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Dedication

To everyone who is still looking to finally find  
that person you really are and were designed to be.
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INTRODUCTION

Who Are You?

I don’t know who you are.
In fact, I’d be willing to bet that few people in 

your life really know who you are, even the ones who think they 
know you the best. But if I were guessing, I’d say the person you 
really are is probably not entirely the person you want to be. Is 
that about right?

That’s because nearly every one of us comes from a broken 
place of some kind, places we’d just as soon not talk about. 
Places that have left us with struggles we don’t even want to 
admit we’re dealing with. Failures we’re still trying to dig our 
way out of. And even if that’s not so true of you—even if you 
weren’t broken too badly from the start—I think it’s fair to say 
we’ve all done a pretty good job of breaking a whole bunch of 
stuff along the way. Haven’t we?

I know I sure have.
That makes you and me, when you get right down to it, 

not so fundamentally different from the hundreds, now couple 
of thousand kids who’ve done a lot of their growing up here at 
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Big Oak Ranch these past forty years. One after another they 
showed up on our doorstep . . . 

Broken.
Broken a lot worse than you, I’d expect, in many ways. In 

horrible, horrible ways. But broken just the same.
Abused. Tortured. Mistreated. Belittled. Abandoned. 

Neglected. Scarred. And scared. Not what anybody wants to be. 
Especially not at six, ten, twelve, fifteen years old—barely get-
ting started in life without really getting much of a shot at it yet.

No, it’s not pretty. Never is. Some of the stories I could tell 
you—some of the ones you’ll read about in these pages—unless 
you’d been here to see it, hear it, and feel it for yourself, no way 
could you possibly believe it. Nobody could.

And yet—
If you were to go with me today to the Westbrook Christian 

School where our kids attend, and we were to pass a handful of 
them in the hallway between lunch and fourth period . . . 

Or if we were sitting outside waiting while a few of them 
were hiking back up from an early morning work detail at the 
chicken house or the cattle barn . . . 

Or if a couple of them were shaking off, dripping wet from a 
squealing plunge into the lake or the swimming pool . . . 

I’d put an arm around them, point my other hand in your 
direction, and I’d say to them, “Tell this man, tell this woman 
. . . tell them who you are.”

I’m Sally, they’d say.
I’m Robby. I’m Samantha.
I’m Derek. Cindy. Travis. Mary.
They’d say it with their eyes looking square into yours. 

They’d say it with a nice, firm, full-arm-extended handshake. 
They’d say it where you could hear it, not mumbled into the 
ground, as if they could hardly care less about themselves, about 
you. They’d say it with a bright, confident smile. They’d say it 
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with their head up, with their shoulders stout. They’d say it like 
they mean it.

They’d say it because that’s who they are.
Not who they were.
And that’s the cool thing about it—because it doesn’t really 

matter what they’ve been. Or what any of us have been. Doesn’t 
really matter that you’ve perhaps lived a lot of your life so far 
without doing everything you wanted to do, without being 
everything you wanted to be. End of the day, the person you’ve 
been in the past only gets permission to be who you were.

And I don’t want you hung up on who you were. I want you 
starting fresh today with who you are. And who you’re going to 
be tomorrow. And the next day. And the next day.

That’s the person I’m talking to.
That’s the person I’m interested in.
Because those are the people we’ve given our lives to help 

rescue and restore and introduce to you as poised, alert, well-
spoken kids whose hearts—so badly broken—are now far, far 
along in the healing process. By the grace of God and the amaz-
ing work of many loving people, they are standing here today 
bursting at the seams with potential and hope.

Some of our kids, when they came to us, had been blistered 
on half their body with the business end of a burning cigarette. 
Some of our kids had been repeatedly raped by their mother’s 
perverted boyfriend or by a sick-minded relative who saw them 
as nothing but a piece of worthless trash to toss in the corner, a 
toy for their devilish hatred. Some of our kids showed up here in 
wrinkled clothes they’d snatched from a parking lot Goodwill 
bin, just so they could find something decent to put on.

Trust me, I’ve seen it all.
And then some.
But I dare you, from taking even a studied look at any 

grouping of our kids today—to tell me which ones grew up 
being slapped in the head every day at home for no reason. Tell 
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me which ones never knew for sure if there was going to be any 
supper on the table at night. Tell me which ones cycled from one 
rotten, rejecting home environment to the next—nobody ever 
wanting them, everybody telling them how much trouble they 
were, what a nuisance they caused, what somebody wouldn’t 
give if they could just get rid of them. Which they ultimately 
did.

I guarantee, you couldn’t tell the difference. You wouldn’t 
know.

Because that’s not who they are. 
Not anymore.
The kids who live here with us are not bad kids. Oh, they’ve 

come to us from some mighty bad places. They’ve been in some 
bad circumstances. They’ve seen things and heard things and 
had to be afraid of things that most of us—even if we’ve seen 
people acting it out in the movies—cannot even begin to imag-
ine the reality. Trembling in their beds. Afraid to go to sleep 
because of real—not imagined—monsters. Hiding scrapes and 
bruises from their friends. Staying away just to stay safe. 

I know where every last one of these kids has come from. I 
know all their backstories, their family history. I know every-
thing that happened to them that made them who they were. 
And none of it matters to me even this much in terms of the 
vision our whole organization, down to the last person, holds 
up to them for what they can become. Because as soon as they’re 
ours—as soon as they’re our kids—they’re loved, they’re pro-
vided for, they’re grounded in responsibility. And they’re prom-
ised a chance at life that nobody ever gave them before.

I’m sure you’ve seen those big, backlit maps in the shop-
ping malls, the ones where a giant diagram of the whole place is 
exploded out in one view. The shoe store, it says, is over there; 
the sporting goods store is up a level around the corner; the food 
court is out in the middle somewhere. And you—you, the little 
arrow says—“You Are Here.”
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That’s basically what I’ve been saying for forty years to 
every child we’ve received into our care. Every time they first 
come in and sit across the desk from me, I always make them 
the same four promises: (1) I love you. (2) I’ll never lie to you. 
(3) I will stick with you until you’re grown. And (4) there are 
boundaries; don’t cross them. In other words, I know how 
things worked before (I tell them) in the environments where 
you’ve been. But listen to me: you aren’t there anymore, under-
stand? You are here. And now’s the day when you can truly start 
becoming who you are, not be chained down for the rest of your 
life to who you were. 

I promise you.
And in some ways, I guess, I’m making the same sort of 

promise to you today. I’m hoping, throughout the course of this 
book, as I sort of wind back through some of the many won-
ders God has performed down here on these gorgeous tracts 
of Alabama acreage, that you won’t just hear an old guy telling 
his story for the millionth time because it’s not really about me. 
Nor is it only about our kids, as wonderful and incredible and 
inspirational as they are. Nor is it only about the dedicated staff 
and houseparents who pour so much of themselves into this 
boundless task.

Truth is, I wouldn’t be wasting a minute telling this story 
right now if I didn’t think you were a part of it too.

We’ve seen God change literally hundreds of futures right 
here in front of our eyes. Change? I don’t know if change is 
actually a good enough word for it. People can change a tire, 
change a lightbulb, change their shirt, change their order at the 
drive-through. What happens here at Big Oak Ranch is not just 
change. What happens here is . . . 

To put it in football language, it’s about like the differ-
ence between changing the first-down markers and chang-
ing the scoreboard. One’s just another play; the other is six 
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momentum-changing points that’ll show up in the paper tomor-
row, maybe even in big, bold print in the headlines.

I’m talking about that kind of change.
Game-changing change.
So, simply because of what I’ve already seen, I don’t need to 

stretch my faith completely out of its skin to believe that God 
doesn’t have big dreams and callings stirring around in your 
heart right now. Changes that He’s still wanting to bring about 
in you, through you. Passions and pursuits that are meant to 
push you, no doubt, but more importantly to place you right in 
the stream of His blessing, where you’re guaranteed to be more 
energized and fulfilled than you’ve ever been in your life. 

Doing what He wants you to do, doing what He’s created 
you to do—that’s sure to get your blood pumping.

If you’ll do it.
So sit down here, and let me just talk with you a little while 

about the kids and people and stories and—the miracles, really—
that we’ve been privileged to watch and be part of at Big Oak 
Ranch. I’m so proud of these kids, and, as you’ll see, I cannot 
say enough good about them. But I’m praying that, even if you 
walk away with just two or three memorable things that come 
out while we’re visiting like this, those two or three moments 
will be all it takes to make you want to get up from here, shake 
the rust off your drive and your fighting spirit, and start going 
hard after some things you’ve maybe been avoiding, afraid of, 
or putting off.

Because if, like I said, you’re not entirely satisfied with who 
you are, well—

You can be satisfied with what God would love to be doing 
through your life right now if you’d just get over who you’ve 
been, get on board with whatever you’ve been resisting, and get 
moving in the direction He’s wanting to take you.

I’ll stack up forty imperfect but incredible years against that 
promise . . . to prove I know what I’m talking about.
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ChAPTeR 1

Tag
You’re It

We had no other choice. We had to suspend the boy 
from school. Automatic.

That’s the rule.
But that night I took him out for a nice steak dinner. Made 

sure they took really good care of him.
Because that’s how proud I was of what he’d done.
When Curt first came to us, he was thirteen years old. A 

runaway from home. The stuff he’d seen, the stuff he’d been 
made to do—even a young kid finally reaches the point where 
he’s just not going to be forced to do that mess anymore. Better 
off living on the streets, figuring it out himself, learning the 
ropes, getting by. 

Fortunately one of the things he “got by” to do along the 
way was to show up and talk with us. And when he did, we 
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gladly took him in as our own. Curt’s got a family now. A big 
one.

And he loves it.
So that’s why, when he heard about a boy who’d been saying 

some inappropriate things to a few of our girls, making them 
feel uncomfortable and harassed at school, he went straight up 
to the guy and gave him what you might call a . . . let’s say, a rec-
ommendation. “You need to quit talking to my sisters like that.”

To which the other boy said something to the effect of, “And 
what are you going to do about it?”

In the two blurring seconds it took to raise that punk up 
over his head, Curt already realized he probably hadn’t chosen 
the best way to handle the situation. As he told me later in my 
office—calmer by then, having had some time to give it a little 
twenty-twenty hindsight—“What I did was right; I just handled 
it wrong.” Sounded like a pretty good postmortem analysis to me.

Postmortem. I don’t mean by that he killed the boy, OK? 
We don’t run that kind of school. But after pinning him down 
on the ground, clearly answering the “what are you going to 
do about it” question, Curt delivered again the same piece of 
advice he’d suggested a few moments earlier, only now with 
some added weight to his words, applied somewhere at about the 
other boy’s sternum. Establishing communication. 

“You don’t understand, that’s all the family I’ve got,” he said, 
by way of rationale. “And I don’t let anybody treat ’em that way.”

I sure haven’t heard of anybody talking ugly to those girls 
since. 

Can’t say I’m surprised, can you?
Now don’t get the idea that Curt’s one of those guys who goes 

around looking for trouble. He may indeed have the moves and 
muscle of a seasoned street fighter. But he’s the kind of kid who, at 
seventeen—when I dropped him off at home recently—ran up to 
his housemom and gave her a big hug. Planted a kiss on her cheek. 
Right out there in front of God and everybody. She looked back 
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at me from around his full embrace, waved, gave a little wink—the 
unspoken acknowledgment of our shared joy at watching a kid 
like this, treated like garbage for thirteen years of his young life, 
now able to give and express such unvarnished love. 

“You could put me in the middle of downtown Harlem,” 
that woman said to me one time, talking about Curt’s loyalty to 
her, “and I’d be fine. Nobody would touch me.” 

Because Curt—he’s got it.
It. 
Listen, I see boys and girls here every day at the Ranch 

who’ve got “it”—a special something that elevates them above 
the sad conditions of their upbringing, an inner strength that is 
cementing them into people who know who they are and know 
where they intend to go. I’ve been watching it happen for years. 

I’m not pretending now that every kid who’s housed, fed, 
educated, and nurtured through our program turns into every-
thing a parent could dream of—although, let’s be real, neither 
does every kid on your street, in your subdivision, or in your 
church or school system . . . not by a long shot. Some of the 
most messed-up kids in the world come from “normal” fami-
lies, where the dysfunction is no less real, just more easily and 
secretly disguised.

So are our kids perfect? No.
Are we perfect? Shoot, no.
But I know firsthand the various degrees of hell the children 

under our care have come from. And I’ve seen enough maturity, 
loyalty, courage, faith, compassion, grit, excellence, and hard 
work in them to know for sure that it can exist in anybody, 
anywhere.

Even in me. Even in you.
I believe God has put something inside all of us that—if 

we’ll ever get over ourselves, if we’ll ever start doing what 
we know to be right, if we’ll ever quit being so afraid of what 
other people might think or say—we could uncork the kind of 
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opportunities that would spin our lives into a whole new orbit. 
We’d be walking around not with insecure arrogance but with 
deep-rooted confidence. With eyes that aren’t trained on the 
rearview mirror anymore, or even on the windshield, but way 
out there on the horizon where dreams live. We could operate 
with a passionate persistence that simply will not give up and 
after falling down—again and again and again—keeps getting up 
and lugging that wagon forward.

I believe God can transform us into people who put others 
first just as naturally as we always used to put ourselves first. 
People who realize we’re better off being a tool in God’s hand 
than telling Him what to do all the time. More giver than taker. 
More friend than critic. More bricklayer than excuse maker. We 
can be men and women who realize our own limitations, who 
know we’re in need of a lot of help, but who also aren’t sitting 
around waiting for people to coddle us and hold our hand. We’re 
on. We’re going. Expecting a headwind? Yes. But we’re digging 
in for the long haul, building deep and sturdy.

And like I said, some of the people I’ve met and been around 
who exhibit these types of qualities the best are living right here 
today at Big Oak Ranch. Their age may quantify them as boys 
and girls, as teenagers, as high schoolers, but their character 
defines them as being more man or woman than a lot of the 
grown men and women I know.

Tragically, of course, some of what’s pushed them so hard 
toward maturity has come from being made to grow up too 
fast. They’ve been introduced to certain dark aspects of life 
before most of us ever figured out how to tie our shoes or 
count by twos. In many instances they’ve been called upon to 
make wartime-level decisions in a second-grader’s body. When 
a seven-year-old boy stands between his mom and her enraged 
boyfriend and tells him to stop hitting her, then takes the brunt 
of the blows himself from a man who outweighs him by 180 
pounds, that little guy has stepped into Manhood 101 right then 
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and there. Not that anybody’s happy to think he ever faced that 
situation or wants to imagine what went through his head when 
without a moment’s hesitation he jumped into the middle of a 
mismatch like that. Boys like this have taught me that real cour-
age is not determined by age, especially when he told me, “Yeah, 
that guy beat me up pretty bad, but you know what?”

“What?”
“He didn’t hit my mama any more.”
MANHOOD, plain and simple.
And as we get started here, I just want you to know God is 

looking for men and women who will step up with that kind of 
conviction and say: “I’m here to defend the people I love. I’m here 
to say what I mean and stand by it no matter what it costs. I’m 
here to lead by the clout of my honesty and integrity, not by man-
ufacturing an image of somebody I’m not. I’m here to serve and 
sacrifice and help and care, and not care about getting the credit.” 

God can do big things with people like that.
With people who are going after it. 
With people who’ve got it.
You may be somebody who’s already doing that, and as a 

result you’re seeing the visible fruit of God’s blessing on a regu-
lar basis. Or you may be somebody who did it that way once 
upon a time, but life has sort of taken the starch out of your 
energy and discipline. You’ve gotten tired, discouraged, decided 
to park it for a while. Or you may be somebody who really 
desires this kind of consistency and purpose and mission and 
calling, but things just seem to keep getting in your way, not the 
least of which is the unpredictable person whose picture is on 
your driver’s license.

Or maybe you stumbled upon this book for whatever rea-
son, primarily just interested to see what Big Oak is all about, 
what we do here, how we got here. You weren’t really meaning 
for this to get personal. That’s OK. I’m not going to preach at 
you. That’s not my style. But I’m telling you, the story of Big 
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Oak Ranch at its heart is simply the story of what happens when 
God stirs “it” up inside of you.

He does things. He moves things. He brings people toward 
you. He gives you wisdom that couldn’t possibly come out of 
your own ignorant head. He steadies you. He multiplies you. 
He hears you when you call out for help. And, boy, does He 
ever satisfy you.

He makes who you are—dings, dents, and all—into somebody 
He can use to make a difference. What else could we really want?

The Big Oak story is just one story. A good one, a cool one. 
But it’s meant to be only one in a galaxy of millions.

And one of those stories is what God wants to do in you.

Come and get It

One of the most mysterious things about “it”—that core 
fire in your gut, that urge to live your life for what matters—is 
that the experiences that often spark it are the same ones we 
could just as easily blame for making us feel so weak, depressed, 
exempt, and inadequate. 

My dad, for example, grew up in an abusive home, a fam-
ily system that just floated on its back in alcoholism, almost 
as if it was a tradition of the clan. He was raised in the era of 
the five-mile walk to school (uphill both ways). Except some 
of those hardscrabble recollections are actually true. Like liv-
ing in upstate New York, no more than thirty miles from the 
Canadian border, he would sometimes—as an eight-, nine-, ten-
year-old kid—work as many as five hours through the afternoon 
shoveling snow from driveways in frigid temperatures just to 
bring home a few dollars, anything to help his struggling fam-
ily. But his mom—as often as not, when she thought he wasn’t 
looking—would give most of the money to one of his brothers 
so they could go out and buy booze with it. 

Pitiful. Mean.



T A g :  Y O U ’ R e  I T 1 3

He also was a pretty good athlete. I guess shoveling snow is 
every bit as good a workout (or better) as you get at those fancy 
training gyms with all their huge banks of treadmills, TVs, and 
kettlebells. He played some basketball in his time, even a little 
semipro baseball. But his dad—my grandfather—only saw him 
play in person once in all his years of growing up. And even that 
time he just slipped in, slipped out, and left unnoticed. My dad 
didn’t even know he was there. Despite all the times my father 
had gone down to the bar, hoisted his dad up on a child-sized 
shoulder, and toted him back home in that plastered condition, 
he could never count on him to be there for him. Even for the 
little things. Hardly at all.

The point I’m making is this: childhood memories like that 
can kill you. Betrayal, neglect, a complete lack of concern or 
interest, an utter devaluation of your worth as a person. In many 
ways, in fact, my dad was a Ranch kid, an emotional orphan, his 
own family even working against him. And based on where he 
came from, he could’ve bobbed along in that same rotten stream 
for the rest of his life without anybody ever being shocked by it. 
That’s what most everybody else did.

But, no. 
He went another way with it instead.
He poured himself into other people. I grew up watching a 

man who, despite the fact that money was always pretty tight for 
us, would often pull out ten dollars he couldn’t afford from his 
pocket to give to somebody who was struggling and needed help. 

He poured himself into me. I went on to play a lot of sports, 
which meant going anywhere my teams’ schedules took us, all 
through high school, including college football games every-
where from Tuscaloosa to Texas, from New Orleans to Los 
Angeles, and tons of places in between. But my dad, rest his 
soul, only missed being there for two of those games throughout 
my whole playing career—one because of a death in the family, 
the other to go be with an ill sister or brother. 
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And what’s more, he never poured himself a single drink. 
Ever. At eighty-five years old, he and I were riding around in the 
truck one day, just talking, reminiscing. And he told me, dur-
ing the course of conversation, that he had never let one drop of 
alcohol cross his lips. “I saw what it did and what it can do, son. 
I didn’t want my family to have to live with that.”

That’s “it” in my book.
That’s turning the tables on some terrible stuff and not 

repeating history.
And it’s a big part of what turned me into the person I am 

today. What I saw in him was a pattern of belief and action that 
consistently lined up with each other. Even with every reason in 
the world for not doing it, he just determined in his heart to go 
out and get it. And the ripple effect has carried “it” down into 
my own life and calling.

Another significant memory for me happened when I was 
five years old. Coach Bryant was always fond of telling us how 
in every ball game there are sure to be four or five plays that 
will directly impact the outcome and how in life it’s much the 
same. Look back through your own experience and see if that 
isn’t true. See if you can’t locate four or five landmark occasions 
that stand out among all the hundred thousand others, moments 
that have proven to be pivotal in shaping who you are. A word 
spoken. A scene witnessed. A trust broken. A challenge faced. 
How did you handle it? What did you do with it? What have you 
done with it since?

Critical.
The night before our family was set to attend a funeral 

in a nearby community, my sister Lisa and I were fussing at 
home over which song to play on the record player. I wanted 
to hear “Davy Crockett” or something, and she was crying 
about wanting to play “The Yellow Rose of Texas,” as I recall. 
A typical childhood sibling battle. And as in most typical dis-
agreements involving four- and five-year-olds, we couldn’t land 
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on a workable solution without kicking ourselves up into a big 
argument. Before long my dad was in there, working to separate 
us, giving both of us the spanking and tongue-lashing we well 
deserved. 

Crisis averted, we were still up to no good the following day 
in the graveyard. Oblivious to the solemnity of the moment, we 
decided to conquer our boredom by straddling two of the paral-
lel tombstones in that part of the cemetery and pretending to be 
horse racing against each other. At one point, hopping off, I ran 
up toward the next one in the row, climbed aboard, and hollered 
back over my shoulder to Lisa, “I’m win-ning! I’m win-ning!”

That’s when I heard it. A heavy thud, a sickening, choking 
gasp. Then I turned to see the three-hundred-pound tombstone 
she’d been sitting on now crushing my little sister.

She would not survive. Two ribs had punctured her heart; 
another two, her lungs—quickly enough that even when my 
dad, surging with desperate adrenaline, had heaved the leaden 
weight of that slab single-handedly off and away from Lisa’s 
body, she was still chewing her gum, despite being completely 
unconscious, almost instantly dead.

My mom, collapsing in the hospital floor later when the 
doctor came out and wearily shook his head, was basically a 
zombie for the next three months. I never saw her cry any tears 
that whole time. Just hurt. Numb. Gone. 

My dad, who I don’t think ever got over torturing himself 
for letting go of Lisa’s hand that day so she could come play 
with me or for the fact that his last real interaction with her had 
been scolding her and spanking her and sending her off to bed 
the night before, went almost totally gray-headed in six weeks.

And me, just five years old, I was confused by it all, natu-
rally. Traumatized. Stunned by this sudden disruption to our 
fun, happy, family dynamic. 

But for everything that was taken away from me and from us 
in that horrible tragedy, I look back now and can see something 
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important I gleaned from what I went through. Losing her in 
that way gave me an emotional strength and toughness that, 
I believe, propelled me in the direction my future would ulti-
mately take. 

I’m not saying, of course, that I’m glad my sister was killed or 
that God took her life partly in order to impact hundreds of other 
lives through her brother. Not at all. But on many days when I’ve 
sat there looking into the eyes of a little girl who’s been hurt by 
her daddy—sexually abused, perhaps, from the age of three on—
I’ve been able to take care of what that child needs without falling 
to pieces in front of her, without being overcome by emotion in 
the face of her suffering, no matter how torn up I may feel inside. 

At times I’ve sat there listening to the infuriating ramblings 
of a man I’m almost sure has done horrible things to his son or 
daughter, and yet—despite the anger that’s clawing my finger-
nails into my pants leg—I’m able to stay focused on that little 
boy or girl. Inside, I may be tapping the trigger, itching to rip 
the guy’s throat out. Don’t think it hasn’t crossed my mind more 
than once. But that won’t do anything at that moment to make 
the situation better. Getting this child to safety will.

You’ve got to be emotionally in control to do that.
And one of the ways God has allowed me to develop what-

ever “it” does to keep me on a calm enough, even enough keel so 
that I can help these hundreds of kids who’ve come through our 
doors, I believe it sprouted and grew from a gnarly, bitter root 
the day my sister lost her life under a full sun in an Alabama 
graveyard. The emotional muscle that’s given me the stability 
to do what I do, and to be who I am, for the past forty years, is 
largely the result of a circumstance that could’ve gone a whole 
lot of other bad directions.

I’m just saying that if you’re feeling limited by your past, or 
feeling like you’re not up to the task of anything better than aver-
age, and yet always feeling as though you’re missing something 
more, which keeps you feeling discouraged and dissatisfied . . . 
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you can rise above anything you’ve come from. You can turn it 
into something good. If I’ve learned anything from my own life, 
as well as from the lives of all these kids we’ve raised, it’s that 
nothing in your past has the power within itself to negatively 
determine your future. There’s nothing that can’t be overcome 
and diverted into blessing. 

And the day you start living and thinking that way, that’s 
the day “it” starts growing out all over you.

What You Don’t Know

The origins of Big Oak Ranch go back to a twelve-hundred-
square-foot farmhouse, deep in the woods, back there with 
nothing but a couple of little fishing lakes, armies of mosquitoes, 
and two chicken houses I don’t think even chickens would’ve 
wanted to live in. 

But come to think of it, those first five boys and I probably 
didn’t have any business living in the house we stayed in either. 
The walls were lined with thin, cottonseed insulation, worked 
around cloth-wrapped electrical wiring. It was a firetrap if noth-
ing else. But I didn’t know any better, and—young and stupid—I 
never really stopped to think about it.

In fact, I’ll tell you just how stupid I was. A guy came out 
to the little high school one day where I was helping as an assis-
tant football coach, wanting to talk to me and ask some ques-
tions. Six months before, I’d been playing for the University 
of Alabama, number one in the country, in front of eighty-five 
thousand people at the Sugar Bowl against number three Notre 
Dame. Turned out to be one of those “games of the century”—a 
25.3 Nielsen rating, which (I think) meant that one-fourth of the 
nation was tuned in from somewhere in America on television 
that New Year’s Eve night. 

On this day, however, I was roaming the spotty practice 
field of a little AA football school in the rural South, when this 
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short, nasally voiced man approached and asked if I was John 
Croyle.

“Yes, sir, I am. How you doing?”
“Mr. Croyle,” he said, “we understand you have children 

around your home, that these children are living with you.”
“That’s right.”
“Well, sir, do you have a license?”
“A license? Sure, I’ve got a license,” at which point I reached 

into my back pocket, pulled out my wallet, and handed him my 
driver’s license.

Stupid.
I honestly didn’t know I needed government paperwork and 

permission to do what I was doing.
So we took care of that, of course. But nothing could make 

up for how ill prepared I was, thinking I could raise five street-
smart boys out there in the rugged countryside and expect 
anything good to come of it. I’m talking about teenage bruis-
ers, some of whom had been living in boxcars and Volkswagen 
Beetles. One’s father had committed suicide; his mom was in a 
mental institution. One had been unjustly accused of arson. But 
still, probably not the best mix for that tinderbox of a house I 
was telling you about.

I tell our kids today sometimes, “Y’all wouldn’t have lasted 
two minutes with that original bunch. They were rough, I’m 
telling you. They would’ve beat your brains in and eaten you up 
for dinner.” If I’m joking, it’s not by much.

And even by the time Tee and I had gotten married, even by 
the time we’d hired a few staff and established some semblance 
of an organization, it was a wonder how on some days we were 
able to get the mail in. I mean, it was just sad how ignorant I was 
of what all this work entailed.

A fellow came by, for instance, and ended up talking me into 
building an A-frame structure there on the property, persuad-
ing me that it would be a good plan for the way our ministry 
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was expanding and how our number of boys was growing. But 
a little more than a year after we put it up, we had to just tear it 
down and rebuild. Wasn’t working at all. 

I didn’t have a clue on how to do this ranch. I just knew I 
had to do it.

But I don’t ever remember hearing or reading in the Bible—
unless I missed church on that Sunday—that God can’t use our 
ignorance. And if I had read it, I don’t know if I’d believe it 
because I’ve seen it happen over and over again, as much igno-
rance as I’ve given Him to work with. When almost every high 
school graduate, on the night we confer their diplomas on them, 
stands up in the ceremony and says, “I just want to thank Mr. 
John and Mrs. Tee for building the Ranch and giving me a home,” 
that’s not a testament to us. It’s testament to God who does 
incredible things with willing yet ignorant people.  

Ignorance is not our problem. Ignorance doesn’t keep us 
from having “it.” 

But arrogance, now—
That’s the thing that’ll squash “it” down to nothing. When 

arrogance becomes who you are, you’re not going to like where 
it takes you.

And I do know I’ve heard that in the Bible.
“The Lord hates six things; in fact, seven are detestable to 

Him”—and the first one on the list is: “arrogant eyes” (Prov. 
6:16–17). “I hate arrogant pride,” His Word says (Prov. 8:13). 
“When pride comes, disgrace follows” (Prov. 11:2). “Arrogance 
leads to nothing but strife” (Prov. 13:10). “Pride comes before 
destruction, and an arrogant spirit before a fall” (Prov. 16:18).

It’s everywhere in Scripture.
And if we’re not careful, it’ll be everywhere in us. 
If you don’t know how to do something, if you don’t know 

what to do next, if you don’t know how to get out of whatever 
funk or rut or habit or mind-set has been chaining you down to 
discontentment and defeat, that’s not the heart of your problem, 
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not knowing. Nobody knows everything, no matter what they 
say. And not knowing doesn’t mean you can’t learn. If that 
weren’t true, I would’ve failed at this a long time ago.

But while ignorance can be taught, arrogance can only be bro-
ken. Pulverized. Splintered. Smashed into a thousand pieces, then 
scrubbed hard to make sure every last speck makes it to the dust-
pan. Arrogance before a holy God is never a winning play—even 
the backhanded, passive arrogance that says you don’t amount to 
anything, and therefore you don’t see how even somebody as big 
and powerful as Almighty God can change things for you.

But when we put our arrogance up on the anvil, wanting it 
to be pounded out of us, we then can become people who are 
bigger than our backgrounds. We become people who cannot be 
summarized by the stereotype of where we’ve come from. Sure, 
we may still be ignorant in some areas, still needing to learn, 
even with our best attempts at growing and expanding our intel-
lect. But we’ll be smart enough to know we’ve been created by 
an enormous God, which—among other things, such as making 
us feel loved and unique and validated by our Maker—should 
set us up for being properly humble in His presence, don’t you 
think?

And if we’ll follow through on that direction, rather than 
copping an attitude of arrogance, rather than trying to fool 
everybody else with how together we are, I believe we put our-
selves in position for God to come around each morning and 
tell us something we all need to hear, something that’ll wake up 
our sleeping hopes for significance quicker than a straight shot 
of black coffee.

Tag—you’re it.
You’re getting it.
And when you’ve got it, there’s nothing or nobody who can 

ever take it away from you.
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ChAPTeR 2

Focus
You’ve Got a Job to Do

 
I don’t pretend to be a NASCAR driver. 

Now the traffic cops who hide behind tree-
brush frontage out here on the country roads where we live may 
beg to differ. But as someone who’s actually tried racing some 
practice laps on an official, regulation speedway, I can assure 
you—the old taunt about Sprint Cup drivers not being real 
athletes (the same way NFL linebackers are) is outright bogus. 
There’s nothing easy about stock-car racing, even with nobody 
else out there rubbing your fenders or running four-wide 
through the turns with you, fighting you for position.

Like I said, Tee and I had a chance to go to Talladega a few 
years ago, complete with the privilege of doing ten or twenty 
trips around the big oval, accompanied by an experienced driver 
in the passenger seat for protection. And it was awesome. All 


