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If everything inside you cries out to ACCEPT NO MEDIOCRE LIFE, then read on. You're about to go on an adventure that will force you to break out of the sameness around you and free you to be, do, and have everything God has in mind.


Praise for ACCEPT NO MEDIOCRE LIFE


“In this remarkable follow-up to his first book, The Power to Prevail, Dr. David Foster translates biblical truths and combines them with quotes from famous people of faith into his own engaging words of wisdom that challenge us to ACCEPT NO MEDIOCRE LIFE.”


—Brian Prout, drummer, Diamond Rio


“David Foster’s words, written or spoken, energize and motivate people to want to change. Most admirably, he does this without asking people to escape their real lives. Instead, he weaves his insights in and through the stories of everyday people trying to find a reason to hope in a world gone sideways.”


—Jim Henderson, executive director, Off the Map
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INTRODUCTION


Born to Be Mild? No Way!
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So, then, to every man his chance—to every man, regardless of his birth, his shining golden opportunity—to every man his right to live, to work, to be himself, to become whatever his manhood and his vision can combine to make him.


—THOMAS WOLFE


One minute after birth you were given an Apgar test. Your heart rate, respiration, muscle tone, reflex response, and color were monitored and measured. If you scored between 7 and 10, you were declared born in excellent condition. Anything less and you were categorized as “at risk.” After the doctors and nurses finished with you, they handed you to your parents, who continued the process by identifying your family resemblance or lack thereof. “She looks like my side of the family,” or “He looks like my father—pudgy, bald-headed, and toothless.” Before you were aware of what was going on, people started hanging labels on you. Most of them were good-natured and harmless, but some stuck to your soul. Like masking tape left on a wall too long, they’ve left a faint, dingy scar even after they were removed.


How many times have you felt the stinging reprimand of a question or comment like the following? “Why can’t you be more like your brother?” “Why can’t you be more like the neighbor kid?” “Why can’t you be smart like Sam?” “Why can’t you be pretty like Paula?” “You’re just like your father!” Even well-intentioned parents, who love their kids more than life itself, can hang labels around their children’s necks libeling them for a lifetime.


Mitch Albom says, “All parents damage their children. It cannot be helped. Youth, like pristine glass, absorbs the prints of its handlers. Some parents smudge, others crack, a few shatter.”1 Since we almost always come out on the short end of the comparison stick, we spend too much of our lives trying to find ways to conform to other people’s criticism of us so that we won’t attract more of it. But surely by now you know you can’t get small enough for some people to miss sticking a label on you.


The art of labeling, libeling, and limiting isn’t just a weird family thing; it’s a worldwide, lifelong, everyday thing. What started at the hospital and in the home gets handed off to the hallowed halls of learning. Instead of being in a place where we learn to love learning, we find that school often becomes society’s official labeling factory. Parents may become incensed because their “child prodigy” fails to meet requirements for admission to an elite, high-priced kindergarten. We held our daughters out of school for an extra year for the very reason that we wanted them to be emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually prepared for the rigors of repeated testing and labeling. We didn’t want their self-worth reduced to a letter grade, good or bad!


What makes being pigeonholed at school traumatic is that these people are professionals. Up to that point only amateurs labeled us. So, in elementary school we learned that others measured our intelligence by letters. The best got A’s. The worst got F’s. The majority got C’s. That was me; I excelled at C’s. And they told me if I was a C student, I was average. That was where most of us landed, so it didn’t seem so bad at the time.


Some words give a hint to their meaning just by the way they sound. Words like boring, lackluster, mediocre, and certainly average. I wondered what it really meant to be average. I wasn’t the worst kid in the class, but I wasn’t the best either. I thought average meant you’re either the worst of the best or the best of the worst. What an awful thing to discover early in life. I overheard one of my ninth grade teachers describe me as mild-mannered. I didn’t know what it meant to be mild, but I didn’t want any part of it. Was I born to be mild?


It was 1968 and a group named Steppenwolf expressed my soul’s suffocation with the song “Born to Be Wild.” When I heard the lyrics, laid on top of a driving rock beat, I remember screaming out, “Yea, that’s what I want, an adventure out on the highway of possibilities.” And when the last refrain exploded, I wanted to climb high, never die, and reject for all time the small-minded notion that I was born to be Milquetoast or mediocre. While my peers were telling me I was “born to be mild,” what I heard in my heart was born to be wild!


High school brings even more divisions among the “will be’s” and the “will never be’s,” when college-bound kids are separated from those who have name tags and hair nets in their future. The labeling expands from academics to the social scene as all the cool kids sit on one side of the cafeteria, the rebels on the other side, and all the mediocre kids in the middle.


From the hospital to the home to the halls of higher learning, we’ve been labeled so long, we feel libeled and stifled. Too many splendid, gifted men and women have accepted mediocre as their lot in life. It gets pounded into us so much, by so many, after a while it’s almost as though there’s a conspiracy going on. It is a spiritual conspiracy to get us to accept mediocre as a standard of life. It is a war for control of our hearts, minds, and souls. The Bible states, “For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places” (Eph. 6:12 KJV). What is Satan’s ploy? He’s fixed on our spiritual destruction. He’s a “liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44 NIV). But his tactics are exceedingly subtle. He bombards us with feelings of inadequacy. He seeks to clothe our hearts and minds with a drab coat of beige. He delights when we are labeled average and mediocre, for he knows most labels are libels that limit our capacity to dream, aspire to greatness, or even feel worthy to know God or accept His love. The result? We live well within our perceived limitations and grade-point averages.


This book is for those who refuse to accept mediocre as the standard by which they live their lives. If you’re ready to rip off the labels sown to your heart by a lifetime of comparisons and expert opinion, and you’re ready to live beyond the limitations others have set for you, then read on.


In a speech given in Washington, D.C., on January 20, 1961, President John F. Kennedy said, “The American, by nature, is optimistic. He is experimental, an inventor and a builder who builds best when called upon to build greatly.” It is the goal of this book to urge you to make your life a masterpiece by calling you to a lifelong commitment to excellence in everything you do. It will equip you to excel at being who you are, where you are, with what you have, while you can. If you excel in these four areas, you will never have to worry about being mild. To me, mild means being “mediocre in life and death.” The truth is, if you’re mediocre in one, you’ll be mediocre in both.


God created you uniquely you as an act of joy. He placed within you the design and desire for greatness. But greatness does not grow well in the soil of mediocrity. It is a sad truth that excellence makes people nervous, especially people who settle for second-rate reality. Throw off mild and mediocre just as you would a cheap suit. To help you do this, I’ll expose two myths you’ve put up with long enough.


Myth number one is, “you’re mediocre, and there’s not much you can do about it.” Reject the judgments of experts who label, libel, and limit you by their curt and coy comparison. While some label you accidentally, others know exactly what they are doing. Their insistence that you belong in the middle is often motivated by the mediocrity they tolerate in themselves. You are meant for far more than joining the mainstream and the middle class. After all, everything we know about the postmodern world tells us the bell curve doesn’t apply anymore, if it ever did.


Myth number two is, “you’re the best.” This myth sounds solid at first blush because it’s a much-welcomed cure for the mediocre middle. The problem is, there is no such thing as “the best.” The best sports team this year is often next year’s cellar dweller. The best salesman this month will be outdone the next. The record set by today’s achievement will be broken by tomorrow’s accomplishment. Striving to be the best at anything is a high-speed chase to disappointment and discouragement. The goal is not to be the best, but to be my best. To be my best means I’ve jumped off the fence and stepped over the line. I’ve pulled out all the stops, and I’m holding nothing of the best back. There’s no turning back, slowing down, or backing away. It’s life outside the box for me. I’ve stopped trying to make life work, and I’ve started trying to make life sing. I reject secondhand faith, third-rate dreams, and low-risk crusades. By God’s grace and with His help, I will grow up into the greatness He had in mind when He made me.


Achieving your full potential tomorrow means learning to fully appreciate your life today. I like the truth of the old Burmese proverb, “He who aims at excellence will be above mediocrity; he who aims at mediocrity will be far short of it.” Aiming high is essential, and there’s no other way to aim at reaching the awesome possibilities ahead of you and me without being creatively and fully alive today. I come alive creatively when I dare to live in the moment with a view of what is possible in the future. I can see what is possible only when I am free from other people’s labels, libels, and limitations. Reaching my full potential by appreciating who I am, where I am, and what I have, empowers me to reject the most odious label of them all. It’s the one label that has libeled more hearts and stolen more dreams than all the other labels combined. It’s the two-word label—not enough.


Enough is a word I’ve come to both love and hate. I love it when I have enough. It’s like a holiday when I know I’ve done enough. Thank God for the days of enough love, enough health, enough food, and enough money. But too often I despise the word enough. Too often I’ve felt I don’t do enough, earn enough, or get enough credit. It’s a word used to whip us into shape and keep us chasing after that elusive state of enough.


If everything inside you cries out to “accept no mediocre life” and if you’re ready to go beyond the labels, libels, and limitations, then read on. You’re about to go on an adventure that will force you to break out of the sameness around you and free you to be, do, and have everything that God has in mind for you. If you want to be remembered as a person of quality and excellence who made the absolute most of who he was, where he was, with what he was given, then this book will show the way.


During the first stop of this journey into excellence, you will learn how to excel at being who you are. Excelling at being you is the key to your uniqueness, being real is the key to gaining respect, and demanding the best of yourself is the key to quality and lifelong achievement.


At the second stop on your quest, you will learn how to excel where you are. You’ll discover that being deliberate, unafraid, and undaunted are the keys to being different, unshakable, and unstoppable under less-than-perfect conditions. Perfect conditions do not exist. You will learn how to win in common moments and adverse circumstances.


On the third leg of your excellent adventure, you will stop to take stock of the power, passion, and boldness to attract the right kinds of people into your life. People with passion and a bias for bold action attract other people on the same quest. Here you will learn that while resources make things possible, energetic, excellent people make things happen.


The fourth and final segment of the journey will help you understand that all things excellent have a sense of urgency to them. Excelling at being who you are, where you are, with what you have, is to do it now while you can. Here you will commit to being ruthless with time, patient with the process, and determined to finish well.


Before you start on your adventure into excellence, let me say, “Congratulations!” You are a member of a rare breed. You live with a sense of inner obligation to act as if the fate of the world depended on your actions. You and I see the pursuit of excellence as not just a good thing, but also a God thing. We live with the conviction that doing our best glorifies God, not ourselves. We label this quest for excellence a mark of maturity, not madness. For us the quest for power is childish, but the pursuit of God’s pleasure is pure joy. We take seriously the biblical admonition to “eagerly desire the greater gifts. And now I will show you the most excellent way” (1 Cor. 12:31 NIV). We will not be denied because we refuse to live within the limits of man-made labels and libels. We will not accept a mediocre life, and we will not disappear quietly into the middle. We gladly accept the proverb, “Those who hear not the music, think the dancer’s mad.” We hear the music, it’s in our hearts and souls, and we must dance.



	

Commitment #1


EXCELLING AT BEING WHO I AM
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Not in the clamor of the crowded street, Not in the shouts and plaudits of the throng, But in ourselves, are triumph and defeat.


—HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW






1

I Will Embrace My Uniqueness
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It takes courage to grow up and turn out to be who you really are.

—E. E. CUMMINGS

What we have to be is what we are.

—THOMAS MERTON

The first time I was told to be ashamed of myself was at home. The first time I actually felt ashamed of myself was at church on Senior Day. This rite of passage awaited every high school senior in my childhood church. We seniors lined up behind the ornate white pulpit and, one by one, shuffled to the microphone to announce the universities to which we would be matriculating in the fall. Just as cruel fate would have it, the kid just before me announced he was going to Harvard on a full ride, no less. Then I stepped to the microphone with a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t want to be there. It was silly. It was no one’s business but my own what I was going to do with my life. I wanted to run, but since I couldn’t, I did the next best thing; I lied. I thought about announcing I was going to Harvard, but my teachers in the audience knew my grades. In the heat of the moment I stepped to the microphone and blurted out, “While they’re all going to school, I’m going to work!” Ha, ha, not really?

No one laughed, seemed shocked, or disappointed. The reaction was nil. I guess it sounded like the right thing for an average kid from an average family to do. I was the only one surprised or wounded by my words. Everything within me wanted someone to stand up in protest. I wanted my coach, one of my teachers, my parents, my pastor, or anyone to stand up and say, “You’re a smart kid, David. You’re destined for great things!” I shuffled off the stage in a hurry to get anywhere but there. I ran down the hallway, wanting more than anything to hear the sound of someone running after me. I needed someone to tell me I was important, I was special, and I could do anything I set my mind to do. But no one came, no one called, and no one seemed to notice or care. It wasn’t just okay for me to be ordinary; it was expected. It was okay with my parents and my school, and now I had the misguided opinion it was even okay with God. But it wasn’t okay with me. I already hated my life and dreaded my future. I decided from that day on, I would show the world just how common and ordinary my behavior could be.

I didn’t know why or how, but as I lit up a Marlboro in my souped-up, flaming orange ’66 Chevy Impala Super Sport that morning, I vowed to break loose from the labels and limitations that were suffocating me even before I had the chance to succeed, or fail for that matter. I set out on a quest that day to find someone to believe in me. There had to be someone in this world who could see beyond my rough, tough-guy exterior and discover something of greatness, but where was this person, and how could I find him? That day I rejected the mind-set that said, “Get a job, get a wife, get a mortgage, and then get burial insurance!”

By the time I was seventeen, I had accepted the idea that rules are more important than relationships, fitting in is more desirable than standing out, and you’ll never amount to anything without trying to be like someone else. I had already learned not to like myself. I didn’t know then that I’d tend to live according to other people’s expectations of me. The Scriptures put it this way: “For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he” (Prov. 23:7 KJV).

Labels affix themselves to your heart and possess your thinking. I realize now this cycle of low expectation and lower desire is not limited to my town, my home, or even my church. It is epidemic because most people have accepted mediocre as the measuring stick of their lives. Why? We’ve been labeled, and those labels libel and limit us. We don’t believe in ourselves because we’re taught to look at our lives through the lens of labels.

Looking Through Labels

I’m an escapee from a small town located in a county in Kentucky called Barren. As a teenager, I felt barren. How bad is it when the pioneers who, after forging through forests and crossing the rivers, came upon a place so unimpressive they called it Barren? Can anything good come out of this? When Jesus was reared in Nazareth, the saying was, “Can anything, anyone of significance, come out of a little hick place like that?” At least I was in good company.

I grew up in the typical county seat town. Life revolved around ritual and routine. Monday through Friday centered on school, sports, and after-school jobs. Saturday was for sleeping late and watching afternoon movies, and Sunday was for going to church. Every Sunday I asked my mother, “Why do we have to go to church today?” And every Sunday morning she said, “You’re going so you’ll grow up to be a good person.” I went to church, and I saw people who I knew weren’t very good. I knew some of the stuff they were into during the week. When I heard, “Be good,” I translated that to mean, “Be nice; be neuter.” Don’t make noise. Don’t do anything that might be construed as bold or controversial.

A young boy longs for adventure, so the admonition to be good isn’t appealing. I wanted to be dangerous. I wanted to be interesting and mysterious. I wanted to be Roy Rogers, John Wayne, and Superman all rolled up into one. Young boys run around the house in their red underwear, with a towel around their necks, wanting to be Superman. And young girls play dress up, not dress down.

A young businessman asked Jesus one day, “Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life?” Jesus replied, “Why do you ask me about what is good? There is only One who is good. If you want to enter life, obey the commandments” (Matt. 19:16–17 NIV). Whether the young man was taken off guard or just plain arrogant, he assured Jesus that he had obeyed all of the commandments his entire life. When I heard this story as a kid, I knew I had already blown it big time. I wasn’t good, and I didn’t know anyone who was. So, if the God thing depended on good behavior, I was out before I ever got in.

My Sunday school teacher assured me that God loved me, but he warned me that His love was conditional upon my being good. The pastor cemented this teaching from the pulpit. My parents reinforced the virtue of goodness for goodness’ sake during the week. I suppose it seemed to be a good way to motivate a mischievous boy to behave, but the result is, church kids grow up plagued with shame, guilt, remorse, and self-loathing because they’ve been raised believing in a God who is in a foul mood looking for someone to rain down judgment upon.

With our lips we proclaim God loves us, but our lives betray our confession. We live as though God’s love for us is in some vague, abstract religious theory trapped in the words of an arcane hymnal. Yet God has demonstrated His great love for us in the story of the gospel. This is a love not of feelings but of action. It is a scandalous love in which our God sent His Son to die for people who couldn’t be good without His love. British author G. K. Chesterton called the Christian life a “furious love affair.”

It took me a while to rip off the self-righteous label and embrace the transforming truth that God loves me in the morning sun and in the evening rain, without caution, regret, boundary, or breaking point. No matter what may come, He can’t stop loving me. This is our hope and passion that we don’t have to be good to be worthy of His grace, just open to embracing it.

Every six weeks my school sent a little card home to my parents to remind them of how average I was. They, in turn, displayed their displeasure by threatening me with all kinds of dreadful punishment. Mostly they explained that if I didn’t work hard in school, it would be placed on my permanent record and follow me for the rest of my life. I wondered whether there was a government agency that followed you around wherever you went, recording everything you did onto your supersecret, superbad permanent record. That was also how I grew up thinking of God. He had angels keeping every sin listed on your permanent record in heaven.

Sometimes my parents would tag-team in their effort to scare me onto the honor roll. They demanded A’s and B’s out loud, but I knew in their hearts they hoped for C’s. The pressure to please was so strong that if I got C’s and D’s, I changed the D to a C before the grade card got home. My parents’ excitement bordered on the hysteria of hitting the lottery. They were relieved their son was at least average. They were elated, but I was humiliated. Changing the grade on the card couldn’t erase the disappointment I felt deep within. I knew I could do better, but motivation is hard to find when you’re beige and bad. I wanted to do better, but I’ve never responded well to threats, name-calling, and humiliation. I’ve discovered nobody else does either.

I don’t know if you’ve ever felt beige, bad, or boring. For me it’s the feeling I don’t fit in and I’m never going to be good at anything. What brand of life can an average, good-for-nothing, beige person expect? Who ever wooed and won a wife by saying, “Hey, baby, I’m a mediocre man, I’ve been looking for a mediocre woman, and you’re the most mediocre woman I’ve seen so far. How about you and me get together? We’ll have a mediocre marriage and a mediocre life. We’ll live in a mediocre house and raise mediocre kids. We’ll send ’em to mediocre schools so they, too, can be mediocre”? Not on your life! No one says that! But a lot of us feel trapped by it because of the old labels and lenses we were handed as kids.

Labels make you feel afraid of almost everything. If you feel weak, you’re afraid of the strong. Those labeled average are often afraid and intimidated by the gifted and exceptional. That fear shrinks the soul and slumps the body. Shrinking is the way to be safe. If you get small enough, people won’t be able to notice you even exist, and they’ll stop comparing, critiquing, and criticizing you. The number one value in a post-9/11 world is, it seems to me, safety. People we don’t know in places we can’t pronounce are plotting to kill us. We’re terrified of terrorists, yet there are already enough nuclear weapons in the hands of lunatics to destroy the world fifteen times over. There is no such thing as a fail-safe world or a small enough place to hide. You can’t escape urban problems by fleeing to the suburbs, you can’t drown domestic difficulty at the bottom of a bottle, and you can’t defeat your inner demons by isolating yourself from God or the rest of the world.

Labels make us afraid because they not only obscure the truth about us, but also obscure the truth about God. The truth is, although there are lots of lunatics out there, there’s a sovereign, good, and powerful God in control of the affairs of human beings. He will never let us destroy ourselves. As Stonewall Jackson was noted for saying, “I am as safe on the battlefield as I am in my own bed.” But even if you could hide in a deep bunker underground, you would have succeeded only in digging your own grave if the world blows up.

God created you to live large with your face toward the sun. He gave you two legs and a backbone so you could stand erect and tall. Stanley Hauerwas of Duke University said, “It’s hard to remember Jesus did not come to make us safe, but rather to make us disciples, citizens of God’s new age, a kingdom of surprise.”1 God is aware of the dangers, and He is at the controls. He is big, bold, bodacious, and hot on your trail. Not to fry you, stamp you, or label you, but to love you, lift you, and liberate you.

My mother’s favorite tactical complaint of me was, “Why can’t you be more like your brother?” It seemed clear to me because I was not him! I got the feeling very early from home, school, and church, I was not enough now, and it was very likely I was never going to be enough in the future. And the cure for my unlucky lack of native talent and good looks was to do more, to achieve more, and to get more, so I would be more. I call it the tyranny of more. Someone asked Howard Hughes, the eccentric billionaire of a past generation, “How much is enough?” He said, “Just a little more!” This idea can be found even in Greek mythology. Sisyphus, the son of Aeolus, was founder of Corinth. He betrayed the secrets of the gods and was condemned to roll, for eternity, a huge boulder up a steep hill, only to have it roll back down to the bottom again just as it reached the top. The gods could think of no more dreadful punishment than that of futile and hopeless labor.

Hopeless is not an option because of two facts only you can face. You are today what your choices have made you. Not your mama, not your daddy, not your brother. You did not choose your labels, but only you can choose to remove the old lenses and look at your life from God’s perspective. You are not responsible for all the “stuff” done to you. You shouldn’t feel ashamed of what some halfhearted, small-minded person in your past said or did. But only you control what happens to what happened to you. The second bit of good news is, you can be better the moment you decide to be. The first declaration to make is, “I am loved right now as I am, and that is enough.” That’s freedom. God knows everything about you and loves you anyway. He will never love you more than He does right now, and He will never love you any less. That’s grace.

Learning how to live in God’s love, I think, is spending the rest of your life just saying, “God, how can I be the best at being me?” Instead of trying to be someone else, be the best you can be, but be that! Be yourself! Stop being ashamed of being who you are. Embracing your uniqueness starts with exchanging the lens of labels for the lens of love.

Looking Through Love

In Thornton Wilder’s play Our Town, there is a scene in which a family is asleep in a cottage in the forest at dawn. The chimney smoke is having a conversation with the morning mist rising from the glade: “Do you think these people really know who they are?” And the smoke answers, “They wouldn’t believe us if we told them.” We have difficulty wrapping our minds around some things. The cross of Christ is one of these things. But it is God’s loving and ultimate statement of His idea of your worth.

An intriguing insight to Christ’s attitude toward the Cross is revealed in these words: “He was willing to die a shameful death on the cross because of the joy he knew would be his afterwards” (Heb. 12:2 TLB). Max Lucado said it this way: “You aren’t an accident. You weren’t mass-produced. You aren’t an assembly-line product. You were deliberately planned, specifically gifted, and lovingly positioned on this earth by the Master Craftsman.”2 If that is true, then what do we see when we look through a lens of God’s love?

Jesus told stories to help us grasp God’s opinion of us. While teaching a large crowd, He said, “The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field” (Matt. 13:44 NIV). Banks didn’t exist in the first century. People buried their most valuable articles in the ground. To protect those valuables, the law stipulated that if you found a treasure scattered in a field, you could gather it up and keep it. If you dug up a container or chest with valuables in it, then it belonged to the land. In this story a man finds a treasure so great, he liquidates everything he has in order to buy the field.

He’s interested not in the field, but in what’s in the field. He wants the treasure, and he’s willing to pay for it. Jesus held up this story as a lens through which we see a clearer picture of God’s love for us. It is a sacrificial love. God loves you enough that He was willing to pay an awful price for the privilege. This is a far cry from the picture painted by those highlighting your lack of perfection. You are a treasure to be sought and bought. To God, your Creator and Savior, you are worth whatever He had to pay to love you. This is a far cry from what I heard in Sunday school or church.

Jesus continued the story by saying, “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it” (Matt. 13:45–46 NIV). Here God is the jewel merchant. I’ve often wondered why Jesus used pearls in this story. Is there something in the nature of a pearl that parallels our nature? A pearl begins as a single grain of sand, which makes its way into an oyster shell. Once there, it penetrates the membrane, causing irritation. The oyster secretes a milky white substance, which coats the grain of sand. Over time, this process is repeated until a pearl is produced. Even then, a diver has to go down and retrieve the oyster, open it up, and through trial and error, search until he finds the pearl. A pearl is hard to make and hard to find. Given the fact we tend to hide from God, I can see the parallels in the pearl story and my own. God seeks me and finds me. And when He finds me, I’m the winner.

This understanding was a real breakthrough as well as hang-up for me. Nobody pursued me. Nobody thought me worthy of praise. Yet here is God seeking me, paying a price to love me. This was and remains the greatest thought I’ve ever had. When Karl Barth, the famous German theologian, was asked what was the greatest theological concept he’d ever entertained, he said, “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”

Jesus’ third story was a fisherman’s tale: “Once again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was let down into the lake and caught all kinds of fish. When it was full, the fishermen pulled it up on the shore. Then they sat down and collected the good fish in baskets, but threw the bad away” (Matt. 13:47–48 NIV). This story reminds me of a summer spent on my uncle Henry’s farm. It was the summer I learned how to chop tobacco, drive a tractor, and use a fishing net. Early one evening, with the daily chores behind us, Uncle Henry, several hired hands, and I gathered at the big pond. We stretched a wide net with wooden poles across the surface of the water. As the net was dragged across the bottom, it became heavy. All six of us worked to drag the net over to the bank. I saw all kinds of little creatures hopping and flopping around in the net. There were small snakes, turtles, and slithery reptilian creatures I had never seen before. My uncle knew the ones to be kept from the ones to be thrown back. When Jesus said the fishermen collected the good and threw away the bad, I can still remember putting on gloves and trying to grab hold of the fish in the net.

God views us as a catch to be caught and kept. In these three stories, Jesus reveals God’s new way of looking at us. It is the lens of love. Through this lens, each of us is a treasure, a prize, and a catch. This lens is a far cry from the labels that others stick on us. This information is new to some. Others of you know God loves you unconditionally, but you’ve allowed time and circumstance to cover the truth with a coat of beige indifference.

Former boxing writer Harold Conrad visited a women’s prison with heavyweight fighter Muhammad Ali. “All the inmates lined up,” wrote Conrad. “They were ooh-ing and aah-ing as Ali went along. There were some good-looking ones. But he kissed only the ugly ones.” After they left the prison, Conrad asked the fighter to explain why he chose to kiss only those women. “Because no one ever kisses the ugly girls,” he replied.3 What a graphic illustration of what Christ has done for us! He came to kiss the ugly and the unloved. Straight-A students get compliments, good athletes receive cheers, but average people don’t attract much attention. They just tend to blend in with the woodwork. Everybody craves affirmation and affection. You were created in God’s image to receive love and to give it away. Performance aside, people need to be noticed. They need pats on the back, smiles, and hugs. It’s how we tell one another, “Hey, you’re not alone!” It’s how God uses other people to help us realize it’s okay to be who we are without apology or compromise.

Remember Not to Forget

Recently my daughter Lindsey called to activate her new credit card. The operator told her she wasn’t the person identified by the social security number she gave. Lindsey insisted she was indeed who she said she was. The credit card operator insisted, with an air of superiority, “I assure you, miss, you are not Lindsey Foster. Our records are impeccable.”

Lindsey was shaken by being told that she was not who she thought she was. I suggested she call the social security office. The social security operator asked her a series of questions and then asked for her social security number. After a long pause, she came back on the line and said, “After checking our records, I am glad to say you are who you thought you were.” What a relief! I could’ve been putting the wrong person through college!

A few days later I related the story to a friend, who said, “I have one that can top that. We had some friends over for dinner. The father introduced his seventeen-year-old son by saying, ‘His real name is John, but I call him Harley because he came along while I was trying to save up for a Harley-Davidson motorcycle and so I had to put all my money into him. I’ve called him Harley ever since.’ My friend said, ‘I bet you’ve been hearing that story all your life, huh?’ ” The boy just nodded. How sad when parents label their children as objects rather than the good, gifted, and loved people they are.

As e. e. Cummings wisely said, “To be nobody but yourself in a world which is doing its best to make you everybody else—means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight and never stop fighting.” If you allow other people to tell you who you are, two things happen. On the one hand, people will underestimate your worth and value; on the other, they will overestimate what you can actually do. Neither is healthy. Therefore, neither is acceptable.

Lily Tomlin commented, “I always wanted to be somebody, but I should have been more specific.” I agree, but when you’re told for so long, by so many, that trying to be someone is sinful pride, you begin to believe it. David asked,

When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers,

the moon and the stars, which you have set in place,

what is man that you are mindful of him,

     the son of man that you care for him?

You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings

     and crowned him with glory and honor. (Ps. 8:3-5 NIV)

I was raised in a church whose fatal sin was pride and whose favorite solution was shame. Every Sunday my pride was attacked, but I didn’t feel prideful at all. I was trying to figure out if I had anything in me to be proud of. In contrast to what I heard growing up, experience has taught me that most people feel not too good about themselves, but too bad. I’ve worked with people for more than thirty years, and the vast majority feel absolutely rotten about themselves, no matter how good they try to be or how much they try to do. We work ourselves to death trying to be the good little boy or good little girl so we can gain approval. From childhood to adulthood we are taught to feel bad about who we are. But when you’re sick and tired of being yourself, you are in deep trouble because that’s all you can ever be. Remember, the opposite of pride is shame, not humility.

The simple instruction of Scripture is to “be honest in your estimate of yourselves, measuring your value by how much faith God has given you” (Rom. 12:3 TLB). If it is wrong to overestimate yourself, isn’t it at least equally wrong to underestimate yourself? Because we haven’t learned to balance pride and humility, the paradox of our time in history is that we can buy more, but enjoy it less. We have more conveniences, but less time; more degrees, but less sense; more knowledge, but less judgment; more medicine, but less wellness. We have multiplied our possessions without adding to our worth. We’re obsessed with making a living, but not a life. Medical breakthroughs have added years to life, but not life to those years. We’ve done bigger things, but not better things. We eat fast food; we suffer slow digestion and shallow relationships. In our quest to get “the good life” we have two incomes, but more debt; fancier houses, but broken homes. We take quick trips, use disposable diapers, possess a throwaway morality, have overweight bodies, and buy pills that do everything from cheer to quiet to kill. All in a futile quest to get what we already have—love.

John, the disciple loved by Jesus, said, “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!” (1 John 3:1 NIV).

If I’m not who you think I am, either good or bad, and I’m too often not who I think I am, either good or bad, then who am I? I’m who God says I am. Paul proclaimed, “I’m just as happy with little as with much, with much as with little. I’ve found the recipe for being happy whether full or hungry, hands full or hands empty. Whatever I have, wherever I am, I can make it through anything in the One who makes me who I am” (Phil. 4:11-12 THE MESSAGE). Jesus Christ is God’s statement of your worth. You are worth His love, His death, His sacrifice! Listen to the description:

It was you who formed my inward parts;

     you knit me together in my mother’s womb.

I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.

Wonderful are your works; that I know very well.

My frame was not hidden from you when I was being 	

           made in secret,

     intricately woven in the depths of the earth.

Your eyes beheld my informed substance.

In your book were written all the days that were formed 	

           for me,

     when none of them as yet existed. (Ps. 139:13-16 NRSV)

I read a story about Michelangelo chipping away with his chisel at a huge, shapeless piece of rock. The sculptor was asked what he was doing. “I am releasing the angel imprisoned in this marble,” he answered. Jesus is the One who seeks to release the hidden hero in you. Saint Augustine said, “People travel to wonder at the height of mountains, at the huge waves of the sea, at the long courses of the rivers, at the vast compass of the ocean, at the circular motion of the stars—and they pass by themselves without wondering.”

I sign every e-mail I send to my three daughters the same way. At the bottom of the e-mail I type “I-L-B-Y-D!!” The letters stand for “I love being your dad.” It’s like a secret code between us, a constant reminder of our relationship. God wants you to understand, “I-L-B-Y-D!! I love being your Dad!!” Each dime or dollar I’ve spent on my kids has been a privilege. As a matter of fact, my kids have never asked me, have never come close to asking me, for as much as I’m willing to give them. How much do you have when you consider this declaration, “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” (Rom. 8:32 NIV)?

Think about how different Christianity would be if Jesus chose His twelve disciples using the lens of a consulting firm. Here is how the advice to Him might read:


To: Jesus, Son of Joseph Woodcrafter’s Carpenter Shop, Nazareth

From: Jordan Management Consultants, Jerusalem

RE: Staff Team Evaluation

Thank You for submitting the resumes of the twelve men You’ve picked for management positions in Your new organization. All of them have now taken our battery of tests, and we have not only run the results through our computer, we have also arranged and conducted personal interviews for each of them, with our psychologist and vocational aptitude consultants.

It is the staff’s opinion that most of Your nominees lack the background, education and vocational aptitude for the type of enterprise You’re undertaking. For example: Simon Peter is emotionally unstable and given to fits of temper. Andrew has no qualities of leadership whatsoever. The two brothers, James and John, sons of Zebedee, place personal interests above company loyalty. Thomas demonstrates a questionable attitude that would tend to undermine morale.

We feel it our duty to tell You that Matthew has been blacklisted by the Greater Jerusalem Better Business Bureau. James, the son of Alphaeus, and Thaddeus definitely have radical leanings, and they both registered high on the manic depressive scale.

However, one of Your candidates shows great potential. He’s a man of great ability and resourcefulness. He meets people well. He has a keen sense of business, has contacts in high places. He is highly motivated, ambitious and responsible. We recommend that Judas Iscariot be the comptroller and right-hand man of your new organization.4



God can do extraordinary things through you. If you’re willing to be the one and only unique you, that is all that God requires. The Bible gives this assurance: “God who began the good work within you will keep right on helping you grow in his grace until his task within you is finally finished” (Phil. 1:6 TLB
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