
  
    
      
    
  


		
			ADVANCE PRAISE FOR I STILL BELIEVE

			 

			“This is a compelling, powerful story about Russ Taff’s life. It’ll blow your mind on many levels. He is sharing what probably many of you did not even know about his life. A very troubled childhood, and a battle with addiction, which many people have these days. The beauty about the story is that God is still in the business of redeeming people. And this is an extraordinary story of redemption.”

			—Michael W. Smith, Christian Recording Artist

			 

			“I love Russ Taff. He’s one of my favorite people and that wife, Tori, oh gosh. You know, he would be nothing without her. He wouldn’t. I mean, really, she is a rock. I’d rather someone show me their scars than show me their trophies, and he’s got six Grammy awards, but I bet you’ve never heard him say it. He’s a legend and he just happens to be an alcoholic. And I’ve known that for years, and all those who love him have known that. And he has worked through it and it has been a process that I would not have wanted because it’s a hard one.”

			—Mark Lowry, Christian Recording Artist and Comedian

			 

			“I know of no one in the Christian music field who is loved as much as Russ is loved. And I think one of Russ’ greatest gifts is he’s still able to laugh at himself. I don’t know of anybody with more humility, and maybe this is true because of pain, because character usually comes through pain. Seldom does character come through success. And you can’t say Russ without Tori. This sweet little lady was just there the entire time, soft and gentle and yet as tough as somebody who really loves somebody needs to be in that situation. I don’t think I know of anybody in our field who has been such an extender of grace than Tori.”

			—Bill Gaither, Southern Gospel Music Legend
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			To Maddie Rose & Charlotte, the very best part of our story.

			We still (and always will) believe in you.
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			FOREWORD

			So as it turns out, writing a book isn’t easy. We’ve been talking about doing this for a very long time because—at the risk of sounding pretentious—we believe that sharing our story could offer some hope to people who might be going through something similar to us. The challenging part has been that opening our private lives up for public consumption is more than a little bit scary. But even though our picture is on the cover and you’re reading our words, this book is truly not all about us. Woven through every line and chapter is the relentless love and grace of God, who mourned every mistake, cheered every triumph, and absolutely refused to give up on us.

			One of the hardest things to write about was Russ’ childhood. We have no desire to disrespect or dishonor the memory of his parents, who, like all of us, were complex and multi-dimensional. Hurting, broken people can be loving and kind, yet still capable of causing a great deal of harm. The purpose of telling our truth is to unflinchingly shine a light on the devastating, long-term effects of trauma, abuse, and addiction—and bear witness to other hurting families that recovery, forgiveness, and restoration are truly possible.

			We believe this is an important and timely conversation to have, especially among people of faith. Many of us are wrestling with issues that are too frightening and humiliating to admit to anyone and the sense of isolation can be overwhelming. Being told to pray more, memorize more verses, or attend more church services may be well-meaning advice, but it usually just drives people further into the shadows.

			To anyone who is struggling with any kind of addiction, please know that God has never left your side. Even if you can’t feel Him, even if shame is whispering that it’s impossible to come back from the degrading, devastating mess you’ve made—God loves you more than you can imagine, exactly where you are right now. He’s not waiting for you to get all cleaned up and shiny before He steps into your life. Truly believing that you are loved will be the foundation you need to rely on as you take steps toward your own recovery and redemption.

			And to the person in a relationship with someone trapped in addiction, please know that as much as you want to, you cannot save your loved one from themself. That is God’s job. It’s easy to get lost in their pain and turmoil, often at the expense of your own sanity. Look for competent, compassionate people you can tell your story to who understand addiction. Let them share their experience, strength, and hope with you. There is help out there, we promise. You just have to hang on and keep fighting until you find it.

			We know that God directed every single step on the path to our healing, and He consistently led us to gifted professionals who were uniquely trained and qualified to guide us through the process. And even in our darkest days He surrounded us with a small army of steadfast friends and family who carried us when we were too weary to walk, who made us laugh when we were too heartbroken to speak. We have been loved tremendously, and we can never say thank you enough.

			 

			With love, Russ & Tori

		


		
			ONE

			BEGINNINGS

			I learned how to hide at an early age. I hid a lot. It served me well when I was a kid, protecting me from people and situations that weren’t safe. But hiding became a way of life as the years progressed, and what started as self-defense, turned into self-offense.

			I figured out as a small boy that people wanted to see a certain thing when they looked at me. When I sang, people treated me differently. They heard this big voice coming out of this emotional little kid, and they just melted. But even back then, deep down I felt completely unworthy of the praise and attention, even though I was starved for it. I saw that people responded to how my singing made them feel, so I learned to give them what they wanted. I hid behind the personae that made them happy, and it worked. Years later, by the time I was winning Grammy awards and topping the charts, I had been trotting out that facade for so long that I didn’t even know if there was a real person behind it anymore. Turns out there was, but I had a whole lot of pain to go through before I found him.

			My life has always had a certain yo-yo quality to it. Amazing opportunities would seemingly just be handed to me, then just as quickly, situations would arise that absolutely cut my legs out from under me. I’m not special—everybody’s life probably feels like that. I never really trusted the good things because I knew bad ones had to be just around the corner. Trusting people was even harder. I knew how to make people like me, but it’s quite another thing to actually let them in. Tori once said that my nickname should be “The Cheese” because like the “Farmer in the Dell” nursery rhyme says, I always stand alone. I’m not sure if that instinct to isolate was always within me or if it developed later when clinical depression really settled in. Either way, it’s not exactly a building block to healthy relationships. And the craziest part was how after I finally pushed the people closest to me away, I was left with the one person I trusted least of all—me.

			But here’s what I love about God. Every single time I was just about to go under, just about to be crushed under the weight of my own self-hatred, guess what He used to reach me? People. Relationships. Connection. I was secretly convinced that I was just too fundamentally broken to deserve anyone’s love. Maybe God took that as a personal challenge and was determined to change my mind because He just kept dropping the exact right people into my life at the exact right time. A family that took me in when I was seventeen. An evangelist that believed in me and gave me a job. Tori. It was like following a trail of human breadcrumbs—it just took me a little longer than most to make it out of the woods.

			The biggest miracle to me is that, in spite of all the harsh religious rules and expectations I was raised in, I finally came to believe in a God who understands and forgives. One who takes an insecure young boy full of fear, hurt, and pain and begins to knock off those rough edges and form a man. These days I am standing and singing with more joy and freedom than I’ve ever had in my life.

			But before I get too far ahead of myself, I want to go back to the early days. There are some things there that I have kept hidden my whole life. And I’m tired of hiding.

			 

			* * * * *

			 

			My grandfather on my mother’s side had a farm in Arkansas. When the farm bellied up, he started running moonshine to make some money. When my mother was young, her job was to hide the moonshine. She would bury it in the yard and then go get it when someone would come to buy. My grandfather got caught when the sheriff started nosing around and found him running away from the moonshine still carrying two 20 lb. bags of sugar—a dead giveaway that he was making ‘shine. He spent six months in the county jail before deciding to move to California after hearing about work available in the shipyards in Los Angeles. Gradually, my grandmother and most of their six children joined him there.

			My mother was in Hot Springs working at a little diner called the Baby Elephant Cafe when she met my father. He was in the army, stationed at the big Army Navy Hospital there. She was really shy when Dad first tried to talk to her, so he pretended he had a wife and asked Mama to please help him pick out a present for her. Once she got comfortable with him, he told her he wasn’t really married and soon they started dating. It wasn’t long after they got married that Mama and her siblings continued the family migration out to California. Eventually they settled in the San Joaquin Valley, which has some of the richest farm soil in the world and plenty of jobs available harvesting fruit. I was born November 11, 1953 in Farmersville, California, the fourth of five sons to Joe and Ann Taff. Even though I was raised in California, my roots will always be in Arkansas.

			Most of my childhood was spent in church. We were old line Pentecostal. There were no newspapers, no TV, no magazines, no Christmas trees, no participating in sports at school—basically no anything that would look like we were “partaking of the world.” It was supposed to make us more holy, I guess.

			We were in church Tuesday night, Thursday night, Saturday night, Sunday morning, and Sunday night. What pulled me in and held me was the music. Mama had a strong alto voice and she would sing with her four sisters. And I’m not just saying this because it was my mother—they were great. I mean, they were really, really good. They were invited to be on the popular country music radio and TV show, Louisiana Hayride, but my grandpa was afraid that men might hit on them, so he wouldn’t let them go.

			Music was a such a big part of their lives. Mama said they would be walking home from school, and they’d just start singing, complete with all of the harmonies. It was so magical watching them sing, it made me want to do it too. When I was three, my mama stood me up on the altar and I squeezed my eyes shut tight and sang my first solo. When I finished, there were a whole lot of loud Amens, and I got back pats and hugs all the way back to my seat. A couple of people even pressed some change into my hand. I think I ended up with about forty-five cents. All that positive attention and money, too? A career path was born!

			We never took a real vacation because our summers were spent with Dad preaching revivals for a month in Arkansas and Missouri. So, our “vacation” was four weeks of church. I remember my mother asking Dad one time, “Why don’t we go to the beach or something?” And he said, “What would we do there?”

			Dad just loved to preach so much, he was a preaching machine. And he was good at it. That was his golf, his fishing—that was everything to him. He was a very charismatic man, and even with just an eighth-grade education, he was a great communicator. I think when he was in the pulpit, that was the only time he felt good about himself. He was saving folks from hell, so maybe God wouldn’t be mad at him for at least as long as the sermon lasted.

			Our church was very small, maybe thirty people, and they were mostly family. But during the months when it was fruit-picking time, attendance would increase by ten or so with the migrant workers who would join us for worship. But because we were all mostly relatives, there would always be a lot of arguments that would lead to a church split, and I’d come in on Sunday and there would be twelve people. And then somebody would start feeling guilty, they’d make up, and then the next service we would have twenty-five.

			Eastside Tabernacle was a wild church. None of the women shaved their legs. They didn’t wear makeup, and believe me, they needed it. They also thought putting on deodorant or cologne was wrong, so after church when those ladies had shouted and danced themselves sweaty, of course that’s when they wanted to hug little Russie. They’d wrap their big old arms around me and I’d hold my breath. My cousin and I dated the Baptist girls across town because they looked good. Maybe they weren’t allowed to dance, but they could wear makeup.

			There was a guy in Daddy’s church, and he was a runner, though they don’t really do this much anymore. My dad would preach the congregation into a lather and this guy would get so wound up he’d just jump up and run down the aisle to the backdoor. And he had it down where he would get to the back door, turn the knob and open the door all in one motion, and start running circles around the outside of the church, shouting hallelujah and speaking in tongues. I know the neighbors thought we were just lunatics. But he had it down to an art.

			When you’re nine years old and all this stuff is going on, I’ll tell you one thing, you sure never went to sleep in church! You just never knew what was going to happen. One Sunday night, this guy got all fired up and he tore out running. He reached the door at full speed, turned that handle…and the door didn’t open. It was locked. He smacked his head so hard he knocked himself out. I busted out laughing.

			Mother pinched me on my arm and said, “Shut up, shut up.”

			I said, “Mom, that’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen,” and I couldn’t stop laughing. So, she took me outside and I got a whipping, but it was almost worth it. The running guy always said he was just doing what the Lord led him to do. I always tried to picture God sitting up in heaven, looking down and thinking, “You know what, I would really enjoy it if that guy would jump up and run around the church a few times.” I don’t know if God liked it that much or not, but I know I did.

			 

			* * * * *

			 

			My Dad got saved at a little church in nearby Cameron Creek a couple of years before I was born. He never really talked much about his life before he became a Christian, but from what I can gather he had been a hard drinker during his army years. That all stopped when he got saved. He felt called to the ministry and started preaching at Eastside Tabernacle.

			When I was seven, Dad was working at his job building farm machinery and a piece of welding slag flew into his eye. It was a painful injury, and the doctor sent him home with a supply of pain medication which, unbeknownst to everyone including Dad, triggered his addiction again. Mom must have been a little leery of the pain pills because she kept them in her purse and doled them out to Dad as prescribed. One day he came out to the backyard where I was playing and pulled me aside. With tears in his eyes, he begged me to go get his pills out of Mama’s purse and bring them to him. I said, “Dad, that would be stealing,” but he said that this time it would be okay. The desperation on his face scared me and I just kept repeating, “I can’t do that.” His face turned dark and angry. He said he couldn’t believe I wouldn’t help him. I felt so torn—I wanted to please him, but I knew it was wrong. I started crying and ran off. And as soon as the prescription for the pain pills ran out, he picked up the bottle again.

			I was clueless about all of this until the Sunday night service. Dad didn’t show up at church and Mom sent me down the block to the house to find him.

			When I walked into the house, I could hear a strange noise coming from the back bedroom. Somebody was singing a song I’d never heard before in a slurred, fuzzy voice. I froze in my tracks because I thought someone had broken into our house. But it was Dad, sprawled out across the bedspread, staring up at the ceiling and singing. I had never seen anyone drunk in my life, I didn’t even know what it was or how you got that way. It just looked like something was wrong with him. So, I ran back to the church as hard and fast as I could go to try to get him some help. I can still remember the look of fear on Mom’s face. And that’s how it began.

			Our life swung from one extreme to another. My father would be in the pulpit preaching a hard holiness gospel one day, then another day he would just disappear. He would go out and park his truck somewhere and drink until he passed out. Sometimes he’d be gone two or three days. My brothers and I would have to go out and try to find him. A lot of times he would be passed out in some farmer’s orchard and we would bring him home. If he wasn’t ready to sober up yet, he’d lay around the house drunk, sometimes for a month, barely eating a thing.

			It was scary because he turned into someone I didn’t know. When he was drunk out of his mind, he called Mama all kind of obscene names. We didn’t know those words, we’d never heard that kind of language in our house before. Eventually he would sober up, and then he’d cleverly maneuver his way back into the good graces of Mom and the church. We’d all be wary, but hopeful. Until the next time it happened.

			My older brothers started leaving home. The oldest, Billy Joe, got married. Marvin got drafted and went to Vietnam, thirteen months later Danny was sent there, too. So, for a lot of years, it was just my little brother, Earl, and I left at home with my parents. I literally became my younger brother’s parent at twelve years old because Mom and Dad were both working long hours. I would make sure Earl did his homework, that he had money for lunch at school, that we had enough food at home. We ate a whole lot of canned soup and government cheese.

			We did have a safe place, though. Mom’s mother, Grandma Mattie, was my anchor. She would babysit me and Earl sometimes. She knew something about the chaos that was going on at my house, and when things would get nuts, she’d kind of quietly step in. For some reason she and I just really connected.

			Grandma Mattie was very Pentecostal, with this amazing silver hair that went below her waist. She loved to sing and had a great voice like my mom. I have such vivid memories of sitting on the porch with her, watching her comb her hair out and then rolling it up in a bun and pinning it on her head. She never would call herself a preacher, because of course women couldn’t be preachers in our denomination, but when she came to church she would always testify during testimony service. She would just start walking up and down the aisle, preaching, getting louder and louder, adding more emotion. People would start worshiping, praying, dancing in the spirit, and speaking in tongues. Her favorite hymn was, “Lord, I Want To Go Home.” As she sang, becoming more and more intense, twirling and spinning, the bun on her head would just come apart.

			From the day I walked into the house and found Dad drunk, it was like a stick of dynamite was put under our house. Our lives exploded. But I could always go to Grandma’s house. She had three very close friends and they quilted all day long. They would start at ten in the morning and go until four or five in the late afternoon. They had a big square wooden frame that would hold the quilting fabric in place, and they would lower it down and all of them would pull up a chair and begin to sew and chat. Me and Earl would get under it and act like it was a tent.

			Grandma Mattie was steady, solid, and she loved me. She let me be a kid. She let me be scared. She listened to me talk. She told me that everything would be okay, that dad didn’t mean to do what he did. But when you’re a kid, that’s difficult to understand.

			When Daddy would rage against Mom, Earl and I would be so terrified that we’d hide underneath our bunk bed. I would push Earl up against the wall and lay in front of him because I was so afraid Dad was going to come in. We didn’t know what else to do. He didn’t ever hit Mom, but it always sounded like he might. I was just a kid, but I decided I could take on Dad if I had to in order to protect Earl from getting hurt. From under the bed we could hear him slurring and cussing. It wasn’t my dad. I didn’t know this guy, but he was scary—very scary.

			Daddy preached a hard-line gospel that no one could live up to. Not even himself. He would just push himself and push himself, constantly working. I’ve never seen anyone work so hard for Jesus. His sermons would usually be about how we need to do better, do more. We’re not doing it right, so we need to fast more, pray more. Then after months and months of wearing himself out, he would just disappear. We’d go out and find him, or sooner or later he’d come staggering back home. When you’re living with that kind of addiction, it’s almost like a demonic force comes into your house. Mama would be completely consumed with him, so angry but at the same time, so happy that he came home alive. One time he left and checked into a cheap hotel. He was so drunk that he fell and hit his head badly. If the maid hadn’t come in that morning, he would have bled to death.

			What is amazing is how, after a while, this all becomes normal. And you start recognizing the patterns. Dad would preach Sunday morning and Sunday night, go visit the sick, and pray for people in the hospital. On top of that, he worked long hours six days a week at his job building farm machinery. Day in, day out, providing for his family and running himself ragged for the Lord. Eventually, we’d feel the tension start to build in the house. He’d get kind of short and irritable with everybody. And then he wouldn’t come home. Mama would pray and cry, terrified of what she knew was going to happen. And, of course, a small boy of eight or nine doesn’t know how to provide comfort. So, you just feel abandoned because there is no mother now and there is no father—they are both so absorbed in this drama that happens over and over and over again.

			After enough of these episodes, the church voted my dad out because you can’t have a drunk pastor. My uncle, who was taking over the church, pulled me aside and said, “Russell, this means you can’t come here anymore either.”

			And I said, “Uncle, I haven’t done anything wrong.”

			Then he said, “I know, but your dad’s not welcome, so you’re not welcome either.” It broke my heart. The shame of what Dad had done was transferred to me, even though I wasn’t the one messing everything up.

			One of the rules of our house was that you couldn’t talk about anything that happened within the family to anyone outside of the family. I spent the night at the house of a friend from church and offhandedly told him that my parents had an argument at breakfast. When I got home the next morning, my mother was waiting for me. She began to rage at me for telling somebody that they had an argument. She started taking books off the shelf and throwing them at me. And then she came over with her fists and just started punching me like it was a boxing match. I just curled up in a fetal position against the wall while she continued kicking and kicking, screaming, “You don’t tell anybody what goes on in this family.” I had to wear long sleeve shirts to school, so nobody would see the bruises.

			Years later, during one of my visits to a treatment center, I learned about something called “covert incest,” also known as emotional incest. According to the professionals there, it’s not physical touching, but the dynamic is that a parent looks to a child for the kind of emotional support, comfort, and even decision-making that would normally be provided by another adult. It’s almost like turning your child into your spouse. It’s incredibly confusing. By the time I was ten years old, it began. I don’t know why my mother picked me, I had three older brothers. But they all got out of there as quickly as they could.

			She started coming to my room and would just dump everything on me. I would have to sit on the side of the bed and listen to her telling me how scared she was, how angry she was at my dad. Telling me that we probably were not going to be able to meet the house payment this month and could lose our house. She’d even confide in me about their sex life and how bad it was. I had no idea what I was supposed to do with all this information; I was just a kid. It made me feel like our already shaky home life was even more out of control.

			One day I said to her, “I wish he would just leave.”

			She backhanded me, busting my lip, saying, “He’s your father, you have to respect him.”

			So, I learned to just sit there and listen because I couldn’t respond. When she was done, she’d leave and go back to her bedroom and fall asleep. I was left sitting there with all this confusing, grown-up information that I had no way to process. And I was terrified, so unsure of what to do. I knew I couldn’t fix it. This continued until I left home.

			During those difficult early teen years when I was carrying all these heavy secrets, I had a place where I could escape—it was the church. Even though we’d been kicked out, I still had a spare key and would go down there around eleven o’clock at night. Nobody would even notice I was gone, because the whole family system had basically collapsed. At first it was scary because it was dark, and I certainly didn’t want anyone to see lights on in there. But toward the front of the church was a desk with a small lamp on it. I would walk down the aisle in the dark and turn on that little light. And I would just sit on the altar and talk to Jesus. Through my tears I’d say, “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do.” Sometimes I’d stay there an hour, sometimes less. But it was a place where I could finally tell somebody about the pain, the anger, and all of those jumbled up, conflicting feelings. I hated how we were living, but I had to protect the secrets. I hated what mom and dad were doing to us, but I loved them, too. I was afraid of them, but I was loyal to them.

			Those late-night church visits started a relationship between me and Jesus that became very strong. Eventually, not only was He my Savior, but He was someone I could talk to. Sometimes it was like a prayer, and sometimes it was just me telling Him, “I wish I could leave, and go someplace else to live, but I don’t know where to go.” The turmoil between our family and the church would cause extended family members to turn and walk the other way when they saw me coming down the sidewalk. My aunts and uncles wouldn’t even say hello to me. There’s no way for a kid to know what to do with all this. You certainly couldn’t take it to the pastor, since he’s the one causing all the chaos.

			When I got into the ninth grade, I made the honor roll, which was unheard of in our family. I studied very hard, wanting them to be proud of me. But Mom and Dad were so preoccupied with their own world, they were oblivious to mine. They would never come to anything I was involved in, like a school play or a swim meet. One day I had swim practice, so I had to stay late and ended up missing the bus. Dad had to take off work an hour early to come get me, and I knew he’d be upset about that. I saw him pull up to the practice, and even though he never got out of the car, I could see him watching. I swam my heart out because he was watching. I got in the car hoping that he saw me swim, and the only thing he said to me was, “You ought to lose some weight.” That was it.

			To an impressionable kid, hearing your parents say things like “You’re not worth the bullet to shoot you with” or “Why can’t you be smart like your cousin?” or “You’re not worth the salt that goes on your bread” can cause real and lasting damage. Because you believe them. The sad thing is, I really believe that Mom and Dad were raised the same way. They didn’t know any different, they were just passing onto us what had been done to them. But what happens as you begin to get older, is that those negative messages are so strong and have been repeated so often that they leave a dug-out ditch in your brain. They convinced me that I wasn’t as smart as everybody else, and I wasn’t worth much to anyone—that was just who I was. I read a quote from Garrison Keillor once that said, “Everything you said went in one ear and right down my spine.”

			It’s strange, but even in the middle of all that family dysfunction, we would still always sing. The music kept me sane, it seemed to be a valve that released a lot of the tension. I started singing with my four brothers, just like my mother with her four sisters. We would wait for a new Statesmen record to come out, or the Blackwood Brothers, and we would learn their songs and sing them at church.

			Sometimes my oldest brother Billy Joe would come in my room before I went to sleep and tell me to close my eyes and picture myself singing in front of thousands of people. Night after night he did that. I’d never heard of terms like “casting a vision” or “visualizing,” but that’s pretty much what we were doing.

			Mama taught me how to play guitar when I was eleven, and I threw myself into it. When I would get home from school, my world became playing my acoustic guitar and singing, then putting Mama’s quartet or black gospel records on the stereo and laying on the floor with my head between the speakers, tears rolling down my cheeks. Mahalia Jackson, Jake Hess, The Five Blind Boys of Alabama—that music spoke to me. It certainly didn’t fix everything, but it would take my mind away for a while.

			When I would talk with Jesus down at the church at night, I would ask Him to show me how to be a better singer, show me how to take what I felt inside and express it in song. My mom would always say, “When you sing you need to reach way down. Tap into that deep place where you’re combining your spirit, soul, and body with the Holy Spirit.” I wanted to feel that intensity, and I wanted the people listening to me to feel it, too.

			When I sang in church, Dad and Mama would watch me, and I got a little taste of the attention I had been craving from them for so long. Unfortunately, my dad couldn’t stand not being the center of attention. So, when I started really shining and getting praise from the congregation, he’d get incredibly jealous. It started a dance between he and I that lasted until I left home—it was so confusing to me. I felt like I was being trotted out in front of Dad’s congregation like a show pony, but if I did well and the Holy Spirit moved, he would emotionally punish me. He would not even acknowledge me or make eye contact for a couple of days. I eventually learned how to just shut him out, but it always hurt. I even said to him once, “It feels like you’re trying to destroy me.”

			He and my mama never complimented me. They were raised with the misinformed attitude that compliments were dangerous because they could make a person get a big head, so they wouldn’t ever say anything about my singing. I was starving for them to tell me that I was doing a good job because I thought I was, but they never did. So, I started doubting my gift, wondering if I was just deceiving myself. Even when someone from church would tell me I had done well, it didn’t matter. I really only wanted to hear it from my dad.

			When I was fifteen and Dad had fallen off the wagon and been kicked out of the church again, we moved from California to Arkansas. There was a church there that Dad used to hold revivals in during the summer that said he could come back and be their pastor, even though they knew what had been going on with him. I was the one who had to finally step up and say that yes, we were going to move, since both of my parents were incapable of making any decisions. Mama had slipped into a deep depression and Daddy was usually intoxicated.

			We had a friend offer to drive Daddy back to Arkansas with me, Earl, and Mom. So, we gathered up the essentials, and I made a pallet in the back of the station wagon for Dad. He was drunk out of his mind. We carried him out of the house and loaded him up in the back of the station wagon like a Christmas tree, tied some suitcases on top, and started driving two thousand miles to Hot Springs, Arkansas. When we got there, the church people helped us find a little house to rent. Dad sobered up and did his best to try to change for this whole new group of people who were willing to accept him as their pastor. And for two years he really tried. Then he relapsed and had to leave again.

			I don’t hold anything against him now. I truly don’t. He was caught in the grip of something he didn’t understand and couldn’t control. People did not talk about this stuff openly, it was just our family’s dirty little secret. Well, not very secret because sooner or later, Dad would publicly humiliate himself by staggering down the sidewalk or getting picked up by the police again and we’d be the talk of the town. There wasn’t any Oprah talk show or internet searches back then to help explain all the different maladies that the human body and mind go through. Alcoholism wasn’t considered a medical disease, it was just sin, pure and simple—and if you’d just get right with God, it would go away. Unfortunately, I ended up carrying that shame and lack of information into my own adult life.

			In spite of the lack of encouragement and the ever-growing insecurities, I knew deep down that God had given me this voice not to be squandered, but to be used. I wanted to be excellent because I saw how people were moved when I sang. Even if my dad couldn’t see that, I knew God could.

			 

			* * * * *

			 

			Before that two-year stint in Arkansas ended, I had put a little band together with some of the guys at the church. We called ourselves the Sounds of Joy. James Hollihan, Jr. played guitar, Doug Anderson was the drummer, Ronnie Vanderslice was the bass player, Charlie Davis played keyboards, Bobby Mason sang harmony, and I sang lead.

			My buddy James was the best guitar player I had ever heard—still is, in my opinion. His background couldn’t be more different than mine. His dad had a jazz combo that performed in nightclubs around Hot Springs, and underage James had cut his musical teeth playing alongside his dad at places like The Vapors and Maxine’s. There was no way I could’ve known back then what an integral part of my life and music career this young man would be. Over the years of playing and writing together, we became musical soulmates. Onstage, it was like we read each other’s minds. My friend Marshall Chapman used to laughingly call us “the gospel Mick Jagger and Keith Richards.” My best vocal performances ever are on the records James produced with me because he knows my voice inside and out better than anyone on the planet, except Tori. I truly believe he is one of the reasons I’ve had such a long run in the music business. He said one time that he thought the only musical stones we left unturned were opera and polka music. Every time I wanted to explore a different sound, he was always right there, egging me on.

			With a van and a small trailer for all our equipment, the Sounds of Joy began to go around Arkansas trying to reach our generation for Jesus. This was 1970 when there was no such thing as contemporary Christian music. So, my band started taking Beatles songs and rewriting them: “I want to hold God’s hand…I want to hold God’s hand!” It was so bad. Or Grand Funk Railroad’s “I’m Your Captain,” was changed to “Jesus our captain, Christ our captain.” We were always looking for material we could play that didn’t sound like it came out of a hymnal. That’s what prompted me to start writing.

			It was during this time that the Jesus Movement started to break out here in the States, and I had never experienced anything like that. I’d love to see it again before I die. It was a massive revival, a phenomenon. There were articles in Time magazine and stories on the national television news about this spiritual awakening were sweeping the country.

			Nobody was using our church on Monday nights, so I asked if we could use it. I had begged our school principal for months to let the Sounds of Joy do two songs during an assembly, so when that happened, I invited everyone to come to our little church on Monday night for more music. We had a pretty good crowd the first night because they’d never heard music quite like that before. But by the second Monday, it was beyond full—people were standing outside the church, six or seven people deep. We’d have the windows open and speakers outside so everyone could hear.

			I’d never really considered myself a preacher, but I would quote John 3:16 and talk about it a little bit. “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten son. That whosoever believeth in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” Then I would ask, “If anybody here would like to receive Christ, come on forward.” Every Monday night the altar would be completely full.

			During my last year in high school, guys would come up to me and say, “Russ, how do I find Jesus?” and I would pray with them in the locker room, the study hall, anywhere. Walking home from school people would just ask, “Tell me how to find Jesus. Tell me how to find Jesus.” As a result, a great revival broke out in Cutter Morning Star High School. The year we graduated, they said 85 percent of the student body professed a belief in Jesus. I’d never seen anything like that, where the power of God moved so profoundly.

			Me and the boys decided to get creative and come up with other ways of doing outreach. We tried to raise enough money to bring The Imperials, a popular Christian group, to our town. We didn’t know how to get Love Song or Larry Norman, but The Imperials had just started promoting their latest album Time To Get It Together. Kids who wouldn’t usually listen to quartet music were responding to this new sound.

			We raised 1,500 dollars from car washes and assorted fundraising efforts to have them come. They let our little band play for twenty minutes before they came on. We had also learned the song that we knew The Imperials always ended their concerts with, “Old Gospel Ship,” hoping they would call us up on stage with them to do the finale. I was prepared. I had brought a camera and asked Bud Smedley, “When I get up there, please take some pictures of me with The Imperials.” We started singing and Bud, who doesn’t like to draw attention to himself, stands up quickly, takes a picture, and sits back down. I was trying to get his attention, mouthing to him, “Take some more shots!”

			After the concert, I took the film to Kmart to be developed. Three days later when the pictures came back, he had only taken one picture. And it was a picture of nine guys all from the waist down. My one time to be on stage with The Imperials, for crying out loud, and it was captured forever as nine random pairs of legs.

			After high school, I felt like I needed to go to Bible school to get some training. The band graciously let me go and continued without me. I had heard about Christ for the Nations Institute in Dallas, so I went with my friend Harry Browning, also a musician with whom I had been in a few bands. I was prepared to beg the school to let me work to pay for the tuition since I didn’t have anything when I arrived. Incredibly, Harry stepped up at registration and said, “I’ll pay for it.” It just floored me.

			Harry and I got a room together in one of the dorms and worked cleaning the local McDonald’s at four o’clock in the morning before our eight o’clock classes would start. I was only able to stay for one semester.

			“Russ, you’ve got to come home,” my mom pleaded with me on the phone.

			“What happened?” I knew, but I had to ask.

			“It’s your father.”

			When I got back to Hot Springs, not only was my family in shambles again, but the church had shut down the Monday night band outreach. We used to take our van down to the park and ask people, “You want to hear a concert?” and just bring them back with us. The old-line church folks couldn’t deal with the fact that boys with long hair and girls wearing shorts and halter tops were coming in right off the streets. They also didn’t like the music, they said it was too loud and “worldly.” When I found out that they shut it all down, it completely broke my heart. Our sacred little flock was scattered. I really cried over that one.

			Meanwhile, since my dad had relapsed as usual and been asked to leave the church, the only thing my parents knew to do was to leave town. And the only place they knew to go was back to California. I desperately wanted to stay. I just couldn’t do the dance anymore. I felt like if I didn’t get off the crazy carousel of my parent’s dysfunction, I was going to implode. There really wasn’t anything for me in Hot Springs, but some survival instinct deep down inside was telling me to make the break now.

			To help me through the days after my family left Arkansas, God sent me two angels. One was my English teacher and another was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen, who at the time was dating the quarterback of the football team. These two ladies became the strongest influences and greatest champions in my life. I can’t wait to tell you all about the gorgeous babe that I fell in love with, and of course, she’ll share her side of the story. You will fall in love with her, too. 

			But first, let me tell you about Mama June.
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