Pigskin Preacher’s 2006 NFL Forecast
Preface
How do I do it?  Easy!  God likes the same teams I do!   
Seriously, everyone wants to be as dead-on with their picks as the Preacher.  You want to stand by the water cooler and amaze your friends with your prognosticating prowess.  I know you are looking for me to give you some insights.  Okay.  I’m willing.  

Start here.  On a practical level, there are a few markers to follow: (1) history, (2) history, and (3) history.  

Teams that have settled into a historical pattern usually continue in them.  Take the Patriots for instance.  Every year prognosticators point out all the personnel losses and predict the end of their dominance in the AFC East.  Every year Belichik and company prove them wrong.  Trends like this are based on a deeper level than names on the roster.  Answer this, is the team still buying that they are a team?  Another example would be the Houston Texans.  This team has demonstrated an uncanny ability to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.  So, class, embrace the historical patterns as a first step.

Next, note that historically, fashionable choices look great but fall just short of predictions.  Take last year’s Bengals for example.  They had all the momentum going for them, winning their division and striking fear in the hearts of odds makers.  One play, or better, one awkward hit, and the wheels came off.  Every year there’s a fashionable pick – I call it ‘the sexy favorite’ – and every year they come up short.  So, class, ask yourselves: Who are people reaching for this season?  Uh hmmmmm…. Dallas, Arizona, Miami… hmmmmm.  Sorry, a little frog in the throat there.
Then, history tells us that there will be ‘story lines’ that run parallel to the games themselves.  The real trick is figuring out where the story lines will surface.  For instance, I predicted disaster for the Eagles last season.  It was all about T.O. and McNabb!  If you didn’t see that coming, you weren’t conscious.  So, students, ask yourself: where are the potential story lines this season? 

To really shock your friends you need to be a risk-taker at heart.  I’m not talking Houdini sized risks – like predicting J.P. Losman to have an MVP year or Ricky Williams to pass a drug screening – I’m talking calculated risks.  For instance, considering that there has not been an African American Head Coach to take his team to a Super Bowl yet, and that a number of the league’s best Coaches are African Americans, and that a few of the league’s legitimate contending teams are Coached by these great African Americans, going out on a limb and predicting this is the year an African American Coach makes the game is a shot you might take (as I do this season).  It appears risky because it hasn’t happened before.  But it’s a calculated risk, because there are signs pointing to it being a real possibility.
Then there’s the romance of it all.  Many times the season draws to a close on a romantic note.  A few years ago, for instance, the Jon Gruden win over Al Davis’ Raidernation is an example.  Every now and then the planets line up (minus Pluto… that icy astral mass isn’t a planet anymore – where’ve you been man?) and romance is in the air.  So, think romantically, students. 

The best secret I can offer you to really succeed in weekly pick accuracy?  Let me do the work for you.  History says 74% of the time, I’ll be dead on.  Feel like taking a risk?  Romantic, eh?
Now, the stuff you’ve been waiting for…

AFC EAST

New England Patriots


Yes, there have been many departures the last couple of seasons.  But, Tom Brady and Bill Belichik are still there.  The Patriots win as a team – and they’ll do more than enough winning to bring home the East title.  Laurence Maroney out of the backfield should be a fine addition, especially for those occasions when Corey Dillon is whining.
Miami Dolphins


I’m not convinced they are there yet, but I believe the Dolphins are close to making the race for this division title competitive again.  Daunte Culpepper is the addition everyone is talking about, but the offseason additions of Mike Mularkey and Dom Capers (You know how there are some guys that stink as Head Coaches but excel as Coordinators?) will prove to be just as meaningful this season.  Look for the Fins in the wildcard round of the playoffs.
Buffalo Bills


Why have I been on J.P. Losman (don’t forget, it’s pronounced Loss-man) now for a couple of seasons?  Simple.  He has not ‘won’ the starting job.  His paycheck stacks the deck in his favor, not his playing ability.  Except for Willis McGahee, this offense goes backwards.  It will be good to have a healthy Takeo Spikes on the defensive side of the ball.  I’ll say this, they will improve from last years 5-11… to 6-10.  If Dick Jauron hands the keys to Kelly Holcomb at some point, maybe they’ll even eek out another win or two.
New York Jets

Too many questions.  Too few answers.  Eric Mangini may be a good Head Coach, but this will be a year of assessing the situation.  Can Chad Pennington stay healthy?  Who will carry the ball?  Which of the players on defense come to play?  Which come to collect paychecks?  Don’t think for a moment that Herm Edwards didn’t see this in his crystal ball, helping him decide to run, not walk, for KC.  I hope this 3-13 or 4-12 year provides them with some answers.  Some good news for Jets fans?  They punt the ball pretty well.
AFC NORTH

Cincinnati Bengals


Okay, we’re all believers now.  The most potent offense in football will take to the field and prove that last year’s division title was no fluke.  We saw last season how much Carson Palmer means to the success of this team.  If he holds up, so do the Bengals – deep into the playoffs.  I’ll be watching to see how Chad Johnson celebrates his many touchdowns.  So will the refs.
Baltimore Ravens


They’re back.  The Ravens will sneak up on some teams this year.  With a productive running game and some playmakers at receiver, all this offense needed was a leader.  Steve McNair is that guy.  We know about their defense – the only question there is whether they’re getting a little long in the tooth.  My thinking… not yet.  Look for the Ravens in the wildcard mix.

Pittsburgh Steelers


It has become a pattern for at least one Super Bowl team to miss the playoffs altogether the following year.  Being that Seattle is in the NFC WUSS Division, it won’t be them.  That means the Steelers will miss the bus to Miami.  (Get it?  Bus?  Sometimes I tickle myself.)  There are some holes to be filled and a mild hangover that will be the Steelers’ undoing.  Look for them to be en route, but to come up a couple stops short (I’m killing myself, here) of the playoffs.
Cleveland Browns


The season has already been a long one for the Browns.  You need a spreadsheet to track the centers they’ve lost to season ending injuries since training camp opened.  While I think they’ve made improvements in some areas, new glaring needs continue to surface.  They take a step forward and two back.  The good news?  They can’t fall farther than fourth place.
AFC SOUTH

Indianapolis Colts


The Colts will prove me right – they can still be a very scary offensive team even without Edgerrin James.  Look for solid offensive productivity.  Look also for continued improvement on the defensive side of the ball.  They gave their special teams a major face-lift (and public relations lift) in kicking Vanderjerk to the curb and adding Adam Vinatieri.  Look for the Colts to be deep in the mix.  Can Peyton win a big game?  Can Tony?  Look for definitive answers next January.
Jacksonville Jaguars


Here’s a team whose coach, Jack Del Rio, makes them competitive.  They play above their talent level.  Their defense will be among the league’s elite, and their offense is capable of occasional heroics.  Losing Greg Jones for the season will really hurt the Jags.  These guys will be close to the playoff mix, but just fall short.
Tennessee Titans


If the decision to draft Vince Young over Matt Leinart didn’t make it clear to you that Jeff Fisher and his staff are lame ducks, you weren’t paying attention.  If the Titans don’t make the playoffs, the staff is gone.  What am I saying?  You heard it here first… Jeff, put the house on the market!  Too many holes, the biggest is the QB carousel Fisher, himself, put in motion.  If they eek out 6 wins I’ll be surprised.  
Houston Texans


The biggest offseason blessing was experienced in Houston when Charlie Casserly resigned.  The bad news is, he oversaw the draft as his last official task.  Had they drafted Reggie Bush they’d have improved.  Since they didn’t, they’re poised to remain the bottom feeders in this division.  ‘Come on preacher, can’t you give us Texan fans some good news?’  Okay.  Adding Mike Sherman to coach the offensive line was a good move.  Maybe now David Carr will survive the season.  Quote of the day: Ron Dayne was brought in to help fill the backfield void in Houston when Domanick Davis went down.  On how it feels to be a Houston Texan, Ron said, “It’s the best situation I could have hoped for.”  {The Preacher is speechless}
AFC WEST

Denver Broncos


While Jake Plummer won’t endear himself to fans, he will be good enough to get the Broncos back into the playoff mix.  Once again Mike Shanahan’s offense will amaze us by making yet another back (this time Mike Bell) into a thousand yard rusher.  On the defensive side of the ball, Denver is deep.  It’s not a tough division this year.  
San Diego Chargers


The Philip Rivers Experiment… Take One.  Roll It!  The Chargers have talent in many key places, and LaDanian Tomlinson will carry them farther than they deserve to go.  But, they will miss Drew Brees.  Look for them to fall just a Brees short of the playoffs.  
Kansas City Chiefs


I love Herm Edwards.  But this won’t be his year.  Questions abound.  The offensive line took huge hits losing both tackles.  The Chiefs are racing the clock.  Age is catching up with this group.  They’ll be competitive, but not a playoff entrant.
Oakland Raiders


Pathetic.  That’s the only word I can find to describe Art Shell’s decision making since he returned to coaching the Raiders.  Coaching Staff decisions?  Horrible.  Player Personnel decisions?  Ridiculous.  No wonder the players are mutinous.  By week six both Moss and Porter will be inconsolable.  The Raider’s ship is foundering.  I’ll say this though, Aaron Brooks was the perfect choice to lead these guys in the race for the number one draft pick next year.  They really have a good shot at it.
NFC EAST

New York Giants


Tom Coughlin has a reputation for being out of touch with the players of this millennium.  Note: his Giants are playing.  Jim Fassel was the ‘player’s friend’.  Tom Coughlin is a Coach.  The Coach will lead his team to a second consecutive division title.  Look for Eli to look more Peyton-like on the field.  Yes, I too am very sick of so much being made of the Manning vs. Manning promotion for their season opener.  I am thankful that we get it out of the way early.  Hey, if Eli got hurt, week three could be billed as Hasselbeck vs. Hasselbeck!  Sell that one!  
Philadelphia Eagles


If there was one team that surprised me in the preseason, it was the Philadelphia Eagles.  It wasn’t one thing, it was many – and enough so that the decision of whether they or the Giants win this division was one of the toughest calls to make.  Donovan McNabb looks to have fully recovered from the vicious knife wound in the back he suffered (the hernia too).  They upgraded their receivers since last year.  Watch the Eagles soar into the wildcard round and maybe slightly further.
Dallas Cowboys


In case you missed it this offseason, the Cowboys signed Terrell Owens!  That’s enough for me to be very confident in proclaiming them to have a stranglehold on third place in their division.  With T.O., Bill Parcells and Jerry Jones in the mix, the 2006 Cowboys will provide the most entertaining post-game interviews and press conferences of any sports franchise – ever. 
Washington Redskins


The Redskins win the title for most activity every offseason, but as this year dawns there are two lingering concerns – the effectiveness of Mark Brunell and the health of Clinton Portis.  If the Portis shoulder injury lingers, the ‘Skins are sunk.  For all the money they’ve spent on personnel, on paper, they are the weakest in this very strong division.  
NFC NORTH

Minnesota Vikings


I don’t have enough faith in sportswriters to cover the coaching job Brad Childress is doing in Minnesota to predict him winning the Coach of the Year award, but I’ll tell you, he will be one truly deserving of it when this season ends.  The decision to turn to ‘old reliable’ (the NFL’s oldest starting QB at 39) Brad Johnson will prove to be a stroke of brilliance.  Here’s my shocker for you: Look for the Vikes to surprise a lot of people this year by winning the NFC North.  Ziggy Stardust for ‘Owner of the Year’.

Chicago Bears


From the coolest Owner’s name to the coolest Coach’s name – Lovie (creatively named after the rich old broad on Gilligan’s Island.)  A dark QB controversy is blowing into the windy city.  A RB controversy still hangs in the air from last season.  Take this to the bank: When Brian Griese AND Thomas Jones are in the starting line-up, the offense will improve.  The defense is already there.  A wildcard birth?  Not quite.
Detroit Lions


The Lions made a huge step in the right direction by bringing in Rod Marinelli to Coach the team.  Another great decision was adding Mike Martz (see the above comment about lousy Head Coaches / great Coordinators).  They made still another good move in redressing the QB position.  Kitna will compete.  But, the biggest problem in Detroit is Matt Millen in the front office.  When they address that issue, then they’ll have turned the corner.  
Green Bay Packers


The Packers have become the NFL’s version of the first few weeks of American Idol, when people show up thinking they can compete and obviously have no business on the stage.  Most of America laughs.  I feel sorry for them.  This season in Green Bay will be a lesson that there is no such thing as a ‘half-way’ rebuilding project.  Out with the old, and in with the new.  Look for number 4… as in 4 wins.
NFC SOUTH

Tampa Bay Buccaneers


This happened once before, and not all that long ago.  Do you remember?  The NFL prognosticating pack underestimated the Buccaneers.  That year Jon Gruden wound up hoisting the Lombardi trophy over his former team.  History has a strange way of repeating itself.  (By the way, I’ve just told you all you need to know to guess my Super Bowl XLI Prediction without even looking to the bottom of the page.)  The Bucs need to take care of business in their division.  The Panthers are an Achilles that can derail the Bucs.  If not the Panthers’ players, certainly their violent cheerleaders.
Carolina Panthers


Another team whose Coach is a real difference maker.  John Fox will have the Panthers ready to wreak havoc week in and week out.  I’m not convinced that DeShaun Foster will be a feature back for them.  But, the rookie sitting behind him on the depth chart is the real deal.  The defense is one of the NFL’s best.  The addition of Keyshawn Johnson will also help, initially.  He will be a factor in helping Steve Smith be even more dangerous.  Look for the Panthers on wildcard weekend.  Look for their cheerleaders in a women’s rest-room near you.
Atlanta Falcons


If history does repeat itself, the Falcons are likely to be a playoff entrant – they can’t put two good seasons back to back.  Well, they fell short last year.  It stands to reason that they’d compete this fall.  I’ll stand by the statements I’ve made the last few years concerning Atlanta: When the Falcons (and their fans) let Michael Vick be Michael Vick instead of hoping to change him into a drop-back QB, their fortunes will improve.  Until then, 8-8.  
New Orleans Saints


Saints Owner Tom Benson commended the fans of New Orleans for buying 60,000 tickets for the team’s home games.  Tom, thank Reggie Bush for giving the fans a reason to come to a Saints game.  Reggie will make an impact on his way to the Rookie of the Year trophy.  The bad news for the Saints is that he doesn’t play linebacker… and corner… and safety… and d-line… and…  Prognosticating Promise: Joe Horn will show up somewhere in an interview this season speaking of himself in third person.  The Pigskin Preacher says “take that to the bank”!
NFC WEST

Seattle Seahawks

The Seahawks are still the team to beat in the NFC.  Shaun Alexander has said his goals for the season include rushing for 2000 yards and scoring 30 touchdowns.  If he stays healthy, it’s a possibility.  Let’s see, if history repeats itself… the clock will run out on the season with Shaun at 1998 yards and 29 TD’s… the Seahawks first and goal on the 2… and Coach Holmgren opting to have Hasselbeck take a knee.  Look for the road to Miami in the NFC to go through Seattle.
Arizona Cardinals


The Cards are a ‘sexy pick’ to underdog their way to the Super Bowl.  I’m not that gullible.  I’ll say this: they’ve made significant improvements in Arizona.  Those improvements will show up in the win / loss column, but not to the extent of a deep playoff run.  Look for them to flirt with the playoffs.  Take heart, Cards fans.  It won’t be long before you all are hanging an NFC West Championship Banner in your new stadium.
St. Louis Rams


In yet another of the good Coordinator moves of the offseason (and another example of a lousy Head Coach / great Coordinator), bringing Jim Haslett in to oversee the defense will prove significant.  On the offensive side of the coin, we will see if Steven Jackson and Stephen Davis will be difference makers in the post Marshall Faulk era, and we will see if Marc Bulger is as effective without Mike Martz’s system.  Jury’s out for me on these.  A hard team for me to predict, but settling into the ‘also ran’ category seems a safe bet.
San Francisco 49ers


Once again, too many questions and too few answers for me to be a believer in Mike Nolan’s vision.  I think we’ll have a better idea if Alex Smith is the real deal for the 49ers future as this year progresses.  Bringing in Norv Turner and Trent Dilfer to mentor him were very good moves.  
SUPER BOWL XLI

Look for Super Bowl XLI to include a historic first – the first African American Head Coach will bring his team to the title game.  Denny Green?  NOT!  This year’s AFC Championship Game will actually be a match-up of two African American Head Coaches.  Tony Dungy’s Colts will Edge (play on words there) Marv Lewis’ Bengals en route to Miami.

If that’s not NFL marketing magic enough, the Colts will win Super Bowl XLI by beating the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, the team who gave Tony his first Head Coaching job.
Colts over Bucs by an Adam Vinatieri kick – write it down, fanatics.
NFL EXTRAS

MVP: Bengals QB Carson Palmer

Rookie of the Year: Saints RB Reggie Bush (All together Texan fans – DOH!)

Coach of the Year: Dolphins Coach Nick Saban

First Coach Fired: Titans Coach Jeff Fisher

2006’s Most Frequently Asked Question: (two-way tie) Will this be Brett Favre’s last season?  Where will T.O. be playing next year?  Of course, the Pigskin Preacher has those answers for you.  The first: yes, this is it for Brett.  Say goodbye.  The second: If they ask Drew Rosenhaus, the answer will be “Next Question”.

