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INTRODUCTION

Adversity Is Not Optional

The good things which belong to prosperity are to be wished, but the good things that belong to adversity are to be admired.

—SENECA

Life is hard. It is hard by the yard, by the inch, by the day, by the hour, and sometimes by the minute. It shouldn’t be, but it is.

God’s ideal was a paradise called Eden. Into this lush, idyllic, and perfect world, he planted our parents, Adam and Eve. He gave them the one power that separated them from all of God’s creation: the power to choose. And the choices they made then continue to make trouble for us now. When they chose to have it their own way by disobeying God, they turned their advantages into adversities. Since that time, adversity has not been optional for anyone in any age.

DREAMING OF THE PERFECT WORLD

Since none of us like adversity, we dream of a time and place where life could be ordered up like the perfect meal. What would you choose if someone handed you a “Preferred Life Menu,” on which you could find everything needed for the perfect life?

Maybe you would start out with the basics: happiness, health, and enough money to enjoy both and worry about neither. You would certainly want good friends and a family that loves you. No doubt, you would want meaningful work for which you got handsomely paid, along with a reputation for staggering success, yet without sacrificing plenty of free time for rest and recreation. If you are the daring type, you might order a dessert of real-life adventures able to take you to exotic locations where you could accomplish amazing feats of bravery. And for after-dinner entertainment, you might want to hang out with the rich and famous.

I’m reasonably confident that you would choose some or all of these things. But the one thing I’m betting you would not choose would be a heaping helping of hard times. Who in his or her right mind goes out looking for trouble? The answer is, no one does—and they don’t have to. In the real world, trouble comes looking for you. Life has a way of getting hard overnight as well as over time and without warning. The world you sit on top of one day can roll over on you the next. Still, we dream of that risk-free, safe world. We sail on in our search for a secure harbor and friendly waters.

Our natural aversion to adversity, along with a strong desire for adventure, may help to explain why we have built the most safety-conscious culture of all time. In our zeal to avoid risk we have ended up settling for “Life Lite”—a slice of the zest and excitement we’ve always wanted, but with none of the bitter taste of adversity that goes hand in hand with an adventurous soul living in a dangerous world.

Early life lessons on how to ride a two-wheel bike felt as natural to me as chewing gum and walking at the same time. Not once did I consider, nor did my parents insist, that I wear a nerdy-looking safety helmet. I knew that occasionally I would fall off my bike and that I should try to avoid failing headfirst. I fully realized that life and danger go hand in hand and I respected that—but I didn’t know enough to feel paralyzed by it. I merely accepted that falling is a part of living, as is getting back up after the fall.

But things have changed in our safety-obsessed society. Today, loving parents wouldn’t think of letting their children ride a bike or a skateboard without a helmet, elbow pads, kneepads, mirrors on the handlebars, reflective tape on the fenders, and a bell in an easy-to-reach position. And just in case a few daredevil parents might still be running around out there, our guardian, the government, mandates that the nation’s children wear helmets.

We have become protection-conscious and alarmed to the teeth. Safety devices that warn, scream, scare, and call for help hang from our belts, get wired into our cars and computers, and built into our homes. And while I, too, avoid adversity whenever possible, I can’t help but wonder if we haven’t traded the joy and adventure that are life itself for the uneasy comfort of easily circumvented and often-broken high-tech safety devices. Don’t get me wrong. I am for safety—but do we really want a fail-safe world, or a safe-to-fail world?

WHAT BIBLE ARE WE READING?

Even religion has gotten into the act. People flock to hear fair-weather sermons delivered by power-suited preachers who promise the good life with God. In an attempt to attract men and women back to God and make Jesus more appealing, every Sunday of the year fast-moving discourses focus more on our happiness than our holiness.

Parishioners get fed a steady diet of faith formulas and religious moralisms. They receive superficial steps on how to be more like Moses, be more like David, be bold and fearless like John the Baptist, be aggressive like Peter or strategic like Paul, or just be more like Jesus in every way—and life, they hear, will become easier, healthier, happier, and, most important of all, more prosperous.

And I wonder, What Bible are these people reading?

Moses lived in desert exile for more than forty years. David committed adultery and had to flee from his own son, who wanted him dead. John the Baptist lost his head to an executioner’s sword. Peter died on a cross. Paul got locked in prison until the Romans finally killed him. Jesus suffered betrayal, beatings, and crucifixion. No one who walked with God by faith failed to slog through long, hellish periods of adversity, ranging from the loss of basic creature comforts to running for their very lives.

Adversity is not optional, especially with God!

Jesus himself said, “In this world you will have tribulation.” He insisted that we can expect doses of not just trouble, but tribulation. Tribulation is trouble on steroids—but that’s only where it begins. In the same breath Jesus also said, “Be of good cheer; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33 KJV). He meant that a real-life encounter with the ultimate Overcomer is no mere life-enhancing option, but a soul-saving, trouble-transforming necessity.

So if that’s the case, then where are the clarion voices extolling the virtues of the overcoming power (not the go-around power) of the resurrected Christ? Today we hear about six quick ways to fix what’s wrong, or seven simple steps to cope with stress, or ten towering techniques for getting what we want now. But simplistic solutions can never yield an effortless victory. At best they produce disillusioned listeners who blame themselves; at worst, they blame God.

Too many of us long for a time and place that is neither hot nor cold. We like it mild. We don’t like it black or white because we’ve gotten so used to beige. We don’t like to sweat; that’s why we created deodorant. Why would God allow someone to invent the umbrella and the elevator if he wanted us to walk in the rain or up the stairs? Today we have cars with CD players, video and stereo systems so that we can have all the comforts of home on the road. Some cars even have onboard GPS computers that do everything from giving directions to a favorite restaurant to unlocking car doors for forgetful drivers who left keys in the ignition.

And what has happened to us in this safety-obsessed, easy-fix, pleasure-seeking world of ours? We have become people with lives a mile wide and an inch thick. Like brittle ice, however, the least amount of pressure cracks up the whole thing. We are cracking up . . . and many of us feel content to stay that way.

Yet denying the certainty of adversity serves only to make us weaker, not stronger. Even if we could hermetically seal ourselves away from sickness and sorrow, we would be short-circuiting the very events, people, and places that God wants to use to mold us and make us into the amazing people we so desperately long to be. Those whom God uses mightily, he first wounds deeply.

I have watched this principle at work in my own life and in the lives of countless thousands. I have seen individuals respond to adversity with amazing courage and stamina. I have watched men and women bury their dreams, their businesses, their careers, and even their children, and yet come out of those dark experiences with more faith and more determination than ever. At the same time, I have seen others go through things that don’t seem to be all that hard and strange, yet their experiences crush them. Rather than becoming better and stronger, they grow bitter and weaker. I have learned that adversity, by itself, makes no one stronger; only a proper response to adversity has the power to bring us astonishing strength.

This book seeks to shine a light into the shadows of adversity. And not just a small, faint, flickering candlelight, but a bright, bold, burning floodlight of hope from the teaching of Christ and the application of his timeless truth to our everyday experiences. Everything in this book flows from a basic premise:

Adversity is not an option; it is a fact of life. The fact of adversity is not our real problem, but rather the attitudes we adopt and the choices we make in the face of it. Those choices and attitudes separate those who prevail from those who don’t.

Adversity can be our ally. We grow strong not in spite of our adversities, but because of them. We need not fear them, only face them. God has given us the power to take control of our lives, even though he alone retains the right to control the conditions and circumstances under which we live. He means for fear, uncertainty, and doubt to drive us to him. We have no “Sunday school” God who lives only in the Bible, but a real God who wants to help us as we face adversity in the real world. Through faith we can turn our lives around the moment we choose a different perspective.

Joseph displayed this very attitude in the face of his brothers’ betrayal. Even after they sold him into slavery, he told them, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good” (Gen. 50:20 niv).

Have you ever stopped to think that your weaknesses and handicaps may actually be the key to your usefulness to God and to the world? The key to prevailing in the face of adversity lies in your power to choose. God gave you the power to choose your attitude (the way you feel), your aptitude (the way you think), and your actions (your daily habits). Don’t let anyone with a suit and a smile sell you a formula for a pain-free, stain-free, strain-free life. The power to prevail lies in your knowing and mastering these three powerful response-abilities. It is to that pursuit that we now turn our attention.
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Turning Crawling into Climbing

Do not follow where the path may lead. 

Go instead where there is no path and leave a trail.

—MURIEL STRODE

At the top of my “all-time best memories” list stands the moment I brought my firstborn home from the hospital. I carried Erin around the house while spewing baby talk to try to make her smile. I cherish the memory of rocking her to sleep!

But as much as I loved carrying her, she quickly tired of it. As she grew stronger and bolder she wanted to crawl. Crawling quickly turned into pulling up on a chair leg, and pulling up turned into climbing. She started by climbing up and down the stairs, followed soon after by climbing up and down the furniture in the house, the car in the garage, and the trees in the yard. She climbed as if she had an internal climbing gear. My wife called me home one day because our sweet, precious, dainty baby girl had climbed up a chest of drawers so high that the thing toppled over.

For her own good and our peace of mind, we forbade her to climb. She climbed anyway. We threatened to punish her. Her climbing continued. One day I brought home a little trike called an “Olle,” a yellow plastic thing with four wheels low to the ground. I hoped she might take to coasting along on her Olle, but this proved only a momentary distraction from her real passion, climbing.

In the end we could come up with only one safe solution. We put in a swing set so she could at least have a safe place to climb. She loved it. It gave her many more creative ways to climb. She found ways to hang off the high bar by her hands and feet, ways that sometimes took my breath away. I took comfort in the thought that maybe, as the firstborn, she just felt bored. But when little sisters one and two arrived, they all climbed! My wife and I faithfully delivered our warnings, but our daughters heedlessly continued their fanatical climbing.

I have since concluded that all kids are born with an internal climbing gear. Could it be that we humans will always feel dissatisfied with crawling or coasting so long as we have something close by to climb?

TWO OF GOD’S BEST GIFTS

My daughters taught me what I have since then seen reinforced: God created us to climb. He has given each of us a climbing gear and an ascending spirit.

To a child, climbing seems as natural as breathing. Despite our anxieties, we adults tend to accept that reality. But if we see climbing as merely a childish habit to overcome, we may miss the genius of our wiring.

In my younger days, the adults in my life urged me to trade in childish things to become a man. People even quoted the Bible to prove their point. Innumerable times I’ve heard the apostle Paul’s instruction: “When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me” (1 Cor. 13:11 NIV). Well-meaning folks used this verse to “prove” that nothing of childhood should be taken into adulthood. But over time I’ve come to understand that Paul never intended for us to jettison the best of what it means to be a born climber.

God gave us a climbing gear and an ascending spirit in order to prepare us to prevail over adversity. He dropped us into this competitive, sometimes dark, always dangerous world equipped to live as victors, not victims. We find the difference between those who turn adversity into an advantage and those who don’t, not in their abilities, but in their response-abilities.

An old saying goes, “Don’t make a mountain out of a molehill.” While I agree with that philosophy, I think the greater danger is that, in the face of adversity, we will settle for staring at a molehill and miss the mountain altogether. But you and I will never feel satisfied with playing in the mud when the summit calls us onward and upward.

Within each human heart beats an incredibly strong drive to prevail. To meet that need we must learn to use our two best gifts: our climbing gear and our ascending spirit. We will never feel satisfied to settle for less than standing, triumphantly, on the summit of a hill worth climbing. Too many submarine their more noble callings for less honorable urges. But why coast or crawl over the molehill of least resistance, when you know your God-given birthright calls you to experience the thrill of standing atop a mountain worth climbing? Why not look out at life from the summit of a great peak rather than up from a mud hole? The ancient Roman poet Propertius said it this way: “Great is the road I climb, but the garland offered by an easier effort is not worth the gathering.” In the real world, easy doesn’t do it.

FACING LIFE AS IT IS

Healthy individuals strive to discover and define the reality around them. We classify people who refuse to face real life as either psychotic or neurotic.

When you ask a psychotic person, “What is two plus two?” he will answer “five,” “seven,” or “ten,” because he has lost touch with reality. On the other hand, if you ask a neurotic, “What is two plus two?” she can give you the right answer—“four”—but she fusses, “Why does it have to be four? Why can’t it be something else?” While psychotics live in a fantasyland of their own making, neurotics see the world as it is and freeze in the face of its hard, sometimes harsh realities. They feel “harassed and helpless,” in Jesus’ words (Matt. 9:36 NIV). Their ragged nerves keep their hair-trigger tempers barely under control. As Alvin Toffler puts it, “Millions of people are terminally fed up.” Such individuals normally slip into lifestyle patterns of either crawling or coasting.

CLIMBERS SEE LIFE DIFFERENTLY

Everyone wants to prevail in life, but not everyone does. I’ve often asked, “What makes the difference? Why do some people prevail in the midst of adversity while others fold and fail?” The answer usually comes in the choices they make.

Climbers accept that while they cannot control what happens to them, they can control “what happens” to what happens to them. They take control of their lives by taking control of their choices.

On the other hand, crawlers and coasters—even exceptional men and women with all the advantages of success—lack this basic will to choose. In the face of dead ends, detours, or dry holes, they revert to childish habits. Why? Maybe they enjoyed so many advantages along the way that they think they deserve a strain-free, stain-free, pain-free future. Perhaps others have pushed and pulled them along for so long that they get angry and downright indignant every time they face anything bigger than a molehill.

But while anyone can coast right over a molehill, no one coasts up a mountain, any more than they can drift upstream. Coasters cry out for a level (or slightly tilted in their favor) playing field, or else they quit. If they can’t coast, they refuse to climb. But cry as they will and complain as they might, life just will not tilt to their favor. Both crawlers and coasters waste their lives looking for favorable winds and perfect circumstances. But as George Bernard Shaw said, “The people who get on in this world are the people who get up and look for the circumstances they want, and, if they can’t find them, make them.”

When you ask mountain climbers why they risk their health, their fortunes, and even their lives to climb a mountain, many answer with the classic “Because it’s there.” But climbers in the real human race have more substantial reasons for their efforts. It was Pascal, the seventeenth-century French philosopher and mathematician, who said, “The heart has its reasons which reason knows nothing of.” He recognized that God created the heart to be the human control center. No matter how big my brain or strong my hand, my heart controls them both. And if my control center gets damaged or depleted, the rest of my body suffers and eventually atrophies.

Climbers prevail because they never lose heart. When pushed, they push back—not with their hand, but with their heart. They refuse to relent, retreat, or resign themselves to the way things are. They don’t lean on their emotions, because they know emotions are fickle and unpredictable. Developing their heart muscle gives them the ability to respond to the changing conditions of the climb. Sooner than later they acknowledge that things are what they are. If they face a steep mountain in threatening or bleak conditions, they simply acknowledge the reality and climb on.

In contrast, crawlers and coasters live out of their emotions. They see adversity as an unfair hardship. They play the victim. Their fluctuating emotions thrive on innuendo and false perceptions. They feel sure that the mountain is impassable and its conditions are unbearable, not because they have ever visited the mountain, but because they listen to others who stopped climbing a long time ago. Crawlers look for someone to blame for the way things are. Stuart Briscoe noted that “discouragement comes when you try to start with what you wish you had but don’t have. And it intensifies when you insist on trying to be in a position you are not in and probably never will be in.”1

By contrast, climbers accept reality, adjust their attitude, and align their energies to begin taking action based on what is—all without losing heart or drowning in self-pity. They don’t waste their time blaming God, defaming others, or shaming themselves.

Climbers See Life as a Gift to Be Exploited

Solomon reminds us, “When God gives any man wealth and possessions, and enables him to enjoy them, to accept his lot and be happy in his work—this is a gift of God” (Eccl. 5:19 NIV).

When my children were very young, they seemed as likely to play with the boxes that held their Christmas presents as with the gifts themselves. But as they matured, they tore through the wrapping and ripped open the boxes to get to the treasures inside. And I welcomed the change. I would have felt hurt if, after going to all the trouble and expense to buy them what they said they wanted, they either didn’t play with the gift or failed to show gratitude.

How, then, must God feel when we take this great gift called life and refuse to unwrap it and enjoy it?

In the 1989 motion picture Dead Poets Society, Robin Williams plays a teacher in an exclusive eastern prep school. On the first day of school, he takes his class of boys into the hallway to look at pictures of deceased graduates. He motivates them to excel in life with the following words: “We are food for worms, lads! Believe it or not, each and every one of us in this room one day will stop breathing, turn cold, and die. Step forward and see these faces from the past. They were just like you are now. They believe they’re destined for great things. Their eyes are full of hope. But, you see, gentlemen, these boys are now fertilizing daffodils. If you listen real close, you will hear them whisper their legacy to you. Lean in. What do you hear?” Then Robin says in an eerie voice, “Carpe Diem!” (Latin for “seize the day”). “Seize the day, boys! Make your lives extraordinary!”

Such is the climbers’ mantra: seize the day and climb on!

Today is God’s gift to you. What you do with it is your gift to God and to the world around you. This very moment, as you read these words, as your heart beats, and as you contemplate why you live at this moment in history, don’t forget to enjoy your own private miracle of life. Don’t allow adversity to bankrupt your today by paying interest on the regrets of yesterday and borrowing in advance against the troubles of tomorrow. Plan on purpose to live fully and well now.

Today is the day to begin turning your adversities into your advantages. Right now is the best time to decide to enjoy this matchless gift of God called “my life.” Remember, yesterday is a canceled check, and tomorrow is a promissory note; but today is cash in your hands, which must be invested or lost forever. As William James said so well, “Where is it, this present? It has melted in our grasp, fled ere we could touch it, gone in the instant of becoming.”

Now is the time to place your trust and confidence, as well as your doubts and fears, into God’s hands. You will never regret trusting a good God who wants more for you than you’ve ever dared to want for yourself. The moment you see life as a gift from God and trust his plan for your life, things begin to change. The Bible makes this promise: “For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline” (2 Tim. 1:7 NIV). Boldly and bravely tear open this gift called life and use it up to its fullest.

Climbers See Life as an Abundance to Be Explored

Climbers have an abundance mentality; crawlers and coasters cling to a scarcity mentality. Climbers look at life through the lens of faith, while others allow fear to make them nearsighted. To see the difference, I invite you to get to know one of my favorite characters in the Bible: Caleb.

As a young man, Caleb and another climber named Joshua received orders to spy out the Promised Land (along with ten other men who proved to be crawlers and coasters). Moses directed them to do a careful cost-benefit analysis for occupying the new territory. He told them to “see what the land is like and whether the people who live there are strong or weak, few or many” (Num. 13:18 NIV). Twelve men went out and twelve men returned . . . with two very different reports.

Everyone agreed that the land was indeed everything God had promised it would be. “We went into the land to which you sent us,” they said, “and it does flow with milk and honey!” (Num. 13:27 NIV). But the majority struck fear into the hearts of the people by telling them that the inhabitants looked too big, too strong, too many, and their cities too fortified, for the Israelites ever to hope for victory. They saw only what their coasters’ and crawlers’ mind-set would allow them to see: problems and impossibilities.

Joshua and Caleb presented the minority report. They, too, saw the abundance of the land and the formidable inhabitants and their well-defended cities. But because they could see with their hearts, not just their heads, they came to vastly different conclusions. Caleb had the courage to step straight into this circus of chaos that the negative report had created and dared pose another possibility: “We should go up and take possession of the land, for we can certainly do it” (Num. 13:30 NIV). He knew how hard it would be to go forward, but he had no intention of retreating into the desert. Caleb knew then what we know now—anything worth having requires a fight. He revealed his faith and fighting spirit when he said, “Only do not rebel against the LORD. And do not be afraid of the people of the land, because we will swallow them up. Their protection is gone, but the LORD is with us. Do not be afraid of them” (Num. 14:9 NIV).

Have you ever noticed that it takes only one negative person to ruin a meeting or gathering? Everything can be going smoothly, but let one negative voice arise from within the group, and everyone feels paralyzed. That’s when we need climbers more than ever. When the crawlers see God only through the lens of adversity, we need climbers who see adversity only through the lens of God.

When God spoke to Moses after the ten crawlers had delivered their message, he said, “How long will these people treat me with contempt? How long will they refuse to believe in me, in spite of all the miraculous signs I have performed among them?” (Num. 14:11 NIV). Although God vowed that every one of those who bought into the crawlers’ report would die crawling around the desert, he promised, “Because my servant Caleb has a different spirit and follows me wholeheartedly, I will bring him into the land he went to, and his descendants will inherit it” (Num. 14:24 NIV). Notice that it was a different spirit, not a different mind or a better plan, that drove Caleb to believe that what God promised, God could and would provide. He wholeheartedly believed that God would make a way, despite the difficulties. He considered the Promised Land a mountain worth scaling, no matter the threat.

Like Caleb, climbers see life as an abundance to be explored. Jesus said, “I came so they can have real and eternal life, more and better life than they ever dreamed of” (John 10:10 THE MESSAGE). The climbers’ abundance mentality can’t be measured, quantified, or traded on the commodities market. It is not just more of the same old stuff that never has satisfied us and never will.

We Americans tend to see abundance through a success paradigm. For us, success means more. Consider the story of an American tourist who docked his boat in a tiny Mexican village. Impressed by the quality of the fish, he asked a fisherman how long it took him to make his catch.

“Not very long,” answered the Mexican.

“Why not stay out longer and catch more?” asked the American. The fisherman explained that he already had caught all he needed.

“But what do you do with the rest of your time?” asked the American.

“I sleep late, play with my children, take a siesta with my wife, and in the evenings I go into the village to see my friends, drink coffee, play the guitar, and sing a few songs.”

The American could hardly contain himself. “You’ll never be successful that way,” he protested. “You should start fishing longer every day. You can then sell the extra fish you catch. With the revenue, you can buy a bigger boat. With the extra money the larger boat will bring, you can buy a second one and a third one and so on until you have an entire fleet of trawlers. Instead of selling your fish to a middleman, you can negotiate directly with the processing plants and maybe even open your own plant. You can then leave this little village and move to Mexico City, Los Angeles, or even New York City! From there you can direct your huge enterprise.”

“And how long would that take?” asked the fisherman.

“Twenty, maybe twenty-five years,” replied the American. “And after your business gets really big, you can start selling stocks and make millions!”

“Millions?”

“Yes, millions. And after that, you’ll be able to retire, live in a tiny village near the coast, sleep late, play with your grandchildren, catch a few fish, take a siesta with your wife, and spend your evenings drinking coffee and playing the guitar with your friends!”

Some people call this abundant living, but actually it is just another form of climbing the wrong hill. Jesus put it this way: “Beware! Don’t always be wishing for what you don’t have. For real life and real living are not related to how rich we are” (Luke 12:15 TLB). In his breakthrough research on adversity and achievement, Paul Stoltz said it this way: “Success can be defined as the degree to which one moves forward and upward, progressing in one’s lifelong mission, despite all obstacles or other forms of adversity.”2 Success does not mean more so much as it means climbing higher on the trek toward the summit of God’s true abundance.

Climbers See Life as an Adventure to Be Enjoyed

Climbers live with an undiminished and unabated capacity for curiosity. They see life as an adventure to be enjoyed, not as a long series of indignities to be endured. As Søren Kierkegaard, the nineteenth-century Danish philosopher, put it, “If I were to wish for anything, I should not wish for wealth and power, but for the passionate sense of the potential, for the eye which, ever young and ardent, sees the possible.”

Climbers waste no time riding or beating dead horses. They opt for the thrill of taming and riding bucking broncos.

Climbers See Life as a Mountain to Be Conquered

Let’s return to our fellow climber Caleb and fast-forward in his life forty-five years. He is now eighty-five. He has outlived all his peers except Joshua. He has earned the right to take it easy—but Caleb is a true climber. He sees life as a mountain to be conquered.

Surely Caleb has had enough excitement for two lifetimes! He has seen Egyptian bonds break, the Red Sea part, water flow from a rock, manna fall from heaven, and the death of all his friends, other than Joshua, as they dropped one-by-one through unbelief. A climber at heart, Caleb has both witnessed and participated in the nation’s triumphal entry into the Promised Land. And now, at age eighty-five, he is one of the first to choose where he wants to live out the rest of his life. And what would a climber choose? Another mountain, of course! He told Joshua,

 

I am still as strong today as the day Moses sent me out; I’m just as vigorous to go out to battle now as I was then. Now give me this hill country that the LORD promised me that day. You yourself heard then that the Anakites were there and their cities were large and fortified, but, the LORD helping me, I will drive them out just as he said. (JOSH. 14:11-12 NIV)

 

Here was an old man who had outlived all his peers—and he requested only one last mountain to climb. Caleb knew that we all need something worth doing to give our life meaning.

Like Caleb, I want to be a life-changing, soul-feeding, spirit-lifting force during my brief time here. I want to shape my world, not merely be shaped by it. Daily I pray, “Lord, wake me up before I die,” not “If I should die before I wake . . .” Climbers refuse to spend their lives being normal or doing business as usual. They strain and strive for the chance to change the world for good, for God, and forever.

It was Ovid, the first-century poet, who said, “Happy is he who dares courageously to defend what he loves.”

Many important events in the Bible took place on or near mountains. God called Moses to lead his people out of bondage on Mount Horeb. After the Exodus, God commanded Moses to gather the people at Mount Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments. Moses died and was buried on Mount Nebo. Elijah, one of Israel’s greatest prophets, defeated the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel.

Much of the life and ministry of Jesus took place on mountains. Satan tempted him on a mountain (Matt. 4:8). We call Jesus’ most famous teaching session “the Sermon on the Mount” (Matt. 5-7). Jesus repeatedly went up a mountain to pray (Luke 6:12). He enjoyed his transfiguration on a mountain (Matt. 17:1-8). And at the end, his enemies crucified him at a place called Mount Calvary.

The Bible also uses the term “mountain” as a symbol of stability (Ps. 30:7). Mountains represent places where God shows his power (Ps. 121:1-2), sometimes through their flattening. In Isaiah 40:4 God promises, “Every mountain and hill [shall be] made low.”

If you’re a climber, you need an appropriate mountain to climb. You won’t feel satisfied with anything less. Psychologist Abraham Maslow discovered the same truth when he said, “If you deliberately plan to be less than you are capable of being, then I warn you that you’ll be unhappy for the rest of your life.”

THREE THINGS ALL CLIMBERS NEED

Climbers never revert to crawling and coasting just because life gets hard. You’ll never hear a climber sit around and whine about how unfair life is or how bad she has it. Climbers are champions at heart. They are winners, not whiners. They respond to life, not react to it. And all of them have at least three things in common.

All Climbers Need a Climber’s Perspective

Climbers know that life can get hard and dangerous without a moment’s notice. Things seldom go as planned. But climbers have this perspective: if God still reigns in heaven, and his love still flows toward them, and they remain in his care, they need only to climb on.

Climbers think differently from others. They know that at their center, at the core of their being, rings out the call to ascend. And how do you know whether you have a climber’s perspective? Suppose I were to ask a writer why he writes. I will get one of three answers. If he has a crawler’s perspective, he will say, “I write for recognition.” If he has a coaster’s perspective, he will say, “I write for the money.” If he has a climber’s perspective, he will say, “I write because I must.”

A climber climbs because that’s what he is. To be who he is, he must do what he does—climb. If you labor only for recognition, there will never be recognition enough. If you live for money, there will never be money enough. But if you write or paint or build or teach or any other of a thousand things because you must in order to be who God made you to be, then you have discovered the secret of living for an audience of one. And climbing for his pleasure is enough.

The climber’s perspective can be summed up in two words: “Climb on.” While climbers accept that they seldom control their environment or their circumstances, they exercise the power to choose their attitude and reactions to what happens to them and so climb on. Climbers climb in the cold and they climb in the heat. They climb when it’s steep and even when there seems to be no way. Why? Because they know that climbing is what God created them to do. And if God wants me to climb, they think, he will make a way. So they climb on!

Fellow climber, climb on when you seem to be climbing alone. Climb on when you can’t see your way ahead. Climb on when all you see behind are gullies and ditches and all you see ahead are cliffs and threatening overhangs. Climb on, though the path seems uncertain. Climb on, knowing that just around the next turn God may be waiting with a breakthrough. Climb on, because life is too precious to waste on coasting or crawling.

Stand up on your two good feet, face the summit, and ascend with the conviction that the one who loved you enough to place you on that mountain, loves you still. He promises you the power to climb: “I can do everything through him who gives me strength” (Phil. 4:13 NIV). He pledges to protect you while you climb: “I lift up my eyes to the hills—where does my help come from? My help comes from the LORD, the Maker of heaven and earth. He will not let your foot slip—he who watches over you will not slumber” (Ps. 121:1-3 NIV). And he guarantees you that on your climb, “no temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it” (1 Cor. 10:13 NIV).

Climb on!

Climbers Need the Right Mountains

You won’t find a climber sniffing around a molehill or playing in a mud hole. Climbers recognize that the difference between molehills and mountains comes not in their degree of difficulty, but in their significance.

Climbers don’t look for easy going, but they must know that their efforts are worth the sacrifice. As fully alive human beings, they understand that life is not about getting more and bigger stuff. Climbers have the ability to admire without the need to acquire. They look for something way beyond success. They want significance.

The wildly successful 1987 album Joshua Tree, by the Irish supergroup U2, features a single titled, “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For.” The song cries out for significance. One of its lines says, “I have climbed the highest mountains, I have run through the fields, . . . but I still haven’t found what I’m looking for.”

This could be the cry of our generation.

When I climb, I want a mountain that’s significant. And how do I recognize significance? For one, getting to the summit will make a difference in the lives of others. I don’t want to struggle up a mountain that shows no promise of positively impacting men and women. Climbers know that the “more stuff” mountain, or the “bigger car” mountain, or the “nicer house” mountain, or even the “corner office” mountain, just isn’t worth a big chunk of their lives. They refuse to fight their way to the summit of a mountain unworthy of the climb.

Naturally, climbers get discouraged like everyone else. They get tired, bruised, bored, and, at times, they break down. How do they keep going? By remembering that they are climbing toward a summit that, once reached, will make all the pain and sacrifice well worth the effort.

Remember this: if it doesn’t love something, lift something, build something, appreciate something, and bring God pleasure, it is nothing but a molehill, a heap of mud, or a pile of manure. On the other hand, mountains worth climbing are made of pure gold.

Climbers Need the Right Climbing Companions

In his best-selling book Good to Great, Jim Collins claims that it’s more important to have the right people in your life or organization than to have a compelling vision and direction.

 

The good to great leaders understood three simple truths. First, if you begin with “who,” rather than “what,” you can more easily adapt to a changing world. If people join the bus primarily because of where it is going, what happens if you get ten miles down the road and you need to change direction? You’ve got a problem. But if people are on the bus because of who else is on the bus, then it’s much easier to change direction: “Hey, I got on this bus because of who else is on it; if we need to change direction to be more successful, fine with me.”

   Second, if you have the right people on the bus, the problem of how to motivate and manage people largely goes away. The right people don’t need to be tightly managed or fired up; they will be self-motivated by the inner drive to produce the best results and to be part of creating something great.

   Third, if you have the wrong people, it doesn’t matter whether you discover the right direction; you still won’t have great company. Great vision without great people is irrelevant.3

 

I want climbing companions. Do you know what climbing companions do? They encourage you at the right moment. They do exactly what you need, when you need it. And they’re careful not to criticize you brutally, because they’re on the same climb. They know it’s hard.

As a climber, I need the right people on “my bus.” The biblical axiom “Do not be misled: ‘Bad company corrupts good character’” (1 Cor. 15:33 NIV) remains true. You will mirror the behavior of the dominant personalities around you. If you hang around a bunch of negative, whining people, you will become a negative, whining person. But if you stick close to faith-filled, hope-filled climbers, you’ll also become faith-filled and hope-filled.

CREATED FOR ADVANCE

You are a natural-born climber. And all climbers know that adversity is not a choice.

Your lifetime will present you with plenty of excuses to settle for crawling and coasting, but God has given you two very special gifts. You have a climbing gear in your heart, and a desire for high and noble achievement in your spirit. You were not created for retreat, but advance. You have the power to prevail against all odds as you learn to turn your adversities into advantages by using your God-given power of choice. You are a powerful person, and with God’s help, you can build something beautiful out of the ashes of any adversity.

Climbers know that character develops, not in the calm of base camp, but in the howling winds of adversity. Under normal conditions, you might be good, but you’ll never be great. Good times and pleasant conditions do not demand that you draw from the deep well of virtue and character. Character gives the power to choose a virtuous course of action under adverse circumstances—and that power to choose the right path under fire represents the highest form of human control.

Sure, you’ll encounter many opportunities to quit and camp. When you go through hell, it’s possible to stop and smell the smoke. In fact, you can become an expert on smoke and all its devastating effects. You can play the role of victim and blame circumstances, people, or even God. There are as many plausible reasons for fear and failure as there are people in the world and days in our lives. But that’s not what you were made for—and deep down in your heart, you know it.

You can’t escape the desire to climb something, conquer something, achieve something, win something, endure something, and in the end, plant your own victory flag on the summit of a life well spent. Life is too short and the stakes are too high for you to settle for constant excuse making and blame-placing.

The choice is yours, always yours alone. And that choice is your power. It cannot be handed off to someone else. It cannot be reserved for another day. You have the power to change your life. And that power begins by making a choice that leads to an attitude.

With the right attitude and God’s help, you can learn to turn grief into gladness, fear into faith, can’ts into cans, jealousy into joy, regrets into resolve, and grief into gladness. Remember the immortal words of wisdom from Homer, the eighth-century B.C. Greek poet: “’Tis man’s to fight, but heaven’s to give success.” And hear the words of Patricia Neal, an Oscar-winning actress, who observed while struggling to recover from a debilitating stroke, “A strong, positive mental attitude will create more miracles than any wonder drug.”

Why do some people find a way to prevail and conquer, while others collapse? God gave you a very special gift at birth—a climbing gear. He gave it to you because you will need it. Jesus said, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33 NIV).

Adversity is not optional. When it comes to you, as it most surely will, you can take comfort that at least you’re not alone in your struggle. It is the fact of adversity and hardship that makes the invitation of Jesus so amazing: “Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden,” he said, “and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28 KJV).

God stands ready to make sense of the senseless and return power to the powerless. And not only does he give us victory over our adversities, he uses them to make us stronger and better. God gave us a climbing gear and an ascending spirit so that we can reach the summit of our potential, that place toward which we journey all our lives.
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