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1

O N E

Mr. Ross Sets the Tone

I went to Clayton Valley High School in Concord, 

California. I wasn’t a great student until my senior year. 

Some of that was because I didn’t like math. The larger 

part of it was that I didn’t know what to make of high 

school. I had no intention of doing any of the jobs high 

school (as I understood it) was going to prepare me for. 

So I felt stuck and unmotivated.

Until I got in trouble in Mr. Ross’s speech class. 

After that, everything started to come into focus.

Mr. Ross turned from the chalkboard and barked, 

“Mr. McRoberts!”

I stopped, mid joke, busted again for mouthing off 

in class. And this was speech class, no less. I mean, 
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What Do You Make of This?
At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a section with this 

header. It will feature a few prompts, usually questions, to 

help you dig in a bit deeper or share your process with a few 

friends. This first “What Do You Make of This?” section will 

be a tad different. With this one, I want to help you get ready 

to use this book to change your life and world.

1. First, grab a journal or notebook. I’d love it to be a journal 

or notebook specifically used to capture and process what 

happens in you while you read this book and plan for what 

you’ll do about it. If not, use what you’ve got on hand. If 

it’s the same notebook you use to track meal plans and 

dinner recipes, that’s fine. Just know I hate beets.

2. Now, take a few minutes to think about some ways you 

have given in to “it is what it is” thinking. What do you wish 

was different but don’t think ever will be? What do you 

think needs to be different but don’t have the hope it can 

be? Take your time and write it all down. Give your heart 

and mind a chance to sift through a few things that aren’t 

as important to you so you can get to the bigger stuff.

3. When you feel you are finished, dog- ear that page or put 

a bookmark in it; we’ll get back to it later. Just be sure 

that if there is a beet recipe in that same notebook, you 

put at least one blank page between the beets and me.
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T W O

Frank Tate and 
Humble Beginnings

My career in music began the way so many others do: 

by moving into a house with a record label executive and 

being told I wasn’t very good at music. It’s the ole “boy 

meets record label executive, boy rents a room from record 

label executive, record label executive tells boy his music is 

garbage” story. It’s an almost Shakespearian- level cliché.

Okay, that’s not how it happens for most people, 

but it’s how it happened for me. I was one of four single 

and nearly broke young men to move into Frank Tate’s 

house that summer. None of us lives in his house any-

more, but he lives in my head most days.
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What Do You Make of This?

1. Can you imagine what your life and work might look 

like fifteen years from now? What would you like to 

be true of you then professionally? Personally?

2. What current project or job are you concerned about 

possibly defining you? Or what past project or job 

is still defining you? What can you do to change the 

definition?

3. What hopes and dreams do you have for someone? 

Would you consider telling them about the potential 

you see in them, and the person you can imagine them 

becoming?
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T H R E E

Missing lEgOs

My son and I didn’t have it all together. Of the seventy- 

five pieces that made up the LEGO City Desert Rally 

Racer, we had only seventy- three.

At first we thought it was our fault. We figured that, 

in the few minutes since opening the box and emptying 

the plastic sleeves, we’d lost two bricks. So we spent the 

next few minutes crawling around on the floor with 

our faces pushed halfway into the carpet, scanning the 

terrain for anomalies. Then, we checked our pockets 

and the folds in our clothes. Nothing. Just in case, we 

checked the pockets and folds of clothes we had worn 

the day before. Nothing.

Asa (then six years old) boxed up the pieces we 
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What Do You Make of This?

1. What plan has gone sideways or maybe not even 

made it off the ground, and how can allowing disap-

pointment, sadness, and frustration actually help you 

move on?

2. Once the dust settles and you’ve been able to grieve, 

what needs to happen next before you are able to 

take a realistic and thankful look at what you have on 

hand and start working from there?

3. What plans need to change, or what dream might have 

to die (at least in part), in order for you to change and 

become completely the person God designed you to 

be?
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F O U R

Friends and Money 
and Starting Over

During the first few years of my career in music, my 

wife and I were on the road two or three months at 

a time. That made it nearly impossible to manage the 

online store we’d just put together. If someone bought 

something directly from me, they’d have to wait several 

days (if not weeks) for the CD or T- shirt or songbook 

they ordered to even be shipped. That’s not a good 

turnaround time, even back when people used phones 

attached to the walls of their houses and the internet 

was “probably a fad.” So a good friend of mine offered 

to manage the web store during my longer trips. He’d 
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What Do You Make of This?

1. What fault or failure of someone else’s have you 

allowed to define the way you see them? What would 

it take to see them as more than their mistakes?

2. What fault or failure of yours have you allowed to 

define you? Did you hurt someone? Did you take 

advantage of them? Did you drop the ball and not 

come through the way you promised?

3. Did you lose a relationship or a project you just can’t 

imagine putting back together? What happens if you 

start thinking of making something new from it? What 

could that look like? What parts of it are still worth 

building with?
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F I V E

Everybody Hurts, 
Everybody Matters

In the fall of 2010, I started the largest and most time- 

consuming and energy- sucking creative project of my 

life up to that point (and, God willing, ever). I didn’t 

know that when I started it. I just thought I’d throw 

together a few good ideas and have some fun! Then, I’d 

invite a small team of people to join with me, and the 

fun would be multiplied to party- like status. Only, this 

party was three people working way too many hours 

for nowhere near enough money, while I disintegrated 

into the worst version of myself anyone at the “party” 

could have imagined.
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What Do You Make of This?

1. When have you felt used by someone? What was that 

like? How did you handle it?

2. What people in your “system” have you overlooked 

regularly? How can you change that?

3. When you think about your legacy and what you’ll 

leave behind, do you think more about projects to 

accomplish than the people you work alongside? What 

will it take to make the shift to valuing people over 

projects?
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S I X

They’re Not Here 
to See You Fail

I used to see the band Primus every year on New Year’s 

Eve. I don’t know how many years in a row I did that, 

but it was a lot of years, and I know that because I 

remember seeing a good number of opening acts: the 

Melvins, the Charlie Hunter Trio, Mr. Bungle, and a 

few others. Because of the connection Primus had with 

their audience, those opening acts were generally well 

received, even if they weren’t very well known. That is, 

until the year Primus invited the band Cracker to open 

for their NYE show. That didn’t go so well.

Cracker was more traditionally popular than any 
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What Do You Make of This?

1. Where or when have you blown it professionally? How 

did you move forward from that moment? Or why are 

you holding on to that memory like some weird trophy?

2. Who on your team is going to be there no matter 

what? How can you ensure they’re witness to what 

you’re doing now? And how can you ensure they are 

witnesses to what you do next?

3. Who around you is afraid of their own failure? How 

can you help them? What do you have in your pocket 

that might open the door to solidarity?
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S E V E N

KISS Army and Becoming 
Something Beautiful

The glam- metal band KISS wrapped up their legendary 

“Dynasty” tour on December 16, 1979. Roughly five 

months later in Concord, California, was what I believe 

to be the first (and likely only) KISS tribute show fea-

turing a six- year- old onstage.

Yes, I was that six- year- old. And, yes, there are 

pictures.

One of the many benefits to growing up in my 

neighborhood was being surrounded by older kids 

who not only had a far deeper appreciation for music 

and wider range of musical taste but also had stereo 
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What Do You Make of This?

1. What kind of work actually inspires you? (I’m not ask-

ing about what entertains you or distracts you.) What 

takes your breath away or gets you fired up? What 

makes you want to be a different or better person? 

Make a list of those things.

2. What do you think it says about you that you’re moved 

by such work? What does it say about who you want 

to be or become?

3. What would it take to regularly expose yourself to 

that work? Instead of simply waiting for inspiring 

works to show up, what if you made a practice of that 

inspiration?
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E I G H T

loving Shakespeare

During my senior year at Clayton Valley High School, 

a local junior college hosted a showcase for high school 

theater programs. I was one of a select number of stu-

dents sent by our theater coach, Tom Wills, to represent 

our school. The daylong festival featured mostly short, 

student- directed one- acts and solo performances. I was 

scheduled to present a monologue from our production 

of John Gneisenau Neihardt’s Black Elk Speaks.

Walking to the middle of the stage, I waved to the 

small cluster of my friends sitting near the back of the 

auditorium. They waved back from seventeen rows 

away, even though there were plenty of empty seats 

closer to the front. Among that cluster of back- row 
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What Do You Make of This?

1. What can you honestly say you love doing? Not just 

what makes you feel good, but what makes you feel 

like you’re a part of something bigger than yourself?

2. When have your strengths and gifts and talents 

drowned out the voices of others in the places you’ve 

worked or served? In the future, which of your gifts 

and talents could you add to (not take over) a project 

that isn’t yours?

3. Maybe you’ve been quiet too often when you should 

have spoken up about something you love doing. What 

is worth standing up for and being louder about? And 

how can you work with egotistical loudmouths like 

Adolescent McRoberts?

ItIsWhatYouMakeofIt_3P.indd   101ItIsWhatYouMakeofIt_3P.indd   101 2/5/21   10:47 AM2/5/21   10:47 AM



103

N I N E

Follow Your Noes

Ever been the least cool person in the room? I have. 

Many, many times. It used to really bug me, to be hon-

est. Not because I wanted to be cool, per se (although 

that’s partially true as well), but because, when being 

cool is the currency, not being cool means I can’t pay 

the door fee to the hip parties. Rejection, in any form, 

just doesn’t feel very good. But, depending on what I 

do with them, rejection and denial can be essential ele-

ments of growth. It helps to hear the occasional no.

A few years into my music career, I was invited to 

join a panel of artists in the San Francisco Bay Area to 

talk about what it takes to make a living doing what 

we love. I was, without question, the least cool person 
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What Do You Make of This?

1. Recall a time when you received the beautiful gift of 

no. What did you learn from it?

2. Where are you hearing no right now? Have you asked 

the person giving it why you got it? What about you 

does that no call into question?

3. Where and why have you handed out a helpful no? 

Or where are you withholding a no that needs to be 

shared with someone close to you?
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T E N

Tow Trucks, Trailers, 
and Best Final Shows

My very first musical tour was in 1999, with a band 

called Five Iron Frenzy, a punk/ska band from Denver, 

Colorado. At no point between then and now have I 

actually been punk or ska. So, for forty- eight shows, 

rooms full of kids who actually were punk/ska (many 

with dyed hair, Mohawks, piercings, and tattoos) were 

given the gift of a five- song acoustic folk set while wait-

ing for the band they actually came to see.

It’s worth noting that those forty- eight shows 

took place in just fifty- five days, covered ground from 

Bellingham, Washington, to Tampa, Florida, to Red 
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What Do You Make of This?

1. What does it look like for your work to be an act of 

love—not sentimental feeling, but service and care 

and attention toward other humans?

2. What work have you done that did not communicate 

love? Why did that happen?

3. Where and when have you felt cared for because of 

the way someone did their job? What made you feel 

that way? How did it motivate you to do your work?
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E L E V E N

lacrosse, Bloody Noses, 
and loving My Work

I didn’t make a lot of friends in college. It wasn’t so 

much that I was antisocial and busy during those four 

years; I just had a lot to do and didn’t really like being 

around people all that much. One of the few com-

rades I had was Carrie. Carrie and I were in a pair of 

classes together, including a class I think may have been 

called “The Philosophy of Ethics in the Art of Modern 

Philosophy and Ethics.” So, at least some of the time, 

we had conversations featuring names like Kierkegaard, 

Heidegger, and Nietzsche and talked about things like 

what “meaning” meant.
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What Do You Make of This?

1. What kinds of things in your past (relationships, work, 

faith) have been worth the pain? And what kinds of 

things have not been worth the pain?

2. Where are you experiencing that kind of pain now? 

What metrics are you using to decide if the project 

or relationship will be worth the struggle in the end?

3. What would it look like for you to take interpersonal 

or professional injuries seriously while not taking 

them personally?

ItIsWhatYouMakeofIt_3P.indd   138ItIsWhatYouMakeofIt_3P.indd   138 2/5/21   10:47 AM2/5/21   10:47 AM



139

T W E L V E

Injuries and great 
Audiences

I’d been asked to fill in for an injured player. Which is 

to say that someone had been hurt doing what I was 

being asked to do. That should have been warning 

enough. It was not. And that’s how I ended up with 

this story. More precisely, that’s also how I ended up 

with a broken shoulder, which is how I ended up with 

this story.

My wife played soccer throughout her youth, into 

her high school years and well into college. As an adult, 

she picked up playing again in the local rec league with 

a few friends. She is a talented player. So was the player 
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What Do You Make of This?

1. Remember to actually thank people. Given the oppor-

tunity, take an extra moment to search your heart for 

the part this person played. Then, when you shake 

their hand or high- five them or whatever, look them in 

the eye and use the words thank you to let them know 

you see them; let them know they matter.

2. Create a list of people who, in the past month or two, 

made your personal and professional moments richer, 

easier, or even possible. Take your time. Maybe look 

through your text messages and calendar to remem-

ber. Let it sink in that you’re surrounded by folks who 

are essential rather than circumstantial.

3. Then, looking into your next week or month, plan a 

way (dinner party? cards?) to let those folks know 

they’re gifts to you.
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T H I R T E E N

Oh, Canada

The farthest north I’ve been without leaving the con-

tinent was on a trip to Edmonton, Alberta. Edmonton 

is roughly ten hours north of Butte, Montana, where 

I’d been the day before. Having originally planned to 

drive south out of Butte and head toward Twin Falls, 

Idaho, I’d been granted a last- minute opportunity to 

take a tour bus with another artist and play a few songs 

at a conference for Canadian youth. Now, ten hours 

is a long way to go to play three or four songs, but I 

was told there would be over ten thousand people in 

attendance. So I scrapped my plans to have a day off in 

Twin Falls and readied myself for the first step toward 

Canadian stardom.
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What Do You Make of This?

1. What big plans and dreams do you have? And what 

do those big plans and dreams actually say about who 

you are now and who you will be if they happen? What 

other paths can you take to get those same results 

and to become the person you want to be?

2. When have you been disappointed in the way some-

thing went? What do those feelings of disappointment 

tell you about the hopes and expectations you have 

for yourself?

3. When has personal happiness been part of your met-

ric for success? What would your life look like if per-

sonal happiness was part of it more often?
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F O U R T E E N

Broken Bridges

The area around my house makes for some pretty decent 

jogging. We’ve got a good number of paths and parks, 

some shaded trails, and even the occasional drinking 

fountain along the way. I’m blessed to be able to leave 

my driveway, run four or five miles, and come right 

back to throw up on my own street. One of my favorite 

jogging loops takes me through Hidden Lakes Park, 

which is about a half mile from my driveway. The park 

features a four- hundred- meter track, a few playgrounds 

for kids, two baseball/softball fields, and a soccer field 

with artificial turf. It’s a great place, as public parks 

go, but I specifically enjoy the network of trails behind 

the park. Those trails wind between a series of small 
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What Do You Make of This?

1. Can you think of a time when something you made 

or something you loved was destroyed? What hap-

pened? How did that make you feel?

2. What things in your life need to be rebuilt? What 

about something you rebuilt once but needs to be 

rebuilt again?

3. Do you believe things will ultimately turn out well? 

Why or why not? If you believed things would turn out 

well, how might that affect your work?
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