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INTRODUCTION


“You chart the path ahead of me and tell me where to stop and rest.”


—Psalm 139:3 TLB


It’s all about the blue highlight.


The paper roadmaps earlier generations used to fold, crease, scribble on, repair with Scotch tape, and spread out on kitchen tables, shady picnic benches, and the front seats of station wagons and minivans have mostly faded from view.


It’s all digital now.


The new maps are bright, intuitive, up-to-date, high-definition depictions glowing on the screens of smart phones, tablets, laptops, and sleek GPS units. These are maps that don’t tear along the folds, wedge themselves between car seats, or soak up spilled coffee. You don’t have to turn the glove compartment inside out to find them, and it doesn’t take an engineering degree to refold them. You simply type in where you are, where you want to go and … voilà. There it is. The sweet certainty of what you wanted to know.


The blue highlight.


That calming, comforting, unmistakable sapphire line overlaying your course, illuminating your way, boldly directing you from Point A to Point B by the most efficient route.


Now … if only we had a blue highlight in life.


Wouldn’t that be something? Key in where you are right now, enter “Heaven” as your final destination, and push the button. And there before your appreciative eyes is the course for the rest of your life—from now until you step across the threshold of glory.


But it doesn’t work that way, does it? It’s good and it’s comforting to have a Point A and a Point B in our lives, but where is the line marking our route? What’s around the bend? Where are the intersections? What’s the mileage? Will it be an eight-lane freeway or a winding, backcountry road with a few bridges washed out along the way? How long will it take? Where are the exits, vistas, scenic byways, and rest stops?


We can ask all the specifics we like, but it really won’t help. No one knows the precise route each of us will take to the other side. There may be a clear destination—and thank God for that—but there is no blue highlight marking the course from here to there.


Sometimes that’s okay, and sometimes it is not. We might even identify with Thomas who, in the grip of sorrow and fear, blurted out, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?”1


Jesus, of course, told his anxious friend, “I am the way.”


And he is! But he doesn’t show any of us a highlighted route. That remains a day by day, hour by hour, moment by moment proposition. As Solomon noted: “The mind of man plans his way, but the LORD directs his steps.”2


We can, however, do this much: We can make sure we are prepared for the journey, no matter what the route might be. This book is all about that. It’s not a road atlas, it’s more like a travelogue, with strong ideas and helps for navigating life. No, it’s not exactly like Rick Steves Does Europe, but here are twelve wise, seasoned, and companionable travelers who offer thoughtful, biblical counsel for our problems, solutions to common roadblocks, and welcome encouragement for the highway that lies ahead.


Yes, like it or not, we’re all on the same road trip.


But not all of us travel with peace and perspective.


With a little help from these friends, maybe we can.




PART I
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ROADWORTHY


If your high-tech, carbon-fork road bike is stuck on the middle sprocket, giving you eight speeds instead of the expected twenty-four, it’s no time to launch out on a fifty-mile loop through rolling hills.


If you start out on a coast to coast road trip in your seen-better-days 1990s vintage Oldsmobile only to see a “check engine” light as you back out of your driveway, you’d best give your plans some second thoughts.


God once tossed a similar challenge at the prophet Jeremiah, saying, “If racing against mere men makes you tired, how will you race against horses? If you stumble and fall on open ground, what will you do in the thickets near the Jordan?”3


In other words, you’d better make sure you’re ready for the journey ahead of you, because you can count on some rough stretches around the corner. Whatever your mode of travel, you’d do well to make sure you’re roadworthy and ready for a long ride.


In this section Gordon MacDonald, Bill Hybels, Mark Buchanan, and Nathan Conrad help us think through a few vital core issues that will get us ready for the next phase of our trek.
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THE NEED FOR HONEST SELF-ASSESSMENT
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Each Week, Debrief with Yourself and God


GORDON MACDONALD


In 1801, William Wilberforce, member of the English Parliament and leader of the anti-slavery forces in the British Empire, passed through a severe spiritual crisis. The core issue? Political ambition. Had he mishandled the experience, it is possible that the history of nineteenth-century England would have been quite different.


Wilberforce’s struggle began when a general election produced a new prime minister, Henry Addington. The banter in the streets was that Wilberforce was on Addington’s A-list of possible cabinet members. Biographer Garth Lean writes that Wilberforce was sucked into the speculation and, for a while, could think of nothing else. Later, recounting those days, Wilberforce described himself as “intoxicated (with) risings of ambition.”4


Many of us who have experienced the privileges of leadership understand such “risings” well, and ambition is just one of them. You can put abuse of power on a “risings list” along with anger, competitiveness, integrity issues, and moral temptation. And that’s just the beginning. When we get enamored by a fantasy or an egregious attitude about someone or something, that mindset is hard to change. It almost never changes by itself.


For Wilberforce, the great seduction was ambition. Many of us know what it is like to be mesmerized by the lure of something bigger, more influential. Usually it’s followed by the temptation to manipulate people and processes to grasp for whatever it is that the ego desires. It was a Sunday when Wilberforce finally confronted his ambition. At the end of a day of worship and solitude, Wilberforce wrote, “Blessed be to God for the day of rest and religious occupation wherein earthly things assume their true size. Ambition is stunted.” The crisis was addressed.


In this brief comment, William Wilberforce references one of the great secrets of his personal life: his commitment to weekly withdrawals from the wild scramble of public life so that he could engage in worship, connection with a small circle of close friends, and quiet reflection.


It’s the third of these activities—reflection—that fascinates me most about Wilberforce. Reflection is an inner conversation—discourse one generates with oneself and with God. During inner conversation, your engagement with other people is suspended. There’s a time to love, to serve, to care for other people. But a time of inner conversation is personal and private.


ENGAGING IN INNER CONVERSATION


Withdrawal for inner conversation parallels the priority flight attendants express when passengers on a plane are told that if the oxygen masks appear, they should put theirs on first before helping others. That is counterintuitive, especially for mothers, but thoroughly logical.


Writer Anthony Bloom described his father as a man who knew inner conversation well. When he felt the need to do his own soul-work, he would sometimes tack a sign to his front door: “Don’t go to the trouble of knocking. I am at home but I will not open the door.”5 This is not easy for those of us who are people pleasers. We are suckers for knocks on our front door.


There is a sense of inner conversation in the Psalms when the writer quizzes his deeper self: “Why are you cast down, O my soul?”6 Or when the writer invites God’s attention: “Search me, O God, and know my heart.”7


Sometimes inner conversation originates with God. You see it in the words God uses to caution Cain: “Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast?”8 You see it in the question God asks when Elijah flees to the wilderness in fear of Jezebel: “What are you doing here, Elijah?”9 Then saying, “Slow down, sleep, eat, drink. And then tell me again how you got here.” What follows is a fascinating inner conversation in which Elijah’s inaccurate perspective on things is repaired. Paul is probably referring to inner conversation when he speaks of his “thorn in the flesh” and his frustration with it. “Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away.”10 But God didn’t.


During his many years a public servant, Wilberforce rarely deviated from his Sabbath commitment to this inner conversation. And on the particular Sunday when he dealt with his ambition, he demonstrated why this discipline of the calendar is so important. Had he used the day for other purposes, there is no telling how his life might have gone wrong.


Wilberforce not only set aside Sundays for inner conversation, but he usually began his working days in a similar but briefer way. Sometimes I call what he did on these mornings pushing the spiritual reset button or sweeping out the heart. Once Wilberforce said of these occasions, “In the calmness of the morning before the mind is heated and weary by the turmoil of the day, you have a season of unusual importance for communing with God and with yourself.”


Garth Lean comments that in the “day-to-day battle it was, more and more, these early morning hours … and his quiet Sundays that gave (Wilberforce) strength and perspective on himself and the world.”


Wilberforce’s habit of the heart has marked me greatly over the years. It has influenced my own commitment to early morning “Sabbaths” and the inner conversations I might otherwise ignore.


WHY WE NEGLECT THIS CONVERSATION


In my younger years as a pastor, I was often loaded with too much energy and too many ideas to actually believe that setting aside time for quiet inner conversation was useful. The newspaper, breakfast appointments, getting work done, seemed far more attractive. It was only as the evidence began to mount—fatigue, frustration, bad decisions, faulty wisdom—that I got the message. My priorities were out of alignment.


In my later years of Christian service, I’ve had the privilege of speaking to and teaching pastors from almost every denomination. I am usually not asked to talk about management or church growth or preaching. Rather, I’m most often asked to speak to the personal side of a Christian’s life, where the interior battles (like Wilberforce’s) occur. Central to my presentation: the place of inner conversation and the question, “What’s yours like?”


DID GOD REALLY MEAN FOR CHRISTIANS TO FEEL THIS WAY?


At such conferences, in quiet encounters with men and women in leadership positions, I hear several recurrent themes, many of them alarming: “I am exhausted … I’ve run out of ideas … I don’t know how much longer I can keep on doing this … It seems like everyone has a piece of me and there’s nothing left for myself … I find myself running from people … My family is miserable … Porn (or sexual fantasy) is a problem … I am terribly disappointed in me … God seems a million miles away … It’s not much fun anymore.” The same complaints also come from some Christians who are most active in the church.


One day when I was at a New England conference center speaking on the ways in which we order our private world, I found an old book describing the history of New England Baptists. In it was a letter written in 1932 by a frustrated pastor to the executive ministry of his area: “I have been in my present pastorate seven years. I need a change. My people want me to go, although they have not yet called on me and said so. Pretty soon they may get that blunt. Attendance is down; offerings are small. I’ll candidate anywhere. Just get me the opportunity.”


This man thinks the answer to his problems is a fresh start, perhaps a nicer home for his family, a board of elders or deacons who’ll be nicer to him.


When I read a letter like this or have the kind of conversations I just described, I find myself asking, “Did God really mean for spiritual people to feel this way? I know that suffering is often a part of the call to ministry, but is this the way things are supposed to end up for so many? Or are these descriptions a result of neglecting the inner conversation?


Henri Nouwen admitted a similar disturbance when he wrote, “What prevents (leaders) from becoming dull, sullen, lukewarm bureaucrats, people who have many projects, plans, and appointments, but who have lost their heart somewhere in the midst of their activities?”11


Admittedly, I may be the old guy—not unlike Nouwen in this sense—who worries too much. Perhaps I wrongly assume that most everyone is going to fall into some of the traps I occasionally fell into. But my worry increases when I see too many who have failed to take into account the indispensable need for a quiet dimension to the calendar in which inner conversation—with God, and, yes, with themselves—can happen. Lacking this, they lack resilience, sustainability, the capacity to continuously grow (or deepen) and provide spiritual leadership during the years that God gives us.


“The battle is won in the secret places of the will before God, never first in the external world,” wrote Oswald Chambers. “Nothing has power over the [person] who has fought out the battle before God and won there.”12


This, of course, is what William Wilberforce was experiencing on those Sundays: an inner conversation in the secret places.


Among my most frequently asked questions to men and women in leadership who are struggling with spiritual malaise is, “What does an ideal week look like for you? Describe for me the priority activities that fill your week.” Usually, I hear a list of leader-like activities with which we are all familiar: staff meetings, sermon study, consultations with church leaders, training seminars, budget meetings, counseling appointments, long-range-planning functions. Sometimes there is comment about physical exercise (that’s good) and family functions (that’s even “gooder”). But what is missing all too often? Any allusion to a personal Sabbath: those times for activities that enlarge and cleanse the soul, times for inner conversation.


“What do you do in Sabbath time?” I am sometimes asked. I disappoint, I suspect, when I evade the formulaic answer. I discarded the gimmicks a long time ago. They didn’t work for me. What became more important was outcomes. What do I do? Simple: whatever it takes for a renewed sense of conversion to Christ, a deeper awareness of the biblical way, an assurance that God’s grace and power remain with me.


When I ask many Christians if there is time in their calendars for the pursuit of such outcomes, I get these kinds of responses:


 


•   I’m just too busy.


•   I don’t have the slightest idea what I’d do if I took the time.


•   My mind is too full of thoughts; I can’t concentrate.


•   I’m an extrovert. Being alone, being quiet, reflecting is not my thing.


•   I don’t get any immediate result out of doing it.


•   It’s boring.


 


Sometimes I’ve imagined Moses sitting in on a conversation when things like these were said. He erected a tent called the Tent of Meeting at the edge of the camp where the Israelites stayed while Moses conferred with God on the mountain. When Moses went to that tent, we are told that “the LORD would speak to [him] face to face, as one speaks to a friend.”13 That sounds like inner conversation language to me.


Although the God of the Bible is great and mysterious and cannot be described in human terms, here is an exceptional description of conversation between Moses and the God of Israel. It dares to describe God in intimate human language. But the purpose of the writer is not to make God seem like one of us; it is to express the way of inner conversation in which Moses is able to recalibrate his life.


I find it interesting that the story of Moses’ tent is preceded by his devastating experience of finding his people dancing around a golden calf, a reversion to Egyptian paganism. Surprised by their behavior, he lost it. I suspect that he wanted to quit, to walk away. But based on the way the writer lined up these stories, I think we are being told that in that tent, Moses was able to say what he thought, ask about things he needed to know, and hear God renew his mission and his courage.


Moses had his tent (a certain space) and Wilberforce had his Sabbaths (a certain time). And both men renewed their strength as a result. They exemplify Paul’s thought to the Corinthians when he wrote—and I use Eugene Peterson’s genius for paraphrase here—“Test yourselves to make sure you are solid in the faith. Don’t drift along taking everything for granted. Give yourselves regular checkups.”14


I have found the best way to enhance such a checkup, the inner conversation, is through questions. Questions are the extension of one’s curiosity, and they work beautifully as one examines his or her own soul in the presence of the Lord.


QUESTIONS FOR INNER CONVERSATION


The questions I like most search one’s heart just as the psalmist mentions when he writes, “Search me!” They are meant to test the inner space of one’s life and prompt conversation that leads to light.


Inner conversation begins for me by looking back over the time since my last Sabbath experience and reviewing the events that have occurred. Is there meaning in any of those events? Are there lessons to be learned, wisdom to be extracted?


My own theory is that very event, every human transaction in life, offers an insight. But it’s often buried like gold or oil. It has to be discovered. Perhaps that’s why busy people are impressive but often shallow. No time to mine the gold and drill the oil.


Here are far more “inner conversation starters” than you need, but these are some of the questions that, for me, begin to excavate the hidden gold:


 


•   What have been the beautiful moments in which God may have been revealing himself to me? And what have been the evil moments when the worst in me or in the larger world showed itself?


•   What happened this week that needs to be remembered, perhaps recorded in a journal so I can return to it in the future and recall the blessing (or the rebuke) of God?


•   What have my prevailing feelings been (and what are they at present)? Has there been a preponderance of sadness, of fear, of anger, of emptiness? Or has it been a time when joy and enthusiasm has been the dominant mood?


•   What have been the blessings, those acts of grace that have come through others or—as I perceive it—directly from God himself? Can I express praise and appreciation (sometimes even written in a thank-you note or journal)?


•   Have things happened for which I need to accept responsibility, perhaps leading to repentance? Why did they happen? Were they avoidable and how can they be prevented in the future?


•   What thoughts have been dominating my think time? Noble thoughts? Escapist thoughts that woo me away from more important or challenging issues? Superficial thoughts that lead to nowhere?


•   Is there a possibility that I am living in denial of certain realities (for instance, painful criticism, sloppy work, habitual patterns) that are hurting me and others?


•   Are there any resentments or ill feelings toward others that remain unaddressed, unforgiven?


•   Visualizing myself in the company of spouse, children, friends, colleagues: am I a pleasant person to be around? Are people challenged, elevated, enthused when I enter the room? As someone has observed, “Some people bring joy wherever they go; others bring joy when they go.” Which am I?


•   What is God trying to say into my life today? Through Scripture? Through other readings? What has he been saying through those in my inner circle of relationships? Through critics? What insights swirl up and out of the deepest parts of my soul? Which of them needs to be repudiated, and which needs to be cultivated?


•   What are the possibilities in the hours ahead? Where might there be ambushes that would challenge character, reputation, well-being?


•   What things might I do and say that would make the people in my inner circle feel more loved and appreciated?


•   Am I mindful of the socially awkward, the poor, the suffering, the oppressed in my local world and in the larger world? Am I in tune with appropriate current events in the world and perceiving them through the lens of biblical perspective?


•   What specific steps will I take today to enhance my growth as a follower of Jesus?


 


I like to ask one more question as part of my personal inner conversation. What if today is the day I meet Jesus face to face … either because he returns or because I am unexpectedly called into his presence? For a people who say we believe in eternal life, this is a significant question and should not be avoided.


I don’t know whether William Wilberforce approached his quiet Sabbath hours with these kinds of questions. Perhaps he had a different, a better, way. What I do know is that in 1801, when he arrived at a potential turning point in his life, his habit of inner conversations helped him avoid a terrible mistake. Ambition was “stunted.”


Pascal, the French philosopher and inventor, wrote in his Pensees: “All the unhappiness of men arises from one single fact, that they cannot stay quietly in their own chamber.” I’m sure I’m taking it a bit out of context, but these words fit the point I am trying to make. People who do not take the time, who do not feel the need, who do not think they are capable of inner conversation put themselves in enormous danger. Unacquainted with the inner person, they set themselves up for possible disaster.


For many years William Wilberforce enjoyed a friendship with John Newton, former slave trader and later man of God. Wilberforce was the politician, Newton the pastor. What they had in common was their faith and their belief that spiritual power was derived, first, from the activities of quiet inner conversation a man had with God (to quote Pascal) in his own private chamber.


Newton had his own ideas of what an inner conversation was like. In his biography of Newton, Jonathan Aitken describes how Newton reduced the core of his spiritual life into five principles he believed would guide him in his leadership with people and his walk with God. He determined


 


•   to begin and end every day with God;


•   to peruse Scriptures with a diligence and attention suited to the dignity of the subject;


•   to spend the Sabbath entirely with the Lord;


•   to choose for my companions only good people from whom I may derive some improvement; and


•   to become all things to all men in order that I may save some.15


 


That will work.
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LOOK AT YOURSELF FIRST
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Your Toughest Challenge Is Always Yourself


BILL HYBELS


Imagine a compass—north, south, east, and west. Almost every time the word leadership is mentioned, in what direction do leaders instinctively think?


South.


Say the word leadership and most leaders’ minds migrate to the people who are under their care. At leadership conferences, people generally think, “I’m going to learn how to improve my ability to lead the people God has entrusted to me.”


South. It’s a leader’s first instinct.


But many people don’t realize that to lead well, you need to be able to lead in all directions—north, south, east, and west.


For example, good leaders have to lead north—those who are over you. You can’t just focus on those entrusted to your care. Through relationship and influence good leaders lead the people over them. Much of what I do as senior pastor at Willow Creek Community Church, through relationship, prayer, and careful envisioning, is to try to influence those over me—the board and the elders.


Effective leaders also learn how to lead east and west, laterally, in peer group settings. If you don’t learn how to lead laterally, if you don’t know how to create win-win situations with colleagues, the whole culture can deteriorate.


So a leader must lead down, up, and laterally. But perhaps the most overlooked leadership challenge is the one in the middle. Who is your toughest leadership challenge?


Yourself.


Consider 1 Samuel 30. David, the future king of Israel, is a young emerging leader at the time. He is just learning to lead his troops into battle. He’s green. But God is pouring his favor on David, and most of the time the battles go his way. One terrible day though, that pattern changes. After returning home from fighting yet another enemy, David and his men discover soldiers have attacked and destroyed their campsite, dragged off the women and children, and burned all their belongings.


This would define “bad day” for any leader! But it’s not over. His soldiers are tired, angry, and worried sick about their families. They’re miffed at God. A faction of his men spreads word that they’ve had it with David’s leadership. They figure it’s all David’s fault, and they decide to stone him to death.


In this crisis David’s leadership is severely tested. Suddenly, he has to decide who needs leadership the most. His soldiers? The officers? The faction?


His answer? None of the above.


In this critical moment he realizes a foundational truth: he has to lead himself before he can lead anybody else. Unless he is squared away internally he has nothing to offer his team. So “David strengthened himself in the LORD his God.”16 Only then does he lead his team to rescue their families and what’s left of their belongings.


David understood the importance of self-leadership. Even though self-leadership isn’t talked about much, make no mistake, it is a good part of the ball game. How effectively can any of us lead others if our spirits are sagging, our courage is wavering, and our vision or commitment is weak?


A while back I read an article that created some disequilibrium for me. The author, Dee Hock, challenged leaders to calculate how much time and energy they invest in each of these directions—people beneath them, over them, peers, and leading themselves. Since he’s been thinking and writing about leadership for over twenty years and is a laureate in the Business Hall of Fame, I wanted his wisdom.


His recommendation: “We should invest 50 percent of our leadership amperage into the task of leading ourselves; and the remaining 50 percent should be divided into leading down, leading up, and leading laterally.” His numbers bothered me so much I put the article away. But I let it simmer, which is my normal practice when someone messes with my mind.


While that was simmering, I read an article by Daniel Goleman, the author of the best-selling book, Emotional Intelligence. Since that book was released in 1997, Goleman has been spending his time analyzing why some leaders develop to their fullest potential and why most hit a plateau far from their full potential.


His conclusion? The difference is (you guessed it) self-leadership. He calls it “emotional self-control.” What characterizes maximized leadership potential, according to Goleman? Tenaciously staying in leadership despite overwhelming opposition or discouragement. Staying in the leadership game and maintaining sober-mindedness during times of crisis. Keeping ego at bay. Staying focused on the mission instead of being distracted by someone else’s agenda. All these indicate high levels of emotional self-control. Goleman says, “Exceptional leaders distinguish themselves because of superior self-leadership.”


As I read his corroborating data, I thought, Maybe Dee Hock’s percentages aren’t all that absurd!


Recall the first five chapters of Mark’s Gospel. Remember Jesus’ pattern of intense ministry quickly followed by time set aside for reflection, prayer, fasting, and solitude? That pattern is repeated throughout his ministry. Jesus was practicing the art of self-leadership. He would go to a quiet place and recalibrate. He would remind himself who he was and how much the Father loved him. Even Jesus needed to invest regularly in keeping his calling clear, avoiding mission drift, and keeping distraction and temptation at bay.


This is self-leadership. And nobody—I mean nobody—can do this work for you. You have to do this work yourself. Self-leadership is tough work—so tough, Dee Hock says, that most leaders avoid it. Instead, we would rather try to inspire or control our people than to do the rigorous work of reflection.


Some years ago a top Christian leader disqualified himself from ministry. A published article described his demise: “[He] sank like a rock, beat up, burned out, angry and depressed, no good to himself and no good to the people he loved.”


When this pastor finally wrote publicly about his experience, he said, “Eventually I couldn’t even sleep at night. Another wave of broken lives would come to shore at the church, and I found I didn’t have enough compassion for them any more. And inside I became angry, angry, angry. Many people still wonder whatever happened to me. They think I had a crisis of faith. The fact is, I simply collapsed on the inside.”


He failed the self-leadership test. He should have regrouped, reflected, recalibrated. Maybe taken a sabbatical or received some Christian counseling. Goleman would say that this guy lost his emotional self-control. Now he’s out of the game.
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