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Introduction


THE PROBLEM OF
HAVING A PROBLEM



How can I be married to someone I can’t trust?”


“Are all the good men/women taken?”


“I don’t understand why my son is acting like this! He knows right from wrong!”


“We keep running out of money before we run out of month.”


“I can’t sit in a cubicle for thirty more years!”


“I really just don’t like the way I look. I feel overweight and it holds me back.”


“My boss is toxic but I can’t seem to find another job.”


“I don’t have real community here. Everything I’ve tried ends in disappointment.”


“I know you can’t pick your family—but can I survive another Thanksgiving?”


“The company is restructuring and your position has been eliminated.”


We’ve all heard words like these, words we never wanted to hear. Words that conveyed instability, trouble, or loss. Words that were not at all welcome. Suddenly we found ourselves facing a tough challenge, one that would affect our life a great deal.


When my friend Rick heard the statement—“We have to let you go”—he was suddenly facing the challenge of his life. I watched him turn it into a golden opportunity.


A CHALLENGE OR AN
OPPORTUNITY?


A professional in the media sector, Rick had been successful in his work and had no reason to think he would be out of a job . . . until the global downturn forced his company to downsize. With a wife, two teenagers, and a mortgage, he was under pressure to a degree he had never experienced during his career. His family was looking to him to provide for them, as he always had, but he was not able to reassure them he would be able to take care of things. He did not have that invisible shield of employment, a shield that protects us from financial disruption.


Rick went through the same gamut of emotions that any of us would: anxiety, fear, anger, and confusion. He and his wife spent time together talking and praying for answers. But what is most significant is what Rick did not do—and you may be surprised. He did not engage in immediate and frantic activities like networking, setting up meetings, and contacting companies to arrange interviews for the next day. He did do those things ultimately, but later on. First, though, Rick took a step back from his situation and engaged in the process that I describe in this book. He faced a significant challenge, so he wisely took some time to think about the best way to address it. In other words, he went through the steps of problem solving that create the best opportunity for a solution.


The end result was that, within a few weeks, Rick was employed again, and his family’s life had stabilized. He chose a different sector in the IT field, not out of knee-jerk desperation, but as a result of the way he approached the challenge. That process worked for him. And this process—which you’ll read about here—will absolutely work for you too. In fact, we almost called this book The Guaranteed Solution When Things Go Wrong. But I’m getting ahead of myself.


First, let me explain that I didn’t take Rick through the process, though I supported him as a friend. Instead, I learned from what he experienced, as well as from the experiences of many people I have counseled and known over the years. Not all of these people have had career struggles. The problems and challenges they faced ranged from jobs to relationships to family concerns to health issues. I have been studying people who approach challenges thoughtfully and observing the patterns of those who end up the winners. The results of those years of study comprise the DNA of this little book. I have reduced these findings to seven steps for transforming a problem into an opportunity, and those steps are for you—not only for your present concern but for anything you encounter, today and for the rest of your life. And I think you’ll be surprised. The resolution to your challenges may actually be where you least expect them . . . as in right in front of you and within you. Just keep reading.



YOUR CHALLENGE REQUIRES
AN APPROACH THAT WORKS


As you open up this book, you are probably feeling discouraged about at least one aspect of your life, one problem you haven’t been able to solve. You may be feeling vaguely troubled, or you may be dealing with a hurricane-force crisis. Before we get to some “how to,” though, let’s understand how I define problem: it is simply a situation in which I want to move from a present state to a desired state, but encounter an obstacle. Some situation—for example, a relationship issue or a job situation—is going on in my life that I don’t like, and I want things to be better. But for any number of reasons, I can’t make the change happen easily or quickly. Yes, I do have a problem—but I don’t have to stay stuck there. I can turn to the approach outlined in this book, an approach that works. An approach that you have probably overlooked completely.


Let me explain. If I’m hungry and I want to get lunch at Subway, that’s not really a problem. That is simply a need, and every day we spend lots of time and energy meeting all sorts of needs. That is just normal life. Yet none of us should be self-sufficient islands unto ourselves. We all need safety, protection, a livelihood, community, God, and purpose in life. When life works right, we get our needs met, and we meet the needs of others. But if I don’t have any money, a car, or directions to Subway, I have a problem. I have to come up with a solution (money, transportation, directions) in order to resolve the situation.


If you are reading this book, you may face challenges in any of the following areas of life:


• Marriage—You’ve lost the connection or the trust, or there is an issue with control or hurt.


• Parenting—You have a child who is out of control, and you don’t seem to know how to reach him.


• Dating—You want a good relationship, but haven’t been able to find someone who is right for you.


• Career—You aren’t doing what you are passionate about or are best fit for.


• Habits and Behaviors—You want to stop doing some action that isn’t good for you, but you continue doing it.


• Relationships—You care about someone, but the conflict and distance don’t go away.


Problems, difficulties, and challenges are normal; we all have them. They are simply a part of everyday life. People who say they have no problems are either missing or ignoring some reality. Things happen that shouldn’t happen, and such things always will on this earth. Jesus taught that we should accept the reality that, though he wins in the end, “in this world [we] will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”1 In this quote, the Greek word for “have trouble” means, literally, “be squashed.” That is, your circumstances will press in on you, reducing your freedom to breathe deeply and live life fully. An unsolved problem tends to squash and suffocate us.


And, as I see it, there are two kinds of problems. First are those that call us simply to cope. That is, some issues are truly beyond anything we can do to solve them in our own capacities and strength. They are either just too large or totally out of our control. Maybe you’re dealing with a health issue that has no cure, the death of a loved one, an economic shift that renders your job obsolete, or a divorce you did not want. The challenge is to cope with what has happened; these challenges are matters of perseverance, support, and prayer. Miracles do happen, and I have experienced them in my life and witnessed them in the lives of others. But beyond that, these are situations that we do our best to adapt to. These challenges try our souls yet draw us closer to God and his grace.


The second type of challenge is curable. These problems are fixable. They may be hard, long-term, and very discouraging, but if we commit enough energy and resources to the right steps, we can arrive at solutions and resolutions. You may not see the end in sight. You may have seen no progress or movement in months or years. But real, true, and long-lasting solutions do exist.


Now for a revolutionary thought: I believe that most of us have curable challenges that we are merely coping with. That is, we have given up hope that certain situations can truly be different. The situation has been going on for too long, there doesn’t seem to be any possible resolution, and it’s a large energy drain on us. So something inside us settles for coping: The marriage will always be a C-. The kid will not change; she’ll just grow up and leave one day. The dating life will always be empty. I will never have a job that truly fits me. And on and on. Often, our problem is that we don’t know how to deal with our problems.


If you don’t believe the problem you face is curable, though, I understand. In fact, you probably have good reason. Maybe you’ve waited patiently for someone to change who has no interest in changing. Or maybe you’re still trying to conquer a bad habit, but you are just out of gas. Or perhaps the effort to keep things going in an unfulfilling job has taken too much out of you. Or you may not have the information or the skills you need to attack the challenge you’re facing. Or maybe you’ve decided you can live with the situation, so you try not to think about it too much; you just concentrate on other, more fulfilling aspects of life. This is one reason why married couples who have become alienated from one another become too (read “unhealthily”) involved in parenting, work, or hobbies. Diverting yourself eases the disappointment.


My experience as both a psychologist and a business coach has led me in a different direction than this sad turn. Things will never be perfect in life, but I have observed that if people will follow the basic seven-step approach in this book, their life circumstances can be much, much better than they are today. God has not left us to simply cope in life and hope for a better day in the by and by. He wants to guide, teach, empower, and grow us up. These seven steps are designed to help you overcome whatever is getting in your way in life. It’s the approach Rick took when, unexpectedly laid off, he turned that problem into an opportunity. And I know you can do the same.


THE VIEW FROM A
CELL PHONE


One way to understand the following approach to problem solving is to think about the one item most of us can’t leave home without: our cell phone. We are almost surgically connected to our mobile communication devices. We stay in touch with the people who matter to us via voice, text, and e-mail. It is our link to the universe. It’s hard to remember when we had no cell with us, and we had to go home, to the office, or to a pay phone to make a call. But back to my point.


You have almost certainly had your cell break down on you. For whatever reason, you couldn’t send or receive, and you were alone in the world, cut off from all contact—or at least that’s how you felt. When our cell phone stops working, though, most of us don’t simply put it back in our pocket and say, “Oh well, I’ll take a look when I have time.” Instead, life stops right then and there. You end the conversation you are having at the restaurant, or you excuse yourself from the business meeting. You may even pull the car over to the side of the road. My teenagers tell me that when they don’t have access to their cells, they feel anxious inside, as if they’re missing out on life.


When that cell phone does go down, most people have their own personal system for diagnosing the problem. Whether or not you have consciously thought about it—and you have probably not written it down—you have a system. It may be effective or useless, but there is a protocol you go through. Normally, the approach goes something like this:


1. Press the “Send” button a few more times.


2. Check the number of bars to see what kind of range you have.


3. Check the battery.


4. Remove the battery and put it back in.


5. If you’re a techie, check to see if there is a software conflict.
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