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Captivity’s Captor: Now is the Time for the Chorus of Conversion 
Dear Reader, journey through the most exciting educational experience of my life. Please be patient and understanding as you accompany me, because you may not understand why I had my particular priorities or why I made some decisions. My story begins back in 1994, and it is from that time-perspective that you may accompany me.
Welcome to my cave. It is a damp, dark, and dreary fourth floor apartment where the dim light of an old television set continuously petitions my undivided interest. Yes, it, my dearest confidant is always there to greet me after work. The only thing as steadfastly present as the TV is total exhaustion from another ten-hour day of siding houses. Consequently, incapable of resisting its hypnotic power, I collapse into my recliner. The age-softened, albeit somewhat torn leather sensuously swaths my aching shoulders, once-broken back, and bruised neck. Hence, I assume a nearly horizontal position, leveraging my feet to just the optimum height for both snoozing and watching. My mind assures my heart; my job is through for this twenty-four-hour life rotation, further assuming at best it is time to reflect on how much money I have earned, or at worst to envision all those things that I should have achieved in life. As a Roman Slave Master would have chained a galley slave to his oar, the absence of invention and poverty of purpose shackles my hand to the remote control. Here I lie, spellbound. Sounds and images cycle before me. Faster and faster, my forefinger makes love to the channel selector. The stations run their course at an exponentially increasing rate. As a condemned prisoner awaits the throw of the death switch, my mind entreats, haste the time when sleep silences reason. Then, as sudden as a coronary, my aching heart replies, Is this all that there is to life, one miserable TV show after another, bed, work, one miserable TV show? Of what benefit is it even to be alive? Of what good, to the world, is this mind? The deceased care not.  They have no abated hope. The dead grieve not.  They need no destiny. 
No more! Frantically wails my dying heart, Mind, no more will you be useless and unproductive flesh; but creative spirit, have I made thee.

Dear Reader, let me break in at this time and briefly take you back to my early childhood. My cravings for a sense of destiny began, in a dream that used to haunt me growing up. One long-since-forgotten night, in what must have been a divine calling, I saw a big writing board and on it was some writing and a number. In unimaginable trepidation wondering, what does this mean? I woke up with the impression that the aberration meant that my life had some meaning. Consequently, as a developing child, I always felt unmistakably set apart for some unknown purpose. 

Now, Dear Reader, we shall move forward. We pass over to when I was in the seventh grade and first recognized my zeal for math in the open classroom of Forest Manor Junior High. My favorite teacher, Miss. Global, realizing that students bussed in from different grade schools would have an assortment of skill levels, taught math by using an individually paced program. With very little effort, by the end of that year I was doing algebra. Math remained my strong suit throughout high school. 

Now, Dear Reader, out of school and a stranger to “very little effort,” having endeavored to be successful in the military, in business, in ministry, and in general employment, I have lost all hope of mastering any one pursuit. Without single-minded direction, the ache for a sense of destiny only climaxes. Like boiling water in a sealed pressure cooker – soon something is going to change!
Today’s date is March 7, 1994; on this birthday of change, I celebrate another year of slothfulness. Here in this lackluster apartment the dim light of that old television once again summons my mind. Finding that something has changed, this bitter, old sloth finds his thumb, transports it all the way to the upper left hand corner of the remote and buries the off button into the plastic. Then as strange as it might seem, I begin to write out the powers of two. “2*2=4… 2*2*2=16… et cetera.” As if I totally lost my wandering mind and found a working one, I spend the next two whole years buying blank paper, squeezing the lead out of pencils, and wearing out my vision making math tables.  In my imagination, the whole world waits for me to put all of its problems and solutions together. As for the present, I help no one but I see that in some numinous sense I alter my future and that of many others for the better. 
Dear Reader, to help in this strange and yet glorious mission, I purchase my first computer (only a small pre-Palm, hand-held device) but sufficient for me to go onto the Internet. Not long after the purchase of my little computer, I start to post everything I know and then some on math message boards. Soon competent enough to answer many math questions, I develop a reputation for being a good math tutor. Through E-mail, I come across several mentors, who are professional mathematicians. However, my greatest mentor is not from the Internet. My inner self, the “Middle Me” impels me ever deeper into math. As the set of real numbers never ends, my curiosity becomes infinite. In like manner, as Jon Katz did set up the two geeks in the scrawling suburb, Richton Park, my hidden instructor sends me to a vast new world of numbers outside my cave (Katz 55).


Blindingly, after spelunking from my cave, I experience an enlightenment surpassing all but my most spiritual experiences – the exploring and searching out the secrets of mathematics. When curiosity possesses my imagination, I work beside myself with visions of discovery! One apex of this intoxication is the discovery of a mathematical constant. Dear Reader, you may retrieve links about my constant by entering “Marvin Ray Burns” into any one of the major search engines. Having said, “An enlightenment, which surpassed all but my most spiritual experiences,” perhaps my predicament of lacking in accomplishments would not be so expressively overwhelming if it was not for a time when I truly had felt perfect fullness of achievement. 

Dear Reader, please allow me to take you back just a few years. One day, in October of 1979, while in the United States Marine Corps, I was born again and in place of all my drunkenness, vulgarity, and violence, I began to experience joy, peace, and love. Thus, I became zealous in a personal faith in Jesus Christ. I spent several hours every day studying the Bible and communing with God. Furthermore, the sharing of my faith became my favorite pastime. In search of great fulfillment, when the military clock struck 14:2513June83, signifying that I had completed my enlistment in the Marines, I began preaching fulltime. Yes, I lived a high life, full of the sense of achievement. However, my sky-scraping days were short lived, unfortunately, and in June of 1992, in deep poverty and overcoming debt, I departed from the ministry and gave up on what I felt was all chance of feeling useful.


Having spent two miserable years of exile in this cave of uselessness, I have finally waked up to not having to live as a stranger to value for the remainder of life. (It is time to wake up and smell the success!) I no longer have to be just a bitter old sloth. From this very day forward, I can devise new ways to let my mind work for me, others, and God. With a completely new world of professions available to me, I ought to initiate a process of preparing my mind for new service. The aspiration to re-embody myself with destiny is such an excellent obsession! Like the two young men from “the poor unrelenting plains of southwestern Idaho”, I begin a journey of providence (Katz 4). As Eric and Jesse’s encounters were with the metropolis of Chicago, so from the poor unrelenting plains of my mind I shall move to a metropolis of ideas.


Dear Reader, it is high time for me to make a serious choice about school. Providence has blessed me with a second chance to further my education. Consequently, I can indeed relate to Katz’s story of helping Jesse enter the University of Chicago (Katz 117). Like Jesse, I am not proud of my high school grades simply because I did not demonstrate any effort to acquire good grades. Instead, I habitually made an effort to learn about only what interested me even though I knew that I was intelligent enough to get excellent grades. If I may brag, I was a successful member of the state champion Chess team and wrote a chess program for computers. I was a Junior Assistant Scout Master, earned the rank of Eagle Scout the day before my eighteenth birthday and was First Trumpet in Scout Band. I even, in my junior year, graduated two-hundred-twenty-seven out of six-hundred-twenty-one. That graduation trick was quite a feat, considering I only attended classes three hours per day that last year of high school. 

I guess a significant amount of talent and the desire for education was in me back then; I just did not care to take advantage of it. I knew more about computers than most college students did, so I could have gotten a job working on them – without college – if I had wanted to do so. However, more enticing was the possibility of enlisting in the Marine Corps and retiring in a short twenty years. Then there was the fact that no member of my family had ever gone to college. Actually, neither of my parents had gone to high school, and they sure were not going to pay me to stay at home four to eight more years. Nonetheless, to be honest with myself, I guess the true reason I did not go to college was that I just plain hated school.


 Now, Dear Reader, having successfully climbed out of my cave of self-imposed ineffectiveness and ignorance and having accepted as my own, the highest standards of achievement, I push myself beyond educational limits that I have for over twenty years accepted. 
In solemn introspect, Will I accomplish great things? Else, will the dim light of the television again master my mind and the lack of purpose shackle my hand to the remote control? Let no such thought protrude! I must submerge myself in study, not in inanity. I must press on because there is a place that I must get to, moreover a person I am obligated to become. In failing to become that person, I would be cursing each of the years in which I have lived. Now, Dear Reader, not only is it my destiny to be a legend in my own mind, but more so, a legend of the mind. Consequently, as I progress through my middle age, I trust that my wit will only sharpen. Therefore, when old I will release reserves of wisdom to the young from a storehouse of knowledge.
More generally, Dear Reader, I do not know why my life takes this turn. Is it just a mid-life-crisis inspiring me to begin a new career? On the other hand, is my crisis a part of a divine calling for my life? Still, am I just possessed with impulse and madness, or worse is it just random chance that I take this turn in life’s road? Whatever it is, it metamorphoses my listless existence. More specifically, the exchanging of my purposefully bankrupt mind, for one that can actually see into and improve the future, begets within me a craving for education. With the desire for knowledge, so comes promotion psychologically, socially, and spiritually. Most remarkably, an impractical little hobby like writing math tables indeed expands to become a symbolic token that I might never again feel so useless and unproductive. I now possess, more than ever before, a creative spirit and mind. Additionally, my overwhelming craving for a sense of destiny gloriously empowers me to create a legacy.
To follow-up, I bring you, Dear Reader, to December of 2001. Reading Katz’s Geeks I feel as though I am reading a metaphor of the very experience that caused me to break out of my hapless cave and go back to school. I have never lived my life in such a way to make it look normal, and I have always tried to be me no matter how strange that may seem. Therefore, it was with mixed feelings – the fear that you might consider me to be strange – and the anticipation of sharing my vision that I considered hosting this journey from acrid, aging artisan to a portent prodigy of providence. Having understood most people have given up trying to find happiness or purpose in their existence, I considered it my responsibility to guide this journey. I put hand upon keyboard so you too may sing my chorus of change and gain a greater hope of having a productive future. Finally, in the hope that you will follow my example of leaving the dreary cave of mental darkness, I commend to you, Dear Reader, the spirit of destiny. 
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My favorite choice for a final assignment was the autobiographical essay about a significant educational experience. The experience needed to have a connection to the book Geeks, by Jon Katz. The piece of writing was to have some tension to keep it appealing to the mind of the reader. Upon my first reading of Geeks, in December of 2001, it sounded like a metaphor of the very experience that caused me to go back to school. Then learning about this project, and understanding that most people have given up trying to understand the logic to their lives, I decided to write of my change from a couch potato to an ardent student. Therefore, my essay is addressed to the hopeless ones whom I affectionately call Dear Reader.

Since the autobiographical assignment was my first real essay in over 20 years, you will notice that my Heuristics log is nearly dedicated to it. Having no title, subject, desired form or thesis, I prepared myself to switch gears from living my story to telling a story about my living. However, as I have learned not to carry out daily activities without some type of goals in mind, so to I would not dare start writing an essay without some kind of target to aim at. It was time to give serious thought: to what part of Geeks can I relate? What subject would be fun to explore? Finally, what exactly do I need to accomplish? Hence, I did a lot of clustering, writing and revising.

Honestly, my “word revisions” were too numerous to consider. More days than not, I went through the entire essay changing several words each time. Thus, my favorite word change was in the title, “Captivity’s Captor: Now Is the Time for the Chorus of Conversion.” In 11 words, I accurately described the entire essay. The reader may think the size of the title is a little long. However, compare it to the 11-word title, Geeks: How two lost boys rode the Internet out of Idaho. Here is the purpose for each word used in my title: “Captivity’s” The habits that keep us bound from achieving more out of life – here are personified – Captivity. When you break free from those habits, you become, “Captivity’s Captor”. That is, you become the one who captured (controlled) the above-mentioned “Captivity” (You now control every hour of every day). In the subtitle, “Now Is the Time for the Chorus of Conversion.” I chose the words, “Now Is the Time” because the story is presented in the present tense. The words, “the Chorus of Conversion.” might be a little ambiguous. I hope that the ambiguity will only serve as an appetizer. It is a word picture of the reader joining my clan of liberated souls, singing the praises of feeling productive.

As for my “content revisions,” they also were numerous. To show how much revision this essay has been through, my first draft, with a handwritten heading – “Before Jan. 16, 2002,” is near the back of the portfolio. In it lies a skeleton – the raw content from which my story developed. As crude as that draft is, it bears the heart and soul of my final version. However, as my Heuristics log testifies, I have dissected, inspected and put back together nearly every line.

In my weeks of writing and planning, from many different directions, I began to draft the thesis – my transformation. After plowing into my experience and careful revising, I was pleasantly surprised to see my essay take on the desired rich texture of an open form story. The story starts out as an epiphany, in the midst of my humdrum existence. The writing process consisted simply of reliving and emphasizing the most exciting parts of my recent years. 

The biggest problem I had in writing this essay was to make it sound “professional”. In spite of that desire, for simplicity’s sake, I used a strict chronological format up until the turning in of my first assignment, intentionally reserving the use of flashbacks for my revised midterm paper. After the midterm, I spent days muttering to myself, “What can I do to drastically improve (revise) my autobiographical essay without losing any of the content?” Eventually, in the final version, I rewrote my essay from a unique time-perspective, taking the reader by the imagination and accompanying him or her through my time of transition. 

Now please allow me to take you on a little journey outside our present time, free of captivity, into the heart of destiny and then beyond. 
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