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Mel Gibson is one of my favorite storytellers. He can 
play any role in any genre. Whether it’s action like the 
Lethal Weapon franchise, comedy like What Women Want, 
the suspense of Ransom, drama in The Patriot, or a char-
acter-driven film like The Beaver, there is an incredible 
intangible aspect to his performances. And that is just 
Gibson as an actor. Behind the camera as a director he 
chooses carefully and most can’t even think about him 
without immediately thinking of Braveheart and The Pas-
sion of the Christ. After a decade, Gibson returns to the 
director’s chair to bring Hacksaw Ridge to audiences. This 
true story is about World War II Army medic Desmond 
Doss who was the nation’s first conscientious objector 
refusing to bear arms, yet received the Medal of Honor. 
It’s a gritty and gripping story of a man clinging to his 
faith while saving the lives of 75 men during the Battle 
of Okinawa. Gibson was candid in our interview as he 
shared this heroic story, talked about his own personal 
flaws, his struggles with alcohol and ego, family time and 
filmmaking. 

I love hearing stories of people living their life by convic-
tion. Like Doss, two other people in this issue share the 

trait: Rachel Joy Scott was the first victim in the 1999 
school shooting on Columbine’s campus. She was target-
ed for her unwavering faith. We talked with her mother, 
Beth Nimmo about the loss of her daughter, healing and 
purpose.

Storytelling doesn’t always have to be movies and books. 
Check out our interviews in this issue talking with peo-
ple who have unique messages in the areas of branding, 
marketing, and photography. Also, vocalist Blanca tells 
a story through her music as she steps out on her solo 
career. So many ways to tell a story and so many rich, 
incredible stories to share. My hope is that you will gain 
courage to stand firm in your beliefs as you continue to 
write the pages of your own story.

Blessings,

Kelli Gillespie

The Art of Storytelling

Mel Gibson at the premiere of Hacksaw Ridge 
during the 73rd Venice Film Festival in Italy. Ph
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hether it’s a Macbook, iPhone, iPod or iPad, our lives most likely touch an Apple product through business, school 
or personal use. What many people don’t know is that Guy Kawasaki is one of the men responsible for helping 

Macintosh become a household name. Kawasaki was Apple’s Chief Evangelist for four years and introduced Macintosh to 
developers. After his time at Apple, he started a handful of software companies. In 1995, he would return to Apple as an 
Apple Fellow. This time, people were predicting that Apple was going to die and Kawasaki’s job was to revive the Macintosh 
following. Throughout his career, Kawasaki has written thirteen books including Art of the Start 2.0 and The Art of Social Media.
 While Kawasaki has an extensive resume, including a BA from Stanford University, an MBA from UCLA and an hon-
orary doctorate from Babson College, he had humble beginnings. He grew up in a tough part of Honolulu and his parents 
made many sacrifices for his family. Today, in addition to writing and speaking, Kawasaki continues his crusade as a brand 
evangelist. He is currently Chief Evangelist at Canva, an online graphic design tool which enables the average computer user 
to become a graphic designer. He is also a brand ambassador for Mercedes Benz and on the board of trustees for Wikimedia 
Foundation. Risen talked with Kawasaki about what it was like to be one of the first people to use the word “evangelist” as it 
relates to business, and why he is passionate about empowering people.

Writer: Mei Ling Nazar
Photos: Courtesy of Guy Kawasaki

Risen Magazine: We’re living in an era where some interns are getting 
paid six figures and other interns are writing memos to CEOs about how 
they are living off rice. Looking back on your career and what you know 
now, what is something you would tell someone who is just starting out 
in their career?  
Guy Kawasaki: Over the course of a career that’s starting today, peo-
ple will probably work for ten to fifteen companies. In the old days, you 
worked for two to three. This means that you shouldn’t panic about any 
single/current job. Learn as much as you can in order to prepare for the 
next one.

RM: You are Chief Evangelist at Canva. Why do you feel that graphics 
and photos are a vital part of storytelling and marketing?
GK: Graphics and photos are a vital part because there is so much noise 

in the world. Text alone is just noise. You need to have graphics and pic-
tures to stand out and to effectively tell your story.

RM: You have been described as wanting to empower people. Why do 
you feel like this is your calling?
GK: Why do I feel this way? I have no idea. It just became my calling 
over time. It probably started with Steve Jobs and the Macintosh Division 
because the goal then was to empower people with a new computer.

RM: You’ve said that money is the antithesis of social media. Can you 
expand on that? 
GK: Social media is fast, free, and ubiquitous. It’s a meritocracy based 
on who can post the best material. When you have money, you think you 
can buy your way to success with social media. Unfortunately, this usually 

Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine
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means abdicating responsibility by hiring an expensive agency and feeling 
like you’ve done all you can. 

RM: Early in your career you went to Billy Graham’s evangelism school. 
What was that like? 
GK: It was a highly unusual experience. These folks were real evangelists. 
I learned a lot from them about how to sell a dream. 

RM: You were also one of the first people to use the word evangelist out-
side of the Christian culture. Was that supported or criticized? 
GK: It was supported and criticized. Some people thought it represented 
the purest form of sales and marketing. Some people thought it was a 
corruption of a Christian concept. Evangelism comes from Greek words 
that mean “bringing the good news.” Good news is eternal life. But good 
news is also greater creativity and productivity—that was the Macintosh 
religion.

RM: How would you describe your spiritual journey? And what role does 
that play in the work that you do?

GK: I came to Christ because of the family of my wife. It was, in particu-
lar, the influence of my wife’s father. This has shaped my morals and ethics. 
I hope that I’m a better person and businessman because of it. 

RM: From being a brand evangelist for Apple, Canva and Mercedes 
Benz, what could you share with pastors, people in ministry and non-
profits where evangelism is a component of their job. 
GK: The most important thing in evangelism is the cause itself. It’s easy to 
evangelize something great. It’s very hard to evangelize mediocrity. What 
could be a better cause than eternal life?

RM: Looking ahead at the next 10-20 years of your life, how do you want 
to leave your legacy?
GK: I want my legacy to be many empowered people. I hope to do this 
with my writing, speaking, and even my social media.



Risen Magazine risenmagazine.com12 13

Writer: Kelli Gillespie
Photographer: Rob Springer

Risen Magazine: What was your childhood like and when did your love 
for music develop?
Blanca: I was born in New York and I grew up in Puerto Rico and then 
lived in Orlando, Florida, for most of my life. With all my family coming 
from Puerto Rico and New York to live so close to us, it just felt like I had 
a piece of that with me in Orlando. I have had a passion for music from 
as long ago as I can remember. I think I came out of the womb singing. I 
grew up in a broken home. My parents were divorced when I was six years 
old. My dad was addicted to drugs and that’s what caused a lot of the 
separation with my brother and my mom. We had a huge support system 
because my dad had about sixteen brothers and sisters and my mom is one 
of six. Every time at family get-togethers or anything like that I would 
host talent shows for them. I’d have my hairbrush [microphone] and I’d be 
three of the four acts. I would always win, of course. [Laughter] I think at 
five years old they kind of noticed. My aunts would tell my mom “I don’t 
know. I don’t think that’s a normal five-year-old voice. You should look into it.” 
So that’s where the spark of my love for music started. 
 As I got older, I got heavily involved in choir and band. Not many 
people know this, but I played French Horn in middle school and for 
many years after. It just kept progressing and at fourteen years old, I 

started taking it more seriously. Being in Orlando, the biggest thing and 
opportunity there is obviously Disney World. I started signing with their 
entertainment section. The VP of Entertainment would do speeches and 
ceremonies for different schools and he would bring me along to sing; 
that’s when my singing really started to take a turn.

RM: By seventeen you turned singing into a profession with Group 1 
Crew. So how did you come into your faith journey?
Blanca: I wasn’t really raised in a church or anything like that. The Span-
ish culture, I feel like it on its own is very faithful and faith-based. We all 
have a fear of death and God and we are all taught about certain things, 
but we weren’t living it out in my particular family. My dad was the first 
person in my family to give his life to the Lord. On his own, he had a 
God-moment and came to Orlando for his kids. He apologized to us and 
his one request was to be able to take us to church with him on Sundays. 
We would get to split time [between parents] and we would go with him 
every other weekend. I got to spend time, experience, and hear his tes-
timony. God just began to pull on my heart, so at seventeen I ended up 
giving my life to the Lord with my dad. I did it at my local church – which 
I still go to in Orlando. I knew at that moment that my talents and this 

Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine in Del Mar, California

ven from family talent shows at the age of five years old, others could tell that Blanca Callahan’s voice was special. 
With a passion for performing and talent to share, the young Puerto Rican-American girl began her journey to star-
dom. At fourteen her career got more serious joining the entertainment division of Disney World and by seventeen 

years old she signed with Group 1 Crew. Blanca would go on to spend a decade with the band as their lead vocalist. During 
those formative years she met her husband, who was the drummer for the band, traveled and enjoyed being part of a team. But 
in 2013, some big changes were coming. Blanca and her husband welcomed their first baby and Blanca made the decision to 
start her solo career. Choosing to put any fears behind her, she stepped out to do what she felt God had placed on her heart, 
putting out her self-titled debut album, Blanca. Risen caught up with the now 30-year-old to talk about her career, family, and 
the importance of never backing down. 

From Facing Fears and Family  
to Stepping Into a Solo Career 

Meet 
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voice that I had been given were for a purpose. I wanted to use it to bring 
glory to God and something bigger than myself. I got plugged into the 
church and I started singing with the worship team and I met the guys in 
Group 1 Crew. Group 1 was a Bible study at the church for musicians that 
wanted to get plugged in, be accountable, and grow. There were thirteen of 
us that would get together and of course if you put a bunch of musicians 
together in a room, we’ll make music. We did that. We started helping 
each other out with different projects and putting it on MySpace and we 
just became a local band. The man who would become our manager heard 
our songs from MySpace and reached out to us and got us a showcase out 
in Nashville. It was my first time in Nashville and we flew in and did this 
showcase for Word Records. They signed us two months after that. That’s 
where the journey began.

RM: That was in 2003 and then you spent a decade with the band and 
even married your husband Benjamin Callahan, who I understand was 
the drummer? 
Blanca: He wasn’t our drummer at the time. We met through a mutual 
friend back in Orlando. My hairdresser played matchmaker and hooked 
us up. It was love at first sight. We actually had a drummer who moved 
to Nashville and started playing for TobyMac, so we were looking for 
a drummer. He was my boyfriend at the time and he said, “Well, I play 
drums.” I was like, “Nope, not gonna happen.” I didn’t want to be the girl 
who was like, “My boyfriend plays the drums!” They ended up doing audi-

tions and he went in. I didn’t even know he could play drums like that. He 
killed it and got the slot. We got engaged and hit the road together and 
have been on the road together ever since.

RM: That’s awesome. Since then you had a baby and decided to step into 
a solo career. How has that differed from spending your formative years 
with a group?
Blanca: It’s so crazy. I was seventeen when I met the group. I feel look-
ing back now, there were so many key moments that I needed that team 
around me. I learned so much from them. I was super shy. I had stage 
fright and half the time I’d be hiding by the drums and they’d say, “Come 
on!” and always push me to come up. It was all a part of the learning 
process. When I was pregnant, I really felt like there was a shift of heart. 
There were dreams and goals I wanted to reach, but I was fearful of them. I 
feel like a lot of people can relate to that. With those ten years with Group 
1, I felt really comfortable and safe there: I knew what I was getting into. 
I knew that whenever I was weak, they were strong and vice versa. I had 
to make a decision and say, “I don’t know what the future holds. I don’t know 
what the outcome will be, but I think it’s time for me to step out and do what I 
feel God has placed on my heart.” It was very, very hard for me to do.

RM: But it was probably very confirming once you did it. What did it feel 
like performing on your own?
Blanca: It was! Once I did it, there was so much confirmation along the 
way: people supporting me and my husband being such a strong support 
system. Then you get to a place like, “Oh my gosh! It’s been six months, seven 
months, eight months, and then [we] had our son. I’m doing this! I’m actually 
doing it.” I remember the first performances on my own. I was doing Win-
ter Jam tour. I get put on this arena tour with 15,000 people a night and 
this is my first time on my own. I’m like, “I’m going to pass out. I’m going to 
throw up.” But it all worked out together. Just to be able to look back now 
and say it’s been two years and to see all that God has done and how much 
I have grown. I see now it was definitely needed. I had to let go and step 
into this new adulthood. It’s time to be a big girl now.

RM:  I have had the opportunity to see you perform and I feel like there 
is so much emotion in your delivery, in your singing, and in the way you 
perform and do your songs. I understand that you wrote quite a few, or 
had a hand in all of the songs on your album. Where does that inspiration 
come from? How do you draw on that emotion? 
Blanca: One, I think I’m just a very emotional person. [Laughs] So that’s 
at the top of everything. I can cry watching the pet commercial where 
they’re trying to find homes for dogs. I’m that girl. Past that, I feel like my 
inspiration definitely comes from life. I’ve been through a lot and I pull a 
lot of the emotion and inspiration for these songs from what I’ve had to 
live through. Even in this last record, I feel the underlying message is one 
[of ] stepping out in faith and trusting God along the way. Not worrying. 
Not doubting. Not backing down. [It’s] the process I had to go through of 
not letting fear control or define me, but learning that it is okay to let go a 
little bit and go along with the flow which is hard for me to do. Of course, 
there are stories you hear along the way and things that I experienced with 
my family. My dad passed away when I was eleven, my mom got cancer 
two years after that, there are life experiences and [certain things] you’re 
going through that just have to be put down on paper.

knew at that moment 
that my talents and this 

voice that I had been given 
were for a purpose.
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RM: You mentioned “Not Backing Down.” Talk to me a little bit about 
that song and the importance of not letting anyone stand in your way and 
choosing to not play it safe.
Blanca: My whole life I’ve lived in fear. I feel like that has been my strug-
gle to a point to where it cripples me or I won’t do certain things because 
of how it overtakes me. Just the worry, the doubt, the fear of the outcome, 
of failing, of not being enough, of messing something up; just all these 
negative things that step in our way. This new album, and where I am now 
as a mom, as a woman of God, as a wife, I wanted this to be the defining 
moment and the anthem for myself that says no more. I’m not going to 
back down. I’ve played it safe and I’ve been afraid my whole life, but this 
is where it changes. I’m not going to be silent. I’m going to speak when I 
feel I have something to say. It’s okay to get messy sometimes: that’s part 
of life. I think that’s my problem, I want to keep it clean and structured all 
the time. There’s something in life and experiences where it doesn’t always 
work out necessarily how you think it would and you grow from that.

RM: Talking about traveling, your husband playing drums and your son, 
now three years old, what does time look like together? 
Blanca: We haven’t traveled as much as some would think. Our son usu-
ally stays home when we go out on weekends. Right now, he’s back with 
grandma or a girl from our church. We are hoping to hit the road as the 
three of us and have him come out more. Whenever we are home it is full 
of love. We have a pool in our backyard and he is a little fish. We love to 
swim, hang out with family, and keep some consistency back home where 
we have quality time together. 

RM: With both parents having musical abilities, do you detect any in your 
little guy yet?
Blanca: Oh yeah. He loves to sing and dance. Everything is sung all day. 
When he answers you back, it’s always in a song. He was a late talker. It 
took him a while, so we put him in speech therapy. I think using a lot of 
songs to help him talk became a key thing. My husband is a drummer, 
so I’m just praying to the good Lord that my son will pick up something 
else. [Laughter] Piano, maybe? We bought a keyboard, so let’s just push 
him towards that. If he ends up being like his daddy I’m sure he’ll love 
the drums. 

’m not going to back 
down. I’ve played it 

safe and I’ve been afraid 
my whole life, but this is 
where it changes. I’m not 
going to be silent. 
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Writer: Kelli Gillespie

Risen Magazine: You come from a big family, you’re just about right in 
the middle of 11 kids, and you spent the first half of your childhood in 
America and the latter half in Australia. How did growing up with so 
many siblings, as well as living on two different continents, help shape 
you? 
Mel Gibson: When you say the middle child of eleven, I was exactly 
number six! Societally it certainly helps you exist and you don’t think you 
are the only one on the planet. You have to exist with a bunch of siblings, 
older and younger in an environment that for the most part was nurtur-
ing and loving. It had its ups and downs and its World War III’s – with 
brothers punching each other – but generally it was a great way to grow 

up. Love doesn’t get rationed out; it sort of expands to meet the need and 
my folks were pretty good vendors of that. At the time I couldn’t have 
imagined anything else, it’s just the way it was.

RM: Whether it’s action-comedy like in the Lethal Weapon franchise, to 
drama in The Patriot, or a character-driven film like The Beaver, there is an 
intangible magnetic aspect to your performances. How did your love for 
acting and filmmaking develop? 
MG: As a kid, and because there were so many of us, I think we were 
inundated with stories and lessons. We weren’t watching [a lot of ] televi-
sion, we were rationed to one black and white TV, with one channel. So, 

Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine

ar stories aren’t new to the big screen. There have been dozens depicting battlefields and the heroes who fought on 
them. But never has a film told the story of a hero, who went to war and refused to bear arms. That is until now. In 

the soon-to-be-released movie, Hacksaw Ridge, the compelling account is told of Desmond Doss, a U.S. Army Medic and de-
vout Seventh-Day Adventist, who was the nation’s first conscientious objector to receive the Medal of Honor for his bravery 
during the battle of Okinawa in World War II, as he clung to his faith.
             The original story for the film was in the development stage for more than 14 years with rights being bought and 
sold numerous times until it reached a resting place under the direction of Academy Award winner Mel Gibson.  As director 
of epic films like Braveheart and The Passion of the Christ, the seasoned Gibson took on the task of telling this story with a 
zeal to inspire others. At the world premiere of the movie during the Venice Film Festival in September, the film garnered a 
10-minute standing ovation. Gibson has delivered once again. 
              In addition to his most recent film, the multi-talented Gibson candidly shares only with Risen about his personal 
struggles with alcohol, his flaws and battling his own ego. He expresses that during a challenging time in his life he took a 
medical mission trip which led to a massive perspective shift. Practicing the simple principle of one day at a time, Gibson is 
able to shoulder negativity and tap into the power of prayer. Now at age 60, he reflects on the business of Hollywood, time 
with his kids and whether he will helm a sequel to The Passion of the Christ. 

Photo Credit: Mark Rogers
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when you would see something, it would mean a lot. When you would see 
an old movie or a television show, it would have a lot of impact. We would 
watch it and drink it up like a sponge. Nowadays there is an overload. I 
was just drawn to the idea of telling stories. I loved hearing stories and I 
enjoyed telling them also. My little brothers and I kind of grew up doing 
that so it was a pretty natural segue way into acting and directing.

RM: Most can’t think about Mel Gibson without thinking Braveheart 
and The Passion of the Christ, but it’s been a decade since you’ve sat in the 
director’s chair. This November you return with Hacksaw Ridge. Why was 
this true story so  important for you to tell?

MG: It’s a pretty dynamic story. You have 
a story about an ordinary man that does 
extraordinary things in incredibly difficult 
circumstances. For me, if you get a true 
story like this, someone that existed like 
Desmond Doss who actually did what he 
did, and even more than I can show you, it 
is a testament to the human spirit and to 
what we all might be capable of if we were 
as strong in our convictions, or in our faith, 
like that guy managed to be. Seriously this is 
a truly inspirational story. Doss was the real 

deal. He abhorred war, he abhorred violence, he was courageous and stuck 
to his convictions and kept his equilibrium in the midst of a situation that 
turns most men into animals. One can only marvel at who this man was, 
and then what he managed to achieve; to go into the worst place on earth 
armed with nothing else but faith. It is an amazing story. 

RM: When Desmond Doss feels like he has given all he can, he prays 
for the Lord to help him get one more person. Time after time he asked 
God to help him save just one more. It’s such an important and powerful 
prayer.  Whether it’s a new mom praying to get through a sleepless night 
for her baby, or a person battling cancer praying for another day with their 

family, to a man not knowing how his mortgage will get paid and praying 
for another job to come through, everyone needs extra strength to take on 
the situation at hand. When have you seen the power of prayer in your 
own life?
MG: Oh goodness, I ask for a daily reprieve. I do. Every day. It is one day 
at a time. It’s the alcoholic’s prayer: give me strength just for today. Just 
today, just one day, just one twenty-four-hour period. That’s my life; that’s 
who I am. I’m a big bad alcoholic, but I’ve managed to put ten years to-
gether with that simple principle: just one day. That works for a lot people. 
 
RM: Desmond has unbelievable character, he stays true to his convictions, 
even when they are not popular and he even withstood immense peer 
pressure; a quality I feel most would aspire to attain. I admire your resolve 
and willingness to put your time and resources toward accomplishing a 
goal. Whether it was raising a family, making The Passion of the Christ, or 
weathering the media, how have you been able to stay focused on what is 
most important and shoulder any negativity?
MG: Well there is plenty of that. Everyone has to contend with some-
thing. You’ve heard the old expression, “We all have our cross to bear.” Some 
people have it way worse. You look at yourself and then you look at some-
one else and think, “How do they do it?” It makes you feel fortunate and I 
think it’s really all a matter of perspective. You can be living in the mess 
the elephant makes on the ground, a big pile of steaming, hot dung, or Desmond Doss receiving the Medal of Honor from President Harry Truman.

Photo Credit: Mark Rogers

(l to r) Producer Michael Bassick, Luke Bracey, Hugo Weaving, Mel Gibson,Teresa 
Palmer, Andrew Garfield, Vince Vaughn, and screenwriter Robert Schenkkan attend the 
premiere of Hacksaw Ridge during the 73rd Venice Film Festival in Italy. Photo Credit: Andreas Rentz/ Getty Images
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you can be up in the clouds looking at the 
circus seeing the big picture. It’s a perspec-
tive shift. One time in the midst of a pretty 
bad time I was having I went on a medical 
mission down to Guatemala. I spent time in 
hospitals with kids with cerebral palsy, I held 
babies with spina bifida, I spent time with 
people in mental institutions and all these 
other ailments, in a place where they were 
not well-funded and needed help. That will 
pretty quickly shift you into the right per-
spective about feeling sorry for yourself and 
you quickly get into gratitude. It’s a massive 
perspective shift. In regards to how you deal 
with it, don’t dwell just on your situation in 
life and try to look at it in the big picture. 
Understand that whatever it is, it is for a reason. You just need to deal with 
it, drag it if you have to, or dump it. There are a lot of alternatives out there.
 
RM: Desmond holds the Bible as his most important possession. Through 
his whole journey it remained his constant. How has your faith guided 
you from your youth to the present?
MG: To begin, that story [about Doss’ Bible and how he carries it 
throughout the war and onto the battlefield] is actually true. They sent a 
bunch of guys back into the battlefield to find Desmond’s Bible. I kind of 

short-cut it in the film, but they actually sent guys back in later to go find 
it. And they found it! And, they brought it to him, that is how much they 
thought of this guy; that when they heard he lost his Bible, they risked 
their own lives to go back into [war] and find it.
 As for myself, I was fortunate to be raised in a family that was fo-
cused on teaching us our faith and the nature of this realm and beyond; 
that there is a God, that there is an afterlife, there is a Savior, and there is 
redemption. All these things are necessary for me. I am extremely fallible 
and very flawed. Even to the point where my dad said to me one time, 
“You are pretty hard on yourself, give yourself a break ya know.” I’m not the 

Mel Gibson in a scene from the film Braveheart, 1995.

Mel Gibson holds his dual Oscars at the 1996 Academy Awards 
ceremony. Gibson won the award for Best Director for his film 
Braveheart, which also won for Best Picture. 

Photo Credit: 20th Century-Fox/ Getty Images

Photo Credit: Steve Starr/ CORBIS/ Corbis via Getty Images

Danny Glover and Mel Gibson from Lethal Weapon, 1987. 
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Mel Gibson places his hand and footprints in cement on August 23, 1993 
at the Mann’s Chinese Theatre in Hollywood, California. 
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best practitioner of what I believe, because maybe I need more faith, or a 
little more constancy to be a better example of all these things. There is no 
doubt about it that I’m flawed at what I am in need of. But at least I know 
where that well is when I have to go and take a drink, when I’m drying 
out and get spiritual aridity or something. It’s the never-ending struggle 
against self, and you’re always battling your own ego – “I’m the big dog. No 
you’re not the big dog.” I think it’s that realization that brings you back.

RM: It was neat to see your son Milo in the film. What was it like work-
ing with him in this capacity and do you think he’ll want to make this his 
new career path?
MG: Yea, he’s getting a few gigs here and there, he’s a good-looking kid. 
He’s got plenty of energy and passion, he’s twenty-six. I really dig seeing 

him on the screen. He had to make his own 
way and find his little niche as that charac-
ter. He’s not stealing the show or anything, 
we didn’t throw anybody to the wolves. I was 
proud of him, he’s a good boy. 

RM: Speaking of family, fans know you as 
movie star-director-producer Mel Gibson, 
but your kids know you as Dad. What do you 
think they enjoy most about their time with 
dad or in turn what do you enjoy doing most 
with your kids? 
MG: Most them are all grown up. It’s fan-
tastic; it’s really fun to hang with those guys. 
I remember one time I went on a vacation 
with all the boys [six sons ranging from 17-
34 years old] to some place that was really 
out in the back of nowhere. It was very re-
mote and we were relying more on the basics 
of life and it was a hell of a good time. It 
was like hanging with a bunch of men – be-
cause that’s who they are, they are in their 
late twenties and thirties. And, my daughter 
[Hannah] has [kids] so now I have grand-
children. They have good-senses of humor, I 
enjoy them, and they are really good people 
– that is their mother’s doing, she made them 
into really good people. It was nice to have 
kids young because now I am still young 
enough to enjoy their company as an adult. 

RM: As you turned 60 this year, Hollywood 
is a very different place than when you first 
started in the industry – from story, to tech-
nology, social media and studios – what has 
been the easiest to adapt to and what has 
been the most challenging?
MG: I think the emphasis of the whole busi-
ness aspect of what is known as “Hollywood.” 
I don’t even know if there is such a thing;  it’s 
more of a phantom really than anything else. 
People say Hollywood like it’s something, it’s 
a bunch of things, and it’s impossible to de-

fine. I think that comes from a yesteryear era where all the film content 
came cranking out from the west coast of California and went out into the 
world. It isn’t so much that anymore. They don’t actually make many films 
here now, they make most films in other countries. The studios are based 
here so there are a lot of deals made here. 
 The business is an entirely different character these days; the empha-
sis of what the business is, is different. I think it used to be sort of star-
focused. I think back when John Wayne and Clint Eastwood were ruling 
the roost, it was star-driven. Guys like Paul Newman and to a lesser extent 
myself. When first came into the business thirty years ago, it was driven by 
actors and star-power, but no so much anymore. It’s more corporate and 
therefore I think the variety of films has decreased. The landscape param-
eters aren’t as wide. Less films actually get made. Films that aren’t the big 

tent pole, blockbuster, superhero movies are relegated to the independent 
film world where the budgets are smaller and you have to cough up the 
goods for less. The old days are gone, but that is okay. There is an art to 
hitting the right note, at the right time, if you can do it. 
 We are living in a filmic land space where all the superheroes in mov-
iedom are wearing spandex tights, enhanced by 
3D, with a lot of special effects. From that aspect 
I think it’s good to make a film that is retro in a 
sense. I think that is what we did with Hacksaw. I 
thought about who we are actually portraying in 
Hacksaw Ridge and he’s not a comic book super-
hero, or a fictional one, or an outlandish one, he’s 
a real superhero we are depicting. It’s like I told 
you before, it’s that ordinary man doing extraordinary things in difficult 
circumstances, and he’s not wearing spandex. People have been responding 
to the film and saying, “It actually moved me.” To which I say, “Well yea, that’s 
the idea of a story, you have to hit the three ‘E’s.’” First you have to entertain, 
you have to do that, and if that is all you do, that is fine. But if you can 
entertain and educate, that is better. But if you can entertain, educate, and 
elevate, that is hitting all three. I think to move people emotionally and 
elevate them spiritually is the earmark of a great story. 

RM: And I can’t let you leave without asking about reports that you’ll re-
team with screenwriter Randall Wallace to do a follow-up to The Passion 
focusing on the resurrection of Jesus. What can you share at this time?
MG: Well, it is a very big undertaking as you probably have an under-
pinning of what it is going to take – you have to move heaven and earth 

basically. It has to be able to enlighten people and sort of shine light in a 
theological way on something that speaks to us and is also very compel-
ling. The resurrection is a big, big subject. It doesn’t just confine itself to 
that single event, there is what went before and there is what comes after. 
Randall is a good man and can give people a rousing speech that inspires. 
He has a way of talking that is pretty dynamic. I wish I had that gift, but if 
I did, I would be the writer. [Laughter]

Mel Gibson on the set of The Passion of the Christ  released in 2004.
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ntrepreneur. What immediately comes to mind? For most people it conjures an image of someone who is creative and 
inventive. Someone who takes an idea and moves forward in such a way that ultimately sets them apart. Whether it’s with 

a product or a process, it results in a thought like, “Why didn’t I think of that?” Now double that entrepreneur if you will and the   
outcome is explosive.  Nikki Carlson and Kailynn Bowling are the proof. With a passion to help women, the duo collaborated 
to fill a need they saw as untapped.  That need turned into a highly successful product and led them into expanded businesses; 
most currently as the founders of ChicExecs – a national public relations firm specializing in branding and marketing.  Risen 
met with these dynamic risk-takers to talk about their early days, strategies and faith, and discovered their candidness to share 
their methods with others.

Risen Magazine: The two of you were introduced by a mutual friend a 
little over ten years ago and realized you shared the same entrepreneurial 
spirit. How did your individual backgrounds set you up to be successful 
together? 
Kailynn Bowling: I came from a management/finance background, but 
my whole family is entrepreneurs so I had that entrepreneurial spirit. 
I think when Nikki and I met we were those dreamers and go-after-it 
type of people, but then we had personalities where we didn’t run over 
each other. I was in corporate. I was in one of the largest mortgage 
companies in the U.S. It was during the time of the market crash and I 
was handling all of their bad loans. I always had a passion to help other 
people, but it was at a point where I wasn’t really helping anybody. So I 
was ready to leave and go after my passion.
Nikki Carlson: I was in marketing and advertising for about ten years. 
I was in a place where I loved what I did – I worked with non-profit 
clients – but I didn’t necessarily want to be in corporate for the rest of 
my life. I was ready to step out of that. I had the fulfillment of working 
with Christian companies, but I didn’t feel like I was utilizing my full 
gifts and talents. 
KB: I think a lot of people talk but don’t really walk, and I noticed with 

Nikki she was inquisitive. The first time we met we went to LA and I 
was showing her and a girlfriend how I was buying product and selling 
it on eBay. Nikki was asking questions and we had a great time going 
after it and negotiating. Nikki reached out to me afterward randomly 
and said, “Hey, do you want to start a business?” [Laughter] 
NC: We had only met the one time so looking back, we were younger, 
and it was maybe a little bit naïve. We feel like it was such a God-thing 
because we are here twelve years later. We work well together and have 
different strengths. I was in the position of looking to start a boutique 
but not sure what I exactly wanted to do. So when I reached out to 
Kailynn about wanting to start something, it wasn’t even [specific]. It 
was more about meeting and seeing what it would look like to have a 
business together.

RM: The two of you do decide to start a business and that turned into 
ChicBlvd. What was the vision for this online magazine for women?
NC: It was an online magazine with the goal of inspiring women in 
every stage of life – women who were dating, who were married, who 
had kids, and those who had a career. We spoke to their needs whether 
it was Christian book reviews or other types of positive content. We 

Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine in San Marcos, California

Writer: Kelli Gillespie
Photographer: Rob Springer

(l-r) ChicExecs Co-Founders Nikki Carlson and Kailynn Bowling
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built  our email list and we had a lot of engagement with our readers. We 
would run contests to ask them questions and these women would end 
up sharing their whole life story with us. We would get like 200 emails 
and we would respond to each one to keep that engagement. We felt like 
we were encouraging and making a difference.
KB: And this is all before social media. I think Twitter was out and 
Facebook was just starting. People didn’t have the same kind of engage-
ment because it was even ahead of bloggers.
NC: Our readers felt so connected because we would really try to pro-
vide content based on their needs 
and feedback. We also did writing 
for WeTV. They contacted us and 
were doing some intense writing 
for shows on issues in the lives of 
women like eating disorders. It was 
pretty heavy content and then they 
asked us to write articles based on 
their shows. 

RM: How did the connection 
and interaction with your fan base 
lead to the development of your 
next endeavor together which was 
ChicBuds?
NC: What we were doing was so 
fun and great but we said, “We need 
to make money from it.” [Laugh-
ter] “We need to monetize it a little 
bit.” Coming from my advertising 
background I thought, “How can 
we incorporate advertising?” Some-
thing we saw Daily Candy [simi-
lar website] do was build up their 
email list and then incorporate ads in their emails and they were able 
to be profitable. We started doing ads and contests and sending people 
to different websites to pick out their favorite color on a product and 
report back to us. It ended up being a form of market research that we 
were doing for brands and they loved it. Through the course of that we 
started hearing women say that they wanted electronics geared more 
for women. There was nothing out there. This was before there was any 
fashion electronics. We thought, “How can we accomplish this?” And, we 
started creating our own from there. 
KB: It was very interesting because we thought, “Okay we are going to 
make these earbuds and sell them to our readers.” That was pretty much all 
we knew back then. We went and got crystals and glued them onto ear-
buds and we put them on the website for the holidays and they just took 
off. It was crazy. We were in over 100 publications in six months and our 
first order was with the Wynn casino and they ordered around 100 so 
Nikki had all her roommates gluing crystals onto earbuds. [Laughter]
NC: Yes, in a little tiny apartment! You do what you have to do. This 
was before we figured out manufacturing so we had a little roommate 
sweatshop. [More laughter] We had no idea at the time, but later we 
found out it this was a huge missed niche in the technology industry. 
All the top executives of stores like Best Buy and Fry’s were having 
these conversations about how to reach women, because a woman is the 
biggest purchaser in the home, but electronics are more geared towards 

males. They were looking for products to help bring women into their 
stores. You can say we sort of stumbled into this niche, but we look at it 
as a blessing and that God lead us down this path. Neither of us had de-
veloped a product before and technology was definitely out of our realm.   
KB: We just had to figure it out because with all the attention we knew 
we couldn’t be gluing on crystals forever. We then spent about a year 
searching out different companies to help us, but ultimately made the 
decision to just dive in and do it ourselves. 
NC: We were a little desperate too because we got an order from Mary 

Kay who wanted to use it [crystal 
earbuds] as a sales incentive for 
all of their sellers. It was around 
a $150,000 purchase order so we 
needed to figure out mass produc-
tion.
KB: And we did. We figured it 
out in China and then we started 
going to China and patenting our 
ideas and designing. 

RM: I love that because it’s one 
thing to identify a need in the 
market; the iPod hits and you 
want to bling-out tech - but it’s 
quite another to actually create a 
product or fill that need. What 
advice would you give when it 
comes to putting an idea into ac-
tion?
NC: I think people think it’s so 
overwhelming. They may have a 
great idea but they have no idea 
how to get there so they just give 

up because it’s too much to handle. So I would say build a game plan and 
go at it piece by piece. We were able to do it. We came from no back-
ground of product and just Googled different stages and solved each 
issue one step at a time. There will be roadblocks and obstacles and we 
were thankful to have each other because when one was feeling discour-
aged the other would say, “We totally have this, don’t worry we got it.” We 
were a good balance.
KB: Another thing we would tell ourselves back then was, “Find a men-
tor.” A lot of times people think, “I can’t reach out to so and so.” Honestly, 
you can reach out to anyone. We reached out to everybody. You can’t be 
afraid to pick up the phone.
NC: It’s kind of funny we were at a trade show one time and I think it 
was JC Penny and they stopped at our booth and said, “Oh yeah, we’ve 
heard of you. You have emailed everyone in our company, and our CEO.” 
[Laughter] But you know what? It worked. 

RM: Which brings us to your third collaboration which is where you 
have spent the bulk of your time the past decade, ChicExecs. Share what 
it means to have the branding, media, public relations and direct channel 
management all in one place.
NC: We had built ChicBuds to the point where we had around $400,000 
in back orders. We were growing so fast – we were in all the major retail-
ers, we had been on the Today show multiple times, in People magazine – 
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and we would go to trade shows and other brands would come to us and 
say, “How are you doing this? What PR company are you hiring?” We had 
to be very tight with our money and we did a lot of it on our own. Since 
we had so many companies coming to us asking for help, it was a great 
opportunity to say let’s create a way that we can duplicate the success 
we are having for other brands. No one had everything under one um-
brella and we think it is the recipe for success because everything works 
together seamlessly. Our passion is 
helping other brands and expedit-
ing the process that took us a long 
time to learn.
KB: When we started ChicExecs it 
was probably about a year after we 
started ChicBuds. It was because, 
like Nikki said, we were doing our 
own PR and all these other brands 
were coming to us and asking how 
we did it and so we said, “We have 
a company.” Then we looked at 
each other and said, “We better start 
that company.” [Laughter] It liter-
ally started at a trade show. The PR 
company ChicExecs helped fund a 
lot of ChicBuds. We [initially] self-
funded everything. We had built 
ChicBuds to be in Target, Nord-
strom, Macys, Bed Bath & Beyond, 
and pretty much everywhere. 
NC: Since we were growing so fast we then brought on an investment 
company because financially it was at a place where we needed that 
backing. We brought on an equity company and did a knowledge trans-
fer to have a strong devoted team focusing on that so we could spend 
our time devoted to others.
KB: Nikki and I love the entrepreneural spirit and we really want to get 
back to that piece of us. We also wanted to give back to other entrepre-
neurs and show them they can do what we did. So in 2013 we decided to 
leave ChicBuds with the team in Orange County, California, and Nikki 
and I came to San Diego to build ChicExecs. We had two employees at 
that time and now we are at 40. We’ve doubled every year since we’ve 
been here. 

RM: Your office is such a unique space. It’s open, creative and reflects 
your heart and passion. You’ve even incorporated Bible verses in a tan-
gible way. Walk us through the meaning.
NC: Since we both came from corporate, and we wanted to be entre-
preneurs, we never wanted our employees to have that feeling. Granted 
we always support if they want to do something else, but we wanted to 
create an atmosphere where they feel like entrepreneurs. We call them 
“intrepreneurs.” They have a lot of ability to make their own way and 
financially make what they need to – we have a very unique structure. 
KB: I was thinking back to the verse we put on ChicBuds, Proverbs 
23:19: “Listen, my son, and be wise, and set your heart on the right path.” I 
couldn’t remember why or how it even started, but it just was who we 
were. ChicBuds came about through ChicBlvd because we were listen-
ing. We’ve been wise on the decisions we’ve made basing them on who 
we are and our values, and that verse was really important to use. We put 

it on our ChicBuds product as well as incorporated it here in the office. 
It also helps us to share with other young women our story, but in verse 
form. In the office we have mini conference rooms in the back and we 
have three rooms – a heart, a listen, and a wise room. 
NC: It is also about us keeping our heart on the right path too. No 
matter how much we grow or what else will happen, we give back to 
God. We know He is ultimately blessing us and we need to stick to our 

morals and stay grounded. We also 
try to instill our values in our team 
through our mission statement. We 
don’t tolerate gossip, we love each 
other, we recognize each other’s 
talents and we really try to enforce 
that into our team. 
KB: It was so important to us that 
it’s [painted] first thing on the wall 
when you walk in [our building.] I 
always think of the story of when 
we were building the office and 
the electricians were putting lights 
up. I was sitting [to the side], and 
they couldn’t see me, and these two 
men were getting teary-eyed talking 
about our mission statement. One 
guy says to the other, “Are you do-
ing what you really want to be doing?” 
[Laughter] I couldn’t believe I was 

listening to this. But it showed me that what was important to us was 
affecting somebody here even before we opened our doors. It’s not just 
something we say or put out there, we really mean it and walk it. 

RM: The two of you seem to work really well together and set the tone 
providing a great example, but I’m sure there have been some really 
challenging times, or instances where you disagree. When it comes to 
decision-making, what does the vetting process look like? How do both 
stay aligned?
NC: Generally, if there is something that we don’t agree on 100 percent, 
then we realize that we are probably not there yet. We’ll keep talking it 
through until we get to a place where we both agree. If we don’t have a 
peace about something, then we know it isn’t quite right.
KB: We do balance each other really well. It’s the perfect marriage of 
personalities. I tend to be a little more like, “whatever,” where Nikki is 
like, “Let’s stay on task.” [Laughter] I think communication is key and we 
tell each other our feelings. If one of us is feeling really stressed out, the 
other one can be a better support or vice versa. 

RM: Giving back is important to you and your brand. How are you 
using your brands to create change? And in turn, you just launched a 
monthly entrepreneur box to help inspire others and grow their busi-
ness. Talk to me about your vision for Hustle Humble.
NC: We’ve done a lot with different non-profits like Big Brothers Big 
Sisters who have come to us consecutively for their big events and since 
we are product-driven, we have been able to donate items for their silent 
auctions to help them raise thousands of dollars. Our clients love to 
donate so we donated products to a youth center in Colorado and give 
to women in shelters. There is something to say for following your pas-
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sion and building a business, but we 
don’t think someone can be com-
pletely fulfilled unless they are also 
helping to make a difference with 
what they have by using their gifts 
and talents to help others.
KB: With ChicBuds we also do-
nated a percentage to charity. We 
teach brands how they can give 
back and how they can get their 
story out there. There are so many 
ways to get involved. 
NC: Hustle Humble is an exten-
sion of ChicExecs where you get a 
magazine [geared toward entrepre-
neurs with tips and advice] as well 
as actual product in the mail show-
casing various entrepreneurs. We 
give back a box of school supplies 
to kids for every box that sells.

RM: What keeps you encouraged? What keeps you motivated? What 
keeps you wanting to stay vested in business and other entrepreneurs 
when you could be sitting back and enjoying the fruits of all your past 
success?
NC: I think we are both pretty driven people. We love to be creative and 

I don’t think it comes naturally for 
us to sit back. We get a lot of joy by 
always thinking of something new.
KB: I think deep down, at our core, 
we just love to give. We just couldn’t 
stop giving whatever that may be 
– whether it’s giving an idea, or 
helping someone build a business. 
Recently someone came to us and 
said, “Do you ever think that some-
times you give out too much informa-
tion?” [Laughter] I thought, “What 
do you mean?” And one of our em-
ployees was sitting near and said, 
“That is one thing I really love about 
Nikki and Kailynn, they are open 
books. They are not the girls that will 
say they can’t tell you because you are 
a competitor. They will tell you every-
thing.” It was nice to hear from her 
perspective because we didn’t get a 

lot of help. We had Google. The thing we get a lot of joy out of is giving 
people tips and encouragement to get them ahead in business.
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they have by using their

gifts and talents to
help others.

In the office we 
have mini conference

rooms in the back
and we have three
rooms – a heart, 

a listen, and a 
wise room. 



Risen Magazine risenmagazine.com34 35

t was the school shooting that rocked the nation. Two students showed up to Columbine High School on April 20th, 
1999, armed with guns and pipe bombs. They murdered twelve students and one teacher before taking their own lives. 

The first victim was Rachel Joy Scott targeted for her unwavering faith in Jesus Christ. A new movie titled, I’m Not Ashamed, 
will be released in October, about Scott’s life and the events of that tragic day. Scott’s mom, Beth Nimmo, was involved with 
the project having written two books about her daughter’s life, “Rachel ’s Tears” and “The Journals of Rachel Scott.” What many 
might not know is that this mother of five had two of her children on campus that tragic day. Scott’s brother Craig was also at 
the school, but managed to survive unharmed by playing dead between two other students. Risen sat down with Nimmo for 
a candid interview about loss, healing, faith and meeting the mom of one of the shooters. 

Risen Magazine: The day of the Columbine shootings you had two of 
your children at the school. The first victim was your daughter, Rachel, and 
your son Craig survived unharmed by playing dead between two other 
students. How did you make sense of such a tragedy?
Beth Nimmo: It was a senseless act of violence, it really was, and there’s 
no justification for what happened that day. These boys [the shooters] 
were unhappy, hateful, discouraged, and even bullied, but there’s nothing 
that would ever justify the behavior they exhibited that day. The thing that 
probably helped me the most was [later] when we found Rachel’s writ-
ings, I knew there was a purpose, and that God allowed Rachel to be in 
that mix. Rachel knew she was going to die young, she knew she wasn’t 
going to live to be very old; she wrote about it, and sensed that God pre-
pared her for that. I don’t believe that she knew how, when, or why, but she 
definitely considered it. Without those [journals], I honestly don’t know 
how I would have felt about it. I know some of the Columbine families 
didn’t have that sense. It was a gift for us that she had documented her life 
and documented her beliefs, because it gave us a platform to walk out on. 
A lot of Columbine families just didn’t have that so there was no place for 
them to put a lot of those feelings.  

RM:  Will you share some more about Rachel’s writings and drawings in 
her journals? Was it through these tools that you were able to learn more 
about her relationship with God?

BN: Yes, absolutely. God was definitely using her, but it was very private, 
and only between Him and Rachel. The reason I think He kept it so pri-
vate, was He wanted to keep it pure. No one could interrupt or interfere 
with what was happening, because the Lord knew the end game – a wit-
ness was being raised up to proclaim His name out of the Columbine 
massacre. What the Lord was doing with Rachel during this time was so 
private that I never even saw any of her writings, and didn’t even know she 
was journaling. Before Columbine, there was no real point of reference for 
mass school shootings. Now when I share her writings or share what she 
was saying, and her drawings, I can’t take credit for it, Rachel’s not here to 
take credit for it, there’s only one person who gets the glory for what was 
going on in her life, and that is the Lord.  
 I think that’s really important because as adults, I think we would try 
to influence and we would have input and I think God would just say, “No, 
you’ll get to see everything that was going on in her life by My spirit and by My 
hand, but it won’t be until after that fact, and then I will show you how it will 
be used for My purposes.” I see the wisdom of God in this, but as a mother 
I would have begged for her life all day long, “God, please, I want to be able 
to comfort her. I want to be able to console her. I want to be able to advise her.” 
But that was the very thing the Lord did not want interference with.  It 
was a shock in so many ways, but then the testimonies started coming out 
from all over the place – kids at school, kids at work, people she just hap-
pened to meet, but they were real connections that she made with these 
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I think it says it better than anything that I could say. Like you said, you 
can be killed in a church, in a school, in a mall, driving down the highway, 
in your home, there’s really no safe place. Rachel wrote, “Create in me the 
church, so that wherever I go, I will find sanctuary.”  The only sanctuary we 
have is in the Lord and one of the things I want to impress on kids today 
is without a relationship with the Lord, there is no safe place. The enemy 
can get to you anywhere, any way, but if you want peace, and if you want to 
feel the love and protection of the Lord, you have to have that relationship 
with Him. That’s what creates peace that passes understanding, and that’s 
what creates sanctuary when you’re being threatened.  Rachel came to that 
point in her own life where she could face whatever she had to face, and 
she could still have sanctuary and still have peace. I think even that day, 
when she was crying, and she was bleeding, and she was hurt, and I’m sure 
scared, but I don’t think that took away her confidence in the Lord. I know 
it didn’t because of how she answered the boys.  

RM:  Most parents strive to make faith a real part of their kid’s lives. 
What advice would you give when it comes to raising kids to love and 
obey the Lord?  
BN:  I think kids are very smart and very savvy. They know when they 
hear double talk; when you say one thing, but do something else. They 
read parents better than ever before in this generation, in fact, I think they 
read everybody better.  So, whether it’s your body language, or what you’re 
saying, if it’s not matched up to how you act – what your attitudes are, 
your behaviors, your habits – I think kids get mixed signals and then get 
very skeptical. I think that translates into their relationship with the Lord. 
We can basically destroy our own witness to our children by those kinds 
of behaviors. One of the things people really liked about Rachel was she 
was what she was. Her big thing was to be authentic.  

 In fact, she corrected me if she thought I was being hypocritical. She 
would say, “Mom, that’s not right!” Her passion was to be authentic in her 
relationship with others and with the Lord. Consequently, that is what 
turned into all of her writing and journaling.  So, my biggest advice to par-
ents would be to walk the walk because your kids are going to know the 
difference and they follow your passions. If your passions are for the Lord 
and for doing His work, and His service, try not to do something that 
completely contradicts that. Even if you’re raw and you blow it now and 
then, kids would rather see that, and then see you have to humble yourself 
and repair it, or make amends or whatever. I think they’d rather see that 
humanity, and then see you submit to whatever God’s asking you to do in 
that. I had to tell my kids I was sorry at times.  Being hard for the sake of 
being hard, or saying “no” because it was the easiest thing to say. Parents 
fall into that trap just because things can become an inconvenience to us. 
My biggest advice would be just to be true to the best you can. We’re not 
one hundred percent pure, nobody is and nobody will be. There are going 
to be times where we’re going to fail miserably, but the bottom line is, kids 
can handle our frailty, they just can’t handle the doubletalk.    

RM:  Did you ever question your faith at that time, or has it changed your 
walk in faith since that day?
BN:  Yes, but the only way that it changed it was it gave me greater re-
solve, because I saw that there was a bigger reason. God holds things 
close to His heart because you don’t want the enemy to know everything 
you’re doing. Even though none of this came from God’s heart, it didn’t 
take Him off guard.  Knowing the end from the beginning, He knew 
what those boys had in their hearts and He knew they were going to 
act on it.  So, when I saw what was being accomplished in Rachel’s life 
and then how the Lord intended to raise up a witness for His name out 

people, to the point that it changed 
them to some degree. That’s when 
you know God’s doing something. 
She was just being obedient. That’s 
all we’re required to do is be obe-
dient and God knows we’re go-
ing to mess up trying to do that, 
but the fact that we’re trying and 
wanting to be obedient, God gives 
us the grace to keep on. I think in 
Rachel’s own little way, she knew 
what God wanted her to do, and 
that He wanted her to reach out, 
and she would just do it. 

RM:  I can’t even imagine how you 
even begin mourning the death of 
one child, and rejoice in the safety 
of the other. How was Craig when 
it came to processing what had 
happened?
BN:  Craig’s been to Hell and back 
quite honestly. He lost a couple of 
years of his life at that time, just 
trying to find himself. But, he has 
found himself even though there 
are moments where it’s really hard, 
and there are other moments where he is walking in victory. He’s a public 
speaker and he has done a lot of speaking on behalf of both his and Ra-
chel’s story. He’s working on a book and at some point in time, he will do 
his own story on film, but his struggles have been hard.  It’s also hard to 
stay grounded because a lot of people swoop in and kind of make a celeb-
rity of him, and he kind of was – he helped to save lives that day and God 
definitely used him, but by the same token, he was young, and it’s hard to 
stay grounded in that.  His journey has been one of ups and downs, but 
I’m very proud of Craig because he’s got a good heart. That’s what I always 
tell him, that even though he may have made a lot of mistakes along the 
way, or should have done some things differently, or handled some things 
better than he did, he’s always had a good heart, and God judges the heart. 
He has compassion and wants to impact people the same way Rachel did. 
I think God didn’t allow Craig’s life to be taken that day – even though 
emotionally it was taken from him for awhile – because Craig’s work here 
isn’t done. Rachel’s was [complete] because what God had planned for her 
here on this earth was accomplished, and she could go home [to Heaven]. 
Then everything else began, and we picked up where she stepped off. 

RM:  I understand some time after the Columbine tragedy, you actually 
reached out to one of the mothers of the shooters.  What happened and 
why was that something you felt you needed to do?
BN:  Well, this mother had actually sent letters to all of the Columbine 
families of how grieved they were about what happened. I saw her as a 
woman who had lost her son, only she was on the flipside of that coin. 
She had all this shame and reproach to bare, but her loss was still the same 
as a mom.  I just felt there was a lot of judgment for those parents and 
there was a lot of hate for those parents. I lost my daughter and got the 
love, comfort and nurturing of a whole community and the world, and 

they [shooter’s parents] got all of 
the reproach and shame.  So, when 
she made the first step to tell each 
family how bad they felt and how 
grieved she was, I felt it was appro-
priate to respond. 
 When we were headed to the me-
diator’s office to meet, and where we 
were going to be in a room together 
to be able to talk, I thought, “Lord, I 
don’t know what I’m suppose to say to 
this woman. Her son killed my daugh-
ter.” But, in the elevator on the way 
up, I felt like the Lord just wanted 
me to ask her who her son was be-
fore April 20th, 1999.  You know, he 
had a whole life before that day, but 
nobody focused on that, they just 
focused on the behavior and actions 
of that day. I got in the room and I 
met a very lovely woman who was 
very broken, so I just said, “Will you 
please tell me who your son was before 
April 20th, 1999?” She started de-
scribing a beautiful little boy that 
was loved and cherished, and how 
the last couple years of his life he 
became distant and withdrawn.  

 She described how they had felt like they’d lost him and they didn’t 
know how to get him back.  There was a mother’s heart there and how 
much she loved her little boy and how much she was broken by what he 
had done. It was a precious time and I think what it did for me was show 
me these parents weren’t monsters, they hadn’t done everything wrong.  
There were a lot of things they had wished they would have caught. Being 
a mom of five kids, I know that I didn’t know everything that my kids 
were doing so to set myself up to be a judge and jury of a parent and say, 
“You should have known, you should have known.” Well, doesn’t everybody 
wish they would have known?  These boys were great pretenders. They hid 
their motives in their hearts very well, and they played the game very well. 
Nobody had a Columbine to look at as a mock-up to say, “This is what 
they’re planning” because that wasn’t on anyone’s radar. It’s a little hard to 
know what was in their hearts, and what the plan was, until after the fact. 
Only then could you go back and see their computers and journals, and 
all of their writings, and that they had been planning this for a very long 
time. I actually had some compassion, because I knew her loss wasn’t any 
different than mine, she just had a different path she had to walk.  It really 
was about two moms losing a child just from different points of view.  

RM: Wow. That is so incredibly powerful. Thank you for sharing. Sadly, 
it seems we are witnessing more and more tragic shootings, not only in 
schools, but in movies theaters, churches and at events. From your per-
spective, what issues do you think we need to address as parents, or in 
society today, to help put an end to this senseless violence?
BN:  I think the best influence we can have in our society and in our world 
is to be light in the darkness, and that’s just by having a real relationship 
with the Lord.  Let me share with you something that Rachel wrote and 

I saw her as a woman who 
had lost her son, only she was 
on the flipside of that coin. 
She had all this shame and 
reproach to bare, but her loss 
was still the same as a mom.  Beth Nimmo with her kids and their spouses: (l to r: bottom row) Craig Scott, Bethanee McCand-

less, Beth, Dana Scott, Mike Scott. (l to r: top row) Don McCandless and Larry Nimmo.

Beth Nimmo with her daughter Rachel Scott in 1995.
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of that whole thing… it doesn’t take 
the pain of losing Rachel away, that’s 
resonant with any parent and that’s 
your child… but it just gives purpose 
for me. 

RM:  There’s a feature film coming 
out in October about Rachel’s story 
titled,  I’m Not Ashamed.  What do 
you hope the public will come away 
with after seeing the movie?
BN:  I’m hoping it will awaken the 
church to not be apathetic, not be 
lazy, and not be ashamed of their 
faith.  I’m hoping it will light the fire 
in the church that we need to win 
the lost. I’m praying for the lost to 
come to the Lord and I’m praying 
for millions; an army of warriors, like 
Rachel was, not worried about be-
ing a warrior in the body of Christ. 
I’m praying for millions of voices to 
come up, replacing the one that the 
enemy thought he was taking away. 
I’m praying for this generation of 
kids to find the Lord and to be bold 
and strong. 
 Kids love having a cause and a 
lot of the really bad regimes target 
the kids because kids want to be a 
part of something bigger than them-
selves. They have so much passion 
and they’re so fearless and they want 
to live that out.  If we can channel that and direct that towards an army 
of warriors for Christ, these kids could become, if necessary, the 21st cen-
tury martyrs and defenders of the faith. I honestly believe our culture is 
leading us down a path where Christians aren’t going to be able to be on 
the sidelines or ride the fence about their faith. It will be black or white, 
hot or cold, and I think the children will probably lead the way. I’m good 
with that because my generation, I’m sorry, but we kind of dropped the 
ball. I’m praying the movie will inspire passion for them to want to be a 
world changer and make a difference. One life can make a difference. We 
say it all the time, but we don’t really practice it or believe it… at least for 
ourselves because it’s easier to believe that somebody else’s life can make 
a difference.  I’m praying for this movie to inspire the church to stand up 
and let their voice be heard, and for the movie to reach thousands and 
millions of souls. I’ve got a big vision for this.  

RM:  I understand you were on set for some of the film’s production, 
and even let the filmmakers use Rachel’s car for the making of the movie.  
What was it like for you watching your family’s story come to life again 
in a film production? 
BN:  Masey McLain [actress that plays Rachel] is amazing and it was 
like getting a little piece of Rachel back.  I think the Lord really had the 
right person being raised up to play Rachel’s part. Masey captured Ra-
chel’s spirit in a very pure representation of Rachel on-screen, so that part 

I’m so pleased with. It’s a little bit 
surreal watching the whole thing, 
but there were some parts I didn’t 
want to be there for. I didn’t watch 
the day of the shooting or the day 
of the funeral. I didn’t want to be 
on set for those, but what I did see, 
I was pleased with. I knew God 
was there directing the leadership 
of this film and I believe we got 
it right.

RM:  This past April marked the 
17th anniversary of the tragedy at 
Columbine, how is your family 
doing?
BN:  Well, you know there’s no 
“quick work” and there’s no “clo-
sure.” I tell people all the time 
that’s just a figment of their imag-
ination. People want closure to 
represent getting things back the 
way they were and that’s never go-
ing to happen because closure is a 
myth. But what there is, is healing. 
Healing is a process and it takes 
many years; it may take the rest 
of my life and my family’s lives. 
But, every year you can see where 
the Lord takes a little piece of the 
trauma and just binds that up in 
His love and helps that little scar 
area. I encourage people who have 

gone through loss and trauma and hardships to not look for closure. God 
doesn’t say we’re going to have closure about anything, that’s a man-made 
way of trying to escape what’s happened. 
 Rachel will never be a closed part of my life, but you come to a point 
where you know God has healed your heart. I was telling a lady this week-
end who had just lost her daughter four months ago, “Don’t look for closure, 
look for healing.” There will come a day when you won’t cry everyday. There 
will come a day where you can think about your precious daughter and 
actually laugh about some of the good times. Those aren’t quick works 
and there’s no way any parent is going to lose a child and have closure, 
but they will get healing. Some of that comes from understanding why 
God allowed it. The enemy comes to kill, steal, and destroy so, it wasn’t 
God’s plan, it was the enemy’s plan. But God can use anything the enemy 
throws at Him. He can use it all, and that’s what He’s done with Rachel’s 
story.   

The movie I’m Not Ashamed hits theaters across the country on October 
21, 2016

I honestly believe our culture is 
leading us down a path where 
Christians aren’t going to be 
able to be on the sidelines or 
ride the fence about their faith. 
It will be black or white, hot or 
cold, and I think the children will 
probably lead the way. 

Family Christmas 2015:
(l to r) Mike Scott, Craig Scott, Larry Nimmo, Bethanee McCandless, Dana Bollwerk (holding Claire 
Bollwerk), John Bollwerk. On floor: Beth Nimmo with Jason Bollwerk and Cheyenne McCandless and 
Brandon McCandless (standing).

From the set of I’m Not Ashamed:
Actor Ben Davies and Masey McLain who plays Rachel.
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en Davies knows what it’s like to make a plan for your life, set a goal, train hard, and achieve it, only to wake up one 
day and realize God may have a completely different path planned. Davies went from being named the top Decathlon 

Athlete in the nation by Track & Field magazine to an injury that landed him on the silver screen. With more than a dozen 
feature films under his belt, Davies tackles his first true story, that of Rachel Joy Scott, the first victim of the Columbine high 
school shooting tragedy, killed for her faith in God. Risen sat down with the young actor to talk learn more about his career 
and experience filming I’m Not Ashamed. 

Risen Magazine: Let’s start by talking about your background of growing 
up surrounded by actors and also having an incredible athletic career. How 
did the two foundations land you where you are today? 
Ben Davies: My mother started a talent agency the year I was born, so 
by default, I was having training experience in front of the camera, being 
in front of people, and how to carry myself, as well as the different acting 
techniques that were just very basic. It was terrific to be around those kind 
of people and also built a foundation that helped me prepare for the roles 
that I’ve been playing the last couple of years. I was so blessed because you 
know as a kid, you don’t really know what you want to do with your life 
necessarily, but God kind of set up this great foundation for me. 
 In turn, my track career affects my life in a really unique way. I think 
it was really God working through the circumstances to show me His plan 
for my life and what He could do through adversity. Growing up, I was 
really focused on the Olympics. I was training all the time for that and the 

acting stuff was on the back burner as nothing more than a thought really. 
Track was where the Lord was really blessing me and that was my place 
for ministry as well. I always ran with a Bible verse on my arms and people 
would ask me about it. I thought if I did well on the track, I could share 
my testimony. I really thought that was what I was supposed to do the 
rest of my life. In high school I was the Junior Olympic National Record 
Holder, I was the gold medalist, the number one Decathlon Athlete by 
Track & Field [magazine], and I was really, really happy about that. When 
I went to college I had a plague of injuries and it was tough to see ten years 
of my life devoted to one goal being chipped away by things outside of my 
control. So often when that happens God is preparing you for something, 
or working something out, or moving you toward a different plan for your 
life, but when you’re in it, it’s very hard to see. 
 I remember vividly when I was at University of Georgia, after trans-
ferring because of an injury, I was praying, fasting, going to church, and 
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having the people at church pray 
for my shoulder to heal. I kept 
thinking, “Why is this not working?” 
I’ve seen miraculous healings be-
fore and I’ve experienced it before, 
so I was just like, “Why God, why?” 
It was so frustrating. It wasn’t un-
til I found out that I had torn my 
posterior labrum in my shoulder 
and the doctor said there was only 
a seventy-percent success rate, that 
I thought I might not ever do this 
[run track] again. It was at that 
point that I finally let God have my 
life, instead of the plans that I had 
for it. 
 I was like, “Okay, whatever You 
want me to do, I’ll do. If You want me 
to move to Africa, I don’t care. If You 
want me to give up track, I don’t care.” 
A couple of days after my surgery 
was completed, I got a call from my 
agent and she said, “You’re usually 
really busy this time of year, but do 
you have time to go on an audition?”  
I said, “Yes, I can’t do anything for six 
months so why not.” I trained a little 
bit and I went down to Sherwood 
Pictures and auditioned for the role 
of David Thomson in the movie 
Courageous. I had been on hundreds 
of auditions before but when I got 
the call that I had booked the lead 
role in this movie, I was just like, “Ye of little faith, why did you doubt?” If 
God had answered the prayers that I was so yearning for, my life would 
have not been as fulfilling as it is now and I would not have been able to 
reach the amount of people I’ve reached, and my ministry wouldn’t be 
what it is right now. Nothing would have been what it has been the last 
five years. It was really humbling. God used track and field to show me 
that His plans are better than my own. So, when things weren’t working 
out, I was being prepared for something else. 

RM: In your upcoming movie, I’m Not Ashamed, you play Nathan Bal-
lard, a homeless man that Rachel Joy Scott befriended before she was 
murdered at Columbine High School during the mass shooting. How did 
you prepare for the role?
BD: It’s such an inspiring and incredible true story and what I think is so 
great is it’s not so much about the event that everyone remembers, rather 
it focuses on the life Rachel Joy Scott lived and the way God used her 
to impact the people around her. She lived unashamed of what she be-
lieved in. My role in the film was very dear to my heart because I’ve never 
played a character that was a real [non-fictional] person. That was really 
humbling to me not only because of how high I hold Rachel, but because 
I know her family as well. Two years ago I met Beth Nimmo [Rachel’s 
mom] and I was able to sit down and just listen to her. It was incred-
ible to see someone glowing with the Holy Spirit as she talked about her 
daughter’s life and the way her story has impacted so many people. I just 

remember wanting to be involved 
with the project in any way I could. 
To play this role was life changing. 
 Another thing that was special 
about this particular role was the 
relationship Rachel had with my 
character Nathan Ballard. Nathan 
was homeless, living on the street, 
and was completely down on his 
luck. He was the kind of person 
that people shied away from and 
shunned because of the way that 
he had to live. Not because of any 
choice that he made, but because of 
the situation that he was born into. 
That’s such a hard thing that people 
don’t understand. For me as an ac-
tor, there’s no way for me to really 
understand what that feels like. Na-
than was tattooed and pierced, and 
most people would stereotype him, 
so I knew that I had to approach 
the role differently. 
 I chose to do some method act-
ing and kind of live as the charac-
ter to see what it really feels like. I 
decided to wear my clothes from 
the movie, put on my tattoos, and 
go downtown and beg for money. 
It was a Sunday afternoon and I 
remember walking down the street 
and people would move over and 
no one was keeping eye contact 

with me; I was really embarrassed and ashamed. I remember sitting at the 
intersection with my sign for hours and it was just a blur of people avoid-
ing me and not wanting to deal with me. Then, and I think God kind of 
allowed this to happen, a girl coming out of a coffee shop walked by and 
smiled at me. I remember how much that moment meant to me because 
of all the negative stuff that happened to me those past few hours, and 
that was just a small taste of what that feels like. So, when I re-read the 
script, I was almost in tears knowing the impact of how much Rachael’s 
reaching out would have meant to Nathan. It completely changed the way 
I approached the character in the scenes.

RM: You were able to read Rachel’s actual journals before delivering them 
to one of the screenwriters. How did her words impact you?
BD: I did. I got to be involved in this project in a much more intimate 
way than with any other project I’ve ever done. When I met with Rachel’s 
mom, she entrusted me to deliver Rachel’s actual handwritten journals 
over to the screenwriters. I was able to read the journals and the handwrit-
ten notes. It was so inspiring to see that Rachel was just like everyone else. 
She struggled with insecurities, she struggled with pressures from school, 
the family struggled through the divorce, and she struggled with the same 
things that we all struggle with everyday. What’s really inspired me is she 
doesn’t have to be the only one to start a revival, it can be any of us. 

I remember sitting at the 
intersection with my sign for 
hours and it was just a blur of 
people avoiding me and not 
wanting to deal with me.
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atherine and Jay Wolf were college sweethearts. Th ey moved to California to pursue their dreams. Jay was fi nishing law 
school at Pepperdine and Katherine was pursuing a career in the entertainment industry; they had just welcomed a 

new baby and then the unthinkable happened. At only 26-years-old Katherine suff ered a major brain stem injury. She wasn’t 
expected to recover or even live. Miraculously she survived. Katherine had to re-learn how to eat, speak and walk, and on a 
daily basis she has to overcome double vision, deafness, facial paralysis and a lack of fi ne motor coordination. Th e couple relies 
heavily on their faith and started a non-profi t ministry named Hope Heals to share their Christ-centered hope with others. 
Th ey also wrote a book of the same name. Risen sat down with both Jay and Katharine to talk about their message of hope, 
how they view setbacks and the importance of commitment in today’s culture. 

Risen Magazine: After your near death experience, you had multiple sur-
geries and therapy. What encouragement would you share with others 
who feel helpless or in a situation where they feel abandoned by God?
Katherine Wolf: I have had lots of surgeries, extreme medical nightmares 
and in 2008 when I couldn’t eat or walk, I had moments where I ques-
tioned if God made a mistake leaving me on earth. I felt like I was caught 
between life and death and that I didn’t fi t on earth anymore. I didn’t fi t 
in. I was so severely handicapped and more dead than alive in ways. Many 
people can relate to that on an emotional level that they don’t fi t here on 
the earth. Th ey might have depression and have similar feelings of being 
alone. I have been able to articulate this moment that I call the epiphany 
of hope that, God does not make mistakes and He is ultimately in charge. 
He knows every hair on my head and nothing is an accident or surprises 
Him. Psalm 139 says, “I am fearfully and wonderfully made by God.” And 
Romans 8:28 says, “Everything works together for the good of those that love 
him.” I have this deep, deep sense of 1 Peter 4:4 that, “greater is He that is in 
me than he who is in the world.” Th ose things helped me form my response 
and level of hope. 2 Corinthians 4:16-18, “Th e body is temporary, what lasts 
is eternal, the unseen.” Th at entire passage of scripture deeply formed how 
I have viewed my entire life. Th e body is fading away and temporary. Th e 
Lord is moving in much deeper ways than the physical and taking care of 
most deeply my soul.

RM: People may not be going through the same physical struggles, but 
I like how you likened it to some of the mental health issues that many 

people deal with, depression, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts. 
KW: Th at’s the beauty of my situation. I am physically displaying what 
so many people are going through internally. My handicap self-paralyzed 
face, I can’t drive, I can barely walk, and the physical brokenness is often 
a picture of what people are feeling on the inside. I’m just living it out on 
the outside. I have this freedom to have all this issues on the outside of my 
body so nobody thinks I am doing just okay. It is clear that things are not 
okay. It has been interesting for me to see that everybody kind of wants 
that. Everybody doesn’t want a wheelchair to sit in, but I think they would 
like a t-shirt that says, “Treat me with care. I’m fragile. I’ve been burned in 
life and been through the fi re.” I’m getting a pass. No one looks at me and 
says, “Wow she has it great! Life is just easy for her.”  

RM: Out of that experience, you started the ministry Hope Heals. How 
did you decide to start the ministry and what is your vision for your min-
istry?
KW: Basically, the ministry started organically by many people. Our 
friends and family were sharing the video and story on diff erent websites 
and we decided to centralize everything. In 2011, we decided to put ev-
erything on one website, which is is HopeHeals.com. Th en in 2013, we 
decided to create the ministry and non-profi t. 
Jay Wolf: Katherine can’t drive or walk, and can’t get along very easily by 
herself; this digital age has really inspired and facilitated this integration 
of our lives and our story and the telling of the gospel through the lens of 
our story. We were being encouraged and motivated that we could play 
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a role in the lives of others through sharing our story. It is cool to see 
in this day and age that we live in where technology keeps us discon-
nected,  we can [also] use technology to redeem that and talk to people 
on our cell phones from all over the world about what God is doing in 
our lives. Digital ministry has enabled Katherine to be able to work from 
her dining room table. Likewise, it allows people who might also 
be disabled to engage with us from their own homes. 
Th ey are also suff ering and alone. Th ey can 
watch the video. Th e Holy Spirit is able 
to work through the medium and con-
nect people. 
 Now we are at a place where God 
has really made it clear for us to con-
tinue down this path of ministry; we 
needed to do it together. It is a calling 
that God has put on our marriage. A lot 
of people think that I’m an attorney. I’m 
not actually. God has taken us down a 
diff erent route. He is using Katherine’s 
communication skills that she devel-
oped when she was pursuing the enter-
tainment industry and my sort of legal 
background to equip us for ministry. It’s 
been a blessing to step into that full-
time. He’s used all these things in un-
expected ways to do ministry digitally 
together to encourage people with the 
hope of the Gospel through the lens of our 
story. It’s really cool to see where He has brought us and 
it’s really diff erent than we could have ever imagined when we got 
married years ago, yet it’s beautiful how it has come to fruition through 
the use of our gifts and relationships. We are able to leverage our pain for 
His glory and also the hope and comfort of others that are hurting. To see 
how the simple vulnerability of opening up and sharing your story and 
allowing others to do the same [so they] can suddenly not feel so alone in 

their pain and suff ering, has been a huge life-giving opportunity. 

RM: You also came out with a book, Hope Heals that shares your story. 
You give this beautiful illustration of life’s detours and how so often we 
just want to get back on track and get our life in order. What advice do 

you have for our readers when it comes to facing setbacks, detours 
or challenges?

KW: In a world that really wants to reject any-
thing that is not beautiful, clean or perfect 
and exactly like what they expected it was 
going to be, there is such joy available in 
accepting what is and going with that. 
One of the great tragedies of our modern 
era is entitlement, where you feel like you 
are owed this type of life, this amount of 
money, or a certain number of kids. We 
expect this life to be easy, but the reality is 
that none of that is promised. One thing 
we can be sure of in life is that there will 
be pain and suff ering. Th e people who are 
fi lled with the most joy in life are often 
the ones that can just go with it. To be 
able to say, “Th is is not what I would have 
chosen in my life, but for some reason this is 
what God had planned for me. I am going to 
live into it and celebrate the life that I have 
been given even if it isn’t the life I thought I 

would have. Just making it beautiful and redeem-
ing it every day.”

JW: Th e fl ip side would be to say, “We are going to wait until Kath-
erine is better or until we have the perfect ending.” We would be waiting 
our whole lives for that. Yet in the midst of this detour, we see how God 
has profoundly given us purpose through it. We have tried to faithfully 
steward this unexpected lot that He has given us for our lives and then to 
see the fl ourishing that He has brought about though, changes how we 
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view the world and changes how we view what’s next. Likely, there will 
be many challenges ahead for us all. We are able to say, “God has already 
taken us through in the past. God has already taken what looked like the worst 
thing and ironically has made it the best thing in our lives in so many ways. 
So we don’t have to be afraid of what’s ahead. We don’t have 
to be fearful of the next fi ve or ten years. Tomorrow 
could be the best day. It could be the worst 
day. It could be the last day.” 
It’s this edge that we all live on whether 
we want to admit to it or not.  
 We don’t have to wait to celebrate 
the life God has given us, even if it 
looks a lot diff erent than we thought it 
would look. It is not through our own 
strength it is through the power of the 
Holy Spirit. We are drawn into deeper 
dependence and relationship on God. 
We don’t say, “Look Katherine had a 
stroke. She’s going to be disabled. It’s go-
ing to be amazing. Let’s celebrate.” Th at’s 
perverted. We didn’t just put on our Je-
sus sticker and smile through our pain 
and think that everything is going to be 
fi ne, and tell ourselves, “He’s using it for 
His glory.” Th ere is loss. Yet God has, 
and is, and will continue to make all 
things new again and restore them to Himself. 
We are in that in between time and that is what our lives 
are all about; that struggle to trust Him and celebrate and live fully 
in the purpose that He has called us to. 

RM: Th rough your ministry and book, you consider yourselves messen-
gers of hope. Practically speaking, how do you stay encouraged and fi lled 
with hope so that you can pour out into others?

KW: Part of the beauty of engaging with so much sadness from people 
reaching out to us online and in person is that it has provided this beauti-
ful perspective for us that no matter what we are facing, there are others 

struggling as well. We get emails fi lled with tragedy – a family who 
has a child that died, another who is struggling fi nancial-

ly – tragedy enables us to maintain perspective 
of all that we do have. To be able to 
stay in a deep place of gratitude for 
that is really a game changer and 
how we are able to stay encouraged 
and pour into other people. 

RM: Whether it is a relationship, 
job or situation in our culture today, 
we are often encouraged to give up 
when things get tough. One of the 
things I admire is your commitment 
to each other and to what God has 
called you to do. What encourage-
ment do you have for our readers in 
terms of being committed to their 
relationships and what God has 
called them to?
JW: We got married out of college 
and then three years later the stroked 
occurred and changed everything. 

It changed our marriage and what we 
thought our lives would look like. I never want to 

sugar coat what that looks like. Marriage is the most chal-
lenging relationship, but the most profound and beautiful one at the 

same time. Yet, that process of committing to that other person… Paul 
talks about marriage as being a mystery… it is really a profound and mys-
terious thing we enter into. In our culture, we think we should be able to 
understand marriage. It should feel a certain way, complete us, fulfi ll us 

and make us feel good about who we are. 
 Christ says marriage is this picture of the love that He has for us. It 
is not contractual like if you do this, and if I feel good about this certain 
thing, then I’m going to keep sticking it out. Rather, [it is] I am going to 
give everything to it. Die to myself and to what I’m owed and even to the 
life that I thought I would have for the greater good of this other person. 
As believers, we are refl ecting that. Clearly, we are not Jesus so we are not 
going to get it right every time. It’s a daily opportunity to release ourselves 
to Him. It is really a death to ourselves in many ways, committing within 
the context of marriage, rather than it being a ball and chain or a huge re-
striction, it can be viewed as quite the opposite. It is really an opportunity 
to fl ourish and we can be fully ourselves and give ourselves away in that 
relationship. 
 It doesn’t have to be like we are on this emotional rollercoaster of how 
much we feel loved, valued or appreciated.  It doesn’t have to be about that. 
Th ere will be diff erent seasons and our emotions will change, but it is im-
portant to continue to act from a place of love to the person God has put 
us in a relationship with – even if we aren’t “feeling it” necessarily. It’s very 
cultural to be tied to our emotions. Ironically, our emotions are so up and 
down.  It’s strange that we hinge so much on them because they change so 
often. To ground ourselves in something outside of and transcendent from 
our emotions is emotionally the most-healthy thing that we can do. It 
seems like we aren’t being true to ourselves, as if our emotions are the tru-
est thing about us, which they certainly are not. To lean in the truest thing 
which is following Christ, who He is, who He made us to be, leaning into 
His love, unstoppable goodwill and self-sacrifi ce, not being dependent on 
what the other person has given or what they will do… that’s what mar-
riage has come to mean. Th ere’s also a bittersweet aspect to it because there 
is a sense of loss. Th ere is a transcendence to loving someone in the worst 
time of their lives and have them do that same thing for you. It is usually 
life giving. 
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Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine in Salt Lake City, Utah

Risen Magazine: You were raised as a fourth generation Mormon. How-
ever, as a teenager you questioned your beliefs. How was this a turning 
point in your faith?
Russ East: At the age of 14, I went out behind my house, knelt down and 
prayed to God asking which church was true. In my understanding as a 
Mormon, I believed that I was going to go to heaven, it was just a matter 
of what level of heaven I was going to. I was very discouraged with the 
concept that there were three levels of heaven and that because my parents 
were not sealed in the temple, we would not be together as a family for 
eternity. That made me nervous as a young man. It was very disheartening. 
I wanted to have a sit down with Jesus, a one-on-one. I wanted to have 
this experience, like [Mormon leader] Joseph Smith did. When nothing 
happened it was disillusioning to me. I thought, “Why wouldn’t God want 
to show himself to me as he had showed himself to Joseph? Why was I not as 
important?” 
 It was soon after that whole experience, I was doing yard work in 
the neighborhood and a lady invited my family to go to her church, Santa 
Rosa Bible Church, located in northern California. We went and I heard 
the gospel message proclaimed for the very first time. It came at a time 
when I was interested in seeing if this whole story about Mormonism was 
true. In a sense I think that God could hear my cry for Him. The whole 

idea of forgiveness of all of my sins by way of putting my faith and trust 
in Jesus Christ alone was totally foreign to me. I was taught as a child that 
Jesus wanted me for a sunbeam through a song we sang. That was my ex-
ample. So at Santa Rosa Bible Church I gave my life to the Lord. It took 
the burden off of my heart and my shoulders of feeling like I had to ap-
pease God or that somehow at the end of my life I would have to come up 
with more good than bad [with the whole idea of three levels of heaven]. 
It was completely different than what I was used to. The pastor didn’t talk 
about any of that, instead he just read out of the Bible. The morning that 
I accepted Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior my father told me that 
he had gotten saved as well through hearing the gospel from a business 
friend of his two years earlier. Later I learned that he was nervous that if 
he showed me that he didn’t believe in Mormonism anymore that it was 
possible that the Mormon bishop would want him and my mom to get a 
divorce, so he kept quiet about becoming a Christian. 
 
RM: Wow. What did the transition look like going from something you 
had believed and was part of your family, to learning the truth and seeing 
your own father make the change as well? 
RE: It’s the miracle of how God touches your heart. You just realize that 
you can’t depend on what your family believes. As much as you love and 

ost people’s first encounter with religion comes from their family. They are raised with a certain doctrine and the 
introduction for faith is focused on whatever the parents or grandparents believe. But how do you know if what you 

are being taught is the truth? At fourteen years old Russ East asked himself that very question. Raised as a Mormon, he was 
trying to meet the demands and requirements of the Latter Day Saints church his family was attending while wondering if 
he would ever measure up. It left him feeling anxious, empty and unworthy. When a neighbor invited him and his family to 
her church that preached the Bible, East accepted and was totally transformed by what he heard. Risen sat down with East 
in Salt Lake City to talk about his passion to witness to other Mormons through his ministries Utah Partnerships for Christ 
and The Truth Radio Network.
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honor them, you have to stop and really hear what the Holy Spirit is doing 
in your heart and your mind. A lot of it is the amazing work that happens 
when the Holy Spirit convicts you of your sin and draws you to himself 
and speaks to you. This is just a question of praising God in the mystery 
part of the gospel. What makes someone love someone? It’s a reciprocal 
love, but someone has to initiate it. God initiates it and we respond to 
it. It’s only by God’s grace and mercy. It’s not anything special about me 
or what I can do. I’m not super smart or special. There’s also a sense of 
receiving, embracing, and desiring it. Not making excuses or pushing it 
away. And instead of taking it into our own hands and trying to add to the 
gospel, we need to just simply accept it.
 The day that I converted from Mormonism to Christianity I went 
home, got my Bible out that my grandmother had given to me and began 
to talk to God. I said to the Lord, “I just have had this total transformation 

in my heart and in my understanding of who You are, but I am still a little 
fuzzy on whether I need the Mormon Church or not, maybe I am just missing 
something. I have been raised in this and all of my family members are Mor-
mon, are they all wrong?”  Then I flipped open my Bible – I didn’t know 
where I was going but my fingers literally went to the book of Galatians 
– I looked down and it was in Galatians 1:6-9. It says, “I am astonished that 
you are so quickly deserting the one who called you to live in the grace of Christ 
and are turning to a different gospel which is really no gospel at all. Evidently 
some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel 
of Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other 
than the one we preached to you, let them be under God’s curse! As we have 
already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other 
than what you accepted, let them be under God’s curse.”
 All of sudden my eyes filled up with tears and it became very clear to 
me that the Mormon church was one of those other forms of gospel that 
Galatians was referring to. On the front of the Book of Mormon, it says 
“another” testament of Jesus Christ. There is not another, there is only one! 
It was at that moment that I knew that I didn’t need the Mormon Church 
anymore. All that was important was that I just choose to be a follower 
of Christ, living my life for Him out of appreciation and love. I could do 
good things, but it wasn’t because I was trying to achieve the highest level 
of heaven or become a god, instead it was out of the outpour of my love 
for the Lord. I immediately proceeded to write a letter to the Mormon 
Church wanting to have my name removed off of the rolls. But that letter 
was disregarded and no one responded to me at that time. 

RM: Shortly after you were saved, you began going on mission trips to 
Utah to share what you had learned with others still in the Mormon faith. 
How has your passion for ministry increased through these experiences?
RE: Over the years the Lord has let us organize short-term mission trips 
to Utah for about 2,000 high school and college students. It has increased 
my passion because I have seen God work through so many people in so 
many different ways. I can see that seeds are effectively being planted and 
watered and a lot more can be done by getting more people involved. I see 

that when students come on a mission trip they learn more about what 
they believe and how to articulate it to others. After a week mission trip, 
the students go home more grounded and are hopefully continuing to 
reach out to Mormons. God has been so gracious to provide us with people 
from all over the country with the same heart to reach the unsaved. God 
works through imperfect people like me. He works through me in spite of 
myself, my flaws, inadequacies and sinful nature. It [ministry] makes my 
life meaningful, it gives me a special reason to wake up in the morning.  
      
RM: You then formed a formal ministry named Utah Partnerships for 
Christ. It takes high school and college-aged mission teams to Utah. Why 
these specific age groups and how do you equip them to share their faith?
RE: I spend a whole day with them at the church or school where we do 
everything from role playing, to discussions. We have question and answer 

time, we watch videos, we read articles, and take a look at history. These 
activities equip the students with a background knowledge of Utah and 
gives them a feel for Mormonism even before they come. It’s important 
for the students to know their faith and the main differences between 
[Christianity] and Mormonism, especially when it comes to terminology. 
We [put emphasis on the fact that] they need to take time to redefine 
terms because Mormons use biblical terms with non-biblical definitions. 
It’s important to identify the difference and be able to explain them. There 
are a lot of great resources we use to show how the Bible is a trusted, veri-
fied source. As Christians, we also have archeological evidence, literature, 
and such where Mormonism doesn’t have any of those types of evidences. 
 My focus on high school and college-age kids stemmed from the 
mission trips I took as a high school student. I wanted other young people 
to have the opportunity to have similar experiences that can make a posi-
tive impact in their lives, and others, as it did mine. These students are in a 
phase of life where they have a lot of energy and flexibility with time. They 
are very impressionable with so many different things trying to influence 
them and earn their attention. The experience of having that one week in 
Utah where they were commissioned by their church to be true missionar-
ies should carry on with them the rest of their lives. So by reaching them 
when they are younger it is my hope that it will have a long lasting effect. 
   
RM: Many Mormons believe they are saved. What is the biggest decep-
tion Mormons fall into within their belief system?
RE: They are taught from a very young age that they are the only one true 
church that has a true prophet and true temples, where if you perform 
their rituals in that temple it will give you the opportunity to be with the 
Heavenly Father when you die. And if you don’t do these things then you 
are stuck in a lower chamber of heaven where you won’t be with Jesus. To 
them God is not the God of all eternity who was and is to come, instead 
they believe he was just a sinful man like you and me. Their belief system 
is very similar to Greek mythology and it is an insult to God and what He 
is all about. The Bible is not enough for them so they add more doctrines 
and scriptures, one God is not enough so they add more gods, and even 

one wife is not enough so they make practicing polygamy a requirement 
to attain the highest level of heaven. 

RM: Why does Mormonism place such a heavy burden of “works” on 
its followers?
RE: Mormonism places such emphasis on works because that way they 
can control you. They set up their superficial appearance to show they 
have everything under control. They have all of their rules requiring their 
members to pay tithing into their system, go on their mission, attend 
their church, all of the works required to earn your way into eternity, etc. 
Their rules keep everyone in order, unified. It’s just not biblical. Romans 
and Galatians are two books [of the Bible] that every Mormon should 
really read through. 
   
RM: In July 2008 you became the station manager at The Truth Radio 
Station [AM820 & FM95.3] in Salt Lake City that broadcasts a selec-
tion of Bible teachers and Christian talk shows. How has this been ac-
cepted within the Mormon community?
RE: The radio station is so great because it covers 80 percent of Utah 
and it runs around the clock. We’re unique in that we have Bible teach-
ers that the other stations do not have. In the Mormon community the 
response is all across the board. I had one Mormon friend tell me that he 
would drive to work early just so he could sit in his car to listen to a Bi-
ble message in privacy so he wouldn’t be disturbed or discouraged from 
hearing the truth. It ultimately led him to leave the Mormon Church. 
Other times I’ll receive an email asking why we are attacking and saying 
bad things about Mormonism. It’s kind of like the parable of the sower. 
Some seeds fall on rocky ground or among the thorns. Sometimes the 
birds take it away, so it is lost. And other times it falls on good soil and 
produces abundantly. It is worth it to be able to broadcast God’s word 
and reach those who allow God’s word to change their lives.

It’s a reciprocal love, but someone has to initiate 
it. God initiates it and we respond to it. 
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The Disney film Queen of Katwe is the based on the true story of missionary Robert Katende and his outreach to the kids of Uganda 
through sports and games. As a young girl, Phiona Mutesi went from living on the streets to becoming the National Chess Champi-
on of Uganda and going on to compete in the World Chess Olympiad. Golden Globe nominee David Oyelowo (Selma, Nightingale) 
portrays Katende on-screen and Oscar-Winning actress Lupita Nyong’o (12 Years a Slave) plays Mutesi’s mother. Risen talked with 
the duo about maintaining authenticity, instilling confidence and following convictions.

Risen Magazine: I understand that early on when you 
were reading the script you got quite emotional. What 
impacted you most about this story?
Lupita Nyong’o: The fact that it is a true story about a girl from a 
slum in Uganda who achieves this unlikely dream of becoming an 
international chess champion – it’s a story I wish I had [known] 
growing up. To see myself onscreen and to see the possibilities 
of being from a small place, but being able to achieve such big 
things, it was so inspiring. Harriet the character I am playing, that 
was written for me, is this amazing teen mother [who] at the age 
of thirty has four children – five including the one that passed 
away. The challenge for me to play that mother, nothing like that 
had come across my desk. She is this formidable character who 
will do anything to keep her family safe and together. She has to 
learn that one of the things she has to do is let her daughter go. 
For me that kind of journey is so fulfilling.

RM: Speaking of the strength of this mother and the 
sacrifices she had to make, while exploring the role, did it 
make you think of your relationship with your own mom 
and the things she had to do? 
LN: Yes. I called her and I said, “I don’t know how you let me out 
of the house.” I don’t know. My mother sent me to Mexico when 
I was sixteen. How do you do that? How do you send your child 
away? I don’t understand because I was starting to think about 
being in charge of these lives. She would always say to me, “When 
you have a child there is always a piece of you missing. You have taken 
that piece and it is lodged in someone else.” Then they become these 
disgruntled teenagers telling you what to do and all the things 
they know. I don’t understand how she managed. I definitely 
thanked her a lot. [Laughter]

RM: Your character does whatever it takes to keep her 
family together yet she doesn’t compromise, even when 
it may provide a better situation for all. What has that 
looked like for you when it comes to navigating your own 
career and maintaining authenticity?
LN: I have been very fortunate with the start of my career, 12 

Years a Slave, afforded me an opportunity that I could never have 
imagined [won the Oscar for Best Supporting Actress] it put me 
in a position where I could choose. I could choose the roles I take 
on. I could choose carefully, and I could choose with love first and 
foremost. Having been given that opportunity I want to make 
good of it. I only do my best work when I feel convicted; when 
I feel like I cannot help but pick up the script and work on it. I 
look for material that has challenged me, inspired me and I always 
think, “Do I want to see this film?” If I do, then I take it, because I 
feel it is a story worth telling.

RM: David, as a father, what are you doing, or what have 
you done, to instill confidence in your own kids?
David Oyelowo: I always say this film is a love letter to my 
daughter. I have three sons and then a four-year-old girl. What 
Robert does for Phiona in this film is what I hope to do, and what 
I am doing, and will continue to do for my daughter, which is to 
encourage her that no matter what anyone says, every bit of talent 
that she has within her should be fully realized. There should be 
no limitations on her based on her gender, her color, or anything 
really, and I am going to be with her for as long as my life should 
tarry to help her with that.

RM: Robert makes his decisions based on his passions. 
Watching your career I feel like you tend to lead more 
by convictions. What does that look like for you when it 
comes to following your heart? 
DO: There is no attribute I admire more in a human being 
than self-sacrifice. So when I read the script, I gravitated toward 
it primarily on that basis. I just loved the fact that it was one of 
the central themes of the film. I’ve been a beneficiary of it myself 
– my parents, other people that have encouraged me through the 
years. And, I try to do it myself. I also know the power of movies. 
Movies shape culture, they inspire us, they teach us, they show us 
world’s that we might not otherwise know about. Katwe, Uganda, 
is somewhere most people will not go to, but will now see. I 
think that engenders empathy, I think that engenders barriers of 
prejudice being broken down, and that is also why I love making 
these kind of movies.
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Interviewed for Risen Magazine at the Toronto International Film Festival

Queen of Katwe
David Oyelowo and 

Lupita Nyong’o

 Writer: Kelli Gillespie
Photos: Courtesy of Walt Disney Pictures
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Lupita Nyong’o is Harriet Mutesi and David Oyelewo is 
Robert Katende in Disney’s Queen of Katwe.

David Oyelowo and Lupita Nyong’o at the Los Angeles premiere of Queen of Katwe. Ph
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Donovan Carter stars in the HBO show Ballers. It’s about a former football superstar played by Dwayne Johnson, who now is trying 
to find the same success as a financial manager for current players in Miami. Sometime art imitates life and other times life imitates 
art. In Carter’s case, he was a standout defensive lineman with a full-ride scholarship at UCLA with aspirations of playing pro, but 
unfortunately that dream never materialized. Instead he decided to give acting a try and in his first big audition landed the part of 
NFL defensive tackle Vernon Littlefield. Risen talked with the athlete-turned-actor about his faith, family and current role.

Risen Magazine: In real life you played college football 
at UCLA and your dream was to play in the NFL. How 
did you transition from football into acting?
Donovan Carter: Yes, I wanted to be in the NFL, but it didn’t 
work out for me. I wasn’t really sure what I would do next. I was 
trying out for a few commercials and figuring out what I wanted 
to do. It was really my coaches, and my dad, that encouraged me 
to audition for Ballers. I was a football player and it would be 
natural for me to play one on TV. It was my first big audition 
and I got the part! The opportunity to be on the show has been 
incredible and now we are in the second season with the third 
season just getting picked up too.  

RM: What role has faith played in your life?
DC: God is everything to me. “For we walk by faith not by sight.” 
[2 Corinthians 5:7 ESV] I really had to take a step of faith to go 
into acting. I had a lot to learn and when I didn’t know what was 
going to be next in my life, I just had to trust God would open 
up an opportunity after football. Faith is a big part of my life.

RM: What encouragement can you share when it comes 
to being open to a different path than the one you may 
have initially set out on?
DC: I am firm believer in having no regrets and working hard. 
I wasn’t big into school when I was younger so college was 
never even on my radar. My parents weren’t married so I moved 
around a lot. I went to so many different elementary schools and 
sports was really the only constant. Fortunately, I had to keep 
my grades up in order to be eligible for football. I definitely 
would not be where I am at now if I didn’t go to UCLA. The 
education I got and the mentorship from the coaches has been 
so valuable. It’s important to remember to go after your dreams. 
Go after your passion. Identify something you love, that you 

would do for free even, and then pursue it. You don’t need a ton 
of experience and you can always learn. You can do anything 
you want.

RM: Dwayne Johnson’s character is that of a financial 
manager and mentor to Vernon. In your own life who 
would you consider a mentor or where do you go to get 
the most advice?
DC: First I go to God with everything. I put all my stresses, all 
my burdens, everything on Him and always go to God first. My 
father has been a big influence on me as well. He was a football 
coach and encouraged me. I’ve had some great coaches who give 
good advice too.

RM: When it comes to social media, I like how you 
incorporate everything from your work to personal life, 
Bible verses and encouragement. How do you approach 
the platform you’ve been given to influence others? 
DC: I’m very aware of the impact of social media. Even right 
from the beginning when I got to UCLA, the coaches sat us 
down and talked about paying attention to what we put online. 
Whether I choose to be a role model or not, I know there 
may be kids and other fans looking at me, watching me and 
observing what I do and what I say. I am very conscious of the 
image I am putting out there. For example, if I am somewhere 
and a photograph is being taken, I choose to put my drink down 
first so it doesn’t give off the appearance that alcohol and parties 
are priority. I know I indirectly represent the show, UCLA, and 
my family, but it is a mixture because I also want to make sure 
my [platforms] are a true reflection of me as well.
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Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine
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Jeremy
Cowart 
a Photographer with a Purpose

eremy Cowart’s work includes celebrity portraits of everyone ranging from Taylor Swift and Tim Tebow to the Kardashians. 
He even traveled with Britney Spears as her “Circus World Tour” photographer. His photos have been published in Rolling 

Stone, ESPN Magazine, People Magazine, USA Today, NY Times, Time Magazine and more. However, when Cowart started out, 
he was a graphic designer simply using photography to add texture to his work. As time went on, he discovered that photogra-
phy was his true passion and eventually made it his full-time career. Cowart also founded Help Portrait, which is a worldwide 
organization of photographers that use their resources to give back to those less fortunate by providing free portraits and using 
their platforms to inspire change. Risen talked with the talented photographer about how his parents’ belief in him inspired him, 
his upcoming project -  the Purpose Hotel, and what it is like to be dubbed one of the “Most Influential Photographers.”  

Interviewed exclusively for Risen Magazine

Risen Magazine: Growing up, the world around you told you that you 
couldn’t do it. You didn’t do well in  in school, but your parents instilled 
in you a different way of thinking. They told you that, “I can do all things 
through Christ who strengthens me.” For our readers who are facing chal-
lenges or constant criticism, what words of advice do you have for them?
Jeremy Cowart: You have to tune it out. The more people see you achiev-
ing things and succeeding at things, the more people are going to be jeal-
ous, which often turns into trolling and haters. People don’t want to see 
other people succeed. It is just part of it [success]. You’ve got to tune it out. 
In terms of pursuing those ideas, you are never going to be ready. You are 
never going to have your act together. You will literally need to jump and 
get it started. Stumble forward! You are always going to stumble, but you 
just have to take that first step and go for it! 

RM: Like your parents, many people have a place to speak hope and truth 
into someone else’s life. What challenge do you have for them? 
JC: Words are insanely powerful. Continue to speak life over people. Ul-
timately, we are called to love one another and encourage one another. 

RM: How would you describe your faith journey?
JC: I’ve always been kind of a quiet believer. I love the saying, “Preach the 

Gospel and when necessary use words.” [Francis of Assisi] I prefer to share 
my beliefs in the things that I do and the projects that I’m involved with 
versus being one who is flaunting my opinion all over the Internet. I think 
it’s more powerful when you use actions over words. I’ve always been a 
laid-back, quiet type. I feel like what the rest of the world calls ideas, 
God has given me these whispers and speaks into my life on what ideas 
to pursue.

RM: Your projects have been featured on CNN, Huffington Post, even 
at the UN. Before you start a project, what type of preparation and vision 
goes into it and what role does your faith play in it?
JC: All of the projects are so different. They are all sparked with an idea. 
Each of them are whispers that I would hear on my couch or wherever. I 
first run them by my wife, and then my business partner, and people in my 
life that will be honest with me. If they believe in and like it, then I will 
wait a couple of months and see if the idea is still simmering. Then if it 
passes all those tests, I know it’s a good idea to start pursuing. 

RM: You have traveled around the world and worked with everyone from 
celebrities to refugees. What has been your favorite project to work on? 
JC: I love them all for different reasons. It is hard to claim a favorite, but 

Writer: Mei Ling Nazar 
Photography: Jeremy Cowart
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was too big and I can’t do something of that scale. I ignored it and put it on 
the back burner for a few years. Now, here we are!

RM: You’ve had this dream to build the hotel for several years, but were 
initially afraid to pursue it. What moved you from fear to living it out? 
JC: I think it was ultimately God’s timing that freed me up to pursue other 
things. My business See University opened up my time and allowed me to 
be more flexible. I was able to actually find the time to pursue [the hotel]. 
Then all the pieces started coming together around me, from the team, to 
investors, to hotel industry people. Things just started clicking and here we 
are. It’s really happening. It’s pretty crazy!

RM: You are working with many amazing companies to help so many or-
ganizations. How did you decide which ones would be a part of the hotel?
JC: It was a long process vetting all of the non-profits. There are a lot of 
non-profits that I have been involved with and supported over the years 
including Compassion International, Charity Water and The Giving Keys. 
A lot of them already have established their credibility. We had a lot of them 
come into place. We will eventually have a team that vets the entire process 
that will ensure that everything is being fulfilled. We have a strong founda-
tion of 20-30 non-profits that we are already connected with and will work 
with long-term. 

RM: How did you decide on Nashville as your first location?
JC: I live here and I was born here. I love the idea of something so large and 
so scale, starting in a place so small. The first Starbucks was started in Seattle 
and it’s always been a cool story to me. So I loved the idea of this potential 
global chain starting in Nashville, a city of such amazing people and a very 
giving community. It also kind of made sense on so many levels and logisti-
cally, because I live here and can be physically involved day-to-day. We’re 
dreaming about all kinds of places. We would love to eventually be in New 
York, Los Angeles and Las Vegas, especially since the hotel is so anti-Vegas. 
It would be a cool contrast to the Vegas-vibe. We are also looking at Miami 
and we would love to go overseas as well. 

I love my work with Help Portrait, where we photograph people all over 
the world. We live in a current climate where everybody is fighting each 
other all the time, racially and politically.  I love Help Portrait because it 
brings together competitors and people from different belief systems. I’ve 
photographed atheists, gays, Muslims, and there is never any fighting. It’s 
just all these belief systems loving and serving each other. 

RM: Two years ago, your brother passed away from a sudden heart attack. 
It caused you to think about what type of legacy you want to pass on. Can 
you share some about See University you created as a result?
JC: After he passed away and I got over the initial grief, I just started 

wondering, “What if the same thing happened to me? What if I were to leave 
all my knowledge on the Internet for all my family, friends and followers?” 
It just began with that simple idea of leaving my wisdom online. Then 
I began to think, “What if everybody did that? What if we all left what we 
learned in life online?” Who knows where that information will go in the 
future, but I thought it was an interesting concept. Then we spent the next 
two years editing and filming videos and here we are now with an online 
university. 

RM: You were recently named “Most Influential Photographer on the 
Web.” What type of responsibility do you feel like that title carries?  
JC: There are many influential photographers out there. I welcome any 
platform only because I think we need more people, more examples of 
good being done. There are a lot of good things that I want to do. Our 
youth are staring at their phones everyday watching celebrities that paint 
a different message than I want to paint. I look at it as responsibility to 
inspire and set a good example and help lead people in the right direction. 
It is one of the ways that I am able to make an impact.  

RM: Another way you are trying to make an impact is through your new 
project called Purpose Hotel. Where did this idea come from and what 
do you hope it accomplishes? 
JC: I had the idea four years ago in a hotel room. I saw room numbers and 
loved the design. I started wondering, “What if the room numbers  sponsored 
a child and every room was connected to a child and told their story?” Then as 
soon as I had that idea, I went out and realized that there are so many 
non-profits out there that are doing soaps, linens and shampoos. I know 
so many artists that could do the art on the walls. It just kind of quickly 
grew into the idea of everything in the hotel being connected to a non-
profit or cause. Then I went into three years of fear, thinking that the idea 
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of the world calls ideas, 
God has given me these 
whispers and speaks  
into my life on what ideas 
to pursue.

Rendering of a room in The Purpose Hotel.
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