

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents

Front Matter and Copyright Information

Introduction

One: POTUS

Two: Dreaming

Three: Crazy

Four: Twitter-er

Five: Don’t Hold Your Breath

Six: Silver Dollar City

Seven: Kickapoo High School

Eight: The Neosho Nine

Nine: Pipkin Middle School

Ten: Walt Disney World

Eleven: Phiz

Twelve: Mike Sweeney

Thirteen: Poet Laureate

Fourteen: NWA Naturals

Fifteen: NFS Game

Sixteen: Going Viral

Seventeen: Courage

Eighteen: Rob Bell

Nineteen: STARTing

Twenty: World’s Largest Game of Catch

Twenty-One: Miracle

Twenty-Two: Disruption

Twenty-Three: Just Keep Dreaming

Twenty-Four: Negro Leagues Baseball Museum

Twenty-Five: Wanna Have a Catch?

Author’s Note

Appendix A: World’s Largest Game of Catch, Take One

About the Author


CATCH AND RELEASE

Faith, Freedom, and Knuckleballs

 

Ethan D. Bryan

 

[image: ]

eLectio Publishing

Little Elm, TX

www.eLectioPublishing.com



Catch and Release: Faith, Freedom, and Knuckleballs

By Ethan D. Bryan

Copyright 2014 by Ethan D. Bryan

Cover Design by Brett Kesinger

ISBN-13: 978-1-63213-031-0

Published by eLectio Publishing, LLC

Little Elm, Texas

http://www.eLectioPublishing.com

Printed in the United States of America

Scriptures taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide.www.zondervan.com The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

 

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

Publisher’s Note

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.



 

 

 

 

 

 

Sport has the power to change the world . . . it has the power to inspire.  

It has the power to unite people in a way that little else does.  

It speaks to youth in a language they understand.  

Sport can create hope where once there was only despair. 

It is more powerful than government in breaking down racial barriers.1

—Nelson Mandela 



1  Natasha Lipman, “Nelson Mandela: Sport has the Power to Change the World,” April 23, 2013, http://internationalpoliticalforum.com/nelson-mandela-sport-has-the-power-to-change-the-world/.


Introduction

Go confidently in the direction of your dreams. Live the life you have imagined.

—Henry David Thoreau

“Dad, will you teach me how to throw a baseball?”

I had just finished leading worship and sharing a Jesus story to a small group of teenagers at Logan Valley Christian Retreat. I wanted to hide in my air-conditioned bedroom, seeking solitude and silence and a break from being around people. Even though it was nearing evening, it was still close to a hundred degrees outside as southern Missouri was in the middle of an atrocious drought. But this was the very first time Sophie had asked me to play catch with her. I was not going to say no.  

Neither one of us lasted very long in the insufferable heat, running around on baked, crunchy, yellowed grass. Sophie loved stepping forward with the same foot as her throwing arm. No matter how hard I tried to convince her otherwise, she simply refused to stride with her left foot while throwing with her right arm. I softly tossed the ball to her underhanded, and Sophie quickly learned how to use the glove—my very first glove, a Mike Flanagan autographed model made by Wilson—coordinating eyes and hands to squeeze the ball. When she successfully caught five throws in a row she stated, “Dad, let’s go get something to drink and sit in the air conditioning. And Dad, let’s do this again tomorrow night.”

In the words of Westley from Princess Bride I replied, “As you wish.”



One
POTUS

Globally, the average cost of a slave is $90.1

When my family was at Disney World we found our refuge in the Hall of Presidents, a much-needed time of rest in one of God’s greatest inventions—air conditioning. While waiting for the doors to open to the theater room, we walked around and looked at the paintings of former presidents. I marveled at the remarkable progress this country has made in such a relatively short period of time.  

Once comfortably seated in the darkened auditorium and facing the three enormous screens, Morgan Freeman narrated a powerful video detailing the origins and struggles of the birth of the United States. A gutsy form of government established to pursue an audacious dream: freedom. At the very beginning of the presentation, portions of the Declaration of Independence were read and one phrase whispered to the deepest part of me—“All men are created equal.”

All men are created equal.  

All people are created equal.  

All people.  

From very early in the seventeenth century, slaves were a part of the land that would become the United States. They built our farms, they farmed our crops, and some even fought for our freedom from Great Britain. In what is now known as the land of the free and home of the brave, our precious freedoms and very way of life were established on the backs of slaves. Even though we say that slavery goes against the essence of what it means to be an American, we are still living quite privileged lives because of slaves.

Close to 250 years ago, those five simple words—all people are created equal—summarized the hopes, dreams, and foundation for the experiment of the American way of life, even though several of the founders of this country actually owned slaves. From my perspective, those five words summarize what it means to be human.  

By its very nature, being human means possessing the right to life, which includes sufficient food, clean water, adequate shelter, and opportunities for education. Being human means having the freedom to play, to dream, and to work without any threats of punishment and violence. Being human means having the simple freedom to make choices—whether it’s the choice of religion, the choice of who to marry, or the choice of rooting for the Royals or the Yankees.2 

It is not equality if my daughters are free to play and free to chase the dreams of their hearts while other children are violently threatened to create “goods” for our personal, manic consumption. My daughters did not choose where they were born any more than the children who spend their lives burning bricks, weaving rugs, rolling cigarettes, or picking cocoa pods. Equality shouts from the street corners and demands that we work imaginatively and continuously to create a world where all people are truly free to pursue life, liberty, and “happyness.”3 Only when we really believe that all people are created equal will we quit pretending there’s a worldwide competition to be the best and find ways to cooperate, sharing life with new friends around the world.      

I have a dream that one day all people will be free to be who God whispered them to be, to have opportunities for education, to do meaningful work, and to live without fear. The only way I know to make this dream a reality is to keep sharing it with as many people as possible, find new ways of making new friends and sharing new stories, and trust that the things that I am most passionate about can make a difference in this world. 

*    *    *    *

My daughters were asleep, the Kansas City Royals were losing, and my wife was soundly beating me at a board game.4 I had just posted a conversation on Twitter that had taken place in reality earlier in the day.

Friend: So who else do you want to play catch with?

Me: The president, Brad Pitt, and Hank Aaron.

Friend: No, seriously.

Me: I am serious.

My frustration continued to grow as my wife increased her lead in our game until I saw a message from my friend Alison. 

Well, President Obama will be at UCM on Wednesday . . . 

My heart almost exploded.  

Adrenaline surged through my body.  

I choked on my popcorn.    

The president of the United States would be less than two hours from my house.

I had to find a way to play catch with him.  

Governor Jay Nixon and University of Central Missouri President Chuck Ambrose both promoted the event on Twitter. By the time my wife had handily won our game and I looked into finding a ticket to hear the president speak, all tickets had been distributed. So, I did what any normal, sane, reasonable person living in the digital age would do—I tweeted at the governor and university president:

I’m an author in Springfield and would like to visit with you about the president’s visit to UCM.

I did not sleep well that night. My mind was busy dreaming of another world where the president had signed an official document stating that I was the “World’s Best Catch Player” and had commissioned me as an ambassador of goodwill to play catch with new friends around the world in the name and pursuit of freedom. That and both of my daughters claimed to have “bad dreams” and tried their best to take over the bed.      

I woke up early and saw that President Ambrose had replied.

You can reach me through this email.

I sat down and quickly wrote some of the most beautiful, inspired, and passionate words of my life to which President Ambrose responded:

Thank you so much for writing. I have no input into the president’s schedule. Sorry, Chuck.

As if I could be deterred so easily.

I then reasoned that I had no real choice.  

I had to tweet the president.

Tomorrow you’ll be in my state. Let’s have a catch. Just one minute. It’ll change the world for good, I promise.

Who could possibly resist such a noble request?



Two
Dreaming

Nearly 7,000 Nepali girls as young as nine years old are sold every year into India’s red-light district—or 200,000 in the last decade. Ten thousand children between the ages of 6 and 14 are in Sri Lanka brothels.5

Six months earlier

Two commercials have caught my eye and held my attention over the last couple of months, which is saying something significant. I, like most Americans, usually watch commercials one day a year—the only day when thirty seconds of time literally costs millions of dollars—namely, the day of the Super Bowl. Other than that particular cultural holy-day, commercials are used for snack and bathroom breaks or letting the dog outside.

The first commercial, an advertisement for Dick’s Sporting Goods, aired shortly before Christmas.6 In sixty seconds it told the story of two brothers and was centered on a baseball glove. The younger brother imitated everything that his older brother did. At night, he borrowed and slept with his brother’s glove, much like a treasured stuffed animal or blanket. The commercial showed the brothers maturing over the years, each time through a different baseball-related scene. In the final scene, the older brother gifted the much-loved, well-worn glove to the younger brother at Christmas. The two boys are then seen playing catch in the snow at the commercial’s end. (I found it intriguing that the greatest gift in this commercial was the gift of the used glove and the time playing catch, neither of which can be purchased at Dick’s Sporting Goods.)

    I had to see the second commercial several times before I actually realized what was being advertised.7 In that respect, I guess it was a very poor commercial. The commercial was a Volkswagen ad; the narrator discussed the importance of passing “worthy” things from one generation to the next.8 The visual story, however, was of a dad teaching his son how to play catch on the front lawn, proffering various pointers and encouraging words. The father showed no signs of coordination or athletic ability as he attempted to toss the ball toward his son. The son listened diligently to his dad’s instructions, perfectly mimicking his awkwardness. Neither one ever caught the ball. It was more a game of fetch than catch, and that was precisely why I loved it so.

The entirety of my life has been shaped by the prayerful give-and-take rhythm of playing catch. One of my oldest cousins was a catcher in college, once catching a game that lasted eighteen innings. I played catch with him on family vacations to Colorado, successfully snagging all the pop-ups he threw, no matter how high he threw them. We even bought a glow-in-the-dark orange baseball so we could play catch late into the night.  

My cousins, daughters, and I played catch at Greatmon’s ninetieth birthday party. And last week, in the middle of January, my oldest daughter and I played catch on a Saturday afternoon, laughing and making new friends at a park packed with pooches and people.

I remember how I used to play catch back in my junior high and high school days when my life centered on all things baseball, much like the Dick’s commercial. My daily routine included researching the sports section of the newspaper, listening to baseball games on the radio, playing baseball video games, having a catch with Dad in the afternoon, and watching highlights of the day’s games on ESPN before bed. In those days I could throw the ball exactly where I wanted to throw the ball. When Dad and I played catch in the street, I didn’t think about how I was throwing the ball; I just caught it, gripped it, and let it fly as hard as my ninety-five pounds would allow. When I pitched, I threw strikes, walking only one person in two years of high school ball. When I played in the field, I didn’t make errant throws, even during practice. In those days, playing catch reinforced every competitive bone in my body.    

These days, however, playing catch is not about competition but about cooperation, connection, and collaboration. My throwing skills have grown quite rusty as I have been sharpening my skills in husbanding, parenting, and rhythm guitar. But I still carry around at least two gloves with me at all times just in case someone wants to play catch.

*    *    *    *

Almost every morning I ask my daughters if they remember their dreams. 

Sophie, my youngest, never wants to remember her dreams. To Sophie, a good night’s sleep is a dreamless sleep because “the bad dreams wake me up and the good dreams always make me sad that they aren’t true.” 

Kaylea rarely remembers her dreams, but when she does, it takes her about twenty or thirty minutes to effectively relay all the vivid details, twists, and turns. Her dreams are like an excerpt out of The Hunger Games, often involving alligators that walk on hind legs or a dystopian society of some sorts. Or boys. I find her dreams about boys particularly disturbing.

Dreams are a serious form of communication. I listen to my dreams and dialogue with them, trying to figure out what they are telling me about me and life on this sacred ball of dirt. Mom wonders if she should have named me “Joseph.”  

A couple of days ago I woke up with a dream that felt like an invitation to an adventure. The dream went something like this: Running around in the outfield grass at Royals Stadium, I played catch with a major league baseball player. There were very few people inside the stadium as the actual game itself didn’t start for a couple of hours. This unidentifiable player and I laughed and talked while Jamie, my wife, took a few pictures. After about ten minutes of tossing the ball, the player signed a baseball and answered a few questions. Jamie took a picture of the two of us with my daughters and the dream faded. The dream then resumed with me now in the outfield grass on the other side of the state, in the new Busch Stadium, and the same scene unfolded—playing catch, taking pictures, answering questions, signing autographs . . .

I jerked awake and my immediate, raw gut-level interpretation was, What if I played catch with a current member of every major league team over the course of one season? I’d write stories about the player and that day’s game, sharing his insights into life and baseball. I could accrue autographed baseballs of everyone with whom I played catch and I could auction them off at the end of the season to benefit a nonprofit organization. Immediately, one such nonprofit sizzled across my synapses.

Byron the Bookseller introduced me to the work of Dave the Abolitionist and Not For Sale through a book of the same title.9 Not For Sale (NFS) fights human trafficking and modern-day slavery around the world. Through international work on the ground and in mainstream supply chains, NFS proactively targets the root causes of slavery while engaging and equipping people in the movement for freedom.

I propped myself up in my bed and created a comfortable space for my brain to continue chasing rabbits, allowing this dream to play out. Since I live in Springfield, Missouri, almost equidistant from Kansas City and St. Louis, seeing every major league team in one season is somewhat conceivable. Maybe I’d play catch with people who aren’t currently in the majors and get their autographs too. Maybe I’d play catch with musicians and artists and people from all walks of life.  

Honestly, I’ll play catch with anyone, anytime, anywhere. Have gloves; will travel.    

When the rabbits were finally corralled, I tried to think through the challenges to a project of this scope. There were the relatively minor obstacles: gas, vehicle maintenance, food, game-day tickets, parking money, housing, and scheduling. With a little luck, some businesses or benevolent individuals would sponsor me and cover these expenses. The next round of obstacles, however, attacked unexpectedly, charging me like giants.  

How do I actually start contacting major league clubs and describing the purpose and vision of this project?

What do I actually “do” for income during this time that allows me the freedom necessary to travel on random days for the next six months? 

Where can I find a “patron” for a baseball story project?

Which players would really play catch with me for ten minutes, answer my questions, and sign a baseball?

Is this a dream that I’m “supposed” to follow through on?  

Is this just a dream caused by too much pizza and ice cream last night?

*    *    *    *

We live in a world full of giants.  

It has been at least fifteen years since I last heard Grover Levy sing the wonderful chorus Giants in the Land.10 The simple, repetitive lyrics are a prayer even though the tempo is quite upbeat. This is a song to sing and pray and keep you on your toes, especially when life is the hardest.

I remembered this song in the summer of 2012 while driving the largest moving vehicle my license would permit. Kaylea and Sophie were in the cab of the moving truck with me as there was no room for anyone other than Jamie in our minivan. As we left our home of eleven years to start a new chapter in our lives, fear began to whisper to me. 

You don’t have a job.  

You should turn around and go beg for your position back at the church.  

Don’t you know what your responsibility is as husband and father?

Who do you think you are? 

My heart raced. Sweat beaded up on my bald head and dripped down my forehead. I was having a small panic attack, which was perfectly understandable considering the scenario. I knew that we were called to move to Springfield, I just didn’t know why.  

Shortly after we passed Lowry City, the halfway point between Kansas City and our new home, the song came to mind:

He did not bring us out this far

To take us back again.

He brought us out

To lead us in to the Promised Land.

Though there be giants in the land

We will not be afraid.

For the next eighty miles I sang that song to myself until I parked the enormous van in front of my parents’ house.

We live in a land and era full of giants. Regardless of our age, our education, or how far we have walked with Jesus, we all have giants. We look at them and feel helpless and hopeless and a lot like grasshoppers. These giants dare to stand directly in our way of living out who we feel God whispered us to be.  

They taunt.  

They laugh.

They insult our baseball teams.

And too much of the time, we look at these giants and simply stop. 

“It shouldn’t be this hard,” we say.

“This isn’t fair,” we bemoan.

“Who am I to do this?” And we question our very calling.

In the face of these giants, however, we must refuse to turn back, cower in our corners, or dismiss our faith. In the face of giants, we must hold on to hope and have the reckless audacity to sing, for love is greater still. Though there be giants in the land We. Will. Not. Be. Afraid.

In the face of giants, I dared to dream and then to act.   

And that has made all the difference.



Three
Crazy

A 2003 study in the Netherlands found that, on average, a single sex slave earned her pimp at least $250,000 a year.11

On The Big Bang Theory, Sheldon defends himself saying he is not crazy because his mother had him tested.  

Mom never had me tested.  

I am completely comfortable with the fact that I might be crazy. I am also grateful for the words of Steven Pressfield, encouraging me that crazy is par for the course. In Turning Pro, Pressfield writes:

Turning pro is free, but it demands sacrifice. The passage is often accompanied by an interior odyssey whose trials are survived only at great cost, emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually. We pass through a membrane when we turn pro. It hurts. It’s messy and it’s scary. We tread in blood when we turn pro.

Turning pro is not for everyone. We have to be a little crazy to do it, or even to want to. In many ways the passage chooses us; we don’t choose it. We simply have no alternative.12

I emailed Pressfield, asking for more advice and clarity about the craziness of turning pro and pursuing dreams. He responded, 

Ethan,

I cannot be in the advice business. Who can?

Good luck and look into your own heart, that’s the best anyone can say.

All my best,

Steven Pressfield

I started trying to put feet to my dream, turning the early morning vision into an earthly reality. I created a list of all major league baseball teams and plotted out their visits to Kansas City and St. Louis on a calendar. I sent multiple emails to the Kansas City Royals and the St. Louis Cardinals. I tweeted every person that entered my mind as someone who might be remotely interested in being part of this project. I used every form of social media available to make a connection to the “cool crowd”—namely, celebrities who have a modicum of cultural power. I created lists of names and filled out contact forms. I sent messages to President Obama and to Kid President. To Tim Tebow and George Brett. To Brad Pitt and the cast of The Big Bang Theory. To Oprah and Ellen and Jimmy Fallon. I sent messages to all the daytime talk-show hosts and to authors on the New York Times Best Sellers List. I even blogged about it. And for all of my efforts, I received only two responses. 

The first word, of course, was from Mom. I love your creative ideas and your passion! Go for it! Mom’s words carried serious weight. I trusted that Mom would tell me when I really had crossed the sanity line.

The other surprise support came from Aaron, an author and blogger on the West Coast. I love this idea and would like to help bring it to life. I’ll be praying for you. Keep in touch! Over the next few weeks Aaron and I texted and emailed. He told me how much he appreciated my previous writings and continued to pray that doors would open.  

After a couple of weeks of absolutely zero progress, I was about ready to punt on the project and dismiss the dream. I was re-reading Not For Sale when William Wilberforce’s name seized my synapses.  

I first heard the story of William Wilberforce in the 2006 movie Amazing Grace. Wilberforce was an English politician and the passionate instigator of a grassroots movement to abolish the international slave trade in the late eighteenth century. For decades, Wilberforce led the charge against the British slave trade, declaring that people are not products and that slavery goes against the good creation of God. Abolitionist work consumed his very life, making him an outcast in numerous social circles. Wilberforce finally did see his dream come to fruition when all slaves in the British Empire were set free a mere three days before his death.

I am not William Wilberforce. My three hundred followers on Twitter don’t begin to compare to his parliamentary platform. In fact, I don’t really have a platform at all and am regularly reminded of that fact whenever I try to query an agent. Wilberforce knew that blood, sweat, tears, and years were necessary in order to bring his vision into reality.

My oldest daughter is twelve years old, the same age as hundreds of thousands of girls around the world who have been kidnapped, deceived, threatened, violated, and sold for a few minutes of twisted pleasure multiple times every night. These beautiful images of God have been forced to sell their very humanity, and they don’t even see one dollar from it. Every story is a heart-wrenching reminder of the brokenness of this world and the truth that those who choose to do evil are much more creative and relentless than those who make the laws for the rest of the world. Even though slavery in every form is illegal in every country in the world, there are still at least thirty million people who are living shadow lives of forced bondage, treated as disposable resources. If they were lined up next to one another and holding hands, they could stretch all the way around the globe at the equator.    

If something horrendous happened and the storyline of the movie Taken became a reality in my life, there is nothing short of death that would stop me from traveling the world to bring my daughters back home. I would lie, cheat, steal, and probably kill because love is never rational. Thanks be to God that I have the privilege to get in fights about algebra, dirty laundry, and setting the table. Thanks be to God that I have to stop writing to drive Kaylea to school and pick her up afterwards. Thanks be to God that she wants to invite friends to our house because she still likes being around me.  

Most days.

The reality of modern-day slavery and human trafficking is this: the predators feast on those who are too poor to do anything about it. They simply don’t have the resources or the connections to track down their sons, daughters, wives, and husbands as they are simply trying to survive to the next day. Jesus said that we are to love our neighbors and that he came to set the oppressed and enslaved free.  

Sitting in my coffee-shop office, I contacted a few more celebrities on Twitter by sending a message similar to this: Hey @SoAndSo, Wanna play catch with me and raise $$ to fight human trafficking with Not For Sale?  

And then a miracle happened; I actually got a response.

Brant Hansen is an award-winning radio personality for Air 1. He tweet-replied, Send more information to me on my website.

I didn’t waste any time and filled out the form immediately.

The next day I received a reply from Kim, one of Brant’s assistants. She promised to forward my message to Brant and encouraged me to continue chasing after this ridiculous dream. And then, five minutes later, I received this email:

Ethan,

Heck yes.

Awesome idea, truly.

Sincerely,

Brant

Someone said yes.

Not just yes, but “Heck yes.”    

It doesn’t get much better than “Heck yes.” 

I texted the good news to Jamie immediately and read the eight-word email over and over and over again.  

Brant, 

Wow.

So, where are you?

Ethan

Brant is in Rocklin, California, thirty minutes from Sacramento and two hours from where the San Francisco Giants play ball. Being that close to San Francisco, I knew that Not For Sale had to be in the vicinity as well. Maybe I could make a West Coast trip and connect with Brant the DJ, Dave the Abolitionist, and other NFS staff people.  

I live by a green-light theology. Brant’s “Heck yes” was a perfectly timed word of encouraging hope—a green light to take the next step in chasing the whisper of this dream.  

With the constant chirps and bleeps of technology, it is easy to get distracted, losing the focus and drive necessary to follow through on dreams and visions. These distractions keep us looking everywhere and at everyone instead of looking into our hearts. One click on my email and I can be sent into cyberville to waste one of the most precious resources in the world: time.  

There is a time to nap—about 3:00 in the afternoon—and a time to play. However, when every passing day means more children fall victim to the horrors of trafficking, when I remember that two more children are sold into slavery every sixty seconds, I know that I cannot afford to get distracted from the ultimate goal of freedom for all people.     

On those rare days when I watch the news, it is easy for me to get depressed, complacent, and apathetic. Stories driven by fear and produced by anxiety dominate the airwaves, creating a fortress mentality. Instead of connecting our stories to God’s Great Story, we retreat from the world, trying to protect ourselves and those we love from the seemingly all-pervasive darkness. Safety and security become our highest priorities. Avoiding people who don’t look or think like us becomes the new game.  

When I read
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