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			To my wife and kids, who stood by me and loved me for who I am, even in the darkest seasons of my life. When there was no one else there to help, you stayed by my side. You are my strength. You give me purpose and love, and for that I am thankful.
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			Preface

			It’s hard to believe it was a little over a decade ago that I wrote I Beat the Odds. It was my first book and in it I shared my slow rise from childhood poverty all the way to the NFL draft. My life had been depicted in the Oscar-winning movie The Blind Side, and today, some fourteen years after that movie, it seems like you can’t turn on the TV without seeing my Cinderella story. The movie turned me into something so rare it almost doesn’t exist—a famous offensive lineman.

			It was 2011 when as a rookie in the NFL, I set out to give my perspective on my own life. In I Beat the Odds, I shared details from my childhood so that I could be a resource and encouragement for foster kids and the parents waiting to care for them. From the feedback I still get today, I’m humbled to say that I achieved that goal and then some.

			That book was about my past. This one is about my future.

			When I left you last, I had no idea what seasons—on and off the field—awaited me. It was 2011 and I’d yet to become a father. Aside from my wife, football was not just my work, it was my world. I gave it everything.

			During eight years in the NFL, I played for three teams and had a career of which I was proud. When I left the NFL in July 2017, I was exhausted physically and mentally. I just wanted to keep to myself and be with my family. After a lifetime of struggle that started long before I played pro sports, I’d earned time to relax.

			Right?

			But I couldn’t. I was restless. For the first time in my life, I had what I’d always wanted: downtime. Since childhood, the only thing I could count on was the next uphill battle. As an eight-year-old, I dreamed about being an adult so I could have a moment to just chill. But once I became older, I realized that could never happen. I may no longer be a professional athlete, but I’m never going to be comfortable sitting on the sidelines. I had this nagging feeling there was more for me to do. More to my life. That nagging feeling led to a long period of darkness until I found a new purpose.

			The last couple of years have made us all slow down and think. The events of 2020 had me, like everyone else, questioning everything. Widespread racial and political division and COVID-19 brought the whole world to a place of needing help and hope. The facts are real. The truth is sometimes bleak. But that’s not what I’m going to talk about.

			In the last few years, we’ve been bombarded with bad news and trapped in a world of negativity. I got through 2020, and I realized what I needed more of was good news. Encouragement. Positivity. We’ve all had our backs against the wall and it’s time to find our way forward again. So, if you’re ready for hope, I’m ready to give it to you. I want to talk about the light ahead, how I’ve found it repeatedly, and how I’ll encourage you to do the same.

			I’ve always considered myself a fourth-and-one guy. In the last-second drives to win the game—the toughest times—that’s when I come alive, when my back is to the wall. It’s no secret I’ve had a lot of walls in my life: the wall of the projects, the wall of hunger, the wall of homelessness. I’ve had to go up against academic doubters, bullies, and athletic competitors. My life has had a lot of highs, too: a family of my own, a college education, a first-round draft pick, a Super Bowl victory, and a second appearance in the “big game.” But even after all these successes, I found myself in hard times again. The struggles I’ve faced these last few years—job loss and battles with mental health—haven’t really been shared with the public.

			This book was two years in the making. As I’ve worked through it, I’ve also been working through my challenges. Making a list of what I call “Back Against the Wall” principles. I’ve stayed committed to them, so now, like a playbook, I can share them with you when it’s fourth and one in your own life and you need some encouragement.

			Many of you are there right now. You’re reaching behind and feeling nothing but a slab of concrete. My hope is that just picking up this book is the first step away from your wall.

			Before I can share those lessons with you, I must first bring you up-to-date on my life. I was only just entering the NFL when I left you last. So much has taken place since then. I see our time apart as a halftime. The part of my life that I want to share with you now can be understood as one of the most eventful second halves of any game I’ve ever played.

			In I Beat the Odds, I said something that would come back to me years later: “Rough times don’t have any power over me anymore; I don’t have to be afraid of them because I have turned them on their head. . . . Even after you’ve beaten the odds, there is still room to grow. . . .”

			I had no idea what “rough times” awaited me in the twelve years that followed. How my words would fall like a prophecy. The credits might’ve rolled at the end of my so-called movie, but that is far from the end of my story.

		

	
		
			PART I

			Second Half

			
			

		

	
		
			1

			Big Oak and the Big Dream

			Recently, I was invited to speak to the kids and parents at a Christian home for abused and abandoned children called the Big Oak Ranch. Even after all these years, I still get a little nervous before a gathering where the main event is me. Why am I doing this? I’m a private guy.

			It only took me a few seconds to remember the promise I’d made to myself. For whatever reason, I’ve been given a platform and I refuse to waste it. But on this particular evening, I didn’t have any of those feelings. On the three-hour drive down from Nashville to Rainbow City, Alabama, I thought about the kids in my audience. How I wanted to encourage and challenge them—and maybe even call them out. Most adults have lied to them more times than they can count, but because they knew my story, they were willing to give me a chance.

			I hadn’t spent much time in Alabama, but as I drove down the long road leading to the Big Oak Boys’ Ranch, I was shocked: new, clean facilities; big brick homes for the parents and kids that were scattered around the grounds; and wide green fields. This was not the typical foster care situation I was expecting. Compared to the places I’d stayed as a kid, it might as well have been the Ritz.

			More than the beautiful landscape and new buildings, it was the people. They were happy, smiling, and already gathered in the parking lot to greet me. The kids and parents were all together, enjoying the food trucks and inflatables on a spring night. There were several big-top tents with tables underneath, and all of it, I was told, was in honor of “Michael Oher Night.” No pressure, right?

			It only took me a few minutes with those kids to realize there was really no pressure at all. I’m not usually comfortable with this kind of attention, but I get these kids. We understand each other. There’s a bond you can’t put words around, evidenced by the line that suddenly formed out of nowhere. Some kids wanted me to sign random pieces of notebook paper. Some just wanted to say, “What’s up?”

			Before I knew it, a couple of hours had passed, and the director of the Big Oak Ranch, former Kansas City Chiefs quarterback Brodie Croyle, gathered everyone underneath the big-top tents. I learned that Brodie’s father, John, had started the Christian ranch back in 1974. He and his wife, Tee, had had a single farmhouse and five boys who needed love. From that grew a home that has helped more than two thousand kids to date.

			Home being the key word. A place that’s permanent. A place where kids who’d been tossed from one place to the next could memorize their address because it wasn’t going to change.

			Brodie climbed the stage and addressed the group. It was interesting to watch the leadership of a great quarterback be transformed into something even more powerful. After a few jokes, a song, and a prayer, he nodded toward me. “Well, I’m not going to spend a lot of time on introductions,” he said. “If you don’t know this man, google him. Go watch the movie. Go watch Pro Bowls. Those accomplishments are all amazing, but they’re not the core of his life. Michael wanted to come speak to you tonight because at one point he was just like you. He wanted to share his story because it very easily could have gone another way . . . if he’d let his past be his crutch, instead of his platform. . . . So, Michael, come on up!”

			I thanked him and looked out over the podium at the faces gathered around me. I’d spent the afternoon talking and cutting up with many of them. I’d watched them joking around like regular kids. The abuse, abandonment, and neglect can sometimes hide behind a smile. What gives them away is their eyes. They’re grown-up eyes, and at that moment they all turned to me.

			You couldn’t hear anything but cicadas buzzing in the trees as I looked down at my iPhone notes. I’d spent a week preparing what to say, but I put the phone in my pocket and pushed the podium aside. This was a night to speak from the heart. The core of what I wanted to tell them went all the way back to what I’d told myself as a kid.

			Like always, I started with a joke. “I’m more handsome than the guy who played me in the movie, right?”

			The ladies always get a good laugh at that. But then it was time to be real. I wanted them to know every moment matters. Every day matters. I wanted some of them to hear, maybe for the first time, that they have choices. Not everything is out of their control.

			“Opportunities are right here within your reach, but you can’t take hold of them if your hands are full. You’ve gotta drop the anger. It’s a weight. You deserve to feel what you feel, but there comes a time when that ‘Woe is me’ attitude is like sitting at a bus stop to nowhere.”

			I saw a few of the kids’ eyes get bigger when I said that. A few of the housemothers even let out a soft “Amen.”

			My message is full of hope, but it comes with the awakening truth of reality. The kids in the audience that night all had it rough. I didn’t need the details of their lives to know where they’d been. But if you’re so focused on the bad from your past, you can miss the good right here in the present.

			“Big Oak is pretty magical,” I told them. “I’m going to come back unannounced next week and see if everybody is happy and smiling all the time.”

			I was joking, but I meant it. For the first seventeen years of my life, I would’ve given anything for a place like Big Oak. Besides an education, they had something there that I hadn’t had—a promise of stability. “You can stay with us until you are grown.” It’s the first thing a kid hears when he gets to the ranch.

			Those boys and girls gathered around the stage needed to know that a stable home and access to an education changes the game. Those are the foundation, but attitude is the missing piece.

			“My attitude growing up was the difference in life or death. The same is true for each one of you.”

			I paced up and down the stage as I shared with them some of the principles of my life that had saved me.

			“Choose to show up every day. Use every resource at your disposal. Meet your help halfway.”

			Before I knew it, my time was almost up, so I left them with one final thought. It is one I think about now with my own kids, especially when everything in our world is so immediate.

			“Your mind is more powerful than you can dream at this point . . . so whatever you want your future to be, you’ve got to change your thoughts right now.”

			

			•   •   •

			After it was over, I did the usual high-fives and handshakes. I hugged some of the housemoms and signed autographs. We gave out copies of I Beat the Odds, and I was humbled to see many of the teenagers go off and thumb through the pages.

			The kind words said to me by fans always mean something, but many times after speaking events, I’m left wondering if I made a lasting impact. Sure, I can throw up some personal stories, but you never know what’s going to hit home. They say you remember 20 percent of what you hear, 30 percent of what you see, and 50 percent of what you see and hear. I guess that puts me at an advantage. A dude as big as me, pacing the stage and waving his hands as he talks, has to be more memorable.

			When the line had finally died down, I thanked Brodie and the team for hosting me. I was just about to get back in my truck when a young Black kid came up to me. My guess is he was about sixteen or seventeen. I could tell he was nervous, so I smiled at him and greeted him like I did everyone else. “What’s up, man? Thanks for coming.”

			His name was Kinnedy and he told me he’d been planning to leave Big Oak. He’d been living at the ranch for a while, but had a mother and brother back home. Even though he had opportunities in front of him, Kinnedy couldn’t stop worrying about his family. Like me, Kinnedy was a middle child and constantly under the stress of caring about everybody. That meant going back to a bad situation just so he could be there for them.

			“But your talk tonight made me think,” he told me.

			I knew there was probably another reason he wanted to go back. It’s a principle all kids in unstable homes instinctively know: Leave before someone tells you to go.

			Even when you’re happy in the moment, you have this reflex to run. I remember as a kid I was hospitalized and under observation at only ten years old. The system had caught up to me and realized that I had been wandering the streets homeless for over a year without any parental supervision. I knew I wasn’t sick, so I just got to enjoy it. I had my own room, my own TV, and food brought to me on a tray. It felt like what I thought a vacation would be like. But in the back of my mind, I knew it would end and that the end date wouldn’t be my choice.

			So I broke out. I picked the lock to my hospital room door and walked straight out the front door when no one was looking. I knew if I was always the first one to leave, I’d never have to hear the words “We don’t want you here.”

			And now Kinnedy was in the same boat. But what he was leaving behind at Big Oak was far better than a room at St. Joseph’s Hospital in North Memphis.

			“You can’t help your mama until you help yourself first,” I told him. “Take the opportunity she never got. Make something of yourself, then go back. You can help her and your siblings, but only after you help yourself.”

			He didn’t argue. He just nodded.

			“And if it’s the streets you’re missing,” I added, “they’re always going to be there.”

			Kinnedy nodded again. He knew what I meant. Those same guys will always exist. If I drove to North Memphis right now, those same dudes would be on those same street corners, doing the same things. The streets are timeless in that way. “But the opportunities,” I told him, “are not.”

			We shook hands again, and I hoped a life was changed. I hoped he and I would keep in touch. Time would tell, but one thing was certain: my time at Big Oak had solidified something that had been in my heart and was already in the works in my adopted hometown of Nashville. I knew I wanted to do more than pop in and out of kids’ lives or stand up in front of them and give them helpful sound bites. I wanted to invest in their futures. The Big Oak trip made me realize how much I had left to give, and now I was compelled to figure out how to do that.

			The world is an ocean of abandoned kids. Big Oak is just one rescue boat. The statistics are overwhelming. According to 2020 research, twenty thousand kids “age out” of foster care every year. That means they go their entire childhood without ever hearing the Big Oak promise: You can stay until you’re grown. Instead, they’re left to wonder if they should bolt before someone makes them go. They’re forced to exit a broken system without ever knowing a forever home.

			The impact of what Brodie and people like him are doing is profound, but the need is astronomically greater than any one operation can handle. After that night, I knew that I wanted to do something similar. For weeks I’d already been hard at work, researching something that gave me more excitement than I had ever felt, even on Sundays.

			I was going to make a difference. It wasn’t going to be just about me or my story anymore. I wanted to make a change. More specifically, a change for the kids out there just like me. How was I going to accomplish this? That part was uncertain. There was one thing that was certain, though. I felt called to the one aspect of my story that meant more to me than any skill on the football field: my education.

			

			•   •   •

			Let me give you a little background on how this whole idea came to be. Like a lot of good stories in my life, it started with my best friend, Jamarca Sanford.

			Jamarca is from Batesville, Mississippi, and he, like me, played football for Ole Miss. Ever since we left Oxford (the home of Ole Miss), Jamarca and I have always lived in different cities, but we regularly find a way to get together. Several years back, I went to see him in Miami, and during that visit, he wanted me to come tour AcadeMir, the charter school he’d helped with in South Beach. Jamarca’s involvement with the school had started partly as a business investment with his father-in-law. I thought it was an awesome use of his time and resources. Seeing the impact in the community and meeting some of the students in the gym that afternoon made me proud of him for investing in future generations when he could have easily put his money elsewhere.

			I went home and didn’t really think about it too much until months later. To me, the idea of doing something with education was more like a slow revelation, not just a light bulb going off. I knew I wanted to do something with the rest of my life. I knew I wanted to be an influence. I thought about those kids. What I realized was that, for me personally, the concept of a school was just a starting place. I wanted to go bigger. Way bigger. I kept thinking back to my own life. While the education piece was huge, I needed more.

			What if I could do more than own a building? What if my reach didn’t have to be confined to the walls of a school?

			My questions were pointing to more and more personal involvement. I knew I could write a check and put my name on the wall of some existing charity or school, but that wasn’t enough. I had something that most nonprofit founders don’t have—a unique understanding of these kids and their pasts. Call it a cheat sheet or a road map, my experience, not just money, was what I could offer. As overwhelming as it seemed, I knew I was being called to give a whole lot more than my name to this project.

			I spent several months asking around and researching on my own, and after my experience at Big Oak, I’d settled on a similar concept: providing a place for kids who had nowhere to call home. I didn’t mean that I would go buy a bunch of land in some city somewhere to build homes for a handful of the kids aging out of the system. What I wanted to do was re-create the sense of belonging that Big Oak gave to those kids I spoke to. That was a treasure I knew the value of. It was a moving part of my own story that made all the difference in my life.

			As crazy as it might sound, deep down the gift of feeling wanted or accepted meant more than a roof over my head or food in my belly. I wouldn’t have said that out loud at the time as a kid, but it was true nonetheless. Yes, I was starving. Yes, the nights spent sleeping in sheds or abandoned cars were terrifying. But when I think back on it, I don’t think I can recall all the ingredients on my plate, whenever I had my first warm meal after going hungry. It was a meal, and I was just trying to survive. What I do remember was the first time I didn’t feel like I had to run away out of fear of overstaying my welcome. As a kid whose only lesson in a bitter world is that they are alone, that no one wants them, hearing and knowing that you belong to something where other people actually care enough about your outcome to not abandon you—that is life changing. In that moment, the world doesn’t seem as dark or as broken as you thought it was. That feeling opens a small sliver in the dark clouds hovering over your head. It is just enough to give you hope—to make you believe that there are brighter days ahead. That is what I wanted to re-create, a place where kids could advance their education while feeling like they belonged.

			I didn’t want to make another dime-a-dozen academy for the athletic and the elite. Don’t get me wrong, those places are great. But this wasn’t going to be about extracting athletic talent from the inner city. This was about changing lives. About echoing the Big Oak promise: You can stay here until you are grown. We want you here. You don’t have to keep moving on.

			Initially I had thought of opening a school. When I told Jamarca my idea, he laughed. “When you get something in your head, you’re gonna take it to the extreme. The whole nine yards and everything!”

			He was right. It was extreme. Many pro players open cigar bars or car washes. Maybe a tire store. Those businesses are expected, but a school? That’s a little out of left field considering I don’t have a background in education. But as I’ve been told a time or two, “Mike, you’ve got a PhD in life!”

			Jamarca might joke, but he’s always the first to show support. “It’s a huge goal, but I’m sure you’ll get it done, Big Dawg.” (That’s what he calls me.)

			I hoped he was right. I had passion and a willingness to do the work. That was enough to get the idea out of the gate, but for an operation of this size, I was going to need help.

			

			•   •   •

			That help came in the form of Pastor Dale.

			When Pastor Dale Robble explains a situation where all the moving parts come together perfectly, he often uses the phrase God thing. I guess the way we came together would fall into that category.

			It all started at a weekly staff meeting at Highland Park Church in Nashville when Pastor Dale said he felt led to share something. It was a desire God had placed on his heart decades earlier, but he had never spoken about it out loud.

			“I feel called to start a school,” he said boldly.

			The people in the room nodded, but clearly they were caught off guard. The duties of the church were enough as it is. It was a great idea, but definitely a big deal.

			“It’s always been on my heart,” Dale continued. “I know the timing is crazy. . . .”

			Crazy was an understatement. At the time, COVID was at its peak. Schools were shutting down, not opening up.

			“I think we’ve got to reimagine the church and the ways we can reach young people,” Pastor Dale said, “so I’m just throwing it out there. If you know of anyone interested in starting a school, we’d be all ears.”

			The next day, an outreach pastor at the church called Dale up. “I know a guy that might be interested. He comes to a Friday Bible study with me. Oddly enough, he just recently mentioned starting a school.”

			Pastor Dale was thrilled. “Send him to my office tomorrow at one o’clock.”

			The only thing Dale knew about me when I stood in his office doorway that next day was that my name was Michael. From the moment I sat down in front of his desk, he was trying to figure me out. He was easy to talk to, as pastors usually are. Our conversation was mostly small talk until he asked if I played ball. I told him I’d played in the NFL, and his eyes lit up.

			“Who with?”

			“Panthers and the Titans. That’s what brought me to Nashville. And I played for the Ravens as well.”

			“The Ravens,” he said, thinking. “I’m sure I know you. I’m sorry to ask, but what’s your name again?”

			“Michael,” I said, seeing the wheels turning in his head. “Michael Oher.”

			“Oher,” he whispered to himself and gave an embarrassed smile.

			There are so many things that are annoying about being a “celebrity,” but this part was kind of fun, watching his eyes bug out a little and the sweat form on his bald head. In his defense, I’m not the kind of guy you recognize by sight. At that time, I didn’t look like the Michael Oher who ran out onto the field at M&T Bank Stadium. I’d lost a few pounds and shaved my beard, but I wasn’t back down to my Super Bowl weight of three hundred pounds.

			Pastor Dale leaned back in his chair, smiling. “I definitely know who you are.”

			We talked a little more, and while we shared a love of sports, it was clear our connection was a lot deeper than football. Pastor Dale had seen The Blind Side, so he felt like he knew me. It’s a crazy feeling to be known for a movie. Even after all these years, I’m still not used to it. Honestly, it’s a battle for me these days. Think about what it would be like if everywhere you went, people thought they knew who you were because they’d seen a dramatic big-screen movie version of your life. Your pains and triumphs. Your struggles. But I wasn’t there to set the record straight. I told Pastor Dale that one thing was correct: I’d attended an elite private school while still homeless. That showed me there is still a huge gap in our education system, and I wanted to fill it.

			“I don’t want to just educate,” I said, “I want to give kids a home.” There were so many days at the elite private school when I’d hoped none of the well-meaning families would poke around too much. I tried to keep my situation to myself because I knew the minute they started calling around about me, it would awaken the system (which seemed to have stopped hunting me down). My Briarcrest days would be done. What was true for me back then is still true for kids like me today. Without a stable home, a good education is tricky at best.

			I explained to Pastor Dale that I was in the earliest stages of my journey to start a school. I had taken some meetings with a church in North Nashville. I’d been on some Zoom calls with like-minded folks, but I’d yet to find just the right fit—not just a location, but the team as well.

			“In Nashville, like every other big city, expensive prep schools are a dime a dozen, but they’re not accessible to the kinds of kids I want to reach,” I told him.

			Pastor Dale knew what I was talking about. The calling that had been on his heart for twenty years was for the same type of ministry.

			He thought for a minute. “Michael,” he finally said, “let me tell you why I want to do this. I believe in pouring out to this next generation. Teaching them to be men, husbands, dads, leaders, and Christ followers.”

			He looked into my eyes like he was searching for some pulpit kind of truth. “I hear what you are wanting to do, but you don’t need to do this. You could be living the good life on some beach right now. Never work again . . . So why? I know my why, but I don’t know yours. What is it?”

			I have asked myself that question a thousand times. In the past, I’ve talked about this feeling I had about my old neighborhood. Like I was fighting for every inch of distance I could get. But now, just a decade later, I was trying to put myself back into it. Not just dipping a toe in the water, but plunging in headfirst. The trauma of poverty is real. As much as I like to be positive and not dwell on the past, I knew I’d be dredging things up instead of letting them stay buried. A hundred bad memories would come back at me every time I heard a story about one of these kids.

			“I have to,” I said.

			It was all I knew to say.

			Later, Pastor Dale would tell me the compulsion I felt was the spirit of God in me. That even when I tried with all my might to just relax and tell myself to chill, there was a sort of discomfort, a holy restlessness given to those who are called to do things.

			Before I knew it, an hour had passed, so I stood to go. “Well, you think we can do this?” I asked. “Can you help me start this school?”

			“I don’t think a more perfect person could’ve walked through this door.” He smiled. “I’ve got a lot of respect for you and your story. I’m here to help, but I have one request.”

			“What’s that?” I asked.

			“If we do this, we’ve got to go after it one hundred percent.”

			I reached out and shook his hand. “That’s the only way I operate.”

			I’d found my partner for the task.

			

			•   •   •

			Pastor Dale and I had started with the cart, but it didn’t take long for us to realize we needed the horse. After weeks of meetings and drafting, we were just starting to get our heads around what this thing would be. The hopes were big, and the descriptions were long. We kept coming back to my situation. In my case, I was at Briarcrest Christian for three years, and despite the world-class academics, I was still technically living on the streets. Talk about having one foot in one world and one foot in another. It worked out for me because I eventually found that family support, but it was a miracle any way you sliced it. My home and school life were both important, but useless if I hadn’t had them together like a lock and key. It’s impossible to learn when you don’t know where you’re going to sleep. If I was going to go after kids like me, my solution would have to be more than just providing an education. Understanding how to meet the physical needs of these kids would be no small task. The school and everything else would have to come after that.

			In the research phase, we made several trips to Big Oak and we agreed that this was the total package. Homes with loving parents waiting inside them offering support, not just physically, but emotionally. Everything worked together to help these kids grow to their full potential and find their God-given purpose. If I

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			•   •   •
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