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  Preface


  This book is a very personal one. It arose out of significant struggles with issues of success and failure in my prior ministry as a pastor. My experiences as a pastor and a professor have shown me that these issues are not unique to me or to those in vocational ministry. To one extent or another, every one of us has to face failure. So how should we gauge success and failure in our lives? What constitutes success? Who sets the standards and who evaluates how well or how poorly we have met them? And what do we do when we fail?


  Note that I said “when we fail.” Not “if we fail.” The issue is not whether we will fail but how we will cope when we fail. Hence the title of this book: What God Thinks When We Fail.


  I have sought to reflect the widespread experience of failure by incorporating stories of people from widely divergent groups and locations throughout the book. To all who had the courage to share their stories of failure and the lessons they have learned from their experiences, I say thank you; I owe you a deep debt of gratitude. I have tried very hard to express the gist of each of your stories faithfully and accurately, while changing appropriate details to make them anonymous. I realize that some of the stories have continued and progressed during the writing and editing of the book, but my commitment was to relay them as you told them to me.


  My goal throughout this book is to explore how the vast resources of the Christian faith can enable us to cope wisely and well with experiences of failure. This book is intended to be an encouragement not only to my fellow Christ followers. It is also an invitation of hope to those who might be considering a relationship with Jesus Christ. To all, I invite you into the adventure of following Christ. His grace and truth will make all the difference when you experience failure.


  A brief word about the structure of the book: After an initial chapter that shares some of my struggles with issues of success and failure, we turn to more general issues of success and failure. Because our experience of and struggles with failure can be understood only against the backdrop of success, we begin with a look at the nature of success—from the perspective of contemporary American culture (chapter two) and in the eyes of God (chapter three). We then turn our attention to the reality of failure (chapter four).


  Then comes the heart of the book—a discussion of what I call “truths of grace,” reflections on the theology in Scripture that can give us resources to cope wisely and well with failure in our lives (chapters five and six). Following that is a discussion of how we live out these truths as we respond to our failures (chapter seven). Chapter eight is a brief discussion of ways that those who are involved in ministries of various kinds can help others. It is written especially from the perspective of pastors and other church leaders (not surprising, considering my experience in pastoral ministry and my current role in training future pastors). But it also has application to other kinds of ministry and to other formal and informal opportunities to help others cope with failure. Finally, the epilogue reflects again on my own experiences with issues of failure and lessons I have learned.


  I am grateful to the Board of Regents of Trinity International University for granting me a sabbatical in the fall of 2008, during which much of the work on this book was completed. Their generous sabbatical policy is a crucial way that the university supports research and writing on the part of its faculty.


  I am also grateful to Gary Deddo and others at InterVarsity Press. Your editorial comments are always insightful and kindhearted. What a joy it is to work with you a second time!


  Special thanks go to my wife, Susan Roy, and my daughter, Lydia McDermott, as well as to Peter Cha and Candy Poppino for reading all or part of this manuscript and offering substantial editorial assistance. This book is much improved because of your efforts.


  Above all, I am thankful to my family for their support throughout the process of writing this book. To Andrew and Bethany, Beth and Dave, Lydia and Will: thank you so much. And supremely to Susan—my wife, my partner, my best friend and the one person who has taught me more about the reality of my own failure and the far greater reality of the grace of God than anyone else—to you I dedicate this book with all my love.
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  A Violinist and a Pastor
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  A story is told of a young violinist who lived in London many years ago. He was a superb musician. He loved his music and enjoyed playing before small groups of people in the homes of friends. But he was deathly afraid of large crowds, so he avoided giving concerts. The thought of giving a public performance in a big concert hall absolutely terrified him.


  The London music establishment was very critical of this young violinist. He was violating all the accepted protocols. According to the critics, excellent musicians were supposed to give public concerts in packed concert halls. In time, the criticism grew so intense that the young violinist relented; even though it scared him terribly, he agreed to give one major concert.


  The largest concert hall in London was secured, and when the evening came, the hall was filled. People were excited to hear this prodigy. So were the critics, who filled the first three rows, pad and pen ready, eager to rake him over the coals.


  The young violinist came onto the stage and sat alone on a stool. He put his violin under his chin and played for an hour and a half. No music in front of him, no orchestra behind him, no breaks—just an hour and a half of absolutely beautiful violin music. After ten minutes or so, many critics put down their pads and listened, like the rest. They too were enraptured by the music of this young virtuoso. After the performance, the crowd rose to its feet and began applauding wildly—and they wouldn’t stop.


  But the young violinist didn’t acknowledge the applause. He just peered out into the audience as if he were looking for something—or someone. Finally he found what he was looking for. Relief came over his face, and he began to acknowledge the cheers.


  After the concert, the critics met the young violinist backstage. “It was just as everyone had anticipated,” they said. “You were wonderful. But one question: Why did it take you so long to acknowledge the applause of the audience?”


  The young violinist took a deep breath and answered, “You know I was really afraid of playing here. Yet this was something I knew I needed to do. Tonight, just before I came on stage, I received word that my master teacher was to be in the audience. Throughout the concert, I tried to look for him, but I could never find him. So after I finished playing, I started to look more intently. I was so eager to find my teacher that I couldn’t even hear the applause. I just had to know what he thought of my playing. That was all that mattered. Finally, I found him high in the balcony. He was standing and applauding, with a big smile on his face. After seeing him, I was finally able to relax. I said to myself, ‘If the master is pleased with what I have done, then everything else is okay.’ ”


  As a follower of Jesus Christ, I resonate with this story deeply. Jesus is my Savior. By his death and resurrection, I have been reconciled to God and to his people. Jesus is my Lord, the only one who has the right to direct my life and to evaluate me in the end as to how well or how poorly I have lived my life.[1] And so I agree with the sentiment of the young violinist in the story: “If the master is pleased with what I have done, then everything else is okay.” As a follower of Christ, I believe that, in the final analysis, his is the only evaluation that matters. If you are also followers of Christ, I hope you resonate with this as well. Believing this and seeking to live accordingly is a huge part of what it means to be a Christian.


  When I’m honest with myself, however, I have to admit that it is much easier to say these things than to live by them. It’s well and good to say that Christ’s evaluation is the only one that really matters. But when I try to live that out, things start to get messy. Questions arise. How will Jesus Christ evaluate me? What are his standards? Perhaps more importantly, and certainly more difficult, how can I internalize his standards so that my own assessment of myself matches his? That’s difficult enough in a vacuum. But when competing standards of success and failure scream at me from all sides, and when the evaluations of other people seem so much more tangible and immediate, it’s hard to hold on to the conviction that God’s evaluation of my life, my relationships, my work and my ministry is the only one that matters.


  That’s why I have written this book. I’m convinced that when we get these things wrong, it can be devastating. I know this from bitter and very painful experience in my former ministry as a pastor. Let me tell you a bit of my story.


  A Painful Realization


  My wife, Susan, and I were sitting in the office of a fellow pastor, Jack Harrison,[2] in the fall of 1992. The recommendation of friends had led us to Jack’s office. “He’s an amazing counselor,” they said. That was what we needed, and our first visit confirmed that he was.


  We had just spent the past hour pouring out our hearts about our lives and ministry at the church where I pastored. We had shared our doubts and questions, our discouragements and fears, the exhaustion and agony we were experiencing in our ministry. While there was a kind of cathartic release in telling the details of our story, we still needed insight into what was truly going on. And Jack, not one to mince words, said, “You’re sicker than you think.”


  Those were hard words to hear, but they were filled with hope. A clear and accurate diagnosis was a necessary first step toward resolving the issues we were facing. “You’re sicker than you think.” How so? What was going on with us? Many components made up our crisis, but at the heart of it all was the issue of success and our perceived lack of it.


  A little background is necessary to understand what had brought us to this point. I became a senior pastor for the first time in 1988. Prior to that, I had been an associate pastor of a large and growing church in the Midwest. But at the age of thirty-four I was called to the Pacific Northwest to become the senior pastor of a church that had been the flagship of its denomination in that region. Although the church had plateaued in recent years, its pastorate seemed like an impressive position for a young leader. However, as I came to work for this congregation, I was filled with the seeds of what would later bloom into a full-blown crisis regarding success—and failure.


  Contributing Factors


  In retrospect I can see several contributing factors that led to this crisis. Some were cultural. As an American, I had been born and raised in a culture enamored with success. This was the air I breathed. At their most basic level, typical American views of success involve what is bigger and better. Successful careers result in bigger salaries. Successful athletes are those whose statistics are better and whose teams win more games. Successful actors and actresses net bigger box office revenues than their rivals. Successful parents have children who get better grades in school and perform better than their peers in sports, music and drama.


  “Bigger and better.” That’s success, American-style. However, since the “better” category is often hard to measure, there can be a strong temptation to determine success solely on the basis of what is bigger, which is measurable. For me as a pastor, whose vocation was inherently impossible to measure according to the “better” categories, measuring the success of my church in terms of the “bigger” categories was an attractive option.


  The American culture not only gave me a vision of what success looked like, it also showed me how important success is. Americans love success and those who are successful. They hate failure; they fear it. Success is seen as the sure route to significance. Being successful ensures a healthy self-esteem and the approval of the most significant people in one’s life. This is why the drive for success and the corresponding fear of failure are so strong. At the deep levels of my being, I had imbibed far more of these attitudes toward success and failure than I knew.


  Not only had I been influenced by the broader American culture, I had also been shaped by the evangelical Christian subculture of the day. Among the elements of American evangelicalism in the late eighties and early nineties, the influence of the church-growth movement was very significant.[3] This movement began with a laudable effort to study growing churches and to learn common characteristics that mark these churches and their ministries. Church-growth principles were then developed so that other churches could shape their ministries in the same way. The best of these studies included both the “bigger” and the “better” elements of church life and ministry.


  But, as with the broader culture, American evangelicals tended to minimize the “better” dimensions in favor of the more readily identifiable “bigger” dimensions.[4] Which are the “successful” (that is, growing) churches? Those with bigger congregations, larger budgets, more local staff, more missionaries, more conversions, baptisms, small groups, etc., etc., etc. In short, successful churches are the big ones.[5] Such was the view that had very subtly, but very powerfully, shaped me and the congregation I served. Deep down, we all knew that for this church—and this pastor—to be successful, the church would need to grow.


  One other facet of church-growth thinking also influenced me. Of all the common denominators of successful, growing churches, the most significant was thought to be the pastor. Strong, visionary, charismatic pastoral leadership marked these growing churches. In fact, having such a pastor was considered the most crucial factor of all if a church was to grow.


  At a theological level, I strongly disagreed with this conclusion. There is only one head of the church, and that is Jesus Christ himself (see, for example, Eph 1:22; 4:15; 5:23; Col 1:18; 2:19). He, not the pastor, is the most crucial person in the life and the growth of the church as a whole and of any particular local congregation. Note his unambiguous words: “On this rock I will build my church” (Mt 16:18, emphasis added).


  But in spite of my theological convictions, the “facts” were there before me. Successful churches were led by a certain kind of pastor. And if I wanted to be successful, I needed to be this kind of pastor. The result? Intense pressure and very high expectations that I felt from both myself and the congregation.


  Compounding this pressure was the complexity and difficulty of the role of pastor in the contemporary American church. Several generations ago, pastors were expected to preach and pray and visit the members of their congregations. Now a pastor is expected to do those things and be a visionary leader, a CEO of a volunteer organization, a spiritual director, a therapist, an evangel­ist, a motivational expert and a community leader. This intensified the pressure and stress I was experiencing. Though I felt called by God to this church, a gnawing question surfaced regularly: Did I have the gifts and abilities to do all that the pastoral role required of me?


  Not all the influences that shaped me were cultural. I am also the product of my family of origin. I will be the first to say that I have been greatly blessed by God through my family. My parents and siblings are wonderful, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything. But our family had always been a high-achieving one. Roys always did well academically and vocationally. The subtle yet very real message I absorbed growing up was that I needed to be successful to be significant. I had already taken a different path than others in my family in pursuing vocational ministry—a vocation that would never pay a lot. I reasoned that if I was going to be a pastor, I surely needed to be a successful one.


  This is not an unrealistic expectation, I thought as I began my pastoral ministry in the Northwest. After all, my personal history had been filled with success. Growing up in this family of high achievers, I had followed suit. I did well academically at excellent schools for my bachelor’s and M.Div. degrees. My prior ministry had been as an associate pastor of a congregation that fit the profile of a growing church. By the grace of God, it had been growing in all the “bigger” and “better” ways. It was fueled by a vision of a great and glorious God and by a philosophy of ministry growing out of that vision. And I was part of it! My ministry and my gifts had contributed, in some small way, to the growth of the church. Surely I was in a position to “spread the vision” in a new location.


  My confidence only increased when I thought of the year our family had spent as short-term missionaries in Cameroon, West Africa. I had taught in a seminary there, and it had been a wonderful year. I had sensed the hand of God on me in teaching and preaching.


  That was my background. And now I was coming to the Northwest as a senior pastor. I had the freshness and energy of youth, the gifts and calling of a pastor, and the “right” vision and theology. Not surprisingly, my hopes and dreams were high. Surely Susan and I were poised for success. Surely great things were in store for us.


  All these factors combined to lead us to what I now realize were unrealistically high expectations as we entered this new ministry. When we came to the new church, we hoped that God would do the same kind of things there that we had seen him do in our former church. But not only did we hope for that, deep down we expected it.


  The growth we desired God to bring in and through our ministry was inherently a good thing. We longed for a ministry that would honor God, build the church and impact the community and the world. No, the problem was not with the desires. The problem was that, without realizing it, our desires had hardened into expectations.


  I have since come to believe that the difference between desires and expectations is a crucial one. It does not necessarily involve what we hope for. Rather, it involves the level of expectation we have—when our desire becomes a demand that what we hope for will come to pass. The difference between a desire and an expectation can be seen most clearly when the thing we hope for does not materialize. When a desire isn’t fulfilled, we are disappointed. But when an expectation isn’t met, we are crushed. We conclude that something is wrong. After all, we had not just wanted this to happen; we had not just hoped for it to happen; no, we had expected it to happen. It was supposed to be realized.


  If you had talked to me in the summer of 1988, when I began my pastorate in the Northwest, I would have told you all the “right” things. I would have stressed that God is free and that he rarely does the same thing twice. I would have noted that our Northwest location was very different from our previous Midwest one. And the two churches were definitely different too. However, at a subconscious level, I was convinced that God would do the same kind of things—perhaps not to the same degree, but surely the same kind of things. After all, I was the new pastor. I shared the same theology as our previous church, the same vision of God, the same philosophy of ministry. And so the results would be the same. This was my expectation.


  Our Experience at Church


  As is the case with many ministries, we experienced an initial honeymoon period at the church. There was an air of excitement, good feelings on all sides and the anticipations of new beginnings. There was a season of slow but steady growth—numerically and in the far more important areas of worship, missions and theology. But almost three years into our ministry, I started to experience some significant criticism from various sectors of the congregation.


  This is not at all uncommon in an older, plateaued congregation with a young pastor doing new things. But I will never forget one week in April 1991, when an elder unexpectedly told me he was resigning and leaving the church. At the top of his list of reasons for leaving was his dissatisfaction with my ministry as pastor. According to him, I was not similar enough in ministry style to my immediate predecessor.


  I was completely caught off-guard. It was the first time in my adult life I had felt such a strong sense of failure and rejection, and it felt so personal. This elder and his wife were prominent, respected people in the congregation, and they were leaving the church primarily because of their dissatisfaction with me. What might that mean for the future? If a prominent elder was leaving, what would that say to the rest of the church? Was he right that I was the heart of the problem? The downward cycle of losing my confidence was beginning.


  Later that very week, a second elder confronted me as he also resigned. According to him, my style and focus were not similar enough to the pastor who had served before my predecessor.


  Stuart Briscoe once said that every pastor needs the mind of a scholar, the heart of a child and the hide of a rhinoceros.[6] Unfortunately I did not have such a thick hide. I was too young and too inexperienced to realize that much of the dissatisfaction had little to do with me. Other things were going on within the family system of the church—things that were present before my ministry began and that most likely remained after I left.


  Over the next year and a half, the ministry of the church ebbed and flowed, but it never came close to matching my expectations. And the criticism never went away altogether. This made me very introspective about myself and my ministry. Do I have what it takes to be a successful pastor? Should I stay here long-term? Would the church be better off with another pastor? These were definitely not abstract questions. They were gut-wrenchingly personal. These questions about success and failure were not just about my ministry; they were about me. They filled me with doubts about my own gifts and abilities. They filled me with guilt. Had I worked hard enough; had I done enough? Were the problems at the church my fault?


  I regularly struggled with fear about the future. After all, my ministry was not only my calling from God, it was also the way I provided for my family. If I decided to leave that position, how would I support my wife and three children? And this was my vocation, what I had been trained to do. Perhaps most significantly of all, these questions attacked my sense of identity. I was, after all, a pastor. So, what does it mean about me if I’m not a very good one?


  Things came to a head in the fall of 1992, and as a result, we landed in Jack’s office. We were physically exhausted, emotionally fragile and spiritually discouraged, with very little reserves and even less vision. We were filled with doubts and fears. It was not without reason that Jack said to us, “You’re sicker than you think.”


  A Broader Problem


  Such crises are certainly not limited to those in vocational ministry. Who among us has not faced issues of success and failure at work or in relationships? Is there not a crisis of success when a promotion at work that you wanted so much and thought you really deserved goes to someone else? Are not issues of success and failure right at the forefront when your sales manager is breathing down your neck, demanding an increased market share in your territory? Who among us would not struggle with a deep sense of failure when the family business that we are running is forced into bankruptcy or the family home goes into foreclosure? As a parent, is there not a sense of failure when your child’s report card comes home with lower grades than you had hoped for, or when you get a phone call from the assistant principal telling you there has been a discipline problem at school and that your child is the main instigator? Would you not fear failure when your marriage is struggling and your spouse tells you that you’re not meeting up to his or her expectations?


  What We Needed


  Jack challenged me and helped me to identify several things I needed to do to bring healing to our lives. He told me in no uncertain terms that I needed to “come clean” about my issues and struggles with the council of elders and with the congregation as a whole (not at all an easy task for a pastor who cared deeply what others thought of him and his ministry—but a necessary and ultimately very freeing one).


  Susan and I also desperately needed to revamp our schedules to provide a healthier balance of work and family life and more sustainable levels of sleep and exercise. We needed some extended time away to give ourselves space to begin the process of healing. Most importantly, we needed to be reprogrammed by God. We needed new eyes to see the issues of success and failure from his perspective. We needed time, and we needed intentional effort to learn God’s standards for success and to internalize them. The elders of our church granted us a leave of absence, and so began a process in our lives that continues to this day.


  Jack recommended a book that quickly became a godsend to us: Liberating Ministry from the Success Syndrome by Kent and Barbara Hughes. God used this book greatly to help liberate me from false views of the nature of success. I have profited from the honesty of the Hugheses in telling the story of their struggles with issues of success in pastoral ministry. I also have gained a tremendous amount from the biblical insights that they share. And many of the thoughts I will offer in this book have been shaped and influenced by them.


  Liberating Ministry from the Success Syndrome paints a clear and vivid picture of biblical success. And that’s absolutely critical; we all need to learn God’s standards of what constitutes success and failure. But there is a second component to most crises of success: learning how God would have us relate to success and to failure. We need to grapple with questions such as “Do I have to be successful to be significant?” “Is my identity necessarily tied to my success or my failure?” “What happens when I fail?” “How do I cope with failure?”


  What God Thinks When We Fail is built on the conviction that all of us have two basic needs in this area: knowing what constitutes success and failure, and knowing how to respond to success and failure. It’s crucial that we come to clear understandings of God’s standard of success. And we must realize that, even if we have the best and most accurate understanding of what it means to be a success in the eyes of God, all of us still fail at one time or another, in one way or another. We need to know how to cope with that failure as Christians.


  But before we get to that, let’s explore what God reveals about his understanding of success and failure.


  2
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  In Whose Eyes?
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  Thirty years ago, Tony Campolo wrote about the virtually irresistible lure of success: “Success is a shining city, a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. We dream of it as children, we strive for it through our adult lives, and we suffer melancholy in old age if we have not reached it.” In our culture, Campolo observed, failure is the “unforgivable sin.”[1] It is to be avoided at all costs.


  If this was true in American culture three decades ago, it is all the more true today. A Google search on the word success in early 2011 found more than 432 million results. Compare that to 284 million results in a Google search for Jesus. Contemporary Americans are obsessed with success. A recent search of the library database at Trinity International University, the school where I teach, produced 104 titles of books dealing with a broadly theological view of the issue of success. The same search, however, revealed only four titles of books on a theological understanding of failure. Failure, it seems, is not something we even want to think about.


  But what is success? And how should we understand failure?


  Preliminary Definitions


  Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary defines success as a “favorable or desired outcome.” This is a relatively standard and not-at-all-surprising definition. But the definition continues: “the attainment of wealth, favor, or eminence.”[2] Outcomes that would be considered favorable or desired will no doubt vary with the priorities and goals of the person involved. Cultural, socioeconomic, religious and generational factors, among others, are involved. But it is very revealing that Merriam-Webster’s, a dictionary of American English in the first decade of the twenty-first century, specifies the kind of favorable outcomes that are most desired: “wealth, favor, or eminence.”


  It may be helpful for us to discuss success and accomplishment as they relate to these desired outcomes. One well-known success trainer, Doug Firebaugh, says that accomplishment occurs when a person engages in a task or action and obtains the desired results. But a single accomplishment does not necessarily constitute success. Success, according to Firebaugh, comes when one strings together a series of accomplishments that lead to a more significant life achievement. So he defines success as “an ongoing realization and obtainment of worthy desired results, concerning actions, life, business, wealth, or a worthy ideal.”[3]


  This is helpful in our understanding of success. A person does not become a successful chef by cooking one delicious meal. One is not a successful baseball player by hitting a home run in one at-bat. A single A on an exam does not make for a successful student. Accomplishment needs to be sustained before it results in real and significant “success.” And conversely, one failure to accomplish an individual’s goal does not establish her or him as a failure.


  Significant in Firebaugh’s definition of success is the need for the ongoing accomplishment of “worthy desired results.” Not every set of regular and sustained accomplishments can truly constitute success. There must be the accomplishment of worthy goals. But that raises questions: What is a worthy goal? Who defines such a goal? Who evaluates my accomplishments and success? In whose eyes must I be a success in order to think of myself as successful?


  The Significant Other


  Why is it that some people feel very successful, even though the world in general may view them as failures, while other people have a deep sense of failure, even though the world may view them as very successful? Campolo suggests that the answer lies in an important truth: “We consider ourselves to be successful if the most significant people in our lives deem us successful.”[4] We may call these very important people “significant others.”[5] All of us have one or more significant others, and their view of us makes all the difference in whether or not we understand ourselves to be successful.


  It is possible to be a prosperous and successful business executive or a talented and acclaimed artist, and yet to have never felt that you have measured up to the expectations of your parents. If they are significant others in your life, widespread recognition and applause from within the business or arts community will not mean nearly as much in terms of your own sense of self-fulfillment as the affirmation of your father and mother. For many of us, our parents, or others in our families of origin, remain very important significant others long after we have left that family unit. For others, it is a spouse or boyfriend or girlfriend who is that crucial significant other. For others, it is work associates and professional peers.


  Significant others tend to change over the course of one’s life. For young children, the key significant others are usually their mom and dad. If children know their parents are pleased with what they have done—whether it is the art project they’ve made in Sunday school, the way they say their lines in the school program, the grades that come home on report cards or how they perform on the soccer field—they almost burst with pride. Children feel love and approval when they feel they have measured up to what their mom and dad want. As a result, they view themselves as successful.


  As children grow, the time comes when their mom and dad lose their unique place as significant others. Who among us does not remember that transition from childhood to adolescence when the importance of our peer group started to overshadow our family in terms of our feelings of importance and success? What our mom and dad might think starts to fade in comparison to how our friends in school or the youth group at church feel about us.


  Sometimes young people orient their behavior toward a general sense of what “everyone” is doing. They want to wear a certain style of clothes purchased from the right store, because that’s what “everyone” does. Who is it that determines their taste in music, their social life on weekends, the values they hold to? Often it is the generalized “everyone.”[6] Sometimes, a more specific and defined peer group rises in importance. That’s where they want to fit in, where they want to be accepted. They find their sense of identity largely in terms of the group they are a part of, the group that accepts and approves of them. So they consider themselves to be one of the jocks, the nerds, the thespians, the preppies or the stoners.


  As adolescence continues, attention and approval from the opposite sex becomes increasingly important. Most teens long for the admiration of that special girl or boy. Often adolescents do almost anything to gain the respect and value that comes from romantic attachments to members of the “right” group of guys or girls.


  In adulthood, the composition of our significant others becomes more varied and complex. As we enter into significant romantic relationships (or long more deeply for them), these boyfriends/girlfriends/spouses become increasingly important significant others.


  As we begin to form new families, the crucial impact of our families of origin rears its head again. It never really went away, even when its importance seemed to be eclipsed by our peer groups, but as we enter into adulthood, our families of origin once again become a dominant significant other in a whole host of conscious and subconscious ways.


  As we progress in our education and enter into phases of training linked more closely to future jobs, the academic evaluations of teachers and mentors rise in importance in our minds and hearts. When we begin our careers, and certainly as we start to advance in them, the evaluations of employers, work associates and professional peers become very important. No less important are our customers, potential clients or the community we hope to influence.


  If we are parents, we long for affirmation and approval of our parenting, from our own parents and from other parents we associate with. As our children grow, the sources of our affirmation as parents diversify. We derive great significance as parents from the academic, athletic, social and spiritual successes of our children. As they succeed, so we feel we do. In many ways, those who are significant others for our children become our own significant others. When our children become adults with their own families and careers, we often find the roles reversed and long for the approval of our adult children.[7]
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