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As a professional football player, Michael Johnson is 
always enhancing his skills to become a consistent 
champion on the field. 
 
As a young man growing up in Selma, Alabama, Johnson 
excelled in high school athletics and academics and was 
soon recruited by Georgia Tech.  That is where he 
realized and ultimately proved that he had what it takes to 
play professional football. 
 
Just as it is in other areas of life, the game of football 
requires skills, talents and a mindset that will allow you 
to increase your odds of achieving success and help you 
overcome the challenges that you will most undoubtedly 
encounter.  As the defensive end for the Cincinnati 
Bengals, Johnson understands the value of preparation, 
planning and developing a positive outlook on life. 
 
He learned those traits from his parents who taught him 
the importance of making good decisions, trusting in God 
and living by example.  Learning such great lessons from 
his parents has enabled him to build lasting relationships 
as a professional football player and as a community 
leader. 
 
He’s not only a champion on the field, but he’s also a 
champion for thousands of young kids.  As the founder of 
the MJ93 Foundation, Johnson is positively impacting the 
lives of young children through mentoring, football 
camps, workshops and other partnerships and activities 
that encourages them to dream big and never give up.  He 
realized at an early age that there were others less 
fortunate than himself, and it has inspired him to seek 
ways to uplift others. 
 
The mission of the MJ93 Foundation (www.mj93.org) 
 is to teach young people the importance of education, 
proper nutrition and exercise and to help them realize 
their potential and capitalize on that potential as they 
mature into adulthood. 

Johnson enthusiastically shared his life experiences and his 
visions for the future as a pro ball player, for his non-profit 
organization and life after football. 
 
Monica: About what age did you realize that you wanted to 
play football? 
 
Michael: Probably when I committed to Georgia Tech, the 
summer before my 12th year of school.  I received football 
and basketball scholarship offers and my mom would tell 
me, “You’re going to have to do what you love best.”  I had 
more of a love for football. I was a lot closer to my high 
school football coaches, so it was a much easier choice to 
make.  
 
I’ve always loved the game because I felt challenged. It has 
so many parallels to life. It really helps you grow as a 
person, and the camaraderie that you feel with your 
teammates is great.  I will remember the guys that I played 
football with for the rest of my life.  That kind of cama-
raderie forges special bonds with teammates. Some  
of my closest friends are those with whom I’ve played 
football.  
 
You’re with these guys every day. You sweat and bleed 
together, win and lose together.  It helps you when you’re 
in the real world away from the football field.  Life has 
unexpected twists just like a football game. How are you 
going to respond to certain situations?  You take that same 
winning mindset to everything you do, and you go from 
there.   
 
Monica:  Your father served in Vietnam as a Marine and 
became a wounded warrior.  
 
Michael:  Yes. He received a Purple Heart. 
 
Monica:  Your mother as a teenager participated in Civil 
Rights movement marches in Selma, Alabama. 
 
Michael:  My mother was out there for the people.  
 
Monica:  How did the life experiences of your mother and 
father impact you and your view of life today? 
 
Michael:  When I was young, I always used to say to my 
mom, “Mom, I’m going be somebody.”  And I’ve always 
strived to do my best in everything that I’ve done, not 
necessarily for me but for all the people who paved the way 
for me. There are lots of people who came before me in 
Selma, during Civil Rights movement. I’m very proud of 
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Monica:  As a professional football player and just as an 
everyday person, what is your vision for success?  
 
Michael:  My vision for success is that I want to play as 
long as I’m blessed to play. Then I want to go back and 
help kids in my community, show them opportunities, 
whether that’s through sports and getting to college, or 
academically or through the arts.  Not everyone will 
become a professional athlete, but there are other 
professions such as musicians and trainers and business 
owners. There are people out there with great minds who 
just need the right opportunity and to be pointed in the right 
direction. Each time I go home, I always try to visit with 
the kids and encourage them to take responsibility for their 
actions.  I advise them not to focus on the environment that 
is around them, but focus on where they want to go and 
what they want to do. For me, it’s not about just creating 
success for myself.  True success is being able to help 
someone else become successful. If I can do that, then I’m 
happy.  
 
Monica:  Many high school students have a dream of 
playing professional football or some other type of sport 
but, as you know, many of them will not make it.  What 
advice can you give them when they get to the college 
level, about taking full advantage of an education?  
 
Michael:  Don’t ever take it for granted. It’s a privilege, 
not a right. No one owes you anything in this world. Do 
your best and let God do the rest.  When I was in college, I 
took things for granted. I was a good football player, but I 
wasn’t always focused in the classroom.   I didn’t graduate, 
so I decided to go back to school in 2011 and this past 
spring during the off seasons, and I have a much better 
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where I’m 
from. I want to 

honor all that 
was given and 

fought for by doing my 
best and trying to pass on to 

others what was given to me. My 
life’s goal is trying to do the best I 

can, so that I’m in the position to help 
others succeed. 

 
Monica:  Having values and principles are important, 
because they help determine how you live your life and 
the impact that you will have on others. What are the 
personal values that you live by, both on and off the 
field?  
 
Michael: To whom much is given, much is required. 
Treat people the way you want to be treated.  If you live 
by that, you’ll be fine.  
 
My parents taught me principles and values from the 
Bible -- to always keep God first in whatever I do and to 
pray. It’s about letting God show you the way to go. As 
humans, a lot of times we try to do things our way, and it 
doesn’t always turn out the way we would like. 
 
You work hard and let the Lord deliver the results; it will 
turn out in your favor. I’ve experienced it from both 
sides, doing things my way and things not working out.  
When I put things in God’s hands, I have received major 
blessings.  That’s something you deal with every day – 
everybody does.  You have to decide how you want to do 
things, how you want to go about your day.  
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appreciation for education now.  I’ve got three classes 
left before I obtain a degree in Business Administration. 
That’s why I keep going back 
 
What I would say to young people who are attending 
college is take full advantage of your time. You’ve got 24 
hours in a day. How are you going to use that time?  
Think about that every day when you wake up.  Tell 
yourself, “I’m going to make my next move my best 
move,” and then go from there.  Put into practice all of 
the positive things that you’ve learned throughout your 
life from your parents and others.  Meet people. Step out 
of your box.  Don’t be afraid to introduce yourself to 
someone who may be from another country, or from 
another part of our country, or someone who may be 
from a different culture and background.  Become well 
versed in talking to people from other cultures, because 
the world is comprised of people from multiple cultures 
and backgrounds. You’ve got to be able to communicate 
well.  It is about being there and being personable.  
 
Monica:  You have an opportunity that so many young 
men would love to have.  
 
Michael:   I am so thankful. You pray and you don’t 
worry. There have been times when you sit around and 
you get to the point where your mind wanders.  Things 
weigh heavily on your mind.  Pray on it, and get 
whatever treatment you need.  Lean on God to get you 
through rough times. That’s how it is with me, and that’s 
how I will always approach things.  
 
Monica: What advice can you offer your peers about 
disappointments, being able to move past them and 

finding the good in 
their negative 
experiences? 
Oftentimes people 
focus so much on what’s 
happening to them, rather than 
looking for the good in those 
experiences.  
 
Michael:  Right. A lot of times we focus 
on what’s not going right in our lives. When 
you start counting your blessings, you will notice that you 
aren’t as bad off as you think you are. I would just say 
count your blessings and you will see them increase. Be 
thankful for what you have, because if you’re not thankful 
for what you  have, why should God give you more?  
 
Focus on the positive and the good.  Don’t sit on your butt 
and think that something is going to fall out of the sky into 
your lap. Be proactive and put in the work.  
 
 
Monica: Absolutely. God will always help those who are 
willing to help themselves.  
 
Michael: Exactly.  
 
Monica: While attending Georgia Tech you were 
instrumental in organizing a group called The Brotherhood 
of Excellence, a group of young men who mentored inner 
city kids.  
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Michael:  That 
started because 
a lady at a 

church asked one 
of my teammates 

to mentor a child who 
went to school in the area and 

was also in a Boy Scout troop, but 
was from a rough area of town.  My 

teammate asked me to help, so I began 
to mentor him.  Before we knew it, were 

asked to come to his school and to come to 
the choir practices. There were so many kids, that I 
decided to bring my teammates along with me.  It quickly 
became not just my football teammates, but also guys 
from the basketball and track teams. The main thing is we 
wanted these kids to see people who looked like them 
who were successful, people with whom they could 
relate.  The group became chartered after I left Georgia 
Tech. 
 
Monica:  Would you say your foundation, the MJ93 
Foundation, grew from that? 
 
Michael:  Actually, no. I’ve always had the mindset to 
help other people. I was so blessed growing up that if I 
knew something that would help someone, I’d tell them. I 
never tried to keep secrets.  I always thought that was the 
right thing to do.  
 
Monica:  What is the mission of the MJ93 Foundation?  
 
Michael:  The mission of the MJ93 Fund is to teach kids 
to capitalize on their abilities and talents through 
education and determination.   

 
The organization teaches them the importance of proper 
nutrition and exercise for healthier bodies, with a goal to 
avoid health challenges associated with being overweight, 
such as obesity, diabetes and high blood pressure. 
 
We encourage and mentor them on how to be successful in 
life.  We want to provide opportunities to inner-city and 
rural youth by speaking to them and through camping and 
academic activities. Part of the foundation’s objective is to 
support three programs in the areas close to my heart, and 
they are Selma, my hometown; Atlanta, where I attended 
college; and Cincinnati, where I presently play professional 
football as a defensive end for the Cincinnati Bengals. 
 
I visit various Boys and Girls clubs and schools here in 
Cincinnati to speak with the kids. I also partner with the 
Most Valuable Kids group here. The Most Valuable Kids is 
an organization that selects different groups each week, and 
I’ll get them a stadium tour.  They have to write an essay 
about overcoming obstacles, and I read all of the essays. I 
usually tell them that we’re going to pick ten of them to go 
to the game, but I always end up bringing everybody to the 
game when we have a home game.  
 
Monica: The fact that you ask the kids to write about an 
obstacle that has occurred in their lives, what do you want 
them to gain from that experience? 
 
Michael:  I want them to understand that they’ve already 
overcome obstacles. There are always going to be 
challenges in your life, but what you do is change your 
viewpoint and say, “I’ve overcome things before.  This is 
no different. I can beat this as well.”    
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Michael:  That 
whatever you want 
in life you’ve got to 
work for it. Nothing is 
going to be given to you. 
Take on the mindset that you’re 
going to work until you can’t work 
anymore.  Establish a “go-get-them” 
mentality, and give it your best shot. 
You only have one life.  
 
Don’t accept “no” for an answer, and don’t let anybody 
slow you down. So many times we allow others to derail 
us, and put us on a path that we shouldn’t be on.  
 
Monica:  Every football season there are new guys being 
drafted onto teams who’ve never played pro ball before. 
They’re excited about becoming a part of a professional 
team. What advice can you offer about staying focused, 
remaining grounded, succeeding at the game, and not 
allowing themselves to have a chip on their shoulder? 
 
Michael:  Find a veteran who has played the game for a 
long time and take his advice. Maybe he’s been there seven 
or eight years.  Learn everything you can from him. Take 
his advice on how to handle yourself on and off the field. 
There’s a reason that person is still playing the game.  
Learn as much as you can from the older guys that have 
been there for a while.  There’s a reason that the team 
brought you in.  They see something in you that they like. 
So whatever you’ve been doing up to that point, keep doing 
it and get good at it, and learn from the veteran players. 
 
Monica:  What do you believe are key components of 
success, whether you are playing professional football, 
working at McDonald’s, or you are the CEO of a major 
corporation?  
 
Michael:  You’ve got to be willing to go the extra mile. 
You can’t do the same thing that everybody else does. 
You’ve got to be willing to put in a little extra time, a little 
extra effort, and if that means staying later on the job or 
getting there earlier, then do that.  Consistently improve 
your knowledge in your field.  
 
Monica:  Professional athletes, generally speaking, have 
short-lived careers. You’ve been playing pro football for 
just a few years.  What advice can you offer other players 

 Extraordinary Profiles 

I’ve also experienced things that have shaken me but you 
have to regain confidence in yourself.  You need 
confidence to know that you’ve previously overcome 
obstacles, and you can continue to overcome them.  Look 
at your past and learn from that.  That’s what I want them 
to understand.  That’s what we’re doing with kids from 
the fifth through the eighth grade. They understand that 
they’ve already overcome some things.  
 
Monica:  You really are a true mentor to the young kids 
that you serve through your organization. Other than your 
team members and your coaches, are there other 
individuals who help you stay grounded?  
 
Michael: Other than my teammates and my coaches, it’s 
my family. I’m a big family guy. I spend a lot of time 
with family and my close friends.   When I relax, I hang 
out with them.  
 
Monica:  What would you like for young kids to learn 
from your advice and mentoring? 
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about 
preparation, 

planning, and 
always positioning 

yourself to win while 
you’re playing the sport and 

after you leave the sport?  
 

Michael:  You have to keep working 
at optimum levels for a long time, so 

invest in yourself.  That means you’ve got 
to pay for massages or chiropractic sessions or vitamins, 
whatever is necessary to keep you healthy. Do whatever 
you need to do to be your best, day in and day out.  If you 
take care of your body, your body will take care of you.  
 
“30 for 30: Broke” was a great documentary about people 
doing dumb things with their money and losing it. I 
would say pay attention to that. You don’t have to have 
the biggest or fanciest house. You don’t have to buy five 
or ten cars. You don’t have to have all the jewelry in the 
world.  If you’re into that, just get one nice thing.  It is 
said, “You can live like a king for one day or you can live 
like a prince forever.”  
 
You think the money is going to keep on coming and 
keep on coming, but one day it's going to stop. Put some 
aside and let it grow and work for you. There are a lot of 
people who don't understand how money works.  If you 
let your money sit, it will grow. It may grow slowly, but 
slow growth is better than no growth.  
 
Monica:  What life lessons have you learned from 
playing the game of football?  
 
Michael:  You make good plays and bad plays. How are 
you going to respond to the bad plays? You respond to it 
by making your next play your best play.  That means 
you go out on the field with a clean slate.  Clear your 
mind from what happened yesterday and make today 
better. You do the same thing the next day, and the next 
day.  You always make the next move your best move.  
 
Monica:  What do you see yourself doing after football? 
 
Michael:  I’m going to return to Alabama, and I’m going 
to work with kids.  I plan to get some land, and do a little 
farming, and run a small, bed and breakfast, as well.  

I want to be there so that I can go to the schools, mentor 
kids and assist wherever I can.  I like to see other people 
from my area become successful in whatever they’re 
pursuing. It makes me real happy to see that.  
 
Monica:  Is there anything that you would like to improve 
upon?  
 
Michael:  Continue to get better in everything I do.  I want 
to continually learn from my mistakes and learn from the 
mistakes of others.  I’m very blessed and, as I said earlier, 
to whom much is given, much is required.  
 
Monica:  What’s your final word? 
 
Michael:  Pay it forward.    
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Make your next move, Make your next move, Make your next move, 

your best move!your best move!your best move!   
 

Michael Johnson 
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Thank you...Founder, Monica Davis 

“The pessimist complains about the wind. The optimist “The pessimist complains about the wind. The optimist “The pessimist complains about the wind. The optimist 
expects it to change. The leader adjusts the sails.”expects it to change. The leader adjusts the sails.”expects it to change. The leader adjusts the sails.”   
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