Agent Ziko’s
“Player’s Corner”
(~ The Challenge ~)

Salaams to my MBL family.

	What a first night of the season! There are so many of you that I haven’t seen in about 4 years, and SOOO many new faces I have never met or had a chance to meet or get to know. There were honestly a lot of emotions that ran through me this first week. I’m thankful to everyone who gave me the warm welcome back, and that I had some time to catchup with. 
	I stepped away from the league due to personal reasons, but I never stepped away with any anger or ill will to the players in the league, or towards the league in general. I always wished the best for the league, and even though I stepped away, Baraa Kahf was in constant contact with me asking for advice or direction. I helped in little ways, but never wanted to intrude on the direction he or the Board wanted to take the league. He asked me to come back on multiple occasions. I had teams ask me to join their squads on multiple occasions as well. But I had started a new project that was going extremely well, The OC Basketball League (OCBL/OCBLeague). It is a ProAm style league that had competition that went above and beyond what MBL was providing. Something I always wanted for MBL. 
	When Baraa asked me to come back this time under the circumstances that he was under, I felt like I owed him, the league, and the players to help in any way I could. I didn’t look at this as an opportunity to come and take over the league again. I felt like this needed a different approach. MBL now has 50 teams. It's grown so much and will only continue to. I felt like the reality was that the future of this league didn’t so much need Baraa, nor I to an extent. He and I, and former Commissioners and Admin like Aamir Syed, Hisham Labanieh, and Suli Dadabhoy will always have a hand in this league in some way shape or form. We have been doing so for nearly 20 years now. But the one thing I regretted not implementing before I stepped away was finding and training the person who would next run this league. The person who the Board members and I could entrust everything to. There were a few individuals I did, and still do think very highly of, and know they are capable of taking on this beast and moving it forward. But seeing how the league has grown, I don’t know if it should be just one person. I feel like the amount of work needed will absolutely need a team approach. And when I say a lot of work, I don’t know if you all truly realize the amount of time it takes to run leagues like this. Please make sure to show love to all the Admin and guys who give up their own time to run this league. 
	The other reason is actually more of a competitive personal one. Like I mentioned, I started a ProAm league with competition that goes far above what we have seen from MBL. I know I have always been controversial to many people in the league because I put so much of an emphasis on Division 1. Many of you did not like that. Many of you simply wanted to play with your friends in a lower divisions, pad your stats, and win accolades. Many of you got angry with me because I told you that you should be playing Division 1, or that you were too good to be playing a lower Division. I did not understand the desire because of my competitive nature and always wanting to play against players better than me. And I did not agree with it because I always looked at the bigger picture. I saw the future of this league, and other leagues across the US. I got to play in the Muslim League in New York for a few games. I even played with many of the brothers in Michigan while visiting there. The brotherhood was growing everywhere. Leagues like ours were popping up all over the country. I played in MBL tournaments where we had brothers coming from all over just to participate for the weekend. I played in the National tournaments where brothers flew entire teams out just to compete at the highest level. And now there is the Muslim Champions League. A league that literally pits every Muslim League against one another in a tournament to decide the best league in the country. 
	And we lost. 
	Aside from Nader Nuru and Samer Rizk, no other brother from California has played with and against as many brothers and Muslim leagues as I have. I know the skill level in every state that’s competing. I watched our team compete in the Muslim Champions League via the live steam. And the fire inside me burned more than any of you can ever comprehend. Yes, I piled up assists and steals in MBL when I was younger. But I never padded stats. I cared about winning and beating the best teams more than anything. And aside from Yaser Yousef, Samer Rizk, and Ish Alaama, no one won more than I did. I am confident to say, more than anything, I was a winner because I hated losing more than anything. Every one of my former teammates knows this, and will back it. 
Seeing my former teammates, Hadi Fattal, Abdul Yousef, and Abdul Hameed lose in this tournament was the opening of the door that would lead me back to MBL. Because at that point I felt like I had let the league down as a whole. California has THE BEST Muslim hoopers across the US. I don’t care what any other state thinks or has to say. We are head and shoulders better than they are. And I know if it was any of the old D1 teams that I ran, we would have crushed every team in that tournament. 
	So along with building a future team to run this league when I decide to step away again, I want to build this league back to the ultimate competitive nature I know it still can be. I’m beyond excited to see 10 teams in D1. Teams that all want a shot at going to the Muslim Champions League and to win a title to show all the other teams that MBL deserves the ultimate respect. But I am old now. I’m almost 40 (it sucks). In no way shape or form do I feel like I can lead a team to a title anymore. I am a role player (unless I decide to play D4 at some point, and if I do, I will smoke you old geezers). And along with me getting old, all my former teammates have as well. 
The purpose of this article is to challenge the future of this league. Challenge the young guys who need to be the faces of the future teams competing in the Champions League. I’ve watched great players come and go in this league. From the older generations of the Kameron Sufi, Ish Alaama, Daniyal Faquir and Hytham Abed, teaching my protégés Hadi Fattal and the Yousef Brothers to become some of the best the league has ever seen, to the this new group I’m watching now. Elite scorers and big names like Bruce Haidrey, Shadan Amini, Sheraz Kari, Ammar Rehman, and my current teammate Nasir Christopher, and absolute winners who do all the right things to help their teams win like Tamer Jabsheh and Torin Asefie, I’m watching all of you and rooting for all of you to become the faces of MBL. To go on and win multiple titles and be not just heroes to the league, but legends in it’s lore. To be the reasons more brothers want to come and join this league, or move up from lower divisions so that they can compete at a higher level. And to be the guys who lead MBL to a title in the Muslim Champions League. Don’t just build teams with your friends. Find the best Muslim players in SoCal that you can. Bring them to this league. Don’t just build a team. Build a dynasty. 
	I know it was long, but I thank you all for reading this article and I want to end it with a little more motivation from the man who was the epitome of competitive nature and a legend for all of LA and OC. 

“I will choose whether or not your goals for the upcoming season compromise where I want to be in 20 years.”
“Friends hang from time to time. Banners hang forever.”
“I liked challenging people and making them uncomfortable. That’s what leads to introspection and that’s what leads to improvement. You could say I dared people to be their best selves.”

#ThankYouKobe

	I hope this lights a fire. I hope this is the start to as epic of a season as we have ever seen. You youngin’s have some work to do and I will test each of you to make sure you’re pushing yourselves the way I pushed Hadi Fattal, Yaser Yousef, and Abdul Yousef to be great and take the throne of myself, Samer Rizk, and Nader Nuru. It’s this next gens time to shine. 

Lets get this fellas. 
