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There are so many incredible people and stories in this world, but ev-
ery once in awhile there is a story that really leaves a lasting impact… 
for me, that is true of Dartanyon Crockett and Leroy Sutton. Two 
inner-city boys that proved to have incredible resolve and an even 
stronger friendship; the true meaning of brotherhood. Crockett was 
born blind and Sutton lost both his legs in a train accident at the age 
of eleven. United by their varsity wrestling coach, Crockett would 
carry Sutton around on his back, to be his legs, and Sutton would in 
turn be Crockett’s eyes. The duo gained confidence and developed an 
unshakeable faith. Crockett went on to receive the bronze medal in 
judo in the 2012 Paralympics in London, and is now training for Rio 
this summer. Sutton is a gaming beta player with a profound outlook 
on life saying, “Now I’ve decided I’d much rather change this world than 
walk on it.”

Entrepreneur Chris Johnson wants to change the world by lending 
his talents and expertise to help a thousand people take their product 
to a million dollars. He calls it zero to a billion because he wants to 
impact communities in a very special way. His hard work, discipline, 
and relationship with the Lord allowed him early success in life, and 
then he received another huge helping of success once his Rapid Ra-
men Cooker was showcased on the hit reality show Shark Tank where 
business mogul Mark Cuban became an investor. 

And, we can’t really talk about changing this world without mention-
ing the ultimate world changer, Jesus Christ. One of the most beloved 
and critically-acclaimed films of 1959 was Ben-Hur. The epic his-
torical drama took home 11 Academy Awards. Nearly 60 years later 
the story comes to the silver screen with a new interpretation and 
Brazilian-born actor Rodrigo Santoro stars in the much-expanded 
role of Jesus. Recognizing it as both a challenge and an honor, San-
toro viewed it as a personal journey, not a role. He even shares about 
a special experience with Pope Francis at the Vatican while filming 
in Rome, Italy.

Four different men, all with one common goal: to make the world a 
better place. Shouldn’t that be each of our goals too? My prayer is that 
you will identify, and choose to use your talents to change the world.

Blessings,
Kelli Gillespie

World Changers

Photo credit: Philippe Antonello © 2016 Paramount Pictures and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Pictures Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Rodrigo Santoro plays Jesus in Ben-Hur from Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Pictures and Paramount Pictures.
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ith 15 million albums sold, 45 Dove Awards, three Grammys, and a lifetime achievement award you might think that 
Michael W. Smith has achieved it all, but the talented musician still thinks his best days are yet to come. For such a 

decorated singer, where getting signed and acquiring a label has never been easy, he continues to persevere and raise the stan-
dard for Christian music. Smith recently released Hymns II a mixture of the classic hymns he grew up on and some worship 
songs that have inspired his life. Risen sat down with Smith to learn more about his journey including deception that led to 
an overdose and the incredible near-death experience that made him return to his faith. 

Writer: Mei Ling Nazar
Photographer: Courtesy of Michael W. Smith

Risen Magazine: As a child you loved music at an early age. How did you 
get your start and what did those around you do to inspire it?
Michael W. Smith: I wrote my first song when I was five years old. It 
was probably terrible, but I was in love with music. I loved The Beatles and 
gospel music. I was an athlete growing up and wanted to be a professional 
baseball player. It all changed when I was fifteen and I realized this [mu-
sic] was what I wanted to do with rest of my life. I didn’t know how I was 
going to get there. I didn’t know the rules. But I knew after the second 
time I walked down the aisle at my church. I walked down the first time 
when I was ten and had a massive encounter with Christ, changed my life 
and then I walked down when I was fifteen and told my pastor, “I think 
music is supposed to be a part of the fabric of my life and I want to dedicate it 
today. Will you pray for me?” 

RM: You attended church growing up and even sang in the choir, but 
after graduating high school you gravitated towards alcohol and drugs. 
What lead to the shift away from faith?
MWS: I got deceived. That’s just the bottom line. I made bad choices. 
I was stupid. I thought I could play with fire and not get burned. Being 
young and immature, it almost cost me my life. Thank God for a praying 
mom and dad that never gave up on me. I’m convinced that it was their 

prayers that saved me. I had an unbelievable encounter one night in 1979. 
That thing [making bad choices] went on from 1975 to 1979. It was a 
massive rescue on the linoleum floor in my apartment in Nashville in 
November 1979. I haven’t been the same since. 

RM: What eventually was the reason you came back to Christ in addition 
to your praying parents?
MWS: I almost died from an overdose. When that happened, I knew 
that if something didn’t change I was going to die. I knew that wasn’t 
my destiny. I began to pray as well. I felt like I was in a 20-foot tent and 
there was no ladder to get out. I just couldn’t get out. I said [to God], “Do 
whatever you have to do to get my attention. Break my legs. Car wreck. Just 
don’t kill me. Just get my attention. I need a rescue.” That’s when I lost my joy 
and became depressed. I have never been depressed. I have always been a 
real people-person and alive. I knew that this depression and this funky 
thing I was feeling was God taking my joy away. Along with my parents 
praying, it all led up to that evening in 1979. I felt like I had a nervous 
breakdown is what happened. I never went to the doctor. But I do know 
that the God of the universe came and laid on that floor with me as I 
convulsed, cried, and wept for three hours straight. I was all by myself. It 
was pretty supernatural. 

Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine

Making Music with 
Michael W. Smith
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RM: Thank you for sharing, especially since mental health is often taboo 
in the Christian culture. Many people only know the Michael W. Smith 
that they see on stage or hear through your music, and might be unaware 
of the journey that brought you here. You had been playing music most of 
your life, with different bands and venues. How did you decide contem-
porary Christian music was what you wanted to make?
MWS: I didn’t really know what that was; that really wasn’t my first in-
tent. My first intent was to go get a pop record deal, but sing songs about 
Jesus and faith. Our first encounters were with record companies in Los 
Angeles. Long story short, I didn’t get signed. I met Mike Landon and 
Dan Herald, who met Amy Grant, and I saw what they were doing with 
Amy and I just fell in love with these guys. I started writing all these songs 
and they took an interest in me. One day I woke up and thought, whoever 
I sign with I want those guys to represent me. It was more about signing 
with a management company. We couldn’t get a deal. We couldn’t even 
get a deal with a Christian label. So they started a label called Reading 
Records, which is still around today. It was all meant to be. I still struggle 
with the labels a bit to be quite honest. What makes a song Christian? 
And, what makes it not a Christian song? It is what it is, and I’m grateful. 
It has been a great run. An amazing 33 years and I feel like it’s getting 
better. I feel like the best days are ahead. 

RM: Since then you’ve sold 15 million albums, received a lifetime achieve-
ment award, had 32 of your songs go number 1, won 45 Dove Awards and 
three Grammys, and have been pivotal in establishing the Christian music 
industry. What encouragement would you give someone about using their 
talents for the Lord? Or that may be struggling to find their calling or 
identity? 
MWS: Stay at it! Pray, “God, show me what to do with my life.” I think if 
you ask God, He will tell you. I think sometimes He stays silent, but you 
just gotta stay at it. “God, I need to know what you want me to do with my 
life. How am I supposed to help build Your kingdom? My faith is high and I 
am going to wait on your answer.” I believe that He will give you an answer. 

RM: You could easily rest on your accomplishments and not make any 
new material, but you still are making and recording music most certainly, 
with a return to the classic hymns of the Christian faith in your latest 
album, Hymns II. What inspired this project?
MWS: We did a hymns project in 2014 that came out with Cracker Bar-
rel. It was the right thing, the right company. It was kind of a one-off. 
Alan Jackson and several other artists have done this with Cracker Barrel. 
It seemed like a good fit. The first Hymns album did really well. All those 
songs saved my faith. They were part of the fabric of my life growing up in 
that small church in West Virginia. They came back and said, “Hey would 
you consider doing Hymns II?” I said, “Yes.” And here we are. This one is a 
little different. On the first album, those were all songs I sang growing up 
in my church. On this one, half of them I did, and then we decided to put 
some songs on there that inspired my life – some current worship songs 
that are really strong. I would call those modern hymns. So it’s more of a 
combination and the production is a little bit bigger on this one. I’m really 
happy with it. 

RM: Which hymn resonates with you most and why?
MWS: That’s a tough one. I would probably say, “I Need Thee, Every”  time 
I hear it, I get choked up. All my mechanisms inside of me get fired up 
and remind me I need Him more than ever in my entire life. As I get more 
mature in the faith, and hopefully wiser, I just realize I need Him every 
hour. Not just every day, I need Him every hour. That’s what this song says. 
“I need thee, O I need thee; every hour I need thee. Oh bless me now, my Savior, 
I come to thee.” That’s the one I could sing every day for the rest of my life. 

RM: What do you hope it does for people who listen to the album?
MWS: Ultimately, it’s encouragement. It is something that people can 
sing to in the car. If you’re having a bad day, put one of the hymns on. 
Music is incredible. Music is the most powerful thing in the world. It is 
the most powerful universal language. A three and half minute song has 
the power to change someone’s life. I just think that’s incredible. I think 

Thank God for a praying mom and dad 
that never gave up on me. I’m convinced 
that it was their prayers that saved me.
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there are a lot of songs on there that are going to be the right song for the 
right person at the right time. That’s what you hope and pray for. 

RM: Music has gone through so many transformations and I can only 
imagine the changes you’ve seen over the years in both mainstream, and 
in the faith realm. What is it about the classics that have staying power?
MWS: I think it’s the lyrics. In a lot of worship songs, and I don’t want 
to be critical there are a lot of good worship songs, but we also have a lot 
of mediocre ones, we’re just moving words around. Then you take a song 
like, “It Is Well with My Soul,” and that is deep stuff. I just think we need to 
raise the bar and write songs and lyrics like that. The classics are great and 
that’s why they are still around.  I really believe that. 

RM: One of those classics is your song, “Friends are Friends Forever.” 
What advice do you have for our readers to be faithful friends? 
MWS: Realize that it is not about you. It is about being a life-giver. I 
think you can only truly be a good friend when you really know who you 
are. You just know that you love Jesus and that’s enough. It doesn’t matter 
if anyone else loves you or not. He loves you and if you’re secure in that, 
you can wake up every day and be confident in that, because you know 
who you are, then I think you can be the best friend ever. When you’re 
secure [in who you are] you just want to give your life away.  

RM: Encouraging young people is something that you are passionate 
about.  In addition to partnering with Compassion International for more 
than 25 years, you have also founded, and actively support, Rocketown, 
which provides opportunities and mentors teens in their musical and ar-
tistic abilities. Why are these causes important to you?
MWS: I love kids. I think it’s because of what I went through as a teen-
ager, falling off the cliff [so to speak]. If I weren’t a musician, I would 
probably be a youth pastor. I enjoy working with kids. The whole Rock-
etown thing was a God idea. God showed me on the street in Franklin, 
Tennessee, back in 1991.  Then with Compassion International, to see a 
kid get sponsored and their lives changed from what they have in third 

world countries is amazing. It all seemed to be the right fit for me to be a 
spokesperson and a sponsor. I don’t have any regrets whatsoever. 

RM: Before we let you go, it’s important to draw attention the power of 
praying parents. Now being married and having raised five children, what 
is your biggest prayer for your children? 
MWS: Our prayer is that they would draw close to the Lord and that they 
wouldn’t wander from the faith. They would find it for themselves. We 
can’t save them. [Our prayer is] that they would love God, and they all do. 
All five of them love God. It is just a blessing. There is nothing better and 
we are extremely grateful. 

A three and half minute song has 
the power to change someone’s life. 

I just think that’s incredible. 
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Writer: Lindsay Hood
Photographer:Courtesy of Theresa Larson

Risen Magazine: You were an athletic kid and excelled in softball as an 
All-American, then semi-pro, and pro in both the United States and Italy. 
How did sports help frame your worldview when it comes to discipline, 
strength and teamwork?
Theresa Larson: From a young age I was very driven. I grew up with two 
older brothers, we had a very competitive family. You were rewarded for 
winning games and excelling. I set my self-esteem off of winning and 
doing well, so I really couldn’t let myself fail. Being a softball player in 
high school, college, All-American, and playing professionally in Europe, 
it fed into that self-esteem and feeling good about myself. I enjoyed win-
ning. I enjoyed competing. I was the center of the team. I ran the game. I 
developed a sense of responsibility from a young age, being a pitcher and 
being the center of attention. I learned early that relationships mattered 
a lot and that my presence in that team mattered; how I carried myself, 
how confident I was with my pitching and how confident I was on the 
mound, affected the confidence of the people on my team. I took on the 
responsibility of setting the demeanor of every game. It was like, “Okay, 
everyone is feeding off you so don’t mess up.” My dad had instilled in me the 
character traits of a confident woman – you are a leader, you set the example 
– the pressure to succeed was there as a child, but I took it to the extreme. 
I grew up in a military family, so discipline was just part of it. My dad was 
there every day saying, “You know that someone else is out there practicing so 
you better be out there too.”

RM: How did that help you transition to who you are today?
TL: Sports really did help me get prepared for future experiences. It gave 
me responsibility, competition, and [the ability to handle] pressure. The 
discipline in me, and the desire to make a difference, and to be the best 
carried with me. The only difference is that now I have a much more 
healthy perspective. I love what I am doing and I know, with time, this 
work ethic I have, like I had in softball, will pay off. I don’t beat myself up 
anymore if I fail, because failing is part of it. I have accepted that. I think 
as I matured I learned that’s part of what grows character, just like losing 
a game. 

RM: Let’s talk about your time in the Marines. As a female lieutenant, 
what were your initial thoughts and emotions about joining the military? 
Were they confirmed or altered?
TL: I was an officer and I really enjoyed my position. I was able to work 
with a platoon of guys, and a couple of ladies, and really get my hands 
dirty. I ran a platoon of 54 Marines, and then in Iraq, I had more than 
115 [personnel] on certain missions. As a leader, I really had the ability 
to make an impact on these people’s lives. As a woman, day one going 
into a platoon, your Marines look at you like, “You are a woman, what can 
you do?” Versus, “Oh cool, I got a new Lieutenant.” They don’t respect you 
from the start. I really had to prove myself to them in the first couple of 
months. Women only make up seven percent of the Marine Corps. I got 

Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine in San Diego, California

he was an All-Star high school, college and professional softball player. As a young adult she was a fitness competition 
winner and model. She then became a Marine Lieutenant and platoon leader while deployed in Iraq. For Theresa Larson 

you’d think no obstacle would be too hard to conquer. But for this now doctor of physical therapy, the biggest battle wasn’t 
fought overseas, the real fight was an internal and painful struggle with bulimia. The stress of the military worsened the cycle 
of bingeing and purging and she eventually resigned to seek treatment for her eating disorder. Now a physical therapist for 
other “wounded warriors,” Larson wrote her memoir titled Warrior: True Strength Isn’t Always What It Looks Like to showcase 
her journey to wellness. – one which required bravery to ask for help, the ability to abandon the idea of “perfect,” and the 
importance of persistence and commitment. Risen sat down with the former marine to talk about being both strong and vul-
nerable, embracing one’s inner warrior, and the faith foundation of her family.

From Sports to Inner Struggles,  
Former Marine Lieutenant is a Warrior Helping Others 

Meet

Theresa Larson
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along pretty well with most of my Marines and they respected me. But as 
a woman, you are judged just a little bit harsher. There are more eyes on 
you. If you mess up it is going to affect the reputation of all the women 
who come after you. 

RM: When you talked about setting the tone on the softball field, is that 
the same as a Marine Lieutenant? 
TL: It’s exactly the same thing. From day one when you get on the 
mound, you have to set a precedence for the game. You have to show that 
you are confident. It’s the same as lieutenant and that carried over into 
my training. I have always had the personality where people looked to me 
for guidance and advice. I think even when I was a bench warmer on my 
semi-professional team, people still looked to me for advice and guidance.  
I think that I always felt this responsibility to set an example for other 
women, to set an example as a confident capable woman. I think I got 
that from my dad. 

RM: While you were overseeing your platoon in Iraq you were struggling 
internally with an eating disorder. How did this develop and what allowed 
you to be able to get in under control? 
TL: It started when I was in college. I was doing fitness modeling, playing 
softball and I did this “Body-for-Life” program which gave me an avenue 
to make my body look a certain way. Food and exercise became an obses-
sion for me. I could control what I ate and make my body look a certain 
way. It gave me a sense of control to be able to eat and exercise the “Body-
for-Life” way – it was a sense of control I didn’t really have at home. It 
made me feel more in control and I started to obsess about it, kind of 
overdoing the exercise and overdoing the eating. There are free days when 
you can eat whatever you want. They were fun but uncomfortable; that 
behavior became a craving I had. 
 The pressure of playing softball and being the lead pitcher, school, 
the Marine Corps, I was doing a lot. Food and exercise was something 
that I could control. I couldn’t control winning games. I couldn’t control 
school. When I got to the Marine Corps, my coping mechanism was ex-
ercise and food, but when I got so busy, I couldn’t exercise as much, and 
my eating habits were horrible. I started to cope by purging, because I was 
feeling out of control and I needed to control something. I was feeling 
out of control with food and diet, as well as my job. Essentially that’s how 
it started; I started to throw-up. It festered into other areas of my life. It 
became the main coping mechanism that I had at home and when I was 
in Iraq. 

RM: I think a lot of individuals, especially women, struggle with the idea 
of being “perfect.” What advice can you give when it comes to this illusive 
concept?
TL: I think just flat out admitting to yourself that there is no such thing 
as perfect. It is humanly impossible to be perfect. I think one has to look 
at themselves and say, “Who am I?” and “Who do I want to be?” The idea 
of perfection, the stem of it comes from issues of feeling like you need to 
look a certain way, or act a certain way, or by holding yourself to a stan-
dard that seems impossible. The idea of achieving perfection can be good 
in some ways, but it can also be very obsessive and self-defeating. People 
often compare themselves to others and they seek approval from others. It 
actually stems off of shame for yourself and lack of self-love. It’s like you 
are seeking approval from others because you don’t love yourself enough. 
You want to be like someone else, so it is really taking the time to say I am 
going to abandon this idea, and choosing to love myself where I am and 
with the struggle of where I am going. 

RM: You write about your time in the military and your eating disorder in 
your memoir Warrior. Why did you decide now was a good time to share 
your story, and how did writing the book help your healing process?
TL: It has been a long process to get where I am and I’m in a place where 
I am ready to share. I started working with these wounded warriors a few 
years ago and they wanted to hear my story. The people that I have shared 
my story with feel like it is unbelievable in a way. I just feel like the more 
I share it, the more people will realize this stuff happens and learn better 
ways to cope and take care of themselves. There is a stigma behind mental 
illness. I am okay with talking about that. I’m in a place where I am caring 
less about what people think. I am realizing that vulnerability is extremely 
powerful. The military needs to change their ways with how they deal with 
mental illness and so does society. 
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RM: What has the reaction been from Marines about your story? Has 
anyone from your former platoon contacted you after reading your book?
TL: They were appreciative of it. They really enjoyed working with me, 
which was awesome. A lot of them have commented, “Wow you were sick 
and we didn’t even know it and you still kicked our [butts]!” One Marine 
commented on my book saying, “This was needed. Thank you, and now I 
understand what was going on with you and I hope that I can help somebody 
who struggled like you did.” So that was really cool.

RM: In your book, you also talk about your parents. Your mom passed 
away from cancer when you were just ten years old and your father be-
came a priest. How did that affect you and your personal view of faith?
TL: My dad becoming a priest was pretty cool. I was really supportive of 
him. My mom was a nun before he met her and then when he met her 
she was leaving the nunnery and of course she didn’t’ go back, because she 
married him and now I am here! I grew up Catholic and the fact that he 
became a Catholic priest didn’t surprise me, it actually helped improve my 
faith. Going to church reminded me of my dad. Even though he was a 
priest in Pennsylvania, anywhere I went to church it would remind me of 
him. I was really close with my dad. I always wanted to do something that 
reminded me of him. Just taking that one hour a week to serve God, and 
worship God, was the least I could do to show thanks and gratitude. My 
dad taught me the act of praying, the act of contemplative thought. I did 
pray, but my prayers were not super focused, contemplative thought didn’t 
really happen for me until recently. When I was in Iraq deciding to come 
home, I really had to sit down and say, “Theresa what do you want? You can 
only get through this with God’s help.” Because of my faith, I was determined 
not to let myself go down the rabbit hole of taking my own life. I knew it 
would hurt everyone around me and be a selfish act. My mom was a com-
pletely faith-filled woman and before she passed she would say, “Theresa, 
life is so unfair. God didn’t do this to me, this is just life. You have to go on with 
your life. If anything bad happens – because bad things will happen - you’ve  
got to move on and live your life.” That’s why when I was at my rock bottom 
leaving Iraq, I was determined to figure it out. 

RM: Now you coach and teach fitness courses to special warfare and 
wounded warriors’ groups. Why are recovery options to those injured so 
important to you?
TL: I know that most of them like to train and be competitive and be in a 
competitive environment. Rehab really isn’t that exciting. I wanted to pro-
vide an environment where it is a normal gym environment, where they 
are being pushed, and they sweat together, and they stress out together, 
and they are supported. It is more exciting for them and makes them 
happy, plus it’s neurologically better for their healing than keeping them 
in a rehab setting and modifying everything. It’s way more motivating. A 
woman who has stage four adrenal cancer says, “This helps me more than 
going to a psychologist. I enjoy it.” One man who has a missing limb from a 
blast in Afghanistan told me how thankful he is to be able to squat again, 
because in physical therapy they didn’t teach him that. Jokingly, “Learning 
how to squat with a barbell is way more exciting then learning how to squat to 
the toilet!” [Laughter] 

RM: Speaking of the wounded warriors sharing their stories, you have 
started the #warriorstrong movement to give people the courage to share 
their stories. Why do you think it is so important for people to share their 

stories? 
TL: Stories heal. By me sharing my story, sharing my vulnerability, and 
showing people that I am a human being and human beings struggle, and 
that I can pick myself back up and heal, it lets people know that they aren’t 
alone. It is part of the human condition, but it also gives people the cour-
age knowing they are not alone to speak up and talk about it. Sharing your 
story with someone you love, and trust, is a huge part of healing and being 
vulnerable. I think it makes the universe less huge. It makes you feel not 
alone. Also, talking about it neurologically helps someone heal, especially 
if they can talk about in a way that helps others. 

RM: What advice can you share with our readers about embracing their 
“inner warrior”?
TL: I think the way you are going to embrace your inner warrior is to 
admit that you are good enough the way you are. Asking for help is a sign 
of strength. Share. Surround yourself with good people. Write out your 
goals and dreams. I’m proud of the fact that I am willing to learn, ask 
for help, be open-minded, and I’m learning how to slow down in my life, 
which makes me more courageous. On the other side of shame, is growth 
potential. On the other side of fear, is courage. I gain courage every time 
I share my story. Embrace who you are and love who you are, for a lot of 
people not knowing who you are is an epidemic.

haring your story with 
someone you love, and 

trust, is a huge part of heal-
ing and being vulnerable. 
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ften kids in military families grow accustomed to moving as a parent is transferred from location to location. Many 
resent the lifestyle and changes, but others embrace the opportunities for learning and growing in diff erent cultures. 

Charles Tillman credits his multiple moves during childhood to instilling in him an education, culturally and academically, 
that prepared him with character traits that led him to become an award-winning NFL player.  With a career of more than 
12 years in the NFL, Tillman recently teamed with writer Sean Jensen to write the book, Th e Middle School Rules of Charles 
“Peanut” Tillman, sharing his school experiences and challenges. Risen caught up with the talented athlete to talk about the 
book, his career, family and a medical diagnosis of his young daughter that tried his faith.

Risen Magazine: Your father served in the U.S. Army so your family trav-
eled around the world which meant you and your older brother Donald 
(“Duck”) attended 11 diff erent schools. How did this shape your person-
ality and interaction with other kids?
Charles Tillman: I think it just made me more open; it made me more 
alert and it made me want to try new things. I thought that if you had 
never lived in Germany you were weird. I was talking to some kids in 
Chicago when I was visiting my grandparents and one of the kids said, “So 
you’re moving?” And I said, “Oh yeah, I’m moving to Germany with my dad. 
Have you guys ever been to Germany?” And the kids said, “No.” For me, I’m 
like eight or nine, I’m thinking, why haven’t you been to Germany? Because 
I had lived on a military base my entire life, all of my friends had been to 
Germany. By the age of six or seven we all had lived overseas, so for us, 
that was normal to have lived in Europe. Th e military allowed me, and my 
brother, the opportunity to try new foods, learn a diff erent language, and 
learn about European history – kings, queens and castles.

RM: Nicknames sometimes can end up defi ning a person and in your 
case “peanut” stuck. Tell me about this childhood nickname and how it 
translated into the “peanut punch” during your NFL career?
CT: My Aunt Rene gave me the nickname and it stuck. As a kid I hated 
my nickname because I had a big peanut head. I didn’t have dreads so 
everyone used to make fun of my head; my mom would yell, “Peanut get 
in the house!” I remember telling my mom, “Don’t call me peanut. Call me 
Charles, you named me Charles.” She did, but it sounded so foreign; it didn’t 
even sound like my real name. It wasn’t until I got to high school that I 
started to like the nickname. I think a girl found out my nickname and 

thought it was kinda cute. I liked the girls so I thought, yeah call me Peanut 
that’s my name, don’t wear it out!
 When I got to the NFL, I went by Tillman, because in the football 
world everyone calls each other by their last names. [Teammate] Mike 
Brown [Chicago Bears Safety] was giving out nicknames and he said, 
“If you don’t want me to mess up your nickname you should write it on the 
board. Because if you don’t write it, I’m just going to give you one.” So I wrote 
“Peanut.” Th ey seemed to like it.  It started out small where I would just 
be called Peanut around the building, but then I made a couple plays 
and I remember hearing the announcer say, “Peanut Tillman on the tack-
le!” I thought, I guess I made it; it’s mainstream now. It was one of those 
nicknames that just stuck. Now the “Peanut Punch,” I have no idea who 
started that. I remember I was punching down footballs, but that nick-
name came kinda late. I had been knocking out footballs since I got in the 
league in 2003. I think people caught on to that late, some reporter coined 
the “Peanut Punch.”

RM: Your High School coach Jack Welch was instrumental in helping 
you land a college scholarship in football which was a catalyst for going 
second round in the NFL draft. I found it interesting that the University 
of Louisiana at Lafayette coach actually fi rst saw you play basketball and 
your character traits were important to him. Talk to me about the im-
portance of setting goals and dreaming, but being open to the outcome 
looking diff erent than you originally might have planned?
CT: You can watch fi lm all day, but until you actually see that person 
move around and see how athletic they are – I think that has to be done 
in person. We had a basketball game so he came over to watch us play 
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because you have to be athletic to play basketball. So he saw me play and 
said, “I like him. He’s pretty good.” Now for setting goals, the funny thing 
is for writing goals down I didn’t know how impactful it was at the time 
when I did it. I just knew I wanted something my senior year and I was 
able to make it happen. I made two out of the three goals happen and I’m 
a fi rm believer of speaking things into existence. Saying, “Hey, I want to be 
a reporter,” or “I want to get a masters’ degree.” Th ese are things that I talk 
about and I say them out loud and I say them over and over again. Th en I 
can set my mind on this attainable goal and it happens. 
 It’s not an overnight process, but it defi nitely happens. Once I set a 
goal, now I have to make a plan as to how I can get to this goal. I have to 
lift weights, I have to run fast, I have to jump rope, I have to eat right, I 
have to to wake up early, I have to stay away from drugs and alcohol; there 
are things that you’re going to have to pay a price for in order to get to 

where you want to go. And again not really knowing how impactful these 
decisions were and how they would aff ect me. Now at thirty-fi ve years old, 
I realize I made a lot of grown-up decisions at the age of 17. I didn’t know 
what I was doing or how good I was. I didn’t know the impact of how 
all those decisions would aff ect me. I can’t believe I was smart enough to 
make that decision. Where that came from? I guess I’m going to have to 
give it to my parents. Th e fi rst time I saw football I absolutely fell in love, 
because it was everything I was as a kid – rough, tough, physical - and 
from like six-years-old and on, that was what I wanted to do. 

RM: How did you feel when you got drafted in 2003 to the Chicago 
Bears and what did it mean to spend more than a decade in the navy and 
orange uniform?
CT: One of the best things about the NFL draft is watching a kid get 
drafted because seeing when he gets that phone call from that prospec-
tive team and watching his reaction to talking to the coach or the general 
manager – it’s priceless. I wish I could have recorded my reaction because 
I felt like, wow I’ve worked so hard – four years of college, four years in 
high school, all the weights I’ve lifted, all the injuries I’ve endured, the 
surgery, the rehab, the blood, the sweat, the tears, winning games, losing 

games, criticism from people telling me that I’d never make it, defying 
all the odds, being in that .001 percent of the U.S. population – when I 
made it I was so happy and joyful. I wanted to share it with my family 
and my friends. Now, thirteen years in the NFL, I’m no diff erent. I still 
remember the [draft] phone call. I still remember Jerry Angelo [Chicago 
Bears GM] asking a couple questions and saying, “Congratulations, you’re 
a Chicago Bear! We’re going to take you with our next pick.” I was numb. I 
didn’t say anything. I just kind of stood there thinking, I made it. I didn’t 
say anything and the whole house was like, “Say something dummy.” Th en 
the television screen fl ashed and it said, “Current selection Chicago Bears; 
Charles Tillman thirty-fi fth pick overall.” Th e whole house erupted with 
everybody screaming and I’m tearing up. It’s just an amazing feeling and 
I love seeing it [the draft] every year. 

RM: You’ve accomplished so much within the sport from being selected 
to the Pro Bowl, to winning the NFC Championship, playing in a Super 
Bowl (XLI) and even being named 2013 Walter Payton Man of the Year.
When you hear it listed like this, what comes to mind about your football 
career and the lasting legacy you’ve created?
CT: I’m not retired yet, so I guess since I’ve been playing I haven’t really 
had time to digest it all. My goal when I fi rst came into the league was 
just being happy to be in the NFL. Once I got here, I wasn’t satisfi ed just 
being a player, I wanted to be an impact player. I wanted to be a guy that 
makes a diff erence on my team. Th at is what I tried to do. I wanted to help 
my team win games. My mindset was that I was going to do everything 
in my power to help us win a Super Bowl, whether it was interceptions, 
or forced fumbles sacks, I wanted to be the best and make an impact. I 
started the “Peanut Punch” thing and more and more people nationally 
started requesting interviews. I remember thinking, “Where did all this come 
from? I’ve been doing this for the past fi ve years. Why is it such a big deal now?” 
Th at’s just what I do. I’m glad it worked out that way. I feel like I didn’t get 
notoriety until the end of my career which is good because I felt like that 
kept me humble. My stats were as good as everybody else’s, but I just didn’t 
get the notoriety. It pushed me and kept me hungry. Because of what I’ve 
done, and the sacrifi ces I’ve made, I’m opening doors for my grandkids and 
I’m able to build a legacy for them. I love that more than anything.

RM: Th is past February an injury kept you from playing in your second 
Super Bowl (50), this time in a Carolina Panthers uniform. How are you 
healing now? 
CT: I’m healing great. I just fi nished my rehab and it was one of the hard-
est rehabs I’ve had to do. Right now I’m in competition with my ACL. I’m 
a competitive guy by nature, like most professional athletes, and right now 
I’m seeing what I’m made of. I know I can play with the best of them in 
the NFL, but I’ve never had to compete against an ACL. Ninety percent 
of the time I feel like I won in this injury, but ten percent of the time my 
knee hurts and I feel like the injury beat me. I went to a military base a 
couple months ago and I saw a soldier that was an amputee. He was doing 
box jumps with one leg and just killing it, doing an amazing job. From 
that point on I was like, “I’m not going to feel sorry for having torn my ACL.” 
Since then I’ve been A-Okay with my rehab. 

RM: According to your book you attended church when you were young 
when your Aunt Prudence made you go, but when did your faith become 
real to you and you knew you wanted it to be a part of your life?
CT: I think for most kids, in most households, religion is kind of forced. 
Your parents believe something so naturally you are going to believe it too. 
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So staying at my aunt’s house she had a rule, “We 
are going to church. I don’t care how late you stay 
up, if you can stay up until twelve you can get up at 
eight for the Lord.” It was not really until I went to 
college that I made the conscious decision to go 
to church on my own. I got saved and baptized in 
college and did a Bible study. I had gotten bap-
tized as a kid, but I felt like I needed to do it again 
at the age of 19 or 20, because you don’t really 
know all the stuff  you need to know. I thought it 
was what was right for me and if I die I defi nitely 
want to go to Heaven. From that point on my 
faith was good. Th en in 2008, when my daughter 
got sick, it was tricky. I’ll be the fi rst to admit my 
faith was shaken up. I started to doubt a little bit. 
I had to really dig down deep and through read-
ing, and prayer, and spiritual counseling, those 
tools really helped me get through. We’ve had 
hiccups with my daughter’s health, but now my faith has been rock solid. It 
taught me a lot about myself and my faith. 

RM: Talk to me more about your daughter. You are married and have four 
kids and you’ve always had a heart to help others so you and your wife 
Jackie established the Cornerstone Foundation. How did the focus shift 
in 2008 when your daughter, Tiana, was diagnosed with a heart disease 
and needed a transplant.
CT: Initially when I started it in 2005 we were helping kids go to school. 
Th ere was a huge attendance problem in Chicago public schools and I 
wanted to fi gure something out. When Tiana got sick it changed every-
thing. Not that my heart wasn’t in it anymore, but it just didn’t feel right 
when my daughter was sick. I wanted to do something to help kids that 
are sick. We kept the foundation and changed our mission statement and 
since then it’s been amazing. We’ve helped a ton of families. I want them 
to know that they are not alone. 

RM: You were physically strong and fi nancially successful, yet you can’t 
control getting a heart for your daughter. How did your faith grow and 
what encouragement can you share with other families?
CT: Like you said everything was going well. My faith got shaken. I real-
ize as a man I’m a protector, I’m a hunter and gatherer, and that’s my job. 
As a dad, my daughter was hurt but I couldn’t protect her, I couldn’t do 
anything. I was rendered helpless and for the fi rst time in my life I truly 
had to rely on God and prayer, family and friends. I didn’t have all the 
answers. I couldn’t do it all by myself so community played a big part in 
that my inner circle helped me through that tough time. I got to know my 
wife even more because that was the fi rst time I really really had to lean on 
her. She was there for me and I was there for her. Th at situation made us 
a lot stronger. I learned a lot about her. I learned how strong she is. When 
you go through something like that with your child and they get sick, I 
truly think God gives you a little gift of energy to get through that tough 
time. My wife and I look back and think, “How did we do that?” You deal 
with every situation and it makes you stronger. I learned a lot about giving 
and community, we were already giving back to the community, but when 
Tiana got sick I think we took it to another level. We were so blessed and 
so thankful that a mom in her deepest and darkest hours saved my daugh-
ter’s life by making the choice to donate her organs – she saved a bunch of 

lives that day. And in the cycle of giving I said, “We have to keep this going. 
I want to use my voice for something positive.”

RM: Your book, Th e Middle School Rules, is such a unique way of telling 
childhood stories that helped shaped you and highlights these “rules” that 
are more like guidelines to success. Why do you feel it is important to 
instill values in young people?
CT: I think kids need structure and I had a lot of structure in my life. 
One of the biggest compliments my father got from us as kids was that 
we were polite to other adults. I remember strangers saying, “Oh your kids 
are so well mannered.” As a child, I couldn’t do certain things. I couldn’t 
get into adult conversations. My dad would get on me about speaking 
correctly. It helped me as an adult. As a black person, in a predominately 
black high school in Chicago, other people would make fun of me and 
say, “Why do you sound like a white person?” My dad taught us how to speak 
correctly and be polite, and I try to instill those values into my kids. I get 
compliments on how polite my kids are too. We just got back from the 
Cayman Islands and my kids were so good on the fl ight the attendant 
gave them extra cookies. I told my kids, “See what happens when you do 
the right thing?” To me, character is what someone does when nobody’s 
watching. If you do good things, good things will happen to you. I try to 
teach them about independence and responsibility. I don’t want them to 
grow up saying, “Oh well I broke it, but my dad’s going to buy another one.” I 
didn’t grow up like that. For their [kids] birthday, my wife and I tell them 
they can have a party, but all the toys they get will be donated, or, they can 
get one or two gifts from Mom and Dad, but [then] can’t have a party. 
And every year they always want the party and to donate gifts.
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iblical stories used to be tentpole movies for major studios, with Paramount’s Th e Ten Commandments and Metro-Goldwyn-
Mayer’s Ben-Hur ranking amongst the top and both starring Academy Award-winning actor Charlton Heston. In 1959, 

the epic historical drama Ben-Hur won an unprecedented 11 Oscars (the total has since been tied by Lord of the Rings: Return of 
the King.) It was based on the best-selling novel of the 19th century Ben-Hur: A Tale of Christ, written in 1880 by Union Civil 
War General Lew Wallace. It had the largest budget and the largest sets built of any fi lm produced at the time. 
 Th e sword-and-sandal fi lm showcased a nine-minute chariot race that has become one of cinema’s most famous sequences. 
Nearly 60 years later the same studio that brought the classic teamed with Paramount to tackle the timeless themes and bring 
a “re-imagining” of the beloved story, hoping once again to connect with audiences by bringing the story of faith to the silver 
screen. Th ey are also working with husband and wife producing team Mark Burnett and Roma Downey who, in addition to 
their mainstream reality shows Survivor and Shark Tank, also produced Th e Bible miniseries on Th e History Channel and did the 
feature fi lm Son of God. 
 Like the original movie, the fi lming of Ben Hur took place in Italy, specifi cally Rome and Matera, as well as at Cinecitta 
Studios. In this interpretation, Boardwalk Empire’s Jack Huston stars as Judah Ben-Hur, a prince in Jerusalem falsely accused of 
treason by his adopted brother played by Toby Kebbell, an offi  cer in the Roman army. Stripped of his title, separated from his 
family, and forced into slavery, Judah perseveres and returns to his homeland to seek revenge, but ultimately fi nds redemption 
after a series of encounters with Jesus Christ, played by Rodrigo Santoro. 
 Santoro, a Brazilian-born actor best known for a variety of roles ranging from Xerxes in 300 to Paulo in Lost, Karl in Love 
Actually, to the animated Tulio in the Rio franchise says portraying Jesus was a “gigantic challenge and responsibility,” and that “it 
wasn’t a job, it was a personal journey.” Taking time out of his vacation in Th ailand to talk to Risen, Santoro candidly shared more 
about the expanded role Jesus will have in this fi lm, how he managed expectations and preconceived thoughts from his grand-
mother, and describes a symbolic blessing he received from Pope Francis at the Vatican that will forever hold a special place in 
his heart.

Risen Magazine: Th e fi lm will use the same source material as the orig-
inal 1959 Ben-Hur. In what ways will this Ben-Hur be a new interpreta-
tion of the novel?
Rodrigo Santoro: As soon as I came on board with this project, I ques-
tioned myself, “Why are we doing a remake of the movie? It was so success-
ful, critically acclaimed and a beautiful fi lm.” It’s almost like you shouldn’t 
touch something like that. Th en I had a meeting with Timur [Bekmam-
betov], our director, and it was incredibly inspiring talking to him, his 
take was precise and fresh. He told me, “ You shouldn’t consider this a 
remake. Th at is not the way I look at it. It’s another reading of the novel.” 

Th is movie has a whole diff erent approach including the character I play 
[ Jesus]. One of our fi rst conversations was about how we were going to 
portray him. If you go back to the [1959] movie everyone is aware of, 
that director chose not to show the face of Jesus Christ. You see his back, 
you see his presence, but you don’t see him. So one of the fi rst questions 
I had for the director was, “How do you feel Jesus should be portrayed in 
this fi lm?” Timur had a very specifi c and clear vision. To summarize it, 
the idea was to humanize Jesus as much as possible. Th e reason for that, 
in his understanding, and I agreed with him, was that Jesus should be 
accessible to people – his teachings, his word. And when I say accessible, 
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I mean how do we make him blend with people?
 What we know from the scriptures and history, [is that] he came 
as a man, he was incarnated in a body, and he was a carpenter. Of course 
he was a special human being. So how do we make him this man among 
other men? The beautiful thing is that this story is very different than 
others we have seen. I did a lot of research and watched a lot of films of 
Jesus’ story and all the portrayals are usually very much about Jesus’ jour-
ney. In Ben-Hur what really interested me, and what I think is fresh, is 
that we see Jesus through the eyes of our lead character Judah Ben-Hur. 
It’s almost like applying Jesus’ teachings to life and actions. They ques-
tion and talk about things. It’s like you are watching Jesus’ teachings as a 
human being rather than just watching Jesus’ life and his teachings. It’s 
less of a sermon and more of a symbol. It’s inspiring to work like that.

RM: Unlike in the original film, Christ will have a prominent role in 
this version. What was it like portraying Jesus when so many people 
have a personal and intimate relationship with Him? 
RS: I asked myself many times, “How do you prepare for this experience?” 
Honestly, I have to say, it wasn’t a part, it wasn’t a job, it was a personal 
journey. That is the very reason I decided to do this movie. It was very 
personal. My question to myself was, “What can I add? What is the reason 
for me to do this?” The answer was, “It will be a personal journey.” I am not 
going to be able to explain it to you, I took it as a spiritual journey, but 
of course I knew as an actor, and a professional, I had a mission to ac-

complish, which was to portray this character, in this movie, in specific 
situations. As an artist you try to step into another person’s heart. That’s 
what we try to do when we are portraying different characters. So you 
try to understand as much as you can about the character and do your 
research and then you have to approach it and try to find the humanity 
of that part, otherwise the audience will not connect. 
 The only way for people watching to connect is if they see human-
ity. So in this case, because like you said, it is a character known all 
over the world and billions of people have very particular and intimate 
relationships with this figure, there is so much expectation. And because 
it is so personal, every person will have their own expectation. The first 
thing I had to do was to forget about all of that. Otherwise I would be 
frozen. I would not be able to fulfill those expectations, it’s not possible, 
and that’s not the goal here. The goal is to try to portray, in a very hu-
man way, and try to be the most faithful to my heart. There was no other 
way. I realized as much as I research, as much as I read, as much as I 
try to comprehend rationally everything, at the end of the day, there is 
only one way to do this; with my full heart, my open heart. There was no 
other way. Otherwise it would be a very mechanical, and maybe stereo-
typical, portrayal. It was a gigantic challenge and responsibility. 

RM: Talking about expectations, what preconceived ideas did you have 
about Jesus coming into the film?
RS: I grew up in Brazil, my grandmother is Italian and she is very 

Catholic. If you think about a Christian-
Catholic from the south of Italy, that is 
my grandmother. I grew up with her – my 
grandmother from my father’s side, who 
is Italian as well, they were immigrants 
to Brazil. I grew up with her telling me 
stories about Jesus. Because of all the 
beautiful stories I grew up hearing, I had 
images in my head. I had my personal re-
lationship with Jesus and what I thought. 
All that I grew up with, I had to forget in 
order to approach this character. Other-
wise I would be playing the stories I heard 
from my grandmother. At the end of the 
day we are shooting a film, and there is 
a function for the character, but it is im-
possible to classify. Any other character I 
would be able to talk about in a more ra-
tional way, but this one I cannot. 

RM: Last spring when you were filming in Italy, you visited the Vatican 
and Pope Francis extended a blessing to you. Tell us about that experi-
ence and how you felt? 
RS: It’s so hard to answer and describe because it 
was such a unique and sublime experience. It 
was very unexpected. Here’s how it happened. 
It was the day before my last day on the film. 
We were in Rome, I was shooting at the 
Cinecitta Studios and I had one scene 
left. I had one day off and our producer, 
Roma Downey, a lovely producer and 
great support throughout the whole 
process, came to me and Naz 
[Nazanin Boniadi], who plays 
Esther in the film, and said, “I 
am going tomorrow to see Pope 
Francis speak at the Vatican 
if you guys want to join me.” 
One of our first questions 
was, “Wow! Are we going to see 
him? Can we meet him?” And she 
said, “There is not any guarantee. I 
cannot promise you anything because it 
doesn’t work like that.” I’m not sure the 
schedule but I know it [he speaks] hap-
pens often. We said, “Of course. That sounds 
beautiful. Let’s do it.” 
 So we went and the square was complete-
ly packed with people from all over the world. It 
was me, and Nazanin, and Roma, I don’t remem-
ber, there was like six or seven of us. Making a long story short, at the 
end of the speech, the Pope goes around randomly greeting here and 
there, talking to a child, taking a picture amongst this mass of people. 
I’m talking about the square in front of the Vatican. There are a ton of 
people and security and we are watching this whole thing happen. There 
is a lady next to me that from the beginning of the day was very nervous 

and agitated. I couldn’t understand very well what she was saying, but 
she was agitated and felt like she had to meet the Pope. 
 Anyway, at this moment when the ceremony ended and Pope Fran-
cis went around, there were a lot of people gathered where we were 

and there was an iron fence to protect [him]and 
the lady starts getting very angry and agitated. 

I gave my place to her because I was a little 
more in the front, and I think she caught his 

attention. It was the end already, the Pope 
had talked to everyone and was walk-

ing back towards the exit and we were 
kind of standing in that area, and he 

came to talk to her. I was next to 
her, a little behind. As soon as he 

talked to her I was next and I 
didn’t know exactly what to 
do. I congratulated him in 
Spanish, because I know he 

is from Argentina, and I said 
something I don’t remember 

but congratulating him, and then 
he blessed me. 

 It probably lasted like fourteen 
seconds, but it felt like an eternity. It 

was the longest fourteen seconds in my 
life [laughter]. It definitely has a very sym-

bolic value for me because it happened while 
I was doing this character. I truly feel blessed. 

Literally. It was one of those things that I can’t 
believe just happened. It’s not because it was the 

Pope and I feel special because he talked to me – not at all – I see it as 
a symbolic thing that happened in that moment because since day one 
I approached this with a very open heart hoping to have a meaningful 
experience. I thought if I am going to try to have a tiny micro-under-
standing of Jesus’ heart that is going to be huge for me. So to put myself 
in that place for a couple of months, to prepare for that – of course I 

Rodrigo Santoro plays Jesus in Ben-Hur  from Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer Pictures and Paramount Pictures.

Photo credit: Philippe Antonello
© 2016 Paramount Pictures and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer 
Pictures Inc. All Rights Reserved.
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Pictures Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Rodrigo Santoro as Jesus and Director Timur Bekmambetov on the set of Ben-Hur from 
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Pictures and Paramount Pictures.
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Rodrigo Santoro plays Jesus in Ben-Hur  from Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer Pictures and Paramount Pictures.
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will not get even close to anything Jesus experienced – but to just point 
in that direction and to try to understand his heart, his teaching and his 
words – I had to practice that as much as I could. 
 We as humans cheat ourselves all the time. We smile at a person, 
but is that smile genuine? Is it really coming from the bottom of your 
heart, or are you doing that because you want to look and be perceived 
as a nice person? Those questions were very deep and I visited very deep 
places in myself. I cannot lie to myself, I told myself I have to at least 
exercise it and let it be born genuinely from within. I’m not saying I 
have to become Jesus – I will never become Him – but I just need to 
understand and to put myself into that place within myself, with my 
own limitations and boundaries. I have to feel that and make a version 
of that to myself so at least when I am expressing that feeling or saying 
those words, it is real for me. The bottom line was to connect truly and 
deeply with my own heart. My pure heart, the unconditional love.

RM: You’ve portrayed so many rich characters, is there a type of charac-
ter you enjoy playing more? How do you pick the scripts?
RS: There is really not a formula for that. I almost believe that we 
choose the characters, but they choose us too. It’s a relationship that 
happens between you and the characters and story 
you are reading. Something happens. I think it 
is like when you become friends with some-
body, and you cannot explain it. Let’s say 
you make friends with somebody and you 
try to understand, why am I friends with 
Paul? Because Paul is fun. Because I like 
him. There is something that happens 
between you and Paul and you be-
come friends and it’s not so ratio-
nally explainable. Sometimes it’s 
what they call chemistry. 
 There is something there 
that you just can’t explain. I feel 
that with characters and stories. 
So my approach, whether I am do-
ing Shakespeare or a popcorn block-
buster film, from the moment I chose 
to do it, there was a reason. It’s really 
about the relationship. Sometimes it sparks 
fire inside yourself, sometimes it makes you 
scared and that can be very interesting. Bob 
Marley said, “My fear is my only courage.” There 
is a lot to be said about fear. Of course you have to 
understand it and know how to translate it, but fear is not essentially a 
bad thing. It’s really case by case, but generally I can say I have an ap-
petite for non-average Joes. I am interested in characters whose realities 
and nature are far away from mine. It’s just the way I learn.
 This job I do for a very simple reason. First, because I truly love it, 
and because I learn so much about life. It is much more than my profes-
sion, it makes me evolve and mature, and I think become a better person. 
I become more open and I start to judge less and less. It’s less judgment 
and more understanding. You are who you are because of your journey 
and everything you have gone through in your life. Even the smallest 
things probably influence you more than you think. The mystery of life. 

The difference between mind and heart; the mind is a machine that 
knows everything and can tell you, “ Yea let’s do that.” Or “I don’t like that 

because my experience tells me that is not going to work.” 
Your heart has a wisdom, and that is a whole dif-

ferent conversation, when you talk about God 
and you say, “Listen to your heart,” or “Believe 

your heart.” That is a wisdom much beyond 
anything your mind can grasp. That is what 

I believe, I believe in heart. 
 RM: Do you still live in Brazil? With 

the Olympics coming to Rio in Au-
gust, will you be in town? 

RS: Yes. I spend half and half 
divided between Rio de Janiero 
and Los Angeles. Right now I 

am working on a series for HBO 
named Westworld which is a longer 

commitment, so it is dividing me. It 
is very important to me to spend time 

in Brazil. For the past 12 years I have 
been traveling back and forth. I cannot 

move. It is part of myself. My family is back 
there. It’s my roots and very important to me. 

I just learned we are going to be promoting 
Ben-Hur exactly during the Olympics! I think I 

will be able to come back for the end of the Olym-
pics. This has been a very special project for me since the beginning, and 
I feel different about this and really hope people enjoy it. 

Pope Francis blesses Rodrigo Santoro at the Vatican in Rome. Photo captured on 
Instagram by Ben-Hur co-star Nazanin Boniadi who plays Esther.

Photo credit: Philippe Antonello
© 2016 Paramount Pictures and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer 
Pictures Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Rodrigo Santoro plays Jesus and Jack Huston plays Judah Ben-Hur 
 in Ben-Hur from Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Pictures and Paramount Pictures.
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here’s a story about a young boy so motivated to be a professional basketball player that he focused solely on that dream. 
That is until his father challenged him to have two dreams for succeeding in life. Acting on that advice, the boy dreamed 

about becoming incredibly successful in business. He grew to be determined and purposeful with an entrepreneurial spirit that 
eventually gave him a multi-million viewer audience.  While this may sound like a story of an aged, old man, it is anything 
but. At the age of 36, Chris Johnson has reached and continues to soar to goals that few have experienced in a long lifetime, 
including a pitch on the hit TV show Shark Tank, and securing a deal with business mogul, Mark Cuban.
 Johnson’s products are in over fifty thousand retail stores, in four countries and he holds more than 25 patents.  As the 
creator of the Rapid Ramen Cooker which is the cornerstone to his company Rapid Brands, Johnson is the founder of several 
organizations including a business to help young entrepreneurs.  He has also coached and inspired thousands of kids through 
his basketball academy. Johnson recently sat down with Risen to talk about his newest licensing agreements with Disney and 
Nickelodeon, mentoring, family, his faith, and a big announcement about his next venture. 

Risen Magazine: Before we hit on your most recent accomplishments, 
let’s go back a bit to your childhood. What was that like? Did you always 
have an inquisitive attitude or was there something or someone that trig-
gered your aspirations?
Chris Johnson: My parents. My dad is an awesome guy and I love my 
mom dearly.  They divorced when I was around five years old and that was 
really difficult or me. I was one of those kids that just had a ton of energy 
and I didn’t always apply it in all the right ways, but I was really a family 
kid, I just loved my family together. There’s a story about my persistence. 
My parents had both remarried and I didn’t like the idea of step parents 
so I made it my job that I could get my parents back together. I would 
pray everyday that my parents would get back together and I never gave 
up hope. Every day I would pray they would get back together.
 Years passed, I believe I was about 12 years old, and during that time-
frame both my parents had divorced [spouses] and I remember my dad 
was dropping me off at my mom’s; it was her weekend with me, it was a 
Saturday. I went inside and saw her cooking, told her I had forgotten to 

say something to dad, and raced back out to the car and told my dad, “Hey 
Dad, mom is cooking breakfast and she said you are more than welcome to stay 
for breakfast,” and he said, “She said that?” And I said, “Yeah.” So he turned 
the car off to come in while I raced back into the house and said to my 
mom, “Dad says he’s really really hungry and he’d like to stay for breakfast,” 
and she said, “He said that?” and I said, “Yeah” so she said, “Okay.”  
 So my dad came in and it was the first time that we [with his broth-
ers and sister] sat at the table together since I was like 5-6 years old and 
they could see how happy we were. And wouldn’t you know it, they got 
back together and they’ve been married 25 years [since that time].
 I’ve always had determination as a kid, but I really credit my dad be-
cause both my parents graduated from college, both being the first in their 
families, and were successful.  Even though we didn’t have a lot, I didn’t 
know that because we had so much love. But when I wasn’t [behaving] the 
right way, my dad just redirected me, he didn’t break my will.  
 In my early schooling, I was a “C” level student. I remember being 
in the fifth grade and all of my friends were in the sixth grade and they 
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were going to be leaving and moving on to middle school and I wanted 
to be with them.   On the top of all of my papers I would write I W T 
S  – I want to skip –  I wanted to skip the sixth grade to go on with my 
friends. I got all of my grades up to straight A+’s, I was the president of 
the elementary school as a fifth grader and I wanted to prove that I was 
smart enough to not be left behind.
 Well, at that time I was really heavily into sports and my dad said, 
“Son you are smart enough and you can do it, but for sports you’ve got to trust 
me that this is not a good decision to skip you up,” and he was right. But he 
rewarded and nurtured that type of will. And man…I’ve applied it in the 
right way ever since.

RM: When you were younger you wanted to be a professional basketball 
player.  When did you transition from wanting a career in sports to a 
career in business?
CJ: As a kid I was a really, really good basketball player and I would work 
every single day in front of my house. I was going to the NBA, there were 
no “ifs” in my mind.  There was no doubt and my dad never told me to 
have a back up plan. What he said was, “Chris, have two choices, you’re going 
to the NBA, but after the NBA you’re only going to be around 38-39; you still 
have the rest of your life, so you need to have two dreams.”   
 But I didn’t know what that second dream was. Then I saw the movie 
Boomerang with Eddie Murphy and he had a corner [view] office, and he 
had suits, there’s some crazy stuff in the movie, but he had Halle Berry 
and I was like, wow, that was my second dream; I want to be in business. I 

want suits and have a corner office and be in business, and I want to have 
my own company.
 So my dad never once discouraged my playing basketball, he never 
put any word of doubt in my dream. It was always…have two dreams…
have a second dream. And at the age of sixteen, I became an entrepreneur. 

RM: How did that happen?
CJ: I had a birthday party, a house party for my 16th birthday. I was a 
popular kid in high school and I invited people, but it turned out that 
the whole school came to my house and it was incredible. The garage was 
filled and as I looked around outside I had the idea that, okay, I’m going 
to start charging, so I yelled to everybody in the crowd, “Hey it’s $10 to get 
in now and if you’ve got $10, raise [up] your money and you get to come to the 
front.”
 They started filing in and I remember to this day taking the cash and 
it wasn’t ending. I was taking the cash, giving change, taking the cash and 
this entrepreneurship [feeling] just came over me.  I remember having all 
that cash in my pockets and I said you know what? I want to do this again. 
For high school kids there wasn’t much except the [dances] to go out. All 
we had was junior prom and senior ball unlike older kids who could go to 
clubs. So I created the first teen dance club in Sacramento.
 I rented a hall and I made flyers and passed them out to all the neigh-
borhood schools. I’d pass them out to the coolest guys in those schools 
and they got to get in free; all they had to do was pass out the flyer and 
they were on the VIP list. For others it was $10 per person. I remember 

my costs were like $800 for security and $1200 for the hall. The night of 
the event it was jam packed and we had over 400 people come and I had 
$4000 in cash by the end of the night. I remember showing the cash to 
Shawna, who was then my girlfriend and is now my wife, and just being 
so excited. From that I expanded to another location in Elk Grove and 
one in Stockton and then I had mul-
tiple locations and it was great. I did it 
for a couple of years.
 But to go back to your question 
on how did I transition from playing 
basketball to business, it was difficult. 
I played basketball into college but 
it was so difficult to do both school 
and play ball. I was at U.C. Davis, 
Shawna and I had Chris [eldest son] 
when I was 20 and I wanted to make 
money for my young family, so I was 
also working at Safeway. I was one of 
the best workers and good with the 
customers and I told the manager I 
wanted to be a checker. The manager 
pulled me aside and said, “I appreciate 
your persistence and there’s no one better 
than you, but there is a seniority process and so many are ahead of you. The only 
way we can make you a checker is if you do night crew.”  I said you know what, 
I’ll take it and I went from [making] like $7 to $14 [an hour].
 So my days would be school from 8am-12pm, practice from 2pm-
4pm and work from 11pm to like 6am, and I was doing this everyday and 
taking 21 units a quarter. It was insane and something had to give so I 
decided to give up basketball. It was one of the most difficult things that 
I have ever done.
 I was going to work and going to school, so my identity was really 

difficult at that time. I was basically just a student. I had some side com-
panies so at that point I said I’m going to pursue my second dream and 
made that transition to be a businessman, graduating from Davis in 2002.

RM: In 2006 you founded a company to handle technical staffing and 
consulting services for clients in the 
fields of architecture, engineering, en-
vironment and construction for both 
public and private companies. Named 
the Johnson Group, why did you 
choose this business avenue and what 
was your goal in doing so?
CJ: I wanted to get some experience. 
Coming out of school I worked for an 
engineering company, but they had a 
national layoff and referred me to a re-
cruiting company. I actually went to the 
recruiting company as a candidate to 
get placed and they liked me so much 
during the interview that they told me 
they wanted me to work for their com-
pany.  I worked for them for three or 
four years and decided I wanted to start 

my own recruiting and staffing company. 
 I was the number one recruiter in the company and here I was 24, 
25 years old and I was making almost $200 thousand. The company gave 
a trip to the Bahamas for all the top sales people and I was able to bring 
my wife, but I remember talking to my wife about it and telling her that 
I just wasn’t happy, there was a lot of unrest. I remember looking at my 
paystub, my commission and was fairly happy about that, thinking what 
an accomplishment for a 25-year-old. But I was also thinking about how 
much money I had made the company. I had started a new division for 

Chris Johnson pitching Rapid Ramen Cooker on Shark Tank.
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them, an architectural engineering division which had never been done 
before; they knew nothing about the company and I saw that I had made 
a million-dollar company within a company. I realized that I wanted my 
own company.
 I talked to my wife about this and asked what she thought about it. 
She said, “Chris, in all the years we’ve been together you said your goal was to 
be a millionaire not a $200,000-aire.” So here’s my wife with a young fam-
ily, and she is challenging me to go out on my own and with her support 
I did it.
 It was a really rough road though and that company was very un-
happy. Even though I agreed [to their 
terms] they still sued me, and that 
was a very dark period of time for me. 
I was under litigation for a long time, 
almost five years. It was very stressful 
and it tapped our wealth and savings.
 They [the company] was trying 
to put me out of business, but I was 
so determined to keep going that I 
financed an extensive law suit just by 
sheer business development. I said 
I’m going after it. I know that most 
companies never make it to trial and 
I remember having the bankruptcy 
papers and long and short of it was, 
and this rarely happens, but I was 
able to get to trial and I won. There 
was another trial and I won that trial 
and then the judge found they had specious activity and ordered them to 
pay me a million dollars in damages.
 Most of that went to the lawyers, but I survived it and the Johnson 
Group survived, however I now devote most of my time to the Rapid 
Brands Company business.

RM: Let’s move to a momentous experience in your career which hap-
pened due to your being on the TV show Shark Tank in 2012. Just get-
ting selected to be on the show is a major accomplishment and you were 
accepted to pitch your product called the Rapid Ramen Cooker. While 
there are probably several key points of that experience, what stands out 
to you as the most significant?
CJ: The biggest significance of the Shark Tank experience is how it [con-
nected] everything, especially in the business of Rapid Ramen. I put all 
my faith in God in this one. I mean that wholeheartedly.  Surviving that 
previous company lawsuit and then surviving the downturn in the econ-
omy, in a staffing business where we thrive when everybody hires…in all 
of that I had this little idea of a rapid ramen cooker and I knew nothing 
about how to invent anything, I knew nothing about retail, I knew noth-
ing about international production; I didn’t even know how to put a bar 
code on something.
 I remember I prayed about what I should do because my dream was 
not ending up to where I wanted it. And I remember, I got the vision of, 
the word like, “Pursue this and put faith in me.” 
 You know sometimes you are doing the praying and talking to God, 

but sometimes you need to be silent and just hear from Him. And so I 
said, “Okay, I’m going after this.” So to answer your question, the most sig-
nificant thing that happened from the little idea of a square plastic bowl 
is mind blowing. You know, I was raised in church, but until I developed 
a relationship with God, I would just say [what I thought were] the right 
things, but what He has done with Rapid Brands, there is absolutely no 
doubt about the favor that is on my life.  That’s why in every speaking 
engagement I give God the glory because it is unfathomable, there is no 
question that He is in all of this and everything I’m doing.

RM: So the show introduces your product, and as you have said, put your 
company on a rocket ship in sales. In 
addition, you have gone on to create 
cookers for other products and most 
recently announced a licensing deal 
with Disney! Congratulations and 
please tell us about that.
CJ: Shark Tank is awesome! After 
the first night of that show we had 
buyers who loved to hear about it. 
Setting up buyer’s appointments was 
a lot easier, but I’ve got to tell you 
that other people have been on Shark 
Tank and their rocket ship goes up 
and it comes down. The biggest dif-
ference for us is that I put so much 
work ethic into what I do every sin-
gle day. What I realize about success 

is that success is deliberate, it is on purpose, so I matched my faith with 
the work.  We went from one store to over 50,000 stores nationwide, Wal-
Mart, Target, Safeway, Walgreens. We opened in Canada, and we are the 
number one selling microwave accessory on Amazon.com and with our 
[second] product, the Mac Cooker at number 2.
 The licensing agreement with Disney/Marvel is to put branded Mar-
vel cookers with any of our products such as a Spiderman cooker, or a 
Captain America cooker. Marvel has such a huge fan base from kids to 
adults. So it’s a big license deal.  In addition, we have signed a deal with 
Nickelodeon, so we have a license agreement to brand our cookers with 
characters like Sponge Bob, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Dora the Ex-
plora, and more.  We also now have a license deal with the Collegiate 
Licensing Company (CLC). (CLC represents 200 colleges and universities.)

RM: It seems that your success continues at such a fast pace. Do you have 
competition?
CJ:  The reason we are the number one growing microwave cookware 
company in the world is because we took the microwave oven, that was 
designed to re-heat, to a place where you can actually cook things. We use 
our test kitchen to find ways to actually make veggies that taste delicious, 
actually cook oatmeal to taste delicious, and [invented] our newest cooker, 
the Rapid Brownie baker which makes delicious brownies, just like you 
would cook for 30 minutes in a traditional oven, but can now cook in just 
3 minutes and 30 seconds in a microwave oven in the Rapid Brownie 
microwave baker. 

 In retail, shelf space is scarce so that is the number one thing you 
are competing for. There was a competitor that tried to knock us off. They 
were a huge $90 million company. When I heard about that, well it was a 
point that [definitely made me stop and think.] I remember praying and 
hearing the word of [God]. “Be at peace, do not be moved.” And from that 
moment I was [determined] that I’m just going to control what I can con-
trol and I’m not going to focus on anything that is outside of my control. 
God loves me and He will control it; I’m not going to try and microman-
age Him.
 So I just continued and we now own this market, we dominate it. 
They [competitor] tried to design around our patent, but rather than fight 
them on that, they couldn’t get theirs placed because we were already sell-
ing and had the space.

RM: You have talked about the value of mentors and have taken on young 
individuals to help them reach their dreams. Who, aside from your dad, 
has been a help and mentor to you?
CJ: Mentorship and proximity has been huge in my success. It is so im-
portant to have people in your life that have already been where you are 
headed. It is profound. [For example] If someone says I have an idea to 
market and produce, do you think I could teach them something? Abso-
lutely! I have already been where they are trying to go. I have incredible 
people that are just a wealth of knowledge, and when I leave their pres-
ence I’m just silenced in humility. People in my life are like Hayes Barnard 

(founder/CEO Paramount Equity and other companies) and Ben Van De 
Bunt, (CEO of Guthy-Renker). Every time I leave these guys’ presence it 
puts a new lens on what I think is possible. So now your projections and 
your forecasts don’t scare you. There’s so many times where there is this 
self unworthiness of the things you are about to embark on, or doubt tries 
to creep in, but where does doubt find room in a man that is consumed by 
faith, and these type of mentors help with that process.

RM: You have said that you are a man of faith. I noticed in a photo of you 
that there was a post-it on your computer that said, “I will focus on God’s 
Word, nothing has any bearing to what God has promised me.” Tell me how 
your faith impacts your daily life?
CJ: I put different types of Post-its around [my work area] to remind me 
and make sure that I stay focused. Now here’s what is important. Running 
a business is HARD, it’s a faith fight. If you have the emotion of stress, 
anger, sadness, depression, feeling down; most people think those are okay 
emotions to have. The truth is they are not okay because when you are 
feeling those emotions you can’t be enthusiastic, you can’t be grateful, you 
can’t be filled with expectancy, you can’t be filled with faith, you can’t be 
filled with humility at the same time. So those emotions are just alarms to 
let you know that you are out of sync.
 For me, I’ll take a scripture or a word that God gave me and I’ll post 
it to keep my mind right. That’s key because circumstances will really be 
persistent to tell you your world is going in a different direction. So it is a 
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faith fight and it’s like, Am I gong to believe the word that God has given me 
that I’m gong to be successful? Or am I going to believe what is happening right 
now?
 Another way I do this is that 
I’ve dedicated a wall of pictures [in 
my office] and its my gratitude wall. 
So many times as an ambitious en-
trepreneur you are focused on the 
big win, the big success and the big 
mission, but there are a lot of bless-
ings that are going on along the way 
and so many times we forget about 
those and really don’t understand 
the significance of our life because 
we are so ambitious and going after 
these big things. I’ve dedicated this 
wall and every single picture cap-
tures a time of something that really 
means something deeply to me. I 
will at times sit back and look at that 
wall and I realize that I’m blessed; if 
nothing else changes, I’m not forgetting and am reminded, [of the journey].

RM: Currently, you are also writing a book. How is that going?
CJ: It is really difficult writing a book and running this business. I hope 
to finish and have it available soon. It’s about my story and the lessons I’ve 
learned along the way. They are incredible lessons. If I could build an em-
pire on a little rectangle bowl, what can other people do? It [the book] is 
about faith and execution. I love to inspire people, so I’m excited about it.

RM: You are indeed a busy guy, but you have more news to share?
CJ: There are two major things going on right now. Risen is getting some 
exclusive here!  Steve Harvey’s executive team contacted me and initially 
wanted me to appear on his show. That escalated to them wanting me to 

be a re-occurring guest, as business expert. 
But now, they want me to have my own 
show. 

RM: Wow, that is a big announcement.
CJ: Yeah it’s crazy! I got the TV contract, 
and all the details are being worked out.

RM: What will you be talking about?  
Business? Entrepreneurship? 
CJ: We are working on the creative now. 
Have you seen the TV show The Profit?  It’s 
going to be a bit like that, but dealing in the 
consumer product space. 

RM: Is it something you will be investing 
in?  
CJ: Absolutely. Either I will invest my own 
money in it or I will be building a venture 
capital fund from the ideas on the show. It’s 
pretty exciting stuff. The show is still con-
ceptual, but the reason I’m so interested in 

it is that my goal was never to be famous; that was never a big thing for 
me. I wanted to be rich; not just for myself, but to be able to just bless 
people -- that was a big goal to me. I [achieved] this goal and now I have 

a goal that I call zero to a billion. 
Understanding my skill sets, and I 
have become brilliant at taking an 
idea and making it a million-dollar 
product in major stores. Ramen 
[cooker] took me two years – I had 
known nothing. When we did the 
Mac [cooker] I had the idea, and it 
was on the store shelf in six months, 
and then the next six months it did 
a million dollars in sales.
 So in my goal of zero to a billion, I 
want to be that guy that is known 
for making an impact on the com-
munity in a very special way so at 
the end of my days, and I’ll prob-
ably accomplish this way before 
that even comes up, but my goal is 

to help a thousand people take their product to a million dollars; and 
one thousand times a million is a billion.  It has nothing to do with my 
products, but I want to impact at least a thousand people and have those 
people become millionaires. That’s one of my big goals, zero to a billion, 
and so that’s want I’m going to do.
 It was kind of like an epiphany to me. I want to be that guy. I do it 
now with my speaking engagements; I love making that impact. Now with 
this TV show, imagine the platform; a thousand might not be enough. It 
will make a huge impact on people. 
 You know what I realized? My grandfather said to me, “Chris you 
know what the richest land in the world is?” I was like, “The United States?” 
He said, “No.” I said, “China?” And he said, “No.” I said, “Grandpa, I give 
up, what is the richest land in the world?” And he said, “The graveyard, be-

cause that’s where so many people die with great ideas in them that they never 
got out.”  And I said that I want to impact that. There are so many people 
with great ideas. To really make an idea successful, it doesn’t have to meet 
that big of a filter, I know the filter, it’s the process and I know the process, 
so I want to impact people on that.
 One more thing I have to tell you; it’s on my heart to share with you 
for Risen…this is huge. One of the biggest names, and I’m humbled by it; 
I just got back yesterday, and we’re doing a deal with Top Ramen -- THE 
Ramen noodle people…it is a massive! We will now create a Top Ramen 
brand, new cooker. It’s going inside their distribution which is over half 
a billion in just the U.S. alone. We just met with the president, they are 
an amazing organization. Top Ramen owns all the [ramen noodle] brand 
equity. 
 Each Top Ramen noodle package is going to promote the new Top 
Ramen cooker. The back of each package will show microwave instruc-
tions for cooking the noodles with the Top Ramen cooker. It’s the biggest 
thing I’m working on now. It’s not a game changer, it’s a world changer for 
us [Rapid Brands] and we are ecstatic about it. It is a great partnership.

RM: Is that something you have you been trying to get into?
CJ: Yes, from the onset I had that in mind, but faith and patience [had to 
play out]. It’s what your mind cannot even imagine. No eye has seen, no 
ear has heard, no mind has imagined what God has in store for those who 
love Him, and it’s happening to me right now. 

RM: You met your wife Shawna, when you were 15, remained high school 
sweethearts, married and have four children. You are quick to credit her 
love and support throughout the years as the mainstay for your success. 
But what has kept you grounded?
CJ:  Number one that keeps me grounded is knowing that I could not do 

this on my own and that undoubtedly, it is God’s favor on my life. That 
goes through these businesses that I touch so it’s really easy to be humble 
when you know who is doing it, who provides it. It wasn’t until I fell on 
my face and lost everything through that [lawsuit and Johnson Group] 
where I didn’t really know what was me and what was God. But when 
everything is stripped from you and you’re building a [new] company with 
no information, no past experience and no success; and I had no money 
-- just asking for help -- and when that help comes, it is really easy to 
know who did it. 

RM: What is the legacy you hope to leave?
CJ:  I’m not working on legacy just yet, so I’ll say this, as far as my per-
ceived hope legacy work. First, I totally agree with Daymond John [Shark 
Tank] – he said first you gotta make it, then you gotta master it, then you 
gotta matter. The make it is having that success, I’ve got that and now I’m 
in the stage of mastering it, then after that stage I want to focus all my 
attention on mattering. On impacting non-profits, impacting the com-
munity and building that legacy, but I know what stage of life I’m in right 
now; I’m mastering it and I’ve got to stay focused on that and then man-
age the legacy opportunities when they come.
 I think at the end of the day, when my time has come to legacy I want 
it to be [known] as an unapologetic man of faith, he had an unmatched 
work ethic, he was an incredibly devoted husband and father, and he was 
relentless in getting the best out of everybody around him.

The Johnson Family: (l to r)
Chris Jr., Josiah, Shawna, 
Chole (front row), Jada with Chris.

Chris Johnson showing his Rapid Ramen 
Cooker to the judges on Shark Tank.
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Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine

Risen Magazine: As a kid you loved sports and wanted a baseball schol-
arship but ended up getting a music scholarship instead. When did your 
love for music develop? And, when did you know your talent could be 
turned into a career?
Matthew West: To be honest, music was a second passion for me; sports 
were my main focus and passion all through high school. My father is a 
minister so I grew up with a love for music and was exposed to music at 
a young age, because music is a central part of church life. I would sing 
special songs in church services, but I was really passionate about base-
ball and football. My dream was to be a college, and maybe professional, 
baseball player. Like many high school kids that bubble bursts and you 
realize that is not what you are going to be doing for the rest of your life. 
So it really wasn’t until my junior and senior years of high school when I 
began to look at my life from a more realistic perspective. It was then that 
I could see all along that people had been in my path to encourage and re-
ally affirm that I had a gift for music. As music began to take center stage 
in my life, during my senior year of high school, I auditioned and got a 
scholarship to study music at a conservatory. I studied at the conservatory 
for four years and got a degree and it was those years in college that really 
became a furnace for transformation and growth. I developed a love and 
passion for songwriting and communicating a story through the music 
that I write.   

RM: With your dad being a pastor, what did your faith look like in your 
life and were you always focused on the Christian music industry? 
MW: As far as my faith is concerned, growing up as a preacher’s kid you 
can kind of feel like your faith is a family association and less of a personal 
journey and relationship. That has been part of my story, really discovering 
that God wanted to have a personal relationship with me and realizing 

that I wasn’t going to get to heaven just because I had family connections. 
College can be a transforming time for good, or bad, in many people’s lives 
and for me it was the best kind of challenging season. It was the first time 
I was away from being known as “the preacher’s kid” and I had to decide, 
“Is my faith real to me? Is this part of my journey?” I had made a personal 
decision to become a Christian as a kid at the age of thirteen, but there is 
something to say for stepping away from the shadows of a family that is in 
ministry that really challenges you and makes you take inventory of what 
you really believe and who God is to you. I’m thankful that I had that 
season, and it’s no mistake that my music and spiritual life simultaneously 
began to take shape at the same time.

RM: You’ve written songs for, or collaborated with, varying artists from 
Vince Gill and Rascal Flatts to Mandisa and Casting Crowns... what is 
your favorite part about working with others?
MW: After I graduated from college I moved to Nashville basically to be-
gin my career. However, my first opportunity was actually as a songwriter. 
It has been interesting to write for and collaborate with other artists for 
their music. I always thought I would just be writing my own music for 
my own records, but my first opportunity was the opposite – it was me 
behind the scenes writing music for other singers. That’s how my career 
started, by learning the art of collaboration. I had my songs recorded by 
other artists while I still pursued making my own music. It’s a differ-
ent experience creatively, but it’s become a really fulfilling journey for me 
where I get to make my own records and have a creative statement that is 
uniquely mine, but then I also get to be a part of other artists’ careers and 
ministries and I get to help them shape their voice in the world as well. It 
was sort of a surprise element of my career, but one where I began to real-
ize that God has bigger plans than I might even be aware of so I should 

multiple-ASCAP Christian Music Songwriter/Artist of the Year winner, and four-time Grammy nominee, Matthew 
West was awarded his first American Music Award in 2013 and a Billboard Music Award in 2014. While the awards are 

a testament to West’s creative talents in music, his desire to tell a story has become his passion.  It’s not all about his stories; he 
has developed a love and dedication to telling other people’s stories through his music. As such, West and his father founded an 
organization that encourages people to share their stories. Risen caught up with this busy artist to talk about his music, family 
and the difference between living for now and living for forever.

Matthew West

Sharing Stories Through Music to Encourage Others

Writer: Kelli Gillespie
Photographer: Cameron Powell
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never really draw too distinct of lines deciding what my music is going to 
be or what kind of career I am going to have. I’ve enjoyed working with 
other artists and I think it’s made me better. I am in a weird season where 
one of my songs is on the charts and then a song I wrote for somebody 
else is on the charts – it’s kind of fun to see that happen.

RM: Speaking of a handful of great artists, you are a part of The Bible 
Tour 2016. I understand this is your 
songs with compelling images from 
The Bible series? 
MW: It’s a really unique multi-me-
dia experience. Obviously millions 
of people watched The Bible series 
when it was featured on television. 
It’s beautifully done telling the story 
of the life of Christ and significant 
heroes of the faith. All the footage is 
paired together with different artist’s 
music like myself. It sort of brings a 
new life and meaning to the songs 
that we will be singing, and also 
brings to life the greatest story ever 
told. We, as artists and songwriters, 
are modern day storytellers. Now 
we get to see our modern day stories 
merge with an age-old story that will 
hopefully bring the Word to life in a powerful way. 

RM: This is the third year The Bible Tour has taken place, and we’ve seen 
more faith films released into mainstream theatres this year as well. Why 
do you think faith and values are resonating with so many at this time?
MW: I think we are in a very interesting time in our society and culture. 
There are greater extremes. There are people dead-set against anything 
with a religious overtone and then people who are willing, now more then 
ever, to stand up for what they believe. I’m in the stand-up-for-what-you-
believe place. Mark Burnett [creator of The Bible series] is in the same 

place. Here is a high-powered television movie executive who believed in 
telling the story of the Bible, that is pretty risky. He could’ve stayed and 
played it safe with his reality shows [Shark Tank, Survivor, The Voice, and 
The Apprentice] but he put it out there and millions of people responded. 
What I’d like to think is that it speaks to an eternal desire and hunger and 
void that every one of us has; to find a greater significance and purpose in 
life. At the end of the day that is why I make Christian music, in the hopes 

that people will be reminded where 
they can go to find that fulfillment 
and purpose in life. The world is 
misguided sometimes when they go 
to find that fulfillment which is why 
we do tours like this, in hope that 
people will respond to the greatest 
story ever told. 

RM: Artists are always trying to 
connect with their fans, but I love 
that you take it even further and 
have people submit their stories to 
you through your website. And then 
you actually read them! The last 
number I heard was around 40,000 
stories. How have these powerful 
stories inspired your music? 
MW: It’s an idea I had several years 

ago to give others an opportunity and a safe place where they could share 
their stories. A place they could be honest and reminded their story is 
significant. I think a lot of people have been made to feel that their story 
doesn’t matter. So it’s been a unique journey to remind people that their 
story isn’t over and that their story could help somebody else. Reading 
people’s stories, and then watching those stories become songs has been a 
special part of my musical journey. I feel very much like a storyteller in the 
truest sense of the word. These days instead of telling my story through 
my music like I started out doing in college, I’m telling the story of other 
people’s lives. In doing so, I hope that we can all see a little bit of our own 

Photo Credit: Rachel LaurenThe West Family: (l to r) Emily, LuLu, Delaney and Matthew.
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stories, and realize that even though we are all unique, we are not that dif-
ferent after all. We all have struggles, we all share that none of our stories 
are perfect, we are all in progress with stories that are currently being writ-
ten, and we are all loved by the same God. 

RM: One of my favorite songs of yours is “My Own Little World.” You and 
your dad founded PopWe, what is this? How can God use our stories for 
His glory?
MW: It’s been a common theme in my life where I’ve started down one 
path only to realize there was a bigger pic-
ture all along that was still being painted. 
Whether it was being a high school base-
ball player and not even realizing God 
had bigger plans for me to make music, 
to even now I thought my goal in life 
was to make music that touches people’s 
hearts and then I have this idea to start 
collecting people’s stories and then lo and 
behold, collecting those people’s stories 
opens this door to a whole new world of 
ministry that goes far beyond music. 
 That’s the crazy thing, because the 
essence of Christian music is the desire 
to go beyond just entertainment, but even 
Christian music can stop short where it 
may impact someone’s life and encour-
age their day; but where does someone go 
when they really need help? That is where 
my dad and I stepped in. As you can 
imagine some of the thousands of stories I’ve collected are people reach-
ing out because they want their story to help somebody else because they 
have overcome cancer, or addiction or they’ve been through this tough 
time and they want somebody else to know they are not alone. There are a 
lot of stories that come in and they are from people who haven’t seen their 
breakthrough yet. They are from people in the middle of their darkest 
hour and they are reaching out to get help. That was one of the things I did 
not expect and it led my dad and me on this journey to create a ministry 
that has the heartbeat and desire to help people to live a more meaningful 
story with their life at whatever stage they are at. Our ministry is about 
stepping into people’s stories no matter how broken they may be and re-
minding them that their stories are far from over.  

RM: Your latest album is Live Forever. Talk to me about the inspiration 
and the difference between living for now and living for forever?
MW: The Live Forever album is a continuation of the stories I have col-
lected. People ask me, “How long are you going to do this?” And my record 
label asks me, “Are you going to keep collecting stories?” I just say, “Hey, the 
stories continue to come in and they touch my life and it seems like the songs 
inspired by them are impacting other people’s lives.” My song, Grace Wins, is 
number one in the country right now, but people may have never heard 
the story that inspired it. They may not know about Rob, who was at my 
concert and was battling a drug and alcohol addiction at that time. He was 
really knocking on death’s door and yet at our concert, he has this power-
ful experience and felt like God reminded him that his life was not over 
but he needed to make a change; so he writes his story to me and says, “I 
need to get help.” 

 My dad and I have a relationship with a recovery center called Teen 
Challenge and so our ministry was able to raise the funds to get Rob into 
Teen Challenge. Now [at time of the interview] he is 18 months clean and 
sober and the recovery center has seen the change in him and gave him 
a job. He’s now working with young men that are beginning that same 
journey of recovery. These are the stories I collect and these are the stories 
that inspire my songs. The message of Live Forever can really be summed 
up in that story of Rob. The idea of, I don’t want to live for now, I want 
to live forever, that is basically the decision Rob made. Rob decided, I am 

going to let grace win in my life. I am go-
ing to choose to believe that my future can 
be better than my past. At that defining 
moment Rob decided to make a change 
and allow God to change his life. 
 For different people it’s different 
things. It’s when our sights get so set on 
the present moment that we lose sight 
that God has an entire eternity planned 
for us. I personally waste a lot of the 
seconds God has given me focused on 
the wrong things. I’ve written a lot of 
albums that cover the chapters that 
have already been written in our stories 
– dysfunctional family, or a battle with 
cancer, a divorced home or battling de-
pression – this album was really about 
covering the chapters that are yet to 
be written. The chapters that are being 
written right now. I wanted to write an 

album of victory anthems about moving forward with our eyes on the 
prize.

RM: You are going right from performing on the Winter Jam Tour, to the 
Bible Tour, then your own tour through September, and right into head-
lining a Caribbean Cruise. Whew! How do you maintain that schedule 
especially being married with two daughters?
MW: Family comes first without a doubt. We have homeschooled our 
daughters for the last three years so that we could travel together as a 
family. We felt like that was what we were supposed to do and it has made 
all the difference. In fact, my oldest daughter is on the road with me this 
weekend and we are about to go to lunch together as soon as I’m done 
with this interview. We are going to hang out and get some quality time 
on our lunch date. At the end of the day that is what is most important, 
getting time with my wife and daughters and putting them first. We do 
have a chaotic schedule, but we try to make it where it isn’t just “dad’s 
job”, but where we have a whole family ministry. Plus, if my family life is 
healthy, my ministry life will be healthy so there is no substitute for having 
them on the road with me. We really have to be deliberate if we know we 
are going to have a really heavy touring season, or if dad has to be away for 
a certain amount of time, we really try to make up for that lost time. Every 
artist has this challenge; we have a different kind of normal. I never what 
to lose sight of what really matters. I know my greatest success will be if 
my kids feel like their dad always put them ahead of his career. 

At the end of the day 
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isa Fenn grew up on what people might say was the right side of the tracks in Cleveland, Ohio. She lived just eight miles 
from where Dartanyon Crockett and Leroy Sutton attended one of the worst inner-city public high schools, Lincoln-

West. Fenn went on to become an Edward R. Murrow and six-time Emmy Award-winning feature producer during her 15-
year career at ESPN. She interviewed every big name in sports, including, Michael Jordan, Tom Brady, and Derek Jeeter. But 
little did she know that God would bring her back to the other side of those tracks in 2009 for the biggest interview of her life. 
 “You have been sent here today by God you know,” said Torrance Robinson aka Coach Torry, the head wrestling coach at 
Lincoln-West High School. Robinson had a deep faith, and since Lincoln-West couldn’t provide wrestling uniforms, he had 
the wrestlers wear t-shirts that on the front read Mathew 18:20 “For where two or three gather in my name, there am I with 
them.” On the back, those t-shirts noted the Lincoln-West Wolverines’ Prayer: “We pray not for easier lives, but to be stronger 
men.”
 Every day Robinson walked the track of the Lincoln-West gym and prayed for the wrestlers or “his boys” as he called them. 
That year he had prayed hard, specifically for Dartanyon Crockett and Leroy Sutton, “Because they good kids. Real good kids,” 
Robinson told Fenn. He went on to explain that after high school there wasn’t anything out there for them. He smiled slyly 
at Fenn, “And then ESPN walks in the door? That ain’t no coincidence . . .”
 As Fenn proceeded to speak with Crockett and Sutton, disabled and impoverished varsity wresters, she realized that their 
walls would be harder to tear down than she had expected, especially Sutton’s. “I built walls around myself . . . inside those walls, 
I felt safe,” said Sutton who lost both his legs in a train accident at age eleven. Fenn, a strong woman of faith herself, “left the 
house each morning looking for glimpses of what God was doing in the world and the chance to be a part of it.” Inspired by God and 
the image of Crockett, blind since birth, carrying 170-pound Sutton up the stairs of Lincoln-West’s bleachers, Fenn decided 
to “carry on” with their developing kinship. This became the title of her memoir due out with Harper Collins August 16, 2016.
 Though Sutton was unengaged in the one-sided conversations from Fenn, even putting in earbuds as she spoke, Fenn 
didn’t give up on him. After watching him slay demons and dragons from his video games in the dim lit basement of his 
grandmother’s home for four days straight, she told him she’d “rather be his friend than report his story.” Sutton finally broke his 
silence. “I got a new game, want to see it?” he asked. Over the next five months of filming Fenn realized those walls he built had 
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Photographer: Courtesy of Lisa Fenn
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Interviewed for Risen Magazine in San Diego California

Risen Magazine: Dartanyon, you were born with optic nueropathy, but 
do you remember how old you were when you became legally blind? 
Dartanyon Crockett: I’ve been legally blind since birth. Some people 
with optic neuropathy go blind later in life, but my vision has always been 
severely nearsighted like this. I can see shadows and movement though. 
What I have is degenerative, so some people’s vision gets worse. I feel 
lucky mine hasn’t gotten worse all this time. I look at it like a challenge 
God has given me. He’s seeing how I’m going to react to this challenge 
and whether I’m going to let it make me into the person I am today, or 
let it break me. 

RM: What was life like for you as a blind child growing up in the rough 
neighborhoods of inner-city Cleveland?
DC: I was a huge Mama’s boy. I loved my Mama. She was always singing. 
Everything she did made me happy. She was my rock, my cornerstone. 
Since I was only eight when she passed, I don’t remember many things 
she said to me. But I will always remember her actions and the kindness 
she showed towards me. I was the sixth of seven children, and shortly after 
giving birth to my youngest sister, my mother died. She died of a brain 
aneurysm. I’ll never forget the day, because it was the most blunt way you 
could ever hear about someone dying. My father was the one who had told 
me. It was after school and he said, “Come here and sit down, I have some-
thing to tell you. Your mother is dead.” I froze. My heart felt like it stopped. 
I didn’t feel any emotion in his voice, no compassion, not even a hint of 
sympathy. It’s not the way you should get news broken to you as an eight-
year-old kid. I wanted to cry my eyes out, but I couldn’t, because I was 
numb. My life had become a spiraling nightmare I could not awake from. 
Soon after, I went to live with my father. My siblings and I had different 

fathers, so we had to live in separate places. My father was an addict and 
his habits went from bad to worse. We moved six times in three years. We 
lived next to a crack house, and I found out my father was involved with 
that. I was even homeless at times. I missed coming home and feeling 
safe. Most of all, I missed my mom. I went from having warm meals every 
night to not eating for days. But my family knew a gas station owner. He’d 
give me food sometimes or sometimes I would do odd jobs for food. Life 
for me was quiet and lonely. 

RM: What drove you guys to stay on the straight path, to choose wres-
tling and education over other temptations or negative role models?
Leroy Sutton: Well, those sort of role models either ended up in jail or 
dead. You know, I don’t want to be in any one of those places. So, why 
not go the good route and get my life together? I volunteered for safety 
patrol that year I had the accident. I was actually on my way there when 
it happened. Later I found a sort of family through wrestling. I enjoyed 
the camaraderie.
DC: Yeah, pretty much what he said. I made my decisions based on what 
people around me did. I saw what their decisions led to. A lot of times 
it was kind of taking the easy way out to skip school or do drugs. I saw 
where their lives headed, and I didn’t want to go in that direction. I want-
ed something better than what I was given. I didn’t want to be a product of 
predestination just because of where I was born. I graduated high school 
with a B average, even though I was blind. My brother would always re-
mind me about our mom. “She’s watching,” he’d say. 
 I didn’t see anything special in myself though until I realized I had 
a talent in sports. When I won my first wrestling match, I thought, I can 
not only win on the wrestling mat, but I can win at life. By my second year 

less to do with his train accident and more to do with the perils of growing up in and out of trap houses that fed his mother’s 
addictions.  
 The same was true for Crockett when he was sent to live with his drug-dealer father after losing his mother at the tender 
age of eight to a brain aneurysm. “I started embracing silence. . . It was the only friend I had,” recalled Crockett. That was until he 
started wrestling and got to know Sutton. “When Leroy told me his story about the train accident, I laughed,” Crockett chuckled. 
Sutton added, “He laughed instead of pitying me. Laughter is a great ice breaker. I started laughing too and we were friends from 
there.” 
 “I had little reason to hope until my senior year when a series of small acts started to happen,” explained Sutton. “Dartanyon put 
me on his back and I started to trust him as a friend.” And those pieces of trust eventually led to the bigger picture in the puzzle 
God was putting together. Crockett and Sutton graduated high school where only forty percent of students graduated that 
year. On top of that, they were the first to graduate high school in their immediate families. Sutton didn’t just want to gradu-
ate; he wanted to walk across the stage wearing prosthetics. He accomplished his goal, with Crockett at his side, and Fenn in 
the audience cheering them on. “All this love has created an imbalance in the universe,” Crockett commented on their trio. 
This love caused Fenn to raise the funds necessary for putting both gentlemen through college, to pay Sutton’s Paralympics 
training in powerlifting, and Crockett’s Paralympics training in judo. Sutton graduated college and took a job offer as a beta 
player for Electronic Arts, a video gaming company, and placed tenth in Malaysia’s 2010 Paralympics for powerlifting. Crock-
ett is close to graduating college with a degree in social work and received the bronze medal in London’s 2012 Paralympics 
for judo. He also won first place at world championships which qualified him for the 2016 Paralympics to be held in Rio de 
Janeiro. Fenn sums it up best, “You change the world when you enter into someone else’s world.”
 After Sutton and Crockett spoke at The Cambridge School in San Diego, Risen caught up with them one-on-one to learn 
more about their disabilities, sports, and this unique friendship.

Dartanyon Crockett, Lisa Fenn and Leroy Sutton in London as Crockett 
shows off his bronze medal in judo at the 2012 Paralympic Games.

Dartanyon Crockett and Leroy Sutton take part in CAF 
(Challenged Athletes Foundation.) Leroy Sutton
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on the wrestling team, I became captain, and this was amazing for me. I 
was the guy everybody on the team looked up to. I didn’t play sports as a 
child, but I started powerlifting in high school to avoid going home after 
school. That’s how I met Coach Torry. He came in the weight room and 
asked, “Kid, you know how to wrestle?” “Uh, I don’t,” I answered. “Don’t mat-
ter. Come with me,” he said. I had never been approached like that growing 
up, so I said yes. Then sports changed my life. 
 But I was [originally] held back by my own anger. When I was 
younger I was so focused on my own resentment and anger, the resent-
ment that I held toward my father for being an addict. I was mad at the 
hand that I was dealt. I was mad that my mother was taken from me. I 
was mad at God for letting me suffer as long as I did. It wasn’t until [then] 
I realized I had to make a conscious decision to forgive everyone and 
everything that I felt had wronged me. Being able to forgive really freed 
me to see all the opportunities that were coming in for me, all the love 
and support that was coming my way. Like the love coming from Lisa and 
Leroy, it was because of them I felt like anything was possible. With Lisa 
and Leroy in my corner, I felt like I could conquer the world.

RM: You mentioned the guys you competed against for the judo Paralym-
pics had been training since they were in grade school, but you started at 
age 18. How did you handle the pressure of training? 
DC: Yeah there was a lot of pressure, because I came out with no expe-
rience of the sport. The first few months I was getting my butt kicked 
every day. Then six months into it I broke my ankle and was out for eight 
months, so that put me back a lot. But it took many nights of me remind-
ing myself that [in the past] I went a couple days without eating. I know 
how to survive if I need to. I’ve been homeless for certain periods of my 

life. Walking into a [training room] and getting thrown around is easy 
[laughter]. So I looked at where I’ve come from and what I’m doing now, 
how incredibly lucky and happy I am to even be in this situation, to pursue 
a goal like this, to even entertain the idea of having dreams likes this. So 
it became easier and easier as I was able to have conversations with myself 
and say, “You’ve fallen harder. You’ve gotten up from worse. You’ve struggled for 
longer. You’ve been through worse pain. This is easy.”

RM: How is judo training for Rio Paralympics going?
DC: Besides a couple concussions, it’s going good [laughter]. Things are 
really starting to pick up. Monday through Friday I lift from 8 to 10 a.m. 
and train from 4 to 7 p.m. On weekends I do my cardio sessions. My 
social life comes and goes during training. I can sneak a hang out here 
and there. My roommates are my good friends. I compete against judo 
wrestlers of all different visual impairments for training, so some guys see 

better than me. But the best guy, Rafael Silva, is fully blind. He is Brazil-
ian and has won four championships. Outside of the Paralympics, I also 
compete against guys who aren’t disabled. Basically, the only difference 
between para judo and regular judo is we start out touching hands. And I 
plan to qualify for the regular judo Olympics in 2020!
LS: [laughter] You better qualify, because I want to go to Japan [more 
laughter].

Risen Magazine: Leroy, what was life like 
before your train accident and how did it 
change after you lost your legs?
LS: My dad left when I was three. My 
favorite uncle died when I was nine. My 
mom was an addict, and she frequently 
chose to buy drugs over paying the rent 
or bills. I went to ten different schools 
in twelve years. Because we moved from 
house to house, friends weren’t common 
for me. I never had a sense of belonging or 

felt settled. When my mom was sober enough to deal with me, I was a 
bother. We lived in a trap house, a house where drugs were sold. I was not 
a stranger to gang activity. 
 After the accident, I was a trifecta; disabled, black, and poor. People 
had written us off. We didn’t like being judged for our circumstances. 
No one expected much of us, so we didn’t expect much of ourselves. My 
brother was with me when the accident happened. He is four years older, 
and he still gets shook up about it, even though it doesn’t bother me any-
more. After talking to me, people forget I have a wheelchair. My friends 
don’t even notice it [smiles]. My mom began disappearing for longer 
stretches of time. She wasn’t equipped for the care I needed at that time. 
So I ended up living with my grandma. 
 People marveled and called me an inspiration, but I felt more like a 
conversation piece. At school I wore a smile. I didn’t want to be a bother to 
anybody, but it was really a mask so people didn’t really see how destroyed 
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I was. I didn’t want pity. I didn’t want to depend on anyone or put that on 
my older brother either. After a couple weeks being home from rehab, I 
taught myself to climb the counters and get bowls down from the high-
est shelves. I found refuge in video games, like Donkey Kong and Mario. 
Those were people I’d become for awhile, just to escape my own world, 
because I understood theirs. Now I’ve decided I’d much rather change this 
world than walk on it.

RM: How is your new gaming job going?
LS: I’m a gaming beta player. I look for bugs or glitches. I can get inside 
the walls and beat the bugs. The first time I played Mario, I saved the 
princess in 45 minutes [laughter]. I thought I’d grow up and work at Wal-
Mart or Game Stop. I thought that those were my only options. [Now] I 
get paid to play video games [for a living]. Dartanyon and I have such busy 
schedules now, so we talk through Play Station.
DC: I’m like, “Hey, how are things? Good. Okay, bye.” [laughter.]

RM: Why did you decide not to use a wheelchair for a period of time? 
LS: When I finally built my arm muscles up, I did not want to be in my 
wheelchair. That’s why I’d move around on my arms. I noticed my arms 
getting so strong, but then I got fat [laughter]. That’s when I needed my 
wheel chair [more laughter]. But there were no ramps at home. I flipped 
the wheelchair over my head, over the stairs. I still had to use my arms to 
get around. 

RM: So why did you start wrestling and how did that impact you?
LS:  I actually got tricked into doing it by my friend Bob. He had a car 
and was like, “I’ll drive you to every practice.” But as soon as I started, he 
quit. He was just trying to get me to take his spot. Yeah, and I didn’t want 
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Leroy Sutton enjoying the ski 
slopes in Colorado.

Dartanyon Crockett and Lisa Fenn with Leroy Sutton celebrating his graduation 
from Collins College in August 2013 with a B.A. in video game production

Dartanyon Crockett wins the Most Inspirational 
Athlete Award in 2013.

Leroy Sutton on Dartanyon 
Crockett’s back with Lisa Fenn.
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to end up like the people around me growing up. Plus I had always played 
sports before the accident. [Now] I trusted Dartanyon as a friend. I had 
Coach Torry to pray for us. He had a hard life himself. Prayer was all he 
had, and he devoted it to us. Coach Honsy [ Justin Hons, Lincoln-West 
assistant coach] helped us with our school work, so we would stay eligible 
for the team. Even beyond the wrestling season he stayed and helped us 
with all of our work. I trusted that he would stick around through our suc-
cess. And Lisa [Fenn] stuck around for four days in silence with me, just 
to prove that she wanted to be a friend.
 For the longest time I didn’t 
know I had a story until I watched it 
[on ESPN]. I felt like my past was a 
wasteland marked with pain and mis-
fortune. I didn’t see what Lisa saw. I 
wanted to succeed, but I was insecure. 
Both my mind and my body had been 
hurt too many times, too many people 
had walked out on me. I learned that fractures of the mind and the heart 
hurt more than a hundred broken bones. Lisa took a huge chance on me 
and believed in me. She loved me unconditionally for really no reason at 
all, and she continues to talk to us almost every day. Let’s just give her a 
‘round of applause [laughter].
DC: [laughter] Every time she calls, it’s with good news. It’s like having 
Christmas every other week.

RM: When did Dartanyon start to carry you? 
LS: I met Dartanyon when I moved to Lincoln-West High School my 
junior year. We would say “wussup” in the halls, but that’s about it. During 
wrestling my senior year is when he started to carry me.
DC: We didn’t have a wheelchair bus for the first wrestling tournament, 
so I carried him. There was no big dramatic scene like in Bambi where the 

dad steps up and says, “I’ll take the boy,” [laughter all around] No, it was 
subtle and quick. I got him on the bus and we went to his first wrestling 
meet. He could help me see. I could help him get around the wrestling 
mats easier than a wheelchair could. It went on from there.

RM: And Dartanyon says you were the only one strong enough to wrestle 
him? 
LS: No. He was the only one strong enough to wrestle me [laughter].

RM: I hear you call each other brothers. Do you ever fight like brothers 
sometimes do? 
LS: We actually don’t fight, not at all. We only had one disagreement.
DC: Yeah, it wasn’t even an argument or anything. I ended up being right 
though [laughter]. But it was on a topic he doesn’t really like to talk about, 
so it doesn’t count. 
LS: [smiles] It takes a lot more energy to be angry at someone, than to 
crush that squabble. Instead of me being angry all the time and taking it 
out on other people, I just forgive them for my sake. Instead of weighing 
in on that negative energy, which starts to eat you alive, it’s better to get 
rid of those squabbles [rather] than let them consume you.
DC: It’s easy to love; just [takes] a few kind words. Make sure you tell 
someone they’re special and that you love them.
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helene Bryan was a producer in Hollywood until a trip to East Africa changed her life. She initially went to see if the chil-
dren that she sponsored through a food program were real and God used the experience to challenge Bryan to leap from 

her life of comfort into the unknown. She left her career as a Hollywood producer and founded Skip1.org, a charity dedicated to 
providing food and clean water to children not only in America, but around the world. In addition to being a wife and mother, 
she also has written two books; Love, Skip, Jump and Ridiculous Faith. Risen talked with Bryan about what it means to have ri-
diculous faith, how she cultivates faith in her children and what has been the most challenging time in her faith. 

Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine

Risen Magazine: For our readers that might not be familiar with your 
story, you were a producer in Hollywood and had a life-changing expe-
rience. You eventually went on to start a non-profit called Skip1. Can 
you share with us your experience and how it was the catalyst for your 
organization?   
Shelene Bryan: It was amazing! I ended up flying on a whim unan-
nounced to Uganda, Africa, to see if the kids we had been sponsoring 
for twenty-five dollars per month were real. I showed up in East Africa 
and I basically had their photos and the numbers and I said, “Hi, I’m from 
America. Can I meet my kids, #GBB 8348 and #GBA 8453?”  This gracious 
woman said, “Sure, follow me.” And that one event in 2003 changed my 
lens, my life and so many aspects of what happened to me. I write about 
it in Love, Skip, Jump, my first book, which is start living the adventure of 
yes. I believe the answer is always, “Yes,” to God. But sometimes we say, 
“You just wait God until I become a mom,” or “Wait until I get married,” or 
“Wait until I get that job.” God says, “No, I need you to say, ‘yes’ right now.”  
Ultimately, if He doesn’t want us doing something, that door will close. 
We’ve all seen that happen. But it wasn’t because we weren’t willing to 
jump into whatever that was after God’s own heart. 
 I encourage people in Love, Skip, Jump, that love is the motivation, 
skipping deals with Skip1.org, my non-profit where you skip something 
for the sake of someone else that you could never repay you and will never 
regret it. Ultimately, God wants us to jump right in. In order to jump, 

that’s what allowed me to write this next book, Ridiculous Faith, because 
you have to have ridiculous faith to jump. When you’re standing on the 
edge of a cliff, you don’t want to jump. I was excited to write Ridiculous 
Faith and to be honest, I think it was written for me. It challenged me 
with so many things I didn’t know even know or realize were in the Bible 
that were God’s promises for me about my faith. I don’t need to become 
a “super Christian” to live a ridiculous faith life, God is faithful in spite of 
me, and that has been a cool journey for me. 

RM: Skip1 challenges people to give up something – a coffee, a lunch or 
a new outfit – and donate the money you would’ve spent to help provide 
meals to those in need. What has been the hardest thing for you to skip? 
SB: Skipping is easy. It is contagious! I would have said earlier in my life, 
comfort and safety. I was such a safety person growing up because my dad 
was a sniper on the SWAT team. He wasn’t a godly man at all, but he was 
a safety man and raised my sister and I with “stranger danger,” fire safety, 
and gun safety. We knew everything about anything in respect to safety. In 
writing Ridiculous Faith, God just reminded me in His promises that there 
is no safety outside His sovereignty. In Ridiculous Faith, we talk about how 
our fear is limiting our faith. They don’t mix. 
 Fear is the opposite of faith and yet without faith, it is impossible to 
please God. Skip1.org was a step of faith. I never wanted to start a charity. 
I think there are too many to be honest. But the one thing that we did a 

Writer: Mei Ling Nazar 
Photography: Courtesy of Shelene Bryan

Scott Bakken, launched Socality on Jan. 19, 2014 
which is described by many as a global movement.

RIDICULOUS
FAITH

 is 

Just a  and a away

God just reminded 
me in His promises 
that there is no 
safety outside His 
sovereignty.

When we show up 
and we seek Him 
first, God is going 
to take care of all 
of it.

RIDICULOUS
FAITH

 is 

Just a  and a away

God just reminded 
me in His promises 
that there is no 
safety outside His 
sovereignty.

When we show up 
and we seek Him 
first, God is going 
to take care of all 
of it.



Risen Magazine58 risenmagazine.com 59

little differently was we give away one hundred percent of the proceeds. So 
no one touches the money. One hundred percent of all public donations 
goes to the acquisition and distribution of food and water projects here 
in America and around the world. We are building kitchens at orphan-
ages and schools so that kids can have lunch everyday because you were 
willing to skip your lunch. It’s awesome! You’re never too young to skip 
something or train up your children. A little girl just skipped her tooth 
fairy money. He who gives to the poor will lack nothing [Proverbs 28:27]. 
I have never met a generous person that was broke. As moms and dads, we 
need to instill this into our children as much as we do the “ABCs.” Being 
a giver is such a beautiful way to love people. 

RM: Why is it important to say “yes” and what experience has challenged 
your faith the most?
SB: When I became a mom, because that was when I was gripped with 
the most fear in my life. Basically, God takes your heart out of your body 
and puts legs on it and it’s running around the earth. That’s what it feels 
like. You love your kids so much you would die for your them. I remem-
ber a time that I write about in Love, Skip, Jump, when my son, who was 
thirteen at the time, he is now nineteen and at college, asked to skip his 
thirteenth birthday to go with me on a trip to Haiti. This was a month 
before the earthquake hit. I said, “No, Blake. I am going to go do a site visit 
and check it out. There’s tons of AIDS there. We are visiting an AIDS hospital.” 
And he said, “Mom, if God wants me to go and serve I’d like you to pray about 
that. I really feel like I’m supposed to go.”  I said, “I don’t need to pray about 
it. You’re not going.”  Of course Blake calls his dad, and my husband goes, 
“Honey, if our son wants to skip his thirteenth birthday to go serve, he is going. 
God can take our kids at the mailbox if it’s his expiration date. I don’t want to 
prevent him from going and serving the Lord and being amongst the least of 
these, doing things, bringing food and clean water to needy kids. This is some-

thing that is going to build character in Him and help him to become more like 
Jesus.” Then I’m thinking, “I suck as a mom.” I was gripped with fear. I was 
so fearful about it. 

RM: You are passionate about people having a mountain top experience 
with God. What does that look like practically speaking? 
SB: What I’ve learned is that just like I have scheduled this interview, we 
need to schedule those mountain top moments with God. I need to pro-
tect the time too, just like I would protect an appointment. But we don’t. 
We don’t put that in our calendar at all. Forty days and forty nights like 
Moses spent praying; sometimes I can barely find forty minutes. I have 
crammed my schedule with so many things that aren’t necessary. When I 
started replacing those with mountain top moments, it’s amazing how my 
day, my schedule and my week just flows. It is unbelievable. When I detail 
out my day and have it scheduled out perfectly, it all gets thrown to crap 
half the time. It’s funny, when I seek Him first and it says this in the Bible, 
when we seek Him first and His kingdom, all these things will be added 
to Him as well [Matthew 6:33].  
 I believe when we have experiences with God it changes us and peo-
ple can see it. When Moses came down from the mountain in Exodus, 
he had such an amazing experience with God that he was glowing. Aaron 
and the people were freaked out to look at Moses. He had to wear a veil 
over his face. Experiences with God change us and people can see it. I 
want to make sure that I am making moments with God because I want 
people to see His image in me. I want people to see through me to Him. I 
want to live a life of ridiculous faith and experience the unbelievably good 
God that He is in my life and leaves me in awe and wonder of who He is. 

RM: Whether it is working in full-time ministry, being a student, mom 
or having a career, so often developing our relationship with God gets 
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lost in the day to day tasks of life. What words of wisdom do you have for 
someone who wants to grow in their relationship with God, but doesn’t 
know where to start?
SB: I had to fire the person that was 
keeping my schedule. That was me! 
No one is putting a gun to our heads 
to fill our schedules. It is so unnec-
essary. I want to challenge people to 
ask themselves, “What for?” When 
you look at your day ask God, “Are 
you authorizing this? Is this blessed by 
you?” When I look at my schedule, 
often there are things on there that 
are just not necessary. He said to seek 
Him first [Matthew 6:33], not sec-
ond, third, fourth or fifth. For some 
people who maybe have a demand-
ing career, or have things at certain 
times, you go through seasons in 
your calendar. He still said to seek 
Him first. I think there is something 
about that and that might mean getting up twenty minutes early that day 
to have that quiet time. Have it in the car before work, while you take a 
bath, or go on a prayer walk. Make your mountain moment with Him. It’s 
too important to miss. You can’t miss it! It’s a game changer. 

RM: As a mom, how do you help develop ridiculous faith in your kids?
SB: Live it out! Your kids see it. Faith is being sure of what you hope 
for, certain of what you do not see [Hebrews 11:1]. So if you’re giving lip 
service, but there is no action behind your faith, kids quickly see that. “Oh 

yeah, mom is just talking about that. She’s not really going to do it.” It’s like me 
starting a diet. “Mom’s just saying that, she’s not really going to lose weight.” 
But my kids won’t tell you that about my faith. They would say, “Mom does 

it! She will get on a plane. She will go 
to Skid Row. She will bring the home-
less in.” I am going to live it out. Re-
ally the best lesson we can teach our 
kids is the way I love my husband, 
their dad, the way I love them, the 
way I serve them, the way I serve 
and love our neighbors. That’s the 
best way. There are sometimes 
where I have to ask for forgiveness, 
because I blow it. I’m human. But 
my kids will tell you, “This is what 
my mom would do.” Ask your kids 
what you worship. Ask them what 
do you think mommy prays for? 
You will find out really quick what 
you worship. They have a front row 
seat to your life, more than anybody 

else – your job, your co-workers, your boss – anybody else. That is a min-
istry that is so worth fighting for. 

RM: Throughout the Bible, we see examples of faith that don’t make sense 
--building an ark, parting the sea, and taming lions. In Ridiculous Faith 
you talk about a type of faith that leaves us all in awe of the Creator of it 
all. How do we get that type of faith? 
SB: We can’t. God is the one that is faithful. Moses didn’t walk up to the 
Red Sea and go, “Oh my gosh! What are we going to do?”  No. It parted. He 
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showed up. When we show up and we seek Him first, God is going to 
take care of all of it. There is no “have more faith” store or if I’m going to 
be a “super Christian”, then I’m going to be really faithful. When you read 
about the heroes of the faith in Hebrews, talk about mess-ups. They messed 
up. They weren’t “super Christians,” 
But they were attributed as being 
men and women of the faith, heroes 
of the faith. God defines being faith-
ful as where He has planted us. For 
me as a woman, I am a wife first and 
then a mom and then if those things 
are truly in order then I can go write 
a book, go speak or start a charity. I 
think women need to understand that 
a wise woman builds her house and 
a foolish one tears it down with her 
own hands like it says in Proverbs. I 
need to be sure that those are in or-
der and the blessing goes through my 
husband to me and to my kids. Then, 
I can go outside of that and do the 
other things that He would allow me 
to do. When we are faithful in the little, we will be faithful with much. 

RM: I love how you incorporate your family into what you are doing. How 
do you balance it all? 
SB: I learned to say, “This is not my best ‘Yes’ today.” I got good at doing that, 
letting people know that, “I’m sorry. I am already fully committed.” I think 
we think that by excusing ourselves from something we are failing or let-
ting someone down. When really, you are taking your whole family out of 

balance when you’re overextended and unconcerned about everything else 
because you want to please people. 
 God says, “My yoke is easy and my burden is light, follow Me. [Matthew 
11:30].” He didn’t say, “The workaholic is the busiest person in the Bible. I didn’t 

see them get anything done.” Instead, it 
was the person following Jesus and 
miracles would happen. It’s unbe-
lievable if you really read the stories 
in the Bible. There isn’t some worka-
holic guy that made his way up the 
corporate ladder until he hits heaven 
and God says, “Finally you achieved 
it.” No, it was faithful people taking 
little steps in a new direction follow-
ing Jesus. And He drops it out of the 
sky into their lap. We don’t have to 
add anything to it. It’s amazing! 

RM: That perspective is refreshing. 
We don’t talk about the fact that 
there aren’t workaholics in the Bible 
or that you can’t just go to the store 

and fill up your faith bag.
SB: Exactly! That’s why those mountain top moments are so important. 
If you were out of a job, you would probably go online to look for people 
that were hiring someone. You need direction for your life? You need more 
resources? You want to be a better husband or better wife? Then you need 
to have a mountain moment with God so that He can show you what 
those are. 
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Brooke Griffin had a seemingly perfect life. She was a former NFL Cheerleader and Fitness Universe Champion. Brooke and her 
husband just had their son, Easton, when her life fell apart. She had been a Christian but had wandered from her faith. She got 
divorced from her husband, lost her home and was suffering from depression and anxiety. She moved into her parent’s basement 
and out of desperation cried out to God for help. It was during this time that not only was her faith restored, but she started Skinny 
Mom, a website that gives people tips on healthy living with everything from recipes to workouts. She also recently wrote, Skinny 
Suppers, a cookbook, with quick, healthy recipes to inspire family and friends to gather around the dinner table. Risen caught up with 
Brooke to learn more.

Risen Magazine: When everything came crashing 
down, how did that experience draw you back into your 
relationship with God?
Brooke Griffin: I was in this place of brokenness. I felt like I 
had failed at everything. I was going through a divorce. I was a 
new mom and had gained 70 pounds. I moved back in with my 
parents and was really suffering from depression and anxiety. 
I had no idea what my future looked like. I remember crying 
out to God, “God if you are real I need you!” I am so thankful 
that His grace and mercy met me at that moment and radically 
changed my life from that point on. In the days and weeks that 
followed, I felt like I had hope and He had a future for me. I 
started making changes and overcame depression and anxiety 
and in the weeks that followed would start the career path that 
I am on today. 

RM: What role does your faith play in running your 
company?
BG: It has a huge influence on how I run my company. I tell 
my team openly and often that God is my CEO. The Bible says, 
that He gives us wisdom. I really pray about the decisions I 
make. I pray about the team that I have and the people that are 
a part of the team. Now that I am in a leadership position, I try 
to lead with love and really try to love the community that we 
have grown through the website. I try to always think of what 
they would want us to share and be the resource for them. It 
has really helped shift everything from who I was and has had a 
huge influence on how I lead the company and what I want for 
the business in the future. 

RM: You grew up in one of the poorest counties in the 
country. After your divorce, you didn’t have a job and 
were living in your parents’ basement. What words of 
encouragement do you have for single moms, or others, 
who are going through a tough period?
BG: Trust in God and trust that He has a plan for your life. 
Even if you are in your darkest place or questioning your 

financial situation and what your future looks like, He is not 
surprised by that. He knows what you are going through. I truly 
believe that if you trust in Him and trust His plan for your life, 
you will discover the bright future He has for you. 

RM: Meals have the power to bring people together. 
What is your hope and inspiration for your cookbook?
BG: I grew up in the south and had the privilege of living next 
door to my granny. She would cook for my entire family. I can 
remember squeezing into her country kitchen and having this 
great meal and we would share memories with each other. We 
would have conversations and discussions about each other’s 
lives. I knew that when I was in the process of writing this 
cookbook I wanted my family and son to have a reason to get 
together; good food. I wanted to make sure we could share 
conversation and know what was going on in each other’s lives 
and pray for each other. I hope that is what this book does. Yes, 
you will have good meals, the recipes are delicious, but I hope 
that it encourages families to turn off the TV, and all the other 
electronics, and have a conversation and create memories. 

RM: In a culture of eating disorders, obesity and being 
perfection-driven, what wisdom can you share? 
BG: Before I found Christ, and being the Fitness Universe 
Champion and NFL cheerleader, this was something that was 
very prevalent in the industry. I think anytime that we put so 
much focus on our outside appearance we have the opportunity 
to lose focus on what is important. Those things [eating disorders 
and perfectionism] can come as a result of that. We need to have 
more of a focus on the inside and the reason why we are trying 
to be physically fit. I believe that each of our bodies is a temple 
and we should do it to glorify God and put Him first. By eating 
healthy it enables us to be healthy to do His work, which is what 
He has called us to do. It is also about balance. The philosophy 
and recipes I live by are not about fad diets or rapid weight loss. 
It is about each day making healthy decisions that eventually 
become a lifestyle. 

1

2

3

4

5

Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine

Breaking Bread 
with Brooke Griffin 

Writer: Writer: Mei Ling Nazar

Dept:Q-5



Risen Magazine64 risenmagazine.com 65

Regal Celebrators are 
women who also have a

passion to see women and 
girls live in the fullness of 
their identity in Christ as 

King’s daughters. 

King’s Daughters
Meet Founders Ginnie Johansen Johnson & Sarah Johnson

A Royal Celebration 

A Royal Celebration 

I began a journey of 
trading in my identity in the 
world and trading up to my 

identity in Christ.

W
hether it’s the real life Queen of England, Elizabeth II and her famous family, or the fictitious aristocrats inhab-
iting Downton Abbey, the world is fascinated by the Royal lifestyle. Mother-daughter team Ginnie Johansen 

Johnson and Sarah Johnson want to make sure every woman and girl feels like royalty. The authors, speakers, artists, and singer-
songwriters combined their talents to start King’s Daughters, an organization based on Psalm 45 celebrating women and helping 
them embrace their role as heir to the most-high King. They have created 26 categories, one for every letter of the alphabet in 
their A-Z Regal Lifestyle Collection – from Art Gallery to Zeal for Blessing Israel – all are beautiful reminders of God’s truth. 
The Johnson’s even travel the country putting on “Regal Celebrations” where women can attend an event that celebrates them as 
King’s daughters in Christ. Risen sat down with the dynamic duo to learn more about their vision, their celebrations, and how 
the country of Israel is benefitting from their creative collections.

Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine in Rancho Santa Fe, California

Risen Magazine: Ginnie, let’s go back to your college experience. Unlike 
many freshman, you designed a ribbon belt that became a staple in estab-
lishing your fashion company and even led to President Ronald Reagan 
giving you a Small Business Administration award. Tell us about this time 
in your life.
Ginnie Johansen Johnson: My freshman year of college, I designed a 
grosgrain ribbon belt that matched the preppy clothing I was wearing at 
Tulane University. That summer, I started selling the belts in Dallas stores 
and expanded to San Antonio, Houston, and Austin. My dad saw the 
potential and offered to help me write a business plan. We started Ginnie 
Johansen Designs and within a year, my belts were in 600 stores! Over 
the next twelve years, our fashion accessories were sold in 3,000 stores 
and I was propelled into the world of design, travel, awards, wealth, and 
popularity. 

RM: You had your three daughters and felt called to stop working. What 
went into that decision? Especially with having your identity tied to being 
a designer and all that comes with that title.
GJ: At the height of our success I was pregnant with our middle daughter, 
Sarah, when the Lord spoke to me and said, “Ginnie, I want you to retire 
and raise the next generation.” I responded, “Lord, I will obey You, but I need 

You to replace everything I’m leaving with You.” I began a journey of trading 
in my identity in the world and trading up to my identity in Christ. That 
was really the trade up, and that is why the name of our book is Trading 
Up.

RM: Speaking of your book, is that how you first got the vision for your 
organization, King’s Daughters?
GJ: After my retirement, I reached a very low point. I was still stuck in 
performance, finding my security in how much I accomplished. I was 
a stressed out high achiever trying my hardest to be a good wife, good 
person, good mother, good homemaker and good Christian. During an 
especially hard time, the Lord sent a dear friend to give me [a word] 
through a little note with Psalm 45:13: “The King’s daughter is all glorious 
within.” I read the verse out loud and was immediately infused with my 
regal identity as a King’s daughter. I went home to study the entire Psalm 
45 chapter, especially verse 11 which says, “Listen O daughter, incline your 
ear…The King greatly desires your beauty.” I suddenly realized God didn’t 
want my performance. He just wanted me! If that wasn’t exciting enough, 
the Lord then took me to Luke 15, where the prodigal son comes home 
and enjoys a party with the father. 
 It was like I was entering the story, seeing my Heavenly Father wrap 
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His arms around me and invite me to celebrate with Him. That day, I not 
only received a revelation of my identity, but I also received an invitation 
from the Lord to celebrate an intimate relationship with Him. After I 
saw this truth completely transform my life, I started celebrating my three 
daughters and my friends as King’s daughters with fun dinner parties and 
Bible studies – then came the paintings, booklets, stationery, and gifts. 
Little did I know, I was developing every element of King’s Daughters. In 
2010, after 14 years of organic development, my daughter Sarah joined me 
to write our book and put wheels on the King’s Daughters vision. Six years 
later, the Lord has sent us all over the country doing Regal Celebrations 
with our A-Z Regal Lifestyle Collection. Isn’t it amazing that God used 
a little note to spark an endeavor that is bringing His love and identity to 
women and girls all over the world?

RM: Sarah, initially you set out to be a news reporter, how did your focus 
switch to be part of King Daughters with your mom?
SJ: Similar to my mom, my story also changed with a word from the 
Lord. I grew up seeing my mom develop King’s Daughters and envision 
its growth, and even helped her with ideas. My senior year of college, the 
Lord told me, “Go back to Dallas and I will send you all over the world.” 
Though I had plans to go anywhere but Dallas to start my news report-

ing career, I had to obey God’s voice. Back in Dallas, I offered to help my 
mom write Trading Up for a King’s Daughter. After a summer of seeing 
how much fun we had working together and realizing King’s Daughters 
potential, I decided to make our “fun summer project” my full-time career. 
It was very unexpected, but at the same time, I feel like my entire life 
prepared me for Kings Daughters.

RM: The chapters of the Trading Up book are paired with songs. Sarah, 
was this a deliberate decision and, how did the lyrics come to you?
SJ: I have been singing and playing guitar since I was little, but my song-
writing really developed the summer we wrote Trading Up for a King’s 
Daughter. I was learning so much and processing everything through mu-
sic. I started writing songs that complemented the content of our book, 
so like a puzzle, we started pairing songs and chapters. Now readers can 
listen to a song for most of Trading Up’s chapters. But I do not call myself 
a songwriter. I am a song receiver! Each song echoes my praise to the Lord 
or His voice to me. My hope is that listeners make the lyrics a prayer of 
praise to the Lord and hear Him speaking to their heart.

RM: Your brand has grown into more than just the initial book, including 
art. Share the story of how you two became artists?
GJ: In 2000, I stopped to help a woman who had been in a car accident 
who turned out to be my daughter’s former art teacher. She invited me to 
join her women’s weekly painting group. A week later, I showed up and 
just started painting. The Lord gave me my eight styles over the next few 
years and I did my first professional art exhibition called “Eight Messages” 
with 90 paintings to raise money for a Christian radio station that broad-
casts the gospel to unreached nations. All my paintings have a Scripture 
inspired message and I am honored to be filling homes with God’s Word 
in living color.
SJ: As far back as I can remember, we always had art supplies around my 
house. My dad made us a huge art table and my mom, because she had 
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retired, was so hands on. She was our art teacher and always encouraged 
our creativity. I also took several art classes throughout my education, but 
never had my own fine art style until a few years ago. I locked myself in 
our art studio until I painted something I loved. That day, my style “Life to 
the Full” – inspired by John 10:10 – emerged and now, it’s amazing to see 
my paintings on clients’ walls!

RM: You also designed an A-Z Regal Lifestyle Collection that celebrates 
women and girls as King’s daughters and inspires a regal lifestyle of truth 
and beauty. What does a Regal Lifestyle Collection mean to you?
SJ: We want women and girls to be surrounded from sun up to sun down 
with tangible reminders of their identity in Christ. From the coffee mug 
they use in the morning, to the book they read before bed. From the art 
they hang on their wall, to the gifts they give, our A-Z Regal Lifestyle 
Collection is all about adding celebration, God’s truth, and beauty to every 
area of women and girl’s lives.

RM: Both of you travel around the country speaking and throwing Regal 
Celebrations. What is the concept behind these purposeful parties?
GJ: A Regal Celebration is a creative, Christ-centered event that com-
bines our four M’s: The Trading Up message, Sarah’s original music, our 
Scripture-inspired merchandise, and our mission to bless Israel. We liter-
ally roll out a red carpet, put a crown on everyone’s head, and treat them 
like the royalty they are in Christ. The response has been incredible. One 
woman couldn’t even make it down the red carpet without bawling. One 
little girl had her first quiet time after we had everyone picture the chair 

where they would spend time with the Lord. Other women remember my 
personal stories or the “With God” cheer we all do together. It’s a heads 
up, hands on, hearts alive experience! We truly engage the women in an 
interactive program that sets regal living in motion. 

RM: As you have expanded, you now engage Regal Celebrators to plan 
and host the Regal Celebrations. What is their role in King’s Daughters?
GJ: Regal Celebrators are women who also have a passion to see women 
and girls live in the fullness of their identity in Christ as King’s daughters. 
They invite us to bring a Regal Celebration to their home, church, out-
reach, or charity luncheon. We work together to design a custom event 
that aligns with their vision and group. After the event, many teach small 
group Bible studies, host additional events or help spread the word about 
King’s Daughters. We have been blessed to work with Regal Celebrators 
with a zeal for the Lord and a zeal for reaching the women and girls in 
their city with God’s love.

RM: Working with family can be a blessing and a challenge, what has the 
experience been like since the two of you teamed up?
SJ:  My mom has been a great mentor and a personal cheerleader as I learn 
how to run a business. We have a very close relationship and definitely 
keep each other laughing. We call our conflicts “constructive debates.” 
They usually don’t last very long and two minutes later we’re on to the 
next thing.
GJ: It’s amazing that the daughter that caused me to retire, also has caused 
me to “re-fire” my career with King’s Daughters. We often think the same 
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Fine art from King’s Daughters showcased in a living room.
Ginnie Johansen Johnson receiving the Small Business Administration award from Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan in 1988 for her fashion company, Ginnie Johansen Designs.
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thoughts at the same time. It’s a delight to work with a young woman 
who wears so many hats: graphic designer, editor, author, speaker, singer-
songwriter, and more! Most of all, she’s filled with the Word of God that 
overflows into everything she does.

RM: A percentage of every sale from King’s Daughters goes to Ariel, 
Israel. Ginnie, can you share the story of how God gave you a heart for 
Israel?
GJ: I went on a prayer trip to the land in 1996 with my pastor, Dr. Robert 
Mawire, and God did an extraordinary work in my heart showing me the 
importance of praying for and blessing His people. The entire trip, my left 
side was physically burning. At the time, I thought I was being healed of 
a recently diagnosed breast tumor. But I got home and it still had to be 
removed. So I asked the Lord, “What was that burning on my left side?” 
God replied, “Ginnie, when you pray for Israel, it’s like Drano® [strong drain 

pipe cleaner] pouring over your heart. I was getting rid of all the built-up 
plaque of sin and old habits. I was healing your heart.” That was incredible! 
Praying for Israel had brought purification and healing to my heart and 
really every area of my life after that. 

RM: Sarah, ironically your heart for Israel developed at a very young age 
too. You even wrote a song for Jerusalem.
SJ: I very clearly remember the day I wrote my first song for Israel. I was 
sitting on my bed hearing the Lord give me words and a melody. I do not 
think I realized the power of that moment, but God was giving me a heart 
for Israel at eight years old. But probably the most powerful experience I 
had was after we started King’s Daughters. One night, I was praying for 
Israel before I fell asleep. I started hearing my heart beat audibly. Every 
heartbeat resounded through my entire body.  I had never experienced 
anything like it! I asked the Lord, “What are you telling me?” I heard 
Him say, “This is my heart for Israel. My heart beats for her to know me.” 

RM: Where do the funds given to Israel actually go?
Dr. Mawire introduced me to the founder and late mayor of Ariel, Israel, 
Ron Nachman and his wife Dorith. We developed a close relationship 
and I have supported the city ever since. When Sarah and I started King’s 
Daughters, we wanted to give to Ariel so we visited the city to find a spe-
cific philanthropic cause. We gave the first donation to help launch The 
Ariel Warm Home, an after-school counseling and activity program for 
at-risk teenage girls, often victims of abuse. We have since expanded our 
philanthropic partnership, giving to A-Z causes in the city.
SJ: We believe that God’s promises are unchanging. He promised Abra-
ham, “I will bless those that bless [Israel]. I will curse those that curse [Israel]” 
(Psalm 122:6). It is absolutely a blessing to obey what the Word says 
about praying for Israel and honoring our Jewish roots.
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