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To finish strong is to live with purpose, to face change


    with courage, and to choose legacy over comfort.


    It is a rare path, but those who walk it


    give their loved ones something far greater than memories:


    They give them clarity, peace, and hope.
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Preface


    Why call this book The Fourth Quarter? The term has multiple references, such as the fourth quarter in a football or basketball game, or in this instance, the fourth and final quarter of our lives. If we break out life expectancy into quarters, the average fourth quarter for men begins at age fifty-six and ends about seventy-five, and for women, it begins at sixty years old and ends around the age of eighty. I, along with my six coauthors, will focus on this fourth quarter of life.


    The fourth quarter brings unique challenges as well as opportunities. In these pages, we’ll explore how to approach it with intention through six hallmark areas: emotional health, relational richness, physical fitness, vocational alignment, financial freedom, and spiritual anchoring. We will conclude with insights into remaining teachable in this fourth quarter, and with the writing of a legacy letter for those you love.


    In reference to the term hallmarks, the term originally referred to official marks stamped on articles made of precious metals, such as gold and silver, to certify and guarantee their purity, quality, and authenticity, ensuring that the item met specific standards set by a governing body. In a broader and more metaphorical sense, the concept of hallmarks has been extended beyond the stamps on precious metals to refer to distinguishing features or characteristics that serve as indicators of quality, authenticity, or a particular identity. This is applied in various contexts:


    Character Traits: Traits such as integrity, honesty, trustworthiness, and compassion are often seen as hallmarks of a person’s character. These traits distinguish an individual and reflect their moral and ethical standards. Hallmarks such as these are also found extensively in the Bible, highlighted as precepts for living an honorable, humble, and distinguished life.


    Professional Excellence: When it comes to reliability, innovation, and expertise, a product or service’s hallmark can be measured and known for setting or meeting high standards within its industry—through achievements, meritorious results, high quality, and longevity.


    Historical Events: Hallmarks define periods in history, such as the innovation and progress of the Industrial Revolution, or the productivity, ingenuity, and commitment of the greatest generation—those who grew up during the Great Depression and served in World War II. Hallmarks also mark cultural and legal changes, such as the Emancipation Proclamation in 1862—freeing millions of slaves—or women’s right to vote. These historical hallmarks led to changes for the better.


    Academic Standards: The hallmarks of a prestigious institution or medical institution might include rigorous academic programs, a distinguished faculty, and a strong tradition of research and scholarship. All of these attributes are easily tracked and verified, and as a result, their hallmarks can withstand the scrutiny of contentious debate.


    Everyday Application: Recognizing hallmarks can help individuals make informed decisions, whether choosing a product or service provider, evaluating someone’s character, or understanding the significance of a cultural artifact.


    Given the variety of hallmarks, I knew writing the entire book alone would be too daunting. The best and only option was to invite the finest in their fields to coauthor it. Together, seven experts—Dr. Charity Byers and Dr. John Walker, psychologists; Dr. Bill Nesbitt, physician; Lynne Nachtrieb, dietitian; Scott Couchenour, executive coach; Kent Kuhlmann, financial advisor; and I (Rick), pastor and previous business owner—offer insight and guidance for fourth-quarter living.


    Because six of the seven authors are in their fourth quarter and one is in their third quarter, they speak from experience, gleaning from their past and sharing what they have learned for your benefit. Each author has written in their personal voice and style, expressing themself freely. Their experience is communicated through stories, examples, exercises for the reader, and encouragement to view the fourth quarter of life as an opportunity for positive change and not to accept the status quo as normal and unchangeable.


    If you have read my book series titled When It’s Time®, End-of-Life Planning at Any Age: Make it Part of Your Legacy; When It’s Time®, An End-of-Life Workbook for Pre-Planners and Survivors; and When It’s Time®, Leader’s Guide: Leading Your Group through End-of-Life Pre-Planning and Survivor Support, then you know I am fully committed to helping people make a plan for living well now and for the end of life. Your legacy depends upon it.


    —Rick Craig


    


    [Disclaimer: As you read this book, at no time should you take my suggestions or the contributing authors’ suggestions as absolute directives to act upon. While each chapter is filled with valuable information that you can apply to multiple situations, it is offered in the form of helpful suggestions only. I encourage you to seek the advice of other professionals in each field, since your situation may differ from ours and those we have worked with. Your state laws may be different than ours, and your circumstances will certainly not mirror ours in most scenarios. Please take the information provided in this book as examples only, not legal advice, to help you address your specific needs and desires.


    I have no legal, financial, or marketing interest in any of the resources or references listed in this book. The resources provided are solely for your reference and education. There are countless websites available to you, and I encourage you to do your own research.]


  



		
			Introductory Note

			
Preparing the Heart for the Fourth Quarter

			As you begin this book, I want to thank you for your willingness to pursue personal reflection and growth, and for your commitment to finishing strong in the fourth quarter of life. Whether you are just entering this season or well into its rhythms, I believe there are still opportunities to embrace deeper purpose and to shape a legacy marked by intentional living.

			To begin well, we must begin from within. The fourth quarter of life doesn’t ask less of us emotionally; it asks for something different. It calls us to become more intentional, more grounded, and more whole. That’s why this journey starts with emotional health. I invited Dr. Charity Byers and Dr. John Walker—two respected psychologists and dear friends—to write the opening chapter, “Emotionally Healthy.” Their wisdom and compassionate insight will guide you through the landscape of your inner world in this season of life—one of past wounds, present habits, emotional patterns, and the power of self-leadership. 

			Once we’ve tended to the inner life, we naturally turn to the people around us. That’s where chapter 2, “Relationally Rich,” picks up. Relationships matter profoundly in this season. I will walk with you through the process of reflecting on your current connections, identifying the virtues that shape meaningful relationships, and evaluating who you invite into your inner circle. It’s a sacred and sometimes challenging audit, but one that can bring peace, freedom, and renewed joy.

			The order of these chapters is intentional, as emotional health prepares us for relational strength. Without tending to what’s unresolved within us, we risk carrying old pain into new connections. But with a heart anchored in emotional maturity, we can show up in our relationships with grace, humility, and purpose.

			So, wherever you find yourself right now, take a breath. Set your heart toward growth. And know that you’re not alone on this journey. We walk together—with wisdom from others, strength from God, and the courage to finish well.

			—Rick Craig

		

	

  

    Chapter 1


    
Emotionally Healthy


    By Doctors Charity Byers and John Walker


    It is both an honor and joy to introduce Dr. Charity Byers and Dr. John Walker—two trusted friends, wise confidants, and highly respected psychologists. Charity and John bring a powerful blend of professional expertise and deep personal insight into what it means to live with emotional balance, resilience, and purpose. Over the years, their thoughtful counsel and compassionate presence have enriched my life and the lives of many others. They approach the subject of emotional health with a combination of wisdom that speaks to both the heart and the mind, always with respect for the whole person—body, mind, and spirit. I can think of no better voices to guide us through this chapter as we consider how tending to our inner life prepares us to finish strong and to finish well. 


    

      [image: ]

    


    


    In the later stages of life, it’s common to look back on fond memories. I find myself looking back now more than ever, often spending evening time browsing through old photos, reflecting on the preciousness of small moments, and recalling the stories that have been told throughout the years. Sometimes they make me long for one more taste of the past. Sometimes, their collective beauty just makes me grateful.


    As we reflect and remember, what we often see beyond the good are the missed opportunities. Who we wish we could have been and what we wish we had done. Regret doesn’t get us anywhere and is too often counterproductive. Yet, there’s an important opportunity in the fourth quarter to become. It is a time to think about how we’d like to do things differently and make the last quarter of our lives the strongest. Life doesn’t change unless we change. The fourth quarter is a chance to find a greater degree of freedom from the hindrances that have held us back all these years.


    Some people set themselves up for failure in the fourth quarter by not recognizing that the very things that brought them success in the first three quarters may now work against them. The fourth quarter often requires something different. It calls them to adapt and adjust, even if they’ve grown comfortable with who they are.


    As you step into this chapter, be ready to let go of what’s comfortable in order to have an emotionally healthy fourth quarter. You’ll be challenged to rethink your perspective on emotional health, the emotional characteristics you’ll need, and what stands in the way of your emotional strength. If you are willing to keep learning about your inner world and to lead yourself, your fourth quarter can be filled with more joy, fulfillment, resilience, and high character, even in the midst of changes that accompany aging.


    


    

      Consider what’s required 
in these scenarios:


      

        	If your value was based on professional success, what happens to your sense of worth in retirement?


        	If you’ve thrived on being needed as a parent, what is your purpose now that your kids are independent and building their own lives?


        	If the unexpected happens, how will you feel safe in the world when you can no longer rely on the predictable path you’ve known?


      


    


    By this point in life, you may think, I am who I am by now. Better just accept it. But that’s only true if you settle. In the book Falling Upward, Richard Rohr describes the first half of life as the opportunity to build our identities and establish ourselves. In the second half of life, he suggests that we leverage our challenges and experiences to look inward and grow.


    You’ve never had more capacity for change than you do now, primed with enough life experience to truly understand yourself, maybe for the first time. Ask yourself what isn’t working for you to the degree you wish it were. Emotional health isn’t a destination you reach as you hit the peak of your lives. It is a continual pursuit until your final breath.


    Emotional health isn’t a destination we reach as we hit the peak of our lives. It is a continual pursuit until our final breath.


    


    That may sound like unwelcome news. You may hope to coast in later life, relying on the idea of doing less work on yourself, or the thought that you’re already emotionally healthy. While emotional health in later life is influenced by how you’ve lived to this point, it’s also determined by how you live from this point. Key lessons can be carried with you, yet, for most, the fourth quarter still requires a teachable spirit. The world around you will still be changing and will require something of you that life didn’t before—perhaps an even greater amount of flexibility, contentment, and security in who you are than ever before.


    What is your idea of finishing well? Think about that for a moment. Have you considered that it might consist of being a better version of yourself at the end of your life than you were in the beginning?


    The fourth quarter of life is not a time to decline but a time to refine. Emotional health matters at every stage of life, yet there’s a unique demand for it in the final quarter. There’s also a unique opportunity for it. In our final chapter of life, it’s not the time to settle into who we think we are and coast through our remaining days. It’s a time to lead beyond past hindrances, to guide our steps toward peace and resilience through change, and to bring out the best within ourselves.


    The fourth quarter of life is not a time to decline but a time to refine. 


    


    What Is Emotional Health?


    Emotional health isn’t getting life to feel whole or at peace; it’s finding wholeness and peace within. Key markers of emotional health are:


    

      	Comfort in your authentic self


      	Feeling secure and safe in the world


      	Experiencing hope, joy, and love even when circumstances are hard


      	Capacity to see and believe in what is good


      	A soft heart toward others


      	Contentment


      	Flexibility


      	Healthy and hopeful thoughts


      	Capacity for connection and trust


      	Desire for engagement, pursuit, and purpose


      	Internal resilience


      	High character


    


    In contrast, emotional unhealthiness is living with an unsettled soul, troubled heart, and burdened mind. Key markers of emotional unhealthiness are:


    

      	Insecurity in who you are


      	Feeling unsafe and under threat


      	Experiencing despair, hopelessness, anger, or apathy


      	Negative and skeptical lens or perspective


      	A hardened heart toward others


      	Perpetual discontentment


      	Rigidity and the need for constant control


      	Dark, troubled, or anxious thoughts


      	Guardedness against others


      	Desire to withdraw, settle, and give up


      	Feeling overwhelmed constantly


      	Compromised character


    


    


    Step into an emotionally healthy fourth quarter, or don’t. This is not about who has been dealt the right cards; it’s about what you do with what you’ve been given.


    This is not about who has been dealt the right cards; it’s about what you do with what you’ve been given.


    There’s a pathway before you that’s offering a way to become a better version of yourself than you were at the beginning. It isn’t made up of a series of steps to follow, but it’s the way you live your life! You can step on the pathway by examining yourself, adjusting, and investing well. Let’s pursue this together—beginning on the path toward greater emotional health in your fourth quarter.


    Understanding Emotional Hindrances


    Without understanding why you do what you do, self-sabotage is inevitable. You’ll keep living out the unwanted patterns of the past: perhaps being selfish when you want to be selfless, being too stubborn when you need to ask for help, letting irritability keep love from leading, or pushing people away when all you really want is connection.


    If you want to become a better version of yourself than you were before, and live your final chapter from a place of wholeness, you have to become curious about the hindrances within you that hold you back. The only way to really change who you are is to change the “why” behind them.


    There is power in understanding your past, even as an older adult. After decades have passed, it may not seem like what happened in your childhood or other formative years matters anymore. It can feel like a part of a different life, or as if those experiences belong to someone you no longer recognize. Yet, they still are part of shaping why you are who you are and why you do what you do.


    Even without having a dramatic or traumatic past, everybody’s life has still been imperfect. You have inevitably been taught imperfect lessons (by imperfect people), imperfect relational patterns, and imperfect moments. Don’t dismiss your story by calling it boring, uneventful, and not as bad as others. It’s worth understanding how the little things you wish you didn’t do or feel anymore are still driven by something you learned years ago. 


    Heart Shapers are the events, moments, people, and influences that shape what’s inside you. Maybe a parent you couldn’t please instilled in you a sense of inadequacy, or repeated betrayals taught you not to let anyone in too close so that you wouldn’t become disappointed. Heart Shapers teach us who we are, how to see the world, and how to participate in it. Our early experiences in life still show up in us as adults, even older adults. Time doesn’t eventually erase their impact. Only healing does.


    Heart Shapers are the events, moments, people, and influences that shape what’s inside you. 


    


    These three impacts, among others, often play a key role in shaping our emotional health:


    

      	
Everyday life experiences – Small moments that were seemingly insignificant but accumulated into something impactful.


    


    Examples: Being ignored, creating a sense of rejection; not fitting in at school, creating insecurity; moving frequently, leading to becoming an adapter or adopter who fits the environment; being picked on, creating a desire to prove yourself.


    

      	
Family of origin – Our primary relationships come from our family and primary caregivers. These relationships are pivotal in shaping how we relate to others, develop our sense of self, and model how to participate in the world.


    


    Examples: Being overly praised for everything you do, creating pride; being held to an unachievable standard, creating perfectionism; being raised in a home with violence, creating fear; experiencing emotional manipulation, creating a need to appease others.


    

      	
Defining moments of our lives – The peaks and valleys of our lives that change things in an instant


    


    Examples: The death of a caregiver that led to becoming self-reliant; an unexpected tragedy that created anxiety; a significant failure that created inadequacy


    Take a moment to reflect:


    


    

      	What imperfect Heart Shapers are in your story?


      	What did they teach you? Did they sow health, security, trust, and hope inside you? Or, instead, did they leave you feeling unimportant, ashamed, unvalued, forgotten, afraid, unprotected, or inadequate?


      	How did you learn to live because of the lessons your Heart Shapers taught you?


      	How might they still impact you now, even decades later in life?


    


    What do you notice? Don’t brush over your story, make excuses for the past, or be afraid of naming reality. While your Heart Shapers may have made many healthy and helpful contributions, their imperfect aspects have power—often too much power—that can become a catalyst for how you live your life.


    Heart Shapers leave a mark inside that’s called a Sore Spot. Sore Spots are the parts of you that have been bruised and beaten up by life, leaving pain and a desire to protect yourself from more.


    Sore spots can be:


    

      	Shame


      	Pride


      	Insecurity


      	Inadequacy


      	Fear


      	Rejection


      	Lack of value


      	Abandonment


      	Unprotectedness


      	Anger


    


    Sore Spots often get created early in life and can be reinforced by ongoing experiences. As life goes on, things keep hitting those Sore Spots inside.


    

      	When someone questions your character, it hits the pride in your heart. It sends you instantly into self-defense mode, trying to refute any threat to your ego.


      	When your spouse tells you they aren’t feeling as loved as they want to be by you, it hits the insecurity in your heart. You respond with self-condemnation, rehearsing in your mind all the ways you’ve failed your spouse over the years.


      	You get news that someone you love is injured, and it hits the fear in your heart. You start scrambling for any morsel of control you can find to help and make things okay.


    


    Sore Spots don’t just create negative feelings; they also influence who we are and how we behave in the world. Without even knowing it, Sore Spots are guiding what we think, what we say, and how we act.


    Patterns and Impacts


    The past patterns and impacts of our lives are present in our lives today in several ways:


    

      	We draw conclusions based on limited and biased information.


    


    As we go through daily life, we are constantly creating meaning out of things. What does this say about me? What does this tell me about you? What does this indicate about the world? If we aren’t aware of the unresolved pain we carry, we risk misinterpreting things.


    Here’s an example: If you don’t get an expected promotion at work, the inadequacy inside you might tell you, I am incapable of succeeding. At this point, you can’t see objectively, and you dismiss the reality that the boss wasn’t playing fair and gave the promotion to their favorite employee. You are not able to experience this as a reflection of the boss’s poor leadership, but rather internalize it as a personal failure.


    


    

      	We’re enslaved to untrustworthy emotions.


    


    How many times have you heard someone say, “Calm down! You are really overreacting!” The moment something touches our place of historical pain, we can go into negative emotional overload. Our feelings take over, shutting out reason and self-control. We can become flooded with feelings that lead us to overrespond or underrespond—by exploding or withdrawing. The response in either case isn’t fitting to the moment because it’s either too much or too little. That’s because our hearts aren’t responding to the moment alone, but also to the accumulated experiences and pain inside us.


    

      	We’re enslaved to faulty solutions.


    


    We are often driven by self-protection instead of wisdom when we’re carrying unresolved pain. In the example earlier, if your thought after not receiving a promotion is, I am incapable of succeeding, you will act accordingly. You might behave as if you aren’t a good or capable leader by invalidating your skills and deferring to others in the workplace.


    We try to make the uncomfortable feelings or perceptions go away, usually in unhelpful ways. Without thinking, our self-protective autopilot kicks in, sending us down one of these three routes:


    


    

      	
I have to fix this: We desperately want to do something to change the reality of what we’re negatively feeling or thinking. When fearing rejection, we might compromise our values or boundaries to keep the other person happy enough to stay in the relationship. When fear is triggered, we may self-produce all the worst-case scenarios, then make a plan to be ready for anything that might come.


      	
I have to make this go away: We try all kinds of ways not to feel or think about what’s uncomfortable anymore. We try denial, we compartmentalize—tucking it into an untouched corner of our minds—or we numb our feelings and become anesthetized.


      	
I have to surrender to this: Sometimes we give in to or settle into the pain. For example, when shame rises up, we participate by beating ourselves up and dwelling on our mistakes. When we feel unvalued by others, we withdraw from relationships, convinced that we are wasting others’ time and doing them a favor.


    


    The impact of your unresolved past and pain is what drives you to do what you don’t want to do. If you aren’t careful, self-protection will choose your path. Self-protection becomes your hindrance to joy, peace, and high character. That doesn’t bring out the best in you—it’s the opposite of being emotionally healthy.


    Unresolved pain makes life too much about self. You can be driven by what feels safe or easy rather than by what’s loving, by what feels justifying to your ego rather than by what’s fair. You can defend more than listen. But when you understand what’s inside you, you can begin to lead yourself differently and be driven by something other than your past. You can be free to make an impact through helping others, experiencing meaningful moments, or being faithful to work through the hard parts of relationships.


    Facing the Past and Healing


    Joseph (not his real name) was an all-around good guy. He had a career that, like so many of us, had its ups and downs. He served in the military, and he found a home there. It seemed as though the military fit who he was, and life made sense there. Then something happened that made no sense: Joseph found out that his mother wasn’t really his mother. This discovery, coming in his adult life, was disorienting yet clarifying at the same time. It happened on a trip back to his hometown, a place he hadn’t been to in years. Conversations began with old friends and extended to the parents of old friends. Through those conversations, he heard something that he never would have dreamed: The woman he’d identified as his mother was actually a substitute. 


    This discovery explained an awful lot. He grew up feeling as though he was never really wanted. He grew up with anger that was all around him and often directed at him. He grew up feeling like he wasn’t good enough, for some reason that had been a mystery to him until that point. While he didn’t realize it in his early years, anger wasn’t only around him but was inside him too. Anger was Joseph’s response to not feeling wanted in his family.


    When Joseph went into the military, he loved the structure, including the clear knowledge of how tasks were to be done. He knew exactly how to do things right, and by doing so, he was affirmed, accepted, and regarded in ways he was desperate to be. He loved the camaraderie of “brothers in arms.” His combat unit became a family who wanted him, and he wanted them.


    However, throughout his career in the military, seemingly inexplicable anger would erupt out of nowhere, exceeding the circumstances by far. He didn’t understand his responses and even justified them. The anger came to a head at the end of his career when the unthinkable happened again. He was a senior officer and had been promoted to the coveted position of colonel, yet the date of his promotion fell one day after his military retirement, and he missed out on all the benefits the new title would have brought. To Joseph, that timing appeared intentionally set against him. It seemed like his military family had betrayed him. He couldn’t connect the dots to see this at the time, but it was another big betrayal, just like his mother’s.


    Life went on with unmanaged anger spilling over too often. By age seventy, his wife of forty-six years decided she had had enough. The buried anger and periodic eruptions had taken their toll. He’d never thought she would leave, and when she did, he was enraged. His lifetime of emotional wounds had never been faced or resolved, yet he had never developed any self-awareness. Those wounds deeply impacted his relationships with his wife, kids, and his “brothers in arms.” He never broke the unhealthy pattern of anger.


    What would it have been like for Joseph if he had become curious about his anger and where it came from? What would it have been like if he’d let someone speak into his life? What difference would it have made if he’d learned the art of self-exploration and self-management? What if he’d asked himself the questions, How have the patterns I’ve learned in life destroyed the very relationship I thought I could always count on? or How did the painful end of my military career reflect the unresolved pain of my youth?


    Here are the key points about Joseph’s story:


    

      	Unresolved hurts often repeat themselves.


      	Old wounds often resurface outside of awareness, yet have a powerful impact.


      	Just because you deny the wounding in your life doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.


      	Some of our emotional wounds are obvious, but others take a little more work to unearth and understand.


    


    If life isn’t or hasn’t been quite what you’ve expected, perhaps you’ve got emotional hindrances that haven’t been dealt with.


    


    If life isn’t or hasn’t been quite what you’ve expected, perhaps you’ve got emotional hindrances that haven’t been dealt with.


    Pain has sculpted you in positive ways in certain aspects of your life. Maybe you’ve learned to make better choices or how to be wise with how you give away trust. But you might also find that pain has led you to a place of self-protection instead of freedom, taught you to settle as if this is as good as it gets, or encouraged you to give in to feeling helpless and hopeless—as if the fourth quarter is not a time of opportunity but a time to wait out the inevitable.


    You might discover that your inner world is more complex than you realized. So many things wind up having an impact, and you might not fully understand what that impact is unless you’re being intentional to both identify and understand it.


    If you want to understand yourself, take time in solitude to ask questions. Adopt a new sense of curiosity about yourself and record those reflections in a journal. Challenge yourself to be more vulnerable and honest than you’ve ever been as you explore the uncomfortable places and times of your past.


    Think about these questions:


    


    

      	How has my past shaped me?


      	How are my emotions today influenced by the experiences of my past?


      	What did I learn about who I am from the way I was loved and related to?


      	How are my expectations of others a product of what my past relationships looked like?


      	How are my life strategies built to protect me from being hurt or disappointed?


      	What did I have the best intentions of doing or being that I didn’t execute well?


      	What has kept me doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different outcome? (We’ve all heard that one before. It’s Einstein’s definition of insanity.)


      	What has been dragging me down to a version of myself I don’t like?


      	How do I talk to myself in ways that others who care about me wouldn’t agree with?


    


    What can you do with your new self-understanding? Begin by identifying what life would look like without your hindrances. Create small yet meaningful challenges to move you one step closer to this life at a time. Consider participating in counseling to guide healing from what is holding you back.


    Seeking Feedback


    Sometimes we see a limited picture of ourselves. The best way to know yourself is to see yourself through the eyes of trustworthy others. There are two things we want to better understand through feedback.


    

      	
Blind spots: The first is your blind spots. Your normal is only normal to you. What you think and what you do are often instinctual by this stage of life. Someone else can help you see what you can’t see regarding how you present yourself, and see what that might say about the pain you are carrying or your unhealthy thoughts.


      	
Impact: The second piece to understand is your impact. You simply can’t know your impact on others unless you ask those you influence. How do you come across to others? How do others feel when they interact with you? How do your words or moods affect others? Do others receive what you intend to say?


    


    It can be an intimidating step to ask someone for feedback about yourself. What if they reveal something about you that you don’t want to hear? The risk isn’t in the feedback; it’s in letting it defeat you. Feedback is an opportunity to grow. Become curious about why you do what you do so you can remove the hindrances that keep you stuck in that way of being, and strengthen a relationship by learning to present yourself differently. Let people who know you well tell you the truth by holding up the mirror for you. This growth potential is led by a choice to become all you can be in the fourth quarter of living. It’s an investment that can yield high dividends!


    Invite five people to give you feedback on questions like these:


    

      	How do you experience me?


      	Which three words best describe who I am, not what I do?


      	What emotions do I display most often?


      	What do you notice about the way I see the world?


      	What do you notice about the way I interact with others?


      	How do you think I see myself?


      	From the stories I’ve told you, what do you think might still impact me from my past?


      	Where do you see me stuck or hitting the same barrier?


    


    When you get the feedback, your job is to deeply consider it. That means treating it as something that could be true. Watch your defensiveness. Don’t reject it without examination because you can’t risk a hit to your pride. Emotionally healthy people are humbly secure.


    


    The pathway to emotional health is journeyed as you invite trusted others to speak into your life and illuminate for you that which you can’t see for yourself.


    Looking Back to Look Forward


    The windshield is bigger than the rearview mirror for a reason—to have our eyes fixed forward rather than stuck on the mistakes or troubles of the past. Yet, looking back helps us move forward well. In the fourth quarter, we need to interpret our past through a lens that leads to growth and wholeness.


    By the fourth quarter, there’s ample history in the rearview mirror. Hopefully, you have a plethora of cherished memories. But, more than likely, you’ve also accumulated your fair share of disappointments and regrets, such as things left unsaid or undone. The worst part is the hindsight and knowing what you know now that you didn’t know then. Regrets and disappointments can come with self-judgment and the thought: It shouldn’t have been the way it was. So how do you not live in regret?


    An important task of the fourth quarter is to reflect back on your life story to find the meaning and purpose in it, no matter the outcome. How did what happened then lead you to where you are now? That question doesn’t minimize the realities of missed opportunities, unruly behavior, or the consequences of them. Yet, it sees beyond them into the bigger picture. Leading an examined life is not only about probing each moment as it comes, but also about inspecting the whole to connect the dots. Perspective and acceptance come when you begin to appreciate how even mistakes and unmet expectations may have propelled you forward.


    


    Perspective and acceptance come when you begin to appreciate how even mistakes and unmet expectations may have propelled you forward.


    Make a Timeline


    

      	
Mark the lows: Mark “low” on the moments of regret, disappointment, pain, and hurt throughout your life.


      	
Mark the highs: Mark “high” on cherished moments of growth, success, or joy.


      	
Trace it back: For each high moment, look back to see what events or choices led you there. 


      	
See the whole: Notice how the highs and lows are connected rather than random. See your life as a journey shaped by both joys and trials.


      	
Reflect: Write in your journal about how the dots connect in your life—what helpful purpose have the highs and lows played in shaping how you live life today?


    


    If that exercise proves more discouraging than encouraging, it might be telling you that you haven’t learned or grown yet because of your missteps. So let them propel you now! Learn the lessons you need to absorb. Make amends and forgive yourself so you can live by grace and at peace with others. Through mentorship, you can leverage the pain you experienced to bless someone now who is in your old shoes.


    The point of self-reflection is not about becoming self-absorbed but gaining self-insight. That’s the ticket to freedom—choosing a new trajectory. You don’t have to abandon all the lessons you learned in the past, but you do need to evaluate them to see if they are worth preserving.


    It’s not too late to face your past. It’s not too late to understand yourself. It’s time to leverage the fourth quarter as a chance to heal and redeem what’s been holding you back.


    The Power of Self-Leadership 
in Emotional Health


    The only real thing you have control over in your life is yourself. When you face yourself, there becomes so much possibility for who you can be, no matter who you’ve been up to this point. You have proclivities and decades of deeply ingrained habits to discipline, like everyone on earth, and it takes self-leadership and the desire to change and to live differently to be whole. Most importantly, your true self can lead rather than your wounded self.


    As we gently guide our hearts to wholeness and resilience in the fourth quarter, there’s a pathway of self-leadership to follow that can lead to healing, growth, and adaptation. It’s not made up of steps, but of guiding principles.


    

      	
Be aware: As something becomes uncomfortable, become curious. Ask yourself what it is bringing up in you. Acknowledge what you are feeling, thinking, and needing, and evaluate whether it is healthy.


      	
Be in charge: Name the new targets of what you want to pursue, change, or build as you move forward. Guide your heart beyond its instincts. Break loyalty to your “normal.” Regulate your emotions that can mislead you. Challenge your thinking and your behavior to align with wisdom over self-protection.


      	
Be in reflection: Spend time on a regular or daily basis to examine what’s in you and what’s coming out of you. Think about your recent patterns of thinking. What kinds of thoughts have been in your mind lately? Which of those needs to be disciplined to the truth and not your perception? 


    


    Think about your recent patterns of emotions. What emotions are emerging from you? Which of those are guiding you well, and which need to be faced and redeemed? Think about the way you are behaving lately. Are the strategies you’re using (responses and behaviors) blessing the world or protecting and indulging you? Use this reflection time to notice, learn, heal, and adjust.


    You learn things like resilience (the ability to keep going when things get hard); forged humility (learning to put others before yourself); patient endurance (the ability to withstand discomfort); and steadfast love (unconditional regard and care for others) by leading yourself beyond your normal. This might seem daunting, but take courage. Just start the process one piece at a time.


    Continue any practice you currently have that leads you into reflection and challenges you forward. Yet don’t stop there. Lead yourself into experiences that take you out of your norm, providing fresh ways to receive and learn. Consider trying something from the following list:


    Encountering nature: As you enjoy nature, look for ways to harness more of what you see. Perhaps it’s the peace you find in the quiet forest, the power you hear in the ocean waves, the intentional living you see in animals’ food collection, or the gentleness you feel from the breeze on your skin. Sit with an example you see and imagine it being within you.


    Reading: Select books that speak to the parts of you that you want to see transformed—a book on forgiveness or grace as you wrestle through accepting yourself through your mistakes and regrets, or a book on trust as you lay down your anxieties toward the future. Don’t read for the sake of knowing; read for the sake of receiving.


    Don’t read for the sake of knowing; read for the sake of receiving.


    Restorative solitude: In the quiet stillness, be present to what is within you. Take inventory of your thoughts and feelings. Notice what they tell you. Use mindfulness practices to center yourself and find peace within.


    Exercise and movement: Find release and energy through physical movement. Let your mind and heart be clear and become receptive.


    Encouraging fellowship: Allow others to speak into your life. Let corrective experiences of being loved, cared for, valued, believed in, or encouraged heal you. Let others encourage you in the path you choose.


    Creative expression: Allow yourself to explore your own thoughts, emotions, and hidden world within as you write, paint, draw, sing, or build something new. Use creative mediums to develop experiential reminders of who you are becoming.


    Serving: Volunteer and help in ways that allow you to practice being who you are becoming. If you want to find purpose, join a serving team through your community or church. If you want to feel like a difference maker, use your skills in a fresh way within your new capacity.


    


    Learning: Put yourself in intentional positions to learn something new. Take a class. Sit with a mentor (yes, even at this age!). Study and read. Practice a new skill.


    Although self-leadership is key, you don’t have to do this on your own. Invite a counselor in (yes, even at this age!). Engage a faith community as a way to find a new perspective, or let faith be a part of your healing. Learn from those who have gone before you and ask others how they’ve worked through the things of their past.


    Self-leadership requires you to break your norm and do something different. Don’t settle in the fourth quarter. Step up, keep going, and lead yourself well.


    Navigating Shifts in the Fourth Quarter


    The last quarter of life can take you on an emotional ride. It may appear as a simpler time of life at first glance—perhaps a chance to scale back professionally or fully retire with fewer schedule demands and the chance for more freedom to simply do what’s desired. It can also be an exciting time—a chance to dream new dreams and fulfill the dreams you’ve carried for a lifetime. In any case, the fourth quarter offers increased opportunity for richer relationships and for reflection and growth.


    It can also be a weighty time, and even a disorienting one. For many, the greatest challenges come when the unexpected arrives and life throws a curveball. 


    


    Jane and Mark


    Jane and Mark were a couple who didn’t see that coming in their fourth quarter. 


    In order to appreciate the impact of the unexpected things that came into their lives, it is important to understand the story behind them.


    Jane built her identity on being independent and able to manage anything. She was a farm girl who grew up helping to carry the weight. She went on to become a successful attorney, the first female in her division. She never had to worry about limitations and was able to do whatever she set her mind to. After thirteen breaks and fractures in fifteen years, she was diagnosed with osteoporosis. Now in her fifties, she didn’t see that one coming. The farm girl who started her day at 4:00 a.m. and was capable of anything now needed help. She had to learn to live differently—be constantly mindful of trip hazards to avoid another break, let others do tasks she used to do for herself, and accept the look of confusion and rejection on her young grandson’s face when she told him she couldn’t pick him up anymore. This life of limitations wasn’t one she was used to, nor one that felt good.


    Jane didn’t like asking for help, but she had to learn that this wasn’t a weakness. She didn’t like feeling as if she was letting anyone down, especially her grandson, but she had to trust that her need for help did not lessen how she showed love. She didn’t like feeling vulnerable and weak, yet had to learn that it didn’t threaten her identity and value. She faced her fear of being needy and found hope in a future that might look different than what she’d expected.
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