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Praise for
Too Small to Ignore


“It's my prayer that through Wess Stafford's new book, a passion will ignite in the hearts of Christians around the globe to reach these little ones with his tender mercies and hands-on help.”

—JONI EARECKSON TADA, president of Joni and Friends




“Too Small to Ignore is a wake-up call for all of us. It speaks to our responsibility to ‘the least of these.’ If you want to understand children and why they matter to God, you have to read this book!”

—MICHAEL W. SMITH, artist and songwriter




“At last—a book that has to be close to the heart of Jesus, who affirmed the value of children. Read this and get your heart engaged in the priority enterprise of the coming generation!”

—JOSEPH STOWELL, former president of Moody Bible Institute




“Wess Stafford has a heart for children like none I have ever seen. Too Small to Ignore is a must-read for anyone whose life touches the lives of children.”

—ZIG ZIGLAR, author and motivational teacher




“Wess Stafford has written an amazing book, combining a touching personal story with a very compelling argument for changing the way we view children. This book is both deeply personal and highly provocative on a subject too often left unexamined.”

—DALE HANSON BOURKE, author of The Skeptic's Guide to the Global AIDS Crisis




“Weaving a beautiful tapestry of his boyhood adventures in Africa and a lifetime of heartfelt ministry to children, Wess Stafford powerfully defends the cause of God's children and implores us to take action on their behalf The spiritual impact of future generations simply cannot be ignored.”

—TED HAGGARD, president of National Evangelicals Association




“Wess Stafford… is a man of integrity whose heart overflows with love for hurting children and, above all, for our God. You cannot meet this godly man without being challenged and encouraged. Prepare to be moved.”

—REBECCA ST. JAMES, artist, songwriter, and author




“Some books are meant to be skimmed, others to be read carefully. Wess Stafford's new book is to be savored, underlined, highlighted, and meditated over. Too Small to Ignore is a great book, written with the energy and verve of a man who knows kids and passionately loves them.”

—BILL ARMSTRONG, former U.S. senator




“Wess Stafford is a rare and good man, who brings a message for our time straight from the heart of God. His candid book compels us to see and act differently, to enter into God's compassionate heart and move on behalf of his little ones. We can have a beautiful impact.”

—STASI ELDREDGE, speaker and coauthor of Captivating: Unveiling the Mystery of a Woman's Soul




“This book has everything—stories that will moisten your eyes, insight that will stimulate your mind, and proposals that will generate an intense response.… Wess convinces the reader that he or she can make an incredible difference on behalf of the poorest of the poor.”

—TONY CAMPOLO, speaker and author of Speaking My Mind




“Dr. Wess Stafford has written a compelling book of his own pilgrimage interwoven with the reminder of the importance Jesus placed upon children. It is a must-read that will inspire all hearts to join with Wess to champion the cause of children all over the world.”

—JIM GROEN, president of Global Connection International




“Wess's scripturally based perspective and Spirit-authored passion come through. These pages present a powerful message that needs to be heard.”

—MATT HEARD, senior pastor of Woodmen Valley Chapel




“Wess has done a remarkable job of helping us to rediscover the value of our most precious resource—our children. This book will move you to compassion and force you to action! Welcome to a front-row seat on what moves the heart of God.”

—C. THOMAS DAVIS, president of Children's HopeChest




“Wess Stafford's African upbringing forged in him a passion to declare a long-neglected kingdom truth: our calling as believers is to speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves and to defend the cause of children whenever necessary.”

—DR. ALEMU BEEFTU, president of Gospel of Glory




“I have seen these words lived out in the man who wrote them. I have stood beside Wess as he knelt down to love the children of foreign nations, and I have heard his heart break for the ‘least of these.’… The real gift of what Wess Stafford writes is that he lives it first.”

—BEBO NORMAN, artist and songwriter




“In Too Small to Ignore, Dr. Wess Stafford paints a powerful picture of the importance of children.… Wess's story cuts a deep river of compassion for children in the heart of the reader, and his vision for the future creates a broad horizon of hope.”

—DENNY RYDBERG, president of Young Life




“This man and his message are for now!”

—PATRICK MCDONALD, founder of Viva Network




“Dr. Wess Stafford… has a sensitive, caring, and compassionate heart for the physical, emotional, and spiritual needs of the world's youth. By reiterating their value and reviewing stories from Scripture revealing their integral part in God's plan, he is truly a ‘champion’ for the children.”

—BILLY KIM, president of Far East Broadcasting Company Korea and pastor emeritus of Suwon Central Baptist Church




“Every page of this spellbinding masterpiece is drenched with the passion of a man dedicated to the cause of children.… I pray that this electrifying read will light a passion for children in the heart of every person—and compel you to action.”

—MRS. JANET MUSEVENI, first lady of the Republic of Uganda




“Too Small to Ignore is the ultimate primer on the status of children, their needs, and our responsibility to them. You will see through the eyes of one who has given his life to follow God's heart for these precious ones.”

—CLYDE COOK, president of Biola University




“At last—a powerful voice and message for the children of the world! Wess Stafford's Too Small to Ignore makes a case we can't overlook if we want to impact the nations and change our world.”

—DICK EASTMAN, international president of Every Home for Christ




“Wess has provided some incredible insights coupled with personal experiences that have caused me to reflect on every child I come in contact with.… This book has been a long time coming, and I thank God for the courage and lifetime of experiences that he gave Wess to write it.”

—RON CLINE, chairman of HCJB World Radio




“I've known few people who are as committed to a cause so right and close to the heart of God as Wess Stafford. Our world desperately needs to hear and act on the message in Too Small to Ignore.”

—JIM MELLADO, president of Willow Creek Association




“Wess Stafford calls us into the world of children in need. Like the organization he leads, this is a compassionate journey into the real world where we are equipped to help those who are truly ‘the least of these.’”

—GEOFF MOORE, artist and songwriter
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Dedicated in loving memory of my father,

Kenneth Stafford

(1925–2003)
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This book was a journey begun together
on Wednesday mornings over mugs of coffee
at his kitchen table in his simple forest home.
I was left to finish it alone.
A humble, wise, and gentle servant of God
who gave himself passionately to the kingdom,
his deep love and respect for the poor
and his compassion for all who suffer
shaped and inspired his little boy.
I am grateful and honored to have been his son
and to walk a lifetime in his footprints.
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FOREWORD

My life isn't defined by my music. Music is my vocation. My life is characterized by my relationship with God and my family—my beautiful wife, Debbie, and our five great kids.

My friend and brother in Christ, Dr. Wess Stafford, is a kindred soul. Since 1993, about as long as I've known him, Wess has served as the president and CEO of Compassion International. But this tender-hearted, deeply compassionate man isn't defined by his vocation either.

Like me, Wess wants to be known as a God-fearing man who loves his wife and kids. I believe his dear wife, Donna, and two daughters, Jenny and Katie, would say Wess's greatest priority and most profound accomplishment are being a godly husband and father.

In Too Small to Ignore, Wess builds a strong, passionate, and reasoned case for the cause of God's children. He admonishes us, Christ's body, about committing sins of omission and shirking our responsibilities to defend the children—the most vulnerable among us. And he challenges us to change our ways. Wess's message is as simple as it is profound.

Children, the smallest, weakest members of our human family, often pay the greatest price for our fallen world's sins. Yet they are the lowest priority among big institutions in our world. We must begin today giving our children the time, attention, respect, and commitment they deserve and our God requires.

I believe Wess shares our heavenly Father's broken heart; he grieves over the sins and abuses visited upon the little ones of this world. He reminds us that Jesus saved his harshest words of warning for adults to protect little ones, since he knew this world would wage abuses against them if they are not treasured, nurtured, and respected.

In more than twenty-five years of ministering to children across the world, Wess has come to what I believe is an explosive revelation: the reason children are such a low priority to the great institutions of this world is that there is an invisible battle going on—a spiritual war that rages over each and every child.

And the reason for this raging battle is clear. Research indicates that the vast majority of people who become Christians do so while still children, usually before the age of fourteen. If a person hasn't accepted Christ as a youth, studies tell us that the probability he or she will ever know Jesus is only 23 percent.

Children deserve to know that they are valued, that they matter, and most important, that they matter to Jesus!

Clearly though, it is children in poverty “the least of these” among us, who have captured Wess's heart. And for good reason. The son of missionary parents, Wess grew up in a remote, destitute West African village, which helped him develop a deep respect and love for the poor and their children.

Like Wess, I'm firmly convinced that we have a profound obligation to care for the poor and their children. Our mutual conviction is founded in more than two thousand Bible passages that declare our heavenly Father's love for the impoverished and urge his followers, you and me, to defend their cause.

I also agree that the magnitude of the problem of poverty can easily lead us to despair. We believers often do nothing for one reason: we don't know what to do.

In 1994, Compassion asked me to become a spokesperson for its ministry. At that time, I simply wanted to sponsor a child and observe the work of the organization. So that's what I did.

I'd maintained for years that kids, no matter where they live, have some basic similarities—they play the same, they interact the same, and their desire for approval and love is the same. But their similarities end when absolute poverty is added to the situation. When I visited Compassion's work in Ecuador, it was the first time I'd come face to face with poverty's reality. And it was overwhelming.

I couldn't process all the sights, sounds, and smells I was experiencing. I had gone from holding my own kids, safe and healthy in our home, to holding a baby overseas who was probably not going to live much longer.

Then as I met my sponsored child, Gavi, visited several Compassion projects, and saw the quality of the work, it solidified everything for me. I sensed the spirit of joy in the kids who attended the projects, despite the surrounding poverty. These kids didn't have anything, and they leaned on the Lord for everything. But they were happy.

After my trip to Ecuador, I decided to become a spokesperson for Compassion. And because it's a God thing, I love sharing about the ministry and the children it serves. My family and I have since sponsored three other precious children through Compassion's ministry. What an incredible experience. Each child has touched our lives deeply.

Unlike my profession, which puts me in the spotlight most of the year, kids are rarely in the spotlight. But it's time they were. And because of Wess Stafford and this powerful book, they are. Reading this book will change your heart and help you understand God's position for children in his kingdom.

—MICHAEL W. SMITH
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Introduction

THE GREAT OMISSION

Late one evening D. L. Moody, the premier American evangelist of the 1800s, arrived home from speaking at a meeting. Emma, his wife, was already asleep. As her exhausted husband climbed into bed, she rolled over and murmured, “So how did it go tonight?”

“Pretty well,” he replied. “Two and a half converts.”

His wife lay silently for a moment pondering this response, then finally smiled. “That's sweet,” she replied. “How old was the child?”

“No, no, no,” Moody answered. “It was two children and one adult! The children have their whole lives in front of them. The adult's life is already half-gone.”
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I have to ask you, what mental image came to your mind when you read “two and a half converts” just now? Did you picture what Emma Moody pictured: two grownups standing at the front of an auditorium with a little child beside them? Be honest.

If you did, don't feel bad—you're in the overwhelming majority. In fact, I'll be honest too. I had worked with Compassion International, a child-focused organization, for ten years when I first heard that story, and even I sat there imagining two adults and one child.

I don't anymore… and that is what this book is all about.

If I say to you, “Fold your arms,” you will most naturally place your right hand on your left biceps and tuck your left hand inside the crook of your right elbow. This feels natural to you. Of course, you could place your left hand on your right biceps, but it would feel very strange. (Try it; you'll see what I mean.)

To change your natural pattern is a good example of what is called a paradigm shift. The term means a new and off-stride view of reality—just like D. L. Moody's unique perspective on his world of listeners. He heard the beat of a distant drummer and marched to that cadence. He was clearly out of step with his contemporaries. He would still be out of step with the perspectives, priorities, and practices of today's world, both secular and Christian.

No matter what the setting, children seem to be a second-rate mandate. No matter what the ill of society, it tends to spiral downward and eventually land with its cruelest and most smothering impact on our littlest citizens. Small, weak, helpless, innocent, vulnerable, and trusting, they are the waiting victims for our simple neglect and most evil abuse. No matter what goes wrong, the little ones pay the greatest price.

When hunger and famine strike a nation, adults become weak and hungry, but it is the children who most often starve to death. When disease arrives with all its fury adults can become very sick, but the first to die are usually the children. When war erupts over ethnicity or boundary lines in the dust, it is the littlest victims who pay the most tragic price. The wars of the last decade killed more children than soldiers.1 Far more children were injured or permanently maimed by our battles. The tragedies go on for years after the last gunshot or grenade blast, as land mines and booby-trapped toys keep wounding, terrorizing, and killing our innocent ones.

The ritual sacrifice of children has been taboo for thousands of years. Yet tragically it is practiced every day across our world. We sacrifice children on the altars of our most destructive sins. When the sickness of pornography has run to its most evil and destructive end, it takes the form of child pornography. When prostitution reaches its sickest, most depraved form, it becomes child prostitution.

Perhaps a little closer to home is the reality that children are the sacrificial lambs when our homes break up through neglect, anger, hostility, and eventually divorce. Kids frequently blame themselves for the destruction, carrying deep scars on their innocent spirits for a lifetime.

Our most vulnerable citizens have become the world's most disposable commodity. So vulnerable are children to the ravages of poverty that malnutrition causes more than 55 percent of the child deaths in our world.2 This is all the more tragic when we are told that the earth can produce enough food for every man, woman, and child to have 2,720 calories per day—more than any of us need.3 So while God has done his part in creating a world capable of providing what we need, we have not done our part in the stewardship of it, in seeing that it gets to the end of the line, to the poorest and neediest—the children.

Statistics as appalling as these can overwhelm us. We become paralyzed by the sheer magnitude of the problem. It's a bit like looking at children from the wrong end of a telescope. They appear vague and otherworldly. But do you remember the shock and heartache you felt when you watched the World Trade Center towers crumble to the streets of New York, taking nearly three thousand innocent lives with them? It was one of those historic moments that will live in infamy. We will all be able to tell our grandchildren exactly where we were when that tragedy of tragedies occurred. The whole world staggered to a halt that day. Nothing else seemed to matter.

Now imagine with me for a moment. What if a catastrophe of equal devastation had happened at noon, just three hours later, at the Sears Tower in Chicago? Suddenly the people behind the microphones and lenses would have scrambled to cover this new disaster. And what if in the midst of their gathering that Chicago story, reports had come in saying that three thousand more innocent people had died in a nightmarish attack on Denver? Wouldn't that have brought all else to a stop? Wouldn't our national and world leaders have declared that nothing else mattered on the planet until we brought an end to this carnage? Enough is enough!

But if, as the world kept turning that dark September 11, the same level of human loss had continued to occur every three hours—Los Angeles…then Honolulu… Tokyo… Bangkok… Calcutta… Moscow… finally London—the world would have shuddered to a grinding halt, never to be the same again.

Well, something similar did happen on a worldwide scale that tragic day. Thirty thousand of our little innocents under age five were taken from us.4 Sadly, this level of loss also happened on September 10 and again on September 12 and every single day since. The microphones, cameras, and satellite dishes don't bring this shocking reality into our living rooms as they did on 9/11. But it happens nonetheless. Without power or voice, these little children keep silently slipping away into the arms of their grieving heavenly Father, lost from a world that is unworthy of them, a world that has lost its heart.
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Because children have no political clout or even voice in global affairs, they can become marginalized. Since they don't vote, they have little effect on the political powers that should act on their behalf. Every segment of society seems to have figured out how to protest, march, and agitate for its individual and collective rights. But have you ever seen children holding a protest? Ever seen their placards going down your city streets? I thought not.

They have much to legitimately protest, but they are voiceless and powerless. Our selfishness and greed cause them to pay the greatest price, but they suffer silently.

In all my world travels, I have never come across a Children's Hall of Fame to honor the champions and heroes of the young. It should come as no great surprise that very little gets handed down on their behalf by the powers that be.

But is it really true that children have nothing to offer? Ask any mom or dad who puts little ones to bed at night. Ask any teacher who gets a Valentine's Day card made with construction paper, glitter, and way too much glue.

Children may not have much to give materially, but they generously give all they have to those they love and believe in: hugs at bedtime that require both arms and legs; full-body squeezes amid giggles and laughter that are beyond value; a storm of sloppy kisses on your cheek; a squeeze of your hand that confides, I'm afraid, but I trust you; pudgy little fingers folded in simple, sincere prayer that rises up like perfume to the very heart of God. These things are priceless and more than enough.

Few gifts on earth are as wondrous as the love of a child. Advocates for children know deep in their hearts the truth of the saying “You never stand so tall as when you stoop to help a child.”

[image: ]

Sadly, the church cannot claim exemption from the neglect and abuse of children. The church may have avoided overt sins of commission (tragically, not always), but we are equally guilty of the covert sins of omission. I have rarely attended a major church or mission conference that focused on children. Have you?

Several years ago I attended an international conference for sharing vision, strategies, programs, and priorities to bring the world to Christ by the year 2000. I was not one of the scheduled speakers; those slots were reserved for a very select group of mission and denominational heads. Each was given just fifteen minutes on the platform to share the most essential priorities in which they were engaged. So precious was the time of this three-day conference that a bell was actually rung when time was up, to keep things moving.

I went enthusiastically, notebook in hand, to glean from the very best what all of us could do in this great effort to reach the world for Christ. What strategic role could my child-focused organization play in this exciting movement? I sat there, pen poised, as the first few speakers made their case for what they were doing and why.

By the third speaker, I realized I had written nothing down. Not one Christian leader had said anything about children and how to evangelize them in this final hour of human history. I began to keep a tally of how many times I actually heard speakers mention “child” or “children” in their strategic presentations. As the hours passed, I became more and more discouraged. Children were not on the minds of any of these great leaders.

By the end of the conference, I had heard the words “child” or “children” only twelve times—and never in the context of a specific strategy to reach them. They were instead lumped into the broader group of “every man, woman, and child.” I was filled with despair and bursting to speak up for the children—those who cannot speak for themselves. The printed program said that in the final session there would be open microphones for “additional questions or comments.” I could hardly wait for the chance to make a speech about this great omission from the Great Commission.

To my dismay, the conference had gotten behind schedule (despite the ringing bell), and that final session had to be cancelled. What I had hoped to say, if given a chance that final day, was this:


People, humor me for just a brief moment. All of you close your eyes and picture this great harvest of humanity you have been talking about so passionately. What does that vast sea of people actually look like? You have spoken eloquently about the needs of “the 10/40 Window.” Who are these individuals who stretch across Asia and Africa, knowing nothing of Christ's atoning work and needing to hear the message of salvation? If, in your mental image of that vast sea of humanity every other person is not a child, you don't know what the harvest looks like!



Fully half of the world, and especially the developing world, are children and teenagers. Yet they were not even a miniscule part of the conference strategies. Believe me, D. L. Moody would have gone ballistic about this.

What portion of your church budget is dedicated to children's ministry? If it is more than 15 percent, yours is an exceptional church. What portion of your denomination's mission budget is spent on worldwide children's ministry? Again, if it is more than 10 percent, that is very rare.

Have you ever heard a major radio or television program or even a single broadcast advocating children's ministry? Ever seen an edition of your favorite Christian magazine focused exclusively on children? Who are the hardest volunteers to recruit in your local church? Often it's the nursery workers and children's Sunday school teachers.

Can you name a single evangelical leader who is known as an outspoken champion for children, a D. L. Moody of today? I can't. No, the church simply cannot wash its hands of the great omission.

What makes all this so urgent is that missiological research indicates that almost two-thirds of the people who give their lives to Christ do so before the age of eighteen.5 In other words, line up any twenty Christians, and thirteen of them will have accepted Christ as their Savior while a child or youth. In fact, researchers tell us that if people have not accepted Christ by age twenty-one, the probability that they ever will is only 23 percent. Yet we spend a pittance on the more open and strategic part of the harvest.

Every major movement in world history has recognized the strategic importance of mobilizing children. The Nazis had their Hitler Youth bands. The Chinese Communists had their Red Guards. The Taliban in Afghanistan had their madrasah schools to instill extremism in the young. The great omission seems to be unique to Christians.

One of the first things children are taught their first day of school is how to stand in line. Eager to please, they become good at it. The tragedy is that all too often they find themselves at the end of society's line. And that is where they stay, while others with more size, influence, and resources jump in front of them. Most of us can remember the class bully who would push us aside with a sneer because we could do nothing to stop him. That is what happens to children in today's world all the time. Something has to be done on their behalf!
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We cannot claim that the Scriptures are unclear on how precious children are to God Almighty. He not only loves them with a love we cannot begin to understand, but he respects and believes in them. The Bible tells more than a few stories in which God had such an important task to be done that he simply could not entrust it to an adult. Only a child would do! Jesus uttered a powerful and terrifying warning to protect little ones from the kind of stumbling and abuse that humanity can impose upon them if they are not treasured, nurtured, and respected enough. His disciples never got a more enraged tongue-lashing than when they tried to keep children away from the Master.

Neither can we say that today's societies and cultures do not innately love their children. Nowhere do mothers fail to mourn the loss of a child or to sacrifice all they have in time, effort, and resources on their children's behalf. What parent has not experienced that amazing flood of love that finds its way into your heart as you hold your newborn child? You are captivated by love in just moments.

Then what is the problem? I have spent more than twenty-eight years ministering to children across the world. Some of them suffer in great poverty, while others are smothered in the lap of luxury. Deep down, I have come to the conclusion that the reason they are such a low priority to the great human institutions that seek to control this world, both secular and Christian, is that an invisible battle, a spiritual war, rages over each and every child. It is above us and beyond us and engages the full fury of the hosts of both heaven and hell. Children may be ignored by government, church, and mission—but not by Satan or God Almighty.

First, we must understand that Satan knows the heart of God. It is Satan's greatest joy and highest priority to do all in his power to break the heart of Elohim, the creator of heaven and earth. Remember that, as Lucifer, Satan was a witness to the process of creating the world. I can imagine heaven's one-time chief angel watching with great interest as the Spirit of God hovered over a dark and formless world. He saw the dazzling advent of light. He watched amazed at the creation of land and sea, plants and animals—all the creative work of Jehovah. It frustrated and angered him to see the great joy and satisfaction God was getting from the emergence of this wondrous work of his hands.

Ever watchful for an avenue of attack, Satan found it in the moment God fashioned a man in his own image from the dust of the earth and then breathed his own breath into the man's nostrils. Something about this crowning part of the Creation moved God deeply with a profound love. Satan saw it and knew he had found an inroad. All he had to do was attack and hopefully destroy mankind. He began his strategy as a serpent in the Garden of Eden, and he has been doing it ever since.

At the moment of birth, all heaven stands in breathless anticipation and breaks into shouts of joy and praise. Each child is born into the world loved and full of potential to bring joy to the heart of God. A little flame flickers deep in the child's being. It reflects a dignity and worth, made in the image of God Almighty.

Meanwhile Satan and his evil hosts stand ready to pounce and destroy that life as quickly and completely as possible, knowing how that will break the heart of God. All of heaven and hell are present and focused on the newborn life—for vastly different reasons. Both have strategic designs for this little one.

Given this frightening warfare between heaven and hell, it is all the more ironic that children are seemingly so unimportant to us adults. While all of heaven stands and cheers whenever a little one is born, and all of hell hurls itself at its destruction, we glibly go about our lives and ministries oblivious of the raging battle or the strategic importance of the children around us day by day. What is to be done?

[image: ]

It begins now, here, and with you! It begins with the very next child God brings across your path. Every child you encounter is a divine appointment. With each one you have the power and opportunity to build the child up or tear the child down.

A life can be launched with as little as a single phrase, an uplifting word, or an act of kindness. The spirit of a little child is a lot like wet cement. When a child is young, it takes little effort to make an impression that can last a lifetime.

If you are a positive, productive member of society, I'm willing to bet you owe that to someone long ago. Take a moment to reflect on your childhood. Who believed in you before you believed in yourself? Was it your mom or dad? Was it a teacher? Your Little League coach? Your grandmother?

Who said, “My but that's a beautiful picture you drew,” and now you make your living as an artist?

Who said, “You have a beautiful voice; I loved your song,” and now you sing for a living or get great joy from singing for others?

Who said, “You were the best Joseph in the Christmas play I've ever seen. I thought you were really him!” and now you make your living as an actor?

The source of my sense of worth was my parents and the people of a little African village in northern Ivory Coast. Though poverty-stricken in many ways, these tender people took me in as one of their sons and nurtured me when the cement of my soul was wet. I'll tell you throughout this book about growing up in that village. There, daily, this adage was lived out: “It takes a village to raise a child.”

Sadly, the opposite is also true. All it takes is a single unkind word, an isolated act of cruelty or abuse to destroy a life! Again, Satan knows this all too well. As I have shared these thoughts with people over the years, I have often seen their eyes well up with tears. They can remember exactly who almost destroyed them as a child.

Tragically, it is usually easier to name this destructive person than someone who impacted your life positively. Someone somewhere looked at you and said you were ugly. Someone said you were stupid, clumsy, worthless, or naughty—and the words made an impression on your soul with which you still struggle.

You probably have done one of two things with the hurt in your spirit. You have either accepted it as true, allowing it to define you, and resigned yourself to expect less than the best for your life. Or you have made it your life's crusade to prove them wrong. You have become a superachiever, driven, competitive, although perhaps deeply unhappy in the process. It all sprang from that one person's act of cruelty. If you are such a person, some of the most profound questions you can ever ask yourself are, what am I trying to prove? to whom? and why? This mental process may help you know the truth—and perhaps set you free.

Believe me, nothing thwarts the efforts of Satan to destroy little lives more than a caring adult's timely intervention to build up their self-worth and assurance of being loved. The path of destruction can end with you. You can decide, as I have, that you will be an instrument of grace in the hands of God. Every child who crosses my path in the grocery line, at church, or at the ballpark I consider a divine appointment, an opportunity to lift that child up—if only for a brief moment. It may just be the moment that will launch a life or restore one that needs kindness today.

You won't know until eternity, but your single act of kindness might not only change the little life standing before you; it might resonate for generations. A dear friend of mine named Danny Cook knew from family tradition that his ancestors came to America on the Mayflower as part of that courageous band of Pilgrims in 1620. Today, nearly four centuries later, his family includes a number of dedicated ministers of the gospel.

One time Danny decided to research his family tree to discover what had been accomplished. He was expecting a glorious path of outstanding men and women that led right to his doorstep. But as he followed the trail into the seventeen hundreds and eighteen hundreds, the downward spiral shocked him. He discovered criminals, suicides, imprisonments, and even insanity. He began to wonder how on earth this family had ever returned to its God-fearing roots.

Then Danny came across the life of his great-grandmother. He learned from her obituary that, despite her conditions, she had accepted Christ as her Savior at the tender age of eight. She became known for her love of Jesus and for singing hymns wherever she went. She was a woman of earnest prayer and brought up her children to love the Lord. From that point onward, the story of the generations changed. That one woman's life of faith and joy a century ago changed the entire course of the Cook family, right up to the present time.

I wonder who led that little girl to Christ? The person who knelt with a child so long ago had no idea that this would be a pivotal moment in the life of an entire family. The dark decline would be reversed through that simple prayer.

Your small pebble in the pond of one child's life may send out ripples that eventually transform many others. I'm convinced that heaven will be full of such delightful surprises for those who were quietly faithful and sensitive.

If God places a child before you, and you are too busy to wield either a positive or negative influence… you just did the latter! You communicated that the child doesn't matter and isn't important.

I have never met anyone who truly believes in children who does not have a powerful story behind that perspective. I am no exception. In the chapters that follow, I will tell you the story of my childhood, of growing up in a remote, poverty-stricken African village, of surviving the boarding-school nightmare, of managing the shock and challenge of returning as a teenager to a very different place called America… and of ultimately taking up a life as a champion for children.
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