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To Kevin Myers


I’ve observed you for more than thirty years, and I’ve been part of your life for twenty. Your hunger to grow, lead, and make a difference has set the tone for your life, and I’ve watched you blow the cap off your capacity time after time.


As much as anyone I know, you have proven that people can overcome the limits put on them by themselves and others. And your greatest impact is still ahead of you.
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PART I



Awareness: Remove the Caps from Your Capacity




Know thyself.


—SOCRATES






I think self-knowledge is the rarest trait in a human being.


—ELIZABETH EDWARDS




I’m passionate about this book because I’m passionate about you! For fifty years I’ve worked to improve my life and to help improve the lives of others. Nothing brings me greater joy than helping others grow and get better. I’ve written this book specifically to lift you up and to help you increase your capacity.


How did I come to write this book? The idea came to me while I was enjoying one of my favorite things: great conversation over a meal with friends. While we were talking, one friend began to express the importance of potential and how people could reach it. It led to a great discussion that lasted two hours. As we got ready to get up from the table, somebody said, “I’ve never read a book about capacity and how to reach it.” Nobody else had either.


That conversation really stimulated me. And it stayed with me for two years. After revisiting the topic of capacity in my mind repeatedly, I began asking questions, listening to others, and learning about it. Eventually that led me to create the Capacity Challenge:




The Capacity Challenge


If you grow in your awareness, develop your abilities, and make the right choices, you can reach your capacity.





In other words,


AWARENESS + ABILITY + CHOICES = CAPACITY


That is the challenge I’m presenting to you in this book. If you’re willing to accept it and follow the process I outline, your life will change!


The Capacity Challenge begins with awareness. Becoming aware was the first big step I took in blowing the cap off my capacity. And it happened early in my career. The model for pastors in those days was that of a shepherd who cared for the sheep. It was about maintaining and caring for the flock. It included doing a lot of counseling. So that was the model I thought I was supposed to follow.


But then I read a book titled America’s Fastest Growing Churches by Elmer Towns. It was about reaching more people and leading a church with excellence. I couldn’t put that book down. The stories were so inspiring.


After reading it, I wanted to visit every church in the book and meet their pastors. But how could I do this? These pastors didn’t know me. And why would they take time to meet with me?


Then I got an idea. I would contact them and offer to pay them $100 for thirty minutes of their time. That was in 1971, when I made only $4,200 in an entire year. But I was desperate to find out what made these pastors become so successful. I was overjoyed when two of the ten pastors said yes to my request.


As soon as I knew I would get to meet with these leaders, I began writing down the questions I would ask them. I came up with a lot. Five pages full! Anticipation filled me as I sat down with these leaders and asked them questions as fast as I could. Obviously I didn’t get through all the questions I had written down, but I did have a breakthrough in my personal and professional lives. My greatest discovery was that these pastors spent no time on counseling people. Instead, they spent all of their time equipping people.


At first, I didn’t get it. I had to get them to explain it to me. Counseling helps people work through their weaknesses. Equipping helps people work on their strengths. The lights were starting to turn on!






Counseling helps people work through their weaknesses. Equipping helps people work on their strengths.








Then they explained that people will more readily reach their potential when they work on their strengths rather than working on their weaknesses. That was when it hit me. These leaders were not shepherds, content to just look after a flock. They were ranchers. They had vision. They had the spirit of the pioneers who created something on the frontier. They were building and developing people, inviting people to become part of something greater than themselves. And together they were growing their churches, reaching more people, and making a difference.


That was the first day I realized how essential awareness is to reaching capacity. The only way I could help the people I was leading to do much better in their lives was to help them focus on their strengths more than their weaknesses. And—drumroll, please—the only way I could reach my capacity as a person and a leader was to practice and develop my strengths. It changed the way I did everything, and I soon discovered that I was a much better equipper than I was a counselor.


Before my awareness discovery, I saw myself as a shepherd taking care of the needs of my people. After that, I started to see myself and my role differently. I became a rancher leading and growing the people of my congregation.


For years I shared this story at conferences. Often during a Q & A someone will ask, “What was the most important thing you received from those two leaders you interviewed?” My answer is “awareness.” I have often wondered, How long would I have counseled people instead of equipping them if I had not met those two leaders? I don’t know the answer. But I do know this: we all need the help of someone else to become aware of how to become better at reaching our capacity.


I want to be someone who helps you become more self-aware. That’s what this first section of the book is about. You’ve probably heard the saying “If I always do what I’ve always done, I’ll always get what I’ve always gotten.” I want to help you do something new—and get somewhere new. As we embark on this journey, I want to give you two thoughts:


1. Change doesn’t always have to be drastic to be effective. Counseling people and equipping people have similarities. They both require caring for another person and spending time with them giving guidance and advice. All I had to do was change my focus from their weaknesses to their strengths. As you read through this book, and especially while reading this first part on awareness, be on the lookout for where you need to change your focus to become more aware of your potential.


2. Change is necessary for you to reach your capacity. As you read through the other two parts, you will find a greater emphasis on change. In part two on ability, you will be asked to work on some things that may not be natural strengths. You will find that difficult. Growth in skill areas, if they are not natural, is often slow and small. That’s okay. Every little bit of positive change helps. It increases your capacity. However, when you get to part three, which is about choices, you will find it to be easier. In matters of choice, your changes can be achieved much more quickly. All of these changes, whether difficult or easy, are needed if you desire to increase your capacity and reach your potential.


Get ready to dive in. It’s going to be an exciting journey. Developing awareness is going to allow you to recognize the changes that will help you blow the cap off your capacity. My hope is that by the time you’re finished with the book, your capacity will be much greater than you ever imagined and you will be well on your way to living a no-limits life. Let’s take this journey together.
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Do You Know What’s Limiting You?


All of my life I’ve been intrigued by capacity, though when I was young I would not have known to call it that. My favorite childhood story was The Little Engine That Could. When I was little, my mother read it to me often. When I could read on my own, I pulled it from the shelf again and again. I’d act it out for my family. I loved that the little engine believed in herself and was successful in getting over the hill because of that belief. Her capacity increased because she pushed herself to her limits.


I remember an illustration my dad used when speaking. An old-timer saw a boy fishing and went over to see how he was doing. The boy had already caught two small fish, but as the old man was walking over, the boy landed a huge bass.


“That’s a beauty,” the old man said as the boy unhooked the fish. But then the boy tossed the fish back into the water.


“What are you doing?” the old man cried out. “That was a whopper.”


“Yeah,” replied the boy, “but my frying pan is only nine inches wide.” That one always made me laugh, and it made me aware of how a person’s thinking can limit him.


I also vividly remember one of my teachers telling the story of three young boys whose route to school went alongside a high wall. Every day as the boys walked to school, they wondered what was on the other side of the wall. Finally one day, their curiosity grew so strong that one of the boys said, “Let’s find out,” and threw his cap over the wall. “Now I have to climb the wall to see what’s on the other side,” he declared.


The other two boys gawked at him in disbelief. But then as they watched him begin to climb, they threw their caps over the wall and joined him. They didn’t want to be left behind. They wanted to experience the discovery themselves, not just hear about it secondhand.


I still remember thinking, I would have thrown my cap over the wall, too. I wanted to go new places, make new discoveries, push myself to do more than I thought I could do. I still do. Sometimes achieving those desires requires bold commitment. Many times since the day I first heard that story, I’ve mentally thrown my cap over the wall to commit myself to growth discoveries.


Today, I’m asking you to throw your cap over the wall.


Awareness Assets


My goal in writing this book is to help you be the little engine who could. I want to inspire you to blow off the caps that hold you down and limit your potential. I want to help you get outside of the nine-inch–frying pan mentality and expand your thinking and your ability. I want you to throw your cap over the wall. I want you to accept the capacity challenge and change your life. Are you willing to do that? If so, the process begins with awareness, with learning…



1. Your Capacity Isn’t Set


If you’re like most people, I bet you’d like more out of life than you are currently experiencing. Maybe you’re not succeeding in all the ways you desire to in life. Perhaps you’re less than fully satisfied with your progress. Are you getting done all that you want to do? Or do you want to see more, do more, be more? If you’re like me, you want to achieve more. Even at nearly age seventy, I’m not satisfied. I want to keep growing and making a difference.


What’s getting in your way? What’s limiting you? Do you know? If you don’t know what’s limiting you, how will you remove it?






If you don’t know what’s limiting you, how will you remove it?








You’ve probably heard the saying “If you want something done, give it to a busy person.” It may sound counterintuitive, yet it’s true. People who can get a lot done seem to be able to take on even more and remain productive. Why is that? Do some people simply have high capacity while others don’t?


Have you given much thought to your capacity? Most people think theirs is set. You hear one person identified as “high capacity” and another as “low capacity,” and you just accept it. What’s your capacity? Have you defined it as high, low, or average? Do you think it’s set? Maybe you haven’t put a label on it, but you’ve probably settled into a level of achievement that you believe is what’s possible for you.


That’s a problem.


Too many people hear the word capacity and assume it’s a limitation. They assume their capacity is set—especially if they’re beyond a certain age. People give up on the idea that their capacity or their potential can grow. All they do is try to manage whatever they think they’ve got.


A lot of people think this way. Activist Roberto Verzola observed that economists are notorious for this kind of mind-set of limitations. Worse yet, they try to convince others to adopt it too. Verzola says,




The most fundamental assumption in economics is scarcity. This, in effect, assumes away abundance. Thus, most mainstream economists are not prepared to deal with abundance. They have few concepts that explain it. They have no equations that describe it. Confronted with it, they fall back on inadequate theories based on scarcity.1





In other words, they define the world in terms of its limitations. They also define people in terms of their limitations. That’s too confining. Instead, we need to define our world and ourselves in terms of our possibilities.


While I believe 100 percent that people can grow, change their capacity, and increase their potential, I also acknowledge that all of us have caps on our capacity. Some caps are fixed. But most are not. We can’t allow these unfixed caps to keep our lives from expanding. We can’t let caps define our potential. We need to see beyond the caps and see our true capacity before we can blow off our caps and expand our capacity.


Charles Schulz, creator of the Peanuts comic strip, wrote, “Life is like a ten-speed bike. Most of us have gears we never use.” What he’s saying is that most of us have capacity that is untapped. We have capacity that we’re not even aware of. But we can change that.






“Life is like a ten-speed bike. Most of us have gears we never use.”


—Charles Schulz









2. You Can Become Aware of the Possibilities That Can Make You Better


This is where I want us to spend the majority of our time in this chapter. I want us to focus on awareness. All lasting growth requires awareness. Unfortunately, if you lack awareness, then you don’t know that you are unaware. It’s a blind spot. You don’t know what you don’t know, and you can’t see that you are unable to see. That’s a catch-22.


My journey to self-awareness was simple, but it did take time. It began with others helping me become aware. It took someone who did know to help me see it. This experience created a hunger in me to further develop my self-awareness. I began to wonder what else I was missing. What else didn’t I know? I started wondering if there was something else out there for me.


This chapter communicates the process I developed. I don’t assume that I’ve arrived. I still keep asking myself, What am I missing? But hopefully what I share with you will help you to become more self-aware, because that is essential to your reaching your capacity.


Self-awareness is a powerful skill. It enables you to see yourself clearly. It informs your decisions and helps you to weigh opportunities. It allows you to test your limits. It empowers you to understand other people. It makes partnership with others stronger. It allows you to maximize your strengths and minimize your weaknesses. It opens the door to greater capacity.


Here are some things to think about as you work to become more aware of your possibilities:


Attention: Looking for What I Need to Know


In my book Winning with People, I wrote about the Lens Principle, which says who we are determines how we see others. In that book, my focus was on how our perspective colors our view of the world, other people, and life. But it’s also true that who we are determines how we see ourselves. We naturally tend to see things as we have always seen them. If we want to increase our capacity, we must see differently. We need to be willing to look at ourselves and our world in new ways. We need to pay attention and look for what we need to know.






Who we are determines how we see others.








Awareness: Discovering What I Need to Know


What stops people from reaching their capacity often isn’t lack of desire. It’s usually lack of awareness. Unfortunately, people don’t become self-aware accidentally. On top of that, there are factors that also work against us and prevent us from developing great self-awareness, such as




•  Excuses


•  Success fantasies that are ungrounded in reality


•  Talking without listening to others


•  Unresolved negative emotions


•  Habitual self-distraction


•  Absence of personal reflection


•  Unwillingness to pay the price to gain experience




Most people who have developed self-awareness have had to battle one or more of these factors to get where they are. They’ve had to work very hard. It takes a desire to make self-awareness discoveries. It takes discipline to look at yourself and reflect on your experiences. It takes maturity to ask others to help you with your blind spots.


Becoming self-aware also requires help from other people who can see you more clearly than you can see yourself. In the past when I’ve worked with someone who wasn’t self-aware, I’ve followed a process to help them discover what they need to know about themselves:




•  Relationship: I start by building the relationship and letting them know they are important to me and that I want to help them. This gives them security and me credibility.


•  Exposure: Once I’ve done the relational groundwork, I try to help them understand how important self-awareness is. They need to realize that if they do not make self-awareness a priority, they’re going to be stuck in life and will be unable to move forward. But if they can learn to see themselves more clearly and begin to determine their capacity, they have a path forward toward increased capacity and reaching their potential. Then I can begin revealing their strengths and weaknesses to them with as much encouragement as I can offer.


•  Experiences: Most people need to be shown a way forward to develop greater self-awareness. I’ve found that the best way is to put them in situations where they must acknowledge their weaknesses, utilize their strengths, learn from other leaders, and reflect on their experiences. If I’m their leader, I take responsibility for facilitating that.


•  Questions: Asking people questions helps you to assess whether they are catching on and becoming more self-aware.


•  Review: The most critical step in the awareness development process is a review of the results. Developing self-awareness is a process that takes time and repetition. Each time a mentor or leader sits down with a person and gives honest feedback, if that feedback is well received, the person takes another important step in the process.


•  Repeat: The last thing I need to point out is that this isn’t a onetime process. To help people who are unaware, I must teach them repeatedly.




Using this pattern, you can help an unaware person begin to develop self-awareness. But what if you are that unaware person? You need to find someone—a trusted friend, colleague, mentor, or family member—who can help you, direct you, and provide you with repeated honest feedback.


Discernment: Focusing on What I Need to Do


As you discover things about yourself, you must try to discern where to focus your attention. You can’t do everything. As the old proverb says, “Chase two rabbits and you will catch neither.”


As you make discoveries, where should you focus your attention? On your strengths. Maybe you already know this. When we focus on our weaknesses, the best we can do is work our way up to average. Nobody pays for that. No successful person hires someone to do a merely adequate job. Successful people desire excellence. Excellence comes from focusing on your strengths. Whatever you do well, try to do better. That’s your greatest pathway forward to increased capacity. Later we’ll look at the core capacities that all people possess and how you can develop yours.


Intention: Acting on What I Need to Do


In my book Intentional Living, I discuss the major difference between good intentions and intentional living. The former may make a person feel good, but it doesn’t actually do anything positive for him or others. The key is action. We get results only when we take what we’ve learned and put it into action.


When I was in my twenties I became aware that I would have to become highly intentional about my personal growth if I was going to be able to make a difference in the world. So I sat down and wrote out something that I called “The Mundane Man.” Here’s how it went:




Sad is that day for any man when he is absolutely satisfied with the life that he is living, thoughts that he is thinking, deeds that he is doing, until there ceases to be forever knocking on the door of his soul, a desire to do something greater for God and his fellow-man.





I wrote that because I never wanted to become a mundane person. I believe none of us wants that, yet I think all of us could be in danger of becoming mundane. There is a natural downward pull that threatens to stop people from accepting the capacity challenge. We have to fight that inertia.


You need to become aware that you are currently living below your potential if you’re going to do anything to improve. Even if you’ve been a highly productive and successful person, you can improve. You can increase your capacity. You have more in you that you have never tapped. And there is a path forward to greater potential if you are willing to take it.


3. You Can Remove the Caps from Your Capacity


The next step forward to increasing your capacity involves removing the caps that are holding you back. Have you ever heard or read about how elephants used to be trained? They could be made to stay in one place with only a small rope restricting them. That’s incredible, considering that an adult male Asian elephant is ten feet tall at the shoulder and weighs about four tons. What was the secret?


When an elephant was very young and weighed only several hundred pounds, it was restricted by having a chain clasped to its leg and connected to a tree or deep stake. When the animal tried to move away and learned that it could not break the chain, it limited itself. It believed that whatever restriction was put on it—even a rope it could have easily broken—was more powerful than it was.


People are like those elephants. We often believe that some of the restrictions we may have experienced earlier in life are permanent. Or we’ve been told we have limitations that we actually don’t possess, and these things are keeping us from taking the journey in life that we long for. These are the chains we need to break.


Awareness changes everything. As soon as we become aware that some of our “limitations” are artificial limitations, we can begin to overcome many of them. We can blow off these caps, which opens the way for growth. I’ll talk more about this later.


In the book If It Ain’t Broke… Break It! Robert Kriegel and Louis Patler write, “We don’t have a clue as to what people’s limits are. All the tests, stopwatches, and finish lines in the world can’t measure human potential. When someone is pursuing their dream, they’ll go far beyond what seem to be their limitations. The potential that exists within us is limitless and largely untapped.”2 That process begins with developing awareness of the caps that are restricting you.


4. You Can Develop the Capacities You Already Possess


Everyone has capacities that are based on their natural talents. Some of them require very specific abilities, such as those found in symphony musicians, professional athletes, and great artists. Others are more general in nature and rely on multiple skill sets. In this book, I identify and examine seven of these capacities:




Energy Capacity—Your Ability to Push On Physically


Emotional Capacity—Your Ability to Manage Your Emotions


Thinking Capacity—Your Ability to Think Effectively


People Capacity—Your Ability to Build Relationships


Creative Capacity—Your Ability to See Options and Find Answers


Production Capacity—Your Ability to Accomplish Results


Leadership Capacity—Your Ability to Lift and Lead Others




I’ll teach you how to maximize the level of talent you have so that you can increase your capacity in each of these areas.


5. You Can Make Choices That Maximize Your Possibilities


You also have other capacities that rely more on your choices. While it’s true that talent is still a factor, it is less important in these areas. I want to help you identify the choices you can make to increase your capacity:




Responsibility Capacity—Your Choice to Take Charge of Your Life


Character Capacity—Your Choices Based on Good Values


Abundance Capacity—Your Choice to Believe There Is More than Enough


Discipline Capacity—Your Choice to Focus Now and Follow Through


Intentionality Capacity—Your Choice to Deliberately Pursue Significance


Attitude Capacity—Your Choice to Be Positive Regardless of Circumstances


Risk Capacity—Your Choice to Get Out of Your Comfort Zone


Spiritual Capacity—Your Choice to Strengthen Your Faith


Growth Capacity—Your Choice to Focus on How Far You Can Go


Partnership Capacity—Your Choice to Collaborate with Others




I’ll teach you how to increase your capacity in these areas, too. And when you pair the development of your capacities with the maximization of your choices, you start to develop personal momentum toward your potential. Momentum is not the result of one push. It is the result of many continual pushes over time.






Momentum is not the result of one push. It is the result of many continual pushes over time.








How Far Can You Go?


Recently I came across a story told by Jesse Itzler that illustrates the limitations many of us allow to be put on ourselves. Itzler is someone who started his career in the music business as a rapper, became an entrepreneur, cofounded Marquis Jet, and later became one of the owners of the Atlanta Hawks. A very accomplished person, Itzler also enjoys participating in endurance races.


Itzler describes running a grueling endurance race as a member of a relay team and spotting another man running the race as a solo participant. He later found out that the man was a Navy SEAL. Itzler ended up asking the man to spend time with him and his family so they could learn from his experience and wisdom. Itzler also wanted the SEAL to train him. The SEAL agreed to do it—as long as Itzler promised to do everything he asked and didn’t use his real name.


In his book Living with a SEAL, Itzler describes how on the appointed day, SEAL (as he was identified in the book) showed up at Itzler’s Manhattan apartment at the exact minute he was expected. He was dressed in nothing but shorts, a T-shirt, and running shoes. It was the dead of winter. SEAL was unfazed.


For thirty-one days, SEAL pushed Jesse physically and mentally. They trained two, three, or four times a day. Sometimes they got up before dawn and ran in Central Park. Other times SEAL would spontaneously ask Jesse to do a grueling hour-long workout in his office in the middle of the workday. They’d run miles through snow and ice in the middle of the night. They’d do hundreds of push-ups and pull-ups. They’d go to a nearby frozen lake, break a hole in the ice, plunge into the freezing water, and then sprint back to shelter before hypothermia would set in. “If you want to be pushed to your limits,” SEAL explained, “you have to train to your limits.”3






“If you want to be pushed to your limits, you have to train to your limits.”


—SEAL








Over the course of the month they were together, Itzler was able to learn only a few pieces of information about his mentor. Much of SEAL’s story remained a mystery. Jesse learned that SEAL would simply choose not to eat many times: “I just like to go to sleep hungry… so I wake up hungry. Life is all about staying out of your comfort zone.”4 Or he would sleep outside in subzero weather in nothing but pants and a light shirt: “If you don’t challenge yourself, you don’t know yourself.”5 But maybe the greatest lesson Jesse learned came from something SEAL told him about another race he once ran. Itzler writes,




I found out SEAL once entered a race where you could either run for twenty-four hours or forty-eight hours. Shocker: SEAL signed up for the forty-eight-hour one. At around the twenty-three-hour mark, he’d run approximately 130 miles, but he’d also torn his quad [quadriceps muscle]. He asked the race officials if they could just clock him out at twenty-four hours. When he was told they couldn’t do that, he said, “ROGER THAT,” asked for a roll of tape, and wrapped his quad. He walked (limped) on a torn quad for the last twenty-four hours to finish the race and complete the entire forty-eight hours.





SEAL’s assessment was compelling: “When you think you’re done, you’re only at forty percent of what your body is capable of doing. That’s just the limit that we put on ourselves.”6


As Jesse’s time with his Special Forces trainer came to an end, Jesse reflected on what he had learned and how it had changed him:




The first day SEAL came to move in, he told me I needed to control my mind. I thought it was just a saying or a throwaway comment, but I think there might be more truth to it than I originally thought. Our minds sometimes tell us little lies about ourselves, and we believe them. We think we can’t do this or that. It’s not true.… I take a look at SEAL.… He just wants to get better tomorrow. That’s what I want now, too.7





That was a good goal for Jesse. That’s a good goal for me. And it’s also a good goal for you. Maybe as you start this journey you should tell yourself that you’re at only 40 percent of your capacity. What would happen if you assumed that you had at least 60 percent more capacity than you ever believed? You may not be a Navy SEAL, but there’s more in you that you’ve never tapped. What if it’s not 60 percent? What if it’s only 40, or 25, or even 10 percent? Wouldn’t that still change your life? Believing there’s more and working to tap into it could be a first step in reimagining your capacity and embracing a no-limits life.


What’s Holding You Back?


Are you ready to take the capacity challenge? I bet you want to increase your capacity, and you desire to achieve more. And you probably love the idea of increasing your potential. But do you still have doubts? Maybe it would help you to take a free capacity assessment developed to help you gauge where you currently stand when it comes to capacity. If so, I encourage you to stop right now and assess yourself at www.CapacityQuiz.com. The last few paragraphs of this chapter can wait. Your capacity can’t.


Maintaining the status quo is easier than accepting the capacity challenge. If you wanted to, you could find plenty of reasons not to strive for your potential. But that shouldn’t stop you.


When I was a kid, I heard stories from my mother’s side of the family about Henry Ford. My mother’s uncles knew him pretty well. In the mid-1890s, Ford began building his first vehicle made with bicycle parts and a combustion engine. He worked on it in a shop behind the rental house where he and his wife lived. He believed that people’s capacity for travel could be increased. Of course, he faced his share of doubters. People thought he couldn’t do it. Others advised against it because they believed there weren’t enough roads built to accommodate a vehicle that powered itself. But Ford was undaunted.


In 1896, Ford completed his project. He named his vehicle the Quadricycle. However, he’d made one small miscalculation. It was too big to fit through the doorway of his shop. So what did he do? He knocked bricks out of the wall to get it out. He wasn’t going to allow the door’s lack of capacity to limit his capacity.


Ford, of course, went on to found the Ford Motor Company in 1903. His belief in unlimited capacity helped him take car manufacturing from a slow, expensive, meticulous, hand-built process to a fast, efficient, automated process that put the automobile within reach of everyday people. By 1924, the company had produced 10 million cars. Three years later, it had produced more than 15 million.


Trying to build your life without removing your limitations and increasing your capacity is like building a car in a small shed and being unwilling to knock out the wall to get the car out on the road. All locked up, your capacity can’t really go anywhere. Remove the limitations, and the world is open to you.


 



Capacity Awareness Questions




1. In which abilities and choices listed in this chapter would you like to increase your capacity and reach a higher level?


2. How would your life change if you were to increase your capacity in those areas? Describe how that would look and feel.


3. What is your strategy for developing greater self-awareness? Who will you enlist to help you learn, change, and grow?
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Blow Off the Caps That Limit Your Life


A few years ago I met a wonderful man named Nick Vujicic at one of the John Maxwell Team events where we train and certify coaches and speakers. Paul Martinelli, the president of the John Maxwell Team, had brought Nick in to speak.


Nick is inspiring. He’s got a fantastic attitude, a great sense of humor, and a warm and loving spirit. Though he’s only in his early thirties, he has already written and published five books, acted in two movies, performed in a music video, appeared on Oprah, and spoken to hundreds of millions of people around the world, often filling stadiums.


Not impressed? Would you be if you knew that Nick has no arms or legs?


Nick was born without limbs, and he had a very difficult time growing up. He was bullied. He felt lonely. And he even contemplated suicide when he was eight years old. But he persevered. He drew on his faith, the love of his parents, and his desire to make a difference. He would not allow himself to be defined by his limitations. He made the most of everything he had. In his book Life Without Limits, Nick writes:




Helen Keller, who lost both her sight and hearing in childhood but became a renowned activist and author, said that there is no such thing as a secure life. “It does not exist in nature.… Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.” Risk, then, is not just part of life. It is life. The place between your comfort zone and your dream is where life takes place. It’s the high-anxiety zone, but it’s also where you discover who you are. Karl Wallenda, patriarch of the legendary high-wire-walking family, nailed it when he said: “Being on the tightrope is living; everything else is waiting.”1









The place between your comfort zone and your dream is where life takes place.


—Nick Vujicic








Nick believed his purpose was to speak to audiences, to become a motivational speaker, yet he had no experience, no resources, and no invitations. He decided to begin calling schools and offering to speak about bullying, dreaming big, and never giving up. He received fifty-two rejections. But on his fifty-third try, a school finally said yes and offered to pay him $50. He was ecstatic. Then he realized that it would take a two-and-a-half-hour drive just to get to the school. Undaunted, Nick offered the money to his brother Aaron to drive him there. As it turned out, Nick spoke to only ten students for five minutes. Five hours of driving for five minutes of speaking. He felt foolish.


But then the next week the phone started ringing. School after school asked him to come and share his story. And those requests grew. They’re still growing. Today, more than a decade later, Nick receives 35,000 speaking requests a year.


Nick advises people to dream big and be a little foolish. He says, “If we went by the world’s definition of who I’m supposed to be because I look weird… ‘Well, surely, this guy can’t have a productive life, surely, he doesn’t have a sense of humor. Surely, he can’t love life.’ We stereotype people in this world. And so… if the world thinks you’re not good enough, it’s a lie, you know. Get a second opinion.”2


Recognize Your Value and Increase Your Capacity


I want to be the person to give you that second opinion: You have great value. You have great potential. Not only are you good enough, but you have the ability to get even better and to achieve greater significance in your life. I echo the words of Nick, who says, “If God can use a man without arms and legs to be His hands and feet, then He will certainly use any willing heart.”


Catherine B. Ahles, public relations professor and vice president for college relations at Macomb Community College, observes, “We spend most of our twenties discovering all of the hundreds of things we can be. But as we mature into our thirties, we begin to discover all of the things we will never be. The challenge for us as we reach our forties and beyond is to put it all together—to know our capabilities and recognize our limitations—and become the best we can be.” I believe her advice is valuable, but I also think that we are not limited by our season of life. You can begin to put some things together before your twenties. And if you’re past your fifties, you can still increase your capacity. As I mentioned in the last chapter, that starts with developing self-awareness. More specifically, you need to become aware of the caps of your life, and recognize which caps you can’t remove and which ones you can.



Caps You Can’t Remove


I believe you can live a life with no limits, that you can go further than you believe and can do more than you’ve ever dreamed. But that doesn’t mean that you don’t possess limitations. We all do. Some caps cannot be removed. When Nick was a child, he prayed to God that he would grow arms and legs. Obviously, it didn’t happen. He had to acknowledge that limitation and learn to live with it. But he didn’t let it limit him.


Think about some of the caps in your life that you need to acknowledge and accept:


Birth Caps


You had no control over your birth, nor can you go back in time and change it. You just have to live with some things:




•  Your Place of Birth: You may love the place you were born, or you may hate it. That doesn’t matter. It is what it is.


•  The Year of Your Birth: I hear people say they were born in the wrong time. They wish they were born in the Middle Ages or in the Old West. They may feel out of place, but they’re not. Have you heard the saying “You can only be where you are”? Well, you also can only be when you are. You were born exactly when you were supposed to be. And for my part, I’m glad to have been born when I was. I’m not sure how I would have survived if I had been born during America’s pioneer days.


•  Your Birth Family: You don’t get to choose your parents, birth order, siblings, or upbringing. Good or bad, you have to live with it and make the best of it.


•  Your Birth Characteristics: You cannot change your genetic makeup, your race, your bone structure, or your height. You want to dunk basketballs, but you’re only five feet seven? Pick another sport or develop the skills of slam-dunk champion Spud Webb. You need to learn to adapt.




When you’re feeling discouraged, think of Nick. He’s only three feet three inches tall. He has only a small foot with two toes, but he swims, goes fishing, paints, and types forty-five words a minute.


Life Caps


We don’t have any control over how our life begins, but there are also many things that happen to us in our lives that we cannot control. We suffer accidents or illnesses. We lose people we love. We discover that we don’t have the talent or ability to fulfill a dream. I call these “life caps.”


My father was marked by the death of his mother when he was six years old. I think he was constantly aware of what he had missed. It showed in the way he treated our mom and how he wanted us to treat her. For example, growing up, we were expected to do the dishes. If we grumbled, Dad would say, “I would have loved to do dishes for my mom.”


Losing your mother hurts. I lost mine when I was in my sixties, and I still miss her. We all have life-cap stories, some big, some small. We have our nicks and dents.


Mark Twain reportedly said that the two greatest days in people’s lives are the day they are born, and the day they find out why. Part of the process of fulfilling your purpose is becoming aware of the things you can’t change that limit you, so that you can direct your attention toward the things you can maximize to increase your capacity.






Part of the process of fulfilling your purpose is becoming aware of the things you can’t change that limit you, so that you can direct your attention toward the things you can maximize to increase your capacity.








Caps You Can Remove


Nick Vujicic says, “The biggest temptation I believe is to feel comfortable, to feel like you’ve worked through all of that here on Earth, and are satisfied with this life.”3 I think that’s the problem for too many people who aren’t as successful, productive, and fulfilled as they would like to be. They mistakenly think they’ve worked through their issues, they’ve reached their capacity, and there are no new mountains they can climb. They settle. And they get comfortable.


Let me tell you: You’re not even close to your capacity. You haven’t come close to reaching your limits. Neither have I. I’m about to turn seventy years old, I’ve dedicated the last forty-five years to personal growth, and I’m still amazed by the gains I am able to make. I’m not done getting better, and if you’re willing to believe you have more capacity and work at making the most of it, you’ll be amazed by the gains you can make, too. To get started, you need to remove the two main types of caps people have on their lives.


Caps That Others Put on You


The first type of limitation comes from the caps that others put on us. The best story I know of this is recorded in the Old Testament. God told Samuel the prophet that he was to go to Jesse in Bethlehem and there he would anoint one of Jesse’s sons as the next king of Israel.


When Samuel arrived, he asked Jesse to show him his boys, because one of them was going to be king. I bet Jesse and his wife got excited. I bet they speculated about which one it would be. Maybe they thought the way Samuel did: When Jesse lined up his boys, Samuel saw the oldest, Eliab, and thought, He looks like a king. But Eliab wasn’t the one God wanted. Neither was the next son. Or the next. Samuel looked at seven sons, and said, “None of them is the one. Is this everybody?”


In fact, there was one more: David. Jesse hadn’t considered him king material and hadn’t even called him in from the fields. Jesse had thought of every one of his boys except David. Jesse didn’t believe David had it in him. They had to send somebody out to the pasture where the sheep were to get David and wait for him to get there. The boy showed up, dirty, smelly, and out of breath, looking less like a king than anyone else in the family. Who knows, David might have even known Samuel was coming that day, and had been told he wasn’t welcome at the party. Yet lo and behold, he was the one God wanted. Nobody there saw David’s potential, but God did.


David had much greater capacity than others gave him credit for. Time after time people discounted him. Not only did his brothers think he wasn’t king material, but they also thought he wasn’t soldier material. On the day that Jesse sent David to the battle lines with food and supplies for his brothers, Goliath was taunting the army of Israel, asking them to send a champion to fight him.


David was angered by Goliath’s disrespect for God, but the moment David started asking questions about what would be done for the person who took on Goliath, David’s oldest brother mocked and criticized him. It was like they were saying, “Why are you here? This is for men.” David was undeterred.


When King Saul heard that finally someone was willing to fight the giant, he sent for David. But when Saul took one look at David, he thought David wasn’t champion material. He tried to talk David out of facing Goliath. When David was still intent on doing battle, Saul tried to put his armor on the boy. But six-foot-five armor for a 240-pound man doesn’t work on a five-foot-six, 140-pound shepherd. David took off the armor and faced Goliath in his regular clothes with nothing but a sling and stones. Goliath took one look at him and thought he wasn’t hero material, either. But that didn’t matter to David. He took the giant down.


David did go on to become king. He brought together all the Hebrew tribes into the nation of Israel, conquered his enemies, and established his throne, which he passed to his son Solomon, said to be the wisest king who ever lived.


That’s a dramatic story of a great leader who had many caps put on him by other people. But we all have caps put on us—both great and small—by others. I remember one put on me in fifth grade. I wanted to play the trumpet, so my parents rented a trumpet for me. I was excited as I went to a music teacher for my first lesson. But she took one look at my mouth and said, “Your mouth isn’t shaped right to play the trumpet. You’ll never be able to do it.” She told my parents that I should play the clarinet. But I didn’t want to play clarinet. I wanted to play trumpet. Guess what? My parents traded in the trumpet and got me a clarinet. I’ve always wondered what would have happened if I had just been given a chance to play the trumpet. I think I would have loved it.


Today, I am unwilling to surrender my potential to someone else. I’m unwilling to allow others to put caps on me and define my potential. I fought too hard to get where I am to let others control where I am going.


People have put caps on you. You’re not even aware of some of them. But you don’t have to let their lack of belief define you. Be open to the possibilities that are in you! Later in this chapter, I’ll discuss how you can remove these caps.






I fought too hard to get where I am to let others control where I am going.









Caps You Put on Yourself


Perhaps the caps that limit us most are the ones we put on ourselves. Author, speaker, and coach Michele Rosenthal writes about an incident that happened to her in elementary school, which prompted her to put a cap on herself that she continues to deal with today:




In fourth grade I was placed in an advanced math group with four other students.… Being part of this special group felt good; when it came to math I was calm, confident, and competent.


One day the teacher announced a math quiz: twelve addition problems (simple equations containing four numbers each) to be done in six minutes. “These are very easy,” the teacher explained. “If you can’t get all twelve correct, then you’re just plain stupid.” Stupid? Not me. I set out to answer all twelve problems correctly. This was our first timed math test, and I quickly discovered I didn’t know how to judge how long to spend solving each problem. I tried to add as fast as possible but never felt I could trust the resulting sums. I began to panic. My brain froze. The numbers swam. I couldn’t think. By the time the teacher told us to put down our pencils, I had placed numbers in each answer box but I knew they were all wrong.


The next day our tests were handed back. At the top of mine, written in enormous red numbers: “–12”—complete and total failure. I walked home carrying my test, crying all the way.


When I look back I can tell you that was the day I formed and accepted the belief, “I can’t do math.” It’s a belief that continues today.4





We all put caps on ourselves. But we don’t have to leave them in place. We don’t have to be limited by them forever. I think back to some of the caps I put on myself:


Looking for Approval from Others


When I started in my career, I was a people pleaser. I wanted to be everybody’s favorite, and I didn’t like rocking the boat. That’s not a good mind-set if you want to be a leader. I had to learn how to remove that cap. I had to be willing to do what was right or what was best for the organization, even if it made people unhappy or I received criticism. It took me a few years to work through this, but I did it. Every time I wanted to do the easy thing that would please others, I tried to think of the vision I had for the organization and the people, and it helped me to make better decisions.


Living in a Limiting Environment


Too many people simply accept whatever environment they’re born into. They think it’s normal, and they start to believe they don’t have any other choices in life. When that happens, they’ve created a self-imposed cap on their life. For example, I grew up in a small town in a very conservative environment, where leadership wasn’t valued or taught. The expectation was that if you worked hard and were a good person, that was enough. It wasn’t for me. I wanted to make a difference, and when I began to learn about leadership, I realized that I needed to move from that environment if I wanted to keep growing, learning, and expanding my potential. When I was in my early thirties, that was what I did. I removed that cap from my life. If I hadn’t, it would have remained on me, and that would have been my own choice once I’d realized I could do something about it.


Having Few Expansive Models of Success


I started planning to go into ministry starting when I was seventeen years old. When I was a senior in college and was getting ready to become a pastor, I sat down and wrote out my career goals in a church administration class. I remember writing that I wanted to someday lead a church of five hundred people. To me that was a bold goal, because a church of five hundred was the largest I’d ever seen or heard of.


About two years out of college, I came across a book by Elmer Towns called The Ten Largest Sunday Schools and What Makes Them Grow. I remember reading the first chapter and thinking, Wait. This church has more than five hundred people in it. I didn’t even know such a thing existed! The same was true of the next church, and the next. All ten churches in the book had more than five hundred people in them. The book started to change the way I thought. I suddenly had models of growth beyond anything I’d ever seen.


That was the day this cap on my life became loosened. It prompted me to try to interview the leaders of the ten churches Elmer Towns wrote about. That further loosened the cap, until finally, it came off and my thinking and expectations changed for myself, my leadership, and my desired impact.


The Process of Loosening My Leadership Cap


I think that’s the way many self-imposed caps come off for most of us. They don’t just blow off in one moment. We expose ourselves to new ideas and successful people, and the caps begin to loosen. And when they get loose enough, then they come off.


If I look back and think about what I went through in removing the cap put on me by myself and others in the area of leadership, I see a process that went something like this:




•  Exposure—In 1973, I read Elmer Towns’s Ten Largest Sunday Schools. All those churches had more than five hundred people, and I realized that leading a church larger than that was possible.


•  Example—In 1974, I interviewed two of the ten pastors in that book. They said I could be successful. I started to believe it myself.


•  Expression—In 1975 I read See You at the Top by Zig Ziglar. This made me realize I needed to become intentional to reach my potential.


•  Experiment—I started a program at my church where I bought buses that would pick people up and bring them to services. I named each bus after a book of the Bible starting with Genesis. I made it to Ruth—that’s eight buses—before the gas shortage made it impractical. But I had broken through barriers.


•  Experience—In 1975, my church had the fastest-growing Sunday School in the state of Ohio.


•  Eureka—In 1976, I heard Lee Roberson, the founder of Tennessee Temple University, say, “Everything rises or falls on leadership,” at a conference in Chattanooga. I understood the importance of leadership in my life for the first time.




What caps do you need to loosen so that you can blow them off and start increasing your capacity? Are you limited by complacency? C. S. Lewis identified complacency as a human being’s mortal enemy. Do you not like who you are? Mark Twain said that you cannot be comfortable in your own skin without your own approval. What are the caps that are holding you back? You need to identify them and get to work loosening them. (If you need help with this, you can go to www.CapacityQuiz.com to take the free assessment.)






“You cannot be comfortable in your own skin without your own approval.”


—Mark Twain








I Believe in You


I want to be a cap remover in your life because I want you to become more successful and significant. I’d like to help you reach your potential and achieve your dream. Being a lid lifter and cap remover is the greatest role I could hope for in another person’s life. Helping you begins with my belief in you. You may be thinking, You don’t even know me! That’s true. I wish I could, but I don’t know the specifics of your story. But I know that as a human being, you have huge potential. Every person does, so that means you do. You specifically. You may be facing challenges. Others may not believe in you. You may have a tough past. That doesn’t take away what you can do or who you can become. As my friend Nick Vujicic says, “Don’t put your life on hold so that you can dwell on the unfairness of past hurts.”






“Don’t put your life on hold so that you can dwell on the unfairness of past hurts.”


—Nick Vujicic








Some people and organizations try to hype you up. I’m not trying to convince you to act confident without knowing what to do. You can’t be hyped to success. But you can be helped to success. You can be taught how to grow. You can be shown how to win inside victories that lead to outside victories. The idea of “if you believe it you can achieve it” doesn’t last. Contrast that with “if you achieve it you can believe it.” That does last, and it brings genuine confidence.


When I was just getting started, people believed in me. They believed in me more than I believed in myself and before I believed in myself. And they backed up their belief with opportunities they gave me. It has been said that it’s wonderful when the people believe in their leader. It’s even better when the leader believes in the people. But it’s best when the people believe in themselves.


People in my life believed in me, and that helped me believe in myself.
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