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			Glory to God—Thank you for this journey.

		


		
			 

			To my parents, Debbie and Tracy—
You have showed me how to love well.
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			To my brother and sister, Trevor and Erin—
Thank you for your support and encouragement over the years. 
You all mean the world to me. 
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			To my beautiful wife, Mary—
I love you.
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			To my business partner and brother from another mother, 
Matt Blinco—None of this would have been possible  without your patience, creativity, and strength.
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			To my niece, Nova, and nephews, Bentley and Joshua—
Remember, you are made to change the world. 
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			FOREWORD

			 

			If you live in Nashville it’s a pretty safe bet you’ve heard of Project 615. Maybe you’ve been to Nashvember or the Nash Spring Bash, their annual outdoor fundraising events that bring together thousands of people for a fun day of live music and gourmet food trucks. Maybe you’ve seen Dolly, their vintage 1978 VW bus, driving around the streets of the city while they record live acoustic sessions with local bands and artists. Or maybe you’ve been to one of their retail stores, in West Nashville or Fatherland, and bought one of their cool hand-printed graphic tees. Even if you’ve never been to Nashville, there’s a good chance you’ve seen their most iconic T-shirt, “Spread Love, It’s the Nashville Way,” worn by celebrities like Miley Cyrus, Lady Gaga, and my wife, Carrie Underwood. 

			But what a lot of people might not know is that since the company was founded in 2010, they have donated over half a million dollars from the profits of their T-shirt sales to at least twenty different world-changing organizations and employed over fifty people recovering from homelessness and addiction. Not bad for a couple of college buddies who started printing T-shirts out of the basement of an abandoned church. 

			I first met Project 615 cofounder Derek Evans in 2018 when he approached the team about partnering on a T-shirt design to raise money for the Predators Foundation, which works to improve the lives of youths and their families in Middle Tennessee. He came to us with the idea of releasing a limited-edition tee with the phrase “Unfinished Business”—a nod to my return to the team that season—that would be sold exclusively during the playoffs with 100 percent of the profits going to the foundation. Like most people in Middle Tennessee, I was aware of Project 615, but that is when I learned that they were more than just a cool local T-shirt brand. They are a company whose business model is built on a foundation of serving others and affecting change in the world through their products and company practices. 

			My own journey of service began when I was drafted to play for the Ottawa Senators at nineteen years old. At the time, I was a young kid trying to find my way and figure out who I was as a person and in my faith. I knew I had a gift that God had given to me and I wanted to use it to impact the world in a positive way, not just on the ice but off it. It took a few years for me to figure out what that looked like, but fortunately I was surrounded by a lot of good people in the Senators organization—from leadership to the players—who were doing so much for the community. It inspired me to begin using the abilities and talent that I’ve been blessed with to help other people. I got involved with the team’s foundation and began working with local children’s charities. Once I started using my gifts and the platform that I had as an NHL player to make a difference in the world, I began to feel that I was finally on a path to fulfilling my purpose in life. 
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			Derek Evans (left), Mike Fisher (center, #12) and the Project 615 team.

			 

			But it wasn’t until years later that I truly understood the connection between my faith and the work I was doing. In 2014, Carrie and I traveled to Haiti on a mission trip with our church and Danita’s Children, an incredible organization that provides education, pediatric medical and dental care, and homes to vulnerable and impoverished Haitian children and families. Over the next few days, we toured the Children’s Center, where Carrie helped out in the dental clinic; we spent time with the kids, playing basketball and soccer; and we visited the village to surprise families with gifts of food and supplies. The trip was transformative, but not for the reason I would have thought going in. I don’t know if it’s how we are inherently as people, but going into a mission trip like that, your mindset is that you’re going down there to make a difference in their lives. Then you meet the children, you fall in love with them, and by the end of the experience you realize that they have done so much more for you than you could ever do for them. I was in my mid-thirties and that was one of the first times I’d gone on a mission trip. I realized: I have been missing out on so much joy and fulfillment in my life that comes from having experiences like this.

			Our pastor was on the trip as well, and at one point he quoted a verse from James 1:27 that made me look at my faith in a whole new light: “Religion that God our father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans or widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.” I was familiar with this scripture, and it had always stood out to me, but in the context of that experience he really made it come to life in a profound way. I realized that an essential component of faith is helping others in the name of Christ—and it’s as simple as just doing your part to serve others. 

			I’m now on the board for Danita’s Children, and for the past couple of years Carrie and I have hosted benefits to raise money to support the work that they’re doing in Haiti. We both have a passion for this charity—and, obviously, people love to come see my wife sing—so it’s a perfect blend. We each have our own organizations and projects that we support individually, but for us to have experienced the trip to Haiti together and then to be able to support Danita’s as a married couple has been really special and meaningful for us.

			You don’t have to be an NHL athlete or a country music star to have an impact on the world. It doesn’t matter how much money you make or how famous you are, we all have the capacity to affect powerful change in the world. I know a lot of people think that their impact won’t be enough, but you just have to start by asking yourself, “What can I do to help?” That’s essentially what the guys at Project 615 did. They saw a need and used their God-given talents to find a way to change the world, and they have touched thousands of lives along the way. That is what God can do if you take that step and commit to making a difference. You never know what can come of it. 

			We all have something inside us that brings value to the world. It’s a matter of doing something positive with what we’re given. Because everyone matters, and if we’re all working together we have the potential to change lives and leave the world a better place than we found it. 

			—MIKE FISHER, former Captain of the Nashville Predators

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			Love Your Neighbor

			Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for Me.

			—JESUS (MATTHEW 25:40)

			One cold, gray Tuesday evening in November, I found myself standing under the Jefferson Street Bridge in downtown Nashville serving dinner to hundreds of the city’s homeless. I didn’t want to be there. I was a college-educated, able-bodied white male in America who was still somehow one unemployment check away from being out on the street myself. The irony of serving a hot meal to the homeless when I could barely afford to feed myself was not lost on me. It was a point in my life where I felt I had sunk as low as I possibly could, and truthfully it’s hard to feel compassion for others when you’re busy feeling sorry for yourself. I had no idea then, but this experience would not only change my understanding of homelessness—it would set me on course to my own salvation.

			It’s crazy how you can know with absolute certainty that you are on the wrong path, but still blindly follow it because stepping out into uncharted territory is too scary to contemplate. Three months earlier, I was working an eight-to-five job for a general contractor in my hometown of Indianapolis and had just been given a promotion. I had a good job, a great salary, and my own office. At the age of twenty-four, my life ticked all the boxes for where I thought I should be. But, in truth, I was just going through the motions. It was like I was walking around in shoes that were two sizes too small, but everybody kept telling me how great they looked, so I just kept putting one foot in front of the other. Deep down, I knew I was living a life that didn’t fit. I had a yearning for something greater than the path laid out before me, but no idea how to escape the pressure to conform to what was expected of me.

			When you grow up in a blue-collar community, the American Dream is to land a good job with a steady income and stay there for the next forty years. Both my parents worked the same jobs their entire adult lives to put food on the table for their three children. My dad worked nights managing the boiler room at St. Francis Hospital, on the south side of Indianapolis. He was a third-shift guy his whole life, so when we were getting home from school, he’d be just waking up and getting ready to go to work. My mother was the backbone of our family. She was the oldest of three sibling, so taking care of everyone around her came as naturally to her as breathing. When she wasn’t in the kitchen cooking for me and my brother and sister or driving us back and forth to church youth groups and our various sports activities, she was helping my dad make ends meet by working a full-time job as a secretary. On the rare occasion we went out to eat as a family, we knew it was a payday.

			I don’t remember my parents ever taking a day off from work my entire childhood, but I was still acutely aware growing up that, no matter how hard they worked, we still didn’t have enough. One of my earliest memories is of being at the checkout of our local supermarket and my mom carefully counting out pennies, nickels, and dimes from her purse to pay the cashier for our weekly grocery shop. When she had handed over the last of our coins to the lady with big, frizzy red hair standing on the other side of our small pile of groceries, it was clear even to me that this was all the money we had. The lady scowled at us over her dime-store readers and then announced—in a tone that made my mom straighten her back—we were still a couple of dollars short. What sticks with me most about that moment is the look on my mother’s face as she pleaded with that woman for a little bit of grace. I was only four years old, but I knew what sadness looked like. I didn’t know the words, but I also knew what pride and shame and desperation looked like. I remember looking up at this woman who seemed to have the power to decide whether or not we would have enough to eat that week, and the expression on her face was anything but kind.

			If the bottom hadn’t fallen out of the construction industry in 2008, I’d probably still be sitting behind a desk in Indianapolis. For years, I had been daydreaming about moving to another city and starting my own business, but I had learned from experience to keep those fantasies to myself. Whenever I shared one of my ideas with friends or my family I was always met with the same blank expression. For as long as I could remember, I had been marching to a different beat than everyone around me and by then, I was resigned to the idea that it was me who was out of step.

			Then, one sunny August afternoon, a few months after I had been given the promotion I thought I wanted, my boss walked into my office and told me the company was going under. He shook my hand, thanked me for all my hard work, and handed me a severance check for $1,000. I knew that I should have been devastated—or, at the very least, seriously concerned about my immediate financial security—but all I could feel in that moment was this huge sense of relief. I didn’t have any idea what I wanted to do with my life, but I knew for damn sure that I didn’t want to spend it sitting in that office.

			My first thought was: I’m going to Nashville. A college buddy of mine had moved down there to be with his girlfriend, who was working for the Country Music Hall of Fame. It was just a four-and-a-half-hour drive from Indianapolis, so I had gone down to visit him a couple of times in the last year and had fallen in love with the city. I had expected Nashville to be this honky-tonk town populated by cowboy-boot-wearing good ol’ boys, but it turned out to be a vibrant city full of musicians, artists, athletes, and entrepreneurs looking to make their mark on the world. It struck me as this place where people from all walks of life come to pursue their dreams. I wasn’t sure what dream I was chasing or what I would do for work when I got there, but I figured nothing could feel worse than slowly suffocating behind a desk in Indiana.

			That same day, I drove to my parents’ house and announced, “I’m moving to Nashville and I’m going to start a T-shirt company.”

			Not surprisingly, their reaction was, “Are you insane? What do you know about selling T-shirts, much less starting a business?” Like any typical twenty-something who experiences pushback from his parents after presenting his questionable life plan, their doubt became fuel for the fire in my belly—even though I was only about 70 percent sure I would prove them wrong.

			Their skepticism was actually pretty understandable. I had absolutely no idea how to go about starting a business. I had a degree in broadcast journalism but had abandoned that career path after a brief stint working for the ESPN affiliate in Indianapolis. It was a dream internship, but it became clear to me when Kobe Bryant scored eighty-one points against the Toronto Raptors that broadcast journalism wasn’t what I wanted to do with my life. I had gone into work that next morning and everyone in the office was going crazy—after all, it was the second most prolific single-game scoring performance in NBA history. I remember looking around at the frenzy of activity and feeling like I just didn’t care the way everyone else did. I realized that I loved sports, but I didn’t want to spend my life talking about sports stats. I remember at that moment thinking: I want to do work that matters and make a real difference in people’s lives.

			So, full of the idealism of a kid fresh out of college, I quit that internship and went to work for a Christian summer camp in Michigan and then landed in a leadership role at the YMCA in Indianapolis. I didn’t yet know what my purpose was, but I figured working with kids was a good place to start. I spent the next couple of years subsisting on a nonprofit salary, while my college buddies worked their way up the corporate ladder. After a while, I began to feel like I was getting left behind. So I stopped listening to that voice inside that was telling me to find meaning in my work and took a job in construction management. I hated the job, but loved the salary and resigned myself to settling into a nice, comfortable rut.

			I am a person of faith. I believe that there are moments in life where opportunities appear disguised as obstacles, but if we seize those moments and take that leap into the great unknown, we open ourselves to outcomes we never imagined possible. When my boss walked into my office that day and told me he was letting me go, it felt like a deeply spiritual moment where God was telling me, “This is not where you belong. Go now, and find your true path.” It was the sign I had been waiting for and, quite possibly, the last chance I would have to figure out my life on my own terms.

			My college buddy hooked me up with a friend of his who was looking to rent a room in his apartment in Antioch: a diverse, low-income neighborhood on the south side of Nashville that was still affordable at the time because of its reputation for crime and urban blight. Six days later, I had packed up my belongings and was in my car heading for what I hoped would be a fresh start in Nashville. I didn’t have a plan but I figured I would give myself a year to figure it out. The thing about faith is that it requires you to believe even in the face of overwhelming doubt. And in the year to come, my faith in myself and in the path that I had chosen would be tested over and over again.

			I had left Indianapolis, in part, because it was just embarrassing to be in my hometown and not have my life figured out. It seemed like everyone around me knew what they wanted out of life and was taking steps to get there. In Nashville, I might fail but at least I would be just another face in the crowd. I just had no idea, until I found myself living in a city where I only knew one person, how lonely and isolating that could feel. I couldn’t find work and the money I had from my severance check ran out almost immediately. Thankfully, unemployment benefits came into play. It wasn’t much money, but it was a life raft that kept my head above water—though barely. Things went from desperate to dire when my car died on me. I was actually on my way back to Indianapolis for my college homecoming. I was about an hour out of Nashville when the transmission blew, and I had to get towed back to the city. I still owed thousands of dollars on the car and a new transmission would have cost thousands more, so getting it repaired or getting a new car was not an option.

			I just kept thinking: Why? Why is this happening to me? I had no job and barely enough money coming in from unemployment to cover my rent, much less the loan I was now paying off for a car I no longer had. I couldn’t even afford Internet access, so I had to either scrounge up the cash for a taxi or rely on my roommate to drive me to the library so I could apply for jobs online. I felt like I was that four-year-old kid again, hoping for a little bit of mercy from a world that seemed to have none to give. Self-pity is an insidious creature. It seeps in through the dark corners of your psyche and wraps its oily tentacles around your soul until its grip is so tight you feel like you can barely breathe. It was in this moment of emotional, spiritual, and financial crisis that I found hope and inspiration in the most unlikely of places.

			It probably won’t surprise anyone when I confess, at this point, that I did not go down to the bridge that day out of any altruistic desire to help my fellow man. The truth is I was there because a pretty girl had invited me, and (being broke and unemployed) I had nothing better to do anyway. We had met at Kairos, a young adult ministry in Nashville that attracted a lot of musicians, artists, and hipster types. I don’t know what I was expecting when she said that she and a few friends from Kairos were going down to feed the homeless under the Jefferson Street Bridge and asked if I wanted to join them. I had traveled over that deserted patch of trash-strewn gravel at least a dozen times in the past few months without giving it so much as a second glance. I was about to learn, however, that once a week, rain or shine, this otherwise desolate location came alive with the sound of gospel music as hundreds of Nashville’s most marginalized and needy residents gathered for what I can only describe as part block party, part mass feeding, part evangelical church service.

			I would learn later that the Bridge Ministry was born in 2004, when founder Candy Christmas, a former Southern gospel music star, was inspired by her local pastor to begin driving down to the Jefferson Street Bridge with a big pot of homemade jambalaya to feed a group of homeless people out of the back of her car. Four years later, it had grown into a well-oiled operation with mobile kitchens capable of preparing and distributing hot meals for hundreds of people. There were trucks loaded with clothing, coats, shoes, tents, sleeping bags, toiletries, and dry goods to be distributed at the end of the evening. Dozens of volunteers were stationed at long folding tables, serving hot dogs, baked beans, macaroni, chips, and bottles of cold water to the hundreds of hungry people who had been lining up for hours waiting for what was most likely their first meal of the day.

			Directly under the bridge was a makeshift stage area, set up with lights and sound equipment, where veteran singers and musicians from Nashville’s gospel music scene were performing “Amazing Grace” before a crowd of people sitting shoulder to shoulder in rows of plastic folding chairs. Some of the older homeless were standing and singing along, cheering and praising God. I saw one woman who had tears streaming down her face as she sang along—whether they were tears of joy or sorrow, I couldn’t say.

			As a volunteer, I was not only serving food but also interacting with the people who had come to be fed. I shook hands and listened to their stories. It was a little nerve-racking at first, because you weren’t sure what was going to happen from one moment to the next. Sure, there were the people who had come for a hot meal, a little compassion, and some basic supplies, but there was also the guy talking to himself ten feet from where I was standing, who I was pretty sure was high on crack.

			There were people of all ages and ethnicities. Some were struggling with addiction or mental illness, or both. Some were living on the streets, some in shelters or out of their cars. Some were drunk or high, and causing a scene. Some people weren’t talking or eating, but just sat quietly smoking cigarettes and staring off into space. Most of them had nothing in common but the defining need to rely on the kindness of strangers to make it through to the next day. It was loud and messy and chaotic, but also profoundly beautiful and joyous.

			As the sky grew darker, the sound of gospel music gave way to the soothing tone of a pastor’s sermon. Volunteers from the Bridge Ministry had packed away the last of the food and were now mixed in among the crowd, talking to and praying with the homeless—the differences between them blurring in the fading evening light of early winter. I was standing there, still ruminating over my own woe-is-me situation, when the girl I had followed down to the bridge tapped me on the shoulder. She said she and her friends were going to pray with the some of the homeless and asked if I wanted to come.

			We started talking to this one guy, an older white man with long, stringy, unwashed hair who had been sitting on his own for most of the night. I didn’t want to talk to this guy or pray with him. I was pretty sure he was drunk because I could smell the alcohol on his breath. He told us he was in need of strength and guidance, so we gathered around him and began to pray. I remember huddling up, praying over this man and suddenly realizing with humbling clarity that there was no difference between us. I may have had a roof over my head, but if things kept going in the direction they were going, it could easily be me coming down to the bridge in need of a hot meal.

			There but for the grace of God…

			It was like the ground shifted under my feet and the door to my compassion swung wide open. As I looked down at the weather-beaten face of that homeless man, I couldn’t help but think of my maternal grandfather, Robert Lunn. Whatever understanding I had at that point of homelessness had been shaped by his stories of the years he had spent as a young man living on the streets. He had grown up on a farm in the rural South, raised by a mother who had seven other children at her hip and a father who got violent when he was drunk, which was often. At the age of thirteen, he ran away from home with nothing but the shirt on his back and the certainty that any kind of life was better than waiting around for another beating from his dad. He spent the next few years hoboing around the country, moving south when the weather got cold and taking odd jobs in exchange for food and lodging. When he was old enough to enlist in the army, he quit that life and was shipped off to fight in Korea.

			As a child, I was fascinated by my grandpa’s stories. I used to envision this period of his life as a sepia-toned montage of his most romantic tales: my grandpa as a rakish, rail-thin boy hopping freight trains from state to state; drinking the alcohol out of shaving cream to catch a buzz because he had no money for real whiskey; stealing a car with a couple of buddies and driving it to San Francisco, where they ended up being chased by the police over the Golden Gate Bridge; working twelve hours a day as pin boy at a bowling alley in exchange for a decent night’s sleep on a cot behind the lanes; enlisting in the army at seventeen so he could have three square meals a day, a decent pair of boots on his feet, and a place to rest his head at night.

			After the war, he settled in Indianapolis, where he met and fell in love with my grandmother, who was sixteen and working at the local movie theater. She was already pregnant with my mother when they got married and he spent the next thirty years working as a janitor at the local elementary school and raising their three children.

			Growing up, Grandpa always called himself a hobo—even though, by the time I was born, that part of his life must have been a distant memory. He kept his home so spotlessly clean, you could practically eat off the floor. The smell of clean laundry always hung in the air. I remember him telling me that living on the streets made him that way. The mark of homelessness was indelible. It never left him. It was like an oily stain under his fingernails that he could never erase, no matter how hard he scrubbed.
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			Robert Lunn, grandfather to Derek, in Korea.

			 

			My grandpa and I had a special bond. He was the kind of guy who went to church three times a week, but could also enjoy a beer with the pastor after the service. He was a rebel whose moral compass pointed true north. He was born in an era when Jim Crow laws were still very much in effect in the deep South, but when it came to people he was totally color-blind—his best friend was a fellow janitor whose skin just happened to be black. He was a man who lived by the principle of compassion and love for his fellow man.

			Grandpa passed away in 2003, five years before I moved to Nashville, but he remains a powerfully inspirational influence in my life. He appears in my dreams often. I can still smell him and hear his laughter. I would only learn, years later, that the farm he grew up on was in Dickson County, Tennessee, just a half-hour outside Nashville. I’ve always wondered if the spiritual pull that brought me to Nashville had something to do with the fact that Robert Lunn’s family had been born and died in Dickson, going back at least five generations.

			As I stood under the Jefferson Street Bridge that night, praying over a homeless man I did not know and would never see again, I thought about my grandpa as a boy living on the street and the impact that had on the man he would become. I thought about this homeless man and wondered what happened in his life that had brought him to this place. I thought about what a little bit of compassion can do for a person’s soul.

			It would still be another two years before I found my way to Project 615, but a seed was planted in my heart that night that would ultimately grow into a mission. Today, the mission of my life and the mission of my business are one and the same, and that is to love my neighbor. This is the principal my grandfather lived by and it’s at the core of everything I do both personally and professionally. Not long ago, I had a dream that I saw my grandpa on the street in Nashville. He walked up to me, put his hand on my shoulder and told me he was proud of me.
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