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INTRODUCTION





Life requires overcoming challenges and obstacles of many types. Battling our struggles and fears determines who we are. Defeating negative thoughts such as, “I stink at this!” or “I have no friends!” is the key to success at any age. Hope is what we need to remind us that such thoughts are always harmful. It is one of the most important words in any language. It means, “Waiting patiently, expecting a positive outcome at some point in the future.” In fact, hope is best gained after defeat and failure, because then inner strength and toughness is produced. I have discovered this to be true over and over again in my own life’s journey, first as a clueless middle school student in the early 1970’s. The sheer number of students (over 1,200) overwhelmed me, and the diverse student body produced a sizable number of bullies (just writing the word makes me cringe).


It didn’t take long for one of the toughest, most feared bullies, “Jesse” (as in Jesse James with his gang of western bank robbers) to target me, and to begin “requesting” my lunch money. “Give me your money, punk, before I beat the poop out of you,” he’d say. Panic-stricken, I quickly handed over the money, and felt total relief when the brief, yet threatening, encounter had ended.
 

As a primary bully target, I went to great lengths to avoid Jesse, who was a grade ahead of me and well-schooled in the rough-and-tumble of the school hallways. Jesse easily found me in whatever nook or cranny I attempted to hide. I never tested his threats, mainly because his “bark” and body language were meaner than a hungry pit bull’s. Fear determined my every movement in school for roughly half my 7th-grade year, but then I stumbled upon a cure for this painful feeling: sports.


Of all things that might have saved me (teachers, counselors, hall monitors, principals perhaps?), it was sports which gave me some respect with Jesse, enough so that he didn’t bully me any more. 


It turned out Jesse was an athlete who played both football and basketball. So did I, though not as well as he did. He had game, while I had grit, at least just enough to hang with the better players (but not quite enough to say “no” to a bully). When we both showed-up for basketball try-outs, Jesse, who had literally ruined my life for months, turned from feared foe to fun-loving friend pretty quickly. I guessed I had earned some respect “hallway cred”, and changed in his eyes from lunch money supplier to teammate. 


From then on we spoke the simple language of sport, including “what ups” and high fives. Though we still had vast differences in upbringing and perspective, our common bond of sports gave us grounds for friendship. To say this was a pleasant surprise is putting it mildly. A sports-related alliance with one of the toughest bullies in school meant safety from all the others (boys and girls) in the bully fraternity.





Many of us face far greater challenges, however, ones that can’t be easily overcome with sports: physical disabilities, depression, disease, family dysfunction, addictions, or death of a family member, just to name a few. This book, most of all, is meant to be a book of encouragement.


All of the athletes in this book faced hardships of one form or another, and most struggled with physical, mental, or emotional challenges. They are examples to me of what it means to stare eye to eye with fear and say, “Take a hike!” They inspire me whatever my state of mind might be, to do the same. Their best qualities went beyond their sports greatness, and we will remember them as heroic people, not just athletes.


Though there is no formula for rising above our “failures,” there is pattern that bears notice:









	A)

	Hard experiences early in life (teen age years or younger) forge mental, spiritual and emotional strength.....if you let them. Look positively on your future, no matter how bleak the present might seem!







	B)

	Failure is a constant companion for all of us, but success is inevitable if we continue to pick ourselves up and dust ourselves off. Determine to succeed and you will!







	C)

	Selfish ambition always lurks in dark corners of our lives. It’s like rotten wood, good for nothing. Place others before yourself!







	D)

	Defeat and public humiliation are not fatal, but certainly sting. Let such moments produce a humility that does not succumb to defeat but rises above it. Quietness and confidence are your strength during these times!







	E)

	Look to encourage others through your personal disappointments. Let them know your challenges so that they can gain courage and hope. Hope will NEVER disappoint you!











My hope is that this short book will be a constant reminder of how athletes impact a far greater community than the one in which they live. Each chapter highlights an athlete or coach whose life teaches us about how to rise above challenges, and a certain character trait that they portrayed and that you will find helpful in your life journey.


Your story is important, and the lessons you’ve learned will remain vital many years after you first learned them. They will be told for generations to come. Turn your challenges into triumphs, and let hope and peace rule your heart, mind, soul and spirit.






 


Chapter 1


FAITHFULNESS





“Belief in God that is not based on proof; assurance of things hoped for, conviction of things unseen.”





DENNIS BYRD





To be a great athlete, one must have a strong will or desire to achieve success. Most are familiar with the expression, “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” Severe injury, however, has a way of defeating one’s will. This is the point where faith in God must take over, faith that might have been there all along, but must be relied upon when a crisis occurs. Such is the example of Dennis Byrd, former New York Jet defensive lineman, who overcame a life-threatening injury. His story is about courage, strength of will, and faith in God.





Dennis Byrd was born October 5, 1966 in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, the third child of five children born to Dan and Nancy Byrd. The Byrd family moved from Oklahoma to California when Dennis was nine, mainly so that Mr. Byrd could pursue opportunities in Christian ministry. Dan and Nancy Byrd’s faith was a big part of their raising three older boys and two younger girls. Mr. Byrd was a builder by trade, and worked a series of jobs that provided his family a comfortable lifestyle. He and his wife strongly emphasized to their children the importance of belief in God. When they later returned to the town of Mustang, near Oklahoma City, Dennis was 15, and he had made a personal commitment to live a life of faith in God.


The Byrd brothers, Doug, Dan, and Dennis were an active group of youngsters, playing many different games outdoors, such as throwing dirt clods and shooting slingshots at each other. Chasing animals such as armadillos, jack rabbits, and coyotes was also good sport for the fun-loving Byrd boys. Mr. Byrd taught his sons baseball and football skills when he came home from work, and soon his sons excelled at organized baseball. In Little League one year they all made the All-Star team. However, football was Mr. Byrd’s first love in sports, and his sons saw his passion for the game. Every Saturday afternoon in the fall, he sat by the television rooting for his favorite team, the University of Oklahoma Sooners.


The two older Byrd brothers, Doug and Dan, made Mustang’s high school football coach’s eyes light up when they arrived back in Oklahoma as teenagers. Both were 6’ 2” tall and weighed over 200 pounds. Dennis, the youngest boy, though not in their league size-wise at 6’ and 145 pounds, displayed grit, determination, and toughness which made him a coach’s dream player even at the smaller size.


Dennis Byrd surprised everyone but himself his senior year in high school. Having never started a high school football game, he grew to 6’4” seemingly in a few weeks, and rose to a level of play that exceeded either of his older brothers. That year he started all 10 games for a team that went 8-2 and played for the state championship (but lost in the final). As a defensive lineman, Byrd often made bone-crushing tackles on the opponents’ running backs or quarterbacks, sometimes even putting them out of the game. His aggressive play made many college coaches want him for their program, but he eventually chose the scholarship offer by Tulsa University (the Golden Hurricanes), a Division I school in his home state.


Byrd’s excitable, reckless-abandon style proved to many spectators and coaches that he had a bright future in football. One sportswriter described Byrd’s play this way: “Byrd plays football the way the bulls run through the streets of Pamplona (Spain): wildly!” While Byrd enjoyed the fame as a good college football player, he certainly didn’t let his success go to his head. In fact, off the field what Byrd enjoyed most was watching television or playing cards with his high school sweetheart, Angela Hales, who was Byrd’s number one cheerleader throughout his football career. Both were wildly in love, and they married in December of 1986.


Dennis Byrd, as a 245-pound college senior, was a “beast.” His rugged play earned him a spot as a second-team All-American for his excellent defensive play. While confident that he’d be drafted by the NFL, Byrd at the same time felt relieved when the New York Jets chose him in the second round (14th overall pick) in 1989.


The next four years as a Jet proved more intense than he had previously experienced as a college player. Much more was expected of him, physically and emotionally, now that he was a highly-paid professional. Training camp his rookie season became Dennis Byrd’s first proving ground, and he didn’t make friends instantly with some of his teammates. In the midst of what Byrd described as “all out war” on the field, friendships between Byrd and his new teammates began to develop. The Jets were a team trying to rebuild with a group of tough and talented draft picks such as Byrd. 


At 6’5” and 270 pounds, Dennis Byrd’s size, along with his quickness, strength and agility, proved to be perfect qualifications for a man in his position: defensive end. Although Byrd became a starter in his rookie season, it was obvious to fans and coaches that the Jets as a team needed more time and depth to improve their miserable 1989 record of 4-12, the worst in the AFC. The “Byrd Man” showed much promise in a losing cause, recording seven sacks that year, just one shy of the Jets’ rookie record.


Under new head-coach, Bruce Coslet, the Jets went 6-10 in 1990, and showed vast improvement, in large part because of the fantastic performance of the defensive line and Dennis Byrd as their emerging leader. 1990 was special for another reason; Byrd’s first child, daughter Ashtin, was born. His joy as a new father was obvious and took his mind away from football. But prospects looked bright for the New York Jets as the 1991 season began. A new crop of talented rookies had joined their roster, so fans, coaches, and players were all hopeful for a winning season.


Byrd’s career was peaking, and his leadership on the defense grew along with his performance on the field. A successful season and turning point seem near at hand, and glowing predictions were fulfilled by a late-season surge that boosted the Jets record to 8-8 (2nd in AFC), and earned them a playoff date with Houston Oilers. Even though they lost 17-10, the Jets’ prospects for the future looked bright.


The Jets opened with a four-game losing streak in 1992, and optimism quickly faded. Eventually, late in the season, the Jets just wanted to end on a high note so they could build momentum once again for the following season. Their dismal 3-8 record going into a home game against the Kansas City Chiefs gave little for the fans to cheer about, but the players’ intensity level rose against the perennial arch-rival Chiefs.


The first half was a defensive battle, with the Chief’s leading by 6-0 at halftime. As the second half began, Dave Kreig, Kansas City’s quarterback, came out throwing. First down brought an incomplete pass. Second down, with Byrd and the other Jet lineman thinking pass, the rush was on. Kreig dropped back, but then sensed the oncoming defensive linemen about to sack him. At the last second, he took a step forward to avoid what would have been a brutal tackle. A fierce collision did occur, but it was the two Jet pursuers, Scott Mersereau and Dennis Byrd, who instead collided head-on. Mersereau got up after some hesitation and dizziness. Byrd lay motionless on the ground. He had heard a vertebrae in his neck explode at impact, and now was unable to pick himself up despite his teammates’ encouragement. The collision made him paralyzed from the neck down. 


At the young age of 26, Byrd’s faith in God, something he always counted as important, became his lifeline. A medical team helped him off the field on a stretcher, and an ambulance took him immediately to a New York City hospital. Fans cheered, but most knew they had witnessed a tragedy. Prayers were being offered by Jets fans, television viewers, teammates, and family members even before the ambulance left the stadium. 


Dennis Byrd’s post-injury life included a back brace, halo vest with screws directly into his skull, and many health care professionals attempting to comfort him and decide upon the best course of treatment. Doctors, nurses, and physical therapists became his second family for the next three months. Those were some of the most difficult days of his entire life. Dennis Byrd was a man who had exercised his faith in God many times before, but never in his wildest dreams did he think it would be put to such a difficult physical, emotional, and spiritual test:





“There were trials ahead of me that I could not imagine, so many moments where my faith and strength would be tested. Prayer was crucial, none more so than the prayer we shared inside the ambulance. It was then and there that I found the inner core of peace that would see me through everything to come. It was at that moment, en route to the hospital, that I turned everything over to the Lord, that I put it all in His hands.


I had no idea what lay ahead of me, but I knew this was going to be a test, a trial in my life for which I would need God’s help and strong faith. And I believed I had both those things. I had spent my entire life reading the Bible, studying the scriptures, learning about God and Jesus Christ. I understood that the Lord has plans for people and their lives that we sometimes have no way of comprehending.”


Dennis Byrd, Rise and Walk





A national media audience followed Byrd’s recuperation with keen interest:


“Maybe the fallen Byrd captured so many hearts because of his matinee-idol looks, or because people felt awful that another football player had been paralyzed. Or maybe it was something Byrd said when he was praying with some friends in his hospital room the night before he underwent a seven-hour operation to clear debris from his injured spinal column and stabilize his spine. “God, I know you did this for a reason,” Byrd said. “I’m your messenger.” Or maybe it was the message that Byrd’s wife, Angela, sent by way of Jet Kicker and family friend Cary Blanchard to the huge press contingent waiting for word, any word, on Dennis’s condition. “Tell them Dennis says he’s glad God chose him for this, because he has the strength to handle it,” she said. “And tell them I’m glad God chose me as Dennis’s partner.”


His vision blurred by tears, Blanchard delivered the message.


Excerpt from Sports Illustrated article, “He Has the Strength,” by Peter King, December 14th, 1992





The most immediate treatment for Byrd’s injury included an operation to remove bone fragments from the fractured neck area, followed by drug therapy using a highly experimental drug, Sygen, to repair the damaged nerves. After the successful surgery, weeks of intensely painful, often frustrating therapy followed. Many days Byrd cried tears of agonizing physical and emotional pain. Every day seemed to last an eternity. The challenges Byrd faced in rehabilitation, strengthening his weakened and damaged nerves and muscles, proved far greater than those he had faced on the football field. He was now starting from scratch after being paralyzed from the neck down.
 

He was never alone during his health trials, because he had the full support of his loving family, and loyal teammates, many of whom visited him regularly. Jets owner Leon Hess gave Byrd his utmost attention and support as did many fans. All the attention, while encouraging him, did not lessen the pain of six hours a day of physical therapy. The nagging question remained; would he ever walk again? The doctors seldom, if ever, responded favorably. Byrd’s faith in God kept him believing in a miracle.


Just a few days after the surgery, Byrd’s toes began to twitch, a hugely positive development. Next, he began to move muscles in his limbs. Paralysis throughout his body was slowly fading away. Within two months, thanks to the miracle Dennis Byrd and others had prayed for, he was walking! Amazingly, within three months, he walked out of Mt. Sinai Hospital in New York City, an inspirational example of a man whose faith in God had sustained him through his darkest hour. Though he has never played professional football again, his story is an example of the power of faith and prayer.





Today Byrd lives in Tulsa with his Angela, his wife, and their four children. Byrd has spent much of his time traveling across the country, sharing his life story. He served as defensive line coach at Owasso High School in Owasso, Oklahoma and later at Lincoln Christian School in Tulsa. Lincoln Christian’s football stadium is named for him.





I have been through the fire and it has tempered me.


It did not come as my friend, yet I am thankful.


For its presence has strengthened my soul.


Its embers have brightened my spirit.


The memories have brought me closer to God.


For this, I am forever thankful.


Dennis Byrd 





AT A GLANCE: TOM LEHMAN, Professional Golfer





Professional golfer Tom Lehman is someone whose life has been tested many times, and who turned to faith in God at his lowest points. A Minnesota native, Lehman played high school football, but it was for his golf talent that he attended the University of Minnesota on a golf scholarship. He became a collegiate All-American, and set his sights on a professional career.


The lure of the PGA Tour was strong, but Lehman admits now, for all the wrong reasons: money, fame, and pride. Though a good golfer, Lehman knew that his priorities ought to reflect his faith in God, which for a young, budding star, were easily mixed-up. Golf slowly consumed his every thought and intention, taking him away from his highest priority: loving God. 


While he earned his PGA Tour card in 1983, he also lost it three times in three years, and wound up playing more golf in the mini-tours: the Nationwide (which was the Hogan Tour initially) and others lesser known. Each time he lost his card, he rededicated himself to golf, but not his faith. The frustration and feeling of failure built-up to the point that Lehman finally lost his temper in an angry incident kicking a trash can. He lost more than his temper; he also lost his girlfriend of two years, Melissa, and a whole lot of self-confidence. 


Said Lehman: “It took my being knocked way down to realize that God wanted me to be His man with golf, with everything (he eventually got back together with Melissa and they married June 27, 1987). I started putting the focus on God and prayed, ‘God, I’m going to be whatever You want, go wherever you want me to go. If you want me to quit golf, I will. If you want me to be a golfer, I will. Take me where you want, and I’ll follow.”


Then later, when his new bride and he decided through prayer that God wanted him to try to qualify again, but failing in qualifying school, and then struggling through financial difficulties, all before a major breakthrough in 1991 (he earned Hogan Tour player of the year honors, and had an exemption to play on the PGA Tour):”I wouldn’t trade those bad years, golf-wise, for anything, because they were some of the best years in my life, especially in terms of making friends, growing spiritually, and growing as a person. God helped me see what’s important in life.”


Since the early 1990s, Lehman has not only played incredible golf, and won one major (British Open, 1996), he has also finished third at the Masters in 1993 and second the following year. That same year, brimming with confidence, he won the Memorial in Ohio for his first PGA tour win. He’s finished in the top-10 at the US Open on three occasions, coming so close that he could taste victory. He spent one week in 1997 as the world’s top golfer.


More than just playing great golf, Lehman has been a spiritual mentor to other PGA Tour professionals. An example of his positive influence is when he organized a memorial service for his friend and fellow golfer, Payne Stewart, when Stewart was tragically killed in a 1999 plane crash. The service brought comfort and healing to all of Stewart’s friends and family, and demonstrated Lehman’s faith in action. 
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