o

[1Evangelist Randy Johnson
has put his bad-boy days behind
him and now preaches the word
at rodeos.
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B and bull rider Randy Johnson’s
7 lifestyle fit him like a good pair of

. He chased women. And he

hes against his old ways.

5 pretty wild. Even though I was

p in a Christian home, I strayed

. I knew to be right,” said John-
sy-turned-evangelist.

aring a white straw hat, Johnson

to congregations dressed in jeans,

colorful cowboy shirts. On the

ily, his followers sat reverently

len bleachers watching live-

a muddv Silver Spurs Rodeo

'r)],.-‘ hat and motorized wheel-
Tohnson apglt from other preach—

HfPI‘ spu‘ltual needs.
part of a cowboy's career. Broken
1e with the territory. Death is a
But Johnson’s permanent dis-
s not caused by a wild horse or a
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1gh he avoided serious injury as an : '
0 u;wboy, Johnson was crip-




Three Iriends were cooling oft in Lake
Jsis near Avon Park on a hot summer after-

noon. It was getting late. They had decided .

to head for home after one last dive.
The date is indelibly recorded in John-
son's memory: Aug. 28, 1975.

“I knew the dos and don’ts,” he said.

“But there were no diving boards, piers or
trees at the lake.”

Johnson jumped high and dove for the
white sand bottom, striking it headfirst. An
electrical shock raced through his body.

“I was conscious, but felt my arms mov-
ing uncontrollably,” Johnson said. From
the bottom of 4% feet of water, he
sereamed for help and passed out as water

; filled his lungs.

“My friends thought T had died,” John-

son said.

He very well might have died had one of -

his friends not administered mouth-to-
mouth resuscitation while the other ran to
gummonan ambulance.

Johnson did not know at that point that

he had compressed the fifth cervical verte-
bra, but he woke to discover he no longer

_could move his arms or legs.

Tt was 30 minutes before help arrived. X-
rays revealed a very serious injury. Nearly
four hours after that one last dive, a neu-
rologist told Johnson’s parents their son
would never walk again. On that night,
walking was a minor worry.

“I had difficulty breathing,” Johnson
said. “The doctors weren’t sure I'd make it
through the night. I thought I was dying.”

Twice, in fact, he did. Twice his heart
went into respivatory arrest and stopped
beating. As death knocked and Johnson
faced an uncertain future, he recommitted
his life to “the Lord.” The more his emo-
tional well being was restored, the more
Johnson became determined to repay an-
swered prayers.

“T wanted to reach out to young people,
point them toward the Lord and help them
avoid pitfalls that had ensnared me,” he
said.

Johngon spent nearly three months in
three different hospitals before being dis-
charged with very limited movement 1n his
shoulders and forearms.

“That’s the way it has been for the past
,” he said, “I depend on others for

9 years

Randy Johnson's parishioners often wear frayed
hats and faded jeans to services. Johnson
(above), who broke his neck in a diving accident,
_is happy to preach to his flock in the bleachers.
And cowboys and rodeo hands, like Silver Spurs
member Jeff Burnette (bottom right), take time to
listen and pray before competition. A cowboy bi-

ble (below) helps fund the ministry.
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care.

But not totally. Johnson has worn out
two engines in a handicapped-equipped
1977 van and has put 85,000 miles on a
third engine.

Johnson and his wife of 12 years, Kitt,
live on a 9%-acre mini-ranch on the out-
skirts of Haines City, about five minutes
from Wal-Mart, but distant enough from
town to rekindle memories of the ranch he
worked on as a teen-ager.

Said Kitt, “Randy was doing ranch work
and riding bulls by the time he was 15.”

But ties he had nurtured as a former ro-
deo contestant made it hard for Johnson to
be around the sport after the accident.

“T was never a star, but I loved it. In one
sense, it was part of a past that I wanted to
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shed,” he said. “Not that there’s anything
wrong with rodeo. It's’a family-oriented
sport. But I wanted to start over fresh, and
it was painful to be amufad and not be able
to compete.”

Johnson stayed away é)r nearly 15 years,
In the interim, he founded Salvation Sta-
tion Youth Ministry in 1980 to give the
youth of Avon Park sométhing to do.

Then he discovered the Fellowship of
Christian Cowboys, an offshoot of the Fel-
lowship of Christian Athletes.

g
. “When he found out there wasn't a Flor-
ida subchapter, he started one. He’s more
doer than falker,” said Xitt, 33.

That was three years aﬁo. Johnson’s first
congregation attended a Sunday morning
service hours before theeifmal go-round of

ey
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the February 1992 Silver Spurs Rodeo.
Johnson now is regional FCC dlI'ECtOI‘ for
several Florida subchapters.

It was a positive outlook on life — as
much as Johnson's personality — that
caught Kitt’s attention in 1980. A nurse ex-
perienced in quadriplegic care, she marvels
at her husband’s emotional well being.

. “His attitude is so different from many
others I've been around,” she said. “It’s
much brighter.”

Except for last February, when Kitt sus-
tained a broken pelvis after a horse rolled
over her, Johnson has ministered to cow-
boys and cowgirls competing at the Spurs.

The word according to Johnson has
spread to include services at Florida High
School Rodeo Association and Florida Jun-
ior Rodeo Association events.

¥661 ‘0 AN ‘AVANNS

L g

=“TEBRZE sz=Eo=

Ialitluasm




