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Preface

This book began with a simple observation: many people remain where they are not because they’ve decided to stay, but because staying the same has become the least defensible option.

That pattern appears first at the personal level, in work that still functions, in financial arrangements that still hold, in relationships that still endure. But it doesn’t stop there. The same dynamic operates within families, churches, organizations, communities, and institutions that are faithful, responsible, and yet find it increasingly difficult to reconsider direction. In each case, status quo is preserved not through stubbornness or fear, but through structures that have accumulated gradually and now carry weight.

This isn’t a book about change. It doesn’t argue that change is inherently better than stability, nor does it assume that disruption is virtuous. Many things are worth sustaining. Many forms of endurance are wise. The problem addressed here is narrower and more subtle: the way staying the same can pass for neutrality long after it has acquired cost.

That cost is rarely dramatic. It doesn’t present as failure or collapse. More often, it seems like added effort, diminished responsiveness, narrowed imagination, or decisions that require increasing justification. Because nothing is obviously wrong, the question of staying the same or changing is deferred. Over time, deferral becomes default, and default begins to feel like permanence.

This dynamic isn’t confined to individuals. Churches can remain committed to faithfulness while quietly losing responsiveness. Organizations can preserve mission while insulating themselves from revision. Communities can prize unity while making disagreement increasingly costly. In other words, staying the same diminishes responsiveness. In each case, discernment, not action, is what’s most needed. The capacity to recognize when continuity has shifted from chosen to assumed, from stabilizing to burdensome, from faithful to expensive.

The aim of this book isn’t to tell anyone what to do. It’s to strengthen the ability to see what staying now costs, even when clarity is incomplete and outcomes remain uncertain. The ability to read cost accurately without rushing toward resolution is a form of discernment that applies wherever staying the same carries weight.

If you’re reading this because something in your life, work, community, or belief system still functions but feels harder to sustain than it once did, this book is for you. Not to press you toward change per se, but to help you see more clearly where you’re standing, what’s being held in place, and what price is being paid to keep it that way.

Nothing in these pages requires action. But they do invite attention. And once cost is seen clearly, staying the same, whatever it may mean to you, can no longer remain invisible.

To the undecided; may you find peace in discernment
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Introduction 
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Most decisions aren’t made at the moment they appear, needing to be decided.

By the time change is seriously considered, much has already been settled: expectations have accumulated, commitments have layered, identities have stabilized, and alternatives have thinned. What remains feels less like a choice among options and more like a reckoning with momentum already in motion.

This book is concerned with that moment, not the moment of decision, but the moment when neutrality disappears.

We often assume that staying the same is neutral until something clearly compels change. In practice, it accumulates cost long before it shows itself to be a problem. That cost rarely takes the form of failure, dissatisfaction, or crisis. More often, it looks like added effort, diminished responsiveness, narrowed imagination, or an increasing need to justify continuity. Because nothing is obviously broken, the cost goes unassessed. Staying the same feels reasonable, even responsible, until it doesn’t.

The central claim of this book is simple but easily overlooked: staying the same is not a static condition. It’s an active position that accumulates structure, and structure carries weight. Over time, that weight alters what we see, consider, and choose.

People often feel “stuck” without having made a mistake. Work still functions. Finances still hold. Relationships still endure. Communities remain intact. Identity remains coherent. Nothing appears to be wrong. Yet movement feels harder to imagine, alternatives feel less viable, and decisions that once felt flexible now feel consequential. The issue isn’t failure; it’s accumulated cost.

Cost, as used in this book, is not limited to money or sacrifice alone. It refers more broadly to the weight that continuity acquires over time: the increasing effort required to maintain what exists, the narrowing of responsiveness, and the growing asymmetry between what’s sustained and what it now demands. Cost coexists with benefit. Something can still work and still be expensive to keep.

One reason cost is difficult to recognize is that it’s rarely symmetrical. Staying the same has costs. Changing has costs. Both may carry benefits. A low cost of staying can outweigh even significant potential gains from change. A high cost of staying can force change even when the path forward is unclear. These forces don’t line up neatly. They intersect. Discernment, not calculation, is required to read them accurately.

Yet discernment is often misunderstood. We tend to associate good judgment with clarity, certainty, and decisive evidence. But many situations as addressed in this book rarely provide those conditions. Recognition of cost often precedes direction. We may see that staying the same has become expensive, but not yet see what should replace it. That gap can feel illegitimate, prompting doubt about the recognition itself.

This book argues that such doubt is misplaced. Recognition of cost does not need certainty to be valid. It only needs proportion. The question isn’t whether staying the same is still viable, but whether it’s become too expensive relative to any benefits it provides. A situation can remain functional while demanding more accommodation, more explanation, and more defense than it once did. When that happens, neutrality has already been lost.

The chapters that follow trace this pattern across several domains: work, money, relationships, belonging, identity, and perception itself. Each domain reveals a variation of the same exchange: stability gained early, cost deferred, recognition delayed. Together, they show how staying the same gradually shifts from choice to default, from default to expectation, and from expectation to something increasingly difficult to question.

Importantly, this book doesn’t argue that change is preferable to continuity. Many forms of staying the same are wise, faithful, and necessary. The aim here isn’t to motivate action, but to restore sight. Discernment, as developed in these pages, is the capacity to recognize when staying the same has become more expensive than it once was, even when clarity is incomplete and outcomes remain uncertain.

That recognition doesn’t dictate what must be done. It restores agency. It allows staying and changing to be seen as options with costs that can be acknowledged rather than absorbed unconsciously. From that point forward, whatever choice is made, whether endurance, revision, delay, or departure, can be owned rather than inherited.

The work of this book is therefore not decision-making, but orientation. Not instruction, but discernment. Not telling you what should change, but helping you see more clearly where you are, what’s being sustained, and what price continuity is now exacting.

Only then does choice regain its proper meaning.
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Chapter 1 Better The Devil You Know Than The Devil You Don’t Know
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There are two kinds of fear we often face that create a visceral response. There’s fear of the known. That is, fear that’s real and present. Of course, there are varying degrees of both reality and presence. Fear of the known is linked directly to an identifiable threat of some type. The threat may be staring us down like a predator studying for an opportunity. The threat might be a situation, like sitting onboard a plane in a nosedive. It could be from an aggressor, like an armed motorist consumed with road rage. It could be an unstable and volatile relationship. There are endless examples.

The other type of fear is, predictably, fear of the unknown. Where fear of the known is immediate, anchored in the here and now, fear of the unknown is laser-focused on the future. It’s all about what might be. It isn’t always purely imagined fear, but it clearly anticipates an undesirable outcome. So, there’s fear in your face (the known), and then there’s fear in your head (the unknown).

The uncomfortable truth about both types of fear is they feel almost identical. There are differences of course. Imagined fear is often exaggerated to a greater degree than fear of the known, though an argument can be made that even fear of the known has a speculative component to it. While they feel more or less the same, fear of the unknown can be grossly overestimated. Fear of the known is, well, fear of something closer to reality and experience. Fear of the unknown is hopelessly entangled in anxiety. In fact, anxiety is the specific flavor of fear linked to what might be.

We don’t always have the luxury of escape when there’s an immediate threat. In fact, we may well find ourselves trapped in a situation that’s very difficult to escape. Fear of the unknown, however, since it hasn’t yet happened, can be avoided to some degree by choosing not to be present in the threat it poses. If we worry that the bridge may be out, we can always take another route or turn around. But believing the bridge is out would clearly cause us to consider not moving forward. We will either stay put or look for an alternative.

The honest disclaimer is, both types of fear have a future component. The difference is fear of the known has one foot in current or recent experience, and a toe in the next possible iteration of the pain connected to the thing feared. 

Fear of the unknown is hopelessly engulfed by the future with very little attention paid to anything else. Past, present, and future meld together into one thing. That’s the classic definition of anxiety: the fear of what might be, as if it’s already happening right now. It may, or may not, happen at all, but anxiety makes us believe it’s as if already has, and that it’s ongoing.
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