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To my father, Paul Smith

These pages are to honor the son, father, grandfather, 

great-grandfather, 

child of God, and Jesus-follower you were,  

and how you always 

led by example as a servant-leader  

in everything you did.

To my Abba Father:

God is my strength, God is my song, and, yes!  

God is my salvation.

This is the kind of God I have  

and I’m telling the world!

This is the God of my father!

Exodus 15:2 MSG
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See how very much

our Father loves us,

for he calls us his children,

and that is what we are!

—1 John 3:1
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Introduction

Dancing in the Aisle
»  The Father’s Legacy  «

My father was my hero. The kindest, gentlest man 

I have ever known. The person in my life who 

was always the most like Jesus to me and consistently 

reflected the qualities of my Abba Father.

Before anyone in the music industry had ever 

heard my name, back when I was in middle school 

playing in garage bands in our hometown of Kenova, 

West Virginia, my father was always my biggest fan.

Even though he is in Heaven now, my dad, Paul 

Smith, is still my hero. 

My father spent forty-plus years as a blue-collar 

worker at the Ashland Oil Refinery in Catlettsburg, 

Kentucky. Making the ten-minute drive twice a day, 

he crossed over the border between West Virginia and 
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Kentucky going to and from work. Even if he was 

sick, injured, or exhausted, all those years he was at his 

station working the swing shift. His work ethic and 

commitment to his coworkers were only surpassed by 

his love for his God and our family.

The memories of Dad’s life, his words, and his wis-

dom are with me constantly as I parent and grandpar-

ent today. Between my mom, my sister, Kim, and her 

family, and my wife, Debbie, and our five adult chil-

dren and all the grandkids, we have four generations 

living near one another. I’m so grateful to be part of a 

long line of love and godly legacy through the grace 

and mercy of Jesus in our family.

In his later years, Dad was diagnosed with demen-

tia. He struggled with the disease for five years until 

his passing. During his first year or so in the battle, he 

would come to my concerts, sing at the top of his lungs, 

and dance in the aisle. Yes, literally dance in the aisle to 

my music. When he heard his son’s music, a childlike 

quality came out in him during the season between the 

disease setting in and before he was homebound. Dad 

would introduce himself to the people seated around 

him and then ask, “You know who that is up there?” 

as he would go on to make the connection for them. 
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Looking into the front rows from the stage, the beam 

from my dad’s countenance always appeared much 

brighter than the spotlight on me.

My dad went home to be with the Lord in 

November 2015. I miss him terribly. Grief cer-

tainly has no time constraints. But on a daily basis 

throughout his life, he gave me a glimpse of what 

God is like. Of course, as with all mortals, he had his 

faults. Yet the truth for me is that I just didn’t see 

very many of them. You might suspect as his son I 

would say that, but anyone who knew Paul Smith in 

any of his circles throughout his life would tell you 

the same thing.

Soon after Dad’s transition to Heaven, I knew 

I wanted one day to share all that his life taught me 

through telling stories from our journey as father and 

son, how he inspired and encouraged me, and how 

every day he quietly shaped who I have become. But 

alongside talking about the ways of my earthly father, 

I also have to share how our Father in Heaven has pro-

foundly guided and molded my life, as well as Dad’s, 

all of our days.

Here in these pages, I want to let you in on some 

lessons I learned from my dad and how those connect 
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with truths I have come to believe about God, my 

Abba Father—principles and promises from the two 

most prominent and powerful influences in my life 

and ministry.
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Chapter One

That’s My Son!
»  The Father’s Heart  «

When I was growing up in Kenova, West Virginia, 

Dad coached me in baseball. No matter how I 

played, he thought I was the greatest. Even though I 

wasn’t. One year, my Little League team played six-

teen games with fifteen losses. As our season began that 

year, Dad made our team a deal: when we would win 

a game, we would all go to Dairy Queen—his treat. 

Well, even after the game where we got beat 30–0 and 

we were all hanging our heads in Little League shame 

as if our eight-year-old worlds had come crashing 

down, my dad walked into the dugout and said, “Boys, 

we’ll get ’em next time. Now, let’s go to Dairy Queen!”

Suddenly, striking out and cowering all the way 

back to the dugout or watching the ball somehow pass 
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right over your glove to allow another home run was 

replaced by the sweet vision of a hot fudge sundae with 

the trademark curlicue top.

No matter the score or how poorly we played, my 

dad took us to Dairy Queen after every game. Often, 

because Kenova was such a small town, we would walk 

in the doors only to realize the team that just soundly 

beat us was already there, celebrating their domination 

on the diamond. We all knew what they were think-

ing and whispering to themselves: “What are you guys 

doing in here? We just annihilated you. Dairy Queen 

is reserved for winners!”

Those were the simple expressions of grace 

through demonstrations of kindness and generosity 

that my dad regularly did for others. They weren’t the 

exception but the rule for him. On that Little League 

team, he gave every one of us young boys a constant 

reflection of how much God loved us. Our team 

always received what Dad chose to give us, rather than 

the focus being solely on how well we had performed 

in any game. It was as if my dad said to us with few 

words and a heart of action, “You might not feel like 

you deserve to be here. Maybe others say you shouldn’t 

be here. But I’m the coach. I’m the father in charge. I 
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say you can, so you will. It’s about my provision, not 

your performance.” This is reminiscent of the apostle 

Paul’s words in Ephesians 2:8:

God saved you by his grace when you believed. 

And you can’t take credit for this; it is a gift 

from God.

I played baseball with Dad as my coach until I 

was fifteen years old. That last year, for the first time 

in all my years of playing, I didn’t make the all-star 

team. But by that point, I knew that music was the new 

connecting thread in the fabric of my life. So, my dad 

turned in his glove and became my unofficial, unpaid, 

but always fiercely loyal PR agent. And even before I 

ever came to Nashville, he would brag about me and 

tell everybody how great I was, constantly telling me, 

“You’re the best, son.” And I would respond, “Well, 

yeah, but you’re my dad. You’re supposed to say that.”

On one of my trips to the Grammy Awards when 

I was nominated, I didn’t win. Afterwards, I called 

Dad from Los Angeles and said, “Hey, I didn’t win 

the Grammy, but I want you to be okay with it because 

I’m okay with it.” Dead silence on the other end of the 

phone. I asked, “Dad? Are you there?” He said, “Yes.” 
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Then I realized he was mad. Not at me but at every 

single voting member of the National Academy of 

Recording Arts and Sciences that had decided to give 

the golden megaphone trophy to someone else. Finally, 

Dad responded with, “Man! What are those people 

smoking?!”

Together, Dad and Mom gained a reputation 

everywhere they went. They modeled the grace of 

God with a spiritual synergy only a lifelong couple 

who love Jesus can offer, but nothing in their lives 

caused that to come easily. Rather, it was by choice for 

them both.

When my mom was just eight years old, she and 

her three siblings were abandoned by my grand-

mother. My mother’s mother walked out of the house 

with her suitcase in hand and never came back. Mom 

could have been angry about that abandonment for 

the rest of her life, but she chose instead to let God 

parent her. She chose better over bitter. And her life 

constantly reflected that truth, the decision to allow 

her Heavenly Father to take that role for the rest of 

her life.

My grandfather died suddenly of a heart attack 

when my dad was just sixteen years old. Dad was an 
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only child, having had a brother who was stillborn. 

They had a funeral and chose a burial plot for the new-

born they were never able to know. Tragedy and grief 

had deeply affected their family, and then at such a 

young age, when a kid desperately needs a father, Dad 

was responsible for a widowed mom.

Individually and together, my parents chose to 

put their faith in their Father and allow His strength 

and grace to carry them on their journey, every day of 

their lives.

Over the years—long after Mom and Dad had 

moved near my sister and me and our families in 

Franklin, outside of Nashville, Tennessee—I’ve 

become savvy to someone stalking me as I go to the 

store to run errands. I can feel strangers staring at me 

down the aisle, and then when I go to another aisle, 

here they come. Next aisle, same thing. Like a game of 

tag or hide and seek in Whole Foods.

Finally, I just let the person catch up to me to say 

something like, “You’re Michael W. Smith, right?” I 

smile and answer, “Yes. Nice to meet you.” But often, 

the next thing that would come out of the person’s 

mouth was, “Oh, we just loooooove your mom and 

dad.” Those words have always brought a smile and 
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a deep sense of gratitude to me. Not an autograph or 

a quick selfie in the produce department, but rather, 

“We love your parents.” Amazing.

In our culture today, I am well aware that many 

people don’t have my testimony of strong, godly par-

ents. There was not a great father who reflected the 

image of God. Not even a good father. For some, no 

father at all. But part of the great news of the gospel 

is that God was the first and the ultimate Father, so 

He can father you. In fact, He wants to father you. He 

longs to father you. At any age and any stage of life, He 

is there, ready. Regardless of the presence or absence 

of your dad or your mom, God can be a Father to you.

See how very much our Father loves us, for he 

calls us his children, and that is what we are! 

(1 John 3:1)

One day I was working on an album at my stu-

dio in Franklin. By that time, Dad was at the point 

of struggling daily with dementia. My mom called me 

frantically and said, “Son, your dad has fallen down, 

and I can’t help him up! He’s gone completely white, 

and I think we’re going to lose him! I’ve called 911. 

Please get here as soon as you can!”



That’s My Son!

11

EXCLUSIVE SAMPLER

When I pulled up to their house, I saw a fire truck, 

an ambulance, and several other emergency vehicles, 

all out front with the lights flashing. I walked in to find 

Dad, just as Mom had described. I thought to myself, 

This is it. He’s gone. Dad’s going to go to Heaven today. 

Even though I knew he was ready and prepared, I 

wasn’t. I just wasn’t ready to let him go.

Finally, the paramedics got him onto the stretcher 

and wheeled him outside and into the ambulance. But 

then believing they didn’t have time to get him to the 

hospital, they began to work on him right there in the 

back of the ambulance.

Now, my dad had all these personal sayings like, 

“What in the wide world of sports is going on here?” 

When he wanted everyone to be quiet and listen to 

him, he would say, “Hold the phone! Hold the phone!” 

While the paramedics were working to try to save Dad, 

I was standing and watching at the open back doors of 

the ambulance. All my parents’ neighbors had come 

out and were standing around Mom and me. They all 

looked very concerned, and some were praying.

Within a few minutes, I saw Dad raise his head 

up just a bit. He slowly opened his eyes and saw me 

standing there. Suddenly, with increasing volume as 
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he gained strength, he called out his infamous phrase, 

“Hold the phone. Hold the phone! HOLD THE 

PHONE!” Shocked by his sudden revival and out-

bursts, the paramedics stopped their chest compres-

sions and backed up.

My dad then announced to those first responders 

and every neighbor gathered around, “Y’all know who 

that is out there? That’s my son, Michael W. Smith!” I 

just smiled and thought to myself, Oh Dad, you are just 

too much. But his very first thought coming back into 

consciousness in this world was of me and his love for 

me as a father.

No matter who you are or your circumstances in 

life today, please know this—that very scene plays 

out in Heaven all the time as your Abba Father looks 

at you and says, “You know who that is right there? 

That’s my child. That’s my girl. That’s my boy.” His 

first thought is of you. And His love for you is that of 

a Father.

We can never step into our destiny until we know 

who we are. And who we are can only be determined 

by Whose we are. We can’t get to that place of inti-

macy in our hearts with God until we receive the grace 

with which, as your Father, He lets you step into the 
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winner’s circle even when you lose. Even when your 

record is sixteen tries with fifteen losses. The only way 

to live from a strong place of faith is by accepting that 

knowledge, belief, and truth for yourself.

Regardless of who you are or who your parents 

are or were, regardless of their presence or absence, 

how good or horrible they might have been, I want 

to encourage you to wake up in the morning, look 

in the mirror, and find the strength in your heart to 

tell yourself, “I know I’m not there yet, but I like who 

I’m becoming.” Why? Because of what Paul stated in 

Romans 8:10–11:

And Christ lives within you, so even though 

your body will die because of sin, the Spirit 

gives you life because you have been made 

right with God. The Spirit of God, who raised 

Jesus from the dead, lives in you. And just as 

God raised Christ Jesus from the dead, he will 

give life to your mortal bodies by this same 

Spirit living within you.

I believe that to be true of you and for you. 

Together, we can confess with confidence, “Father, I 

love what you’re doing. I know I’ve got a long way to 
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go. I know I blew it yesterday. But today, I love who 

You are making and molding me to be, in Your image.”

Unfortunately, the words “God loves you” have 

become somewhat of a cliché in our Western cul-

ture. But here’s the other side of that thought that can 

change your life: you have to let God love you. 

You have to receive His gift of grace into your life. 

Whatever your struggle, whatever your pain, what-

ever you have walked or crawled through, whatever 

you did to someone or someone did to you, God can 

father you. Just like my mom, just like my dad, let Him 

be your parent.

That has been my message since my dad went on 

to Heaven and as I have had the privilege of taking 

my music around the world. That is also my message 

in this book. I so want to deliver this simple truth that 

can set you free: God is a good, good Father. Your good, 

good Father.

And I am certain that God, who began the 

good work within you, will continue his work 

until it is finally finished on the day when 

Christ Jesus returns. (Philippians 1:6)
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