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      “We’re all stewards of the time, abilities, and opportunities God has entrusted to us. But how do we steward these well when there are so many distractions and so many drains on our focus and energy? Ana Ávila shows us how in this simple yet profound book. Ávila applies godly wisdom to living out our ordinary days on purpose so that we can avoid not only wasting our time but wasting our lives.”

      Nancy Guthrie, author; Bible teacher

      “Ana Ávila’s enthusiasm for productivity for Jesus’s sake is contagious. She takes into account both our eternally focused goals and our earthbound, creaturely limitations. This book is a refreshing and friendly coach for readers who want to make the most of the time they’ve been given.”

      Gloria Furman, author, Labor with Hope and Missional Motherhood

      “I have never read a book on productivity until now. Learning about planning, scheduling, and goal setting was as appealing to me as it is for a young child to go to the doctor for a shot. I am a classic improviser. How helpful it would have been to read this little treasure twenty years ago! I love how Ávila weaves the gospel into every page—she makes it clear to us that productivity isn’t about achieving but loving. I finished this book confident that God accepts me because of Christ’s perfect performance and that as I grow in awe of this truth, I will pour out my love to him and it will be seen in how I use my time.”

      Aixa de López, author, Forever: What Adoption Teaches Us about the Father’s Heart

      “In Make the Most of Your Productivity, Ana Ávila provides us with a precise definition of productivity, the proper motivation to support productivity, and a variety of practical tools that can help us grow in our productivity not only for our own sake but also for the sake of others. She does so in a way that is profound in theology yet simple in application. Everyone should read this book in order to learn how to better manage the most valuable resource they have: time.”

      Cole Brown, author The Gospel Is: Defining the Most Important Message in the World

      “A lot of writing on productivity lacks personal introspection and focuses more on tasks than motives. In this book, Ana Ávila offers us a treasure that not only helps us with productivity-related actions but also helps us reflect on the whys and therefores of our productivity. Ávila reminds us that productivity is first and foremost a matter of loving God and neighbor. If you can’t focus on what you should, this book is for you. If you think productivity is simply ‘getting a lot done,’ this book is for you. If you think productivity isn’t important to God, this book is also for you. It is for every person who wants to make good use of their life for the glory of God and the good of their neighbor.”

      Justin Burkholder, author, Sobre la roca: Un modelo para iglesias que plantan iglesias

      “Wise people follow good advice, but fools say they will do things and never follow through. I thank God for the wisdom he has given Ana Ávila because she has not only been able to listen to good advice but has also put it into practice. And now, with humility and skill, she has written a book that is suggested (even required!) reading for Christians who want to do God’s will in their work and daily life. However, there is something else. I sense that this book can be of vital help to churches and ministries that want to honor God in ways that have measurable results. Of course, the things we do are secondary to who we are, but as Ávila shows us in this book, if we want to glorify God with all that we are, we will seek to be wise in all that we do. May God raise up more authors to serve the church. I am already looking forward to reading the next book from Ávila’s pen.”

      Jairo Namnún, Executive Director, Coalición por el Evangelio
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      A Call for Everyone

      Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.

      1 Corinthians 10:31

      My quarter-life crisis came a little earlier than expected. I was twenty-three years old and sure of one thing: I was a failure. Staring at the ceiling of my room with tears in my eyes, I thought of all those people who at my age had already changed the world. Blaise Pascal invented the mechanical calculator at the age of nineteen. Mozart composed his first piece of music at the age of five. After teaching herself with her grandfather’s books, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz was already recognized for her philosophy in her adolescence. What about me? What did I have to show that my more than two decades on the planet had not been anything but a waste of time and space? Absolutely nothing.

      Maybe you can relate to the feeling: You work all the time, but you feel like you never accomplish anything. You haven’t won the Nobel Prize. Your bank account is a little embarrassing. You follow all the dating advice, but singleness does not want to let go of you.

      Or maybe you find yourself at the other extreme. You have never given much thought to achieving great things. You face life as it comes. Plans are not your thing. You suddenly look around and wonder, “How did I get here? Surely there must be more to life than just floating through it.”

      In this book we will discover that yes, there is much more for us than just floating through life. But we will also discover that this something else is very different from what we usually expect. Our lives are not valuable because of all the things we accomplish; our lives are valuable because of all the things God has accomplished on our behalf. Once we understand that, we are free to be truly productive.

      What Is Productivity?

      In his formidable satire The Screwtape Letters, C. S. Lewis warns us that “there are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall about the devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The other is to believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in them.”1 These kinds of errors—equal and opposite ones—are our favorites as human beings in virtually every aspect of life, including productivity.

      During my quarter-life crisis, I fell into one of two extremes. I thought I was not being productive (or that my productivity was useless) because I was not accomplishing “great things.” I would set a goal, convinced that by reaching it I would become the person I had always dreamed of being. But one of two outcomes always came about. Either I didn’t reach my goal and crumbled, or I reached it and realized that it wasn’t enough—I had to achieve even more.

      At the other extreme are those who think productivity is irrelevant. They think that their life belongs to them and therefore they can do whatever they want, whenever they want, without anyone criticizing them for doing so. They deal with what comes up when it comes up—and if they don’t want to deal with something, they just don’t, and that’s the end of the story.

      The main problem is that we have an erroneous idea of what it means to be productive. Productivity is a concept that has its origins in the economic sciences and refers to a system’s efficiency of production. It has to do with the relationship between the quantity of products that are made and the quantity of resources invested in producing them. In using this word to describe time management and organization, we have come to think that personal productivity simply means getting a lot done in a short amount of time.

      We could try to eliminate the word “productivity,” but we probably won’t succeed, at least in the near future. For now, it will suffice to understand it differently. I like how Tim Challies defines the concept in his book Do More Better: “Productivity is effectively stewarding your gifts, talents, time, energy, and enthusiasm for the good of others and the glory of God.”2

      I would summarize it like this: the productive life is a life that seeks to honor God with all that you have. This means that productivity isn’t just for big executives with seven meetings scheduled every day or for students overwhelmed by the typical college workload. A productive life applies to them and also to the housewife with three small children and unpredictable days, the retired grandfather who isn’t quite sure what to do with his time, the nurse who works long shifts and lives one day at a time, and the janitor who has been cleaning the same building for fifteen years. Productivity is for everyone because we all have gifts, talents, time, energy, and enthusiasm. A productive person is someone who takes whatever resources they have (regardless of whether they are many or few, whether they are valued or overlooked) and seeks to use them to fulfill the purpose for which they were put on earth.

      A cup is a good cup only to the extent that it fulfills the purpose for which it was designed: to hold liquid for drinking. We can say something similar about human beings. People live a good life, a productive life, only to the extent that they fulfill the purpose for which they were designed. This truth is intuitive for most people. Regardless of who they are and where they come from, at one time or another everyone has asked themselves, Why am I here? The most common question for children is, What do you want to be when you grow up? The idea that we are on earth for a good reason and that we have a purpose to fulfill is strongly rooted in the human heart. The problem arises when we don’t know what that good reason is or how to discover our purpose. We wander through life leaning hopelessly toward one of two extremes of false productivity: working frantically for the wrong reasons or being passively carried along by circumstances.

      This hunger for purpose isn’t part of who we are by chance. The desire to know why we are here points to the fact that there is someone who can give us the answer. Like Mary Shelley’s creature, we all desperately search for our maker. Fortunately, unlike Victor Frankenstein, the true Creator does not hide from us in disgust. He has revealed himself and revealed a lot about the reason he created us.

      A Christian Perspective on Productivity

      When we think of productivity from a Christian perspective, the first thing that might come to mind is the book of Proverbs. This book, which offers us wisdom, is full of warnings about laziness as well as exhortations to work diligently. And of course, reading Proverbs can give us many ideas on how to live a life that honors God by making good use of our time. However, it’s a mistake to think that this is the only place in Scripture that provides wisdom regarding productivity. If we pay close attention, we will realize that the whole story of the Bible informs us about how we can live to honor the God who made us.

      Created to Create

      In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. (Gen. 1:1)

      Why is there something instead of nothing? This is one of the most important questions that human beings have asked themselves since the beginning of history. Scripture reveals the answer in its first line: because in the beginning, God—a being that is outside of space and time, inconceivably free from the limitations of the laws of physics—spoke. And the world came into being.

      In the beginning, God created everything. And he created everything good. He made a garden in which he placed two gardeners made in his image to tend it and to make it grow and prosper. He gave man and woman everything they needed to live in communion with him, to be satisfied as they fulfilled their purpose to create because they were made in the image of the Creator.

      However, this was not enough for the gardeners. Even though they had work to do and everything they needed to do it well, they decided to direct their gaze toward the forbidden. They decided to question the Creator and, instead of tending to creation according to his will, they decided to use it as they pleased.

      Adam and Eve ate of the forbidden fruit, and they turned their backs on God. Then, they died. They were expelled from the garden, the place they had been created to care for. What once would have been perfect joy would now require sweat, blood, and tears. Filling the land and making it flourish would not be easy, but it would still be their job.

      We have followed their example. Every chance we have, we turn our backs on God. We shake our fist at heaven, challenging God and saying that our way of doing things is better. We do this not by eating forbidden fruits but by lying, coveting, envying—wasting our lives instead of living to reflect the character of the one who made us.

      Although distorted by sin, the image that God placed in human beings is still in our hearts. Imperfectly and in an imperfect world, we create to show the world who the Creator is. When a lawyer defends the innocent, he is showing the justice of the one who defines what good is. When a mother coos to her child, she reflects the care of the perfect Father. When a janitor cleans a room, he shows that the God who designed the universe is a God of order. All work, paid or unpaid, public or private, is an opportunity to make the image of the one who created and sustains the world shine.

      So we still have a mission. In fact, we have two.

      Reached to Reach

      Go therefore and make disciples of all nations. (Matt. 28:19)

      God was not going to leave things as he found them in Genesis 3. He wants us back in close relationship with him. But how could a completely perfect God allow such impure beings as us back into his presence? Just as darkness cannot remain in light, so is our evil incompatible with the source of all that is good. The righteous one can’t sweep sin under the rug and pretend it’s not there.

      There was only one solution. So God did the unthinkable: he took the form of a man and came to walk among us. He did it to show us what human beings look like when they perfectly reflect his image. Moreover, showing his perfect love and justice, Jesus died on a cross to take the blame that belonged to us. We would never have been able to pay off the sin debt that we owed to the Creator. He did it himself. Justice is fulfilled and darkness is dispelled from the hearts of those who repent of their wickedness and embrace what Jesus did on the cross as the only thing that can save them. Christ is the only one who can put us in right standing before God; he is the only one who can take us back to the Father.

      Today we continue to fill the earth and make it flourish. However, as we work, we also proclaim the name of the one who gave himself on our behalf and taught us to walk in the truth, to walk in him. As we nurture the world that God has given us, we make disciples of all nations. God reached us in order that we might reach others. We were saved to save. That is our new mission. Every believer should live fulfilling this task, from the elderly woman interceding in secret, to the pastor preaching behind the pulpit. From the father reading the Bible to his little boy, to friends crying together over the pain of loss.

      By the simple fact that we were reconciled to God, we can now tell the whole world to be reconciled to him. And we will walk in that mission until our Lord returns in glory and renews this sin-broken world, until he makes all things new and takes us home, where we will worship him for eternity.

      Served to Serve

      Even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many. (Mark 10:45)

      I don’t know if it’s because of our familiarity with the image of Jesus the carpenter in sandals, but we have lost our awe. We get excited about the idea of a celebrity liking one of our tweets and then go through the day without thinking even for a moment that the God of the universe, the Supreme Being, the one who is eternally blissful in himself, the one who needs nothing and no one, the one who created the stars and put the planets in their place, became man. He came to our home. And he didn’t come to our home to claim honor (although he might well have done so). He came to our home to serve.

      When we think of being productive, serving is perhaps the last thing on our minds. We want to be productive in order to reach the top of the corporate ladder. Maybe we want to be productive so that a lot of people will recognize our name or so that we have the money to buy that car we’ve always dreamed of. But that isn’t what Jesus did. God left his glory to walk among us and offer himself on our behalf even unto death. He worked diligently for decades under the authority of a man he himself created, in a small workshop, in a small town, in a small country, without anyone recognizing him. He invested his life working with twelve men who had little to offer—a group that included traitors, liars, unbelievers, cowards, and a couple of brothers who thought they were worthy to sit next to the sovereign Lord of glory.

      However, Jesus quickly demolished their dreams. He explained that in his kingdom, things work the other way around. The great serve. The first are slaves of all. Truly productive people are servants.

      Just as God showed us his creative nature and invited us to create—just as he showed us his saving character and invites us to be part of his plan to save—so does he reveal his servant heart and call us to serve. We serve when we prepare a meal for our family. We serve when, however exhausting the week has been, we help our neighbor move. We serve when we invest our time teaching a child who is struggling with math. The needs around us never end. We Christians are called to recognize needs, extend our hands, and reflect the character of the God who cares for his own with love and humility.

      This is the story of a creator, savior, and servant God. It’s the gospel story. It’s the story he invites us to be a part of, seeking to make the most of everything we have to reflect his glory.

      The Gospel Transforms Our Productivity

      To be productive is to embrace the reality of what God does in us and to respond in worship through our work and our rest.

      What God Does

      Christianity does not teach that we must do many things to be at peace with God. On the contrary, we do things because, through Jesus’s sacrifice, we are already at peace with God. The verdict is in. With this confidence we can seek to have a productive life, knowing that even if we fail miserably, there is grace from God to keep us going. Matt Perman summed it up this way: “The only way to be productive is to realize that you don’t have to be.”3 Truly productive people do not seek to be productive in order to discover their purpose but is productive because they have already found their purpose in God and now want to live it out.

      This will change the way we view our successes and failures. Victories don’t make me feel superior because I know that separated from God, I am nothing. Defeats don’t make me hopeless because I know that my value is in Jesus and not in my performance.

      What I Do

      God is God and does not need us, but he still delights in making us part of his plan. He uses our efforts to accomplish his purposes. Since creation, he has called us to work. Although he could have made a world where produce would sprout without effort, he called us to till the soil. And at the same time, Jesus taught us to rest in the fact that the Father feeds the birds of the air and will feed us too. Productivity is a paradox—it’s work and it’s rest.

      This fact will change the way I look at my day-to-day activities. I can work hard knowing that God uses my every effort. I can rest easy knowing that the final outcome is in the Lord’s hands.

      It’s impossible to remain in this centered view of productivity all the time. We are very prone to wander. Some of us tend to work tirelessly to prove our worth. Others fall into laziness and allow themselves to be carried along by the flow of everyday life events. Far from remaining focused on the identity that the gospel offers us, many of us feel on top of the world when things are going well and feel like the worst garbage on earth when everything seems to be going wrong. Figure 1 illustrates how true productivity is found in having good rhythms of work and rest (by neither working all the time nor resting all the time) and a gospel-centered view of oneself (by neither considering ourselves the best nor the worst), with productivity maintaining a balance of work and rest, confidence and humility.

      

      Figure 1. True productivity

      Although it can be difficult to determine what quadrant we are in, it can be helpful to return regularly to this graph in order to evaluate how we are living out the mission God has given us. Are we fulfilling our responsibilities diligently? Are we resting assured that, at the end of the day, God is sovereign and uses our efforts as he wills? If we are successful, do we believe it’s only because of our merits? If we fail, are we remembering that nothing can take away any spiritual blessing that has been given to us in Jesus?

      Being productive doesn’t mean doing many things in a short period of time. It does not mean working every minute of the day. Rather, it is seeking to honor God with what you have, making an effort when it’s time to make an effort and resting when it’s time to rest.

      The productive life is a life centered on the truth that God uses and sustains us. But above all, it’s a life centered on the identity that the gospel of God offers us. We are productive not because we have to be but because we are privileged to be part of the mission of God, who is renewing all things in Christ Jesus.

      For Reflection

      1.  What were your thoughts on productivity before reading this chapter? How has your perspective changed?

      2.  Which quadrant of productivity are you currently in (see figure 1)? What part of the gospel story must you continually remind yourself of in order to get closer to the center of true productivity?

      3.  How would your life change if you always sought to get closer to the center of true productivity?

      Action Points

      Start reflecting on the concept of productivity in your devotional life. When you read the Bible, ask yourself, How does applying this passage lead me to honor God more where I am and with what I have? When you pray, ask for wisdom to do even the simplest things for the glory of God (1 Cor. 10:31).
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