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“When God sends you on an adventure, He rarely gives all the details, but you can be sure He’ll be with you on the journey, even if you can’t see Him all the time. My friend Joël has written a book that’s like an adventure map to help you keep your perspective lifted and see that God really is up to something amazing, even when life doesn’t make sense.”
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0 Your Circular Story





There are two ways of getting home; and one of them is to stay there.


The other is to walk ’round the whole world till we come back to the same place.


—G. K. Chesterton





The beginning of one of the most confusing, frightening, and frustrating seasons of my life started with a phone call.


Had I known that call would lead to me moving my family to Mexico, having our home broken into (and me angrily tracking down the dangerous thieves), having our lives threatened by a gang leader I ticked off, outrunning corrupt cops in a high-speed chase, and ultimately escaping all that chaos to start a cafe in the Andes Mountains of South America, I probably never would have answered the phone.


That’s the story I’m going to tell in this book—that horrible season of my life. It was a season I wouldn’t have wished on anyone.


Sounds inspiring, right?


For years, that season left me baffled. It felt like a setback.


I once heard a joke about a guy who walked out his front door and saw a snail on the porch. He picked it up, looked at it, then threw it across the yard. A year later, that same man heard a knock on his door. He opened it but didn’t see anyone. He looked down and saw a snail.


The snail looked up at him and said in a squeaky voice, “What was that all about?”


I was that snail, and the man at the door was God.


I was left asking, “What in the world was that year of my life all about?!”


I’m gonna tell you the whole story of that wild year, but before we start, let’s talk about you.


I know you’ve had a few seasons of life when you felt like a snail that got tossed across the yard. You’ve had painful experiences you never saw coming—relational struggles, divorce, illness, financial problems, and all sorts of personal battles. You were doing your best to live right and be faithful, but right in the middle of it, chaos struck and threw you into a season of just trying to survive. It took everything you had just to get back to where you started before the turmoil hit. You might be in the middle of trying to crawl back to where you started from right now. I’m also guessing you have your fair share of questions directed at Heaven.


Why did it have to end that way?


Why did they leave?


Why didn’t God do something?


Why is this happening?


Did God allow this because He’s mad at me?


Why, why, why?


When life punches us in the face, it’s natural to ask why. We all want some sense of meaning and purpose. We want to understand why what’s happening is happening. We know that if we can understand just a little—find some meaning or purpose—it will help us get through the difficult times.


In some way, every great religion and philosophy of the world is an attempt to explain the pain and suffering we experience in life and give some meaning to it. Pain is a human universal. Jesus said, “In this world you’ll have suffering.” Buddha said, “Life is suffering.” We all have pain. If you think you don’t have any pain, you’re ignoring it. We all face pain, and deep down, we want to make some sense of it. We want to know why.


After working with lots of people as a counselor and leadership coach (and working through my own whys), I’ve concluded that the question—“Why?”—isn’t the best one to ask in the middle of your pain. The better question is, How am I going to respond to this?


Why is for later. How is for now.


The answers to why usually only appear when looking backward, from further down the road of life. In the words of Søren Kierkegaard, “Life is lived forward but can only be understood looking backwards.” If you’re asking why in the middle of the pain, it can quickly lead to despair and hopelessness, because there’s a good chance there isn’t a good answer right now. The answers will only come later with the perspective of hindsight.


Pain and suffering tend to lead to shortsighted thinking. We get so focused on removing the pain that we lose sight of anything other than the things that promise to eliminate it. But when we can get some higher perspective on our situation, it can make all the difference. In the words of Viktor Frankl, “In some way suffering ceases to be suffering the moment it finds its meaning.”1 When we feel there’s a purpose, it’s a lot easier to hold onto faith and feel we’ll find our way forward. That’s my goal with this book. I want to help you get a bigger perspective on everything that has happened to you. I want to help you see that God really has been up to something big. There’s an end goal in mind for everything you are facing, have faced, and will face.


Starting at the End


Before I send any book I’ve written to the editor, I first send the manuscript to my longtime mentor Karen. She and her husband, David (who, incidentally, play a huge part in the wild story I’m about to tell you), always shoot me straight. If they don’t agree with something I’ve written, they’ll tell me. But Karen has a weird quirk when it comes to reading my books: She always reads them backward. She starts with the last chapter, then works her way back to the first. I keep this in mind whenever I’m writing a book, because I know that if the end isn’t good, I’ll hear about it right away.


As I was outlining this book, I realized that starting from the end is actually the best way to begin. What I’m about to share should be the grand finale that I save for the end. But I’m going to start with it (sorry, Karen) since I want this book to serve as a roadmap for where you’re heading.


So here’s the end of the book: when life doesn’t make sense, you can be certain that God is in the process of giving you a mission and a message that give you a deep sense of meaning and purpose.


In Romans 8:28, Paul boldly tells us: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” In the lead up to that encouraging line, he says, “I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.”2


In another of his letters he said, “So, we do not lose heart… this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison.”3 He was encouraging his readers that you can be confident—no matter what comes—that God is working on something glorious.


Saint Irenaeus was talking about this truth when he said: Gloria Dei est vivens homo. This is often translated as, “The glory of God is man fully alive.” God created us to be a reflection of his glory. When we’re living out our mission, we’re walking in that glory. But it doesn’t end there. We’re called to share the message of his unique work in our lives. When life doesn’t make sense, you can be certain that God is in the process of taking everything that has happened in your life and using it for a purpose. I hope this book can serve as a roadmap to help you find that meaning and purpose.


This book has three key premises:




	God is always at work in your life, but most of the time you can’t see it or understand it.


	God’s work tends to follow a specific, circular pattern in every season of life. When we understand the pattern of His work, it helps us gain perspective on His divine hand in our life.


	God’s work in your life has prepared you with a unique message to share and a problem to solve that will point people to His goodness and, in the process, will give your life meaning and purpose.





God has a destiny for you. You are His “workmanship created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that [you] should walk in them.”4 This is a book about how to connect the dots of His work in your life—even the seemingly random seasons that just don’t make sense right now. It may have all felt random and chaotic, but right in the middle of it, there was a thread of purpose God was weaving into your story.


But God’s work doesn’t happen in a linear fashion. In fact, I’ve found that you can only get a really good perspective on His work in your life when you begin to see it in terms of a circle.


Let me explain.


Circular Paths of Righteousness


For most of human history, people have looked at time as a circle. Philosophers call it eternal return. Stoics called it palingenesis. Some cultures have depicted it as a snake in a circle, eating its tail. There’s been an understanding that history tends to have patterns that repeat over long stretches of time. King Solomon put it this way: “What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be done, and there is nothing new under the sun.”5


It wasn’t until the last few hundred years, after the Enlightenment, that we decided time was some sort of straight line of progress. But that way of thinking wasn’t the norm through most of history. Most of the non-Western world sees things in terms of a circle. (And, for the record, the Bible was written by people who had a non-Western perspective.) I think the people who saw time as a circle were onto something.


More importantly, I think God’s work in our lives tends to look more like a circle than a straight line.


If you think back over your life, there are some themes, time frames, and places that you always seem to end up circling back to. They’ve been a consistent part of your history. You find yourself thinking, “This again?” or “Here again? I never thought I’d be back here.” Because you’ve changed, each time you come back to those themes, locations, or ideas, they’re familiar, but different—because you are different.


At our core, our personality, temperament, and giftings don’t change. God made you who you are for a reason—even the parts of your physical appearance and personality that you don’t like. Your personality and unique talents are gifts, placed in you by your Creator, that are never taken from you. Paul said it this way: “For the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.”6 He made you who you are for a very specific reason. He likes who He made. And He’ll stop at nothing to make sure you become fully you.


God seems to have a very specific pattern to the way He leads us to becoming all He knows we can be.


In Psalm 23, the psalmist said our Shepherd leads us in “paths of righteousness.” The Hebrew word used for path (magol) has a complex interpretation that means something closer to paths made of circles. Sheep tend to struggle to make it straight up a hill, so a shepherd leads them gently in circular paths—like a spiral—up the hill to where the good stuff is. Walking in circles typically brings negative images to mind. Who likes walking in circles? But what if walking in ever-widening circles is the way God gently guides us to where He wants to take us?


Carl Jung was tapping into this circular pattern of life when he said: “There is no linear evolution; there is only a circumambulation of the self.”7 You’ve been on a path, traveling around the core of who you are. At your core, you are still you. But God’s love is changing you from the inside and pushing you outward. You’re growing. Each time around the circle, you’ve been learning more about who you are and who you aren’t. Expanding into your full potential. As you “work out your salvation with fear and trembling,” like an ever-widening spiral, God is working “in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose.”8 You “are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works.”9 Paul talks about how “Christ’s love compels us.”10 When the Spirit of God lives in you, His love naturally expands your capacity.


Every circle, every season of life, has taught you something new. It has expanded who you are. It has also prepared you with a unique message to share and problem to solve. Each circle has made you a little wiser, hopefully a little more humble, and a little more like Christ. God has been leading you on a journey to help you overcome your fear and doubt and begin to walk with faith that He is truly working all things together for your good. (If you don’t believe me on that, then hopefully I’ll convince you in the coming pages!) If you can keep that perspective, you’ll be able to connect the dots and get a glimpse of God’s hand at work in you.


And here’s the really good news.


The struggles, challenges, and obstacles you’re facing right now are all part of a circle—a season—in your life that you will look back at one day in awe. It will make sense. No matter how hard it is right now, if you can hold onto the perspective I want to share with you in this book, I believe something glorious is ahead. But oftentimes, to get that perspective, we need to look backward to look forward.


The Power of Your Story


Stories have power. Fairy tales and fables have been used from the beginning of time to connect us to timeless truths we need to thrive in this world. Stories communicate things we know on a deep, spirit level without realizing it. Stories have a way of connecting us to deep understanding that I don’t believe we could process through just sharing knowledge or logic.


G. K. Chesterton concluded, “I had always felt life first as a story: and if there is a story there is a story-teller.”11 I believe with 100 percent confidence that God is always working behind the scenes in the world and in our lives. He is writing His story (or History) with your life.


And what makes a story good isn’t random.


Every movie or tale we know and love has a very specific pattern. In fact, every story we love and connect with is basically the same, told with different characters and experiences.


Every great story—including yours—follows this pattern:
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1. The Turning Point: A character is living their normal life, but they have a deep sense that there’s more out there for them. Then an event happens that changes their life—an inciting incident that changes everything. Luke Skywalker meets two droids with a message. Dorothy is swept up in a tornado that takes her somewhere over the rainbow. Neo discovers the Matrix. Some major event changes the course of the character’s life. Your story also has turning points—the birth of a child, a new job, getting fired, going through a divorce, the loss of a loved one. That turning point changes everything. The change can be good or bad, but it always requires a level of courage to pursue the new adventure.


2. The Courage: The turning point creates chaos and uncertainty. The hero is forced to face their fears and be courageous. They have to decide they won’t shrink back or run away. They boldly step forward, unsure of the outcome, but know they have to take on the adventure. They decide to face their fear and do it afraid.


3. The Guide: When the hero steps up with courage, a guide always appears to help them along the path—a figure like Obi-Wan Kenobi or Gandalf. In our lives, guidance may come through a friend, a book, a mentor, or a conversation that comes at a perfect moment. Jesus also promised He would leave us a guide who would lead us into all truth. When the student is ready, the teacher appears.


4. The Decision: The hero decides to step over the threshold and into the unknown. It’s a whole new world filled with uncertainty and insecurity. But in committing to the path, the hero decides to be present and engage in the season. They commit to the path and a way opens to them. But the way is always fraught with challenges and struggles (aka adventure).


5. The Adventure: The hero is forced to face off with dragons, evil witches, or dark forces. In our lives, the struggles can appear as mental battles, wounds from the past, health struggles, relational challenges, and career difficulties. With each challenge the hero overcomes, they get stronger and wiser and discover potential they never realized they had within them.


6. The Dark Cave: The hero eventually faces a decisive battle against a force that threatens them. More often than not, the greatest battle is within themselves. They struggle with dark parts of themselves and sometimes even with God and their beliefs about Him. Like Frodo choosing whether to use the ring for his own power or destroy it to save the world, every circle involves coming to grips with a side of us we’d rather not confront. The hero enters a dark cave, a dark night of the soul, and faces the dragon with courage.


7. The Resolution: They emerge from the dark cave victorious but often walking with a limp. They begin a journey back home, but they aren’t the same as when they set out. They’ve been changed. They’re a little more humble and wise. The resolution (or dénouement, as they call it in story writing) is a time for reflection and processing what just happened.


8. The New Perspective: The world looks different now. The hero’s new perspective may feel awkward or make them feel out of place in the world. They see things through a new lens that has prepared them with a unique message to share and problem to solve.


9. The Message: The hero returns home with a message to share. If they’ve refused to get bitter or resentful about the journey, and if they’ve properly processed what happened, their story brings hope and courage to others.


Then, typically, a new adventure—a new circle—starts with a new turning point.


That’s every story we love, in one form or another. And your story is no exception. At any given moment, your life is in one of those stages of the journey. Your story follows that circular pattern.


The shift from one stage of the journey to another isn’t always black-and-white or clearly separated—it’s a general pattern. But when you understand this pattern of God’s work, it can help you gain perspective on what’s happening, bring meaning and purpose to the journey you’re on, and help you keep your eyes focused on the bigger picture in every season of life. I want this book to serve as a general roadmap for what to expect in each of those stages.


Now, I know right now you may be tempted to just jump ahead to the chapter that talks about the stage of the journey you feel describes your current situation—and that’s fine. Go for it. Start there if you’d like. But then, I encourage you to jump back in and read the whole story, because that’s really important. Each stage builds on itself and prepares you for what’s ahead.


Your story is yours. But the message and perspective you’ve gained from each stage in your journey is something the world needs to hear. Sharing that message is your mission. It’s your gift—a unique expression of God’s redemptive work—to people fighting hard battles and asking their own whys.


So as we prepare to look at the story God has been writing in your life, let me ask you to consider a few things:


What if everything that has happened to you has prepared you for your greatest work?


What if all those seemingly random struggles and seasons have a divine purpose?


What if your unique struggles are important to the overall call in your life?


Right now, you may be at a turning point. Everything has changed, you know it, and it’s leading to some major discomfort. Maybe you wanted a change, but this wasn’t what you bargained for. If you’re there, then I want to encourage you through this book.


Or it could be that you’re right in the throes of the adventure. But it doesn’t feel like an adventure—it feels like a giant mountain and you’ll never get to the top. Know this: you are right in the middle of a circle. The struggles you are facing are making you stronger and preparing you for something ahead. Do your best to keep your perspective lifted and see that it’s all preparation.


Or maybe you’ve just emerged from the fight of your life. You find yourself in a strange season of calm. It may feel weird. You might even feel a little guilty that things are going so well. Embrace this part of the circle. Reflect. As you read this book, look back at what you’ve just experienced and see if you can place the events in your life into their proper place in the circle. Take some time to slow down and consider the journey.


In this book, I’ll tell the story of a crazy year of my life, and we’ll unpack the framework I’ve been using as I counsel and coach people, help them launch businesses and ministries, write books, and step into new seasons of their lives. I’m going to share stories of people who discovered deep meaning and found their purpose by shifting their story into a message. We’ll look at a guy who went on a mission trip for selfish reasons but ended up becoming obsessed with bringing clean water to people in Africa; he’s now changing the lives of millions. We’ll look at someone who wanted to be a missionary teacher but eventually became one of the top coffee experts in the world, improving the lives of coffee farmers around the globe. We’ll look at someone who was the victim of cross-border human trafficking but, through a bizarre turn of events, actually ended up rescuing the people who sold him. We’ll also look at the story of Jesus and see how His life fits the pattern of God’s work. We’ll see how each of these people’s stories ultimately led them right to the destiny God had for them.


I’ve seen over and over again that your greatest work tends to emerge from the different seasons of preparation you’ve gone through. Often, it comes from your greatest struggle—the season you’d prefer just to leave out of your story.


I was actually writing a book on perspective when I went through the horrible season I’ll tell you about in this book. But at the time, I had no perspective. I was too overwhelmed fighting with drug dealers and trying to stay alive to see the season for what it was—a circle that was expanding who I was. But now, in hindsight, I see the connection.


That first book I tried to write in Mexico never saw the light of day (thank heavens!). But now I’m writing the book I had no business writing back then. I see the connection. I’m convinced that, as you look back on your story, you’ll be able to do the same. So, if you’re ready, let’s start connecting the dots so you can see how God has prepared you for your greatest work. Your best days are ahead.


I live my life in widening circles


that reach out across the world.


I may not complete this last one


but I will give myself to it.


I circle around God, around the primordial tower.


I’ve been circling for thousands of years


and I still don’t know: am I a falcon,


a storm, or a great song?


—Rainer Maria Rilke







1 The Turning Point





The future is only the past again, entered through another gate.


—Arthur Wing Pinero





It all started with a phone call.


Emily and I had been married for about six months when my friend David, a missionary in Mexico, called to tell me he and his wife, Karen (the lady who reads books backwards), were moving back to the United States. He asked, “Would you consider moving to Mexico to take over our ministry?”


I laughed. “Bro, that is totally not my calling.”


“Yes, we agree. You are the least likely candidate, but we really feel like we’re supposed to ask you.”


Now, I’ll admit. I had been feeling a bit restless. I had been serving as an associate pastor at a church for the past two years while getting my masters degree in counseling and was feeling a bit… well, bored. Before that season, I had been leading teams on four-month backpacking trips around the world. We’d fly one-way to Central America and work our way back to the U.S. border by land. Another trip had us going from Hong Kong up to Mongolia and out to far western China and Tibet. But I had put the backpacking on pause to get my graduate degree. And during that time, I also got married. A lot had changed in my life.


My pastoring job had been a blessing during that season of graduate school, but I was looking for a new adventure. Specifically, an international adventure. I was actually in the process of starting to lead week-long hiking trips with well-known national speakers on board to do leadership training for their fellow hikers (that group is called Summit Leaders). My first speaker had just signed on, and I was planning our first trip to Africa to climb Mount Kilimanjaro. Living on the coast of Mexico, at sea level, was not the international adventure I was looking for. In fact, it was the total opposite of what I wanted.


I had seen David and Karen’s ministry and knew I had no business being down there. They worked in one of the roughest parts of Acapulco. The grandma next door to them was a drug dealer. Living next to her was a guy who everyone was pretty sure had killed two girls and left their bodies on the local basketball court, but no one could prove it. The guy down the street had shot a man multiple times, fled to the U.S. where he was arrested for another crime, then got deported back to Mexico. Somewhere in there some cops got paid off so he’d be left alone and free to roam the neighborhood. Narcos (drug cartels) had regular shootouts on the tourist beaches. They controlled most levels of government through bribes or just plain terror of what they might do if officials didn’t comply with their corrupt demands.


David and Karen lived in this chaos. They were actually quite influential in the neighborhood, due to some pretty unorthodox “missionary-ing.” At one point, David was attacked by one of the most dangerous dudes in the barrio. David is a giant of a man, so he promptly took him to the ground, then put him in a choke hold in front of the entire neighborhood. One guy who saw the incident told me, “We knew David was gonna kill him. But then he just got up and walked away.” David kicked butt and took names—in Jesus’s name, of course. He had led loads of people to Jesus in that insane neighborhood through some pretty wild tactics.


But me? I’m a skinny little white dude. I haven’t been in a fight since elementary school. (And that didn’t exactly go well for me.)


I knew I was not the right guy for the job. I had no desire to move to Mexico. But I had to be spiritual about it. So I said, “No. I don’t think that’s what God has for us.”


But David insisted.


I knew that my only hope of getting out of the conversation was to drop the Christian trump card. So I finally said, “Let me pray about it.”


That seemed to appease him, and he backed off. The call ended and I went on with my life, planning my outdoor expeditions.


But a few weeks later, David called back and asked, “Hey bro, what did you hear?”


“About what?”


He laughed. “Dude, you didn’t even pray about it, did you?!”


Grr. Bad form, David. That’s breaking the rules! When someone says, “I’ll pray about it,” that means: Leave me alone! You don’t follow up and ask them if they actually prayed.


I confessed. “No, I… forgot.”


“Dude… what does Emily think?” he asked.


Ugh. I hadn’t told my wife. I knew she actually would pray about it. And I didn’t want that. Plus, she was in Guatemala studying Spanish. She felt like she needed to improve her Spanish language skills for some things she thought might come in our future. (Hmm… I told myself it was purely coincidence.)


I agreed to tell Emily. And actually pray about it. And it all went downhill from there. That call was the turning point that started a ridiculously challenging season of my life.


And here’s what I know about you: you may have never gotten a call to move to Mexico, but you’ve had quite a few turning points that changed everything in your life.


I’m guessing you can identify those key turning point moments pretty quickly. They come in all shapes and forms. Sometimes they’re things we expected and wanted—marriage, the birth of a child, a job change. Sometimes they appear as things we never asked for.


I’ve talked to people from all walks of life, all over the world, and here are some of the turning points I’ve heard them share—some good, some not good:




	Parents getting a divorce


	Moving to a new city


	A miscarriage


	A life-threatening illness


	Loss of a loved one


	The first moment someone experienced something that became an addiction (alcohol, drugs, pornography)


	
A mystical moment of connection with something “otherworldly”


	Divorce or separation


	Getting married


	Getting pregnant


	The birth of a child


	Adopting a child (and the process involved)


	Fostering a child


	Infertility


	Abandonment


	Betrayal


	Job changes (getting hired or fired)


	Reading a book that changed your perspective (which I hope this one will!)





All those turning points have one thing in common: change. A turning point is a defining moment that changes your life and sets you on a new journey.


I don’t know many people who truly like change. Sure, we like it when it’s on our terms. But typically, turning points force us to face life on terms we wouldn’t have chosen for ourselves. We may have thought we knew what we were getting into, but often, the reality of the change is far more challenging than what we expected. (Getting married and having kids come to mind here!) When a turning point arrives, life changes in a significant way. It may come as a jolt, or it may be a slow realization, but at some point, we wake up and face a new reality. We realize that life is changing.



You Are Here


If you picked up this book, I’m guessing that right now your life probably fits roughly into one of these two categories:


A. You feel fairly content, even happy, with your life. You’ve got some challenges, but overall, life is pretty good. You love your family, have a good job, and your needs are met. But deep down, you still feel a little unfulfilled. You feel there’s more in you. There are parts of you that aren’t being used. You want to figure out how to activate and reach the potential you feel inside. Or:


B. You’re facing a major life challenge right now—a medical diagnosis, a divorce, addiction, a loss. You’re fighting a hard battle. You’re trying to find God in the middle of this. Something deep within you says there’s some sort of purpose to be found, but it’s hard to see it right now. You want some hope that there really can be a happy ending and some meaning to all this suffering.


I’ve talked to highly successful CEOs at the top of their game who feel bored and know there’s something more out there for them. They spend hours researching options online, checking out different jobs, maybe looking into a completely new career path—culinary school, getting another degree. I’ve talked to mothers who love raising their children but feel they have even more to give. I’ve talked to addicts who have hit rock bottom, and every time they shoot up or open the bottle, something says, I’m better than this. But the pain they’re trying to cover is so great that they can’t get out of the cycle. I’ve known people fighting for their life against a medical diagnosis who have a strange sense, right in the middle of the pain, that they’re supposed to start something new.


Whether life is good and you’re at the top of your game, or you feel like you’ve hit rock bottom, in one form or another, we all feel there’s more in us—something bigger that we’re called to.


I believe that desire for more was put there by God.


God has a very specific call on your life. That call never goes away. “The gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.”1 You were created for a specific purpose. There’s a connection between the feeling that there’s more in you and the destiny God has for you. There’s nothing wrong with you for wanting more—God put that desire there.


Sometimes we feel guilty about it, though. Shouldn’t we just be grateful and content with what we have? Yes, we should. But the fact that you’re looking for more doesn’t mean you aren’t grateful and content. I believe that looking for more is a natural response to God’s Spirit living in us.


We were made from love and for love. Love always expands and grows. When God’s Spirit is within you, it’s the most natural thing for it to push you to expand your boundaries and seek more. The desire to be more than you are now is a call God placed within you. You are not yet all that you could be—you are called to greater things.


We live in a world that says, “Accept yourself just as you are and you’ll be happy.” That sounds great, but it’s only partial truth. You know you aren’t all you could be—your own conscience tells you so. You know you. And I know me. We know there’s more to us than what we are now. We know we fall short of all the glory God intended for us.
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