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Dedication

To all those who have been told that they couldn’t achieve their dreams . . .
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Preface



Since I first started playing high school football, a lot has been written about me. Some true, some not so true. Some positive, some not so positive. And some of it claiming to even know my mind-set and motivation.

It’s not always the easiest thing to be the center of so much spilled ink. You read glowing things, and it doesn’t feel deserved. You read things that are critical, and it cuts you to the bone. It’s because of both those extremes of others’ opinions that I felt it the natural thing to do to tell my story, written from my perspective. It also seemed like the right thing to do—perhaps in many instances to simply set the record straight—sharing my story as I see it, as I remember it, including my actual mind-set and motivation. Sharing it all—what is true and actually happened. Some of it positive, and some perhaps, still, not so positive. That’s the nature of truth. But all of it is my story.

Through my eyes.

In addition, the sheer amount that has been written about me also seems to indicate that, for whatever reason, a great number of people have a significant interest in me. In some respects that is very flattering. I’d guess that any one of us would be flattered by that level of interest. However, my parents always told me, from an early age, that we all have the ability to influence others, whether through our words or actions, or both. They always added that, besides possessing the ability, we also have the responsibility to use it in a positive, encouraging, and uplifting way—a platform. Who knows? Maybe my platform will be the same in five years; maybe not. One thing I’m confident of is that the Lord already knows the answer to that, and He has a plan for it all. That is something I’ve learned to have the utmost assurance of and faith in—His daily, weekly, monthly, total and eternal plan for our lives.

Therefore I have learned that, though God is in control of the big picture, I am responsible for how I use my platform, whatever its size—at this moment in time—to influence others. Or whatever my age. Or wherever I am, or no matter what is going on in my life at any time. I have a platform that He can use for His good purposes and perhaps even the good of others—today.

We all know of people who thought they could do it (whatever “it” is) tomorrow. We have all procrastinated in such a way, and often to our personal regret. It happens time and again, putting off things that we convince ourselves might be better, more meaningful, more appropriate for another time. So often that better time either never comes or really isn’t better or more appropriate after all. And then, sadly, the window of opportunity—to do something great—closes. Here’s something else that I haven’t always grasped but which in the last few years I have come to understand in my own life, and which now burns in my heart for others to also recognize and realize: we all have stories to share. We all have life experiences that can bless the lives of others. Whoever we are. Wherever we find ourselves. Whatever we are involved in, no matter our age or station in life. Stories that, when shared with others, can make a positive difference in the world.

As I tell my story, I hope that you will see that its true focus is on God and on those eternal values that He holds before us as beacons and benchmarks, to help us live lives of abundance that will ultimately glorify Him, while also lifting and bettering the lives of His children everywhere.

What it all boils down to is that if there’s one kid who keeps pushing to attain his dreams, or ...

if there’s one dad who accepts the saving grace of Christ and changes his whole family, or ...

if there’s one person who sees my mistakes, realizes that we all fall short, and keeps pressing on, or ...

if there’s someone who agrees that Christians don’t have to be weak, either in mind, body, or soul, then undertaking this project was the right thing to do, regardless of what the world thinks is the “right time” to write a memoir.

God challenges us to change the world. And to accomplish this, He asks us to change it one life at a time.

I appreciate that you are taking this journey alongside me, and I pray that as we take this journey together, you will feel the Lord’s presence along the way and that you will let Him cover you with His grace and power.

I also pray that in this journey you and I may discover that not only our lives but the lives of others are better because they were touched by something we have shared together.

Through my eyes.






Chapter One
 Headache



The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

—PSALM 23:1

My head was killing me.

It had been a full day already, but as if that weren’t enough, now my head was splitting in two. The timing could have been better. I was in New York City for the presentation of the Heisman Trophy and I’d spent most of the day exploring New York with my family and friends. But it had taken its toll. A migraine had set in; I guess the travel and schedule had brought it on. I had been traveling non-stop, it seemed, since the conclusion of the regular season a week earlier. I had been blessed enough to win several awards already, including the ones that I was the most proud of, several first-team Academic All-American teams.

The ceremony took place on the periphery of Times Square, at the Nokia Theater, as it was then called. There were about twenty of the 2,100 in attendance on December 10, 2008, who were pretty nervous for me. Those twenty—my parents, siblings and spouses, close friends, Coach Urban Meyer and Coach Mickey Marotti from the University of Florida—had been on hand to support me throughout the entire season, as always, in good times and bad.

Statistically, there had been more good than bad that season. I’d thrown for over 2,500 yards with 28 touchdowns and 2 interceptions. I’d also rushed for 564 yards and had 12 touchdowns. But more important, as a team, we’d seen far more good than bad as well. We were 12–1 and had only had one close game in the last two months—all of them wins.

Of course, Colt McCoy and Sam Bradford, both of whom were invited by the Downtown Athletic Club and were seated beside me on the front row, also had great seasons.

We hadn’t played either team, yet. We would be facing Oklahoma and Sam Bradford in the BCS National Championship game a month after the ceremony.

Finally, the moment arrived, and none too soon. As the ceremony unfolded, my head was hurting more and more, and I was feeling nauseated.

The announcement came from the podium, in a moment that none of us would ever forget.

“The Downtown Athletic Club presents the 2008 Heisman Trophy to ...

Sam Bradford, University of Oklahoma.”

My phone began vibrating and wouldn’t stop for hours. Texts and voicemails from teammates and coaches, all to the effect that we would take it to Oklahoma in the championship game. I wasn’t paying attention to the phone, though, as Sam accepted the award—the pounding in my head had continued to intensify.

Finally, at a break, I headed out to the bathroom to run cold water over my face. On the way, I passed Coach Meyer and Coach Marotti, and I could feel the intensity of their disappointment and anger as I approached. They were obviously biased in my favor, and were two of my biggest advocates.

I caught their eye and mouthed two words.

“Game on.”






Chapter Two
 Given a Chance



We know that God causes all things to work together for

good to those who love God, to those who are called

according to His purpose.

—Romans 8:28

My dad was preaching in a remote village in the Philippines in 1986. As The Jesus Film played on a large, homemade screen hanging between two coconut trees, he became heavily burdened by the millions of babies being aborted in America. While weeping over the gigantic loss of human life, my dad began to pray, “Father, if you want another preacher in this world, you give him to me. You give me Timmy, and I will raise him to be a preacher.”

Dad returned home to Mindanao, Philippines where our family was living, and the next morning at breakfast he told our family about his prayer and invited them to join him in praying for Timmy. At first, Mom was not as excited as my four siblings, but after a few days, she began praying along with the rest of my family—for me—Timothy, which means, “honoring God.”

From the start, it was a difficult pregnancy with a great deal of pain and bleeding. A number of times they were certain they had lost me. Mom and Dad went to the best doctor in their area of Mindanao and listened to her lay out their options—in her opinion—for how to save my mom’s life.

After examining my mother, the doctor spoke in a slow monotone.

“An abortion is the only way to save your life.”

According to her, the “mass of fetal tissue” or “a tumor”—me—had to go.

That is how the doctor viewed me, simply a mass of fetal tissue. It was not an isolated view then, and it isn’t an isolated or novel view today. Or maybe she just called me that to toughen us up for the names I would be called the first time I played at LSU.

My parents walked out of her office, shocked and a bit numb, but resolute in what course they would take. My mom’s strongest recollection of those moments, which must have been overwhelming for her, was an unexpected and indescribable peace. God’s peace, she later told me, is what sustained her through the pain, bleeding, and uncertainty of the next eight months of her pregnancy.

Miraculously, later on in the pregnancy, a surprise blessing occurred. The bleeding subsided, leaving her able to fly, along with my siblings, to Manila. There, at the Makati Medical Center, she met with an American trained doctor. It was the first time she’d seen a doctor since the “mass of fetal tissue” consultation.

In the delivery room, my parents tell me that I entered the world without much fanfare, followed immediately by a blood clot that was bigger than I was.

The attending physician spoke first to my dad, “Mr. Tebow, your child is a miracle baby. I can’t explain how it happened, but despite all odds, he beat them. Only a small part of the placenta was attached, but it was just enough to keep your baby nourished all these months.”

My mom, dad, and family were so grateful for my safe arrival and thanked the Lord for His protection of both my mom and me. But the drama was not over yet—for either of us.

That first week, I lost weight instead of gaining it and had to remain in the hospital. My parents asked our friends and family in America to pray that I would grow big and strong. I guess their prayers were answered.

Mom also struggled physically and needed ongoing care. The staff at Makati Medical Center provided the expert care both of us needed. Mom had surgery when I was a week old, and she finally began to recover after the health challenges of many months. The doctor told my parents that if we had not come to Manila, Mom probably would not have survived my birth.

We are all grateful Mom survived the pregnancy and childbirth. We have met families whose mothers gave their lives in childbirth for the lives of their children. We also know of children who went through normal pregnancies as well as difficult ones and did not end up thriving or even surviving the birth process at all. My parents knew that Mom might not survive, but they trusted God with her pregnancy. Trusting God is how they started their marriage, and how they have continued to this day. My dad always tells us that faith is like a muscle. You trust God for the small things and when He comes through, your muscle grows. This enables you to trust God for the bigger things, in fact, all things.

And while they waited for me to be born, my mom and brothers and sisters would sing Bible verses together. Mom always believed that putting verses to tunes helped us to learn and retain them. Later, they taught me these verses as well:

Wait for the Lord, be strong and let your heart take courage. Wait for the Lord, wait for the Lord. I wait for the Lord, my soul does wait. And in His Word do I hope.

—PSALM 27:14; 130:5

My unusual birth story has been important to our family for many reasons. Of course, we are so grateful that God’s plan included Mom’s and my survival. It also provided a deeper connection to one another, since all my family prayed specifically for me. The story has also given us a platform to share with others a variety of spiritual applications, including the faithfulness of God. And the fact that it all occurred in the Philippines madethe land and its people all the more meaningful to us.

My story really began when my parents met at the University of Florida. They got married after they graduated and headed off to grad school to prepare for ministry. In 1976, they moved back to Jacksonville, Florida, where Dad had several ministry positions, and Mom had four children. While Dad was pastoring a church, he went on a mission trip to the Philippines, and he fell in love with the Filipino people. Not long after he returned, both Mom and Dad sensed a clear calling from the Lord to return there as missionaries. 

In October of 1985, Dad, Mom, and my siblings (Christy, Katie, Robby, and Peter, who were nine, seven, four, and one respectively) left Florida for the Philippines. God had not even put the smallest of thought in my dad’s or mom’s mind about me. After living in Manila for a month, my family moved to General Santos City, on the more primitive southern island of Mindanao. It was tough for my mom when they first arrived, with the many challenges of a new culture, very little contact with friends and family, and homeschooling four young children, while Dad immersed himself in ministry, traveling throughout the islands preaching and planting churches.

My first couple of years living in the Philippines were much more uneventful than the circumstances and events surrounding my birth. At least they were for me, anyway. I guess that my sister Katie was responsible for some of that as she was acting as my second mom even though she was only eight. She insisted on carrying me everywhere I went. At the time, I was growing and gaining weight quickly, which was probably a result of all those prayers on my behalf. Poor Katie. She ended up having to have surgery for a double hernia before we returned to the States, which everyone, to this day, blames me for.






Chapter Three
 The Early Years



Let another praise you, and not your own mouth; a stranger, and not your own lips.

—PROVERBS 27:2

My memories of my life and surroundings—at least those I myself can remember—really begin in Jacksonville. We returned from the Philippines in October of 1990 and moved back into the house on Sheri Lane that my parents owned since 1977.

I was three when we returned to Jacksonville; that’s when I met Uncle Dick.

Uncle Dick was our next-door neighbor and an important part of our lives. Known to the rest of the world as Richard Fowler, I really thought he was my uncle. He was close to all the children in the Tebow family, probably in no small part because he’d never been married and therefore never had children of his own.

As a family, we children spent a great deal of time with him, including almost every Saturday morning. A partial explanation for spending Saturday mornings at Uncle Dick’s might be the fact that he owned a television and we didn’t. My parents would let us watch cartoons over there with him on Saturday mornings, but the reasons for letting us hang out there went much deeper than that.

No, I don’t mean the small bottles of Coke that he always had on hand in the refrigerator and popsicles that he kept in the freezer. Although he gave us plenty of those, too. I’m sure that he told us no, or that we had too much of one thing or another, on occasion. I’m sure he told us that too much Coke or popsicles, or whatever, wasn’t that good for you. Actually, now that I think about it, I’m not sure he ever did say no to any request any of us made for anything in his refrigerator, freezer, or pantry.

It’s funny. My folks always preferred that we bring our friends over to our house whenever possible, since they wanted to be the parents of influence, not necessarily allowing us to be influenced by whoever’s house we were headed to. Not that the influence would be bad elsewhere, but they just felt more comfortable when they knew exactly what the influence was to which we were being exposed. And so for that reason, and the simple fact that they loved kids, anyone and everyone was always welcome to hang out with us, at all sorts of crazy hours.

But with Uncle Dick, they relaxed some of the rules—at least on the television we could watch and the snacks we were allowed to eat. Even on weekdays we were there; you might have found us watching old Westerns or Flipper or whatever he’d let us watch. He was pretty strict about the kind of things we could see. Maybe that’s why Mom and Dad let us go over so much—they trusted him and were assured of the influence we were getting through his guidance.

Robby would often dress up, before we headed next door, in his little Western outfit with fake six-shooter and holster, especially for those movie times where a Western would be the highlight show at Uncle Dick’s. In fact, those movies were a part of the inspiration that caused Robby to break his arm.

It happened a year and a half later, when my parents decided to move us from the house on Sheri Lane to a farm—but only because my parents were desperate for more room and the farm was being sold at a government auction at an incredible price. One of the additional pluses to life on the farm, besides having more room, was that we were able to keep some horses. Now, keeping and boarding horses may sound glamorous to some, for riding purposes, but as anyone who has kept horses knows, the work required in making sure they get the care and feeding they need and deserve is never ending.

And so the stage was set for the broken arm inspired by one of Uncle Dick’s Western movies.

As I remember it, at the time one of our horses was in its stall—and Robby was hanging from the barn rafters, above the stall door—waiting for me to open it. It was a scene Robby envisioned straight out of the movies. Of course, right on cue as Robby had orchestrated, I opened the door, the horse came out, and Robby dropped onto the horse’s bare back, just like in the movies we watched at Uncle Dick’s house. Robby may have held on to his seat on the horse for maybe one of the horse’s strides out of the barn before he slid off and fell to the ground, landing on his arm extended to brace his fall. His arm broke. By the time Robby was twelve, he had broken his arm three times.

Our parents have told us on numerous occasions, both then and now, that Uncle Dick loved our visits. I have no doubt he did—I mean, after all, who wouldn’t have loved five brothers and sisters descending upon your house and food supply on a regular basis? But as a kid, all I knew was that we loved going over there. He was truly a member of our family. In fact, he spent every Thanksgiving and Christmas with us.

The relationship with Uncle Dick and our family, though, began long before I was born. In 1982, my dad left the staff of Southside Baptist Church in Jacksonville and began a church out of our house. The total attendance that first Sunday in the living room, of those who didn’t have a name ending in “Tebow”?

One.

Uncle Dick.

Dad preached that Sunday, Uncle Dick accepted Christ, and the church and relationship with Uncle Dick was off and running, for the church and for Uncle Dick. Uncle Dick then became the treasurer of the church, Cornerstone Community Church, and later became the treasurer of the Bob Tebow Evangelical Association (BTEA), when we moved to the Philippines. Richard Fowler was faithful and meticulous with the ledgers of the church and BTEA, and even when the rest of the world started migrating to computers and accounting software methods in the 1980s, Uncle Dick continued to keep the books by hand—the long way—and my parents found it incredible that he never made a single mistake.

When we arrived back in the States, Uncle Dick made sure I also came over as much as possible, along with my four older brothers and sisters whom he already knew and loved. After all, I was his namesake, Timothy Richard Tebow. He wanted to give to all of us at every turn in every way; he was a giver and a great influence in that way and in so many others.

He truly was almost like a third parent, albeit one who played big-band music all the time. I mean, all the time. I remember once when Dad was out of town and a couple of us spent the night at Uncle Dick’s. The next day, he took us to Peter’s baseball game. While we were there at his house, he was—as always—continually working through and listening to all of his big-band collection.

In order. From the beginning. To the very last one in the collection.

He had a routine and followed it day after day. Over the course of the year he would follow his order of music, picking up the next day where he had stopped the previous day. Must have been the meticulous bookkeeper in him that served others, including the Cornerstone Community Church and BTEA, so well.

It was great growing up with two older brothers always around to play with. Actually, all of us were very competitive, including my parents and all my siblings. It didn’t matter if it was Monopoly or chess inside with my sisters or baseball or basketball outside with my brothers—or if I was only four and the rest of them were far older. They took no prisoners—the rules applied equally to all. There was no “letting someone win” because he was younger, or to cheer her up or encourage her to keep playing. The first time I won any of those games or contests, I earned it.

It was something I remembered.

Most of my first clear memories seem to revolve around sports and all the crazy stuff that I did trying to be just like Robby and Peter, and to do everything they did, despite the fact that they were nine and six years old when we returned from the Philippines and I was three. We were in constant motion, always playing whatever game was in season or, if for some reason one of those didn’t interest us, then just the ones that we made up ourselves.

My dad says that I wasn’t much fun to throw with, even at age four. Apparently, even then I was a bit too intense and threw pretty hard. A lot of my competitiveness was probably just how I was wired, but part of it was because I looked up to my brothers and wanted to be just like them. For example, I had started working out, even then. I wanted to be as strong as my brothers, so when I was a bit older, I used surgical tubing that was attached to the top of the door—only because my dad wouldn’t let me use any weights. He didn’t feel they were safe enough for my development at that age or would provide anything more beneficial at that point than the rubber tubing could provide. While my brothers and I were sitting or standing around talking or doing whatever we were doing—and it was always something—I wasted no time and would stand in front of the door and pull against the tubing, working each shoulder. For thirty minutes or so. Looking back, I’m not sure why I didn’t tire of it, but I didn’t and simply kept pulling on the tubing, working each shoulder. Over and over.

When it came time to play T-ball at age five, I had already played so much actual player pitch with my brothers that the idea of hitting off of a tee didn’t interest me. So instead of my using a tee for my at bats, my coach at Normandy Athletic Association would toss the ball to me underhand, while my brothers took great pride—maybe even more than I did—in watching me hit ball after ball over the fence during the course of the baseball season. Peter claims I hit thirty-six home runs that year. Then again, he was eight at the time and maybe not the best and most unbiased source of information for keeping the records. I know, though, that I finished second in the league in home runs to a kid who was two years older. I made a commitment to myself right then and there that that would be my last year of finishing second.

Apparently I had such a good year that my dad even claims that one of the parents from that team said he was saving my baseball card (the league had a photographer come out and take photos of all the kids) for the future. He was kind to say that, and it certainly made me feel good at the time, but I’m somewhat doubtful that he ended up saving it, since I doubt that even my parents saved one of my cards—part of the family plan, I’m sure, to keep me and the rest of us humble.

I do know that I didn’t enjoy little league baseball for the fun of playing. I can’t help it—but that’s true. When I hear parents tell their kids today, “It doesn’t matter if you win or lose, as long as you have fun,” I’m puzzled. That’s just not how I’m wired. Bottom line, losing simply isn’t any fun. Oh sure, in thinking back on plays and moments, I knew I was loving every minute of playing the game. But if there’s a score, then there’s a purpose to the game beyond having fun—it’s having a greater score. Of course, there is intrinsic value in playing the game itself and how well you play it, and always playing to the best of your ability, but at some point the actual competition has to be a piece of the analysis as well. After all, there’d be no point to the rules or to keeping score if it were simply and only about having fun.

Just like in life. For better or worse, we don’t all end up getting patted on the back. “Hey, Bill, you didn’t come close to hitting your sales numbers, but it looked like you really enjoyed the interaction with the customers, so we’re giving you a raise.” Maybe, but I don’t think so.

I had two brothers who beat me at everything, at every turn, as badly as they could. So when I played anything else with them, I wanted to win. When our coach would say, “I just wanted to make sure you’re having fun,” I didn’t understand. And when my teammates seemed more interested in ice cream or snow cones after the game, especially if it was a game we lost, I was baffled and upset. I couldn’t understand why they bothered to play. Just go get dessert without bothering to be on the team, I figured. What’s the point?

The preseason Home Run Derby was like that as well. Every year that I played baseball, the league conducted a Home Run Derby before the regular season began. I knew it was an exhibition contest and had no bearing on the outcome of the season or anything else. I knew it was supposed to be “fun.” But I couldn’t see the point of entering the contest unless you were going to do all you could to win. And so each year, I entered with that goal in mind—to win. Not to simply compete. Not to simply enjoy myself. But to win. And sometimes I did, and sometimes I didn’t, and that was okay. But what mattered to me was the mind-set that I entered the Home Run Derby contest with. I really think, looking back, that it made me perform better and at least closer to the fullest extent of my ability. And I believe this approach served me well later in life when the competition got tougher.

That outlook may have had an impact on my ability as a teammate back then. In T-ball, I was friends with the other players, and I remember very few of them then who could catch or throw. Early in the games I would tolerate this, but as it got later and more critical to the outcome, I found myself wanting the ball in my hands.

Once, in the last inning of a close game, the ball was hit to me at shortstop. I fielded it and ran down the runner, who was breaking from third to score, for the final out. After the game, the coach asked me why I didn’t throw it to the catcher. The question puzzled me because I thought the answer would have been obvious to him.

“Because he can’t catch.”

“Well, he’s the catcher. You’re supposed to throw it to him for him to try and catch it to get the runner out. That’s how you do it.”

I was sure—no I was positive—that wasn’t how you do it. I wasn’t interested in someone’s “trying to catch” it with the game on the line. I also wasn’t interested in someone’s trying to remember if he was supposed to tag the base or the runner. If he didn’t know what to do, I would do it myself. I would let him try to catch early on, but I wanted to win, and when the game was on the line, I would do whatever I had to—within the rules—to win the game.

My parents decided that, with three boys around the house who were as competitive as we were, we had to institute a new rule. I was still young, and they were already concerned about the bragging that we were doing among ourselves. Here was the rule: we were forbidden from talking about our own accomplishments, unless asked first by someone else. If someone specifically asked us how the game went or how we played, we could answer, but we couldn’t volunteer the information. They based this new rule on the admonition found in Proverbs 27:2:

Let another praise you, and not your own mouth;
a stranger, and not your own lips.

It was a great lesson for us toward living our lives with a humble spirit, a lesson we needed to learn and continue to work on. Our parents certainly have always lived their lives with humility.

We did, though, have family friends who knew the rule, and before long, they’d help us out, asking us on a Sunday morning at church, “Any of you boys had any games lately? Anything happen?” And so we would fill them in.

But at the same time, we began to realize that it was nicer to not hear ourselves brag, and so over time, we all just began talking about ourselves less and less.

Plus, we were given a dollar if someone complimented us on our character to Mom or Dad. We quickly became focused on those matters—such as character and humility—rather than on trying to impress someone with our exploits on or off the field.

Life on the farm, like anything, had its pros and cons.

The good news? There was plenty of room to take batting practice without losing a ball in a neighbor’s yard or worrying about a nearby window, and to play whatever other games we wanted to play.

The bad news? My dad made it perfectly clear that ours was a working family farm, and he and Mom were thrilled to have three healthy boys available every day for all the manual labor life on a farm required.

Actually, even that was good news, as I look back on it. Shortly after we moved, I became “farmer strong,” simply from lifting hay bales or chopping wood or chasing down cows.

Dad used to throw us batting practice in one corner of the yard, and we dented the fence more than once from pitches that he threw to us or we threw to each other while working on our pitching technique. My parents are now having to replace the fence to keep their grandchildren safe around the pool—I guess we left too many dents behind. We would hit balls—for hours on end—toward the tree line on the other side of the pasture. Even with all the extra farm chores we had to do, living on the farm was tremendous. On one occasion, we had a visit from a former White Sox pitcher, Joel Davis, who met my dad through the Fellowship of Christian Athletes. He wasn’t going to be able to care for his dog any longer, so he dropped him at our house. The dog, named White Sox because of his white feet, became a family fixture. As did the stories of the balls that Joel hit, before he left that day, well into the tree line across the pasture.

Dad finally wised up before he threw so much that he tore up his shoulder. So he drove up to Fernandina Beach, north of Jacksonville, to buy some fishnet to make a batting cage. With a number of four-by-four posts, we built what turned out to be a pretty sturdy and functional structure, and then we put a pitching machine in it. From that point forward we were set. We could pitch to each other to our hearts’ content, without fear of losing baseballs to the surrounding woods. All with no further wear and tear on Dad’s shoulder.

Somewhere in there, in all the time spent with the stretchy surgical bands or the competitive streak in T-ball or the endless hours of batting practice, I realized that I never wanted to “fit in.” I mean, I was only five, so that exact phrase, “fit in,” never occurred to me. But as I look back now, it was clear that very early on the seeds of that concept began taking root and sprouting within me in everything I did. As I got older and heard kids talk about wanting to “fit in,” or wanting to be “normal,” I never quite understood why they felt that way. What’s the point of being “normal”? That sounds average to me, and I never felt like I was created to be average.

I remember reading Coach Tony Dungy’s book Uncommon and in it his challenge to so many, especially those of us within the younger generation, to not be “common.” From lessons in his own life, he encouraged us to always strive to be “uncommon” and align our lives with the ways of the Lord.

So if everybody was doing the same thing, the normal and usual thing, I looked for a different way. The crowd, by definition, gravitates toward average, which could tend toward middle of the road or toward mediocrity. If we’re all special in the same way, then nobody really is. A view of that kind of life, I believe, discounts the belief that God created each of us special, each with gifts and abilities like no one else’s. He created each of us different, fully intending that we would use our unique gifts and abilities to do what He created us to do.

You and I were created by God to be so much more than normal. My parents always told us that was true of each of my siblings and me.

Following the crowd is not a winning approach to life. In the end it’s a loser’s game, because we never become who God created us to be by trying to be like everybody else. I figured that out when I was five, but I couldn’t have expressed it then. I just knew that I wanted to be different in those areas that excited me. I wanted to be me—and then I began to understand that I wanted to be who God created me to be.

The most important thing that has occurred in my life happened in those early years. When I was six, I knew I was ready to accept Jesus into my heart, to accept what He had done for me to allow me to go to heaven.

I tried to bring it up with my dad. After all, we talked about Bible verses every day as a family, and I’d heard him preach somewhere around a million times by then. Here I was, the last one in the family to trust Christ. I knew I was ready and that I wanted to. Every time I tried to bring it up with Dad and told him I was ready, he would question me on my understanding of the gospel message to make sure I was not taking this decision lightly. The first couple of times I talked with him, his questions frustrated me. Remember, I was only six years old.

There came a time during which, for several nights in a row, I went to bed, thinking, What if I’m in a car accident or something else happens tomorrow? I want to end up in heaven.

When I was five, friends took Peter and me to Jacksonville Beach. I was wading near the shore, when I was suddenly caught up in a rip tide and pulled quickly out to sea. Eight-year-old Peter ran into the water to save me. Even though he was immediately caught up in the dangerous tide too, he managed to swim out to me and hold me up long enough to get us both rescued by the lifeguard. A close call.

So one morning after breakfast, after Robby and Peter went out to work with Dad, I went straight to Mom. “I want to ask Jesus to come into my heart. I’m ready to be saved. I tried with Dad, but he’s just too hard.”

Mom and I went over to the couch, and I prayed for Jesus to come into my heart. Since then, I’ve known that I am headed to heaven and have tried to live in a way that pleases Jesus.

We all laugh about it now, but Dad will tell you that he is very glad I went to Mom that morning.

And that afternoon we went to Epcot to celebrate.
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