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Dedication



Learning how to do things well takes time… a lot of time.


It took me a lot of time to learn how to relate well—to care about others in deep, sincere, and meaningful ways. I have my marriage and my family to thank for that.


It took me a lot of time to learn how to lead well—to stand firm and not cave in when life is difficult, demanding, and exhausting. I have my training in the Marine Corps to thank for that.


It took me a lot of time to learn how to think well—to study diligently, to pursue the truth, to be faithful to my calling, and to be disciplined with my time. I have many of my teachers to thank for that.


It took me a lot of time to learn how to communicate well—to put thoughts into mental pictures, and then to shape those pictures into words so that I might connect clearly with others. I have my former professor, my model, my mentor, and my dear friend for more than fifty years to thank for that.


Dr. Howard G. Hendricks means more to me than I’m able to express. In many ways, I am the man I am today because of his contributions to my life. Therefore, it is with great delight and genuine gratitude I dedicate this volume to him. Due to his personal investment in me, I now know the joy and the benefits of saying it well.





Introduction



I am a preacher. I’m involved in many other things, but, mainly, I preach. And I love it!


As a child, I never would have imagined myself saying that. The last place I wanted to be was standing in front of other people to speak. While I was raised around churches and had gotten to know a few preachers fairly well, the thought never entered my head that I would one day stand and deliver.


Not only was I not interested, I lived with a major struggle: I stuttered. Who knows why? All I can tell you is it only got worse during my early teenage years. By the time I entered high school, speaking in front of a group was my least favorite place to be. Obviously, God’s plans aren’t hindered by our fears or limitations. For reasons I will never understand, He decided a hopelessly tongue-tied stutterer would someday devote his life to preparing and then delivering a fresh message from His Word at least forty times each year (often more). That in addition to fulfilling the role of shepherd.


The journey from stuttering to “saying it well” took a lot of time. It was neither easy nor quick. The process required the help of others who saw potential in me that I could not. My journey carried me halfway around the world and back before I would even consider any kind of role involving public speaking. This journey also required years of formal education, and several more under a series of mentors, each with something specific to offer that I really needed. Finally, I had to endure a few turbulent years of flying solo before I began to feel comfortable fulfilling my calling: preaching.


After all these years (soon to be five decades) of speaking, teaching, and preaching, I feel that I’m finally ready to put into print much of what now works for me. I’d like to communicate everything, but that’s unrealistic. Some things—let’s face it—can’t be put into words on a page; they must come naturally from within. Each of us has an inimitable “style” that is ours and ours alone. God has gifted each person like no one else. It is essential that you discover your own “put together,” as my dad would say. Once you find out what that consists of, you need to cultivate being YOU. I’ll be careful to keep that in mind as I write this book. The last thing you need to be is another me. One is certainly enough! But there are some things I will mention that might be of value to you; I hope so.


Before we go any further, let’s go back to what I called “essential”… your being YOU. I want to pass along three simple yet extremely significant insights that I’ve mentioned to individuals and groups over the years. These three, if remembered and cultivated, will not only enable you to keep being YOU, they will make a world of difference in your verbal communication skills when you stand and speak to others.




	Know who you are.


	Accept who you are.


	Be who you are.





Not only is each one essential, the order is important. At first glance they may seem so elementary you want to yawn. But wait. Look again. In order for you to stand and deliver with any measure of confidence and ease, discovering and applying each one is invaluable.


Know who you are. Truth be told, most folks I meet have never made a study of themselves. Therefore, they do not know themselves—not deeply. For whatever reason, the lack of in-depth self-awareness is widespread. Most do not know their giftedness and skills, their unique temperament and personality, their strengths and weaknesses, or how they come across when they are with others. I’m underscoring this because knowing ourselves is basic to delivering a clear message to others. The better we know who we are, the greater will be our effectiveness and ease of delivery… and the less we’ll attempt to be someone we’re not. That, by the way, is a major plague among preachers.


Accept who you are. As we discover who we are, the next all-important decision is to accept the truth of that discovery. The by-product is wonderfully relieving—you become free. Remember, it’s the truth that sets us free. Rather than acting otherwise, the one who accepts himself or herself, lives in the wonderful world of reality, not make-believe fantasyland. This doesn’t mean, however, that we like everything about ourselves; it only means we understand our makeup. We are aware of our identity, we are willing to live with it, and we won’t attempt to act otherwise. Good communicators don’t fake it. This leads us to the third and crowning realization.


Be who you are. I know of nothing more valuable, when it comes to the all-important virtue of authenticity, than simply being who you are. When you become comfortable inside your own skin, you’ll experience a natural flow from your lips. Furthermore, you will have far less difficulty arriving at two invaluable accomplishments: “finding your voice” and “becoming the message.” Unfortunately, this “being who you are” doesn’t come as naturally as you might think, it’s not something you can sit down and decide—although it begins with a decision—and you don’t suddenly arrive. It’s a process of growing in which you willingly allow God to make you increasingly more YOU, in life first, and then on your two feet before an audience.


I’ll write much more about that in the course of this book because it is so crucial to “saying it well.” Unfortunately, in trying to explain how one “finds his or her voice” and “becomes the message” quickly becomes either too esoteric to be practical or too pedantic to be interesting. So, I decided to use my own journey as an example of how the Lord accomplished that in my own life. I rarely prefer to talk about myself, but it’s easier to show the transformation in my own life than to tell about it in the lives of others.


That is, after all, the method used by the Bible. Think about various people featured in the pages of God’s Word. Most were effective in their communication because they acknowledged the truth about themselves, came to terms with that truth, allowed the Lord to do His work in and through them, and then—finally—spoke with a voice of authenticity. To name only a few, consider these fourteen individuals:



	Moses, by age eighty, couldn’t speak with ease and he admitted it.


	Amos was a rough, unsophisticated prophet and he didn’t hide it.


	Jeremiah was so brokenhearted his tears frequently flowed.


	The Baptizer refused to waste his time trying to be the Messiah.


	David never forgot the humble roots of his early years.


	Paul saw himself as “chief of sinners” and “a wretched man.”


	Joseph forgave his brothers, but never denied their wrongdoing.


	Esther knew that what she said to the king was a huge risk.


	Luke was a physician and his scholarly vocabulary shows it.


	Once the Virgin Mary understood her role, she accepted it with humility.


	When Elijah fell into a depression, he acknowledged it.


	
Nehemiah refused to let Sanballat intimidate him.


	Job openly expressed his grief and confessed his confusion.


	John wrote of his own fear in witnessing the future judgments.




Even Jesus, though not hindered by sin or personal issues, had to grow into His identity as the Messiah. He grew from infancy into a full knowledge of His deity, and then at age thirty-three identified Himself as “the way, the truth, and the life.”


Each one of these individuals delivered messages that were meaningful and influential. Though they lived centuries ago, what they said (and in some cases, wrote) continues to reach deep into hearts and touch lives. It’s still going on. When we analyze each one, we realize how different those people were, but each person’s inimitable “style” penetrated the minds of those who heard them. In some cases, life was never the same as a result of what they communicated. A major reason for their effectiveness was their self-awareness, their willingness to accept reality, and their determination to be who they were.


I wanted to cover these bases early on, lest anyone who picks up this book thinks that by reading what I’ve written you can escape the reality of who you are. On the contrary! It is who you are that will play a major role in your proclaiming your message with passion and effectiveness. Because God gave you your makeup and superintended every moment of your past, including all the hardship, pain, and struggles, He wants to use your words in a unique manner. No one else can speak through your vocal cords, and, equally important, no one else has your story. When all of that is blended into a message He wants proclaimed, it is nothing short of remarkable. Perhaps you’re not ready to believe that right now—as I wasn’t able to see past my own stuttering—and so I would ask that you simply “take it by faith” for now. It will take a while for you to get everything into focus. It took me decades.


For the sake of clarification, let me assure you that what follows is not a slick set of techniques that will turn you overnight into an outstanding communicator. While I will do my best to explain the things I’ve learned which have become invaluable to me, please don’t think that when you put them into action, you’ll have the persuasive ability of Winston Churchill or the colorful eloquence of Charles Haddon Spurgeon or the commanding presence and voice of the late President Ronald Reagan. That’s not only impossible, it’s nonsense. Instead, view them as tips from a fellow traveler, one who has already made most of the wrong turns and stumbled over the hazards that lie before you. No amount of technique will ever replace authenticity, but when you speak from a place of authenticity, the techniques will enhance your message.


I hope through this book to encourage you to know and then accept and then become the real YOU, warts and all. As you get more comfortable with that, you will have less interest in trying to be (or sound like) somebody else. Since God made you YOU, He expects the message that you communicate to flow out of YOU and no one else. The only thing you and I have in common with every other individual is humanity. Whatever we speak flows through similar human vocal cords that every other human being possesses. Other than that anatomical fact, we’re absolutely distinct individuals.


It is that which makes our message compelling and our delivery unique—our own individuality. Let’s never forget that. From this point on, it’s important that you release yourself from the straitjacket of others’ expectations. Furthermore, you must determine to overcome your fear of not sounding like some other person you admire. You can certainly learn from them… but don’t waste your time trying to be them—or acting a little like them. That’s phony. Until you free yourself from that trap, you’ll not find your own voice. I repeat: you are YOU and none other. From here on out, seek to glean whatever you can use from this book, never forgetting that each insight or principle or suggestion must be fitted into YOUR style and YOUR way of expressing yourself when YOU speak or preach.


How I wish someone in my formal education had told me these things! Because no one did, I spent far too much time trying to look like or sound like someone I wasn’t. Thankfully, all that is behind me—and I hope the same will someday be true of you.


It is appropriate for me to pause long enough to express my gratitude for several individuals who have encouraged me in the writing of this book. My faithful publishing friends, Rolf Zettersten and Joey Paul of FaithWords, not only believed in this project, they urged me to write it after they published my previous work, The Church Awakening. Their excitement has motivated me to stay at it and to keep “saying it well.” My longtime personal friend, Sealy Yates, has remained an excellent sounding board for me as we have talked at length about the value of and need for this book. His excellent assistance as my literary agent has been invaluable. And, of course, my editor, Mark Gaither, has provided outstanding ideas and suggestions along the way. Being my son-in-law along with being so creative and talented with his pen has led to hours of meaningful interaction together. How often we spanned the extremes in our numerous dialogues—from quiet and deeply serious discussions to outbursts of hilarious fun and loud laughter. Without Mark, I simply could not have written my words so clearly or expressed them so well.


That’s enough to get us started. In the pages that follow, I want to take you through a process that’s like a flow chart of my own life as a public speaker and preacher. To help me focus on one important segment after another, I’ve given a one-word title to each section.


Because everything began with what I often refer to as my “calling,” that’s the best place to start.





CHAPTER ONE



Calling


[image: image]






[God’s call] had everything to do with living one’s life in obedience… through action. It did not merely require a mind, but a body too. It was God’s call to be fully human, to live as human beings obedient to the one who had made us, which was the fulfillment of our destiny. It was not a cramped, compromised, circumspect life, but a life lived in a kind of wild, joyful, full-throated freedom—that was what it was to obey God.


—Dietrich Bonhoeffer1







Do you think you could be happy and fulfilled doing anything else, in any vocation other than ministry?”


The question set me back in my chair for a moment. Dr. Donald K. Campbell, the registrar (and future president) of Dallas Theological Seminary, looked intently across his desk, perhaps gauging my reaction. His question found its way to my heart and probed its true intentions. Fresh out of the Marine Corps, wearing a flattop haircut and the only dark suit I owned, I sat at rigid attention as my mind retraced the steps that led me to Dallas, Texas, that morning in May 1959.


Two years earlier, I had very different plans for my life. After graduating from Milby High School in Houston, I took a job as an apprentice in the machine shop of the Reed Roller Bit Company. My ultimate goal was to become a mechanical engineer. By the time I finished that program, which included attending night school at the University of Houston, Cynthia and I had met, fallen in love, married, purchased a little frame house in the Houston suburb of Channelview. We also began serving in a local church in that small community—she played the piano while I led the singing. My childhood roots ran deep in Houston soil and we felt sure the same would be true of our children someday. Only one small matter stood between me and the ideal future I had imagined for myself: The Reserve Forces Act of 1955. This required at least two years of active military service followed by four years in active reserve duty. Rather than face the uncertainty of the draft, I spoke to a Marine Corps recruiter. After he assured me that I would be given a stateside assignment—no overseas deployment—I signed the enlistment contract and breathed a sigh of relief. We might have to live somewhere other than Houston for a while, but Cynthia and I would be back soon enough, and, most importantly, we would be together.


After completing recruit training in San Diego and advanced infantry training at Camp Pendleton, I received orders to report to 100 Harrison Street in San Francisco—Pacific Headquarters—an assignment marines hoped for. Cynthia and I were elated. We bought a new car and set out for our temporary home on the California peninsula. We found a tiny studio apartment in Daly City. Cynthia found a good job, I filled an enviable post near the waterfront, and we enjoyed a kind of extended honeymoon in that beautiful and romantic city. Then… a slip of paper bearing the president’s seal changed everything.


I had seen this kind of envelope before and it almost never contained good news, so I stuffed it into my pocket resolving to open it later, when my courage returned. That afternoon, I sat in our car outside the electronics firm where Cynthia worked, fingering the unopened envelope and staring across the Bay at Alcatraz, that miserable island abode of the nation’s most dangerous prisoners. Finally, I sliced open the speed letter. I was shocked to read the official order for me to transfer to the tiny Japanese island of Okinawa—nearly seven thousand miles from my new bride. In that state of mind, Alcatraz seemed more attractive to me. Our idyllic world came tumbling down.






I couldn’t understand why He would allow circumstances to destroy something so good and so right.








Cynthia and I wept late into the night until exhaustion carried us to bed. I will admit that the circumstances felt like a stroke of divine cruelty. God knew my plans and that my desires were honorable. I wanted to cherish my wife, work hard in a fine company with good pay, rear godly children, and glorify God with the days given me on earth. I couldn’t understand why He would allow circumstances to destroy something so good and so right. Eventually, my bewilderment turned into disillusionment, which gave way to bitterness.


I left Cynthia in Houston to live with her mother and dad and reported to the staging regiment at Camp Pendleton for a month before shipping out from San Diego. My older brother, Orville, was living in Pasadena at the time preparing for a future in cross-cultural missions, which eventually took him to Argentina for more than thirty years. I had a few days of liberty before embarking, so I visited him. My disillusionment was all too obvious. Just before I boarded the bus to return to Pendleton, he pressed a book into my hands, saying, “Here’s a book I want you to read on your way overseas.”


I looked at the title: Through Gates of Splendor. I had not read the book, but I knew what it was about. Everyone did. Just a couple of years earlier, every newspaper in the United States—and many others around the world—carried the story of five missionaries who were brutally killed by a remote tribe of Indians—then known as the Auca—deep in the jungles of Ecuador. The book I held in my hands was written by Elisabeth Elliot, one of the five widows.


I handed the book back to my brother and said, “I’m not interested in reading this.”


He pushed it back. “I want you to read this book.”


“I’m not interested in reading this book. I’m not going overseas to be a missionary.”


“Take the book!” he said firmly. “Read it!”


We exchanged some unpleasant words, but I boarded the bus with the book in hand and two hours of free time. As heavy clouds hung low and rain splashed against the window of that lonely bus, I opened the book and started reading:


Chapter 1: “I Dare Not Stay Home”


I was riveted by the story. Before I knew it, the bus arrived at the base… but I couldn’t stop reading. I found the only place where the lights stayed on all night, in the hallway leading to the head (the men’s room). Sitting on the floor, I finished the book by dawn. By the last line, the stubborn, selfish bitterness that had seized my heart started to release its grip. I had entered the world of five young men who entered college and then language school to prepare for a lifetime of missionary service. I learned that, not long after graduation, all five lay dead in the Curaray River, some with spears in their bodies. That impressed me. Still, while these men came to a tragic end, they were not the first missionaries to give their lives in the course of following their calling. My heart softened because Elisabeth Elliot, in cooperation with the other four widows, told the story with complete confidence in the providence of God. Her words dripped with grace toward the savages who had killed her mate. Life had handed this young woman every reason to become disillusioned, every right to grow bitter; instead, she strengthened her resolve to follow her original calling. Rather than dismiss her circumstances as senseless, or perhaps an indication the mission had been folly, Elisabeth Elliot continued working in Ecuador. In fact, after publication of the book, Elisabeth, her three-year-old daughter, Valerie, and Rachel Saint successfully entered that village, won the trust of their husbands’ murderers, and completed the work their martyred mates had begun.






Life had handed this young woman every reason to become disillusioned.








Why? How could they do that? Circumstances didn’t change their calling.


Not only did that book break the hold of bitterness on my heart, it opened my mind to the possibility that my boarding a troop ship for the far side of the earth—seven thousand miles from the life I had envisioned for myself—might be something more than the whim of circumstance. I thought, Maybe… No earth-moving revelations. No sudden epiphany. No dramatic moment of clarity. I simply entertained the remote possibility that I should be doing something that counted for eternity. But that was all.


A couple of days later, along with thirty-five hundred other marines, I boarded a transport to Okinawa. Four days out, a storm churned the Pacific into a tempest that tossed our ship like a toothpick. The driving rain and fifty-foot swells mirrored the chaos that had become my spirit. With two more weeks to go before reaching the other side of the world, I read the book again. Only this time, I didn’t see just Elisabeth’s account of the events leading to January 8, 1955, on the Curaray River; I saw God’s hand at work in the lives of each of those five men. Each in a different way, He brought them all together and led them to the right place at the right time to accomplish something profound. In retrospect, their deaths inspired thousands of men and women to devote their lives to teaching and preaching the Bible, serving Christ all over the world. While it didn’t answer my questions or even dispel my confusion, I began to accept as fact that God had a purpose in my transfer to Okinawa. His calling on my life was now in its infant stage.


By the time I reached Yokohama and finally my Marine Corps base on that tiny South Pacific island, I felt a sense of destiny. I had no clue how valuable that time would be, but I had some sense that my unexpected “calamity” was not an accident. Disappointment with God yielded to acceptance of His wisdom beyond my understanding. Bitterness slowly gave way to submission.


Soon after arriving, I found myself in a dangerous environment not unfamiliar to military bases. Camp Courtney was a volatile mixture of red-blooded young men, boredom, and unaccountability. I knew right away, I needed the support of other Christian men. Fortunately, I heard about a ministry called “GIs for Christ” meeting somewhere between my base and the capital city of Naha. That first Friday night, I sat among a group of uniformed men as GIs put on a little skit, led the singing, and offered a short message. As the meeting closed, I moved toward the door to leave and noticed a man sitting near the back wearing a dark overcoat. His five o’clock shadow and gruff appearance convinced me he was a man off the street, perhaps curious about the meeting. So, I engaged him in conversation and before long, spoke openly of Christ as I explained the gospel to him. Having finished my presentation of the fundamentals of the faith, he responded, “That was very well done.”


The man turned out to be Bob Newkirk, a missionary serving with The Navigators. He said, “Any guy who’s got the guts to walk up to a stranger and do what you did, I want to know more about him.” That began a friendship that turned out to be life changing.


I got to know Bob and his family as he poured his life into mine. I completed The Navigators Scripture memory program, continued as part of the “GIs for Christ” program, and eventually led the group. Throughout that time, Bob became a mentor. He and his wife, Norma, allowed me to spend my days on liberty and numerous holidays with them. Bob let me tag along when he ran ministry errands and fulfilled his duties on Okinawa. As I look back, I clearly see that my time with him not only kept me out of trouble and strengthened my spiritual life, it gave me greater opportunity to give further thought to my calling. Of course, I couldn’t see that at the time; nevertheless, if awareness of my calling were a seed, it began to germinate during those early months.


Part of Bob’s ministry included street meetings—sometimes on the back of a flatbed truck—which included leading the crowd in some singing and delivering a short gospel message. Before long, Bob had me taking a lead role in those street meetings. I struggled at first, but my confidence grew over time. When you begin to learn the Word of God, and really begin to believe its promises, and make them personal, it gives you courage and galvanizes you against other people’s rejection—not only when speaking publicly, but in your personal relationships.






When you begin to learn the Word of God, and really begin to believe its promises, and make them personal, it gives you courage and galvanizes you against other people’s rejection.








When I first arrived on Okinawa, the company sergeant learned of my Christian faith and dubbed me “Friar Chuck.” That troubled me at first. I wasn’t ashamed of my worldview; I just resented being singled out and mocked. As the Scriptures became more a part of my life, I paid less attention to the ribbing. I liked being known as “the Christian guy,” a designation that gave me the opportunity to lead a few of my fellow marines to Christ.


As my confidence grew, I discussed my growing interest in spiritual things with Bob. He affirmed me along the way. Late one evening, after one particular street meeting, I said to Bob, “I think God may be calling me to ministry.”


Bob smiled and said, “As I have observed you, that makes a lot of sense, frankly.” He never pushed. In fact, he deliberately steered clear of interfering with God’s activity in my life. People in positions of great influence need to be careful; their impact can sometimes cause confusion rather than clarity when someone in their care is in the process of discovering his or her calling.


We discussed my growth as a leader over the previous several months. I had completed every part of The Navigator program and I was leading other men. I had led several men in my Quonset hut to Christ. I was comfortable leading the “GIs for Christ” gatherings and speaking at public meetings. Bob affirmed me and agreed to pray with me over the matter. Before long, the feeling of vague possibility solidified into a firm conviction. I wrote Cynthia and she immediately affirmed my calling, enthusiastically pledging to follow me anywhere the Lord might lead us.


As I reflect on that time when my calling to ministry became clear, several truths about a “calling” emerge.


Support of Spouse


When you’re married, the calling is yours—God didn’t call Cynthia to ministry; He called me—yet the support of one’s spouse is essential. If a husband or wife is reluctant or tentative, either the timing is wrong or the calling needs to be reexamined. You need to move forward as one, in complete unity. And that can sometimes be a difficult matter to resolve. If your spouse isn’t completely on board, wait.






If your spouse isn’t completely on-board, wait.








Resolve to take the pressure off your mate to see your call as clearly as you do. Resist the urge to manipulate, coerce, or convince him or her. Reject any feelings of resentment toward your spouse, choosing instead to regard your mate’s reluctance as the Lord’s signal to slow down and to examine the issue together. And, by all means, pray—individually and together—asking God to bring clarity to both of your minds.


As I have helped other men and women discover their calling, I have found the reluctance of a mate to be an invaluable source of wisdom. Sometimes it’s simply a matter of timing; the call was genuine, but other issues needed to be resolved first. Other times, the marriage needed work before moving forward. There have been situations in which the calling needed refinement. In every case, when the couple resolved to wait until both could proceed in complete unity, they avoided disaster. I have observed over many years that when one dragged the other, the couple struggled for years.


In my case, Cynthia affirmed my thinking and excitedly asked, “What’s next? Where do we go from here?”


The Affirmation of Peers


When a calling is authentic, you don’t need the approval of others. In fact, some may resist your calling because they have a personal interest in your staying put. Yet it’s not a good sign if impartial people who know you well express doubts. As the proverb says, “Without consultation, plans are frustrated, but with many counselors they succeed” (Prov. 15:22). The general consensus among wise, impartial people you trust should be “That makes good sense; I can see your doing that.”


In my case, Bob saw in my past clear indications of future success. Other Christian friends on Okinawa were not at all surprised when I spoke of my calling and explained my plans for the future.


The Appraisal of Challenges


Every calling involves sacrifice. There’s no such thing as a decision without a downside. On occasion, what you have to give up is significant. In my case, I would be giving up my original plans to put down roots in Houston, near family and all that I had known and loved. I would be trading a stable, well-paying job as a mechanical engineer for the uncertainty of becoming a seminary student. The investment of my previous employment would yield no financial fruit. I was, in fact, starting over. Furthermore, I was entering a whole new world with no guarantees and zero financial stability.






When a calling is genuine, you count the cost but none of the sacrifices feel like a hindrance.








When a calling is genuine, you count the cost but none of the sacrifices feel like a hindrance. On the contrary, the challenges become invigorating. I no longer had any interest in mechanical engineering. As I embraced my new calling, the unknowns both scared me and thrilled me; and the thought of returning to the stability of my old job—which I had once enjoyed and was familiar with—now felt like a prison sentence.


No Specifics


When I first spoke to Cynthia about my calling to ministry, I said, “You realize, of course, that I have no idea what this means exactly.” A calling rarely includes a detailed picture of what you’ll be doing, where you will go, or even how you will fulfill your purpose. That can feel troubling because many have the mistaken notion that a calling comes with a supernatural, clear vision of the future. It doesn’t. All I could tell anyone at that point was that I would be devoting myself to a vocation in Christian ministry. Missionary to China? Traveling evangelist? Serving some role in a local church? Teaching? Writing? Chaplaincy? I honestly had no clue.


A clear sense of calling rarely comes with a detailed plan. In most cases, God supplies only one detail: the next step. I’ve noticed that’s where a lot of people become paralyzed. They refuse to release what they have or walk away from where they are without first receiving a detailed vision of their destination. They want the entire journey handed to them in a mental map before committing to the first step. Consequently, some never fulfill their calling. Those who do embrace their calling as more than a pipe dream sometimes fail to take the first step because they do not trust their own instincts, or they do not receive encouragement from their loved ones, or they do not trust God to sustain them along their journey through the unknown. Initially, we do not know where the calling will take us, but the first step flashes like a bright neon sign.


For me, the first step was training. I didn’t know for certain where I would receive instruction, but I knew I needed to be better equipped. I would return home to my job at the Reed Roller Bit Company to put food on the table, but I would waste no time submitting an application for admission to my first choice: Dallas Theological Seminary.


A Sense of Destiny


With a genuine calling comes a settled assurance. A conviction that’s hard to describe takes root in the deep, quiet depth of your soul. While tempests churn your conscious mind into fifty-foot swells, down in the ocean depths of your being, beyond the reach of circumstances, you know what you should be doing and you know that you can find no satisfaction in any other pursuit. In fact, as you embrace your calling, you begin to recognize a profound sense of destiny. Not only were you created to fulfill a divine purpose, you acknowledge that the events of your life have prepared you for the next step in fulfilling your calling.






Not only were you created to fulfill a divine purpose, you acknowledge that the events of your life have prepared you for the next step in fulfilling your calling.








There in the crucible of Okinawa, I awakened to the calling of God to proclaim the truths of Scripture. I finally realized that it was necessary for me to be there. God had to interrupt my life plan—as good and as godly as it was—to get my attention. God had to remove me from the distractions of what I thought was an idyllic life to show me something greater. God had to isolate me from all other voices and all outside influences so that, in the solitude of that remote South Pacific island, my reason for being would become obvious. Once I accepted that difficult truth, my past made more sense. I recognized that my path thus far could have led nowhere else and that it was leading me toward a God-ordained future.


For example, I first began to consider ministry because of the success I enjoyed as a leader. When I entered the ranks of the Marine Corps, I didn’t know I had the qualities necessary for leadership until one day, while on the rifle range, my drill instructor shouted my name. As I stood at attention before him, he handed me a red armband, designating me the “right guide,” that is, the company leader. He said, “Take this. You’re a leader.” I was stunned. He could have told me, “You’re Chinese,” and I would not have been less surprised.


I also entertained the idea of ministry because I had developed a measure of confidence in public speaking. I felt at ease in front of an audience. I could think and speak fairly well on my feet, and with preparation, I had the ability to express myself with even greater ease. But this ability was anything but natural.


While I was growing up I never thought of myself as a public speaker, and I certainly would never have imagined myself a preacher. I was raised around churches and had gotten to know a few preachers, but the thought never entered my head that I would one day stand and deliver. Not only was I not interested, I lived with a major struggle: I stuttered. Who knows why? All I can tell you is it grew steadily worse during my early teenage years. By the time I entered high school, speaking in front of a group was the last place I wanted to be.


All that changed the day I met Richard Nieme.


Mr. Nieme (pronounced “Nee-mee”) was the drama and speech teacher at Milby High School. For some reason unknown to me he determined to get me into at least one of his courses. I’ve often wondered if my sister, Luci, tipped him off, since she used to endure my strutting around the house q-q-q-q-quoting lines f-f-f-from various p-p-p-poems I’d m-m-m-memorized. I’ve always loved great poetry. I found that memorizing the lines came easily, but delivering them was another story. But I didn’t let that stop me from committing poetic lines to memory—I loved doing that! My problem was punching out those lines smoothly. I could see them in my head, but my tongue and lips didn’t cooperate. Trying to impress my family as the poet laureate of the Swindoll clan while quoting several of Coleridge’s moving lines from “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” or a passionate section of Tennyson’s “The Charge of the Light Brigade,” I sounded more like Porky Pig on a bad day.


That explains why I looked down and backed away when Mr. Nieme first approached me in the hallway. I was convinced he was talking to the guy at the next locker. That kid had everything; he was muscular, handsome, and popular. He had a harem of girls hanging around him before every class. It made all the sense in the world for Mr. Nieme to recruit him, not me. But that clearly wasn’t his plan. He didn’t seem to realize that I was already well on my way to winning the “Least Likely to Succeed” award at that school. When he pressed me for an answer, all I could squeeze out was, “M-m-m-m-me? Are y-y-you t-t-talking to m-m-m-me?”


He flashed a big, toothy smile and responded, “Of course! You belong on our debate team and in my drama class!”


That made absolutely no sense to me and I told him so—or I tried to. But he wouldn’t give up. He said strange stuff like, “You’ve got what it takes—you really do. I’m convinced that you will one day star in the leading role of one of our plays.” By then I was stunned. Those words seemed incredible to me. I couldn’t believe he used the word “convinced.” The only thing I was convinced of was that he thought I was somebody else. But he didn’t let up. I couldn’t believe what he said next: “After you and I have spent some time together, you’ll be as convinced as I am.”


Now, that intrigued me. What could he possibly do or say that would enable me to punch out my words like other kids? Did he do magic? Could he really help me speak without stuttering and stammering?






Could he really help me speak without stuttering and stammering?








Nieme was smart. He never pushed too hard… never shamed me or tried to force me. He would drop the bait in subtle ways each time he saw me, always reassuring me that (1) I had what it takes (whatever “it” was) and (2) he would show me how. His blend of enthusiasm, affirmation, and confidence finally broke through my resistance and doubt. I signed on. His beginning drama course became one of my electives. Little did I know the difference that decision would make, not only for the rest of my high school years, but for the rest of my life.


He didn’t waste any time. He and I met regularly that summer, just the two of us, as he mentored me in the basic rudiments of speech therapy. He took his time helping me picture in my mind all those words that I had previously rushed into. He gave me exercises that encouraged me to “pace” my words, each time very deliberately. We would go over all the exercises again and again as he patiently instructed me… always encouraging me. He helped me see that my mind was running ahead of my mouth (I now have the opposite problem!). I needed to slow the process and think about what I was saying in order to coordinate the flow of words. He emphasized the value of enunciation. He underscored the importance of projection. Slowly, I began to get the hang of it. In fact, before school started that next fall, I was making real progress conquering a habit that had embarrassed me for years.


No one was more excited than Mr. Nieme! He couldn’t wait to cast me in a minor role in the first of four plays we did that year. I found his enthusiasm contagious, so I threw myself into the part with gusto. I not only said each one of my lines, I stuttered only a time or two. He was elated. In fact, he made sure I had a part in each of the other three plays that year. Believe it or not, by my senior year, we did a three-act play, George Washington Slept Here, and I played the leading role. As the final curtain closed on the last act, guess who was first on his feet yelling and whistling and screaming for a curtain call?






Tears ran as I sat all alone, remembering the man who accepted me and loved me and believed in me long before I could ever believe in myself.








Sadly, Richard Nieme died several years ago. I grieved his passing. Though I wasn’t able to attend his memorial service, I was asked to write the eulogy, which I was honored to do. Tears ran as I sat all alone, remembering the man who accepted me and loved me and believed in me long before I could ever believe in myself. He passed along some of the most helpful principles I’ve learned. Thanks to him, I discovered how to communicate with ease and authenticity before an audience. I still use some of those principles he taught me each time I speak or preach publicly. Admittedly, there are times I still find myself almost stuttering on certain words, but thanks to those summer days he patiently worked with me, I rarely stumble badly. My gratitude for the investment Richard Nieme made in my young life knows no bounds. And, were it not for his dedication to a stammering nobody in the halls of Milby High School, my days on Okinawa would have passed without consequence. I never would have taken a lead role in Bob Newkirk’s ministry and would not have been prepared to recognize my calling, much less respond to it.


This growing sense of destiny not only brought the realization that God had been systematically removing barriers to fulfilling my purpose—the terrible speech impediment being the most significant—I also saw His hand at work very early in my life. I recall one particular moment when I was eleven years old. As I raced through the kitchen toward the back door, eager to join my friends in a game of sandlot football, my mother stopped me. “Come here, Charles, I want to show you a Bible verse I am claiming for you.”


At that moment in time, I had one objective in life: to get to the sandlot before they chose up sides. That was very important to me because I wanted to be on Bruce’s team. Either Bruce had flunked a couple of grades or he was the biggest kid in the history of the sixth grade. So, the formula for winning was simple. If you had Bruce on your team, you won. I liked winning, so I had no interest in Mom’s Bible verse. But she insisted, “Come here!”


She showed me a proverb:






A man’s gift makes room for him,


And brings him before great men. (Prov. 18:16)








She said again, “Charles, I’m claiming that for you.”


“Gee, Mom, that’s great. Can I go now?”


Fast-forward to the early 1980s. A group known as Christian Embassy invited me to speak at their annual event, which was held at The Homestead, a historic retreat center in central Virginia, not far from the Capitol. I arrived the day before to settle in, finish preparing my talk, and attend their evening reception. That’s when I discovered the audience would include two members of the president’s cabinet, numerous high-ranking officers serving at the Pentagon, more than one ambassador, and administrators representing several levels of government. It was one impressive group of people!


The next morning, I went for an early run on the grounds of that historic inn, which had been welcoming guests since 1766. On the advice of another guest, I followed a particular path through those Allegheny old-growth woods until I reached an enormous oak said to have been familiar to Ben Franklin. I doubt five men could have joined hands around the base of that tree and it towered above all its neighbors. As I paused before that historic tree, I was overcome with a sense of history and the gravity of what I was about to do became unmistakably clear. As I ran my hand over the bark of that tree, touching that living witness to history, my mother’s words suddenly returned and washed over my mind, bathing my memories in the warm assurance of my call. That night, I would indeed stand before great men. Though not a prophetess, her prophecy would be fulfilled. She had spoken as a mother expressing great hope for her son… but that day I realized the Lord had woven her words into His purpose for my life.


I knew I had nothing to fear standing before those men and women holding positions of immense power. God made me for this. He had prepared me. He guided my footsteps from my mother’s kitchen, to the Marine Corps, to Okinawa, to Bob Newkirk, and from there to Dallas Theological Seminary.


And so… as I sat with my wife before Dr. Campbell that May morning in 1959, his question resonated in the hollows of my heart. “Could I be happy and fulfilled doing anything else, in any vocation other than ministry?” I knew where I had been and I had a strong sense of where I was going. If there were any doubts before I walked into his office, his question convinced me that I would be a frustrated shell of a man pursuing any other endeavor. I raised my eyes to meet his and I replied, “No, sir, I could not be happy or fulfilled doing anything else.”






I knew where I had been and I had a strong sense of where I was going.








Calling and Speaking


So, what does this have to do with public speaking? Why did I devote an entire chapter to exploring the topic of “calling”? The answer is simple. One’s calling—knowing who you are and for what purpose you have been selected and equipped—is foundational to success in all areas of life, not the least of which is public speaking. A clear sense of calling transforms good public speakers into great communicators. There are two powerful reasons for this.


Great communicators speak with passion.


One writer noted that the most effective sermons are preached on tiptoe. In an article written nearly a century ago, he compared two evangelists who had been invited to address soldiers at a military base.






One preached a wonderful sermon full of spiritual truth and intellectual food for thought. It would have been welcomed in the pulpit of any great evangelical church in America. But there were no results among the soldier boys. It lacked heart and warmth. The preacher kept his facts with his feet on solid ground and I enjoyed it, but the soldiers were bored and left him by scores until he did not have half an audience.
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