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Excerpt I: Taken from the article Deadline: Baby 

I’m a slave to deadlines. They are my motivation. In elementary school, I would wait until the night before the diorama was due to pull out the glue gun and popsicle sticks. But you’d better believe, once that shoebox was fully decorated, it was fantastic. The pressure that comes with procrastination has always seemed to drive me to new levels of creativity. 

As a writer, my relationship with deadlines is a double-edged sword. I never miss one, but often wish I didn’t dance so close to the edge of the cliff. A little margin would make life much less stressful. But then again, I’d miss the thrill of the ticking clock.

Speaking of ticking clocks… 

Lately, like countless women my age, I am staring down a new deadline – one that involves a bundle of (promised) joy. In a few short weeks, I will turn 32 and I am yet to conceive my first child. I know, 32 isn’t old. But as my friends and family like to point out, if I ever hope to have a kid, it’s getting there. So what’s the problem? Let’s evaluate: Man that I love and want to raise a family with – check. Home in a great location for raising children – check. Successful, enjoyable career – check. Friends and family who would offer gads of love and support – check. So, my dear Winston, from whence comes the source of delay? 

I am not ready to give up the life I’ve been in pursuit of since I was a child myself. 

And I am not alone. Women of my generation are waiting longer than any previous generation to have their first child, for exactly the same reason. In the 1970s, the average age for a woman to become a mother was just over 21. By 2000, it had risen to 25. I read a study just the other day that heralded 34 as the new optimal age for having a first baby. 

Allow me to state the obvious: The way we, as women, interact with the world has changed. (Thank you, women’s liberation.) Things have shifted considerably over the last generation. Our college attendance has more than doubled, with women making up 57% of all college students. In 2008, women comprised 46.5% of the total U.S. labor force – one third of whom worked in management and professional occupations, accounting for 51% of all workers in this top-paying sector. Now that number has risen to over 60%. My peers and I were raised to define our educational and career objectives and then go get them.

In my mother’s generation, girls played with dolls and dreamed of the day they could rear flesh and blood children of their own. This isn’t a stereotype; it’s a reality. In many cases, motherhood was the only avenue open to them – it was the singular expectation and so became the goal. Most didn’t go to college, and if they had to work outside the home it was not in a fulfilling career but in a menial job to help foot the power bill and put food on the table. 

In contrast, with burgeoning equality being fought for beyond my scope of knowledge, I grew up waging strategic wars between He-Man and Skeletor, as I dreamed of becoming a criminal defense attorney... or a Secret Service agent… an Air Force fighter pilot… or a major magazine editor. Every day, I went to a school whose number one goal was to prep me for a successful college career. In the third grade, I could give you my top 5 list of universities I planned on applying to when the time came, most of them Ivy League. I grew up knowing that the world was open to me – every bit as open as to any boy. The only time my gender became something to overcome was when someone expected me to be the default dishwasher or when the topic of child-bearing skipped into my consciousness. 

Not considering motherhood a viable outlet for my energy any time in the near future, I left my hometown at the age of 18, moving 1000 miles away to pursue my dream education and prep for my dream career. Four short years later, at 22, I graduated at the top of my class and, during the ensuing summer, married a wonderful man with whom I had maintained a long-distance relationship in the interim. Funny, to me marriage was (and is) about love and partnership. It did not (and does not) by default equate with playpens and pacifiers. But apparently others, even well meaning others, saw things a little differently. 

On my wedding day, one of my high school guidance counselors – a commandeering man who had provided gobs of insight into my future as he encouraged me to push myself beyond obvious paradigms – took a long look at me in my fluffy princess gown and said, “So, I guess it’s time to get barefoot and pregnant.”

I froze in horror. Everything I had worked so hard for in my life was just about to begin. The prize I’d been searching for through my 16-year maze of academia was within my grasp. My great, big “future” was sitting on go, quickly counting down to imminent blast off… and yet the fact that I had ovaries as was now legally wed made intelligent people assume that motherhood was somehow my new aim. 

What? 

Summoning all of my powers of restraint, I thanked him for coming to the wedding and did my best to brush the comment aside, unaware that somewhere deep within me a clock had started to tick. T-minus 10 years and counting…

I feel the need to insert a disclaimer here: I absolutely love children. My maternal instinct is arguably too strong for my own good. I have a big family, with nieces and nephews galore. I can’t let a baby out of my sight without a some quality play and cuddle time. I am certainly not someone who wants to opt out of the child-raising game altogether. No, having children has always been part of my plan. In fact, for the last six years or so, it has been part of my three to five year plan. 

A well-meaning friend, whose wife just had their first child, recently said to me, “Kids are great. Once you have them, you can’t imagine your life without them.” I have no doubt that this is true. I genuinely look forward to the experience. “But,” he continued, “do everything you want to do now, before you have them, because things change – things change a lot.” And therein lies the rub. 

At what point will I be ready for things to change a lot? I want children someday – on a day when I will be ready, willing and able to commit my focus and attention to them without feeling like I am stepping out on my own dreams. But right now, my husband and I have a great life. And there are still so many things to do. We want to do missions work in Africa. We want to go on a safari. We want to build and sell a business. He wants to flip real estate. I want to sell a screenplay and win an Oscar. And the list goes on. But, tick tock. So, where do you apply the tourniquet to this rush of potential that’s screaming to be fulfilled and redirect your energy into a new life – a life that is not your own? …
Excerpt II: Taken from Chapter 1 of The Generosity Ladder (Baker Books, 2010 – Currently in its fourth printing) 
Money Matters

Most of us have grown up with a skewed understanding of money and possessions. Based on misinformation, poor examples and our own desires, we have unconsciously developed a certain paradigm for understanding and managing our income – from the first $5 bill we were given in a birthday card to our first paycheck, and everything we’ve received since. Unfortunately, for most of us, our financial paradigm has gotten us in trouble. As a society, our collective wrong perspectives have led us into seemingly insurmountable debt, broken apart our families, and caused high levels of stress and anxiety.


Our intentions to handle our resources well may be good, but money in our culture has gone bad. Too many people feel like they have to go into debt just to meet their basic needs. Every day is a struggle. 


Others simply want to be able to afford to go on a nice vacation or give our kids a good education. We want to take care of our aging parents or save for our retirement. But we can never get around to doing those things because there is no extra money. 



The majority of us – incredibly wealthy by the world’s standards – are locked in a battle with the constant desire for more. We have internalized the “buy now, pay later” mantra of our culture. We live above our means. 


As my friend and financial guru Dave Ramsey says, “We buy things we don’t need with money we don’t have to impress people we don’t even like.” Have you ever been there? Money has become a way of keeping score. It’s as if we are in competition with each other to see who can get the most stuff, live in the biggest house and wear the most expensive clothes. 


While there are many different levels of financial need, money is a continual struggle for all of us. No matter how much we have, we always seem to need more. Financial stress is a shadow that never leaves us alone. 


Most of our money problems boil down to bad financial decisions – financial decisions that are the result of our distorted perspective, or our incorrect paradigm, of this currency that is so apt to control our lives. In fact, we are usually so rooted in our own paradigm of money management that we don’t even realize we are making poor decisions. Like a fish in water, we can’t see the reality of the environment around us. We are just doing what we know to do and wondering why we continually live under the thumb of financial oppression.


In order to get back on the right track, we need a good dose of self-examination. Take a look at your own financial life. Here are a few signs that you are not making wise financial decisions: 

· Your debt is growing each month.

· You are only making the minimum monthly payments to your creditors.

· If you miss one paycheck, you can’t cover your mortgage/rent and bills.

· You and your spouse fight about money regularly. (By the way, money problems are cited as the number one cause for divorce in America.)

· You are not able to put money into a savings or retirement account every month.

· You are constantly stressed about money. 

· Because of your financial situation, you feel like you can’t live the life you were created to live.

Can you relate to any of these warning signs? If you are like most people I talk with – heck, most people I’ve ever met – you can relate to practically all of them. 


By and large, we live in a place of financial uncertainty. We aren’t able to do all of the things we should do, much less the things we want to do, because we are bound by money-colored handcuffs. But why? How did we create a world where financial stress and continual lack are the new norm? By operating out of our own financial paradigms. I’d say it’s time for a shift in perspective.

What is The Generosity Ladder?

If you’ve ever changed a light bulb or painted a house, you know that a ladder is simply a tool to get you from your current level to a higher plane. Things that are out of our reach before we step onto the ladder are easily in our grasp after we climb to the top. 


The generosity ladder, like any ladder, is a tool. Right now, you are standing at the bottom of the ladder, ankle deep in the financial stress of debt, anxiety and frustration, looking toward the top rung… the place from which you’ll be able to wrap your hand around a life filled with financial peace. …

Excerpt III: Taken from Maximize: How to Develop Extravagant Givers in Your Church (Baker Books, 2010) 

You may have heard the famous anecdote about how they catch monkeys in India. Long ago, an insightful hunter figured out that monkeys are selfish little creatures, so he created a method of capture that takes advantage of that nature. First, the monkey hunter cuts a small hole in one end of a coconut – a hole just big enough for the monkey to fit his hand in – and ties a long cord to the other end. Then, he sprinkles peanuts, banana chunks or some other enticing treat into the hole, places it in the monkey’s probable path and sneaks away, holding the other end of the cord, to watch his plan unfold. Inevitably, an unsuspecting monkey comes along, sniffs out the treat, inspects the “container” and then wriggles his little hand into the hole to grab the treasure. With that, the hunter’s job is done. All he has to do is yank his side of the cord and the whole monkey/coconut kit and caboodle lands at his feet. 


But isn’t there something missing here? Why wouldn’t the monkey just pull his hand out of the coconut and run for his life? Remember that monkeys are selfish. Once they get their hands on something they want, they won’t let go. With his fist wrapped around the goods, the monkey can’t get his hand back out of the hole. If he would just loosen his grip and let go of the bounty, he could save himself. But he clings tight-fisted to what’s “his” and finds himself ensnared… even unto his own demise. 


It’s easy for us to see how ridiculous the monkey is being. If we were sitting at the edge of the jungle watching the scenario play out, we would be screaming, “Let go! That little fortune isn’t worth your life!” And yet, back in our own corner of the world, we are guilty of approaching our money and possessions the same way the monkey approaches those peanuts and banana chunks. We hold on too tightly. We want what is ours, and we want it so badly that we are often blind to the consequences of our grasping. We want to be secure. We want to get all we can. We are focused so intently on our “treasure” that we don’t see the hunter lurking behind that nearby tree. …
Excerpt IV: Taken from Ignite: How to Spark Immediate Growth in Your Church (Baker Books, 2009) 

CHAPTER 10: Sowing The Best Seed

Live wisely among those who are not believers, and make the most of every opportunity.

– The Apostle Paul (Colossians 4:5)

We plough the fields and scatter

The good seed on the land,

But it is fed and watered

By God’s almighty hand. 

 – Matthias Claudius

Finally, Saturday. Jon strains one eye to see the clock on his dresser. 8:30. With a sigh, he throws back the covers and slowly rolls out of bed. He can hear Liz and the kids making breakfast downstairs. As Jon heads slowly toward the bathroom, he wonders why Saturdays don’t feel as free to him as they once did. Admittedly, he’s been worried about what’s going on at the bank. They’ve had several lay-offs in the last couple of weeks. “But surely that’s not what’s weighing on me today,” Jon thinks to himself. “I’m pretty secure.” 


After brushing his teeth and sliding on his favorite alma mater sweat pants, Jon heads downstairs.


“Good morning, Daddy!” Madison and Johnny shout in unison. Well, almost.


“Good morning, Sleepy Head,” Liz says.


“Yeah, sorry. I just didn’t feel like getting up this morning,” Jon says, heading for the coffee maker. “Where’s the paper?” 


“It’s on the table outside,” answers Liz. “I was reading it before they got up. Not great news.” 


Coffee in hand, Jon heads to the porch. He sits down and closes his eyes. He hears birds chirping, a neighbor’s lawnmower humming in the distance, his children’s voices floating out from the kitchen... and wonders why he isn’t any happier. 


Jon picks up the front page and reads the headline: MORE BANKS IN TROUBLE AS MARKET CONTINUES TO TUMBLE. The gnawing feeling that’s becoming all too familiar to him lately creeps into his gut. He takes a sip of coffee and a deep breath. 


Trying to find some positive news, Jon starts flipping through the Living section, where a full-page, color ad catches his eye. “Does God care about your financial security?” asks the ad. “Discover how to live in financial peace, this Sunday at FCC,” it continues. Jon stares at the page, trying to figure out why FCC sounds familiar to him. Then it hits. That’s the church that Sam, the guy in the office next to his at the bank, has been trying to get him to for a couple of months. He has been able to come up with a good excuse for not being able to make it every time so far, but he’s beginning to run out. 


Jon looks back to the ad. “Does God care about my financial security?” he lets himself wonder. “Probably not.” 


Liz steps onto the porch and catches a glimpse of the ad over Jon’s shoulder. “What’s that?” she asks. 

***

Think back to Jesus’ parable of the sower and the seed. Mark 4 tells us that the wise farmer scattered his seed across the field. He covered every corner, in hopes of reaping the greatest possible harvest. He sowed seed generously and left the results up to God. If we hope to truly ignite evangelism in our churches, we need to take another lesson from that farmer and decide to: Plant The Maximum Number of Seeds Possible. No matter what kind of promotion we are considering, we must get in the habit of thinking big.


Do you think the farmer scattered only a little of his seed or all that he had? Of course he scattered all he had. He didn’t leave any reserves back in the storehouse, but rather trusted God to provide as he did what he’d been called to do. Even though the farmer knew that some of the seed would fall on bad ground, he still scattered it. He understood that he was investing in the great return that the harvest would bring. …
Excerpt IV: Taken from Fusion: Turning First-Time Guests into Fully-Engaged Members of Your Church (Regal, 2007) 

The human subconscious is a complex and powerful entity. While most of us float through life unaware of its influence, our subconscious is constantly shaping our thoughts, experiences, reactions and opinions. In Strangers to Ourselves: Discovering the Adaptive Unconscious, Timothy D. Wilson observes:

The mind operates most efficiently by relegating a good deal of high-level, sophisticated thinking to the unconscious, just as a modern jetliner is able to fly on automatic pilot with little or no input from the human, “conscious” pilot. The adaptive unconscious does an excellent job of sizing up the world . . . in a sophisticated and efficient manner.1
This God-given “autopilot” mechanism revs into action when we face unfamiliar territory, telling us how to respond to our surroundings or situation based on any manner of outside clues. The feelings we get when introduced to new people or new places, whether positive or negative, are not the result of logical evaluation. They are based on instinct rather than reasoning. 

More than likely, none of us are psychologists or neuro-geniuses, and we don’t need to be. But if we want to successfully assimilate first-time guests into our congregations, we do need to at least recognize and embrace the power of the subconscious mind and the role it plays in forming that all-important first impression.

The Power of a First Impression

Seven minutes is all you get to make a positive first impression. In the first seven minutes of contact with your church, your first-time guests will know whether or not they are coming back. That’s before a single worship song is sung and before a single word of the message is uttered. 

Obviously your guests aren’t making a logical decision based on the integrity of the preaching, the character of the church staff or the clarity of your doctrine. They are not weighing pros and cons of worship styles and theological viewpoints. In all likelihood, they wouldn’t have a theological clue about where to begin such an evaluation! Instead, they are taking in clues about your church’s atmosphere and the people’s friendliness on a much more rudimentary level. Their subconscious minds are working overtime to evaluate their compatibility with this new environment. The question for you then becomes: What’s actually being judged? What factors and/or feelings play into their impression? And how much control can you have over doing things in a way that will make their experience ring positive? 

The Pre-service: From the Street to the Seat
The pre-service is your first opportunity for interaction with everyone who sets foot on your church’s property – from guests to members – but its purpose and influence are particularly important for first-time guests. Your pre-service mission is to make every effort to take your guests’ guard down and even put a smile on their face – before the service begins. There are four initial areas of contact through which you can influence your guests during the pre-service—through controlling how they are Greeted, Directed, Treated and Seated. Take a look at how a successful FCC pre-service would play out, and then we’ll break down the details of each of the four pre-service components.

***
Jon and his family drive into the parking lot of the church and are immediately impressed by what they see. The building, though not large or even new, is obviously well cared-for, right down to the lawn. Everyone is entering through the main front door, where a nice-looking couple about Jon and Liz’s age is speaking warmly to each person and handing them some kind of program. (You might call it a bulletin, but since Jon and Liz are unchurched, they are more likely to think of it as a program.) Once through the front door themselves, where they are welcomed with a smile and a “Glad you are here,” Liz immediately spots two signs telling her exactly what she needs to know: One points the way to the restroom that her four-year-old urgently needs and the other points toward the child-care area. After stop number one, Jon, Liz and the kids check the children’s area sign again and start in the direction it’s pointing. A volunteer spots them and offers to lead them directly to the right place for each of their children. 

When the kids have been dropped off, Jon notices the smell of coffee and donuts wafting toward him. He turns to discover a table piled with Krispy Kreme boxes, fruit and coffee. Exchanging pleasantly surprised glances, he and Liz each grab a donut (well, she grabs an apple and he grabs a donut) and a cup of coffee and start timidly toward one of the aisles. Immediately, another volunteer pops up and directs them to two open seats. Jon begins to realize that the foul mood he drove into the parking lot with has been brightened a little by the smiles around him, the warm coffee in his hand and the overall atmosphere of FCC. The people seem incredibly friendly and actually happy that he and Liz are there. At the church they used to go to, people hardly offered a smile, much less helpful information or a Krispy Kreme—and he’s always thought all churches were the same. As the service begins, Jon spots Sam just sitting down and can’t help but wonder what’s going on in this place. …
Excerpt V: Taken from the e-book Healthy Systems, Healthy Church 2.0
Have you ever held a newborn baby? Have you counted tiny fingers and toes or watched a little chest move up and down, drawing breath for the first time? That baby may be a simple bundle of joy for his parents but, in reality, he’s also a bundle of something else. He is a bundle of perfectly formed, intricate systems that are already working together to keep him alive. Thanks to his tiny circulatory system, his heart is pumping blood through his veins. Thanks to his respiratory system, his lungs are taking in air. His digestive system is breaking down his mother’s milk from the very first drop and his muscular system is letting him wrap his tiny hand around his father’s finger. Even in a brand new baby, each of these systems and others are fully developed, fully functioning and ready to grow with him as he starts his journey toward adulthood. 


God must be into systems. He organized the universe with systems. He established the measurement of time through a system. And, from the beginning, He formed our bodies as a cohesive unit of systems. Adam and Eve – untouched and unblemished specimens of God’s craftsmanship – were compilations of the systems that caused them to function. They were perfect adult examples of that newborn baby. Without systems humming under the surface, they would not have been able to walk or even breathe. They wouldn’t have been able to experience the pleasures of the garden. Eve wouldn’t have been able to pluck the apple from the tree and Adam wouldn’t have been able to take the bite that set God’s redemptive plan into motion. Without their systems, they would have remained as unmolded lumps of clay, unable to fulfill the purposes of God. From the beginning, God has put systems to work, providing the mechanics and the platform through which He shows His greatness. 


One more thing about Adam and Eve… What is it that we know about them for sure? What was the blueprint God used in creating them? Himself. Genesis affirms that God created man in his own image. Don’t miss this: God created beings that function through systems and said that they had been created in his own image. Yes… God is into systems. 


Paul understood God’s affinity for systems. That’s why, in trying to help us wrap our minds around how the church should function, he compared the body of Christ to the human body. He aligned the design of the church with the functioning of our own different parts. In Romans, Paul writes, “Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.” Sounds remarkably like how God designed our physical bodies with systems, right? Go back and read the verse again substituting the word “systems” every time you see the word “members.” Makes perfect sense, doesn’t it? And so it is with the church as it is with our own bodily systems. Can the endocrine system say to the nervous system, “Because I am not the nervous system, I am of no use?” Of course not. All the parts of the body – both the church body and the physical body – work together, allowing us to fulfill God’s purposes and plans on this earth. And both of those respective bodies function best through well-developed systems.  …

Excerpt VII: Guest blog entry – The Man in the Red Pants
Every morning I take a walk along the Hudson. My puppy, Ryli, has her namesake’s life and that means time by the river is a must. This morning, Ryli and I made a new friend – the man in the red pants. “Good morning,” I heard him say as the person in front of me passed him by. “Good morning,” he said to me, when my turn came. We exchanged pleasantries as I continued walking and, as I passed him, a tear made its way to my eye. I’m not sure why. Maybe it was his genuine joy for the morning’s beauty. Maybe it was the love driving him to reach out to the people walking by. Maybe it’s the fact that, at his presumed 80+ years, he is enjoying a day that my father will never have. We walked a little further up the water’s edge and then turned and headed into the park, which put us behind the man in the red pants. Now, I could see him but he couldn’t see me. He had decided to get the most out of his bench, turning so he could use it for exercise. I watched him as he did a few awkward push-ups, before sitting carefully back down to continue his greetings. This man is life. He is joy. I wonder who else the man in the red pants touched this morning. I am thankful that he said “Good Morning” to me. Maybe tomorrow, I will say “Good Morning” to someone else… and mean it. 

