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    Foreword



    By Joel Osteen


    I’m so proud of my sister April. She’s an amazing communicator and has a great gift to inspire people to reach their potential. Whether your life is going well or you’re going through disappointments and things you don’t understand, we all want to be better. We want to be a better parent, a better spouse, a better friend, a better encourager, a better coworker, a better boss or manager. God put something deep down inside us that wants to be more like Him, something that keeps pushing us forward and saying, “You weren’t born to be average or ordinary; you’re meant to increase and rise higher. Don’t be satisfied with good enough. You can be better.”


    Many of us have become conditioned in our minds to thinking we’ve made too many mistakes, we’ve reached our limits, we’ve seen our best days, and we’re stuck. But the good news is that you can leave the negative mindsets behind and choose the path that leads to all you were created to be. What God has in front of you is more fulfilling and rewarding than anything you’ve seen in the past.


    My father used to say, “Find your sweet spot,” and that is what my youngest sister, April Osteen Simons, has found with her speaking and writing on how you and I can become better. I’ve seen April face her share of challenges, as we all do, and through it all she encourages us to find ways, both big and small, to make today great, and tomorrow even better.


    April’s words are filled with encouragement, humor, inspiration, and hope. With the right perspective on what’s ahead, and the willingness to open your heart and mind to all that’s possible, she shows you how to steer your life toward the positive and press into the next level. I’m encouraged by knowing that the best is yet to come, and that our days and our lives can continually become better than ever.

  


  
    Introduction



    What if I dared to tell you it only takes a few small changes and tweaks to make your life better? Would you be willing to explore that idea? My life is certainly not perfect. I’ve had my share of challenges, but I can honestly say that, with a bit of extra effort, my life has progressively become better and better.


    Life doesn’t have to be consistently boring and mundane. We don’t have to wait to enjoy it until our kids grow up, or the bank account gets bigger, or even until our waistlines get slimmer. We can make life better today! Our pasts may not have been all that great and our futures may look a bit shaky, but we still have today. And we get to choose what we’ll make of it.


    Better Than Ever is written from personal experience. It contains real-life stories and practical ways to make anyone’s day the best it can be. In this book, we’ll explore family, mindsets, and circumstances. Together, we can walk away from settling and make our way to a better future—and laugh a bit along the way!


    We’re all on a journey to thrive. Being better than ever is about how we shape our reactions, responses, relationships, and mindset when things aren’t going the way we think we’d like for them to go. Life isn’t about staying put. It’s not about, “Okay, I’ve grown to this age, so why try anymore?” Life is about making each day better than the day before.


    This is my mantra.


    Each day, I focus on not allowing the chaos going on around me to override the calm within me. I strive to always look for the good because even in the worst situations, there is good. I want to seek out the positive and express gratitude.


    I want every single day to be better than ever for me, and I want that for you, too. You can change the trajectory of your day, every day, steering it back to the positive and away from the negative. You can use your words to speak life and hope, even when times are difficult. You can stop repeating past behaviors and habits and choose a new, better direction for you and your loved ones. You can cease to embrace ordinary, opting to step out and capture the extraordinary that is waiting for you. Let’s make your life’s story one worth reading. Let’s be better than ever!


    


    —April Osteen Simons

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    Just Drive


    “Action is the foundational key to all success.”


    —Pablo Picasso


    Many years ago, my kids and I were coming home from a long, crazy day of school followed by basketball games. It was about eight o’clock, way past our normal dinner time, and let me tell you something: my kids were tired and hungry. In fact, they were downright hangry! I decided to do what any good modern-day mom would do. I hit the nearest drive-through, so we could hurry home and eat immediately.


    We chose a new Mexican food restaurant that we’d all heard was amazing but hadn’t had the opportunity to try out. Now let me stop right here and tell you just how much we love Mexican food. I honestly believe that it’ll be one of the main courses for dinner every night in heaven. The drive-through lane, thankfully, was empty. I pulled up to the first menu board so that everyone could see the choices. After collecting the orders, I crept up to the intercom and rolled down my window. You need to know I have a hard and fast rule. When my window goes down everyone has to be quiet so I can focus. It’s also important for you to know that I have to place orders for seven people, including many changes and special requests.


    Immediately, everyone got quiet and I gave the first order, then the second. So far, so good, right? Except it was at that precise moment that my kids began to giggle. I raised up my hand, snapped my fingers, and whispered loudly, “Y’all be quiet. I have to focus.” (Does anyone else do that?) The kids shifted back into silence. I gave the third order and then the fourth. I felt really good! I remembered all of the orders, got the cheese just right, and the jalapeños were exactly where they needed to be. I was on a roll and pretty proud of myself. Then, after a few moments, a thought occurred to me. Nobody was talking back to me.


    Just to confirm someone was getting my amazingly perfect order, I looked right into that big intercom and said, “Hey, are you there? Are you getting this?”


    Not a sound. I tried once more, “Does anybody hear me?”


    As soon as the words came out of my mouth, my kids couldn’t contain themselves for another second. They exploded with laughter. My son was literally bowed over backward from laughing so hard. My daughters were rolling in the backseat. I looked at my oldest daughter, Christiana, in the passenger seat, and she had the biggest tears streaming down her face from laughing so hard. I was clueless. I had no idea what my kids had witnessed that was so funny. To be honest, it was making me a little mad!


    Finally, I spoke up, in a very serious and loud tone.


    “What is going on?”


    My son, Garrison, tried to contain himself and leaned over in the front seat. Very loudly, in my right ear, he said, “Mom, you’re talking to a garbage can!”


    Jesus, please take the wheel, and take it from me now. Dear God in heaven, please no. I looked out the car window and there it was, as big as day, a garbage can! It was one of those modern, eco-friendly ones with the spout on the top, which I’d mistaken for the intercom speaker. I couldn’t believe it. I prayed. Lord, please don’t let anyone be watching from the giant window in the restaurant.


    Well, that was a prayer that I can honestly say went unanswered. I was mortified to be staring at an entire family that was also chuckling at my expense. I was so embarrassed. If that wasn’t enough, I looked into my sideview mirror, once again silently seeking God’s divine intervention that the drive-through line had remained empty. Another unanswered prayer. Not one, but five cars full of people, all laughing. Nobody honked. Nobody tried to save me from embarrassment—not a soul in my car or in any of the other vehicles. Lord have mercy.


    Looking back, I suppose I should be glad I was able to provide some joy for those people on that particular day. Do you know what I did? I pulled a few feet ahead to the actual intercom with the real person, kept my head down, and gave our order. We picked up the food, pulled into the parking lot, and had a really good laugh together. Truly, we have a memory that will last a lifetime.


    I tell you this story because I want you to see a bigger point. I’d gotten so busy “doing stuff” and accomplishing everything that a mom would do (besides talking to a garbage can) that I failed to notice where I parked my life. I was sitting in front of a garbage can and talking to it! It probably stank to high heaven and it didn’t even faze me. The reality is, all I had to do was pull a few feet ahead to where there was real life.


    The one thing we all have in common is the fact that life happens to everyone. Let’s face the truth. It’s easy to get overwhelmed with the simple, everyday routine of life. Furthermore, sometimes situations can be just plain hard to decipher. We can easily get the idea that things are passing us by or even running us over! I saw a greeting card that sums it up well. The front stated, “When life gets overwhelming, I’ve found that a nice long hot bath can solve most of the day’s problems.” When you open it up, the inside of the card reads, “I’ve been in here since last Thursday.”


    The way we start our days can set the standard for what kind of day we’ll have. Here are a few good questions we could ask ourselves when we wake up every day:


    · Am I parked in front of negativity with a “glass-half-empty” attitude?


    · Am I parked in front of defeat, feeling like I’m never going to see victory?


    · Am I parked in front of chaos, feeling like everything in my life is in disarray?


    · Am I parked in front of stress, tired and worn out, before I even get out of bed?


    · Am I parked in front of heartache and disappointment
    that makes me feel worthless and like I’m never going to get
    a break?


    Whether we realize it or not, where we’ve parked our lives will greatly impact our outlook. It causes us to see things either negatively or positively. It shapes our days and our attitude. It can affect us emotionally, mentally, and spiritually. Scripture gives us insight. In fact, it shows us we have a choice in how we can live our days. The scripture says, “I have set before you life and death, the blessings and the curses; therefore choose life, that you and your descendants may live.” (Deuteronomy 30:19 AMPC) We have both a choice and a vital part to play in how our days will go. We can either choose the negative and focus on everything going wrong or begin to see through eyes of faith and hope and find the good. We can choose to dwell on the problems or on the possibilities. Sometimes all it takes is a simple adjustment in our thinking. It’s deciding to “drive” toward life to make our days better than ever.


    Mean What You Say


    One way to make each day better than the last is through vocal declarations, such as: “No, I’m not staying in this negativity. I’m putting my life in drive and I’m going to position myself where there’s an abundance that God has promised me.” Or: “My marriage may not be in unity right now, but I’m choosing to park in front of complete restoration.” Or: “My kids may not be serving God or living right, but I’m saying, ‘As for me and my house, we are going to serve the Lord.’”


    We may feel completely stressed and overwhelmed, but we can actively choose to station our lives in front of God’s perfect peace. When we make these choices, we’re setting the standard in our homes. We are driving our families into the life God has designed for them. It starts with us. Brian Tracy said it well: “You are the architect of your own destiny; you are the master of your own fate; you are behind the steering wheel of your life. There are no limitations to what you can do, have, or be. Except the limitations you place on yourself by your own thinking.”


    I want to encourage you to roll down the window of your life daily and see where you’re parked. Is it in the wrong place? Hey! Take it from me. All you have to do is pull up a few feet to where there’s life, joy, laughter, fulfillment, peace, and an incredible future! (And maybe even some Mexican food!)


    Your Pursuit


    Keep moving forward to make your life better than ever.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2



    Turn the Page


    “You can’t start the next chapter of your life
    if you keep rereading the last one.”


    —Unknown


    My mom and dad were married for forty-four years before he went to heaven in 1999. In fact, if you ask Mama, she’ll tell you they were married forty-four years, four months, and six days. They were a great team. Together, they started Lakewood Church in Houston, Texas. They had very humble beginnings, literally starting the church in a feed store.


    A place that had previously been used to feed chickens was eventually used to feed followers God’s messages of faith, hope, and love. The small church had only room for 234 people. Through faith, patience, and years of hard work, the church exploded to over twenty-thousand-plus members and a television ministry that continues to bless and minister to people around the world. Mama and Daddy had a heart for people—for the hurting, the sick, and the lonely. Throughout my life, I watched as they loved on, prayed for, and gave hope to those who walked through the doors of Lakewood Church. I know they didn’t do it because they had to. They started the church, nurtured it, and fought for its success because they were passionate about seeing lives transformed by the grace of God.


    I’m blessed to have grown up in a home where all of us kids were taught that every single life is important to God and that everyone deserves another chance. Fast forward many years to when my dad was promoted to heaven. He left behind kids, grandkids, and of course, my mom. She was twelve years younger than Daddy, so she was only in her mid-sixties when he died. Mama still had plenty of life ahead of her, and it was interesting to see the turn her life would take.


    Sure, she missed Daddy greatly, but she realized his departure from this earth didn’t mean her life—nor God’s plan for her life—was over. Her strength, through our family’s loss, taught us all that life really does go on. With one dream dead, God provided Mama with eyes to see that He would be faithful and provide a new dream to keep her busy and happy. In essence, a new chapter that had yet to be written was presented to her. She grabbed it and dove in headfirst. She knew she had more to give, and she was eager to do just that.


    I watched as my little five-foot-two-inch, one-hundred-pound mama put her new, AD (after daddy) life into a gear I never knew she had. Not just a second gear, but a second, third, and fourth gear as well. Mama decided to turn the page. Instead of shrinking back and fading into the background after she lost her life partner, I watched in awe as Mama stepped up her game and rose to a whole new level. She studied the plate of what life had thrown at her and became a key player in her own right.


    For my entire life, I had a front-row seat to witness Mama’s ability to give of herself, and it was clear, immediately, that this new chapter would be no different. She instinctively knew that it wasn’t time for her to retreat into isolation, but quite the opposite. She had to keep going. After all, it’s not about how you start, it’s how you finish. Mama has lived by that saying her entire life, knowing full well, and especially after Daddy died, that we aren’t guaranteed even one second of time on this earth. It’s been twenty-plus years now, and Mama has hardly slowed down.


    Mama is the biggest lover of people I’ve ever seen in my life. She still takes time for each and every person who either approaches her or who she decides could use some nurturing attention. She values and speaks life into every one of them. If you need prayer, you come to Mama. She’s going to pray for you like nobody’s business. You’re going to leave knowing that you’ve been prayed over completely. That’s for sure. She stood by and supported the transition of the church to my older brother. And you better believe she’s there at every single service, supporting him (and correcting his grammar) every step of the way.


    Even today, Mama still travels regularly and shares her miracle story of being healed of cancer. (I’ll talk more about Mama’s cancer-beating journey later.) She knows God gave her that miracle, not just for her sake, but to give hope and life to those in need of their own miracle.


    How are you choosing to live your life? Did you know that the decision to live actively, outwardly in the world actually starts with an inward decision? We can decide to keep going and not wall ourselves in, or throw up giant boundaries of protection and isolate ourselves. It’s reminding ourselves daily that even when the worst has happened, we will, more likely than not, be blessed with more days ahead. We can believe that means more opportunities for each day to be better than ever.


    I know it might be extremely difficult, but I’m praying that when you feel like you’re drowning in life, you’ll make the decision to not stop swimming, even if it means dog-paddling until you catch your breath and can manage a better stroke. When you think no one in this world cares about you, I’m hoping you’ll remember that not only does God care about you, but the scripture tells us, “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted; he rescues those whose spirits are crushed.” (Psalm 34:18 NLT) Without doubt, He won’t abandon you or walk out of your life. He will never stop loving you. Turn the page.


    You can’t change what happened. The only thing you can do is keep moving forward. When something has ended, that doesn’t mean God won’t have a new chapter with your name on it, waiting for you to dive in and start writing. You may think you’ve already lived your best days. Oh, let me tell you, you haven’t. Your best days are right now. Get a new dream. God isn’t finished with your story yet.


    Dream at Every Age


    When Mama was seventy-eight years old, (did you get that? Seventy-eight!) twelve years after Daddy passed away, she had a new dream. She told me she was going to create a drive-through healing service! (Something is definitely going on with me and my family and drive-through situations!) When she told me her idea, I have to say, I had no clue what she was talking about.


    “You know, some people are so sick, they don’t have the strength to come into the church and sit through a service and wait for prayer,” Mama explained. “Even the car ride is too much for some of them. So I’m going to stand out in the circular drive in front of the church, and people can come from hospitals, in ambulances, and from their homes, and when they pull through, I’m going to get in their car and pray for them and give hope to their weary bodies.”


    She had a vision of exactly what she wanted to make happen and she was determined to carry it out. A few weeks later, Mama had her first drive-through healing service. She opened doors of ambulances and cars and just crawled inside and breathed life into people who were desperate to receive it. Many had been given up on by the doctors, something Mama was well familiar with. She was passionate about these people, and her prayers demonstrated that passion. She counted it an honor to be able to pray for those who were so sick and in varying states of need. That was only the first of many drive-through ministry events that Mama has had. And as long as Mama has her way, I’m sure there’ll be many more.


    Please don’t stop because you believe you’ve seen a dream die, a relationship end, or maybe a loved one pass. Please don’t stop if you’ve endured financial hardship, or a stalled-out career. Despite the magnitude of any situation, don’t throw in the towel. Trust God and remind yourself that He is the God of promises. Those promises will comfort you. Maybe you’re all alone and don’t feel like life is worth living. You’re not and it is! Don’t quit! Your life matters and things will get better, if you can only ride out this current storm. Remember that with God, your life can be better than ever.


    I’m reminded of the story of a pastor at a church named Almighty God Baptist Church. He was working late on a Friday when he decided to call his wife to tell her he’d be home later than expected. He called from his office phone, but when he dialed their number, the phone rang and rang. No one ever answered. He thought it was strange because he knew she was home. He hung up and, a few minutes later, tried again. After the first ring, she answered. He asked why she didn’t answer the phone when he’d called previously. She told him the telephone never rang. They didn’t think any more about it and went about their evening.


    The next Monday, the preacher went back to his office at Almighty God Church. He was sitting at his desk when the phone rang. The person on the other end wanted to know why he’d received a phone call on Friday night.


    “The phone rang and rang,” the man admitted, “but I didn’t answer.”


    The preacher realized he must have called the wrong number. He explained and apologized for calling so late.


    “No worry,” the man replied, “but let me tell you my story. I was going to commit suicide that night. I cried out to God and said, ‘God, if you’re real and you don’t want me to do this, I need you now.’”


    The man continued, “At that very moment, you called me. On the caller ID it said, ‘Almighty God.’ I looked at it and I was too afraid to answer.”


    Let me tell you something. There is never a place where you are and God’s not. If you’re struggling with whether or not God needs you, the answer is yes. If you’re wondering if your life matters, the answer is a resounding, emphatic yes. If you’re questioning whether there’s more up ahead in store for you, the answer is absolutely. No matter how old or how young you are, no matter what you’ve gone through or are currently facing, God isn’t finished with you yet.


    I pray you decide today that you’ll take a step of faith and move out of whatever discouragement and disappointment you might feel trapped in. Open up the curtains. Let the sunshine in. Get dressed, put one foot in front of the other, and keep on living. You can do it. Turn the page. It’s time for the next chapter to begin.


    Your Pursuit


    Understand, remember, and accept that you matter.

    Open your heart and mind to what God wants for you
    in the coming days and transform your life
    to become 
better than ever.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3



    Find Your Wag


    “The two most important days in your life are the day you were born and the day you find out why!”


    —Mark Twain


    When our beautiful little Yorkie named Missy was just a puppy, I noticed something different about her. Every time I came home, she and our slightly older dog, Trevor, met me at the door. Now, Trevor was always so happy to see me. His enjoyment at something so trivial as my arrival home would always melt my heart. He’d bark, wag his tail, and jump up on me, wanting every drop of my attention. Missy, on the other hand, would follow Trevor to the door and stare at me with her cute face twisted into a puzzled look. She simply stood there, no hint that she was at all happy that I’d made it home. Honestly, I felt bad. It seemed like something was wrong with Missy. I didn’t tell anyone, but I was extremely concerned.


    As time passed, I continued to notice Missy’s behavior, especially compared to Trevor’s. Missy never barked. She never jumped up on me. And, as if that wasn’t bad enough, I never saw her wag her tail! I truly pondered how that was even possible. In my estimation, when a dog wags their tail, it means happy! (Okay, don’t tell me if I’m wrong.)


    It actually made my heart hurt to think that our precious little Missy wasn’t happy in our home. I was on a mission. I was bound and determined to see our pup joyful. Every time I walked through the door, I watched for Missy to show me any sign of happiness. I watched for her to wag her tail. I had no idea how long I’d be watching, but it was one month, two months, six months, and then…finally something happened. After nine long, unhappy, non-wagging months, Missy Lou Simons met me at the door and her tiny, stubby tail was wagging like crazy! I can’t even begin to tell you how exhilarated I was. To this day, I have no idea what happened or what changed. I do know, without a doubt, that my little Missy had her own personal breakthrough! Missy finally seemed content. Every time I came home, from that point forward, she greeted me with the cutest little tail swish you’ve ever seen. I even think she smiled, too.


    Okay, you’re probably thinking, what in the world does Missy and her tail wagging (or not wagging) have to do with me? I’m glad you asked. This is really deep. You might want to sit down. Are you ready?


    Missy found her wag!


    I’m 100 percent convinced that’s what happened. And guess what? You, my friend, need to find your wag as well! What do I mean by this statement? Allow me to explain by asking you a series of questions:


    · What excites you?


    · What’s important to you?


    · What makes you feel alive?


    · What lights you up as you hear someone talking about it?


    I’m not just talking about your work or how you make a living. I’m talking about the underneath stuff, the real you, the person who just might be buried under the stress and pressures of life. Let’s be honest. Stuff happens. It’s easy for our zeal to get buried, stuck on the back shelf, or even worse, to be abandoned all together. At various times, the things we go through cause feelings of worthlessness and failure. These attitudes and emotions can come from how we respond to our past, parenthood struggles, health issues, work situations, paralyzing debt, and so on. Whatever the circumstance might be, life has the potential to overwhelm us all. During these instances, we can easily lose our place, our focus, and our grounding.
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