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To my Mother and Father in gratitude for their early and abiding influence.
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The Journey Begins


This book began its life as a ‘sensible’ book. I intended to offer a calm and rational résumé of the compelling inner strength and power of Jesus of Nazareth. Drawing from the highs and lows of human life and expectation, I planned to write what theologians over the years have described as an ‘apologia’ for my simple yet deep belief in the story and teachings of Jesus.


And then something happened.


As the global recession swept in during the second half of 2008, the world around us changed, faster and more dramatically than any of us could have imagined. As the effects of the recession began to bite, high-street names disappeared, businesses – small and large – went under, people struggled to hold onto their homes, almost every family in the country cut back its spending, and young people who had worked hard for their qualifications were unable to find jobs.


There was a great deal of anxiety, uncertainty and fear. Throughout 2009, no one knew who might be next to lose their job, their home, their business, their income.


But amid all the grim consequences of recession, a profound change was happening. Not just the change in many people’s material circumstances, but a widespread change in attitude. Suddenly ‘things’ did not matter so much and the focus began to change from the external – acquiring ‘stuff’ – to the internal, and the search for meaning in an increasingly uncertain world.


In the time of material prosperity which preceded the recession we thought we had all the answers. Money and possessions were what mattered most. Shopping had become an end, not a means – a way of feeling good and filling our homes and wardrobes with goodies that we then used to measure our worth and our success.


Even if we had our doubts, we believed that our political and financial leaders must know something we did not, so we put our trust in them. The invasion of Iraq, and its discredited claims that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction and could mobilise them to attack in forty-five minutes, followed by the massive global credit crisis, not to mention the scandal over British MPs’ hugely inflated expense claims, put paid to such naïve thinking.


Instead people began to ask many more questions of those who lead and make decisions – and of themselves. Faced with issues that turned notions of right and wrong on their heads, and with financial and material uncertainty, many people have begun to ask what it really means to lead a good, decent and worthwhile life, what our true purpose is, and what we need to do to find inner satisfaction and peace.


In the words of Dr Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi of the United Kingdom and the Commonwealth, ‘It was only in the famines that the people of the Old Testament realised what the feasts were all about.’ In other words, when things become tough, we begin to appreciate what really matters.


In my working life I come into contact with a great many people from all walks of life. As a former headmaster, a governor of two international schools and now a visiting Professor of Leadership in Education at Edinburgh University, I take a great interest in the lives of young people. I love seeing what paths former pupils have chosen to follow and never cease to be touched by the courage and determination I see in young people from all backgrounds.


In 1997 I fulfilled a long-held dream and set up Columba 1400, a purpose-built Community and International Leadership Centre on the beautiful Isle of Skye off the west coast of Scotland. There we run leadership academies for youngsters from ‘tough realities’ – troubled backgrounds, broken homes, mean streets – and encourage them to believe in their own potential. Over the years since the Centre opened we have seen many wonderful, touching and inspiring stories emerge.


Columba 1400 is not just for the young or those from tough realities. It also offers leadership academies to teachers, educators, those in business – high achievers who want to step outside their daily lives and take a fresh look at the way they are living and working.


Our second Leadership Centre, on the banks of Loch Lomond, was officially opened by our patron, HRH The Princess Royal, in June 2010. Programmes based on the Columba 1400 model are also run in partnership with Activate Australia and Heartlines in South Africa.


While I am passionate about the work of Columba 1400, which is funded through many generous donations, I spend another portion of my week as a business coach within Drummond International, working in various parts of the world with individuals and groups across a wide range of organisations and addressing all kinds of issues.


Then there is my role as a chaplain and minister. This is the role that I love most, because it is a part of me that runs so deeply it underpins everything else I do. I worked as a young minister in the ganglands of Glasgow, then with the soldiers of the Parachute Regiment and The Black Watch. Today I am not employed by a specific church, group or neighbourhood, but will go where I am needed or invited.


In all these roles I come into contact with the old and the young, the rich and the poor, the ambitious and the modest, the driven and the uncertain. And increasingly those I meet, through my coaching work, through Columba 1400 and through my work as a minister, have a hunger for meaning and purpose in their lives and are asking the same questions:


 


What is it that matters most to me?


Where does the deepest satisfaction in life lie?


How do I want to live my life?


Is it time to step off the treadmill and find a new direction?


And if so, to whom and to what shall I turn?


 


I believe that the answers to these questions are to be found in the life and example of Jesus of Nazareth. I am not a ‘religious’ type; I do not believe that we have to belong to one particular church or another, or that going to church makes you ‘better’ than those who do not; or even that you have to go to church at all in order to understand something of what it means to be spiritual. I suspect that the denomination someone belongs to is more a matter of ‘where we land’ than anything else. I have never agreed with religious leaders who take the attitude, ‘We’ve got it right – and you haven’t.’ I happened to be born into a family who worshipped in the Church of Scotland, but to me the denomination matters far less than the spirit in which we live our beliefs. What makes sense to me, and always has, is Jesus, his life and his teachings: an extraordinary being, who spoke against opposing sects or groups, and who led by example. I feel that the lessons he taught are as richly relevant today, inspiring and comforting as when they were first given.


For some time I have been concerned and saddened by the way that the simple, down-to-earth goodness of the life of Jesus of Nazareth has so often come to be discarded and ignored by those who consider themselves to be ‘rational’. It seems to me that to follow the example of someone with such a deep love for others, such natural wisdom and such selflessness, makes a great deal of sense.


The life and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth are as relevant and meaningful in the context of today’s world as they have ever been. Yet Christianity, along with much else that is predominantly food for the spirit, has been discarded and pilloried. For some time now, the pervading attitude in our society has been that if you cannot feel it or touch it or prove it, then it cannot be real. Now I see evidence all around me that this is changing. Many people are growing weary of living with ambiguity, of the positioning of proof above all else, and of the spiritual emptiness that this way of thinking leaves in its wake.


In harsh times there can be few worse hardships than feeling that you are isolated and alone, neither understanding nor understood, and apparently powerless. We all have a deep longing to feel accepted, to belong, to know what we can rely on, and what a consistent set of tried and tested values might feel like.


This is the opportunity that emerges from a time of economic downturn. We have the chance to address afresh the fundamental questions of life and death, of good and evil, of life as we know it – and of life as it might yet become.


Jesus of Nazareth said, ‘What good will it be for you to gain the whole world, yet forfeit your soul?’ (Matt. 16:26). For too long we have neglected our souls, under the pressures of modern living – the ‘to do’ lists, the long working hours, the endless need to acquire more and do more. Now it is time to redress that balance and to recognise that without food for the soul, nothing else feels truly nourishing.


I believe that the time has come for a re-examination of our most fundamental principles. As the old Gaelic proverb says, ‘In order to understand where you are going, it is very often necessary to remember where you have come from.’ People everywhere are ready to ask, and to have answered, the deepest and most challenging questions of all. Rarely has there been such a significant time in modern history for ordinary men and women to stand up for and to publicly own what they believe in. Suddenly men and women of all faiths and none are newly aware of the need for values, and this is encouraging Christians to own their values fearlessly and stop apologising.


Why ‘three’? Because as human beings we are made up of three parts – mind, body and spirit. And if we fail to address all three in equal measure we become like two-legged stools, wobbly and out of balance. So many of us have fed our bodies with nourishment and our minds with the food of intellect while neglecting our spirit and its equal need for sustenance.


Three is a hugely significant number, one which represents balance at the highest level of our being. Certainly for me, the answers to the most fundamental questions in life have also occurred in threes. Over time I have come to believe that there are three wisdoms, three principles and three qualities without which it is impossible to bring our spirit into balance with the rest of our being, to have a peaceful heart or to lead a fulfilling and worthwhile life.


In The Power of Three I will share these wisdoms, principles and qualities, in the hope that they will be of interest and value to you, as they have been to me.


The Three Wisdoms underpin every aspect of our lives and the way that we choose to live. The Three Principles will guide us and help us to lead lives of purpose and significance – not merely for ourselves and our families, but also for all those for whom we are responsible and who look to us for help or guidance. And the Three Qualities will, in their resonant timelessness, be more and more necessary in these times of challenge and opportunity. In a sense, these elements comprise what I like to think of as a spiritual ‘tool-kit’ which you can apply to any situation in your home life, work or relationships with others.


It is my hope that we will journey together through this book, as fellow travellers. Together we will look at the past, the present and the future. We will look at priorities and at possibilities and become brave and honest, with ourselves and with others – and in so doing we shall grow more deeply self-aware of who we really are, of what we might become and do with the rest of our life, drawing on the inspiration that comes from the life of Jesus and the ultimate three – the Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit.


Jesus said, ‘I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full’ (John 10:10). That is what we all wish for: to live life to the full, and to discover the fullness, the richness, that there is in a life fully lived.


It is my hope that The Power of Three will enable the weary and the uncertain, as well as the person of faith, to discover their inner strength, to find purpose in life and explore their capacity for joy, and to see and believe in a new way forward.










The Three Wisdoms


For wisdom is more precious than rubies,


and nothing you desire can compare with her.


(Prov. 8:11)


The three wisdoms – Serenity, Purpose and Service – are so fundamental to a life lived with meaning that without them we are like buildings with no foundation, ready to topple if the wind blows too hard. We need these wisdoms to anchor us, to keep us grounded and to provide us with the courage and commitment to do what needs doing, even when the going gets tough.


The first wisdom is Serenity. This is a wisdom that rests primarily in the heart. When your heart is at ease and serene, your whole being is calm and centred. When your heart is filled with worry and fear, you become ill at ease and then ill in mind and body. You are no use to yourself or others, you make bad decisions and you lose your sense of joy in life. When your heart is serene, you have hope. You are able to wake up knowing you will find a way through whatever difficulties you face. Serenity brings inner peace; it allows us to listen fully to others and to our own inner guidance.


The second wisdom is Purpose which rests in the soul – the deep, inner life force that makes us human. Our purpose is rooted in our sense of direction in life. By this I do not mean ambition, but rather the direction that will bring us fulfilment and a feeling of completion, whatever that direction turns out to be. So many people are doing what they feel they ought to do, or what they have fallen into doing because there seemed no other choice. They have stepped onto a treadmill and do not know how to step off again. Find your sense of purpose, and choices will open up to you. Without purpose you are floundering, but with it the world becomes an exciting, meaningful place.


The final wisdom is Service and this rests in our very being. People need other people: we are not solitary creatures. Yet if we are with others only in a selfish, dominant and arrogant way, there is no happiness to be found, no sense of connection, either within ourselves or with them. When we bring a sense of service, then we find a deep sense of joy in being able to help, guide, restore and care for those around us.


When we live our lives according to these three wisdoms, we live with understanding, knowing that there will always be a path to follow and that inner guidance and trust will lead us towards it. 










Serenity


Do not lose your inward peace for anything whatsoever, even if your whole world seems upset.


(St Francis de Sales)


No search is more pressing, in our world today, than the search for serenity.


Think of how many people you know, young and not so young, rich and not so rich, happy and not so happy, who are rushing through life. We are all at it – racing to catch up with ourselves, doing two or three things at once, cutting down on sleep in order to squeeze everything into our day, and always feeling that there is never enough time.


Such has become the frenetic pace of modern living, of working and of earning, of buying and of getting, that very few of us have real quality time for ourselves and our families, time for being rather than doing.


Most of the gadgets intended to make life easier appear to have done just the opposite. Emails have added another chore to our daily list and yet somehow, it seems, we still need to make the same number of phone calls and write the same number of letters as we did before the World Wide Web came along. Our homes are filled with time-saving gadgets that somehow do not save us time at all. Or perhaps we just find extra tasks to fill in any time that actually is saved.


Lack of sleep, stress and overwork are making many of us ill, but being unwell is no longer always a good enough excuse for a rest. In a recent survey on the quality of working life, based on the views of over 1,500 managers, almost half felt that illness rates in their organisations were rising, while one in three claimed that employees in their organisation were expected to work while sick.


We all know that when we are tired, we make mistakes. In 2008 there were over 4,000 avoidable mistakes made in Britain’s hospitals by overworked, overtired medical staff who, in a blur of exhaustion, misdiagnosed ailments, operated on the wrong parts of patients or prescribed the wrong treatment, sometimes with tragic consequences.1


It is not just in the Western economies that the impact of this overwork culture is being felt; it is rebounding around the world. For instance, in India, where the economy is growing rapidly, the boom may have brought spiralling corporate profits, but rates of heart disease, strokes and diabetes – all previously very low – are soaring.


Overwork can kill. In 2008 a junior doctor in Britain died after working excessive hours and sleeping very little; in Japan a man killed himself recently after working for seventeen months without a day off; and in France it was reported that twenty-five employees of the corporate giant France Telecom company committed suicide during 2008 and the early part of 2009.


While all this overwork is going on, the joys of family life are being lost. For instance, what could be more wonderful than the birth of a baby? In Britain fathers are now entitled to two weeks paid paternity leave and a further thirteen weeks unpaid, an advance in working conditions that few actually take advantage of, citing their fear of losing their jobs, harming their career prospects or looking as though they are not committed enough. So commitment to family gives way to commitment to work and everyone – except perhaps the corporate profiteers – loses.


The great economist John Maynard Keynes wrote in 1928, ‘Let us for the sake of argument suppose that a hundred years from now we are eight times better off in the economic sense than we are today.’ He was close: the gross domestic profit in the United States is today 6.5 times larger than in 1928 and growing, and the situation in Britain is not dissimilar. But Keynes also believed that with this growing economic wealth, we would have a growing amount of leisure time. He believed that by this stage we would be working two hours a day and the problem would be how to use our spare time. For a few decades after he wrote this, people did seem to be working fewer hours, as more were entitled to paid holidays and annual leave. But since 1985 we in Britain and in the United States – two of the world’s leading economies – have been putting in increasingly long hours. Today full-time workers in Britain work the longest hours in Europe, averaging 43.6 per week compared to an average of 40.3 in the European Union.


This extract from an article by former Observer political editor Gaby Hinsliff, writing in the autumn of 2009 about her decision to resign, sums it up so well:


 


Every day became a battle against the clock. I never listened properly to phone conversations with friends, because I was always simultaneously doing something else. I was so on edge I raged at the tiniest delay – tourists blocking tube escalators, a computer slow to spark up in the morning. Running for the train in high heels, I sprained my ankle; the doctor prescribed some exercises but who had time for that? I wore flat shoes, took painkillers.


My reward was that for two crazed but fantastic years, I did – in that loaded cliché – have it all: terrific job, plus small child . . . but what got lost in the rush was a life, if a life means having time for the people you love, engaging with the world around you, making a home rather than just running a household.2


 


So what is going on? Why are we better off than our predecessors (even in times of recession) but working harder? Has a culture of overwork blinded us to the fact that we need not work such long hours? Many experts believe this to be the case. Overwork has become part of our culture. There are tyrannical bosses, of course, but mostly we work because we tell ourselves we have to, and as a result we are all willing slaves, endangering our health, relationships and happiness for the sake of clocking up hours. We drive ourselves, having come to believe that more is better – more work, more acquisition, more demands on ourselves – until eventually we begin to feel out of control. We are helpless, and yet longing to find a way to stop, rest and simplify our lives.


Of course some people love their jobs, and would not change a thing. But this is not true for most. The vast majority of people – 87 per cent, a recent survey found – would give up work tomorrow if they could afford to. Another survey reported that three-quarters of their respondents would like to cut their hours, and another that half of all working mothers would rather stay at home with their children.


When Gaby Hinsliff resigned from her job, she was astonished by the reaction of those around her:


 


I never expected the emotional outpouring that followed. ‘Wish I had the guts to do the same,’ texted a junior minister. A seemingly unflappable public relations executive confessed secretly agonising over ‘not being the kind of mother my son deserves’; a colleague whose slick work-life balance I had always envied admitted she was ‘at the end of my tether’, dying to quit.


Confessions tumbled compulsively from people I barely knew: tales of stricken marriages, miscarriages, only children who were meant to have siblings but then a career got in the way. ‘Too many of us once had relationships that we haven’t got now because of this job,’ said a veteran male reporter.3


When we live life at a frenetic pace, the balance of our lives suffers. It becomes impossible to balance the needs of work, leisure, family and friends, just as it is impossible to balance our mind, body and spirit. 


We are three-dimensional beings, and all of our dimensions need equal care. Unless this happens we simply cannot create balance in our lives. To find outer balance, we must first create inner balance.


It is easier to see to the outer physical needs of our lives than it is to attend to the deeper, if not more essential, inner needs. Yet these inner needs – for reflection, serenity, internal dialogue and spiritual sustenance – do not disappear when they are ignored. Rather, they nag away at us, manifesting in a sense of discontent and emptiness, a feeling that ‘something is missing’, or even developing into depression, which, according to the World Health Organisation, is dramatically on the increase.


Inwardly perplexed, we look for quick-fix solutions: a new outfit or car, a holiday, a promotion, a night out. There is nothing wrong with these things; they can all be wonderfully cheering and fun. But if we do not address our true inner needs, these outer fixes are like tipping a glass of water into a bucket with a hole in it – they simply do not work.


There is a choice


When life feels hectic and driven, it is easy to feel that there is no choice. But whatever our circumstances, we always have a choice. We can remain in the hustle and bustle, throw ourselves into another argument, dive into another drink, buy another dress or shirt – or we can decide to step back and take a good look at our lives and our habits and begin to make changes.


 


Mark was an outwardly successful executive in a growing company. Married with two small children, he worked a twelve-hour day and saw his children only at weekends – if he wasn’t racing into the office to do a bit more overtime. When he walked into my office for a consultation he was grey and drawn, with shadows under his eyes and tightness in his jaw. ‘I feel stuck,’ he told me. ‘I love my job, but it’s taking over my life. I’m exhausted, I hardly ever see my kids, my wife is lonely and I’m running myself into the ground trying to keep my demanding boss happy. I don’t want to leave my job, but what else can I do?’


 


Mark was typical of some of the bright, successful men and women who come through my door looking for answers. They are talented and full of energy and ambition, and while they are not looking for a complete change in lifestyle, their lives are out of balance and work-driven and they are apparently always in an agitated, anxious and adrenalised state. Like so many others, Mark was looking outside himself for a ‘solution’. But no lasting solution is going to be found until we look inwards and make the connection between our heads and our hearts.


 


At a recent appearance, the Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of Tibet, was asked what solutions he had for the problems of society – local, national and international.


 He replied, ‘We are always looking to them out there: to others, to governments, to solve things. The real answer is you.’


 And then, pointing to his heart and to the hearts of the large gathering before him, he said again and again, ‘In here, in here, in your heart . . . and mine.’


 


The Dalai Lama exudes calm, centred serenity. He also laughs a great deal, and clearly enjoys himself when he talks to other people. His serenity is infectious; it draws others to him, whether or not they are Buddhists. 


But it is not only spiritual or religious leaders who can exude serenity. Many people manage it. We can all think of people we know who appear calm in the eye of a storm, who are clear-headed and never seem to panic, who appear to know something those around them do not. And when we come across a person like this, we are usually intrigued and wish to know more. How can we be like them? How do they manage it?


 


Some time ago I was invited to Mumbai in India to advise on the setting up of an international school. My host was the patron of the school, a wealthy Indian man who had made a great deal of money. On meeting him I was immediately struck by his warmth and his calm manner. Over the next few days, as we worked together and talked, I learned that he had made the decision to change his life and live for others. He no longer lived extravagantly, as he once had; now he wore a simple white garment, walked everywhere and never carried more than twenty dollars on him. In the words of his revered Mahatma ‘Great Soul’ Gandhi he had made the decision, he told me, to ‘become the change you want to see’. He put his money, his time and his energy into creating projects to help others, and into bringing people together in shared purpose.


 I noticed that this Hindu father had two sons, both of whom were married to Muslim women. Yet this appeared to present few problems, so I asked him how, in such a divided country, he managed to hold together a family divided across faiths. He turned to me and said, ‘In your countries in the West you do “learning” very well. But in my country, here in the East, we also do “wisdom”.’ Then he laughed and told me that he loved both his daughters-in-law dearly, and never saw faith as a reason to be divided.


 


Like my Indian friend, those who have decided what is most important to them, and exude the joy that follows from it, have made an active choice. They have chosen to take the time to look inwards, and to follow a path that fills their hearts with serenity. This is not a simple choice, nor always an easy one, but it leads to great rewards. Few things are more precious than peace of mind, inner calm and a sense that all is well with your world.


Look within


To whom shall we turn in our search for this deep inner wisdom of serenity? Today there are all sorts of helpful people and agencies who are there to listen and to prescribe. Yet while they can often be supportive with particular problems, so often these interventions are transitory and the bleakness and sense of being alone with our problems returns.


This is why, to find a lasting and accessible sense of serenity, we need to turn inwards, making the most of our own resources and reaching towards the lasting love and support of God.


Jesus of Nazareth said, ‘The kingdom of God [or heaven] is within you’ (Luke 17:21 NIV). We all have the opportunity of finding heaven on this earth if we are willing to work at finding the inner stillness which allows us to connect with ourselves and to know God.


When Jesus told those around him to look within to find the kingdom of heaven, his words would have been radical. For this bright, attractive and unusual young teacher, with his growing following, to question the norms of his day was unthinkable to many. For the huge majority, the answers to significant life questions lay in scrolls, heavy and precious tomes over which wise men pored. Their interpretation of what was written was considered final, and sadly contained many more ‘thou shalt nots’ than ‘why nots’.
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