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“My good friend Ron Simmons has written brilliantly on the path to success in Life Lessons from the Little Red Wagon. As Ron’s pastor, I have watched this man live his faith, lead his family, and love his God both in the public and private arenas. This is a book filled with real-life wisdom and inspiring faith. Let Ron take you for a ride in the little red wagon. It just might change your life.”


—DR. JACK GRAHAM, Senior Pastor, Prestonwood Baptist Church


“Ron Simmons’s book Life Lessons from the Little Red Wagon will be a game-changer for so many readers given his tremendous success in business and politics. His folksy style makes for an entertaining read. Most of all, the book is an inspiration for each of us to keep the right perspective on the right priorities in life.”


—DR. KEVIN ROBERTS, President, The Heritage Foundation


“I have known and loved Ron Simmons for decades. His reputation is spotless, and his character is beyond reproach, which brings tremendous legitimacy to this intriguing and innovative book on leadership. Ron is a leader—at home, in the office, and in government. Wherever you find him he rises to the top and always with well-deserved respect. Climb into this “little red wagon,” grab hold of the handle, you are in for a great ride. Read it… and reap!”


—O. S. HAWKINS, Former Pastor, First Baptist Church (Dallas), Author of the Bestselling Code Series of Devotionals including Bible Code and Promise Code


“Weaving heartfelt, personal storytelling with applicable wisdom, Life Lessons from the Little Red Wagon reads like a letter from a trusted mentor. Simmons offers his own setbacks and successes as a backdrop for an incredibly effective guide to personal and professional fulfillment. As a beneficiary of my dad’s advice over the years, I can assure you: you’ll be happy you’ve taken his words to heart.”


—ALLIE BETH (SIMMONS) STUCKEY, Host, Relatable Podcast and Author of You’re Not Enough and That’s Okay


“Life Lessons from the Little Red Wagon outlines the life lessons the author learned throughout his career and details his Horatio Alger story on how he overcame great obstacles from growing up poor in Arkansas to achieving great success as both a businessman and politician.”


—BILL QUINN, Founder and CEO (retired), American Beacon Advisors


“My good friend and former colleague Ron Simmons is a great American and an exceptional human being! He has utterly nailed it with this book of great insights, heartwarming stories, and challenges for the reader! This book is a must-read, and I promise you it will be one you read again.”


—THE HONORABLE PATRICK FALLON, US Congressman–TX


“Ron paints a beautiful picture of how life and success actually work. Through simple lessons, he weaves together how to take charge of your life to create a legacy bigger than yourself. A must-read for anyone who desires more out of life and is ready to get comfortable with being uncomfortable!”


—GREG SINDELAR, CEO, Texas Public Policy Foundation


“Using the acronym A.C.T. (Action, Consider, Takeaway), Ron leads the reader on a purposeful journey to create a life and family plan, regardless of their situation. Ron’s analogy of his Radio Flyer childhood wagon is an excellent way to describe all the moving parts of life and their role in guiding the wagon forward in a positive direction, always keeping in mind all the wagons in your life (financial, family, spiritual, and career) and the roles they play in determining the outcome of the path you choose regardless of your circumstances. A must-read for everyone!”


—JAMES BALL. ED.D., B.C.B.A.-D.-LBA, President and CEO, JB Autism Consulting, LLC


“Books give us the capacity to acquire knowledge from others. Ron’s experiences allow us to learn from his success and how to face life’s inevitable challenges with courage and perseverance.”


—CONGRESSMAN MICHAEL C. BURGESS, M.D.
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This book is dedicated to my wonderful wife, Lisa, who has shared almost every step of my journey without ever making me feel that I did not have her love and support—no matter how many uncomfortable steps we had to take. Also to my children, Justin, Daniel, and Allie Beth, who, with their different personalities, have taught me so much about peace, perseverance, and passion. Thank you, and I love you.










FOREWORD John C. Maxwell



Everything worthwhile in life is uphill. If something has value, the journey to achieving it is an uphill battle all the way to the top. Nobody accidentally climbed a mountain. We all have to work to get to higher ground.


That has certainly been true for Ron Simmons. I remember talking to him many years ago when he felt stuck in life. Ron was a successful businessman but wondered if there was something more out there for him. I encouraged Ron to take some time to reflect so that he could determine how to transition from success to significance. What came out of that time was Ron’s decision to go into public service. He became highly intentional and worked to make a difference.


You can learn from Ron’s story. Ron is just a regular guy who decided he wasn’t going to settle in life. He has taken his ordinary life and gathered some pretty extraordinary ideas and thoughts, and he’s put them into this book.


In some ways, Ron’s story isn’t so different from mine. I grew up in rural Ohio the son of a pastor and a librarian. Ron grew up in rural Arkansas the son of public school teachers. But because of the solid values Ron embraced and applied to his life, his dreams have come to fruition. So can yours.


This book provides principles anyone can follow. Comparing his journey to that of a kid with a little red wagon, he inspires desire, growth, and intentionality. Apply these lessons to your life and see where your journey takes you.


John C. Maxwell










CHAPTER 1 Finding Your Place in the Red Wagon



As I pulled my Radio Flyer up the big hill near our house in Little Rock, Arkansas, I beamed with a new sense of freedom. The wagon wasn’t shiny by any means. The red paint had lost some of its sheen, and the black rubber wheels were worn. I had received the wagon as a hand-me-down from my older brother, but I didn’t see it that way. It was the mid-1960s and having something with wheels on it was pretty cool for a six-year-old. It indicated a big step in maturity, and I was happy to have it. I remember riding in it and pulling my toys around the neighborhood. I also had a sense of independence, which is what led me to the top of the hill. When I reached the peak, I aimed the red wagon toward the bottom, jumped inside, and shifted my weight to begin the descent. I learned a valuable lesson that day. As the wagon began rolling down the hill, the 16front wheels sputtered back and forth, shifting left and right. I was just a passenger, thinking the wagon would stay straight and provide a joyous ride to the bottom. All of a sudden, the wagon flipped over.


Thud! My chin hit the pavement, and the wagon went rolling.


I didn’t realize it then, but my adventures in that red wagon would shape the way I would live my life. I learned that my little wagon had turned over because it didn’t have anybody steering it. There I was, the wagon’s cargo, whipping down the hill with increasing velocity—but without direction. Isn’t that a lot like life? I don’t know that I learned my lesson that day, which the bumps and bruises throughout my childhood would indicate, but the red wagon became my guide. Looking back over my life, I realize that for certain seasons I needed to have my hand on the handle. I was in charge of the steering, and I decided where to go and what to do. At other times, I wasn’t in charge. I was part of the cargo, being pulled along by someone else. Some of the time it wasn’t even my wagon at all. It belonged to a friend or coworker or family member. My job wasn’t to steer; my job was to push. I didn’t get (nor was I looking for) the credit. Rather, I was pushing from behind with all I had in me. It’s amazing how something so simple—a box with four wheels and a handle—could become a gateway to adventure and opportunity, but that’s just what my little red wagon did. It turns out that there are a lot of parallels to life, and whether yours is the great adventure it’s meant to be depends on how your wagon is loaded, who’s pulling on the handle, and who’s helping you on your journey. No matter where you are in life, you can find yourself occupying one of the wagon’s positions—the handle, front wheels, rear wheels, cargo, or the pusher. The people who are most effectively living their lives are willing to shift and pivot to whatever position moves the wagon forward.


I remember taking my daughter, Allie Beth, hunting near our countryside home when she was eight years old. We had been 17hunting for some time without much luck when Allie spoke up. “Dad, what are we doing?” she asked, frustrated. “Well, sweetheart,” I told her, “they call it hunting, because we’re looking.” Allie was a pretty outspoken child and quipped, “I just call this a nature walk.”


What I’ve learned in my life is that an empty wagon really is just a nature walk. You can sit in the wagon and steer it like I did that day on the hill in Arkansas, but you’re not leading. You’re sitting in the wagon holding the handle back, going downhill directionless. A wagon doesn’t have any use unless there’s cargo. What worth are the wagon, the wheels, and the leader pulling the handle if they aren’t carrying something? Sometimes in life you’re carrying your kids, sometimes you’re carrying your faith, sometimes you’re carrying others, and sometimes you’re the one being carried.


By the time I was a teenager I knew I didn’t want the ordinary life I had seen my parents live. There was nothing wrong with the path they chose, but I wanted something different. I felt like I had been part of a family that had been stuck in the rut of financial mediocrity for a while. It wasn’t that they weren’t good people or weren’t doing good things, but financially, they struggled. That became my driving force. Even though I eventually ran two highly successful investment-advisory firms, I didn’t grow up with any particular passion or dreams of being an investment advisor. I just knew I didn’t want the copy-and-paste, drifting lifestyle. I had seen firsthand that financial mediocrity was no way to live. It didn’t matter to me how I got there, I just needed to get there. If you aren’t intentional about where you want to go in life and how you’re going to get there, you’ll end up in a rut of the status quo. So you’ve got to decide. The world is filled with people who live in conflict with that question all the time. They blame other people or situations. Certainly, there are plenty of obstacles in life, but what it often comes down to is people not being willing to make the hard decision or ask the next uncomfortable question.


That’s what I have always admired about Dr. Ben Carson. He grew up in inner-city Detroit, raised by a mother with a third-grade education who had never learned to read. His parents divorced when he was eight, and his family lived off food stamps. Carson could have settled for the ordinary, and the world would have known no different, but he aspired for more. He dreamed of becoming a doctor and battled through adversity to earn a scholarship to Yale. In 1984, and still in his early thirties, Carson was named Director of Pediatric Neurosurgery at Johns Hopkins. In 2008, he received the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the highest honor bestowed to an American civilian. If Carson had listened to what everybody else was saying, those accomplishments would have been impossible. But he refused to let anyone else determine what his journey looked like. He grabbed the handle and decided where he was going and how he was going to get there.


Navigating life’s journey has its challenges, but the person in front leading the wagon determines the path forward. They see opportunity and danger, but each step guides the wagon in the proper direction toward its destination.


One of the things my wife, Lisa, and I taught our three children is that you have to decide what’s important to you in life and determine, “What path do I have to take to accomplish that?” I was probably thirteen when that question first crossed my mind. How do I get on a different path? I wondered. Along the way, there were different routes I could take that would lead me in a new direction. Those were decisions I had to make.


Sometimes you just have to take the handle.


It Begins with a Dream


In 1914, a sixteen-year-old boy from Venice, Italy, armed with nothing more than the carpentry skills he learned from his father and grandfather and a vision of the American Dream, set his sights on a better life. He had a cousin living in Chicago so his parents sold the family’s mule to pay for his one-way ticket, and he boarded a ship that would carry him thousands of miles across the Atlantic Ocean into New York Harbor.


When Antonio Pasin arrived at Ellis Island on April 19, 1914, there was nothing about him indicating he would be successful in the future. He exited the ship that day with no money and no job. All he had was the hope for a better life than the one he left behind. When Pasin reached Chicago, his youth made it hard to find a job. Unwilling to accept defeat, Pasin found small jobs—washing vegetables and hauling water for a sewer-digging crew—to save money for woodworking equipment. By 1917, Pasin had saved enough to rent a one-room workshop, where he used his carpentry skills to build phonograph cabinets day and night. To carry his cabinets to local shops, Pasin built a small wooden wagon. As he went around from store to store, customers started taking interest in the wagon. He nicknamed his wooden wagon the Liberty Coaster after the Statue of Liberty that had welcomed him to the country. With its wooden cargo box, steel-rimmed wheels, and T-shaped handle, its simplicity was its brilliance.


In 1923, Pasin launched the Liberty Coaster Company and watched orders for his wooden wagons take off. By 1927, Pasin realized he needed to make a change to meet demand, so he adopted the mass-production techniques pioneered by Henry Ford. That, combined with stamping new metal wagon bodies, allowed him to accept and fulfill an order for seven thousand wagons. That year, Pasin changed the name of the company to Radio Flyer, inspired by fellow Italian Guglielmo Marconi’s 20pioneering radio transmission and Charles Lindbergh’s flight across the Atlantic Ocean. Like these great men, and unbeknownst to him at the time, Pasin himself had become a pioneer.


Pasin’s little red wagon became an important part of childhood for so many, providing a vehicle for the whims of countless childhood imaginations. We could pretend it was a spaceship or race car. We could pull our toys or push our friends. The Radio Flyer became synonymous with the hope and optimism of childhood, the great equalizer for every walk of American life. During the Great Depression, Radio Flyer continued to make 1,500 red wagons each day. Even in those challenging times, the red wagon provided hope. Today, more than one hundred million Radio Flyer wagons have been sold. I’ve pulled my children and grandchildren in one version of a Radio Flyer or another, and today I see it as so much more than a metal wagon.


We remember our red wagons for the adventures they ingrained in our memories and for the moments when our parents pulled us along on those summer days. But I also remember my Radio Flyer for the life lessons it taught—including the hard one forced on me as I tumbled down the hill at six years old. Today I see the little red wagon as the perfect metaphor for life and the decisions that guide our everyday journeys. In life, there are pushers and pullers, wheels that determine our life’s direction and provide momentum, the important cargo we carry, and the handle that guides the way. All are important, but at different times in life our role changes.


I’ve always said, it’s easy to leave behind an empty wagon. Each day we’re tasked with carrying so many important components from one destination to the next. It might be our family or faith. Sometimes it’s our work or finances. And, as you will learn later, sometimes it’s your community, state, or country. No matter what our cargo is, every wagon needs someone to take the handle and pull or it doesn’t move. When Pasin left Italy for America, he did so with a plan and a determination to overcome anything that stood in his way. It was the vision that led a sixteen-year-old boy to chart a new course for generations that followed.



Creating a New Path in Life


There was nothing special about me that said I should have been successful. There were no indicators in my early years that pointed to me being a cofounder of an investment business that would grow from zero clients to $3 billion under management or being involved in decisions affecting a state that, were it a sovereign nation, would be the tenth-largest economy in the world. Seriously, there was nothing!


I was born in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, but I spent my formative years in Junction City, Arkansas, the southernmost city in the state and where Stateline Road divides Arkansas from Louisiana. I could stand there and throw a rock across the border! It was a tiny town of 749 people when we moved there in 1973. At that time, I was a small-town twelve-year-old boy with an ordinary life. I didn’t start out with anything. My mom and dad were public school teachers, divorced when I was in high school, and I paid my way through college, squeezing four years of college into ten. While my ancestors immigrated to America in the 1600s and built successful lives, basically everything was lost as a result of the Civil War. For a family that had been in America for hundreds of years, nothing stood out about us. Early on in my life, as I saw the way my family scraped by and watched my parents’ marriage fall apart, I knew I wanted to take a different path and create a better future.


You might be reading this thinking, Well, what was it? Why didn’t you end up worse or the same? What was it that broke the 22cycle of mediocrity? To be honest, I believe there are millions of people out there just like me. Maybe you’re one of them. There are so many people who, through their family situations or their upbringing, see nothing that indicates they are going to break that cycle. Unlike Thomas Edison, Steve Jobs, and Mark Cuban, I didn’t pull myself out of the rut with one big idea that changed the world. My journey wasn’t like that. I’ve simply taken the next uncomfortable step for five-plus decades, and along the way I’ve been able to build a pretty successful life in all the ways that matter.


That’s why it was so important for me to share my story and the lessons I’ve learned from the little red wagon. I don’t think my life is very hard to emulate. There are a lot more Ron Simmonses in the world than there are Edisons, Jobses, and Cubans.


I didn’t understand it as it was happening. But as I look back, I realize there were paths I had to choose, steps I had to take, and decisions I had to make. Whether it was moving out of my parents’ house after high school, getting married when I was nineteen, leaving the comforts of a small town for a big city, or walking away from a job and millions of dollars, I had to decide. I made the decision that I wanted to put a stop to my family’s legacy of mediocrity. But it wasn’t like there was an epiphany. It was one uncomfortable, yet intentional, decision at a time, some bad and some good ones. Whatever you want, you have to be intentional about getting it.


Here’s my mantra: if you’re in your twenties you should be figuring out what you want to do with your life. Where do you want to go? Your thirties are all about moving yourself forward, gaining expertise and perfecting your craft. That might be in your personal life, spiritual life, or career. In your forties, it’s time to become a leader. And people in their fifties should take all of that stuff and do something with exponential value. Don’t say you’ll do something later, and don’t just drift through life hoping something will come your way. You’ll never know when the bell tolls for you, and you can’t plan your life banking on luck.


As I look back, there was definitely a road map that I followed. There were pushers and pullers who were important to me as I made my way through life and sometimes needed help out of the mud. Are you looking to pave a new path? If I can do it, so can you. Changing your direction can change your destination.



Building Your Red Wagon Journey


There is no exact road map to success or a happier life. Most people would say to be successful you need to go to a good college and get a degree, have some family success, and wait until after college to get married. I didn’t check any of those boxes. While all of those things may have an impact on your future, none of them is a determinant. They might have made things easier, but not having those things didn’t stop me. What I want you to understand is that there is no guaranteed formula for success, and there is no one-size-fits-all life.


The thing about the little red wagon is it doesn’t go on its own, and without all the parts you’ll never get where you want to go, whether in your business life, family life, spiritual life, or financial life. Each part of the wagon plays a very specific role and is critical to moving you forward. When all the parts work together, the results are undeniable.


The Handle. The handle determines the direction the wagon will go so only someone with clear vision should take hold of it. Since the first step forward is the one who sets the direction, it’s critical that the handle knows where it’s going. When you have control of the handle, you have to keep your eyes open for the road ahead. Sometimes the person pulling the handle is you, but in my life, a lot of times somebody else was pulling the handle. Whoever is leading the way is out front and sees things others can’t. Whether it’s opportunity or danger ahead, the puller determines the fate of the rest of the wagon and must be ready to make decisions and adjust the direction. Without the handle, you’d be forced to push the wagon, and the wheels would go one way or another, forcing the wagon off course.


The Front Wheels. Somewhere on your journey you’re going to have to make adjustments. Plans are made in sand; goals are made in concrete. The front wheels are the only ones that can go left or right, and they ultimately determine your path. They carry out the leader’s direction and are the first to realize a course correction. However, they can’t move toward the goal on their own and are effective only if they’re moving in the same direction. To get to your goals, there are going to be curves and bumps in the road, and when you change course, the front wheels communicate the change to the rest of the wagon, “Hey, we’ve got to change plans, but we’re still going to get to our goal.”


The Rear Wheels. The job of the rear wheels is to provide the energy and fuel for you to push the wagon forward. The rear wheels are your fundamentals and represent the daily grind of activity that moves you toward your goals. They’re the boring, unsexy stuff that nobody loves to do, but they’re critical to reaching your dreams. They only roll forward and backward and follow the front wheels. They don’t think; they just trust the direction. The wagon could be headed off a cliff and they wouldn’t know. But without the rear wheels the cargo would be dragging, our life would be dragging. Rear wheels on a wagon and in life are vital, every step of the way. They can wear out without regular lubrication, which in life is encouragement.


The Pusher. Sometimes in life we have to let somebody else lead the way. As the pusher, your whole job is to keep your eyes on the path ahead and push the wagon forward, allowing somebody else to see the vision and control the direction. Sometimes you won’t even know your destination. A lack of effort kills 25momentum for everyone, so if the pusher isn’t really pushing, the mission loses power. It requires patience so you don’t outrun the leader and are prepared for a change in direction. It’s difficult for those who are used to providing vision and direction to take on the role of pusher, but the sooner one recognizes that he is now filling the role of pusher, the better off everyone else involved with the journey will be.


The Cargo. Whether it’s your family, financial situation, or work life, everybody has cargo they carry. It could be the choices you’ve made or your hopes and dreams for the future. The weight of the cargo is critical. Sometimes the payload can feel like a million pounds, can slow you down, and sometimes it gets stuck so you can’t move at all. Be careful what you load yourself down with. Sometimes in life, you are the cargo, being guided by another person in your life or maybe even God.


As we pull our wagon, every step we take and decision we make can significantly alter our direction. In training, pilots are taught the 1 in 60 rule, which says that every one degree an airplane goes off course results in a sixty-mile detour. When we lose direction in life, it can take us off track and lead to unexpected outcomes. But just as easily as we can veer off track, a small change in direction can put us back on a better path. Just as our success is not predetermined, our mistakes are not unfixable. You have to be willing to find your right place in the wagon, and it’s not always holding on to that handle. Sometimes even a puller isn’t enough to move a heavily loaded wagon. That’s when you need a pusher, that person in the back with two hands outstretched, giving all he or she has to move the wagon another inch forward. An important lesson I’ve learned is, you don’t always have to be the puller. If you try to be the puller all the time, you’re going to fail. So many people in life always want to be at the front of the line, but it’s hard to learn best when you’re always leading the way. And you don’t always need to pull or push; sometimes you need to crawl inside the wagon and let someone else guide the way.


I was fifty-one years old when I ran for office in the Texas House of Representatives. I had already been CEO and chairman of an investment company with billions of dollars under management, but I had never been in politics. As I began my foray into the political world, I had to jump in the wagon and be the cargo so I could learn. I told my political consultant, “Tell me exactly what to do and I will do it.” After a while, I jumped out of the wagon, went to the back, and started pushing. Even though I was fifty-one, I had become a pusher again. I don’t care how successful you’ve been, you’ve got to be willing to take your place at any part of the wagon at any time depending on what is called for in your current circumstances.


Where are you now? Are you looking for pushers and pullers in your life? Sometimes they’re there and, if you’re not looking, you won’t know it. They’ll come and go, and you’ll miss your opportunity. A lot of times during my life my next step seemed pretty clear, but I think it was because I was always seeking it. God, for whatever reason, gave me the desire to always look for mentors in my life, people who made me a bit uncomfortable. But those are the people who made me better. We could spend all our time with people who are at our level or below it, and we’d enjoy ourselves, but we wouldn’t get any better. Your life is yours to create. What’s your path going to be? Can you envision your horizon?


Whether you feel stuck and need a new path forward or are on track but are ready for the next challenge in life, the little red wagon can take you where you want to go.


Jump inside and let’s get started.
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~ Chapter 1 ~ A.C.T. (Action, Consider, Takeaway)



Action


List all of your current wagons (financial, family, spiritual, career, and so forth).


Consider


Where are you, right now, in each of those wagons? Is that where you should be?


Takeaway


Be honest with yourself and position yourself in the right place in each wagon for today.










CHAPTER 2 Expecting the Unexpected



The highway’s center lines darted past in the rearview mirror of my 2014 black Chevrolet Silverado as I zoomed down US Highway 64 on the last leg of my trip from our home in Dallas to our cabin in Cashiers, North Carolina, near the Blue Ridge Mountains. As I drove in solitude, I couldn’t ditch the burning question that filled my mind. Did it really mean that much to you, Ron?


A few weeks earlier, on November 6, 2018, I woke up on Election Day seeking my fourth term as the representative for District 65 in the Texas House of Representatives. When I ran for public office in 2012, I didn’t want to serve forever. I always said that six years is enough for anybody and had planned to run for three terms at most. But politics aren’t always cut-and-dried, and a change in the Texas Speaker of the House led me to decide to run one final time in 2018. In 30the days leading up to the election, my team and I felt good about my chances. In all our polling, we thought I’d win reelection for a fourth term by seven or eight points. That morning, I began making my way to the sixteen polling locations across my district, spending thirty minutes at each stop to be around my constituents before heading home to freshen up in anticipation of the polls closing at 7 p.m. A few minutes before the polls closed, I jumped in my Silverado and started on my drive to the Republican victory party. Around 7:02 p.m., the Republican county chair called. “Ron,” she asked, “do you want the results of early voting and mail-in ballots?”


When the polls close in Texas, the tally for the early voting is released immediately. I knew from my first three elections that you generally know who is going to win from that initial release. It’s hard to overcome a reasonable lead if you’re behind in early voting. I didn’t hesitate. “Sure,” I told her, confident in our polling. I was stunned as she read off the early numbers. I was behind by two hundred votes! Goodness, gracious, I thought. I turned my truck around and called my wife, Lisa. “I’m coming home, sweetheart,” I told her. She was just as shocked as I was.


When I got home we spent the night following the results on the Internet, and they didn’t get any better. They worsened. I ended up losing by 1,327 votes out of some sixty thousand cast. I found the phone number for my Democratic opponent and called to congratulate her and offer my support with the transition.


The day after my defeat I drove around Denton County collecting my signs from different locations. Everybody was in shock. My staff, political consultant, friends in the House of Representatives, and family couldn’t believe it. Losing that race was easily the most devastating thing I’ve ever experienced. I rarely lost in life, and the failure of losing that political race was personally hurtful. What happened after that was even more 31disturbing. Even more than losing, I was disappointed that losing bothered me so much.


As I said, when I started in politics I had planned on serving only three terms. I didn’t guarantee it, but I thought that was enough. I had served for six years and accomplished many of the things I wanted. I’d done my time. And yet losing was devastating. I thought I could walk away from it at any time. I never realized my identity was so tied up in being an elected official. I was shocked at how much I had emotionally and soulfully invested in it and how much of an idol public service had become. Maybe God was showing me, “Ron, you got a little bit too caught up in this.” He just reminded me a little more harshly than I thought he should! I don’t think I was ever arrogant about it; I just enjoyed it so much that I probably neglected other, more important things without even realizing it.


A few weeks later, in early December 2018, the loss was still eating at me. I knew I needed to get away. “Hey,” I told Lisa, “I’m going to the mountains.” Lisa knew it was a good idea. I needed to be by myself and think about my future, to reflect on what the loss meant for me, and to understand why I was so disappointed that I was disappointed.


I’m privileged to call leadership expert John C. Maxwell a friend, and I’ll never forget having a conversation with John before I got into politics. I was in my early fifties wondering, Where do I go from here? What do I do? I’ve always been a person who enjoys being busy. I’m not a sit-around guy. John encouraged me to just take time out of my day to think. It sounds so simple, but John was right. For so many of us, our lives are so busy that we never stop to think about all those great ideas we have or the ways we can solve our problems. John wrote in his book Thinking for a Change: 11 Ways Highly Successful People Approach Life and Work, “Your life today is a result of your thinking yesterday. Your life tomorrow will be determined by what you think today.” 32What I learned from John is that successful people think differently, they remove distractions from their life, and they focus on what’s truly important.


Ever since that conversation, I’ve tried to take time to think about life, whether I’m on the road by myself or sitting in a parking lot. It’s important to just settle into thinking and not necessarily know what you’re going to think about. Something will come to your mind. Maybe God’s been trying to prompt you with it, and you’ve been too busy doing other stuff and haven’t taken time to deal with it. It might be about an issue with a family member or a career decision you’ll never solve because you never take time to stop and think. That’s a big part of where you fit in the little red wagon at any point in your life. If you’re always the person holding on to the handle, you’re never going to garner the wisdom it takes to truly be the leader you need to be. Sometimes you need to be in other parts of the wagon. It’s not always pleasant, but it’s just the way it is. As my disappointment lingered, I needed to decompress and find out why losing had affected me so much.


I knew my loss didn’t affect my financial well-being, it didn’t affect my relationship with my family, it didn’t affect my health, and it didn’t affect my salvation. Of the things in life that are truly important, it didn’t make any difference. But it really, really bothered me. Sometimes in life, especially when you’ve had a run of successes, a bump in the road throws you off your path. As I began my self-evaluation, I realized I wasn’t infallible. I heard clearly, “Ron, there is a God.” That’s the good news. The bad news is, “He’s not you!” After I told Lisa about my road trip, I set out on a ten-day pilgrimage to the mountains to find answers. How was I going to handle the disappointment going forward? Was I going to be bitter or was I going to be better?


The Lead-up to the Loss


I had a two-day drive ahead of me when I set out on my nearly one-thousand-mile trip from Dallas to Cashiers, North Carolina. I headed east on Interstate 20 toward Louisiana and started to think. My introspection began as it so often does in life’s defeats. In those first hours on the road, I thought about the things that maybe I could have done differently. Everybody had been telling me, “There’s no way you’re gonna lose.” What could I have done to change the outcome?


When I first decided to run for public office, I learned quickly that my big competition was in the Republican primary. When I got to the general election, it wasn’t supposed to be any competition at all. My first Democratic opponent in 2012 spent less than $5,000 and still received nearly 40 percent of the vote. That always stuck with me. People didn’t even know the guy; they just voted for him because of his party and the “D” next to his name. Texas allowed one-punch, straight-ticket voting, meaning someone could go into the voting booth, say they were going to vote Democratic or Republican, and the computer would automatically vote for every Democrat or Republican on the ballot. In that first election, my opponent didn’t have to campaign, he didn’t have to do anything, and he had nearly 40 percent of the vote with one push of a button. We’re going to get some pretty bad people in office, I thought. As some urban counties started turning blue, there was a complete turnover in judges, from Republican to Democrat, in Texas. Some of the judges probably should have lost, but most judges aren’t partisan and many were good judges. Partisan politics aside, it was clear straight-ticket voting was a problem.


Most states had already abolished straight-ticket voting when I brought a bill that would ban the practice in Texas to the floor of the House of Representatives in 2017. Similar bills had come and gone in Texas in the early 2000s, but they garnered 34little support. There wasn’t much confidence from the outside that my bill would pass either. Still, I worked hard, got all the stakeholder groups together, and earned support from the Speaker of the House. It was a hard battle, but the bill eventually passed the House, 88–57. In Texas, bills that are passed generally become effective the next September. But when the bill made it to the Senate, they changed the effective date to September 2020, after the 2018 election. I was passionate about the bill. To ensure it passed, I went along with the change in effective date. In my previous three elections, the race between me and my Democratic opponents was getting progressively tighter. My opponents weren’t spending much money, but people were voting straight-ticket based on the name at the top of the ballot, and it trickled down to my race. I knew if I ran for a fourth time it absolutely could get close, but I didn’t think I’d lose. The irony was the delay in the effective date of the bill I passed to get rid of one-punch voting cost me my seat.


The reason it did was because, around that same time, it was announced that Robert Francis “Beto” O’Rourke would be running for US Senate against the junior senator from Texas, Ted Cruz. Because it wasn’t a presidential election year, that US Senate battle would be at the top of the ticket. Beto was like Elvis Presley. He was charismatic, and young people flocked to him. I had learned through my time in politics that nothing is assured. You have to expect the unexpected. That’s really important on any journey because something can derail you pretty easily. You have to realize there are things that are going to come up. They might be great, but they might be moments that challenge you. How you react to the unexpected determines what type of character you have. I certainly haven’t always responded as I should, but it’s a lesson that I continue to try to focus on. O’Rourke had thrown an unknown at our campaign, but we were still optimistic. 35I continued to work as hard as I had before and kept knocking on doors. When we did our polling, we still felt good.


On Election Day, Cruz won his Senate seat back but lost most of the suburban areas as Beto racked up votes. People went into the voting booths and just punched for the Democrat without considering the race for House District 65. Even though I beat Cruz in my district by ten points, I didn’t have enough to overcome the Beto Effect. You start second-guessing after a loss like that. Maybe we should have done more of a comparison between my opponent and me. In reality, none of that mattered. People just went into the booth and hit the “D.” (I’ll share more insights about the 2018 election in chapter 14.)


What I learned from that race was that sometimes the plans in life are bigger than you. In this case, God’s plan was obviously bigger than me. There wasn’t any reason I should have lost that race. We didn’t do anything particularly wrong. I didn’t know it then, but I was just the cargo in the little red wagon. God was just carrying me along. He had other ideas for me. You have to learn sometimes that even when you do things right—and I believed we did the right thing—that doesn’t mean the outcome is always going to be ideal for you. Sometimes in life, you have to do what’s right no matter what. I knew when we delayed the effective date to abolish straight-ticket voting until 2020 it put me at risk, but I still knew it was more important to get the bill passed than to blow it up just because it might hurt me.
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