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Foreword



by Craig Groeschel, Founder and Senior Pastor, LifeChurch.tv


Do you know someone who seems like an overnight success story? Whatever they touch turns to gold. Everything seems to come easily for them.


Then there are the rest of us.


Success doesn’t come easily for us. It seems we are striking out more than we are getting on base. We long for a better life. To make a difference. But days turn into weeks, then months, then years. And the dreams we once had seem to fade into the distance.


We wonder about ourselves. The questions we ask turn personal. What am I doing wrong?


If you’ve ever felt discouraged, worn out, or let down, I’ve got great news for you. You are holding the right book in your hand.


What you are about to read could be the best and most helpful book you have read in a long time. Because while a rare group of people seem to live with instant success and significance, the vast majority of us don’t.


Keep this in mind: just because you don’t have the rags-to-riches story, doesn’t mean God doesn’t have an amazing plan for your life. But I also believe He wants to do something in you before He does more through you.


And that’s where Kevin Myers comes in.


This book is long overdue. The first time I heard Kevin’s story, I told him, “You have to put your story into a book!”


Being modest, he shrugged off my suggestion and tried to change the subject.


I was too passionate to be polite and talked over him, “Listen to me! You don’t understand. People need to hear this story. Pastors need it. Business leaders need it. Parents need it. Teenagers need it.” Then I told him again as plainly as I could, “You… have… to… put… your… story… into… a… book.”


I’m a big believer in the message of this book for several reasons. First, Kevin is not an overnight success story. In fact, his story is quite the opposite. After starting a church, his congregation didn’t grow to more than 200 people in the first seven years. In the “church world,” that means his church would not likely ever see over 200 people in attendance. But Kevin was persistent and faithful to God’s call. Then something amazing happened. Not only did his church surpass 200, but it went on to reach 700, 1,800, 5,000, 10,000, 15,000—and it is still growing! After years of living what seemed to be a dead-end dream, now Kevin leads one of the largest churches in America.


His story is both inspirational and bottom-shelf practical. Kevin has a unique ability to simultaneously encourage and instruct. He will show you four very specific and helpful keys to succeeding at what matters most.


Finally, I am a Kevin Myers fan. He is humble, teachable, wise, and full of integrity. He combines a deep love for God and a rich understanding of leadership that will walk you through a step-by-step journey of becoming all God wants you to be.


Get ready to round the bases.


With God’s help and through this book, it’s time to hit a home run!














We want to say thank you to


Charlie Wetzel, our writer, who worked on this project for five years


Stephanie Wetzel, who read and edited the early manuscript in its various versions


Linda Eggers, John’s executive assistant


Diane Heller, Kevin’s executive assistant
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The Life You Want


Introduction by John C. Maxwell


Are you living the life that you want—life to the full, as Jesus described in John 10:10? I believe every follower of Christ has the potential to do that. Yet too often believers’ lives don’t look much different from those of people who don’t follow God. Heartbreakingly, research shows that most believers live no better and no differently than non-believers. For example, believers don’t seem to handle money any better than non-believers. According to John W. Kennedy writing in Christianity Today, “There is little difference between the amounts that Christians and non-Christians earn, spend, save, charge, or donate to charities.”1 Believers seem to struggle with pornography and lust just as much as non-believers.2 And according to researcher George Barna, divorce rates for Christians and non-Christians are virtually identical at 32 and 33 percent.3 Why is that?


I believe that many Christians are missing some foundational principles and practices of the faith. Many of these were taught to my generation when we were children. And they were definitely embraced and embodied by the generation of my parents. God wants to change us from the inside out. Many people try to grow from the outside in. The bad news is that it just doesn’t work. The good news is that this book can help a person to change and grow the right way, and to learn those missing pieces of faith and life development.


A Life with Great Potential


Kevin Myers has discovered a new hook for biblical truths that are as old as the Old Testament. In the pages of Scripture and through his own life experience, he has found a pattern for living that God uses to help His people do life well. It also helps them to make good decisions, to grow, and to lead.


As a communicator, I appreciate a great “hook,” a fresh and effective way of teaching something. Before I get into the great hook Kevin discovered to teach these truths, let me first tell you about him. I’ve known Kevin since he was seventeen years old, and he came to a leadership conference where I was speaking. As a kid in Bible college, he was sharp, a little bit brash, and determined to do great things for God.


Our paths crossed several times during the next few years. I remember when he introduced me to his wife, Marcia, soon after they were married. Trust me—the boy married way above himself. Because Kevin was in the same denomination and because he worked for my friend Wayne Schmidt in Grand Rapids, Michigan, early in his career I was aware of him. In fact, when I learned that Kevin and Marcia planned to plant a church in North Metro Atlanta in the late ’80s, Margaret and I wrote a check for $500 to show our support.


The marking moment in Kevin’s and my relationship came at a leadership conference I hosted several years after Kevin planted his church, 12Stone. I’ll let him tell you that story. But let me say this: Kevin is one of the finest communicators I know in the United States. He’s become a dear friend to me and to EQUIP, my international non-profit leadership training organization. I have gotten the opportunity to mentor him for more than a decade. And I feel that more than anyone else, he has taken the baton of church leadership that I passed after I left full-time pastoral leadership in the local church, and he has run with it. He is leading the kind of church that I would have liked to lead, had God allowed me to stay in pastoral ministry in the local church.


Kevin is highly energetic, creative, and passionate. He’s a good leader, a good thinker, and a lifelong student of leadership. He is a great father and husband. And one of his favorite things is riding his Harley-Davidson motorcycle. His leadership style may be somewhat different from mine, but his heart for people and passion for sharing Christ are the same. He has become a dear friend.


Timeless Truths in a Timely Package


Kevin has been teaching the ideas in this book for nearly fifteen years. The concept is rooted in Romans 12:1–2:




Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.





The core idea is that there is a pattern the world follows for living, and there is a different pattern that God desires us to follow that enables people to live life to the full. And the hook that Kevin uses to teach it is baseball.


I’ve been aware of this teaching of Kevin’s for over a decade, and I’ve been encouraging him to share it with others for years. True to Kevin’s personality, he wanted to thoroughly road-test it first. He wanted to make sure it really helped people and could stand the test of time before sharing it more broadly outside his own church. He also wanted to build personal credibility in his leadership before authoring his first book. In the early years, his church struggled—much more than I was ever aware of. It humbled him, and it taught him many of the lessons he’s learned.


Today 12Stone Church averages more than thirteen thousand people every weekend at four campuses. In 2010, it was the fastest-growing church in the United States according to Outreach magazine.4 And the church is still growing and working toward opening additional campuses. It is making a difference in its community of Gwinnett County, Georgia, an area of a million people. Kevin is determined to reach as many people as possible for as long as God allows him to serve.


The church is also working toward equipping leaders and helping other churches. For instance, 12Stone has a residency program for young pastors just starting out in their careers. And it is in the process of opening a leadership center. In fact, by the time you’re reading this book, the leadership center will be built and helping to equip leaders for the advancement of God’s Kingdom. You’ll learn more about that later in the book.


When Kevin told me he was finally ready to share these ideas, I was determined to help him. That’s when I offered to co-author the book with him. I want everyone to whom I’ve taught leadership over the years to benefit from the ideas in this book. If you want to live God’s way and you want to have a rock-solid foundation upon which to build your leadership, you need these lessons.


When Kevin originally taught these concepts to his church, he called it “Diamond Life.” But as we talked about it, I told him that what he was really describing was how to have a home run life. And that’s when we decided to name this book Home Run. Everyone wants to score in life. Everyone wants to be a winner. This book will show you how.


This book contains Kevin’s story and the lessons God has taught him over the years. It’s a story of success, yet Kevin shares not only the good, but also the bad and the ugly. Along the way, I will weigh in and give you my perspective. I’ll also provide application and discussion questions at the end of each chapter that will help you to process what you learn and incorporate it into your life.


God has a dream for your life. He loves you. He made you uniquely. He has given you gifts and talents. He created you with a purpose. And you can fulfill it! You can learn to be content, as the Apostle Paul did. You can live life to the full, as Jesus offered. It means following God and doing things His way. But always remember that God ultimately wants the best for you. When we do things God’s way, the journey isn’t always what we expect, but it’s always better than we imagined and more than we deserve. Let’s turn the page and get started.














[image: image]



2



[image: image]


Hopes, Dreams, and Delays


Everyone has dreams. They start when we daydream as kids, with boys often imitating Superman and girls playing Superstar Barbie. But soon enough we form real dreams for our future. We dream of having success in a career. Having great friends. Possessing the freedom to travel and seek adventure. Finding the love of our life and saying “I do” for keeps. Then adding some kids. Getting a house and going on the Disney vacation. (I dreamed of having five kids. After the reality of one I was happy to stop at two, but that didn’t work. I now have four. I love them all, but that’s another story.)


Whether we ever thought about it or not, we also hoped that when we looked in the mirror, we respected the person we saw there. And even if we didn’t use these exact words, we wanted our life to matter—to make a difference, to have meaning, to count. We dreamed of having a good life, a full life. We wanted to “hit a home run.”


Think about when you were young, maybe when you were getting out of high school or on your way to college. What was your dream? Career success? Financial success? Married and in love for life? A solid family with kids? Trusted friends? Free time? Freedom from addiction? Soul peace? Spiritually resolved faith? Health? Happiness? Don’t rush past this question. Many people have long since quit on their life dreams because of deep disappointment. I hope that doesn’t describe you. A life without hopes and dreams is no life at all.


The name of this book is Home Run. Most of us want to experience the equivalent of a home run in life, a life where the dreams of our youth are fulfilled. Do you have that kind of life? Have you succeeded? Or are you more like me, someone who has experienced a whole lot of unfulfilled hopes and broken dreams?


Or maybe you’ve done well in one area of life, but struck out in another. Many win the race in their career, but crash their marriage. They get their finances stable, but make their family unstable. They build up their reputation for success, but break down their body in the process. They drive toward a goal they create, yet drift farther from the God who created them.


Dreaming about a great life is a lot easier than building one, isn’t it? Those of us who win in one area and fail in another wonder, Is there a way to get a home run in all areas of life? Is there some secret that may have eluded me on the journey of life? I often had these thoughts as my hopes and dreams were crashing.


There Is More for Us


I believe that God has more for us than most of us are living. He wants us to live a life that matters—a home run kind of life. Why do I say that? Because Jesus said, “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.”1 Jesus coming to earth was without a doubt the most profound moment in all of human history. The God of the universe lived in human flesh in the midst of our broken dreams. The very fact of that should tell us four things:



1. God Loves Us More than We Will Ever Know


It’s very difficult for us to wrap our heads around God’s love for us. To paraphrase Jesus when He was trying to express how deeply God cares for us, He said, “God so loved this world that he gave me, his one and only son. He did this so that whoever believes in me would not perish but have everlasting life.”2


That can be hard to believe in a world of broken dreams and broken families. After my parents went through a divorce when I was eleven and twelve years old, my father became indifferent toward me. I can tell you that the teen years are a rough season to experience distance from your dad. That was no small thing for me to get through or get over. And in subsequent years, I was at great risk of projecting the image of my earthly father onto my Heavenly Father. But deep down, I knew that God is not indifferent toward us.


Life to the full as Jesus described begins with knowing that God loves us more than we will ever know. No matter how little or how much you believe in God’s love, there’s more. Even if you are the most secure person in the world who knows to the depths of your soul that God loves you, you still haven’t scratched the surface of God’s love.


2. There Is More to God


No matter how close you are to God and how well you know Him, you need to remember that there is more to God. The depth and breadth of the power of God’s greatness has never been measured. The more you know God, the more you discover there is to know about Him. The closer you get to Him, the bigger He gets. Even when you get to the end of yourself, you are never at the end of God. Pursue God and in time you will join the ancient writers who simply confess, “God has no equal in heaven or on earth.”



3. God Has Put More in Us


God created us in His image and in His likeness from the beginning. He created us to rule on His behalf over the earth. And He would have us know that He has put more talent in each of us than we have ever trained. That’s why you can spend a lifetime growing and never be done. We were, in fact, created for the adventure of growing for a lifetime.


God has also put more tenacity in each of us than we have ever tapped. The only reason anything is truly over for us is that we choose to quit, not because we have to quit. God has put a strong will into human beings. And when we choose to trust Jesus for the forgiveness of sin and to follow His game plan for life, God puts even more in us—His Holy Spirit literally indwells us. That gives us the power of God in us so that we can pursue the dreams God has for us.


4. God Has More for Us


Early one morning I was reading the story of David, and I was struck by something I read. It forever reshaped my thinking about God. David’s story is familiar to us, and he is known for many things: For his battle with Goliath when he was a teenager. For being a shepherd who become a great warrior and then the king of Israel. For writing the Psalms. But we also know about his failure because of his affair with Bathsheba. This particular morning, I discovered I had been so focused on David’s failure and broken dream that I missed the nature of God revealed in the story.


After the affair, God used Nathan the prophet to confront David’s sin. Speaking for God, Nathan said, “I gave your master’s house to you… I gave you all Israel and Judah. And if all this had been too little, I would have given you even more.”3 As I read this verse, God arrested my attention. God wanted more for David. And I sensed that God was trying to make me understand that He wants more for all those He loves.


It transformed how I saw God, and I have never been the same. The experience reset in me the truth of who God is by nature. He is a generous God who desires to give us more. No wonder the early church was encouraged by the words in Ephesians describing God as one “who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine.”4




John’s Perspective


Kevin references one of my favorite verses when he quotes Ephesians 3:20. Too many people underestimate the desire of God to bless them out of His love. We should never have a scarcity mind-set when it comes to God. He is the Author of everything, the Creator who formed the universe out of nothing. His resources and His love can never run out. And because He has told us that He loves us, we should have an abundance mind-set. God wants more for you. The question is whether you are willing to receive it.





God is intimately and personally involved in the dreams of our lives. And what does He want for us? More. By that, I don’t mean more material things. I mean more on a deeper level: more significance, more good relationships, more soul satisfaction, more impact, more connection with God—life to the full. So if Jesus came that we might have life to the full, how come most of us seem to live half full or even empty? The answer is simple but also supernatural. If you’re willing to continue with us on the journey of this book, we offer a game plan for life and leadership that leads to a full life. The journey begins with a bus ride.



Take the Bus Ride


“How did you get John Maxwell to personally mentor you?” I’ve been asked that question repeatedly. My answer? I took a bus ride.


In January 1997, fifty leaders from 12Stone Church loaded onto a charter bus bound for Winston-Salem, North Carolina. All these volunteer leaders had to take off work and pay their own way. The destination? A John Maxwell Leadership Conference.


The previous fall, I had experienced an unmistakable God prompt. I’ve had many over the years, but never one to attend a leadership conference. And this prompt had several things working against it. The conference was a five-hour bus ride away. It was also at a bad time: Who would want to do this right after the Christmas and New Year holidays?


I hesitated for a couple of weeks, almost dismissing the prompt as the result of indigestion. But the press in my spirit was undeniable, so I blocked out the time on my calendar. Then I asked fifty or so 12Stone leaders to join me, awkwardly trying to explain the invitation: “Um, well, God told me to attend this conference and invite you. He’ll have to tell you the same thing, because it’s quite inconvenient just after the holidays.” Curiously, we filled the bus.


Though I’d met John when I was seventeen, attended several conferences over the years, and read every book he wrote, I was not sure he’d remember me. So before the event, I dropped him a note to say, “Fifty people are coming from our church and I hope it’s a good conference!”


It was a long bus ride to Winston-Salem, and when we arrived late in the evening at our hotel, we discovered that they had lost our reservations. Fortunately, we had the confirmation number; unfortunately they had no rooms. So the hotel staff scrambled and found us rooms at a better hotel at their expense. It was a hassle, but we made the best of it.


As we were all checking into our rooms at the new hotel, the buzz began. “Look,” somebody said, “there’s John Maxwell.” He was checking in. We had been moved to his hotel. I shook his hand and tried to appear self-confident, though I actually felt intimidated. I felt foolish for writing the note to him, but at least I had connected with the man who fueled my leadership engine.


The next morning as we loaded up the bus, we saw that the guy who was supposed to drive John over to the conference had locked his keys in the car with the engine running. So we invited John onto the bus to get a ride to his own conference. We dished out the sarcasm, and John had no trouble returning it. It was a fun ride, and it set the tone for an engaging conference for us. As a gesture of generous thanks, John bought lunch for all fifty of us. And at the close of the conference, John agreed to join us for dinner—something I later understood never happens.


All through the meal, I sat at the table with the John Maxwell experiencing two colliding emotions: excitement and terror. I was excited because I could finally ask the leadership guru anything I wanted. The terror: What on earth do I ask the leadership guru without looking stupid? Fortunately, the excitement won out and I asked, “John, what would you do if you were facing a major conflict with your denominational leaders and felt like you needed to walk away? Literally and legally separate?”


John and I were both in the Wesleyan denomination, so he understood the complications and the nuances of my question. I explained some details, and he offered, “Kevin, sometimes God will put a less gifted leader over a more gifted leader to test the humility of the rising leader. You have to decide if it’s time to leave or time to humble yourself.”


If God Himself had chosen to speak audibly, it could not have been more cutting or clear. In that moment, I understood that it’s possible for leaders to be right in their position and simultaneously wrong in their actions. I knew I would have to go humble myself. (How that played out is a long story for another time. However, know that 12Stone is still gratefully linked to our denomination while having the freedom to lead with our unique calling in the community.)


The dinner came to an end, and it seemed good to close with a prayer. For no particular reason, I asked all fifty people to form a circle in the private room we occupied. We thanked John for coming, and I asked then board member and friend Chris Huff to pray.


What happened next would take the Holy Spirit to explain. All I know is that I was spiritually overwhelmed without specific cause or reason. As Chris prayed, I began tearing up, which caught me off guard. I felt foolish—until I opened my eyes and discovered others were also weeping, including John.


“Kevin,” John said, turning to me, “I think the Holy Spirit just asked me to mentor you. If you’re interested, that is my offer.”


I was undone. It took everything in me to hold it together emotionally. I know this sounds wimpy, but I was unable to regain my composure. And nobody but God and me—not John Maxwell, not my closest friends, not even my wife—knew why. It signified a life-changing spiritual shift, which I will explain in the next chapter.


We left that evening for the long bus ride home. Those five hours became a rolling church service of God’s grace. Person after person took the mike and spoke about what God had stirred in them during the conference or after the prayer moment.


That remains one of the ten most supernaturally charged moments in my life. And to think, I could have missed it had I dismissed the prompt from God that I’d experienced weeks before. How many times has God whispered something in our spirit that we casually dismissed? Sometimes a prompt can be as unusual as a bus ride. It can be a simple act of kindness. God may ask us to start something. Or stop something. Or risk something. What would my life be like today if I had been a no-show for that leadership conference? I would have missed out on having John as a mentor! We need to be God’s “Yes Man” or “Yes Woman” every time God speaks. The more that God has for us is usually on the other side of “Yes, Lord.”




John’s Perspective


That was the only time the person who was supposed to drive me to a conference to speak locked his keys in the car with the engine running. I should have known God was up to something. When Kevin’s friend Chris prayed, I knew God was up to something because His presence was clear. I followed God’s leading by asking Kevin if I could mentor him. I have been rewarded greatly by watching Kevin grow in his leadership. Mentoring him has been a joy because he always prepares before we meet, asks hard questions, and implements what he learns. And he does it all for the glory of God.


If you sense that God is prompting you to do something, don’t discount or dismiss it. Follow God’s lead. You never know where He may be leading you.





So the short answer to how I got John Maxwell to mentor me is that I obeyed a God prompt. To understand the importance of his offer, I’ll need to take you farther back in my personal history.


God Gives All of Us Dreams


When we went on the bus trip in 1997, 12Stone Church was ten years old. But the passion to plant a church had come much earlier in my life, when I was just sixteen. At that time I was trying to find stability because I was the product of a pretty messed-up family. As I mentioned earlier, my parents divorced in the early 1970s, before it was very common. Though my parents had attended church since my early childhood, there were things that they never surrendered to God, and that destroyed their marriage and our family. After the divorce, my life descended into misery. The three most significant men in my life left me: my dad and my two older brothers, who eventually went to live with him. I lived with my mom and my younger sister, and we felt completely on our own. We lived in government-subsidized housing. Dad sent little money, and Mom was a high school dropout who worked minimum-wage jobs to help us survive.


We struggled financially, but not in faith, which Mom modeled in both word and action. She used to tell me that God had more for me, if I was willing to listen to Him and fully follow Him. Meanwhile, she pursued God diligently, served in the church, and honored God with the first 10 percent, the tithe, of everything she earned, despite our poverty. Though I had come to Christ at age nine, the struggles of our family marked me, and I dreamed about a better life materially. I hoped to be an attorney someday. I wanted to be somebody and do something important. But I also sensed that God wanted me to become a pastor.


The most marking moment of my life and faith occurred in the fall of 1977. I was sitting alone in my room, talking to God and trying to figure out what direction to take in my life. I had little experience learning how to distinguish God’s prompts from my own wishes, but I wanted to make a decision—once and for all—concerning what I would do in my career. So, with all the wisdom of my sixteen years, I told God, “I’m going to pick up my Bible, open it at random, and put my finger on a verse. If you want me to be a pastor, then you have to make it clear to me. Otherwise, I’m going to become an attorney.” By the way, I don’t recommend that. But God, in His mercy, often takes care of the young and the foolish. At that time, I was both.


I closed my eyes, opened my Bible, and put my finger on a page. When I looked down, this is what my finger was pointing to:




And you will be called priests of the LORD,


you will be named ministers of our God.





I was stunned. It was Isaiah 61:6. I quickly went to the beginning of the chapter and read,




The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me,


because the LORD has anointed me


to preach good news to the poor.


He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,


to proclaim freedom for the captives


and release from darkness for the prisoners,


to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor…


They will be called oaks of righteousness,


a planting of the LORD


for the display of his splendor.5





That was it; I was done. God couldn’t have made my calling any clearer. My dream and His dream for me were now one and the same. I put away any thought of becoming a lawyer, and I did the only thing I knew to do in that moment as a teenager. I wrote the date and time in the Bible as my “YES” to God: November 13, 1977, at 10:55 p.m.


During that season of my life, I later had what could be called two “visions” from God. The first is hard to explain because God used the image of a fun house. Our family had often visited a theme park called Cedar Point when I was growing up. Among the various attractions was a simple fun house filled with things like slanted floors, a room of mirrors, and an upside-down room. To exit the fun house, you’d crawl onto a dark slide that spiraled down and dumped you into the sand outside. I never really cared for that slide; though it was fun, it was also dark and claustrophobic.
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I explain all that because in this vision I was at the top of this slide and an endless line of people were coming through the fun house and passing me to get on the slide. But I understood that this meant something spiritual. It was symbolic. The slide led down to a horrible eternity without God. People were dismissing God and indulging self in an effort to fulfill their life dreams, yet they had bought into a lie. I was painfully aware that they were laughing their way to their doom.


In the vision, God had placed me at the slide entrance to rescue people from the slide. And the burden of their misled version of fun and impending doom was so heavy on me that I was weeping. I was begging and pleading to keep people from getting onto that slide.


When I awoke from the vision, God simply said, “This is your life purpose. People will chase things in this world like it’s a fun house and get on the slide to an eternity without me. I want you to carry the burden of one who knows what’s at stake. Reach as many people as possible and deter them from going down the slide.”


I drew a picture of that vision, and it’s been sealed in my mind ever since. I knew that it was my job to communicate God’s love and offer of eternal life, and that I was to someday plant a church with that purpose.


The second vision was of a very large auditorium, a coliseum-style space filled with thousands of people. When someone came up to speak, it totally shocked me, because it wasn’t the person I expected. It was me! And for some reason, I knew that there was a number attached to that picture: eleven thousand. I have to admit that I’ve never fully understood that number. At the time, I guessed that God was telling me the church I led would be huge someday. (The largest church I’d seen at that time was two or three hundred people.) I’m still not sure what everything in the vision meant, but here’s what I concluded at the time: God, you have given me a dream to plant a church that will reach thousands of spiritually unresolved people. You want me to help thousands discover your dream for their life. I’m all in. I will give my life in pursuit of that vision, and I’ll serve you because I believe you will do this.


Trust me, I know these are unusual experiences. Most people don’t receive an actual vision from God, much less two of them. And most people aren’t naive enough to base the most important decision of their life on a game of Bible roulette. But everyone is called by God. Everyone is invited by God to come to Him through Jesus Christ. And everyone who accepts God’s invitation is drawn to Him and is called to a purpose.




John’s Perspective


I believe God desires for us to be successful. But I believe God’s definition of success is different from the world’s. To be successful, we don’t need to be rich. We don’t need to be famous. We don’t even need to be happy. Success is…




Knowing God and His purpose for our lives,


Growing to reach our maximum potential, and


Sowing seeds that benefit others.





That’s the kind of success anyone can achieve, God being their helper.





God has dreams for everyone’s life. And believe it or not, if you’re willing to follow God and be true to yourself, you’ll discover that the dreams you have for your life and God’s dream for you can be one and the same.


Dreams Sometimes Play Out Differently than We Expect


If you get a call and vision from God at sixteen years old and you pursue God with all your heart—even if you come from a dysfunctional messed-up family—then God will do His part and make it happen, right? You’ll live happily ever after!


Not exactly.


Jump forward ten years to 1987. I had completed Bible college, earned my degree, and married Marcia, my college sweetheart and the love of my life. I was twenty-six years old and working as a pastor. By then I had been in ministry for a decade, first as a volunteer leader and then successfully as a staff pastor at Kentwood Community Church (outside my hometown of Grand Rapids, Michigan). I had paid my dues, I had gained experience, I had done well at Kentwood, and the time had finally come to fulfill God’s vision by planting the church God had shown me as a teenager.


Marcia and I left our home in Kentwood, Michigan, and relocated to Gwinnett County, Georgia, northeast of Atlanta, the place we believed God had pointed us to. In preparation for planting the church, we had done everything experts said to do. We had saved money. We had the blessing and support of our church in Kentwood to help us get started. We had recruited three families to join us in the move to Georgia. We were ready.


As soon as we moved into our apartment down south, we got to work. With the help of our team, we visited four to five thousand homes and made twenty thousand phone calls to people in the community. We asked questions about people’s spiritual interests and invited anyone without a home church to attend our first service. We gathered together a core group of twenty local people and started meeting with them in our apartment. We even had people receive Christ in our living room before the church officially opened. After all those preparations, we were finally ready to launch the church.


More than eight hundred people in the community had said they would attend the service on opening Sunday. I rented a movie theater with 440 seats, figuring about half of the people who said they planned to come would attend. That would be a great start for a church.


The morning of the first service finally arrived. And when I stepped out onstage, I was greeted by a crowd of… sixty-nine people. Add the kids and workers and we had 104 people total. That was not the life-changing opening day I had pictured. I had hoped to make an impact on the community. But the impact that was made that day was on me. I couldn’t see the people who had come. All I could see were the 371 empty seats! Fear gripped me that day in a way I had never known. Not the kind of fear that goes away after a rough game. I’m talking about a fear that threatens to crush the hopes, dreams, and desires of your heart. It was the kind of fear that displaces faith in the core of your soul—the fear that eats away at your confidence bit by bit.


Maybe you’ve known that kind of fear. Perhaps you’re living with it right now. And perhaps that makes you quick to dismiss any hope of having a home run life. You know what the “empty seats” are in your life. Maybe your family growing up was as imperfect as mine—or even worse. Or you dreamed of a full marriage but it feels empty. Or you dreamed of a full career adventure, but it came up empty. Or you opened a new business but made half of what you needed to survive. Or you were actually successful and you hoped it would be fulfilling, yet it has left you feeling empty inside.


My expectations for our grand opening had been huge; my results had not. Then the next week, half as many people showed up!


We ended up being a small church of about fifty people. All I could see ahead of me was struggle. I didn’t want to fight the small but difficult battles of breaking the hundred-people barrier, then the two-hundred-people barrier. I wanted to start with critical mass. And I expected to. After all, God had given me a vision for thousands. You can’t start that small and ever hope to reach large! What was happening to the dream?


Fear tightened its grip. I thought, What if the church never grows? What if we never reach people for God? What if my deepest fears are true—that my life won’t matter? What if I get stuck in a marginal job, in a small church, on the sidelines of life, doing nothing of real importance and never making a significant impact? What if my life is a failure, the dream a mirage? The very thought of it paralyzed me.


I wish I could tell you that I snapped out of it. But I can’t. For the next several years, the church struggled. And so did I. I hit nothing but walls in my leadership. And it took every penny we had to keep the church afloat. Marcia and I, who by then were the parents of two small children, emptied our savings account to survive. We lost our house; we lost our two newer cars and settled for one very used one. After three years of this, the church was broke and so were we.


Then it got worse. We lost our health insurance. I can’t explain the intensity and depth of my discouragement. “Okay, God,” I prayed, “you took us from Michigan to Georgia and didn’t bother to come with us. You’ve let all our dreams crash and burn. I’m practically bankrupt, and you can’t seem to change that,” I ranted. “Can you at least keep my family healthy until we can get health insurance in six months?”


The answer was no. Almost immediately our daughter got seriously ill and we racked up thousands of dollars in hospital bills. I had to sign a promissory note to get her treated. Great, I thought, now I can add financial failure to my career failure.


I suppose the bottom of my descent into broken dreams came when I asked Marcia to go back to work. I had promised her that once we had kids, she could leave the workplace and pour herself into the kids full-time. But we were desperate. I felt humiliated. I couldn’t even provide for my family! Marcia went back to work.


I had already been doing side jobs to help keep us afloat, but now I had to do more. I went to the public library and found a DIY videotape teaching how to install tile. I studied it. Then I quietly took construction jobs at night tiling restaurant kitchens to bring in income without telling anyone.


More time passed, and still we struggled.


In 1991, after nearly four years of living like this, I was done. Meeting in various rented facilities, we had grown from fifty people to eighty-two. I was ready to close down the church and abandon my dream. I was defeated. I was a failure. My leadership was ineffective. We were on the brink of personal bankruptcy. I was taking the stress out on my wife. And I just couldn’t keep lying to myself, saying, Any minute the church is going to turn around. I was striking out, and the evidence was overwhelming: God wasn’t going to give me a home run. The dream was dead.


Broken and humiliated, I drove back to Grand Rapids to talk to Wayne Schmidt, my old boss at Kentwood Community Church where I had been successful on staff. I sat in his office and spilled my guts. I told him about the pain of our situation. I told him I had failed. And I gathered what little courage I had left to ask him one question: Would he be willing to give me back my old job?


“Yes,” he said, “but not right now.” For a fleeting second I had hope; then I started to feel numb. “I think you are exactly where God wants you,” he said kindly. He encouraged me to give it more time to stabilize. I wanted to say, I just don’t have it in me, but I sat there silently. Then he closed with something I will never forget: “Kevin,” he said, “if you’ve lost your faith, then borrow mine.”


I returned home confused and defeated. What was I going to do? I couldn’t go back, I couldn’t go on, yet I couldn’t quit, either. What in the world was I to do?


What Should We Do with Our Broken Dreams?


That’s where many of us find ourselves at some point in life. We don’t want to give up, yet we don’t know how to move forward. When we’re kids, people tell us, “You can become anything you want!” It sounds good—until we grow up. Then we discover that many of our dreams will go unfulfilled. That’s true of Christians as well as non-believers. We tell people that Jesus is the answer—and He is—but even if we’ve embraced Him, we can still find ourselves in such a discouraging place.


Maybe that’s where you are. Did you expect a full life, but instead all you see is a bunch of “empty seats”? Are your dreams coming true, or are you convinced that dreams are appropriate only for children and the deluded? Is there hope, or do you believe you need to settle for what you have and pretend you’re content?


Many Christians do exactly that. But I don’t think that’s where God wants us. Life without any kind of dream is a loss. Then again, life with a dream that you can never achieve feels like a living hell. We don’t have the power to make our dreams come true, so where does that leave us?


In such circumstances, some people “try” God for a while but quit when they don’t get instant happiness. Others try a second marriage, but a second marriage is usually even harder than a first. Other people spend money. Or they abuse substances in their search for relief from their disappointment and pain. They end up in debt or addicted. Some people do all of the above.


If you’re a person of faith and you’ve found yourself in a place where your dreams have been unfulfilled, what does it mean? Does it mean that Christianity simply does not work? Does it mean you should give up? Does it mean you simply need to try harder? And if you’re not a person of faith, does it mean it’s all on you to create a home run life?


The answers to these questions, the rest of the Maxwell mentoring story, and the discovery of God’s design for a home run life lie in the chapters that follow. What seemed hopeless for so long turned to hope. What I did not know at the time was that God was revealing how He grows us up for His bigger picture. What I didn’t know until later was that there is a definable, specific pattern that God uses to grow our lives, help us reach our dreams, and raise us up as leaders. To use the baseball metaphor, it’s how God enables us to have a home run life.


If no one has ever shown you the process God uses to grow us up and make us successful according to His values, then you’re going to love the next couple of chapters. They will forever change the way you see and do life. Not sure you believe that? Well, if you’ve lost your faith, then borrow some of mine. God really does have more for you!




John’s Application Guide


Discussion Questions




1. Kevin mentioned in the chapter that many Christians’ lives seem to fall far short of their expectations and what God desires for them. Have you also observed that to be true? If so, why do you think these things happen?


2. God gave Kevin visions that have guided the direction of his life. What is your reaction to that? Can you relate to it? Explain. If not, how has God guided you? What have you drawn upon for direction in your life?


3. When you were a child, what did you dream of doing or becoming as an adult?


4. What are your dreams now?


5. Have you ever experienced an “empty seats” moment, when a dream seemed to be dead or dying? How did you respond?


6. What is your response to the statements about there being more in us and for us from God? Do you genuinely believe them to be true? What self-limiting beliefs do you currently hold, and what are you willing to do to overcome them?





Assignment


Plan to carve out a whole day, a half day, or at least a couple of hours from your normal routine to have an extended prayer time with God. Set a date and time on your calendar. If you do not own a journal, notebook, Moleskine, or similar item for writing down your prayers and capturing your observations, then buy one beforehand. Take it, a pen or pencil, a Bible, and anything else you might need (such as water) to a quiet place that you know will be conducive to having a conversation with God. While there, use your journal to write out your prayers. Be sure to…




1. Acknowledge to God that He is God and you are not.


2. Talk to God about the things that are currently on your mind.


3. Talk to God about past, current, and future dreams.


4. Ask Him to reveal to you whether you are on His agenda or your own.


5. Ask Him to give you direction for your life and to reveal His will.


6. Ask Him to reveal His dream for your life.





When you do these things, don’t expect to receive answers to all your questions. It’s been our experience that God usually reveals His will slowly over time as we take steps of obedience to His prompting. Depending on your history, this may represent first steps in the pursuit of God, or it may merely be the opening of a new chapter. Either way, follow through.
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