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      This book is dedicated to my parents, the late Saul B. Minor, who I will see again in heaven with Jesus Christ, and my wonderful, singing mother, Charlene W. Minor. I am a snapshot of Proverbs 22:6 because of them.
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      My name is Michael R. Minor. I am a native of Starkville, Mississippi, and the second of three sons born to Saul and Charlene Williams Minor. My oldest brother is Durward Minor, a former All-American football player who went on to become a pastor. My youngest brother is Jason, who I consider a superior drummer.

      Our mother is responsible for depositing a deep love for the church and gospel music in me. Because she sang and listened to Christian music all the time, I naturally gravitated toward God and music. For as far back as I remember, there were choir rehearsals we attended, so singing and the piano were always an extension of my being. I have never asked my mother why she used to do this, but when I was a boy, she would bring a hymn book to my room opened to certain hymns on subjects like trust, temptation, peace, etc. She instructed me to read them, and I did, not knowing that as an adult those words and melodies would resonate within me and help me through several tough seasons and situations in my life. I pecked around on the piano, learning familiar melodies and piecing together chords early in life. Bill Withers’ “Lean on Me” was the first song I ever learned to play on the piano. Ironically, before I was born, my mother bought a piano with the intentions of learning to play it herself, but she never did. She learned to play a bit of the “Battle Hymn of the Republic” because that is all I can remember her ever playing. I mention the piano she bought because it existed in our home for me to learn how to play and that is exactly what I did. I remember coming home from church on Sundays, dressing up in a choir robe, placing rings on my fingers, imitating our minister of music back then – the late Mr. Carroll Washington. As a 5-year-old, the two rings that he wore on either hand looked like many rings to me. So, I would raid my father’s jewelry and place rings on every finger. I would place sheets of paper in front of me and pretend I was reading music the way I saw Mr. Washington reading it. All that exposure to Christian, mostly gospel music, set me on a course in life that would involve teaching and leading people in music ministry to this very day.

      There were many lessons awaiting me in life, and I am sure, if God spares my life, there are many more still to come. Though many of those lessons were painful, God has been faithful in my life. This book’s intent is to encourage those with comparable stories of adversity from life’s natural twists and turns, as well as from our own self-inflicted wounds. You see, negative roots do not mean demise. I witnessed God uproot and replant my soul. I thought I was being punished initially, but now I recognize that it was His correction. God’s providence and sovereignty are undeniable! There were things I knew because I read them in the Bible or in other Christian literature, but what I will share in these next pages are things I have experienced and learned for myself – the good, the bad and the ugly! I will share the pluses and minuses of my being gifted musically. 

      My father, Saul B. Minor, was a long-haul truck driver, which meant he traveled and was away working a lot. Though my father was a deacon at the church we attended, later in my life during my college years, I witnessed a huge, positive spiritual change in his life. For historical context, I must share that my church upbringing stemmed from my mother. Not that my father’s side of the family was all unbelievers, but the experience of being dragged, or more commonly known in the slang African American vernacular, being “drug” to church, happened because of my mother. I learned a lot from my father’s side of the family though because there were so many of them, and they saturated the neighborhood I grew up in. It is said that first cousins are a person’s first best friend. That was true in my case. My father had seven brothers and eight sisters, and his mother’s house was the neighborhood daycare for us cousins, especially during summers. The house was also my personal after-school hangout during the school year. It was there in the neighborhood I learned many lessons, good and bad, as well as developed my core belief system that I will also discuss more about later in this book.

      There was a huge gumball tree on my grandparent’s property that is incredibly significant to my life story, because it was under that tree, as a child, I would listen and observe my older uncles and cousins discussing different subjects of life. The closest thing to familiarity I can compare it to would be male locker room or barbershop type talk. Things discussed were not necessarily true or even verifiable, but it became what I believed and held as life principles concerning relationships, religion, finances, and health, just to name a few of the subjects. They fueled these conversations many times with mind-altering agents like beer, wine coolers and marijuana, which made them even more interesting to my eagerly awaiting under-developed ears and brain. Years under that old gumball tree were fun and exciting but fostered loads of detrimental information to my belief system at an early age. I learned tricks of the player’s or womanizer’s trade, how to cover my tracks and how to make someone who was not special to me feel extra special by doing a few simple things consistently.

      One of the last times I visited my grandmother before her death, I saw that old gumball tree had fallen and was uprooted. I sat in my truck and reflected on all the things I had learned while under that tree. I saw symbolism in the tree being uprooted and how my life was so remarkably different now. The infamous lessons I learned from under that old tree had been metaphorically uprooted from my life as well. In this book, I will share some very personal and private details about my life’s journey of how I used to selfishly live guided by things learned from under that tree, but I would like to begin from where my musical career began in the church.

      I have been a church musician since I was 14 years old. I began serving as organist for the church I grew up attending – Greater Ebenezer Missionary Baptist Church of Starkville, Mississippi, from 1985 to 1991. I also served as musician for several other churches and singing groups in the area during that time. When I graduated from Starkville High School in 1989, I enrolled at Wood Community College, a Christian college in Mathiston, Mississippi. It was there, alone in my dormitory room, I accepted Jesus as my Savior in March of 1990. In 1991, I enrolled at Jackson State University in Jackson, Mississippi. I served at Greater Tree of Life Missionary Baptist Church there in Jackson for 3 years before moving to Hattiesburg, Mississippi. It was in Hattiesburg where I was first hired as a minister of music at Mt. Carmel Baptist Church. I served there for 3 years as well. I served as the musician, minister of music, and the Pastor of Worship & Arts at West Point Baptist Church in Hattiesburg, Mississippi over the span of 21 years. It was there at West Point Church that much of my maturation took place.
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      Character is defined as the mental and moral qualities distinctive to an individual. Many church musicians, though extremely gifted and talented, sometimes possess some basic character flaws, which can hinder their “market value” for lack of a better term. What I mean by character flaws are things like neatness, timeliness, tactfulness, self-discipline, people skills, and the anointing necessary to effectively minister the gospel through music. Many times, a church or group’s need for that individual causes them to ignore some disqualifying characteristics, thus, the gifted and anointed often receive character passes! This happens when one’s services are so desperately needed that behavior detrimental to the organization’s brand is overlooked or gets a mild reprimand at best instead of true accountability and reprimand. Dr. John C. Maxwell, a former pastor and renowned personal growth and development guru, authored a book entitled, Talent Is Never Enough. That book title reminds me of my point here. It takes more than giftedness and talent alone to be a successful music minister! It also takes self-discipline and true accountability to ensure all that talent is not tainted by a bad reputation because of unchecked behavior. Have you ever noticed how spoiled children who were never held accountable turn out as adults? They are usually ridiculously out of control of their emotions and many of life’s most basic self-disciplines. I cannot begin to count how many situations I have encountered like that! 

      A closer examination of the talent situations would suggest a lack of genuine concern for the gifted and anointed as a person, which is oxymoronic, especially for the church. The second charge in Jesus’ great commandment is to ‘love thy neighbor as thyself.’ But people appear to love the gifted person’s gift more than they love the gifted person themselves in many instances. This reminds me of a principle found in what is affectionately known as the oldest profession in the world: prostitution. Hopefully, you can parallel the principle between the two. A “John,” or customer, pays a prostitute to provide services. There is no thought given to whose child this prostitute may be, who she was with prior, or where she will go afterwards. All the John is concerned about is the satisfaction of his desires. Likewise, coming up as a musician in the church, there were extremely low levels of spiritual accountability placed on me because of what I could provide musically. All many churches wanted was for me to show up and tickle their ears with good singing and music. There was no thought of the growth of my character after the service ended. I was paid and sent on my way. Today there is more of a consciousness and call for spiritual accountability than there was back then, but we still cannot close our eyes and dismiss the years where nothing was said because during that time unhealthy habits and strongholds were formed that I still deal with today! My point is that whatever we practice as a person, we become better at doing. So, years of overlooked moral failures helped produce a lifestyle of poor choices and a definite lack of character.

      You see, nothing just happens. We do not suddenly arrive at a place without traveling there first. Here is a personal example: I filed for Chapter 13 bankruptcy in 1998. I did not just wake up in financial trouble. There was a pattern of poor financial decisions leading up to the day I went to visit my attorney to fill out the bankruptcy paperwork. Please do not hear me saying a bankruptcy is exclusively the result of poor financial decisions. There is a plethora of reasons people find themselves in that situation, like the loss of a job, the death of a spouse, overwhelming medical expenses, etc. The point I am making is that this issue of character passes did not just start. There are other examples of this one-sided blame game. I am guilty of this one myself. We complain about today’s “millennial community” but none of us as adults from the prior generation want to own up to the fact that from generation to generation, we as parents and grandparents wanted our children’s lives to be better and easier than our lives. So, for years we fostered this “I don’t want you to have to work as hard as I had to work” mentality that aided in producing new generations of “comfort babies” who want what they want when they want it and the inability to fathom the idea of inconvenience and not having things go their way. The responsibility for the issue cannot rest solely on the “millennial.” My point is we must all take full responsibility for the parts we played in this breach before we can ever move in the direction of resolution. Being gifted and unchecked is a huge problem. But it is an even bigger problem to God.” Romans 14:12 (NLT) says, “Yes, each of us will give a personal account to God.” We will answer to God for our part in facilitating this attitude to our present generation. This means that we must begin loving enough to tell them the truth. Things like, “I’ve been down that path before, and it will not end well for you,” or “stop behaving that way because your behavior is unacceptable!”
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