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Chapter 1: Prologue

“I have been hard pushed by you, so that I
might have a fall: but the Lord was my helper” – Psalm 118: 13

There is the army-strong, and there is the
church-strong, yet, the Godstrong trumps them all! In this life,
some are born in ready-made cushions of hope and are assured
lifelong voyage on already-paved highways of ascendancy. Some
others are born in ramshackle thorny fodders of despondency, penury
and abject destitution and must carve out their own pathways; hew
down blockading timbers of troubles; and wade through forests of
obscurity to visualize flickering lights of hopeless
hopefulness.

The Godstrong are those who actively
collaborate with God by deploying the powers of self reliance as a
realistic extension of God’s power in the face of extremely
personal adverse circumstances. Across the aisle are the rest
caught up in the docility of servile dependence on a church-made,
miracle-manic “god” who loathes the self-dependent and rationally
spiritual.

The Godstrong are like a God-mounted horse,
ready to run, gallop, trot or stop in response to the whims of the
all powerful, all-knowing, and ever-present horse rider. They are
not designed to be dragged around or manipulated by man-made
religious leashes, but cherish the independence and freedom
inherent in direct guidance from the well-intentioned creator
himself.

The Godstrong are explosively free, because
they realize that spirituality is a personal, subjective, but
potent matter. Unlike academic endeavors in which the credibility
of findings is based on peer approval, spiritual findings, to the
Godstrong, do not necessarily require the quixotic approval of
organized religion.

The Godstrong are made indomitable by their
resilient ability to see challenges through the eyes of God. A
possibility state of mind defines the Godstrong personality.
Possibility is at the crossroads of faith and doubt. Religion
disparages doubt and promotes faith as the only divine gift capable
of opening the doors of possibility. However, the God who gave man
the mind to perceive faith is very much conversant with the powers
of doubt and of the beneficial symbiosis between both.

Doubt is commonly suspected as the
antithesis of faith, but I have discovered that those who have
nothing to doubt have nothing to believe. The expression of my
innermost doubt was the magnetic pull which drew God to rationally
answer to my doubts, thereby activating a geyser of faith in my
mind. Consequently, I am stronger in faith through my doubts.

The Godstrong are not just believers, but
they are also doubters. Their doubts may be reasonable or
unreasonable depending on whom you ask. However, because such
doubts flow out of genuinely quizzical minds, God cares personally
– even when religious authorities do not. To answer to every human
doubt is a divine delight, because doubt is as much a gift as
faith. As faith and doubt answer to each other through our
existential situations and experiences, our covenant with God is
strengthened and we emerge with a Godstrong identity.

Chapter 2: About this book
GODSTRONG!

Central Theme: The Secrets of becoming Godstrong
even when Un-favored in Life!

Robert, an erstwhile friend, who also served as
a leader in a now defunct church I established in Northern Houston,
once remarked about me, “Sam, I’ve never seen any man bombarded
with so many negative stuffs like you’ve been.”

Another friend, Jim Perz, on our way to the
George Bush Airport, early in August 2010, commented to me, “Sam, I
admire you so much because you are always deploying new strategies
to advance yourself instead of quitting in the face of personal
tragedies and difficulties.” These two opinions capture my
disposition in life and the crux of the matter in this book:
becoming stronger in spite of any blast of tsunami life rolls your
way.

Tsunamis, hurricanes, tornadoes, twisters,
volcanic eruptions, floods, and many other natural disasters are
serial realities which are necessarily connected with existence in
a physical universe. Some nations and peoples are closest to these
realities than others. Similarly, in individual destiny existence,
while people may physically share socio-political boundaries, the
truth is that individuals exist closer to certain realities that
are totally inconceivable by the rest of us. There are those who
dwell in a serial blast zone; and there are others who dwell in a
serial bliss zone.

This book is a product of my experiences and
inquiries and is strictly for those who believe or perceive that
life have dealt them an unfair blow in spite of their dedication,
hard work, godliness and diligent efforts. I am persuaded that as
you find relevance in my story, you will equally rediscover a fresh
vigor to give one more push to life. This may help re-write your
history on earth.

I will reveal how my unfavored status defined
and affected the various facets of my existence in two continents;
how I navigated the waters of uncertainties in the face of
deprivation of much expected divine favors; the strategies I
deployed in tackling the inevitable shadows of doubt which confront
most dedicated, godly persons in this life; how I developed the
power of resilience, self reliance and forward momentum; and lastly
the triumphant legacy of perseverance. While the ideals shared in
this book encapsulate my entire existence and experience on planet
earth, it took fourteen months of tireless writing and re-writing
to finish and to present to you my awesome reader.

Chapter 3: From My Heart

Just consider my curious case and you will
understand why I chose to write to people whose destiny issues are
similar to mine. I am a product of an international, inter-ethnic
love relationship between a Nigerian Ibo father and a Ghanaian
Ashanti mother. Nigeria and Ghana are located in West Africa. My
race is not the leading race of the world and abject poverty
defined my upbringing. Africa, the locus of my formative and adult
life, is globally recognized as the epitome of legendary poverty
and pandemic diseases.

Despite being an intelligent and academically
vibrant student, by virtue of poverty, I was denied access to
desirable education. There were no riches, nobility or wealth in my
family nexus. All my best efforts and legitimate strivings for
personal advancement were shattered at the rock of financial
insolvency.

Deprived of maternal love as a child due to
unceremonious divorce of my parents, the meaning of love had no
definition in my mind. When I grew up and attempted to love a
woman, I failed at love, even though I gave it my best efforts for
ten years.

I served God as much as, if not far better than,
any of my peers. I lived holy and godly as much as, if not better
than, similarly placed individuals in my generation. I lived by the
holy book, following every precept and rules of Christian conduct
according to Pentecostal and charismatic traditions. Yet, the best
I dreamt of and worked hard for had never been realized. The God I
zealously served and still serve had never broken through the
clouds to part the waters of mundane challenges for me. But I still
trudge on in faith, hope and confidence. Curiously, I discovered
late in life what I should have been taught earlier by the church:
that success is dependent on the powers of self reliance rather
than on naïve expectations of divine miracles as in ancient Bible
days.

Now that I know and understand that we are
co-laborers with God, all the resentment I harbored against God for
not bursting through the clouds to my help are eroded. I can take
responsibility for my life and God is honored as he observes me
putting to work the previously inert self reliant qualities he
endowed me with. Life and godliness takes a different definition
from this angle. Christianity is better understood and appreciated
from a self reliant perspective than from the traditional
God-reliant perspective. Reliance on God is determined by how much
we rely on God-given intrinsic qualities within us.

I was raised up to religiously and fanatically
deploy bible verses and quotes to define and express myself –
literally. Therefore, it is almost anathema not to exuberantly
declare that “the lord shall supply my needs according to his
riches in glory”, if anyone should simply ask, “Hi Sam, how’re you
doing”? Reiterating an obvious, prevailing, adverse circumstance
was quickly branded an act of faithlessness and a lack of
allegiance to the “sure mercies” of the Lord. Profuse scriptural
“encouragements” would be urged and poured on me by any adherent of
the faith standing by at such moment.

Consequently, maintaining a façade of
hypocritical claim to divine favors and mercies became the norm and
rule of life, to the point of maniacal absurdity. That is part of
the insanity of my Pentecostal and charismatic Christian heritage.
However, a claim which lacks verifiable, compelling evidence cannot
continue to be a credible legacy of mine, neither should it be that
of any rational Christian’s.

After years of living the Pentecostal and
charismatic lie, and suffering the inevitable consequences of blind
allegiance to fabricated theology, I chose to critically analyze my
destiny and truthfully assess my effectiveness in life. To my
horror and chagrin, I discovered that I should be bold to accept
that I am one of the unfavored – if not the “chief” among them.

The Pastors and churches said to pray, and I did
zealously pray. They said to fast, and I fervently fasted as often
as I was urged. They said to read, study and memorize Bible verses,
and those I did with religious precision. When they urged faith,
love, holiness, forgiveness, exorcism and every other thing in the
book, plus motivational stuff, I gulped it all down, hoping against
hope and anticipating transcendental divine help which never
came.

Notwithstanding the fulfillment of all those
required norms my unfavored status was not altered. So I set my
mind to discover directly from God, in light of my personal
circumstances, why my wholehearted commitment to his religious
ideals did not suffice to mitigate the unfavored sentence on my
destiny and that of millions of silent others. I now choose to
document the literal teachings of the Holy Spirit as I owned up and
sought for answers to this unfavored status.

Chapter 4: Introduction

Divine disfavors and multi-directional
doubts can make you Godstrong

There is a penumbra where the shadows of doubt
challenges the luminosity of faith, and where only a surge of
articulate reason could dispel or satisfy the dilemma of reasonable
doubt, thereby reestablishing and upgrading the potency of faith.
It is that zone at which there is inexplicable alienation of God’s
discretionary favors from the righteous whose godliness, faith and
commitment are unrivalled. Those who are able to resolve, with
triumphant finality, the puzzle of divine alienation, emerge
Godstrong and forever unassailable over subsequent serial storms of
life – having discovered the potency of God-given powers of self
reliance.

It takes particles of trials to forge a great
destiny because trials are the manure on which the trees of destiny
thrive. Your dimensions, heights of attainment, quality of
existence, value and impact in life are all dependent on how you
manage the trials life throws at you. It is often said that, “what
doesn’t kill you will make you stronger”. Therefore it is possible
and necessary, to develop indefatigable resilience in the face of
every adverse circumstance and to emerge stronger than the intended
negative outcome of your circumstances.

Adverse events in our lives can make us
Godstrong if only we persevere to the point of discovering the
latent, personal endowments of self reliance. The pressures of life
can either press out of you the faith to succeed or the fear to
fail. The pressures are sometimes revved up to maximum, crushing
levels which null every religiously held lifeline - thereby
exposing the victim to a stark, sad, reality of divine abandonment
and pitiable isolation. The question then becomes whether beauty
can arise out of those ashes?

Can a person constantly bombarded with serial
adversity from birth to adulthood, and who has a genuine faith in
God, consequently overwhelm and override those patterns of
consummate serial failures to emerge stronger than every storm? My
verdict: Yes it is possible!

Understanding divine discretion and
disfavors

We, as human beings, are in God’s image in our
spiritual, moral, intellectual, social and physical natures and
capabilities. We are endowed with peculiar potentials through which
we mirror God’s divinity.

Thus, when God declared in Genesis 1:26, “come
now, let us make man in our image”, he did not intend to make
perpetually weak and miserably dependent beings. His original
intent was to form human beings who are God’s own
self-actualization – creatively independent, yet dependently
unified in spiritual purpose with God. He cannot settle for any
less, which is why his Spirit is within each of his children
transforming us from glory to glory until his perfect original
intent is actualized. We are the imago dei, but then we have a
history which could potentially shape us or contort our journey of
being conformed to his image.

I hereby propose to you my reader that God’s
favors and mercies are discretionary and cannot be rightfully
claimed as fundamental Christian rights. They are not included in
the Bill of Rights!

Therefore it is an aberration to promote a
theology of continued expectancy of divine deliverance in the face
of obvious and serial denial of favors to anyone by God. Advocating
appeasement or inducement spiritual measures like more
supplications, deeper bible studies, closer walk, voracious
prayers, effusive glossolalia, diverse fasting and sanctimonious
consecration is an exercise in futility. Attempting to induce God
in such ways also breeds spiritual misfits, ineffective,
unfulfilled, cantankerous, bitter believers. Prayer, fasting, and
other religious rituals are good when done just for their sakes as
opposed to when used as instruments for divine manipulation. God is
not amenable to human manipulation, therefore the failure of our
appeasement measures simply frustrates us the more.

A Work-oriented Faith

We understand the powerful propositions of the
author of the famous biblical Hebrews chapter eleven treatise on
faith. It is therefore a fundamental Christian philosophy that
everything God has could be possessed through the exercise of faith
– even a miniscule, mustard seed-sized faith. However, I propose to
you that the reasoning behind the traditional interpretation is
wrong and delusional. Faith is not an affirmative, substantive
legal instrument such that whenever it is tendered the pleader
would automatically acquire the object of her desire.

The Bible has no evidence of faith being used as
a claim instrument by people who worshipped or encountered God. To
the contrary, most people who received miraculous results did not
even realize that they were exercising faith and most of them,
including the dead who were raised did not have the capacity to
exercise faith. That means that miracles are predominantly what God
does in the exercise of his discretion as opposed to what we think
he does in response to our faith commands.

The claim instrument idea was erroneously based
on Christ telling his disciples that mountains could move for those
who exercised even mustard-seed sized faith. Christ was not
referring to a do-nothing type of faith which verbally invokes some
Bible verses to actualize results from God. He was challenging
humans to tap into resilient self-reliance as an expression of
confidence in divine endowments. He was simply reiterating that
unimaginable results are attainable when humans harness their
God-given abilities. The contrary is true when humans, like the
disciples in that context, give up or religiously defer to God in
the face of overwhelming challenges. The disciples had the
indwelling potential to heal the sick boy, but were not tenacious
enough to keep the pressure for solution on. They quickly opted for
the usual divine short cut simply because they always had him
around. Our Lord quickly pointed out their lack of faith in their
God-given abilities as a roadblock to desired results.

In fact, the philosophical discussion on this
matter by Apostles Paul and James has been misconstrued by most
Christian theological schools of thought for generations.

In his reasoning, Apostle Paul discussed faith
in the context of receiving or accepting God’s free offer of
salvation through Christ’s salvific sacrifices on the cross. He
correctly concluded that unlike the Judaic philosophy of salvation,
the Christian salvation was free and can only be appropriated by
faith or trust. The believer does not need to physically encounter
the crucified Jesus Christ at the Calvary hill and have the literal
blood drip on her for cleansing of sin. Even future generations of
believers in Christ have potentially been saved in the past when
they believe in the future – the Apostle concluded.

That was a radical paradigm shift from the
Judaic philosophy of representative atonement. Apostle Paul widened
and stretched the scope and dimension of salvation beyond the
Judaic imagination. If salvation no longer required physical
presence at a “holy” location in order to be literally sprinkled
with the blood of animals for cleansing, then it bothered the
religious institution in more than one way.

First, the obliteration of physical presence or
attendance, which was the nerve center of the trans-generational
Judaic system, and which necessitated the lucrative bloodletting of
animals, would destroy the Judaic religion.

Secondly, salvation based on faith in just one
unrepeatable sacrifice by Jesus Christ would create an unwanted
independence from religious hegemony, thus dismantling the
perpetuation of dominion and control by the Jewish religious
institution. The authorities dreaded such philosophy and of course
hounded Apostle Paul to death for daring to propose, among other
things, a subtle systematic dismantling of Judaism.

Adherents of Paul on the other hand, reasoned
that if faith alone in the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ was
all that was required to be cleansed, then the concept could be
broadened to encompass every other facet of relationship with God.
And, broaden its application they did.

Thus arose the excision of faith from the
salvation domain into every other facet of existence. The teaching
began to spread that faith could be applied as a legal instrument
to compel God to act on the believer’s behalf.

Sermons and writings flooded the Christian world
from this rapacious reasoning. And in the frenzy of this purported
new discovery, the proponents forgot that Apostle Paul himself
explicitly documented his own journey of faith which amounted to a
compendium of unimaginable trials and struggles as he tirelessly
worked to achieve his dreams. When storms threatened and eventually
wrecked Apostle Paul’s passenger ship, he did not resort to the
deployment of the Pentecostal type of faith. He faced reality and
recommended the use of human skill and ingenuity to preserve fellow
passengers.

How could such a man who faced the greatest of
human trials and tragedies in his time mitigate human life
experiences by proposing that to have it, you just have to believe
it and not really sweat for it? In all fairness, Paul never
postulated such notions. He brazenly wrote that he was self
employed making tents to survive during most of his missionary
trips. It was this Apostle who wrote down the rule that laziness
should not be reinforced by providing food to the lazy hands.
Therefore, Apostle Paul’s rendition of faith is that faith, to be
meaningful, must be work oriented. When faith is work oriented it
expresses the divinity of self reliance.

Unfortunately the short cut seekers, who would
rather tender faith as a claim instrument to compel, induce or
legally coerce God to act, upheld the ruse that faith could and
should be invoked in every circumstance. Spiritual confusion,
theological positioning and philosophical debates erupted as a
result.

The spiritual anarchy attracted James the
presumed author of the New Testament book of James who tried to
reintroduce sanity to Christian theological philosophy by
reiterating that God’s definition of faith is “work”. Faith, to
Apostle James, was manifested through what we do, not just through
what we imagine and expect God to do.

The God who commanded the prototype humans at
the Garden of Eden to “work and till” the ground for sustenance had
not changed his mind at all. Yes, undoubtedly, the righteous shall
live by faith, but faith absent of works is dead or ineffectual.
God did not expect humanity to be fruitful, multiply, replenish the
earth and exercise macrocosmic dominion and control just by faith
alone.

To reveal God’s frame of mind at inception, he
equipped man at creation with more instruments of work than of
faith. He did not equip humanity with “anointing” for miraculous
short cuts, neither did God deliver some written Bible to Adam and
Eve as faith-building talismanic instrument. He endowed humans with
brains, limbs, muscles, rational acumen, empirical organs, and
industry capabilities.

That tells us what God’s original intent really
was at the very inception of the human species. Humanity was
intended to function on planet earth and the extensive universe of
planets by deploying natural capabilities one hundred percent of
the time. Spirituality was simply the energizing bedrock on which
the natural was built – as evidenced by the fact of God effusing
his breath into the humans he made. It shows that, with regards to
humans, the natural supersedes the spiritual. The breath of God was
released into them after their creation, not before their creation.
Of course an argument could be made that the creator himself being
the spirit which initiated and actualized the creation process
pre-existed before humans were made. No doubt about that, but the
point is that, as per the humans, Adam and Eve, God gathered
natural mud from which he molded the physical imagery of a human
male and female after which he activated them to respire and
introduced his spirit into them. He quickly introduced them to
self-reliance manifested by works instead of God-reliance.

Interestingly, God’s breath was released into
the work of his own hands, thereby authenticating that God’s spirit
or pneuma is intrinsically linked to hard work as opposed to
indolence. The anointing is divine energy intended for hard
working, self reliant, active existence. Thus, the Pentecostal and
charismatic interpretation of the anointing as exhibitionary in
worship settings alone is totally misguided and deceptive. The
anointing is divine enablement of an individual so she would work
hard in realizing set destiny objectives for the common good. It is
dangerous to be so anointed that an individual cannot step out and
take up an employment or be self employed in legitimate business.
It is irrational to think of the anointing mainly in terms of
falling down, getting dazed, or being “drunk in the spirit”. The
reason for the anointing from God is work – hard work.

You know, I have always wondered to myself why
God never built a temple of worship or other spiritual landmark at
the Garden of Eden for his human creations. God usually visited
them personally to review human progress. This tells me that God
was more interested in human creativity than in indolent
spirituality or spiritism. The Garden of Eden was not a fruit
garden with electric lights. It was a dangerous forest full of wild
beasts. It was not a cozy place as shown in movies. That’s why God
told Adam and his wife to “keep it and to till it”. Yet he provided
them no gardening equipments. They had just been formed and had
never kept gardens or tilled the ground before then, yet God
required it from them. Some people may think God was being cruel to
them, but he was simply defining the power of self reliance as a
divine endowment in human beings from inception.

This was probably the underlying thoughts of
Apostle James as he confronted the spiritual laissez faire of his
time which masked under the banner of faith. James told Christian
of every generation that faith without commensurate works is dead,
irrelevant, misguided and unproductive.

Humanity should never shift all responsibility
for personal survival on planet earth on God. Christianity was
based on the balancing act of faith and works in every dimension of
life. Jesus Christ did not die on the cross by faith alone. He
literally worked to earn salvation for humanity. That salvation is
free for all who believe, however, accepting Christ’s salvation is
an enlistment into the original mandate God gave humans.

God made humanity to exercise power and dominion
over the known and unknown universe. Works, sheer hard works spiced
with ardent confidence in God will get us there. God designated and
defined work for his human creation and the works of his human
creations defines the creator God.

The Nuances of the Heroes of Faith

A very good mix of the condiments of faith was
written in the book of Hebrews chapter eleven and it is a classic
roll call of various outstanding humans who existed at different
time periods and in various locales. A snippet of each person’s
faith-guided experience was given as the author challenges the
reader to adapt to a life of faith – or so it seems. But that was
not the author’s message at all.

The author was not revealing “heroes of faith”
as many preachers have claimed in their edifying preaching and
outbursts on faith. The author had concluded that all the actors in
his faith drama all “died in faith without receiving the
promises”.

My take on the conclusions of the author is that
the promise – whatever it represented in individual contexts eluded
the faithiers because, apart from the reasons adduced by the
author, most of them relied on faith alone. The just shall live by
faith does not necessarily translate to the just shall live by
faith alone. The key to legitimately appropriate the promises of
God to you lies in your resilient hard work, not just in some
do-nothing faith.

Faith is just one side of a many-sided equation
for earthly survival. Additionally, there is a difference between
being saved by faith alone and living by faith. Christian salvation
philosophy solidly endorses that spiritual salvation is attainable
primarily by faith alone in the sacrificial, redemptive death of
Jesus Christ. That salvific appropriation happens once at the point
of an individual’s induction into the Christian experience when she
acknowledges in her heart and literally vocalizes allegiance to
Christ. That type of faith is “saving” or salvation faith because
it is the bridge between lost humanity and the cross of Christ.

Subsequently, the saved person is required to
observe and live according to prescribed precepts and traditions in
order to maintain the saved status. These are all related to
spiritual salvation. But a spiritually saved person is still a
human being who must join the rest of the human community to
confront and tackle existential challenges.

While faith in Christ suffices for spiritual
salvation, it does not follow that such faith could transform the
saved person’s economic or social conditions. The person must
necessarily and consciously deploy natural abilities to work hard
to assail natural difficulties in a competitive and merciless world
instead of ignorantly believing that being spiritually saved
assures specific and specialized divine support.

All the promises of God cannot be appropriated
by faith alone, except the gift of salvation. In fact, after
receiving the free gift of salvation, the recipient is under
obligation to “work out” her salvation. Salvation is not a one-time
thing because the saved still retains the capabilities to lapse
into daily or periodic sins which must be cleansed by the precious
blood of the Lamb. Hence fallibility is one of humanity’s intrinsic
attributes.

The salvation act of Jesus Christ is
retroactively progressive. It is not just a one-time deal as the
proponents of the eternal salvation ideology claim. What is
necessarily true is that the appropriation of the saving power of
Jesus Christ’s blood leading to the required relinquishing of one’s
life to God happens just once. We do not really need to believe in
Christ everyday in order to be approved by God, hence the
traditional Pentecostal “altar call” may qualify as human religious
tradition and spiritual braggadocio.

I know believers who would still run to the
altar shedding tears of remorse as though their tears would cleanse
more today than the blood of Jesus Christ already did millenniums
ago. In fact I baptized a couple of adult Christians who insisted
on another baptism just to make sure God re-enters their names in
the book of life – in case he was angry at their sins and deleted
their names years back. That’s how much most Christians
misunderstand the gift of salvation and the outpouring of Christ’s
blood.



However, a life of continual allegiance to godly
conduct is sine qua non or absolutely necessary to the ultimate
acceptance of an individual as righteous by God. This continuity of
allegiance is contingent upon personalized intimacy between the
adherent and God. Allegiance developed via intimacy is more genuine
and lasting than allegiance compelled or elicited by traditional
religious authorities and damnable doctrines of terror and
fear.

Unfortunately, some brands of Christian theology
exist which fanatically believe in the attainment of pure
perfection by human beings here on earth. I had hours of biblical
debate with a senior Pastor of one such Church in Humble, Texas. He
and a group of his elders operate under the delusion of practicing
their brand of Christianity till they all attained perfection here
on earth. When I asked about their original founder and whether he
actually attained the so-called perfection, the exchange of
confused glances among them and the accompanying silence answered
the question for everyone.

Their deceased founder Pastor was so imperfect
that he impregnated one of the daughters of his closest elder and
friend. In fact, one of the sons of that elder was a friend of mine
who still recollects the episode with tears. Additionally, myriad
accounts of illicit affairs, uncontrollable tantrums, and other
improprieties led to many schisms in the church movement. So, how
could anyone still believe in the attainment of a virtue which the
original founder and proponent could not attain himself? This is
one of the examples of how religion builds the destinies of the
gullible on ramshackle theories and conjectures.

There is an arrogant pride in religion which
blinds its practitioners from recognizing gullies of weaknesses
inherent in the very ideology they so fanatically practice and
defend. The Bible does not support any claims of human perfection
on earth, because God never intended for humans to be literally
like God with regards to perfection.

We humans must rely on God even as we work out
that reliance daily and all through our finite existence in the
universe. Faith and work are the two wings which enable humanity to
climb the highest mountains and explore worlds beyond natural
capacity.

Religious adherence cannot totally
obliterate human challenges

These notions shared prior, plus the vociferous
opposing views, are all hypothetical, opinionated postulations.
There is of course that thin strand of the unseen and unknown where
the wisdom and unfathomable grace of God undercuts the best finite
human formulations.

For instance, when one of two civilly condemned
criminals received last minute eternal clemency from Jesus Christ
at the cross. While the convicts were sentenced based on relevant
observable facts, Christ reversed the eternal damnation of one of
them based on non-empirical evidence reliant on divine
discretion.

Thus underscoring that social, political and
religious views are not the ultimate determinants of every human’s
eternal destiny. That being the case, blindly and fanatically
adopting creeds, theologies and doctrines without heightened
scrutiny, is an unfortunate relinquishment of God-given rights. The
point being made is that religious views about your individual
challenges do not necessarily represent God’s views about them, and
must be scrutinized to your heart’s satisfaction.

Of course, most of us are still debating whether
Judas Iscariot did receive divine clemency contrary to Peter’s
judgmental and condemnatory outburst in the first chapter of the
book of Acts. No one is absolutely sure what final, eternal destiny
awaited Judas Iscariot. All we know is that Peter’s sentence on
Judas and the subsequent replacement of Judas at Peter’s behest did
not pass divine muster. Jesus Christ did not elect his Apostles via
a democratic process as called for and supervised by Peter. Hence
the elected candidate, Mathias, remained mute all through
scripture. Your famous Televangelist does not know or actually have
the absolute answer apart from the usual opinionated, hyped,
glossed over, dogmatic view points.

If you were Judas Iscariot, how would you like
to be finally treated by God? Betraying his master was his lowest
point in life, but would he really want to be doomed for all
eternity for an expression of human fallibility which ultimately
brought salvation to a greater number of all of us? God would
review Judas’ case taking the totality of Judas’ circumstances into
consideration, plus the fact that Judas was just one like us who
became overwhelmed by negative supernatural influences.

Did Scripture not explicitly note that Satan
entered into Judas? Oh yea, Satan does enter humans to do stuff
they never intended – and unintended consequences are a fact of a
normal person’s earthly experiences.

Some famous ministers and preachers in Christian
history could harmlessly be categorized as having Satan enter them
to accomplish unintended acts which are well documented in the
public domain. Yet, while society forgave and restored them in
consideration of our general fallibility, preachers tend to upbraid
fallible Bible characters in an unforgiving way. We all have unique
challenges and struggles which neither quality nor quantity of
religious adherence can obliterate. I wonder sometimes how
generations who would live in the year 3000 A.D. and upwards should
judge us if only our deeds were recorded and compiled just like the
Bible.

Suffice it to say that the believer, like every
other human on earth, must confront lifelong struggles, challenges,
temptations and trials. We fall down, but we rise up again. No
human is imbued with a gene of infallibility – fanatical religious
claims notwithstanding. There is none righteous, no not one!

In our delusional spiritual state, assumptions
are made that because we have traditional notions and norms of
holiness and righteousness, adherents and believers should
necessarily become embodiments of those values. Just like an
unwritten American mindset expects political office holders to
present sanctimonious moral records. Somehow, people tend to
believe that anyone dreaming of the White House must have lived an
impeccable moral life as white and holy as the white paints of the
White House.

The interpretation being that there is an
undercurrent of thoughts that deeply see America as a theocratic
nation. Hence the public outcry whenever presidential candidates or
an incumbent president are exposed as morally flawed persons.
Again, I must reiterate biblical authority against these
speculative notions. There is none righteous, no, not one –
including those with the bogus title of His Holiness. The Dalai
Lama himself is morally flawed and does a great job acknowledging
his human fallibility.

Sitting on a golden chair like a zombie and
decked with all the outward appurtenances of delusional sanctimony
does not necessarily blind us to the fact of the fallibility of all
our worlds holy men and women. I pity those who present themselves
to the rest of humanity as holy incarnates because they bear the
overwhelming burden of convincing all of us of the veracity of
their assumed holy standing. From church historical accounts of
intrigues and merciless murders of the innocent by men and women of
the robe, we can at least take solace in the fact that they are as
challenged as the rest of humanity. Challenges in life do naturally
differ and are somewhat tailored to fit the recipients.

If your challenge is based on moral turpitude,
and you keep falling short of standards expected by the generality
of your social or spiritual community, you must realize that you
are not the first. You are not the first to exhibit a weakness that
shocked the conscience of your generation, neither are you the last
to equally seek to rectify the harm and attain self redemption.
Religion may frustrate your ability to hope again, but you can seek
to redeem yourself through personal connection to the omnipresent
God.

In Romans chapter seven, even the great Apostle
Paul lamented his own lapses in compromising circumstances and
still exercised faith in Jesus Christ for his continued cleansing.
Now, let us note that he wrote to the Romans years after he had
become an Apostle who was setting moral standards for Christianity
of his own day. He had been a lone wolf organizing deadly
insurgency against Christians before he experienced that
all-important personal encounter with the omnipresent God and
became transformed.

But the spiritual transformation did not
obliterate his propensity for human fallibility as he personally
confesses in Romans chapter seven. Paul was not His Holiness – he
was just one of us. But he refused to allow the religious
authorities and theologians of his generation dictate the rhythm of
his destiny. He directly linked himself to God and lived out his
humanity with full understanding of how to surge forward despite
inherent weaknesses. This theme was so important to Christian
thought that other Apostles reinforced it.

Apostle John, in the first chapter of his first
epistle wrote to already saved believers that if “we claim to have
no sin we deceive ourselves” and are operating in delusive grandeur
(I John 1). The wise apostle used an all-inclusive pronoun “we”
which included himself in the circle of potential sinners. He
underscores the inherent deception in a claim of perfection,
holiness or moral purity.

Yes, whenever prideful church leadership begins
to flaunt its angelic persona, almost immediately the bomb of human
fallibility explodes to always remind us that becoming a highly
demanded televangelist does not transfuse any rare divine gene into
the superstar preacher. A recent example includes Bishop Eddie Long
who settled for unspecified amount with some young men from his
church who had accused him of serial sodomy. His ministry, family
and social status came crashing down as a result. The man was just
a human deploying his God-given potentials to teach people – he was
not a holy man even if he claimed so at any point. Holy men and
women do not exist – religionists conjured up the fantasy to
perpetuate and entrench the middleman position in religion. There
is none righteous, no not one! Not even Benny Hinn, Paula White,
Juanita Bynum, or Pastor Kennedy could sustain such claims. Their
ex spouses will rise up in unison to refute any such claim.

Without doubt, people can be “holy” in terms of
being dedicated to a religious cause, but that does not translate
to being righteous or impeccable as most believers understand
holiness to mean. Holiness is a state of perpetual moral purity,
just as righteousness means to be perpetually acting in accord with
divine law without failing – basically, to be without sin or moral
flaws as to God and humans. There is no human with such an
untarnished record – including His Holiness the Pope. Only God is
addressed rightfully as “Holy, Holy, Holy”.

The prideful claimants of perfection, absolute
holiness and ‘secure salvation’ have no standard precedents in the
Bible to back up those spurious notions. In fact the Apostle John
would accuse peddlers of such “secure salvation” claims of perjury,
and that they were ignorant of the real definition of Christian
salvation. Human life is intrinsically flawed and cannot be
permanently cured by religion, even though religious creeds can try
to mitigate the festering of the evil capabilities of humans.

Success in earthly living is not sustained by a
holy creed, because God gave none to Adam at the Garden of Eden.
The only creed recorded was for the humans to have dominion,
multiply, fill the earth and exercise universal mastery. God
assumes that we humans will naturally be drawn to our maker –
religion or no religion. And that is a notable fact.

Your outstanding Christian record and godliness
is not a shield against the adversities of life in this universe.
Therefore, pinch yourself back to humanness and get off your
religious “high” so as to effectively deploy your God-given
self-reliant potentials to torpedo the mountains confronting
you.

Hard Work is Synonymous with Faith

Consequent upon these explanations, I wish to
suggest to you that the mercies, favors and goodness of God are
available and new every morning. However, most of them are not
simply to be religiously “claimed” by the exercise of faith alone.
God expects our faith to be backed up by focused work – hard
work.

The legendary Red Sea miracle at which God
reportedly drained a passage for Israel did not happen until the
crowd had walked hundreds of miles to progress to the edge of the
sea. God did not part the sea in advance for them when they were
still at their homes inside Egypt. He parted the sea in the process
of the national work of trekking to freedom. Additionally, it was a
unique, contextualized, exceptional event which was not meant as a
general rule of divine conduct among all humans. After the event,
Israel still had to deal with natural challenges.

I have mingled with a lot of believers who
erroneously think that once they believed it as the prophet or
preacher declared, and add a little fasting to spice it up, then
our reciprocating God was warming up to act on their behalf. I see
them reap the wind of serial disappointments and frustrations. Then
the frustrations and disappointments expose their deeper
vulnerabilities to heightened religious manipulation. Their faith
from then on must be exercised on some preacher-bartered olive oil,
water, sand, and piece of cloth or other articles of perpetual
religious deception. Spiritual witchcraft results and the adherents
hit the road of religious pilgrimage seeking magical results that
never happened.

I was among thousands, at some church gathering,
surging frantically forward to get the preacher to “lay” his hands
on them. On second thought I stopped in my tracks and reasoned that
it was a hyped agenda. Some of those rushing forward that day had
had hands laid on them in the past by all sorts of preachers and
the magical diamond from the sky never fell.

If by laying hands alone destinies are launched
into stardom, Pentecostal and charismatic Christianity should be
boasting of having half the world’s political and economic leaders
in our generation. In fact, we are yet to see much of our fellow
adherents in Forbes’ annual billionaires’ club. It is another issue
when we take a poll and discover that the preachers who lay hands
are richer than the entire congregation combined.

Anyway, the point is hereby made that hard work
is necessary before the majority of us can appropriate everything
God promised to us. Behind most blessings are unspeakable struggles
and hard work. Those who seek serial short cuts to blessings from
God will forever wait in frustrated limbo while the hard workers
take premium shares.

There are few among the billions of us on whom
God elects, for whatever divine reason, to pour out his mercy in
the exercise of discretion – not because he was goaded by their
faith. In fact, there are the faith-zero persons who receive
prodigious blessings from God.

There are the unqualified persons and the
unsuspecting who simply receive a barrage of amazing stuff from
God, while those who have been knocking on God’s door forever had
been left empty-handed. In fact, my focus is on those who have no
faith at all and who are not lucky enough to receive divine
discretion. I can speak to you because I have never received
anything I never worked very hard for in the first place.

Some spiritual fanatic figured I needed
“deliverance” from “toiling” and to which I responded with Christ’s
favorite refrain, “Go behind me Satan.” If hard work is toiling,
then let me toil till the fruits of my labor yield enough to lift
me from the doldrums of life. That is better than playing gimmicks
on innocent worshippers in the name of God just for self enrichment
and greedy aggrandizement.

At the end of it all, I will proudly declare
that I worked together with God to maximize my destiny as opposed
to manipulating others or robbing folks at Bible-point. I had an
acquaintance who was introduced to me as a “prophet” by one of my
trusted friends. His prophetic gifting was so highly recommended
that I decided to invite him to speak at one of my Christian events
in 2007. From then onwards we maintained close pastoral
connection.

Interestingly, I noticed that he gave the same
well-crafted spiritual information to different audiences and made
a lot of money saying nonsense to the deluded prophetic seekers. He
endeavored to convert me to his ways of making fast money, but I
boldly broke with him on the grounds of serial falsehood and
misrepresentation of biblical truths. He lied and made thousands of
dollars every night, I stood for the biblical truth and made no
money. I was employed at SEARS then, worked every day, was enrolled
in academic studies, and preached twice every week without
remuneration.

The Bible declares that hard work, planning and
the rational utilization of God-given abilities results ultimately
in success. So, instead of joining the religious majority to lazy
around for divine handouts, it is more honorable to focus and
creatively work something out through the exertion of human
energy.

Work hard as though your whole life depends on
hard work. In the process exercise maximum faith as though hard
work is meaningless without faith and then make plans as though
your life will crumble without planning. Activate and actualize
your plans with indefatigable fervor. Recalibrate and re-route
where and when necessary because we are just imperfect humans
operating in an imperfect world. Then acknowledge God in all these
ways so he would take cognizance of all your exertions and possibly
lend a helping hand in the exercise of discretionary mercy.

And if God alienates his discretion, it is
futile to escalate spiritual pressures on an unwilling God. He has
giving us enough to help us actualize our destinies for a life
span. There are many ways to obtain the results you seek even when
heaven is against you or unsupportive. Most of the self-reliant
strategies are in the strands of narratives which I share in the
following books, chapters and sections.

BOOK 1: The
Nurture

The formative years and totality of
circumstances surrounding a person’s upbringing largely dictates
his or her worldview. In the following chapters, I will give a
no-holds-barred access and insight into the formative experiences
which shaped my worldview. I have walked a hard and difficult road
all through my sojourning on planet earth. These harrowing
experiences, however, did not tilt me to a life of criminality and
wickedness, but had rather emboldened me to continue the quest for
legitimate and godly self elevation in the hope of becoming a
bulwark of strength and a beacon of hope to a suffering majority
similarly situated.

I do not make a pretense of comparing myself
with any other human out there whose difficult life might pale mine
in comparison. The pains of each person’s ailment cannot be vividly
described by an observer or a third party. I know exactly where and
how my shoe pinches, so I equally respect and sympathize with
readers who may have experienced or are currently experiencing the
pains of destiny. You are welcome to cry, laugh, wonder, doubt,
fear, believe, question, love, hate and learn with me as we share
in my world.

Chapter 5: My Slum vs. His Manger

What on earth was God thinking when he signed
the papers approving the copulation which sealed my existence? I
really want to know.

The chicken head, juicily red and dripping with
tomato stew sat precariously in my right palm as I studiously and
methodically examined it. Oh no, not as a veterinarian, but as a
legitimate carnivorous predator assigned the yearly Christmas task
of exercising my family right of eating the heads of every chicken
slaughtered in celebration of Christmas. That was the divine right
of the youngest child in the family.

Nothing in the ceremonial victim chicken was
wasted except the feathers, scales and contents of the intestines.
Every part of the chicken and any other unfortunate animal
slaughtered on this occasion were naturally tagged to a family
member.

For a male chicken (locally known in Africa as
“cocks” or cockerel), the severed head was mine; the neck went to
my senior sister; the feet to my elder brother; the wings, gizzard,
waist, butt, plus one shoulder went to my grandmother who
permanently lived in the compound. The heart and thoracic stuff was
traditionally reserved for our dad; while the thighs belonged to my
aunt. Sometimes the intestines were generously given to us kids for
special grill or as a principal ingredient to make soup for the
family.

All of us kids would then be at the mercy of the
adults for any discretionary largesse of eating any other part of
the chicken apart from our entitlements. In fact, the chicken,
after being slaughtered, was expertly pre-cut and divided according
to these specifications – hence not just anyone was appointed to
the sacred duty of chicken dismemberment and mutilation.

To explain, grandma got the wings because she
was like the family’s “alarm clock” – waking up at the very first
cock crow to rouse everyone to morning chores. She got the chicken
butt and waist because she was the progenitor of the family line.
Similarly, the gizzard and a shoulder belong to her because she
made vital decisions and carried a lot of responsibilities for the
family. So it was explained to us kids.

Dad was entitled to the thoracic stuff because
he is our defense and protector – which took a lot of “hearts” to
accomplish. My aunt literally was the family’s ambassador or
communications minister, in terms of inter-village errands and open
market grocery shopping. No doubt, the chicken thighs symbolized
her ubiquitous itinerancy.

I always debated the other arrangements on the
distribution of remaining parts between my siblings and me. I
wished someone else was made to face the accusing eyes of the
slaughtered chicken and those pointed bony beaks. The bad news was
that refusal to humbly eat an allotted portion deprived a party any
discretionary invite from any of the adults to take a bite of the
real chicken meat. It was one bad school I couldn’t wait to
graduate from.

As an insight, chicken was not slaughtered to
showcase a family’s wealth or opulence. Every family in Dad’s
community had chickens of all shapes and sizes, even the poorest
families. Actually, the local chickens shared a propensity to
unceremoniously migrate to neighboring families uninvited and stake
residential claim. Only an upright citizen in such a case would
scour the community seeking to return the wayward chicken to its
rightful owners. The majority simply welcomed the migrant chickens
as God-sent additions to their dinner plate or merchandise for sale
at the nearest market.

Every Christmas, we Christians rehearse the
story of our Lord and savior, Jesus Christ, who humbly chose to be
born in a manger. As I reflected on this story over and over in
comparison to my story, it dawned on me that while it was an
awesome event to be born in a manger, it is even awesomely awful to
be born and bred in a manger.

While Christ had tasted the incomparable riches
and wealth of heaven before choosing an “accidental” birth in a
manger, my fundamental experience of life was that of being born,
bred and nurtured in a worse-than-manger environment in which I had
neither choice nor election. I was naturally destined for the
lowliest, poverty-ridden introduction to planet earth.

No bunch of angels gathered mid-way in the skies
singing melodious tunes in celebration. Perhaps only demons had
reasons to celebrate the birth of one more vulnerable and gullible
human. No nocturnal shepherds on night shift keeping sheep by night
visited with wondrous stories of heavenly apparitions for this
howling, miserable child born to a pair of nobodies from different
ethnic African backgrounds.

Worse still, instead of some gifts-wielding
“wise men”, I probably had some stupid family drunks leering at
this bundle of sorrow, with smelly spittle running down their slimy
lips.

In fact, while the birth of my savior, which
happened more than 2000 years ago was well documented and memorized
by believers, including me, I have neither documentation nor memory
of my own birth which happened just a few years ago.

I can only remember that my singing angels were
the constant dripping of cold raindrops on me as I lay on the
raffia mat, which was the very first precious bed I could ever
remember. The famous “house” I remember was a mud house, made out
of red earth. Red earth, I would learn later in life, could only be
accessed by digging a huge round manhole more than six feet beneath
with wooden shovels.

The manhole must be large enough to accommodate
more than five or six adults who labored at mashing up red earth
with their bare feet, mixing and moistening same with their
corrugated palms, and finally molding the earth into circular balls
heaved to those anxiously waiting above. The recipients then
carried the ground balls of earth to the “masons” who lay the balls
as customary in the construction of the round earth architectural
home designs of then Ibo land of Southeastern Nigeria. The “masons”
could be just about anybody interested in the fun, because while I
was yet a toddler, I was part of the expert masons that helped
erect such red earth houses in Dad’s compound.

The roof was made entirely of raffia palm tree
bamboos tied up expertly with twines from the palm trees. The
finishing of the roof was done with woven raffia palm leaves made
by family members or purchased from other locals well versed in
such arts.

Those leaves normally attracted stubborn weevils
and caterpillars which voraciously fed on them and bore random
holes through which the inevitable raindrops of the rainforest
region poured in unabated. As was customary, this house took a
central position in the family compound to reflect the central
position of the head of the family.

It belonged to my late grandfather, Duru. I
neither knew nor met him, because he died years before I was born.
Family legend identified him as a godly pagan who lived and died
before Christianity invaded Eastern Nigeria.

My wondrous angels as I lay on the cold, red -
earth - polished floor of this mud house, under the flickering,
naked flaming lights of the oil lamp, were the familiar, curious
and hungry rats. They boldly and proudly raced around the room
every night knocking over clay pots and pans in quest of their
share of the daily rations. In fact, they have had to feast on the
soles of my feet and palms some nights to express their dissent at
being denied dinner.

The impetuosity and nuisance of the rats was
rivaled only by the equally audacious caterpillars gnawing away at
the raffia leaves constantly, complemented by competing giant-sized
roaches. Outside, the crickets, frogs and other anonymous nocturnal
creatures made the nights a hellish staccato of drunken chorus as
they croaked, squeaked, roared and did whatever else in celebration
of their fundamental rights of self expression and free speech.

The scary caterpillars sometimes fell off the
roof after burrowing through and would land squarely on my sleeping
face. Initially scared to death by those wiggly creatures, I later
learned, like everyone else, how to capture the wary ones, roast
and eat them. They were God-sent sources of protein (yuck!).

The cockroaches, I was taught, were not to be
eaten, and I dreaded them even till today. They would take off,
maneuver and even land on my dinner plate sometimes to announce
their invincibility as I absconded in terror. There were constantly
an armada of those roaches in the nearby manhole toilet where I was
not allowed entry until I was seven or eight years old.

My elder brother, Uzoma, being a sound sleeper,
seemed very relaxed and much more at peace with this state of
affairs than I was. Christiana, my senior sister, would lie on a
separate mat and would often wake up to baby me and play mother to
me when I was sleeplessly restless. We were growing up without
mom.

Chapter 6: Uche Disappears

I was the third of four kids born to the marital
union of a businessman, a local from the Igbos of southeastern
Nigeria and an Ashanti woman of mid-western Ghana. My father, as an
itinerant trader, had emigrated to mid-Ghana and taken up residence
in Kumasi, the capital of the Ashanti kingdom of Ghana.

There he met and married my mother, who had a
remote lineage to the royal house of her village, Antoa. Their
marriage had the rare blessing of the royal father and they lived
in Kumasi where my elder brother, sister and I were born.

However, Dad, being the eldest son of his Igbo
family, was traditionally obligated to return home to his Igboland
community; marry an indigenous Igbo girl (already identified,
chosen and arranged by his mother); and stay home as the new head
of his father’s household. He defaulted on every one of those
traditional obligations.

His mother was understandably upset and angry,
especially on hearing the news of his son establishing a “foreign”
family abroad. His chosen Igbo wife waited patiently in his native
Ibo as he strongly resented his family’s philosophy. Pressure was
intensified until he had to head back to Igboland with all of us. I
do not know the details or timeline of these occurrences except
what I gleaned much later as an adult.

Legend had it that at Dad’s return to Igboland,
his mother adamantly refused to accept his Ashanti wife and kids
(that was all of us). The intensity of the xenophobia climaxed in
open rivalries, abusive verbal exchanges, intrigues and plots. Torn
between traditional family loyalty and protection of his “foreign
family”, Dad inevitably lost the battle as our Mom was tactfully
eased out by my powerful and manipulative grandmother.

In fact, the climax of the conflict was over the
custody of the children. Children meant so much to both tribes,
especially in conflict situations. Winning the custody of the
children in that region where the rule of law did not play any
significant role in the adjudication of inter-ethnic family
disputes amounted to inter-tribal “war” between Igbo and Ashanti
wills. Superiority was determined by who ultimately won the claim
to keep the kids. It was not just a battle between the couple or
their families, it was an international face-off.

The battle line was made more intriguing because
while the Ibos are a patrilineal society, the Ashantis are
matrilineal. To the Ibos, it is almost sacrilege for the man to
lose custody of his children to an opposing alien spouse in a
separation or divorce dispute. The Igbo worldview in such matters
is encapsulated in the deeply rooted philosophy that kids are never
to be abandoned abroad or to an alien – the nature of difficulties
notwithstanding.

The Ashanti woman, on the other hand, was
equally customarily required to do whatever was necessary to take
custody of her children, especially the baby girl. Her Ashanti
nexus in the foreign nation would rally in support and pull all
strings necessary to possibly abduct and ferry the subject kids to
the homeland where possible.

Thus, in this internecine, cultural jingoism and
tribal tug-of-war, I and my siblings became the unwilling and
innocent victims. Mom was unceremoniously kicked out of the family
or forced to forsake her marital home and was branded persona non
grata – unwanted in the family.

Initially, in lieu of the cultural war, I and my
siblings were the highly priced booties which must be protected at
all costs. So, for many years, childhood experience for me were
experiences of being torn from my siblings as we were distributed
to different aunts and uncles in several remote towns and villages
to evade a potential “kidnap” purportedly being staged by our
suddenly ubiquitous mother and her Ashanti folks.

Legendary reports and sightings of her became
reasons for random uprooting, relocations and systematic
quarantining of my siblings and me. Actually, I never had any
mental imagery or cognition of a mom, because I was probably an
infant when she was driven away or left her marriage out of
frustration and rejection.

Her name was never mentioned by anyone. But we
were constantly, mentally bombarded with information about her
supposed mean spiritedness made apparent by her “callous
abandonment” of her children. Dad’s sisters, my aunts, who took
turns swapping us among themselves, did their very best to erase
any memories of mom and “Ashanti-ness” as they purposed to
inculcate Igbo tribal values in us. Dad surrendered helplessly to
the immense powers of the female cult of his family led by my wily
grandma – the bad one, as I labeled her in my mind.

My grandma was the devil’s advocate deeply
committed to the task of brainwashing us the kids concerning our
mother. In fact, she gave us so many versions of our origins that I
almost believed God molded me next after Adam – if only biological
or genetic nexus could be broken by crafty misinformation. She
thought she succeeded, but my mind harbored a subconscious
awareness that I was the biological product of an unknown woman,
who I dreamt to meet someday in my lifetime.

As a helpless, innocent kid, I would sit there
with unblinking, feigned, interest while grandma spurn all the yarn
about how Dad married our mom, an Igbo woman, who died
mysteriously. Grandma claimed she suckled us afterwards with the
help of her daughters, my aunts. But none of those claims could
really sink into me in a way to give me a sense of belonging or
emotional resolution. I always suspected the stories never added
up, and grandma somehow did see through me especially. She
identified and singled me out from my siblings as the one who would
disturb her gossamer web of lies. She never stopped hating me till
her demise in later years.

Well, apart from our mom’s issue, the family
also did a near perfect job obliterating and obscuring the faintest
recollection I had about someone else in my life as a toddler. I
always did vaguely remember that there were four of us at the
beginning, but suddenly we were only three siblings. There was a
boy younger than me and with whom I did play and compete. He even
had a name which no one ever mentioned anymore. It was drummed into
me never to mention that name and to never believe that boy ever
existed.

However, after years of acquiescing to rehearsed
denials, I have come to acknowledge to myself, that I had a junior
brother who was barely born before our mother was kicked out and
who she refused to take along with her.

He was named Uchechukwu (God’s Will), but
everyone called him Uche. I and Uche (as he was fondly called),
were not quite one year apart in age and had become rivals and
buddies competing for family affection and everything in
between.

I was no match to my senior brother, Uzoma, who
would never hesitate to mercilessly pummel me into submission to
assert his always contested supremacy. My sole sister who was my
senior by two years, kicked butts when rattled, including use of
her teeth as a deterring weapon of mass affliction. Concurrently,
she would turn into a loving “mother” and sister with custodial
passion. Uche and I were bonding as blood brothers would.

We shared kiddies’ discoveries as we explored
our environments and vast compound, especially when he started
walking and running before he was even one year old. Just as we
reveled in our fantasy kiddies’ world, our mother suddenly
“disappeared” when her face had not permanently been implanted and
registered in my memory. There was so much going on that my infant
mind blacked out the unexplainable and the incomprehensible.

I remembered seeing trees wave by so fast I
simply fell asleep out of exhaustion of not comprehending why. That
was probably months back when our parents conveyed the family home
from Kumasi Ghana to Eastern Nigeria.

There we encountered a new environment, with
people speaking words I couldn’t comprehend. As a toddler, I had
just commenced learning to pronounce syllables of the Twi language
before the family’s move to Igboland. I naturally became “dumb” as
a result of being caught up in this disturbing culture shock. They
told me I clung to my mother like a leech in this new environment
as a shield from the novel culture invasion. Then suddenly she was
gone without a trace; no good bye; and I was left to cling to the
wind.

Uche also lost out and could only resort to
nonstop crying and wailing. He was acutely inconsolable and could
only utter “momma” incessantly in search of his forever absent mom.
He ceased to eat, even when forced; he would throw up, still
sobbing, grieving and choking in his tears.

When the adults would give up on him, I and my
siblings would take turns trying to console Uche. Sometimes, I
would crouch in a corner confusedly watching the whole agonizing
spectacle as implosions of sorrow rippled, unnoticed, in my heart.
Secret tears and suppressed agony became my choice style, because
no one seemed to notice.

Regrettably, Uche, my buddy, my rival, my
brother, the innocent baby, died inconsolably weeks after our mom
left, obviously due to severe trauma and heartbreaking anguish on
the disappearance of mom.

I vaguely remember the hushed episode as I and
my siblings were routed to neighboring families when the baby
suddenly quit crying. I was probably about two years old then, but
I still remember the cold sensation of a loss and how our dad wept
profusely. I could see the dark cloud of an eerie passage as it
seemed like the whole world stood still for a moment – and it still
vividly lingers in my memory.

I never saw Uche, my brother, again and his name
was never ever mentioned in the family anymore – in fact the name
was banned by my father at pain of intense punishment. His baby
stuffs were removed and every physical representations of him
obliterated.

I still remember his small sized shoes, the crib
and other stuff being meticulously carted away as though polluted.
The event was very big in my mind, even though hushed up in the
family. I kept having a nagging question about where my little
brother went and why we never heard him cry anymore. There was no
one to ask, because my Dad already issued his commandment and no
one would want to risk his famed wrath. I dreaded asking, even as I
matured in the family, for fear of being spanked or beaten to
pulps. I never saw Uche’s remains. I never got to cry at little
Uche’s grave side; never was able to lay a flower at his resting
place.

I do not even know to this day where he was
buried. It’s like he just vanished. But I still remember and the
tears will never stop flowing! Tears for my brother should have
been allowed to flow when I lost him. But to the contrary, it was
suppressed in accordance with a moribund morbid tradition.

Now as a full grown adult I am mourning the loss
of my infant brother and the tears just wouldn’t stop flowing,
because nature should have been allowed to take its course years
ago. Uche will forever be part of my history, because he happened
to me, even though I was barely two years old.

Reality and truth can never be suppressed. Tears
suppressed shall find their vent somehow! Now it finds its vent in
adulthood when no voice of tradition can hush the recollection of
reality. My first loss was my biggest and my best – the best
brother I never had.

To add to the mystery of the misery, there was a
commonly held traditional superstition that any child or baby who
died was an Ogbanje or evil spirit who was probably a reincarnation
of some ancestral being or spirit.

My grandmother had her personal oracle which she
consulted. The stupid enchanter determined that my heart-broken and
dead Uche was such an “evil spirit” who was rightfully ejected from
the family early in life to forestall a future heartbreak for the
whole family if he were to grow into manhood and then died. Looking
back now, I see how the darkness of illiteracy could blind humanity
to the reality of reason.

A suckling baby had its mother torn away from
him, thanks to the idiocy of traditional imbecility and cultural
madness. The baby dies of psychological trauma, if not of some
psychosomatic affliction. Then the uneducated quickly looks for
some supernatural or superstitious cause to attribute its demise to
– very unfortunate. My innocent brother was the first victim of
tribalism or xenophobia as I grew to know it and to passionately
loathe it.

However, given a choice between living through
the hellish backlash of the ethnic conundrum and dying in infancy
to evade its curse, I honestly think I would have chosen the
latter. At least my brother passed on to a better world in the
innocence of infancy and somehow evaded the venomous effect that I
and my surviving siblings had to suffer subsequently for the rest
of our lives. Nonetheless, I vehemently loathe the factors that
ushered an innocent child into an undeserved grave, namely,
ethnicism and xenophobia.

Before I delve into the depths of my story, it
is noteworthy here to say that the untimely and unfortunate demise
of Uche probably transformed our father.

First, he totally rejected his mother’s choice
of a marriage partner and elected to remain single until three of
us became teenagers. Secondly, he would abandon his mother’s
Anglican church – the family church where he was brought up and was
very popular, to pioneer a less popular Pentecostal ministry in his
home town. He equally rejected the normative syncretism generally
upheld by traditional Christianity in his community and embraced
fundamentalist Pentecostalism, which was no better than the
traditions he was revolting against.

Thirdly, when he elected to remarry years later,
it was on his terms and to a woman he chose within his new-found
faith in Christ. His mother’s only consolation was that this one
was not a “foreign” woman too, but a full-fledged Igbo woman from a
nearby community. Even though they belonged to opposing Christian
ideologies, they could peacefully accept themselves based on
cultural and ethnic affinity.

The Godstrong are aware that the skeletons of
secrets hidden in the basements of the mind can negatively impact
the freedom of the conscience and blackmail the thoughts.
Therefore, we free the conscience by truthfully emptying the mind
of its most treasured adverse secrets. Additionally, the Godstrong
must reject and breach the walls which unnecessarily divide, limit,
and traumatize innocent humans like those of us of mixed
heritage.

Chapter 7: Survival of the Strongest

Writing from the extreme comforts of an American
city, I can easily see how the average Western mind cannot mentally
conceive of the facts and circumstances which I share in this book.
All I can suggest is for the reader’s mind to remotely imagine a
society without electricity, water supply system, restaurants,
paved roads, nice houses, cars, airplanes, modern transportation,
trains, credit system, and phones – no development at all. Probably
the America of the 13th or 14th century may
qualify as my Africa of the 1980s.

I and my siblings were unraveling to our world
in my father’s remote village, Umudim, geographically located in
the rainforest of Eastern Nigeria. It is the heart of the Igbo
tribe or what they call central Igbo. In those days, it was a
community of itinerant traders, subsistence farmers and artisans
who traced their ancestry from a common paternity.

The village was made up of eleven clans who
lived in relative peace and very serene harmony. Families or
compounds made up the clans, and each family was either monogamous,
polygamous or a mix of both.

In my case, it was a monogamous family. However,
the family legend was that one of my late grandpa’s brothers had
died earlier but was survived by a young wife and children. To
uphold the traditional custom of “covering” the widow and her
children, grandpa took her in, but never had kids with her. This
community considered itself sacred and had customs and traditions
closely related to biblical Judaism.

The conglomerate of eleven villages descended
from the original eleven sons of an ancestor named Dim – hence “Umu
Dim” meaning the children of Dim. Kingship was hereditary and
revolved among the villages at the death of an incumbent king.

The clan whose turn it was to be enthroned would
select a potential king from one of the free families in its clan
and a council of elders representing the clans would ratify the
selection before a general council finally enthroned the king. The
king had life tenure and administered with the help of a council of
elders and chiefs representing the clans.

Apart from the common societal strata of the
haves and the have-nots, Umudim society also had a subtle divide
between the Diala and the Osu. The Diala represented the feudal
lords and landowning families as opposed to the Osu who represented
the slave caste families. The Osu caste families may not
inter-marry with Diala families. Additionally, Osu families were
not permitted certain traditional titles and privileges including
royal heredity.

To protect the village, each clan appointed
able-bodied men as night watchmen to guard their specific
geographical area. From these, village warriors and king’s guards
were selected. These security teams constituted the police of the
village and were authorized and licensed to kill criminals without
subjection to the rule of law.

In fact, because of the sensitivity of their
job, they were more of a shadow force whose members were
unidentifiable. They operated at night. To avoid falling into their
hands at night, there was a general curfew against traveling around
the village after midnight. The curfew time might vary contingent
upon the nature of criminal threat to the community at any given
time – whether credible or potential threat to the village.

Two major churches dominated spiritual life in
the village, namely, the Roman Catholic and protestant Anglican.
There were some other churches like the Salvation Army (noted for
their loud martial music), First Century Gospel church (noted and
loathed by some for their opposition to medical treatments and
medicines – one of my aunts was married to an elder of this
church), plus other less significant Pentecostal and charismatic
groups. Dad established the first Pentecostal church in this
community and was its patron and power broker.

The village had notable spiritual influences
from active animists and pagans. In fact I vividly remember some of
them. Looking back now, the bulk of them bore physiological
resemblance to Stone Age men – with weirdly shaped hands, heads and
feet. I can’t tell if it was the impact of old age or just natural
morphology. They walked and spoke weirdly too, which added to the
aura of divinity around those beings.

We, the kids, were counseled by grandma never to
stand our ground if we ever saw any of the pagans or animist
priests approaching on same street – because they were reputed to
possess supernatural abilities to cast evil spells randomly. The
kids dreaded the animists more because of the scary and outlandish
costumes they wore. Most of them had their temples or shrines where
various carved deities of diverse sizes and grotesque shapes
defiantly sat or stood.

During the popular Iri Ji or New Yam festivals,
blood, yam and animal sacrifices were made to those deities. My
father never let us out of the family for the entire duration of
the ceremony, even though it was attended by saints and sinners of
the various churches.

Religious syncretism was a norm in the
community. Christian adherents had no qualms partaking in the pagan
festivities. In fact, the Reverend Father of the local Roman
Catholic Church famously baptized and rechristened the pagan
deities of some of the outstanding pagan priests. Dad branded all
other churches as “nominal and worldly” as opposed to his holy
Assemblies of God church which he pastured for many years.

In later years, Dad had resident Pastors
assigned to his church by the Assemblies of God headquarters. Most
of the various Pastors and their families resided in Dad’s house at
our compound. Dad would always lobby to remove any Pastor he found
functioning below Dad’s expectations. I never liked the constant
stream of those pastors whose stay would terminate inexplicably
after I and my siblings had bonded with their kids. The law of
impermanence seemed to work very frequently around me.

My grandma was a fervent, fanatical adherent of
the local Anglican Church. She always woke up at the first ringing
of the church bell to attend the early morning prayers at her
church – walking more than four miles away with an oil lamp to
guide her way. Her local pastor visited our family several times a
week. Yet grandma had her little shrine where she made sacrifices
and poured libation almost immediately after she got home from
church. She recited prayers and invocations to dead ancestors
asking them to protect the family. That was animism, a brand of
paganism. Additionally, she had a permanent pagan priest, who was a
distant family member from my late grandpa’s blood line in a nearby
village known as Oka. His name was Okoro. We, the kids would run
and hide whenever he mystically visited the family.

He was the oracle and chosen spiritual protector
of the family. His bell rattling in combination with other amulets
won on his ankles, wrists, waist, and head, he would make
incantations as he gracefully circled the entire compound for what
seemed like eternity muttering in unknown languages. His mission,
we would learn, was to pinpoint and exorcise enemy curses, charms
or juju buried or cast anywhere around our compound by unknown but
ever-present enemies. He was famed to be a most potent and powerful
animist priest with supernatural abilities to kill or
resurrect.

No one, they said, could look him in the eye. He
always travelled by foot from his own village more than twenty
miles away dragging a bicycle he never mounted. A repulsive stench
always announced his visit. The repulsive odors emanated from an
admixture of nondescript animal parts among his unholy articles of
deception decorating his overloaded bicycle.

A popular spiritual protective measure in those
days was incisions and tattoos on the chest and upper back made by
powerful pagan priests to “make you strong” and indomitable. At the
end of his rituals, Okoro and my grandma would cook the animal
whose blood was used for the sprinkling and share it among
themselves.

I remember they mostly roasted the unfortunate
animal (of course chickens suffered the most at their hands). The
rule was always against sharing the carcass with a third party –so
grandma never offered us a piece except to defy Dad’s order
sometimes. She would eat as much as she could and secretly bury the
rest at an undisclosed location. Unfortunately for grandma, her
dogs normally dug up those sacred remains to finish the eating
ritual for her most times.

Yes, our Dad was never party to the idolatry and
strongly resented and dissented if he was around when Okoro
visited. Consequently, grandma sometimes made the trip to Okoro
instead or arranged Okoro’s visit to coincide with my father’s
absence. Did any of my siblings receive that mark of the beast?

Yes at some point, grandma claimed my sister was
possessed by an Ogbanje spirit. Ogbanje was a purported legendary
reincarnation of a particular dead child in the family. Perhaps the
child was naturally aborted, died during birth, was a still birth,
or suddenly died before adulthood. It was alleged that the child
keeps coming back to attempt to finish that life, but was always
doomed to die, except it was discerned spiritually and persuaded
through spiritual means to stay. To expunge the spirit, a powerful
pagan priest would need to break the covenant between the Ogbanje
spirit and its current human embodiment. This would be accomplished
through series of rituals culminating in a painful incision cut on
a specific location on the victim’s forehead. The incision point
was allegedly the location of a supposed covenant stone or
object.

Our Dad, being a professional house painter (not
an artist) had travelled to the city where he normally stayed for
his job. He came home most weekends to check on us and his church.
So grandma and our youngest aunt, Eunice, had custody of us in the
family compound. My aunt too, like Dad, was ardently opposed to
religious syncretism, but sometimes capitulated to mitigate
grandma’s wrath. Aunt Eunice had swapped from the Anglican Church
to Dad’s Assemblies of God where speaking in tongues and other
spiritual stuff went on with fanfare.

Seeing the coast clear of potential opposition,
grandma arranged for our sister, Christiana, to pass through the
ritual of exorcism at the hands of Okoro, the pagan priest. To be
fair to grandma, the decision was sequel to a strange
occurrence.

It was a market day. Market in that part of the
world was (and still is) an open air gathering of communities at a
location in a host community designated as market place. The
exchange of goods and services were transacted by cash only. Market
communities chose a particular week day based on the Igbo weekday
and calendar. The Igbo weekday is not fixed like normal weekdays.
It supposedly rotated just like the earth turns on its axis. Igbos
of this area had four major market days, namely, Eke, Orie, Afo,
and Nkwo. The market communities rotated hosting of market days, so
no two adjacent communities would be hosting on the same day.

Attending the market was a huge event for
buying, selling, socializing, partying, shopping, browsing,
introduction of new ideas, acting, shows, drama, networking or just
about anything. Therefore, locals looked forward to market days
with great enthusiasm. People travelled long distances to these
markets to make transactions.

On that fateful market day, everyone was gone
and Christiana was left to cater to me. She had babysat me from
childhood and was good at it, even though I always gave her a hard
time as active boys would. Well, on this occasion, we were just
sitting on the sand making mud homes when she started shouting and
asking me if I did see something she was hysterically pointing at.
I looked; I peered, wiped my eyes and looked again but saw
nothing.

I tried calming her down, but she got really
wild, jumping, flailing her arms and was totally uncontrollable for
a seven year old boy like me to handle. Her language suddenly
changed and I could not understand her any longer. Then she took
off in a surprising jet speed into the bush behind our
compound.

She was literally flying through the bushes as
though borne on the wings of an invisible great eagle. I was
wailing inconsolably as I started walking the lonely street that
led to our compound. Thankfully, a local man was randomly passing
by and saw me wailing and walking aimlessly. He stopped and was
able to ascertain whatever I told him had happened.

He quickly mobilized a search party for my
sister. They finally caught up with her as she raced down hill to
the local stream about ten miles away. I heard it took more than
five men to hold down that nine yr old girl and carried her home
kicking and screaming. Our family home was buzzing with a curious
crowd before my grandma, aunt and brother arrived home. The
explanation was that the Ogbanje spirit possessed her and was
carrying her for suicidal death at the local river. The claim was
that the Ogbanje spirit worked in cahoots with the water maid
spirit known locally as “Mammy water”.

The claim was backed up by factual accounts of
known others who had perished in similar circumstances before
anyone could catch up with them. In fact I remember witnessing such
an event once when we had gone swimming at the river. Suddenly, a
neighbor girl not known for her swimming skills suddenly began
expertly swimming to the deepest part of the river as she kept
screaming as though she was running after someone who wouldn’t want
to let go. She was rescued by a group of able –bodied male
swimmers.

Anyway, grandma had seen enough and quickly sent
emissaries to her trusted family priest, Okoro. He came with
dispatch next morning and the ritual commenced with curious
observers, including me, standing at a distance. I do not know the
details, but it lasted almost for the whole day, before my sister
supposedly “cracked” and led them to the location of a purported
“covenant box” buried deep in the ground. Okoro the priest dug it
out and made whatever rituals of covenant destruction.
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