Praise for All Pro Dad
“An NFL player becomes an All-Pro by relentlessly focusing on
the fundamentals and executing them with sheer determination.
The same is true to become an All Pro Dad. This book not only
highlights the fundamentals of fatherhood, but also gives dads a
winning game plan to do their most important job well.”
—Tony Dungy, Super Bowl–winning
coach and NBC Sports commentator

“Leading a family is the hardest job a man can ever have. It is
24/7 leadership, teaching, modeling, forgiving, encouraging and
loving—and there is always room for improvement. Mark Merrill
has made a career out of teaching men how to raise their game as
husbands and fathers, and his All Pro Dad lays out a solid game plan
that will make a huge difference in your family.”
—Dave Ramsey, New York Times best-selling
author and nationally syndicated radio show host

“What I count as the greatest success of my life is not what goes on
when cameras are rolling during our NFL television broadcast, but
rather in those private, loving moments with my family. Through
All Pro Dad, Mark Merrill inspires fathers to be champions in their
homes and equips them to love and lead their children well.”
—James “JB” Brown, host of CBS’s The NFL Today

“Just as every executive needs to understand his mission, strategies
and responsibilities, every father needs to know those things as
well. In this book, Mark Merrill lays out a clear fatherhood mission,
strategic goals, and fine-tuned job description that will enable every
dad to be a strong and respected leader in his home.”
—Michael Ducker, COO and president,
International, FedEx Express
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“Being a Heisman Trophy winner was a great honor, but being a
dad is an even greater one. I want to live a life worthy of that honor
by being an All Pro Dad to my kids. The seven essentials in Mark’s
book give us dads the tools we need to leave an enduring legacy of
love for our kids.”
—Danny Wuerffel, former NFL
quarterback and Heisman Trophy winner

“Chick-fil-A’s success isn’t just found in chicken sandwiches. It’s
found in the emotional connection we have with our customers. All
Pro Dad provides a great recipe for men to really connect with their
kids. I applaud Mark for the nuggets of wisdom he shares that will
surely motivate dads to be the best they can be.”
—S. Truett Cathy, founder and CEO of Chick-fil-A, Inc.

“As the important role of fathers in family life continues to be eroded
by politically correct public commentary, it is refreshing to see a
book like All Pro Dad that not only endorses fatherhood, but provides
guidance for people who want to develop the kind of character in
their children that will lead to successful lives and thriving societies.”
—Benjamin S. Carson, Sr., M.D., Director of Pediatric Neurosurgery,
Johns Hopkins Hospital and author of Gifted Hands

“Leadership in business is important, but leadership in the home is
even more critical. Mark Merrill pinpoints seven essentials that a father
must know to be a loving leader in his home. All Pro Dad is a must-read
book for the busy dad who is striving to be a hero to his kids.”
—Wayne Huizenga, Jr., chairman, Rybovich
Marina and part owner of the Miami Dolphins

“When I was very young, my father said that the most important
decisions I would ever make in life would start with the letter M:
Master, Mate, and Mission. In All Pro Dad, Mark Merrill introduces
seven essential Ms for fathers to know as they strive to lead their
families. I am honored and humbled to be a part of this crucial
‘game-winning playbook’ that is sure to strengthen families for
generations to come.”
—Dan T. Cathy, president and COO, Chick-fil-A, Inc.
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“Every dad needs a game plan, training, and a great coach . . . All Pro
Dad gives you all three. An inspired game plan that WILL help you
win . . . effective training that has equipped thousands of men . . .
and an experienced coach in Mark Merrill who will encourage you
to do your very best. Read this book and then get 4 other fathers
in the huddle with you who will challenge one another to become
All Pro Dads!”
—Dr. Dennis Rainey, host of FamilyLife Today

“It is no surprise that our communities are experiencing many
difficulties which can be attributed to the degradation of the
family structure. We all realize there needs to be a change! The
father plays a pivotal role in this endeavor because he must
assume his position and develop a significant relationship
with his children and reinvigorate the noble ideas of parental
responsibility. This book will provide helpful anecdotes,
narratives, and directives for dads who are searching for a new
way to enrich the family unit.”
—Jim Caldwell, former head coach, Indianapolis Colts

“I believe in the All Pro Dad principles, so anything Mark is
associated with is excellent and worth your time.”
—Mark Richt, head coach, University of Georgia

“In coaching, we are constantly trying to find ways to create,
simplify, and practice fundamentals which provide an opportunity
to be successful, knowing full well they will be tried and tested
in the heat of battle. Mark’s seven essentials in this book give us
practical tools to sharpen our skills as fathers. These fundamentals
are tried, tested, and proven in the arena of our homes.”
—Clyde Christensen, coach, Indianapolis Colts

“I know how important it is for your fans to feel connected to you
through your music. The more you speak to their hearts, the more
you can inspire and bless them. It’s also my job as a father. All
Pro Dad is a must-read book that encourages me to connect, love,
inspire, and bless those closest to me—my family.”
—Michael W. Smith, Grammy Award–winning recording artist
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“My father was a heavy drinker for many years and, unfortunately, I
followed in his steps. Take it from me, I am excited about the practical
‘God truths’ that Mark Merrill shares in All Pro Dad that will help
free men from their past and empower them into more godly, loving
family relationships.”
—Norm Miller, chairman, Interstate Batteries

“Being a great leader at the office takes hard work. Being a great
dad in the home takes even more work. With All Pro Dad, Mark
Merrill succinctly shares seven sound essentials that challenge us
fathers to be the best we can be. Dads, whether your kids are young
or old, this is a must-have book for you.”
—Jude Thompson, former CEO, Papa Johns

“I know the importance of spending one-on-one time with each
of my children. Mark Merrill gives me creative ideas on spending
meaningful time with them and tips to build memories with my
kids that will last a lifetime. This book is for every man who wants
to be an All Pro Dad!”
—Mark Dominik, general manager, Tampa Bay Buccaneers

“Mark Merrill describes the power of an All Pro Dad. Imagine a
world full of strong, loving fathers!”
—Jeb Bush, former governor of the State of Florida
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All Pro Dad
Seven Essentials to Be a Hero to Your Kids

Mark Merrill
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To Megan, Emily, Hannah, Marky, and Grant.
How blessed I am to be your father.
I will always strive to be your All Pro Dad.
With all of my love, Dad.
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Foreword by Tony Dungy

I

met Mark Merrill in 1997, a year after I had become the
head coach of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers. Mark was
president of a national organization based in Tampa

called Family First and, at the time, some of my assistant
coaches and I were looking for help. We were trying to balance
the demands of our job with our desire to be good husbands
and fathers. We were told Mark may have some ideas that
could help us.
That meeting was the beginning of a wonderful relationship, and I did get some excellent parenting tips and
suggestions from Mark. The more we talked, though, the
more I discovered that I wasn’t alone in my parenting
struggles. A lot of men, from all walks of life, were facing
many of the same issues. As Mark and I continued to talk,
ix
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we thought that we might be able to utilize the popularity of
football to help men in their quests to be great dads. That’s
how the concept of All Pro Dad started, and it has blossomed
into a support system for men all over the country.
Over the past fourteen years, Mark has used the platform of the All Pro Dad program to help men in a number
of ways. The program has daily e-mails, monthly schoolbased breakfasts, and large events in NFL stadiums across the
United States that teach men the fundamentals of fatherhood,
show them creative ways to spend time with their children,
and encourage them to celebrate the joys of parenting. Now,
with the release of All Pro Dad: Seven Essentials to Be a Hero to
Your Kids, Mark is putting this practical information into one
playbook for men.
In our country today, there is a tremendous need for
this information. Some men have had the benefit of having
a great father who was able to show them how to effectively
nurture their children. I did, and I consider myself very fortunate to have learned so many things from my dad. Others
of us have not been so blessed. You may not have had a father
you want to emulate, or may not have grown up with a dad in
your home at all. But whatever your background, when you
have children of your own, you realize that you will only have
one chance to raise them, with no opportunity to try it again
if it doesn’t go well.
Being a father is a demanding job and all the signs tell
us that we are not doing a great job in this country. We’re
x
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all aware of the statistics regarding families in America. The
staggering increases in our divorce, high school dropout, and
teen crime rates all suggest our family structure is breaking
down. What responsibility do we, as men, have for this? And
more importantly, how do we correct the problem?
I believe that’s the real beauty of this book. It not only
looks at the responsibilities that men have to develop our
families and parent our children wisely, but it also goes into
detail on how to do it well. And these aren’t merely theoretical
suggestions but sound, biblical principles on fatherhood that
have stood the test of time.
The All Pro Dad blueprint breaks down into two fundamental principles—love and leadership. This book talks
about these two concepts from God’s perspective, which may
be very different from the way we’ve looked at them in the
past. And this book shows how we need to apply that biblical
love and leadership in our homes.
When examining God’s definition of love, you see that
it’s not merely an emotional response to your wife or your
kids. God’s love is putting their well-being first and doing
everything you can to make their lives full and complete. The
idea of leadership is really not that much different. It means
putting the welfare of the group above all else, with the leader
paving the way and making decisions for the benefit of the
group, and not just himself.
Using those two principles as the basis for parenting will
cause you to look at the job in a completely different way. It
xi
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will cause you to ask yourself some questions about your life:
Why am I here? And what’s my real purpose in life? And if
that purpose is to help build up your children, help them
grow with the best chance to be successful in life, and leave
a legacy that goes beyond your own accomplishments, then
this book is for you. I hope you will read it, digest it, and use
it not only as food for thought but also as food for action. Put
these principles into practice and they will definitely help you
become an All Pro Dad!

xii
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Introduction
Why the Quest?

W

e reached our destination. The majestic, mountainous towers that seemed to reach as high as
heaven—the Towers of Paine—had been con-

quered. It was twenty-two years ago, just a few months before
my wedding, that a friend and I trekked through Patagonia.
The twelve-day excursion was a magnificent, but rigorous,
adventure through peaks, glaciers, and rivers in this southern portion of the Andes mountain range in South America.
It involved some tough climbing and very narrow trails
where one misstep could cause a quick departure from our
time here on earth. But the payoff for our difficult hike was
immeasurable.
During my twenty-one-year quest of being a dad, I’ve
experienced the joy of standing on mountaintops and the
xiii
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pain of crawling through valleys. Tailwinds have carried me
forward, and headwinds have slowed me down. Fatherhood is
full of fun, excitement, and adventure, but difficulty and pain
in raising children may unexpectedly leap across our trail like
a wild beast attacking us and our kids. When they do, we need
to slay them, push them off our path, and press on. Our job
as dads is to stay the course and to persevere when trouble
comes our way, even during the darkest and most difficult
hours of our children’s lives.
Like you, I’m struggling. I’m struggling on my journey
as a father and through this thing we call life. I’ve never felt
completely at home anywhere—any house that I’ve lived
in, any office I’ve worked in, or any church I’ve worshipped
at. I kind of sense that there just isn’t a place where I really
belong. Instead, I feel like a foreigner from another country,
a citizen of another land. Why? Well, maybe it’s because I
am. I’m not meant to be here forever. I’m here for just a relatively short time.
I’ll be going to my eternal home soon. Will it be today?
Maybe. Next year? Perhaps. Thirty or forty years from now? I
can’t answer that question. But I do know that with each day
that passes, the probabilities increase. And I also know that I
want whatever time I have on this earth to matter. I want it to
matter for God, for Susan, my wife of twenty-two years, and
for my five children—Megan, Emily, Hannah, Mark Jr., and
Grant. I want whatever influence I have as a man and father
to last for generations, and hopefully, forever.
xiv
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My guess is you do too. And I know your time is valuable,
so I want to assure you, if you take the energy to hike the path
I prescribe in the coming chapters, you and your family will
change. It is my hope that your return on investment will be
enormous, not because I’m a pillar of wisdom, but because the
truths we’ll mine are eternal and life changing. So as we walk
side by side, you and I will explore our hearts and minds and
perhaps discover some very crucial things about ourselves,
which will enrich our lives and the lives of our children. We’ll
learn the fatherhood fundamentals and explore the 7 essential
Ms that will enable us to execute those fundamentals well. The
7 Ms will also motivate and equip us to be the kind of dads we
were created to be and, as a result, a hero to our kids.
During our time together, you’ll also get to know remarkable leaders and fathers who are striving to be the best fathers
they can be. They’re people you may know—executives and
CEOs of major corporations, like Truett Cathy, founder of
Chick-fil-A; Michael Ducker, COO and President, International,
FedEx Express; Norm Miller, founder of Interstate Batteries;
J. Wayne Huizenga Jr., chairman of Rybovich Marina and part
owner of the Miami Dolphins; and Jeb Bush, former governor
of Florida and businessman. NFL coaches, sports leaders, and
celebrities, including Super Bowl–winning head coach and
NBC commentator Tony Dungy; host of CBS’s The NFL Today
James “JB” Brown; Tampa Bay Buccaneers general manager
Mark Dominik; and Grammy Award–winning recording artist
Michael W. Smith will also share their stories and help us make
xv
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each moment of this journey count. And they will encourage
you because, like all of us, they have had their share of failure,
discouragement, and headwinds. Still, when the headwinds
may have been strong enough to knock them off their paths,
their desire to live lives that matter prevailed.
My hope is that the words on these pages will press against
your back and will be like a tailwind for you, gently propelling
you forward to a meaningful and fulfilling life as a father. I
think it’s going to be an amazing adventure. I’m ready to go.
How about you? We may be starting at the foot of the mountain, but we will see the summit soon. When we do, I hope
you’ll witness the awesome, breathtaking view as a dad who
has a new vision for his life and the lives of his children. Let’s
take the first step.

xvi
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Champions are champions not
because they do anything extraordinary
but because they do the ordinary
things better than anyone else.
—Chuck Noll, former head coach of the Pittsburgh
Steelers and four-time Super Bowl winner

00-01_All Pro Dad.indd 2

2/29/12 12:44 PM

G

entlemen, this is a football.” With those five
famous words, legendary NFL football coach Vince
Lombardi communicated his point to his players

each year at the beginning of the Green Bay Packers training
camp. With pigskin held high in the air, he was telling his
team that they must always start with the fundamentals.
“I can remember my first team meeting ever in the
National Football League,” Super Bowl–winning player and
coach Tony Dungy shared with me as he reminisced about
his days playing for the Pittsburgh Steelers. “I was a rookie.
Chuck Noll was the coach and the Steelers had won two Super
Bowls already. And I thought I was going to hear some fantastic stuff describing how you get to be Super Bowl champions;
how you get to be a great player.
“Coach Noll—I’ll never forget it—said, ‘Champions
are champions not because they do anything extraordinary
but because they do the ordinary things better than anyone
else.’ What he was saying was, you’ve got this misconception
that you’ve gotta do these spectacular highlight-reel type
things, you’ve gotta have special gifts and special talents to
3
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be a Super Bowl winner or an All-Pro. He said, no, that’s
not it. There are fundamentals that it takes to play the game.
Executing those fundamentals, not forgetting them, and
executing them day in and day out, that’s how you become
great. That’s how you win. That’s how you become an AllPro. And he was right.”1
Just as knowing and executing the fundamentals of football are key to a player becoming an All-Pro, knowing and
executing the fundamentals of fatherhood better and more
consistently than everyone else are key to a father becoming
an All Pro Dad. Many books, blogs, and seminars do a good
job listing things men should say and not say, do and not do
as fathers. Men need lists, and lists are good. But we can’t skip
the fundamentals. And the two most important fundamentals of fatherhood are love and leadership. Before you think
I’m getting soft by talking about love, you need to know that
love is anything but soft. It’s strong. James “JB” Brown, host
of The NFL Today, is a big man with a big heart. During one
of our visits, JB shared with me that “People think love is soft
and weak, but it is really a sign of strength.”2 It’s strong. It’s
powerful. It’s courageous.
What drives a fireman to put on a fifty-pound tank and
climb the stairs of the World Trade Center? What inspires a
G.I. to storm Omaha Beach under a cloud of enemy gunfire?
As author G. K. Chesterton wrote, “The true soldier fights not
because he hates what is in front of him, but because he loves
what is behind him.”3 Love for others is what makes a man a
4
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man. And a man’s love, his manhood, starts with what is right
behind him—his family.
So in this chapter, we’ll focus on the fatherhood fundamentals of love and leadership. We’re going to learn what
they really are and why they are so important for fathers.
In the next seven chapters we’ll tackle the “7 Ms” that
are essential for every man to know to effectively execute
those fundamentals—Makeup, Mind-set, Motive, Method,
Model, Message, and Master. Every father must know these
7 Ms to expand his capacity to love and, in turn, lead his
children well.

The First Fundamental—Love
“Truly, truly, truly love. That’s the most powerful thing
there is.” Those are the words spoken by UCLA’s legendary
basketball coach John Wooden, at the age of ninety-nine
shortly before his death.4 Love’s power is apparent. But its
essence can be tough to grasp. Bookstores and shelves in
homes are filled with books on what love is, how to love,
what love does and does not do. Unfortunately, many miss
the real mark of love.
If you asked ten adults what love is, you’d probably get
ten different answers. Love is tough to define. Coach Wooden
went on to say, “The most important word in our language
is ‘love.’ ” Love is the greatest word with the greatest value
5
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and the greatest power in the world. The Roman poet Virgil
said, “Love conquers all things.”5 The great Russian novelist
Leo Tolstoy said, “All, everything that I understand, I understand only because I love.”6 And the political leader of India,
Mahatma Gandhi, said, “There only is life where there is love.
Life without love is death.”7
The Author of Wisdom clearly tells us that love is the
greatest. When the cunning Pharisees asked Jesus of Nazareth,
“Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”
Jesus replied: “ ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart
and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the
first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it:
‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ ”8
Okay, if you still don’t believe love is the most important
thing, just go and ask someone who has never really been loved.
Myths and Misunderstandings About Love

Love is the greatest, but it is also undoubtedly the most
overused and underused, misapplied and misunderstood
word in the English language. It is overused and misapplied
with reckless abandon on most television shows and commercials you watch. Remember the “I love you, man” beer
commercial? For decades, musicians such as the Beatles have
made love their hallmark—“She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah.”
The books you read and websites and blogs you look at talk
about love as well. It’s so apparent, examples are probably

6
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unnecessary. But I don’t want you to think that it’s mostly
bad. I like a lot of those shows and songs. I’m just trying to
make the point that we use this amazing word without even
thinking about it. As a result, we perpetuate myths about its
meaning.
Love is also underused and misconstrued in word and
deed by husbands, wives, parents, children, grandparents,
grandchildren, relatives, friends, and coworkers. Loving
others doesn’t mean liking. We can love others without having to like what they do. My wife, Susan, and I, especially
when we’re having a disagreement, will sometimes say to each
other, “I love you. But I sure don’t like you right now.” What
we’re really saying is, “I love you no matter what, but I don’t
like the way you are acting right now.”
We apply the word love when we speak of things as well.
We say, “I love my car.” “I love their french fries.” “I love that
dress.” Sure, those things may be appealing and pleasing to
one of our five senses—sight, hearing, taste, touch, smell—
but it is not the right application of our love. We weren’t
designed to love inanimate objects. Objects are not capable
of receiving and giving love; only people are. If we attempt
to “love” things, then, more often than not, we’ll use people
and end up with shallow relationships, meaningless stuff, and
no one to share it with. But if you and I love people, and use
things for their intended purpose, we’ll have rich relationships and lasting joy in life.

7
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The Risks of Love

Be aware. We may invest a lot of personal time and emotional capital in our spouses or children and not see any
kind of ROI—return on investment. But, as we’ll soon see,
that’s what love is all about—investing with no expectation
of return. Having said that, we need to remember that all loving involves some risk. Author C. S. Lewis observed:
To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything, and
your heart will certainly be wrung and possibly be
broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it intact,
you must give your heart to no one, not even to an animal. Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and little
luxuries; avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe in the
casket or coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket—
safe, dark, motionless, airless—it will change. It will not
be broken; it will become unbreakable, impenetrable,
irredeemable.9
Genuine Love

Do you know how U.S. Secret Service agents determine if
money is counterfeit? They don’t start by studying counterfeit
currency. They start with the real thing. They learn that genuine currency has a texture of raised ink; sharp, fine printing;
red and blue color strands; a watermark; serial numbers;
and other security features. When they know the real thing,
they can easily spot a fake. As we saw earlier, there is a lot of
8
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counterfeit love talk in our world today. The best way to spot
it? We’ve got to study the real thing. So let’s get to it.
While searching for this Holy Grail definition, you need to
know something right up front. Thousands of people over the
course of thousands of years have worked to define the word
love. There are as many definitions out there as there are grains
of sand on the beach. I shared just a few of them with you earlier. Although I’ve spent a lot of time researching definitions of
love, I’m not going to rehash all of those definitions. I’ve done
the work for you, so let me give it my best shot. You ready? Here
is the treasured definition: God is love. That’s it. But I know
that definition may not satisfy your curiosity, so let’s continue
to study the genuine nature of love. As we do, please remember
that I just gave you the best and most genuine definition of
love you’ll ever find and nothing else will ever match it.
Picture in your mind a wedding at a church. The young
bride and groom are on the altar facing each other, hand in
hand. Their sparkling eyes and glowing faces complement the
flowing wedding gown and tux. The pastor stands before the
excited and hopeful couple and says with confidence, “Love is
patient when you feel like being patient, love is kind when you
feel like being kind . . .” Right? Of course not. He says, “Love
is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is
not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily
angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight
in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always
trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.”10
9
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In doing so, what is he really saying about love? He’s saying love is not just a feeling; it is a decision. Love does not say,
“Feel this way.” Love says, “Act this way.” Love is an act of
the will to be patient, kind, gentle, humble, sincere, compassionate, giving, faithful and trusting, forgiving, uniting, and
persevering. Love is all about serving and giving selflessly and
sacrificially to another person. The best way to spell love? G-IV-E. It’s looking not only to your own interests but also to the
interests of others. It’s doing what’s best for others no matter
what it costs you personally.
Love says, “I want what’s best for you! That is why I’m
talking to you about this, that is why I’m doing this, that is
why I’m making this decision.”
Love says, “No longer will I live my life for me. I will think
about self less and you more.”
Love says, “I’m choosing to be at my best even when you’re
not at your best.”
Love says, “What I want isn’t important, but what you
want is paramount.”
The Unconditional Nature of Love

As a real estate attorney, I drafted many contracts. In
every valid contract there is something called “consideration.” Consideration is when you give something knowing
you will get something else in return. It’s conditional. It’s an
“if I do this, then you’ll do that” kind of thing. But love is
unconditional. Love is not a transaction; it’s an action. Love
is not reciprocal; it’s sacrificial.
10
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“So, are you doing this?” my wife, Susan, asked me as we
sat on the couch after she had just read the first draft for this
chapter.
“Doing what?” I responded.
“Are you exercising this fundamental of love, unconditional love, with our children?” she continued.
I really thought it was an off-base question. “Yes, of course
I am. I’m constantly telling them that I love them no matter
what, and they know I love them unconditionally.”
Susan then dug deeper in, saying, “I know you say that
a lot and really mean it, but do your facial expressions, tone
of voice, and actions always show it? Think about Marky.
Sometimes your looks of disapproval for what he did or didn’t
do, or not being excited about something he is doing might
send the opposite message to him.” Susan then went on to
give me a couple examples of this.
It was a full body slam as I had never thought about it that
way. And it hurt. But I thanked Susan and stopped writing for
the day as I pondered what she said. I then determined in my
mind that I was going to really work on this fundamental. I
need to show unconditional love not only with my words, but
also with my tone of voice and facial expressions. I’ve got to get
this right!
Grammy Award–winning recording artist Michael
W. Smith, father of five and grandfather of five, is a living
testimony to the fact that love is never wasted and must be
unconditional. “I’m a perfect example of a guy who had
amazing parents—still do, they’re my biggest fans,” Michael
11
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shared with me. He then paused as his mind went back many
years ago. “But, you know, I started playing with the fire—
alcohol and drugs. I didn’t think I could get burned. And for
four years, I was a mess. I mean, I was a complete mess. I
almost died a few times. It’s crazy.”
Michael then seemed to say with a great sense of gratitude, “And I’m convinced to this day that part of my rescue
was my mom and dad loving me unconditionally, even knowing everything that I was doing. They just loved me. It was
unconditional love and they were on their knees for me, especially in my crazy party days here in Nashville. And I think
that’s what you gotta do as a father if your kids have wandered. The best thing you can do for them is just love them
and pray for them.”11 Michael’s parents’ love for him was not
reciprocal during those years; it was sacrificial.
Love in Action

As I sat with the popular former governor, now businessman, Jeb Bush, in his modest Coral Gables, Florida,
office, he paused from his busy workday to reflect upon
his life. He thoughtfully shared these intimate thoughts
with me, which I pass along to you. “We all have loving
thoughts, but if they remain passive, they’re completely useless because they don’t nourish anything. They can actually
create resentment. Converting those thoughts into action
shouldn’t take half a lifetime, but in my case, it has. But I’ve
noticed I’m getting better at loving. I look back at my life
12
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and realize things are not as complicated as I thought. Why
does it take a half-a-lifetime experience to get to the simple
things?”12 Love is not passive; it is an action. It’s something
we must demonstrate day in and day out, even when everything inside of us screams, “No, that person did me wrong,
they don’t deserve it!”
Let me give you an example:
“Hello, Mr. Merrill? This is John Johnson from Tampa
Fire and Rescue. Do you know what’s happened to your
home?”
“No,” I said into the phone with a questioning tone.
“Well, you have a major problem in your home. It’s
flooded,” he added.
“What?” I gasped. “What happened?”
“I would just suggest you get here quickly,” he exclaimed.
“Thank you,” I said hurriedly as I hung up the phone. I
jumped into my car and raced home from the office in the
pelting Florida rain. Once I pulled into the driveway, I realized
what had happened. We were getting a new roof on our historic old house and the workers had taken off the old one but,
for whatever reason, they were not able to get a tarp secured to
cover the house. So, in came the heavy rain. The attic, second
floor, and first floor were all inundated. Beautiful old plaster
ceilings fell to the floor, antique furniture was ruined, and
clothes were soaked. That night, June 1, 2011, we moved out.
Sure, it’s tough for my family to be houseless. You get kind
of disoriented and feel as though you’re in a fog. But we’re
13
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not homeless. We know where our permanent home really is.
And nobody was injured. So basically it was just stuff that was
destroyed. Stuff that can be replaced or wasn’t really needed.
Over the course of the next few days after the flood, we
had to do many things, including finding a place to stay for
the next eight to twelve months while our home was being
rebuilt. But as I thought about it, I determined that the most
important thing I needed to do was to be a good example to
all the people I would have to deal with through the process—
the insurance companies, the adjusters, the contractors, the
cleaners, and so on.
This incident, which occurred right in the middle of writing this book, would test my resolve. Would I just write about
love? Or, would I really live it out? Well, I can tell you that
I’ve failed in some ways, especially in the area of patience, but
I’m grateful that I’ve been given opportunities to increase my
capacity to love and demonstrate love to others despite my
failures.
After I wrote about what we went through on my blog, to
my surprise, our roofer posted a comment on my site. It was a
great encouragement to me in light of the struggles we faced.
“Never have I seen or experienced such a magnitude of water
in a home before, and hope never to see it again,” commented
the roofer.
On the same note never have I seen an action such as I
witnessed from owners whose home had water dripping
14
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from every ceiling in the house. As I entered the home,
I braced myself knowing that the typical owner would
be down into my face yelling, cursing, and threatening
me. Instead I witnessed owners, obviously in shock and
disbelief, but also providing me a sense of grace in the
midst of chaos. There was a difference in their reaction
that made them non-typical owners for the situation.

Love is an action and we must choose to show it to others
even when we think they don’t deserve it.
So the first fundamental of fatherhood is love. You can’t
lead your family effectively without it. First love, then lead.

The Second Fundamental—Leadership
For several generations our world has taught us that mind
and strength, mental and physical, are for work; heart and
soul, emotional and spiritual, are for home. For instance, we
talk about leadership in the context of business and business
relationships and talk about love in the context of home and
personal relationships.
Think about it. How many business seminars on love have
you attended, or how many books on home leadership have
you read? But love is the essential thing in all areas of life.
And leadership must be recognized as extremely important
not only in work but also in the home. In fact, Jim Caldwell,
15
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former head coach of the Indianapolis Colts, believes the
home is the incubator of leadership. He told me, “Leadership
is first developed in the home.”13
J. Wayne Huizenga Jr., chairman of Rybovich Marina
and part owner of the Miami Dolphins, shared with me his
thoughts on love and leadership: “We don’t talk a lot about
leadership in the home and not much has been written about
leadership in the home. Nobody really trains us to be leaders at home like they do at work.” Wayne paused and then
went on to say: “It’s so much more difficult to lead at home
than it is at work because at work, the motive is your getting
a paycheck and if it doesn’t work out, we can separate. But
at home, we’re not getting a paycheck and we can’t separate.
They’re your family, regardless.”14
Wayne is on target. Leading at home can be one of the
toughest places to lead. You can’t fire your child. There is no
paid time off. There are no raises or bonuses. The rewards
are rarely immediate or apparent. How many times have you
received a standing ovation when you walked in the door,
or gotten the father-of-the-year award to put in your trophy
case? But, as we’ll see later on, a dad will ultimately find joy
and fulfillment as he strives to be an All Pro Dad.
Leading at home is also tough because we have to
discipline our kids. But a loving and leading father must
discipline his children. I’ve often said to each of my five children, “I love you. And I’m only saying or doing this because
it’s what’s best for you.”
16
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Every once in a while one of them will challenge me on it.
“How is taking away my cell phone in my best interest?”
my son, Marky, asked after we took away his privilege of using
it because he was speaking disrespectfully to us.
“Well, having a cell phone is a privilege so that you can
communicate with your friends. When you communicate
respectfully with us then you get to keep that privilege. When
you don’t, you lose it. So not having your phone for a while will
remind you of the importance of talking respectfully to us.”
Do I like to discipline? No. Does my son like it? Of course
not. But, if I really do it in the right way and for the right reasons, he will at least know that I’m doing it out of love and, as
a result, I’ll earn the right to lead him in other areas of life too.
You Are a Leader and a Follower

So, are you a leader? A leader is a person who has followers. If someone is following you, then you are influencing that
person. That is, you are effecting change in that person. The
change may be in speech, behavior, or action. Therefore, at its
core, leadership is influence.
Are you a dad, mom, husband, wife, grandparent, relative, employer, employee, or friend? If so, then you are a
leader. You are also a follower. Great leaders are great followers. Each and every one of us is a leader and a follower.
Each and every one of us is influencing and being influenced. We are all leading sometimes and being led at other
times. For instance, in earlier years, as our kids were getting
17
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ready for school, Susan was the influencer and our children
were the influenced. She decided what they would eat and
wear, and they followed. Our children then went to school
and became the influencer in certain situations with their
peers who followed. Then the bell rang and the teacher had
all the influence, and our children once again became the
ones influenced, and so on.
In every situation where you are in the presence of one
or more other people, there is a dominant influencer. Susan
and I are constantly asking our teens, especially if they aren’t
having a good attitude after being with certain friends, “Are
you influencing your friends more than they are influencing
you?” That’s because we want them to recognize that in every
relationship, one person is, in small or big ways, more dominant in their influence and can impact the behavior of others.
We want our kids to either be the influencer, the leader, or be
influenced in a positive way as a follower.
Many fathers have excelled at leading their team at work
but have fumbled the ball in the area of home leadership.
Now, it’s not necessarily because they haven’t tried. As I’ll
address in the chapter on Mind-set, there are a number of
factors that have influenced a father’s ability to lead effectively
in the home. I confess I’ve dropped the ball and made plenty
of mistakes as a husband, father, son, brother, and friend. But
anyone who knows me knows that I always want to learn, to
be better and do better. Connecting love and leadership is key
in us moving the ball forward as fathers.
18
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The Love

and

Leadership Connection

What’s love got to do with leadership? Everything. Love is
leadership’s unseen essential. We don’t see it and it’s not normally talked about in the context of leadership, but it’s a vital
component in the life of every great leader.
Herb Kelleher, former CEO of Southwest Airlines, said, “I
would far rather have a business led by love than by fear.” So,
if you include yourself among those who find “love” a hard
word to link with “leadership,” then remember this: Herb
Kelleher’s Southwest Airlines, the company he declared from
the start to be “led by love,” whose headquarters is called “Love
Airfield” and whose stock market listing is “LUV,” is the most
profitable airline in U.S. commercial aviation history.15
Love is one of the most effective and efficient leadership
strategies that ever existed. And infusing love into an organization, as well as the home, delivers a better ROI than any
other single investment you can make. Great organizations
and great families are fueled by loving leaders.
In my conversation with JB Brown, host of The NFL
Today, he further commented that “true love is to be displayed consistently in all settings. When it is manifested in
one’s behavior in the workplace and at home, success often
follows. Love is key in leadership.”16 Michael Ducker, COO
and President, International, FedEx Express, punctuated
what JB said. “As a leader, I am compelled to love all people
under my care, my employees and my family.” Mike went on
19
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to tell me that “life is more about relationships than anything
else. A part of those relationships, on the job and in the home,
is knowing people personally and caring about their lives. If
your employees know they have a boss that knows and cares
about them, they are more inclined to follow you as a leader.
The same holds true for our children.”17

Expanding Our Capacity

to

Love

and

Lead

We are all born with the ability to love, but we must expand
our capacity to love. Now here’s the key point I want you to
remember: our capacity to love will determine our capacity
to lead at home, at work, and in life. In other words, when
we genuinely love our spouse, our children, and others, when
they know we want what’s best for them, they’ll follow us.
They’ll say to themselves: “You’ve loved me. You’ve earned
the right to lead me. I’ll follow you.” Your leadership of your
family will grow in direct proportion to the love that you
show your family.
The way we increase our love capacity is counterintuitive.
Normally, capacity increases when something is filled. But our
capacity to love is increased the most when someone is emptied. Our capacity to love expands when we empty ourselves
and give of ourselves to others. As fathers, we must show love
to grow love. The more love you show, the more your capacity
to love will grow.
20
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For a last will and testament to be effective and the
inheritance to be passed on, a person must die. For our leadership of our family to be effective and an inheritance of a
loving dad to be passed on to our children, we must die to
our self-focused ways. That may mean that we do things
in an uncommon way. For example, we might work fewer
hours at the office when our children are growing up so we
can spend more time with them, and then work more when
they’re grown. Or, it might even mean foregoing that promotion that would have required us to move or work longer
hours. It might mean delaying things we’d like to do or interests we’d like to pursue.
Many years ago and throughout my years of practicing
law, I had a desire to serve in public office. Subsequently, I
had the opportunity to run for Congress. After doing some
real soul-searching and discussing it with Susan, I determined that I was not willing to sacrifice the time with my
family to do it. The decision was made and I’ve never looked
back.
Our capacity to love will expand exponentially as we
die to self. And as we expand our capacity to love, we’ll also
expand our capacity to lead. Can a leader “get by” without
loving? Sure, but leadership – love = limited leadership—
limited in breadth and depth. Leadership + love = lasting
leadership. Those who grow the most in life’s fundamental—
love—will grow to be the greatest leaders at home, at work,
and in life.
21
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The 7 Ms
“In 2008, my last year coaching with the Colts, we had drafted
Anthony Gonzalez,” Tony Dungy started.
He wasn’t able to come to work out with us in the spring
because he was still in school. He was at Ohio State and
not graduating until June, so he was going to miss all
the May and June workouts. And Peyton Manning, by
then, was in his eleventh year. He’d been MVP of the
league three times already. You know, he was really at
the pinnacle of his career. That spring, he would get
in his car twice a week and drive to Columbus, Ohio.
Drive three hours over, spend an hour and a half with
Anthony, throw him the ball, run routes, spend half
an hour with him going over the playbook, and then
drive three hours back. So, he was taking seven and
a half hours out of his day twice a week to make sure
that Anthony Gonzalez got caught up and was prepared
when the training camp started. That’s the kind of dedi
cation people don’t always see.
When people ask me what makes Peyton Manning
special, he’s gifted, he is talented, he’s got the physical
tools you need. He had the background and all that
from watching his dad and going to the University of
Tennessee. But the thing that separates him from everybody else is that dedication and that work ethic and that
22
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desire to do whatever it takes to not only get himself
ready, but to get his teammates ready to play well. That’s
why he’s an All-Pro.

Tony added, “So being an All-Pro in the NFL takes a little
bit of talent; but more than anything else, it takes hard work,
it takes dedication, and it takes teamwork. And if any of those
are missing, it really becomes difficult. Also, an All-Pro is a
guy who is very consistent. He does it week in and week out.
He plays at that high level all the time.”18 And an All-Pro at the
NFL level is someone who, like Peyton Manning, has studied
his playbook day in and day out, watched hundreds of hours of
game film, practiced what he’s learned, and executed the fundamentals heroically on the field with sheer determination.
Well, to become an All Pro Dad, those same principles
apply. An All Pro Dad is no ordinary dad. He not only knows
the fundamentals but also does whatever it takes to execute
them like nobody else. All Pro Dads are All Pro Dads “not
because they do anything extraordinary but because they do
the ordinary things better than anyone else.”
Hail Mary passes don’t work in fatherhood. Fathering is
all about a dad moving the ball forward in his relationship
with his child, one yard at a time, day in and day out. At the
same time, avoiding major, costly mistakes and turnovers are
critical as a man executes his fatherhood game plan. Men who
really want to be the best dads they can be—to be All Pro
Dads—must study, watch, practice, and ultimately execute
23
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the fundamentals of fatherhood—love and leadership—with
great purpose and perseverance.
To effectively execute those fundamentals, every father
must know these 7 Ms—Makeup, Mind-set, Motive, Method,
Model, Message, and Master. Then, and only then, will he be
able to expand his capacity to love and, in turn, expand his
capacity to lead his children.
In the next seven chapters as we explore these essential
7 Ms, we’ll dig deep to answer some critical questions that
will enable us to work toward our goal of becoming an All
Pro Dad. The first question we’ll answer in chapter 2 is: Who
am I? When we answer this, we’ll know our Makeup—our
identity and gifts. As we move the ball down the field in chapter 3, we’ll be challenged to have a new Mind-set as a father.
We’ll be handed a new job description and game plan as we
consider the question: What’s my purpose? In chapter 4, we’ll
discover the answer to: Why do I do what I do? That answer
will determine our Motive. Then I’ll share ideas in chapter 5
that will provide us with a practical Method to love and lead
our families—How can I better love my family? In chapter 6,
we’ll see that each and every father must also know he is a
Model. There, we’ll address: What should I model to my children? Then we’ll discuss knowing our Message in chapter 7.
There, we’ll consider the question: What do I need to share
with others? As we move toward our goal of becoming an All
Pro Dad, we’ll go deep in chapter 8 as we answer: Who or what
am I living for? When we answer this, we’ll know our Master.
24
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It is my hope that when you make these 7 Ms your playbook, you will become a loving leader in your home, you will
be a hero in your child’s eyes, and you will enjoy renewed and
flourishing relationships with your family.
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HUDDLE UP &

ASK YOUR KIDS
• How do you know I love you?
• How should someone act when they love you?
• Should you love people who don’t love you back? Why or why not?
• Who is the greatest leader you know? Why did you choose him of her?
• What is one thing I can do to better lead our family?
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