues. I had already worked with drug addicts on the streets of Mexico City, and through ministry experiences in Canada, volunteering and assisting with street evangelism, I knew I was called back to the streets.

      Canada was in an opioid crisis. A toxic and unpredictable street drug supply, often adulterated with fentanyl and its analogues without the user’s knowledge, was killing people. The streets were full of people dying in the grip of addiction, and God was sending me to them. It was irrefutable. There was never any confusion about my mission field, people facing homelessness, poverty, and addiction.

      Shortly after my healing in March 2018, I decided to return to full-time street ministry. But how would I support myself? In my twenties, after graduating from Teen Challenge, I attended Bible college in Mexico City. Back then, the Lord provided through the generosity of Christians and a few churches that supported me monthly. I kept a contact list, sent newsletters, and kept people updated on what God was doing.

      Now, at forty-two years old, I considered doing the same. That model had worked well for me then and works well for many faithful ministers today. But when I prayed about taking that approach this time, I knew in my spirit that this was not the path God was leading me down. God was urging me to take a different path, a significant step of faith unique to this season. I wanted simply to trust God’s provision for this new ministry without asking people for donations. It was clear to me what I was to do.

      Mark 6:8–9

      He charged them to take nothing for their journey except a staff, no bread, no bag, no money in their belts, but to wear sandals and not put on two tunics.

      With only faith to guide me, I gave my two-week notice and chose to launch on Resurrection Sunday, Easter, April 1, 2018. I would give away all that I owned to charity, beginning my ministry with empty hands and complete faith that God would provide for me, my family, and the work He had called me to.

      I am not presenting this as a model for others, nor suggesting that obedience always looks like this, or that others should give away their resources in the same way. This was a personal act of conviction and calling at a specific moment in my life, under circumstances unique to my situation. I share it as testimony, not instruction or a standard for ministry.

      I had no idea how it would look, but I believed God would provide. I expected a church would open its doors, or a Christian would offer me a bed, or some other opportunity would unfold. I believed He would connect me with a church or leader who shared a burden for the city, someone who cared for those trapped in addiction and who, after hearing my story, would want to partner in outreach. I had very little doubt and full faith that God would take care of me.

      My first step was to give notice at the construction job where I was working. I told the owner I would not be finishing his house and offered two weeks’ notice. He was depending on me and was caught off guard, but he thanked me for being upfront. He made it clear, though, that I would no longer be welcome to stay in his RV trailer on the construction site.

      That meant giving up my home and the comfort I had grown used to. Crossing that line was both frightening and exhilarating. I was stepping out of financial security into obedience to my calling.

      For months, I had been a prepper, someone who prepares for emergencies by storing supplies, learning survival skills, and planning for self-reliance. I was concerned about the economy and wanted an emergency food supply for my family.

      Every month, I took a portion of my savings and sealed dry goods in plastic storage bins, building a small stockpile. Flats of canned soup and nuts, sugar, and hundreds of pounds of dried food, including fifty-pound bags of rice, oatmeal, and beans. But when I gave notice, I no longer had a home to store it. So I donated all of it to the Mustard Seed Food Bank. It took three full carloads in my station wagon, which had plenty of space in the back.

      At the time, I had no idea what God was arranging. The Mustard Seed Food Bank would end up feeding me for the next two years. I ate many of the same products I had donated. I would later volunteer there on weekends, cooking meals and helping serve the same community where I once stood in need.

      With no home, I donated all my clothing to the Salvation Army, including my construction clothes, and gave away two carloads of household items, tools, and equipment. Every scrap of clothing and every personal item went to charity.

      Later, the Lord worked through that same organization. The Salvation Army provided me with a tent and the clothing I needed once I was living on the street. The very place where I donated everything became the place that clothed and supported me during my outreach while I was homeless. It was interesting that the support I was trusting God for was the very support I had been preparing. I had no idea at the time.

      The biggest asset I owned was my car. My friend Cliff had given it to me shortly after I got off the street. I had since paid him back and officially owned it. It was a beautiful station wagon, barely used, rust-free, and in excellent shape. I believe I was only the second or third owner.

      Rather than selling it, I decided to give it away to a friend I worked with named Moses, a German man who did not have a vehicle and needed a place to stay. The station wagon had plenty of room in the back to camp in, making it perfect for him. It was a real leap of faith, but I knew in my heart that God wanted me to give him the car.

      When I told Moses, “Moses, I want to give you my vehicle. I give it to you in Jesus’ name as a gift so you can own it yourself,” he could not believe it and hugged me with joy. Moses had been planning to sleep in the station wagon because he could not find a place to rent. By giving him my car, I was also giving him a home.

      On Friday, March 30, 2018, he drove me downtown. As I got out, he asked, “Are you sure I can’t give you some money for the car?”

      “No,” I said. “God will take care of me. I’ll be fine.”

      I prayed for him and watched him drive away in my car.

      There I was, downtown in front of a McDonald's, with just three or four dollars and some loose change left. I had already transferred the rest of my savings to my ex-wife so she could provide for our daughters. They were living with her full-time, and she was getting married to a man who worked steadily alongside her, giving my girls the security of a two-parent household.

      Though I was stepping into uncertainty, I had peace knowing my daughters were safe and well cared for. I had fulfilled my commitment to God to begin this new ministry with a balance of zero.

      I bought a Quarter Pounder with cheese, and with the remaining change, I dropped it into the Ronald McDonald House charity box at the register.

      Sitting there eating that cheeseburger was difficult. I was anxious about what I had done, but I also expected God to honor my decision to launch this ministry by faith. The burger did not taste very good. I was nervous and unsure what would come next.

      When I finished, I walked outside into the cold, dark evening. The sun had gone down, and I recorded one last public video. I was wearing my work boots, a thick jacket, a black hoodie, and a toque. I also had my Bible with me, which would travel with me.

      In the video, I shared how God had been placing me in different parts of the city to minister to addicts wherever I went. Then I told a story from only a few weeks earlier. On my way to a prayer spot on the edge of a cliff by the ocean, where I often went to pray, I noticed an ambulance parked past a barricade and followed it.

      A young girl had overdosed and was having a violent seizure, with paramedics struggling to strap her to a spine board. I stepped in to help hold her steady as they worked. Her body shook uncontrollably, so I sang softly to calm her. As the paramedics prepared to transport her, her hood was covering her face, so I gently pulled it back. Instantly, I froze. She looked just like my oldest daughter, only a few years older. Tears streamed down my face as they carried her away.

      I left the McDonald’s parking lot and started walking. I had no idea where I would go or where I would sleep. As I walked, I was nervous about what I had just done and unsure what would come next. I kept walking, not realizing that the path I was on was leading me straight back to the same prayer spot where I had found that girl who overdosed. That became my destination.

      It was a long walk, but I made it there in the dark. I told myself I just had to get to that location. When I arrived, the full moon was out. It was a beautiful night. My prayer spot was on a cliff overlooking the ocean, and I could hear the waves crashing in the background. There was tall grass that looked surprisingly comfortable.

      I had my big black jacket, my sweater, my hoodie, my toque, and my boots. I figured I could try to sleep in the same place where I had found that girl overdosed, and I did. I managed to get about an hour and a half of sleep before it started raining.

      I got up, realizing I needed to find some kind of shelter because everything was getting wet. I was also very thirsty. I had no water and had not drunk anything all day. I had no money left to buy anything, so I decided to look for a water tap in town. I eventually came across a dog dish and a spigot where pets could drink. I was so thirsty that I actually considered drinking from the dog dish, but I did not. Instead, I found a used cup, filled it with water, and then went over to a bus stop.

      By that point, I was desperate. It was the middle of the night, it was raining, and I started questioning myself. I prayed, “Father, what am I doing here? What do I do next?”

      Then a calmness came over me. I looked down at the bus stop and noticed some clean cardboard and a couple of fresh pillows. I thought, that is such a bizarre thing to find sitting here, almost as if it was prepared for me. So I made my first bed on the street.

      The two pillows ended up stuffed into my jacket for insulation. Over the weekend, I must have looked like some kind of army SWAT officer with a huge, bulky chest, like Arnold Schwarzenegger. I actually laughed about it.

      Saturday morning, I went to a local resource centre for coffee, and that was where my ministry to the homeless truly began. It was cold outside, and it felt good just to sit indoors for a while. I found a quiet spot, opened my Bible, and began talking with people around me.

      Almost immediately, I started making friends, some new and others I already knew from the outreach centre I had visited during my construction days. There was a sense of familiarity in that room, as if God had prepared it all in advance.

      Right away, I felt a deep peace while ministering inside the resource centre. There was no rush to go anywhere, no job to return to, and no pressure to be someone else. I knew where God had brought me, and I knew my calling was being fulfilled from that very first day I returned to ministry.

      Moses, the man I had given the car to, showed up at a soup kitchen. I had forgotten to sign some of the ownership papers needed to transfer the vehicle into his name. After searching the city, he finally found me there. Overjoyed to see me, we filled out the papers I had missed.

      Then he tried once again to give me money for the car. We were sitting among the homeless, and I suggested instead that he give ten dollars to each person at our table. The people who received that ten dollars later became part of my street congregation. Two of them remain my friends to this day, though my friend Dan sadly overdosed in 2023.

      Dan was a good friend. I prayed for him many times and encouraged him in the Bible. He would laugh and say, “There is my pastor,” as he became part of my congregation on the streets. Losing people like Dan to the opioid crisis has always been the hardest part of street outreach. I miss him deeply, along with so many others.

      On my second night, I slept using cardboard and a blanket. I set up a small bed in the park under thick trees to shield me from the rain. If you go right to the base of a big evergreen tree, it keeps you dry. I stuffed my jacket with newspapers and tried to make it through the night. Cold, uncomfortable, and restless, I still had peace that Sunday, Resurrection Sunday, would be the day God opened a door.

      I believed someone would hear my story, or my home church would step in, or some opportunity would unfold. I did not know how, but I knew God was with me. I was walking by faith one hour at a time.

      Early the next morning, full of hope, I went to my home church. Stepping into the big, warm building and hearing the worship leaders practicing before the two morning services, I felt a wave of relief. There were only a few people there, and my heart leaped for joy when I saw my pastor walk in. I thought, this is amazing. I will be able to talk with my home church leader about what has happened over the weekend.

      One of the staff members walked up and began speaking with him, so I waited. When they finished, I approached and said, “Could I talk with you for a moment?” I asked for just a few minutes, but he said he was too busy. I asked again, “Please, I really need to talk with you.” He apologized and told me to call the office next week to set an appointment.

      He walked past me and sat down at the front of the church where the musicians were still practicing. It was early, and only a handful of people were scattered throughout the sanctuary. I believe he wanted to sit quietly and listen to the music as he prepared for the service. I stood there watching him, thinking to myself, if only he would give me a few minutes of his time.

      I walked out sick to my stomach. The reality of it all hit me hard. Doubt crept in, and a deep sense of failure washed over me. I asked myself, have I made the worst mistake of my life? I had not showered in days, my clothes were filthy from sleeping in the park, and now even my home church pastor was too busy to talk.

      Stepping outside, I lifted my eyes to heaven.

      “God, what do I do now?” I prayed.

      In that moment, it became crystal clear.

      Go to that big church that looks like a castle.

      Really? That could not be right. But I had no doubt where God was sending me.

      I was going to talk to the Anglicans, and I was about to get in trouble with the police for the first time in twenty years.

      I had no idea that decision would change everything.

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to my brother Ben,

      and for every brother and sister we lost too soon.

      This book is for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            THE EARLY DAYS

          

          ROMANS 5:8 BUT GOD SHOWS HIS LOVE FOR US IN THAT WHILE WE WERE STILL SINNERS, CHRIST DIED FOR US.

        

      

    

    
      A Story of Redemption

      How does a Christian kid end up with a criminal record that includes twenty-one convictions, nearly sentenced to six years in custody, and 9 years spent under probation, bail, and court supervision? My story begins when I was twelve years old and ran away from home for the first time.

      I grew up in a split family, constantly bouncing between two homes that felt like different worlds. By grade seven, I decided to run away, thinking it would force my mom to let me live with my dad. He wasn't as strict, and I figured I would have more freedom to do whatever I wanted. Looking back now, I wish I had stayed with my mom and finished high school.

      She eventually gave me permission to move in with him. But only a few years later, I found myself running away from my dad as well. With my thumb out and Tom Cochrane’s Life Is a Highway playing in my head, I began hitchhiking to different towns across Canada. I was a deeply rebellious kid, restless and searching for freedom long before I understood what freedom really meant.

      I learned to steal cars from older men twice my age, ran with gangs, and carried weapons to prove I was fearless. By the time most kids were finishing high school, I had completed my first year in jail. I still remember a judge reading out a psychological assessment during one of my sentencing hearings. He declared that I was a “career criminal,” already institutionalized at seventeen, a lost cause. Those words stuck with me for years and became the reputation I lived up to.

      My poor mom had to visit me in jails and hospitals many times. When I was seventeen years old, I flipped a stolen Honda Prelude onto the highway in Burnaby during a high-speed chase. I went into a four-wheel slide, slammed into a barricade, and the car flipped. It exploded and caught fire. I was ejected through the windshield and then thrown into the backseat.

      The only thing I remember was waking up while paramedics cut my clothes off. I had already been handcuffed. My legs were temporarily paralyzed and I couldn't feel them. When I woke up in the hospital, my mom was by my bed, crying. I asked her why she was there. She said the doctor had just told her I should have died in that crash.

      When I woke up again, the hospital room was empty. I was hooked up to monitors and wires. Panic and defiance rushed through me. I tore the cables off my chest. Alarms went off and nurses came running, telling me I couldn't leave. I jumped out of bed shouting, “I'm out of here!” and bolted. I sprinted through the doors, caught the next bus, and vanished into the city.

      Months later, when the police caught up to me, they told me I had technically been under supervision the whole time. The officer assigned to guard me had stepped out for a coffee at the exact moment I woke up and made my run for it. Because of that, he was reprimanded for letting me slip away.

      My two brothers and two sisters watched me go through drug addiction, withdrawal, halfway-house detox, and transition houses. Somehow, I got through my teenage years and made it into my twenties, but I felt like the worst older brother you could imagine. I was never there for them. I lived with my dad while they lived with our mom. One of my deepest regrets is being the bad older brother who was never around.

      At a young age, I was selling drugs. I bought sheets of one hundred doses of acid for one hundred dollars and sold them for five to ten dollars a dose. I traveled throughout BC using the Greyhound to get to different cities. I was always on the run and always had charges pending. I wasn't scared of the police. I made gangster rap my theme tune.

      I could get released from jail, walk into a lumberyard like Home Depot, steal a screwdriver, find an underground parking lot, pick out a car, pop the ignition, and go. My routine was simple: break into a house or business, steal whatever I could, sell my merchandise in the afternoon, then rent a hotel room for the night with my girlfriend. A bag of cash sat on the table and drugs were there to use.

      I always had warrants out for my arrest. One day, police investigators found me at a pool hall. When I came out, they had cornered off both ends of the block. I jumped in my car and undercover officers, guns drawn, shouted, “Get on the ground!” I was considered armed and dangerous because of my previous gun convictions. Once I was in the squad car, the investigator said, “Congratulations. You hit the top ten wanted list. We've been looking for you everywhere.”

      As a young man, I wasn't always in trouble. I even picked up a trade as a carpenter. I went to BCIT trade school and a friend of mine, Harold, would take me to work with him. I learned the trade and graduated my first year. However, I failed my second year. I had never finished anything in my life back then.

      On July 20, 1998, at just twenty-two years old, I faced my last case in North Vancouver. I was convicted of break and enter, possession of break-in instruments, and possession of property obtained by crime. I received an eighteen-month conditional sentence order, served concurrently on each charge.

      I was spared more time behind bars because I was living at a drug and alcohol recovery center. Miraculously, the judge gave me a huge break. The prosecutors had wanted five years. I was ordered to serve it under strict conditions in the community. That moment was sobering. The judge warned me plainly that if I offended again, the Crown would seek federal prison time and he guaranteed I would be going to the penitentiary.

      I kept my nose clean for about four years and went back into construction. I had some sober time off drugs, but I still drank beer and partied. My girlfriend worked as a waitress at a strip club and I would party there on weekends, drinking. Unfortunately, I got back into cocaine, then hard drugs like heroin.

      I returned to my old pattern. By 2001, I was in full addiction once again. I knew the police would catch up to me eventually because of how many crimes I had been racking up.

      So I decided to move to Vancouver Island before I was arrested. I had already lived in Wilkinson Road prison and liked it. We called it Wilkie for short. Wilkinson Road Jail, located in Saanich, British Columbia, is one of the province's oldest correctional facilities, opened in 1919.

      It was an old, rough-looking jail, but it had the best food compared to other jails I had been in. Unlike Fraser Jail, they only locked you down seven times a day instead of nine. They let you play cards in the game room and I loved playing poker. At that point in my life, my intention was simply to return to Vancouver Island and wait for the police to catch up. I knew that if I ended up at Wilkinson Road, at least I would be in a jail I liked.

      Back on Vancouver Island was where I met Cliff, a tattooed street pastor. One day at a rundown city hotel called Holiday Court Motel, a good friend of mine and local drug dealer, Joe, plunged a needle into my arm for the first time. I became a needle junkie after that. As a desperate intravenous drug user, I needed syringes. I met Cliff on the street and asked if he had any needles for sale. He said, “No, but can I pray for you?” I laughed at him, thinking he was joking.

      There was no way this guy could be a Christian. He looked like a biker. He assured me that he was a street pastor. “Jesus has plans for your life. God loves you.” I said, “Man, I am a hardcore criminal satanist. Jesus could never forgive me for my past. I am way too far gone.” He offered, “Well, man, take my card. If you have any problems, give me a call and I will help you.”

      About a week later, the card Cliff gave me seemed to burn in my pocket. It wouldn't leave me alone. I came from a Christian home and the Holy Spirit was convicting me. I knew I was supposed to call him, so I pulled the card out and gave him a call. We met in the cafeteria at Paul's Motor Inn. I bought him coffee and told him my story.

      Cliff told me about the love of Jesus. I started meeting with him in different places. One day, I was in really rough shape. Cliff looked at me and said, “Have you had enough?” At that moment I said, “I give up.” He offered to take me to his place to detox. I went through a cold-turkey detox from a two hundred dollar a day heroin habit.

      After about a week of being sick, Cliff told me we needed to get me into a recovery center. He suggested Teen Challenge and asked how I felt about going there. Teen Challenge was started by Pastor David Wilkerson and has helped many people get off drugs. Before I knew it, Cliff was driving me out to Teen Challenge. A year later, I graduated. God worked a miracle in my life at Teen Challenge. I had an opportunity to clear out my past and knew I had a calling into ministry from God.

      When I graduated, I was in my twenties and on fire for the Lord. I knew God had called me to be a minister just like Cliff, who led me to the Lord. I was going to be a street pastor. I wanted to go to Bible college and my cousin, who owns a Bible college in Mexico, offered me a partial scholarship. The only problem was I had to learn Spanish.

      At Teen Challenge, I applied to the Mexican City Government for a student visa and was granted it. I flew out to Mexico on a one-way ticket. I didn't speak Spanish, but I had faith that God would provide. I had a couple of churches supporting me monthly and some family and friends pitched in. I had enough for my first year of Bible college.

      By midterms of my first year, I achieved a perfect score and tied for the highest mark in class. Two years later, I graduated with a diploma of ministry in Spanish. That same month, I got married to a beautiful lady named Nanyelly. We were happily married for nine years. We continued in ministry together, outreaching to children in orphanages and producing big tent events.

      I also ministered to a local street gang and taught English in the orphanages. As a full-time missionary who became fluent in Spanish, I fell in love with the culture and its people.

      One of the biggest regrets of my entire life was picking up a beer again. I figured I could handle it or at least have a beer once in a while. Tragically, that one beer set a course for my life that would destroy my marriage and put me back on the streets.

      When my wife and I moved back to Canada, life looked stable from the outside. I was working as a construction foreman with my own office, overseeing a large crew of laborers and carpenters. I was entrusted with high-level responsibilities, negotiating labor contracts worth over a million dollars and working closely with architects and engineers.

      I even started my own construction company, employing many workers and taking on big labor contracts. I had never made so much money in my life, but the weight of responsibility managing employees, covering WorkSafe compensation, paying taxes, and dealing with stress, mixed with my drinking, became a destructive combination.

      Sadly, my addiction wasn't limited to alcohol. I was gambling heavily as well. With large amounts of cash on hand, I found myself in high-stakes poker games, both in person and online. Some nights I would win big, only to lose it all by the end of the night in a drunken haze. With gambling, it never mattered how much I made. It was never enough. It slipped away as easily as it came. Combined with alcoholism, it was a recipe for bankruptcy.

      To many on the outside, it looked like I was building a future for my family. My first daughter had been born in Mexico, my second in Canada, and being their father was the greatest blessing of my life. I loved my girls with all my heart and, like any dad, I would have done anything for them. But the hardest truth about addiction is this: the people you love most are always the ones who end up hurt the worst.

      During those years, I slipped into severe alcoholism. I was what people call a functioning alcoholic. I still went to work, paid the bills, rented a house for my family, and spent evenings with my kids. But beneath the surface, I was drinking too much, too often, and regularly ending up drunk. I kept telling myself I was holding it together, but the truth was, I was living a double life. The weight of responsibility only fueled my drinking further and in the final months of our marriage, I crossed a line I swore I would never cross again. I turned back to drugs.

      It started with a little crystal meth to keep me awake and functioning on the job. But my dealer sold more than meth. Before long I was back into cocaine and heroin. The moment I took that first line, the old chains of addiction wrapped around me again. I spiraled fast. What was worse is that I had the money to supply my habit and even money to gamble while on drugs. It was a recipe for complete collapse.

      My wife eventually discovered the truth, and she made the hardest and wisest decision she could. She left me and took the children, returning to Mexico. I will always be grateful to her for doing that. She protected our daughters from the storm of my relapse, and I know the fault was entirely mine.

      We have remained good friends over the years. I thank her for her courage, then and now. In time, Nanyelly remarried.

      After she left and took the children with her, everything collapsed. I lost my marriage, my family, my company, my employees, my vehicles, my tools, my home, all my money, and finally, I lost my mind. In a short time, I went from managing big construction sites and payrolls to being a broken man eating out of dumpsters.

      The memory of those days still carries a deep scar. Addiction cost me the very people I loved the most and I will carry the weight of those choices forever. My mind was given over to confusion in that season. But even in that time of complete loss, God had not finished with me.

      God never gives up on His kids, no matter how deep a pit we dig for ourselves. Looking back, I can see His hand at work even in my darkest moments, in the judge who gave me one more chance, in the street pastor who refused to give up on me, in the wife who had the courage to protect our children, and in every moment when I should have died but didn't.

      This is not the end of my story. It is the foundation, the testimony of where I have been and what God brought me through. The wreckage of my past does not define my future. Every scar, every regret, every moment of brokenness has become part of a larger story that God is still writing.

      If you are reading this and you feel too far gone, too broken, or too lost, I want you to know that I felt the same way. I was the kid the judge called a lost cause, the man who destroyed everything good in his life, the addict eating out of dumpsters. But God's grace reached me there and it can reach you too.

      The path forward is not always clear, and healing does not happen overnight. But redemption is real, and second chances, sometimes third, fourth, and fifth chances, are possible. God's story for my life did not end in a jail cell, a hospital bed, or on the streets. And whatever chapter you are in right now, your story is not over either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

          NANYELLY BARRERA

        

      

    

    
      I was married to John for nine years, and during that time I witnessed both his strengths and his struggles. I saw him graduate from Bible college, step into construction work, and later face the deep challenges of addiction and loss. Even long before those difficult years, I knew God had placed a special calling on John's life. Together in Mexico, we served side by side, feeding those in poverty, visiting orphanages, and pouring our hearts into ministry. Those moments gave me a glimpse of the purpose God had placed within him.

      That is why it was so heartbreaking to later see him caught in addiction, living on the streets, and carrying so much pain. Out of concern for our children, I moved them to Mexico, unsure if John would survive that season. At one point, I even brought them to visit him in the hospital after a moment of deep despair. Those were days no family expects to face. During that time, it felt as though hope had disappeared and that the man God created John to be might never return.

      But God's grace is greater than despair. When John finally cried out to the Lord in repentance, everything began to change. Over the past eight years, I have witnessed a steady and genuine transformation in him. He has rebuilt his relationship with our daughters and, in recent years, has been faithfully present in their lives. Watching that restoration unfold has been an answer to many prayers.

      John has also reconciled with my entire family. My parents, my brother, and all of us have seen the changes in his life and are encouraged by the ministry God has entrusted to him. My mom and dad still consider him their son-in-law, and they say so openly. John always has an open door in their home in Mexico, and they love him dearly. What once felt impossible has now been replaced with peace, respect, and genuine relationship, something only God could have restored.

      I am grateful for the man John is today. His life is a testimony that no one is beyond the reach of God's mercy. What once felt lost has been rebuilt, not by human strength, but by the gracious hand of God. My hope is that as you read this book, you will see the same truth. Restoration is possible, healing is real, and God can redeem even the most broken chapters of our lives.

      If you are praying for your own breakthrough, for a loved one, or for healing in your family, may John's story remind you that God still restores, God still answers prayer, and God still writes new beginnings.

      God bless you as you read what God has done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            GOD HEALS TODAY & STREET ADVOCACY

          

          PSALM 147:3 HE HEALS THE BROKENHEARTED AND BINDS UP THEIR WOUNDS.

        

      

    

    
      Prayer Changes Everything

      From my very first week living outside, I saw the healing power of God touch the sick. The first healing I witnessed was a friend of mine who had become very ill. I found him in a public park, clinging to what little life he had left. He was sitting inside the dugout of a baseball field, slumped over on the bench with a large garbage bag in front of him, throwing up into it over and over. He looked like he had been poisoned or was suffering from something that had completely drained his strength.

      I went over to see what was wrong and asked if I could pray for him. He nodded. He was a brother in Christ, so I laid my hand on his shoulder and prayed for his healing right there in the dugout. When I finished, I encouraged him and stayed with him for a while to make sure he was all right.

      I was deeply worried about him and wrestled with the fact that I could not do anything more than pray. If I had the money, I would have taken him to get food, clean clothes, or a warm bed to sleep in. But all I had to offer was prayer, and I never underestimated its power.

      I remember walking away that cold October afternoon, struggling to survive myself but burdened for him. The air was crisp, the trees were changing color, and the ground was covered in fallen leaves. As I looked back, I whispered a quiet prayer: “Father, please help this man. Make a way for him.”

      The very next day, he came running up to me, thanking me and shouting that he had been completely healed. All glory goes to God. He said, “I didn’t tell you yesterday, but I was considering calling an ambulance. I was so sick, but when you prayed, I started feeling better right away, and now I feel great.”

      That experience changed everything. It showed me that prayer was not my last resort, it was my first calling. God revealed that His power could move anywhere, even in a baseball dugout or a city park. That moment set the course for my ministry.

      From then on, I prayed differently. I cried out to God in tears and agony over situations that seemed hopeless, and in time I would hear that someone had been housed, accepted into treatment, or reunited with family. I prayed for their salvation and that the Good News of the Gospel would transform their lives.

      Over the years, I developed a habit of praying every time I heard an ambulance. Pray without ceasing became more than a verse. It became my way of life.

      One day I received a message that stopped me in my tracks. I was just about to shut my computer down and head out for street outreach when I got a text with a photo of one of my close friends lying in a hospital bed connected to a breathing machine. The message said he had overdosed on heroin and was on life support. His wife had been told by doctors that there was nothing more they could do and that they were preparing to pull the plug.

      My heart sank. I had known this man for a long time. I had just seen him days earlier and had even bought him a small birthday present. Hearing that he was fighting for his life shook me deeply.

      I prayed for wisdom and then headed straight to the ICU. I took my usual route through the woods, a quiet path I use when I need to pray or clear my thoughts. But this time, I could not hold it together. I broke down, bawling my eyes out and crying out to God in deep sorrow.

      I had already been grieving from a string of recent overdoses. To face another one so soon was almost unbearable. The weight of it pressed heavily on my heart as I walked, praying through tears for God to show mercy again.

      The images I had seen were burned into my mind. He looked completely comatose, hooked up to tubes and machines. They were not allowing visitors into intensive care, but as I approached the hospital, I whispered, “Lord, please open the door so I can pray for him.”

      Inside the lobby, I ran into his girlfriend. Exhausted and afraid, she said the doctors were preparing to remove life support. Her exact words were, “They’re going to pull the plug.” I stood there in shock. Finally, I told her, “I’m going to go up and pray for him.” She nodded through tears and thanked me.

      I buzzed the intercom and said, “My name is Pastor John Elving. I’m here to pray for my friend.” The doors opened immediately. It felt like God Himself made a way. I was led through several checkpoints, given protective gear, and brought into the ICU.

      A kind nurse told me he was stable but still in critical condition. I walked into the room and saw him lying there motionless, hooked to machines, looking like a man kept alive only by technology. I placed my hand on his arm and prayed with everything in me, calling on the healing power of Jesus.

      The room felt heavy, but the presence of God filled the space. His life was hanging by a thread, but I knew God could still move. I left feeling drained yet hopeful and asked my online viewers to join me in prayer.

      The next morning when I woke up, I opened Facebook and saw a comment that someone had spotted him walking down a hallway in the hospital. I ran up there immediately, and the very moment I entered the hospital, he was walking out.

      I said, “What happened? I was just with you last night in the ICU.”

      He smiled and said, “The doctor said it was a miracle I’m alive.”

      When I asked how he felt, he said, “I feel great.” The nurses were amazed at his recovery in less than twenty-four hours. The doctors said they could not explain it. They had prepared his family for the worst, but now he was walking around. They called it an absolute miracle.

      He admitted it was an accidental overdose. My friend had struggled with drinking, and in a weak moment took a single puff of fentanyl smoke. “It was the wrong thing at the wrong time,” he said. I reminded him that God had spared his life for a reason.

      Before he left the hospital, I bought him clean clothes and gave him a Bible. He was released the next day. Every nurse and doctor said the same thing: “It’s a miracle.”

      I walked home thanking God, emotionally exhausted yet overflowing with gratitude. All glory goes to the Father.

      I will never forget the day I met another man under a bridge. He was skin and bones, wearing a thin tank top, and I could see every rib showing. Cars rumbled overhead while the world carried on, unaware of the lives hidden in the shadows. When I approached him, I noticed a necklace with the Lord’s Prayer engraved on it. That moment told me God was already working on him.

      He was completely ravaged by addiction and barely surviving, yet I could see a spark of life inside him. I took him for breakfast at McDonald's and told him he was going to make it, that God had a plan for him.

      Over the next months, I ran into him often. No matter how bad things were, he would always bow his head for prayer. I saw so much potential in him.

      One day I found him in the hospital carrying an IV machine. He had attempted to detox in his tent, become severely dehydrated, and was rushed to the emergency room. I sat with his girlfriend and family and helped search for a treatment bed. At the time, everything was full and the waitlists were long. By the grace of God, a space opened for him.

      I made him a deal. “If you complete thirty days of treatment clean and sober, this new smartphone is yours.”

      Thirty days later, I handed him the phone in person. He had done it.

      Today he volunteers at a recovery center and is living a successful life. The frail man I met beneath the bridge now helps others find freedom. That is what God can do.

      There were countless moments where I arrived somewhere at the exact time someone needed help. One day I walked into the hospital and the elevator doors opened with a friend in a wheelchair, casted and bruised from being hit by a car. He said, “Brother John, help me. I have nothing.” I prayed with him, got him fresh clothes, bought his cigarettes, and contacted his apartment manager so he would not lose his housing. Situations like that happened so often that I knew it was God leading my steps.

      Another time, I met a Christian brother living in an abandoned truck, trapped in depression and mental illness. He wore the same clothes every day and did not even have an address to apply for income assistance. I helped him fill out the forms, and he was approved. A man from church gave him a room and a job. Later he became a paid staff member at an outreach center. To this day he is stable and grateful.

      I will never forget meeting an elderly woman who had recently immigrated to Canada. She only spoke Spanish and was terrified after someone in her building threatened her. She had tried to explain herself to the police but could not communicate clearly. When she whispered, "No me siento segura" in English, "I don't feel safe" I took her to the police station and translated for her so she could file a proper report. In that moment, I realized advocacy is not only about food or housing. Sometimes the greatest gift you can offer is simply helping someone be understood.

      Over the years, my phone has become a bridge between families and the streets. Many mothers have contacted me looking for their sons or daughters. Other times, I have called parents and said, “He is alive and safe tonight.” Even now, I still receive texts and photos from families on the anniversaries of overdoses, memorials, and moments of gratitude.

      Many of the people I meet eventually enter hospitals or treatment centers, and that is often where the real transformation begins. When I visit, I bring jogging pants, a sweater, a Bible, and food. It is my way of saying, “You are not forgotten. God still has a plan for you.”

      I share my own story of treatment and remind them that the best way to help those you love is to let God heal you first. Every time I walk out of a treatment center, I thank God for allowing me to see His healing work up close.

      Not every story ends neatly. Many struggle, fall back, and start over. In October 2025, I met my friend J again. He had just been released from jail with another black eye and a bandaged arm from a machete attack. Men had raided his camp and stolen everything. I prayed for him and bought him a heavy-duty tarp, food, and bedding.

      He remembered the street funeral I had held the year before. We laughed together about old photos, but inside my heart broke for him. I gave him my number and told him, “If you’re ever in trouble, call me. I’ll visit you in jail, in the hospital, anywhere. But I would rather visit you in a rehabilitation center.”

      Looking back to the early days of my ministry, when I had no money, no sponsors, and no guarantees, I see now that I was exactly where God wanted me to be. Living homeless myself, I saw opportunities every day to help people, even while I was struggling to survive. When God placed someone in my path, that became my assignment for the day.

      Some days it was one person, other days a dozen. Before long, I was working ten to twelve hours a day, helping people find food or shelter and sharing hope wherever I could.

      The greatest gift God has given me is the chance to witness the miracles He performs every day. I have seen lives restored, families reunited, and hearts transformed in ways no human effort could accomplish. Each time hope returns to the eyes of someone who had almost given up, I am reminded that Jesus is still in the business of saving lives.

      All glory goes to the Father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            CITY OF SHEPHERDS & ONE HIRELING

          

          JOHN 10:12 HE WHO IS A HIRED HAND AND NOT A SHEPHERD, WHO DOES NOT OWN THE SHEEP, SEES THE WOLF COMING AND LEAVES THE SHEEP AND FLEES, AND THE WOLF SNATCHES THEM AND SCATTERS THEM.

        

      

    

    
      Ninety-Six Steps

      The Great Depression and the Second World War were two storms that shaped and defined a generation. The first shattered economies and left families hungry, and the second demanded sacrifice and sent sons to fight across the ocean. Yet through both, the Church stood firm, feeding the poor, comforting the grieving, and keeping hope alive when everything else seemed lost. History shows that in every national crisis, whether war or economic collapse, the Church has risen to meet the need.

      Today the world faces another kind of war. It is not fought in overseas trenches. The battlefields are alleyways and parks, and the fallen are those lost to fentanyl and addiction. The front-line soldiers are pastors, volunteers, and believers who refuse to look away. Just as past generations fought visible enemies, the Church of today is confronting an invisible one made up of addiction, despair, and a culture that is unravelling under the weight of hopelessness.

      I have witnessed this new generation of shepherds walking among the broken, the addicted, and the forgotten. In my seven years of street ministry, I have been honoured to stand shoulder to shoulder with these men and women who serve with love and prayer. They continue to share their skills, compassion, and dedication, and they have rescued people off the streets, sometimes literally saving their lives.

      These churches are true frontline workers of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Every day, they face the opioid crisis head-on. They hand out food, pray with the suffering, and offer hope to those who had long since given up. I often joined them, walking through parks and alleyways, picking up dirty syringes from sidewalks and playgrounds, and cleaning up the wreckage of the epidemic one piece at a time.

      These pastors are facing challenges unlike anything the Church has ever known. Cultural shifts, new drug policies, and so-called safe supply programs have placed toxic substances directly into the hands of people who are already trapped in addiction. What was once hidden in back alleys has now spilled into bus stops, parks, and playgrounds.

      On Sunday mornings, as families walk to church, children often pass people using drugs in plain sight. The wail of ambulance sirens has become familiar. Public washrooms in churches are used as injection sites, and sidewalks are littered with dirty syringes and discarded packaging.

      The danger is real and constant. A child who picks up a torn baggie or a used needle could be exposed to fentanyl and lose their life in seconds. The drugs are so potent that even a trace can kill. This is the new battlefield of our generation. It is a war fought not overseas but on the streets of Victoria. While governments call it harm reduction, many of us see harm unfolding in plain sight. It is a physical and spiritual decay spreading through the heart of our communities.

      And yet, in the midst of it all, the churches continue to stand. They are not retreating. They are responding with prayer, compassion, and courage. They love people whom others have long given up on.

      In my years on the street, I met both kinds of leaders. There are the faithful shepherds who run toward the broken, and there are hirelings who step back from the very people Jesus loves.

      A Hireling

      In the Bible, a hireling is someone who works for wages rather than out of love or loyalty. A hireling is motivated by pay and will abandon his post when danger arises. When Jesus spoke of the hireling in John 10, He described someone who flees at the first sign of trouble because he does not care for the sheep. That image stayed with me throughout my years of street ministry, especially when I encountered pastors who seemed more committed to their comfort than to the people Christ called them to serve.

      A clear example of what appeared to me to be a hireling pastor on Vancouver Island was, for the sake of this story, Mr. Sluggard. He served as the Missions and Outreach Pastor of one of the city’s most active churches, a church known for its generosity and community programs. On paper, his résumé was impressive. The church’s website highlighted their outreach initiatives, their commitment to the poor, and their vision for transforming the community. But there seemed to me to be a gap between the vision statement and the reality I witnessed on the ground.

      Once a month, this church hosted a Saturday morning breakfast at a local resource centre. Faithful volunteers arrived early, full of joy and ready to serve, paying for the food out of church donations. These were not paid staff members. They were ordinary believers who showed up week after week, rain or shine, winter cold or summer heat. Year after year, these volunteers remained committed, dependable, compassionate, and sincere. They knew the names of the people they served. They remembered birthdays, asked about health struggles, and prayed with anyone who needed it. The love of Christ flowed through them in ways that could not be faked.

      On the street, I had become a regular at these breakfasts. The volunteers treated me with dignity, never making me feel less than human despite my unwashed clothes and the smell that came from sleeping in a tent. One Saturday morning, as I sat eating pancakes and sipping hot coffee, I asked one of the volunteers, “Does your church have any pastors?”

      He smiled warmly and said, “Yes, Mr. Sluggard. He’s our Missions and Outreach Pastor.”

      I paused, fork in hand. “You have a Missions and Outreach Pastor and he’s not here?” I looked around at the room full of homeless and poor eating. “That’s ludicrous. What is he doing?”

      The man hesitated. His smile faded slightly, and he glanced around as if worried someone might overhear. Then quietly, almost apologetically, he replied, “Oh… he’s very busy. He doesn’t have time to come down here.”

      I felt sick to my stomach. Here was a man whose entire job title was Missions and Outreach Pastor, yet he seemed too busy, at least from what I could see, to attend the very outreach his church was funding. The volunteers did all the work while the pastor, from what I could see, was elsewhere. It gnawed at me for days.

      So I decided to learn more. One cold afternoon, sitting in the public library to warm up, I listened to sermons through my cracked earbuds and searched his name online. What I found surprised me. According to what I read online at the time, he held a master’s degree in leadership and management from Briercrest Seminary, one of Canada’s most respected evangelical schools. His online profile listed years of ministry experience, leadership training, and involvement in multiple church initiatives. It also appeared, based on what I read, that he was planning a mission trip to Mexico, and that support was being raised for the journey.

      That caught my attention because I speak fluent Spanish and graduated from Bible college in Mexico City. I had spent years doing outreach in the very streets and villages where his church was sending volunteers. I knew the language, the culture, and the challenges of ministry in that context. It troubled me deeply that a man so passionate about foreign missions seemed, to me, absent from his own city’s mission field. How could someone fly thousands of kilometres to serve the poor in another country while appearing, at least from my perspective, to overlook the poor in his own backyard?

      Curious, I decided to see exactly how far it was from his church office to the outreach centre. One afternoon, I walked the route myself, counting every step. Ninety-six. Ninety-six steps from his warm, comfortable office to the soup kitchen where his volunteers were feeding the poor. Less than two minutes. You could make the walk while your coffee was still hot.

      It struck me that the same pastor who, in my observation, did not walk ninety-six steps to his own outreach was willing to fly more than four thousand kilometres to Mexico for an international mission trip. There would be photos, newsletters, and glowing reports from that trip. People would celebrate his sacrifice and commitment. But the homeless man eating breakfast in his own city? Invisible.

      I began posting on social media about those ninety-six steps, explaining how short the walk really was for anyone who wanted to feed the poor and homeless. I simply asked a question: How can we call ourselves servants of Christ if we will not walk across the street to serve those He loves? Word reached Mr. Sluggard, and after exchanging messages, it seemed he was planning to start attending the breakfast outreach. That gave me hope. Maybe he just needed a nudge. Maybe he had been blind to his own situation, and now that it was pointed out, he would change.

      But the following Saturday, he did not show. I scanned the room, hoping to see him serving eggs or pouring coffee. Nothing. I asked a volunteer where he was, and he shrugged, saying maybe he did not work that day. That stung. In my understanding, ministry is not a nine-to-five job. It is a calling.

      I reached out again and asked directly why he was not at the breakfast. His reply was swift and simple. His son had a soccer game that morning, and he could not miss even one.

      That response hit me hard. I immediately thought of my own two daughters and how deeply I missed them. Closing down my construction company and sacrificing my reputation had been the easy part. The real hardship, the part that tore at my heart, was being separated from my girls. Doing what God had called me to do came with a heavy personal cost. And here was Mr. Sluggard, who from my perspective could not sacrifice one Saturday morning soccer game to serve the poor and hurting in the community, yet was willing to fly to Mexico for ministry. I wondered if he brought his sons on those trips.

      On the streets, we were at war, both spiritually and physically. People were dying around me every week. The drug epidemic had turned the streets into a battlefield, and much of my ministry became palliative care. I comforted the dying, prayed with people in their final hours, and preached the gospel to those who might not live to see tomorrow. The weight of it burned deep inside me, a fire that would not let me rest.

      I remember one cold morning downtown near Mr. Sluggard’s church when I found a young man collapsed and unresponsive. Someone had already called 911, and I could hear the ambulance coming. I administered Narcan, and my friend began CPR. Minutes later, the young man came to, gasping and confused. We had brought him back.

      Ninety-six steps away, Mr. Sluggard was not there, and I did not see him that morning. In that moment, it seemed to me that he was unwilling to help the people on his own front doorstep.

      I do not share this story to destroy a man’s reputation. I share it because the church needs to wake up. We cannot claim to love the poor while refusing to be inconvenienced by them. We cannot build mission statements about compassion while our leaders hide behind their desks. If the hireling flees when the wolf comes, what do we call the shepherd who never even shows up?

      As for the young man we brought back, he is still alive today, but he remains in the danger zone. We need to continue working with these young men and women on the street. It is all hands on deck. We are in a national opioid crisis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            FULL BLOWN CRISIS

          

          2 CORINTHIANS 4:8–9 WE ARE AFFLICTED IN EVERY WAY, BUT NOT CRUSHED; PERPLEXED, BUT NOT DRIVEN TO DESPAIR; PERSECUTED, BUT NOT FORSAKEN; STRUCK DOWN, BUT NOT DESTROYED.

        

      

    

    
      Surviving the Streets

      April 2018 was cold and dark. The average temperature was around 11°C (52°F), with mornings dipping to 4°C (39°F). Rain fell almost daily, and the wind never seemed to stop blowing. Nights were the worst. I walked the streets in my steel-toe work boots, carrying a garbage bag full of blankets. I was trying to keep positive, but I was in survival mode. I was wet, my feet were wet, and I was miserable.

      Tucked into a bush, curled up in an alleyway, or stretched out on a park bench, I slept wherever I could. I had a used blanket and would stuff the pillows into my jacket for a bit more insulation. One old street trick was lining my jacket with newspapers. It did not make me much warmer, but it was better than nothing. The real enemy was not the cold as much as the damp.

      Inside a homeless resource center, I used the phone to call my ex-wife, Nan. She had been deeply concerned, along with my mom and friends, about my well-being, and she was so glad to hear from me. I explained that I was back on the streets and trying to sort through my decision to return to ministry. Instead of discouraging me, she spoke with warmth and love. I told her not to worry, that I was safe, and she told me she could see God's hand moving in my life despite everything around me looking chaotic. Her voice carried so much peace and confidence that it lifted me up instantly.

      Rather than telling me to quit ministry and go back to construction, she encouraged me to keep moving forward and reminded me that God had placed His hand on my life. She knew the healing of my eyes was a strong confirmation of this calling. Years earlier in Mexico, she had even bought me a pair of glasses so I could read, so she understood the gravity of that miracle and the weight of my decision.

      Her support helped me steady myself and keep trusting God through it all.

      I also got a chance to speak briefly with my kids on the phone and did my best to encourage them. It was difficult because the weight of my decision and the painful outcome of it all made my situation look bleak. Still, Nan told me she was praying for me and encouraged me to keep pressing into the Lord. That call left me with hope. Nan is a faithful Christian who loves Jesus deeply, and her encouragement in that moment meant more to me than she will ever know.

      Even as I write this book today, I can look back and see how faithful God has been. For many years now, the Lord has restored my relationship with my children. I see them every two weeks without missing a single visit, and we share birthdays, holidays, and Christmas together. What was once broken has become a testimony of God's goodness, and His steady hand has held our family together through every season.

      After that call, I was offered a tent, my new luxury home. In truth, it was just a small two-man plastic shelter. With my blanket and pillows, I made my way to the park, looking for a place to rest. I crawled inside, lay on my back, and felt the hard rocks pressing through the ground beneath me. It was not comfortable, but it was mine. My back ached from sleeping on the bare earth.

      As I settled into my first tent, my eyes caught sight of something hanging from the top. I reached up, untied it, and discovered a small wooden Christian cross fixed to a necklace. I stared at it in disbelief. What were the odds? My first tent, and inside, a little wooden cross waiting for me. It felt like a message straight from God, a reminder that even in this wilderness, He saw me. The discovery filled me with encouragement and peace.

      I immediately connected with the street community. Sitting in the food lines at homeless shelters, I shared my faith, preached the gospel, and encouraged people who were in far more desperate situations than I was. I chose to live on the streets, unlike many others who succumbed to addiction, alcoholism, mental illness, and poverty.

      Even with the constant threat of violence, the fights, stabbings, and beatings I witnessed, I always felt safe. I became protective of those around me. I am an ex-boxer with many street fights behind me. I even studied karate for a little while. I am the nicest guy in the world, but I am also a bit of a tough guy. I built a reputation as someone who was honest, loving, and protective of people and their situations. I often stepped in to help those around me.

      A small street community began to form that I would minister to daily. I was not their formal pastor, but many asked me to pray with them and to read and encourage them from the Bible. I carried my Bible everywhere, read it wherever I went, and as time passed, this group became like a congregation. I would visit people in the hospital and help them get hooked up to local services and fill out their applications for welfare. I ministered to them whenever I could as I lived side by side with the people on the street.

      My first month on the street, after the disastrous incident at Christ Church Cathedral, I resolved to take each day as it came. I carried the small tent I was given, which I could travel with, along with a blanket, a sleeping bag, and two pillows to keep me warm at night. I felt like I needed to get out of downtown Victoria and see some of the other cities. At the time, the opioid overdose crisis was heavy on my mind, and I wanted space to reflect, pray, and seek wisdom from God about what to do next.

      I decided to travel up island to a town called Sooke. When I arrived, I met some incredible people who were faithfully serving the community. There was a food bank, an outreach center, and a local church that provided weekly meals. I quickly connected with those involved and began reaching out to the community myself, getting to know the people there.

      I became friends with the homeless very quickly, and God gave me favor with the people in the town. Some of the relationships I built during that time would later become vital to me years down the road, especially during the 2020 COVID crisis. It was a key part of my journey, though at the time I had no idea how important it would become.

      On my second day in Sooke, I decided to visit a church called Sacred Rose, though I had no idea what it was about. I was not a Catholic and had no plans of becoming one, but I wanted to see what this church was all about.

      The only time I had ever stepped into a Catholic church before that was briefly as a young man after getting out of jail. Back then, I knew almost nothing about Catholicism and honestly did not even think Catholics were Christians. I did not realize they identified themselves as Christians. Looking back now, I can see how little I understood their doctrines. I decided I might as well go and see what these Catholics were all about.

      As I entered the parking lot, a van pulled in. Before the vehicle even came to a full stop, the sliding door opened and Pastor Dean Henderson stepped out. He had a shining smile as he asked me, “Who are you, and how can I help you?” I replied, “I am Brother John. Do you have fifteen minutes to talk?” He immediately said, “Of course. Come right into the church.”

      It was my first month back on the street, and I was rough. I had not showered or shaved in weeks, nor had I changed my clothes. All I owned was a small tent, a blanket, a few pillows, and some food bank rations. I was hungry, I smelled bad, and I was unwashed.

      Everything about my decision to return to ministry had gone disastrously. So when Pastor Dean said, “Come on in. I will listen,” I was stunned. It was the first thing that had gone right. At that stage of my journey, I felt very alone, and I had not yet met the pastors who would later show me kindness.

      Pastor Dean took me into his office and explained that he was in the middle of leading a mission trip with college students. He asked if I minded waiting because he had to leave for a while. When he returned, the first thing he did was ask me to forgive him for not being able to spend more time with me.

      That stunned me. After how badly I had been treated at the Anglican Church, and even my own home pastor not having time for me, I now found myself inside a Catholic church with a priest apologizing for not being able to sit with me. It was a bizarre experience.

      While we were in his office, sensing my hunger, he looked at me and asked, “Are you hungry?” I said, “Yes, I am very hungry.” He smiled and said, “Okay then. Let us go to the kitchen, and I will show you where and what you can eat.”

      In the kitchen, there were two massive refrigerators full of food. Pastor Dean pointed to different plates and said, “You can eat this, this, and this, but not these. They are for dinner tonight. Can you stay for dinner? You can drink this juice, these pops, this milk, and let us make you a pot of coffee. I am so sorry, Brother John, but I have to leave you here by yourself.”

      I looked at him in amazement and said, “Okay,” and then he left me standing there alone. There I was, inside a church kitchen by myself, standing in front of all that food. It felt like a dream. Just minutes earlier, I had been walking down the street with nothing. I was starved, unwashed, and homeless, yet now I stood before refrigerators full of food and a pastor who could not stop apologizing for not giving me more time.

      That was a very strange experience. I stood there thinking, this is unbelievable. The moment felt completely disconnected from the reality I was living in. When you are homeless and unclean, people treat you differently. You are looked at with suspicion and are rarely trusted.

      As I stood in front of the food, I stopped and stared for several minutes, trying to understand how I had ended up there at all.

      While waiting for Pastor Dean, I sat at the dinner table and ate. A kind woman whose husband was an RCMP officer in the cybercrime division sat down beside me. I introduced myself and began telling her my story. She listened with compassion and was moved to tears when I shared about my healing and how I had given up my construction job to return to ministry and work with those struggling with addiction. Despite my appearance and the way I smelled, she treated me with dignity and love.

      When Pastor Dean returned, we had an opportunity to talk in his office. I told him that I was not a Catholic but a Protestant. He explained that he was part of a movement called the Parish of Saint John Henry Newman, which was created for Anglicans who wished to join the Catholic Church. Pastor Dean had once been Anglican and was married. I had no idea Catholic priests could not be married. I said, “That is incredible. You were part of the Anglican Church? I have a story I need to tell you.”

      I went on to tell him about my experience with Reverend Ansley Tucker and how I had sat inside Christ Church Cathedral for four days waiting for her to speak with me. Day after day, I sat there hoping someone would talk to me, but I was repeatedly told they were too busy. I told him how, in defiance of how I had been treated, I nailed my Bible college diploma and my Teen Challenge diploma to the front of the church. After that, I was barred from ever attending again. Pastor Dean said he knew exactly who Reverend Ansley Tucker was, and he seemed genuinely disappointed by what had happened.

      Pastor Dean then asked me what I wanted from him and how he could help. I told him, “I do not want anything. I am not a Catholic, and I do not plan on becoming one. I just wanted to tell you my story. That is all. I do not want anything from you.” After a brief pause, I added, “I am not a Catholic, but I felt it was time to learn about your religion. I am here simply to talk with you and to share my ministry.”

      Pastor Dean then pulled out a twenty five dollar grocery store gift card and handed it to me. “You can use this to buy some groceries,” he said. He also asked if I would like to stay for dinner after the evening service, and I accepted.

      The format of the service was more familiar than I expected. Later, as I learned more, I began to understand the real differences. I believe the Bible is the final authority and that we are saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ alone. Good works come after salvation. Salvation is not earned. Catholics hold Scripture and Roman Catholic tradition together.

      I believe the Lord’s Supper is a memorial of Christ’s once for all sacrifice, whereas Catholics speak of it as being presented sacramentally. I never partook of Catholic communion, and from what I understand, it is not offered to Protestants at all. One must be Catholic, confess sins to a priest, and receive penance. Over time, I formed clear convictions that differ from the Roman Catholic Church, and I teach them plainly. Christ’s finished work is enough. Salvation is received by faith apart from works, and every believer can go directly to God through Jesus Christ.

      After the service, I felt uncomfortable because I had been wearing the same T shirt and sweater for nearly two weeks. I decided to take off the shirt and keep only my sweater on. I sat at the table like that, and it became a meal I will never forget. Several women brought out fresh dishes of all kinds, meats, lasagnas, fresh baked bread, gravy, and potatoes.

      There was enough food to feed an army. I sat and ate with the congregation, and they accepted me despite how badly I smelled and how unkempt I looked. It was a great encouragement to me. That was the only time I attended Sacred Rose Church. Later, in Chapter Twelve, I speak more about the differences within Catholicism and where I stand firmly on those issues, but that is another chapter.

      I share this experience because their kindness was real, and it mattered to me. Still, my reason for telling it is not to blur theological lines, but to help free people from religious systems that add to the gospel. We are saved by grace through faith in Christ alone. Anything added to the finished work of our Lord Jesus Christ becomes a false gospel. My calling is to point people to repentance and to the true and living gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.

      Street Feet

      My first month on the street was one of the hardest times of my life. The weather was cold, wet, and miserable. I was constantly soaked, unable to stay dry, and soon developed what people on the street call “street feet,” a painful mix of athlete’s foot, staph infection, and open sores that form when your feet stay wet for days. I had no change of socks, and the skin between my toes cracked and split as the infection crept up my legs.

      My boots were soaked constantly; nothing ever dried. Every step felt like fire. My feet were raw, swollen, and bleeding. What started in my feet eventually spread upward, turning into open, infected wounds that made it hard to walk. I could barely move without pain.

      Eventually, I went to the hospital, where doctors told me the infection had developed into staph and was spreading through the pores in my skin. They gave me antibiotics, and I realized how dangerous even small wounds can become when you are living outside.

      This was just one example of the many health challenges that come with homelessness. I dealt with abscesses, sickness from shelters, bedbugs, fleas, and other infections that were simply part of surviving on the street. Every day was a reminder that the smallest wound could become life-threatening when you had no stable place to live, no way to stay warm, and no way to stay clean.

      I stayed in the city of Sooke for about three weeks before heading back to Victoria. I traveled with my little tent, a small knapsack I had picked up, and a bit of food. I lived day by day, trusting God to provide. It was not easy. Some days, I would go behind the shopping mall and wait for the bread trucks to finish their deliveries. When the drivers came out, I would ask if they had any leftovers or expired loaves they were throwing away. God always provided my daily bread and gave me favor with those delivery drivers.

      As I settled into living on the street in my tent, I felt it was time to leave the city of Sooke. So I said goodbye to my new friends and packed up my campsite. I used a garbage bag and stuffed my few blankets and pillows into it, had a shopping bag with a few items of food and my tent, and headed to the bus stop.

      I had decided my destination was a city called Sidney, and my fortune was about to change in a good way. I was about to get a two-year travel sponsorship from a new friend.
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        2018 in my first Tent I found this small wooden Christian cross fixed to a necklace. I took this picture in Dec 2025

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            LOCKED OUT OF GOD'S HOUSE

          

          1 SAMUEL 16:7 FOR THE LORD SEES NOT AS MAN SEES: MAN LOOKS ON THE OUTWARD APPEARANCE, BUT THE LORD LOOKS ON THE HEART.

        

      

    

    
      Wait downstairs for your free food

      Camping in my tent became my refuge away from the city. It was my own little home where I could escape the craziness of downtown life and have private time to rest and prepare for each outreach I did in the city. Every morning, as I headed into my work, I followed a simple routine. I planned my schedule around the meal times at the homeless kitchen and food bank. By then, I had fully settled into working full time in ministry, and one of the greatest outreaches in the city was a local food outreach.

      I was friends with many people who volunteered with that local food outreach, an incredible ministry that traveled to different locations giving out free groceries to people in need. I volunteered to help them everywhere they went. Although I often received food for myself, I saw it as a ministry opportunity to connect with the people waiting in line. I would sit, meet, and talk with them while reading my Bible. I shared the Gospel and encouraged those who were waiting.

      Most days I would wait in line for food and then redistribute much of it to people who were more in need than I was. I often gave my perishables to mothers or elderly people. I helped bag their groceries and carried the bags to their homes or wherever they lived. I did not have a refrigerator, so I could only take what I could use for the day.

      Pastor Stonewall was the senior pastor of one of the local food outreach distribution locations. I did not know him personally, I only knew of him. He was away for the summer, so I had never met him. By that time, I had already become friends with many people in the church and gotten to know them well, long before the incident with Mr. Stonewall. I care deeply for the community of that church and wish the very best for him. Out of respect, I will not mention the name or location of the church.

      I would always arrive at the church at least an hour early. Most times I was the first one there, setting up the tents and arranging close to a hundred chairs for the people who came for food. The mornings were quiet and peaceful before the crowd arrived. Sometimes I prayed as I worked, asking God to bless each person who would soon sit in those chairs.

      During this season, serving with the local food outreach became part of my daily rhythm. I was getting groceries from the Mustard Seed Food Bank during the week because it was a full food bank and often gave me extra when needed. My time at the local food outreach was an opportunity for ministry and fellowship. My tent was very close to the church, which made it easy to help early.

      I became friends with the worship pastor. I will call him Pastor Jonathan. He was a friendly man who made me feel welcome. Pastor Jonathan gave me a leather-bound ESV Bible that I have carried for seven years. I still cherish this gift and travel with it wherever I go. He gave me a tour of the church, introduced me to his secretary, and gave me special permission to sit in the sanctuary to pray and read my Bible whenever I arrived early.

      I cherished that quiet time in that beautiful church, resting in God's presence before returning to my tent. That church became a highlight of my summer. It felt like one big family gathering every week.

      While visiting that church, I got along well with the staff. Before setting up the tents and chairs, I often stopped by the office to check in on everyone and spend time in fellowship. During that season, I was studying different Christian denominations and religions. Many times I went into the secretary's office with Pastor Jonathan and asked them to print information about groups like the Jehovah's Witnesses or Ellen G. White and the Seventh-day Adventists.

      They were always helpful, answering questions and printing material for me to take back to my tent. I did not have a smartphone or any device with internet access, so I relied on public libraries for research. In my free time, I studied church history and world religions, trying to gain a deeper understanding of theology and the global church.

      One morning, I followed my normal routine. I came early, helped set up the tents and chairs, then grabbed a drink and went upstairs into the sanctuary. I sat in the back, opened my Bible, and started reading.

      When I first sat in the sanctuary, the lights were off and the sunlight poured softly through the windows. The whole room felt peaceful. Long shadows stretched across the pews, and for a moment it felt like the perfect place to be alone with God. But then I noticed a figure moving through the shadows. As he came closer, I saw what looked to me like a scowl on his face. I would never have guessed he was part of the church community. His approach felt sharp and aggressive to me, and the way he came up to me was startling.

      That is when Pastor Stonewall walked in. I had no idea who he was. He had a big beard and looked younger than me. But as soon as he saw me, he gave me what I perceived as a harsh look. He walked straight toward me and asked sternly, “What are you doing here?” I said, “I’m reading my Bible.” He shot back, “You are not allowed to be here.” I responded, “Yes, I am. I have permission from Pastor Jonathan.” But he became more forceful in his tone and said, “You have to go right now. You can wait downstairs for your free food.”

      I could not get a word out because he stood very close to me and guided me toward the door. His scowl and demeanor left me speechless. I stood up, trying to think of something to say, but I complied. I was not there to fight, although I had the impression at the time that the situation could escalate if I pushed back. He escorted me to the front door, closed it firmly, and locked the deadbolt behind me.

      The snap of the deadbolt was so loud it startled me. It sounded forceful, and even as I write this, I can still hear that sound in my memory. It cracked like a firecracker in a quiet room. It was sharp, sudden, and final.

      I walked down the stairs to the back of the church, still in shock. It felt like being kicked out of your own living room by a stranger. I went to where I had set up the chairs under the tent and sat with my friend Mike, a Christian brother and retired ambulance driver. He supported his family on a small pension, and the local food outreach helped him.

      I told Mike what happened. He asked what I had done. I said I was only reading my Bible like I always did and had no idea why it happened. He asked who kicked me out. I said I had no idea who the man was.

      Later, Pastor Jonathan came outside. I called him over and asked, “Who is that man with the beard who told me to leave the sanctuary while I was reading my Bible?” I thought he might be a new staff member or perhaps an intern from the college.

      Pastor Jonathan said, “That is Pastor Stonewall. He is our senior pastor.” I was stunned. “He is the senior pastor? He just told me I was not allowed inside the church for reading my Bible.”

      Pastor Jonathan looked concerned, but I could tell he was under Stonewall’s leadership, and this would likely be the end of the conversation.

      Shortly after, Pastor Stonewall came down to where Mike and I were sitting. He approached, and I asked him, “What are you doing? You just told me I could not be inside the church while reading my Bible. What is going on?” He explained that teenagers attending a youth group had vandalized a room the previous week, so he made the decision to bar everyone from entering the church. It was off limits to anyone who came for free food.

      I could not believe what I was hearing. I always tried to bring people into the church, yet here he was barring people from entering. He would not open his church once a week for even one hour for the poor. People had to sit outside rather than pray inside. It made no sense to me. I understood the need for security, but I also believed that the opportunity to enter should include the opportunity to pray inside its walls.

      Many people could have been pre-approved if that was the concern, and I would have gladly supervised anyone inside. While I understood his reasoning, I strongly disagreed with the decision.

      I tried to reason with him, explaining that I had graduated from Bible college in Mexico and that my closest friend, Cliff, the street pastor who led me to the Lord, was well known in the city. Pastor Stonewall said he knew Cliff and his wife, and I thought this might open a door of understanding. But no matter how clearly I explained that I was a Christian pastor serving the community, he would not accept me.

      It became clear to me that he did not recognize the pastor standing in front of him. I felt that he saw only a homeless man waiting for free food. His words felt cold and dismissive to me, as if directed past me rather than to me. I felt invisible, as if my calling meant nothing. In the end, he would not allow me to sit inside and read my Bible.

      The last thing I remember was what appeared to me to be a smirk as he walked away. I felt mocked, as though the interaction had ended on his terms. Looking back now, I see that God used that experience to prepare me for ministry.

      Through it, I learned a valuable lesson. No matter what I do or who I am, there will always be people who reject me. God was shaping my character, and I needed that.

      Later, Mike told me that during a church service, Pastor Stonewall had raised money to buy boxing equipment. At the time, I remember thinking that boxing might explain his posture and manner. The thought crossed my mind more than once over the years that maybe I could challenge him to a few rounds for charity, though it was only a passing thought.

      I boxed at 185 pounds. I have been a boxer, a kickboxer, a street fighter, a gang fighter, and even a prison fighter. I have broken my hands on people’s faces. I carry a violent history that I deeply regret. Sadly, I suffer today from head trauma and undiagnosed CTE.

      But the truth is, if Pastor Stonewall were dealing regularly with people on the street, the worst thing he could do would be to act aggressively. Many street people would not have responded the way I did. I had restraint. To me, in that moment, his behavior came across as an abuse of authority over someone he believed he could control.

      I forgive him. I have prayed for him many times, asking God to help me truly forgive. I have made horrible mistakes, and if he ever had another chance, I hope he would handle the situation differently.

      It would have encouraged me if we could have worked things out. And if teenagers had been vandalizing the church during the food outreach, I would have welcomed the chance to help. Those same youth could have been invited inside as volunteers. It could have opened the door for a Bible study. It could have been an opportunity for partnership rather than division.

      Sadly, I made the decision not to return. It was difficult because I truly loved that church and looked forward to seeing my friends every week. It was disheartening that, because I was poor and using the food bank, I felt I was not welcome inside the church. That moment stayed with me for a long time. I had come looking for fellowship, but instead I felt like a stranger in God’s house.

      Looking back now, I see how God used that painful experience to teach me humility and compassion for others who feel unwanted in church spaces. It helped me understand the contrast between true shepherds and those who, in my experience, seemed to lose sight of what ministry is meant to be. Most pastors I have met in the community have been loving shepherds who genuinely care for people, pray with the broken, and open their doors to those in need. They fed me when I was hungry and encouraged me in hard moments.

      But there are also those like Pastor Stonewall, whose actions in that moment reminded me how many people have been wounded by the church. What I experienced opened my eyes to the quiet pain that so many carry when they are turned away or made to feel unwelcome in God’s house. Even that painful moment became a gift. It helped me understand why many have walked away from church, and it deepened my calling to reach people with love rather than judgment.

      In 2025, I ran into Pastor Jonathan at Tim Hortons. I told him I was writing a book and would be including a chapter about his church and the Bible he gave me. Over the years, that Bible has been marked up, highlighted, and filled with notes. Last year, it rode with me in my car as I traveled through five different states in the United States, visiting resource centers and food banks.

      In Santa Rosa, California, I attended a church service at a drug and alcohol rehabilitation center for young men. From Colorado to Ohio to Nevada and into California, I carried that same Bible down the streets of the Tenderloin in San Francisco. It has also traveled with me twice to Mexico City and throughout the state of Sinaloa, where I ministered in different drug and alcohol recovery centers.

      It was a blessing to thank Pastor Jonathan in person. I genuinely wish him and his church the very best. The same Bible he gave me years ago continues to travel with me. It is more than a book. It is a reminder of how far God has taken me and how every chapter of my journey, even the painful ones, is part of His redemption story.

      After everything that happened, I still had to return to my tent. The church world talked and argued online, but I was fighting real storms in the dark. What happened that winter was something I will never forget. It showed me how fragile life is and how faithful God can be in the harshest places. Before long, I would find myself buried in snow, gasping for breath, crying out for my life in the middle of the woods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            AN OPEN DOOR

          

          MAT 24:14 AND THIS GOSPEL OF THE KINGDOM WILL BE PROCLAIMED THROUGHOUT THE WHOLE WORLD AS A TESTIMONY TO ALL NATIONS, AND THEN THE END WILL COME.

        

      

    

    
      This story will continue in Volume Two.

      

      May the Lord bless you keep you strong in the faith and remember Brother John loves ya.

    

  

