Hi Everyone!   

It’s great to be here.  I want to talk to you guys about making positive choices and also about overcoming obstacles.  Sometimes you have to overcome obstacles to make a positive choice. Sometimes making positive choices requires you to overcome obstacles… like fear of speaking in front of a lot of people, for instance!  

Up until now most of the big choices in your life have been made for you.  But you are now at the age where you have more independence and more freedom to make your own decisions.  That’s great, isn’t it?  Well, it can be great… or it can be really rough.

I remember what it was like when I was in Junior High over at Arbor Hills in Sylvania.  I remember watching all the kids around me making decisions about how they were going to act and who they were going to hang around with.  Most of the time they kind of joined up with one of the groups they naturally fit into.  There were the “popular” kids, the “smart” kids, the “athletic” kids, the class clowns… you know what I’m talking about, right?  And if you didn’t “fit” into one of those groups, there were always the “rebels” who got in trouble, but then you usually had to do things that maybe you really didn’t want to do so that they’d be your friends.

Well, I didn’t fit into any of those groups.  You see, when I was around eight years old I developed a disorder called Tourette ’s syndrome which means I had a lot of tics… movements or sounds that I couldn’t always control.  But at that age the kids didn’t care and I got used to being different but still being accepted.  Maybe that helped me decide in Junior High to keep being myself and not worry about being like someone else just so they’d like me.  I also think that having Tourette’s helped me to not judge other people.  Accepting people just as they are has helped me to have more friends, true friends, than many people who were in the so-called popular groups.

Sometimes it’s really hard to make the right choices.  It’s hard to not do what all the “cool” kids are doing even though what they are doing might not be very cool at all.  I guess I’m lucky that all I really wanted was to go from being a “good kid” to being a “nice guy”.  I did want to have friends and I did wish the popular girls would notice me, but that just never seemed like enough reason to mess up my life.  Maybe God gave me the strength to be that way because He knew what was going to happen to me in the future.

So… I didn’t drink and I didn’t smoke and I didn’t do drugs.  Was it always easy?  No way.  Did I get teased sometimes or pressured by some kids?  Yeah, I did.  But I just didn’t see how doing those things would help me in any way.  They just seemed like dumb things that I didn’t want to do.  So maybe I wasn’t the most popular guy.  But I was strong enough to say no and once that hard part was over, things were a lot easier for me than for a lot of others.  I didn’t have to lie or sneak or steal or feel ashamed around my parents.  Who needs that? 

But I did have to overcome some obstacles in order to make those positive choices.  I had to overcome fear… the fear of not fitting in.  I had to overcome pride… so I could say “No, thanks” without worrying that the guys might think I was chicken or a goody-two-shoes.  I had to overcome temptation because, let’s face it, sometimes it seemed like doing those things was fun.  I didn’t want to be a “loser” but I guess I always felt that doing dumb things would make me a loser for sure.    

When I was in High School I decided to wrestle.  I worked my butt off getting in shape and I practiced as hard as I could.  And I lost almost every match.  Badly.  But I never quit.  I found out later, through a letter my mom received from another mom, that her son who was a Freshman when I was a Senior almost quit wrestling but didn’t… because I didn’t.   I had no idea that I’d made a difference in this other kids’ life.  I may have been a failure at wrestling, but I wasn’t a loser.          

I mean, look at me now.  I am different than most people.  I’m different than I was before.  I talk differently… I walk differently… and my memory… it’s pretty lousy sometimes.  If you challenged me to a race, I would lose… big time!  Would that make me a “loser”?  I don’t think so.  I am a winner every day that I don’t quit.   The only race I’m in… the only competition that matters is the challenge I make to myself.  Every day I try to work hard at being the best I can be.  

Is that always easy?  No, it isn’t.  It’s hard work. It is a choice.  I could choose to feel sorry for myself.  I could choose to be embarrassed about my differences and go hide away somewhere.  I could drink or smoke or use drugs to try and fit in or to cover up the way I feel when I’m feeling down…which I do sometimes… I’m only human.  Those same obstacles of fear, and pride and temptation are there and they always will be.  But I still want to be the same guy I’ve always tried to be.  I want to be known as a nice guy who loves the Lord and tries hard to do the right things.  I don’t need to be more than that.  I simply want to be who God wants me to be.  

You can choose to try and be who God wants you to be.  He has a vision for your life.  He has dreams for you.  You can pray and ask God to help you be the person you were meant to be. That is your TRUE self. Maybe you see yourself one way and other people see you another way.  The trick is to be true to your TRUE self, your God-self.  Ask God to help you picture the person you are meant to be.  And then you have to be brave enough to do whatever it takes to be that person.  The good news is, you can ask God to help you be brave and He will.  

I am here today because I am trying to make a positive difference in the world.  I’m here because I want you to know that YOU make a difference in this world.  You might not know it, you might not think anyone is noticing you… but if you are alive you are touching people’s lives.  Whether you make a positive difference or a negative one, is up to you.  In this country you have the freedom to be whatever you want to be… whoever you want to be.  I fought for that freedom. Your TRUE self is someone you can be proud of… someone worth fighting for.  Have faith, be strong.  I’m proud of you all.
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