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For my sister Naomi T. Murphy

The one who taught me how to smile and be grateful—no matter what.

See you soon.

	

The Best Possible Life: to overflow with love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.







Introduction


[The word vocation] comes from the Latin vocare, to call, and means the work a man is called to by God. There are all different kinds of voices calling you to all different kinds of work, and the problem is to find out which is the voice of God rather than of Society…The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.  —Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking


In May 2023 I went on a boat trip with a couple of friends. We sailed away from civilization for a few weeks and had time to examine our lives—without the noise and busyness and Amazon Prime deliveries that so easily distract us from the beauty and grace of a simple life, lived with purpose.


We experienced solitude—that place where hope meets fear and a decision needs to be made. In this tension-filled space, we must consider who we are, the path we’re on, and what’s possible in our lives. Of course you can skip over the decision—to be courageous or not, to face your fears or not—and jump to the next task, the closest distraction . . . and avoid the call of your heart, the one that’s longing for depth and meaning and fullness of life. But you know that at some point, of course, a solitary moment will find you again.





On the days we were anchored, there was always anticipation for the next adventure that awaited us. For me, the great adventure was sitting in that floating office, dreaming big dreams, imagining possibilities, and seeing what, at the end of the day, the God of the starry universe might reveal to me.


It was on one of those days that I felt called to share my deep gladness with what is now, more than ever, the world’s deep hunger.


Since the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020, the world has become a different place. It’s a world bursting with busyness and anxiety—and very little community. It’s a world filled with fear, dissention, and isolation. There’s a deep hunger for connection—real heart-to-heart, meaningful relationships, with the kind of love that’s fearless and forever.


We’re all created for out-of-this-world relationships where love is unconditional and fully reliable. Our deepest need is to be loved so powerfully by someone so solid and stable that we can rest secure, with the deepest contentment, joy, and confidence—no matter what.


In the busyness and stresses and comparisons we face, it’s easy to lose sight of what’s possible, of the life we were created for.


This book is about that life. It’s about a love you can feel in your heart that enlivens every experience, everything you think, feel, and do. It’s about having courage, facing fears, and acting on your longing for depth and meaning and fullness of life. It’s about your calling. The Best. Possible. Life.









My Story


On April 1, 1991, I walked into Scott Nelson’s office at the Chicago Cubs Minor League complex in Mesa, Arizona, for the inevitable news. I knew Scott was on my side, and so the look on his face told me everything. That morning I took off my Cubs uniform for the last time. My dynamic visual acuity—essential for hitting a ninety-mile-an-hour baseball—had somehow left me, and my Minor League career was over. The cheering was done. So were the love and acceptance. It was April Fool’s Day, but this was no joke.


Nineteen years later, I found myself sitting on a curb in sunny and cold Denver, Colorado, with a racing mind and nowhere to go. Just like that day nineteen years earlier, it felt like my life was over. Except this time, it was much worse.


It was February 2010, and I had spent my life savings and was $90,000 in debt. My credit cards were maxed out, and I had no money in the bank. I had moved to the desert to live in solitude, to confront my fears and hopes and dreams. I wanted to make sure that when it came to the end of my life, I had fully lived.


I had spent fifty to sixty hours a week over the previous five years doing research for and writing Inner Excellence, a book, ironically, about how to have peace and confidence under pressure. And now the pressure was closing in on me. We were in the middle of a recession, and on that day in Denver, I couldn’t see a future. My knees were shaking and my mind was spinning out of control. I had an I-could-fall-to-the-ground sort of anxiety—the kind that might lead to a trip to the mental hospital.


I thought, You’ve put all your eggs in one basket. Sure, the book is in bookstores around the world, but you’ve got no money to hire someone to market the book, you don’t know how to do marketing, and you don’t like to promote yourself. If no one hears about the book, no one will buy the book, and if no one buys the book, the bookstores will pull it off their shelves, and you’ll be a total failure and everyone will know it. And of course no pro athlete will hire a failure to coach them . . . So you’ll have to get a regular job, but in this recession, nobody’s gonna hire a failure. Not the corner mini market, not 7-Eleven, nobody. You’re gonna die alone in the streets.


Looking back, I can see what happens when you isolate yourself and one negative thought leads to another (even if they’re absurd), with no one around to question the voice in your head, no one to assure you that you’re okay.


When my knees started to shake in Denver, I called my roommate in pro baseball, Ricky Scruggs, and asked him what to do. He said, “Find a homeless person and help him.” Right around the corner a homeless person was playing a full-sized harp for donations (you know how those harpists seem to be everywhere). I looked in my wallet, and I must have recently taken a cash advance from one of my nearly maxed-out credit cards, because there was $100 in there. I gave it to him.


I went back to where I was staying to run on the treadmill, hoping to clear my mind. After the run I returned downtown and found a place to sit in a Starbucks. I stared into the abyss, just trying to make it through the day. Then the homeless harpist walked in.


He walked past me, stopped in his tracks, turned around, and said, “Are you the guy that gave me that money?” I said yes. He thanked me and left, only to return with a card, a bracelet he had made, and a box of chocolates. He gave all three to me.


When I was writing Inner Excellence, I asked my friend Jennifer if she could take a look at it and make sure it lined up with the Bible. She read the manuscript and asked me, “Have you heard of the word zoe? It’s mentioned in the Bible many times. Zoe is the Greek word for life—absolute fullness of life; to be filled with vitality. I think that’s what your book is about,” she said.


“Yes!” I replied. “My whole life I’ve chased success and numbers and status, when what I’ve always really wanted was to feel fully alive.”


So I began to orient the book around the idea of pursuing absolute fullness of life and letting everything else be added to you, trusting every good thing you need will follow. Rather than relying on external skills to be successful, I discovered a profound idea: Develop your whole self—your inner and outer world—and your skills will be maximized in every area and your entire life will transform.





In the Starbucks on that long, anxiety-filled day, I opened the homeless harpist’s card. It read,


Thank you so much for caring for me, no one’s cared for me like that before.


	Love, Zoe


My heart skipped a beat.


“Your name is Zoe?” I asked.


“Yes.” He nodded.


I asked him if he knew what his name meant. He said no. I told him it means absolute fullness of life and I had just spent five years writing a book about it. I signed a book for him and never saw him again.


That was the beginning of the most extraordinary, transformational, miraculous year of my life. When I think of my life, I think of pre-Zoe and post-Zoe. Before that mind-spinning, anxiety-filled day in Starbucks and after.


A few weeks after meeting Zoe I had another extraordinary experience. I was in North Vancouver, BC, visiting my friend Nick Osborne, who was going through some very difficult major life changes. I went there to support him but instead, when I knocked on his door, he opened it matter-of-factly and said, “Jim, let’s go to my friend’s house.” We drove to his friend Afshin’s place, and I sat down at the kitchen island, where he was cooking. Although we had never met, Afshin began telling me about my life. He said, “You’re a coach aren’t you? You’re banging your head against the wall because you have all these goals but you’re not getting anywhere.” I was thinking, Yes, you’re exactly right, but how do you know this about me?


After a while, another stranger —a gal named Jamie who became a great friend—walked over and handed me a picture of a kite she had just drawn.


“What’s wrong with this picture?” she asked.


“Your kite doesn’t have a string,” I replied.


“That’s right. That kite is you. You’re like a kite without a string; a slight breeze would blow you away,” she said. Incredibly, that’s exactly how I felt. I was so weak emotionally—lost and adrift. The weight of the world was on my shoulders. I had a million things to do and no idea how to do them. My life felt helpless and hopeless.


These two strangers seemed to know all about me at a time in my life when it felt like no one did. They prayed for me, and my life began to change. It was April 1, 2010, April Fool’s Day, nineteen years to the day after I hung up my Cubs uniform for good.


They invited me to a Bible study that night. During the gathering, I felt God telling me, There’s nothing you’ve ever done or could ever do that would change how much I love you. The feeling in my heart transformed from the heaviness of a Mack truck to the lightness of a gentle breeze.


That night, I said a short, heartfelt prayer:


God, I give you my life. I don’t care what you do with it, I just want your peace. I surrender my life to you. If you want me to give up coaching and all my possessions, move to Nepal, and volunteer in an orphanage the rest of my life, I’ll do it. I don’t care what it is; just tell me what to do.


That simple prayer changed the direction of my life. It’s similar to step 3 of the twelve steps used in Alcoholics Anonymous: “Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood him.” Although I was not thinking of any steps that night except perhaps surrender, I had had enough. Me running my life wasn’t working. 


This marked the beginning of a slow but steady journey toward mental and emotional recovery. Most important, however, I was gaining inner strength and embracing a whole new way of living. I gave God control of my life and started learning to hear his voice and let him lead the way. No more self-reliance (well . . . much less anyway).


In the next year and a half, I had more unexpected, amazing experiences, with more strangers telling me what God had told them to share with me. The most memorable such moment came in the summer of 2011. I was at my friend Tarun Reddy’s house in North Vancouver, about to leave, when his mother video-called on Skype from India.


“Tell your mom I said hello,” I said walking out the door.


“Hey, Jim, my mom’s friend wants to talk to you,” he replied.


So, I sat in front of the laptop and heard words I’ll never forget. This lady thousands of miles away whom I had never met said, “God wanted me to tell you a few things. God has saved your life multiple times. Everything you’ve been going through has been training for you. God’s going to bring people from all over the world to work with you. He’s going to bless you, it’s going to happen soon, and you’re going to know it’s from God.”


A few weeks later, early in the morning, I was half awake when I heard a voice say, Jim, are you ready? Things are going to happen fast. Since I lived alone, I assumed it was God. 


I said, “Yes, God, I’m ready.” Before I finished that sentence my alarm went off. I thought, Hmm, maybe he’s serious.


Several weeks later I was contacted by Jude O’Reilly, a golf caddie in Dublin, Ireland, who worked for Swedish professional golfer Henrik Stenson. He said, “I just read Inner Excellence. Can you talk to my boss? He could really use your help.” So, I flew to Sweden in the fall of 2011 and started to work with Henrik.


Several weeks later I got a call from Tiger Woods’s coach. He had read Inner Excellence and asked if I could meet with him and a client who had been struggling. So, I flew to California, met with them, and started to work with the client.


A couple weeks later I received a call from David Novak, the CEO of Yum! Brands (Taco Bell, KFC, and Pizza Hut). He said he had read Inner Excellence and would like to work together. David also sent the book to some of his executives in Europe, and I started to work with them as well.


I flew to Geneva, Switzerland, and led an Inner Excellence offsite retreat for the leaders of KFC Germany, Spain, Netherlands, and a handful of others. We shared an incredible time together, discussing Inner Excellence principles and clarifying the vision for their lives. 


A few months after we began working together, the client I met through Tiger Woods’s coach won a PGA Tour event, and then he won the World Championship (Match Play) a few months after that. Stenson also turned things around and in 2013 went on to win the FedEx Cup (PGA Tour end-of-season World Championship).


I’ve been coaching professional athletes and executives around the world and leading Inner Excellence retreats ever since, and now I get to share the source of everything good in my life—what I’ve learned and how I learned it—with you.


This book, The Best Possible Life, shares with you how to connect directly with the source of love, wisdom, and courage, and live with absolute fullness of life. You’ll learn how to become your true self, the one in sync with the rhythm of the universe. There’s a flow of energy in that rhythm that spins the earth, grows the grass, and holds the stars in place. That flow is waiting for you. 


You’ll see how that one decision to surrender my life to God completely changed my life for the better in every way and how it can do the same for you. The Best Possible Life is about who God is and, therefore, who you are; what God is doing in the world; and how you can join in.


Thanks for joining me on this incredible journey.


Love, Jim







If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up the men to gather wood, divide the work, and give orders. Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea.


— Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince



Part I

your Story





1

The Great Need

The day Chris Baldwin arrived at Lake Youngs Elementary in Kent, Washington, was a normal day for everyone, except two of us: Chris and me. Chris arrived in the middle of the school year, so he was the new kid. I was the fastest kid (in my grade, anyway). So that meant one thing: The new kid had to race the fastest kid to see if there was a new fastest kid.

At Lake Youngs, being fast and athletic were desirable attributes. Winning the race with Chris would be significant: Perhaps I would get the love and acceptance I desperately craved. Like most humans, my entire life has been one long journey of wanting people to love me, to say how great I am, to introduce me by saying “This is Jim. He’s smart and fast, and he’s done this and that,” and other various you-should-be-impressed-type phrases that bring raised eyebrows of adoration. Because I had proven I was the fastest kid all those years ago, I could still feel good about myself—for the moment at least. That’s kind of how life is, isn’t it? We think the next achievement will get us the love and acceptance we desperately desire—but it’s always temporary.

My life has been punctuated by moments when I’ve received the love I’ve craved, and so many when I haven’t. The missed moments of love and acceptance created a filter over my eyes that narrowed my vision, making me see more of what I’d missed than what I’d been given. This armor of self-protection was triggered by reflections of rejection and memories of mistakes that translated into uncaptured opportunities, or worse.

The thing is, I’m human, which means I have a subconscious mind designed to protect me, so it remembers the wounds I’ve received to guard against future ones. I also have a heart that longs for love and an ego that wants to be praised and adored. Most of all, I’ve got a deep need for something this world cannot fill, and I’ve unknowingly spent most of my life searching for ways to fill it. All my fruitless efforts have created a fear of rejection that’s been hard to shake.

This is my problem.

This is every human’s problem.

In grade school I was smart and fast, but these attributes were never enough to gain love that was unconditional. It was always conditional, dependent on how fast I ran or the grades I got or how popular (or unpopular) I was. I was constantly trying to get others to think well of me so I could feel good about myself.

This self-consciousness continued into adulthood, and social situations too often brought concerns: Was I good enough? Was I measuring up? Those concerns led to wonder how what they were saying compared with my goals, my dreams, my fears, my family, my self. I want to be a good guy—I really do—but most of my life has been centered around my needs and desires and the people who lined up with those needs and desires (bingo) and those who didn’t (sayonara).

I’ve been caught up in myself and my own world, endlessly trying to improve my life with better results and circumstances so I’d feel better about myself and so people would love me. What about you? Have you ever felt that way?

The truth is, all my striving has been an effort to feel accepted and secure so I can stop comparing myself to others and feel so loved that I can finally fully rest. 

That sort of love and rest is what we’re created for, what our hearts beat for. Without it, we spend far too much time consumed by the three major symptoms of a compulsive, harried life: overthinking, negative thinking, and self-conscious thinking (concern for what others think).

Take me, for example. I’ve thought way too much about my own life and what I want but can’t control, about how I don’t know how to fix certain things in my life, like what you think of me or if you like this book or if perhaps after reading this sentence you’ll throw the book across the room and it will poke someone in the eye and they’ll be maimed for life, which will be my fault and I’ll feel so bad that I’d never write another book, but at least that way, I’d never write a sentence again that was so long and self-centered, and at least you could rest knowing you would never waste another minute with this rubbish and you could live a peaceful life with your dog and your life would be so much less tortured.

It’s exhausting.

What about you? Have you ever overanalyzed what other people think? Have you ever gotten caught up in negative, self-conscious thinking? Have you ever felt that something’s missing, that all your striving has delivered only temporary happiness and surface-level satisfaction?

Something is missing. It’s the nonjudgmental, ever-expanding vision of beauty and joy that’s available to all of us when we get out of our own way, when we let go of our petty quibbles and offenses taken, and when we accept the love and connections that are meant to fill life with meaning and amazing moments.

Our own minds confine us, and we miss so much. Our minds see the world through the lens of all the rejections and mistakes we’ve made. Our minds feed our egos’ fears and fuel the need to be liked and get likes.

We all live in our own worlds, the ones we’ve imagined. The truth is, I don’t see the world as it is; I see the world as I am. You don’t see the world as it is; you see the world you’ve built in your mind, story by story, and now it’s a hundred stories high.

The world you see is a reflection of your inner world and the story you’ve been telling yourself with all the memories, mistakes, and melodramas that have become your life. It can be scary navigating a story with so many disappointments and failures crowding the rearview mirror.

When all our pursuits—even the successes—bring only fleeting fulfillment and ultimately leave us empty, we don’t know what to do. So we do the opposite of what we should: We get more consumed with ourselves and with our stories. This, of course, only magnifies the problem.

The truth is that you and I, and all other humans, are born with a nature that’s at war with itself. The biggest challenge we face, in performance and in life, is fear. And at the root of fear is a virus of the heart: self-centeredness.

When I say self-centeredness, I don’t mean selfishness. I mean the natural human tendency to be self-referential—to see the world through the lens of how everything impacts ourselves. It’s important and helpful, for many reasons—not to mention safety—to see how we affect the world and how it affects us. However, viewing the world with ourselves as the center point has many ramifications. One of the big issues is that it distorts our view of reality. It’s like living as if we’re in a geocentric (earth-centered) universe. This inaccurate perception would greatly limit our lives—we would have no true orientation, and we’d spend our lives wandering in the dark. 

It’s like being a baton in the hand of the conductor of the most amazing orchestra in the world and the whole time thinking you’re an incredible dancer with flawless rhythm. You’re constantly getting standing ovations, so naturally your perception is that you’re the source of the applause. Of course it goes both ways. If the cheers turned into boos, you would want to hide in a closet, because it was all about you. The self-in-the-center life becomes a dark filter that limits your vision and stunts your growth.

Perhaps you think you’re not self-centered, certainly not as oblivious as the baton in the conductor’s hand, thinking you’re the center of attention. Likely, you’re not. However, what is likely is that you’ve seen the world from your point of reference so much (actually, your entire life) that this feels normal to you, and therefore you don’t readily recognize how it limits you. 

The problem of self-centeredness is that it not only imparts an inaccurate view of the world, but it also makes you the hero (or the goat) in the story, the success or failure, the protagonist whose life is their own. It’s totally natural (and logical) to view yourself as the protagonist of your life story and have a sense of pride about it. This is a good thing, right? The truth is, however, that you’re part of a much larger story—a story you’re in, but that’s not about you.

Making your life story about yourself would be like a honeybee that didn’t realize it’s part of a colony with a daily guided mission, or if a branch didn’t realize it’s part of a vine. Your life is one part of a larger life, just like your head is one part of your body: You need all the essential parts to be whole. And in our case, that whole isn’t just composed of carbon-based body parts; it’s got a heart and soul, with one very specific need, without which we can never be who we were created to be: love. 



When I say love, I don’t mean all the great things in life that bring good feelings. (You know, like the first bite of a juicy hamburger, sitting down for a great board game, or feeling a fish tug the line—these are all wonderful moments, but they’re temporary; fun, but momentary). What I mean is the sacrificial, others-oriented, deeply connected kind of love that leads to joy. This sort of love is not just essential; it’s life itself. We’re made whole through love—an interconnectedness with God and others that we cannot, sustainably, live without.

If you don’t know how you’re connected and nourished and filled with life, you’ll constantly be searching, disconnecting, and isolating yourself. You may end up feeling like a kite without a string where the wind is whipping and wild.

To see yourself as the singular focus of your life story is the fundamental human error. It’s a mindset that hijacks our hearts and leaves us continually scrambling to build walls and systems and gather achievements and possessions so we can be secure. But we never get secure that way—especially when we stop to think of all the things that are out of our control and all the dangers and possible perils that we can never do enough to mitigate.

Living life with the self in the center puts us on a path of compulsive busyness trying to do what we cannot. We’re trying to fit in and stabilize ourselves in an unstable world obsessed with achievement and appearances, constantly trying to appear in everyone’s feed when what we desperately need is to be fed ourselves—the real food, real drink, and real nourishment that can only come from unconditional love and connection.

We become zombies, driving in our metal coffins, going to jobs we don’t love so we can buy things we don’t need, in order to compare well with others who are doing the exact same thing.

We have this deep need for unconditional love and acceptance, and since it’s an endless pursuit that never delivers, we end up running ourselves ragged trying to figure out how to be a person who says the right things and has the right connections and accomplishments. This creates a cognitive mishmash that messes with our psyche and makes us lose track of who we are or should be.

A hundred years ago, American sociologist Charles Cooley (1864–1929) described the human condition like this: “I’m not who I think I am; I’m not who you think I am; I am who I think you think I am.”

In other words, the person I present to the world is based on who I think you think I am or should be. It goes like this: I imagine how I appear to you and everyone else, then I picture what you think of me and how you might judge me based on how I’ve presented myself, and then I act in response to that perception.

What Cooley shared with us is that we’re all deeply connected. How we see those connections defines who we think we are and impacts everything we do. Our entire lives flow out of our interconnectedness. We live in a network of connections that starts with God and flows into people and work and the environment. It impacts all our thoughts and feelings and how we see the world.

Talking Heads lead singer David Byrne described our interdependence this way:

There’s a sense that you’re making these decisions about your life or what you want to do or say and that they’re all coming from you. But they’re not! Who you are at any given moment is defined by the social context. We’re not quite ants, but we’re social animals. To pull one ant away and say, That ant decided to do that! No. We do things because we’re part of a larger community.

The truth is, you were created to have deep, meaningful relationships, to be filled with absolute fullness of life. This sort of life is a profoundly interconnected one—with God, others, yourself, nature, and especially, your work.

In this deeply connected community, unconditional love is the common bond, and from love comes joy. Joy is a deep sense of well-being, freedom, and gratitude, independent of circumstances. It’s an inner buoyancy and delight that comes from sacrificial love, not good outcomes. 

The deepest need of the human heart is the unremitting connectedness of unconditional love and, even more, to be fully seen, known, and loved, with a light that shines so bright, no darkness could ever put it out. If you don’t realize your immense need for God and others to live the life you were created for, you’ll take the world on yourself, which is a disconnected, tossed-in-the-wind existence. It’s like living in solitary confinement when you’re meant for so much more.
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