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This book is dedicated to the four people to who I can honestly say, “I loved you from the moment I saw you.”

Laura Jayne Lentz, I’m forever grateful to God that I get to be your husband. People find it hard to believe when I tell them that I honestly knew I was going to marry you from the moment I saw you. I called my mom that day in Australia, and said, “Mom, I saw the woman I’m gonna marry today.” Thankfully, Cathy Lentz can verify this, and it’s a moment that I’m glad I will never forget. You’re a better human being than I am, your relationship with Jesus inspires me to dig deeper into my own soul and grow daily, and the way you give grace to people is unmatched. Grace to forgive. Grace to take what life throws at us and make it work. Grace to let me continually find my stride as a man, a dad, a husband, a friend without judgment or doubt. I could and should write a whole book about you. Maybe I will one day. But thanks for sticking with me this long—long enough to actually have enough to say to write a book at all! I would have given up on all this many, many times along the road. But each time you wouldn’t let that be an option. I’m thankful for that. You are my best friend, you are easy to love, and you have my whole heart forever. I love you!

To Ava Angel Lentz, Charlie Jayne Lentz, and Roman Stephen (and sometimes Roger) Lentz: There are no words that can articulate how much I love you.

Ava, thanks for letting me tell lame dad jokes in front of your friends and allowing me to drive you to school and stay far too long as I always ask to watch you walk all the way in because I just can’t get enough of you. Please ask God to slow down your growth process. The only thing growing faster than your legs is your passion to know more about God—and your grace and class that already set you apart from everybody. May you carry that grace and class the rest of your life.

Charlie Jayne, you have made us smile from the moment you took a breath on this Earth, and I love your deep soul that cares so much for people and how they feel. It’s so rare and I’m dedicated to protecting that the rest of your life. You make people feel special, and that is a gift from God. I’m proud to be your daddy!

And to my son, Roman the Lion: You are a world changer. You are a legend. You are a man of God, and you are called and anointed to do great things on this Earth. I’m going to do all I can to carve out a path for you to follow that leads to a life of significant impact. Being your dad has already made me a better man. You’re my guy, my buddy, and I’m proud of you.

Thank you, Lentz family, for the dinners missed, the preoccupied bike rides, and the vacant stares it cost you as I gave this book all I had. I know it will be worth it. It’s a blessing to get to spend this life with the four of you.



Disclaimers


I WROTE THIS BOOK. All of it. I don’t say that to boast, because being an author is not something I ever thought I would be. But as I learned about the process, and some of the ins and outs of the business side of things, I found out what is common, what is unique, what is standard procedure for writing books these days. And this is not exposing anything new or meant to be even remotely disparaging. It’s just true: A lot of authors don’t write a lot of their own books. First, because it’s smart. Writing effectively is extremely difficult. And if the goal is to get your book to help as many people as possible, it makes sense to use every single tool at your disposal—including an editor who is most likely a professional who can transcribe or translate what’s in your heart, on paper, better than you could. Most of the time people choose that option. I don’t blame them—and at times I wished I had too! But I chose to roll the dice with this book, and make sure it’s my voice, my heart, my passion, for better or worse—perhaps to its detriment, professionally speaking. But I’ve never done things according to the professional, cultural norm. And I don’t intend to start now. So if this book seems unorthodox, unpolished, different, up and down, long chapters and shorter chapters, and in some spots even incomplete? That’s because it is. In some ways, that’s exactly how it should be. This book was written in a black Chevy Tahoe on the streets of Brooklyn, NYC. This book was written in the slums of Mumbai, India. This book was written over vast, aqua-blue, endless ocean water, flying to various places in this amazing world. It was written at my kitchen table in Montclair, New Jersey. It was written in a hospital waiting room while a friend was in surgery. It was written through tears, throughout its entirety. And in some strange way, I’m really comfortable with that. Because for me to tell you to “own your moment,” and not be truly real and transparent in my moment to write this book would make no sense. I pray it’s a blessing in your life. I wrote this the way I would want to read it. Over the years I learned that I don’t really like to read books that often because my attention span is so sporadic. Sometimes I can sit for a long time and read. Other times, reading three tweets is all my mind can digest. So I thought if I ever did write a book, I would include both. Long chapters and short ones. Just to make sure everybody is covered. I also have a tendency to pick up books in random spots. This is a problem if a book has to be read chronologically to fully understand it. This book is not like that. You can pick it up in any chapter, any time, and that chapter will make sense on its own. In summary, all you fellow ADHD people? This book is for you. Thank you for spending your money to buy it. It’s an overwhelming honor to have even a moment to offer some perspective into your life. As my man Charlamagne tha God says, “I will hold my tongue for no one.” And if that means putting it on paper for the world to read, critique, love, and hate? It is what it is. I’m gonna own my moments. I have a feeling this book will help you own yours too.



I am going to use a whole lot of real-life, real-time stories that include actual real people. Because without them, this becomes a book of ideas. I don’t know about you, but as much as I love ideas, I want to know that something somebody is proposing actually works. Due to the personal nature of my life and the people who trust me, sometimes I will change a name or characteristic, or give a more vague description of a matter. But the stories that I use are real.



I am an out-of-the-closet, flamboyantly outspoken follower of Jesus. This matters, because every single thing I do or say or write comes directly through the lens of my faith. Which is solely and completely rooted in Jesus Christ. This is not my religion. This is my relationship with God. Huge difference. If you read this book, you do not have to believe what I believe. The stone-cold truth about Jesus and what He stood for and stands for is that you don’t actually have to believe He was who He said He was and who I say He is to benefit from His life. In fact, most successful “motivational speakers” simply rip off Bible teaching—they take the Bible out of it, give no credit to the author, and make a killing. What I found out is that, yes, doing what Jesus said to do can change your life on this Earth. It can change your behavior and your outlook. But that’s not why Jesus came to this Earth. He did not come to be a nice addition and to “make your life better.” He is salvation. He is the prize. He is the answer. He claimed to be God, and I believe He is. I follow Jesus because He saved my life and has given me a new life, and He is the only one that can change our eternal destination. So you can still read this and adhere to what you believe. But you have to understand that the thing that makes me “different” is God’s grace. Yes, I work hard. Yes, I have implemented principles that have truly helped me make an impact thus far in my life. But I know a lot of people who work hard—work harder, in fact. I know a lot of people who have diligently put time, effort, and passion into various things in their lives, and the outcome is much different. The truth is, we don’t always know what it is that becomes the “decider” in our lives. Be careful when you see people say, “If you do this right here? This right here will be your outcome.” No way. This life is a blink. It’s a vapor. So what we believe at our core truly matters. I won’t be “forcing my faith” on you throughout this book. Actually, quite the opposite. This isn’t a “Christian book.” After all, what does that even mean? I don’t think I have ever seen any other faith-based category so marginalized. I’ve never seen “Read this book by this guy. He is a cow-worshipping author.” Or, “See what this guy from the hip-hop world has to say. He is a self-worshipping author.” Only Christians get hit with that brush. So don’t do that. But also be aware that my faith in Jesus is the only congruent thread in the fabric of my entire life. You believe what you need to believe. I’ll believe what I need to believe. And even if it’s different, I think you will find we agree on many important things. Read this with an open mind, and I do think it can open some doors for you.



I will include, when necessary, stories about people who some deem “famous.” The fact that these people are famous holds very little weight with me. I love people regardless of status. However, in our culture, “celebrity currency” reaches far and wide. Celebrity currency is the idea that fame means value. I disagree with this. I think fame can mean influence, but it’s common now to be famous for simply being well-known and not because an individual has made a positive impact on anybody or anything. Regardless, the names of famous people and the association with fame itself is exactly how stories gain traction, how clubs get put on the map, and cheap status gets placed on something. I’m excited to use that same logic to point to something redemptive and meaningful. I get asked about famous people very frequently, and normally I don’t give a lot of comment or context about it because I don’t have the time to do so. I do here. Our church in NYC is probably 99.9 percent full of nonfamous people. The media has never once asked to do a story on people they do not know and how awesome they are. So often, we hear terms like “celebrity church.” It’s a false narrative. But that’s the thing: It’s somebody else’s narrative. The big advantage of writing a book is that we get to shed light accurately on this one aspect that brings a whole lot of attention. That’s why I have included stories about people you may have heard about—because they add perspective to a much bigger picture. But I don’t think this adds worth to my value. I’m thirty-eight years old. My wife, Laura, is fantastically gorgeous, and she is madly in love with me. (When I say “madly,” please note that we have three children and all of them have a birthday in the first two weeks of June. She is apparently crazy for me, especially in October. Hello!) And my kids (for the time being) think that I am awesome. Those factors make up my self-worth equation. So I am completely secure in my coolness without ever knowing a famous person or being linked to a famous person or telling stories about them. However, I would be remiss not to redeem the shallow attraction that is fame if I didn’t show how it can still be a light in some sort of situation.



Introduction


OWN THE MOMENT. The concept seems simple enough. There are literally millions upon millions of moments in our lives that we will either maximize or that we will miss. Whether we are more efficient with the former or the latter has a huge impact on what the final picture of our lives will ultimately look like.

I have never been a big “puzzle guy.” And by that I mean I despise puzzles. But when you have children, you have to put up with some pain, like watching them slowly piece together what will at some point or some year—depending on the attention span of said child—turn out to be a picture. Some pieces are small, and some pieces are larger, and you can skip one or two if you feel like it, but at the end it will look like it’s missing something. Worse yet, you can sit there and look at all the pieces and expect or hope that somebody, someday, is going to come make sense of all this and put it together for you.

I think our culture—which is built on quick gratification, shortcuts to success, filming events we are actually at so we can record them to watch later if ever, and a victim currency that is so robust that when things don’t happen that we like or want it’s rarely our fault—is setting us up for the ultimate hustle. Which is to be in this life but never actually live it. To be present in body but absent in mind. To live and breathe achievement and success and accomplishment, to continually gather these things only to find out they were not what they were advertised to be.

You know what my goal is? I want to own the moments in my life. I want to, yes, take a photo of my son riding his bike . . . but I also want to put my phone away and actually see him do it. Yes, I want to work hard and save money and make sure my children leave my house someday and walk into a setup that will help them win in every way. But I don’t want them to walk out of my house total strangers because I was so intent on working for their future that I missed their present.

I believe in this book, with my entire being. Because it’s not always life or death when you miss a moment. If you hesitated to ask somebody out that you like, and somebody else owned the moment and you are still single? There will be more moments, relax. If you missed an anniversary and remembered a day later and your spouse said, “Thanks but no thanks,” you may have to get acquainted with your couch for a little while, but you can make next year’s anniversary count. Missing moments happens to us all. My greater concern in my own life, and for anybody who picks up this book, is that if you build a pattern of missing moments that don’t appear to be significant, you will miss out on what builds a life that leads to many huge moments, connections, relationships, and experiences. And some moments? You’d better believe they are life and death.



Our first few years in NYC planting this amazing church were very much like a whirlwind. We didn’t have a lot of experience,1 but we had a lot of passion. And the people and the pace that make up NYC require every bit of passion you can muster up. Learning how to own the moment can be the difference between a taxi you do or don’t get, a sliver of space on a subway that you have to be on, a mix tape or a movie script or a business idea that you just had to share. Because in NYC? You run into difference makers everywhere you go. Split seconds can equate to multi-millions. When it comes to other people, owning the moment can also mean saving a life. Since we have no idea what somebody else might be going through, taking a moment to say hi, send an encouraging text, make an extra phone call just to let somebody know they are loved could be everything to an individual. Moments matter.

Two of my best friends and I had been working with a friend who some would say was “vintage NYC.” He was a model, a clothing designer, and made some really good decisions in the stock market that enabled him to have and spend a lot of money. I don’t know how many businesses he owned, but I am aware of how many millions of dollars he spent on things that didn’t really matter. So let’s just say he was very, very good at what he did. He also had a wicked cocaine and heroin addiction that had shadowed him for almost twenty years. I had heard of “functioning addicts” before I got to NYC, but I always pictured people from the movie Joe Dirt in some backwater town that was just barely getting by. Little did I know that not only could you function while being highly addicted to deadly narcotics, you could in fact still thrive in some areas.

My friend was clean for a solid five months, but I noticed some odd things over the course of two weeks that made me concerned. I checked with my two friends, who loved this person as much as me, and none of us had heard from him that whole period of time. When this guy is clicking on all cylinders, he’s a ten-texts-a-day type of guy. So the difference is stark. We all landed on the same conclusion: He was most likely bunkered away in his gorgeous penthouse apartment, on a binge. This is problematic because when this happens with addicts, you never know if this will be the one that takes them out completely. They don’t know either. But after two or three days of mainlining heroin, you tend to lose your logic.

We went to his apartment, and we could hear noise, so we knew he was in there. I called his phone. I could hear it ring. And he picked it up and said, “I’m not here.” I started beating on the door, saying, “I can hear, my brother. Open this door up. I love you. I just want to talk to you.” That was a lie, and he knew it was a lie, because I wasn’t going to talk to him. I was going to ask once if he wanted to go to rehab. And if the answer was no, I was going to punch him in the face and drag him out. He and I had been together in this situation before, only he was on the other side of the door with me. So he knew better.

We knocked for a while, reasoned with him, and realized it was hopeless. We thought we had a moment, we did what we could, and dejection set in. And then another moment presented itself. My friend Joe—who is as relentless about his friends and people in general as anybody I have ever known—said, “You know what? Screw this. He’s not dying tonight.” His brother John—who is equally insane when it comes to never giving up on anything—said, “Yeah, I’m with you.” Joe said, “We can climb that fire escape. John, I can hang there and pull you up, and then you can get on my shoulders, and we can throw this cinderblock through his giant bay window. And Carl, we will open the door for you and the three of us can drag him out.”

Sometimes you are faced with moments in life that literally scare you to death. But if what you love or believe matters enough? You will own it. So we reluctantly, together, owned this moment, huddled like a football team, prayed that police would not see us and arrest us, and that none of us would die. You know, the essentials. And the two brothers went to work.

It was exactly like a scene out of a movie. Joe somehow climbed up the fire escape. He hung his arm down, and John was almost catapulted up by him.2 The cinderblock was by the window, and I gave my friend one more chance.

“Bro, please. Open the door. Trust me.”

“I won’t! Leave me alone! I don’t want help!”

I gave Joe the thumbs-up, and next thing you heard was glass breaking, a bit of a tussle, and the front door flew open. Joe had my friend in a very loving headlock-hug. John was out of breath. My friend had given up at this point.

“I’ll go,” he said.

My friend lived to see another day, to fight that hellacious addiction for at least a few more rounds.



When I think back to that scene, I love the memory. I love all the factors involved. But my mind lands back on Joe. He felt faith for a fleeting moment and owned that moment. And it led to a few more moments, which now, as we look back on them, are an epic memory that will stay with me forever. But that puzzle didn’t just come together. It was pieced together.

I wrote this book because I don’t care who you are, what you do, or how good or bad it may seem today: I know we can all do a better job of making the most of what we do have. Focusing on what we can do. Maybe, just maybe, there is a cinderblock lying around somewhere that you can throw through the glass barriers that surround your life. It won’t happen right away, but the process can begin whenever you want it to. Day by day. Step by step. Choice by choice. Piece by piece. If you own what’s right in front of you, I do believe that someday, when you sit down to tell the story of your life, it’s going to take a while. Because you have so many moments that deserve their own microphone.



1 Actually, none.

2 I do believe this was not the first time either of these boys had done something like this.



Chapter One


Surprise! What You See Is Not What You Get

THROUGHOUT MY ENTIRE LIFE, I have ended up in situations that surprise me. Places that in some ways I’m not qualified for. Open doors that I didn’t ask for. Moments that clearly are much greater than my natural capacity calls for. Yet there I was, here I am, and most likely there I will be.

In the deep end.

I’m okay with this, because one thing I do not want said of me someday is: “Hey, that guy Carl Lentz? He lived up to his potential.” What a shame that would be. Potential is great, and I speak about it often. But in no way do I want my “potential” to run congruent with my life path. I want to keep doing things that obviously don’t compute with what I’m naturally able to do. My current “occupation”—pastor of a local church—is a bright and shining example of this.



I grew up in a family that was not perfect but pretty close. My mom and dad have been married for close to fifty years, and I have watched them love each other sacrificially and faithfully, every day of my life. I have three sisters who are all spectacular in their own ways. Although distance has made contact and regular communication more challenging as we have all grown up and stepped out in life, they have always been and will always be my three best friends. Mary, Bethany, and Corrie have always had my back and been my biggest supporters, at every stage of my random life.

There is a photo that definitely represents my childhood growing up as the only boy in a house with four women. I have a cowboy hat on, a Western shirt, a holster with two toy six-shooters, jeans . . . and high heels. I was probably about six, but evidently I blindly trusted whichever sister thought This will be funny when he gets older. I just rolled with it. Whatever. We all have photos like that.

Our family dynamic was rooted in a relationship with Jesus. Not a “religious family” but one that had a real, live, active faith. The difference is that religion is almost always passed down and accepted as fact. My parents raised us to search out truth for ourselves. Even now, when I ask people why they believe what they believe, often the response is “Well, my mother said . . .” Or, “The church I grew up in believes . . .” To which I say, “Not good enough.” At some point, people have to choose what they believe. My parents did this so well that I was allowed to even walk away from my faith at one point. They trusted truth would win out, and it did.

But for a while I chose to take a different route. I loved basketball, poured my life into it, and that basically became everything to me. I was present in high school just enough to keep my grades high enough to play more basketball. I was good, which was surprising. I’m 6'2" and not particularly athletic, but I learned quickly that if you work hard enough and you have even decent skills, you can get pretty far. In everything.

With my average skill set, I made it to the pinnacle of college basketball, the vaunted Atlantic Coast Conference, the ACC, and somehow landed a spot on the North Carolina State basketball team. I remember playing UNC, playing Duke at Cameron Indoor Stadium—places that I had previously seen as fantasy lands—and thinking, I can’t believe I am here. I’m positive that anybody who saw me on this team was thinking the same thing. But I was there.

This became my pattern for life. When I went to Bible college after making the choice to leave conventional study and pursue my faith, the same thing happened in Australia. Brian Houston saw something in me as a very raw,3 outspoken, and passionate young Bible college student, and chose to help me. To lead me. To teach me.

Brian is the global senior pastor of Hillsong Church and, in my opinion, perhaps the most significant local church pastor in a very, very long time. A lot of what is commonplace in churches now, Brian did first. Things like multi-campus interaction; multi-site vision for a congregation that works together, not autonomously; and in general a preaching style that is so practical and inspiring, you don’t want to leave church when it finishes.4 Brian was one of a few brave leaders to earnestly try new things to reach people. So for him to care about me at all? A surprise.

But perhaps the icing on the “I shouldn’t be here” cake would be the fact that I am a preacher. A public speaker. When I made the choice to pursue my relationship with Jesus, I said, “God, I will do anything You ask. Except be a preacher.” Famous last words, to be sure. I just figured that I’m lucky to be alive. Never in my life had I spoken publicly, nor remotely desired to speak publicly, and I knew that preachers and speakers were open targets for people to take shots at. I was also aware I simply didn’t have that gift set. Although I had defied my “natural ability” my whole life, I thought at some point I needed to get “realistic” and aim a bit lower perhaps. God, however—as I have come to learn all too well—is not all that interested in our idea of our own potential. Regardless how hard you try to hide.



I showed up at Bible college one day in full possession of my books, my potential, and my fear and loathing of public speaking, just like I did every day. Only this was not an ordinary day; it was a day that changed the entire course of my life. We had a chapel service every Tuesday, and I loved it. Music was played, somebody would get up and preach, and we would go about our day. But on this day, a man named Phil Dooley—who is now the pastor of Hillsong South Africa and is simply one of the most encouraging, loving, and hilarious mentors I have ever had—got up and said, “Today we are going to pray for different countries in need. I’m going to ask different students to get up here and pray for their country.” He started calling names: “Thomas from Denmark, get up here. Nick from Australia, get up here.” My stomach dropped as he continued this Death Roll Call, and sure enough: “Carl from the USA, get up here and pray for your country.”

The moment I heard my name, I went from the front of the room to shifting through the crowd like I had stolen something. I then broke into a full sprint, ran out of the room, and went to hide. The first option I saw was the bathroom, and I took it. I doubled down on my hiding spot, shut the bathroom stall door, closed the toilet seat, and stood on it to ensure no trace would be evident that I was in that room. I think I stayed in there for about forty-five minutes. And for a moment—huddled in a bathroom stall, hiding out of fear, on the literal opposite side of planet Earth from where I was born, after all I had been through thus far—I considered my present situation. Here I was, a person who had already made major choices to step out in faith that had led to me defying almost every bit of meager potential that I felt I had, hiding because I was scared to do something I didn’t think I was capable of doing. I shook my head, shut my eyes, and prayed something that at times I regret. But more times I thank God that I did: “From here on out, Jesus, if You open the door, I’m going to walk through it. I don’t care if I look stupid. I don’t care if I don’t think I’m capable of it. You did not save my life for me to hide out in a bathroom stall because I’m scared. This is my pledge, starting now.”

That day, I left some of my fear, some of my hesitation, and some of my introspective self-judgment. I say “some” because there is not a single human on Earth who has completely overcome every identity and security challenge that comes with being inherently imperfect. But I left all of my potential behind that day. Because since then? More than ever, I keep surprising people. I keep surprising myself. Through prayer, trial and error, surrounding myself with people who are better than me in so many areas, I am an example of what God can do with somebody who is not amazing but available. Open to being used. Interested in being challenged. Resigned to living a life that is continually out of my comfort zone. It’s not easy, it’s just better.



I think the only person not surprised was Cathy Lentz. She is my mother, and moms are the best. They can somehow see in their kids things those same kids can’t see in themselves. I don’t think my mom has ever heard me preach without crying and saying afterward, “That was the best sermon I have ever heard. I knew you had this in you.” Everyone else who says that is generally lying. Cathy Lentz, though, is for real. My mom is always so encouraging that even in my worst moments, she will find a way to see the good in them. She’s the type of mom who bails her son out of jail and says, “Well, yes, you committed a crime, but at least it was a felony. If you’re gonna make a mistake, make a big one!”5

But now, at thirty-eight years old, I know where my mom got her faith material from. Not weird “you can do it if you believe enough” stuff. I’m talking about the one that says “Yes, there are natural limitations in this life, but God simply does not care.” Step-out-in-faith-and-roll-the-dice-and-see-what-happens type faith. The belief that potential is essentially a prison—not a malicious one but a prison nonetheless. Because if you buy into your potential, what you’re capable of? Then this life—which should be a wild ride of wins, losses, tears, and joy—never even begins. If you buy into the mentality that you are confined to your potential in this life, it becomes a prison. A prison of limitation and self-reliance and opinions from others who have no idea what truly might be inside you that isn’t easy to see right now. I found it really interesting as I learned to truly study the Bible that Jesus refused to accept the limitations people so readily wanted to put on Him. “That guy is a carpenter from a small town.” In fact, He was the biggest change agent and culture shifter to ever walk on this Earth. The prison of potential has an unlocked door that keeps a lot of people stuck in it. I have chosen to walk out of that captivity, and that same option is open to everybody.

All this time when my mom would say, “Carl, dream big. Love people. Start again. You have more in you. I believe in you,” she was actually quoting a scripture that has become my lifeline, from Ephesians chapter 3, verse 20. It goes like this: “Now to Him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to His power that is at work within us, to Him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.”



This book is not intended to help people who are content with their potential. I would not be qualified to speak on that. Because if my life represents anything, it’s that God has always, and will always, use broken, unqualified people to make a difference in this world. I don’t know if you have found yourself in the proverbial bathroom stall at any point in your life. Perhaps you are there right now, or realize you just might be at some point. Please remind yourself that nobody is interested in your potential. Potential has never changed the world. I don’t think the God who created you is interested in your potential. I think the God that I believe in is not on the search for “perfect” people. He’s on the search for “available” people.

Maybe it’s time you start surprising people with what they didn’t expect from you. A new dream, a new outlook, a new spirit. I think it’s time. I want my life to be a giant surprise party when it’s all said and done. Maybe one day, people can say about you and me: “Those people surprised me. I didn’t think they had it in them.”

And we can smile and say, “Oh, we didn’t. God did this. And He can do it for you as well.”


own the chapter



Often, what we say can become what we see in our lives. Build a habit of speaking what is right, what is positive, what is healthy even in the face of extreme opposition or negativity. It’s more than a positive confession—it’s an anchor for your life that won’t allow what happens to you to change what comes through you.





3 Still am.

4 Many of us have been in those services where we whisper quietly to Heaven, “Please, God, make it stop.”

5 I have been arrested only once, and my mom never knew. Until now. Sorry, Mom! I love you!



Chapter Two


That’s Just the Way It Is

I LIKE BEING ABLE TO control settings when possible. For instance, it can take me at least five tries to get the light settings correct in my own home before I can sit down comfortably. My wife says I’m weird and OCD. I say that I enjoy the pleasure of maximizing the light dimmer I paid for.

“Default” has never been my thing. I don’t think it should be anybody’s thing, to be clear. Because almost always the default of anything is the most basic, the most average, the most nonspectacular setting. The default of humanity? We have history books full of death, carnage, and self-centered bias. The default of relationships? Two human beings going in opposite directions. If we don’t constantly make an effort to break away from the defaults in our own lives—the way we think, the way we love, the way we treat other people—it is a one-way ticket to a life that impacts no one. People who don’t know that we actually have an option for more are the people you hear saying things like:

“I was born like this. It’s who I am.”

“I’m Irish. I drink. It’s a national pastime.”

“Nobody in my family has ever graduated from college. That’s the way it is with us.”

“My parents were divorced. Their parents were divorced. I don’t want to be divorced, but let’s be honest: It runs in the family.”

“I’m white. I simply cannot jump, and a dunk contest is not in my future.”

Although the last one is actually true,6 it’s a lie that we can’t change even the most long-standing types of strongholds in our lives. If you don’t like where you sit today, there was a setting that led you there. Every single time. If your life is filled with broken relationships? There is a setting, somewhere in your soul, you have yet to shift. Somewhere you picked up a word, a thought that wasn’t true, but you allowed it to drive you to exactly where you are.

Sometimes it helps to look at where you used to be and where you want to go, to make sure your coordinates look very different. How on Earth people expect to go to new places, achieve new things while making zero new decisions will forever remain a mystery. But not to me. Our default never really dies. We will be drawn to it forever. But we can, without a doubt, make sure we at least know that there are other choices we can make.

Be careful you don’t just accept where you are headed because that’s the only place you have ever known.



We recently moved our family into a different house. It’s only about two miles away from the old one, but we needed more room, our lease was up, and we found a place close by that was great because we didn’t have to change our kids’ school.

I noticed a funny thing happening the first two weeks after we moved, though. At least five times, I found myself running errands in the car, thinking out loud as I drove home—as I often do—only to look up and realize I was at our old house. I hadn’t quite locked in that we had moved, so if I didn’t think about it intentionally, that’s just where I would drive. I looked at my phone and, sure enough, I never changed my settings to “home.” I had a new residence. I just forgot to remind myself. It’s funny, and it’s happened far too many times.

But you know what I didn’t do? I didn’t pull up to my old house, which has new tenants, and just say, “Oh well, here I am. It’s not where I want to be, but it’s familiar. I’m gonna just go inside, eat some food, and kick it on the couch for a bit. Might as well.” No, that’s actually a felony called breaking and entering.

This, my friends, is a fantastic picture of what so many people do all the time. “Oh well, this is how I have always thought. This is how I have always been. This is how people have always treated me. That’s just the way it is.” I beg, with all my heart, to differ. Yes, it will take a while to rechart your life course, and there will be moments where you “sit in an old driveway” that may frustrate you. But reset nonetheless. It’s never too late to make a move. It’s never too late to start treating people different.

The catch is that nobody else can change your settings but you. You can change your location. You can change your spouse. You can change your occupation. But the old saying rings true: “Wherever you go, there you are.” If you think it’s already too late? Oh please, think again.



A man in prison reminded me of this through a heartfelt letter that impacted me deeply.

Our church has a TV program that is broadcast all over the world, including into various prisons throughout the United States. This is particularly important and special to me, because one of my “intentional settings” I am passionate about is that I will never give up on anybody. Everybody is worth honor and dignity in this life, regardless of what they may have done.

I learned this early on, because literally my earliest childhood memory with my dad is not one that takes me back to a baseball game or a birthday party. It takes me back to a prison in Virginia. My dad used to go into jails and preach to the men inside. He would take his Bible and his guitar—truly an epic one-man show. And he would passionately love and encourage these men. And sometimes he would take me with him. I don’t remember a lot about specific childhood memories, and I wanted to be sure of recording things accurately. So I called Cathy Lentz, who remembers more random details than the IRS. This was our phone call about those early days watching my parents do what they do.



	Mom:

	Hello?




	Carl:

	Mama, thanks for answering the phone. First ring.




	Mom:

	I know. It’s a miracle, isn’t it?




	Carl:

	What are you doing?




	Mom:

	I just got back from taking the dog to the vet for some blood work. What’s happening?




	Carl:

	I’m writing down some stories for my book. One of the stories I want to tell is going with Dad to prisons. How old was I the first time?




	Mom:

	That’s when you went to the juvenile detention home in Virginia Beach with Dad. And the whole family, actually, that time. You were only seven when you sat at the table with an eighteen-year-old man who had raped an eighty-year-old woman. You didn’t know that. And you were conversing with him. His name was John. I remember that his name was John, and we had refreshments afterward. So that was the first time, at the age of seven, that you sat down at the table—this guy was all by himself. And I don’t know what you said to him. I have no memory of that. But I remember on the way back we must’ve taken two cars. And it was dark, and it was just the car lights inside the car glowing, and I said, “Carl, that was so nice of you to talk to that man.” I said, “What was his name?” And you said, “His name was John.” And you got tears in your eyes. And then I had trouble driving, thinking, My gosh, this little guy doesn’t even know who that guy was. I probably went on to say, “You know, he’d done something very bad and he needed to know Jesus loved him.” Or something random—you know what parents say. But it was very touching, actually. Then we left in March of 1986 and moved to Chicago. And then you were taken to Cabrini-Green, and then there was another place called Humboldt—
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