








GOD BLESS THE CRIMSON TIDE












Our purpose at Howard Books is to:

• Increase faith in the hearts of growing Christians

• Inspire holiness in the lives of believers

• Instill hope in the hearts of struggling people everywhere

Because He’s coming again!

	[image: image]  Howard Books, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc. 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


www.howardpublishing.com



God Bless the Crimson Tide © 2007 Ed McMinn

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Permission Department, Simon & Schuster, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

Agent: Les Stobbe

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-6709-7

ISBN-10: 1-4165-6709-7

HOWARD colophon is a registered trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Edited by Between the Lines

Scripture quotations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version Bible. Copyright © 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. All rights reserved.

Visit us on the World Wide Web:


http://www.SimonSays.com
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DAY 1

The Outer Limits


Read Genesis 18:1–15.

“Is anything too wonderful for the LORD?” (v. 14).






A death set in motion the chain of events that made a young man bound for Yale the father of Alabama football.

According to Clyde Bolton in The Crimson Tide, in the late 1880s W. G. Little was prepping at Phillips-Exeter Academy in Andover, Massachusetts, on his way to Yale. But when his oldest brother, James, died, Little returned home to Livingston, Alabama, to be with his mother. He then enrolled at the local university, from which James had graduated. While he was at Phillips-Exeter, Little had been introduced to a new game called football. When he came to Alabama, Bolton said, Little “brought his canvas football suit, his cleated shoes, and his pigskin ball with him.” This unusual baggage drew a lot of interest from his classmates, who responded with great enthusiasm when Little suggested they form a team.

A roster was assembled, the University Athletic Association was born, and a coach, Eugene Beaumont, was hired. Not surprisingly, Little was named the first football captain. On November 11, 1892, the University of Alabama played its first-ever football game. Their opponent was a team from Birmingham High School. Fittingly, considering Alabama’s great history, the game was a rout. Alabama won 56–0.

The game W. G. Little had encountered in the Northeast had come south.

You’ve probably never tried a whole bunch of things you’ve dreamed about doing at one time or another. Like starting your own business. Going back to school. Running for elected office. Running a marathon. What holds you back? Perhaps you see only your limitations, both those you’ve imposed on yourself and those others have convinced you exist. But at the University of Alabama one student started the football program.

God sees your possibilities, not your limitations. Free yourself from that which ties your hands and blights your dreams by depending not on yourself but on God.

First, I prepare. Then I have faith.

—JOE NAMATH

[image: image]God has a vision for your life beyond your imagining, but you have to depend on him, not on yourself.










DAY 2

How We Leave


Read 2 Kings 2:1–12.

“A chariot of fire and horses of fire separated the two of them, and Elijah ascended in a whirlwind into heaven” (v. 11).






We can’t always choose how we leave.

Even the coach who led Alabama to its first glory on the gridiron didn’t go out the way he wanted to. In Third Saturday in October Al Browning called Wallace Wade the “Godfather” of Alabama football. Wade coached Alabama from 1923 to 1930; his record was 61–13–3. Under his leadership the Tide won the most significant game in the history of southern football to that time when they whipped Washington 20–19 in the 1926 Rose Bowl, establishing Alabama’s program as a national power and earning respect for football in the region. Bear Bryant told Browning, “I tip my hat to Wallace Wade.”

“Incredible as it seems,” Browning said, “Wade was forced to move from Alabama by a proud school president, Dr. George Denny, who was apparently jealous of the strong hold the coach had over the Crimson Tide faithful.”

John Henry Suther, an all-American halfback who played for Wade, told Browning, “Coach Wade and Dr. Denny never did see eye-to-eye…. Dr. Denny was always nosing around the practice field…. Coach Wade would tell him to get his fanny off the field so we could get some work done.”

Wade admitted that he left Alabama bitter, though he told Browning in 1981, “I have since mellowed.”

You probably haven’t always chosen the moves you’ve made in your life. Perhaps your company transferred you. A landlord didn’t renew your lease. An elderly parent needed your care.

Sometimes the only choice we have about leaving is whether we do so with style and grace. Our exit from life is the same way. Unless we usurp God’s authority over life and death, we can’t choose how we die, just how we handle it.

We do, however, control our destination. How we leave isn’t up to us; where we spend eternity is—and that depends on our relationship with Jesus.

If I drop dead tomorrow, at least I know I died in good health.

—PRO FOOTBALL COACH BUM PHILLIPS AFTER A PHYSICAL

[image: image]When you go isn’t up to you; where you go is.










DAY 3

A Crowd of Witnesses


Read Hebrews 11:39–12:2.

“Since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses,…let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us” (v. 1).






According to “Alabama Gymnastics,” the program wasn’t much to speak of in 1978 when Sarah Campbell, just twenty-two years old, took the head coaching job without knowing what her salary would be or what facilities and equipment she’d have to work with. Maybe she should have asked.

The program was only four years old, had had four different coaches, and had not had a winning season. Serious talk was afloat about discontinuing the sport. Campbell and David Patterson, the man she hired as her assistant coach and eventually would marry, scoured the dormitories for students with any gymnastics experience just to fill out the squad.

The gymnasts shared their practice space with the volleyball team and frequently dodged stray volleyballs that zinged into the area. Patterson had to explain to an athletic director named Bryant why a wrestling mat with a hole in it wouldn’t work as a floor exercise mat.

Interest in the program was reflected in attendance at meets. Only about three dozen people showed up to watch the team, and most of them were relatives of a team member. Those were lonely days for the Alabama gymnasts and their coaches.

Everyone spends time alone in life. A child’s illness, the slow death of a loved one, financial troubles in business or at home, a question about your health—they all can bring feelings of isolation.

But a person of faith is never alone, and not just because you’re aware of God’s presence. You are always surrounded by a crowd of God’s most faithful witnesses, those in the present and those from the past. With their examples before you, you can endure your trials, looking in hope and faithfulness beyond the immediate troubles to God’s glorious future.

Remember those empty seats in the early days of the gymnastics program? Nowadays the squad draws more than nine thousand fans to a meet, a true “crowd of witnesses.”

In life, you’ll have your back up against the wall many times.

You might as well get used to it.

—BEAR BRYANT

[image: image]The example of the faithful who persevered despite trepidation and suffering calls you to be true to God no matter what besets you.










DAY 4

Taking Action


Read James 2:14–26.

“Faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead” (v. 17).






Jeremiah Castille admitted he “probably said four words my whole four years” at Alabama. But on December 29, 1982, the all-American cornerback, who today has his own ministry, did something totally out of character: he stood up and made a speech.

What made this night so special that the quietest player of them all would feel the Lord call him to fire up his team? The occasion was the 1982 Liberty Bowl, the last game Bear Bryant would coach.

In Legends of Alabama Football, Richard Scott quoted Castille: “We were sitting there getting ready before the game, and the Lord just prompted me to let Coach Bryant know how much he had done for me, how much he meant to me.” So Castille told the team, “I came here an eighteen-year-old boy and I’m leaving as a twenty-two-year-old man, and he had a lot to do with that. This is my last game, this is Coach Bryant’s last game, and we’re going out a winner. There’s no way we’re going to lose this.”

The Tide defeated Illinois 21–15, thanks in part to three Castille interceptions.

Castille’s unexpected and simple but poignant words certainly served as inspiration, but they would have been useless without subsequent action; not a single word he said intercepted a pass.

Talk is cheap. Consider your neighbor or coworker who talks without saying anything, who makes promises she doesn’t keep, who brags about his own exploits, who can always tell you how to do something but never shows up for the work.

How often have you fidgeted through a meeting, impatient to get on with the work everybody is talking about doing? You know that speech without action just doesn’t cut it.

The same is true for the person of faith: action shouts of true, living faith. Jesus Christ is alive; your faith should be, too.

Don’t talk too much or too soon.

—BEAR BRYANT

[image: image]Faith that does not reveal itself in action is dead.










DAY 5

Toughing It Out


Read 2 Corinthians 11:21–29.

“Besides other things, I am under daily pressure because of my anxiety for all the churches” (v. 28).






Tackle W. T. “Bully” VandeGraaff, Alabama’s first all-American, may have been the toughest Crimson Tide player ever. A Tennessee player—of all people—gushed to Al Browning in Third Saturday in October about how tough VandeGraaff was.

S. D. “Bull” Bayer was a Tennessee Volunteers tackle who played opposite Bully in the 1913 game, which Alabama won 6–0, its seventh straight shutout of the Volunteers. Bayer recalled that Bully had a cut at the top of one ear. “It was dangling from his head a bit, bleeding a lot,” Bayer said. “He got his ear caught on the leg of my pants a play or two later, and he got so mad about it that he jumped to his feet, grabbed his ear and tried to yank it from his head.”

Fortunately for Bully’s appearance, his teammates stopped him and got him to the manager, who bandaged his ear so Bully could keep playing.

Such flinty resolve made an indelible impression on Bayer. He told Browning, “Boy, was he a tough something. He wanted to throw away his ear so he could keep playing. In all my days in football, I never saw anything like that again.”

VandeGraaff was one tough cookie, even for a Crimson Tide football player. But you don’t have to rip off an ear to be tough. Going to work every morning, sticking to your rules for the children, always telling the truth, making hard decisions about your life—you’ve got to be strong every day just to live honorably, decently, and justly.

Living faithfully requires toughness, too, though in America you probably won’t be imprisoned, stoned, or flogged for your faith, as the apostle Paul was. Still, society and popular culture exert subtle, psychological, daily pressures on you to turn your back on your faith and your values.

Hang tough: Keep the faith.

Winning isn’t imperative, but getting tougher in the fourth quarter is.

—BEAR BRYANT

[image: image]Life demands more than mere physical toughness; you must be spiritually tough, too.










DAY 6

Star Power


Read Luke 10:1–3, 17–20.

“The Lord appointed seventy others and sent them on ahead of him in pairs to every town and place where he himself intended to go” (v. 1).






Erin Heffner was a volleyball star, one of the greatest players in SEC history.

She left Alabama after the 2004 season as the school’s career leader in both kills and total attacks, third in career digs, and fourth in career service aces. She led the SEC in kills per game as a junior and a senior. She was twice named all-SEC, all-district, and honorable mention all-American. She was the District Freshman of the Year in 2001 and eight times was named to an all-tournament team, the school record.

During her four years at Alabama, the volleyball record was 80–46, twenty wins a season. Heffner was the backbone of the Crimson Tide team—and then she was gone.

So what did the 2005 Alabama volleyball players do without her? They rolled to a 23–11 record, the second-highest win total since the program was revived in 1989, and received the school’s first-ever bid to the NCAA Tournament.

Jessie Patterson wrote in his Crimson White article “Striking a Balance” that the “mantra” for the team was “balance.” Sophomore Bridget Fuentez emerged as the team’s go-to player, but she admitted success was a team effort. “It’s great to be a part of the team and feel like you’re helping your team out,” she told Patterson. “It’s not a one-person team this year.”

The team known as a church isn’t a one-person undertaking either, though it may have its “star” in the preacher. Preachers certainly are the most visible representative of a church team. After all, they are God’s paid, trained professionals.

But when Jesus assembled seventy folks to work for him, he didn’t have anybody on the payroll or any hotshots. All he had were no-names who loved him. And nothing has changed. God’s church still depends on those whose only pay is the satisfaction of serving and whose only qualification is their love for God. God’s church needs you.

You may have the greatest bunch of individual stars in the world, but if they don’t play together, the club won’t be worth a dime.

—BABE RUTH

[image: image]Yes, the church needs its professional clergy, but it also needs those who serve as volunteers because they love God; the church needs you.










DAY 7

A Second Chance


Read John 7:53–8:11.

“Jesus said, ‘Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and from now on do not sin again’” (v. 8:11).






Chad Goss needed a second chance.

In the biggest game of his life, the 1997 Outback Bowl against Michigan, he made the biggest mistake of his football career. With Alabama leading 17–6 and time running out, Goss stood alone at his ten-yard line to field the Wolverine punt that would clinch the win.

He told Wayne Atcheson in Faith of the Crimson Tide: “I thought I had only taken one step back. Instead, I had taken about eight steps back, and I fair caught the ball on the ONE YARD LINE.” Coach Gene Stallings was waiting for him on the sidelines, and he wasn’t smiling.

Goss’s gloom deepened when Michigan held, took the Bama punt, and scored. With less than a minute left, Alabama led only 17–14.

The whole game turned now on the onside kick. Goss was on the field—and he got his second chance. A Tide player tipped the ball, as Goss recalled, “and it’s coming straight to me. It is like slow motion. I jump and lay out for the ball. I catch it, curl up, and all of my teammates rush over and cover me up.”

When Goss ran to the sidelines, a smiling Stallings was waiting. With a pat on the shoulder and a handshake, he said, “You’re forgiven!”

Mulligans. It’s a shame life doesn’t emulate golf and that Outback Bowl and give us an occasional do-over. If you could go back and repair that relationship that meant so much to you, wouldn’t you? If you got a second chance to take that job you passed up, wouldn’t you? If you could take back those hateful words that you didn’t really mean, wouldn’t you?

God is a God of second chances—and third chances and fourth chances. No matter how many mistakes you make—and we all make a bunch—God will never give up on you.

Things could be worse. Suppose your errors were counted and published every day, like those of a baseball player.

—SOURCE UNKNOWN

[image: image]That you make mistakes doesn’t mean God will give up on you. He’s a God of second chances.










DAY 8

Mamas and Their Children


Read John 19:25–30.

“Meanwhile, standing near the cross of Jesus [was] his mother” (v. 25).






When he was thirteen, Bobby Humphrey disobeyed his mama—and got his start toward becoming one of the greatest running backs in Crimson Tide history, a two-time all-American, and an NFL star.

Marlene Humphrey did not want her son playing youth football, so young Bobby signed himself up secretly. In Legends of Alabama Football, Richard Scott explained, “To play football and keep his secret safe from mama, all Humphrey had to do was change out of his uniform after practice and get home before dark.” But the first game ran late—after dark.

Humphrey said when he got home, his mama “had a limb, getting ready to spank me.” But, Scott wrote, before Bobby’s mama “could take her first swipe at her son’s behind, Humphrey hid behind the trophy he brought home from the game.” In his first game he had scored four touchdowns and earned the first of many trophies.

What was his mama’s reaction?

“Normally I would have spanked him,” she said. “But this time I saw the expression on his face, and I knew I was supposed to rejoice with him.”

Her little boy was happy, so Marlene Humphrey was, too, even though she had to change her plans for her son.

Mamas do that sort of thing. Perhaps you can recall a time when your mother changed her plans for you. Jesus’s mother, too, would have done anything for her son—including following him to his execution, an act of love and bravery, since her boy was condemned as an enemy of the Roman Empire.

But just as Mary, your mother, and Bobby Humphrey’s mom would do anything for their offspring, so God will go to extraordinary lengths out of love for his children. After all, that was God on the cross at the foot of which Mary stood.

Everyone should find time to write and to go see their mother. I think that’s healthy.

—BEAR BRYANT

[image: image]Mamas often sacrifice for their children, but God, too, will take drastic measures for his children, including dying for them.










DAY 9

Playing with Pain


Read 2 Corinthians 1:3–7.

“Just as the sufferings of Christ are abundant for us, so also our consolation is abundant through Christ” (v. 5).






The stories surrounding Paul “Bear” Bryant are legendary, and some are downright mythical. None may be more impressive—yet true—than his performance against Tennessee in 1935, a game Alabama won 25–0.

Bryant played with a broken leg.

As Al Browning tells it in Third Saturday in October, Bryant was on crutches Friday afternoon with a splintered fibula cracked the previous Saturday against Mississippi State. The team physician took the cast off the night before the game and told Bryant he’d be able to dress out but not play. Before the game the next day, Coach Hank Crisp ended the pregame pep talk by saying, “I don’t know about the rest of you,…but I know old 34 will be after them today.” Bryant recalled they changed jersey numbers practically every week, and “I looked down to see what my jersey number was. There it was, as plain as day, old 34…. Coach [Frank] Thomas asked me if I could play. What could I have said? I just ran on out there.”

Browning said Atlanta Constitution writer Ralph McGill was so skeptical that he asked to see the X-rays before he wrote his game story. As for the pain, Bryant reportedly said, “It was only a little bone.”

You play with pain. Whether it’s a car wreck that left you shattered, the end of a relationship that left you battered, or a loved one’s death that left you tattered—pain finds you and challenges you to keep going.
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