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TO MY DAD, ERNEST CLAYTON WALKER SR.





Introduction



Humble Beginnings


Walkin’ down a dirt road with everything that he owned


He never met a stranger


Born in a barn, underneath the stars


His mama laid him in a manger


Swimmin’ in the river, fishin’ for his dinner,


Livin’ with the sinners like me


Makes me think that Jesus was a country boy


—FROM “JESUS WAS A COUNTRY BOY”


I’ll never forget the first time I visited a big-city church. I guess it’s what we’d call a mega-church now, over a thousand people in a big old building that looked like a cross between a stained-glass cathedral and an industrial warehouse. Barely twenty at the time, I had agreed to visit at the request of my then girlfriend, who wanted to show me off to her grandparents. They were pillars of the church and showed up every time the doors opened. I was smart enough to know that if the relationship was going anywhere, I’d need Grandma and Grandpa’s approval.


You bet I was nervous. Growing up in the country, I was used to the little brick chapel down the road just across from the clapboard church with the steeple on top. While we always tried to wear our Sunday best, in Texas where I grew up this might mean your cleanest pair of blue jeans and the shirt your mama ironed that morning. So when I visited this big-city church for the first time, I wore the newest pair of jeans I owned and ironed my shirt myself (which means it still had quite a few wrinkles).


My girlfriend looked as beautiful as a spring buttercup in her yellow dress, and she told me that I cleaned up pretty nice, too. Going through the massive church doors into the cool, quiet sanctuary, I felt more like I was in the lobby of the Ritz-Carlton than in church. Plush carpet padded my boots, along with everyone else’s, and insulated the noise of people talking. Dark green plants in huge ceramic urns guarded the pulpit, which looked more like a stage than a pulpit. Men in dark suits with white shirts and striped ties escorted ladies in high-necked dresses and flowing skirts.


“Baby, you didn’t tell me we were going to a funeral!” I whispered and laughed.


She didn’t seem to enjoy my joke and instead gave me the evil eye and whispered that I better stay on my best behavior. It was downhill from there. As we sat down on the polished mahogany pew with her grandparents, I noticed that I was the only one in jeans. As a robed choir marched in to the strains of a massive pipe organ, I realized that the people around us were looking at me. You know, looking at me as if I was some homeless man who’d wandered in off the street. The kind you’re afraid might throw up on the carpet or steal money out of the collection plate. Those kinds of looks. Needless to say, I didn’t feel welcome.


The music was just as proper and tight-lipped. It’s hard to drain the soul out of good old-fashioned Baptist hymns, but this congregation sure tried. The pastor was equally as perfect, polished, and painful. His three-piece pinstripe suit fit him like a glove, and I recognize now that it had probably been hand-tailored by some Italian designer. He spoke in a strong, congenial voice that reminded me of a politician making a stump speech.


I’m sure he was a good man and probably knew more about theology than I ever will, but . . . he didn’t seem acquainted with the God I knew. The God who peeks out from the horizon each morning through the golden eyes of the sun. The God who smiles when I go fishing with my daddy and catch a bigger catfish than he does. The God who asks us to love our neighbor as we love ourselves, even if that neighbor is dressed in jeans instead of a suit.


Instead, the good reverend exposited the Bible, reminded us of his degrees and expertise as a trained seminarian, regretted how sinful people were outside the Church, and conducted an offering at the beginning and at the end of the service. My girlfriend seemed a little uncomfortable, but I could tell she wasn’t going crazy on the inside the way I was. Like her grandparents, she smiled vaguely and nodded as if this were their favorite place to be on a Sunday morning.


You probably won’t be surprised to hear that I never went back. Or that my girlfriend and I broke up a couple weeks later. Apparently, this country boy wasn’t good enough for the fine folks at the First Big Downtown Church. And you know what? That was fine by me because I realized then that faith isn’t about how you dress or how much theology you understand or where you sit on a Sunday morning. No, real faith—the kind that’s connected to the love of God as our heavenly Daddy—starts with what’s inside. And inside, I’m as country as it gets.



Real Country



The songs I sing come from this same place. From knowing the soft crush of spring grass beneath my bare feet. From knowing the steady rhythm of a woodpecker playing drums on a cottonwood tree. And the way a barn smells with its rich scent of mud, hay, and manure. The way a sliver of moon dangles in the darkness like a silver fishhook. The taste of corn bread and fried chicken washed down with sweet tea at my grandmother’s table.


When I say I’m as country as it gets, I’m not kidding. I grew up living in a little white two-bedroom house that my grandparents bought for $35 during the Great Depression on a parcel of land off Erie Street about three miles outside of Beaumont, Texas. It had hardwood floors worn smooth by bare feet, a woodburning stove, and no air-conditioning other than a sultry breeze through an open window. In fact, I was twenty years old before I lived in a place that had AC!


We were surrounded by woods and rice fields, and there were no streetlights except for the stars glittering above the trees. It was out-in-the-country quiet with only the sound of the wind, a few crickets, maybe an old owl or whippoorwill, and the occasional coyote howling from the woods. Our nearest neighbors were miles away, and we were even farther from the local post office, grocery store, and gas station.


As a boy I loved wandering the rice fields and levees, the swampland and creeks, all around our house. With chickens scattering and dogs chasing me, I’d retreat to the woods to find a shady spot beneath the big oaks and evergreens, the sycamore and hickory trees. The branches overhead would stitch the dappled sunlight with patches of blue sky into a giant quilt rustling in the wind.


I’m proud of the way I grew up hard and have so many great memories I wouldn’t trade for anything in this world. But growing up in the country the way I did was never easy. We kept a vegetable garden not as a hobby but as a necessity. The hogs we raised were not to show with the 4-H Club at the county fair but to butcher and freeze for the long winter ahead. And hunting was not a sport with camo suits, orange vests, expensive rifles, and tree stands. No, hunting was about putting meat on the table—duck, rabbit, squirrel, deer, even raccoons!


I was—and still am—an unabashed, unglorified country boy. I knew we were poor, but we never went hungry and always had a roof over our head. My siblings and I had to make our own fun, use our imagination, and sing along to George Strait and Reba McEntire on the radio in our daddy’s truck. As hard as it was at times, I still loved every minute of it and appreciate the way it shaped me into the man I am today.


Growing up country, real country, I learned about God firsthand. Not just from the beauty of his creation all around me, but from seeing my sweet mother plead the blood of Jesus as she prayed for the safety of her children. I learned about God from how our neighbors treated us—lending us a mule to help plow the garden or bringing over a basket of fresh string beans. I learned about him from the way my family loved me and showed me how to love other people, no matter how different they might be from us. I learned about him from my Catholic grandmother, who read the Bible with me every night. And I learned about him from an Assembly of God preacher, Rev. David Hunter, who led me to give my heart to Jesus when I was fifteen years old. Cathocostal! I believe Jesus is not going to check your denomination card when you enter the gate. It’s on the honor system . . . do you believe John 3:16?


I’m sickened by some of the biases that I’ve seen in some of the denominations. I’ve seen preachers spend fifteen to twenty minutes preaching against other denominations . . . is there really time for that? I’ve seen one spend time prohibiting other denominations from partaking communion with them. Really? Is this what it’s come to? Would Christ approve of these shepherds and the way they’re attending his flock? Is this really what Jesus would do?


I don’t think so. These people who claim to be Bible scholars, but treat others with disdain, don’t know anything. You have to believe and be better than these Pharisees.


What Money Can’t Buy


It’s just all the more reason that I’m troubled at the way so many people get God confused with religion these days. Whether it’s an experience like the one I had at my old girlfriend’s church or the impression I get when I channel surf and find a slick TV preacher promising health and wealth for a regular monthly “contribution,” I have to wonder. In fact, it was watching a televangelist strut and perform in his Armani suit, all the while begging for “seed money” for “God’s kingdom,” that inspired me to write the song “Jesus Was a Country Boy.”


Maybe you’ve heard it (it’s one of my favorites, so I hope you have!). The point I wanted to make in the song is that what (and who) we often see representing God in the world around us doesn’t represent him accurately. As I write in the song, “’Cause it ain’t who you are, it’s who you know.” The truth, as I see it at least, is that when God decided to send His Son down to live with us on Earth, he didn’t set him up with a cable channel and a congregation of ten thousand people in fancy suits and dresses.


No, Jesus grew up just as country as I did, if not more so. While the Jewish people at the time expected the Messiah to be born in a palace surrounded by royalty, the Son of God came to us as a baby in a manger surrounded by shepherds and their smelly sheep. Jesus’s earthly daddy was a carpenter, and Jesus took up the same trade until it was time to go public with his ministry. And what did he do when it was time to go public? A press conference? A big fund-raiser with water-into-wine and hors d’oeuvres made from loaves and fishes? A dedication for the new mega-synagogue in town?


I’m not trying to be irreverent here, only to support my point. No, what Jesus did was seek out his opening act, a wild-haired dude named John the Baptist, who had been paving the way for the Savior for some time. Jesus asked John to baptize him, and while the desert warrior in his camel-hair suit resisted at first (“You want me to baptize you?”), he finally agreed and dunked Jesus into the Jordan River. As the Son of God came up from the water gasping for air, the sky opened above him and a dove descended, not stopping until God’s Spirit nested in his heart. “This is my beloved son in whom I am well pleased,” boomed the Father with the joyful pride of any daddy watching his children.


Now, what’s interesting to me is that Jesus hasn’t done, well . . . anything yet! He hasn’t performed any miracles or healed anyone or shared the Lord’s Prayer or preached the Sermon on the Mount. Basically, he just showed up and got baptized. And God beamed and blessed him. My point is that Jesus didn’t have to perform or work hard to earn his father’s love. He just had to receive it.


From then on, he’s in the public spotlight one way or another. While he may be a small-town boy (born in Bethlehem, raised in Nazareth), Jesus never forgets his humble beginnings when he heads to the big city of Jerusalem. He recruits guys—mostly fishermen and local joes—for his ministry team down at the docks, not from the Holy Rollers of his day, the Pharisees and Sadducees. He picks guys like Peter, an uneducated, rough-around-the-edges type who would become the rock upon which Christ built the Church.


They take each day as it comes, eating with tax collectors and talking to shady ladies, spending time with anyone who expresses an interest in knowing the truth. Whether a rich young ruler or a poor widow, a soldier with a sick daughter or a short guy in a sycamore tree, Jesus never met a stranger. He loved everyone he encountered and saw them for who they really were. He didn’t try to impress them or sell them anything. He didn’t ask for their money or monthly contributions. He asked only for their hearts. No games.


If Jesus were alive today, I think he’d be out doing the same kinds of things he did over two thousand years ago—meeting people where they are, healing those with aching backs and broken hearts, eating fish around a campfire on the beach, sharing stories about what matters most. Maybe I’m wrong, but I don’t think he’d be leading a mega-church or hosting a daily talk show or running for political office. There’s nothing wrong with any of those endeavors, and we need godly people in these positions. But if our picture of God comes only from those places, then we lose sight of what faith—and love and hope and forgiveness—are all about.


No doubt I’m biased in thinking people who grew up country are more authentic than folks who are caught up in the rat race of more, bigger, better. But what I’ve found is that country doesn’t refer to where you grew up as much as where your heart grows down, where it takes root. Country is a state of mind. I believe what ultimately defines being country is simple: a loving heart, a helping hand, an open mind, poor in spirit. Like the person coming through the soup line at the shelter looking for a hot meal, we need to approach God with humility, hunger, and hope. When I see a beggar on the street, I’m reminded of how I want to approach God, not worthy or deserving but needy and wanting, asking him for what only he can give me.


Whether you’re from Louisiana or Los Angeles, Tallahassee or Toronto, Nashville or Newark, if you’re reading this right now, chances are good that you’re country at heart.


If we want to grow in our faith, I don’t think we have to go to church to find God. Too often, people treat church as the playground where they hide from the battlefield of life. Well, recess is over, and it’s time to put our beliefs into practice in the real world. If we want to love our spouses more and show our children what it means to be an honest man or an honest woman, then we have only to come back to our roots. Practicing values like courage and respect, honor and decency. Enjoying a high school football game on a Friday night. Thanking our veterans when we have the opportunity. Loving people where they are. Keeping our word no matter what.


Whether we call it being country or being Christian, this way of life doesn’t rely on religion to know God. It relies on folks like you and me who want to live more, love more, and laugh more. In fact, if we look to Jesus as our example, if we consider that he himself understood what it means to be genuine, real-deal country, then we can learn best from his example.


If we really want to be closer to God, more passionately alive to all the blessings around us, and more in love with the life we’ve been given, then we only have to look to Jesus. I’m no theologian and I’m not a preacher, but I do know how much God loves me and I continue to live for him each day. If you’ll allow me the privilege, I’d like to share some thoughts with you in the pages that follow on what I’ve learned by returning to Jesus—not big churches or TV preachers—to define my faith.


My hope is that you’ll find some wisdom for living, some inspiration for loving, and some stories that will make you smile. I believe Jesus was a country boy, and his earthy, honest faith and real, heartfelt love changed the course of time and history. If we keep our country roots, then our faith will grow and our lives will be richer in the things that money can’t buy.





SECTION I



Jesus Knew How to LIVE
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CHAPTER I



Never Met a Stranger—He Knew How to Treat People


Just the way I’m helping you


If you really want to pay me back,


Here’s what you do


Don’t let the chain of love end with you


—FROM “THE CHAIN OF LOVE”


Celebrity status is pretty easy to come by in our world today. Reality shows, the Internet, YouTube, and Facebook make it possible for anyone to grab their fifteen minutes in the public spotlight. If you’re talented enough, clever enough, funny enough, or persistent enough, chances are good that you can get thousands of people to notice you. What they think of you, however, may be another thing altogether.


Sure, there’s the face we give to the world, but we’ve all learned that what you see is not necessary what’s really inside a person. Good friends of mine, the kind who’ve known me all my life, tell me that they often get asked, “What’s Clay really like?” My friends tell me that they take great pleasure in being able to tell the truth. Without blowing my own horn, I’m proud that they can tell people that with Clay Walker, what you see is what you get. I’m not trying to be one person onstage or in an interview or on TV and then someone else behind the scenes when I’m with my family and friends.


And it’s not always easy being true to yourself, especially in a culture that judges you by what you wear, what you drive, who you know, and where you live. We place so much importance on the roles we play and the toys we can afford that we forget about what it means to be a good person. The kind of man or woman who treats you the same way whether you’re dressed up or dressed down, in the checkout line at the 7-Eleven or in the receiving line at the governor’s mansion.


Our jobs can complicate the way others see us and treat us, and the way we respond to them. Granted, the music industry is a little bit crazier than most normal businesses. My manager tells me it’s because the artists and songwriters are all a little bit crazy—like me! I take that as a compliment, and I realize that while the music business is unique in many ways, there’s one fundamental way that it’s the same as any other: the way you treat people.


Building Noah’s Ark


Recently, I ordered a big wooden boat for my son’s birthday. It was going to be a cross between a giant rowboat and a playhouse and was going to look like Noah’s Ark. Yep, I know what you’re thinking—it sounds like something guaranteed to spoil a three-year-old, and you’re probably right. But if you’d seen the way his eyes lit up when we were reading the Bible story about Noah and all the animals and the flood, and then heard the tone of his voice when he asked if maybe we should build an ark and put it on the big old bass pond on our farm, you wouldn’t have been able to resist him, either!


So I decided to get this miniature ark for him for his birthday and surprise him. It had to be custom-built, and some friends of mine told me just where to go for it. A few weeks later someone from the boat shop called and told me it was ready. Almost as excited as my son would be to see the finished ark, I left right away to go see it before the shop closed. I’d been working in the barn most of the day but didn’t want to take the time to get cleaned up.


Now I knew I looked a little grubby in my old sweatpants, T-shirt, and ball cap, and I probably smelled a little like the barn, too, but didn’t think twice about stopping. The boat place reminded me of the woodshop at my old high school, a giant warehouse with lots of tools, ramps, hitches, and a few pulleys hanging from the rafters. The guys there wouldn’t mind.


So I stopped at the boat shop, talked to the owner, and paid him; he handed me off to one of his crew to show me Noah’s Ark. We were moving fast, and the owner didn’t introduce me, and I didn’t think of it at the time—I just wanted to see the ark! So my guide to the ark—I’ll call him Troy—took me to a corner of the warehouse and pointed out a giant rowboat that would’ve made Noah proud.


Although I was definitely preoccupied with my new ark, I couldn’t miss noticing that my guy Troy had an attitude. Now I’m used to being recognized from time to time, and it’s no big deal. I usually enjoy connecting with another fan of country music, and if they happen to like mine, then I’m even happier. But with my new friend Troy, it was clear that he didn’t know me from Adam.


Maybe it was the curt way he nodded and grunted, or the way he refused to return my attempt at small talk. Maybe it was the way he looked at my dirty clothes and muddy boots and worn ball cap, the kind of look I hadn’t seen since visiting that big-city downtown church with my old girlfriend. The kind of look that made me feel like a homeless person lying in an alleyway.


Needless to say, Troy didn’t share my giddy joy as I surveyed the details of the ark. He just stood there like a statue with his arms crossed, impatiently waiting on me to hurry up and leave so he could get back to waiting on the real customers. I asked if he would be on the delivery truck that would be bringing it out to our farm the next day. He said he would, so I gave him directions, thanked him, and headed on my way.


I didn’t think any more about my buddy Troy or the boat until the next day when I was out at the farm waiting on the truck and trailer that would bring Noah’s Ark. I had just come from a business meeting in town and looked a little nicer and a lot cleaner. Nothing fancy, but my dark jeans, western shirt, and polished boots painted a different image than my farmhand duds from the day before. That, along with my name on the mailbox, and probably the size of the place, made it clear that I was a very lucky man, a guy named Clay Walker.


When Troy saw me, he immediately came over, shook my hand, and tried to call me “Mr. Walker” before I corrected him. I tried to be friendly, but my mind really was on how to get the ark down to the pond without getting the trailer stuck in the mud. Troy’s mind, however, was on telling me that he used to be a musician for a country music superstar—a name you’d recognize—a few years back. He’d toured with this person for years before “things changed,” and he’d ended up in his present job. He didn’t come right out and ask me for a job, but he sure got mighty close. The sunrise shift of his dark attitude couldn’t have been more glaring.


The Golden Yardstick


I tell you this story not to pass any judgment on Troy and certainly not to make myself look any better. But the dramatic shift in how he treated me once he knew who I was reminded me of what one of my mentors in the music industry once told me. It was after a show in a little honky-tonk outside of Dallas, and I had opened for this older, well-established performer. I was feeling grumpy after the show because a lot of little things had gone wrong—the owner not following through on details he’d told me would be handled. My older, wiser friend knew I wanted to lash out and agreed that I probably had every right to. But he said something I’ll never forget.


“Clay,” he said, “you’ll discover in this business there’s two reasons people will remember you. One’s the quality of the music you make, and you make some damn fine music. The second is how you treat ’em. Not just the decision makers, but the waitresses, the roadies, the gophers, and the crew. So far, you’re easy to get along with and know that you’re no better than anyone else. Don’t ever change.”


His words meant the world to me. I’m no saint: I lose my patience when I’m driving or I get mad when someone cuts in line just like anyone else. But I try to remember how I want to be treated and what it means to walk a mile in another man’s shoes. This is the Golden Rule, or as my grandmother used to call it, “the golden yardstick.” In fact, I remember an incident one time when she broke that yardstick across my twelve-year-old backside for not following the Golden Rule!


Thanks to her loving correction, wise words from my mentors, and the hard lessons of life, I learned to value the Golden Rule as my own. I learned that even when you try your best you can’t always control your reputation, those perceptions and expressed opinions of others toward you. But I also know that character, who you really are inside, is something that God always sees.


So I always try to treat people the way that Jesus would treat them. When asked, he said, “So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets” (Matthew 7:12). Rich or poor, short or tall, man or woman, old or young, insider or outsider, Jesus loved them all. In both word and deed, he walked what he talked.


Short Stuff


While Jesus consistently treated all people with compassion and respect, there’s one of his encounters that especially stands out for me. It involves a short weasel of a man with a funny-sounding name. Since my kids have a hard time saying “Zacchaeus” (a name I’m told means “clean and pure”—funny, considering he was a crooked tax collector!), when we read this story at bedtime, I just call him Short Stuff.


The story goes that Jesus was on his way into the town of Jericho, and large crowds had gathered because they’d heard about this man who could teach the Scriptures better than any rabbi and who could heal the sick better than any doctor. One person in particular, a tax collector who’d gotten rich by taking his own cut, was curious and wanted to see for himself what all the fuss was about. Only problem was that Short Stuff couldn’t see above the crowd. At this point I remind my kids of how they felt at the Christmas parade before their mom and I put them on our shoulders.


Since Zacchaeus couldn’t sit on someone’s shoulders, he did the next best thing and found a sycamore tree to climb. Up on an extended branch, he could perch and spy on everyone who passed by, including Jesus. Funny thing, though, was that Jesus veered off the road and came right over to where Short Stuff was hiding. It strikes me that even when we try to hide from God, he knows where to find us and invites us to receive the gift of his love. Which is exactly what Jesus offered our buddy Z:


When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.” So he came down at once and welcomed him gladly.


All the people saw this and began to mutter, “He has gone to be the guest of a sinner.”


But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.”


Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.” (Luke 19:5–10)


I always imagined that Jesus might’ve paused for a couple seconds in between “Zacchaeus, come down here!” and “I’m hangin’ at your house today!” And in those few seconds, poor Short Stuff must’ve thought, Busted! If this Jesus knows I’m up in this tree and he knows my name, then he must know who I am and the kind of man I am. In fact, from the little information we’re told, it would’ve been justifiable and logical if Jesus had called him on the grass carpet.
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