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Prologue Faith Over Fear—The Gap We Must Close

WHAT DRIVES US FORWARD? IS IT THE PURSUIT OF OUR ideals—those lofty visions we hold for ourselves and for the world? Or is it something deeper, something rooted in the tension between who we are and who we could become? As you open this book, I want to take you on a journey—a journey not just through my life but through the many universal themes we all wrestle with, individually and collectively.

This is an exploration of faith and fear, of ideals and realities. It’s about the gap that exists between what we aspire to and what we often settle for, both as individuals and as a society. In many ways, this gap is a defining feature of the human experience. We live in the space between our hopes and our limitations, between the promises we cling to and the obstacles that seem insurmountable.

That tension has never felt more urgent than it does today. I am writing this at a time of profound transition—when long-standing institutions, once seen as immovable, are undergoing dramatic shifts. Across industries and government, organizations are being restructured, agencies are being downsized, and entire departments are being dissolved in the name of efficiency and cost cutting. The result? Thousands of public servants and private-sector employees finding themselves suddenly without jobs, entire divisions of government and business being reshaped or eliminated, and critical social programs facing uncertain futures.

The impact of these changes is being felt in every corner of society. The US Agency for International Development (USAID), which once employed more than ten thousand individuals dedicated to humanitarian efforts worldwide, has been reduced to nearly three hundred, a fraction of its existing workforce, altering the scope of its global mission. The Department of Justice has seen an unprecedented number of resignations from senior officials navigating shifts in legal priorities. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), long relied upon for public health guidance, has had its communication channels restricted, altering how it engages with the public. Meanwhile, an unprecedented number of federal jobs have been eliminated, leaving agencies to reassess how they fulfill their missions with fewer resources.

Beyond the public sector, private companies are adjusting to new pressures as well. Many corporations have scaled back or dissolved long-standing diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives, reversing years of progress in creating more equitable and inclusive workplaces. Even the National Park Service, which safeguards some of America’s most revered natural spaces, has been impacted with staffing reductions limiting operational capacity at sites across the country.

At the same time, larger constitutional discussions are taking shape, with debates emerging over issues like birthright citizenship—raising fundamental questions about national identity, law, and the evolving definition of American rights and freedoms.

These shifts aren’t just headlines; they are real-life disruptions that shape communities, livelihoods, and the collective landscape of opportunity. They highlight the reality that change—whether welcomed or resisted—can be unsettling, and the uncertainty it brings can test our faith in what comes next. But uncertainty isn’t new.

By the time this book is released into the world, nearly two years—almost to the day—will have passed since I left the White House—two years of reflection, growth, and witnessing firsthand how quickly the world can change. The timing feels significant, not just for me but for all of us. Because if the past few years have shown us anything, it’s that history moves fast, and moments of transition—whether personal or national—have a way of testing who we are and what we truly believe in.

At every major inflection point in history, individuals, institutions, and nations have had to navigate moments like this—moments when the future felt unclear, when the path forward seemed uncertain, and when the weight of transition made people question whether progress was still possible. The challenge we face is not just in understanding these changes but in deciding how we respond to them.

History has shown us that these moments, though unsettling, are not new. And yet, we’ve been here before.

My journey—from the NFL to the White House, from the streets of Chicago to the halls of power—has been shaped by this very tension. I’ve wrestled with it personally, and I’ve witnessed it on a national stage. Along the way, I’ve learned that the choice we make between faith and fear is not just a personal one—it’s a decision that shapes the world around us.

The roles I’ve held led me to realize one undeniable truth: Our greatest challenges and opportunities often come down to whether we choose to close the gap between our ideals and our realities.

Faith Over Fear isn’t just my story—it’s your story, too. Each of us, in our own way, stands at the crossroads of faith and fear. Our circumstances may be different, but I know you’ve faced moments where fear tried to dictate your decisions, where doubt whispered in your ear and made you question whether you could take that next step. That’s what this book is about—recognizing those moments and choosing to move forward in faith, despite the fear.

As a society, we’re constantly grappling with the gap between the ideals we hold up—liberty, justice, equality—and the realities we live in. Whether it’s the struggle for racial equity, the division we see in our political landscape, or the personal battles we face in our own lives, the challenge remains the same: How do we close the gap?

In America, this question is as old as the nation itself. We were founded on ideals that promised freedom and opportunity for all, but the reality has often been far more complicated. I’ll show you how this tension between ideals and realities has played out in my life and in the larger story of our country. More important, I’ll offer insights and principles that will help you close that gap in your own life—whether you’re navigating your career, relationships, personal growth, or even the complex social challenges we all face as citizens.

You may be wondering why my story matters. It matters because I know what it’s like to stand in the gap between where you are and where you hope to be—to feel the weight of uncertainty and wonder if the path ahead is even possible. But it also matters because the questions I’m going to answer in this book aren’t just about me—they’re about you. The lessons I’ve learned, the setbacks I’ve overcome, and the principles I’ll share aren’t just my own—they belong to anyone seeking clarity, courage, and the wisdom to navigate whatever stands before them, knowing that each choice is shaping them into who they are truly meant to become.

No matter who you are or where you find yourself in life, we all share in the power of choice. We may not choose where we are born or the circumstances we inherit, but the decisions we make—especially when it comes to faith or fear—define everything that follows. As you’ll see throughout this book, those choices have the power to shape not just our own lives but the world around us.

As a young Black man from the South Side of Chicago, I had to learn early how to navigate the world with both hope and resilience. I’ve been in rooms where decisions that affect millions of lives are made, and I’ve seen how fear—whether personal or systemic—can paralyze even the most powerful among us. I’ve also seen what happens when faith moves us forward.

That’s why I wrote this book. Because I’ve seen firsthand the incredible things that can happen when we choose faith—when we decide to step into the unknown, trusting that the path forward will be revealed as we walk it.

My hope is that you’ll see yourself in these pages. Whether you’re standing on the cusp of a major life decision or simply reflecting on your own path, the themes of this book are universal. We all have moments where fear and faith collide, and we all have the power to choose which one will shape our future.

I invite you to walk with me on this journey. Together, we’ll explore what it means to close the gap between our ideals and our realities—not just for ourselves, but for the world around us. This isn’t just about survival; it’s about thriving. It’s about understanding that the choices we make today will define the lives we lead tomorrow. And it’s about choosing, in every moment, to walk in faith rather than fear.








Part I Choices That Make Us








Chapter 1 My NFL Origins

I STOOD AT MIDFIELD OF SOLDIER FIELD, HOME TO THE CHICAGO Bears—my hometown team—feeling the rumble of a billion-dollar empire beneath my feet. In that moment, one truth hit me hard: Faith and fear both ask the same of you—to believe in something that hasn’t happened yet. The only difference? Which one you choose to follow. Growing up on the South Side of Chicago, I learned early that life doesn’t hand out guarantees—it offers chances, often disguised as risks. I’ve faced the crossroads of fear and faith more times than I can count. And in every pivotal moment, one truth has always been clear: While fear offers safety, faith promises transformation.

Here’s the question I keep coming back to: When the stakes are sky-high, when everything you’ve worked for could fall apart in an instant, what bridges the gap between your ideals and the stark reality staring you in the face? As I transitioned from the gridiron to the White House, one realization hit hard: Choosing fear is easy—it offers the illusion of control. Choosing faith is where the real transformation happens. Faith doesn’t just connect us to our aspirations; it empowers us to turn those aspirations into something real, something lasting.

That question—ultimately about the tension between fear and faith—wasn’t new. It had shaped my journey from the very beginning.

Born in the late ’80s to parents Mitchell and Maria Leach, I came from a middle-class upbringing deeply rooted in faith. My story is one of pursuing the ideals I aspired to and confronting the realities I faced, a journey where faith continually bridged the gap between what was and what could be.

How did a young Black boy from Chicago navigate a world that often seems indifferent to his existence? How did he balance his dreams with the harsh realities of the world around him?

For as long as I can remember, from the age of three through adulthood, I admired how it felt to be dressed in a professional suit, like a “businessman,” as I used to call it. To be perceived as a businessman—someone important, admired, and approachable—was a feeling or a thought I found myself drawn to in my early years. Perhaps this masked deeper fears of being seen as unadmirable, unimportant, or unintelligent—only time would tell.

Growing up in a predominantly Black neighborhood, our financial limitations were not something I was acutely aware of as a child. What I did know, though, was that the world outside my front door came with invisible boundaries, boundaries my parents were adamant I respected. I wasn’t allowed to ride my bike freely through the neighborhood like some kids. Instead, my rides were confined to a short stretch of sidewalk.

Every day, I’d walk my bike out of the house and mount it on the sidewalk directly in front of our home. From there, I could ride only as far as the second-to-last house on our block. Once I reached that invisible line, I’d stop, turn the bike around, and head back in the other direction, but only until I reached the second-to-last house on the other side. Back and forth, back and forth. I wasn’t permitted to cross the street and ride on the sidewalk on the other side. That was the world my parents allowed me to navigate—a stretch of concrete that was both a source of freedom and a reminder of the dangers they never fully explained.

Looking back, I now understand what my parents were trying to protect me from. Those limits were put in place because of the very real dangers that existed beyond that second-to-last house—potential gang activity, drug dealings, violence. As a child, I didn’t see the full scope of it. But my parents did, and they made sure the boundaries of my world kept me safe.

But here’s the irony: The very rules meant to protect us often end up shaping the boundaries we impose on ourselves. Those bike rides taught me more than just the importance of safety—they showed me that the limitations we inherit often stay with us long after we’ve outgrown them.

While some boundaries were meant to protect us from external dangers, my parents made sure there were others that grounded us in something greater—faith, hope, and love. Faith wasn’t just something my parents taught; it was something they lived. Our family attended Faith Tabernacle, a small Baptist church nestled in the heart of Chicago. Like many predominantly Black Baptist churches, the services weren’t bound by time—they were measured in spirit. Hours would pass as the congregation sang, prayed, and worshipped with fervor. As a young boy, I often dreaded the length of those services. I’d sneak Sweetarts or Starburst candies into my pocket to keep me occupied, a tiny act that helped me pass the time. But even in my youthful impatience, I couldn’t ignore the deep sense of community and purpose that filled the sanctuary.

My parents were devout but not in a way that felt burdensome or ritualistic. While others might have labeled them “religious,” I’ve come to see it differently. Religion, to me, is a set of rules and obligations—something done for God out of duty. What my parents demonstrated was something far deeper: a relationship with God, one that permeated every aspect of their lives and ours.

They didn’t just pray; they lived their prayers. They encouraged me and my two brothers to involve God in our daily decisions, no matter how small. Every meal began with grace, every morning started with a prayer before we left for school, and every evening ended with a sacred family ritual. We would gather around our well-worn Daily Word devotional book, a staple in our household. Each night, one of us would take turns reading the day’s passage—a short blurb beginning with a Bible verse, followed by a thoughtful reflection, and ending with a prayer. These moments weren’t grand or performative; they were intimate, a way of grounding us in faith amid the noise of life.

Their relationship with God wasn’t confined to the walls of a church. On Christmas, instead of basking in the warmth of our own celebrations, my parents would pack us into the car with gifts they had purchased—books, toys, or other small treasures. As a family, we’d visit a nearby hospital to hand-deliver those gifts to children spending the holidays away from home. We didn’t belong to an organization or a group; it wasn’t part of some public outreach effort. It was just us. Quiet, intentional, and profoundly personal.

It was through these actions—these unspoken lessons—that my parents taught me what it meant to live like Jesus. Their faith wasn’t a checklist; it was a way of being. They wanted us to understand that faith wasn’t about what we said but how we lived and that our lives could be a testament to God’s love.

Faith wasn’t about what we said but how we lived.

This foundation of faith shaped so much of who I am, and it’s why certain traditions stand out so vividly in my memory.

One holiday that stood out to me was New Year’s Eve. Unlike many who celebrate with fireworks and gatherings, our family had a different tradition—a tradition born out of necessity and faith. As the final hours of the year ticked away, my parents, my two brothers, and I would turn off all the lights in the house and gather in my parents’ bedroom to pray through the night. We didn’t just pray out of religious duty; we prayed for protection and for hope—hope for something better in the year to come.

My parents explained that people in our neighborhood would shoot firearms into the air to celebrate, and they feared that stray bullets might hit homes with illuminated lights. For my family, survival was in the small things—like the simple act of turning off a light to keep the danger from noticing us. We weren’t just celebrating the arrival of a new year; we were praying to see the next one.

I would sit there in the darkness, my small hands clasped together, repeating the same prayer over and over again: “God, bless us with a new house, a big backyard with a swimming pool, a safe neighborhood, and a job that would let me change the world.” Even as a child, my prayers weren’t just about the present; they were about the future. I wasn’t only asking for a better life; I was praying for the life I dreamed of, the one that seemed so far out of reach on those long, dark nights. And yet, deep down, I believed that it could happen. That’s the thing about faith—you believe in the unseen, even when everything around you says it’s impossible.

And then, one day, it happened.

I was nine years old when we left the South Side of Chicago and moved to the South Suburbs, to a place called Richton Park. My older brother was fourteen, my younger brother just five. This move symbolized something deeper than a change of address—it represented hope, a step closer to the life my parents had envisioned for us.

Athletics were a cornerstone of our upbringing. My parents always kept us involved in sports, from park district leagues and YMCA teams to AAU basketball programs. I played basketball, football, track and field, baseball, soccer—if it involved competition and teamwork, I was in. But one lesson from that period stands out more than any other.

As a young boy, I was captivated by the Power Rangers and their gravity-defying flips. I begged my parents to let me learn how to do flips like the Power Rangers. To my surprise, they signed me up for a gymnastics program at our local park district. On the first day, I walked into the gym with my head held high, ready to conquer the flips I’d seen on TV. But as I looked around, my excitement turned to dread. I was the only boy in the entire class. My shyness and the unexpected circumstances made me feel out of place. After the second session, I begged my parents to unenroll me. I pleaded for them to let me quit.

But their response was firm: “You have to finish what you start.” They wouldn’t let me give up just because the situation wasn’t what I’d expected. It wasn’t about the money they’d already spent; it was about the principle. They believed in the adage, “You can’t finish what you don’t start, and you should never start what you’re not committed to finishing.” Begrudgingly, I stuck it out and completed the program. What I didn’t realize at the time was that this lesson—about perseverance, commitment, and seeing things through—would shape so much of who I would become later in life.

Amid the midnight prayers, the move from Chicago, and that humbling gymnastics class, sports remained my passion. Growing up in Chicago during the heyday of the Bulls dynasty, my brothers and I idolized Michael Jordan, Scottie Pippen, and B. J. Armstrong. “I wanna be like Mike” wasn’t just a catchy jingle—it was a mantra for kids like us. We’d spend hours pretending to be our favorite Bulls players, shooting hoops in the driveway or at the park. My older brother, as the eldest, claimed the coveted role of Jordan. I, much to my disappointment, had to settle for Pippen, and my younger brother proudly played the part of Armstrong.

We even went so far as to make our own Bulls jerseys. My mom took us to a craft store, where we picked out iron-on letters and numbers to create makeshift jerseys from thrift-store tank tops. They weren’t official gear, but to us, they might as well have been championship rings. Wearing those homemade jerseys, we didn’t just dream about playing for the Bulls—we believed we could.

For years, I thought sports would be my path, my way of making something of myself. I played on teams year after year, honing my skills and holding on to that dream of “going pro.” But as much as I loved the game and poured my heart into it, reality had other plans.

The first real challenge of my journey came with a harsh realization: Despite my newfound freedom, my athletic abilities wouldn’t carry me to the future I had imagined. I didn’t make the varsity basketball or football teams in high school. In a community where “going pro” was often seen as one of the few golden tickets out, that hit hard. Up until that point, my vision for my future was centered around becoming a professional athlete—something almost every young Black boy in my community aspired to.

If I wasn’t good enough to excel in sports, then what was I good enough for?

That rejection was more than just a missed opportunity, it was a confrontation with a harsh reality: I wasn’t good enough, at least not in the ways that I thought mattered. My body couldn’t keep up with the dreams I had for it, and that left me feeling hollow, unworthy. In the eyes of my community, sports were one of the most visible ways to achieve success. If I wasn’t good enough to excel in that, then what was I good enough for?

In those early days of high school, rejection weighed heavily on me. As my friends made the varsity teams, I found myself sitting on the sidelines, questioning my place in a world where athletic success seemed like the way out. There’s something about being left out that forces you to confront the reality of your own limitations, and at that age, it felt like the world was telling me I didn’t measure up.

But sometimes, when one door closes, another one opens in the most unexpected way. My older brother, Mitchell, saw my struggle, and in his quiet, yet impactful way, he offered a different perspective. “Why not combine your love for sports with business?” he suggested, planting the seed that would grow into something far greater than I could have imagined. At the time, sports management wasn’t something I’d seriously considered, but the more I thought about it, the more sense it made.

It’s a strange thing—how a single conversation can completely change the trajectory of your life. Looking back, that one suggestion from my brother was the spark that set me on a new path. Sometimes we think we know exactly where we’re headed, only to be gently nudged in a direction we hadn’t considered. And often, those nudges come from the people closest to us.

When it was time to apply to colleges, I walked into the guidance counselor’s office full of hope and excitement, ready to take the next step toward my future. But Ms. Lawson, my high school counselor, quickly brought me down from my lofty ambitions. With a few words, she cast doubt on my potential, saying, “You’re not going to get into the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.” My ACT scores weren’t up to par with other applicants who had been accepted in the past.

The words stung. For a moment, it felt like my dreams were slipping away before I even had the chance to chase them. The University of Illinois had been my top choice—an institution where I saw myself thriving, growing, and making a name for myself. But in that instant, it seemed like the door was being closed on me, just like it had been with sports.

What happens when someone in a position of authority tells you that you’re not good enough? That’s the question I wrestled with as I walked out of her office, a knot forming in my stomach. It wasn’t just about the rejection; it was about being told, in no uncertain terms, that I didn’t belong. For a young Black man from Chicago, those words carry a weight that’s hard to describe. It’s as if the system itself is reinforcing every doubt you’ve ever had about whether you’re truly capable of achieving greatness.

Here’s where the story shifts. In moments like this, when fear and doubt threaten to consume you, there’s often someone in your corner—someone whose faith in you is greater than your own. For me, that person was my mother. She refused to let those doubts take root. “God has a plan to use all parts of you to reach your potential,” she told me, her voice firm but loving. “Not just some parts, all parts.”

Her words did something to me. They reignited a flame that had been flickering, reminding me that my journey wasn’t dictated by a counselor’s assessment. It was dictated by something much greater—faith. This was my first real lesson in choosing faith over fear. Fear would have told me to accept the limits placed on me. But faith? Faith asked me to believe in a version of myself that others couldn’t yet see.

How many of us have let someone else’s doubt become our truth? How often have we allowed a single opinion to shape our reality? What I’ve learned through this experience—and countless others—is that the story someone tells you about your limitations isn’t the story you have to live by.

My mother’s faith became the bridge between my fear and my future. Had I listened to my guidance counselor, I might have never applied to the University of Illinois. I might have taken the “safer” route, the one she thought I was capable of, instead of aiming for the stars. I pushed forward because of my mother’s unwavering belief in me. And here’s the irony: I was accepted.

Acceptance into the University of Illinois wasn’t just about being admitted into a prestigious school, it was a turning point. It was a reminder that faith, coupled with action, can overcome even the most daunting obstacles. This moment, this victory, became a defining chapter in my story.

It wasn’t just my victory—it was a victory for all the young people who have been told they’re not enough. It was a victory for anyone who has ever had their potential dismissed by someone who couldn’t see the full scope of their dreams. It’s a reminder that no one holds the final word on your future except you and God. People can misjudge your potential because they’re only looking at the chapter you’re in now, but they don’t hold the pen to your story. Never let someone else’s limited vision become the limit of your ambition.

Years later, after achieving success in the NFL, I was invited back to my high school to deliver a motivational speech to the students. The irony of that moment wasn’t lost on me. There I was, standing in the very same hallways where my dreams had once been doubted, now speaking to a room full of students about the power of perseverance. And wouldn’t you know it? My old guidance counselor was there. So was the basketball coach who cut me after my first tryout. Life has a way of coming full circle, doesn’t it?

Arriving at the University of Illinois was like stepping into a whole new world. On the surface, it seemed like the culmination of everything I had worked for—a prestigious university, a chance to rewrite my future. But underneath the excitement was the harsh reality: navigating this space as a young Black man wasn’t going to be easy.

Move-in day felt like the beginning of a new chapter. The campus, vast and beautiful, held the promise of academic success, new friendships, and the pursuit of what people so often call “the American Dream.” But something didn’t sit right with me as we unloaded the car at Florida Avenue Residence Hall, known to students as FAR.

There’s something about seeing a large number of Black students moving into the same dorm that forces you to ask uncomfortable questions. It was surprising, even disorienting. A friend from high school had told me the University of Illinois was predominantly white, so I expected a different experience. But FAR, tucked away on the southeastern edge of the campus, felt to me like an enclave—it seemed to create an unspoken distance between many of the Black students and the rest of the university. It was the first time I began to question the idea of “inclusion” in a space that boasted diversity but seemed to struggle with integration. And then there was the distance both literal and symbolic. Every day, the bus ride from FAR to the Quad, the central hub of campus life, felt like a journey across invisible boundaries. As I boarded the bus at FAR, the majority of faces were Black, but as we approached the main campus, the demographic shifted dramatically. By the time we reached the Quad, I was often one of the few Black students in sight. That commute was a constant reminder of the social distance between where I was and where I wanted to be. It was as though we had been placed on the periphery, both literally and figuratively, making it clear that while we were part of the university, we weren’t truly integrated into its fabric.

Think about this: How many of us, especially those from marginalized communities, have experienced this same feeling? Being present but not fully seen, included but not truly integrated? The distance from FAR to the Quad mirrored the distance I felt from the ideal of belonging in a predominantly white institution.

In Fall 2005, the University of Illinois had a total enrollment of nearly forty-two thousand students. Of those, only about 6 percent were Black. The contrast between the ideal of attending a prestigious university and the reality of navigating a predominantly white space quickly became apparent. I began to wonder if this was just the beginning. Would this experience mirror what I’d face in the professional world? Would I always be navigating spaces where I was one of the few people of color, constantly balancing the ideals I aspired to with the realities that seemed to challenge my very presence?

These questions weighed heavily on me as I tried to find my place on campus. Socially, it was a challenge to integrate, and academically, the rigor of the coursework presented its own hurdles. I was determined to carve out a space for myself, even if it meant navigating two worlds—one that expected me to assimilate and another that constantly reminded me I was different.

It was through my intentional involvement in the Illini Union Board that I found a sense of belonging and purpose. The Illini Union Board is the student-run organization responsible for programming many of the university’s key events—events designed to engage, inspire, and unite students from all walks of life. During the second semester of my freshman year, I had the unexpected privilege of becoming the area director for traditional programs, a role typically held by upper-level students. The senior who preceded me saw something in me—potential, drive, or maybe even faith—and believed I was the right person to lead, despite my age. In this role, I oversaw a series of campus events, including African American homecoming initiatives, the Mother’s Day fashion show, and the dads’ day program.

Being entrusted with this role was significant. Not only had I gone through an extensive interview process, but stepping into this position marked my first real exposure to leading initiatives that focused on ensuring underrepresented groups—especially the African American student population—felt seen, heard, and valued. In many ways, this was a positive reflection of the university’s commitment to diversity and inclusion. They could have ignored the need for such programming, but instead, they invested in it. It was a realization that while the university had its challenges, it was also taking steps to acknowledge and address the complexities of student life for people of color.

This experience was not just about organizing events; it was about ensuring that people like me had a space to feel celebrated. It was about being a part of something bigger than myself, using my voice to uplift a community I was a part of. Looking back, this may have been the first time I stepped into a leadership role where my purpose aligned with making sure an underrepresented group felt seen and valued. It planted a seed, one that would grow into a lifelong commitment to advocating for inclusivity and representation in spaces where it was often lacking.

Yes, the reality of navigating a predominantly white institution was difficult, but there were also moments of growth, connection, and progress. My involvement with the Illini Union Board was one of those moments. It balanced out the isolation I felt in other areas and gave me a sense of belonging. It was a reminder that even in the face of challenges, there are opportunities to contribute to something meaningful, to shape the world around you.

But then came another turning point. Amid the challenges and triumphs of finding my place, something happened that shifted my perspective entirely.

During my freshman year, while I was working on an assignment in the FAR computer lab, I struck up a conversation with another student sitting next to me. We bonded quickly over our shared interest in sports, and he mentioned something that struck a chord: He had written a letter to the head coach of the Illinois men’s basketball team, asking for a position as a student manager. His initiative left a mark on me. Here was someone who wasn’t waiting for opportunity to knock, he was building his own door. I realized in that moment that while I had spent so much time trying to navigate the social and academic complexities of college life, I hadn’t been as intentional about securing a role in the athletic programs—something I had always envisioned for myself. I had come to this university with dreams of being involved in sports, but so far, I hadn’t taken any concrete steps to make that happen.

This conversation shifted something in me. I couldn’t afford to be passive. If I wanted to carve out a future in sports management, I needed to take action. I began relentlessly pursuing opportunities within the athletic department. I sent emails, made phone calls, and wrote letters to various people in the intercollegiate athletics department, hoping that someone would give me a chance. And then one day, opportunity knocked. I noticed a flyer inside the elevator of my dorm advertising a men’s basketball team watch party for an upcoming game against a Big Ten rival. The flyer mentioned that the event was designed to help foster community and belonging among underrepresented students, with transportation provided for those living in dorms farther from the event, like FAR. But what really caught my attention was the fact that staff members, coaches, and other personnel from the athletic department would be in attendance.

How many times in life do we overlook the small opportunities that could lead to something bigger? That flyer could have easily been dismissed as just another campus event; a social gathering meant for casual fun. I saw something more—a chance to make a meaningful connection with the people who could open doors for me in the world of sports. While most of my classmates donned their best Illini gear for the watch party, I took a different approach. I spent time in the computer lab printing copies of my résumé and dressed in slacks and a button-down shirt. To some, it may have seemed overkill—after all, it was just a basketball watch party—but for me, it was an opportunity to show that I was serious about my future. My classmates joked about my formal attire, but I knew this was more than just attending a game. This was about positioning myself for the future I wanted.

At the watch party, I met Cassie Arner, the woman in charge of communications and public relations for the Illini football team. We struck up a conversation, and I shared my aspirations of working in sports management. Cassie was kind enough to introduce me to several staff members, including Mike Locksley, one of the coaches on the football team. Coach Locksley encouraged me to follow up with him after the event, and that follow-up would prove to be one of the most pivotal moments in my college career.

The doors started to open. By the second semester of my freshman year, I was offered a position as a student manager for the Illinois football team under Head Coach Ron Zook. This was more than just a part-time job for me; it was a foot in the door, the first real step toward achieving my dreams. I threw myself into the work with enthusiasm, determined to prove myself and make the most of the opportunity.

This was a clear demonstration of how faith in action can bridge the gap between ideals and reality. It was a reminder that success doesn’t just come from believing in what’s possible; it comes from actively pursuing it
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