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If we were to ask ourselves what we really want out of life, that answer 

would probably change based on where we were at any given moment. 

 

And if you were to ask Trent Shelton what he most wanted when he was 

just out of college, it was to play in the NFL. 

 

It seemed a very realistic goal for him. He recalled sitting on the bed in his 

old room in his parents ’house in Fort Worth, looking at the pictures on the 

walls, the trophies lining the shelves. Football. It had always been about 

football. In high school, in college at Baylor, where he’d been a star wide 

receiver, dreaming of making it big in the NFL.  

 

But at that moment, he reflected that those plaques and trophies seemed to 

taunt him: “You’re a failure. You’re a loser.” 

 

Trent didn’t get picked in the NFL draft. So, he started out as an undrafted 

free agent with the Indianapolis Colts. They were fresh off a Super Bowl 

title - this was 2007. He figured he’d be there to help them get another ring. 

Peyton Manning and Trent would be making big plays all over the field. Big 

plays. 
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In training camp, he turned heads, balling out. “I’m gonna make this team,” 

he told himself. Yet the Colts didn’t play him. “They’re just trying to hide 

you,” veteran players said. “Keep other teams from signing you.” The Colts 

cut him instead. Trent was re-signed to the practice squad, then got cut 

from that. 

 

That was the first time he holed up in his bedroom. He didn’t want to talk to 

anybody. He felt humiliated. Since he was a kid, he’d talked about being a 

star in the NFL. What was he going to say now? 

 

A week later, the Colts called him back to the practice squad. A second 

chance! Coach Tony Dungy talked about putting him in a Monday night 

game. Then something went wrong with his knee. Trent tried to suck it up 

and play through it. Coach saw him limping and told him there was no way 

he could be activated if he wasn’t able to go full speed. That was it with the 

Colts. The next season, the Seattle Seahawks invited him to minicamp. 

They cut him at the end of the preseason. A week later, they called and 

said they wanted him to come back. He packed his stuff, rushed to the 

airport, all ready to board the plane. His phone rang. Seattle again. They’d 
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changed their minds. Another receiver had become available, someone 

who “fit into their plans” better. Someone better than Trent. 

 

He got another shot, with the Washington Redskins. Trent ran his fastest 

time in the 40-yard dash: 4.3 seconds. Elite speed. The Redskins signed 

him to the practice squad, but Trent never played a game. By November, 

he was cut again. 

 

Trent though still wasn’t ready to face the truth. He tried Arena Football—

where the smaller fields of turf laid over concrete were brutal on his body. 

Then he signed up to play for the United Football League, right before it 

went belly-up. He went into a spiral: smoking, drinking, partying. He 

became an unexpected father. He reflected that he might have been the 

son of a preacher, but he wasn’t acting like it. 

 

Around that time, his college roommate Anthony Arline took his life. A 

Baylor football star like Trent, he’d also had a short-lived NFL career. Like 

Trent, he’d gone into a tailspin when his football dreams ran up against 

reality. 
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Was that my fate? Trent asked himself. Retreating to his old bedroom this 

time felt like the bitter end of everything. He turned away from the photos of 

him snagging a touchdown, all the trophies and plaques. They held no 

positive meaning for him anymore. Only reminders of failure. How was he 

going to move forward, he wondered. How was he going to support his 

son? What kind of role model was he going to be? 

Trent sat and wept bitter tears. God, who am I now without football? Why 

did you give me this dream just to take it away, he asked. He prayed harder 

than he had ever prayed before. Then it came to him: rehab time. Athletes 

rehab from all sorts of injuries and setbacks. Wasn’t he also struggling with 

a setback? A big setback. 

 

So, he started out by hitting the gym with a friend from church. They’d go 

there in the middle of the night, when the place was empty. Pumping iron, 

pounding on the treadmill, holding each other accountable. He needed his 

friend to watch out for him as he watched out for him. Trent says he had to 

remake myself inside and out. He pored over the Bible. He drove to the 

mall and hung out at Barnes & Noble, sitting at one of the tables, reading 

every self-help book and inspirational book that he could get his hands on. 
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Trent would get glimpses of what he needed to do but notes that you can’t 

remake yourself all at once. You need to take it in stages. He had to face 

up to the truth about who he was, not who he imagined himself to be. He 

made short videos of what he’d learned and posted them online, passing 

on the advice. “RehabTime,” he called it. 

 

One of his new rules for living was to thank God at the beginning of each 

day, before even getting out of bed. Thank God for the life he was given. 

Thank God for his parents, his son. To Set things right. 

 

He reflects that he was just a former football player, not a preacher, author 

or media star, but he got a call out of the blue. A guy he knew from Baylor 

asked him to speak at his church. “Who am I supposed to speak to?” Trent 

asked. A bunch of teenagers, he said. How many of them would be there? 

“Five thousand,” he said. Five thousand for his first speaking engagement! 

How long was I supposed to talk? 

 

“Five minutes,” he said. Five minutes? Trent says it might as well have 

been five hours. He tried not to freak out. He wrote down all the things he 

should say. He rehearsed them over and over in his head. But the minute 
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he stepped on stage, his mind went blank. He had no idea how to help 

these teens. All he could talk about was what he’d been through. Trent took 

a deep breath, opened his mouth and spoke from the heart. No notes, no 

filter. Just himself, straight up. 

Those kids peppered him with questions afterward, hungry for more. He got 

a huge ovation, bigger than he ever got on the football field. That’s when it 

hit him: You don’t have to be perfect to help people. All you have to be is 

real. 

 

His life was coming together. He was working toward being a good dad, a 

good son, a good friend. Without even planning it, he had a whole new 

calling. He began posting to YouTube every day. The videos took off, 

getting thousands of views, hundreds of thousands—millions. It was both 

humbling and awe-inspiring. The comments and questions came pouring 

in, people asking for advice, help he’d never be able to offer if he were 

playing on Sunday. Help that came from his own struggles. 

 

One day, Trent picked up the Bible my mother had given him way back in 

high school. On the cover was a football with the initials NFL. He’d always 

thought it was a reference to his football dreams, but then he noticed that 
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the letters also stood for something else: “New Found Life.” On the first 

page, his mom had quoted Jeremiah 29:11: “‘ For I know the plans I have 

for you, ’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, 

plans to give you hope and a future.’” This was his newfound life. 

 

Today he’s happily married with a family. He does a lot of speaking 

engagements and continues to post videos and respond to all those 

questions from people, always trying to be honest, speaking from the heart. 

Admittedly, he says trying to keep up with millions of followers could be 

tough, and he paces himself - realizing when he reached for the phone as 

soon as he got up, he instead decided to go out and go on a daily hike and 

talk to God so for 45 minutes it would be just God and Him as he put it.  

 

He closes by reflecting how he is still “a work in progress.” We all are. 

There are so many ways to grow; there’s so much to learn and pass along. 

So much to discover. 

 

Not long ago he was back at that Barnes & Noble, where he used to sit for 

hours, studying book after book, learning from people who seemed so 

wise, so full of faith. This time he was sitting in front of a huge stack of 
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books, signing copies. Because this book was his own, The Greatest You, 

by Trent Shelton. Me, a published author, he thought. Who could have ever 

known? As he puts it, When God says he’ll give you back better than what 

you lost, believe him. 

 

Indeed, God is good all the time and He gives us so much, sometimes we 

just lose sight of not only His love, but of what we are called to.  

 

Looking at the Gospel, at first glance it might seem the question is do we 

do our will or God’s will; one lies and doesn’t go at all, the other thinks more 

deeply about what he was asked and his response and then goes to the 

vineyard to work. But I think it’s actually a little deeper than just a black and 

white choice. Saint Thomas Aquinas claimed that our desires are always, in 

some sense, for the good. To sin is not so much to desire what is wrong as 

to desire what is too small at the expense of a deeper good, God’s 

friendship and joy. For instance, say a person desires financial security for 

their family, that’s a good thing. But if they were to commit a crime in 

obtaining it, this would be an offense against the deeper good of obeying 

God’s commandment to not steal, for The Ten Commandments put us in 

touch with our most fundamental desire, to share God’s friendship. 
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Taking it another step though, a question we all have to think about is what 

God’s will for us is. The point of life is to not just do more good deeds than 

sins so they can be put on some balance scale. No, what matters is who 

we are becoming vs. simply what one did. Think of Peter after the 

resurrection. Jesus asks his friend on the beach if Peter loves him; is he 

prepared to now embrace the love now that he denied on Holy Thursday? 

The answer to that is of course yes because he has a sense of mission and 

is now more aware of where he is called to go. 

 

So, the question for us is how do we have the right focus too?  

 

For one, we must remember conversion and change are always possible. 

The brother said no and then had a chance of heart. But like Trent, we 

need to sit down and look at the things going on in our lives. Before he 

became an author and speaker and family man, he was going in the wrong 

direction, away from the vineyard. His Bible was collecting dust. He was 

making bad choices to forget about his disappointments. But he gets to a 

point where he finally begins to put the pieces together. He re-commits 

himself to his faith.  
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Secondly, humility is a big part of it. Trent had the humility to listen to God, 

his conscience, his friend, his mother. He had big dreams that didn’t first 

pan out. But he had to kind of bottom out to start his rise. There’re many 

parts of humility that are important for us to embrace too if we truly want to 

achieve spiritual greatness. We pray, asking God for His counsel and 

advice, remembering that it’s not about doing it our way but God’s way. We 

listen to the Church too which is there to guide is faith and morals along 

with people in our life who are there to help us. Maybe we’re past the point 

where mom is telling us to eat our vegetables, but do we listen to the 

people in our life who know us best and take their advice? Do we seek out 

people who can help us? And do we also show contrition like Trent did for 

the mistakes we made by owning up to them and wanting to do things in a 

better way? On the one hand we want to have fortitude and celebrate our 

gifts, but we must always remember we are truly all works in progress, 

striving to become who God wants us to become. 

 

Third with that, there is the commitment. As Trent put it, as a professional 

athlete coming back from an injury goes through rehab, and now he calls 

his program “Championship Mindset.” Admittedly I haven’t done much work 
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in vineyards but presumably the son going to work isn’t going to just be 

there for a few minutes. As Trent molded himself into who he wanted to 

become, there were many hours put into it. If we are committed to our faith, 

we pray daily. We look for ways to study the faith. We examine our 

conscience and look at where we are doing things right but also where we 

are lacking and step up our faith. We commit to evangelization be it to our 

families or the greater world. And we never get to a point where we are 

done or satisfied but keep moving forward day by day. 

And lastly, we think higher. Again, the question is where are we going. And 

if we want to go to heaven, we of course want to overcome sin. But we 

want to listen to where God is calling us to work. Whatever we do, we do it 

for the glory of God, not our own. Once Trent listened to God, he knew 

what he had to do and what he was called to do as it gradually unfolded. 

Sometimes in life we settle; we settle for being spiritually mediocre or settle 

for where we are at without thinking of the possibilities God may have for 

us such as in a new vocation. With respect to Trent, he didn’t think he was 

a speaker, or a writer, or someone who would reach hearts and minds - but 

God’s still using him to do just that. Sometimes we can yearn to quit or look 

back - but God’s grace brings us to a rebirth, but also a mission to be 

people of hope who change this world for the better. But for all this to 



 

  Page 12 of 12 

happen, we have to truly trust in God’s plan and listen to Him and not be 

afraid to get to work in His vineyard. So may we open ourselves to his 

grace and that plan, allowing God to transform us by listening to Him, doing 

the work to do His well, and with Him working for an incredible harvest in 

the vineyard of our souls and the world.  


