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INTRODUCTION 

Boston's early morning streets are empty as I set out for a walk downtown. Out of the corner 
of my eye I see a woman approaching. I would have passed without speaking but she stops, 
looks at me and says, "Sir, may I speak with you? I don't want any money, but I'm hungry." She 
proceeds to tell a credible story of having been turned away at a couple of shelters. 

"Would you consider buying me a few things?" She points to a nearby supermarket (go figure, 
right in the middle of Boston!). "Sure," I say. I have learned over the years to trust but verify 
hardship stories. This one sounded real. 

"My name is Michelle," she says, extending her hand. "You here for the 4th (of July)?" I explain 
my wife is at a conference and I am along for the ride, leaving today to go back to our home 
in New Hampshire. 

"So how about you?" I ask, "What's your story?" 

"It's a long one, but here's the short version. I was married for thirteen years to a man who 
abused women. When I left him I had nothing. I have an eighteen year-old daughter who lives 
with my mom in Minnesota. She graduated this year." She says she has been living in a tunnel 
under a bridge and shows me bites on her arms from rogue insects there. She hopes to be in a 
shelter soon. 

I am struck at how well spoken she is, and how sincere. There is a brightness in her eyes that 
doesn't match the rest of her face. Her hair is disheveled and her face weathered. She wears 
a knitted shawl and what looks like nurse's pants. I interrupt her story to let her buy some 
groceries and tell her I'll meet her at the checkout. While she shops, I look among the 
magazines for something that might present the love of God that I could leave with her. 
Nothing. In a few minutes she meets me with her basket that includes a loaf of bread, milk, 
bologna, some macaroni salad and donuts. She thanks me ten times while the cashier 
processes her order. 

Outside I consider how I might share the gospel. It comes out something like this: "If I were 
back home today, I'd be preaching at my church. How about you?" I intentionally ask an open-
ended question, to draw her out. 

"My church is on Arlington Street." 

"Why do you go?" I ask. She seems surprised by this question. 

"Because right now God is all I have." 

"Do you know Jesus?" She looks down thoughtfully, then up. 

"When I was little, my mother would rock me in a black rocking chair and tell me about Jesus. 
When I was seven I asked Jesus into my heart."  

So this is her story, and it sounds real. She doesn't seem angry or sad, just impatient for 
change. She continues, "Now I'm working with a couple of ladies at the church. They have 



helped me apply for SSI (disability), I'll be getting a room next month and I hope to have a job 
housekeeping. It's only twenty-five hours a week, but it's something." 

I tell her I am sorry for her situation. "Everyone has their problems," she says. Then we pray, 
shake hands and walk away in opposite directions. After a few moments I turn for one last 
glimpse of Michelle, but she is gone. For a moment I stand alone, wondering why two souls 
should be assigned such different lives. 

On the way back to my hotel I said a silent prayer to the God who sees. 

What makes a life? Nature, nurture, fate, hard work? Before you try to sort all that out 
consider this:  “One’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” Jesus said 
this and from observation we know that it’s true. 

You’ve heard the stories. Wealthy businessman files for bankruptcy; Mega church pastor falls 
from grace; Relationship expert files for divorce; Fitness trainer is charged with prostitution; 
success in one area of life does not guarantee success in life. Maybe it’s time to re-think 
success. 

What are commonly called “Self-Help” books have ancient roots. The earliest Greek and 
Roman literature abounds with works aimed at improving character, so-called ethical books 
such as Hesiod’s Works and Days. These aimed at producing character and right behavior 
through maxims and example.  

In America the Industrial Revolution posed challenges that were met with a flood of periodical 
literature. Articles on everything from parenting to marriage to pain management helped 
people cope with a new fast-paced culture. Then in 1859 Samuel Smiles published Self Help, 
“…to re-inculcate these old-fashioned but wholesome lessons-which perhaps cannot be too 
often urged… that youth must seek elevation of character, without which capacity is worthless 
and worldly success is naught.” 

These earliest self-help books were of a general nature, targeting the individual for the sake 
of the many. In Smiles’ words, “National progress is the sum of individual industry, energy, 
and uprightness, as national decay is of individual idleness, selfishness, and vice.” The goal 
was to produce well-rounded citizens. It wasn’t until later that we became obsessed with 
individual achievement for its own sake. 

In the 1930’s Dale Carnegie (How to Win Friends and Influence People) and Napoleon Hill 
(Think and Grow Rich) championed a new positive approach to self-improvement that has 
continued to this day. The self-help market that includes books, websites, seminars, 
workshops and Internet resources is estimated at $10 billion annually. Jessica Lamb-Shapiro, 
in her witty look at the industry, Promise Land, questions whether it’s working: 

Publishing statistics claim that 80% of self-help book customers are repeat buyers, 
which could indicate that they are not helping. Some suggest that buyers of self-help 
books don’t read more than the first twenty pages, if they open them at all. Just the 
act of buying a self-help book is reported to make someone feel better.  



We’ve drifted far from what the ancients called, the Golden Mean. “Man must know how to 

choose the mean and avoid the extremes on either side, as far as possible.” (Plato, Republic 
Book 10 619a)  

LifeDeck is an attempt to redefine success by balancing the whole of life rather than focusing 
on its parts. The book channels the most famous self-help practitioner of all who said that he 
came, “that they might have life, and have it to the full.” Jesus is the inspiration for this 
book, but the principles are universal.  

CHAPTER 1:  LIFE TO THE FULL 

Recently my wife and I spent a couple of weeks trying to decide where to go on vacation. Yes 
that’s right, we spent two weeks deciding on a one-week vacation. Anyway, although we 
ended up in New York City, the runner up was Prince Edward Island. Our plan had been to rent 
a suite in Canada’s only rotating house named, “Around the Sea.” The entire house rotates 
slowly throughout the day so that you get a panoramic view of the island and ocean. We had 
some second thoughts about our decision every time we woke up to the sirens of the city that 
never sleeps. I still wonder what it would have been like to exchange that experience for a 
well-rounded, balanced view of a more peaceful world.  

Some of us choose hectic lives. We become captives of a culture that presses upon us the 
need to excel. Overwhelmed by each day’s pressures and focused only on survival, we seek 
out life coaches with one-minute solutions and secrets to success in life. While we struggle to 
get by, “taking life as it comes” and living “in the moment,” we forget that our lives are 
moving slowly, like that house, and over time we fail to see that we are in a different place 
than we were and it’s time for a course correction. We’ve been standing in one place so long 
that we are teetering on the edge of our lives without even knowing it. Time to regain our 
balance.  

Balance. It’s one of those things you notice only when it is lacking. We think nothing of 
standing or walking down stairs or running or dancing. We perform a number of balance 
routines each day without even knowing it. We get out of bed, get dressed, and go to work.   

On one of those days a few years back, I was sitting in my office when suddenly the room 
started spinning. For some reason my first impulse was to get up from my desk. That turned 
out to be a mistake, for with no sense of balance, I swayed side-to-side, leaned on walls as I 
slowly made my way to a lobby and fell onto a sofa. This was my first and only experience 
with vertigo. A visit to the emergency room revealed that I had an inner ear infection that 
had altered my equilibrium. It turns out life is very different when it is out of balance. 

Restoring and maintaining balance in our lives allows us not only to enjoy life but also to 
move forward toward achieving our goals and reaching our God-given potential. This principle 
applies to our bodies and to our lives in general. Our self-help culture has produced scads of 
books to help us live our lives. Most fall into four categories:   

• Physical - books on diet and exercise and other strategies to improve our health. 

• Relational – books relating to the most important relationships in our lives, marriage, 
friendship, work, etc. 



• Financial – books on personal finances, budgeting, investing and the like 

• Spiritual – books that focus on a relationship with God, growing our faith and 
expanding our spirits. 

I have read many of these and have profited from some. They have a place in our lives as one 
or more of these areas become a priority for us.  

About ten years ago I spotted a book at Wal-Mart. Its title teased me:  “Body for Life.” I 
thought, without even picking it up, “That’s what I want! I don’t want a quick fix, sudden 
weight loss or cold-turkey diets. I want to change my life, a new lifestyle that involves 
exercise and eating and thinking differently about both. I leafed through the book, purchased 
it, and for the next few years Bill Phillips became my mentor. I learned to eat well by 
cleansing my life of the wrong foods and to strengthen my body through cardio and strength 
exercises. I have maintained a healthy lifestyle ever since that day and am forever grateful 
for that purchase. 

I recall other times in my life when my finances or important relationships became a priority. 
As a pastor I am continually aware of my call to grow my relationship with God and help 
others do the same. Each area of life is important, and each becomes more important than 
the others at certain times. But what happens when one of them consumes us? Fitness Freaks, 
Jesus Freaks, Social Networking Freaks and Finance Freaks all lose themselves in one 
headlong pursuit. Their lives become one-dimensional. They are experts in their chosen fields 
but often abandon the others and sooner or later they are likely to drift and sway side-to-
side, straining to move on with their lives. Their lives are out of balance.  

THE MIDDLE WAY 

On that recent visit to New York City I caught up with a friend of mine from high school. We 
have kept in touch over the years though our geography and work has separated us. He has 
been a practicing Buddhist for more than twenty years and now teaches MBSR (Mindfulness-
Based Stress Relief) to non-profits and corporations. This is essentially a Buddhist approach to 
managing your life that has gone mainstream. When I told him about this book and asked 
what advice he would give, he began by saying that our intentions are key and that the 
“Middle Way,” a Buddhist concept, actually means a balanced approach to life.  

While the Christian approach to achieve balance is very different from the Buddhist concept, I 
thought it was interesting that his advice touched on two principles that are central to this 
book:  the importance of intention (which we will address later in Chapter 10) and balance. 
All truth is God’s truth, so it is not surprising that different belief systems reflect similar 
concepts. 

LifeDeck is unique because it aims to balance life rather than to perfect it. Think of the four 
areas above as the corners of a life raft. During summers at the lake we kids used to play a 
game called “Man Overboard!” We would swim out to the raft and run from corner to corner 
trying to tip it and send someone into the water. The safest place to be was in the middle, 
and the most dangerous place was being alone on one corner. Life is a balancing act. Every 
day has us running to all Four Corners of Life to pay the bills, workout, spend time together 



and grow our faith. When any one of them weighs us down, we set ourselves up for failure in 
the other areas of life.  

My premise in LifeDeck is that, while there is a place for “How to” books on finances, 
relationships, fitness and spirituality we are most happy and most fulfilled when we work at 
balancing the Four Corners of Life. As we will see, those events in our lives that are most 
significant, whether due to tragedy or triumph, usually help to balance our lives because we 
are driven in to all four corners at once. Go figure! When life is going smoothly, it’s harder to 
maintain a balance, but with minor adjustments, you can move forward and build a life that 
is well rounded, secure and fulfilling. 

The chapters that follow describe a process that you can use to balance your busy life. I will 
illustrate with stories, some from my own life and some from others, and I encourage you to 
share yours on my Facebook page. At the end of each chapter, use the questions to help you 
reflect on what has been shared. By the end of this book, you should have a step-by-step plan 
to balance your life. So let’s get started! 

YOUR LIFESTREAM 

A widely circulated quotation on our social networks confesses, “My life is a struggle between 
my need for acceptance, my fear of rejection, and a desire to not care at all.” This threefold 
struggle is universal and the challenge is to rise above each in every day. Traditional “self-
help” urges self-improvement, goal setting and positive thinking. While all of these may be 
helpful, the final answer rests in God.  

God’s life is different from ours. He inhabits eternity, has no beginning and no end and for 
him “one day is like a thousand years.” (1 Peter 3.8) Time is a human invention that we use to 
identify and categorize what we call life. Biographies chronicle events that occur in time and 
space. History books take a larger view but they are only different in terms of size and 
breadth of focus. Timelines mark out the flow of events in the course of history and are a kind 
of quick reference for us who otherwise would be lost in an ocean of life. Then of course 
every day is broken down into hours, minutes and seconds and the clock becomes our master, 
ordering our sleep, our work and our play. It’s no wonder that life for us can become very 
different than God intended.  

Just for a moment, throw away the clock.  

Instead, think of your life as a stream of events, originating with God and flowing into your 
time and space, moving purposefully toward an end that God planned for you and into 
eternity. Don’t even try to settle the nagging questions of “Why?” or predestination vs. free 
will. Instead picture yourself floating in a stream rather than watching it flow. It takes you 
here and there, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, careening over rocks and resting in quiet 
pools, until finally you come to shore. Maybe this is what the psalmist had in mind when he 
affirmed,  

God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble. Therefore we will not 
fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, 
though its waters roar and foam and the mountains quake with their surging. There is 



a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the most high 
dwells…” (Psalm 46.1-4) 

This is your Lifestream, originating with God and teeming with people and events as you grow 
older. Some of them are etched in memory while others disappear, but all stream into your 
life and move you forward toward an end God planned for you. This is the big picture and it’s 
sad when we see only a corner of it and choose to stay there. Jonathan Edwards, a Puritan 
preacher, had a handle on this:  

God is the highest good of the reasonable creature, and the enjoyment of him is the 
only    happiness with which our souls can be satisfied. — To go to heaven fully 
to enjoy God, is    infinitely better than the most pleasant accommodations 
here. Fathers and mothers, husbands,    wives, children, or the company of 
earthly friends, are but shadows. But the enjoyment of God is   the substance. These 
are but scattered beams, but God is the sun. These are but streams, but    
God is the fountain. These are but drops, but God is the ocean. —Therefore it becomes us to   
 spend this life only as a journey towards heaven, as it becomes us to make     
 the seeking of our highest end and proper good, the whole work of our lives, to which we 
   should subordinate all other concerns of life. Why should we labor for, or set 
our hearts on    anything else, but that which is our proper end, and true 
happiness?                                                    (Works, Banner of Truth, p.244) 

Later I will show you how to use your Lifestream to create a personal profile and a plan to 
balance your life. For now I want you to consider that everything happens, as they say, for a 
reason. The reason is rooted in the character of God and the things themselves are important 
only as markers that lead you forward to the future that God has prepared for you. 
Overwhelming? Not really. Isn’t it more overwhelming to live life on the fly, waiting for the 
next thing to happen and wondering what it all means? To me that’s exhausting!  

YOUR DREAMS 

Recently I rode the Cog Railway up to Mount Washington, the tallest peak east of the 
Mississippi. Although it is now a popular tourist attraction, it was born out of one man’s 
impossible dream. Sylvester Marsh was a Chicago businessman who made a fortune helping to 
create the modern meat packing industry. A known workaholic, he retired in 1855 to a suburb 
of Boston where, in his retirement, he stumbled upon the idea for which he would be most 
famous. Marsh’s grandson, Richard S. Joslin, gives this account: 

In the summer of 1857, accompanied by his Boston pastor, he went for a tramp in the 
White Mountains.  A few years earlier, railroads had reached Gorham, north of the 
mountains, and Littleton to their west.  Tourism was under way.  A carriage road built 
part way up the east side of Mount Washington was believed to have been abandoned.  
(Completed in 1861, it is now the Mount Washington Auto Road.)  On a clear August 
afternoon the two men hiked up Crawford Path.  Above the tree line they were 
suddenly overtaken by a terrific storm-hurricane winds, freezing rain and premature 
darkness.  Staggering, sometimes crawling, the lost their way until they stumbled into 
the Tip-Top House, exhausted.   Marsh had found his mission: to provide "some easier 
and safer method of ascension." 



After experimenting with various designs, Marsh settled on a locomotive powered by a central 
cogwheel gripping a center notched rail. In June of 1858 he displayed a miniature wind-up 
version to the State Legislature in an effort to obtain a charter. The response was a “universal 
burst of laughter” and a decision to grant the right to “fool away his own money.” But in ten 
year’s time, Marsh went from being a laughingstock to being the brainchild of what the Boston 
Transcript described as “one of the greatest wonders of the time.”  

Not all of us have the vision or the creative genius of Sylvester Marsh, but we all have the 
potential to see, even in our disappointments and defeats, he possibility of growth and 
change. The secret is to remember that we are not lost at sea but afloat in a stream that 
flows from the throne of God.  

LIFE AND DEATH 

“I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” (John 10.10) 

The man who spoke these words knew why he had come. His sense of mission in life was clear. 
Jesus did not fall from heaven, he was sent. He did not end up on a cross he chose it. Being 
both God and man was the ultimate test of balance. As God he might well have resisted or 
resented the mission to leave heaven and stoop to earth. The Apostle Paul observes, “though 
he was in the form of God, (he) did not count equality with God a thing to be 
grasped.” (Philippians 2.6) As man he might have cowered before his accusers, conformed to 
the expectations of others and renounced his mission as savior. In Gethsemane he might have 
prayed only, “Take this cup from me,” and it would have been taken away. Fortunately for us 
there was in Jesus a divine sense of balance that avoided both extremes and marked out the 
way of life. The life Jesus lived is the life he came to bring us.  

The context for Jesus’ words in John 10 is the shepherding occupation that was common in 
that day. There were good shepherds and bad shepherds. Bad shepherds were in business for 
themselves, concerned more about profit than about their sheep, willing to suffer their loss if 
it would result in personal gain. Good shepherds were concerned only for their sheep, and 
would give even their lives to protect them from all the dangers around.  

With this in mind consider Jesus’ words: “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I 
have come that they may have life, and have it to the full. I am the good shepherd.” Jesus 
came to give us a life that is full and balanced. The Greek word that is translated “to the 
full” literally means “all around.” God is a General Practitioner not a specialist. Oh he can do 
a lot of special things, but his desire is that we are successful in all of life.  

We often miss this because we are conditioned to pursue results and ignore their causes. That 
is why the most exciting part of this verse for many of us are the last words:  “life, and have 
it to the full.” Oh we want that! We will flock to those who tell us how to live “Your Best Life 
Now.” But it turns out that the best life has its source in death.  

Death to self, death to desire, death to sin.  

This is the life Jesus lived and modeled. So the first words of this verse are the words to live 
by:  “I have come…” Christ is the source of a full, meaningful and purposeful life. Our culture 
serves up a man-centered view of life and promises us results based only on our desire for 



health, wealth or happiness. This book proposes a Christ-centered view of life that is both 
balanced and full. It calls you to think differently about yourself and others.  

What if the best “self-help” meant giving yourself up to the will of God? Something to think 
about before you turn the page and consider what God is really doing in this world. 

THINKABOUT & DISCUSS 

• What is the last book you read that changed your life? How and why did it change you? 

• Which of the four corners of your life needs the most work? Share this with a trusted 
friend and ask him/her for advice on how to start positive change. 

• Take 10 minutes and read Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech (http://
www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/mlkihaveadream.htm). Now write a paragraph 
speech of your own describing your dream.  

• How should Jesus’ “I have come” statement in John 10.10 shape your future? 

CHAPTER 2:  WHAT IS GOD DOING? 

Very early one February morning Margie nearly lost her husband, Tom. She emailed me the 
night before. 

As you know, Tom has been sick for three weeks with a racking cough and nausea.  Over 
the past three days, he has gotten worse with pain in the sternum area and difficulty 
breathing. Tonight, we went to the emergency room, and I praise the Lord we did so 
because he would have died if hadn't. He had fluid on the lungs that increased while we 
were there along with low blood pressure that went lower.  I'm so thankful to the 
doctors, nurses and EMT people for their valiant efforts. They think he had a heart 
attack that led to fluid on the lungs.  They airlifted him to Catholic Medical Center.  I'm 
going to drive there once it's light. He's not out of the woods yet.  As I watched them 
work on him tonight, I said to the Lord that He knows what is best and to take him or 
leave him according to His plan.  I'm thankful that, so far, He has left him. 

For days he lay flat with a balloon pump in his chest to assist the damaged organ. When his 
condition was stable, I visited them in the hospital. Margie sat stoic in the corner of the room 
weary from the ordeal. I drew up a chair and took Tom’s hand. “God must have plans for 
you,” I said. He surprised me by starting a monologue that expressed how good God was, how 
precious each moment had become and how badly he wanted to be with the Lord. Several 
times he told me, “I want to hear those words… ‘Good and faithful servant.’” 

Over the next two weeks, Margie kept the church family informed by sending me daily email 
updates on her husband’s condition, the eventual need for a heart transplant and the back 
and forth battle of living or dying. I forwarded these to everyone and several told her how 
encouraging they were and how inspirational. Margie told me that she really did it for herself. 
“Writing about it helps me to process what God is doing.”  

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/mlkihaveadream.htm
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/mlkihaveadream.htm


What was God doing?  

What was Jesus thinking when he said, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to 
the full?” Didn’t he know that life is a struggle and that the best we can hope for is getting 
by, paying the bills, maybe raising a family and being happy from time to time? The truth is 
that’s exactly why Jesus came. God knew that in our human condition, there are limits on 
how well we can live our lives and our potential to be truly happy. His example of submission 
and sacrifice is the starting point for us in the struggle that is life. 

I’ve just returned from the funeral of my brother-in-law, Noel. He left behind his wife, a 19 
year-old son and 16 year-old daughter. Cancer was only one in a long line of struggles for that 
family. Four years ago his wife was in a serious car accident and nearly lost her life. Months of 
rehab and multiple surgeries followed. Now this. What is God doing? 

During the service, four men eulogized his life. Two were his brothers. All of them talked 
about the good times they shared with him hunting, fishing and just enjoying fireflies in the 
night. Noel was an outside man with an inside spirit. He wasn’t content to look at things, but 
needed to know what was behind them, inside of them. In the words of his brother, Chris, he 
always “saw something more.” He concluded with a quote from Stuart Scott, who himself had 
battled cancer to the end. In his speech at the Espy Awards, Scott told the audience, ““When 
you die, it does not mean that you lose to cancer. You beat cancer by how you live, why you 
live, and in the manner in which you live.”  

The last to share was his twin brother, Daryl, who spoke of Noel’s example and how he had 
become a better person by becoming like him. After giving several examples, he ended with 
this: “His greatest example to me was the way he handled death.” It was then that I realized 
part of what God was doing. He was using Noel’s example to help us all see something more, 
something behind his death, something beyond the circumstances.  

The pastor ended the service with a message in which he delivered an abbreviated version of 
what he called his “Egg and Potato” sermon. “When you put an egg and potato in boiling 
water, the egg gets hard, and the potato gets soft. Likewise, people respond differently when 
life boils over. But when God allows difficult things in our lives, he doesn’t intend to harden 
us but to soften our hearts.” A simple but brilliant reminder that God is up to something 
different than the obvious and he wants us to see something more. 

THE INTENTIONAL LIFE 

Even for those of us who do not face trials like this, life still can be overwhelming. It’s a four-
letter word that packs a punch, and when you set out to deal with it, it can be hard to know 
where to start. There is the pressure of work, family stress, relationships, health concerns, 
uncertainty about the future, paying the bills and just struggling to get by. There are ways to 
cope with all of this, of course. Some seek professional counseling, others work at self-
improvement while still others do their best to “manage” life and maintain some sense of 
stability and security. LifeDeck is not just about managing life, but living it intentionally. 



It turns out that the key to living life intentionally is not so much setting personal goals and 
chasing your dreams as understanding the intention of God. What is God doing in this world? 
What is his goal? Why am I here? These are not questions for theologians and philosophers but 
for you and me. They allow us to keep our balance when our world shifts under us. 

The Puritans understood the importance of Intention. Their diaries and spiritual books reflect 
lives that were focused on particular outcomes. They believed that it is due to “the want of a 
sincere intention of pleasing God in all our actions (that) we fall into such irregularities of life 
as by the ordinary means of grace we should have power to avoid.” (Serious Call, William 
Law). Odd that it would be this simple. But simple is not the same as easy. These same 
Puritans journaled the daily battle between spirit and flesh that made possible the intentional 
life. This is the same battle you face every day.  

Ann Voskamp writes beautifully of the intentional life of service. Commenting on the modern 
idea of “platforms” as using your influence to market yourself or a product she counters,  

The only thing that is meant to be under a Christian is an altar. 
 
The only call on a Christian is not to pick up a microphone, not to pick some stairs to 
some higher platform, but to pick up a cross and come die. 
 
The only call on a Christian is to build every platform into the shape of an altar, to 
shape every platform into the form of sacrificial service. 
 
Every platform, every microphone, every podium is meant to be a nail—fixing us to 
Christ, the only One lifted up. (www.aholyexperience.com  8/3/2014) 

The surprising call of God is not to self-improvement or self-promotion but to an intentional 
life of service and sacrifice. From this platform life looks very different, as we look up toward 
the high purpose of God and contemplate what he is doing rather than questioning it. 

CUPCAKE CULTURE 

We live in a cupcake culture. Our lives tend to be small, bound by expectations and 
limitations that often keep us from realizing our potential. We sweeten them with material 
toppings that have very little real value but help us to stay happy. One of the great 
opportunities often missed is to live life intentionally. For sure, we can’t control many of the 
things that come into our lives, but we can control the way we respond to them and the way 
they shape us. 

I have a friend whose escape from the pressures of life as he neared retirement age was to 
quit his job and join the Peace Corps.  After graduating from college he had traveled to Africa 
for a year to “find himself.” He came back, married and raised a family while growing a 
career as a forester. Now his life had come full-circle. His marriage had ended and he faced 
an uncertain future so he retraced his steps half way across the world and spent a year 
helping poor people find clean water and plant trees. His Facebook page chronicled new 
friendships, hard struggles and lessons that changed the way he viewed life and himself. His 
re-entry to the more developed world was striking. He launched his own business remarried 
and began living the next chapter of his life. 

http://www.aholyexperience.com


Paul’s path was different. After high school he set out on a life that zigzagged from the 
printing business his father had founded to various Christian ministries. An exceptional soccer 
player in college, he found time to volunteer as a coach while continuing to mentor his two 
daughters. With his wife he served as a regional director for campus ministries with the 
Navigators. His mid life crisis was an unexpected diagnosis of late-stage cancer. After 
absorbing the shock, Paul surrounded himself with friends, opted for holistic treatments and 
eventually home hospice care. He died peacefully after months of receiving visitors, nurturing 
family relationships and sharing spiritual lessons with children and grandchildren.  

Both of these men lived life intentionally. How very different their futures would have been if 
they had not. This book is for those who want to enjoy life as God designed it to be. When 
Jesus said, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may 
have life, and have it to the full,” he was speaking to you. This culture lures us into a lifestyle 
that steals, kills and destroys our faith. It promises pleasure that is only possible in Christ. 
Your life can be fulfilling – regardless of your gender, age, income or background – if you live 
it intentionally.  

It will help you at the beginning to remember that God designed your life intentionally. He 
was not a Dr. Frankenstein, experimenting in a divine laboratory, but a skilled master 
designer, intentionally creating first a man, then a woman and populating his world for the 
purpose of providing life to the full and bringing glory to himself. Sin has made life more 
difficult but it has not changed the divine intention.  

When Air Asia flight QZ8501 was lost in the Java Sea off the coast of Indonesia I happened to 
be home and watching cable news. The coverage was wall-to-wall. Analysts explored every 
aspect of the crash before much was known, including the possibility of terrorism, equipment 
failure and weather. I was especially interested in what one meteorologist said. She explained 
that it was Monsoon season and the downdrafts made that particular flight path treacherous. 
Her next words were stunning. “But turbulence cannot take down a plane. Only a pilot can do 
that. Modern aircraft have all the tools needed to deal with turbulence. The pilot’s response 
to such weather determines the outcome.” 

That got me thinking about the larger lessons of life. God has given us all the tools to handle 
the turbulence of life. In the words of the Apostle Peter, “His divine power has granted to us 
all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of him…” (2 Peter 1.3). 
Clearly God has not given us all things, but simply everything we need. He has not answered 
every question prompted by circumstances in our lives. We will ponder the mysteries of the 
universe and research cures for cancer and other diseases yet undiscovered. But God has 
revealed everything necessary to face life, to balance it out.  

You may not consider yourself a skilled pilot as you navigate this life, but God has given you 
the tools for the journey “through the knowledge of him.” We are often guilty of assigning 
God to a box. We call it Church or the Bible or Faith. We open it up, and then walk away into 
the rest of life – whether work or play. In fact the knowledge of God, as He has revealed 
Himself, is immense and ought to penetrate every Corner of Life.  

So the intentional life is very different from the self-directed life. It repudiates the boast of 
William Ernest Henley’s famous words, “I am the master of my fate/I am the captain of my 



soul,” and replaces them with Paul’s confession, “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no 
longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.” (Galatians 2.20)   

THE FOUR CORNERS OF LIFE 

Let’s take a closer look at the Four Corners of Life and how each relates to the life God 
intended for us to live. We’ll go deeper into each in the next chapter.  

The Spiritual Corner of Life refers to those activities, interests and values we place on what 
we refer to as God, faith or the heart. These are invisible qualities that even non-religious 
people affirm when they pursue humanitarian causes. For Christians they are defined by the 
scriptures and the example of Jesus.  

It’s odd isn’t it that we neglect what we agree is the most important Corner of Life and invest 
so deeply in things that are temporary and unsatisfying. This is part of being human and one 
of the reasons why we must allow our intentions to shape our priorities and behaviors. 

I suppose you would say the opposite Corner of Life is the physical. This represents everything 
pertaining to the five senses. Eating, working, sleeping, exercising, playing, talking, suffering 
pain – it’s no wonder we value this Corner of Life. We should! This is who we are as human 
beings.  

Managing this busy Corner of Life is critical in achieving true happiness. There is a line 
somewhere in your life separating a healthy interest in physical activity and an unhealthy 
obsession. This book will help you find that line and to stay on the right side of it. 

Two kinds of people occupy the Financial Corner of Life. There are those who flock there, 
hoping to achieve their dreams of financial independence and wealth. Then there are those 
who are dragged into it out of the necessity to pay the bills or get out of debt. Both risk 
missing out on the rest of life and an appreciation of what money cannot buy. 

The Bible is vocal on the subject of financial responsibility. Many Christians ignore theses 
principles either because of an attitude that “Money is the root of all evil” or because they 
have adopted a worldly view of wealth. I will help you distinguish between these two so that 
you choose a middle way that leads to contentment and blessing. 

Be design God has thrust us into the Relational Corner of Life. After creating Adam, God 
declared, “It is not good for man to be alone.” When God paraded animals before him in 
search of the perfect companion, none was found. As a pet lover I appreciate that God had a 
higher bar for companionship. The dogs in my life have been “almost human” and a joy. But 
God designed us for human relationships. So when Adam woke up to meet Eve, they entered 
that Corner of Life that is key to our nature.  

As difficult as relationships can be, they are essential to living life to the full and worth the 
effort. We will focus on growing, healing and restoring relationships in your life. 

God wants to do something amazing in all four Corners of your life. Just because you are 
human doesn’t mean that his divine intention is lost. It just means that your intention must 
be to understand it, to pursue it and to value it above all else. 



THINKABOUT & DISCUSS 

• Looking back over your life, have you ever struggled to understand what God was 
doing in a particular circumstance? Do you tend to be an egg or potato when plunged 
into boiling water? 

• How intentional have you been in living your life up to now? Which is easier for you, 
self-promotion or self-sacrifice? Why? 

• Of my two friends mentioned above, which do relate to more and why?  

• How would you answer someone who asked you, “What is God doing in your life?”  

PART ONE:  BALANCE YOUR LIFE 

CHAPTER 3:  THE SPIRITUAL CORNER - LIVING FROM THE INSIDE OUT 

We don’t live our lives geometrically. The four corners are simply a way of organizing our 
crazy lives and balancing life as it comes, day by day. 

On any given day, all four corners may be important and, at any one time one or another may 
become the priority. A tragedy or time of trial may lead us to spiritual renewal. The loss of a 
job might motivate us to review our financial strategy or change our priorities. You might 
finally decide to “get fit” and join a health club or find a workout buddy or you may work at 
healing broken relationships in your family.  

When my mother began to show signs of Alzheimer’s, my wife and I began making plans to 
deal with it. We knew she couldn’t handle her own affairs, so we convinced her to move in 
with us, sold our home, bought one closer to services and more suitable to her needs. I 
became her Power of Attorney and we began learning about the disease and resources 
available to caregivers. For three years our lives were dramatically altered. It would have 
been easy to lose ourselves in the black hole of my mother’s deepening dementia. Instead we 
used her life as an opportunity to reinvent ours, reminding ourselves of the value of service, 
connecting with others facing similar challenges and learning lessons that would benefit our 
children as we grew older.  

Those three years tested the four corners of our lives, each in turn and changing from day to 
day. There were the financial realities of Medicare and insurance, rules and regulations 
related to receiving federal funds when we applied for her entrance into the VA Home and tax 
considerations. At times her physical condition became the critical concern as we struggled to 
make our home safe for her and as she became weaker and more vulnerable. My relationships 
with her, with my wife and my siblings were challenged and deepened as together we faced 
the challenge of Mom growing old and caring for her. The Spiritual Corner of Life became a 
refuge and a battleground, depending on the day. This three-year journey might be compared 
to landing a 747 without instruments, in severe weather, balancing the craft so that it touches 
down without injury or loss. 



In your life you face circumstances that force you into one or more of these Corners. The 
challenge is to embrace them as part of God’s plan for your life. If “in all things God works for 
the good of those who love Him…,” then our part is to work to balance our lives in the 
process, giving the devil no opportunity to damage or destroy our faith.  

Over the years I have ministered to those who have lost jobs, become disabled, suffered the 
loss of a loved or the breakdown of a marriage. Depending on the way they respond and the 
support they seek from family, friends and God, they not only weather the storm, but also 
grow stronger for the storms to come. Of course, this is not always the case. Storms can be 
destructive and costly in the short term, but the rebuilding process in your life can leave you 
more balanced and effective as a person. 

So why do we start in the Spiritual Corner? The Apostle says, “We fix our eyes not on what is 
seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is 
eternal.” (2 Corinthians 4.18) This, of course, is not what we always do, but what we should 
do. We are spiritual by design, but everything around us, “the lust of he eyes, the lust of the 
flesh and the pride of life,” causes us to forget that. Then for two reasons we ought to pay 
special attention to this Corner of Life:  it is eternal and it is easily neglected in daily life. 

The Christian understands that everything is spiritual. The athlete is thankful for his body that 
is the “temple of the Holy Spirit.” The businessman seeks to be a good steward of the money 
God has given him. Every relationship is precious because it is rooted in a God who created us 
for relationship. So the secret to the Spiritual Corner of Life is remembering that you are, in a 
sense, always there. That’s hard to remember in a material world that caters to our humanity, 
but it’s true. The struggle between the flesh and the spirit will never cease in this life, so 
every day is a battle to maintain a spiritual outlook on our circumstances.  

That’s really the point isn’t it? We must have a long view of life that continually brings to 
mind what is not visible to the eyes. We know that things like faith, hope and love are 
infinitely more valuable to us than food, clothing or possessions, but somehow the material 
world wins out and we end up living most of our lives there. 

Ironically even the most tragic events can lead us to the Spiritual Corner of Life. The 
shootings at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut are one example. Joey 
Gay, autistic and severely apraxic, had turned seven just three days before and was looking 
forward to celebrating her birthday with friends two days after. In between her life was 
taken. In the midst of their grief, her parents shared,  

Although our family is devastated, we are deeply comforted in the knowledge that she 
is no longer scared or hurting and rests in the arms of our Savior, Jesus Christ. It is 
through His sufficient grace that we are able to get through this. Our innocent, 
trusting little girl stared into the face of unimaginable evil and overcame it in Christ. 
She was not alone in her courage. 

Not alone. In the Spiritual Corner of Life we are never alone. Wow and double wow! 

Did you ever have one of those moments when your mind finally wrapped itself around 
something important, something exciting that inspired you and lifted you up? Then you think 



to yourself, “How can I preserve this feeling so that it never leaves me again?” The key is 
realizing that it’s not the feeling but the truth that inspires it that must be preserved.  

So let’s explore some ways we can do just that. In the Spiritual Corner of Life we dwell on 
things that are true about God and true about ourselves. From there we live and move and 
have our being. From the inside out we become exactly what God designed us to be: spiritual 
beings living in a material world with a continual sense of eternity.  

AFFIRM THE TRUTH 

Truth can be irritating. We know we should care about it, live by it, teach it to our children 
continue to search it out. But just let it stand in the way of what we really want and bam! It’s 
like hitting a wall and suddenly the most important thing to us is getting around it.  

C.S. Lewis writes about this in his classic defense of the Christian faith, Mere Christianity. In 
a chapter entitled, “Right and Wrong as a Clue to the Meaning of the Universe,” he suggests 
that a sense of right and wrong is hard-wired in us, a kind of internal Law, and 

the moment anyone tells me I am not keeping it, there starts up in my mind a string of 
excuses as long as your arm. The question at the moment is not whether they are good 
excuses. The point is that they are one more proof of how deeply, whether we like it 
or not, we believe in the Law of Nature. 

That really is the point isn’t it? It is the difference between ethics and morality. Ethics says, 
“This is the right thing to do.” Morality says, “I will do the right thing.” That irritating voice 
inside of us that says, “Do this!” We might nod our head in agreement (that’s ethics) and then 
immediately devise a strategy to not to do it (that’s immorality).  

Affirming the truth doesn’t mean that we drum up a set of standards to live by or wish it into 
existence. Truth already exists and has for eternity in the character of God. He is the author 
of truth and since God doesn’t change, neither does truth. So in a sense, truth is outside of 
us, objective not subjective. We affirm it with out minds (that’s the inside part) and fix on it 
like we do a beautiful sunrise or sunset. The sun is there for us to appreciate and enjoy and 
we don’t worry at all that it will run its course without our help. 

Change is a fact of life. I am a creature of habit. Bad combination! But there is comfort for 
you and me in the words, "I the Lord do not change." (Malachi 3.6). I have often told people, 
"your rut is my groove.” I hate change and I embrace routine, and clinging to the character of 
God is the best way to tolerate changes in our lives. The unchanging character of God - His 
constant love, faithfulness, abiding presence and infinite wisdom, the true things - these 
ground me on the shifting sands of life. 

As a bonus, every year leaves behind proof of the things we know intellectually to be true. We 
see that, in fact, they are true! And guess what? God uses the changes to change us. So bring 
it on! 

When I was thirty I faced a major change. My wife and I decided to sell our house to fund 
further education for me that would lead to a career change. That’s three changes! Although 
we agreed on the decision, it felt a little like jumping off a cliff. During that time I ran across 



a verse from Jeremiah: “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.” (29.11). God gave these words 
to the prophet for the exiles who had been taken from Jerusalem to Babylon but they echoed 
across the centuries to me. I wrote the words on a piece of paper and taped them to our 
refrigerator. After we sold the house that scrap of truth followed us, taped and re-taped, 
marking out our future. 

Years later and now decades later the truth we affirmed – that God has plans and a future for 
us – have proven to be true. Affirming the truth is like drawing a line in the sands of your life. 
After a time you can return to see it and it becomes a permanent marker for your future.  

Surrounding yourself with changeable things – food that is consumed or spoils; clothes that 
you either wear out or outgrow; time that you waste or run out of – distracts you from the 
unchangeable things that are true. Find ways to affirm the truth using post it notes, filling a 
memory box or reminiscing with friends. Renew your vows, visit places from your past, keep a 
journal, do whatever it takes to affirm the things that are true and lasting. Fixate on these 
things.  

GUARD THE HEART 

The heart has a long and storied history in literature. Ancient philosophers used it as a 
metaphor to represent control of the body and mind. Poets pined for loves lost and found in 
words that came from the heart. Blaise Pascal, a mathematician/scientist/theologian/
philosopher of the 17th century, famously wrote, “The heart has its reasons of which reason 
knows nothing.” (Section IV On the Means of the Belief). Jesus made the connection between 
what comes out of us and what’s inside of us. “A good man brings good things out of the good 
stored up in his heart, and an evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. 
For the mouth speaks what the heart is full of.” (Luke 6.45) Maybe he was thinking of 
Solomon’s proverb, “Keep your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow the springs of 
life.” (4.23) 

The heart is one of those things that is easier to describe than to define. And yet we know 
that it is an inside thing that drives who we are, how we think and what we do. The truth 
enters our minds and sometimes takes root in the heart and “good things” come out. If we 
aim at mastering the Spiritual Corner of Life we need first to understand that it is hard. It is 
hard for two reasons. 

First, a change of heart is unnatural. Although there is that internal law of right and wrong 
built into us, there is a complicating factor called sin. The S word isn’t used much these days 
and doesn’t go well with our feel-good-about-yourself culture but it is as conspicuous as a 
serpent in a garden – oh wait, that’s exactly how the story goes! God created a garden of 
good things and the serpent-devil entered and changed everything. The change back is hard 
but is possible with God’s help. We’ll talk more about this in the next section, “Greater 
Control in Your Life.”  

Second, the heart is invisible. Not the organ of course, but the inside force of change it 
represents. Oh it’s strong, invincible even when it is set on doing good but things visible to 
the eyes easily overlook it. Things like scowls on faces, flies on walls and rot in the trunks of 
trees. These seem so striking and so real that the good things of the heart seem less real. 



What the bible calls the “the desires of the flesh, the desires of the eyes and the pride of 
life” move us in a totally different direction, and it becomes hard to follow the heart.  

Because of these one silly little thing can ruin your whole day. Oversleeping, overeating, 
overlooking the needs of others and overestimating your self-importance are all distractions 
that keep us from seeing what is good and what we should do or not do.  

Guarding the heart means working hard to live life on the inside. This is possible regardless of 
what is on the outside.  Remember, the serpent is in the garden but you are the keeper of the 
garden and that involves the hard work of planting, feeding, weeding and being constantly on 
your guard. And remember, you are not alone there. The Gardener is nearby and many others 
just like you who face the same struggles to live their lives on the inside. 

Change your heart so that good things come out. It’s not natural because of your sinful 
nature. It’s not visible, so it’s easy to overlook. But like anything else that’s worth doing, you 
will be glad you did, and it will set you up for success in life.  

INTEND THE GOOD 

This morning I worked out. It wasn’t easy and it wasn’t fun. I endured the pushing and pulling 
for forty-five minutes, stopping occasionally to wipe my brow and catch my breath. Then, 
finally, it was over. I lay on the floor exhausted and exhilarated.  

When I wonder whether I should do it, I remind myself why I do it. Several years ago I took 
Bob Phillips’s advice and wrote down the “Why?” It is taped to my basement wall now and 
reads, “I will focus on the things that are eternal – my relationship with God, my family and 
my soul. I will remember how my body health affects all of these, and I will try hard to do the 
things I should do and to put away the things I shouldn’t. When I am ready to give up, I will 
read these things again.” 

That’s 62 words, but only two are important: “I will….” Affirming the truth of these words and 
guarding my heart to keep them there do not insure that I will work out. Intention is the 
bridge that connects the inside and the outside. When it comes to working out, the words on 
the paper alone are not enough for me. I build my bridge the night before when I lay out my 
shorts, tee shirt and sweatband. I prepare a recovery drink and put it in the refrigerator. Then 
I go to the basement and put the DVD in the player for tomorrow’s workout. All of this says, “I 
will.”  

I mentioned the Puritans earlier. They spent a good deal of time living life inside. They took a 
careful, daily inventory of themselves, identifying struggles to do good, the temptations that 
stood in the way and strategies to overcome them. But almost every book they have left us 
points to the importance of intention in making life happen. That goes against the “boys will 
be boys” and “nobody’s perfect” attitude we carry around with us, but I think they are on to 
something. Here’s William Law again, chiding us for our lazy lack of intention: 

Let us not vainly content ourselves with the common disorders of our lives — the 
vanity of our expenses, the folly of our diversions, the pride of our habits — fancying 
that these are such imperfections as we fall into through the unavoidable weakness 
and frailty of our nature. Rather let us be assured that these disorders of our daily life 



are owing to this: that we (do not) intend to please God in all the actions of our life, 
as the best and happiest thing in the world. 

He nails it! I read those words and see myself in the mirror. I know my weaknesses and the 
truth is, I’m OK with them most of the time. “That’s just Greg being Greg.” I am more 
intentional about all of those outside things like food, clothing and shelter, than I am about 
fixing my flaws.  

We pay money to lawyers to make a Will in order to protect outside things. We want to make 
sure that they are protected and valuable assets are passed along to the people we choose. 
Maybe you need a Will to protect the spiritual assets of character and integrity; to state your 
intentions about how you will think, talk and act. 

If that sounds a little silly, just try it. Take a piece of paper and write the words “I will” five 
times in a column. Then take a moment to think what the rest of each sentence might say. 
These five sentences could change your life! They will act like gravity to ground your good 
intentions in real life. 

PREPARE THE HORSE! 

“The horse is made ready for the day of battle, but the victory belongs to the 
Lord.” (Proverbs 31.21) 

Like many references in ancient literature, centuries separate us from understanding their 
meaning. In these days of drones and smart bombs, it’s hard to appreciate the humble horse 
as a weapon of warfare. I understand that the earliest manual on horse training for warfare 
was written by a Hittite horse-master, Kikkuli, in 1350 BC. It is a painstaking plan to turn a 
horse into a warhorse. In all it’s a seven-month training regimen that aims at developing 
strong legs, a strong heart and reshaping the horse’s natural aversion to noise, blood and 
danger. It begins like this: 

Day 1. Pace one league, run two furlongs (furlong = 1/8 mile). Feed two handfuls 
grass, one of clover, and four handfuls barley. Graze all night. 

Day 2. Pace two and one half leagues (Hittite league = three miles), run two furlongs 
out. Run three furlongs, pace half a league home. Green grass at midday, followed by 
watering. Pace one league in evening. Feed grass and straw at night. 

Day 3. Pace two leagues in morning, one at night. No water all day. Grass at night… 

This goes on for seventy-five days! Horses used in close combat may have been taught, or at 
least permitted, to kick, strike, and even bite, thus becoming weapons themselves for the 
warriors they carried (Gravett, Tudor Knight; also A. Nyland) .  

If you adopted this principle as the sole means of preparing for life, it would just be a lot of 
hard work. It would become the survival of the fittest. Fortunately though the proverb above 
includes one more factor. “…the victory belongs to the Lord.” Ah, do you feel the weight 



lifted off of you? God expects you to prepare the horse, whatever that means from day to 
day, but he promises to be the difference maker.  

Some people aren’t comfortable with this tension between divine sovereignty and human 
responsibility, but I am! I don’t like to worry about outcomes, but I am willing to do 
everything in my power to move toward a goal if I know that God’s perfect wisdom and plan 
will make up for my weakness. So I will affirm what is true, guard and grow my heart, intend 
what is good and prepare the horse – but I will rest in the arms of God for whatever comes of 
it. 

You’ve probably never heard of Tony Verna, but if you’re a sports fan you should have. Tony 
was the inventor of instant replay, that repeat performance that we take for granted these 
days. In the pre-Tony era of television sports, viewers suffered through the terrible silences 
between play calls as commentators struggled to fill air space. Now even referees depend on 
replay to get it right “after review” while fans ogle the finest points of a play. Because of 
Tony this is the way it is.  

"If you change the way something's been done in life, and you change how it's done forever, I 
think that's the most important thing," he told the New York Times in 2008. "I changed the way 
things were normally done. That's very hard to do in life." 

When we engage God in the Spiritual Corner of Life, we become partners in change. That 
change can go on forever, even in the hardest things of life.  

THINKABOUT & DISCUSS 

• What are three “invisible things” that you value in the Spiritual Corner of Life? Which 
of the three do you need to give more attention to? 

• How have you or how should you affirm the important truths in your life? Spend time 
with a friend exchanging ideas for doing this. 

• Describe your greatest inside struggle. What can you do to guard your heart against it? 

• Can you relate to Tony Verna’s words: "I changed the way things were normally done. 
That's very hard to do in life." Why do you think this is so?  

CHAPTER 4:  THE PHYSICAL CORNER - LIVING IN THE FLESH 

In one sense there is not a moment in your life when you are not in the Physical Corner of 
Life. There is no out-of-body experience. For this reason staying fit, eating well and dealing 
with health issues are some of the greatest challenges you face. To maintain a high quality of 
life, it takes extra effort, and that is why self-help books on health & fitness can play an 
important role in keeping us on track. 



People of faith, however, often question the comparative value of the body in their pursuit of 
spiritual health, frequently invoking the Apostle Paul, “bodily training is of some value, 
godliness is of value in every way, as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life 
to come.” (1 Timothy 4.8). So when it comes to choosing we sometimes choose prayer over 
Pilates, witness over fitness.  

Jesus shattered our thinking about the spiritual and physical Corners of Life. “The Word 
became flesh and dwelt among us.” Ok, so we don’t have to choose? Jesus didn’t. He wept 
and walked on water. He grew tired and performed miracles. He was tempted, yet did not 
sin. In these things Jesus modeled our existence, not for imitation (ever tried to walk on 
water?) but for our appreciation. We ought never choose between the physical and spiritual 
but live gratefully in both. 

It’s not a competition. But tell that to the early Church that for two centuries battled various 
“isms” that sprang from a refusal to accept the nature of Jesus, choosing between his 
humanity and his divinity. It took them a while to process the incarnation and sometimes it 
got messy. Phillip Jenkins offers this summary of what happened when the Church became too 
spiritually minded: 

The visible material world was created by Satan, who also created Adam and Eve, and 
who inspires the continuation of the human race. Conception and birth are tools of the 
Devil. Mary was an angel, rather than a human woman, and Jesus was not born from 
her in any conventional human sense. The Crucifixion and Resurrection both occurred 
only as illusions rather than material realities. As Satan is the God of the Old 
Covenant, true Christians must reject the Old Testament and its prophets. Christians 
should also reject other material symbols, including the water of baptism, the 
sacrament of the Eucharist, icons, relics, and the cross. They must spurn the cult of 
saints and the Virgin. The institutional church and its liturgy are diabolical, and 
contrary to the wishes of the true God, who sent Jesus to enlighten and free the 
world. (http://www.patheos.com/blogs/anxiousbench/2013/05/3159/) 

Crazy things can happen in your thinking and, therefore, in your life when you divorce the 
worlds of spirit and flesh.  

Balance is the key. In doing so there is room for self-denial and simplicity. St. Francis of Assisi 
notably referred to his body as “Brother Ass.” He shied away from the extreme discipline of 
some, insisting however on “a Holy obedience (that) confounds all bodily and fleshly desires 
and keeps the body mortified to the obedience of the spirit and to the obedience of one's 
brother and makes a man subject to all the men of this world.” (Salutation of the Virtues) The 
name “Brother” was endearing as “Ass” was instructive, a reminder that he lived in a body 
that was, in many ways, no different that the animals, stubborn and not easily led. I suppose 
you would say we have a love/hate relationship with the Physical Corner of Life. And that’s as 
it should be.  

A proper appreciation of your body, so long as it doesn’t become obsessive, will help every 
other area of your life. Eating well, exercising and managing your sleep patterns are 
investments that pay off at work, in your relationships and in the spiritual life. In Chapter 7, 

http://www.patheos.com/blogs/anxiousbench/2013/05/3159/


“Balancing Acts,” I will suggest a strategy to help you avoid the mistakes of the early Church, 
but for now, let’s begin at the beginning, Genesis. 

THE GENESIS FACTOR 

When you think about it, it’s amazing that after all these years – centuries and millennia – 
scientists still argue about the origin of the universe. On a recent visit to my dentist I leafed 
through a copy of a science magazine that featured a cover story on the most recent “Crisis in 
Physics,” the likelihood that the long accepted theory of “super symmetry” that has been 
used to explain the dark matter of the universe would be dismissed. Horrors! 

This kind of thing is too inside-baseball for me. I nearly flunked Chemistry in high school, 
being spared by my teacher who just happened to be my uncle. There are many other internal 
debates. One of the most interesting is the nagging question of what predated the Big Bang 
(that of course assumes you believe in the Big Bang). It’s one thing to believe that there was, 
in the beginning, an enormous explosion that pushed the universe outward and continues to 
do so. But ask Big Bang believers what caused the explosion and what existed before it?  

Silence. 

Well not exactly silence, but rather endless controversy as scientists put forward theories like 
virtual particles and black holes. One popular explanation is that our universe was the 
outgrowth of another universe… but wait! But where did that come from? To my simple mind 
each new theory begs the question, “How do we explain the existence of matter as we travel 
back, back, back, back into time?”  

Here’s a thought: “By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command, 
so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible.” (Hebrews 11.3) There I said it, or 
rather, God said it. Let the scientists and the theologians battle it out, but for now let’s 
assume that what the Bible says is true, and let’s travel back, back, back, back to the Book of 
Genesis.  

The story of beginnings in the first book of the Bible is not, as I previously pointed out, a story 
of a mad scientist, Dr. Frankenstein and his assistant, Igor, conspiring in a fit of madness.  
Rather it is a carefully designed plan to create a universe that responds to and depends upon 
its creator. The story begins simply enough with the words, “In the beginning God created the 
heavens and the earth.” Man, however, is nowhere to be found until later when we read, 
“Then God said, ‘Let us make mankind in our own image.’”  

You could say that man was the ultimate creation. He was the last in a series of creations – 
first the heavens and earth, then the light, waters, vegetation, animals and, finally, man. 
That’s not to say you are an afterthought, but rather that you entered a world that was 
furnished for you, carefully crafted not to entertain you but to be a place for service and 
worship.  

What does all this have to do with the Physical Corner of Life? Well for one thing, God was 
intentional. It all began with his words, “Let us…” and all through the process of creation, He 
affirmed, “It was good.” God made no mistakes in Man 1.0. Adam was a perfectly designed 
creature, custom made to live and enjoy life in the Garden of Eden and beyond.  



Because God was intentional, our life in the flesh is purposeful. We are neither hollow men 
wandering aimlessly in a world without meaning nor robots going through the motions that 
God has ordained. Instead we are partners with God, purposefully fulfilling His will for our 
lives.  

The moment God breathed life into the man he created, Adam started living the purposeful 
life. Enter sin. From that point a struggle ensued between the flesh and the spirit. Over the 
centuries this struggle has been misunderstood as being between good and evil. Gnosticism, 
one of those isms mentioned earlier, popularized the notion that the way to happiness is to 
deny the flesh and release the spirit. In their theology, a lesser god created the material 
universe while the chief deity created the spiritual universe. Therefore the goal of every 
person is to win the battle of the spirit against the flesh.  

Lies, lies, lies! God created all things good. The Bible affirms the Physical Corner of Life and 
teaches the importance of stewardship so that our bodies are instruments of worship as 
temples of the Holy Spirit. So the struggle is real, but the goal is clear: to master our bodies 
and bring them under the control of the Holy Spirit, to live unashamedly and joyfully in the 
flesh. 

BACK TO BIOLOGY 

You might say that Biology is the mirror of creation. It doesn’t create anything new but only 
“mirrors” what exists. Scientists draw conclusions and pose theories based on what they see, 
but the source is what God has revealed in the physical world. It is, therefore, a good starting 
point in understanding the Physical Corner of Life. 

My biology teacher made a big mistake letting me sit in the back of the room. Biology was 
just before gym and I spent class time daydreaming about my next class. Mr. Bianchi 
employed a totally inappropriate – but effective – strategy to bring me back. He grabbed an 
eraser (this was in the days of blackboards and chalk) and aimed for my head. Whether he hit 
it or not, he embarrassed me into learning.  

I have always been a big picture guy. Molecules and amoeba failed to fascinate me, but I 
actually enjoyed learning about the various systems that power the body. For the purpose of 
illustration let’s review four of them. 

The digestive system refers to the elaborate process by which we eat, digest and eliminate 
food. In the process we convert food into energy and draw nutrients to feed the entire body. 
The respiratory system provides oxygen for our cells and eliminates the waste product of 
carbon dioxide. Our circulatory system pumps the blood that carries oxygen and nutrients 
throughout the body. The nervous system is our communication system that takes messages 
from the brain and sends them through the spinal cord and sensory nerves throughout the 
body.  

These and other marvels of the human body are explained nowhere in the Bible. Marvelers, 
most of them scientists, have learned about them through observation. But even without 
scientific documentation, David reflected on the human body and worshiped, “I praise you, 
for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.” (Psalm 139.14).  



The human body is a little bit like your house. You wake up, flip a switch beside your bed and 
a light goes on. You stumble to the bathroom, turn on the faucet and splash water on your 
face. Downstairs you find the remote, push a button and the television comes on. Without 
thinking much about it, you enjoy the benefit of “systems” that were designed into your 
house, the electrical, plumbing and sewer. It’s all there! Biology, whether you are a good 
student or not, teaches us that there is a Designer behind the Physical Corner of Life.  

Living in the flesh is a privilege, a miracle of divine intention. Something special happens 
when we view life like this. We become more conscious of the physical world, beginning with 
our own bodies and mindful of what we take in with our five senses. The Mindfulness 
movement, mentioned earlier in Chapter One, is rooted in this consciousness. Unfortunately it 
doesn’t reach beyond to appreciate the Creator God.  

So you’re thinking, “Being mindful of God’s creation is easy when the sun is out and when the 
physical world is at its best. When my body is healthy and strong, when all is well in this 
Corner of Life.” But actually the opposite is true. Sure, we enjoy good weather and good food 
and the “good life.” But our best and closest connection to the physical world is when there is 
a bridge that connects us to the spiritual and the God who made both.  

As a young Christian I was privileged to know Mr. Clements. I know that now, I didn’t then. He 
and his wife had labored long in the church we attended and, when I met them, they were 
both in their eighties. At some point Mrs. Clements began attending alone. She explained to 
everyone that her husband had cancer and his treatments, over time, weakened him to point 
that he was bed-ridden. Living in the same town as us, someone must have approached my 
older brother about visiting him occasionally. He and a Christian friend began to do this and 
the visits soon became a weekly Bible study. 

Thursday evening became the appointed time when they (and occasionally I tagged along) 
would show up on their front porch, and Mrs. Clements would lead us through the kitchen and 
living room to his bedroom. I can still remember the dim lighting and smell of medication. 
Careful to preserve the night for him, she stopped at the door, thanked us quietly with a 
smile, and retreated for an hour. 

There she would leave us, sitting beside his hospital bed. He was always delighted to see us 
although a bit confused (some nights were worse than others). Speech impaired, he would 
have us read a passage from the Bible then he would comment on it. Gazing beyond the 
ceiling, he became impassioned and lifted his hands as he mumbled. We struggled to 
understand his words and filled awkward silences with ours.  

The exercise was difficult for me and I honestly dreaded the Thursday nights I agreed to go, 
wondering to myself what possible good we were doing. Now I know. We were a bridge for 
him between his grim earthly condition and the spiritual world that has no boundaries. It was 
totally worth it. There on Thursday nights I learned not ever to separate the physical and 
spiritual Corners of Life. And I learned to worship. 

THE VERTICAL LIFE:  WORSHIP 

None less that Jonathan Edwards, that great eighteenth century Puritan light, understood and 
taught about the importance of worship in this world.  



I don't suppose that any understanding men, of whatsoever sect or opinion, will say 
that God is really pleased with bodily worship as such, that is, that merely such and 
such gestures and motions of body are what delights him as a part of virtue; but only 
as they are helps to the exercise of real virtue and the worship of the mind. Now there 
is an indissoluble, unavoidable association, in the minds of the most rational and 
spiritual, between things spiritual and things bodily. (The Miscellanies, 101) 

The Gnostics just didn’t get this. It’s not a competition, but a union that lifts our bodies and 
all things physical to a higher point. If you want a reason and a motivation to eat well and 
stay fit it’s right here. It turns out that “Brother Ass,” while stubborn and flawed, is 
nonetheless an object of God’s favor and useful to his purpose. The lowly body is an exalted 
temple of worship.  

The Apostle Paul explains this passionately in Romans 12.1, “I appeal to you therefore, 
brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 
acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.” Wow, just like that Paul bridges the 
spiritual and physical – just like Jesus did! We are, like him, to offer ourselves up to God as 
our own act of worship.  

How we do this differs from day to day. Jack Easterby, the chaplain of my New England 
Patriots, has been a significant influence behind the scenes on the team members. He often 
reads the Competitor's Creed before a game.  

I am a Competitor now and forever. I am made to strive, to strain, to stretch and to 
succeed in the arena of competition. My attitude on and off the field is above 
reproach, my conduct beyond criticism. Whether I am preparing, practicing or playing, 
I submit to God’s authority and those He has put over me. I respect my coaches, 
officials, teammates and competitors out of respect for the Lord. 

I’m not suggesting (neither is Jack) that God plays favorites on the football field, but that our 
most physical pursuits can be opportunities to submit to God and offer back to him as 
worship.  

Think of worship as vertical living, giving ourselves up to God. Most of what we do in the body 
we do for ourselves or for others. Worship is directed toward God. Remember that children’s 
song, “O Be Careful Little Eyes?” There are seven verses, each with a warning first to eyes, 
then ears, tongue, hands, feet, heart and mind to be careful…. “For the father up above is 
looking down in love…” The song is profound in its simplicity. Living vertically before a 
sovereign God is key to living successfully in the flesh.  

This sticks a finger in the eye of Gnosticism. It says, “Not only is the physical world good, but 
it was ‘very good’ at the beginning, God said, and I am determined to offer it back to him as 
a spiritual exercise of worship.” Behind the physical acts of Jesus, especially the crucifixion 
was an attitude of worship. He “came not to be served but to serve and to give his life as a 
ransom for many.” (Matthew 20.28). How very different this is than the attitude of the Selfie 
culture today. Feeling good and looking good as am end in itself drives a multi-billion dollar 
market of books, videos, food and supplements. That’s so horizontal! 



Like most things Christian, they exist from the inside out. They originate in the heart and 
come out in words and deeds. So sing it with me, “O be careful little mind what you think…”  

  

THE HORIZONTAL LIFE:  STEWARDSHIP 

If worship is vertical living, then stewardship is horizontal living and no less important. What 
we do and don’t do to our bodies, the way we treat the environment, the way we use our 
money (see “The Financial Corner of Life”), and our kindness to animals of all kinds, including 
humans, lays the foundation for worship. 

There is a special place in my heart for pet lovers. I am one. The adage, “almost human” is 
only hyperbole to those outside of our circle. It’s true, they are almost human. They become 
part of the family, and when they pass it goes deep. We raised our two children into their 
early teen years with a pet-sibling named Shiloh, a Corgi-Chihuahua mix. His last enemy was 
cancer, and he faced it bravely, whimpering himself to sleep at night in extreme pain. After 
his battle ended, I posted this in my blog: 

Shiloh, a cuddly little Corgi-Chihuahua mix, came into our lives some twelve years ago. 
Today we said goodbye. He sat on my lap all the way to the vets in Henniker. And all 
the way I worked to convince myself this was the best decision for him and us. A 
growth on his belly had taken over his life, leaving him uncomfortable and in pain. 

I thought it would be hard to leave him with the doctor. It was. But the hardest part 
was walking out of the clinic holding his collar. I made it a mile or so to Dunkin' Donuts 
and pulled into a parking lot to weep and for the first time I wondered about the soul 
of a pet and Shiloh's place in God's universe. I stumbled on these verses in Job: "You 
have only to ask the cattle, for them to instruct you, and the birds of the sky, for them 
to inform you. The creeping things of earth will give you lessons, and the fish of the 
sea provide you an explanation: there is not one such creature but will know that the 
hand of God has arranged things like this! In his hand is the soul of every living thing 
and the breath of every human being!" (Job 12.7-10). 

Shiloh taught us much about love, loyalty and commitment. I believe he is in God's 
hands now. Rest in peace, Buddy. 

Caring deeply for the persons and things of this world honors the God who made them and is 
part of our responsibility as stewards. 

Before we leave the Physical Corner of Life, I will suggest that there are three good reasons 
why we live life horizontally. The first is identity. Horizontal living reminds you of who you are 
– and who you are not. You are the creature, not the Creator. You are a worshiper not the one 
worshiped. You are an eternal spirit in a temporal body; God is the eternal Spirit. Those of us 
who live in the flesh need these reminders continually. It keeps us away from the temptation 
of self-worship and the devil’s taunt, “You shall be as gods.” The steward is only a guardian of 
things belonging to another and does not worship the things themselves. 



A second reason for horizontal living is responsibility. Identity is knowing who you are. 
Responsibility takes that a step further to the things you do (or don’t do). We who are gifted 
to write should express ourselves in words for the benefit of others, either to entertain or 
inform. We who are wealthy have the privilege and responsibility to share our wealth and 
ease the sufferings of others in need. Even the ordinary things of life present opportunities to 
serve. Cars, homes, friendships, family meals and vacations all carry a responsibility to 
engage and serve others.  

Finally, consider the horizontal influence you have living in the flesh, beginning with your own 
family and working outwards toward others. The next chapter will focus on the importance of 
relationships and how, for better or worse, our lives extend beyond ourselves into the world 
in which Jesus said you were to be light and salt. How very different life in the world 
becomes when we set out to realize God’s intention for us here. 

THINKABOUT & DISCUSS 

• How should God’s repeated pronouncement at creation, “It was good,” change the 
way you think about the physical world? 

• Biology is the mirror of creation. What’s the difference between a window and a 
mirror? What window has God given us to view the creation? 

• In what ways do we tend to think like Gnostics? How does this make growing our faith 
more difficult? 

• Which is more challenging to you, Vertical Living or Horizontal Living, and why? 

CHAPTER 5: THE RELATIONAL CORNER - LIFE TOGETHER 

Stepping into the Relational Corner of Life feels natural. It should. We were made for 
relationships. It’s part of that “Genesis Factor.” Some of us frolic and thrive here while others 
of us step lightly and reluctantly. For we have either been happy or hurt in our relationships 
and most of us have experienced a bit of both. Once we understand the “Why?” of 
relationships it will help us appreciate the role they play in balancing our lives. 

Looking back over my life I can truthfully say that I have only had two difficult relationships. 
My definition for this is a relationship that doesn’t grow and doesn’t change for the good. It 
stays the same and the problems and issues that make it difficult repeat themselves over and 
over again. So why bother? Unless I answer that question, I will simply avoid difficult 
relationships or relationships in general. But that wouldn’t be healthy because, again, we 
were made for relationships. 

Think for a moment how much of life’s pain grows out of broken relationships? As a minister I 
have witnessed the wreckage. My earliest experience was in my first church. A sixteen year-
old girl asked to meet with me to discuss her problems. She began by saying, “Can I tell you 
something and you promise you won’t tell me parents?” I foolishly agreed, but later had to 
break my promise when she explained that she was considering taking her own life because 
she was so unhappy at home. I learned from that experience about the importance of the 



“Why?” When we understand the purpose of relationships we are less likely to avoid them and 
more committed to investing in them. 

Our children had the advantage of living in a stable, two-parent home, witnessing our 
“discussions,” our shortcomings and our selfish acts. At the same time they have seen our 
unconditional commitment to each other, our enduring love for one another and have 
witnessed the healing power of the words, “I’m sorry” and “I forgive you.” My wife and I 
came from families that were in some sense “broken.” Sin does that. But God’s grace heals, 
and that healing extends to even the most difficult relationships.  

To those of you who have given up on a marriage, a friendship or someone in your life who is 
just too difficult, I challenge you to take a step back and reconsider. Not all relationships 
heal, but all deserve the chance. 

BONHEOFFER’S EXPERIMENT 

Dietrich Bonheoffer was an unlikely advocate for relationships. A bit of a recluse by nature, 
he absorbed the passion of his father, a scientist, and of his mother, a devout Christian. At the 
age of 18 he had dedicated himself to become a theologian like his grandfather. His primary 
relationships were with his books, his professors and his thoughts.  

In 1923 at the age of sixteen he began studying theology and at twenty-one, after five years 
in the spiritual seedbed of Berlin, among the greatest theologians of the day, he emerged as 
one of them, presenting his doctoral thesis on the “Communion of Saints,” theology-speak for 
relationships within the Church. The original document is available free online, but be 
prepared for a major brain drain! It’s deep stuff. It would not be dumbing it down, however, 
to simply say that his position was and continued to be throughout his life, that Christian 
community exists only in the social context we call the Church. In fact, your individual 
identity depends on that fellowship of believers. In Bonheoffer’s words, “The Christian 
concept of the person is real only in sociality.”  

It was Hitler who forced Bonheoffer’s theory into practice. In a 1933 radio broadcast he 
warned the German public of following a leader who would surely become a “misleader.” The 
broadcast was cut short by the authorities and his life took an abrupt turn. Refusing to be a 
part of the compromising Church in Germany he accepted the pastorate of two German-
speaking churches in London. Two years later in 1935 the so-called “Confessing Church” which 
had publicly dissed the Nazi way, invited Bonheoffer to secretly train young German pastors. 

The three-year experiment in a cloistered fellowship of twenty-five young pastors in 
Pomerania, on the southeaster border of Germany, grew into a history lesson on the anatomy 
and importance of relationships. There in the midst of fear and commitment – two principles 
that often define and destroy our relationships – Bonheoffer wrote Life Together, a kind of 
manual for community.  

The book bears little resemblance to the modern chatter about relationships. The small 
groups in our church worked our way through it and everyone was struck at how different it 
was, both in its language and its ideas. Far from the talk of personal space and quality time, 
Bonheoffer launches three ideas: First, true community exists only in and through Jesus 



Christ. Second, community is not a dream to be chased but a divine reality to be embraced. 
Third, community is achieved through the daily exercise of loving service.  

COMMUNITY 

Many people who have never achieved community still chase the dream. A friend of mine has 
journeyed through a dozen churches and failed to get there. He laments that people are not 
willing to invest the time necessary to develop community. “Maybe you’re standard is too 
high,” I counter.  

“Too high? Like Christ and the Church?” 

He has a point. The gold standard of community is the relationship that Christ has with his 
Church. Bonheoffer’s contribution to the discussion is the idea that community is a reality not 
a dream. Sure imperfect people can’t achieve perfect community, but it’s worth a solid 
effort. In his words,  

God hates visionary dreaming. It makes the dreamer proud and pretentious. The man 
who fashions a visionary ideal of community demands that it be realized by God, by 
others and by himself. He enters the community of Christians with his demands, sets 
up his own law, and judges the brethren and God Himself accordingly. 

It’s important that we embrace the community of imperfect people whenever it presents 
itself rather than hold out for the dream, whatever it is.  

One other thing, and it is the most important of his three principles above. Community is only 
possible in Jesus Christ. Uh oh, intolerance alarms are screaming! “Are you saying that only 
Christians can achieve community?” Of course not, community is a distinctly human thing. But 
if you’re a Christian you have the added benefit of being part of a community of faith that 
depends not on your communication skills or personality traits but upon the character and 
work of Christ. Remember the first two words of our verse, “I came that they may have life 
and have it abundantly.” 

It’s important that we embrace the community of imperfect people where it presents itself 
rather than chasing the impossible dream. At the risk of turning our back on decades of feel-
good relationship blather and self-help books, let’s assume for our purposes that what 
Bonheoffer said is actually true. What if achieving balance in the Relational Corner of Life was 
as simple as one, two, three?  

1. Community if possible only in and through Jesus Christ – After all I started this book, with 
Jesus’ words, “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.” This pretty much 
takes care of the “in and through” part. Jesus saw himself as on a Mission Possible, to bring us 
a balanced life and that includes healthy relationships that are rooted in what he 
accomplished with his life, death and resurrection.  

With this in mind, turn your mind 180 degrees away from what you have probably been 
taught. The Narcissistic view of relationships that grows out of “I, Me, Me, Mine” thinking, 
now becomes an outward focus on Jesus. Remember Narcissus? He was that mythical 
character that fell in love with his own reflection in a pool of water and died from the sorrow 



and impossibility of loving himself. Relationships are hard, “complicated” as they say, but 
finding and nurturing a relationship with Jesus makes it easier because he is our perfect 
friend.  

Think of all those things that make relationships hard; lack of trust, selfishness, spite, failure 
to communicate, lack of attention, leaving the toilet seat up or leaving dishes in the sink, and 
more. What if we never had to worry about them? What if we never needed to watch our back 
when we stepped inside a relationship? That is actually the case with Jesus. Narcissus died 
admiring his reflection in a pool, concerned about no one other than himself. Jesus died on a 
cross, offering himself up for us with no thought for himself.  

Do you see now why Bonheoffer said that community is only possible through Jesus? An old 
hymn says it well. “What a friend we have in Jesus! All our sins and griefs to bear…” That 
friend of mine who continues his endless journey through churches seeking community is not 
wrong for chasing the dream. He would only be wrong for giving up. The best relationship 
advice you will ever get is to become like Jesus, the perfect friend. The closer we get to him, 
the closer we come to the dream of community. 

2. Community is not a dream to be chased, but a divine reality to be embraced – The problem 
with dreams is that they often have no basis in truth. Many are downright creepy. A few nights 
ago I dreamed I was a prisoner in a cave somewhere in the hills of the Deep South. There 
were cowboys and there were cars. People I knew over the years played various roles in my 
dream and it was my job to protect them from a serial killer. I woke while I was on the run, so 
I don’t know how it all turned out.  

The nature of dreams – except those that come from God – is that they are products of the 
mind. One definition is, ““a sequence of sensations, images, emotions, and thoughts passing 
through a sleeping person’s mind.” (http://serendip.brynmawr.edu/exchange/node/1798) 
That seems about right to me. Most of our dreams are factually incorrect and are 
contradicted by the real world as we know it.  

This speaks to Bonheoffer’s point that many Christians come with their own dream of what 
community should be like. It has no basis in fact, is not found in the Bible, but has lodged for 
some reason in our minds and becomes the standard by which we measure community. When I 
was a young Christian in the 1970’s, a popular chant among us was, “Don’t give us religion, 
give us Jesus!” That sounded good, but I was repeatedly disillusioned by older Christians who 
created their own makeshift religion in the name of Jesus. They had a dream, but it was not 
rooted in the Jesus revealed in the New Testament. Scary stuff! 

Out of concern that his students held tight to the scripture, Bonheoffer perhaps erred on the 
side of caution. “God is not a God of the emotions but a God of the truth.” Some might 
object, “But I feel community when it’s real. It’s packed with emotion!” Maybe the secret is 
making sure the emotion grows out of community and not the other way around. I think this is 
what Bonheoffer was getting at. 

Simply put, community is a divine reality because, in the same way we were born into a 
family, we are both part of the human family created by God and, if you are a Christian, part 
of the Church family. There is no need to create a community, you are part of one. Embrace 
it. 

http://serendip.brynmawr.edu/exchange/node/1798


3. Community is achieved through the daily exercise of loving service – We are put off by two 
words: “daily” and “service.” All we hear is hard work, and it’s not at all what our culture 
teaches us. Community, we think, shouldn’t be hard, it should be fun. We have relationships 
because they “fulfill us” and “meet out needs” for support and encouragement. I, me, me, 
mine.  

Jesus lived and taught differently. “…the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve and 
to give his life a ransom for many.” (Mark 10.45). This was hard work and not always fun. The 
so-called Servant Passages or Servant Songs in the Book of Isaiah describe the Messiah as 
coming in just this way. Oddly enough it is the way of community. Making a daily effort to 
serve others is the surest way to build relationships.  

It is fascinating how communities come together in times of crisis. When we are behaving 
humanly, the needs of others draw us into relationship by bringing out the best in our sense of 
community. Stories to the contrary are hard to hear. Consider the well-known story of Kitty 
Genovese. The New York Times headline on March 27th, 1964 reported her murder nearly two 
weeks after it occurred with the troubling headline, “37 Who Saw Murder Didn't Call the 
Police; Apathy at Stabbing of Queens Woman Shocks Inspector.” The story became the basis 
for what is known as the “Genovese Syndrome,” a growing apathy that characterized the 
culture of the 1960’s. 

Even though scrutiny has debunked much of the Genovese story (https://
www.psychologytoday.com/blog/psychology-yesterday/201401/the-genovese-syndrome), it 
refuses to go away. The scary thought that people actually ignored the murder of a neighbor 
has resulted in community enhancements including urban renewal and the empowerment of 
women. What we know by experience is that, in most cases, the needs of others draw out our 
desire to help and serve others.  

A more normal reaction to tragedy is empathy. A few towns away from us a police officer was 
shot and killed while responding to a domestic dispute. In the year that followed there were 
tributes, both public and private. Friends launched an online charity which, to date, has 
raised $100,000. Not quite a year after his death, two local men organized an annual 
memorial 5K race to honor his memory. About 2000 runners, four times the expected field, 
participated and funds were raised to send the town’s police department to a memorial 
ceremony in Washington D.C.. 

Money generally follows relationships. One of the event’s organizers remarked, “We don’t do 
it because we really want to raise a scholarship. We really want everyone to never forget and 
always remember this man who has unfortunately died keeping our community safe. That’s 
the way I look at it. It’s nothing any more complicated. It’s just about honoring somebody.” 
Loving service, whether it occurs in the home, the workplace or in the most difficult 
circumstances, creates community. 

UNITY 

When a family, church or town comes together we are right to call it “community.” Unity is 
even harder to achieve and isn’t always possible. Community can happen sporadically, tied to 
an event or time. Unity is a collection of diverse individuals or groups moving in the same 



direction. Who does that! Sure we’ll come together for a church supper or a Memorial Day 
parade, but we go from there to live life in our own ways.  

Unity is not only harder to achieve, it’s hard to understand, so let’s start there. Why are these 
“diverse individuals or groups moving in the same direction?” It’s not because they all agree 
on everything, they don’t. They might, however, agree on one thing. Take Red Sox Nation, the 
name given to Boston Red Sox fans. Like most sports fanatics we agree on one thing, the 
home team. After that we’re all over the map. We are plumbers, college students, CEO’s and, 
yes, ministers like me. Our earnings are different, our politics are different. We run the 
gambit in age, race, gender and religion. But put us in the room and we’ll agree on one thing: 
we love our Red Sox. 

Unity is not unanimity, nor is it equality or geography. It is something else very special. Seth 
Godin helps us to understand what’s going on when people move in the same direction. In his 
book Tribes, he identifies them as a  “group of people connected to one another, connected 
to a leader, and connected to an idea. For millions of years, human beings have been part of 
one tribe or another. A group needs only two things to be a tribe: a shared interest and a way 
to communicate.” 

The Relational Corner of Life comes into balance when we align ourselves with others, in 
large or small groups, with a goal of achieving both community and unity. Being part of 
someone else’s life and, in special cases, part of a movement or “tribe” move us toward the 
social identity God created for us. “It is not good for man to be alone.” 

Let’s take Godin’s idea out for a spin. He says unity takes place when people are connected to 
one another, to a leader and to an idea. That’s pretty much how Bonheoffer describes 
community. But Godin goes further to suggest that these connected people share a common 
interest and a way to communicate. As a serial coffee drinker in coffee shops I can attest to 
this. My wife can’t understand this behavior. She calls it loitering, but there is a tribe that 
shows up every morning with a shared interest both in coffee and in the public energy of 
souls. We communicate face to face. Call us a tribe.is a young lady in our church who is a 
self-identified introvert. After graduating from high school, she suffered a grand maul seizure 
and, after extensive tests, was diagnosed with Encephalitis. Her life is on hold while doctors 
seek an effective treatment other than steroids. During this time she became a Christian and 
now sees the need to find relationship in the Church. She posted this on her Facebook page:  

I just want to say that this morning at church was really nice. I know I'm one who 
tends to keep to myself and leaves right after service. Today was different. I tried 
harder to open up and talk with others and even stayed after to listen to everyone's 
ideas for the church. I'm teaching myself to open up more and let others in. It's okay 
to share stories and thoughts. It's okay to become vulnerable. I guess you could say I'm 
pushing myself to be myself. I'm just so happy and feel blessed. Thank you, everyone! 

“Pushing myself to be myself.” I like that! Being one with others is who we are by design. 
That means community and sometimes unity. She is on her way to both. 

Whether you are, like me, already a member of a tribe or like Dominique in search of one, 
think of the journey as not so much chasing after a dream as embracing the reality that exists 
in Christ. Enjoy the journey! Push yourself to be yourself, as God intended you to be.  



So now do you understand the “Why?” of relationships? Why relationships? Because your true 
identity is not in yourself, but in others, beginning with Christ. That’s easier said than done 
for some of us, but however “complicated” a relationship is, the investment pays off big 
time.  

RELATIONSHIP CIRCLES 

It’s funny the things you remember. I recall meeting some of my wife’s family for the first 
time, an aunt and uncle and her grandfather, Paul. Paul was a towering giant of a man, a 
semi-pro baseball catcher in the days of Babe Ruth, Ty Cobb and Walter Johnson. I sat on a 
sofa opposite him while the others were chatting in the kitchen nearby. In his old age his sight 
had deteriorated and he walked with a cane. He knew all about me from my fiancée, and I 
thought her report would cushion my visit. I was wrong. We sat silent for a time, and then, 
leaning toward me, he pointed his cane to my feet, made eye contact and said, “You take 
care of her. She’s something special.”  

Gramps, who passed away several years ago, was not a Christian but he instinctively 
understood that marriage works when the husband takes care of his wife. I’ve never forgotten 
that lesson and it has informed that last thirty-seven years of my marriage. Among other 
things, it taught me to prioritize that relationship above all others under my relationship with 
God. 

All of us step in and out of relationships every day, some by choice and some not. “You don’t 
choose your family,” they say. That’s also true for neighbors and fellow-workers. Other 
relationships we pursue for one reason or another. It may be a romantic interest or a desire 
for knowledge or services. It’s easy to become overwhelmed as we struggle to adapt and 
adjust to each one. 

With so many people coursing through our lives, it may be helpful to incorporate a little 
Geometry. The humble circle is a useful tool in separating the relationships in our lives so that 
we can manage them better. A man named Abraham Kuyper, a Dutch journalist and theologian 
of the late nineteenth century, first suggested the idea. He observed that “the individual 
exists only in groups and the whole can reveal itself only in those groups. One may refer to 
the parts of this one great instrument as wheels, spring-drive on their own axels, or call them 
spheres, each filled with its own exciting life-spirit.” (http://
www.reformationalpublishingproject.com/pdf_books/Scanned_Books_PDF/
SphereSovereignty_English.pdf) This idea of “sphere sovereignty,” became a way of looking at 
relationships. Kuyper insisted that every relationship given by God has intrinsic value and 
should be treated with respect.  

Respect. That’s a great place to begin. It’s hard to go further in a relationship if you don’t 
feel respected or don’t respect someone else. It’s true that respect must be earned, but 
thinking of every relationship as valuable because it is God-given is a good start. After that 
the relationship can grow.  

Now back to Geometry. There are different ways of picturing relationships. A familiar one is a 
series of concentric circles that begin with you and work outward to spouse, family, friends, 
etc. I prefer one that (see below) divides those concentric circles into quadrants (http://
trainingpack.personcentredplanning.eu/index.php/en/communityconnecting/relationships) 
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that different kinds of relationships (family, friends, etc.) are assigned values or weights (very 
important, would like to get to know, etc.). We’ll dig into this more in Chapter 10. For now 
let’s just agree that relationships are different, but all relationships are important. 

Social scientists believe that relationships are important because they meet a fundamental 
human need. That’s a half-truth. Yes, we need relationships; we are social beings by design. 
But our fundamental human need is for God. With the words, “I have come…” Jesus shattered 
the myth that human relationships alone can satisfy. Our deepest satisfaction is found in and 
through Christ who is the basis for all other relationships.  

BREAKING THE BUBBLE 

Let’s bottom-line it: When we withdraw from others and live in a bubble, either because 
we’re introverts or because we’ve been scared off by bad relationships, we are trying to be 
someone else. That’s not who God created us to be. With Dominique you need to “push 
yourself to be yourself.” I’ve talked about the Intentional Life a bit and will discuss it further 
in Chapter 9, but for now it’s enough to say that we must intentionally break the bubble. That 
may mean forcing yourself to meet people, to work on a difficult relationship or making a 
long overdue phone call to someone you have cut out of your life. Those actions will follow 
your intention.  

Bonheoffer was on to something, the idea that relationships exist to imitate the most 
important relationship of all, yours with Christ. It is an idea that needs to be dusted off and 
put to use in our culture.  

THINKABOUT & DISCUSS 

• How do you think Bonheoffer’s experience in Nazi Germany influenced his thinking 
about the importance of relationships? How does this apply today? 

• Recall a time in your life when you experienced real community. What were the main 
factors that made it possible? 

• Do you agree with Bonheoffer that “Community is not a dream to be chased, but a 
divine reality to be embraced?” Why or why not? 

• Have you ever experienced life in a Bubble? What advice would you give for breaking 
out of it? 

CHAPTER 6: THE FINANCIAL CORNER – LIFE BY THE NUMBERS 

 There’s a strange contradiction between the time we spend in this Corner of Life and the way 
we think about it. We work, we shop, we save, we spend, we invest, we share, we take out 
mortgages, buy cars, furnish homes and so much more. This takes up a good part of our lives. 



The contradiction is that we don’t talk about it, don’t welcome questions about our spending, 
saving and investing. We demand privacy and avoid accountability.  

One of the most difficult struggles we face as pastors is getting inside the financial life of our 
people. The attempt is often seen as intrusive and a violation of their privacy. Hopefully it is 
not that, but rather an effort to help them put their financial house in order because we 
know how much it affects other areas of their lives.  

Why do they resist our efforts? There are a couple of reasons. One is that we really believe 
that everything we have belongs to us and no one has the right to meddle. We might have the 
proof of purchase or the title or deed but the fact is we have nothing that we did not receive 
from God. The second reason, very different from the first, is that we have swallowed the 
myth that being wealthy is bad and we feel ashamed when it comes to us. The saying, “Money 
is the root of all evil,” is only loosely rooted in the scripture. The actual verse is in the Book 
of James, “The love of money is the root of all sorts of evil.” These two misconceptions are 
behind what we call “Materialism,” the tendency to over-value material things. 

So what is James getting at? If the love of money is the root of all sorts of evil then where 
does that leave the Financial Corner of Life? First it is true, as you may have heard, that the 
Bible has a lot to say about money and wealth. While the love of money does lead to all sorts 
of evil, the love of God teaches us to use it for good. I know Christians who love to make 
money and love even more giving it away for the benefit of others. They support missionaries 
and charitable causes, give generously to people in need and invest wisely, so they can do it 
all over again. They are experiencing the promise Paul described, that “He who supplies seed 
to the sower and bread for food will supply and multiply your seed for sowing and increase 
the harvest of your righteousness.” (2 Corinthians 9.10) 

James is not saying that money is bad but that it is a means to an end, not the end itself. 
We’ve all seen what the love of money can do. Bernie Madoff made off with $50 billion of 
investors’ money. Robert Durst’s shenanigans in the family real estate business apparently 
were tied to the disappearance of his three wives. Add to these the more subtle crimes of 
legal gambling and the debt and family problems that trail behind it, and it is clear that the 
blind pursuit of money not guided by the love of God leads to all sorts of evil. 

Bonheoffer has something to teach us here as well. This humble pastor who gave his life in 
Nazi Germany at the end of World War II, came from a wealthy family and used that wealth to 
benefit others. As the head of Finkenwalde, a small seminary, he was responsible for the care, 
training and mentoring of young pastors. On one occasion the students went on a short trip. 
To their surprise, Bonheoffer paid for their return tickets, and when one of the students 
protested, Bonheoffer replied with a three-word sermon:  “Money is dirt.” (Bonheoffer, 
Metaxis) Of course he didn’t mean that money has no value, but that it only has value when 
used for the glory of God.   

Those three words have become my mantra. In a world full of bills, paychecks and spending 
opportunities we often drift into the Financial Corner of Life. When we are there, everything 
– everything – depends on us knowing and practicing this biblical principle. Let’s take up those 
two reasons mentioned above so we can better balance this Corner of Life.  

OWNERSHIP 



Of course if you don’t believe in a Creator, you likely have a different view of ownership. For 
the Christian, however, it all goes back to Genesis again. There is a summary of God’s creative 
activity in the first verse of Psalm 24: “The earth is the LORD’s and the fullness thereof, the 
world and those who dwell therein.” That’s pretty much everything that constitutes the 
Financial Corner of Life. Job, one of the richest men of his day, lost everything. He reacted 
with a clear sense of ownership. “‘Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I 
return. The LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD.’”  

I said in Chapter 2 that there are those who flock to this Corner, hoping to achieve their 
dreams of wealth and financial independence. Then there are those who are dragged into it 
out of the necessity, just getting by. Depending on their view of ownership, both may be 
either cheerful or miserable. It may be true that money can’t buy happiness, but neither can 
poverty. The price of happiness is beyond both the rich and poor. If you really believe 
everything belongs to you it doesn’t matter much whether you have it or not. The rich 
struggle to keep it while the poor yearn to get it. Miserable.  

Job was both rich and poor at various times in his life. The Apostle Paul had “learned the 
secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance and need.” Both could be cheerful regardless 
of their financial state because they acknowledged that all things belong to God.  

Two wonderful things happen when you finally yield control of your “stuff” to God. First you 
are now free from the slavish responsibility of ownership. When my mother began to show 
signs of Alzheimer’s we decided to have her live with us. To make that possible we needed a 
house more suited to her needs. After finding one, purchasing it and moving in, the house we 
were leaving did not sell. Although friends warned us about the headaches of being landlords 
we decided to rent. Long story short, they were right! We learned that the law favors he 
tenant not the owner and she became a financial and legal liability.  Lesson learned. 

We need to learn a similar lesson in life. That famous Serenity Prayer, penned by Reinhold 
Niebuhr, may help: “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the 
courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference.” Christians should be 
control freaks, always yielding control of their stuff to God, the giver of all things.  

Being free from ownership doesn’t mean you’re not a good steward of what you have (we’ll 
discuss that next) or that God doesn’t expect you to work hard, but simply that what you 
need and what you have comes from him. Seeing God as the owner of all things means that 
finding employment, making ends meet and planning your future is more about trusting than 
stressing.  

A second wonderful thing is that, giving up your right of ownership, you now experience the 
joy of giving.  The converted giver undergoes a transformation similar to the Scrooge of 
Dickens’ creation, that “squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous, old 
sinner,” who in the end became, “as good a friend, as good a master, and as good a man, as 
the good old city knew, or any other good old city, town, or borough, in the good old world.” 
This joy of giving outlasts the Christmas holiday as it did with Scrooge, “I will honour 
Christmas in my heart, and try to keep it all the year.” 

The joy of giving knows no season. Paul quotes Jesus as saying, “It is more blessed to give 
than to receive.” That’s true all the time, in all things. Some presents are wrapped and 



ribboned and placed under a tree in late December. Others come less conspicuously in the 
form of a hot meal, warm bed or pocket change. Opportunities to give surround those who 
cede ownership of everything to God. It’s the way they think and live and it’s a wonderful 
thing. 

STEWARDSHIP 

It is unfortunate that the word “stewardship” has been reduced to mean raising money. 
“Stewardship Sunday” is a name often given to a special Sunday church service designed to 
shake down the faithful for funds. At least that’s how it is viewed outside of the Church. This 
false notion of stewardship plays into that second reason why we don’t talk about money. It’s 
an invasion of our privacy almost as contemptible as the person at the intersection holding 
the sign that says, “Homeless. Anything will help. God bless!”  

In fact, stewardship is a more general concept that we’ve already discussed as referring to 
our horizontal life in the world. In the Financial Corner of Life it applies to the way we take 
care of things that are entrusted to us by God.  

I was recently sitting next to a father with his two daughters at a coffee shop. When they got 
up to leave the two girls, maybe 8 and 10, left the remains of their muffins and raced for the 
door. Their father called them back sternly saying, “That’s not how we leave. Now clean up 
your mess.”  

One of the girls swiped the crumbs with her hand onto the floor. “No,” said the dad. “Sweep 
them into your hand and put them in the garbage.” He now had their attention. They dutifully 
obeyed and moved again toward the door.  

“Wait! Push the chairs in so that the table is ready for someone else.” Without a word, both 
girls gently replaced the chairs and looked for his approval. “OK, let’s go girls.” On his way 
out I got his attention to say, “That’s good training.” This was an example of Stewardship 101, 
treating places and things with respect while respecting the rights of others.  

To make it simple, I will suggest that there are four responsibilities we have as stewards. The 
first is giving. If you are like Scrooge this is the last thing you think of, but in God’s mind it is 
the first. Whether you are rich or poor is beside the point. Everyone can give and in doing so 
we imitate the Giving God who spoke the world into existence for our enjoyment and 
sacrificed his son for our sins. In financial terms it is a high impact, low risk strategy. You risk 
nothing by giving and you have an impact on others.  

The second responsibility of a steward is spending. The way we spend our financial resources 
says a lot about who we are. Take for example the Mary who anointed Jesus’ feet (John 
12.1-7). Jesus defended her against the charge of Judas that the money could have been used 
for the poor. She did it out of love. Judas was motivated by greed. Our spending habits should 
be put to the same test. Are we spending foolishly or without intent? Is our lavish spending 
preventing us from giving? The answers to these questions will help us to maintain our balance 
in the Financial Corner of Life. 

A third responsibility is saving. Sometimes this is not even possible if you live from paycheck 
to paycheck or are dealing with significant debt. But to spend wastefully so that both giving 



and saving become impossible is irresponsible and endangers your family’s future. My dad 
used to tell me, “There are two ways to do everything: a right way and a wrong way.” That’s 
true with saving. Knowing that seven years of famine were ahead for Egypt, Joseph wisely 
stored up grain in advance. That’s the right way. Jesus told a story about a rich fool who built 
bigger barns to store up his wealth even though he death was near. That’s the wrong way. Our 
saving should be based on a reasonable concern for the future, not on a desire to hoard 
wealth.  

Finally, God expects us to invest. I’m not necessarily talking about the Stock Market here. In 
the simplest terms, investing is being given something and making it better. In the Parable of 
the Talents (Matthew 25.14-30) Jesus tells of a wealthy master who entrusts his wealth to 
three servants. Each of the two servants invested his portion and doubled its value. The third 
servant hid it away. The master returns and praises the first two as “good and faithful,” while 
excoriating the third as “lazy and slothful.” It takes initiative and hard work to improve 
something rather than just use it. That goes for houses and lands, cars and bicycles, cash and 
stocks and even the most insignificant possessions.  

These four responsibilities taken seriously will lead to balance and enjoyment in an otherwise 
perilous area of your life. The steward who has already given up the right of ownership need 
not fear that the responsible use of things will lead to anything other than blessing.  

CRAZY MATH! 

I’ve already admitted to being challenged in the areas of math and science, so the idea of 
“Crazy Math” doesn’t intimidate me in the least. Any program for financial improvement that 
claims to be based on biblical principles (and there are several good ones) must confess to 
Crazy Math. Here’s what I mean. In 2 Corinthians 9.6-15, a passage that in my Bible is titled, 
“The Cheerful Giver,” Paul begins reasonably: “Whoever sows sparingly will also reap 
sparingly, and whoever sows bountifully will also reap bountifully.” OK, that’s not too crazy. 
God simply looks kindly on those who are givers rather than takers.  

Beginning in verse 10 it gets crazy. “He who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will 
supply and multiply your seed for sowing and increase the harvest of your righteousness.” 
Using the metaphor of a sower to represent a giver, Paul says that God gives the giver more so 
that he/she can give more. The word “multiply” is used. So here’s my takeaway:  Subtraction 
(money given away) = multiplication (money received). Don’t try this on your balance sheet at 
home. It simply doesn’t make sense. But in the economy of God it is true. 

Crazy? Yes, but it makes perfect sense when you realize that money is dirt. It only has value 
when used for the Kingdom of God and God, since he is the owner of all things, can compute 
any way he sees fit. He breaks our rules of mathematics to accomplish his larger purpose of 
blessing others through us. That’s not crazy at all! 

THE SECRET 

We all love secrets if we’re the ones keeping them. I kept two secrets for years until I felt it 
was safe to reveal them. I grew up across the street from an old railroad station. It had been 



abandoned and its empty storerooms were filled with old papers generated by transactions 
past. One day when I was about ten, and bored, I wandered into one of the rooms. I thought 
it would be interesting to see if those old papers were flammable. After all I had some 
matches. Lighting one I dropped it to the floor and it turns out they were very flammable. My 
curiosity turned to terror as I saw flames quickly racing across the room. Somehow (I like to 
think it was the mercy of God) I put the flames out with an old canvas mail bag.  

Secret number two. On the first day of my driving career my dad allowed me to take the 
family car. That turned out to be a mistake, but remember, what ended up happening was a 
secret that I took to his grave. On the way back from my inaugural road trip, I passed a farm 
stand. I was so intent on examining the fruits and vegetables displayed outside that I didn’t 
realize the car was moving. In my defense, it was my first day! The car rolled slowly but 
surely over an embankment, into a ravine and came to rest on a large rock in the middle of a 
stream. Frantic, I raced up to the road and flagged down a tow truck that was passing by. I 
pleaded with the guy to tow me out of trouble with $10, the only money I had. Somehow (I 
like to think it was the mercy of God) he agreed.  

When I arrived home, feigning composure, I coolly passed the keys to my dad and watched as 
he performed the ceremonial inspection of the vehicle. He paced the perimeter, scanning up 
and down. Finding not a scratch we went inside. No kidding! 

Both of these secrets were shared many years later, and I mention them just to say that some 
secrets are meant to be kept, at least that what I believed at the time. But when you come 
across a secret that benefits everyone it should be shared. The secrets of scripture are like 
that. God makes not secret about who he is, who we are or who we can become. Peter says 
that God has revealed to us “all things that pertain to life and godliness.” (2 Peter 1.3). So 
the great news is that God’s “secrets” are not secrets at all. They are, rather, public 
declarations that are invaluable but free to all.   

I’ll conclude this chapter with two revealed secrets relating to the Financial Corner of Life, 
one from the Old Testament and one from the New. The first is the prayer of a man named 
Agur. He was the compiler of the proverbs found in Proverbs 30. He begins by contrasting the 
weakness of man with the greatness of God. Then he offers this prayer: “Give me neither 
poverty nor riches; feed me with the food that is needful for me lest I be full and deny you 
and say, ‘Who is the Lord?’ or lest I be poor and steal and profane the name of my God.” For 
Agur the secret of life in this Corner was being neither rich nor poor.  

The Apostle Paul shares his own secret in Philippians 4.11,12. “I have learned in whatever 
situation I am to be content. I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. In any 
and every circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance 
and need.” While Agur resisted either extreme, preferring the middle, Paul embraced both 
poverty and riches.  

So which is it? I suppose it depends on you. Are you so attracted to wealth that it may lead 
you away from God? Would poverty tempt you to steal? If so you might pray Agur’s prayer. But 
better still is Paul’s disregard of the bottom line. To be content in every financial situation 
probably means that you have become not an owner but a steward of wealth. To you money is 



dirt and your life’s goal in this Corner is to be faithful and responsible with whatever God has 
or has not given you. 

SHINE THE LIGHT 

The secret to financial health is to pull back the curtain. As long as we are unaccountable in 
this Corner of Life and refuse to talk about it we will not experience the blessing that God has 
for us. For some of us this might mean creating a budget and sticking to it. Others of us will 
just make a mental adjustment and start making better decisions. Still others will go large 
and develop a set of goals to reduce debt and prepare for retirement. The decision will 
depend on your situation but your situation will depend on your decision. That’s not double-
talk; I simply mean that you must decide to balance this part of your life in accordance with 
God’s principles. What comes after is a beautiful thing.  

THINKABOUT & DISCUSS 

• If the principle that “Money is dirt” were applied in your family, church or community, 
what would it look like? How would your thinking and behavior change? 

• Which of the four responsibilities of stewardship (giving, spending, saving, investing) 
are hardest for you and why? 

• Have you personally experienced the “crazy math” of giving? Share your experience 
with a friend or group. If you haven’t, ask someone who has to share their experience. 

• Are you closer to Paul or Agur in your view of finances? Explain why. 

CHAPTER 7:  BALANCING ACTS 

Nik Wallenda wrote the book on balance. No seriously, he did. Actually the full title is 
Balance: A Story of Faith, Family and Life on the Line. Even if you don’t know the book, you 
may know his name, or at least his last name. Nik is a seventh generation member of the 
Flying Wallendas the family known for their amazing balancing acts throughout Europe in the 
early 1900’s and later with the Barnum and Bailey Circus. His most recent stunts include 
walking a high wire over Niagara Falls in 2012 and another high wire walk between 
skyscrapers in Chicago. Yikes! 

So what does he say about keeping your balance when walking a wire? In an interview he 
talked about a second walk about the city of Chicago that he executed blindfolded. 

The most important aspect of wire-walking is to be able to see the other side, to stay 
focused. Because I will not be able to do that, it is much more of a mental strain than 
anything. I've practiced and trained for this event with people sneaking up on me 
shaking the wire, pushing me while I'm up there, etc., but it's really about maintaining 
my focus mentally. (Interview with Jim Clash, AskMen.com)  



Interesting. You might think his craft is more about the body than the mind, but while Nik 
trains hard and is an advocate for meticulous preparation, the real challenge is focus. Look 
beyond his feats and you will find faith in God, the legacy of his grandfather, Karl, founder of 
the family business. “Without (God), there is no journey, no lesson, no dream.“ 

Yes, “to be able to see the other side, to stay focused.” That is exactly our aim in LifeDeck. 
The every-day challenge of staying focused on living life to the full and not getting stuck in 
one Corner of it can only be met with help from God, without whom there is no journey, no 
lesson, no dream.  

We are not the first to face this challenge. The Book of Acts chronicles the life of the early 
Church as it struggled to stand in the face of persecution and hardship. Now let’s be clear, the 
early Church was not the perfect Church. Although its biography appears in the Bible, a 
perfect book, its people were sinners just like you and me. The lessons we learn come both 
from the outstanding obedience of early believers as well as their crazy out-of-balance, out-
of-control lives altered by sin so we can relate. 

What we learn from the early Church is balance. In spite of their imperfections, persecution, 
upheaval, loss of livelihoods and dislocation, they were remarkably balanced. They allowed 
their lives to come under the control of God. None of them was perfect. They didn’t have to 
be because God is perfect. The “adjustments” they made were empowered by the Holy Spirit 
and prayer. That’s still true of course, and we can learn much from their example. 

Join me in a quick walk-through. Chapter One finds the disciples squarely in the Spiritual 
Corner as they await the promised Holy Spirit. The next chapters record his coming at 
Pentecost and miraculous miracles of the spirit. Chapter Five turns to the Financial Corner 
with the story of Ananias and Sapphira and their fraudulent fundraising activity in the Church. 
From there we move to the Physical Corner as the Apostles scramble to meet the physical 
needs of the neglected widows, and the deacons are born. Finally God calls Peter to the 
Relational Corner where the new Church demands the coming together of Jew and Gentile.  

The four-corner faith of the early Church demonstrates their focus on Christ and a desire to 
live in balance. And that should encourage you! You too can face life one Corner at a time and 
achieve the balance you seek. It’s not easy but it’s worth the effort. A walk-through of your 
life would look different, because it isn’t neatly divided in four quadrants. It’s more like the 
LifeStream I introduced in Chapter One. It flows here and there, from Corner to Corner.  

The truth is, any event in our lives may send us to all four Corners at once. That was the case 
for Margie and Tom whose story I told earlier. Which Corner of Life do you think they lived in 
during those weeks following Tom’s heart attack? The Spiritual (great faith in God’s perfect 
plan and much time in prayer), the Physical (the ICU was brimming with doctors, nurses and 
machines all aimed at keeping him alive), the Financial (the insurance companies battled 
over whether procedures necessary to keep him alive were covered) and the Relational (their 
two daughters flew in from the west coast to stay with their parents and renew old bonds).  

When God allows us to face difficult times, He does it to ground our faith in all of life. Events 
overlap and intersect, and the result can be frustrating and confusing, but that Lifestream has 
its source in God. Events in our lives are not random but part of a plan. As we respond to 



them, we have an opportunity to make course corrections that will help us be more 
productive for God and more content.  

Our first apartment was unfurnished, even after we moved in! There were a few exceptions. 
We managed to purchase a new bedroom set off the back of a truck, acquired a sofa and chair 
for the living room, the largest of four rooms, but virtually nothing else.  The sofa was wood-
framed with blue fabric cushions. It was not a sleep sofa, but for some reason the back 
wouldn’t stay up so we propped it against a wall. Problem solved. The chair had vinyl 
cushions, was reasonably comfortable but – and this is what sticks in my memory – had only 
three legs. This, however, was not a problem for me, an English major with boxes of books to 
spare. I chose hardcovers with the accumulated thickness that brought the legless corner of 
the chair in balance. Let this humble chair be a metaphor for your life. It’s all you’ve got, not 
perfect, but it has potential which will be realized only as you make adjustments.  

It is harder, for sure, to balance a life than a chair, but the principle is the same. A chair is 
serviceable only when it rests on four legs. Without them it is unstable and even dangerous. 
The same is true with our lives. Our lives are serviceable to God (and fulfilling to us) when 
they are properly balanced, not shifting too far in one direction or another, allowing us to 
keep our heads and escape the paralyzing fear that comes from life out-of-control. 

It’s time for a fun exercise that will help you make some sense of those events in your 
personal history that stand out. It will only take a few minutes and it will be a giant step 
toward balancing your life, if it needs balancing. 

THE FIVE-MINUTE DRILL 

Now that we’re thinking of the events in our lives as part of a Lifestream, I want you to 
create one. This will become the basis for a personal profile that you can add to over time. 
Your Lifestream is like a bulletin board where you post the things in your past and present, 
including people and events, which are significant to you.  

Begin with this Five-Minute Drill. Think about the people, events and situations in your life 
that have been significant. Remember, throw away the clock. It doesn’t matter when or 
where they come from, just relax, let your mind wander over the years and write them down 
on a piece of paper. Do this for five minutes, and then stop.  

Here is my Five-Minute Drill (I chose ten, but you probably have many more): 

• Vera Dietsche (my first “boss” and mentor in Christ) 

• Getting bit by Ricky (the neighbor’s mad dog) 

• The birth of my children (Seth and Elisabeth) 

• Suzanne (my wife) 

• Assassination of JFK  

• False cancer diagnoses (my wife, daughter) 



• Emma Benson (my first Sunday School teacher) 

• Almost drowning (not really) when I was four  

• Body for Life (a book and an email) 

• Chest pains (my son offered to drive me to the hospital in a blizzard) 

Each of the above is significant because it has altered my life in some way. All of us have a list 
like this inside. As you’ll see, these are important as reminders of who we are. The fact that 
our mind selects these out of tens of millions of memories is proof of their value. 

Your next step after the Five-Minute Drill is to write a sentence or two explaining why each is 
significant. Don’t overthink it. Just choose a few words that describe the importance of the 
event/person in your life. These will help you to understand what is and is not important to 
you and help you develop a personal profile. Here is what I came up with: 

• Vera Dietsche – Example of real love for God and for me 

• Getting bit by Rickie – Left me with a lifelong fear of dogs 

• The birth of my children – Fulfillment of my dream to be a dad 

• Suzanne – Best friend, lover and mom 

• Assassination of JFK  - Profound sadness and cynicism  

• False cancer diagnoses – Realized how fragile our happiness is 

• Emma Benson – First to explain the love of God and the gospel 

• Almost drowning when I was four – Left me with a lifelong fear of deep water 

• Body for Life – The purchase of a book and challenge of my daughter changed my 
outlook on fitness and health 

• Chest pains – A tangible expression of my son’s amazing love for me 

The little bit of detail that you add describes the item in terms of the Four Corners. Is it more 
spiritual, physical, financial or relational? You’ll see why this is important as you develop your 
Personal Profile below. 

YOUR PERSONAL PROFILE 

Now on a separate piece of paper draw a square and divide it into four quadrants or corners. 
Label them “Spiritual, Physical, Financial and Relational.” Go through your list and assign 
each of the items in your Lifestream to one of the corners. It’s possible that one may relate 
to two or more corners. For example, Vera Dietsche I put both in the Relational and Spiritual 
corners. Vera became one of my closest friends and she helped me grow spiritually. You’ll 
probably know immediately where to place each item and if not, don’t overthink it. Just put 
it somewhere. You can always fine-tune it later. 



After you finish, take a look at the square and decide which corners have the most entries. My 
Lifestream was divided almost evenly between the relational and spiritual corners. There 
were fewer in the physical corner and none in the financial corner. “So what?” you may ask. 
In fifteen minutes one piece of paper tells me that my life tends to lean in the direction of 
relationships and spirituality. I apparently have little investment in the financial things of life. 
That’s something! And it turns out really to be true. I have never been motivated by money. 
Fortunately my wife is good with money, pays our bills and keeps our accounts straight. She 
knows that I have adopted Bonheoffer’s “Money is dirt” philosophy and compensates for my 
weakness. 

Finally, beneath the squares write a sentence or two that summarizes what you’ve learned 
about yourself. The sentence is for you and no one else and might begin something like this:  
“The people and events in my life have made me a __________ and _________ person (choose 
two or more adjectives to fit). Here’s mine:   

“The people and events in my life have made me to be cautious and to care more 
deeply about important relationships than about material things.” 

Congratulations! You have done more than many people do in a lifetime to understand who 
you are. This is your personal profile that will become your leveling tool to keep your life in 
balance.  

As I write this we have just returned from our first meeting with Carter Alexander Lull, born 
at 4:32 this morning, our first grandchild. You could say that I am firmly planted in the 
Relational Corner of Life. This is a good example of one of those life events that, like a 
magnet, draws you and others together. Up all night waiting for the news of his birth, we then 
snatched a family breakfast with my daughter and her fiancé before making the hour-long trip 
to the hospital. We took our turns holding this cute little soul while discussing name choices 
and lifestyle adjustments. Relationship overload! 

Remember, focus! That’s the key to keeping your balance in life. For the last twenty-four 
hours I have been focused in a good way on a happy event that will surely change my life. I 
understand, however, that here I am in my comfort zone. I value relationships and would 
gladly ignore the rest if I could. But Nik Wallenda said that wire-walking depends most on 
seeing the other side, not the wire but the end-point. Whether that’s the other side of a 
canyon, a skyscraper or of Niagara Falls, we get there by keeping it in sight as we walk the 
wire.  

The Five-Minute Drill that leads to your Personal Profile will help you navigate your Lifestream 
so that you are moving steadily toward your goal: balance in life. The next few chapters will 
help you refine it by recognizing the opportunities before you and answering key questions 
that will help you take advantage of them. 

THINKABOUT & DISCUSS 

• Is there a situation in your life, past or present that has involved all four Corners of 
Life at once? Describe what happened and how you handled it. 



• After completing the Five Minute Drill, choose one person/event and share how it 
affected your life. 

• Were you surprised to learn which of the Four Corners was out of balance in your life? 
What one think can you do immediately to correct this? 

• Share the sentence from your Personal Profile that begins, “The people and events in 
my life have made me…” with a friend. Explain how you arrived at this and given one 
example that supports it. 

PART TWO:  CONTROL YOUR LIFE 

After you have done everything possible to balance your life, it’s time to control it. I’ve 
already said we should be control freaks. We are that way by nature, wanting to understand 
the present, plan our futures and dreading those intrusions that throw us off course. When 
they come we want to rise above them and carry on, in control. 

It was William Ernest Henley who famously expressed the indomitable spirit of man in the 
poem, “Invictus.” Henley contracted tuberculosis with he was 12 and by the age of 25 lost 
one of his legs to the disease. The other leg was saved through multiple surgeries performed 
on his foot by the noted physician, Joseph Lister. As he recovered in the infirmary he penned 
these lines: 

Out of the night that covers me, 

      Black as the pit from pole to pole, 

I thank whatever gods may be 

      For my unconquerable soul. 

In the fell clutch of circumstance 

      I have not winced nor cried aloud. 

Under the bludgeonings of chance 

      My head is bloody, but unbowed. 

Beyond this place of wrath and tears 

      Looms but the Horror of the shade, 

And yet the menace of the years 

      Finds and shall find me unafraid. 



It matters not how strait the gate, 

      How charged with punishments the scroll, 

I am the master of my fate, 

      I am the captain of my soul. 

Such a sad and hopeless approach to life! How many of us feel the same way in the midst of 
such pain and loss? The truth is we tend to grasp for something or someone to help us cope 
with our out-of-control lives. Some see this as a sign of weakness, but dependence on others, 
especially God, is the best practice of human beings. It shows us to be the created ones 
rather than the Creator. I am happy that I am not the captain of my soul. 

Acts 17 records the Apostle Paul’s visit to the Areopagus in Athens, a hub of pagan worship and 
philosophical and religious discussion. Passing through a gaggle of philosophers who 
questioned the “strange things” he shared about Christ, he noticed an altar with the 
inscription, “To the Unknown God.” Paul saw an opportunity to proclaim the gospel and 
acknowledged their humanness by saying, “I perceive that in every way your are very 
religious…” and then launched his famous sermon with the words, “What therefore you 
worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you…” 

When we reach the end of ourselves, we come to a bridge that God has designed for our 
passage to faith. We may choose to cross it or not, but it is there to move us beyond self-
reliance to dependence upon him. I suppose it is something like a pilot yielding control of his 
craft to “auto-pilot.” He still sits in the cockpit but he and his passengers are now largely in 
the hands of technology. Faith in God is similar, but better since it leaves us in the hands of a 
loving, sovereign God who promises that our decision to trust him will only result in safety 
and peace. Faith is the only sure way to control our lives. As the writer of Hebrews says, it is 
“the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not see.” 

Not long ago Pete comes into my office to repair a copier. After some small talk he mentions 
that it is a year to the day that he lost his wife. When I ask about the circumstances he 
describes the fateful day when officers came to his door to deliver the news that she had died 
on her way home, veering off the road into a tree. Later it was determined that she had 
suffered an embolism.  

I ask how he copes with the loss. “I cry every day, and go on. On Friday nights I go to our 
favorite restaurant and eat alone. It’s my way of connecting with her.” Probing further I ask, 
“How does this make you feel about God? Are you angry at him or has it drawn you closer?” 
He lays down his screwdriver, looks at me and says, “Not angry. I guess I’m not a religious 
person. I’m more spiritual, and losing my wife has made me wonder about whether there is a 
God.” 

From here I share the gospel and tell him I will be praying for him. I may never see Pete again 
but he carries with him both the experience that brings him to the bridge of faith and the 
words that show him how to cross it.  



Like Pete we are left to deal with life on its own terms, not as we would wish it to be. 
Tragedies happen and we can’t always control them, we can only control the way we respond 
to them. Faith in God requires only that we “believe that he exists and that he rewards those 
who seek him.” (Hebrews 11.6). That’s it! Not too much to ask for the peace of knowing that 
our lives are not on a collision course but on an incredible journey. 

Nevertheless some people let life happen. They “go with the flow… roll with the punches…
take what life dishes out.” LifeDeck gives you the tools to make life happen as you partner 
with the purpose of God. We’ll an entire chapter discussing the important of intention, but 
for now let’s just say that there is a profound difference that comes from understanding God’s 
purpose for your life and moving toward it. 

If the Christian life is anything it is intentional. Its pioneer was Jesus who “For the joy set 
before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the 
throne of God.” What a remarkable outcome for a life that seemed poised for tragedy and 
destruction! No wonder we are told to fix our eyes on Jesus. The intention of God to save and 
keep us was realized in the person and work of Jesus. God now calls us to continue this work 
with the same intention. 

After all this is the goal of life isn’t it? And if it isn’t it should be. Fulfillment is not 
necessarily that which gives us the greatest pleasure. It is rather that which leaves us feeling 
we have succeeded in our life’s mission. It is larger than he needs of the body or the lust for 
power or prideful pursuits. The Apostle John warned us, "everything in the world--the lust of 
the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life--comes not from the Father but from the 
world.” Don’t settle for less that God planned for you.  

In 1978 the legendary dissident Alexander Solzhenitsyn delivered a commencement speech at 
Harvard University at the peak of his popularity in the West. In it he systematically rejects 
the modern pursuit of the world evident in American culture saying, “the human soul longs for 
things higher, warmer and purer than those offered by today's mass living habits, introduced 
by the revolting invasion of publicity, by TV stupor and by intolerable music.” A committed 
Christian, he was only affirming the plan of God as revealed in Jesus to offer a quality of life 
that fulfills the needs of our soul. “I have come that you might have life and have it to the 
full.” (John 10.10). 

The secret irony of life is that fulfillment comes not by being sure of yourself, having proper 
self-esteem or working toward self-improvement, but rather by forgetting yourself.  Take a 
close look at the people that Jesus calls “blessed” or happy in the Beatitudes (Matthew 
5.1-12). They are “poor in spirit,” mourners, hungry and thirsty, persecuted and reviled. Our 
culture would prescribe therapy or self-help to rescue such from despair. Yet they find 
fulfillment in spite of – or perhaps because of – these circumstances.  

In his little book, The Freedom of Self Forgetfulness, Tim Keller describes this radical thinking 
as fundamentally different from our cultural mindset, observing, “…the essence of gospel-
humility is not thinking more of myself or thinking less of myself, it is thinking of myself less.” 
This is a subtle difference of words but a huge difference in life. When your focus becomes 
God, his character, his work and his intentions for your life, the need for self fades and the 
desire to please God grows.  



As you chew on the contents of this book and work to balance your life, you will discover that 
you become less and less important in your own eyes, and more and more interested in other 
people and in God. As a result your life becomes missional, driven by the same intention that 
propelled Jesus to the cross. That sounds to some like a dreary drift toward self-loathing and 
discouragement, but to you it is an exciting surrender to the perfect will of God.  

The only question you must answer before you proceed is this:  “Am I at the point in my life 
where I am ready to give up control to God?” Don’t answer quickly. Take your time to consider 
the cost of giving up your role as the “Master of my fate.” It may cost you your plans, your 
dreams, your friends and your familiar habits. It may jolt you from a comfortable place to 
shaky ground and from a life of predictability to uncertainty. If you answer “Yes,” however, all 
of these things become not only possible but preferable because you know for certain what 
others do not, that faith in God, while costly, is no risk at all.  

CHAPTER 8:  THE SPARK  

“Every plan is perfect until the first bullet flies.” The words are attributed to some General 
who knew that being prepared for battle is more an art than a science. The biblical version 
mentioned earlier is, “The horse is made ready for the day of battle, but the victory belongs 
to the Lord.” Some see the unexpected as evidence of chance or fate; the Christian knows 
that even the unexpected is part of a larger and perfect plan.  

Moses is arguably the central figure in the Old Testament. From the humblest of beginnings he 
emerges as God’s face-to-face friend and a hero in Israel. Our Bible stories recount his 
unyielding opposition to Pharaoh, King of Egypt, and his plea to “Let my people go!” We recall 
with wonder his parting of the Red Sea that opened the way of escape for Israel. On their way 
to the Promised Land God rained down manna from heaven and, with one stroke of Moses 
hand, water flowed from a rock. The Law was given through Moses by fire on Mount Sinai and 
he put in place a system of laws to govern the new community of faith.  

Sometimes lost in our memories of heroes are the obstacles they overcame to reach their 
potential. Leaders are made not born. They may have been born with a nature to lead, but 
the ability to lead comes with experience and usually through many failures. Consider the 
origins of Moses the leader, and you see what I mean. He was literally born a leader, saved 
and set apart at birth and then taught through some difficult life experiences how to lead. 

On the surface you might think Moses’ early life was out of control. He narrowly escaped a 
king’s death threat, grew up as an alien in his land, committed 2nd degree murder, was found 
out and escaped again from the same king. Eventually he married and settled into obscurity in 
the land of Midian as a shepherd. And just when you think his life might find normalcy, it spins 
further out of control. A bush burns, an angel appears and God delivers to him an assignment 
way too big for one man: the salvation of an entire people and nation. 

Just then all of the human impulses kicked in one by one, and Moses did what any of us would 
do. He started making excuses that he hoped would shield him from God’s unrealistic 
expectations. Can you relate? Knowing the right thing to do or sensing the call of God or of 
your conscience to act, have you ever found some reason why you couldn’t? In addition to all 



of the familiar excuses (“someone else will do it… everyone else is doing it… no one could 
possibly do it!”) are the less familiar but more acceptable ones. Basically they all fall under 
the category of “I can’t.” These are the four Moses used. 

When God assigned him to confront the wicked Pharaoh, Moses pleaded inadequacy: 

Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt? 

When God dubbed him the deliverer of Israel, Moses pleaded ignorance: 

“Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent                                               
me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” 

 When God gave him a message to deliver to Israel, Moses pleaded insignificance: 

“What if they do not believe me or listen to me and say, ‘The Lord did not appear to you’?” 

When God gave him the tools to be his spokesperson, Moses pleaded incompetence: 

“Pardon your servant, Lord. I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor                                                 
since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue.” 

 Finally, as God patiently answered every objection, his cover is blown, and Moses is honest to 
God:  

“Oh Lord, please send someone else to do it.” 

Have you ever wished that someone else would take responsibility for your life? I know I have. 
For me as a pastor it is an almost daily temptation. Moses was an ordinary man turned Bible 
hero not because he acquired new skills or abilities but because he came to trust that God 
was with him in the face of responsibility. He went from being out of control to under control.  

And it all began with a burning bush. That began with a spark. 

Until you are ready to make life happen, you will continue to live it and, if you’re lucky, you 
will be happy and survive. This book is for those of us who want more.  

Picture a busy downtown lined with shops and filled with people. Some of them are walking to 
or from work, rushing to keep appointments or check parking meters. Then there is the 
shopper who knows exactly where she is going to make a purchase. She made a decision to 
buy, has the resources to do it and will walk through the door of that shop today. The only 
difference between those who wander through life and those who make life happen is a sense 
of mission and purpose. As you read this book you may be one spark away from improving your 
life or changing your life.  

I have previously mentioned my discovery of Bill Phillips and his Body for Life book that was a 
definite motivator in the Physical Corner of Life. But the spark came from my daughter, 
Elisabeth. For a short time after graduating from college, she lived with us while working at 
her first job. In the fall of 2011, she emailed me from her office asking if I wanted to join her 
in a 90-day challenge. She sent a link to a web site that described what changes we would 
need to make in order to fulfill the commitment, mostly a low-fat, high-protein diet with 



regular exercise. That was the beginning. We went grocery shopping together, planned menus 
and shared a workout space.  We started the first of October and finished the end of the year 
with a new lifestyle and the pleasure of knowing that we had reached our goal. In those 
ninety days I learned a lot about myself and what I learned has helped me to keep going 
forward with my life. 

What’s your spark? As you think about where you are in your life and where you would like to 
go, it’s important to get past the excuses so that the spark can become a burning bush 
capturing your attention and lighting your way forward. Let’s examine the flip side of Moses’ 
four excuses and turn them into reasons for answering God’s call. 

The first is adequacy. In fairness to Moses, the thought of confronting no less than the King of 
Egypt was daunting. Any of us would have felt inadequate. For us it would be the rough 
equivalent of being sent to the Oval Office to dispute with the President. Daunting. You would 
need to do some serious preparation for such a meeting, and even after preparing you would 
feel inadequate. 

Ironically the question Moses’ asks contains the key to his adequacy: “Who am I?” That’s a 
good question to ask yourself. The short answer is “Nobody.” At least not compared to the 
God who calls you. Because it is our nature to control our lives it’s a hard answer to give. We 
want to believe that we are significant apart from God, that we are somebody. We too would 
disregard God if we believed the devil’s flattering falsehood in the Garden of Eden, “You will 
be like God…”If you could go solo then there would be no need for faith or obedience or 
submission. But this is a lie. Moses was on the right track in asking the question, but rather 
than a sincere quest for an answer it was an insincere attempt to shirk responsibility.  

Moses would learn from experience what we must learn, that our adequacy is in God himself. 
When confronted by those who questioned that he alone was the spokesperson for God, we 
are told parenthetically, “…the man Moses was very meek, more than all people who were on 
the face of the earth.” That was his secret to adequacy and one of the reasons he grew to be 
a formidable leader in Israel.  

Your inability to move forward in your life is usually not because you are inadequate but 
because you are so wounded by past failures or the taunts of others that they have taken your 
focus off of God with whom all things are possible. Whether God is calling you to this or that 
is another issue. But when you are sure he is calling, answer proudly, “I am nobody.” Then 
start plundering the depths of God’s wisdom and power to accomplish what he has called you 
to do. 

The second is wisdom. In my experience this is seldom lacking in people who don’t do the 
right thing. In our Bible-saturated culture it is certainly no excuse. Others have written about 
the dumbing down of Christianity and our tendency to reject biblical truth in favor of 
religions more suited to our desires. The Truth Project, a systematic review of biblical truth 
designed to show the “relevance and importance of living the Christian worldview in daily 
life,” is one such attempt to correct this trend.  

Moses was at a disadvantage. There was no written law until he would later receive it from 
God on Mt. Sinai. Moses imagines that the people will want to know the name of the God who 
sent him. This was probably true in a day filled with gods of many names and identities. So his 



question, “What shall I tell them?” was reasonable. But so was God’s answer: “Say this to the 
people of Israel, ‘The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, 
and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.’” The name, “Lord” means “I am who I am” and 
refers to the eternity of God. If that wasn’t enough, God also provided a reference to the 
history of Israel (Abraham, Isaac, Jacob). In short, God gave Moses everything he needed to 
know. 

God does not answer all of our questions and we often plead ignorance rather than acting on 
the knowledge that we have. Imagine you’re going on a road trip to visit an old friend you’ve 
lost touch with over the years. You have an address but you’re unfamiliar with the area. So 
you get directions or use your GPS system. If everything goes well you reach your destination, 
maybe stopping for gas or a meal. When you arrive you’ve traveled perhaps a hundred miles 
or more, and you never once wondered about the towns you passed through, their history or 
their people. It was enough for you that you found your way and got to visit your friend. 
Likewise Moses received an answer from God that was sufficient, not exhaustive. It should 
have been enough. 

Although Moses was an extraordinary leader, his wisdom drew from the ordinary source 
available to you, the revelation of God. If you set aside the fire on Mount Sinai, the spectacle 
of the Tabernacle and the parting of the Red Sea, Moses walked in the same light that shines 
your way. In fact, you and I have the greater light of Jesus. As John says in his gospel, “The 
law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.” (1.17) Christ is also 
called the “wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1.24). In time Moses would come to know the God 
who only revealed his name at first. We should learn from him to treasure what God has 
revealed and live in the light we have been given. 

A third reason to answer God’s call is identity. Moses had a hard time believing that he was 
qualified to be God’s messenger. “What if they do not believe me or listen to me and say, 
‘The Lord did not appear to you’?” In other words, “What makes me so special?” The worn-out 
phrase that is meant to answer that question is only partly true. “Christians aren’t perfect, 
just forgiven.” My problem is with the word “just.” There is much more to your identity in 
Christ than just forgiveness. The fact that out of all the people in Israel, God called Moses, 
should have been enough to embolden him before his people.  

Like many of us, Moses failed to grasp who he had become because he was focused on who he 
was. Slow of speech, uneducated, blah, blah, blah. Excuses like that from those who have 
been called and empowered by God are just a lot of noise and delay what God wants to 
accomplish though you. The Church is negligent in teaching new believers that, although they 
are new in Christ, the world doesn’t appreciate what they have become. To the contrary, it is 
likely that they will rejected, misunderstood and maligned by even their family and closest 
friends. Welcome to the Kingdom! 

I think Moses knew this and expected the backlash of those who because of jealousy or 
unbelief would stop their ears to God’s message and have the same doubts about Moses that 
he had about himself. Nevertheless, what if’s can be paralyzing. Looking ahead at imaginary 
obstacles may prevent you from ever taking a step forward even if you have reason to think 
the obstacles are real. “What if they do not believe me or listen to me…?” So what! God 



believes in you and listens to you, those called by God will do the same. The important thing 
is not what they think about you but what God thinks about you. 

Fast-forward from the baby in a basket floating down the Nile River to the legendary leader 
lifting his staff over the Red Sea. Looking back the what if’s seem a little silly don’t they 
Moses? Learn a lesson from the humblest man on earth that God can do amazing things 
through you when you answer God’s call and ignore the crowd. 

The fourth reason is competence. It’s no mistake that Moses’ final attempt at retreat is to 
plead incompetence. “What if?” is less defensible than “I can’t.” Imaginary obstacles are 
more easily removed than real limitations. Moses points to his past and present failures to 
speak, whether because of an impediment or shyness. He clung to his past to avoid his future. 
Many of us do that to our shame. We allow our mindset to reflect the failures of the past 
rather than shaping a future that is different. We do not say those forward seeking words 
attributed to Adonirum Judson in a Burmese jail, “The future is as bright as the promises of 
God.” 

The pattern that repeats itself throughout Moses’ stubborn refusals is his focus on himself. 
“Suppose I go to the Israelites… What if they do not believe me…. I have never been 
eloquent.”  Keep in mind that he remained self-absorbed while the bush continued to burn 
beside him!  He somehow managed to ignore the very sight that distracted him from his 
shepherding. The initial wonder of the bush that burned and was not consumed was replaced 
by self-concern. How easily we forget the God moments in our lives when our focus turns 
inward and we become preoccupied with our smallness rather than God’s greatness. It 
happens to all of us. 

Whenever I see this “badtitude” in others or myself I think of Nick Vujicic. Born with no arms 
or legs, just one foot, he battled depression through the age of 14. More than once he 
attempted to drown himself. At 13 he hurt his foot, his only way of typing, writing and 
swimming. It was then that God met him and his focus shifted from an attitude of “I can’t” to 
one of “I can.” In his words, “That injury made me realize that I need to be more thankful for 
my abilities and less focused on my disabilities.” Since that spark, Nick has spoken in 44 
countries over 2000 times sharing the love of Christ. 

It wouldn’t be long before Moses’ disability disappeared and God’s power overshadowed him. 
Although his actions would always speak louder than his words, he became quite capable of 
delivering words of judgment or encouragement. At the age of 120 he even wrote a song for 
Israel to celebrate the Lord who first appeared to him in a burning bush. 

Moses is a great example of what can happen when you take your excuses and turn them into 
reasons to answer God’s call. The only thing necessary to make this transition is honesty. Be 
honest with yourself and honest to God. Behind Moses’ objections was the fear-filled and self-
centered desire that God would send someone else. His final plea, “Oh Lord, please send 
someone else to do it,” was a breakthrough, an admission that allowed him to go forward and 
never look back. 

These four obstacles became opportunities for God to do amazing things through Moses. One 
lesson of the Moses story is that God is patient. If left to ourselves our fears, doubts and 
excuses would stop us in our tracks, but God knows who we are and wants to make us into 



something more, by his grace. That process often starts with a spark but sparks are easily 
extinguished. God wants to be a fire in our lives, capturing our attention and our focus so that 
we answer his call.  

On a cold stormy night in February of 2005 my son answered such a call. I woke up with chest 
pains and after discussing with my wife whether to call an ambulance, Seth entered the 
room. He had overheard our conversation from the hallway, opened our door and said, “Dad, 
if you need a ride to the hospital I’ll bring you.” We reluctantly agreed. Recalling his frame of 
mind later, he wrote, “There was no way I was letting anyone else take my father to the 
hospital but me. If anything ever happened to him I wanted to be there. He has always been a 
hero to me, and this was my chance to be a hero and possibly save him. I relished the 
opportunity and put it upon myself to deliver my dad to safety.”  

We arrived safely at the hospital and a battery tests revealed nothing more serious than 
stress. The headline for the evening was that my son had answered a call to duty that was 
sparked by his concern for me. The obstacle I faced became an opportunity for him to take a 
risk and answer a call to service. 

Whatever the spark is in your life – a sermon, a book, a conversation or circumstance – it has 
the potential to become a fire because God is in it. One last reminder: the “call” of God 
rarely happens in a moment as it did with Moses. In my own experience the process is gradual 
and takes turns and stops along the way. God seldom marks out the entire way, only enough 
for us to take another step. But when we take that step he patiently directs, gives us the 
wisdom and strength we need to go further still.  

Reality check: you can’t do it yourself. Even the great Apostle Paul knew this. Writing to the 
Corinthians he expressed his confidence in himself and the other apostles, while at the same 
time confessing, “…we are (not) sufficient in ourselves to claim anything as coming from us 
but our sufficiency is from God.” (2 Corinthians 3.5) Good tip. So don’t wait “until I’m ready” 
to follow God’s call. You never will be.  

God showed Moses extraordinary patience, gave him a powerful staff to perform miracles, 
and Aaron as a temporary mouthpiece. God answered Moses’ objections and helped him to 
move beyond them to start his ministry. He will do the same for you. Start with a spark and 
don’t look back. 

THINKABOUT & DISCUSS 

• Can you relate to Pete’s story? If you had encountered him and heard it, would you 
offer advice, comfort, your personal experience or none of these? Explain. 

• What do you think God saw in Moses that caused him to appoint him a leader? What do 
you wish others saw in you that often goes unnoticed? 

• Think of a failure in your past that has taught you a lesson or grown your faith. Share 
it and explain. 

• What has happened in the past year that might be a spark in your life? What can you 
do to fan it to a flame? 



CHAPTER 9:  THE POWER OF INTENTION 

“Everyone ends up somewhere; however, few end up somewhere on purpose” ~Andy Stanley 

A year and a half ago we moved to a new home. My wife was offered a position as principal of 
an elementary school on the New Hampshire coast and we decided to take it. The plan was 
that I would commute from our new home on the coast to my job an hour away. We looked for 
a house smaller and more suitable for us and believed that it would be our last move. Great 
plan, and it worked just fine for a while, but you know what they say about “the best laid 
plans.” 

The plan changed when my wife’s parents became ill and we decided to have them live with 
us. New plan, new house. These developments captured our attention like a burning bush. On 
our way to “preparing the horse for the day of battle” God made it clear that his plan had 
changed. Immediately we listed our home and began searching for a new home with an in-law 
apartment. It’s all good. Sometimes our lives bounce around between the four Corners until 
they settle down again. We are now on the other side of those changes and ready to move 
again. Her parents are thrilled to be moving in with us and we begin yet another chapter in 
our lives.  

My point in sharing all of this is to say that we must learn to toggle between trusting God in 
the midst of change and controlling what we can. I’ve already defined “control” as submission 
to God’s plan and the intention to follow it. In this chapter I’ll talk more about the power of 
intention. The word is sprinkled throughout this book and refers first to God’s intention or 
plan, and secondly to ours. When life is in balance the two go together. 

Familiarity breeds content. We often fail to balance our lives because we’ve lodged in one 
corner for so long that we call it home. It’s familiar and it’s comfortable. We don’t want to 
move. Inertia is the enemy of intention. We intend to change only when we sense the need to 
do so. Otherwise why bother? We choose one Corner of Life because we are comfortable 
there, either because of our disposition or experience. If you enjoy working out you may 
spend too much time at the gym. If making money is your thing you may become a work-a-
holic. Abusive relationships in your past may cause you to avoid commitment and become a 
loner. We need to continuously fight for balance and we do that through the power of 
intention. 

A modern example is Katie Davis, a 26 year-old woman who followed God’s call to minister to 
children in Uganda. Her story begins when she was 18. A homecoming queen with “everything 
going for her,” she traveled to Uganda for a one-year missions trip and returned a different 
person. In her words, "I quit my life… I quit college; I quit cute designer clothes and my little 
yellow convertible; I quit my boyfriend. I no longer have all the things the world says are 
important." (todayschristianwoman.com)  

In 2008 she founded Amazima Ministries International (“Amazima” means “truth” in the native 
Luganda language) with the intention of seeking sponsors for needy children who could not 
afford to go to school. She is now the mother to 13 orphans and the executive director of a 
ministry that aims at helping families support themselves through education, vocational 



training and farming. In the eight years since she founded Amazima, doubters and detractors 
have become her biggest supporters. The decision Katie made to stay in Uganda could easily 
have been avoided, changed or rescinded if she had allowed her comfortable situation to 
replace her intention.   

True to her intention, Katie resists the praise of others. “People tell me I am brave. People 
tell me I am strong. People tell me good job. Well here is the truth of it. I am really not that 
brave, I am not really that strong, and I am not doing anything spectacular. I am just doing 
what God called me to do as a follower of Him. Feed His sheep, do unto the least of His 
people.” 

God doesn’t judge us for wearing designer clothes or driving yellow convertibles. But if he is 
calling you away from those things to a different place, leave and let the power of your 
intention carry you there. That power usually comes through the answers to two simple 
questions. Let’s start there.  

THE “WHY?”  

Isn’t “Why?” the first question, if not the first word, that we learn? If you’re the parent of a 
toddler, you have likely been worn down by the endless “Why’s?” that assault you each day. 
But as a parent you know that this is an important part of the learning process, and even 
though you might not choose to answer every question, the fact that your child has questions 
means that the brain is working. Yay! 

Moses had questions as we have seen. Moses had a lot of questions! Like any good parent, God 
knew that Moses was on a learning curve. After all, the mission to save Israel from the tyranny 
of Pharaoh was a little unnerving. God would no doubt have been disappointed in Moses had 
he just said, “Yes sir!” without considering the cost of such a commitment. Had Moses known 
the incredible path ahead, he may well have had even more questions or simply run away.  

It is not an overstatement to say that your life depends on your “Why?” Why do you get out of 
bed each morning? For most of us the answer is that we need to go to work or get the kids up. 
These are things we need to do. We have no choice other than to stay in bed. But when it 
comes to pursuing our dreams, fulfilling our potential or achieving our goals, the answer is 
more complicated. These are things that will not happen by just getting out of bed and you 
are the only one who can answer the question, “Why?”  

Because I am in the habit of working while sipping coffee at Starbucks, I often overhear (not 
eavesdrop on!) conversations. Recently a young Chinese boy entered the shop with an older 
lady. As it turned out his parents had sent him to get an American education. The lady was a 
teacher who was taking some time aside to discuss his future. The conversation went 
something like this.  “If you were me,” asked the boy, “what would you do?” His teacher 
leaned close and gently replied, “It’s not a good idea to live your life in comparison to others. 
You need to live your life on your own terms. Concentrate on you not on your friends. Your 
parents have given you a gift. Take it!” 

That boy may look back on that day as the day he answered the Why? to his life. I thought to 
myself, we should all have teachers like that in our lives that don’t simply tell us what to 
think or do, but open up the future to us and challenge us to pursue our dreams. We 



sometimes miss out on the opportunities before us by asking too many of the wrong questions. 
Life is a gift, take it! 

Of course, the answer to your “Why?” depends to a great extent on your value system, your 
upbringing and personality. My assumption in this book is that you are seeking this answer 
from God. You may not even know him, but you know that you are flat out of answers and are 
open to his. Like the worshipers at the Areopagus, you come before the altar of “The 
Unknown God.” That’s not a bad place to be because it means that your intention is to move 
beyond yourself.  

If you want to balance your life you must answer the question, “Why am I here?”  That may 
sound a little existential and too deep, but it’s a practical question that should be asked over 
and over again as you drift between the Four Corners of Life. Your motives for making money 
and spending it; your motives to worship and participate in ministry; your motives for being 
physically fit; your motives to carry on a relationship; The answer to the “Why?” will reveal 
much about who you are and your ability to control your life or to be controlled by these 
things.  

Throughout Jesus’ earthly ministry, His mission was His motivation:  

“The Son of Man has come to seek and to save the lost…” 

“The Son of Man did not come to be serve, but to serve and to give his life a ransom for 
many” 

“I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” 

God has already given you the answer to the “Why?” question. It is to follow in the footsteps 
of Christ and his mission to serve and live life to the full, for His glory. Oh, that sounds so 
spiritual! But it is true and it’s up to you to personalize that answer in your own life. Why are 
you here? What is your mission in life here and now? How can you live a fuller, more balanced 
life? 

A young man, we’ll call him Tim, who recently received Christ gave testimony at a men’s 
breakfast how he struggled to leave behind his past and the terrible behaviors that had led 
him so far away from God. A first-degree assault left his victim with a cracked head and 
broken arm. While waiting for a court date, Tim spiraled downward into a world of dark 
music, unhealthy relationships and depression. Ending up in a mental hospital, he began to 
read the Gospel of John and accepted God’s forgiveness. He shared with the men that the 
first thing he did when he got out was to buy new clothes. “I just felt like I needed a break 
from my past and I decided to do anything possible to remind me of that.”  

I’ve always remembered that statement. For Tim, buying new clothes was an important 
symbolic break with his past. Whether it’s a change of clothes or routine or friends, leaving 
the past to move toward your “Why?” unleashes the power of intention. When you are willing 
to do anything possible to move forward, you are ready to venture into all Four Corners of 
Life with the intention of living as Jesus promised. 



One warning before we move on to the second question. Some “Why?” questions have no 
answers. They are cloaked in the deep dark of God’s providence known only to him. You need 
to be OK with that or it will drive you crazy! Remember, your goal is to un-crazy your life so 
concentrate on the questions that have answers. There are plenty of those to power your 
intention. 

THE WHAT  

One question leads to another. With the “Why?” behind you, consider what you might do to 
accomplish your mission. What steps, however small, will you take (notice I didn’t say “can” 
you take, because your intention demands that you “will”)? Take an inventory of your 
abilities, tools, tricks and devices that will help you complete your mission? “Why?” is more a 
question of being. By that I mean that the answer declares who you are. “What?” is an active 
question. It relates not to being but to doing.  Once answered, the hands and feet are ready 
to move. 

The steps that lead you forward toward the fulfillment of your mission, every day, will be 
varied and shaped by your changing circumstances and unique personality. Maintaining good 
habits, avoiding bad habits, responding to crises and taking up new challenges – these all are 
part of controlling life motivated by your desire to please God. This book provides no magic 
bullets, no easy answers, but your answer to these two questions will help you take control of 
the life God has given you and free you to live life to the full. 

Controlling our lives is not a function of God’s will alone. We are full partners, setting 
priorities, making decisions and struggling to obey God. Once while vacationing on the 
seacoast of New Hampshire, I was struck by a billboard in front of a water park which read: 
“Lifeguards Needed. No Experience Required!” I broke out laughing and had to pull to the side 
of the road. After a moment of reflection my laughter turned to concern. Did those people 
realize the message they were sending to prospective customers, especially parents of young 
children? I ended up snapping a picture of the sign, posting it on my Facebook page with the 
comment, “So will you be taking your kiddos to this water park? Worst billboard ever!” To 
their credit, the owners took note of this and one week later had changed the sign to read: 
“Lifeguards Needed. Training provided!”  

Good intentions alone are powerless to control our lives. Taking control means sending the 
right message to yourself and to others that you are willing to work hard and train yourself to 
fulfill your mission on earth by taking steps toward it day by day. Every high priest in the Old 
Testament was to wear a gold plate on his forehead with the words, “Holy to the Lord” 
engraved upon it. This was a continual reminder of the “Why?” and the “What?” of his life. 
Similarly we ought to find ways to preserve the godly intention of our lives that leads to God’s 
control. 

I’ve said that Christians ought to be control freaks, controlled not by personal ambition or the 
expectations of others, but by a desire to give up control to God. “Delight yourselves in the 
Lord, and He will give you the desires of your heart.” (Psalm 37.4). In one sense we cede 
control to God, and by doing so we ensure the perfect control of our lives by a perfect God. 
Of course that doesn’t release us from responsibility, it only provides that spiritual GPS 
system that takes over when we reach the end of our abilities. 



In a fascinating quirk of history, President Richard Nixon was provided with two speeches 
following the Apollo 11 space mission in July of 1969. William Safire was the author of both 
and disclosed a conversation he had with Frank Borman, NASA’s liaison to the White House. 
Borman suggested that there be another speech available in the event of a disaster that left 
Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin on the Moon with no hope of return. That speech begins, “Fate 
has ordained that the men who went to the moon to explore in peace will stay on the moon to 
rest in peace.” Happily the speech was never given. The “What?” of your life does not 
guarantee success. In fact, it is well known that failure is one of the best teachers. Prepare 
for both and be accepting of either.  

What you intend to do will change from day to day, perhaps even within a day. My steps 
toward a goal usually begin with prayer. They grow more certain with input from my wife or 
other trusted friends. From that point on I trust God to take them further, like a runner in a 
relay race passing the baton to his teammate.  

Let’s get specific. On a blank sheet of paper draw a line top to bottom in the middle. Title 
the left column, “Personal” and begin to list everything about yourself that you would like to 
change or improve. As with the 5 Minute Drill, don’t overthink it, just start writing. When 
you’re finished, title the right column, “Interpersonal” and list everyone that will serve as a 
resource for you going forward. They may be individuals (doctors, pastors, lawyers, financial 
advisors or just friends) or groups of individuals (organizations or corporations). There! Now 
you have a place to start. 

Don’t stop there. Create a do list for each of the items in each column. Ask yourself, “What 
must I do to make this happen?” For example, when I decided that one of my personal goals 
was to eat better, I came up with a do list like this: Get rid of all the sweets in the house; 
prepare a shopping list that is long green vegetables and fruit and short on carbs; download 
the My Fitness Pal app to help me track my calorie intake. This exercise if both fun and part 
of preparing the horse for whatever battles you face in life  

There are good intentions and godly intentions. Godly intentions go beyond wishful thinking 
because they are inspired by the way of Jesus and the plan of God who did whatever was 
possible to free us from our sins and equip us for life in this world. Good intentions fall far 
short of this and depend upon human ability alone. The only way to balance your life is to 
partner with God and with his intention for your life. 

YOUR LIMITATIONS 

Speaking of balance, step carefully off your high horse when you’re in that “can do” frame of 
mind. It is true that Paul boasted, “I can do all things,” but he added, “through Christ who 
gives me strength.” The same Jesus who said, “All things are possible” also said, “Apart from 
me you can do nothing.” Much if not most of the self-help literature only includes the boast. 
It lures you into a false sense of confidence. 

Godly intentions are different. They are rooted in the “Why?” and the “What?” that have 
their answers only in God. 



Abraham had twin sons, Isaac and Esau. I can't relate to Esau, a man of the field, alpha-male, 
hunter-gatherer. But Jacob, a momma's boy, preferring to stay home among the tents, loved 
to cook what Esau killed. I am all of those things. 

So much for cultural roles! Call it "getting in touch with my feminine side" but Jacob is my 
defense. He is why I held a loaded rifle in my hands on the first day of a hunting season and 
watched a family of deer pass safely in front of me, meandering into the woods. He is why I 
used to hover around my mother in the kitchen, an ornery student of the culinary arts. He is 
why I persistently decline offers to go snowmobiling, hiking or kayaking. Call me Jacob! 

My wife has four brothers who would qualify as alpha-males. They love the earth, camping, 
farming, building and hunting. Their limitations and mine have nothing to do with nature or 
nurture. We are who God made us to be and our goal should be to live within those limits. 
Who we are in the sight of others is not nearly as important as who we are in the sight of 
God. God used and loved men of every personality type. But He loved Jacob and hated Esau... 
just because (Romans 9.6-18). In some remarkable way, God designed me in a certain way 
that fits His plan. So call me Jacob! 

Your only limitation is living beyond the boundaries God has set for you. Trying to become 
someone you are not or living life like the Little Engine that Could (“I think I can, I think I 
can…”) only leads to frustration and an empty boast. 

YOUR PURPOSE STATEMENT 

Now let’s put it all together. Add to your Personal Profile a Purpose Statement that includes 
both your “Why?” and your “What?” Mine reads like this (I begin with my profile): 

“The people and events in my life have made me to be cautious and to care more 
deeply about important relationships than about material things.” 

I am here first and foremost to bring glory to God in all that I think, say and do. My 
mission in this world is to love my wife and children as Christ loved – through sacrifice 
and by example. My extended mission is to help others become Christ-like through my 
writing and speaking. 

The “devil is in the details” and so is God. Beyond your Profile and Purpose Statement are the 
steps that keep you on the path you have marked out for yourself. Powered by intention, you 
will reach your destination on purpose and separate yourself from a world of people around 
you. 

THINKABOUT & DISCUSS 

• Why do you think Andy Stanley’s statement is true, ““Everyone ends up somewhere; 
however, few end up somewhere on purpose.” Why is it sometimes true for you? 

• Who in your past has been the most helpful in answering your “Why?” question? What 
did that person do or say that helped you arrive at your why? 

• Share your Personal/Interpersonal life with someone you trust. Ask for their advice on 
how you could make progress in these areas of your life. 



• Write out or type up your Purpose Statement. Post it in three conspicuous places as a 
reminder of your intention. 

CHAPTER 10: UNCRAZY YOUR LIFE! 

In 2012 the Red Bull Company sponsored a successful first-ever jump from space. Billed as the 
Stratos Mission, the stated goal was to transcend human limitations. Felix Baumgartner, an 
Austrian skydiver, ascended 128,100 feet in a stratospheric balloon and jumped free-fall at 
the speed of sound to the earth. In addition to providing valuable scientific and medical data 
for future pioneers (and major advertising dollars for Red Bull), perhaps the most important 
lesson came in Baumgartner’s own words as he spoke from the edge of space, “the whole 
world is watching now. I wish you could see, what I can see. Sometimes you have to get up 
really high to understand how small you are.” 

Even if the mission accomplished its stated goal, it may have demonstrated something else. 
How important is it really to transcend human limitations? Isn’t it more important to learn 
how small you are so that you reach out to the God who is without limits? In our Pollyannaish 
culture there are no limits except those you place on yourself. It’s all about setting your goals 
and realizing your dreams. It’s about never saying can’t and ignoring those who do.  

But is this healthy? For me and you and others like us, life is crazy enough without adding to it 
such unrealistic expectations. What we want is to un-crazy our lives, to simplify them so that 
we accomplish the few truly important things that are part of our mission.  

Dr. Dilip Jeste, a professor of psychiatry and neuroscience at the University of California San 
Diego, dares to say, “That’s not good. It is much better to have a balanced perspective and 
have some pessimistic streak in your personality in order to succeed.” (http://www.wsj.com/
articles/a-perfect-dose-of-pessimism-1407196064). In other words, sometimes you have to get 
up really high before you understand how small you are. “Many are the plans in a person's 
heart, but it is the LORD's purpose that prevails.” (Proverbs 19.21) This is wisdom that affirms 
both fantasy and reality. It is not wrong to dream, to make plans and to pursue them but 
neither is it wrong to acknowledge that they may not come true. Pessimists of the world, 
unite! 

THE GENIUS OF MATCHING 

If we take a little bit of what is discussed above (“Limitations”) and apply it to our crazy 
lives, we will understand what is called the “genius of matching.” What I’m about to share 
will require concentration on your part, unless you’re smarter than I am when it comes to in-
depth economic theory, but it will be worth the effort. I’ll try to boil it down.  

The 2012 Nobel Peace Prize for Economics was awarded to two US professors who authored 
studies on match-making and the markets, analyzing the "the theory of stable allocations and 
the practice of market design,"( http://www.foxnews.com/world/2012/10/15/2-americans-
win-nobel-prize-in-economics/#ixzz29NJOYFfV). They call this a “flourishing area of research” 
that applies to many areas of life beyond economics. Their idea is that properly matching 
people with services can maximize money and the effectiveness of the service provided.  

http://www.wsj.com/articles/a-perfect-dose-of-pessimism-1407196064
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http://www.foxnews.com/world/2012/10/15/2-americans-win-nobel-prize-in-economics/#ixzz29NJOYFfV
http://www.foxnews.com/world/2012/10/15/2-americans-win-nobel-prize-in-economics/#ixzz29NJOYFfV


They call it genius but it is really more common sense. We do it all the time in life. In the 
Physical Corner we match our exercise routine or program with our physical limitations. We 
protect ourselves from injury by not lifting too much weight and not running too far or too 
fast. In the Spiritual Corner we know what we believe and we match our behavior, priorities, 
words and interactions with those beliefs. In the Relational Corner the perfect example is 
marriage where we look to match ourselves with a partner for life. Finally in the Financial 
Corner we match our income with our expenses, careful not to live outside our means. 

In economics matching may be a science, but in life it’s an art and no less important. The 
more careful we are about matching our skills and gifts with the challenges of life, the more 
successful and happy we will be. We don’t always get to choose our challenges, but we do 
make critical decisions about what resources will be needed to meet them. Relying on God 
and others is part of a healthy pessimism and a healthy reminder of how small we are. 

Now that you have a Personal Profile and a controlling purpose, try to see life as revealed in 
two ways, through events and through stages. The events are often unpredictable and we are 
left to respond to them. The stages are very predictable and therefore we can plan for them. 
The difference between the two presents opportunities for learning and for growth as we 
daily face the expected and the unexpected. I will walk you through examples of each as we 
explore practical ways to uncrazy our lives. 

As you think about your own life and apply the principles we will discuss, keep in mind that 
your limitations exist only as you try to be someone other than the person God made you to 
be or as you fail to match your skills and abilities to the challenges you face. Respect those 
boundaries both in the events and stages of your life and you will save yourself a world of 
hurt.  

Here we go! 

EVENTS 

In our info-packed media culture the “spark” that changes your life can come from anyplace:  
A Tweet, Facebook post or email; an advertisement, inspirational movie or song. There is a 
seismic swirl of data and we enter it every day. It has the power to shape us and empower us 
if we are looking and listening.  

If we are looking and listening. Our crazy lives are filled with so much noise that we can 
easily miss the small voice that will change us. In his book The Republic of Tea, Mel and Pat 
Ziegler tell the story of how they founded The Republic of Tea.  

It all began with a sip… a notable sip to chase away a wretched coffee-induced 
caffeine withdrawal. For hours an invisible force had been wildly stabbing the inside of 
my head. Exhausted, I made a cup of tea, gentle and warming, and it began to settle 
me. When the withdrawal expired and clarity resurfaced, I knew immediately that I 
was finished with daily coffee forever. If by its mere absence coffee could wreak such 
misery as I had just experienced, there was no longer any illusion that I was having it—
rather it was having me. Resolved: I would instead drink tea. 



Aside from the preposterous idea that tea should ever replace coffee (a personal reaction) 
this story is instructive for you as you scan the events of each day. There is a certain 
mindfulness that is necessary to absorb the meaning of events so that they don’t just bounce 
around your life and exit, taking their meaning with them.  

I can point to many such events in my own life. I’ve already shared about that fateful visit to 
Walmart and spotting the book, Body for Life, on the shelf like a burning bush. That book 
changed my life for good not because I expected to see it or planned the encounter but 
because I allowed my mind to consider those words, “Body for Life.” They carried their own 
meaning for me and I absorbed it. 

It may help to separate the events in your life into three categories. Some are decisive. These 
are events that grow out of decisions you make. They might be as simple as whether to skip 
breakfast or not; whether to call in sick at work or to cancel lunch with a friend. Your 
decision might be the opposite of these or may involve more significant issues such as your 
job, your marriage or your relationship with God. Big and small decisions have consequences. 
The good news is that you have a measure of control when it comes to decisive events. Once 
the decision is made, however, the consequences are out of your hands.  

Suppose you decide to go on vacation to Aruba. You may have spent considerable time 
estimating the cost, eliminating other destinations and planning your activities. Once the 
decision is made your life is partly in the hands of the airlines, hotel managers and taxi cab 
drivers. But there is another part that you control. Will you engage a person in conversation 
by the pool? Will you do something outside of your comfort zone like go scuba diving? Will you 
order a burger or native cuisine like Goat Stew? Decisions, decisions. 

Imagine how your answers to these questions could change your life. The person you engage 
might become a lifelong friend or be a connection to a life-changing job opportunity. Scuba 
diving might change the way your view yourself and give you the confidence you need to face 
the next challenge in your life. Goat Stew? Well, it might make you a multi-meat eater or 
make you become a vegan. Again the good news is that decisive events are somewhat in your 
control and depending on the decision you make you can alter the course of your life in little 
and big ways. 

Other events are invasive. Invasive events appear like shooting stars. They enter your life’s 
atmosphere without warning and are gone. But their consequences remain. Lou is a good 
friend of mine who was a supervisor at a paper mill. He had logged decades there (no pun 
intended), working his way up to the top. The financial benefits followed and his life was on a 
course to a healthy retirement. One day he offered to help a man whose car had lodged in 
the mud on the side of a dirt road. Using a hand winch, he tried to pull the car out, but the 
cable snapped and shattered his left knee. This led to other medical complications that in 
turn led to his early retirement and a radical change of life. 

As it turns out this is not a tragic story. Lou has embraced change, spending more time with 
his wife, traveling often to care for his ailing father in Florida and visiting his sons out west. 
He became an elder in our church and applies his financial and relationship skills to those in 
need. Ask him and he would tell you that God doesn’t make mistakes and that the events of 
that day on the side of the road were leading somewhere good, “a blessing.”   



Surely you can think of invasive events in your life. The loss of a job, a medical diagnosis, a 
divorce – some of these don’t appear suddenly, maybe they were years in the making but you 
didn’t see them coming and they enter your life abruptly, changing it forever. Some would 
refer to these events as “twists of fate,” but for the Christian they are part of your 
Lifestream, known by God and having great potential for good.  

Processive events happen over time. As such they often surprise us. We grow old, we grow 
dissatisfied and we grow out of our clothes. These all are part of a process of years. As with 
any process the results depend on decisions that lead up to them. Decisions to ignore your 
dental health for years may result in cavities or even root canals. Decisions to study hard and 
attend class could result in graduation and future achievement. When you get to the end you 
realize how important those decisions were. Hopefully you realize that well before. The more 
attention you give to the process, the more pleasing the events will be for you.  

I have a confession to make. I am a serial car killer. I prefer the smallest, most economical 
cars and don’t pay much attention to maintenance. I do change the oil every 10,000 miles 
whether it needs it or not. And I wash the car in the spring (I have tried to convince my wife 
that layers of salt and sand actually act as a rust inhibitor). Sometimes your decisions to do 
something over and over again yield results. Other times your decision not to do something 
over and over does the same. In my case a blown engine or a reduced engine life would be 
well deserved. My public confession here may make me more responsible as a steward of my 
car. Anticipating it, I had my oil changed this morning! 

People like me need to understand the importance of being process-driven rather than event-
driven. If I can put in place a process whereby I maintain or, in my case have maintained, my 
car regularly according to a certain checklist, I will be happy with the event(s) that follow. It 
would be foolish, however, to think that changing the oil once in a while would result in 
anything but a soothed conscience. Perfect the process and the events will take care of 
themselves. 

LifeDeck is more about managing life than controlling it. In some ways you can “make life 
happen,” in others it is totally outside of your control. Events like natural disasters, the loss 
of a loved one or a serious health issue happen without your permission. The question for you 
is, “How will you manage this event in your life and what impact will it have on you?”  

There are few words more paper thin in our culture than the word, “happy.” It is the prefix to 
birthday wishes and a thousand holidays, the face we’re told to put on and the kind of life we 
say we want. There was a time when the word had meaning. Hannah Whiteall Smith included 
the word intentionally in the title of her classic, The Christian’s Secret of a Happy Life in 
which she relates happiness to the decisions to trust God: “It is a law of the spiritual life that 
every act of trust makes the next act less difficult. Trusting becomes like breathing, the 
natural unconsciousness of the redeemed soul.” This is what I mean by managing life; 
creating rhythms of trust and healthy responses to the events of each day. 

Writing in the next generation but along the same lines, C.S. Lewis describes the source of 
true happiness. In an obscure essay in Christian Reflections, he explores the significance of 
life's pleasures and suggests they are best appreciated as pointing us to the source of all 
pleasure, God. Lewis pictures a man lapping up sweet dewdrops from the ground, searching 



for the cup from which they are spilled. At one point he refers to these pleasures as second-
hand sunlight. (“On Culture” in Christian Reflections) 

 Isn't this the way God intended that we view life? We find pleasure in things, people, events 
and situations and they are good - but not in themselves but only as expressions of God’s 
goodness. "Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the father 
of lights..." Second-hand sunlight. A power nap, a cold beer on a hot day, an hour with a good 
friend - these and others should be enjoyed and lead us to the enjoyment of God the giver.  

This is true not only in pleasure but in pain. In the fall of 2012 two painful events occurred in 
the space of a week. Hurricane Sandy devastated the coasts of New York and New Jersey 
leaving dozens dead, thousands without homes and millions without power. The stories are 
still being told, by victims and their families alike, how people came together with a common 
sense of purpose and compassion to help one another. Some friends of ours who had 
previously been trained in disaster relief by the Southern Baptist Church received a call to go 
to the Jersey shore to help with food distribution. New England, our home, was largely spared 
except for rain and wind, but the event shifted our focus from the usual and forced us to 
recalculate our priorities. 

The second event was the death of a 7 year-old girl named Kyara. The victim of a tragic car 
accident, she lost a weeklong struggle for life at Boston Children’s Hospital while her mother, 
family and friends kept vigil. The rising swell of support and concern of those touched by 
Kyara was as great as Sandy’s surge and with a similar effect.  

Kyara’s Hope, a Facebook page launched shortly after the accident, was flooded with 
pictures, videos, prayers and poems urging hope and calling for a miracle. The family 
gratefully received offers of food, gas cards, transportation and, of course, prayers. When the 
ventilator was removed, she died peacefully and her mom posted this: “Want to thank 
everyone for all the prayers, love and support. This morning Kyara was greeted with open 
arms. I can see her now with pink angel wings. She went very peaceful. I have the best angels 
anyone could have. Love you all.” Later hundreds came to celebrate her life at a 
mountainside resort. I held an abandoned bird’s nest I had raked up in my yard and used it as 
an object lesson for heaven, saying that if we believe in Jesus’ as savior we too will leave this 
earthly nest and fly away. 

Forecasts warned of Sandy’s approach. Kyara was taken suddenly without warning. Both 
events, however, presented opportunities for good and for growth. Both the coast and the 
families will never be the same, but in many ways they may be stronger and better prepared 
for the next event. 

STAGES 

While events are often unpredictable and sometimes random, the stages of life are like slow 
orbiting planets, predictable and resolute, not susceptible to change but changing anything in 
its orbit. In Ancient Greece these stages were mapped in seven-year periods. Today they 
generally are understood as a sequence that begins at birth, then infancy, childhood, 
adolescence and adulthood. This is a more chronological approach. For the sake of our 
discussion, it’s more about the stages themselves than about the time periods.  



When we were first married, friends around us started with the advice. “Marriage is going to 
be a huge adjustment.” Then when my wife was expecting our first child, “Having kids will 
leave you poor and sleepless.” Then when the teen years approached, “Prepare to let go of 
your kids. Their friends will replace you.” I can now report that none of those things proved 
to be true, at least for us. They might have been true had we not relied upon God to help us 
through each stage. Instead we look back with gratitude on God’s faithfulness and the many 
lessons we learned that we can now share with others. 

Every stage of life has the advantage of being slow and certain. If you are young, you can 
learn about yourself and dream of what you will become. When you are on your own you can 
begin building your skill set and setting a course for your working life or family life. If you 
should marry and have children, you face the exciting prospect of caring for eternal souls and 
leaving behind a legacy that lasts. In the face of death you can experience the truth of the 
saying, “Sometimes we say holding on makes us strong but sometimes it’s letting go.” Be 
ready to die can be the finest as well as the final stage of life. 

In our little neighborhood of fifteen or so homes there are represented all stages of life. 
There is the retired couple who placed their house on the market, seeking to move to a 
condominium in a gated community; the young family next to us with three sons in grade 
school, busy with school sports, programs and fundraisers; the couple who proudly parade 
their first child up and down the street in a baby carriage; the family with a severely disabled 
child whose life is consumed with doctor's appointments and a barrage of procedures and 
routines necessary to cope with each day, and the widow who keeps to herself, tirelessly 
tending to yard work and living alone in her two story colonial. Here we are, among them, not 
yet retired, but entering the final stage of our working lives, moving again to a new home and 
new responsibilities. Who among us is living "the good life?" 

With the birth of our first grandchild, I have become nostalgic for that stage of life when I 
was a new parent. Just recently I ran across a letter I wrote to my son on his eighteenth 
birthday, a reflection on our walks together when he was just a baby: 

Son, do you remember those walks? I do. They were some of the most precious times 
that we spent together. You were just a baby, restless sometimes and whiney. But on 
our walks you rested, snuggled up to my chest in that sling that held you close. The 
path from our apartment to the cafeteria up the hill was winding and steep. But it was 
beautiful in the summer and fall with mature hardwoods, lush fields, squirrels and 
birds. In all it was probably a fifteen minute walk, a break for mom and bonding for 
you and me. 

I didn't know at the time that these excursions would become so special in my 
memory, for then they were just routine and before long you couldn't fit in that little 
pouch, you grew strong legs that carried you without me, and you ran in those fields. 

Call them stages or call it the circle of life. The lesson to be learned is that the orbit of our 
lives gives us time to prepare to live life well. That’s especially true for the young. “Rejoice, 
O young man, in your youth, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth. Walk in 
the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes. But know that for all these things God will 



bring you into judgment.” (Ecclesiastes 11.9) But regardless of your age it is never too late to 
uncrazy your life by managing it so that the events and stages serve a larger purpose.  

THINKABOUT & DISCUSS 

• Are you comfortable with he person God made you to be? Like Dominique, how can you 
“push yourself to be yourself? 

• Give one example from your life at home or at work where your personality is well 
matched to the task. What should you start doing or stop doing based on your 
understanding of yourself? 

• Which of the three kinds of events (decisive, invasive and processive) have most 
helpful in balancing your life? Share an example and explain why. 

• Think about the stage of life you are in right now. What can you be doing, specifically, 
to prepare for the next? 

CONCLUSION  

I thought for a long time about how to end this book. With so many principles that grow out of 
the Four Corners of Life and prescriptions on how to balance them, I was concerned that you 
finish with the big picture in mind.  

I decided to let Michael Hyatt work his magic. One of his blog posts (1/15/15) is entitled, 
“Are You a Pilot or a Passenger in Your Own Life?” That’s it! That one question pokes at 
everything I’ve said in this book. It is as foolish to think that you are the master of your fate 
as it is to just go along for the ride. There is a huge middle ground where you make decisions, 
succeed and fail, learn and grow. LifeDeck encourages you to occupy that ground and plant 
yourself in its soil and see the fruit it bears.  

I choose to believe that Henry David Thoreau was wrong when we said, “Most men lead lives 
of quiet desperation and go to the grave with the song still in them.” It is a tragedy when that 
happens, but I do think that the vast majority of us tend to let life happen and react to it 
rather than shape and direct it.  

If I have sparked your interest in changing your life, then I challenge you to go further and 
start now to develop your plan of action. Get your intentions straight, answer the “Why?” and 
the “What?” and take steps forward to uncrazy your life. I still remember purchasing our first 
home. Oh the hand wringing, the long conversations and the “What if’s?” Of course you should 
reflect and talk about important decisions with others, but we should never allow discussions 
to replace decisions.    

And it should be simple and fun. So let me leave you with an approach that you can use to 
jump-start your new life. It’s called the Funnel Approach, not original with me but rather a 
familiar planning tool that helps you move from the general to the specific. I will explain it 
more fully in my next book, StoryBoard.  



THE FUNNEL APPROACH 

1. Make a promise – Begin by developing your Personal Profile and Purpose Statement, 
then making a promise to yourself to live by them. 

2. Make a plan – Beginning with the Corner of Life most out of balance, make a plan that 
addresses specific problems or goals.  

3. Make a list – This is old school but it works. For each item in your plan ask, “What do I 
need to do to make this happen?” 

4. Make contact – Based on your answer to the question above, contact the person or the 
organization that will be needed to go forward or, if you can do it alone, just do it! 

I suggest you post your Personal Profile and Purpose Statement in conspicuous places. Mine is 
on my desktop, on my Smart Phone and in my Man Cave where I work out in the morning. My 
LifeDeck app available on ITunes may help you to stay on track. You probably will come up 
with your own tricks. Good luck! 

What makes a life?  

I began with that question. I often wonder where Michelle is today, the lady I met on the 
streets of Boston. She shared my faith but lived a story very different from mine. Homeless, 
living under a bridge with a daughter being raised by her mom, her dream was to get a job 
and a place to live. When I met her I had just left my luxury hotel for a walk. Married with a 
successful career and two wonderful children with their own careers, I dream of publishing 
books and speaking to audiences throughout the nation and beyond.  

The differences between us are great but so is the faith that we share. When you strip away 
the outside the inside looks pretty much the same: two lives sustained by dreams grounded in 
the love of God. Everything else is geography and the trappings of time and space. We both 
experience pain, remember the past, dream of the future and endure the day. Together we 
wander the Corners of Life in search of the one who promised life to the full.  

What makes a life?  

Jesus said, “…one’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” From this we 
learn to love those things that are more precious than gold, “For the things that are seen are 
transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.” (2 Corinthians 4.18) When we start 
each day powered by the intention to love God and others, we find that the events in our 
lives fall into place around us and we celebrate all things physical, spiritual, relational and 
financial.  

So the question really is not what makes a life but who makes a life? The answer is Jesus, the 
source of life and the one who came that you might have it to the full. I pray that this book 
will lead you further toward him and into his purpose for your life. 




