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To all those who truly seek
The Path
and then follow it
with courage.







Introduction


My uncle once told me that during World War II if an unidentified soldier appeared suddenly in the dark and could not state his mission, he was automatically shot without question. I wonder what would happen if we reinstituted that policy today.


Being confronted with a “life or death” need to know one’s mission would force millions of us to reexamine who we are, and what we’re really about. It would save immeasurable amounts of money, tears, and heartache. Absenteeism would drop. Productivity would soar. Leaders of Congress, corporations, institutions, and associations would be forced to exchange rhetoric for real and meaningful action. People who linger in the shadows, leading unfulfilled lives, would burst into the sunlight of Possibilities and Power. Those who have never known what it’s like to feel a passionate commitment to a cause would be catapulted from their couches onto the playing field, tasting the dirt, feeling the sweat and the sting of tears and having the wind knocked out of them … and in the process become fully alive.


Those who have never breathed deep the lilac smell of victory or felt the tingling thrill that comes from having accomplished a mighty task would suddenly know, deep down in their bones, that they came here with a purpose far greater than “to survive.”


In the book Repacking Your Bags, authors Richard Leider and David Shapiro state that their research shows that the number one deadly fear of people is “Having lived a meaningless life.” Finding one’s mission, and then fulfilling it, is perhaps the most vital activity in which a person can engage.


Recent best-selling books like Stephen Covey’s Putting First Things First and the seminal business book Reengineering the Corporation by Michael Hammer and James Champy stress the importance of individuals and corporations developing mission statements. A mission statement is, in essence, a written-down reason for being—whether for a person, or for a company. It is the key to finding your path in life and identifying the mission you choose to follow. Having a clearly articulated mission statement gives one a template of purpose that can be used to initiate, evaluate, and refine all of one’s activities.


While mission statements seem only recently to have sprung into the public consciousness, they have, in fact, been around for centuries. One of the most powerful and influential leaders of all time articulated his mission statement in a single sentence two thousand years ago: “I came that they might have life, and have it more abundantly.” Every activity that he undertook—whether turning water into wine, playing with children, holding seminars by the sea, or challenging the current religious system—was a result of his mission statement. That statement covered not only his work life, but also his personal and leisure time, as well. It also helped him determine and focus his activities. When the woman caught in adultery was brought before him, he refused to judge her, saying again, “My mission is not to condemn, but to give life.” Knowing his mission helped him decide how to act, what to do, and even what to say when challenging situations arose.


Webster’s College Dictionary (Random House) gives several definitions of the word “mission.” Among them are:




— a specific task that a person or group of persons is sent to perform;


— the place of work of such persons, or the territory of their responsibility;


— military operational task, usually assigned by a higher headquarters;


— an aerospace operation designed to carry out the goals of a specific program;


— an allotted or self-imposed duty or task; calling.





It doesn’t take more than a quick read through the morning newspapers or a casual walk through a corporate cafeteria to realize that many people are not following or do not have a “mission” as Webster’s defines one. There is rampant confusion and misunderstanding about the specificity and importance of the tasks each one is called to do. Unemployment, absenteeism, and labor problems all attest to this fact. Governments as well as companies and individuals are struggling almost daily to define exactly what their “territory of responsibility” is. Too much of what is going on in the world has not, in fact, been assigned by a “higher headquarters,” but is merely a reflection of the human ego left unchecked.


A recent piece on 60 Minutes highlighted the plight of thousands of workers who have been caught in the “down” part of downsizing. An overwhelming number of them are mid- to upper-level managers, most are slightly over fifty years of age, and many of them have more than twenty years worth of work experience. The road to re-employment has been strewn with the casualties of divorce, despair, and ever sagging self-esteem. These are people who were playing by the rules and even winning the game—until the game changed. I was saddened after seeing the show—it all seemed so overwhelming and hopeless.


But that is all the more reason that the case studies I’ve selected to profile in The Path are pertinent today. Of the six people I profile, three had to create new jobs for themselves after their old jobs no longer seemed relevant. Four of them found themselves in life-threatening situations as a result of sudden power shifts from the top, and nearly all of them had to relocate. Without exception, each of them had to learn new skills as their world turned upside down.


Yet, they survived. So will we. And, in spite of all their hardships, they emerged victorious—with legendary exploits to share from their missions. So can we.


While so much attention has been paid to the downsizing of America, not enough attention has been paid to the “wrongsizing” of America. In a study conducted by Fortune magazine, nearly 50 percent of all women executives had recently thought about or were currently thinking about leaving their jobs. Having shattered the glass ceiling and climbed the corporate ladder, many found it was, for them, leaning against the wrong wall.


At a meeting in San Francisco a gasp went round the room when the leader announced that the president of American Express corporation had just quit his $4-million-dollar-a-year job. He left because, in his words, he was looking “for a life.” Statistics underscore the frustrations of workers—even at the top. The average lifespan of a corporate CEO is four years. Hospital administrators last three to five years. Where do these people go when their jobs are no longer enough?


Recently I received a letter from a veterinarian in the Northwest who wanted a consulting appointment so that I could help her sort out her true talents. Being gifted and trained in the area of helping animals, she now found herself being called to lead and motivate people. “Is there a conflict?” she wanted to know. Could I—or anybody else—help her, and “how soon?”


Her cry has been echoed by many. Perhaps she doesn’t need a new job, but a broader definition of her mission statement. She needs a mission that will encompass and utilize not only her trained professional skills but also her innate gifts and abilities as well.


Having worked for the last ten years assisting individuals and groups in writing mission statements, I know firsthand what an arduous process it is. One group I observed took three painful years to complete one. Stephen Covey recently revealed that it took his family eight months to complete theirs. Corporations have costly retreats and spend literally hundreds of thousands of dollars hiring consultants to help them with the process. Individuals seek out career counselors, and take expensive and lengthy tests to determine their strengths and weaknesses—all in an attempt to help them define a purpose and direction for their life.


As I have traveled the country, doing book tours and seminars on the topic of Jesus, CEO, I have encountered many confused and unfulfilled workers. In these seminars, the topic “Finding Your Mission,” which was originally scheduled for one hour, evolved into its own full-fledged three-day workshop.


As I consulted with individuals and businesses on finding their mission, I developed a process for doing so that is amazingly simple. It will work for personal or for professional life. It will work for an individual or for a corporation with thousands of employees. I would like to share this formula with you, along with some of the exercises that led me to it. As I tested this formula on myself and others, I found to my delight that people of various ages and professions emerged with a mission statement in a matter of hours, rather than months or years. People who began the process with frustrated frowns emerged from the workshop with knowing smiles. One man actually danced and swung me around with joy. Clarity is power, and thanks to this process he had suddenly gotten clear.


One association that used this technique had a reputation of being “the keepers of the flame” within a larger profession. When I reviewed their documents, their mission statement (which was five pages long and full of medical terminology incomprehensible to the average layperson) had only one consistent verb in it—“preserve.” Yet when I interviewed the leadership of the organization, I found that they were not, in fact, mere museum keepers, but dynamic educators who wanted to build a whole new future based upon the tenets that had led to the profession’s being founded in the first place. We simplified their mission statement to a single sentence, and added two more verbs— promote and educate. They suddenly realized that they were not merely preservers of a profession, but promoters and educators of it, as well. This simple addition of two verbs to their mission statement led them to declare that one of their goals is to become known as the premiereducators of the profession. Upon publication of their new mission statement, the leadership suddenly found itself being invited to speak on key issues in the educational arena, whereas before they had been asked mostly to lecture on “the past.” A corporation’s mission statement is the single most important positioning tool it has.


In my own life I found that once I developed a mission statement that was broad enough to cover my interests and activities both on and off “the job,” my life began to make a dramatic shift. Decision making came more easily, because now I had something against which to measure my activities. I learned firsthand the terror and majesty and power of having an exciting mission statement—one that says “This is what I am about.” I began to shed my fears about losing or not having a job, since I knew I would always have my mission, and any job I got would have to be an expression of that.


Having a personal mission statement can help you make decisions in both your work and your home. Knowing your personal mission statement is the best career insurance you can have, because once you are clear about what you were put here to do, then “jobs” become only a means toward your mission, not an end in themselves. Having and knowing your personal mission statement can also help you navigate the mercurial world of relationships, where seemingly so few of us can exert much control. Having a personal mission statement has been shown, in fact, to be the one thing that can keep someone alive in settings as brutal and life-threatening as concentration camps.


A personal mission statement acts as both a harness and a sword—harnessing you to what is true about your life, and cutting away all that is false.


Whether we are the migrant worker turning in our last basket of freshly picked fruit, or the CEO who knows that he is only as good as his most recent quarterly report, each of us must constantly face two questions: Where now, and what next?


This book is written to address those questions: to help you define your personal mission statement, and also to give you tools that will help you accomplish it.


This book is not only about finding your mission, but fulfilling it. I believe that every theory must be proven in fact, and I have compiled case studies of people who found and fulfilled their missions, offering us incredible insight into the pitfalls and potholes they encountered along the way. At the end of the book I also share my personal experience with the frightening and phenomenal events that transpired in my own life once I sat down and wrote out my own personal mission statement.


Although I offer a formula, this is not a book about formulas. It is rather a book about process, recognizing that most people’s missions will unfold as a bloom rather than take off like a bang. A mission is evolutionary as well as revolutionary, and much patience, pausing and persistence is called for along the way.


Nevertheless, people with clearly defined missions have always led those who haven’t any. You are either living your mission, or you are living someone else’s.


Which shall it be?






FINDING
YOUR
MISSION
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Three Elements of a Good Mission Statement


There are three simple elements to a good mission statement.




	A mission statement should be no more than a single sentence long.



	It should be easily understood by a twelve year old.



	It should be able to be recited by memory at gunpoint.






The truth is that all great leaders in history have had missions that were no more than a single sentence long. Abraham Lincoln’s mission was to preserve the Union. FDR’s mission was to end the Depression. Nelson Mandela’s mission was to end apartheid. Mother Teresa’s mission is to show mercy and compassion to the dying. Joan of Arc’s mission was to free France. Nehemiah’s mission was to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem.


A good mission statement is so easily communicated and understood that a twelve-year-old could understand and repeat it. I was recently staying at the Fairmont Hotel in San Francisco, while apparently a national casket and coffin supply company was holding its annual convention there. Outside the hotel a small group of demonstrators began chanting “Boycott mahogany! Save the rain forest!” They recited this over and over again as they marched in a circle carrying a mahogany casket. Now, I never knew there were mahogany caskets. However, as a result of my brief exposure to this group, I will be sure not to order one.


Despite what one might think about the group’s methods, the chant was a most effective form of communication. They stated an action to take and a positive outcome of that action in six words. If only our major corporations, educational and religious institutions, and all people of power could communicate their mission as succinctly.


A good mission statement can be recited by memory —even if someone was holding a gun to your head. The truth is that time is holding a gun to our heads—pulling back the trigger and reminding us that our days on earth are numbered. We must understand the urgency and importance of our mission if we are to fulfill it.


The greater the mission, the more simply it can be stated. Yet so many companies and associations litter their mission statements with industry buzz words or such technologically complex representations that the average worker couldn’t recite them if they were paid to—which, in fact, they are. At a recent leadership seminar I asked the 120 managers in attendance who could recite the mission statement of their corporation by memory. This corporation spent a small fortune in developing its mission statement, as evidenced by the elaborate, four-color, twelve-page brochure, which I had received in advance of the seminar. Of the 120 leaders there, only one could recite the mission. It was not the CEO.


Students at a medical college in California once assisted me in underscoring the importance of having a clear understanding of a mission by videotaping professors and administrators on this particular campus and asking them, live, on camera, what the mission statement of the college was. Not one person could answer the question in a single sentence. The president of the college actually asked for a few minutes so that he could run back to his office and look it up. The student reporter instead gave him thirty seconds to define it. When he could not, the reporter asked him, “Mr. President, how long have you been working here?” “Twelve years,” the president replied. “You’re fired,” joked the reporter. The administration later actually confiscated the tape, afraid that it would become public knowledge that they did not know, and thus could not state—in a single sentence—what they were supposed to be doing.


Forgetting your mission leads, inevitably, to getting tangled up in details—details that can take you completely off your path.


A non-profit medical association whose founding purpose was to serve patients and medical students had gotten so far off its mission track that by the time the newly elected president called me in for consulting it had a travel agency, multiple real estate investments, an administrator who drove a Rolls-Royce, and a director whose full-time job it was to raise funds to pay for the prestigious high-rise office building the association had just purchased downtown—all while its patients were being underserved and its medical students were working double shifts and eating macaroni to survive.


A friend of mine was recently asked to take over the leadership of a local government-funded educational program for children. When she met with the teachers and asked to see the curriculum they had been using, they sheepishly replied that they didn’t have one. “Then what have you been doing for the last two years?” she asked incredulously. “Looking for the curriculum,” one of them seriously replied.


I believe that all too many of us are looking for the curriculum, when in fact we should be well on our way to fulfilling and enhancing it.




Eleven False Assumptions about Missions


Before addressing the issue of writing a mission statement in detail, it is important to identify the false assumptions that can be stumbling blocks in the process.


False Assumption Number One


“My job is my mission.”


Your job may be and ideally should be part of your mission, but a mission is always larger than a job. Jobs can change—and probably will. According to statistics, the average person can now expect to have four different careers in his or her lifetime. To confine the entire sum of your personality and gifts within the boundaries of your current job is to put yourself in the precarious position of losing your sense of identity when your job changes. This mindset has no doubt contributed to the phenomenon of men who die at or around the age of retirement—as was true of my father. Subconsciously they identified their mission as their job, and when their job ended, they felt they had no more reason to exist.


Down the street from me is a man who lives in a brick house. He has a brick sidewalk, a brick driveway, and brick lining for his flower beds. He is currently in the process of bricking in his side yard. Almost daily you can find him making, hauling, or laying bricks. I expect him any day now to begin bricking over his roof.


This man is an example to me of someone who needs an expanded sense of possibility. He thinks his only mission in life is bricks, when perhaps his overall passion is really landscaping.


The job you have is only the brick in your hand—it is not or should not be your only choice for landscaping. When writing your mission statement, look beyond your immediate “brick” and consider all the possibilities that lie before you.


False Assumption Number Two


“My role is my mission.”


This is an especially common assumption for women. While men tend to define themselves in terms of what they do professionally, many women define themselves in terms of their relationships, or roles. While it is true that being a mother or wife can be a completely engaging task, having a role as a mission puts you in a very precarious position, because, through death or divorce, those roles can change. Many women in my mother’s generation were afflicted by a depression called “the empty nest syndrome.” After their children left home, these women lost their sense of identity, having believed that being a mother was their only mission in life.


My mother herself went into a deep depression after losing her mother and her elderly in-laws over a six-month period. Her role as their caretaker had been so consuming that when she no longer had them to care for, she experienced not only grief, but an identity crisis. It was only through much soul searching and counseling that she was able to redefine herself. Oddly enough, after she began volunteering with a local AIDS program, she came out of her depression, despite being surrounded regularly by death and dying. She realized that her mission was “Service,” and under such a banner she could and would have multiple roles.


Your mission is always bigger than your current role.


False Assumption Number Three


“My ‘To-Do’ List is my Mission”


As Stephen Covey has so wonderfully pointed out in his book Putting First Things First, most people’s “to-do” lists fall under the realm of urgent but not genuinely important duties. Catherine Calhoun, an outstanding organizational development consultant, was commiserating with me one day about clients of hers who had gone so far as to gather information for developing their mission statements, but then decided on their own that they would go on a retreat in order to complete the task. “I know what they’re going to come back with,” she moaned. “Giant to-do lists based on the same priorities and urgencies they’ve been dealing with for the last five years. This is not their mission—to write more to-dos.” Fortunately, after spending twelve hours with Catherine, they realized the error of their ways, and brought her in to do some creative, big- picture thinking.


When you are writing your mission statement, leave your “to-do” list at home.


False Assumption Number Four


“I am not currently living my mission.”


I was astounded to learn that Thomas Merton, the monk whose life and writings have inspired hundreds of thousands of people, often wrote in his diary that he feared he was in the wrong monastery. A psychologist who has worked with hundreds of leaders shared the observation that many leaders do not feel powerful when, in fact, they are exercising their power at its greatest potential. The poet Sara Teasdale wrote, “I must have passed the crest long ago … But I did not notice it, because the thistles tore at my gown …”


It is highly probable that you are already living your mission at some level. The goal is to increase that awareness, so that you can live your mission to its fullest extent, rather than halfway. God told Moses that the ground on which he was currently standing was “holy ground.” Your mission can begin right where you are. It need not require relocation or massive changes, but rather an increased awareness of the importance of your daily tasks and choices.


False Assumption Number Five


“I am not important enough to have a mission.”


Physicists and scientists agree that even an apparently insignificant event as a butterfly flapping its wings in Africa can affect the atmosphere in Alaska. In the famous movie It’s a Wonderful Life a suicidal businessman is shown how his existence has affected the lives of many people in his hometown by letting him see what their lives would have been like without him. I was profoundly affected by visiting the Simon Wiesenthal Museum in Los Angeles and viewing a timeline of historic events in the struggle for human rights. Next to such events as The Magna Carta and The Bill of Rights is a simple inscription: Uncle Tom’s Cabin is written by Harriet Beecher Stowe. And immediately following that inscription are the words “The Civil War Begins.” A simple woman with a pen in her hand and a message in her heart changed a nation’s history. Every word we speak, every action we take, has an effect on the totality of humanity. No one can escape that privilege—or that responsibility.


False Assumption Number Six


“My mission has to be a grand one or help a lot of people.”


My great-grandfather was a blacksmith, and that may be why I learned early the saying “For want of a nail, the shoe was lost. For want of a shoe, the horse was lost. For want of a horse, the battle was lost.” The blacksmith who kept the shoes intact in Paul Revere’s horse’s feet indirectly helped keep a nation from perishing. Leaders who met at the recent State of the World Forum determined that the most important jobs in the world are parenting, teaching, and healing. Yet, they lamented that these jobs are altogether too underpaid and undervalued based on the current gross national product formula for growth. If you are parenting or teaching or healing others, consider your mission among the most important in the world. Raise or teach or heal one creature, and your life can be considered a success.


False Assumption Number Seven


“A mission must be full of suffering.”


One of the most common false assumptions about a mission is that it must be hard or involve incredible suffering. Everyone has his or her bad or discouraging days, but if you feel that you can’t breathe or move comfortably under your current yoke—or if you feel that you are pulling the oxcart alone—chances are you need to reevaluate your mission. When Jesus told his followers “Wear my yoke—for it fits perfectly … and … My yoke is easy and my burden is light,” (MATTHEW 11:29-30) he was indicating that a divinely ordained mission is a perfect fit.


David Whyte writes convincingly of this truth in his book The Heart Aroused. He says that “my wants and desires were central to my destiny …” When he got a job he had applied for he realized, “Everything I needed for this outrageous step into a new life, including my innocent and childlike emulation of Jacques Cousteau, had been done out of a kind of sheer joy. It was exactly what I loved most that qualified me for my next step … I determined at that moment never to lose faith in those personal passions and desires that had led me to this oddly miraculous place of fulfillment.”


Another false assumption is the belief or fear that God’s will is to have you do something you don’t like or aren’t good at, so that, through the suffering that results, you will become humble. This assumption is very real to me. My former husband once took a job directing a church camp, without consulting me. Part of this job required that the camp director’s wife be the cook. When he came home and casually slipped that fact in, I exploded. I hate cooking, especially for people with taste buds. However, I was told by him and the rest of the elders of our church that God was sending me this mission to humble me. I believed them, for a while, and even wrote an article in the national Christian women’s magazine Aglow reporting that I was enjoying learning how to give fun names to my creations, like “Earthquake Cake,” and “Pondscum Jello.” The inexpressible truth was, however, that I was becoming almost suicidally depressed. Cooking for the camp wasn’t my mission—it was my husband’s idea of my mission.


Beware of taking on missions that fit someone else’s needs—but not your particular interests or gifts. Sacrificial service is certainly noble, but it should be a willing sacrifice, not an externally imposed one.


False Assumption Number Eight


“My mission must be the same as those of my peers.”


My father used to joke, usually after I returned late from a date, “You cannot soar with the eagles when you party with turkeys.” When we continue to associate with people of a certain mindset, we tend to take on their values and their dreams. “Secondhand smoke kills,” admonishes the Cancer Society, yet so often we determine that it is more important to be liked than to be successful—to be with the “in” crowd rather than breathe freely on our own.


In developing a mission statement that is unique to you, you must, at least temporarily, dissociate yourself from the influence of those around you, lest you become a mere follower. A “ditto head” is a character that has big ears but no eyes. Make sure you have—and preserve—your own set of eyes.


False Assumption Number Nine


“Geography is destiny.”


I heard this saying several years ago, and it upset me greatly. Is it true that where you are born determines who you become? Must every young black male born in Harlem end up outlined in chalk on a city street? Must every young girl born in Iraq end up with her beauty and power veiled? It takes a village to raise a child. It also takes a village to stifle one.


The point of geography’s influencing destiny is never more obvious than in examining what artists paint, and thus, what they became famous for. I like to study the change in artistic style that took place in the artist Georgia O’Keeffe after she left New York City. While she was in New York her art was comprised of dark, somber tones. She painted gray buildings and black smokestacks and shadows of skyscrapers. Once she saw the wide-open skies and muted pastel colors of the West, her entire style changed—from a stark realism to her “sky is the limit” wild expressions of blues and greens and tans and yellows.
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