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Now a believer, Kevin Williams laughs with
Buddy Osborn, cofounder of Rock Ministries.

men being discipled for leadership at Rock Ministries bow their heads in prayer at the weekly Bible study. Left, Rock Ministries, a Gospelon Kensington Avenue in one of Philadelphia’s toughest neighborhoods.
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From Hoodlum to Disciple

Juan “Johnny” Rivera practically strutted into the gym the first time he came to Rock
Ministries—proud of his street toughness, drug dealing, and his loose morals at age 17. He
came for the boxing, not the Bible studies.

One young man who accepted
boxing accuracy as Buddy helps

Christ at Rock, Johnny Rivera hones his
train him with gloves called “focus pads.”

With his father in prison, Johnny lacked a positive male role model—as have most of the
1,300 young men who have come to Rock Ministries in the last four years. Johnny finally
agreed to attend a Bible study after strong encouragement from Buddy Osborn and Paul
Orr—two men who had served in CC Philadelphia’s prison ministry before starting the boxing outreach called Rock Ministries in 2003. Planted in Philly’s rough north side, the ministry
is geared to reaching at-risk young men with the Gospel—thereby saving them from both a
life of crime and eternal destruction.
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Discipleship occurs at ringside as Paul and Kevin fellowship after hours of training.
on the skulls of peers, an uncle steered him
to the Gospel-sharing gym.
After being challenged physically and built
up spiritually for several weeks, Kevin had
an important conversation with Paul, cofounder of the ministry and a one-time
bodybuilder. Talking with Kevin after Bible
study, Paul broached the root of Kevin’s rage:
losing his father. “Even though he’s gone,
you have another Father,” Paul said.
“Who’s that?” Kevin had asked, skeptical.
Paul Orr leads the weekly Bible study. Young men are awarded for consistent attendance with gym equipment and T-shirts.
“The Lord God,” Paul answered.
After Johnny spent a couple of weeks coming to Rock, the Word brought conviction
and repentance. Johnny was overwhelmed
with the weight of his guilt—of all his sins,
legal and illegal—and embraced the promise of God’s grace to those who accept Jesus
Christ as Savior.

Buddy uses focus pads to sharpen Johnny’s defensive skills for the ring.

About the changes in his life, Johnny said, “I
just have a lot of love for everybody. Before,
I had a lot of hatred in my blood—a lot of
jealousy and envy. Now I base my life on
love.” Instead of proving how tough he is,
now he tries to be humble.

So then faith comes by hearing, and
hearing by the word of God.
Romans 10:17
“The ministry helped me get my life together,”
Johnny recalled four years later. “If I hadn’t
come to the Lord, I would have ended up in
prison. Or I would have wound up dead.”
Now 21, Johnny has a good union job as a
crane operator, a beautiful wife, Daiana, and
a 1-year-old son, Juan Rivera V.
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After hearing Paul share the Gospel at the weekly study, eight teens pray to accept Christ.

“I want to be like Christ and the leaders He
put in front of me—Buddy and Paul. I want
to be an influence on young men in my city
of Philadelphia,” he said. “One day, I want
to walk through those pearly gates of heaven
and onto the golden road.”

Freedom from Rage

The ministry has seen many young men
leave a life of destruction to walk in new
life in Christ. Another example is Kevin
Williams. Growing up in one of the most
dangerous neighborhoods in the northeastern U.S., Kevin was headed down a road of
revenge and rage at age 12.
Three years ago, he came to Rock Ministries
troubled by the shooting of his police-officer
father. After he began taking his anger out

Kevin didn’t respond right away. “This is a
bunch of baloney,” he thought to himself.
But day after day, as he came to the gym, he
began to feel and sense that the love shown
there was real. These people genuinely cared
about him. Maybe God was the Father he so
desperately needed.
“I finally started to get it, as they began to
show God’s love to everybody,” Kevin, now
16, recalled. Speaking of God’s love, he added, “All we have to do is accept it.”

For with the heart one believes unto
righteousness, and with the mouth
confession is made unto salvation.
Romans 10:10
Johnny and Kevin are now part of Rock
Ministries’ boxing team and are reaching
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breakfast at a Christian church and soon after accepted the Lord.

“Boxing is the bait,” said Buddy, himself a
former boxer. “Everyone in the inner city
thinks they’re the ‘baddest’ thing walking on
the planet … but once they’re involved in the
ministry, and we share the Gospel of Jesus
Christ with them, they begin to realize that
it’s not all about being the toughest.” Gym
bags and clothing are awarded to young men
who regularly attend the Bible studies.

Welcomed at CC Philly, Buddy went on
short-term mission trips and then served in
the prison ministry where he met Paul.
The two men could scarcely have come from
more divergent backgrounds. A pastor’s son
raised in the haven of suburbia, Paul traded
the truth of the Gospel and a budding career
as a bodybuilder for the lie of drugs and the
misery and punishment they caused.
“I lost sight of the fact that Jesus was the best
thing going,” Paul said. “I made a lot of excuses, one being that the church is hypocritical. The bottom line is that I thought there
were things in this world that were better
than Christ. I had to learn the hard way.”
While serving at CC Philly, Buddy and Paul
began to pray that the Lord would allow
them to impact young men before seeing
them end up in prison. Their vision engages
their background in sports and to stand on
Psalm 18:2a, “The Lord is my rock and my
fortress and my deliverer.”

Paul discusses Scripture with Darren
Johnson who has a new love for the Word.

out to other young men. Kevin is also the
city’s No. 2 contender in his 176-pound
weight class.

Rock Ministries began just blocks from
where Buddy was raised by his single mom
with nine children.

From the Valley of the
Shadow of Death

In the gym’s crime-ridden community, most
young men have to fight to survive. Drugs
and gang life can seem like the only escape
with prison or death looming on the horizon. But every month, hundreds of new kids
walk through the doors of the boxing gym
on Kensington Avenue that offers a weekly
Bible study. Many, like Kevin and Johnny,
have found an oasis of hope in Christ.
“Twenty-five feet from our door is the No. 1
drug corner in the country, Kensington and
Somerset,” said co-founder Buddy Osborn.
Instead of seeing hoodlums, leaders see
souls. “We work to unlock the potential in
each young man through mentoring, Bible
study, and … an organized sports program,”
explains Rock’s mission statement.
Rock Ministries reaches inner-city kids ages
10-22, by training them as boxers and as
believers—giving them a place to empty
the hopeless tensions of the streets and be
filled instead with the Holy Spirit. Boxing
is a big draw in Philly, hometown to numerous boxing champions. Several scenes from
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Buddy encourages Alex Gonzalez who is
living at the ministry’s transition house.

Double Discipline

The combined discipline of Bible study and
boxing has turned once-aimless youth into
followers of Christ. “By involving our kids
directly in their community, we are training
them in much more than just boxing and
weightlifting,” Buddy said. They are becoming disciples of Christ.
Instead of taking from their neighborhoods,
the young men are reaching out: feeding the
homeless, distributing food to needy families, and doing neighborhood clean ups. At
a recent outreach that featured Rock’s young
boxing team, 14 people gave their lives to
the Lord.
Many have excelled under the training, competing in the statewide Junior Olympics,
Philadelphia’s Golden Gloves, and local
events. Recently, two young men won titles
in the 2007 Ringside World Championships
in Kansas City, MO—the world’s largest
amateur boxing tournament with nearly
1,300 competitors over four days, according
to event coordinators.
“By God’s grace, they’re doing a great thing,”
said Assistant Pastor Frank Gianni, who runs
CC Philly’s prison ministry and is a member
of Rock Ministries’ board.

Other Christian boxers have offered their
support. Marvis Frazier, former heavyweight contender and son of boxing Hall of
Famer Joe Frazier, serves on the ministry’s
board. Current IBF cruiserweight champ
Steve “USS” Cunningham often helps
out at the ministry; Buddy is Steve’s “cut
man”—who patches the boxer up in his
corner during fights.

“The greatest fruit is not seen—in the sense
that they’ve succeeded in keeping these kids
out of jail,” Frank said. “I grew up in that
neighborhood, and those kids were heading
to jail. Buddy and Paul’s aim is to stop them
before meeting them in the prison Bible
study.” He added, “The kids are the ministry. There is such a genuine need to rescue
these kids—not only their lives but their very
souls. The Lord allows us the privilege to see
these kids come to Him and stay alive.”

The Back Story

Like many of the youth he mentors and
ministers to, Buddy, 48, was raised by a single mom in Kensington. A street hustler at
13, Buddy turned to boxing to keep out of
prison. But he ended up there anyway when
a career as a union roofer led to corruption
as a labor racketeer. He was convicted under
the RICO Act and sentenced to eight years.
While in prison, he began to read the Bible.
Upon his release, he was invited to a men’s

“I look at every kid as myself—but making
the right choices,” Buddy said. “If I had met
a guy like myself or Paul when I was a kid,
I never would have gone through the things
that I did. But we didn’t have missionaries
down here.”

Philadelphia, PA

the iconic “Rocky” movies were filmed right
there in Kensington.

CC Philly also offers financial support, fan
support at boxing matches, and physical
support at boxing outreaches.
Since January, 22 young men have stayed
in Rock’s nearby transition house. The safe
environment with daily accountability helps
Buddy explains a verse to Michael Shields.

Kevin Williams prays during his personal Bible study time at the gym. All the young
men have at least 10 minutes of quiet devotion time during gym hours.

them “transition [from jail] back into the
world based on the Word,” Buddy said.

More than Boxing

While most of the 350 young men currently
in the program still lack a lot of support at
home, Rock Ministries has become like family to them, Kevin said.
“When you sweat with them, you build a
bond with them,” noted Kevin. “Sharing the
Word tightens that even more. The people
you work out with, sweat with, and breathe
the same air with are the same people that

“The Lord
allows us ... to
see these kids
come to Him
and stay alive.”
Pastor Frank Gianni
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Buddy takes a picture of high school graduate James Carroll in his new prom
suit. James will volunteer at Rock Ministries which provided funds for the suit.

“The fruit of what we’re
doing is seeing kids become
leaders in their community
based on God’s Word.”
Paul holds the bag as James throws a left hook.
you sit down and pray with. They know
your heart, your issues, the beef you got going on in your life.”
The honest teenager recalled, “At first, I
didn’t like them. But after working out with
them and doing Bible study with them,
we’ve grown closer and closer.” Kevin added
that the youth sometimes fellowship outside
the gym by camping and fishing together.
With many of their parents in prison or on
drugs, the young men often look to Buddy
and Paul as father figures, Johnny added.

The Vision Widens

The existing building contains rooms for
boxing, weightlifting, and a makeshift chapel. The old structure is still without heat
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Buddy Osborn

and needs renovation. As the Lord provides,
Rock Ministries hopes to expand in order to
reach youth who aren’t interested in boxing
by adding rooms for art, games, computers,
and music—as well as a kitchen to feed the
needy. “Many kids need to come here, but
not all of them want to box,” Paul said.
“Ultimately, it’s not about boxing,” Buddy
added. “The fruit of what we’re doing is seeing kids become leaders in their community
based on God’s Word. It’s a discipline thing.”
Other Calvary Chapel churches have invited
the young men to come share testimonies at
their churches. Some CCs have sent teams to
minister in the rough neighborhood, which
Buddy likens to a third-world country for its
poverty and crime. “It’s great for our kids

to see other kids coming in and sharing
the love of Christ with them,” Buddy said.
“We’re missionaries, and we’re open to any
Calvary Chapel to come down and experience what God is doing here.”
Writer Bob Makin is a communications servant at CC Old Bridge, NJ.
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