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Life's tough turns turned him into author 
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One night when he was 13 years old, Brad Henry climbed into bed with his father and his younger brother to watch a little TV before time to go sleep. It was a tradition in the Henry household, except that after that night it wasn’t anymore. Henry’s father suffered a heart attack while lying there with his sons and died, right there on the spot. A few years later, Henry was in college at the University of Maryland where his ability as a long distance runner had landed him a track scholarship. While trying to impress a girl on a first date he smoked his first marijuana joint ever (you know how those ’70s chicks dug you when you were high) and wound up in the nearby coronary care unit for a week. The joint he’d picked up was laced with PCP, and, as an unfortunate result, Henry’s competitive running career was over. Sometime after college, and despite a fear of heights, Henry became an airline pilot. He worked his way up the fly boy ladder and earned his captain’s bars. He moved to a different city and went to see a doctor for a checkup. The doctor discovered Henry had a particular condition, which usually required a particular medication that wasn’t necessarily what you’d want somebody to be using while piloting a plane. The drug was in kind of a “gray area” says Henry. A previous physician had thought okay., but the new doc notified the FAA and, new captain’s bars or not, Henry was grounded for good. Says Henry, who lives in Huntersville with his wife and kids, “A lot of stuff has happened to me.” All of it, he believes, for a purpose. What purpose? Well, to give him stuff to write about. And write Henry has.A five-year career penning Internet devotionals for friends and co-workers blossomed and late last year turned into, of all things, a book. Xulon Press will begin printing Whoever Gets to Heaven First Wins in the next few months.A couple thousand copies are scheduled for the first run, which is not exactly best-seller territory, but it’s pretty good for a guy that a college professor once termed “a horrible writer.”

No church 

Brad Henry’s life has been filled with all kinds of tragedy and tribulation, and that didn’t exactly get him fired up about Christianity. Just the opposite, in fact. Henry says that his father’s death and the end of his running career, all while he was a teen, essentially turned him away from the church.He went 20-some years without ever attending worship service or turning to what is now the guiding force in his life. Henry says now he realizes that it was a very empty experience, but at the time it didn’t seem so bad.He was, by most measures, a success at many things, indeed, at just about everything he did. But after awhile a pattern began to emerge. Every time his life started to head towards something good, something happened. That last straw, Henry says, was the medical problem that ended his career as a pilot. Henry believes that was God’s way of showing him the way. “It was like,‘okay, I’ve been trying to do this on my own and it never works,’”Henry says.“I was 38. I kept moving along but only getting so far. Finally I just said,‘okay, Lord.What is it you want me to do?”

Racin’ and writin’

The answer was not immediate. Henry owned a couple of businesses before a break in a relationship with Circle K,the nationwide convenience store chain, introduced him to the world of NASCAR. Circle K was a client of Henry’s, one looking to enhance its ties to the big leagues of stock car racing.If Henry could bring more licensed product lines to Circle K, it could do a lot more business. Henry had a friend who was already in the licensing business. They began a collaboration that led to the formation of the Henry Licensing Group,which now represents dozens of corporate clients to NASCAR teams and representatives. Henry and company put the agreements together that turns the “number 72 Chevy” into the “Bazooka Bubble Gum, Goody’s Headache Powder Number 72 Chevy.” It has been a good business that has grown and eventually forced a relocation from Arizona to the heart of racing country — Huntersville. “That’s why we’re here,” says Henry. “And as it turns out, it’s a great place.We love it.” The link to racing, which, somewhat surprisingly, is a hotbed of evangelical Christianity these days, led indirectly to Henry’s book. Jim Lanning, the official chaplain for NASCAR’s Truck Racing Series, got on Henry’s e-mail devotional list,was impressed and one day several years ago, asked him to print off extra copies of a group of devotionals for the drivers in that series. While preparing to print all those e-mails, Henry realized he was basically publishing a book,which is how that idea got started.Other racing people, like J.D. Gibbs, the general manager of Huntersville-based Joe Gibbs Racing,have encouraged him as well. “The racing world is amazing,”says Henry. “There is a lot of spirituality there. It’s been a great place for me.” As noted,Henry began writing for a small group of co-workers.They began passing his e-mails along and eventually the whole thing just snowballed. Henry currently reaches more than 10,000 people with his multiweekly e-mails (only those who want it receive,e-mail Brad Henry Ministries at brad@heavenfirst.com to find out more or to join the devotional list).He sends out about 300 himself. “After that it just multiplies,” he says. “Other people have their networks. Whole congregations get it some places. The Internet is amazing. What I write actually goes around the world.”

Who’s in charge?

Henry’s writing is straightforward, the style is casual, as befits something first crafted for e-mail consumption. There are no emoticons or faces made out of parentheses and semicolons, but Henry will throw in an occasional “Ouch!” for emphasis, and uses all cap lines in many of his sermonettes to emphasize a key point. Each 300-or-so word devotional is based on one or more Bible verses and often some dictionary definitions. Henry’s theology isn’t based on a deep textual analysis of scripture. Instead he combs through “the word” for bits of wisdom and advice for daily living. This is nothing new, but backed by Henry’s personal testimony the result is an appealing,uplifting message. Not surprisingly, a recurring theme in Henry’s devotionals is surrender. On page after page of Whoever Gets to Heaven First Wins he notes most people’s preference for control and the folly of that approach in the face of life’s uncertainty. “From what I have seen,we aren’t guaranteed of even this afternoon,” Henry writes in one devotional entitled, “Are you weary?” In another, called “Show me the Money!”Henry writes that “Nothing you have of a material nature is safe.… Instead of ‘show me the money’ we should be saying to ourselves, Show me the love.Show me the patience …”In “Is it me or God?” Henry writes that “In order for us to have a healthy perspective on success,we have to know how we got it.” This world view is,of course,a product of Henry’s life experiences.The way he sees it, whenever he tried to control his life, something always happened that demonstrated that that was not the case.Usually it happened just when he thought he was “really on my way.” As noted, Henry finally gave up on this approach when he was grounded from his airline job.He says today that if that hadn’t happened he’d probably be dead, and he almost certainly wouldn’t be as happy and content. That contentment, Henry contends, is the result of doing what God wants him to do,which,as it turns out, is to run a small business,help his wife Julie take of their two sons (one of whom is autistic), and send out several thousand e-mails a week. At age 50,he has also resumed serious running. He recently completed an Iron Man triathlon in Lake Placid,N.Y., and has similar events on his calendar this spring.Running, Henry says, always came easy to him, but he never really enjoyed it. Now he does. Writing, on the other hand, was something that he always liked to do, but until he had something to write about there wasn’t much point to it. So Henry went out and lived.A lot of stuff happened to him and now he’s an author. God, Brad Henry will tell you, works in mysterious ways.

Tucker Mitchell is publisher of The Herald. Reach him at 704-766-2100 or by e-mail at tmitchell@ huntersvilleherald.com 
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