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This story was written for my daughters:


Elleora—God is my light


Katriel—God is my crown


Amy Joan—Beloved gift from God


Haven—Place of safety and refuge


And dedicated first to:


My beautiful wife, Karyn; you are my rock and my hope.


And second, to:


All the family and friends who have filled my life full of memories.





PROLOGUE


I WAS A LITTLE NERVOUS leaving my wife, Karyn, at home while I joined my church’s worship band for a Friday afternoon practice. Karyn’s OB-GYN told us that the baby could come at any moment. However, our first daughter came a week late, and we had no reason to expect our last daughter would be in any more of a hurry.


I walked into the church at 3:00 p.m. wondering if I had made the right decision by coming to practice. It wasn’t comforting that my good friend and lead worship pastor, Terry, greeted me sarcastically with “Your wife had better not go into labor tonight!”


“If I thought she was going to, I wouldn’t be here,” I replied with a laugh.


We got right down to business and started playing. I wanted to get home as quickly as I could. In spite of my bold statement to Terry, I couldn’t stop thinking Karyn might actually go into labor while I was playing a guitar. We worked through the first song several times until it felt right and then moved on to the next, a song called “I Surrender.” Terry asked me to sing the lead on the second song because the song has played a huge role in my life. I scrolled ahead to the beginning of the lyrics on my iPad as our keyboardist played the intro. The song is powerful, and the opening melody is almost haunting. I counted off the time in my head, breathed, and began singing, “Here I am, down on my knees again, Surrendering all, Surrendering all. . . .”


Before I could sing the next line a text message popped up on my iPad screen. “My water broke. Please come home immediately.” My heart rate jumped through the roof. All I could think was, You have got to be kidding me! My voice cracked. “Terry, you’re not going to believe this. . . . I gotta go, guys. Karyn’s water broke. We’re going to have a baby!”


Even though this was our third pregnancy and fourth child (thanks to a surprise set of identical twin girls), Karyn and I had never experienced the frantic race to the hospital. Doctors induced labor with our oldest, Elleora, and the twins were born via emergency C-section. When we found out Karyn was pregnant a third time, she was determined to experience a natural birth from beginning to end. A VBAC birth, that is, vaginal birth after cesarean, is risky, but since Karyn was a strong candidate to be successful, we decided to go for it.


I ran out of the church and jumped in my truck. The ten-minute drive to our house took me maybe eight minutes. I pulled into the driveway, ran through the front door, and immediately panicked as I found Karyn sitting in the bathroom in the middle of a contraction with amniotic fluid everywhere. I ran over to her and asked, “Are you okay? What can I do? How long do you think we have?” I don’t think I waited for any answers before running upstairs to our room and throwing clothes into a suitcase. Karyn had already packed her bag, but I had not. I knew she could go into labor at any time but I had it in my mind that we still had at least a week. After throwing a bunch of random things into my bag, I ran back downstairs and asked Karyn, “Are you ready?”


She was calm. “Yes, Ben. Slow down. We have time.”


I tried slowing down, but I couldn’t. I got her to the truck and took off for the hospital, which was about twenty-five minutes away. The drive never seemed long before, but now it felt like we had to drive across the country. I flew down our driveway and out onto the narrow road that leads to our house. I barely stopped at the stop sign, then turned onto the main road that leads to Interstate 35. All I could think about was getting to the hospital and keeping Karyn comfortable on the drive. “Do you want me to turn on some music?” I asked. “Is there anything I can do for you? What can I do to help?”


“Just get us there safely. I’m okay,” Karyn said. I kept asking the last question every couple of minutes.


Another contraction came right after we merged onto the interstate. This was no small contraction. Karyn reached over and grabbed my right hand and squeezed hard. She did the whole Lamaze breathing thing. The faster she breathed, the harder I pressed on the gas pedal. I didn’t want to say it out loud, but I was certain we were going to have the baby right there in the front seat of my truck.


Thankfully, we reached the hospital before the baby arrived. I pulled up to the emergency entrance, where an orderly came out with a wheelchair for Karyn. When I returned from parking the truck I expected to find her in a room about to give birth. Instead, I found her in a triage room where nurses were calmly and casually asking her all sorts of questions. “What are you doing?” I wanted to yell. “The baby is about to pop out!” But I held back, trying to be as patient as I could.


Within ten minutes, they determined Karyn was in active labor and wheeled her to a labor/delivery room. I anxiously followed her into the room and began trying to act like I knew what I was doing. The doctor came in and did the first examination. I was surprised she even had to. I thought the baby was about to jump right out. “It’s going to be a while,” she said. “You are only dilated to a four.” That is four on a scale of ten.


My first reaction was “What? Is that it?” But then I settled down and realized we were in for the long haul. Our doula, Nyki, arrived about fifteen minutes after we did. She continuously massaged Karyn’s back and helped her find new positions as Karyn tried desperately to find comfort. The continuous onslaught of contractions transformed me into Hall of Fame Lamaze coach mode. “Breathe, honey, just breathe,” I said as calmly as I could. I did the breathing with her on a lot of the contractions. After several hours of labor, Karyn looked at me and said, “I don’t know if I can do this.”


“You don’t have to do this all natural. Do you want something for the pain?” I asked. I hated to see my wife suffer.


“No, I want to do this. I can do this,” she said, her mind resolved. That was the tough, strong athlete I fell in love with.


Five hours after we arrived at the hospital the doctor finally told Karyn it was time to push. When she pushed she let out a scream like nothing I had ever heard in my life. It sounded like something out of a horror movie. Then she let out another one. I was sure the whole hospital heard it. People had to wonder what was going on in our room. One more push and scream did it. My baby girl’s head appeared, all covered in dark hair like mine. What a beautiful sight.


However, the moment of joy turned into panic. The doctor immediately noticed something was wrong. I moved back out of the way as the doctor desperately tried to unwrap the umbilical cord from around my baby’s neck, but without success. Finally, she pulled my baby girl out by her head and unwrapped the cord as she slid on out. The doctor held my baby and I held my breath, waiting for my little girl to make a sound, but nothing came out. Then, all at once, my baby girl let out the most beautiful little cry. “Dad, would you like to cut the cord?” the doctor asked, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.


“Of course,” I replied.


Once the cord was cut, a nurse quickly wiped off my daughter, then handed her to Karyn for some skin-to-skin time. “You worked hard for that baby,” the nurse said. “You hold her as long as you want.”


I leaned down to Karyn. We both had tears in our eyes. “You did it,” I said. “I am so proud of you.” I stroked Karyn’s hair, then softly stroked my baby’s back. “Welcome, Haven,” I said to my fourth daughter. “Do you know how much I love you?” After going back and forth between two or three names we had finally decided on Haven because this was our prayer for her, that she would be someone who provides peace and rest.


After thirty minutes, the nurse came over and took Haven. I went out into the hallway and found my parents while the nurse weighed Haven and measured her and did all the things nurses have to do for babies when they first enter the world. Karyn’s parents had also just arrived. I ushered them all into the room for their first look at their newest grandbaby. The four of them crowded around her, joy overflowing. I stood back and breathed it all in.


Finally, the nurse wrapped my baby tight in a blanket and placed her in my arms. She looked so tiny, her little seven-and-a-half-pound, twenty-two-inch-long body in my huge hands and arms. I cradled her close to my body and looked down at her face, in awe of how perfect she was. Staring into my little girl’s eyes, the finality of the moment hit me. Karyn and I had already decided that Haven was to be the last of our children, at least via birth. We might adopt someday, but this was the last time I was ever going to get to rush my wife to the hospital and the last time I was going to get to coach her through childbirth and the last time I would hold my daughter in my arms for the very first time.


The last time. This is it. There is not going to be a son. Ever, I thought. This may very well be the end of the Utecht name in my immediate family. I was my mother and father’s only son, and now, with my fourth daughter, no one was going to carry the name along. And then another thought hit me, one that I hated, but it came anyway. Is the same thing going to happen to my mind as to my name? Is my mind also going to slip away and be gone forever? I held on to Haven just a little tighter. I stared into her eyes almost in desperation. I wanted to hold on to this moment and never let it go.


“Oh God,” I pleaded, “please don’t let this memory be taken away from me. Please don’t let me forget this moment like I have so many others. Please, God. Please.”





CHAPTER 1



WHERE IT ALL BEGAN


MY HEART POUNDED IN MY ears. Adrenaline pumped, mixing with excitement and nerves. I jumped up and down in place trying to shake the butterflies out of my stomach. It didn’t work. I could hear my teammate Adam Vinatieri’s advice from the week before ringing in my ears. “Keep calm. Focus. And don’t you dare blink at kickoff.” The guy already had three championship rings and kicked the Super Bowl–winning field goal as time expired not once but twice, so I knew I needed to listen to him. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t help but get caught up in the moment as I stood in the tunnel leading out onto the field, waiting to run out for Super Bowl XLI, the ultimate game I’d dreamed about my entire life.


The week leading up to the game felt surreal. The team flew down to Miami for the game the previous Sunday. On Monday we spent a couple of hours out on the Sun Life Stadium field for media day, which is more like a media circus. I remember standing out there, talking to my buddy Bryan Fletcher, when all of the sudden a horn sounded and people came pouring out of the stadium gates like ants and descended on us. Besides reporters from the usual media outlets like ESPN and Sports Illustrated, there were people there from every publication and website on earth, most of which had nothing to do with football or sports. Some of the “reporters” came dressed in outrageous costumes. It was nuts.


And then the real craziness began.


During Super Bowl week we practiced at the Miami Dolphins’ training facility. Whenever we traveled from the team hotel to the practice facility, Florida state troopers shut down the highway for our team buses. Cars had to pull over on the shoulder while police cars also blocked entrance ramps. Our buses drove down the middle of the five-lane highway like we owned the road. We weren’t a football team. We were royalty. The royal treatment carried over to the practice field. Celebrities crowded around the field to watch us. Sometimes it was hard to concentrate on what we were there for, especially when Hall of Fame tight end Shannon Sharpe watched whether or not I caught the pass just thrown to me. He was the gold standard for tight ends, which is what I played on offense.


After another royal ride down the freeway we returned to our hotel rooms, where we all found gift bags with the Super Bowl logo on the outside, bags loaded down with new iPods and clothes and hats and all sorts of cool memorabilia. The week felt more like a really nice vacation instead of the buildup to a championship game.


In spite of the distractions, we had a great week of practice. The team felt really confident going into the game against the Chicago Bears. Just to get to the Super Bowl we had to beat the team that had won three of the previous five championships, and to do that we put together the biggest comeback in AFC Championship history. Every Colts player knew that if we played in the Super Bowl like we did in the second half of the AFC Championship, we had a good chance of becoming world champions.


I, too, felt confident when Super Bowl Sunday finally rolled around. I’d had a couple of nagging injuries I had to deal with toward the end of the season, but having two weeks between the AFC Championship Game and the Super Bowl gave me time to heal.


On the day of the game I woke up early, since I couldn’t really sleep anyway, and looked out the window to see a dark, overcast sky. It rained off and on most of the day. Never before had weather affected the Super Bowl, but the forecast said this was going to be the first. I didn’t really care. We’d played in worse conditions and won. I went downstairs for breakfast and sat through one meeting with the tight ends and another with the offensive linemen. After that I had nothing to do but sit around and watch movies and stare at the clock. Finally, around 2:00 p.m. I climbed on the team bus for the ride to the stadium. Of course, we had another police escort down a blocked-off freeway.


I thought I was keyed up as I got dressed in the locker room, but nothing compared to what I felt standing in the tunnel waiting to go out onto the field for the first time. The game wasn’t due to start for at least an hour, but the stadium was already starting to fill. Music blared in the stadium and blasted through the tunnel where I stood with our punter, Hunter Smith; kicker Adam Vinatieri; and our starting long snapper, Justin Snow. I backed up Justin. The four of us were going to go out on the field to warm up. Justin and I just looked at each other with smiles filled with joy and anxiousness. “Can you believe we’re here?” I asked.


“I know, it’s crazy,” Justin replied.


Finally a stadium attendant looked up from a clipboard and said, “Okay, you’re set. Go.” Hunter, Adam, Justin, and I all huddled close, gave the traditional embrace, then turned to go.


I trotted down the tunnel toward the field. The sound of cleats on the concrete ramp echoed all around me. I had just cleared the tunnel and put one foot on the turf when I heard one voice ring out over all the rest of the stadium noise. “Ben! Ben!”


I looked back over my shoulder and spotted my dad in his Colts rain jacket and ball cap leaning onto the railing just above the tunnel. He had a big smile on his face. “Benjamin!” he yelled again, waving his hand down toward me. I didn’t know how he was able to work his way through the crowd over to this spot. He and my mom and the rest of our family had seats on the other side of the field. “Ben, up here!” he said again.


I raised my hand to acknowledge I’d heard him, and to get him to stop calling my name. Then I sort of flicked my hand with a dismissive wave like I was trying to shoo off a pesky fly. All I could think was, Not now, Dad. Don’t you see I’m working? Don’t you understand I am about to go out on the field for the biggest game of my life on the biggest stage in the world?! After waving my dad off, I turned back toward the field and started to run out onto the turf.


But a voice in my head stopped me in my tracks. From deep inside I heard my father calling to me, not in the stadium, but in my backyard.


•  •  •


My mind took me back to a day when I felt the same mix of adrenaline, nerves, and excitement as I walked out on the freshly cut grass, my brand-new cleats laced up tight. “Ready, Ben?” my dad asked then. I nodded my head, bent over, and planted my hand in the turf as I got in a three-point stance. Tiny beads of sweat gathered on my brow; my legs shook in anticipation. I was like a spring, wound up tight, just waiting to go off. Suddenly the football moved. “Now,” my dad said. I took off like a bullet. Legs churning, head down, I lowered my shoulders, closed my eyes, and lunged with all my might into the man with the football. I landed right in the middle of my dad’s chest. He fell backward from his knees and wrapped his arms around my four-year-old body. “Good job, Ben,” he said as he lifted me up, a huge grin on his face. “Want to try it again?”


I didn’t even answer. I just raced back over to where I started and got back down in a three-point stance, ready to go.


From the back porch I heard my mom clapping like I’d just made the game-winning tackle in the Super Bowl. “Way to go, Beno-Button,” she called out. “And be careful,” she had to add because she’s my mom. Then she called over to my dad, “Jeff, you take it easy on him.”


My dad just smiled and nodded. “Okay, Lori,” he said while giving me a little wink. “All right, Ben, let’s do it again,” he said.


I also heard my dad’s voice call my name a few years later when my hands were big enough to catch a football. “Go long, Ben,” he said, motioning with his left arm and winding up the football with his right. The backyard of the parsonage where we lived wasn’t big enough for me to run real pass routes. Instead my dad went across the street from our corner lot and had me stand on the curb right in front of our house. “That’s it, go long.” I took off running down the side of our lot, right up next to the six-foot-tall cedar fence that surrounded the property. For a preacher, my dad had a really good arm. He lofted a spiral in my direction. I scrambled to get under it, moving right up next to the fence. Most of the time I caught the ball. Sometimes I smashed into the fence. There were times I did both. But catching the ball up against a tall fence was really good practice for me. I got used to grabbing the ball out of the air in tight places, even when that meant the catch was followed by a collision.


After I made the catch I took off running toward the make-believe end zone at the end of the fence line. Then I quickly sprinted back toward my dad. If there weren’t any cars coming, I stopped at the curb and threw the ball across the street to him. “Nice catch, Ben. Good hands. Ready to do it again?” I always was. And my dad’s arm never seemed to get tired. He’d stay outside throwing passes to me as long as I wanted. I loved the game. He loved spending time with me. It took me a while to figure out that that’s what I loved about the game as well. Football meant time with my dad.


I still heard my father’s voice calling my name when I signed up for my first real full-contact football team, right after my family moved to a new town. My father is a Methodist pastor. The Methodist church moves their ministers every five to ten years. Right before the start of my sixth-grade year it was our turn to go. We left the little town of Lindstrom, Minnesota, a place where everyone knows everyone else, to go to the historic Mississippi River town of Hastings, Minnesota. Hastings was ten times bigger than Lindstrom, but it was still basically a small town. I worried about fitting in and being accepted there. My mom and dad told me not to worry, that everything was going to be okay, but I wasn’t so sure.


I joined my first football team and had gone through a few weeks of practice, but I still didn’t really know anyone. Most everyone already seemed to have their circle of friends. Breaking into social circles can be tough in small towns. On top of that, I had a late birthday, which meant I was a year younger than most of my classmates all the way through college.


I may have been younger than most of the other sixth graders, but I was one of the biggest guys on my team. The coach had me play end on defense and wide receiver on offense. On the first play of the first game of my life, I lined up on defense directly across from the offensive tackle, just as the coach had shown me. I leaned over, planted my fingers in the grass in a three-point stance, and dug in my cleats. My dad stood on the sideline next to one of the coaches. Like me, my dad didn’t yet know anyone in town.


The quarterback barked off the signals. I looked up and down the offensive line and saw a huge gap between the tackle and the guard. Why am I lined up directly across from this guy where he can easily block me when I could jump the gap and avoid him? I wondered. Before the ball could snap, I jumped over into the gap. The moment the center moved the ball I fired off the line as fast as I could and headed straight toward the quarterback. I got to the quarterback as he was about to hand the ball off to the running back. I grabbed the ball out of his hand and took off running down the field. As I ran toward the end zone my dad yelled from the sidelines, “Run, Ben! Run, son!” No one came close to me as I trotted across the goal line, untouched, to score my first touchdown.


The coach standing next to my dad turned to him as I crossed the goal line. “That kid, now that’s an athlete,” he said. Then he introduced himself to my father. I didn’t have to worry about fitting in any longer.


After I started playing organized football my dad and I still tossed the football around the backyard, but more and more he watched as I played. After Little Raiders football came junior high, then high school. My dad and my mom were always on the sidelines or up in the stands. When I went off to college they came to as many games as they could, but they had to watch all the road games on television or listen on the radio. After the Indianapolis Colts signed me to a free agent contract out of college, my dad went down to the local Irish sports bar and grill and made an arrangement with the owner. “My son plays for the Colts, but the local stations don’t show many of their games,” my dad explained to him. “Do you think you could have one of your televisions show the Colts game so we can watch?” The owner could not turn him down.


Through my first year playing for the Colts my dad and mom went straight from my dad’s church to the Irish bar and grill every Sunday. When we played early games that started at noon Minnesota time they sometimes missed part of the first quarter. In my second year my dad bought the NFL cable package so he could watch, and DVR, the Colts’ games at home. They came to games in Indy when they could. They were in the stands in the RCA Dome when we beat the New England Patriots in a miracle comeback to advance to the Super Bowl. Of course they were here, in Miami, for the biggest game of my life.


And I had just blown my dad off when he tried to share a moment with me before the Super Bowl. I felt sick to my stomach. I could not take another step. Me playing in this game wasn’t just my dream. It was his as well. Go back to where it all started, came to me in a gentle whisper. Go back to where it all started. I knew right then that in this moment the biggest game of my life was not the most important thing. I turned around and scanned the stands for my father. He’d left the railing and started walking back to his seat. I caught sight of him just up the ramp a little ways. “Dad! Dad!” I called out to him.


He stopped and turned.


I waved for him to come back down to where he had been a few moments earlier. He came back to the rail. I reached up my hand as high as I could as he reached down to me. I grabbed his hand tight. Tears filled my eyes. “It all started in the backyard with you, Dad. I love you. Thank you so much,” I said.


My dad smiled. “I love you, too.” We were in the backyard again, playing football, my mom cheering me on from the porch. It was as if no one else were there, just the two of us.


The sound of the crowd returned. I had to go. I let go of my dad’s hand and ran out onto the field with my teammates. The game started with a huge play by the Bears and ended with our team holding the Lombardi Trophy as world champions. The Super Bowl was all I imagined it to be. Yet I came away from the game reflecting on how I almost lost something irreplaceable before the game even started. Standing in the tunnel, caught up in the hype and excitement of the Super Bowl, I nearly let the game consume me. I almost lost myself, my real identity, all because of a game.


I now look back on that moment with a sense of irony. Even though I made a conscious choice to go back to where it all began for me and there recover my true self, I now face a battle in which I may not have a choice in how this ends. The game has already changed me in ways from which I may never recover. Future changes could well lie in front of me. The odds are troubling. In all fairness, it is not the game of football in and of itself that extracted such a heavy toll on me, but rather the lasting results of what medical books call mild traumatic brain injury. Most people simply call them concussions. I suffered five documented concussions over the course of my playing career, which stretched across four years of college ball and six seasons in the National Football League. I never thought about the long-term effects of this injury until it was too late.


However, this is not a book about concussions, or even football. Both play a major role in my story, but they do not define me. Mine is a story about a preacher’s son who grew up in a loving family, a boy who grew up praying for a family of his own someday. When I found the woman with whom I now share my life, I knew I had found everything I had ever dreamed of. Now all of us, my mom and dad, my wife, my sister, and myself, are locked in a battle as I hope to hold on to those I love. They are not going anywhere. Unfortunately, my memories are. I have already lost some I once treasured.


I now understand that our essence as human beings lies in our ability to remember. Everything that matters about our identities—our very sense of self—comes from our memories. We may live in the present, but the present doesn’t last. Every moment quickly slips into the stream of short-term memory and journeys toward the ocean that is the long-term memory center of the brain. There our memories take root, shaping us, refining us, defining who we are. We are the culmination of all we have experienced, all we have thought and read and believed, all we have loved. We are living memories. Without memories we cease to be ourselves. In a very real way we cease to be.


And that is the very real possibility I now face. My memories appear to have an expiration date even as I fight to hold on to them. I don’t know who will win this battle. That is why I am compelled to write this book. Yes, this is my story, but it is also a love letter to my wife and four daughters. Someday all that you are about to read may be nothing but a blur to me. But with this book in their hands, my family will always remember who I was and why I loved them so much.





CHAPTER 2



FOUNDATIONS


MY DAD IS A PASTOR, which makes me a preacher’s kid. When people hear that, most automatically assume I was either a hellion or one of those perfect kids who never did anything wrong. Those are the two main stereotypes of preachers’ kids. I didn’t fit either picture. I didn’t even know there was supposed to be anything different about my family until I was around eight or nine. My mom and dad were just my mom and dad. We went to church a lot, but that was where my dad worked. I didn’t think it any stranger that we spent a lot of time at church than a football coach’s kids think it odd that they spend a lot of time at football stadiums.


I was never intimidated by my dad’s job. Honestly, I thought it was kind of cool to watch him up in front of the church on Sundays preaching a sermon. He has a gift for holding people’s attention, and I don’t just say that because he’s my dad. I once overheard someone call him “the Velvet Hammer” because of his preaching style. I really like that. It’s him. As I got a little older I looked around at people during church and I could tell that they were into what he was saying. Sure, I could always find someone who hadn’t slept enough the night before, but you can find that anytime anyone gives a speech. When I played for the Colts I had one of the most dynamic, inspiring head coaches ever in Tony Dungy. I too had days where my eyelids got a little heavy listening to him, but that was on me, not him.


But it wasn’t just the way my dad did his job that caught my attention. He and my mother lived out the things he taught as a pastor. They didn’t make a big deal about it, nor did they act different when church members were around. The two of them simply set an example for my sister, Ashley, and me about what is really important in life and what a life worth living looks like. I saw it first and foremost in their relationship with one another. My mom and dad love one another, but more than that, they are in love with each other. Their example showed me the kind of relationship I wanted to have with my future wife someday.


Don’t get me wrong. We were a normal family and there were times my parents lost it with my sister and me. Growing up I was always such a high-energy, ultracompetitive kid that my mom, who grew up in a family of girls, thought something must be wrong with me. I didn’t always know when to stop and I pushed every boundary she ever set for me. But those moments became teaching times for us. My parents held weekly family meetings where we actually talked, all of us, together. Neither my mom nor dad turned these meetings into a lecture or a time to point out everything I had done wrong in the past week. I’ll never forget, or I hope I don’t, all the times my mom and dad truly listened and even apologized at times for things they had done that might have hurt my sister or me. Now that I am a dad I understand how hard it is to admit to your child that you were wrong. That only makes me respect my parents that much more.


This was the environment in which I grew up. Faith was a big part of who we were as a family, but it was a faith that was more than talk. It was a way of life. This faith shaped the way we interacted with one another and with other people. It also shaped the way in which my parents approached the big questions and problems of life. And one of the biggest challenges they faced was one they shared with a lot of families: how to send their children to college without leaving them drowning in student loan debt. Football, believe it or not, became an answer to prayer.


•  •  •


By the time I started high school my mom and dad started to think sports might be more than a way for me to build friendships and work off excess energy. From the time I was a little boy, coaches told them I was a bit of a natural, especially in football. I didn’t play football in eighth grade, I played soccer instead, but some of my friends talked me into coming back on the team in my freshman year of high school. That year I played wide receiver, defensive end, and punter. My greatest growth and improvement came as a sophomore. I remember my sophomore coach, Pete Zach, telling me he was sending great reports up to the varsity head coach, Bob Majeski. When I played in high school Coach Majeski rarely, if ever, allowed sophomores to play varsity football. When I was a junior my body started to fill out and catch up with my height. I had my best season yet as our football team, the Hastings Raiders, made it to the Minnesota State Football Tournament, held in Minneapolis at the Hubert H. Humphrey Metrodome, where the Vikings played.


In addition to football I also played hockey through the winter. Believe it or not, I was a goalie. At six feet six inches without skates, I was probably the tallest in the state. I probably should have played basketball but in Minnesota hockey is a way of life and there was no exception for me, especially since my grandfather Bob Utecht was the legendary rinkside voice of the Minnesota North Stars. He even coined the phrase “Let’s Play Hockey,” which is now proclaimed before hockey games at every level all over the country.


I loved hockey, and I was good at it, but football was my sport. One of the men in my dad’s church, a guy named Terry, had played college football at the University of Minnesota. After my standout junior season, he and my dad were talking after church one Sunday. Terry told my dad he thought I had what it took to play Division I college football. “So what can we do to get him noticed by colleges?” my dad asked. Terry suggested making a VHS highlight tape of my best plays and sending it off to whatever colleges I might want to attend. My dad then contacted another man in the church, David, who ran the local cable news station. He also called his brother, my uncle Greg, who was the technology director in another school district. David went through all the footage available from my games, both football and hockey (at this point, I still hadn’t decided which to concentrate on), and picked out the best plays. My uncle Greg then turned those into a VHS highlight tape.


My mom and dad made several copies of the tape, then prayed over them. They said, “Lord, we want what’s best for our son, and you know we have little money to send Ben to college. If it is your will, please bless him with a scholarship.” With that, they sent the tapes off to the head football coach at every Big 10 school (there were only ten back then), along with Stanford, Syracuse, and Notre Dame.


It didn’t take long for their prayers to be answered. Throughout the winter and spring of my junior year in high school I received recruiting letters from every school to which we sent tapes. The letters all said basically the same thing. “We’re interested in what Ben can do. We would like to see more of him. Is there any chance he can come to our summer football camp so that we can evaluate him firsthand?”


Getting these letters was a huge honor. However, the football camps, along with the travel there and back, were very expensive. My mom and dad asked me which schools I was most interested in since there was no way I could go to camps at all of them. I thought and prayed about it for a while, and narrowed my list down to two: Penn State, which was coached by the legendary Joe Paterno, and Minnesota, which was only thirty miles from our home in Hastings. Minnesota was coached by Glen Mason. When Coach Mason took over, more than twenty years had passed since the Golden Gophers had won a Big 10 championship. The team hadn’t been good in a while, but Coach Mason now had it on the rise. I liked the prospect of playing for a rapidly improving team. I also liked the idea of playing close enough to home that my family could come to my games.


The U of M camp just happened to come first that summer. I planned on attending it in June. Then I was going to go to the Penn State camp, a trip my family would work into a summer vacation.


On the first day of the U of M camp the coaches lined up all the players by position and had us run the forty-yard dash. The forty is the standard by which coaches and scouts evaluate all football players’ speed. I don’t know how or why they settled on the forty, but your forty time is crucial. I ran it in 4.4 seconds, which is a really, really good time. Vic Adamle, the Gophers’ wide receivers coach who was recruiting me, immediately noticed.


A couple of days into the camp I participated in seven-on-seven passing drills. In a seven-on-seven drill, the offensive and defensive lines sit out. Instead, the receivers go up against the defensive backs. I ran a fade route down the sideline. On a fade route I try to move the defender in, then I fade out toward the sideline. The quarterback threw a high, arcing pass toward me. However, he threw the ball short. I had already beaten my man, but I had to come back to the ball. The defender, the ball, and I all converged on the same place at the same time. I jumped up high, and reached back over the defender, who already had his hands on the ball. While I was still in the air I grabbed the ball and ripped it out of the defender’s hands. When my feet touched the ground I took off running and didn’t stop until I hit the end zone.


After the whistle blew I heard a loud, high-pitched scream. I looked over and saw Vic Adamle sprinting down the field, yelling at the top of his lungs, “Yeah! That’s what I’m looking for! Yeah! Now that’s what I’m looking for.” Vic ran all the way up to me and actually jumped in my arms. After his excitement played out, he slapped me on the back and had me run back to the line for another play.


At the end of the camp I was asked by Coach Mason and Coach Adamle to come back the next day with my dad for a personal meeting with Coach Mason.


“Sure, Coach,” I said. I didn’t know what Coach wanted to meet with me about, but I hoped it was something good. I called my dad and he agreed to come out the next day. Right after he hung up with me, my father called Terry, the man in our church who helped him put together my highlight video. My dad thought he knew why they wanted to see me, but he wanted Terry’s opinion. Terry agreed with my dad and gave him several questions to ask in the meeting.


The next day I went back for the specialists camp, which is for the kickers, punters, and snappers. At the end of camp my dad and I went to see Coach Mason. He led us into his office, which was impressive. Dark woods, leather chairs and sofas; he made an immediate impression on me. My father and I took our seats across from Coach Mason as he sat behind his desk. Coach got right to the point. “We thought Ben had a fantastic camp; in fact with his talent we believe he could play for us this season!” My eyes grew wide when I heard this. At the time I was still only sixteen. Coach Mason continued, “We want Ben to be a Gopher. We want to offer him a full scholarship to come to the University of Minnesota.”


I wanted to jump up and down, but I didn’t. I looked over at my dad, who remained perfectly calm, which only a minister would. “That sounds really great,” my dad said. “Would it be all right if I asked a few questions?”


“Sure,” Coach said. “Fire away.”


“What if Ben gets injured and the injury is career threatening and he cannot play? What happens to his scholarship then?”


Coach Mason shook his head. “Don’t worry. His scholarship will remain intact even if he gets hurt.”


“That’s reassuring. Thank you,” my dad said. Then he added, “Now, Ben is only sixteen years old and still growing.” I was already six-six, but still pretty thin. “What do you think will happen if Ben gains forty pounds?”


Coach Mason broke out in a huge grin. “If that happens, he’ll be the best tight end in the Big 10. I can promise you that.”


My dad looked over at me. I didn’t have any questions except where do I sign. We sat there without saying anything for a moment or two when Coach Mason broke the silence. “Well, what do you think?” he asked the two of us.


“Glen, Ben has another camp he’s scheduled to go out to at Penn State next month,” my dad said.


“I know,” Coach Mason said. “That’s why we wanted you to come in today.” Then he looked right at me. “Ben, here’s what you have to decide. Do you want to wake up standing on third base thinking you hit a triple, or do you want to start at home plate, standing in the batter’s box, and knock the ball out of the park yourself?” It was the coach’s way of telling me I could go to a powerhouse school like Penn State and start out on top in terms of the team’s standing, or I could be a part of the rebuilding process at Minnesota, with a chance to do something really special.


I looked over at my dad. “Well, son, what do you think?” my dad asked.


“You know I want to play where you and mom can come watch me every week,” I said.


“Your mother and I will support you whatever you choose to do,” my dad replied.


I sat there for just a moment. “I want to be a Gopher,” I said.


Coach Mason stood up and extended his hand toward me. “Ben, I think you’ve made the right choice. Congratulations. Welcome to the University of Minnesota family.” He then shook hands with my dad as well.


My dad and I walked out into the hall, where my dad gave me a huge hug. “I’m so proud of you, son,” he said to me. We both had tears in our eyes. It was such a special moment with my father.


After the meeting my dad and I went to the Golden Gopher Locker Room store, where I bought my mom a University of Minnesota sweatshirt. On the drive home I called her on my dad’s cell phone. When she answered I said, “Hi, Mom. How are you doing?” in a very low-key tone of voice.


My mom took the bait. “I’m fine, Ben. How did the meeting go?” she said with that concerned-mom tone of voice.


“Unfortunately, it didn’t go as well as we had hoped.”


“Why? What did they say?” I could tell she was deflated.


“I’ll tell you about it when we get home. Are you going to be there?” I asked.


“Yes. Oh, Ben, I’m sorry,” she said.


“It’s all right, Mom. They said they’re going to watch me this season and told me to keep up the good work.” I knew I had to get off the phone fast before I blew it. “I don’t want to talk about it right now, Mom. We’ll be home soon.” I hung up the phone, and my dad and I had a good chuckle.


When I walked in the front door of our house I kept up the downtrodden-athlete act. My mom was waiting for me. She started toward me to give me a big mom hug. As we got close I pulled the Gopher sweatshirt out from behind my back and said, “Hey, Mom, how do you feel about wearing this for the next four years?”


My mom let out a scream. “Are you kidding me!?” she yelled. “Are you kidding me!?” She then fell back to the stairs and began to weep tears of joy. “Oh, thank you, Lord,” she prayed. “Thank you, Lord.” We all cried, laughed, hugged, and thanked God together in the entrance to our home.


•  •  •


I went into my senior year of high school with some lofty goals along with a pretty lofty view of myself. I’d be lying if I told you receiving a full-ride scholarship to play football at a Division I school didn’t go to my head. Football had always been a game that started in the backyard with my dad, a game where friendships were formed, where I loved hanging out with the other guys on the team. All of that was still true, but going into my senior season football was now also the way I was going to make a name for myself. I planned on dominating games and being named all-state. Every game people would see why the Golden Gophers wanted me to come be a vital part of their team.


My plans lasted until the first half of the second game of the season. I took off down the field on a corner route. I was supposed to run straight up the field for about ten yards, then make a sharp 45-degree cut toward the sideline. Since the defender is on my inside shoulder, the cut sets up an open lane for the quarterback to get me the ball. I’d run this route so many times I could do it in my sleep. The ball snapped. I took off down the field. The defender was right where I wanted him to be. I reached my mark, planted my foot, and made a sharp cut toward the sideline. As I did I heard and felt a heavy pop in my hip like someone had just punched me hard. Pain shot through my body. My leg gave out and I collapsed to the ground. I had no idea what had just happened to me. It was almost like I had just been shot. The crowd gasped, then fell completely silent.


The next thing I knew my mom ran the fastest forty-yard dash in the history of Hastings High. She reached me on the field before the coaches or trainers got there. I looked up at her. She tells me my eyes were as big as saucers. “Mom, I don’t know what happened,” I said, confused and about to panic. I had never been injured in a football game before.


My mother didn’t miss a beat. “Ben, look at me. Do you trust Jesus?” she asked.


“Yeah,” I said.


“Then trust Him now. He’s in control. You’ll be okay,” she said.


“But my scholarship—”


She cut me off. “He’s in control. You will be okay,” she repeated. In that moment a peace I can’t even describe came over the two of us.


•  •  •


The following Monday my parents took me to see an orthopedic specialist. X-rays confirmed a pelvic avulsion fracture at the growth plate. “Ben shouldn’t play football the rest of the season,” he told us. When my mom asked how this injury could occur, the doctor explained: “He’s growing so fast that it puts pressure on the bones. The good news is that this should heal completely and not give him any more problems.”
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“Ben doesn't allow injury, setbacks, and disappointments to define him.
His faith and love for his family provide perspective in the midst of challenging circumstances.”
—TONY DUNGY, Hall of Fame coach and author of Quiet Strength
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