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To Team Reeter:


What an extraordinary journey of life we are on.


I’m so proud of each of our Reeter boys:


Chad, Ryan, and Cody.


I’m so grateful to Cindy, my bride, best friend,


and traveling companion.


Ride forth victoriously,
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What is the use of living, if it be not to strive for noble causes and to make this muddled world a better place for those who will live in it after we are gone?… I avow my faith that we are marching toward better days… We are going on swinging bravely forward along the grand high road and already behind the distant mountains is the promise of the sun.


—Winston Churchill














FOREWORD


Benjamin S. Carson Sr., MD


Professor Emeritus of Neurosurgery, Oncology, Plastic Surgery, and Pediatrics, Johns Hopkins Medicine


In this important book, my friend Jeff Reeter tackles a topic that is near and dear to me, especially given my life’s experiences. Whether you are just getting started in life or well along the way, you need to know what you can do to invest well in making certain that you are living to meaningfully benefit others while giving yourself the satisfaction of creating a life of significance.


Ordinary people can accomplish extraordinary things. The life systems in this book have been found tried and true for enhancing the probability of broader success, greater adventure, and outcomes beyond the ordinary. Readers will find that they can intentionally map out their lives toward an extraordinary pursuit of abundance and adventure through leading themselves, instead of following someone else’s ideas or plans for them. So many people in our world today, young and old, are lost without direction, and often they are not even aware of it.


I was fortunate to become aware at a young age that I was lost. I started on my journey of intentionality at age fourteen. My life took on a very different trajectory after I decided that I was the one responsible for taking control of my anger as well as the circumstances in which I found myself on a daily basis. My life has been extremely different than it could have been when, at such an early age, I began to understand the importance of leading myself.


In Do Life Differently, Jeff shows the reader that the person who has the most to do with the outcome of your life is YOU. You determine your goals and you determine how much energy you will devote to accomplishing them. That goes for relationships as well. This book will help you take control of your life and move forward with intentional ownership of your future.












Introduction


TAKING THE LEAD


Jeff Turner


Business executive at Willis Towers Watson


It was one of those rare moments in life, when your past, present, and future all connect in such a seamless way that it can’t be coincidental.


The young job candidate sitting at the conference table in our corporate office in Houston reminded me of me, fresh out of college, if you flashed back twenty-some years! Different company, different era, different haircut for sure. But Chad was just as intent on being selective about his first job out of Baylor University as I had been.


I could tell from his thoughtful interview answers that his selectivity wasn’t due to a sense of entitlement or ego, but because he apparently understood something that not all twenty-one-year-olds know: If he chose well in this first job, the payoffs in his future would be far greater than any paycheck. If the work aligned with both his personal and professional passions and goals, he would be stepping out into a life for himself, not just a career.


It would be a critical decision. He clearly intended to choose wisely.


After seeing so much of myself in this young man, I was even more grateful that I had Jeff Reeter around to help when I was navigating those kinds of decisions after college and beyond.


Jeff and I were introduced by mutual family friends while I was exploring job options during my senior year at Baylor. At that time, Jeff was a financial representative at Northwestern Mutual’s Dallas office, and he wanted me to join his record-setting sales team. As a global leader in the financial-services industries, Northwestern certainly had a lot to offer someone like me. So did Jeff. I intuitively sensed he could teach me a lot. For several reasons, however, I didn’t feel the company was the best fit for me. So, while I respectfully declined Jeff’s job offer, I did take the opportunity to ask, “But can we have breakfast once a month?”


It was a deciding moment in my life. Not only because I was turning down a remarkable opportunity to set my own course, but because I was connecting with someone who would prove to be a primary influence for years to come.


I joined an accounting firm in Dallas instead. Meanwhile, Jeff and I started meeting monthly. And from those conversations, I picked up that two of Jeff Reeter’s most-used words are plan and engage. He doesn’t simply mean, “Engage a plan.” He means, “Engage your plan and the people who will be part of it.” Determine your brand of excellence, and then go after it.


This was my first introduction to “doing life differently” and leading myself—Jeff’s focus for living by design, not by default. And I needed this concept, because my motto at the beginning of my career was, “Be awesome at work, and everything else will just fall into place.” I particularly thought my family life would automatically thrive if I was succeeding at my job. But Jeff taught me to stop thinking excellence will somehow happen and strive to make it happen instead—in all areas and relationships that I value.


As I integrated Jeff’s ideas on taking the lead, in both my career and at home with my wife and kids, I saw progress in both places. For example, the owner of the accounting firm offered me partner after only three years. Extending this invitation to someone outside his family was something he’d never done and had always said he’d never do.


I was very flattered, but thanks to my conversations with Jeff, I now understood that I had to follow my heart and head rather than someone else’s vision for my future. Consequently, I chose a position with another company. This made for a sensitive situation interpersonally and careerwise. But Jeff walked me through my exit from the firm in a way that burned no bridges and kept me on track with my goals. And he has talked me through every other major decision of my life since then as:




• I launched and eventually sold my own company.


• My family expanded.


• I joined the New York City office of the company I work for now (a multinational risk adviser and insurance brokerage that employs forty thousand people worldwide).


• I decided to return to Texas a few years later to assume a more expanded role with Willis Towers Watson, having been managing director growth leader, North America, and now producer.




To his credit, though, Jeff has never given me the answers to my life. Rather, he’s given me the tools I need to keep pursuing new summits as they open up to me.


That’s pretty remarkable for someone who has influence in so many lives. He’s mentored literally hundreds of businesspeople within corporate America and advised thousands of clients during his thirty-five-plus years with Northwestern. He speaks regularly to adults and college students across the country. He and his wife, Cindy, have led in a young marrieds program at one of the largest churches in America. He teaches an ultrapopular leadership class at Baylor University. He has been on several influential boards, including Baylor University’s Board of Regents. And he is a father of three great kids of his own. In other words, he has had daily opportunities throughout his life to tell people what to do, or even to say, “Follow me where I’m going.” Instead, he equips others to engage their own plans. He guides them to discern what is possible for their own gifts and dreams and relationships, so they can make their possibilities realities.


It took me awhile to catch on to his method. Early in my career, I so admired Jeff that I thought, If I emulate this guy, I’ll have the same success and impact he has. But Jeff doesn’t want a bunch of mini-Reeters running around. In fact, that’s the complete opposite of what he messages to people. And because he has continually reinforced that idea of “Lead yourself; don’t imitate anybody,” I rarely consider what others have accomplished anymore. (Including Jeff!) Instead, I set goals according to my capabilities, my unique design, and my capacities. And I’ve had success I would never have seen had I followed someone else’s ideas for me.


That’s really at the heart of what Jeff means when he talks about doing life differently in this book. If you don’t live by design—by an intentional Master Action Plan that coordinates with how you’ve specifically been created—you’ll end up living by default. A default life leads to boredom, disappointment, and regret. A life by design culminates in dreams fulfilled. Missions accomplished. Obstacles overcome. And opportunities to both lead others and show them how to lead themselves.


This is exactly what has happened for me. When I recognized a younger me in twenty-one-year-old Chad, I knew I wanted to invest in him as I’d been invested in. I told him about my mentor, Jeff. And I ventured, “I’d like to help you achieve your goals in a similar way—whether or not you end up with our firm.”


Chad joined our company (out of thirty-five college candidates interviewed by our recruiter at four Texas campuses, he was one of only three to whom we offered a position), and he and I were deeply engaged as he learned the ropes in this very demanding, sales-oriented job. He is working hard to pursue his brand of excellence in his endeavors. And even now after he changed jobs, I’m trying to convey to him what I do in my life and work so that he can not only absorb what helps him, but, more importantly, discern for himself what kind of man, husband, father, employee, and leader he’s supposed to be.


I’m sure Chad will face some unexpected detours and some frustrating delays on his life’s adventure—we all do. But because Chad has diligently taken inventory of his unique design and dreams, he’s living a truth that will carry him as far as he can go. It’s also the most important truth of this book, and the one that Jeff Reeter taught me best: You cannot follow someone else’s route to success. Only you can lead yourself to the life of uncommon adventure that you were meant to live.












PART ONE


LEAD YOURSELF—CHOOSING A LIFE BY DESIGN












CHAPTER 1


LOST AND FOUND


I was lost. Really lost. I just didn’t know it yet.


For several hours, I had followed a winding game trail up into the high country of the Uncompahgre National Forest in Colorado. It was an afternoon hunt, and I was unaware that I had made a wrong turn earlier in the day. Consequently, as I hiked and stalked, hoping to find an elusive elk, I’d been distancing myself from our camp all afternoon, heading farther and farther in the opposite direction.


Because wilderness hunts are both a spiritual and physical experience for me, I was far more focused on the excitement of the hunt than on where I was going. A very rookie mistake. The mix of colors around me—reds and oranges in the distance at lower elevations, golden-leaved aspens blending with the deep green of firs, and the browns and grays of the rocky ridges as far as my eyes could see—made for a majestic backdrop to this fall adventure.


A little before sundown, I settled in at a scenic spot near a game trail and a small spring. I saw deer but not the prized elk that I sought. Soon, the sun began to disappear past the tops of the western mountains and the air grew noticeably colder, alerting me that it was time to begin hiking back. I geared up, strapped on a headlamp, and pointed myself toward camp. Or so I thought.


The trail was easy to follow, and I moved forward in the graying day at a good pace. Yet the farther I went, the more I realized: I’m not recognizing any landmarks. Still, I was confident that if I stuck to the trail, I would soon be joining my hunting buddies for dinner and a couple of rounds of poker before snagging a few hours of sleep prior to tomorrow’s hunt.


A mile or two later, the landmarks I was looking for still had not materialized. And my compass wasn’t making sense. I knew which direction the sun had set, but suddenly “west” seemed… complicated, and somehow not correct. That’s when I reluctantly came to the realization: I’m lost.


At that thought, what had been low-level anxiety suddenly spiked, and I did what amateurs do when they get scared: I sped up. To make matters worse, my faster pace caused me to perspire, increasing my risk of hypothermia as the temperature started dropping precipitously in that thin mountain air. My light camouflage clothing was ideal for an active spot-and-stalk hunt during the day, but not for being stranded outdoors overnight in the subfreezing temperatures.


There was another dynamic at work that I am a little embarrassed to share. I like to think of myself as a man’s man, with enough nerve to get through any situation. Frankly, though, I was fearful. It felt like the dangers of the unknown were ever present. Was I the hunter or the hunted? The noises coming from the shadows worried me; I imagined that a mountain lion or a bear was lurking nearby, ready to maul me at any moment. As much as my reason and intellect told me that those were highly improbable occurrences, they were still in my mind.


To fight the panic and sense of isolation that can easily take over in times like these, I decided I would keep moving, but change directions. The game trail hit a creek bed that led me down the mountain. This seemed a favorable sign. Yet I couldn’t help regretting an earlier decision. The dates for the trip had been selected, in part, so that we could hunt on a week with very little moonlight (elk tend to be more active during the day when there is a “lesser” moon at night). How I would love to have a little of that moonlight now! I thought as darkness overtook the dusk. Thankfully, the clouds above me shifted at one point, allowing me to see the Big Dipper and its spout, which always points to the North Star. Once I located that, I was able to make sense of my compass readings and regain my bearings. And just a little way farther, the creek bed crossed a dirt road.


I was feeling relieved until I came face-to-face with my next dilemma: I didn’t know which way to go on the road. After consulting my compass again, I picked a direction and kept walking at a steady pace, trying to keep my body temperature up. Finally, well into the wee morning hours, a local in an older white pickup truck drove by. I desperately waved him down and told him I was lost. He offered me a ride and I climbed in, gratefully soaking in the warmth from the truck’s heater as we chatted.


“I’m amazed you got to where you did on foot,” he said when I told him where our camp was. Knowing the entire area as he did, he drove me safely back to our site, where I found my buddies soundly sleeping, not at all concerned for my safety!


LEARNING TO LEAD


Looking back on the early years of my high-mountain hunting adventures, it’s a wonder I didn’t get lost more often. I was pretty clueless—there’s just no other way to say it. I had some knowledgeable friends I hunted with, I’d gone hunting with my dad and brother for years, and I regularly read books and magazines on stalking techniques, but generally speaking, I saw scattered success because I didn’t know how to guide myself. I hadn’t yet had the privilege of going on a guided hunt, either.


Once I began taking professionally guided hunts, my knowledge grew by leaps and bounds. Most of the time I learned things to do, and some of the time I learned things not to do, to be successful. And the differences between myself in that early experience in Colorado and those top elk-hunting guides in their expertise have become more and more apparent. There is nothing haphazard about their approach.


They remain keenly aware of the objectives. Yes, one of those is to provide a fun, productive hunt for their clients. But a safe return to camp is the other, so that no one is unnecessarily put in harm’s way.


Their steps are strategic.


They are constantly checking their compasses and tracking our position.


They monitor the terrain, the skies, and the horizon for any signs of trouble.


They note wind direction and observe temperature changes.


They listen and watch for signs of animal activity, analyzing how to move us from a good location to a better one, and from better to best.


They gauge our distance ahead of time and adjust our pace as needed so we can make camp before our resources are depleted.


They move more slowly when it matters and move more briskly (but quietly) when it doesn’t. Strangely, they listen to the stillness and find direction. Distinctively and differently, they quietly and faithfully position us for success.


As I’ve grown older and added several guided hunts to my experience, I’ve also—thanks to the training and example of these guides—learned to lead myself. To make my steps count. To determine ahead of time where I want to go and plan for it. To be a stronger observer of my surroundings. To know my strengths and weaknesses so I can maximize whatever situations the wilderness presents me with and enjoy even greater success in my pursuits.


I’ve also discovered I don’t want to stop there. Said another way, successful hunts are no longer my end goal. I strive to make every trip its own adventure, pushing myself to pursue greater goals, create richer memories, build deeper connections with my traveling companions, and gain further insight into who I am and why I’m doing the things I do.


This, in essence, encapsulates my intentions for my life, too. As I’ve learned to lead myself out in the wilderness, I’ve sought to apply those lessons elsewhere—to my life and heart. I am determined not to be a default dad who lets his sons raise themselves, hoping they turn out okay. Not to default to poor habits, expecting my body to stay healthy on its own. I don’t want to be the kind of guy who, as Jeff Turner said in the foreword to this book, is a wild success at work but leaves a neglected wife in his wake. I want the most I can get out of this one life I have. That means doing everything possible to not only set and succeed at lofty goals but to pursue the loftiest outcome of all: a life of significance where I’m also serving others with my time and gifts. I call it pursuing “Life at its BEST.” BEST is an acronym for Balance, Excellence, Service, Truth. Over thirty years ago, my coach and friend, Jack Shaw, and I developed this concept, and we’ve been seeking to live it and teach it ever since.


In your heart of hearts, I suspect that’s what you long for, too, even if you’ve kind of given up hope that it can happen. I’m wagering that no matter your current situation—whether you’ve seen some success or not, whether you’ve lost your way or maybe never found it in the first place—you still wish for greatness. You want a great career, a great family, greater wealth, greater purpose, greater impact, and greater faith.


TEST YOURSELF


Let’s test this. You walk into a room, and you see this word written on a whiteboard in black marker:




ORDINARY





How does the word ordinary make you feel? What do you visualize?


When I ask a roomful of people the same questions, it doesn’t matter what anyone’s age or income or relationship status is; the answers are immediate and pretty much the same:


“I don’t want to be ordinary!”


“It’s just so… vanilla and boring.”


“There’s nothing remarkable about it.”


“But ordinary is normal!” I respond. “That’s what most people claim to be happy with!” Then we start to apply this term to areas of significant meaning: “Ordinary spouse,” I say. “What’s an ordinary spouse?” After hearing some answers, I sum it up with, “Whether I am an ordinary spouse or I am married to an ordinary spouse, that setup works pretty well for maybe seven or eight years—until somebody throws in the towel with divorce papers.”


Next, we move on to ordinary health. “One number comes to my mind at this lack of sustained activity,” I say. “The number sixty-six—the average age of a first heart attack among American men. Is that okay with you?”


After we go through a few more key examples, the room will claim, “Ordinary is not okay. Ordinary is normal, and I want more than that!”


“Okay, then,” I challenge, “what if we add something to it?” With a bright-colored marker, I write five letters in all caps at the front of the word.


“That’s it!” they’ll exclaim. They want to be EXTRAordinary.


And that’s what I’m counting on in this book. That in your heart of hearts, you don’t want to be an ordinary spouse or an average parent or an everyday single with a job that bores you and a life that empties you. You want that something extra. Something more compelling, energizing, and stimulating that draws you out of bed each day and propels you to engage your heart and mind in everything you do.


I’m also pretty sure that you don’t like being lost any more than I do. Yes, we all get off track sometimes in our lives and lose our way. I can get lost on any given day in my life because of pridefulness, lack of focus, or failing to effectively value another person. Still, I have three goals for myself and for you:




1. that we get lost a little less;


2. that when we’re lost, we still navigate forward effectively using life systems we can depend on; and


3. that we wholeheartedly plan and engage in the kind of life pursuit that captivates us and inspires those we influence.




If you’re on board for EXTRAordinary, then you have to be willing to be atypical. Uncommon. A bit radical, as in willing to go beyond the status quo. Because people who lead themselves are different. They do life differently on a strategic path toward extraordinary. At some point, they decide to step away from the crowd and do what others aren’t willing to do.


You simply can’t be the same as everybody you know if you’re intent on leading yourself and achieving significance. This is a road less traveled, a distinctive journey packed with uncommon adventures, fantastic summits, and a spectacular ending that continues to be felt long after we’re gone.


Not everyone dares to travel apart from the pack. But those who want more from their lives do. Those who want to lead others do. As one reporter wrote: “People become leaders in stages and gain essential skills at each turn. First, they learn to lead themselves, then to lead others.”1 They prepare so that when change is needed, and people are crying out for someone to show them the way, they’re ready. They’ve already learned their purpose, and they’re going hard after it. They’re maximizing their giftedness and resources. They’ve tightened up their habits. They’ve dreamed big things and developed a bold vision that is progressively coming true. In essence, they can assume the lead because they’ve practiced leading themselves first.


Take a moment to process this. I’m challenging you to be abnormal. Out of the ordinary. To most of the people you know, not being normal is a truly scary proposition. Yet the road less traveled, as poet Robert Frost wrote, is the one that makes all the difference. I’m so hopeful you’ll see the difference as you read through this book.


You will have to lead yourself to live distinctively, intentionally, and according to your unique purpose, but as you do, amazing vistas will spread out before you. You will reach many summits and plant many seeds. And in the end, you will have made a difference, a legacy, a life for yourself and for the generations to come.


This is what it means to attain significance, and this is what we’ll be training for in the pages that follow. The secret is to rise up and lead yourself according to your one-of-a-kind design, not according to the “designs”—the expectations or plans—of others.


Maybe your role models didn’t teach you how to set measurable goals.


Maybe you have no clue about which habits will make you thrive.


Maybe there are so many voices speaking into your life that you can’t locate your own.


Maybe aspirations such as “living your dreams” and “reaching significance” seem as beyond your capacity as summiting Mount Everest.


If any of those “maybes” describe you, I’d like to be one of your guides. Not because I’ve figured it all out, but because I had others who showed me how to lead myself, and I’ve both seen and felt what a difference it has made as I’ve applied their expertise. That’s what I want for you as well.


It’s a lifelong process; we will always need to be leading ourselves if we’re going to strive beyond mere success and aim higher as spouses, parents, businesspeople, and citizens. But I’m on that trail, and I want you to join me so that you can find not just success but significance, too.


This isn’t about me telling you who you are and what to do. You have to be you and take your own path, not follow Jeff Reeter’s route. I’m here to help you plan and think your way through for yourself.


On your trail will be many surprises. The goal is to equip you to live your uncommon adventure, figuring out what empowers you. What triggers your courage. What sustains and motivates you. And most of all, what you really want from your time on this earth so you can maximize the journey you’re on.


My wife and I just got back from a mountain hike on a snowy day. It was a chilly, brisk adventure. We walked up the trail for a ways before the snow got so deep we couldn’t go any farther. Thankfully, we had packed snowshoes, so Cindy and I strapped them on and continued our outing. The snowmelt above us caused the brook along our trail to rush with rapids and waterfalls. It was majestic and invigorating. We experienced the thrill of accomplishment (and some incredible scenery) on our journey.


This little outing of ours is a microcosm of the life adventure that I believe is available to each of us. We’re on a path we have chosen, alongside companions we have chosen. Though the trail forward is somewhat unknown, and the conditions are not always ideal, our preparedness greatly affects the success of the outing.


BY DESIGN, NOT DEFAULT


At the end of the day, doing life differently is about living by design, not by default. It’s about making life happen rather than letting life happen to you. Very simply: it’s about YOU leading YOU based on your unique ability.


That’s what makes this book different. Countless books focus on leadership. (I have several shelves full of them myself!) Numerous podcasts and TED Talks speak about leading others, leading organizations, developing leaders, and so on. There are far fewer books on the importance of leading ourselves with bold vision and carefully considered life systems. And yet, before you can lead others well, much less discover real success or leave a legacy that others will remember you for, you must first learn to lead yourself.


This book is about you leading yourself, again and again, through the many adventures that life presents you with. It’s about you leading you whenever you’re lost and afraid. You leading you to get unstuck every time stuck happens. You leading you to track down your greatness. And, this may surprise you, but it’s also about you leading your own fight against the gravitational pull of average to powerfully pursue what matters most in your heart of hearts.


What’s wrong with default? What’s wrong with being like everybody else? Nothing—except that “good is the enemy of great,” as author Jim Collins says.2 Logically, then, ordinary is the enemy of extraordinary. Settling by default for an average life means following the crowd, which means relinquishing the opportunity to achieve more, impact more people, and live your life to the fullest.


As a financial adviser, I’ve asked literally thousands of people: “In the next three years, what are your goals personally, professionally, and financially?” Most of them had none to start with, but as we worked through their ideals with great intention, and paid real attention to their individual designs, I watched person after person lead themselves out of any “wilderness,” any tragedy or circumstance, to greater levels of success and significance. This was done by purposefully walking through uncommon adventures to their finish, by making very specific plans to succeed, and, most meaningfully, by making choices to serve and impact others, not just themselves.


I’ve been pursuing this kind of intentionality for over three decades. But here’s something critical for you to know: I am truly just a normal guy. My family moved around quite a bit when I was a kid, but I considered Jenks, Oklahoma—the heartland of Middle America—home. How in the world I arrived at some of the places I’ve been makes no sense, except maybe that I’ve had my fair share of good influences and mentors in my life, and I’ve tried to pay attention to them.


The reason I’m sharing this with you is that if a dude like me can do some of the things I’ve done, then I’m absolutely certain you can do plenty of extraordinary things, too. It’s important to give yourself a chance, because your entire experience on this earth depends on your daily decisions between “default” and “design.” You can be led by others, by the happenstance of circumstance… or you can saddle up and take the reins for yourself.


YOUR LIFE, YOUR LEAD


It’s your life to lead. Will you go for it? I’ll be right there with you, offering specific tools and training so that you can identify not only where you are but where you want to be, plus the action steps for getting there. I’ll also help you very practically apply guiding principles in the areas that seem to matter to most people: work, finances, health, relationships, and faith. This way, you can determine what you need to lead yourself, step-by-step and turn-by-turn, from survival to success to significance.


It will be up to you to customize what you learn, since your particular route will be uniquely yours. But I’ll help set you up with the vision and understanding you’ll need to reach the summits that could be in your sights. I’ll also present numerous ideas for integrating your goals, your values, your beliefs, and your habits day by day to create a life and legacy you can be proud of. The life and legacy you’re specially meant to live.


At its essence, leading yourself is what gives life to your individual dreams and purpose during your time on this planet. It means setting your sights on things that excite you, and conquering the challenges and reaching the horizons that you alone were designed for, with confidence. It means taking inventory of everything within you and around you so that you can find your way toward the top of the mountain and not stay lost or continually wander. And mostly, it means devising a system for how to live to the fullest in your work, your relationships, and your finances so that maybe, just maybe, you’ll reach the summits you’ve had your eye on.
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