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T his book is dedicated to my wife Ann and to the family 
we created together. 

God startled me with a grace unimagined when I 
first saw Ann. Her family had just moved to town. They bought 
a house on the corner about five blocks from me. She was only 
fourteen. I was almost three years older. She joined the church 
I attended and immediately enlisted for duty in the adult choir. 
No one asked her to be in the choir. Who asks a fifteen-year-old 
to sing alongside a bunch of gray-headed people? But that was 
Ann’s way. She didn’t wait to be asked. And she didn’t care that 
she might be too young. If she was in, she was all in. That’s what 
membership meant to her. She was quite a girl. I noticed her from 
the back pew. That’s where my buddies and I sat to get away from 
our parents. It’s where all teenagers sit when they get the chance. 
Except for Ann. She was different. She never noticed me as she 
sang. But I sure noticed her. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. 

Sixty-five years later, I can attest that she has not changed. 
She is such a driven woman. All of my success has been guided 
by her determination. I never made—or wanted to make—any 
important career decision without her input. She had insights I 
lacked. And a wisdom that helped shape my role as a husband, 
father, grandparent, friend, and coach. 

I also dedicate this book to my children and their families. 
They already know the thoughts contained in its pages. What was 
passed down to me from my parents is now passing through my 
children to the fourth and fifth generation. Kinship is a powerful 
bond . . . a covenant relationship that does not require signatures. 
Their love and loyalty have enriched me beyond measure. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Wisdom
of Faith

Eat honey, my son, for it is good, and the honeycomb  
is sweet to your palate; realize that wisdom is  

the same for you. If you find it, you will have a future,  
and your hope will never fade. 

(Prov. 24:13–14)

O n a cloudy afternoon in September 2004, as the outer 
bands of Hurricane Frances approached the Florida 
Gulf Coast, my son-in-law and grandchild were killed 

in a car accident. They were on their way to my grandson’s foot-
ball practice. The storm was tracking northward across Florida. 
At last report it was centered near Tampa, a couple hundred miles 
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to the south, too far away to be a danger but close enough to 
make one wary. Or so we thought. An unexpected gust of wind 
caused the accident. On the interstate just west of Tallahassee, the 
wind blew their car into the right-hand lane, where they locked 
bumpers with the car beside them. They broke free but swerved 
across the median after losing control. A utility vehicle from Gulf 
Power Company was in the opposite lane, heading southeast 
toward Tampa to provide relief for those in harm’s way. It hap-
pened on a Sunday. We buried them on Thursday. I don’t recall 
much in-between. 

On Friday I flew south to Miami with my football team for 
the FSU-Miami game. The morning after the game, as my wife 
and I sat in the Miami airport, the death of John and Bowden 
were still heavy on my mind. My wife Ann and I would have 
swapped our lives for theirs. Any parent would. I know my daugh-
ter Ginger would. And her husband’s parents would. But that 
option was not offered to any of us. As we sat waiting to board 
the plane, I opened my notebook and penned a letter to my six 
children. I wrote it for my sake as much as theirs, a reminder of 
what I’ve staked my life on for more than eighty years. 

With their permission, I share it with you:
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Life is fired at us point-blank. We rarely have time to pause 
and say, “Wait! I’m not ready. Give me time to prepare.” About 
the time we think we know what the day will bring, we realize 
we don’t. Life is such a mystery. Like when a fog rolls in during 
a night at sea. We think we know what’s out there, but not for 
sure. Our lights penetrate only so far. What lies beyond can be 
known only by sailing into the darkness, peering into it as best 
we can and watching vigilantly. We hear a sound on the wind. It 
is God’s voice. He says, “Trust Me. Follow My voice. Come this 
way.” And with all my heart, that’s what I want to do. I do not 
resent the fog and darkness. Rather, I’m thankful for the voice 
that guides my path. 

As I have done for many years, I rise each morning before 
5:00 a.m. It’s dark outside. My wife is asleep and the newspaper 
won’t arrive until daybreak. I go to the kitchen and brew a cup of 
coffee. In past years, I ate a cookie or piece of toast for breakfast. 
These days, it’s just coffee. One cup. Black. Then I read the Bible. 
I peruse a Bible commentary for insight and read a devotional 
passage or two. Bible verses such as “love your neighbor” are easy 
to understand but “judge not that you be not judged” seems to 
require a theologian. So I read what the scholars have to say. Then 
I pray. The world around me is quiet. No traffic on the road in 
front of my house. No birds chirping. Even the crickets are silent. 
To sit alone on the cusp of dawn is like witnessing creation. I close 
my eyes and seek my Creator. I ask Him to accept me as I am . . . 
to make me a better servant . . . strengthen me and make me wiser 
today than I was yesterday. 

I need wisdom. With each passing day, I want it more. Over 
the course of eight decades, I’ve learned that wisdom and faith go 
hand in hand. If I trust God, He will give me understanding and 
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strengthen me for His purpose. I come closer to seeing the world 
as He sees it, and with it comes a clearer vision of what I must say 
or do. Such a simple thought, yet so difficult. To have wisdom, I 
first must trust God. And obey. That fact has never changed. So 
I pray in earnest that God will give me insight and make me wise. 
I have no other choice. The sun will rise whether I want it to or 
not. Life will make its demands.

O Lord, please keep me off the path of fools. That road is wide 
and crowded. Yours is narrow. Grant me wisdom as I head toward 
the fork in the road.
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C H A P T E R  1

The Wisdom
of Fear

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom;  
all who follow His instructions have good insight. 

(Ps. 111:10)

W hen I was a child, I feared many things. 
In the late 1930s, during the height of the Great 

Depression, my grandfather’s construction business 
went bust and he moved in with us. I was little. He and I shared a 
bedroom. Shortly thereafter, my aunt and uncle moved in. Times 
were difficult. I feared what might happen if my parents lost the 
house. Where would we live? How would we eat?
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Several years later in 1943, I was stricken with rheumatic 
fever. I wasn’t allowed out of bed for six months. Rheumatic fever 
attacks the heart. The doctor wasn’t sure how badly mine was 
damaged. Diagnostic tools were limited in those days, at least by 
today’s standards. I was told that I could not play football again or 
engage in strenuous activity. Privately, the doctor warned my par-
ents about the possibility of death. Even as a teenager, you think 
about things when you are bedridden. The dread of not doing the 
things you love most, for example, and fear of the unknown.

During those months in bed I listened to the radio. A bru-
tal war raged across Europe, North Africa, Asia, and the South 
Pacific. Allied forces threw themselves against the powers of the 
Axis. Thousands of soldiers died each day, some of them not 
much older than me. Radio reports came in daily. In the Pacific, it 
was Pearl Harbor, Guam, Wake Island, and the ferocious Battle of 
Midway. In Europe, the German attack on Stalingrad, the battle 
for Tripoli, and the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. I drew pictures of 
airplanes engaged in dogfights. I feared Nazis and the Japanese 
Imperial Army. 

I feared other things too, such as the switch my mother used 
to remedy my misbehavior. The look in my father’s eye also could 
be fearsome, though he was never heavy-handed. He was a cheer-
ful, fun-loving guy who enjoyed people and practical jokes. My 
mother was gracious and even-tempered. But when I tested their 
patience, they taught me that discipline is a virtue every child 
should learn. 

As I got older, I came to appreciate the fact that some fears 
are legitimate and should not be ignored. Fear can keep us off 
the wrong roads. It can help us avoid avoidable mistakes. Foolish 
errors are not worth repeating. Fear is the reminder. 
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In a practical sense, fear is a signal that something is amiss. It 
inspires vigilance and discernment. And wisdom essentially is the 
ability to discern what is edifying from what is harmful, what is 
safe from what is dangerous.

The Bible makes an even more dramatic claim about fear. 
It insists that wisdom itself is dependent upon fear. But only in 
regard to one particular fear . . . a fear that puts all other fears in 
perspective. That fear is “the fear of the Lord.”

From a biblical standpoint, fear of the Lord is not merely a 
starting point on the path to wisdom. It is the starting point, the 
exclusive starting point. Those who want wisdom must first fear 
the Lord.

This mantra is repeated often in the pages of Scripture. Listen:

He said to mankind, “The fear of the Lord is this: 
wisdom. And to turn from evil is understanding.” 
(Job 28:28)

Then you will understand the fear of the Lord and 
discover the knowledge of God. (Prov. 2:5)

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, 
and the knowledge of the Holy One is understand-
ing.” (Prov. 9:10)

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge; 
fools despise wisdom and discipline. (Prov. 1:7)

Don’t consider yourself to be wise; fear the Lord 
and turn away from evil. (Prov. 3:7)
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Don’t abandon wisdom, and she will watch over 
you; love her, and she will guard you. Wisdom is 
supreme—so get wisdom. And whatever else you 
get, get understanding. (Prov. 4:6–7)

Let me offer my layman’s explanation of what lies behind 
these words.

We all have a hunger for purpose and meaning. We want to 
live well and be happy and find that our lives matter. But how do 
we find it? What’s the best course to follow? 

Even if we never consciously ask those questions, we find 
ourselves on a journey in search of the answer. We hunger for 
something that we cannot quite put our finger on. We wake up 
each day and get dressed and head out the door in pursuit of it. 
Yet with each step forward, and with each passing day, we sense 
that we are getting no closer to finding it.

To see this illustrated in everyday life, I look at individuals 
who have achieved the very things most of us strive for.

In the realm of football, I think of Tom Landry. He happens 
to be one of the finest and wisest Christian men I have known 
who also happened to coach football. Tom played college ball at 
the University of Texas in the 1940s and later played professional 
football with the New York Giants. He eventually became the 
head coach of the Dallas Cowboys, where he remained for twenty-
nine years. What a career! In addition to twenty consecutive win-
ning seasons with the Cowboys, he won thirteen divisional titles, 
led his team to the championship game ten times in a seventeen-
year period, and won two Super Bowl titles. He achieved a level of 
success that younger coaches like me dreamed about. His Dallas 
Cowboys came to be known as “America’s Team.” And you know 
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what he found when he got to the top? After all those years of suc-
cess? After having set records that may never be matched? 

“Nothing,” he said. “I found nothing.” 
All those achievements over the course of a lifetime—which 

certainly were well deserved—did not translate into happiness 
and fulfillment. That may come as a surprise to some, but it didn’t 
surprise Tom Landry. His message to us other coaches was simple 
and straightforward: “Coach football because you love it. Work 
hard. Study the game. Do your best. But realize that there is no 
there, there.” 

He wasn’t expecting anything more from football than to give 
it his best. For what he sought most deeply from life, he turned to 
God and found it. 

Tom Brady, the great quarterback of the New England 
Patriots, echoed a similar sentiment about what one finds atop the 
pinnacle. After winning his third Super Bowl ring he appeared on 
TV and was asked to comment on his incredible success. As best 
I recall, he looked at the ring on his finger and said, “Why do I 
have three rings and still think there’s got to be more? This can’t 
be what it’s cracked up to be.”

A word to the wise, indeed.
Others reached the pinnacle of their profession only to be 

devastated by what they found. Celebrities, athletes, investors, 
developers, CEOs, politicians, trust-fund babies—people of all 
stripes and backgrounds who had it all and enjoyed the admira-
tion of countless people who wanted the same—reached the top 
and were overwhelmed by the emptiness they found. Some turned 
to drugs and alcohol to dull the pain of discovery. Others used a 
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bullet to the head. It can be a dreadful thing to find so little when 
one has so much. 

When you’re headed down the wrong road, it ultimately 
doesn’t matter how fascinating the scenery is; you still end up in 
the middle of nowhere. I’m not complaining about success and 
the benefits that come with it. I have known my share of success 
and have seen the benefits. But I can affirm what Tom Landry, 
Tom Brady, and a host of others have said—namely, if you think 
your heart’s deepest desire can be wrung from worldly success, 
you are in for a devastating disappointment. Riches can be more 
deceptive than poverty when you realize that neither can fill the 
deepest longings of your soul. 

Most people do not live in front of a camera or in the pub-
lic eye. Rarely do they have the opportunity to sniff at material 
wealth or celebrity or national renown. They are the vast swath 
of humanity, their days filled with work and family, neighbors 
and civic duties. They, too, wrestle with the enigma of life. The 
nagging question nips at their heels: What’s the point of life? I’m 
exhausted. When does happiness kick in? Frustration builds as we 
run out of solutions. It is the human condition. 

We want to get someplace in life but we’re not sure where to 
go or how to get there. We climb pinnacle after pinnacle, only to 
discover there is no there, there. About the time we think we’ve 
arrived, we haven’t. And more often than not, we prove to be our 
own worst enemies. The apostle Paul described his own experi-
ence in a letter to the church in Rome:

For I do not understand what I am doing, because 
I do not practice what I want to do, but I do what 
I hate. . . . For the desire to do what is good is with 
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me, but there is no ability to do it. For I do not do 
the good that I want to do, but I practice the evil 
that I do not want to do. Now if I do what I do 
not want, I am no longer the one doing it, but it is 
the sin that lives in me. So I discover this principle: 
When I want to do what is good, evil is with me. 
(Rom. 7:15, 18–21)

So what does this have to do with the fear of the Lord?
When we meet the Living God, our lives are called into ques-

tion at a deep and fundamental level. We are forced to admit that 
we cannot fill the void in our own lives, much less fill the void 
in others. We hurry through life as if we’re in a rush for the end, 
yet never sure why we rush. Our way of living isn’t working as 
planned. Our best efforts have proven feeble and insignificant. 
God forces us to own up to our failure. It is a crushing and help-
less realization . . . one that God hardwired into our genes. 

The French philosopher Blaise Pascal said that within each 
human being is a God-shaped void. The author of Ecclesiastes 
phrased it differently but meant the same, “He has also set eter-
nity in the hearts of men” (Eccl. 3:11 niv).

Such is the unease of life. We live restlessly, driven by an elu-
sive hunger. We fill the God-shaped void with all kinds of substi-
tutes, some good and some bad. They offer short-term relief but 
never really satisfy. Even the worst among us find some meaning 
in life, twisted though the efforts may be. Most find happiness in 
family, friends, service to others, and personal achievement. But 
nowhere along the way do we find the life we intended for our-
selves. The troubling void remains. It is intense at some moments, 
faint in others, but always lurking.
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Some go on a feeding frenzy to fill the void. Others give in to 
malaise or surrender to cynicism. Egos get involved. The farther 
we head down the wrong road, the louder we proclaim we know 
exactly where we’re going. But we don’t. 

God knows the emptiness that drives us. He created it. He 
alone can fill it. It’s by design. Here is His admonition to us, as 
simple as it is humiliating: “You do not have because you do not 
ask” (James 4:2).

The statement is an indictment of our fatal flaw. We ask for 
lots of things. We usually don’t hesitate to ask for what we want. 
But we neglect to ask the most important question of all, namely, 
“What do You require of me?”

The question is a game changer. It’s what makes God fear-
some. We can’t have it our way and His way. We can have if we 
ask, but only on His terms. That’s the whole point of conversion. 
The word conversion means to turn and walk in a new direction—
different from the path we’ve been following, a different style of 
life than we’ve been living.

The Living God cannot be tamed or domesticated. He is not 
a house pet. He does not bend to our will or bark upon demand. 
Nor is He the person next door who welcomes us to the neighbor-
hood with a Bundt cake and a smile. God is more like a lightning 
bolt—good but dangerous. He fills the darkness of our lives with 
a brilliant and terrible light. Fools reach out to own Him and get 
the shock of their lives. The wise live in His light and give thanks. 
A reverent thanks. Fear and trembling are their signs of respect. 

Such is the biblical testimony of those who encounter Him:

I tremble in awe of You; I fear Your judgments.  
(Ps. 119:120)
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Yahweh, if You considered sins, Lord, who could 
stand? But with You there is forgiveness, so that You 
may be revered. (Ps. 130:3–4)

Because they hated knowledge, didn’t choose to fear 
the Lord, were not interested in my counsel, and 
rejected all my correction, they will eat the fruit of 
their way and be glutted with their own schemes. 
(Prov. 1:29–31)

My son, if you accept my words and store up my 
commands within you, listening closely to wisdom 
and directing your heart to understanding; further-
more, if you call out to insight and lift your voice to 
understanding, if you seek it like silver and search 
for it like hidden treasure, then you will understand 
the fear of the Lord and discover the knowledge of 
God. (Prov. 2:1–5)

There will be times of security for you—a store-
house of salvation, wisdom, and knowledge. The 
fear of the Lord is Zion’s treasure. (Isa. 33:6)

“I will give them one heart and one way so that for 
their good and for the good of their descendants 
after them, they will fear Me always. I will make an 
everlasting covenant with them: I will never turn 
away from doing good to them, and I will put fear 
of Me in their hearts so they will never again turn 
away from Me.” (Jer. 32:39–40)
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One lives in God’s presence in awe and reverence. He presses 
in upon us at every moment, impinging, interrupting, judging our 
failures yet offering peace and fulfillment in a new direction . . . 
His direction. We are His creation. We are designed to find hap-
piness only according to His purposes. If we wish to walk away, 
He will allow it. The consequences will be ours alone to bear. 
That, too, is a fearsome power. He will let us walk into oblivion. 
Yet if we choose to hear Him, He will fill the aching void. God’s 
love is fearsome. Those who understand are set on the path to 
wisdom.

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” 
(Prov. 9:10)
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