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You Can’t Pour from an Empty Cup

By Reed Rowell


From Prison to Redemption:

A True Story of Grace, Grit, and Getting Back Up
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Your prayers reached the heavens before I did. This is your victory too.
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If you’re holding this book, chances are you’ve faced your own battles, maybe you’ve made mistakes, felt stuck, or thought it was too late to start again. I know that feeling well because I lived it.

In 2005, I went to prison and served two years of a five-year sentence. When I walked out, the world had changed, and so had I. But I didn’t let my past define my future. Instead, I chose to write a second chapter — to find purpose, hope, and faith. The road is long, sometimes unclear, but the destination is worth so much more.

This book isn’t a perfect story. It’s raw, honest, and my truth. And if you let it, maybe it can be part of yours, too.

I’m not here to preach or judge. I’m here to say that no matter where you’ve been, it’s never too late to start over. It’s never too late to find grace, to build something that matters, and to live a life you’re proud of.

Welcome to the journey.

Opening Prayer

Heavenly Father,

I come before You with a heart laid bare—broken, hopeful, and seeking Your mercy. You know the paths I have walked, the mistakes I have made, and the burdens I carry. Yet, Your grace is greater than all my failures.

As these words reach the hands and hearts of those who read them, may Your Spirit move freely, bringing healing where there is hurt, light where there is darkness, and courage where there is fear.

Use this story, Lord, not to glorify my past, but to magnify Your power to redeem and restore. Help every reader who feels lost or too far gone to see that with You, there is always a second chance, a new beginning, and an overflow of love.

Thank You for never giving up on me, and for the work You will do through this book.

In Jesus’ name, Amen.
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CHAPTER 1: The Day Everything Changed
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John 8:36 — “So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”

I had been running for a long time. The truth is, I had been given plenty of chances, but eventually, drugs became more important than anyone or anything else—family, responsibilities, even my own future. They all took a backseat to my addictions. I wasn’t living anymore; I was just running.

Then, the day finally came when I had nowhere left to run. I knew I was about to be picked up. Five felonies, three different counties. The weight of everything I had done had finally caught up with me.

When the officers arrived from two different agencies, they weren’t there for a conversation. They were angry, ready, and deep down, I knew what was coming. I had done this to myself. They were just collecting me.

I don’t remember much of the ride to jail. My mind was spinning. I wasn’t thinking about court or jail time. I was thinking about my family, my daughter, my parents, and the choices I had made. And for the first time in a long time, I was scared—not because of what was coming legally, but because I had no idea who I had become.

The drugs had taken everything from me, but the worst part was what I had willingly given away. My soul wasn’t just lost; it was buried.

The old jail in Lubbock, Texas, would be my home for the next few months. They ushered me through side doors into a room filled with people waiting to be processed. Some faces were familiar—worn, tired, almost relieved. It was as if everything had finally come full circle. You try to justify your actions...

“I was just having a good time.”

“I didn’t hurt anyone.”

Blah, blah, blah...

But deep down, you know the truth.

The truth was, I was an addict. That’s a hard pill to swallow, especially when on the outside you’ve spent years pretending you’ve got it all together. I didn’t. I was a pretend dad, a pretend son, just a man playing roles I hadn’t earned. I kept telling myself everything would work out because, honestly, most of my life it somehow always had.

But not this time.

This time, I’d pushed too far. I had taken advantage of everyone who ever cared about me in one way or another, and now here I sat—shackled up, stripped down, and a complete shell of the man I used to be. My heart hurt. My pride was gone. I was lost, and for the first time in my life, I couldn’t lie to myself about it anymore.

When my turn came, I was stripped of my “street clothes,” put into a jumpsuit, and given flip-flops—standard issue, at least until things changed. But nothing moves fast in the legal system. The general population was exactly what it sounded like—packed into blocks of cells, just another number in a sea of numbers. Everyone’s either doing time or letting time do them.

Those first days were the worst for me. Free will is a hell of a drug all on its own, and when it’s taken away, you realize exactly what you were addicted to. The problem is, we can abuse free will just like anything else, and when we do, there’s a price to pay. Not everyone goes to jail, some create their own prison with the choices they make. For anyone who doubts that God has a sense of humor, look no further than free will.

Before I go any further, let me make one thing clear: I’m not asking for, nor do I want anyone’s pity. I own everything I’ve done—everything I did, and probably everything I’ll do. And I’ll admit, I’ve even taken ownership of some things that weren’t mine, because sometimes, it just makes life easier.

But I’ll also tell you this: I believe every human being has a good heart and wants to be a good person. It may not seem that way during the season they’re in, but I’m here to tell you they’re only one decision away from a completely different life. (More on that later.)

Did I mention I was 38 when I decided to take this free-will tour?

At 38, I found myself locked up with a bunch of young guys who didn’t care whether it was day or night. To them, it was just one long, noisy blur. The voices never stopped: inmates, guards, intercoms, clanging metal doors. Day and night, chaos echoed.

But it wasn’t just the jail. It was the exhaustion. The withdrawals. The sweats. The days spent sleeping for 3 or 4 hours, waking up so tired, only to want to sleep more. I was so tired. The nightmare wasn’t just being locked up; it was the dope dreams. Sometimes they were so real that—

In all that noise, I knew it was time for a change—if I could make one.

I had restaurant experience. Growing up, I worked in my parents’ restaurant. I hated it back then; it felt like we were always working. But looking back, I was lucky. Lucky to know what hard work was. Lucky to have a family that loved me. Lucky to have a set of skills that could help me change—even from behind bars.

Then came the turn of the key. This time, it was for me.

I had a visitor.

I’d been locked up before—short stints here and there—so I thought I knew what visitation would be like. But this walk down to the visiting area? It was nerve-racking. I hadn’t seen anyone who cared about me in a long time. I didn’t even know who was waiting for me, but I was ready to see any face that still cared.

It was my mom.

I had let her down in so many ways, more than I could count. But in that moment, I was just her baby boy again. I didn’t care if she yelled at me the whole time. I was just so happy to see her.

I use the word “see” loosely. The old jail’s visitation setup was ancient. You sat at these phones, separated by scratched, cloudy glass—like trying to look through a kaleidoscope. But none of that mattered. In that moment, that blurry little window between us felt like a glimpse into the better part of me—the part I had abandoned so long ago.

And it wasn’t because I didn’t love my family. No, it was because deep down, I was ashamed.

One last thing: for the rest of this book, this is the only visitation I’ll talk about. I was fortunate. I got regular visits from family and friends who lifted me up when I couldn’t lift myself. They carried me with prayer, letters, and words of encouragement the whole time I was incarcerated. I’m one blessed man.

When you get a glimpse of home, even if it’s just for 30 minutes, something happens. There’s a cleansing. Tears. Not just for me, but for everyone who was counting on me—and maybe even for me, too. I knew home was a long way off, but I didn’t know how long...

“Sometimes, even being free doesn’t get you home. Sometimes, there are more detours.”

I finally got that job in the kitchen. It kept me busy and helped keep my mind occupied while I waited for trial. It also gave me a chance to start putting some focus back where it belonged—on Jesus. Baby steps, right?

I didn’t have any money, so I knew I’d be getting a court-appointed attorney. I also knew I had to answer to three counties. Lubbock was just the beginning.

The jail had this underground tunnel that led straight to the courthouse. I was there for nearly four months before I even walked through that tunnel to go to court. Four months—just waiting. Four months thinking about everything I had done. Four months of emptiness and regret. The emotional roller coaster? It’s indescribable. It always felt like the end, not the beginning—at least at that time.

My first offer was six years. My court-appointed attorney worked it down to five. When I finally walked through that tunnel to the courthouse, it felt like entering a black hole—dark, cold, and silent. The tunnel was like me—hollow, empty, just waiting for some kind of light.

I entered the courtroom, and there they were—my family. All I wanted to do was run to them, to tell them how sorry I was, how much I loved them, how I was changing. But those were just empty dreams now. Too little, too late.

In less than five minutes, it was over.

The agreement was made.

I pled guilty.

The gavel fell.

Just like that, I became a ward of the state—with two more counties still waiting to collect.

Unbelievable, right?

The very next week, I’m back in the Sally Port, handcuffed to a steel bench in a van, heading for my next charge in Randall County.
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CHAPTER 2: Chains of Consequence
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Galatians 6:7 — “Do not be deceived: God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that will he also reap.”

The bench in that van wasn’t built for comfort, and the windows weren’t really meant for seeing out. They were covered by a protective metal guard with holes just big enough to catch glimpses of the highway lights. It was just enough to know when we were passing through my hometown of Plainview, Texas. Just enough time to feel like an eternity before we finally got to Randall County.

As we passed through town, I started thinking about simpler times. Plainview, Texas—about 25,000 people, rooted in agriculture. Good folks, mostly. An even better place to raise a family.

Exactly what my parents had done. There were five of us—three boys, two girls, and the parents. More family and friends around me growing up than anyone deserves. There wasn’t a valid reason to fail, and yet here I was, in the early morning hours, shackled to a bench in a cargo van, going to pick up more shattered pieces I had left behind in Randall County. Plainview would be my last stop before TDCJ. That’s where it all started, and that’s where it would all end.

Randall County Jail was different. I mean, this place was like the Taj Mahal compared to all the other facilities I had landed in at different times. The first thing I noticed was the holding area—nothing like the jam-packed one in Lubbock. There were just a few of us, and they got us received in quickly. What really caught my attention were the inmates who worked in that area. They all seemed upbeat, and you could tell they were healthy—or on the way to being healthier.

I was processed and taken into one of the pods. These pods were underground, two stories, with adjoining cells and a huge dayroom. That’s where most people spent their time, and then there was a small outside area where you could get some exercise. You could see the sky, but that was it. Things here just seemed different—in a good way. It wasn’t long before I got my first meal, and I remember thinking, “Whoa, this is different!” The food was amazing, and there was plenty of it. Not the usual fare most state or county institutions serve. Everything here was different, and in the coming days, I learned that the Sheriff in Randall County was all about second chances, getting people clean, and had quite a few faith-based programs in place. It was a place where I started doing some healing.

Healing starts when you start owning what you’ve done—and to whom.

The owning part was easy. The “who” was different. I had plenty of time to think about who I was, especially since I’d been placed in the corner handicapped cell. There was nothing wrong with me—it was just what was available. But it was mine. Alone. Something I hadn’t been in five months.

Alone to think.

Alone to cry.

Alone to scream.

Alone to just be still.

Somewhere in that stillness, I found a part of me I hadn’t touched in a long time.

One of my favorite memories from when I was a kid was sitting in the living room with my family, watching MASH. I know it sounds strange, but we all loved that show. When we could, we’d watch it together as a family. It was one of the few times we were all in the same room at once. We were busy—running the restaurant, school, friends—but for that little window of time, it felt right.

Maybe I just missed being home.

Maybe I just missed having anywhere to call home.

For now, that corner cell would have to be my home.

My mom had brought me a Bible—NIV translation—while I was still in Lubbock. I hadn’t read much of it then, but here in Randall County, I started reading it constantly. Every spare moment. At first, I’d underline verses that seemed to speak to me. Eventually, I was underlining almost everything. The whole book felt like it was written just for me.

I still have that Bible today. Tattered, torn, worn thin. Just like me. But it’s worth more than gold to the one who finally believes.

Just when I was getting used to that corner cell, I got word that I’d be helping in the kitchen again. That meant I was moving to the trustee tank. You’re never sure about anything when you’re locked up, but moving into the trustee tank gives you a kind of freedom you haven’t had in a while.

If you want to get into a wreck, that’s easy to do too.

I liked keeping to myself, so I was pretty good at staying out of wrecks. But that doesn’t mean a wreck won’t find you.

The kitchen in Randall County was second to none. They cooked everything from scratch—even the baked goods. In case you aren’t aware, yeast is one of the more sought-after ingredients for making moonshine.

I was the guy doing the baking. So, I was the guy with the yeast.

Sounds simple, right?

Well, you have to check the yeast out with the kitchen manager—a guard—and they have to watch you actually put it into the dough.

That’s where the wreck found me.

There were guys after me for yeast to make their moonshine. They weren’t threatening my life or anything, but pressure is pressure. And I’d caved to pressure more than once in my life.

It felt just like the first time I ever tried drugs—like hard drugs.

Graduating from Plainview High was surreal. One day, you’re hanging out with your friends, and the next, you’re watching some of them head to college, some to the military, some to real jobs.

Then there was me.

No plan at all. Not a good look.

I did odd jobs—always made decent money—and I was pretty good at drinking too. Eventually, I worked at a bar in Plainview. We opened at 4 p.m., but we usually got there around 3 to get everything ready. Some of the regulars knew that and would park in the back, come in through the rear door, and kick off the afternoon early.

I didn’t really mind. It was nice to have some company while I cleaned.

One of those afternoons, a patron came in. I don’t remember the exact conversation, but I remember saying, “Throw it out.”

Everything slowed down.

He walked to the back door, turned the lock, came back to the bar, took a sip of his beer, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a bag of cocaine. He looked at me and said, “Here you go, man.”

He lined it up, handed me a rolled dollar bill—and I did my first line of coke.

No one forced me.

I don’t even know why I did it.

But once I did... I knew there would be more.

There was. So much more.

Damn.

I never got them the yeast, as luck would have it. I got a new job.
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