It is my Honor to be here with you. Well, I had the privilege of preaching this morning, so I don’t have to preach to y’al today. I am just going to inspire you, encourage you, because this is a very, very important conference, as you know, and it is an honor and my privilege to be a part of this.

      Some of my best times have been back in the 1996 Games here in Atlanta. I was partnered with James, and we just saw each other all the time. He and his mom and The Shepherd Center was a big part of the success of the 1996 Games. I remember when – I could go on and on. When they decided, Coca-Cola, to paint a 15-foot mug shot of me and put it on the 15-story wall next to the Olympic Stadium. I don’t know about you, but that’s pretty incredible when you drive down Interstate 85 and I-20 looking up at yourself looking at you. I used to put my daughters in the car and say, come on, honey, Let’s go down town today.[LAUGHTER].

      That was neat. CNN did a biography. I was able to not only carry The Olympic Torch, but the Paralympics Torch. We lit that torch using The Eternal Flame of Dr. Martin Luther King. That was very special to me, and was able to run up 117 steps of the opening ceremonies without losing my breath, and pass it over  To Mark, who is a wheelchair user, who climbed the coldrine and  Lit the flame, which was the most phenomenal experience that I’ve Seen in the history of the Paralympics. But it wasn’t always on that high that we experience. It took some work to get to that point, just like Rabbi Lynne was saying.  And a part of it was having a winning attitude.

      Everybody say, "Winning Attitude.">> AUDIENCE:  WINNING ATTITUDE.

      >> Rev. Mead:  You have to have that if we are to go beyond the ramp. If we are to worship, educate our churches to do the right thing, we ourselves have to have a winning attitude to make this happen. You know, it’s the attitude that gives us that passion, that edge to do whatever we can to do whatever it takes to make this happen for us all. Because we know how important Faith is in our lives. One of the most important poems that I love reciting says, Can’t List a word that must be ignored in the Quest to Conquer your Dreams.  They’ve learned to conceive it, then to believe it, and found that their dreams could come true. If they’re willing to fight for it with all of their might for it, doggedly drive for it, struggled and strive for it, if you’re willing to say Yes to your hopes and dreams, if you’re willing to say Yes to those incredible things, then life will respond with unlimited zest, and you will have learned to excel in life’s impossible test. I believe that in order to do the incredible, sometimes you have to dream the impossible. And champions and winners are those who are willing to do the   Things that others aren’t willing to do, but because it’s important to us that we worship in our respective places, that we take the word “Can’t" out of our vocabulary, Sometimes we have to choose to be unkind and we just have to make it a whole new ball game. Amen?>> AUDIENCE:  AMEN.

      >> Rev. Mead: So here is a guy that you’re looking at that 40years ago – this year is special to me in many ways, although I have a daughter that turned 20 years old on Friday. But 40 years ago, in April, the whole world was focused right here in Atlanta.

 I in Chicago, where I was born and raised, and at nine years old, 40 years ago the day in April, I believe it was April 11th, the Whole world was focused here because of the Dr. Martin Luther King Funeral Services. They let out school at that time in Honor of Dr. King, and because I was an athlete, even at a young age, I decided to go

                                                                11

Play basketball with my cousin at the school lot.  And my parents had just moved across the street from this beautiful park that had baseball diamonds and football fields and

Tennis courts and gymnasiums. And that moment when I was playing, I took a hard fall.

And that fall and the impact created a blood clot and infection, which the doctors initially thought was a bruise.  They sent me home, but later to come back three days later my mom looking me in the eyes as I lay in a hospital bed, telling me, son, I hate to tell you this, but in order for them to actually save your life now, they’re going to at least have to amputate your leg.  And, of course, she knew that I was going to go crazy, because I   was this athletic kid who was ready to go. And now I’m faced with the decision of my life. It wasn’t my decision, because it was mom’s decision, and she knew what was the best thing. She put it in God’s hand. I put in it God’s hands too, because I said  mom, that’s okay if they have to amputate my leg, everything is going to be okay.

Can you imagine a nine year old third grader saying that to his mother?

Well, the next breath I said, that’s okay, because if they have to amputate my leg, God is going to grow it back, right?[LAUGHTER]

     Well, she, of course scratched her head and dad scratched his head. They wanted to say, silly rabbit, no; your leg won’t grow back. When you cut your hair, it grows back. Well, I created a vision that was larger than my circumstances at that time, but I was gong to do what I could where I was, with what I had, and someway I was still going to be unstoppable.   You know? That was a vision that I created as a kid that I was going to bounce back.  And you know when I say bounce back, I have a cool illustration of my daughter who just turned 20, when she was five years old or so, and I bought her this Fred Flintstone Punching Bag. How many of you had that? That was a pretty cool toy.

When you’d punch it, it bounced back.  I bought her a Fred Flintstone version.  I said, punch Fred. She punched him and he bounced back. And, of course, she’s a competitor.

I said, you can’t keep Fred down, can you? She got upset at me, and she kicked Fred. 

He bounced off the wall, the ceiling, but he bounced right back up. And she said, daddy, what keeps Fred bouncing back up? And I said, honey, there’s something on the inside of Fred, just like there’s something on the inside of daddy, just like there’s something on the inside of you that keeps you bouncing   back. Sometimes it’s a winning attitude.

      Sometimes it’s our faith. Sometimes it’s taking the word CAN’T out of our vocabulary. Things may happen to you, things may happen around you, but the thing that matters most is what happens inside of you.    It’s that attitude. No one can touch that. The next Point I’d like to make, that we all have to focus on the BIG PICTURE.

      What you see is what you get. I’m an above-the-knee amputee.  It’s a nice pretty brown leg is what I tell everybody. And I say, a brown leg, because I tease, because the first time the prosthetist, who makes my leg, told me to go home with an unfinished leg, he sent me home with a white leg.[LAUGHTER].

      Because it wasn’t painted brown yet. So I was walking home, in the neighborhood with a white leg and black leg. How about that?  [LAUGHTER] But that’s okay. But I didn’t see myself, even though I was, but I didn’t see myself as disabled or crippled or handicapped. I saw on the inside of me that was bigger than what was on the outside of me.  If I was to ask you who would want this nice crisp 100-dollar   bill, how many would raise their hands? Absolutely.

      But what if I balled it up like this?  How many would still want it? What if I dropped it and stepped on it and crunched it and mangled it up, and sometimes I have the audacity to tear it in half. How many would still want it? Absolutely. What’s the principle? Did it lose its value? No. Is it still worth what it was designed for? Absolutely. What you see is what you get takes vision. When I say vision, I don’t mean eyesight. There are so many successful visually impaired people that are doing amazing things. When I say vision, I don’t mean hindsight. Hindsight, that’s why the windshield that you drive in your car

Is this big, and the rearview mirror is this big. Sometimes people on Atlanta, I wonder if they drive with their rearview mirror. The past is a place of reference, not a place of residence. And so when I talk about vision, I mean foresight. Forgetting what’s behind, straining toward what’s ahead. Going after the Prize. Foresight. Dreaming the incredible.

Sometimes we don’t go where a path may lead, but we go where there’s no path. And sometimes we have to leave the trail, because it’s never been done that way. I remember in Chicago, growing up as an amputee on the south side. I didn’t know of another amputee.  I couldn’t share my stories when my leg broke and when I was squeaking all over the place or when the designer couldn’t make legs that would sustain my activity, because I wanted to go back to the football field and the basketball court and hockey and all of those things. When my prosthetist gave me a leg, I started walking. I said, okay, I can walk, but I have to run if I want to play like football and stuff. So I started skipping like this. And I said, well, it doesn’t look pretty, but that’s okay. I could get into the game. And I can remember my friends playing touch football. And they saw me walking, and they said Al, you’re walking. You have your leg.  I said yes, let me play. And they said, NO. And I said, you got to let me play. And I stood in the middle of their game.  And they said, NO. And I said YES and they said NO.  And I said, YES.  And finally they said who wants Al on their team? All of a sudden I was the low man on the totem pole, after I used to beat them all. Little did they know that I would change their lives that day. When we were playing, I’m hop-skipping, and can’t really play anymore. But I FELL, I bounced back, got back up, and I fell they said you’re okay? Yes, I’m okay.

      And I bounced back, and somehow I got my hand on the football. And, of course, when you do that, you’re going after the Touchdown. So I started hop-skipping toward the goal line. They could catch me, so they pretended to chase me so they could make my day. Well, Thanks. In my pursuit of the goal, my leg falls apart.   [LAUGHTER] So I have the football in my hand and I’m hopping like this and I see my foot down the field. [LAUGHTER]. And they say, look at you, Al, you’re falling apart. We told you not to play. I could give up at that point. I could say, boy, maybe this isn’t for me.  But I didn’t. I hopped to that goal line and I said TOUCHDOWN. And I hopped back and got my leg, and I said, Hay, I’m going to get this fixed and I’ll be back. [APPLAUSE] 

And I came back. You know, sometimes we have to speak up, and there is no better    opportunity and venue to speak up.  It reminds me of a story of a man who was a collector of birds and found a bird that spoke five languages. Incredible. So he went overseas and went from shop to shop following his leads and found the bird. He sent the bide home to his house. He later took a flight home, and when he came home, he walked in the door and said, honey, did the bird arrive? She says, yes, the bird is here. He’s in the oven.  And, of course, the gentleman said, honey, I can’t believe you put the bird in the oven. I went all over the world looking for this bird.  This bird speaks five languages.

      And she said, well, he should have spoke up.[LAUGHTER].

      So value the power in speaking up and taking your stand. Don’t take "CAN'T" as a way to go. Take it out of your vocabulary. And finally, it takes a winning team. That’s each and every one of you in this room are a winning team. You know, John Wooton, who is 90-something years old now, almost 100, was a UCLA basketball coach. He won championship after championship. He said the person who puts the ball in the hoop has 10 hands. That was the success of his unyielding philosophy of teamwork. Coach Bear Bryant expressed the same. He said I’m just a plow head from Arkansas, but I know how to lift some up, I know how to bring some down, until we’re one heartbeat together. And you know that’s why geese fly in the V, Victory, formation is because their wing flapping creates a draft in such a way that they’re able to go 70% further than if each one tried to do it all by themselves. 70%. And they’re not quiet when they’re flying.[LAUGHTER].

 I mean, they’re going, long, long, long, long, long. Come on you can do it. Keep it up. We got your back. We got your back. If you get tired, I’ll take the lead. What do we say when we honk at each other?

      Twenty years ago, as we celebrate the Olympics and Paralympics that started. We’re in Korea. I was the 100-meter World Record Leader for an above-the knee amputee. The gun goes off, 15 meters down the way, my leg breaks. My mom runs down the stadium steps and says, honey, are you okay? I said yes, I’m fine. I can’t believe my leg broke, that medal should have been mine. She says, you’re still my hero. I said mom don’t give me that mushy stuff. She said, you have the long jump left. She said, you prepared. All it takes asks one good jump. Three days later, I’m at the long jump pit. In the third round, my competition breaks the world record. But even then, I’m reminded of when your back is up against the world and you can’t seem to hold on a minute longer you don’t give up then, because that’s the time and the place that the tide can turn.

      And would you know at that next jump, I hopped down that runway, I popped that bar as if I was going to jump over the sand. It felt that way anyway. But I came home with the Gold Metal. [APPLAUSE].

      And let me close with a poem of an unknown author that says, if you think you’re beaten, you are. If you think you dare not, you don’t. If you like to win, but think you can’t, it’s almost a cinch you won’t if you think you’ll lose, you’re lost. For in this world, you’ll surely find success being with a person’s will. Sometimes it’s all in the state of mind. Think big and your deeds will grow. Think small, and you’ll fall behind. Think that you can and you will. Sometimes it’s all in a state of mind. If you think you’re outclassed, you are. You’ve got to think big to rise. You’ve got to be sure of yourself before you can win the prize. Life’s battles don’t always go to the strongest woman or man, but sooner or later, the person who wins is the person who thinks they can. And I believe you know that we can. And there should be an opportunity that all may worship. That it’s a lot more than the ramp. It’s about establishing relationships, intentionally knowing who we are, who we are, and we have just as much to contribute in our society as anyone else. God Bless.

      Thank You.

