
Praise for Wrecked

In His upside-down kingdom, God promises we can actually find our 
life by giving it away to others. What is your God-given passion for 
serving? What is outside of you and bigger than you that demands your 
time, talent, and treasure? I encourage you to ponder that as you read 
Jeff’s thoughts in Wrecked. The result will be life changing  . . . and you 
may be surprised to discover that the life changed could be yours.
—Dr. We s s  st a f f o rD,  president and CEO, Compassion International  

The dissatisfaction we feel has a surprising remedy, and this beautiful 
book tells us what it is: we need to change, and we need to be broken. 
The lessons of Wrecked will lead you through the wilderness.
—Ch r i s  Gu i l l e b e a u,  author, The $100 Startup

A stunning debut, this book—admittedly—wrecked me. In Wrecked, 
Jeff Goins held nothing back, using his poetic writing and passion for 
change-making to call me to action in my own life. He’ll do the same 
for you.
—Cl a i re Dí a z-or t i z,  Social Innovation, Twitter, Inc.

It’s been said, “The true gospel comforts the disturbed and disturbs the 
comfortable.” Jeff reminds us that Jesus not only came to heal broken 
hearts—but also to shatter the status quo. Let his book be an invitation 
to say yes to Jesus and then do something daring with your life. May it 
help you become a holy nonconformist to all the patterns of this world 
that are out of sync with the upside-down kingdom of God. May it give 
you the courage to join the revolutionary work of Jesus, loving people 
back to life and building a new world in the shell of the old one.
— sh a n e Cl a i b o rn e,  author, activist, and lover of Jesus, 

www.facebook.com/ShaneClaiborne

Jeff Goins wrote my favorite kind of book. First he lived it, then he 
wrote it. The result is a book that everyone who has ever wondered “Is 
there more to life than this?” should read.
— Jo n aC u f f,  Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Quitter: Closing the Gap 

Between Your Day Job & Your Dream Job



Although Jeff Goins writes of his experience working with missionaries 
and ministry, this is truly a guide to growing up and committing to a 
worthy cause. Yes, young people will find this book immensely practical 
and helpful, but so will anyone of any age who wants to do work that 
matters. Perhaps you are like me, at the stage of life where you wonder 
if you are chasing air and evaluating your overall purpose and impact—
this book is also for you. Get Wrecked and walk away changed.
— Ca r r i e  Wi l k e r s o n,  author, The Barefoot Executive, Host of 

BarefootExecutive.TV

Jeff Goins has written an inspiring, instructive, exciting, forceful call for 
young people. I’d love to give it to almost every twentysomething I know.
— sh a u n a ni e q u i s t,  author of Cold Tangerines and Bittersweet, 

www.shaunaniequist.com.

There is a life that most of us dream of living. Chances are you won’t 
drift into that life. But there are some clear choices you can make along 
the way to set yourself up to receive all that God has for you. Jeff does 
a masterful job of gracefully yet purposely helping us take the steps of 
faith so many of us need to take.
— Pe t e Wi l s o n,  pastor of Cross Point Church, author of Plan B and Empty 

Promises

With Wrecked, Jeff Goins goes way beyond a simple call to action. He 
gives you a manifesto for getting off the sidelines and living the kind of 
life you’ve only dreamed about. Be warned—Wrecked will change you! 
This is one of the best books I’ve read in a long time.
—Ma r k le e,  guitarist and founding member of Third Day

Jeff Goins is a precise and passionate speaker, which is also true of his 
writing. No unnecessary verbiage—to the point truth that will change 
our lives. I like that . . . I like that a lot.
—Pa t s y Cl a i rM o n t,  author, Stained Glass Hearts

Jeff Goins has written a clear-eyed book about the grit and glory of 
growing up and choosing commitment over complacency. His perspec-
tive is refreshing and at times hard to hear, but it brims with practical 
wisdom for those who yearn to serve a purpose larger than themselves.
— ia n Mo r G a n Cr o n,  author, Jesus, My Father, the CIA, and Me: a 

Memoir . . . of Sorts



 

Wrecked is a book you should be deliciously afraid to read because its 
content will collide into your conscience and derail your future into a 
life more meaningful than the one you’ve lived before.
— sa r a h Cu n n i n G h a M,  author, Idea Junkie, and blogger who tries to bring 

people together around good things. www.sarahcunningham.org

Wrecked fulfills two rare deliverables: it messes with you (in a good 
way), and introduces you to the fantastic writing of a new author you’ll 
certainly be hearing more from.
—Ma r k oe s t re i C h e r,  Partner, The Youth Cartel

I’ve read Jeff’s writing for years, and I can tell you: what he talks about, 
he lives. As someone who has given his life to helping the least and less 
fortunate, he shares his heartrending experiences and struggles in a 
voice that resonates. Read this book, but be warned: you won’t finish it 
the same way you started it.
— an n e Ja C k s o n,  speaker and author, Mad Church Disease and Permission 

to Speak Freely

I loved this book. The stories filled me with a desire to be more, risk 
more, and live more. Who would have guessed that being wrecked is 
really the beginning to living? If you want to live, get Wrecked—read it, 
then do it!
—ke n Da v i s ,  author, Fully Alive, speaker, and communications trainer 

Wrecked reminded me of my own times of beautiful wrecking, and it 
wooed me once again toward a sacrificial, joyful life. The stories, the 
writing, the theology all beckoned me to live intentionally, work hard, 
and obey Jesus afresh.
— Ma r y DeMu t h,  author, Everything: What You Gain and What You Give 

to Become Like Jesus

If you’re someone who is groping in the dark without purpose or inspi-
ration, Wrecked just might be the flashlight you need, enabling you to 
see the next step in the journey.
— fr a n k vi o l a,  author, From Eternity to Here and Jesus Manifesto, 

www.frankviola.org



My dreams and goals have all been sideswiped by something much 
greater than I could muster up in my dream machine of a brain. So many 
times we chase and run after a dream and dodge the very things that will 
get us closer to the dream if we would only allow them to. Jeff has taken 
stories in this book and wrapped practical advice on what to do when life 
hits the fan. We think it’s over. But it’s only just beginning . . . 
Ca r l o s Wh i t t a k e r,  blogger, musician, and creative coach

In Wrecked, Jeff Goins emerges as a noteworthy and influential voice for 
this generation. As great writers do, he frames the pain that accom-
panies compassion with words and stories I won’t soon forget. Reader 
beware: change is coming and Jeff Goins holds the megaphone.
—eM i l y P.  fre e M a n,  author, Grace for the Good Girl 

Everything Jeff Goins writes is purposeful, fervent, and full of human-
ity. The stories and ideas in this book will break you, shape you, and 
ultimately fill you.
—Ma t t h e W Pa u l tu rn e r,  author, Churched and Hear No Evil

If you’re looking to be stirred toward something more, encouraged 
toward your true calling, and challenged to act accordingly, even when 
it’s hard, read Wrecked and join the adventure of a lifetime!
—Ch e r i  ke a G G y,  Dove Award–winning singer/songwriter, speaker, blogger

Wrecked is a creative mix of wit, transparency, and courageous thinking 
that will catch you off guard and lead you on an unexpected explora-
tion into your own soul and calling. Open this book if you dare to live 
life to the fullest.
—Ch a r l e s  le e,  CEO of Ideation, and author, Good Idea. Now What?

The compassion Christ calls us to can sometimes break us in ways that 
completely wreck our former way of living in our comfortable little 
worlds. Goins challenges readers to live life not only on purpose but 
with purpose—remembering that none of us gets a second chance at 
life. If you are ready to make a difference—a real, raw, life-altering dif-
ference in the world—then Wrecked is a must-read.
— lo r i e  ne W M a n,  speaker, orphan advocate, and author, A Cup of Cold 

Water in His Name: 60 Ways to Care for the Needy



 

Jeff has the rare gift of moving hearts. You’ll find encouragement, be 
inspired to step out of your comfort zone, and live with purpose. Enjoy 
the journey.
—al l i  Wo r t h i n G t o n,  founder of Picha Global and BlissDom

Jeff Goins is one of the freshest writers coming on the scene today. He 
not only brings a raw, authentic perspective to the issues we struggle 
with most but also a surprising wisdom that is far beyond his years. 
Wrecked is a must-read because if you haven’t been, you will be. And 
this book is for such a time as this.
—be n arM e n t,  creator of STORY and Dream Year

Vulnerable and gritty, Wrecked is going to dig into your heart and 
change you. You will be compelled to live.
—sa r a h Ma e , author, Desperate

In a world that teaches us to spend our lives building hollow monu-
ments to our comfort and success, the message of Wrecked rings true: 
we must allow our monuments to be knocked down in order to make 
way for something that will endure. Wrecked is a guide down a beauti-
ful, broken road, and I’m grateful for it.
—sC o t t MCCl e l l a n,  director of Echo Hub and Echo Conference

Wrecked is one of those books that had me continually saying yes under 
my breath. Jeff is a great writer whose engaging storytelling resonated 
deeply with me at every turn of the page. He was able to put in 150 
pages the transformational journey we all wrestle with early in life. As a 
therapist and pastor, this is exactly the type of book I can’t wait to put 
in the hands of the people I counsel and minister to.
— rh e t t sM i t h,  licensed marriage and family therapist, and author, The 

Anxious Christian: Can God Use Your Anxiety for Good?

This life we live isn’t meant to be comfortable and easy. We’ll all experi-
ence and encounter situations that will challenge us to look at the world 
differently. How we respond will determine the kind of impact we leave. 
Wrecked will inspire anyone who desires to do more with their life.
—Cr y s t a l re n a u D,  author, Dirty Girls Come Clean



In our story-centered culture we’ve learned that personal growth often 
comes through pain, struggle, and conflict, but we’re still drawn to com-
fort over calamity. Through his own story of being wrecked, Jeff Goins 
leads us into a calling of giving our lives away for the sake of God being 
able to use us for His glory. Wrecked is the challenging book needed for 
upcoming generations looking to find their place in our world.
— ty l e r br a u n,  author, Why Holiness Matters: We’ve Lost Our Way—But 

We Can Find It Again

Through the years, I’ve mentored many young men, but few of them 
have taken direction like Jeff Goins. His maturity and commitment 
are exemplary; he is years ahead of his peers. The writing in this book 
reflects that—a heart of humility and passion and a life that lives it.
—se t h ba rn e s,  executive director, Adventures in Missions

We’re all creatures of habit. We want life to go as planned. Predictable. 
Neat. Tidy. If that’s what you really want, put this book down and walk 
away. Because Jeff’s powerful stories and profound insights will scrape 
the scales from your eyes and shift your focus outward to a suffer-
ing world. The grip on your perfect personal reality will slip, because 
Wrecked will inject it with awareness, compassion, and room for others. 
Prepare to have your heart dislocated—for the better.
— to r Co n s t a n t i n o,  author, A Question of Faith, founder, 

www.thedailyretort.com

I better warn you. This book is not going to leave you alone. It hasn’t 
left me alone, even when I wished it would. Jeff writes true things, with 
heart and integrity, and that’s what gets under my skin and into my soul 
and makes everything get all, well, wrecked. This is the kind of book 
that people remember reading because it coincides with making big 
choices. Bravo to Jeff for living it first and then writing it well.
— an n i e  DoW n s,  author, Perfectly Unique, and writer at 

www.AnnieBlogs.com  

Wrecked is not your typical book about brokenness. Jeff’s writing is 
deep and poignant. He has written a guide to the life most of us are too 
timid to live—the one in-between the thrills and adventures. This book 
will force you to think differently; it did for me.
—Ch a D Ja rn a G i n,  songwriter, artist



 

Through brilliant storytelling, Jeff captures the heart and soul of those 
who will not be satisfied with watching others help others. They want 
to make their days count. In the pages of Wrecked, I found a new iden-
tity for myself. I want to be wrecked. When you read this book, you 
will, too.
—ro n eD M o n D s o n,  pastor, leadership consultant, and blogger

What Jeff talks about in Wrecked is more than mere theory. As a 
twentysomething who has dedicated his life to serving a purpose bigger 
than himself, he shares the greatest opportunity his generation faces: 
the opportunity to make a difference. This is a book written from the 
trenches, and is real and relevant to the real world.
—Wa y n e el s e y,  founder of Soles4Souls, head coach of Wayne Elsey Enterprises

This book will cause you to take a long overdue look in the mirror. 
Mired in complacency? Prone to selfish behavior? Yeah, me neither—or 
so I thought until I read Wrecked. Jeff Goins will equip you with the 
practical steps needed to do something about it. If you’re ready to be 
challenged, read it now. If you’re comfortable where you are, read it 
anyway.
—Je f f br oW n,  award-winning broadcaster

For some of us, we try so hard to avoid pain in our lives that we avoid 
making the right choices. We choose to reject God’s guidance because 
we value how we feel more than we value the future God has for us. 
In Wrecked, Jeff reminds us that the struggles we are facing may be the 
direct results of our prayers for something better in our life.
— er i C br y a n t,  pastor, Gateway Church in Austin, and author, Not Like Me: 

A Field Guide for Influencing a Diverse World, www.ericbryant.org
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I love you. Thanks for chasing this dream with me.
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foreword

 One day Jeff Goins pinged me on Twitter and asked if we 
could get together for coffee and talk about blogging. I 

almost always decline these kinds of requests, especially from peo-
ple I don’t know. I simply don’t have the time if I am going to be 
faithful to my other commitments.

However, since we live in the same town and since he pro-
posed we meet at the Starbucks a few blocks from my home, I 
reluctantly agreed. “Sure. How about Thursday at 4:00?” A few 
days later we met.

A Friend And A FAn

I connected with Jeff immediately, despite the fact he was young 
enough to be my son. We had a great discussion about blogging, 
then about life.

The first thing I noticed was that he was smart—really smart. 
He understood intuitively how to connect with people on the web. 
He also embraced the technology without being a geek. And he was 
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a student of writing. We had read many of the same books.
But Jeff wasn’t just smart; he was also wise. Or, to borrow a 

phrase, “he was an old soul”—someone with a measured perspec-
tive on his own life, popular culture, and the world at large. This 
is something I rarely see, especially in a world where prolonged 
adolescence is celebrated.

I was also fascinated by his daring spirit. From his work with 
Adventures in Missions, his travel abroad, and his encounters with 
the homeless, Jeff was not afraid to step outside of his comfort 
zone. He had that strange but alluring mix of courage and humil-
ity. I liked him.

So began our friendship. 
From there, I started following Jeff ’s blog. I’m not a great 

writer, but, as a book publisher, I recognize great writing when I 
see it. I have spent the last thirty years recruiting, coaching, and 
promoting great authors.

At least two or three times a week, I find myself tweeting out 
links to Jeff’s blog posts. He is one of those writers I want to share 
with the world. I have candidly told him, “I want to write like you 
when I grow up.” 

I guess I have become a fan.
When Jeff told me he was going to write a book on “being 

wrecked,” I was confused. That wasn’t a phrase I had heard any-
one use. I figured, It must be a generational thing. But when Jeff 
explained the concept to me, I understood.

Until that point, I didn’t have a name for it. But I had experi-
enced being wrecked the year before Jeff and I met.

My Journey outside the BuBBle

In 2009 my wife, Gail, and I traveled to Africa at the invitation 
of Rich Stearns, president of World Vision. It was our first trip to 
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“the dark continent.” We had always wanted to go to Africa; we 
just never seemed to find the time.

Like Truman Burbank (played by Jim Carrey) in the movie The 
Truman Show, we pretty much lived in a “constructed reality.” I had 
a beautiful wife, five amazing daughters, and a great job. We were 
prosperous and comfortable. I didn’t realize I lived in a bubble.

We spent a week in rural Ethiopia. The poverty was astonish-
ing. We met people who survived on a few dollars a month, others 
who walked ten miles a day just to get water for their family, and 
children who had become orphans when their parents had died 
of AIDS.

Despite all of that, the Ethiopian people remained joyful in 
the midst of unrelenting hardship. My friend Max Lucado, who 
was traveling with us, commented, “There are more honest smiles 
among the poor of Ethiopia than the shopping malls of America.” 
So true.

A WoMAn, A hut, And A sMile

On the last day of our trip we visited a small village and met 
Wosne, a beautiful woman with a tragic story. Her husband had 
died suddenly, leaving her with four children in a one-room hut. 
Without a husband, she had no way to support herself. She grew 
discouraged and desperate. She prayed God would take her life. 
Thankfully, God had other plans.

World Vision found sponsors for two of her children. This 
gave Wosne just enough margin to begin eking out an existence. 
Over time, she bought some chickens, sold the eggs, and bought 
more chickens.

Eventually, she was able to buy a cow. She sold the milk and 
bought more cows. Then, with the help of her children’s sponsor, 
she was able to buy a modest four-room house. It wasn’t much 
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by American standards—just a few walls on a dirt floor with a 
tin roof.

The day we met Wosne she was radiant. Her children encircled 
her and quietly sat as we spoke through an interpreter. She shared 
her story of hardship yet beamed as she recounted God’s provision 
for her family. 

She had become so prosperous, in fact, she had adopted two 
other children in the village. She even had a couple of pieces of used 
furniture and electricity—a single bulb hanging from the ceiling.

By our standards, she was still living in abject poverty. By the 
standards of her village, however, she was one of its wealthiest 
citizens.

Max was so moved by her story—and how much she still 
lacked—he asked, “Wosne, if you could have anything else, what 
would it be? How can we help you?”

Her answer stunned us.
“Nothing,” she declared. “Nothing at all. I have everything I 

need. I am the happiest woman in the world.” And she meant it.
Several of us started weeping. In the space of thirty minutes, 

our entire worldview was turned on its head.

Wrecked—And trAnsForMed

On the flight home, I was pensive and quiet. So was Gail. We 
couldn’t get two sentences out of our mouths without crying. Our 
experiences in Ethiopia had profoundly affected us. We were, in 
a word, wrecked.

I didn’t know what my experience in Ethiopia would mean 
for our future. I didn’t know if I should quit my job and move to 
Africa, sell my possessions and give the money to the poor, or stay 
put. Most of all, I didn’t want to be sucked back into the bubble 
of a comfortable life.



Over time, we worked through the implications of this experi-
ence for our lives. Not that we have it all figured out. We don’t. 
But we are working hard to make decisions that are counter-
cultural and require courage. In short, being comfortable is no 
longer enough. We want to make a contribution—in time and 
for eternity.

An invitAtion to Be BrAve

Jeff’s book is one that can help you do the same. It is not designed 
to make you feel overwhelmed by the world’s problems. Nor is it 
designed to make you feel guilty for not doing enough. No, it’s 
more than this.

It is an invitation to lead a wrecked life—one that is shaken up 
but transformed by confronting the world’s most difficult chal-
lenges. It is about living the life we are so often afraid to live. It is 
about sacrifice and service. It’s about stepping into the pain and 
discovering fulfillment in the most unlikely places.

Jeff uses his considerable writing skills to tell you one story 
after another. In doing so, he pulls you into a Larger Story, one 
that requires your participation to be complete. 

But know this before you begin: you will need to step out of 
your comfort zone to live the life you were meant to live. This will 
require some tough decisions and, quite frankly, courage.

Get ready. You are about to start a great adventure. Are you 
willing to be brave?

Michael Hyatt
New York Times bestselling author
Chairman, Thomas Nelson Publishers
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introduction

Not too long ago, my wife and I attended a concert. We saw 
the Civil Wars play at the Ryman Auditorium, one of our 

favorite venues in Nashville. It was our anniversary, and we knew 
of no better way to spend it than seeing one of our favorite bands. 
Little did I know I was going to get a crash course in sociology 
and the broken condition of humanity.

For every show at the Ryman, a local printer does a special run 
of posters that are available only the night of the concert. They 
usually sell out. We have an entire collection of them in our house, 
all from various concerts we’ve seen over the years, each represent-
ing a unique memory. That particular night, we were excited about 
getting the print because it had the date on it—our date, the day 
we were married. There was just one problem: they gave away the 
last poster to the man standing in line in front of me.

No problem, I thought. I’ll just offer to buy it from him. 
He wasn’t interested. Nor were the twenty-five other people I 
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asked. Each time, I would tell them the same sad story: it was our 
anniversary. Then I would ask them, with a little manipulation, if 
they were sure they didn’t want to sell the print. Two dozen people 
later, I still had no poster. But something strange happened dur-
ing each rejection. Here’s how each went down:

Me: “Hi. Can I buy that print off of you?”
Them: “Nah . . .” (They would say this looking at me like I 

was crazy.)
Me: “Okay, I understand. No problem. It’s just that—well, it’s 

our anniversary.” At this point, their eyes would get big. Their grip 
on the poster would loosen for a moment, and my heart would 
race. They would look at me with compassion and say softly, “Oh. 
I’m so sorry.” I would nod and wait, expectantly. This was fol-
lowed by an awkward pause in which I assumed they were trying 
to decide. I would look at them, and they would stare back at me. 
Then they’d pause, glance at their poster, and turn back to me 
without making eye contact to say, “Keep asking around. I’m sure 
someone will help you.”

That was the phrase that killed me. Every person told me a ver-
sion of this, each time with the same sincerity. I honestly believed 
they meant it. But the more this happened the more hopeless I 
grew. It seemed everyone was saying, “I’m sure someone will do 
the right thing. It’s just not me.” Isn’t this how life is? We always 
assume someone else will come to the rescue, but it’s never us. 
Surely somebody will have the decency to be the hero. Right? It 
doesn’t work like that. Not when everyone assumes someone else 
will do the right thing. 

I didn’t fault those people for not giving me the poster—that 
was their right. What was puzzling was how they struggled with 
their consciences before saying no. Only a few flat-out refused. 
Most just stood there for a moment, puzzled. They would say 
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sorry, that they really wanted to help, and they encouraged me 
to not give up. It was as if they wanted to give it to me but were 
afraid. That’s what frustrated me. I wanted to say, “Yes, someone 
can help. You can!” But I didn’t. I kept asking around, kept getting 
rejected and feeling depressed the more I talked with people.

It wasn’t until the encore of the show that a young woman 
agreed to sell me her print. At that point, I was incredulous. We 
had spoken during the intermission, and she struggled like the 
others to give up the poster. However, she told me to see her 
before we left. During the last song, I looked up a few rows, hop-
ing to catch her eye as the band thanked the roaring audience. 
She finally looked down and smiled at me. I raised my eyebrows 
in an inaudible question, and she nodded. I couldn’t believe it; I 
had all but given up. When I handed my wife the print, she was 
flabbergasted. In fact, she didn’t want to receive it. The gesture 
was too generous, too surprising. And that’s what made it beauti-
ful. I know we’re only talking about a poster here—nothing life 
changing. But at the time, it felt like a lot more than that. Maybe 
it was. Maybe it was a microcosm of humanity in all its grisliness 
and glory. 

I’m no different from those two dozen people I met that night. 
I have my own little trinkets I’d rather not give up. I have com-
forts and addictions I won’t let go of. I’m more selfish than I’d like 
to admit, bent on my own desires and needs more than those of 
others. Whenever possible, I defer responsibility. I avoid what is 
right and protect my own interests. If we’re honest, many of us are 
like this. It’s human nature to look after your own survival first, 
even when it’s not a matter of life and death. We can’t help it. We 
keep scrambling for scraps from the table, until someone is finally 
courageous enough to do what that young woman did: to obey 
our conscience. To stand up and do what is right. 
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This is a book about brave choices, about ordinary people 
helping beggars and moving to foreign countries. About listening 
to that still, small voice whispering, “Life is not about you.” 

This book is about the most important life change that will 
ever happen to you, if you let it. I’ve experienced it myself—at 
least in part—and it has been anything but comfortable. It’s been 
ugly and hard. I’ve had to give up my rights and expectations 
so I could find the life I was longing for. And it looked nothing 
like what I expected. The strange part? I wouldn’t trade it for the 
world. I couldn’t. I’ve been changed from the inside out. I’m no 
longer the same me. All because of a choice that defined me and 
continues to shape how I view the world.

I hope you experience two outcomes as you read this book. 
One, I hope you recall making a choice that caused you to step 
out of your comfort zone, that allowed you to move past self-
ishness and find a life worth living. I hope you tap into that 
experience and the thrill it gave you. And I hope you learn to live 
like this more every day. Two, I hope you are faced with a sacri-
ficial decision you’ve yet to make, one that you may be avoiding 
or procrastinating. I hope these stories challenge you to be more 
courageous.

Most of all, though, I hope you’re not one of those people say-
ing, “I’m sure somebody will help you.” I hope you respond to that 
voice inside of you prompting you to give more and get less. I hope 
you realize that the “somebody” we’re all deferring to is you.



Chapter 1

You Must Get  
             W r e c k e d
“Something’s missing, and I don’t know what it is.”
— J o h n  m a Y e r

Everyone in this world is searching. Each of us is searching for  
 something to give meaning to life. To bring purpose to our 

work. We all know this; we’re familiar with this emptiness, this 
longing for more. 

We’re looking for a story to make sense of, a role to play. 
Despite our best efforts, activities and adventures barely touch 
the tip of the iceberg. We sense we were made for a great purpose, 
some cause to make the world a better place. Maybe it’s as simple 
as the realization that our lives aren’t a total waste, or maybe it’s 
something more. Whatever the case, most of us despair of ever 
finding it. It feels so distant, so unattainable.

We begin life with a simple understanding—that our lives are 
tales worth telling and we have an important part to play. Children 
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understand this: what it means to live and love without condition, 
to be delighted in. Their lives are full of reckless abandon, and no 
one has to tell them so. They don’t need to be reminded of their 
crucial roles; they know intuitively. Without prompting, kids 
know how to dream up adventures and slay dragons. To embark 
on epic voyages and live out idyllic scenes. To spend hours in the 
backyard with nothing but their imaginations.

Fixed in my memory is a scene from a day I spent at my 
grandparents’ twenty years ago. I am seven years old, maybe, in 
the front yard of that old, yellow home, playing on a mild sum-
mer day. I am running up and down the stairs, hopping on and 
off the old, rusty porch swing painted white. In my right hand is 
a stick, substituting as an imaginary sword, and surrounding me 
are orcs and goblins and other villainous things. Suddenly, in the 
heat of battle, I hear a voice: “What are you doing?” It’s the neigh-
bor’s child—a boy, about the same age as me. I tell him, and he 
wrinkles his brow, obviously confused. He was an only child, and 
his parents were practical people. As a result, he missed one of the 
greatest gifts childhood has to offer. For the rest of the afternoon, 
I teach the boy how to play, and at the end of the afternoon, he 
says something that doesn’t quite register: “You have a great imagi-
nation.” I have never considered this, which is the whole point. 

As children, most of us needed no prompting to play, to 
engage in the grand experience of life. 

But as adults, many of us do. Somewhere along the journey we 
lose our way. We get caught up in the pursuit of trivial things. For 
some, it’s money; for others, sex or fame. Some get stuck in the 
cruel cycle of moralism, endlessly striving to be “good enough.” 
Whatever our fixation, we obsess over it. We give our lives to this 
pursuit of a promise that eludes us. And we wind up years down 
the road wondering what happened and why we feel so empty. 
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This happens at age twenty, forty, or even sixty. Emptiness knows 
no boundaries.

We would do well to remember that this is strictly an adult 
problem. Children do not wait all year for two weeks of vacation. 
They don’t spend their lives doing things they hate so they can 
earn the right to do what they really want. They live life to the 
full, children do, and somehow we have to regain that innocence.

Something is missing. Something important. Something nec-
essary to making a difference in the world. And most of us are 
afraid to find out what it is. Because we know. It’s the secret we’re 
afraid to admit: this will cost us our lives.

WhAt it MeAns to Be Wrecked

Several years ago, I started helping missionaries tell their stories. It 
began when I was hired as a staff writer for an organization called 
Adventures in Missions to teach missionaries how to blog. I assumed 
this job would be much like my experience as a writing tutor. In 
college, I met with students every day to go over their papers—to 
help them learn basic grammar and how to write a thesis. I thought 
this experience would be similar. What I never expected was how it 
would change me, how it would affect everything I did, from going 
to the grocery store to walking down the street.

As I heard these missionaries recount their tales, I realized 
something: all these people were telling the same story. No matter 
where they were or what they were doing, the outcome was the 
same. Whether immersed in aboriginal cultures along the Amazon 
or surrounded by drug dealers in downtown Philadelphia, whether 
in the company of dying mothers in central Asia or AIDS-infected 
babies in Africa, they all sang a similar song: wherever there is pain 
without explanation, hope amidst despair, redemption in spite of 
tragedy, that’s where they wanted to be. Walking away from each 
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experience, people would tell me how they felt, and they all used 
the same interesting word: wrecked.

Ruined. Devastated. Undone. Their lives were forever changed, 
and there was no returning to how life used to be. Their paradigms 
had shifted. Their worldview was infected with a contagion that 
was spreading to every facet of their life. More than one person 

told me, “I can’t go back to who I was.” 
Take my friend Stephen Proctor, for 

example. Gifted at using media and video to 
communicate, Stephen moved to Nashville to 
pursue a career in the music business. A few 
years ago, he had the chance to go on an over-
seas mission trip. He and his business partner, 

Nate, had just launched their new media company, so this trip 
made absolutely no sense. He should have been building the busi-
ness and acquiring new clients. But he felt called to leave. After 
praying and talking to several friends, he knew he needed to go. 

Stephen spent five weeks living in Papua New Guinea. No 
technology, no access to the outside world—just him and the 
natives. The experience humbled him. “Life was so simple,” he 
recalled. “Everything was stripped away. God’s whisper grew 
louder to my ears.” 

When Stephen returned, the trip didn’t leave him. It affected 
every facet of his life, from how he treated strangers on the street 
to how he conducted business. He wasn’t one of those people who 
goes overseas and turns into a lifelong missionary, but he knew 
there was a purpose to this experience. He just needed to find 
it. “I wanted to embrace my passions even more,” he said, “and 
direct them toward a greater purpose.” Stephen and his partner, 
Nate, decided to call their company Grateful Inconvenience, and 
they live up to that moniker.

to Be WreCked 

iS to Be 

diSaBuSed of 

the StatuS quo.
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Today Stephen travels all over the world producing media and 
video presentations for some of the world’s most popular music 
acts. Every year he takes off several months to go to China or 
Africa or the Middle East. It’s become part of his life to intention-
ally disorient himself so that his heart stays sensitive to the needs 
of the world. He has found his life by “losing” it, all because of 
an initial uncomfortable experience. Although he’s a self-reliant 
businessman, he still disciplines himself to take time off and serve. 
He doesn’t allow his heart to grow cold. What once wrecked him 
continues to disorient him because he chooses to let it.

There is something important about a life lived like this—
full of moments that tear us apart and break our hearts and help 
us understand our purpose. Moments that inconvenience us. 
Moments for which we should be eternally grateful.

When I first encountered this idea of being wrecked, I was 
surprised to find that missionaries were not the only ones expe-
riencing this attitude of feeling ruined and undone. It came 
from a variety sources. I heard it from graduate students serving 
in the public school system. I heard it from friends who worked 
at summer camps. I even heard it from suburbanites who had 
experienced a brush with the poor. So I started asking more peo-
ple, “What wrecks you?” And I was surprised by what I found. 
Entrepreneurs and homemakers and physical therapists all told 
me the same thing. They were devastated by the possibility of a 
better world. They had seen things they couldn’t unsee. They were 
introduced to a way of life that didn’t revolve around them, one 
that intentionally made room for others. And they loved it. They 
were addicted. After listening to enough stories, so was I.

It was an awakening of sorts for these friends, strangers, and 
me. We were all coming to grips with the fact that the promises of 
the American Dream were a disappointment. Like Tyler Durden 
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in Fight Club,1 we were beginning to deconstruct the world-
view we had inherited. We were beginning to see the lies we had 
believed. Was it really enough to strive and pine away for the sake 
of a paycheck when we had to mortgage our passion? We weren’t 
so sure anymore.

This is what I mean by being “wrecked.” To be wrecked is to 
be disabused of the status quo.

It means to have a transformation that goes beyond mere 
words—to be introduced to another way of life, to follow in the 
footsteps of a teacher who is calling you through the eye of a nee-
dle. Often it involves being catalyzed by an encounter with pain. 
The process is horrible and ugly and completely gut-wrenching—
and at the same time, beautiful. It is real and hard and true. Most 
of all, it is necessary.

BeAutiFully Broken

Years ago, I was on the streets of Mexico with the same group of 
missionaries whose stories I was helping tell. But this time I was 
living the story. 

There were four of us in a group: Ryan, Talia, Jenny, and me. 
We were in Chiapas, the southernmost state in Mexico, and it had 
been raining for five days straight. After sitting inside for a week, 
we grew restless and set out to do some good. This was a mission 
trip, after all, and what did we have to show for it? Nothing. So 
we went in search of a story, with our own mixed motives, as 
people often do.

We rounded a corner and there she was, begging in front of 
a bank: the woman we had passed the other day. We had all seen 
her and ignored her. We had kept walking. We hadn’t time for a 
crazy beggar lady. But this time was different. Despite the discom-
fort, we marched right up to her and started talking.
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We introduced ourselves and asked her name. She thought 
for a moment and said she couldn’t remember. As she spoke, the 
Nameless Woman covered her mouth with a blanket; she said it 
was because of “shame.” One moment she would say something 
lucid, and the next she would get lost in incoherent ramblings. 

She was blind in her right eye, which lazily dragged behind 
when she turned her head to look from one person to the next. 
As we talked to her, Ryan ran to get some bread and water for her. 
She would not eat in front of us. The woman complained of pains 
on her face, but she also talked about having a mustache. It was 
hard to understand what was real and what was imagined.

After giving her the food, we prayed for the Nameless Woman. 
She thanked us and said she felt peace. But we walked away feel-
ing terrible. We had prayed, tried to feed this woman without a 
name, and we felt no satisfaction. This was nothing like what we 
expected. For all that we could tell, nothing had changed. The 
Nameless Woman was still hungry, still hurting, and still lonely. 
And still, we left her.

Talia walked away with an especially heavy burden. Moments 
later, she burst into tears. “I just feel so helpless,” she said. We all 
felt that way: paralyzed by our inability to help, to heal. It was 
unnerving. Yet somehow, we knew it was good; maybe not right, 
but good nonetheless. We didn’t understand that our hearts were 
being changed. This is how it often feels when you’re doing the 
right thing.

We want to explain and understand messy moments like this 
one. At church or the mall or over dinner, we’ll say to our friends 
that a seed was planted. They’ll nod in mock recognition, offering 
some cliché about how you never know what good was probably 
done. For me, this has always been unsettling. It feels like patting 
myself on the back for my own apathy. It’s a way to anesthetize 
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the pain, to dull the discomfort of not doing enough. So often 
we want to move quickly past these moments. We want resolu-
tion; we want to justify ourselves. But these are the experiences 
we need. Our brokenheartedness at the injustices we witness is 
what gives us compassion. So when we rush past these messy and 
uncomfortable moments, we take away the experiences that teach 
us mercy. 

Although I didn’t realize it that day, the lack of resolution we 
experienced was a gift. The fact that we walked away from the 
Nameless Woman unable to help was an epiphany. The world is 
broken and remains that way, in spite of our efforts to help it. This 
is beautiful, in a way, because it breaks us of our self-dependency. 
In a world that refuses to be healed, we must face the fact that we 
are not the heroes of our stories. It teaches us to rely on something 
bigger than ourselves and teaches the source of true compassion.

the key to liFe’s purpose

Finding your identity and place in the world is not a seven-step 
program. It is not a tapestry, neatly woven. It is not easy or simple 
or tidy. In fact, it feels more like a sweater unwinding thread by 
thread. You are wrecked. It is not something you do. It happens to 
you. You cannot control it. 

To be wrecked begins with an experience that pulls you out 
of your comfort zone and self-centeredness, whether you want 
it to or not. Your old narcissistic dreams begin to fade in light of 
something bigger, something better. The process leaves you bat-
tered and broken after the “real world” has slammed up against 
your ideals a couple dozen times. What’s left standing is a new 
paradigm. It’s hard, but it’s good. It’s incredible and indelible. It’s 
tough, but only in the way that all things worth fighting for are 
tough. Being wrecked means everything you believe—everything 
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you know about yourself, your world, and your destiny—is now 
in question. Because you’ve seen something bigger. And you can’t 
go back. At first the process is disorienting. It calls out the greatest 
parts of you, the parts you might be afraid of. It tests your cour-
age, the very fibers of your being. This may very well be why we 
avoid conflict. It calls into question that which we are most afraid 
of—ourselves. And in the end, you’re not who you were before. 
You’re different. You’re changed. Your old life begins to make less 
and less sense in light of your new priorities. Everything that used 
to matter now feels arbitrary. And it seems futile to try rebuilding 
the old way of doing life. As confusing or as difficult as that may 
be, it’s good.

This is how my friend Jimmy felt. A Canadian from Ontario 
who grew up in a good Dutch Reformed family, he’s never lacked 
a theological explanation for anything. The church has quickly 
resolved any philosophical dilemma he’s ever had. 

But for Jimmy, that wasn’t enough. He didn’t want pat answers; 
he wanted to experience truth. 

Last year, Jimmy left on a six-month stint to Latin America. 
He wasn’t exactly sure at the time what he believed about church 
or God. All he knew was this: life had grown dull. Despite growing 
up in a polite, middle-class family, his life was missing some-
thing. He knew it wasn’t actually in the southern hemisphere, but 
maybe, he hoped, he would find something in the going, in the 
falling apart. Maybe his heart would break enough that he’d be 
able to see clearly, to actually feel something. 

I spoke with Jimmy the other week. I wanted to know 
why, at a time when plenty of his friends are buying houses 
and having babies, he refuses to settle down. His answer was 
simple: he travels to remember that he’s not done yet. The 
uncertainty of moving around reminds him of the fickleness 
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of life and what’s really important. 
“When I travel,” he told me on a Skype call from Peru, “my 

problems slide into the context of the rest of the world. Things 
that were building up at home with work or relationships or 
whatever become contextual, and it helps me to understand the 
meaning of those struggles and maybe how to better respond to 
them.  Traveling helps me realize what my preferences are, who 
my true friends and family are, and where my home is. It gives 
me a clearer understanding of the need to have an anchor in this 
uncertain, unsteady life.” For Jimmy, the leaving reminds him of 
the importance of staying.

dying to live

I’ve known a few “cutters”—people who cut themselves with a 
razor blade or pair of scissors. Unfortunately, this form of self-
mutilating is a dangerously growing trend among young adults. 
However, there is an important lesson to be learned here. I always 
thought people cut themselves because they were suicidal, that 
they wanted to die. But in fact the exact opposite is true. Most 
cutters I know cut themselves not because they want to die, but 
because they want to live. The world of comfort has slowly crept 
around them, intoxicating them with a dullness of life that makes 
everything feel cloudy and confusing. Cutting, in their minds, is 
the only way to feel alive again. 

Although terribly misguided, there is truth in this under-
standing of pain and life. Coming back to grips with life as it was 
meant to be lived will hurt. It will bring discomfort. You will have 
to bear the burdens of others and carry those whose legs can no 
longer take them where they need to go. You will have to suffer, 
to endure, to persevere—not just for yourself, but for others. And 
it will be painful. 
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We’ve believed a lie. We’ve been told life is about us. That if we 
work hard enough, save enough money, and buy enough stuff, we 
will eventually be happy. Many of us have done just that, and we 
are anything but happy. Now, like my friend Jimmy, we are left 
wondering what to believe. We know something is missing; we 
just don’t know what it is. 

Culture taunts us with clues. Through half-truths and false 
hopes, we stumble upon glimpses of a deeper reality. Movies and 
music provide evasive hints along the way, but nothing substan-
tial. As a result, our longing grows. We catch a peek once in a 
while of something that would satisfy, but that is all we get—a 
glimpse. There one moment and gone the next. All the while, we 
grow hungry and restless. 

This is not hyperbole. We are, in fact, starving. And the only 
food that will save us is a bitter pill we don’t want to swallow.

When doing good Feels BAd

I’m a word nerd. In sixth grade, I won the school spelling bee with 
“acquiescence.” Ever since then, I’ve been pretty fascinated with 
language. So indulge me the following insight.

The word compassion is interesting when you break it down. In 
English, we tend to relegate it to special acts of service or philan-
thropy equivalent to the idea of sympathy, of feeling something 
for someone else. But at its root, compassion means literally “to 
suffer with.” 

I’m no Latin student, but I understand the prefix com means 
“with” and passion means “suffering” (as in The Passion of the 
Christ. I have Mel Gibson to thank for that revelation). When 
you put it into those terms, the word carries with it an altogether 
different connotation. It means more than simply feeling bad for 
someone else. Could it be that to live truly compassionate lives, 
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we must be willing to suffer ourselves? This is why we struggle to 
find our way. We live in a world of pain, but few of us have actu-
ally engaged it. We are only passing through the pain, without 
allowing it to leave its mark on us. Emotionally, we are unmoved, 
and not surprisingly, this is why we stand still. We are paralyzed 
by news reports and sad stories. Where do we begin? It all feels 
like too much to take in.

Several winters ago, my friend Paul and I collected some 
blankets to give away to a community of homeless people in 
downtown Nashville. When I invited another friend to join us, 
he scoffed. “You’re just doing that because it makes you feel bet-
ter,” he said. That bugged me. Even though I knew it wasn’t true, 
I couldn’t shake his comment for some reason. 

The following day, Paul and I went downtown. While we dis-
tributed blankets and clothes, I took a mental inventory of how I 
felt. At first I felt pretty good. It was November, and people were 
appreciative of the blankets. When we left, though, I felt bad. My 
heart sank when I glanced back to see a group of men and women 
huddled around a small fire. This group was full of people ranging 
from ages twenty to fifty. They were scantily clad and shivering. I 
wanted to do more than provide a few scraps to keep them warm. 
I knew what we had done was nowhere near enough. 

That’s when it hit me: this is the beginning of compassion. Not 
feeling better, but feeling worse. Because you can always do more. 
You can always give something extra, always meet another need. If 
your heart doesn’t break each time you go to places of poverty and 
need, then you’re probably doing something wrong. 

The reality is that anyone who has done work like this will 
tell you that when you expose yourself to deep need and pain, it 
feels anything but good. Compassion is messy. It hurts. No one 
ever says this. You never read it on a billboard or one of those 
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red Salvation Army buckets outside the grocery story during 
Christmastime. But it’s true. Doing good feels bad. There’s no 
other way to say it. If you want to get into work that involves 
helping needy people because you think it will make you feel bet-
ter, then you had better change career paths. The last thing you 
will feel is good. 

The real road to meaning is dirty and full of jagged rocks. The 
path is full of pieces of broken glass and cigarette butts. It’s long 
and difficult and not what you would expect. It’s not what we 
would prefer, but it’s the only way. Jesus called it the “narrow road.” 
John Bunyan depicted it as a violent struggle to enter paradise.2 
Emily Dickinson wrote in a poem: “Success is counted sweetest / 
By those who ne’er succeed / To comprehend a nectar / Requires 
sorest need.”3 Sorest need—ouch. We who are rich with respect 
to the rest of the world must come to grips with our own poverty 
if we are going to make a difference. We must allow our hearts to 
be broken so we can make things whole once again. We must fall 
apart before we can build up. Anything else is not compassion. It 
may raise money or impress the neighbors, but it won’t satisfy.

the WAy hoMe

If there were another way, I would tell you. I do not like pain. I 
wish I could bypass this part. But this is what love really looks 
like. And we know it. “Love hurts,” Nazareth sang in an anthem 
that still makes its way into romantic dramas from time to time.4 
“But sometimes it’s a good hurt,” Incubus continued years later, 
“and it feels like I’m alive.”5

This pain, this discomfort is the key, the answer to our long-
ing. Not for the sake of suffering itself, of course. This is not 
masochism; it’s redemption, making all things new. We are 
remade in the same way all things are remade. We go back to 
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the place where we began, the place that broke with the uni-
verse when we set out to serve ourselves. We return to a garden 
that was once beautiful and is now filled with briars and thistles. 
We plead for mercy. And we find ourselves in good company. 
Because there in the garden lies a man from Nazareth who sweats 
blood, already pleading on our behalf.

If we are to follow the Jesus who suffered with us and bled for 
us, we too must suffer. We must hold the dying in our arms. We 
must shed tears for hungry stomachs, trafficked children, and wan-
dering souls. This is what He wants for us. It’s the reason we are 
called to lay down our nets and take up our crosses to pursue the 
Suffering Servant. And it’s the one thing we will avoid at all costs.

It is not enough to feel bad. Religion to me, has always been 
the routine of feeling guilty for all the things we should do but 
don’t. We must act. This is where life happens, where we begin 
to participate in our stories. This is when we awaken. Not on the 
sidelines; not on the outside looking in. Life is lived right in the 
midst of all this mess. Incidentally, that’s where mercy and the 
miraculous are found. That’s where flowers begin to grow again.

the Big questions

I do a lot of work with young people—high school and college 
students and young adults. All of them understand two important 
truths: 1) “My life has purpose” and 2) “Life is messy.” You don’t 
have to convince them that they were made for a purpose or that 
there is more to life than a nine-to-five job or big fat paycheck. 
They get it. But where to go from there is a mystery.

If you attempt to provide an easy answer to the question, 
“What should I do with my life?” they will reject it. Even if it’s 
true. They’ve seen enough news, read enough blogs, and expe-
rienced enough firsthand to know that the world is messed up. 
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They do not need to be convinced. What they do need is guidance. 
Certain questions plague us all, and this generation is well aware 
of those that matter most: “What’s my purpose in life?” “Is there 
really an overarching story?” “Do I have a crucial part to play?” 

But there is something else we must ask of ourselves: “What if 
the purpose of my life is not about me? Am I willing to give up all 
my dreams, my aspirations and comfort to find it?” Are you willing 
to pay the cost? This is the pearl of great price, the abundant life we 
are all seeking and, at the same time, petrified to find. Po Bronson, 
author of What Should I Do with My Life? elaborates on this:

We are all writing the story of our life. We want to know what 
it’s “about,” what are its themes and which theme is on the rise. 
We demand of it something deeper, or richer, or more substan-
tive. We want to know where we’re headed—not to spoil our 
own ending by ruining the surprise, but we want to ensure that 
when the ending comes, it won’t be shallow. We will have done 
something. We will not have squandered our time here.6

We want our lives to mean something. We want to be able to 
make our parents and children proud. We want to be able to stand 
before God with confidence when He asks us how we spent our 
time here. Maybe accomplishing this is messier than we thought. 
Maybe something can only be born when something else dies. 
Maybe our “coming alive” feels like being dragged through the 
dirt. Maybe you and I are hanging by a thread of grace for most of 
our lives and we’re expected to be humble, not haughty, with the 
breaks we’ve been given. Maybe we’re supposed to pay good deeds 
forward. Maybe we’re supposed to think what’s in it for me? far 
less than we do. Maybe we need to sacrifice more. Maybe it won’t 
feel like a sacrifice at all, but more like the sensation of becoming 
unnumbed. 



W r e C k e d

42

It’s time, friends. Time to give back. Time to step out and 
risk more than we want. Time to dream dreams bigger than we 
imagined. Time to mourn with those who mourn, to bring beauty 
where there are ashes, to announce a new season in the world. 
This isn’t mere altruism or sympathy; it’s more than a tax write-off 
or publicity stunt. It’s a shot at living the lives we were meant to 
live, that the world needs us to live, that we’re scared to live. 

is this As good As it gets?

I love that Jack Nicholson movie where he asks that very question. 
Really? This is it? All this work and discipline, and this is all we 
get? A decent place to eke out our seventy or eighty years of life, 
maybe a dog to keep us company, and that’s all? What about life 
and love and loss? What about drama and stories worth telling 
our grandchildren? We are all asking this question. And softly our 
souls whisper, “No. There is more.” 

We are all searching, waiting for a Moment to come along and 
wreck us. If we are lucky in this life, our worlds will get turned 
upside down, our expectations will be shattered, and our stories will 
shift away from us. If we are lucky. It can be a tragedy or a triumph, 
but whatever it is, it must attack the way we view the world. 

Everyone will not do it. But you can. 
If you’ve been wrecked, you know there is no choice. Not 

really. You’ve seen a fourth dimension, collided with a new reality. 
And there’s just no going back to the same you from before. But 
you do have a choice. You can camp out, trying to relive an old 
memory or feeling of adventure. Or you can move forward. You 
can step out into more of the unknown.



Chapter 2

You Won’t find Yourself 
  Where You’re  

                 l o o k i n G
“Who am I? Don’t worry. No one knows.” 
— C h r i S  B r o g a n

Most people don’t know who they are—sounds trite, but it’s 
true. Of course, they aren’t willing to admit this. You’re 

probably not; I certainly wasn’t. But that doesn’t change the real-
ity that most suffer from an identity crisis. They’re struggling to 
find meaning in their lives. They’re floundering, lost in a cloud of 
insignificance and mediocrity. 

Admit it: there is no they; there is only we.
We can sense this void, so we make up for it with performance: 

working late hours at the office, overcommitting to church pro-
grams, spending every waking moment on the Internet. We read 
self-help books and try to overcompensate with activity. We join 
community groups and Bible studies, subscribe to countless mag-
azines and never read them. We fall in love with romance novels 
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or pornographic films—maybe both. We strive and lust for a life 
well lived. We long for what we can’t have and despair of ever 
finding it. The process leaves us jaded and cynical.

Why should this come as a surprise? We are searching for 
meaning in all the wrong places—the places we’ve all been told to 
look. Ultimately, though, we end up feeling tired, worn out, and 
frustrated. And we wonder if we will ever find this abundant life 
we’ve been promised.  

We are lost. Wandering in a sea of confusion, we grasp for 
anything steady to hold on to. We pursue pleasure or temporary 
satisfaction, anything to numb the pain. With our stomachs as 
gods, where can we be headed but destruction?7 This is why the 
current generation of young adults has the highest level of unmar-
ried unions in a long time (probably ever). We know we need 
community and connection but, ironically, we’re not willing to 
commit to it. We are Jason Bourne—trained and equipped and 
destined for greatness, but without any idea who we really are. 
Here’s his situation in his own words:

I can tell you the license plate numbers of all six cars outside. 
I can tell you that our waitress is left-handed and the guy sit-
ting up at the counter weighs two hundred fifteen pounds and 
knows how to handle himself. I know the best place to look for 
a gun is the cab or the gray truck outside, and at this altitude, 
I can run flat out for a half mile before my hands start shaking. 
Now why would I know that? How can I know that and not 
know who I am?”8

Can you relate? There may be more going on here than we 
realize, more to this identity question than we’re willing to face.

I recently took a stroll down the “self-help” aisle of our local 
bookstore, and I was struck with a revelation: this is all wrong. All 
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these books (judging by their titles) were based on one nice but 
misguided assumption: life is supposed to be comfortable.

We are all looking for our purpose, our calling. Some grand 
cause that will give our lives meaning. And we’re searching in the 
wrong places. We’re pursuing pleasure and painlessness because 
we think that’s where we’re most happy. But we’re not. 

When I think back to my most fulfilled moments in life, I 
remember often being uncomfortable. I was usually being 
stretched and tested in some way. As a result of this discomfort, I 
grew. I make the largest strides forward in life not when I am the 
most comfortable, but when I am the most alive. This was the one 
crucial ingredient all these books seemed to be missing: pain.

Phrases like “finding yourself ” and “discovering your purpose” 
have become so cliché they’re hard to take seriously. They conjure 
images of televangelists and salespeople whose hair doesn’t move. 
They remind us of ladies with faces that look like paint-by-num-
ber sets (you know who I’m talking about). They immediately 
cause us to put our guard up. These people and phrases may have 
the best intentions, but they ultimately fall short of describing life 
as we know it.

Words like “initiation” and “rite of passage” and “pilgrimage” 
tend to ring more true to our postmodern ears. But what is our 
pilgrimage? We have no great war, no epic struggle to embrace, no 
cause to call out the best in us. 

So what do we do instead? We play. Did you know the average 
age of a gamer is thirty-two?9 Now, I don’t see anything inher-
ently wrong with diversion and games, but that is certainly telling 
about our culture, isn’t it? Instead of raising families or creating 
culture, we are sitting in our living rooms with our eyes glued 
to the television, simulating life. We are escapists, cowards, and 
thieves. We hide, occasionally stealing crumbs from the table of 
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those living the good life. We are avoiding the truth that screams 
at us from the stillness: “There is more. You are more than this.” 
So we anesthetize the truth with busyness. Maybe if we just do 
more, this feeling of emptiness will go away. And we won’t actu-
ally have to do any real work.

initiAtion And identity

This really is a modern phenomenon—the longing for under-
standing oneself and one’s role in the world. Ancient cultures and 
many preindustrial societies all have formal ways in which chil-
dren become adults. What is the means of initiation in almost 
every rite of passage? Pain. You walk across a bed of hot coals or 
kill an animal or give birth to a child. Yes, they can be gory and 
grotesque, but these acts are what make us more than children. 
And none of them should be taken lightly.

It’s a strange journey, this search for identity in our modern 
era. And for the first time in history, you can completely avoid 
it—at least for a while. Like Frodo from Lord of the Rings, we step 
out our front door, not knowing what to expect. “It’s a dangerous 
business,” his Uncle Bilbo told him, “. . . going out your door. 
You step onto the road, and if you don’t keep your feet, there’s no 
knowing where you might be swept off to.”10 We don’t know what 
will happen, except that we will be changed. We will grow and be 
transformed. And it will not be easy.

In this journey on which we’re endeavoring, there will be pain. 
And God willing, there will be compassion. We will come to grips 
with a deeper sense of who we are. We will do this by learning 
to look not so much to our own needs and desires, but rather to 
those of others. And we will find ourselves, one day, wondering 
how we ever thought another way of living was ever possible.
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it tAkes A MoMent

Every day, we’re looking for meaning. You can see it in people’s 
eyes at the mall, in the products we buy and never use, in the 
books that crowd our shelves, in the clothes we purchase that 
never make us look like we dreamed. When we encounter the 
needs of the world, however, we realize we can be part of some-
thing more than an insatiable desire to consume. When we get 
over our pursuit of self, everything changes. The result is a feeling 
of being wrecked.

To be wrecked requires a Moment.
In each of our stories, there is a moment when all our priori-

ties and concerns shift. Our identity begins to change. We sense 
a disparity between what is and what should be. This was what 
I found most remarkable when I began to tell people’s stories of 
how they got wrecked. At first, I focused on missionaries—people 
who had been overseas—but as I shared the stories online and in 
my community, people started approaching me, saying, “I’ve been 
wrecked, too. Can I share my story?”

People’s lives, I found, were not only being turned upside down 
in Tanzania, but also in Tacoma. God, it seems, was not only in 
the business of moving in Budapest, but also in Boston. And that’s 
when I began to realize that this was more than a movement or a 
good idea. It was, quite possibly, the answer to life’s biggest ques-
tion: What is the point of my life?

Most of us sense a nagging feeling when our souls are quiet 
and our minds are still. We know that something is wrong with 
the world and has been for a while. When this Moment happens, 
that feeling becomes unbearable. We can no longer sit by and 
watch the world go to hell. We must engage, interact, and be part 
of the redemption. As a result, we no longer “fit” into the old 
world, the old way of doing things. We’ve seen too much, heard 
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too much, lived too much. And we can’t go back to ordinary. All 
of this, though, is the byproduct. The real fruit is what we do with 
this feeling.

losing ourselves (on purpose)

Make no mistake; this is hard. Our culture is so individualistic 
and wired for success that we often miss the point of life. We 
think it’s about self-actualization, about becoming the best ver-
sion of ourselves. It’s not. It’s about losing ourselves.

The journey of any believer is one of unbecoming. “You must 
unlearn what you have learned,” Yoda reminds us. Anyone who 
isn’t willing to leave family and friends isn’t fit for the kingdom of 
God, according to Jesus. We come to faith with a front. As lawyers 
and policemen and copywriters, we come proud, as if we have 
something to offer. But we soon learn how little we have in and 
of ourselves. We must deny ourselves, pick up our crosses, and 
walk the way of humility, which feels a lot like death. As it turns 
out, this is the only way to be useful to the world. My friends in 
the military understand this better than most civilians ever will. 
Before you can be assimilated into a new way of doing life, your 
old way must be broken. 

I once worked with a woman (whom we’ll call Gina). She was 
a talented, experienced young woman who showed a lot of prom-
ise. She was eager to get to work, so we cut some corners in her 
orientation. However, I was mindful of the fact that our organiza-
tion was unique. I kept reminding Gina that she needed to get 
used to our culture. She had always worked in rigid, corporate 
environments, so this idea was new to her. “I don’t understand 
what you mean,” she said. “What could be so different?” 

A lot.
Less than a year after hiring her, we let Gina go. There were 
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a lot of reasons for this; however, one reason was I firmly believe 
she never fully understood the culture. She wasn’t able to trade 
in her old way of doing things for a new one. As a result, it didn’t 
work out.

My friend Matt did the opposite.
Matt and I grew up together in Illinois. He lived across the 

street from me for years. For most of his youth, Matt was a chubby 
kid with glasses and a foul mouth. A fat kid with a cynical world-
view myself, I could relate to Matt. We became friends: played 
video games, watched Wayne’s World too many times, and made 
fun of the popular crowd. I liked Matt. He didn’t mind offending 
people and had more Nintendo cartridges than the Dali Lama 
(assuming his holiness is a gamer, of course). 

A few years ago, Matt’s life started to change. He moved to 
Seattle to work as an engineer. Not long after moving, he lost his 
job, which was probably the best thing to happen to him. 

I ran into Matt at my wedding, and we caught up for a few 
minutes. The first thing I noticed was how much he was smiling. 
What you have to understand about my friend is he was the type 
of person who said no to just about anything. It didn’t matter 
what the argument was; as far as Matt was concerned, he knew the 
outcome, and it was negative. But this time was different. Skinny 
and sans glasses, he look completely different. However, it wasn’t 
just his physical appearance that had changed. There was some-
thing about his demeanor, something attractive: he was hopeful. 

Matt told me he had starting riding his bike everywhere. After 
being laid off, he was forced to become more active: to get outside 
and go on hikes. He started doing more adventurous activities, and 
he actually liked it, which surprised me. As I listened, I watched him 
come alive as he shared his passion. I couldn’t believe this was the 
same guy I used to watch reruns of Seinfeld with on the weekends. 
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After the wedding, I called Matt and asked him more pointed 
questions. “Matt, you’ve changed,” I said. “What happened?”

“I just got tired of being negative all the time,” he said. “I real-
ized the world is an exciting, amazing place.” 

I was dumbstruck. Was this the same kid who couldn’t leave 
his house after school because of all the TV shows he would miss? 
Matt had changed. He had shifted from being a fearful recluse to 
a courageous adventurer who dared to move across the country, 
take up cycling, and completely change his life. 

We are conditioned to believe life is supposed to be com-
fortable. But ask anyone like my friend Matt who has radically 
changed his life, and they’ll tell you the best decisions they made 
were when they were uncomfortable. History’s heroes know some-
thing the rest of us don’t: fear isn’t the enemy; inaction is. What 
we have to learn to do is lean into the things that hold us back, to 
move through the pain and push forward.

This kind of courage isn’t easy. My friend Colleen knows this 
better than most. She and I met over coffee one night to discuss 
our passion for the homeless community in Nashville. Her vision 
was much bigger and better than mine, and this showed. She told 
me how familiar she was with nearly every shelter in the metro 
area and that she volunteered somewhere each weeknight. Her life 
had been broken and realigned to fit around this sole passion. This 
led to all kinds of sacrifices—some of which weren’t very healthy.

Months after that meeting, Colleen and her husband, Chris, 
took a young woman (whom we’ll call Alyssa) into their home. 
Alyssa was young, maybe eighteen, but she had spent her teen-
age years as a prostitute, caught up in a brutal cycle of addiction, 
rebellion, and struggle. Colleen wanted to change that, so she let 
Alyssa stay with her for a few months. This was a dark season for 
Colleen. One afternoon while we were having lunch, she confessed 
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to me her frustration with a girl who couldn’t—or wouldn’t—get 
her act together. Although I applauded her efforts, she shook her 
head dismissively. “It’s hard, Jeff,” she said. “Really hard.”

One day, Alyssa was gone. Without any notice, she had packed 
her bags and left—no note, nothing. Colleen knew she wasn’t 
coming back. It broke my friend’s heart, but at the same time I 
imagine it was also a relief. This young girl was a handful for my 
friend, and the situation was not something she was prepared for. 

When I ask Colleen if she would’ve done it again, she replies 
without hesitation, “Yes, without a doubt.” She doesn’t even have 
to think about it. Apparently, a broken heart isn’t enough of a 
deterrent from doing the right thing, even when it tears your life 
apart. This is just the beginning of what it means to be wrecked. 
But it’s a good place to start.

the Journey AWAy FroM us

A few years ago, I had a conversation with a reporter from NPR. 
She was fascinated with a group of twentysomethings who were 
leaving on a yearlong mission trip with my organization. In par-
ticular, she wanted to know why so many college graduates were 
interested in traveling and eager to serve strangers. 

She seemed skeptical of words like “missionary” and “evan-
gelize.” Were these young people actually doing any good? What 
were they really up to? I told her these missionaries lived in 
poverty with those they were serving, and I explained how they 
partnered with local churches and organizations to improve the 
community. I sensed she was having trouble processing this, and 
I wasn’t doing a very good job of explaining it, so I boiled it down 
to one basic point: people need to be exposed to pain. 

In the United States (and other parts of the world, I’m sure), 
we are finally beginning to realize how unfulfilling consumerism 
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is. Young adults seem to be grasping this more quickly than most. 
The generation that’s been given everything is seeing the results of 
excess, and they’re disappointed. They’ve experienced the effects of 
materialism, and they want more than the promise of property and 
a fat wallet. As a result, they’re turning to unexpected outlets: social 
justice, philanthropy, and humanitarian work (to name a few). 

This generation is tapping into a deep human need—to not 
merely survive, but to serve and sacrifice for the good of others. 
From movie stars to athletes, more people are recognizing this 
core instinct. The altruist within is calling to be let out, and many 
are scrambling to find their true selves—the compassionate selves 
they long for.

G. K. Chesterton begins his spiritual classic Orthodoxy with 
an allegory about a yachtsman who leaves England to discover a 
new world. However, he gets turned around in the process and 
ends up back where he started. Chesterton doesn’t go into detail, 
but I imagine the man stepping off the boat, not immediately 
recognizing England. Instead, he is poised for something new, so 
he sees his homeland with a renewed sense of wonder and awe. 
He experiences the familiar with new eyes and eager expectation; 
he appreciates what he once took for granted. But nothing has 
changed—nothing but the man. Chesterton writes: “What could 
be more delightful than to have in the same few minutes all the 
fascinating terrors of going abroad combined with all the humane 
security of coming home again?”11 This is the goal and necessary 
outcome of being wrecked—to see the old with new eyes.

We are on a journey. Like all great voyagers, we know we will 
discover things about ourselves we didn’t know before—if we will 
journey, that is. If we will be brave enough to set sail, to leave that 
which is comfortable and depart for a new world. Even if we get 
turned around in the process and end up on our own doorstep, it 
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will have been worth it, because we will have changed.
That’s why I don’t believe in books and programs. I am even 

hesitant to present these ideas here, like this. There’s something 
ultimately unfulfilling about a promise of a “better you” that 
doesn’t involve pain and sacrifice. You can’t grow without pain; 
you can’t find your life’s purpose if you aren’t willing to embrace 
discomfort and join others in their suffering. Simply reading this 
book won’t help. You need to act, too—to do something hard, 
even dangerous. Because it will change you, and you will find that 
piece of you lost in the process of growing up, of becoming wise 
and aware of how the world works. You will become a child again.

WhAt Mother teresA knoWs thAt you don’t

People who allow their hearts to be broken for the brokenness 
in the world have something that most of us don’t. Compassion. 
Selflessness. Freedom.

They “get it” in ways that most of us would find envious. 
There is a distinct clarity of purpose and calling in their lives that 
is astounding. In the face of suffering, they somehow have learned 
to shed their narcissism in exchange for a more meaningful life. It 
is incredibly brave and inspiring.

But what if the deconstructed you never gets fully rebuilt? Are 
you okay with that? If you are going to be wrecked—truly undone 
by the pain of a broken world—you had better be. This is a para-
doxical goal we’re striving for, the antithesis of what we’ve been 
programmed to believe. When asked what it was like to have such 
clarity in her life, Mother Teresa simply responded, “I have never 
had clarity; what I have always had is trust. So I will pray that you 
trust God.”12

Here’s a minimanifesto worth committing to memory: 
Instead of wanting more, we will strive for less. 
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Instead of easier, faster, better; we will opt for slow and delib-
erate. We will take our time. 

We will seek first the needs of others and trust that our own 
will be provided. 

We will discipline ourselves to believe.
We will find our lives by losing it. 
We will seek the pearl of great price and sacrifice everything 

for it.
We will become less to gain more.
We cannot become who we are without going through pain. 

And who can do such a thing without trusting the struggle is 
worth it? Or that the results will be good? We must endeavor to 
be wrecked with a deep, reckless faith that confounds the world 
and maybe even puzzles us at times. It will be worth it.



Chapter 3

Help Wanted:  
           come and d i e
“I tried to find a cure for the pain … 
Oh my Lord, to suffer like you do—it would be a lie to run away.” 
— J o n  f o r e m a n

My sister Marissa is a sophomore in college. Her first semes-
ter at school, she called me, scared to death. “I don’t know 

what I’m supposed to do with my life,” she said. “Help!” I told 
her to calm down and assured her that most people her age are in 
the same boat. However, I encouraged the questions she was ask-
ing, because they’re important ones. In fact, without them, most 
young people are prone to waste a lot of valuable time. 

I told Marissa to explore, to try out a few things—classes, 
majors, extracurricular activities—before she settled on a general 
theme. College is the perfect time to experiment and fail. (She’s 
a planner, though, so this was hard for her.) Most importantly, I 
told her to do something unexpected: go where there is pain. “If 
you want to discover your purpose,” I explained, “then you need 
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to hang out in places where there is brokenness.” 
A few weekends later, my wife and I drove a few hours to the 

University of Alabama in Birmingham to visit my sister. Over 
lunch, she told us how she had woken up early that morning and 
volunteered for a citywide community cleanup. She couldn’t stop 
smiling from ear to ear, and I couldn’t have been prouder. She 
was beginning to understand something that took me a decade to 
learn: we find our vocations not by focusing on ourselves, but by 
focusing on others.

Part of correcting our identity problem is figuring out what 
to do with our lives—what career path to follow, what person to 
marry, when to take that trip overseas. Those are the wrong ques-
tions to ask. The right question is, “What’s broken that needs to 
be fixed?” Usually the solution is you, doing something about it. 

When we intersect with the needs of a dying world, we realize 
our talents, gifts, and passions are not merely ours to enjoy; they 
are intended as sacrifices. “You think the people of this country 
exist to provide you with position,” the brave William Wallace 
told a group of cowardly Scottish nobles. “I think your position 
exists to provide those people with freedom.”13 We who were 
born into privilege and opportunity were given these gifts with an 
expectation: to give them away. 

the pArAdox

Unless a seed falls to the ground and dies, it remains a single seed. 
But if it does die, it multiplies.14 This is the paradox of life. The 
more you give, the more you get. You find your life by losing it. 

My first experience with this upside-down way of living was 
in college. I had some friends visiting from out of town and had 
ten dollars to my name. They were driving cross-country, and 
I wanted to take care of them. But I was also concerned about 
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blowing my last ten bucks. So I said a prayer for provision, and 
bought the three of us coffee, exhausting my final few dollars. 
After that, everywhere I looked people were offering us meals, giv-
ing me stuff out of the blue, and anonymously leaving money in 
places where I would find it. It was bizarre. 

The strangest incident was when I found a random envelope 
pinned to a public message board with my name written on it. 
Inside the envelope was a ten-dollar bill stuffed between two 
index cards. Later that night, my friends and I went out to dinner. 
Without offering, someone picked up the bill. So I did the only 
logical thing I could think of: I left the waitress a ten-dollar tip.

This is an important principle for living a wrecked life. The 
more generous you are to others, the more everyday blessings will 
present themselves in unexpected places. One friend said it like 
this: “The less stingy you are with the universe, the less stingy it 
will be with you.” This means more than karma. It’s about going 
above and beyond to be generous—as an act of gratitude for the 
grace we’ve received. And somehow, paradoxically, our needs are 
taken care of in the process. Although I still struggle with letting 
go, I’m learning that the finer things in life cannot be purchased or 
held on to; they can only be found through giving our lives away.

Of course, this way of living isn’t new. It is, in fact, very old, 
and we are all familiar with it conceptually. But many of us strug-
gle to live it out in reality. As a result, we often feel empty—never 
satisfied, always searching. Henry David Thoreau once said, “The 
mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.”15 Perhaps the reason 
for this is that we got everything we wanted, and it still wasn’t 
enough.

You’ve been lied to. You were told that if you worked hard 
enough, put enough hours in, and got good grades, you’d be 
happy. You’d finally get your reward, and then you could start 
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really living. You could afford to be a little generous, tithing 10 
percent to church and helping out the occasional friend down on 
his luck. But face it: something about this just feels wrong. Trust 
that feeling. 

There is a longing in your heart, an emptiness in your soul 
waiting to be filled. This feeling is not an accident; it exists as a 
reminder that there is something more to life than what we can 
see. It’s that nagging sense that Morpheus put into words: “You’ve 
been living in a dream world . . .”16 

We must wake up. If we are going to find our callings, we 
must live intentionally and audaciously. And we must be gener-
ous. This choice is not an easy one, and it doesn’t come naturally, 
but it’s how we were meant to live. It’s the only way—I’m quite 
convinced of this—that we can find the satisfaction we’ve been 
searching for, the lives we’ve been dreaming of. And although 
there are legitimate health, business, and psychological benefits to 
generous living, the most important one is this: generosity gives 
your life meaning. But not without a cost. 

Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote, “Alas for those that never 
sing, but die with all their music in them.”17 I’ve met people like 
this. People with amazing voices who literally will not sing—not 
because they don’t know the song, but because they’re afraid to 
sing. Apply this to any field, vocation, or passion, and you’ll find 
hordes of people scared to play the hands they’ve been dealt in 
life. Do you want to know what the “music” that Holmes talked 
about is? It’s love. Radical, reckless, giving love. The more of it you 
give, the more you get.

the cost oF coMpAssion

Sometimes, it feels bad to do good. You never hear this at church 
or read it below the “DONATE” button on a charity website. But 
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it’s true. Just ask anyone who’s done relief work or foreign aid. 
Talk to the staff at your local homeless shelter or a friend who’s a 
social worker. This compassion stuff isn’t nice and clean. It’s hor-
ribly messy, which is precisely what makes it beautiful. This is an 
essential lesson for anyone who wants to live a compelling story. 

Stories worth telling are full of conflict. If you want to live 
one, pain is inevitable. Remember: compassion means to “suffer 
with.” If you’re trying to serve someone in need and it doesn’t hurt 
a little, you’re doing something wrong. Sure, it’s nice to lend a 
helping hand, but true compassion causes your heart to break—
even at the moment you’re helping. It breaks for all the needs 
you’re not meeting, for everything else you could be doing. When 
you hold the dying in your arms, when you put a pair of shoes 
on someone’s bare feet, when you listen to a homeless person’s 
story—these things don’t feel good. They hurt. Which is what 
they’re supposed to do. They remind us of a world that is still 
broken, that still needs to be healed.

When people say the only reason to help the less fortunate is so 
you can feel better about yourself, I laugh. Those people obviously 
have never lived among the poor, the destitute, the heartbroken. 
They have never put themselves out there and truly suffered with 
someone in pain. This idea that philanthropy is self-medication 
is not true; in fact, it’s so outrageous that it’s laughable. If you’re 
really helping someone in pain—if you’re really experiencing 
compassion—you can’t help but hurt, too.

This is the litmus test for those aspiring to make a difference 
in others’ lives: Do we feel cheery about the work we’re doing, or 
does it hurt a little, maybe even a lot? If the latter, you’re on the 
right track. Listen. This is not Disney World; it’s the real world. 
This is life—real and raw and gritty, full of all the things you’d 
rather not see. And if you are going to change something, you are 
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going to have to enter into the brokenness and experience some of 
the pain therein. The only escape from this reality is to live only 
for yourself. And we all know what that gets us: exactly what we 
already have.

Serving others so we feel better about ourselves is not the same 
as compassion, and this is a crucial distinction. Because when 
you set out to find your calling, you will encounter counterfeits: 
organizations and opportunities that pander to your narcissism, 
promising a better feeling in exchange for a few service hours. I 
promise you that this is not the life God intended for you. When 
you see such promises, run. 

On the other hand, there is nothing wrong with the sat-
isfaction that comes from finding your life’s work. Again, we 
experience a paradox. Entering the pain of others can make us feel 
good, giving us a deep confidence about our place in the world, 
while doing work that doesn’t feel good at all. In other words, in 
our grief, we find purpose. In suffering, we find significance. And 
still, the pain goes on. 

The intersection between these two contradictions is where we 
find our true selves.

the greAt cliché

My friend Dustin grew up in a nice, middle-class family in central 
Illinois. He made good grades, played sports, and tried to be a 
moral person. Then college happened. During his freshmen year, 
he was a wild man. Parties. Drinking. Girls. You name it—he did 
it. College was hard. Even after he became a born-again Christian 
and started turning his life around, Dustin’s memories of school 
are filled with feelings of regret and self-doubt. 

It wasn’t until Dustin moved to Guatemala that his life began 
to change, that he truly started to understand what he was made 
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to do. Even then, it happened in an odd, roundabout way. 
Dustin spent two years in Quetzaltenango as an English 

teacher at a school for college-bound Guatemalans. There he dis-
covered two passions: first was Spanish, and second his love for 
teaching. He also saw poverty in Guatemala like he had never 
before seen in his life. And all of this collectively influenced his 
worldview.  

After a two-year stint in Latin America, Dustin came home 
to get married and move to Oklahoma. He thought his forays 
into education and foreign language were complete. Now it was 
time to move on, to grow up. So he tried different things: selling 
insurance, working in an international sales office, getting people 
to purchase gym memberships. He always had the ability to per-
suade; that was something I admired about him. For a season, he 
tried to use this gift to make a living, but that wasn’t how God had 
wired him. He bounced from one short-term commitment to the 
next, always convinced that “this was it” and ultimately left with 
that feeling of wanting something more. When his wife, Kristen, 
finished medical school, they both took a job at a clinic where he 
was able to settle his spirit for a season. However, this only lasted 
about six months. Then he was on to his next job, which was 
selling chemicals. Something was missing for my friend, and he 
didn’t know what it was. Nothing felt good enough or big enough 
for his desires. This frustrated him, but he didn’t know what to do 
with it.

Dustin had always been adventurous. He had a tattoo on his 
back and wasn’t afraid of jumping off a bridge now and then. 
Frankly, his courage both inspired and intimidated me. Our 
favorite taunt in school was “you’re not crazy enough to . . .” 
and whatever we finished the sentence with, he would do. It was 
a cruel game we played, usually for our own amusement. So it 
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wasn’t that much of a surprise when Dustin called me to tell me 
he and Kristen were leaving their jobs to leave the country—and 
they would be leaving in a matter of months. Only this time, I 
wasn’t there to egg him on. He must’ve dared himself.

Through an interesting turn of events, the school in Guatemala 
where Dustin had worked for two years after college was in need 
of some last-minute help. To his delight, Kristen was excited 
about the prospect, and they both signed a contract for a year. 
He was able to introduce his wife to the country he had fallen in 
love with years before, and Kristen was able to have an adventure 
of her own. It was the promise of everything they had hoped for, 
a journey they could finally share—but it didn’t turn out like they 
expected. 

Halfway through the year, Dustin and Kristen had to break 
their commitment to the school and move back home. There were 
some family issues, and it was the right thing to do, but still hard. 
In Dustin’s mind, even though he knew better, it felt like failure. 
Like giving up. But through it, he learned a crucial lesson. Before 
leaving Central America, he took a two-week hike through the 
jungle with a friend. It was a pilgrimage of sorts—a journey to 
discover what he wanted out of life and to mourn the lost dream 
of living in Guatemala with his wife.  

Somewhere out in the jungle, God spoke to Dustin. According 
to him, he almost died a few times on the trip, which allowed 
him to gain the perspective he was lacking. For one, he realized 
how tired he was of moving all the time. At age twenty-nine, he 
had lived in three different countries, three different states, and 
seven different cities as an adult. He had had more than ten dif-
ferent jobs and virtually no “roots” established. His restlessness 
had finally caught up with him. So he made a commitment. Miles 
away from civilization, he resolved, “No matter where the road 
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may lead, my intention was to stay, build roots, join a tribe, start 
a family, and stop looking ahead to the next move.” 

When Dustin returned home, he was a new man. He and 
Kristen returned to Oklahoma, where he found a job as a high 
school Spanish teacher. Although it took years of travel and search-
ing and a lot of pain and disappointment, Dustin finally found 
what he was looking for. It wasn’t as glamorous or adventurous as 
he thought, but it was fulfilling. He found his true passion: not 
traveling, but teaching. It happened in a roundabout way, but the 
only way it could have.

If you are going to find work worth doing—a vocation to 
fulfill and challenge you—you will have to encounter a reality 
bigger than yourself. It may not be what others say it should be 
or what you think, but it will come if you are looking for it. Our 
callings come to us as surprises, like a distant dream we could’ve 
sworn was real. When you find it, whatever your “it” is, it will be 
unavoidable—something that wrecks you and compels you to act. 
At times, the work you’re called to do will be hard and confusing, 
but if you press in, you will see the purpose behind the pain. You 
will see how the whole experience is causing you to grow. And you 
will thank God for the whole journey.

Every journey brings with it sacrifice; it’s what makes the des-
tination worthwhile. For Dustin, this meant giving up his natural 
ability to sell and persuade, which ultimately led him to another 
country, a place of poverty, where he found a need that was actu-
ally quite close to home. The difference was he had to go to find 
it. What I’m trying to say is this: it’s hard to get your heart broken 
on the couch. You have to go. To search. To journey. You have to 
learn to live an adventure, and all the best ones ultimately lead 
you home. Yes, finding yourself is a cliché, but the language is 
right. This will take courage and some sort of voyage—a finding 
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of sorts. The real you is out there, waiting to be discovered. 
Our callings and identities are interwoven. They’re not the 

same, but they are linked. We find out who we are in the context 
of what we do. It’s impossible to know who you are without mov-
ing in some direction. Dustin thought he knew who he was but 
wasn’t sure how he should be using his gifts. The reality, though, 
is he learned a lot about himself from the journey, culminating in 
a vocation that stuck. The same is true for anyone eager to find 
their place in the world. Your calling is out there, quite possibly 
hidden in the dark and broken places of the world. It’s your job 
to find it.



Chapter 4

How i was  
           W r e c k e d
“We, the willing, led by the unknowing, are doing the impossible 
for the ungrateful. We have done so much, for so long, with so 
little, we are now qualified to do anything with nothing.” 
— m o t h e r  t e r e S a

It’s the unfamiliar that calls us to be more than we can be on 
our own. It starts as a whisper, then grows to a scream. Those 

of us who will venture out into the world with ears open will 
eventually hear something. It may lure us like a song or send us to 
the ground like an air-raid siren. But it will come, and it will be 
unmistakable. If we are willing, we will be wrecked. 

My first experience with being wrecked was in college. I was 
in Spain on a study abroad program and was caught in my own 
world of travel and education. It began one night when I did 
something completely different. I decided to turn around.

“i could Be deAd toMorroW!”

It was junior year of college, and I spent most days in class and 
most evenings hopping from one flamenco bar to the next. 

65
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Adopting the name Pepe (which was ironic for a pasty redhead 
from the Midwest), I immersed myself fully into Spanish culture. 
With a leather satchel from Florence, black leather shoes from El 
Corte Ingles, and a growing Andalusian lisp, I was determined to 
blend into the sea of olive skin around me. By the end of each 
night, I had learned another phrase I was eager to use in class the 
next day, usually mortifying my professors. That was a typical day-
in-the-life of a wannabe Spaniard. 

One evening, though, the typical took an unexpected turn.  
On this particular night, as my friends and I were leaving the 

school and trying to figure out what we were going to do for the 
evening, we were interrupted by a whisper: “Pssst!” 

Standing in the middle of the street contemplating our plans 
for the evening, we didn’t notice it at first. Caught up in our 
excitement of exploring the city, we continued chatting. Would it 
be the same bar we had frequented the last few nights, or would 
we dare to attend a discoteca? We decided to head back to our host 
homes and temporarily suspend our plans until after supper, so 
we started walking. We headed in the direction of the bridge that 
crossed the Guadalquivir River, which we traversed every day. 

The voice came again, forming actual words this time: “Hey 
you!” 

This time, we stopped, turned around, and saw him emerge 
from the alley. The man was wearing a white shirt and brown 
pants, both covered in a sooty material. Rugged and gruff, he 
stood at least six feet in the air. His dirty, cracked hands stroked 
a gray beard, stained yellow around his mouth. Holes had worn 
through his old dress pants, exposing his hairy knees, and his 
button-down shirt was scattered with stains. To cover it all, 
he wore a large brown jacket. It was obvious: this man was a 
vagrant. “Vagabundos,” my host mom called them. Not the type 
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we should associate with, we were told. 
He said something in broken Spanish, which caught our atten-

tion, so we turned around. We all stared at him, confused. He was 
too pasty to be Spanish, too cultured-looking to be American. 
No one said anything. We just gawked. Try as we might, we were 
unable to place the man; something didn’t fit. He spoke again in 
French, his voice beginning to crack. Then he commanded our 
attention with a harsh slur of words we didn’t recognize. What 
was that—German? Still, we said nothing.

Finally, one of us broke the silence.
“What’s the matter?” Lucretia asked. She was part Guatemalan 

and had been living in Seville for over a year now, making her 
practically a native in our eyes. Not to mention she worked with 
the study abroad program, so it seemed natural to let her do the 
talking. 

The man said he needed money and asked if she would be 
willing to help. He said he had no place to go, no place to stay. 
Nowhere to lay his head. My friends and I looked at each other 
uneasily. We had just come from a Bible study, where we had dis-
cussed how we were acclimating to a new culture and city. Most 
of us were from the suburbs or had grown up in rural farming 
communities, and the transition was a little jarring. 

This was the first time anything like this had ever happened to 
me. In northern Illinois, we didn’t have homeless people. At least 
none that I recall seeing. But this was Seville—a city accustomed 
to passersby and vagrants and refugees. These kinds of things hap-
pened every day here.

Again, Lucretia was the brave one: “I don’t have any cash on 
me. Will you be here tomorrow?”

“I don’t know where I’ll be tomorrow,” he replied. 
Of course you don’t, I thought. You’re homeless. 
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“Tomorrow doesn’t exist for me. I could be here, there, any-
where. I could be dead tomorrow! In the name of Jesus Christ, 
help me,” he pleaded. “Please, I love God. I just need some food.” 

As soon as they left his lips, the words struck me hard. But I 
stood motionless, watching him. I felt paralyzed. But what could 
I do?

Lucretia played the diplomat well. She promised to return, but 
the man wasn’t satisfied. He screamed after us as we walked away, 
saying things about God, about Jesus—anything to cause us to 
turn around. Even after we turned to cross the bridge, his words 
hung in my mind, plaguing me. But we kept moving anyway. 

Attempting to drown out the man’s unrelenting cries, we 
distracted ourselves with idle conversation. I talked with my 
roommate about what he thought our host mom had prepared 
for supper. He replied, trying to fill the awkwardness we all felt, 
trying to silence our consciences. But all I could hear were the 
desperate pleas of a vagrant in need. Even when we neared the 
other side of the river, the sounds were impossible to ignore. 

By the time we were halfway across the bridge, my stomach 
was churning. There was a heaviness in my heart I couldn’t shake. 
The cries had now ceased, but I was starting to feel ill. And despite 
my best efforts to avoid the guilt, the man’s words continued to 
echo in my soul. 

In the name of Jesus Christ . . .  
I kept walking, each step getting heavier, a little more miser-

able than the last. 
In the name of . . . 
Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I tossed my backpack at my 

roommate with an ambiguous explanation: “Just something I need 
to take care of,” I muttered. Then, I turned around. And ran.

Racing across the bridge, I dodged men and women who were 
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walking home from work. They glared at me, the white tourist 
bounding past them with determination. Each stride was lon-
ger than the last, and my heart beat quickly—I couldn’t get there 
soon enough. 

Arriving on the other side of the river, I searched the crowd. 
The man was nowhere to be found. I worried he had already 
moved on to another square, on to another audience who would 
ignore him. 

But then I saw him crouched in the alley next to our school, 
smoking a cigarette. 

Due to a lack of exposure, I had a general distrust of homeless 
people. I was afraid of them. I was, therefore, by no means going 
to fork over a bunch of cash to some European loudmouth. I was 
too smart for that, or maybe too cold. Still, I knew I had to do 
something. So I did what I knew how to do. I fed the man.

“Are you hungry?” I asked, halfheartedly. It was more of a 
demand than a question. He nodded slowly. “Then follow me.” 

McDonald’s was on the corner, so it was a convenient place to 
stop. An in-and-out trip, I thought. No hassle, no drama. I told the 
man to sit in one of the yellow booths and asked what he wanted. 
He gave his order: cheeseburger, fries, and a beer. 

“I’m sorry about that,” he said, embarrassed. “But I really want 
one.” 

 “Don’t worry about it,” I said, smiling for the first time since 
leaving the school. I walked over to the line. 

A few minutes later, I returned to the booth with a tray of 
food. I watched him quickly devour his meal, and neither of us 
said a word. 

After a long swig of beer, he asked my name, and I told him. 
“Micah,” he returned, slapping his chest like a caveman. He 

asked what I was doing here. I told him we were all students 
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and the school where we studied was in the building he saw us 
leaving. 

Then I asked Micah’s story. He only told me bits and pieces, 
but I did my best to connect them. 

Micah came to Seville from Germany but couldn’t return now. 
He had been kicked out of the country—for what, I couldn’t 
understand. He would’ve gone back, he told me, if it weren’t 
for one little issue: he had lost his papers. Without them, it was 
impossible to get home. So here he was, stuck in limbo, doomed 
to wander.

 Every night, Micah tried to scrape together enough change to 
eat a hot meal. Most nights, he was lucky—he’d find something 
in a dumpster or left on a park bench. A sandwich, a loaf of bread, 
an apple. But tonight was different. 

As he spoke, he got pieces of burger stuck in his ragged beard. 
Between chews, he would say something in broken English I could 
barely understand, and then he’d smile the biggest grin in all of 
Europe. And of course, I would smile back. We talked like this—
back and forth—for about an hour. Just sharing our lives with 
each other: our interests, passions, and struggles. We listened and 
learned from each other, and as we did, we both became human. 
He was no longer the scary beggar, and I was no longer the heart-
less, selfish American from an hour before. 

Then Micah told me something that shocked me, something 
that truly wrecked me. 

“Jeff, I speak to so many people, so many every day, and you 
are the only one.” I raised an eyebrow as he paused, unsure of 
what he meant. “The only one who stopped. The only one who 
did anything for me. Why did you come back?” 

I swallowed hard in disbelief. The only one? Really? And I had 
only showed up out of guilt. Surely, somebody else had stopped to 
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help at some point . . . right?
“Well,” I said, “I guess it’s what you said about not knowing if 

you’ll live until tomorrow and all that stuff about Jesus. That’s what 
He would have done, I think.” In retrospect, I should have been 
better prepared for this question. I should have rehearsed it ahead 
of time and been ready with an important theological retort. I felt I 
had failed my new friend, but he seemed to think it was adequate, 
nodding and stuffing a handful of food into his mouth.

“I love God,” he said through a mouthful of fries. And I 
believed him. 

All the way home, I couldn’t stop smiling. I couldn’t recall 
the last time I felt so alive, the last time I felt so free. I had passed 
people on the street before, I was sure of it. My usual response was 
to ignore them, to pretend I didn’t see. I thought this was wise, 
that I was showing discernment. But the truth was I was scared. 
For years, I was trapped by fear, paralyzed from doing the right 
thing. Stuck in a life that was more about me than others. That 
night, though, something changed. Something good and true 
was shaken loose, and I didn’t want to lose it. As I walked home, 
I thanked God for the opportunity I had almost missed, for the 
smile on my face I couldn’t wipe off. For the blood racing through 
my veins and the fact that Micah’s belly was full tonight. 

I never saw him again, even though I hoped I would. I won-
dered if he found a meal the next night. And the next night. And 
the one after that. I thought about him often, wondering how he 
was doing, if he was surviving. After that night, I made a habit of 
asking my host mom for two sandwiches for lunch, just in case I 
ran into Micah or someone like him. And of course, I did. I ran 
into all kinds of people—people I had never noticed before that 
were now impossible to ignore. The gypsy woman who sat on 
the steps of the cathedral. The paraplegic outside the museum. 
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The dark-skinned family in the park that looked more Arab than 
Spanish. I was finally starting to see.

It wasn’t just Seville that was suddenly teeming with people 
who had been marginalized. Returning to the United States, I had 
a heightened awareness of the unseen, a call to the unfamiliar that 
stuck with me.

ode to A shoe-shiner

When I first moved to Nashville, I didn’t have a job. Between 
interviews, I would take trips to downtown to walk off stress 
and anxiety. I was coming up empty so far in my job search and 
worried I would never get out of my parents’ house. I was still 
concerned about myself, about my own preservation.

One overcast afternoon, I found myself feeling defeated from 
my failed job search. So I set out to go exploring. The weather 
called for chance of ran, but I hit the streets anyway. I saw some 
homeless people from my car and thought I should talk to them 
or give them food or money or something. From the comfort of 
my car, I thought this. 

I parked and went in search of them, in search of doing some-
thing good, albeit comfortable.

I passed one person poorly dressed, but he wasn’t begging. 
Maybe he wasn’t homeless? Another guy was eating in a bus stop. 
Maybe he’s just waiting to go home? Then there was a group of rag-
gedly dressed people who were conversing with someone in much 
nicer clothes. Someone beat me to the punch. I passed a few 
more, continuing to make excuses for not stopping. I felt defeated 
by my own apathy and started to beat myself up. All the while, 
$1.50 in change jingled in my suit coat, completely useless. I had 
even planned how much I would give so it wouldn’t be impulsive. 
“God loves a cheerful giver,” after all. I was a failure. Dejected and 
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despairing, I turned around and headed back toward my vehicle 
after half an hour of walking around. 

A few blocks from my car, I rounded the corner, and then I 
heard it:

“Shoe shine, sir?” The voice was soft and calm, without a hint 
of crazy. I looked up to see a man on his knees with several bottles 
of black and brown shoe polish, some toothbrushes, and a few 
dirty rags beside him. He had his whole shop set up on the street 
corner.

“How much?” I asked suspiciously. The generous me had 
departed. Reason had returned. I had no job, after all, and money 
was tight.

“Whatever you think it’s worth,” was the humble reply. 
Blessed are the meek.
“Okay,” I replied. And he went to work. 
The grey, foreboding storm clouds finally gave way, and it 

started to rain. The man began moving things to get me under 
some shelter. I told him it was all right, that I didn’t mind. He said 
he didn’t care if I didn’t. There was another homeless man sitting 
with the shoe-shiner, watching us. 

He started talking to me: “I’ve never seen him do this before.”
“What?” I asked, squirming in my seat. I looked down at my 

shoes to see what havoc he was wreaking on the Spanish Cheveres 
that I bought at the Corte Ingles in Seville.

“I mean, I sit with this guy all the time, and this is the first 
shoe shine I’ve seen him do.” I smiled. Calm returned. He was 
doing a fine job. The rain fell for a few more minutes, dampening 
my hair enough to mat it to my forehead. I let it hit my face and 
enjoyed the refreshing wetness on my skin. 

As the drizzle ceased, I realized it had rained more than a few 
warm, late-summer drops. Mercy was falling that afternoon. 
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As the man was shining my shoes, my heart was moved. I 
noticed several looks of disdain from passersby, but the majority 
didn’t pay attention. In fact, many looked the other way. These 
men weren’t beggars. They weren’t hitting people up for money. 
They were dirty and unkempt, but they wore smiles on their faces. 
They would say hello to businessmen and women as they passed 
by and get an occasional grunt of a reply, but that was about it. 
They were invisible people.

I gave my shoe-shiner more than the preplanned $1.50 in 
change in my pocket; in fact, I gave him most of what I had in my 
wallet. I wish I had given it all. 

This was a breaking point. I was tired of choosing not to see 
what everyone else didn’t see. I was tired of giving only what was 
reasonable. I was done with looking out for my own well-being. 
Done with being afraid. Done with thinking that my agenda is 
the most important one I will encounter today. I thanked the man 
and said a prayer of thanks for him, for God showing mercy on 
someone as poor in spirit as me through an unlikely figure.

He did a pretty good job shining my shoes, too.

Finding cAlcuttA

Mother Teresa used to tell people wanting to join the Missionaries 
of Charity to stay home. She encouraged them to find their own 
“Calcutta,” that they were everywhere. You just needed eyes to 
see it. 

I didn’t understand this until one day when I wandered down 
Gay Street in Nashville. I was walking the streets of a new city, 
thinking about a recent mission trip to Mexico I had taken months 
before. I had been hired recently by an international organization 
to tell missionaries’ stories. But now that I was six months into the 
project, I was beginning to despair. What great story was I living? 
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There I was, longing to go overseas again—to experience the 
thrill of doing good in a foreign environment—when I saw Steve. 
Walking along the street, my friend Paul and I decided to stop 
and sit on a bench, with our backs facing the river and LP Field, 
the Tennessee Titans stadium. 

Steve wandered in from across the street with a teeter to his 
walk and an awkwardness to his movements. After introducing 
ourselves, Paul gave him an apple, and he said thanks. 

Steve was eager to talk, unlike the others we had met along the 
riverfront. We chatted about everything from the Chicago Cubs 
to Italian beef sandwiches to the importance of long underwear. 
It was winter, after all, and even in Nashville, things can get cold. 
He had had a bachelor’s degree, a nice house in Indiana, and an 
unfortunate drug habit that brought him to Nashville for rehab. A 
year ago, his luggage, money, and ID were stolen as he was trying 
to check into a clinic, which drove him to the streets—the only 
place that would accept him.

This was his story, anyway, and despite my cynicism, I found 
myself believing it. When Steve spoke of his two sons, I saw an 
earnest desire in his eyes to provide for his boys, to do right by 
them. He longed to give his kids the best life possible, which was 
why he was staying away from home. However, he told me he 
planned on visiting them for Christmas.

I hadn’t connected with someone so willing to share his story 
since that incident in Spain years ago. 

Steve introduced us to the ways of homeless living. “If you do 
it right,” he said with a wink, “you can eat a hot meal every night.” 
We learned where to go and when in order to get the best food the 
city had to offer. All of this he said in a hushed tone, as if it was a 
secret. Maybe it was.

Paul asked Steve what he needed most, a question he 
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entertained for a moment. Then he shared something simple but 
essential: blankets. This led us to wonder where—and how—Steve 
and his companions slept. He started describing their sleeping 
situation when he stopped midsentence and said, “Wait—do you 
want to see it?” 

Paul and I looked at each other, our eyes widening in both 
fear and excitement. We turned to our new, homeless friend and 
hesitantly nodded in agreement, unsure of where he was about to 
lead us.

After climbing over a waist-high, cement barricade that read 
“DEATH” in spray paint, the three of us navigated through over-
grown shrubbery and down a worn path we almost slipped on 
a couple of times. We hiked down into a valley that formed the 
banks of the Cumberland River and, as we descended, the city 
gradually disappeared. Passing through the thick foliage of bushes 
and trees, we lost sight of businesses and bars and other buildings 
and were soon surrounded by another world.

And then we saw it. 
Carved out of the concrete supporting the street on which we 

had just been standing was some kind of man-made cave, adorned 
with loose rocks and iron rebar. Inside was an encampment of six 
souls and all their possessions. As I stood there trying to take it all 
in, I looked up to where we had come from and realized some-
thing: we were now beneath the city. It wasn’t the sewer. It was 
deeper than that. We were below Nashville. 

Cans, bottles, and mud-caked clothes littered the camp. There 
were papers, blankets, and old shoes everywhere. I took a step 
and heard the crinkle of plastic bags and garbage underfoot, and 
I knew I was out of my element. Nearly a hundred feet above us 
was the city. Through the cracks in the foliage, I could see people 
passing by, but I was sure they couldn’t see us. Even if they could, 
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I doubt they would have looked down. I know I never did. Never 
glanced over the guardrail, never peered through those bushes. I 
was too busy and in too much of a hurry to do that.

When I thought of homeless people living in Nashville, my 
imagination never conjured this. This camp. These lives. Ever 
since Spain, I had wanted to experience that same level of con-
nection with someone as I had with Micah. When I finally got 
what I asked for, it stunned me. I always thought these people 
just aimlessly wandered the streets like vagrants. As it turns out, 
though, the homeless do have a home. I was looking at it, and it 
was hard for my eyes—and heart—to see. In a way, this sight was 
more disturbing than the idea that they slept on park benches and 
in alleyways.

Steve proudly showed us around and explained how he and his 
friends lived. As he did so, a couple of men returned to the camp. 
George and Jimbo. George didn’t speak much English; nonethe-
less, the first word from his mouth when he met us was, “Jesus!” 
With wide eyes and rosy cheeks, he repeated it until Paul gave him 
a hug. “I think he just wanted to be touched,” Paul later told me. I 
shook the surprisingly tender hand of George (whose name I think 
was really Jorge) and was warmed by the glow of his all-too-famil-
iar smile, reminding me of one I had seen years ago in Seville.

Ten minutes later, we realized what we were doing. Reality 
began to settle in. We were in a camp below the street with a 
group of men who could do whatever they wanted to us and no 
one would ever know. Paul and I looked at each other, and with a 
nod of understanding said we ought to be going now, that we had 
something to get back to. Back to our world—back above.  I wish 
I could say we weren’t frightened, but we were. We knew what we 
were doing was risky.

Before we left, Steve explained there were countless other 
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communities like this one, camps along the river and hidden 
throughout the city—even groups of people that lived in caves. I 
couldn’t believe it, and yet somehow, I could. After all, we had no 
idea this even existed.

We offered Steve a ride to his next hot meal, and he consented. 
When he entered my 1990 Buick Century, the small space filled 
with a stench that was hard to ignore and lingered after he had 
gone. When he left, I felt strangely compelled to sniff my hand 
that had just shaken his. I can’t explain it, but I wanted this dis-
tinct scent to stay. Not because it was particularly pleasant, but 
because I didn’t want to forget. I wanted to be reminded of a 
world which had been invisible to me only yesterday. I wanted to 
remember how much I had and how much I could help. Most of 
all, I wanted to be reminded that I, too, had a stench.

After meeting Steve, you could have told me a lot of things. 
You could have told me three-quarters of homeless people are 
mentally ill. You could’ve told me most are lazy or drunk—that 
the government does a good job of providing for them. But when 
you’re staring poverty in the face—a dirty, lonely face—none of 
that matters. You just see someone with a need, a need you want 
to meet.

Every day, people like Steve don’t know where their next meal 
is coming from. This kind of human need had been going on long 
before I ever took notice. And it will continue beneath the surface 
of the city, which ignorant people walk over every day of their 
lives. However, my encounter with a man who showed me the 
way was an introduction to a world I had no idea existed—one 
that would forever shape me.

At a distance, we see a need and ignore it. We judge it, con-
demn it, forget it. We don’t think about it, because if we practice 
ignorance long enough, we don’t notice the need anymore. It goes 
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underground, and we’re content with the surface of life as we 
know it—unwilling to break deeper ground. If all appears to be 
well on the outside, that is good enough for our consciences. 

Mother Teresa was right—Calcutta is everywhere. I finally 
believed her. If we are willing to dig deep, to find Calcutta in our 
own backyards, we will find the poor. But we will also find God. 
And He may just open our eyes, so that we can see the need and 
not soon forget. So that we can hear their cries and not grow deaf. 
So that we can smell the stench of human need and awaken our 
hearts to compassion. 

That’s what happened to me. In Spain, I was changed. All 
because of one important choice: the choice to turn around. It 
didn’t end there, of course. In Nashville, I continued to listen to 
that internal voice telling me to turn around. To take notice of the 
least and the left-out among us. And these kinds of actions began 
to shape how I lived my life every day. 

Entering this underground world wasn’t easy; in fact, it still 
isn’t. But being aware of these needs I once ignored is important. 
Like all important lessons, I learned this through struggle. For 
me, my battle was with expectations. Everyone wanted me to do 
something amazing when I graduated college. My Spanish profes-
sors wanted me to go to graduate school in Europe. My writing 
professors wanted me to find a job with a magazine. But I didn’t 
want to do any of that. I was ruined for an ordinary life, desperate 
for something more. And I found it in the most unlikely of places 
where no one else was willing to go: in the dumps and gutters and 
refuse centers of the world. There I found purpose. There I found 
Micah and Steve and countless others. I found peace and under-
standing of what it meant to live and be alive.

We all want this—to know what we’re doing in this world 
has meaning and purpose. But so few are willing to pay the price 
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to get it. These days, choosing discomfort looks more like doing 
the dishes or taking the dog for a walk. It takes the form of con-
fronting a coworker or turning down an opportunity to travel 
to make sure a spreadsheet gets balanced. Still, the lesson is the 
same: the thing you try to avoid the most is often the remedy for 
your own self-centeredness. Once I grasped this, I gained deeper 
understanding of my calling—not any specific act itself, but the 
discomfort of doing the right thing in spite of how I feel.

On days when the email piles up and saving the world feels 
more like a mundane chore, I have to remember I didn’t choose this 
work. It chose me. It shouted at me in broken English one night in 
Spain. And I haven’t been able to tune it out since. Thank God.



Chapter 5

from Wrecked to  
           c o M M i t t e d
“Sometimes, the hardest thing and the right thing are the same.”
— t h e  f r a Y

I believe in the importance of leaving home, of having an experi-
ence that wrecks you. There is something transformative that 

happens in a person’s life when he leaves that which is comfortable 
for the first time. But there is also great value in sticking things 
out. If you’ve done the former but neglected the latter, then it may 
be time to make some longer-term commitments. 

I am no good at commitment. It’s the epic failure of my life. 
Calling my mom from a pay phone in Spain, I told her I wouldn’t 
be home for Christmas. I did this, mind you, on Thanksgiving 
Day. She wasn’t too pleased. 

This noncommittal attitude followed me well into early adult-
hood. When I moved from Illinois to Tennessee, I got a part-time 
job and proposed to my girlfriend. Six months after living in a 
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new city, I was ready to move on. I grew worried and anxious. 
Doubts assailed me: What if this is the wrong choice? What if there 
is something else out there waiting for me? What then? 

Our culture is terrible about encouraging commitment. 
Everything around us is about ease and convenience. If you wait 
too long in line, give up. If your spouse upsets you, divorce her. 
Life is about you, after all, and what you want. Commit to the 
things that matter to you and when you stop caring, move on—
that’s our mentality. 

The problem is that’s not commitment. It’s not much of a life, 
either.

There always is something more out there. Always something 
else to do, some great thrill to experience. Yet despite the challenge 
of forsaking all other possibilities and sticking with a plan, I’ve 
found there is great value to making commitments. Committing 
to certain things—a job, a wife, a calling—has taught me a lot 
about character and integrity, discipline and honor. There’s some-
thing about the process of giving up on other possibilities and 
sticking to a path that brings life in ways that other thrills do 
not. And I’m a better man for it, no matter how much I kick and 
scream along the way. 

C. S. Lewis called this the “quieter love.”18 It’s what hap-
pens when the butterflies go away and all that’s left is morning 
breath and annoying habits, replaced by a deeper appreciation 
and understanding. This is true for all things we love: work, play, 
relationships.

prActicing our cAllings

When I first started playing guitar, I hated it. I quit six times. I 
kept wanting to tear up the fret board like Jimmy Page. My dad 
(who was my teacher) would gently remind me, “You gotta learn 
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to play a G chord first.” I didn’t want to hear that. I wanted the 
prestige of playing guitar without the pain of practicing.

I eventually stopped quitting and stuck with guitar. I got 
pretty good at it, too; I was even able to play a decent solo after a 
while. As soon as I graduated from college, I started touring with a 
band, playing shows nearly every day—something I did for about 
a year. I learned something important during those many months 
of touring. It’s one thing to say you’re going to do something; it’s 
quite another to dedicate your life to the pursuit of it. 

While we were touring, I got better at guitar than I ever 
thought possible. The weirdest part was I wasn’t trying to be good. 
I had so many other responsibilities with the band that playing 
music felt like more of a job than a passion. But I didn’t have a 
choice. I had to get up every day and play, whether I felt like it or 
not. As a result, without even intending to do so, I was practicing. 
So it is with all work we are all called to. When the passion goes 
away, it’s the practice that sustains us.

This is the fruit of commitment, the reason it’s worth the hard-
ship. When you commit to something, anything, it allows you to 
practice what you love. And eventually, you get really good at it. 
Maybe even without noticing.

three levels oF coMMitMent

There are three levels of commitment we all must pass through in 
order to find our callings and live abundant lives. Commitment 
means something different at various life stages. As a child, you’re 
committed to doing what your parents tell you, because they’re 
your parents and that’s what you’re supposed to do. In high school 
and college, it’s hard to commit to something that lasts longer 
than a semester. So much can change so quickly, it seems foolish 
to unnecessarily tether yourself to something so uncertain. As 
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you enter adulthood, commitment takes on a different shape yet 
again. Through each season of life, we must relearn what it means 
to commit. 

The first level of commitment is an adventure. In this season, 
you commit to something for the sheer thrill of it. This type of 
commitment marks those who travel the world and those who 
are able to walk away from a perfectly good job. Adventurers can 
move across the country or break up with a boyfriend without 
thinking twice. This type of commitment is important, because 
it helps you experience a broad array of opportunities life has to 
offer. It will lead you to see the world, explore different types of 
jobs, and do things you’ve never done before—as long as those 
things feel good. However, this is healthy only for a season. 

When you build your entire life around this type of commit-
ment, it can become a problem. You may find this way of living 
unfulfilling and immature as you grow and mature. I know I did. 
After spending a year of traveling from city to city and living in 
a van, I was fed up with wandering. I had seen so many homes 
and been a part of so many families, I was ready for something 
steady—if only for a season.

The second level of commitment is a season. You commit to 
something for an extended period of time, even after the initial thrill 
wanes. You plant seeds and stick around long enough to see them 
grow. You camp out at a job or under a revival tent, because there is 
something special about the place. You go through life with a certain 
group of people and get to know them pretty well. This is tempo-
rary. After the time of the commitment is complete, you move on to 
other endeavors. The season is over; the commitment is finished. 

This is an important level of commitment that many people 
neglect. They jump from being completely reckless to starting a 
family—sometimes not on purpose. They go right from college 
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to a full-time job and never feel like they had a chance to see what 
life had to offer. If you pursue seasonal commitments, you bridge 
the gap between adolescence and adulthood without getting bitter. 
As for length, a season is what you make it. Some last five months, 
while others last five years. My year on the road was a season, as 
was Dustin’s two years in Guatemala. The point is that it serves a 
purpose (to teach you commitment) and has a definite end.

The third level of commitment is a marriage. This is the high-
est mark of maturity and what marks true dedication. Of course, 
it applies to more than actual matrimony, but you get the idea: 
marriage is forever, and so are some commitments. Hopefully, 
your calling fits under this category. Although jobs come and go, 
your vocation—your life’s work—should be something that sticks. 
Something you can commit to. But how do you know it when 
you find it? You could do what my wife, Ashley, does. When she 
takes a job, she has a “marriage” mentality about it. She doesn’t 
devise an exit strategy or consider her next steps. There are no 
stepping-stones in her book; she has no backup plans. Of course, 
she’s open to promotion opportunities and other options that 
come along; she just doesn’t plan on them. She’s not like so many 
people her age, looking over her shoulder for something better to 
come along. She doesn’t believe she will only have one job in her 
life; she just knows how always looking for the next best thing can 
sabotage your work and rob you of where you are now. Having a 
“marriage” mentality toward some commitments (although not 
all) is a healthy step to becoming a person of integrity.

entering the next seAson oF liFe

The hardest part of going on an adventure is coming home. Frodo 
experienced this, along with his friend Samwise, in The Lord of the 
Rings. After being called on an adventure they didn’t sign up for, 
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journeying from the safety of the Shire to the land of Mordor and 
destroying the ring of power, they eradicate all evil in the land—or 
so they think. The two travelers return to a land they once called 
home now decimated by the evil Lord Saruman. There is a mess 
for the heroes to clean up, which is where Sam comes in. 

Most people believe the hero of the story is Frodo. He is, after 
all, the one who carries the ring and destroys it. But were it not for 
his faithful friend, he never would have succeeded. Sam is the one 
whose story we follow to the very end; he is the one who brings 
order to chaos. After Frodo sails away, Sam gets married, becomes 
mayor, and lives out the rest of his life in the Shire, bringing order 
and peace to the place where he grew up. 

Here’s the thing about adventures: they all have an ending. 
I’m willing to bet that the rest of Sam’s life didn’t look like it did 
on top of Mount Doom, where he and Frodo destroyed the ring. 
I bet he didn’t encounter many fire-breathing monsters or axe-
wielding dwarves (okay, maybe a few). I bet the rest of his life was 
pretty normal and that he was just fine with that. 

This is the really hard part of getting wrecked—when the 
adventure ends. And it will. Even if you end up living in Africa, 
holding babies and living in mud huts, the adventurous feeling 
will eventually go away. Eventually, it’ll feel just like a normal day 
at the office. And this is okay. Natural, even. This is how it’s sup-
posed to be. 

We all have seen what happens when you don’t go on some 
kind of epic adventure and get wrecked. We have seen people 
(maybe even parents or peers) experience midlife crises. They 
committed before getting wrecked, and it ruins them because 
they don’t know what to do with the commitment. They spend 
the rest of their lives trying to relive their youth or recapture the 
dreams life stole from them. This is why commitment comes after 
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the adventure, because you have to see the world is bigger than 
you—that it can break you—in order for you to focus on doing 
some good in it. That’s what Samwise did, and it’s what we must 
do, too. Being wrecked begins where the adventure ends.

At some point, you have to commit. Maybe it’s a job or a mar-
riage; maybe it’s joining a church or buying a house. The point isn’t 
what you do as much as it is that you do something to show you 
can stick around. If you’ve just had a time-of-your-life experience, 
this will sound like the last thing you want, but it’s what you need. 

not going it Alone

After meeting Steve and his community under the street in 
Nashville, I started going downtown about once a week. After 
months of these visits, I started to wonder if what I was doing was 
really making an impact. And one day I realized it wasn’t. 

I was visiting my homeless friends at a riverside park in down-
town Nashville. I had built relationships with these people by 
serving them hotdogs every Saturday for lunch. We had known 
each other for months. We were friends. So when James came to 
me asking for some spare change, I didn’t think anything of it. I 
pulled eighty-five cents out of my pocket, and he thanked me. 
He disappeared for about ten minutes. Then he returned—from 
the liquor store. My heart sank. James trotted back to his group 
of friends with a large bottle of malt liquor, nodding to me as he 
passed. He was beaming. 

Great, I thought. I just enabled a drunk. That was it for me. 
I was fed up. Disappointed and frustrated, I packed up my stuff 
and decided to go home. Enough was enough. Here I was, having 
spent months trying to help these people. And it felt as if I had 
made no difference. No progress. So I decided to do something 
drastic. Something I dreaded doing. I decided to go to a shelter.
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I didn’t get involved in homeless ministry because I had some 
life-changing experience at a soup kitchen. Quite the opposite, 
actually. My heart broke when I met people on the street and 
liked them. As we became friends, I learned what they thought 
about life, people, and organizations that tried to help them. 
One common attitude was very clear: few people on the street 
trusted institutions like the Salvation Army or other local mis-
sions. My friends told me tales that shocked and horrified. As a 
result, I didn’t like these institutions either. But I was at the end 
of my rope. What could I do? So I went to the mission to find 
out if what my friends told me was true. I was surprised by what I 
found. Clean beds. Delicious meals. A caring staff. Was this really 
the cutthroat den of danger and deception that my homeless 
friends described to me?

At first, I was skeptical. But after weeks of visiting and engag-
ing with the people there, I saw more good happen—more 
impact and life change—than I had in six months on the street. 
I had to swallow my pride. I had to admit that I had pegged 
these guys all wrong. I couldn’t serve the homeless on my own. I 
needed help. I needed a community—some brothers-in-arms to 
figure this out with. 

I started serving every Tuesday at the mission. Every Tuesday 
for a year.

serving soMeone else’s dreAM

Around the same time I began working at the mission, I started 
working for another nonprofit organization. I thought it was a 
short-term commitment, because everything I had done up to this 
point in life had lasted six to twelve months. It didn’t take long, 
though, for me to realize I would be there longer than expected 
and that it would be years before I would be able to start thinking 
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about my own dreams again. If I had known this going into the 
job, I wouldn’t have taken it.

My first work project was to launch an online magazine telling 
missionaries’ stories. This was followed by a short-term mission 
trip to Mexico, where I would be cataloguing stories of young 
people who were traveling the world. I was certain this fifteen-day 
trip would spark another season of adventure in me. I envisioned 
Machu Picchu. The Great Wall of China. Africa. All in the same 
year. This was going to be amazing. Maybe I would even write a 
book about it.

But I was rudely disappointed. Instead, all I got were spread-
sheets, trips to Georgia (where our organization was based), and a 
new, shiny, $500 Dell laptop. Hardly the adventure I expected. 

So what kept me there? It wasn’t the paycheck (I had to raise 
my own salary). It was the opportunity to be part of something 
bigger than myself, to be led by vision and opportunity. Sure, I 
didn’t get to participate in crazy, round-the-world journeys like 
I had in previous seasons of life, but I got something better: a 
chance to serve someone else’s dream.

The concept of apprenticeship is largely lost in American cul-
ture today. These days, young adults don’t have the opportunity, 
like previous generations had, to come under the leadership of 
a master craftsman. This is a foreign concept to most of us—at 
work, in our families, even at church. Instead, we offer lots of edu-
cation with little application, followed by high expectation. No 
wonder we have a generation of Peter Pans, wandering through a 
series of short-term commitments and slow to grow up. 

That first year of work, my job was hard. I was supposed to 
virtually “follow” (via email and the Internet) a group of fifty 
missionaries around the world and tell their stories. When I told 
people what I did, almost every person asked me, “Oh, that’s 
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great. Do you get to travel?” 
“No,” I would tell them, rolling my eyes. “I get to do some-

thing better. I get to write blog posts.” I was only being half 
sarcastic. Part of me really enjoyed what I got to do. But part of 
me longed for an adventure. Selfishly, I wondered why I didn’t get 
to be part of all the amazing experiences I was reporting on. Until 
one night I had a dream.

I dreamed I finally got to go. I visited one of our teams in 
Africa, and my boss, Seth, was there. I showed up unexpect-
edly, hoping to be greeted with smiles and high fives. Instead I 
received strange looks, and Seth said, “Jeff, what are you doing? 
You shouldn’t be here.” I frowned, but shrugged off the discour-
agement. I went around to the different groups telling them how 
I was there to join them in the work they were doing. But each 
group I approached received me in the same way: “What are you 
doing here? You’re not supposed to be here!” So I turned around 
and headed home. Apparently I had a different role to serve. I 
woke up sweating. Five years later, the dream still lingers.

Since then I’ve gotten to travel some, but my life most days is 
filled with phone calls, email, and meetings. From the outsider’s 
perspective, it looks normal. But for me, it’s one of the most fulfill-
ing things I could do in this season. I do it for a few reasons. One, 
I’ve learned that an adventure is not an end to itself but a means 
to something bigger. Two, when work feels mundane (because it 
probably is), I remind myself that I am disciplining myself—learn-
ing to put off short-term gratification for long-term joy. 

In serving my boss and submitting to his leadership (which 
I trust), I get to see firsthand what a dream realized looks like. I 
get to understand the complexities of running an organization, 
leading hundreds of staff, and still keeping your heart and soul 
grounded in what matters most. Sometimes, it’s a discipline, but 
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most of the time, it feels like a gift. And I consider it preparation 
for what’s to come.

My friend Alece Ronzino knows the power of commitment; 
she’s lived it like few have. She helps nonprofits tell their stories, 
but she didn’t always do that. For over a decade, she lived as a 
missionary in Africa, working with a ministry called Thrive Africa 
that she started. All of this began with a trip to rural Botswana 
when she was fifteen. The two months she spent there changed 
her life. Here’s what happened in her own words:

This city girl from Long Island who would rather spend a gor-
geous day indoors than outdoors spent her summer in a tent, 
cooking over a campfire, and only showering every ten days—
and absolutely loved it! My heart was captivated by the beautiful 
people of southern Africa, and I knew I wanted to return long-
term. That summer was a pivotal time that literally changed the 
entire trajectory of my life. God wrecked my heart for missions, 
for Africa, and for living fully surrendered to Him.

Sounds typical, right? Kid goes on a short-term mission trip, 
feels guilty for having so much privilege, and promises to make a 
difference. Thousands of American teenagers and young adults do 
it every year. But what happened next was anything but ordinary. 
Alece did what few of us do: she decided to go back. She decided 
to do the hard work of committing to a cause and paying the cost 
to actually see it through. Here’s how she described what hap-
pened after she came back from that first trip:

When I got off the plane from that first mission trip to Africa, 
I told my parents, “I’m going back!” I returned the following 
summer, and after graduating high school, I participated in a 
yearlong internship serving at the missions organization I’d trav-
eled overseas with. While I was there, I helped them set up their 
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first ever mission trip to South Africa and then helped lead that 
inaugural team the following summer. That trip cemented in my 
heart the dream and desire to return to southern Africa long-
term. I finished my internship, returned home to New York to 
fund-raise, and then, armed with only two overflowing suitcases 
and a heart filled with probably more foolishness and naiveté 
than faith, I headed out to South Africa.

Alece was nineteen years old. And for the next decade, she 
served as a missionary in Africa, helping empower local leaders 
to make a difference in their own communities. She is an inspira-
tion and challenge to so many young people who want to make 
their lives matter. This is the cost: doing what she did by giving 
her life away. 

Alece was wrecked by her first visit to Africa, but it was in the 
staying that the transformation took place. Change always happens 
when you come down from the clouds and deal with the messi-
ness of life. When you turn a mission trip into a lifestyle. When 
you walk past someone who is poor and in pain and actually turn 
around. Real transformation happens when you commit.

Every time I lead a mission trip, I hear the same vows from 
teenagers (and sometimes adult sponsors, too): “We’re going to 
come back next year!” “We’re going to adopt this community!” 
“We’re going to pray for you every day!” Those are all great prom-
ises, but they aren’t decisions. You can’t make a decision on the 
airplane—up in the air where cabin pressure is low and you’re not 
thinking practically. Real decisions are made the way Alece made 
hers. They’re made when you step off the plane.

persevering through the dips oF conFlict

The highest form of commitment is the rarest. Because it costs so 
much: your pride, time, and resources. Frankly, some relationships 
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and jobs aren’t worth it. Often it’s best to move on and find some-
thing or someone worth your time. But in really special cases, 
what you need to do is persevere. 

Our culture is so self-oriented and consumer-driven, we prob-
ably need to correct our tendency toward flakiness with defaulting 
to more of a committed posture when we approach work and 
relationships. I have seen this best exemplified by some of my 
closest friends. When it was easiest to move on, to discard the 
friendship due to inconvenience, we instead decided to stick with 
it. My friend Dustin and I have a habit of doing this. We have 
been friends since my freshmen year of college and seen each 
other at our best and worst. We’ve traveled through Europe and 
road-tripped to Texas together; we were best men at one anoth-
er’s weddings. Every few years, when it feels like our friendship is 
going stale, one of us does something to revive it.

Three months after getting married and starting their new lives 
in Oklahoma, Dustin and his wife, Kristen, drove eleven hours to 
Nashville for a surprise weekend visit to celebrate my birthday. 
It wasn’t easy or cheap, but it spoke volumes to me. This is the 
hard part of friendship, the not-so-fluffy stuff that’s easy to ignore. 
But it’s what makes the mundane parts of life worth living. It’s an 
unexpected thank-you note. A favor. A surprise date. An other-
wise unnecessary blessing done anyway. In a word, it’s grace.

Commitment is hard. I’ll admit that for me, it can sometimes 
be a pain. In fact, I think it’s supposed to be. If a fulfilled life 
is about not avoiding the hard parts of a suffering world, then 
that includes the pain of pressing into the difficulty of sticking 
through the messiness of everyday, ordinary relationships we’d 
otherwise ignore. This is where the good stuff is found, where we 
find the joy of being understood by people who have sacrificed for 
us in incredible ways. But we don’t know this pleasure if we keep 
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bouncing from one thing to the next, if we never commit. If not 
for your own sake, do it for the person on the other end—the one 
who’s waiting for you to drive halfway across the country just to 
show you care.

You need commitment in order to grow. It’s just that simple. It 
begins with a season—something like joining a church or choos-
ing a certain educational track. Then stick with it for longer than 
you’d like. Regulate the urge to leave and tell yourself that it will 
be worth it in the long run, and it will be. When it gets tough, 
don’t allow yourself to quit (unless it’s unhealthy for you to stay). 
As a result, you grow—maybe like never before.



Chapter 6

the fruit of  
     c o M M i t M e n t
“It’s better to be in the arena, getting stomped by the bull, than to 
be up in the stands or out in the parking lot.”
— S t e v e n  P r e S S f i e l d

Once you’ve tasted a life that isn’t all about you, it can wreck 
you. It runs so contrary to our “me first” culture that it can 

turn your world upside down. Those who have experienced it can’t 
help but feel like misfits. They are unsatisfied with the way things 
are. They want to experience a life that’s meaningful. They’re rest-
less. They’ve been wrecked and can’t look back. On one level this 
is healthy and helpful; on another, it’s distracting and missing the 
point. Ultimately, restlessness is not enough. 

An unchecked dissatisfaction with the status quo will lead to a 
reckless lifestyle of bouncing from one thrill-seeking adventure to 
the next with little commitment to place or person. I’ve seen this 
happen a lot, and it breaks my heart, because your life is about 
more than your next adventure. That’s not to say you have to live 
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some kind of cloistered life; quite the opposite, in fact. What it 
does mean is that in order to really be wrecked, you’ve got to com-
mit. And as you do so, you’ll unlock the secrets to some of life’s 
greatest mysteries—like how to be happy, for example.

The other day, I was at a coffee shop and overheard two people 
in their early twenties talking. One was a girl who was appar-
ently visiting from out of town. She had recently gone on some 
kind of mission trip and couldn’t stop talking about it. The other 
was a guy she was trying to convince to do the same. At first, 

I agreed with her. But then the conversation 
took a turn.

“I should be engaged, you know,” she 
said. “We looked at a ring and everything. It 
would’ve happened,” she paused for dramatic 
effect to let the young man know she was seri-
ous. Then she continued, “Well, if I didn’t 

leave.” For thirty minutes, they shared stories, talking about the 
things they had given up—all for God, they claimed.

Those are powerful words: If I didn’t leave. As they continued 
dialoguing, I was struck with a sober realization. As someone who 
works for a short-term missions organization, I’m a proponent of 
these types of experiences. But what I was hearing was disturb-
ing, because the point of a trip is to lead you to a destination. 
And these two people just seemed to be aimlessly wandering. The 
young woman’s experience overseas had fueled her restlessness, 
setting her on a series of adventures and voyages that didn’t seem 
to be leading anywhere. I had to wonder if all this traveling was 
actually helping her find purpose or merely feeding her restless-
ness. Which, of course, is not the point.

This is not what God has for us—bouncing from one spiritual 
experience to another, ditching one part-time job for the next, 

CommitmentS 

helP uS BeCome 

Better PeoPle. 
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starting intimate relationships and then abandoning them after 
a few months of “trying things out.” That’s not to say we should 
commit to the first steady opportunity that comes along without 
asking deeper questions about life. Yes, in this age of opportunity 
we have unlimited freedom to try out different experiences, but 
the whole point of the search is to actually find something. If we 
don’t, then we’re more lost than when our journeys began.

God wants to use our restlessness to call us out of the world 
and into a new reality characterized by order, not chaos. The point 
of our wandering is to eventually end up in the Promised Land. 
This is where most young people go wrong. They chase experiences 
and events and fail the test of commitment. In so doing, they miss 
out on one of life’s greatest gifts. It’s time to change that.

coMMitting to nothing

The late Chuck Colson (who at one point was an adviser to 
President Nixon) wrote an article for Christianity Today in 2010 
in which he lamented Generation Y’s lack of commitment. He 
cited studies revealing how twentysomethings struggle these days 
to commit to anything: careers, marriages, even their faith. 

As a man in his eighties, Colson said, “My single greatest joy 
is giving myself to others and seeing them grow in return. You 
cannot discover that without commitment.” In 2008, according 
to the article, half of American employees between ages 20 and 24 
had been with their current employer for less than a year. Colson 
continues:

By abandoning commitment, our narcissistic culture has lost 
the one thing it desperately seeks: happiness. Without commit-
ment, our individual lives will be barren and sterile. Without 
commitment, our lives will lack meaning and purpose. After all, 
if nothing is worth dying for (the anthem of the ’60s anti-war 
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protesters), then nothing is worth living for. But with commit-
ment comes the flourishing of society—of calling, of marriage, 
of the church—and of our hearts. It’s the paradox Jesus so often 
shared when he bid us to come and die that we might truly 
live.19

We cannot live our best lives if we continue living like prodigal 
children, wandering aimlessly with little consistency or focus. We 
will leave no legacy and have no impact if we do not learn this lost 
art of commitment. 

We make excuses for avoiding commitment. My Christian 
friends often couch their reasons for not committing in spiritual 
justifications. They want to be open to what God might have for 
them, or they haven’t received “confirmation” through prayer. 
Whatever the reason, they just don’t move. My friends who aren’t 
Christians say they’re “following their hearts.” Both are saying the 
same thing: they’re afraid to decide. If they commit to something, 
their reasoning runs, that would inhibit them from being able 
to pursue other opportunities. So they wait. Instead of taking a 
full-time job or signing an apartment lease, they work part-time 
at Starbucks and live in their parents’ basement. They’re not really 
waiting; they’re stalling. They are delaying the pain of making a 
decision and living with the consequences. So they hesitate and 
weigh the options—all the while, completely unaware of the 
cost.

There is profound spiritual value in making commitments. 
By moving to a more committed lifestyle, you learn how to be 
a friend, meet a deadline, follow through on a task, and push 
through a challenge. Commitments help us become better 
people. 

There are milestones in life that we only reach by making a 
tough choice, one that involves forsaking all other options. Like 
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how to really love someone or the beauty of a long-term relation-
ship—these are the lessons we need to learn. And the way we learn 
them is through commitment.

I want to be the kind of person who doesn’t stall, who faces a 
decision and boldly steps into it, aware of all the other opportu-
nities I’m missing. I don’t want to be afraid of what I’m missing; 
instead, I want to embrace what I get to experience. I have a long 
way to go, but I’m getting there, one commitment at a time. I 
want that for my friends, too.

extended Adolescence

There are other reasons for our instinct to avoid commitment. 
It’s what’s expected of us. Inexplicably, society tolerates a lack 
of integrity, especially among people in their twenties who are 
still “figuring things out.” This is due to a cultural acceptance of 
extended adolescence, a fascinating topic worth Googling some-
time. In short, we have lowered our expectations of young people, 
and they have, in effect, “lived down” to those expectations. 

In his book Teen 2.0, Robert Epstein explains that the phenom-
enon of adolescence was catalyzed by the Industrial Revolution. 
The introduction of child labor laws led to young people’s primary 
place being in the educational system, which led to the creation of 
youth culture. Soon, this unique culture attracted music, art, and 
commerce to support it. In fact, if you look around today, you can 
still see the effects of it. Many middle-aged parents dress like their 
teenage children, and it’s becoming more accepted for people well 
into their adult years to not know what to do with their lives.

In 1991, a study of 186 countries revealed that more than a 
hundred didn’t even have a word for adolescence. “Where teen 
problems are beginning to emerge in various countries around 
the world,” Epstein writes, “they can be traced to the increasing 



W r e C k e d

100

isolation of teens from adults brought about by Western educa-
tional practices, labor restrictions and media.”20

If you’ve ever traveled to another country, especially in the 
developing world, you may have noticed that you don’t see many 
moody teenagers. Young adults in the rest of the world aren’t 
like they are in America. Other cultures make a clear delineation 
between childhood and adulthood; there are rites of passages and 
initiation ceremonies to mark these transitions. People expect and 
are willing to expose young people to hardship and pain, because 
it helps them grow. There is apprenticeship and a cultural prece-
dent for strong family bonds. Where this isn’t the case, it’s usually 
due to the influence of Western culture, primarily through music, 
movies, and television. In other words, adolescence is a modern, 
and particularly Western, phenomenon. 

Somehow, in all of our advancement and technology, we’ve 
lost the sacredness of family and tribal connections—the very 
relationships that help people grow into who they’re made to be. 
In exchange for these things, we have a unique youth culture, low 
expectations of what young people are capable of, and a lot of edu-
cation. We have more legal restrictions for what young people can 
and can’t do, and there is still a blurred line between adulthood 
and childhood. And don’t forget: we have more entertainment 
tools than ever. Doesn’t quite seem worth the trade-off, does it?

We need to break this cycle of extended adolescence. We need 
to help young people transition well into adulthood. Perhaps we 
need to grow up ourselves. We need to, in a sense, look backward, 
not forward. What have societies around the world always done to 
mark the emergence into adulthood? What are other cultures still 
doing that we’re not? That’s what we need to be doing.

We need initiation—the older generation walking with the 
younger one, helping them learn where to walk and how. This is 
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called mentorship, and it’s grossly needed in our schools, churches, 
and culture. I meet a lot of young people who understand this, but 
don’t take the initiative to find someone to guide them. Which 
raises an important point: it’s not the mentor’s responsibility to 
begin mentoring; it’s the student’s. We need practical training 
where young people, even children, learn by doing, not merely 
watching or hearing.

We don’t give young people enough credit. If challenged, they 
will rise to the occasion. The world is full of remarkable young peo-
ple just like Zach Hunter, waiting for their chance to step up and do 
something. While many of his peers are chasing girls and mastering 
Angry Birds, Zach has been fighting human trafficking. Since he 
was twelve, he has been raising money, writing books, and speaking 
to youth about ending modern-day slavery.21 Why is it that Zach 
is changing the world, while plenty of thirty-year-olds still haven’t 
moved out of their mom’s attic? The answer is adolescence.

Belonging to a ministry that works with teens and young 
adults, I found this phenomenon to be fascinating and relevant 
to what we do. It rang true for me, because I’ve seen it. I’ve seen 
people travel the world and then return home unable to make a 
simple decision. I’ve seen middle schoolers ready to be empow-
ered and eager to demonstrate their talents. I’ve seen kids defy the 
expectations of their parents, youth leaders, and even themselves. 
The reason we don’t see more of this, I believe, is because we refuse 
to let young people fail. 

This happened to me when I got my first “real” job at twenty-
three. I had just finished a yearlong commitment with a traveling 
music ministry, but this was my first legitimate employment 
opportunity as a college grad. I was hired as a staff writer and 
quickly became the marketing director, a leader in the organiza-
tion. Since I was young and inexperienced, I sometimes ran into 
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people who weren’t sure how to treat me. As I worked alongside 
people who were twice my age—and we were peers—they would 
sometimes question my judgment or ability. Quite frankly, I 
didn’t blame them. But something subtle was sabotaging me 
here; it was the thought that I wasn’t good enough, that I didn’t 
have what it took to do the job, despite the fact that my boss 
clearly believed in me.

I’ve seen this self-doubt manifested in others, too. It’s a com-
mon story: some young leader becomes empowered and doesn’t 
know what to do with his newfound authority and suddenly 
rebels. In an accusatory tone, he’ll question the judgment of his 
superior, saying, “What do you mean you want me to do this? 
I’m not ready!” All the while, what he’s really saying is this: I don’t 
believe in myself, so why do you?

I know people think these things, because I thought them. 
When I was twenty-two, I was asked to lead a team of musicians 
around the country for a year. When the road manager asked me 
out to lunch and told me he wanted me to be a leader, I almost 
quit. I felt scared and unprepared. Why couldn’t someone else do 
it? But there was no one else, and that much was clear. I took the 
job, even though I didn’t feel qualified. Although I failed and got 
frustrated many times, I survived, which was a miracle in itself. 
My team followed me even through tough times, and we came 
out the other end alive. In the process, I learned an important les-
son: I could do things I didn’t think I could do. As life went on, 
I realized this is a crucial tenet to living a wrecked life: learning 
confidence in the face of insecurity and inadequacy. 

If you feel you’ve been given more than you can possibly 
handle, take heart. This is the point where you learn to grow 
into who you’re meant to be. It’s when you’re in over your head 
that you start taking your work seriously, when you finally grow 
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up and into your destiny. 
No one’s going to give you a map. You must make your own way.

getting over your coMMitMent phoBiA

There’s something spiritual to the discipline of commitment. 
Something shared in the simple transaction of a handshake or 
a spoken agreement. The Bible is full of these encounters. God 
makes promises with men and women, and people make promises 
with each other and even with God. These promises are called 
covenants, and they run deeper and last longer than our fickle 
desires. In an age of instant gratification, we must once again 
become people of covenant.

Many people haven’t discovered the hidden blessing of com-
mitment. Of course, it’s hard to be an adult—to pay bills, work 
forty hours a week, go to bed early, and so on. I struggle with 
these things myself. But little by little, I’m learning the value of 
being forced to show up on time, come through for people, and 
stick around long enough to see real change happen. Marriage has 
certainly taught me this, but so has work and ministry. 

When my wife and I were newly married, it was a challenge for 
me to adjust to someone else’s schedule. Since I worked out of my 
home, I was used to getting up around ten o’clock in the morning, 
taking a couple hours for lunch, and then finishing around eight 
at night. So it was a rude awakening when my wife came home at 
5:30 and expected me to spend the rest of the evening with her. 
We spent months arguing about this, but finally I realized that if 
I wanted to see my bride, I was going to have to adjust my sched-
ule. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was the right thing to do. 

Any semblance of maturity I have (which isn’t much) has come 
about through some sort of struggle. Some hard talk or difficult 
circumstance that forced me to see my own selfishness and grow 
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up a little. The only thing that’s allowed me to see victory on the 
other side has been a choice to commit. To stick it out when times 
got tough. What you ought to be looking for in your search for 
your life’s calling is struggle, not resolution. When I meet people 
who show no signs of struggle or hardship or pain, I usually find 
an adolescent in an adult’s body. 

Think of people you know who have lived a full, abundant 
life. What do they tell you? What wisdom do you glean? Typically 
they talk about the hard times, the difficulties they faced and how 
they overcame them. You hear how they resolved to do something 
regardless of the opposition, and then did it. You hear about com-
mitment and perseverance. 

In anything worth doing, there is a necessary downside. In 
order to experience ultimate satisfaction, you must embrace the 
hard things. You must commit. The alternative is to avoid pain 
and shirk responsibility. But if you do that, you will be costing 
yourself the fruit that only comes with showing up and sticking 
around. The ease is hardly worth the sacrifice.

Struggle shapes our character. And character dictates what we 
will become. Commitment is a necessary part of becoming all 
that God has intended. For the average person, such a challenge 
sounds daunting—scary, even. What can we do? We must risk. 

Any commitment is a risk. That’s a given. However, we need 
to consider the greater risk of waiting. Waiting for the right per-
son. The perfect job or opportunity. Waiting because we’re scared 
to decide. Every leader I know and aspire to be like knows some-
thing that I, an undisciplined twentysomething, do not: greatness 
doesn’t come cheap. I think of my boss who finally won over his 
wife after chasing her for years, writing her poems while she was 
engaged to another man. When all seemed to have been lost, she 
finally came around, and he rose the victor. I think of a friend who 
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regularly gives five-figure financial gifts to individuals and chari-
ties without their knowing. I think of my parents who divorced 
and then remarried one another to give each other and their chil-
dren the best life they could. 

Every great sports film tells the tale of an average Joe who 
pushes through and perseveres when others are slacking off. While 
one grows complacent in his accomplishments, the hero is work-
ing hard, getting stronger. These heroic stories and epic tales are 
all preaching the same gospel: greatness has a cost. We know this; 
yet, so few of us are willing to walk through the mire, to spend 
countless hours doing the hard, thankless work of heroes. Not 
for the satisfaction of today, but tomorrow. We are unwilling to 
rise to the occasion because we’re too scared or maybe too scatter-
brained to stick with the process for the long haul. Yes, greatness 
has a cost, and its name is commitment.

According to blogger Seth Godin, what sets difference-makers 
apart from the rest of the pack is patience. He writes, “I discov-
ered a lucky secret the hard way about thirty years ago: you can 
outlast the other guys if you try. If you stick at stuff that bores 
them, it accrues. Drip, drip, drip you win.”22 I’m a bit impatient 
myself, but I’m learning to do something I never thought I could 
do: commit. In the end, it’s worth it. And it’s the only way great-
ness is achieved. 

You can’t achieve success without pledging yourself to some-
thing. You can’t take a relationship to the next level without 
making a choice. Sure, it costs you something; it probably costs 
you a hundred somethings. Every choice to do one thing means 
a choice to not do something else. But it also costs you the anxi-
ety of waiting, freeing you from the trap of decision paralysis. 
Committing to a cause sets you free. 

When I joined the workforce, I had in my mind the picture 
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of a perfect job. When my experience didn’t meet that ideal, I 
got scared and wanted to leave. I regularly thought of quitting, 
of finding something else that would hopefully fit the picture I 
had conjured in my head. For some reason, though, I didn’t quit. 
Something wouldn’t let me. I think it was knowing that what was 
hard was also right. So I stayed for one year. And then another and 
another still. Slowly, I hung around while I saw others come and 
leave, often chasing the promise of something better, but rarely 
finding it. As I watched people come and go, I grew grateful for 
the fact that I had stayed. I was seeing something few people had 
the privilege of seeing: I was watching myself grow. 

The fact that we fear commitment is what makes it so great. 
Some blessings only come with long-term investment. They may 
be less grand than the quick and erratic changes that mark adoles-
cence, but they are far better in the long haul. When we work past 
our phobia and commit to something, we find a deeper, lasting 
joy. It may be subtle at first, but it’s far more beautiful than the 
temporary thrills we are so often tempted with. 

Some assignments in life require more than a season to come 
to fruition. Certain forms of greatness take time. They require 
blood, sweat, and tears before you see the harvest. This could be 
a job, a class, or a relationship, but we all eventually face a deci-
sion that requires something that costs us dearly. We want to hold 
back, to minimize our losses. So we play it safe, which is stupid. 
Because this is precisely where we grow—when we have to. It’s 
important to not shy away from these opportunities.

When you come across these situations where you feel uncom-
fortable, don’t hesitate. This is war. Something is holding you 
back; don’t let it. Don’t wait for more information if it’s not going 
to come. Don’t “sleep on it.” Don’t procrastinate. These are all dis-
tractions—subtle forms of deception, defeating countless leaders 
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that could be making a difference right now. Embrace the chal-
lenge. Make the choice. Commit and do something. The fruit is 
always worth the pain.

our oBsession With “neW”

Sometimes what holds us back from making committed decisions 
is the excitement of doing something new. We like “new.” I once 
heard a public speaker explain that “new” is always attractive, that 
we should always be looking for ways to portray what we’re doing 
as new. Newness is attractive, but this obsession with constant 
innovation can be dangerous. We humans tend to be capricious, 
and chasing after the shiniest new toy isn’t always the right thing 
to do.

Personally, I like old stuff. I prefer a used, hardbound book to 
a brand-new, glossy paperback or Kindle. I like food that takes 
a long time to prepare. I enjoy wearing clothes from Goodwill. 
I’ve always been this way. As a teenager, I listened to classic rock 
music—bands like Led Zeppelin and Pink Floyd. Now, I’m drawn 
to obscure blues and local jazz artists and often sport a pocket 
watch my wife gave me for our anniversary. Sometimes when I’m 
in the car by myself, I turn on the classical music station or listen 
to talk radio. Yes, I’m turning into a senior citizen, and I wouldn’t 
change it for the world.

Some friends say I have an “old soul,” which is fine with me. 
I don’t want to have a new soul, not if it means abdicating to our 
modern obsessions with bigger, faster, and better. I want to give my 
spirit room to breathe and reflect in this overcrowded world. I want 
to go for long walks and watch black-and-white movies. I want to 
dance with my wife to a big band, not a DJ. When we attend a 
concert, I want to sit down with a drink and a snack and not have 
my ears bleed. I want to carry a money clip wherever I go.



W r e C k e d

108

We need more of the old and less of the new. There is some-
thing about taking your time in doing something that makes 
it more worthwhile, isn’t there? Something beautiful about the 
old ways of doing things—I am sure of it. And this, of course, 
includes how people used to make choices: by letting their yes 
mean yes and their no mean no. In an age when nearly anything 
can be mass produced, we need to be careful with this obsession 
with novelty. We may find ourselves losing the old things that 
are most important to our humanity—things like doing what 
we say and honoring our commitments. As the prophet Jeremiah 
warned: “Stand at the crossroads and look; ask for the ancient 
paths, ask where the good way is, and walk in it, and you will find 
rest for your souls. But you said, ‘We will not walk in it.’”23 We 
need to find an old way today, and walk in it.

A neW (old) stAndArd

We need a new standard for young people. Clearly, the impression 
we’re giving the world is not a good one. I want to leave a lasting 
legacy in the world, and right now, I haven’t done a great job at 
that. I’ve not come through on promises I’ve made, not showed 
up when I said I would, and blown off obligations. But I’m try-
ing now to remedy the havoc I’ve caused with my immaturity, 
because I realize I won’t get a second chance at life. I only get one 
shot, and I don’t want to blow it. I know others who are setting 
similar goals for themselves—people who realize that time is short 
and the difference they want to make in the world is tied closely 
to their character. Our crippling fear of commitment is killing us. 
Fortunately, there is an alternative to flaking out—one that satis-
fies the fleeting passions of adolescence without forcing you to 
lock into a lifelong obligation: develop the discipline of seasonal 
commitments.
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It’s okay to treat your twenties like a series of internships, but 
instead of changing your lifestyle every six to twelve months, try 
adopting a new standard: a minimum two-year commitment to 
anything you’re serious about doing. A lot of people I know skip 
out on a commitment once it gets hard. This is not just twenty-
somethings, but people in their thirties, forties, and fifties. They 
never learned how to stick with something. As a result, their life 
is a series of short-term commitments that don’t add up to much. 
The unfortunate byproduct of this lifestyle is if you don’t commit 
to something soon, you may never do so. If you don’t acquire the 
discipline to push through a personal low point, you will miss the 
reward that comes with persevering. 

At the same time, it’s unrealistic to expect people still finding 
their way in the world to jump right into a commitment and stick 
with it for decades. There needs to be a way for twentysomethings 
to acquire legitimate life skills while experiencing the freedom of 
moving around and trying out different things. There is. It’s called 
a seasonal commitment.

A seasonal commitment can mean a lot of things. It may be 
sticking with a job for another year when you’d rather walk out 
the door tomorrow. It may mean giving that relationship another 
shot or deciding to renew your lease when restlessness seems to 
be calling you away. According to Barna Group president David 
Kinnaman, young people often leave their jobs too soon. When 
you feel you’re at your breaking point, he says you should stay 
longer. “Sticking it out in a job that is a struggle may be the best 
thing for your character,” Kinnaman writes. “Maybe the company 
or the situation is bad. But what if your future will be even more 
difficult? What if God is getting you ready for an even tougher 
assignment?”24 Maybe it means dealing with your restlessness in 
other ways than just permanently skipping town. A group of men 
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I know go on biannual hikes in the mountains to rediscover their 
ruggedness and give restlessness an outlet. 

My friend Josh, who moved cross-country to Portland from 
Atlanta and then to Austin with his wife, recently admitted it’s 
hard to stay put in a place when restlessness kicks in. However, 
he knows how to control his restlessness better than most. He 
won’t commit to something for less than two years. Even when life 
was hard in Oregon and he felt the call to leave, he and his wife 
took their time deciding. They valued the relationships they had 
built and were worried about constantly chasing the next exciting 
opportunity. Josh wanted to build trust with the people in his life, 
and he knew that only comes with time and intentionality. So he 
stayed put until he was absolutely sure he should go. Doing so 
caused him to learn a lot about community, choices, and commit-
ment. When tempted to leave, we would do well to follow Josh’s 
example by sticking through something even when it gets uncom-
fortable until we are absolutely sure it’s time to move on. Looking 
back, we may realize how much we learned.



Chapter 7

When You Have  
              to Walk aWaY
“Somewhere we know that without silence words lose their 
meaning, that without listening speaking no longer heals, that 
without distance closeness cannot cure.”
— h e n r i  n o u W e n

The worst part of being wrecked is facing a need and then 
having to walk away. It happens, even when we don’t want 

it to. Especially then. For one reason or another, we must some-
times pass the baton on to the next person God is calling to heal 
a wound. We must let go; we must leave what is comfortable and 
familiar and once again trust. Sometimes people leave our lives of 
their own volition; other times, they are violently torn from our 
arms, and we wonder why. Sometimes God doesn’t “close a door 
and open a window.” Occasionally He slams the door on your 
fingers, and you’re left with a throbbing pain, unsure of where you 
went wrong. At least, that was my experience, and I’m still trying 
to make sense of it. 
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“let it go”

It was October, and I was volunteering with an organization in 
Nashville that delivers groceries to people’s homes. This is a service 
for people who don’t have transportation, are physically disabled, 
or just aren’t able to get out to go shopping. They usually don’t 
have the money to buy groceries, either.

I met a single mother named Michelle on a delivery run. She 
was pregnant. Besides her two kids, Michelle was alone. She lived 
in a small duplex that she rented between two large public hous-
ing projects. After meeting her family, I felt a connection to all 
three of them. In fact, the experience kind of haunted me.

When we first delivered groceries to Michelle’s house, she 
couldn’t stop crying. She was so grateful. When my friend Bruce 
and I offered to put away the bags and boxes of dry goods in her 
kitchen, she said, “No, leave them. I want the kids to see when 
they wake up.” So we left them in her living room. On the floor. 
When we offered to pray for her, she cried again.

I couldn’t get Michelle’s sobs out of my head. For days after-
wards, I woke up in the middle of the night thinking about her 
and her family, wondering how they were doing. So I went back 
and visited. They welcomed me in their home with open arms. So 
I made it a regular thing. About every week or so, I would drop 
by. Sometimes I would watch a movie with the kids; other times, 
I’d bring cookies. In some weird way, we became family.

In December, I knocked on Michelle’s door. With me was a 
tall, artificial Christmas tree in a long brown box. Michelle was 
blown away when she saw the tree. She had told me that the one 
thing she wanted more than anything that year was for her kids to 
have Christmas. 

Two weeks later, I pulled up to her house with a car full of 
presents. I told her this wasn’t me or my friends from church or 
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any other person that was providing for her. It was God. It felt 
good to bring tangible hope into a person’s life—a little too good. 
Whenever Michelle would express gratitude for what we were 
doing, I would quickly correct her, informing her that God was 
the one who was providing and that she could trust in that. 

A week after dropping off the Christmas presents, some friends 
and I took Michelle’s kids to the zoo and then out for dinner 
at McDonald’s. More than anything, I noticed that the kids just 
wanted to be touched. I even got to hold the little boy’s hand 
when he was acting tough. At the end of the day, we dropped 
them off at their mom’s. She was tired but grateful. We said good-
bye and told them we loved them.

And that was the last time we ever saw them.
My wife, Ashley, and I were married that January. We had a 

wonderful honeymoon. After returning home, I said, “We should 
go visit Michelle.” But life got busy. We were adjusting to our new 
life together, sharing a home (and bathroom), and growing in all 
the ways that young married couples do. We trusted Michelle was 
doing well, though her due date was quickly coming. To my sur-
prise, a month went by without our even realizing it. 

The pressures of work, marriage, and building a new life con-
sumed us.

One day, I thought about Michelle and decided we needed to 
visit her and the kids soon. We talked about it for another two weeks 
before it actually happened. Ashley baked some cookies, and we 
drove over to their house after church one Sunday to drop them off. 
We knocked and knocked, but no one answered the door. We looked 
around, shrugged, and left, and spent the afternoon at the mall. 

Two weeks later, my friend Joel and I dropped by to see 
Michelle. We got out of the car, walked up to the door, and 
knocked. No answer. There were a bunch of envelopes stuffed into 
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the mailbox. I knocked again. A white man (who was out of place 
in that neighborhood) stopped us and asked, “Can I help you?”

“No, thanks,” I said. “We’re fine.” I continued to knock on 
the door to no avail. I wished this man would mind his own 
business.

“Well, I own this building,” he replied. Instantly, I remembered 
all the cruel things Michelle had told me about this man—how 
he had turned off the heat on her family, how they had to use the 
oven to stay warm some nights, how he kept charging more for 
rent and had zero sensitivity to their situation. “No one has lived 
here for two months,” he told me. 

My heart sank, and I started to feel sick.
The landlord said he knew Michelle. He told me she just up 

and left one day—maybe two, three months ago. I couldn’t believe 
it. I knew she was unhappy, but she had always said she planned 
to stay until the summer to finish out her lease. I was scared. It 
was now March, and Michelle was due to go into labor soon. The 
landlord told us she may have moved in with her mother who 
lived down the street. 

Joel and I proceeded to knock on every door. It was useless. 
No one answered. I stood in the street, my head hung low. I 
wondered why this happened. I asked God why He would let it. 
Didn’t He see the good we were doing in this family? Had I been 
lazy or negligent? Was this my fault?

Then I remembered the voice. 
Back in January, I heard something that might have given me 

a clue that all this would happen. I might’ve been able to prepare. 
My wife and I were at the mall, and I was sitting on a bench, wait-
ing for her to exit a store. This was a voice I had ignored, a voice 
that was now ringing in my head as I stood outside of Michelle’s 
old home, wondering what had happened.
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Let it go, the voice said. 
I don’t know what you believe about prayer and miracles and 

such, but I’m pretty much a skeptic about the Creator speaking 
to me through audible voices and oddly shaped pancakes. But 
every once in a while, something happens to me that is unargu-
ably God. This was one of those moments. 

This was not the first time I had heard the phrase. It had 
popped into my mind one afternoon in December, too. I was 
praying for Michelle, and I heard those words in my mind as clear 
as day: Let it go, Jeff. 

I thought, Are you serious? My mind must have been playing 
tricks on me. I shared the thought with a friend, and she thought 
it sounded absurd that God would be telling me to let go of a rela-
tionship. A few weeks later, I prayed and seemed to hear the same 
thing. I didn’t believe it. 

As I was standing at Michelle’s door, listening to her landlord 
tell me this friend of mine had taken off very close to the same 
time I heard those words in my mind, I started to wonder. Maybe 
this wasn’t just a random thought that popped into my head. 
Maybe God was proving what I had always told Michelle—that 
He was her provider, not me. And maybe He was still providing 
for her right now. Maybe God didn’t need me. 

I still struggle with feeling like we abandoned Michelle, like 
maybe I could have done more. But that’s not really productive. 
I know that I’d do some things differently if I had the chance to 
do them again. But I also know that this is an important lesson to 
learn for anyone who does work that requires compassion: some-
times, you have to walk away. 

In visiting Michelle and doing other things, I had grown 
codependent, getting my self-worth from what I did for others 
in need. I shared this story of Michelle with a friend of mine who 
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passed it on to his family that evening. Over dinner, he retold the 
story, and his young daughter responded, “Daddy, do you think 
God made that woman move so that someone besides Jeff could 
have a chance to bless her?” He only smiled and nodded. I must 
learn to do the same.

I don’t know what happened to Michelle. I never got to run 
into her at the grocery store to see her smiling face. I never got to 
see the story resolved. It will always be a painful memory. But in 
that pain, I’m learning to trust. Maybe these scars serve as remind-
ers to me to be more intentional, to have more faith, and to learn 
that I’m not ultimately in control. I can only hope.

losing your soul to sAve the World 

This is not easy, this letting go. There is so much need and so 
much pain—so much suffering—that it seems self-centered to 
walk away from a need. But this isn’t about the need; it’s about 
humility. It’s about believing that there is more happening than 
we can see when we bring a cool cup of water to someone who is 
thirsty. It’s about having faith in a deeper narrative that underlies 
every compassionate act.

In other words, it’s easy to lose yourself in the pursuit of 
justice. 

Nobody wants to tell you this. That this may cost you your 
soul. That it will hurt worse than you imagined and there will be 
all kinds of unresolved tensions. You never see a disclaimer at the 
bottom of those commercials with starving African children, say-
ing, “Warning: Taking action may lead to serious mental health 
risks.” But it’s true. At least, in my experience and what I’ve seen 
in others. And no one wants to talk about that—how justice can 
consume you (not in a good way), how it keeps you up at night, 
how it becomes an obsession. 
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If we are not careful, we may end up living like Martha, the 
woman who was so content to do things for Jesus that she forgot 
why she was doing them in the first place. Yes, friends, compas-
sion can become a distraction. The needs are so abundant that it 
seems selfish to consider our own spiritual health while seeking 
to do good in the world. But that is exactly what we must do if 
we are going to be more than do-gooders in the world. If we are 
going to participate in redemption.

Whenever I think of walking away, I always think of my friend 
Colleen. Colleen read a book about poverty and immediately felt 
compelled to help the poor. Like a lot of people, she was over-
whelmed with the needs. So she tried to meet them all. 

Colleen signed up to volunteer at every shelter, soup kitchen, 
and social service in Nashville. She was incredibly committed. 
She was resolved to not do this halfway; it would be her life. She 
helped people in need with every spare moment she had. Every 
evening and Saturday afternoon, even Sundays after church, were 
dedicated to helping the less fortunate. She loved the opportunity 
to help and learn from others more experienced than her. She was 
an inspiration of love and perseverance. Or so I thought. 

For years, Colleen befriended prostitutes, visited widows, and 
delivered food to the handicapped. She invited homeless people 
into her home and her life. She read every book, watched every 
movie and adopted every discipline. She was beyond focused. 
However, she began to realize that some of the problems she was 
battling were big, complicated issues that required holistic solu-
tions. She began to realize that some of these people needed more 
than a warm bed or a nice conversation over coffee. They needed 
help at a deep level that she couldn’t provide. This was something 
she didn’t know how to give. And it wrecked her.

Colleen did what most of us would do. She tried harder. She 
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redoubled her efforts and focused on fewer projects. She read and 
studied harder so she could handle any issue. Yet she still ended 
up feeling stressed and burned out. On top of that, her marriage 
was starting to suffer. Instead of bringing healing to the broken-
ness around her, Colleen was being broken herself.

The kind of brokenness we’re talking about here is not healthy. 
It’s not the spiritual brokenness you hear about in church or at 
Bible studies. It’s dysfunctional. It’s painful in a way that disrupts 
the healthy systems in your life. And that’s exactly what was hap-
pening to my friend Colleen—everything around her was falling 
apart. All because of her compassion. Something had to change.

Colleen had to step down from all weekly volunteer com-
mitments. This was her choice, but it was still hard. She began 
concentrating on “smaller” things: serving at church, befriending 
neighbors, and loving her husband. It was a paradigm shift for 
her, a discipline. But it was one she needed to make.

Shortly after Colleen scaled back her volunteering, I met with 
her over coffee. She told me what she was doing with all the extra 
time and energy she normally would’ve spent volunteering at soup 
kitchens. She was now investing in her marriage. She was reading 
books and asking people’s advice on how to love her husband well. 
She was spending most nights and weekends with him instead of 
serving on the streets. 

By serving the poor, Colleen had learned how much she could 
give of herself to something she was passionate about. And for 
the first time, she was applying that to immediate relationships 
she had neglected. “It’s so good,” she told me. I believed her. In 
fact, I was envious. My friend had stumbled upon something I 
hadn’t yet grasped—that we are only able to help heal the broken-
ness around us when we are living whole lives ourselves. When we 
neglect the systems and structures that are intended to bring us 
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life, we not only rob ourselves and those around us, but we also 
rob those to whom we would minister. In other words, you can’t 
forsake everything for the cause of justice; it will undermine the 
stability you need to heal the poor and hurting.

I know a lot of people who are passionate about social jus-
tice, and most of them would admit that not being able to serve 
is uncomfortable. “I can’t just do nothing!” they might say. But 
sometimes, that is exactly what we are called to do—to be still 
and know there is a deeper story happening, one that goes beyond 
what we could do with our own hands and feet.

This is no excuse to not act, but it’s a caution to steward our 
lives well. If we do not, we may be forced to give up something 
good for a season. So that we can be made whole. So that we can 
grow up. This is what God wants from us—not to serve out of 
our brokenness (although we all start there), but to serve as whole 
people, helping others heal and find wholeness. Anything else is 
codependence, a sham to assuage our guilt.

Being able to walk away is a sign of maturity. When we first 
discover the world’s needs, we become consumed with righting 
every wrong we see. We put our passion to work, every spare min-
ute doing whatever we can to help “the cause.” But exhausting 
yourself on behalf of the poor and downtrodden will ultimately 
burn you out physically, emotionally, and spiritually. When this 
happens, it becomes hard to pray. We may even resent God for not 
doing something, as I did with Michelle. We may strive harder to 
fill the gaps. We may neglect our families, churches, work, and 
even ourselves. In the process, we may become the brokenness we 
seek to heal. 

Trying to be effective in everything means not being effec-
tive in anything. My friend Colleen discovered this when she was 
bouncing from one volunteer opportunity to the next. She wasn’t 
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volunteering as much as she was making an appearance. She was 
busy, but not effective. Certainly, there are enough needs in the 
world to keep us busy, but without being intentional, we will do 
little long-term good.

When to not WAlk AWAy

It’s hard to let go of those initial thrills, to do the difficult, mature 
work of being present to those around us. This is not easy, but it’s 
necessary to making an impact on the world. As we get healthy, 
though, we should not be surprised that God may call us to 
commit to certain things. This is, after all, what it means to be 
wrecked—to intentionally step into discomfort and live in that 
tension.

In other words, sometimes we don’t walk away. Not when it 
really matters. How do we know when to stay and when to walk 
away? We know it’s time to stay when running away is precisely 
what we want to do.

Detached. That’s how I felt when I looked at a man with a 
busted nose, and he asked me for help. At first, I pretended I 
didn’t hear him. Then I justified why it wasn’t wise to help him. 

That’s not even why we came down here, I thought. 
I had done my good deed for the day. My friend Paul and I 

met James that night no more than thirty minutes after he had 
his nose broken in a fight. Another guy had head-butted him in 
the face. In his words, “That just ain’t right.” There were pools of 
blood all over the place that served as signposts marking where 
James had been. Every once in a while, the blood would stop 
flowing, and he would sneeze up a clot, spurting blood in all 
directions. It was disgusting.

We were under the street again, spending time with our new 
friends. James. Cheeseburger. A woman I didn’t recognize who 
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was clinging closely to the man with the broken nose. There were 
a few others nearby.

We helped bring James up to the surface and told him to stay 
put. Then we went in search of a police officer or ambulance, 
whichever came first. We ran into Jimbo, another homeless man 
we had recently met. He was wearing the boots I brought him the 
previous week. Jimbo was suffering from heart problems. He said 
he had open-heart surgery a while back, and that his heart was 
acting up again. He could barely walk, and it was obvious that he 
was more than just inebriated. He asked us to call 911. We told 
him to stay with James, and we quickened our steps.

I had no idea where we were going or what we would do once 
we got there. I was scared and still distancing myself emotionally 
from the whole situation. There was a coldness to my heart that 
was being shaken.

We prayed loudly and desperately that God would show us 
the way. Our spoiled suburban mindsets were telling us not to go 
“too far” for a couple of bums not entitled to the benefits of the 
system. We turned a corner and almost ran into an ambulance. 
It was parked right outside of a fire department, but we couldn’t 
find any way to get in. We knocked and shouted, but no one 
answered. 

I spotted a parked police car up another block. We hurried but 
found no police officer. Instead, we came upon a security officer 
who was writing a parking ticket. We told him the situation, and 
he gave us a number to call. A nonemergency number. Would no 
one help us?

We headed back, still on hold with the dispatch. By the time 
we connected, we could see the guys waiting for us where we 
told them to stay. I was surprised they had listened. They must 
have really needed the help. During the time we had been gone 



(probably close to thirty minutes), James had stopped bleeding 
and started again. He kept cussing and saying how he was going 
to kill the guy who did this to him.

Jimbo kept rambling about his new boots, which he loved. 
Even under the circumstances, I had to smile. Minutes later, a fire 
truck arrived and the paramedics immediately went to work. They 
loaded up James on a stretcher, while he kept coughing and sneez-
ing up blood. The paramedic told him, “Don’t talk; I don’t want 
you to spit blood in my face.” 

I noticed that several people around James had all backed up. I 
was one of them. We all shared a look of fear and apprehension in 
our eyes, as this man from the street spit contagions into the air. 
We who were clean backed away from the dirty man—all except 
one. It was the woman who was with him when we found him 
under the walkway. She used her white sleeve to wipe away the 
blood from his face. She held his hand as they strapped him in, 
and she asked if she could go with him. 

I realized I was still afraid of these people. Still thought I was 
better than them. Shame on me.

When I think about what it means to love people, to really, 
truly love those who don’t deserve it, I think of that woman. Her 
relatively clean sweatshirt stained with James’s blood—that image 
is imprinted into my mind forever. I don’t mean to sound trite, 
but it makes me think of Jesus, who loved people not by “getting 
down on their level,” but by being on the same level. He minis-
tered to the poor by being poor. He loved the homeless by being 
homeless. 

If we want to understand the secret to living a good life—to 
loving people like this—we have to be willing to do the unthink-
able. We have to get dirty. We cannot be afraid of the cost, of 
getting stained with someone else’s filth. We cannot avoid the 
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walls that divide us—the superficialities and prejudices that sepa-
rate the “clean” from the “unclean.” All those need to fall down, to 
disappear, if we are going to stop playing around and actually do 
this. Otherwise, we should just stop kidding ourselves. 

When you meet someone whose needs you can’t meet—
whether it’s a busted nose or a drug addiction—you experience 
a different kind of wrecking. You feel incapable of doing the one 
thing you long to do, which is help. These encounters force you 
to give up on the hope that you can resolve every conflict you 
encounter within twenty-four hours. And you realize that in order 
to truly effect change, you have to sometimes walk away. Not for 
the sake of abandoning someone, but in order to do something of 
lasting value. 





Chapter 8

Get a Job
“A building has integrity just like a man. And just as seldom.” 
— a Y n  r a n d

Missionary jaunts and short-term missions are not enough to 
change the world. They’re not enough to leave an impact. 

Sure, short-term experiences are valuable for the initial “wreck-
ing” that needs to happen—the rending of your heart to help you 
see the world differently. But eventually you need to commit to a 
cause. You need to find your role in the world and stick with it. To 
make a true difference, you need something more permanent. You 
need to settle. Not in a bad way, but in the best way. You need to 
get a job. To grow up.

When I was finishing up my yearlong commitment with a 
mission organization after college, a friend asked me, “What’s 
next for you?” This is, by the way, the question everyone asks at 
the end of a journey—and nobody ever knows the answer.

I told her, without pausing, “Probably the hard thing.” I went on 
to explain I had multiple opportunities—in Missouri, California, 
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Georgia, and even China. “But I’ll probably end up doing the thing 
that I don’t want to do.” This may sound masochistic, but it’s not. 
I was beginning to understand something about life: Sometimes, 
what’s hard is what’s right. So I moved to Tennessee to “see about 
a girl” and slept in a friend’s living room for seven months, while 
working two part-time jobs. It wasn’t glamorous. It wasn’t easy. It 
wasn’t even superspiritual or sexy. But it was good.

We learn commitment by doing hard things. We die a little to 
our ambitions so we can live like we were meant to. Nothing does 
this like a real job that requires you to show up and do work that 
others are counting on.

When others Are counting on you

Matt Snyder and I worked together for two years. For the first 
six months, every other week he told me he wanted to quit. He 
had just returned from a year of adventures around the world, so 
it was understandable that he was restless. But after a while, I’d 
had enough. I couldn’t take any more complaining. I told him to 
either leave or shut up. 

The next day, Matt called me with the news I was expecting 
to hear. He told me he wanted to leave, but he added an interest-
ing caveat: if I wanted him to stay, he would. I’d not been a boss 
that long, and this felt odd. But I wanted to be vindicated. I had 
resolved to fire him, but I gave it a day to consider. 

The next day, I did something that surprised even me: I 
held Matt to his original commitment to work for us for twelve 
months. I don’t know why I did this. It just felt right, like Matt 
needed to learn something important. Years later, during his exit 
interview, he told me, “The last thing I wanted from you was for 
you to hold me to my word, but it was one of the best things any-
one’s ever done for me.”
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Matt is the hero of this story, not me, because he did something 
most people refuse to do: he stuck it out. He did something longer 
than he wanted to. As a result, he did great, meaningful work that 
we all benefited from, and he learned a valuable lesson in the pro-
cess. So did I. After we had that talk, Matt never complained about 
his job. I think he actually started to like it. And it showed, because 
the quality of his work became astoundingly better. 

When we constantly seek our own happiness, we’re rarely 
satisfied. But when we let go out of immediate gratification and 
serve others, we find ourselves truly enjoying life. Commitment 
causes us to grow in a weird way. We find ourselves by losing, by 
giving up our own rights. The child in us would rather hide and 
dodge responsibility, but instead we lean in and persevere. And 
ultimately we benefit, like Matt did. 

Our team and organization benefited from thousands of hours 
of meaningful work Matt did, work that affected hundreds of 
lives. To think he almost didn’t do that is amazing. This is why we 
step into commitment, why we stick with a job longer than we’d 
like. Because sometimes that feeling of discomfort isn’t intuition; 
it’s fear. And we need to face it, head on, and overcome it. We 
need to commit, not only because it’s what we need, but because 
it’s what the world needs. 

you need More thAn An event

I recently interviewed Scot McKnight, a college professor in 
Chicago, and asked him what his number one concern for young 
people was. He said too many young adults are chasing events and 
experiences when they should be developing habits that lead to a 
lifestyle. He was speaking directly to me.

With a few exceptions, most of us won’t work a different job 
every day. Jobs don’t work like that; they’re more long-term. If 
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they did, we would never get good at anything and wouldn’t make 
much of an impact. A job is not an event; it’s more of a lifestyle. 
So why do we often treat compassion like an experience, relegated 
to Saturday afternoon serve days with our church and weeklong 
journeys into the developing world?

I am more guilty of this than most.
One Saturday, I met Pat, a woman battling cancer. She had no 

car, no money, no food. She was living in an apartment near the 
airport and was about to be evicted. I made a connection with her 
when we met, so I started visiting her on a regular basis. 

About once a week, I would bring Pat food and listen to her 
story, always told in a thick Bostonian accent, roughed up from 
years of smoking. She would tell me about the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
she visited—how she didn’t believe in everything they believed 
but loved how they studied the Bible. We’d talk about her dogs 
and the government and how terrible public aid was.

One month, Pat couldn’t pay her rent, so some friends and I 
chipped in to help her stay off the streets, a place she had, unfor-
tunately, lived before. 

“I ain’t goin’ back there,” she told me, resolutely. 
I nodded in agreement. No, you ain’t. I wasn’t doing much 

beyond helping Pat meet a temporary need. She knew this. I knew 
it. But what else could we do? 

Eventually I stopped visiting Pat. I got busy, and she stopped 
answering her phone. We lost touch. This is not something I’m 
proud of; I should’ve visited her more, should’ve reached out 
again. But I didn’t. I left Pat. I am ashamed of this, but I am most 
embarrassed by the fact that I didn’t try to connect her with oth-
ers who could have helped her in the long-term. I tried to be the 
Lone Ranger, the sole savior. I wanted to be her Messiah. And in 
the end, I failed. So will you, if you think of compassion like I 
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did: as a series of individual experiences. What I needed was a way 
of thinking about helping people in a more long-term way.

I used to be a skeptic of short-term missions. I didn’t think 
they did any good. After a fifteen-day trip to Mexico, though, 
I became a believer. In those two short weeks, I saw churches 
planted, paralyzed people healed, and a community revived. I 
believe in the potential of short-term missions. That’s why it’s hard 
to say this: short-term missions are not enough.

Short-term missions are a means to an end. And the end is 
connection. We are connecting our hearts to the needs of the 
world. But if that connection doesn’t lead to deeper change—in 
those serving and being served—it’s pointless. Long-term change 
and transformation is what we’re going for here. Not a subculture 
addicted to short-term commitments that leave a temporary high, 
only to be replaced by skepticism and an emotional gap to be 
filled next summer. Short-term missions can wreck us, but if the 
means becomes the end, then we have failed. 

This disillusionment with short-term experiences is why I 
stopped lurking the streets to find homeless people to love and 
started volunteering at the mission. It was humbling and hard, 
but worth it. Since I met Micah on the streets of Spain, I had 
always wanted to do something special that involved serving the 
needy. But in Nashville, I learned a crucial lesson: compassion is 
a full-time vocation; as such, it needs to be treated seriously. You 
can be a freelancer, always searching for your next project on the 
horizon, or you can join an organization dedicated to long-term 
ministry. The latter is far more effective.

When I first visited the mission, I felt like a sell-out. Like I 
was doing the “easy” thing by volunteering at a mission instead 
of being the on-the-streets “radical” I wanted to be. It offended 
my entrepreneurial sense, but frankly, I was tired of getting 
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burned—of connecting with people on the streets only to see 
them disappear weeks later. I was tired of being lied to and of see-
ing people I loved go through the same painful patterns over and 
over again. So I decided to try someone else’s method.

Josh Darnell, one of the staff members at the Nashville Rescue 
Mission, told me he ministered on the streets for years. Why then, 
I asked, was I talking to him in a brick-and-mortar building, 
where he worked with homeless men going through a program? 
Because, he explained, meeting men on their own turf was not 
enough. While you might be able to have a great conversation 
on the street, there was no commitment on either side. In order 
to see full transformation, Josh learned, you have to introduce 
some kind of control. You have to get broken people out of a bad 
environment long enough to help them. That’s why he started 
working at the mission. And that’s why I joined him.

FroM AWAkening to ApplicAtion

My friend Matthew Paul Turner recently told me about how he 
takes bloggers on World Vision trips to some of the poorest areas 
in the world. When I asked him what happens after the trips, he 
said people experience a sort of reverse culture shock. They strug-
gle with things as simple as going to the grocery store or visiting 
the mall. There are so many in need that the excess they return to 
is overwhelming.

I asked Matthew how the experiences of going overseas 
multiple times a year, visiting communities in Africa and Latin 
America, affected him. He said that after a while he started to feel 
numb, which for him is a good thing. If you’re going to make an 
impact, at some point you need to look past the initial shock of 
tragedy. You need to move beyond the pain—forget discomfort, 
dig in, and do the work. Here’s what he said:
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In order for that first wrecked experience to continue to change 
me, I must proactively seek to become broken again and again. 
“Need” exists all around us. While it’s of utmost importance to 
do all we can to help the impoverished people in other places, 
it’s also important for us to let those short-term experiences help 
shape how we see our here and now. While every trip I take 
moves me and breaks me on many levels, I doubt that I’ll ever 
encounter the type of breaking I experienced that first time in 
Romania. And I hope I don’t. Because that experience was about 
me, about my heart changing, about my eyes being opened. 
That is the experience that makes me want to pursue less stuff 
and live sustainably. But the wrecking that happens now, when 
I witness poverty and injustice, my prayer is that God will use 
those experiences to help me bring change for them, help me to 
provide the basic things that they need. I have to fight against 
the temptation to make the experience about me, about all that 
I have, about “Americanisms” and the like. But fighting against 
Americanisms doesn’t help the little boy I met in Bolivia who 
needs a hearing aid. I could weep and become emotional (and 
there’s nothing wrong with those things—they are needed at 
times) all day long for that kid, or I could say, “Can I buy him 
that hearing aid?” and allow my “wrecking” to help him hear.  
It’s a balancing act in some ways. All of us need that first wreck-
ing, we need it to be about us, to make us question everything, 
to break us of our selfish ways. But then we need the wreckings 
we experience to help us change the realities for the people and 
stories and faces and injustices that are wrecking us. 

Being wrecked is about us, but compassion is about others. 
You can’t stay wrecked forever; you eventually have to move on. 
Choosing to do so may be the greatest wrecking we experience. 

My friend Kari, who is a missionary in Uganda, has a different 
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experience with this same truth. After years of serving widows in 
Africa, she has grown accustomed to what she has seen. The morn-
ing we talked, she told me the government had just bulldozed an 
entire community. They wanted the land, so they took it. I asked 
if she felt desensitized, if after a while you just grow numb to these 
sorts of things: poverty, pain, injustice. 

“No, not desensitized,” she said. “Just not surprised.” Being 
desensitized means the situation doesn’t affect you like it used to, 
she told me, that it doesn’t break your heart anymore. “And that’s 
just not true,” she said.

When something traumatic happens to you, you go into 
shock, a temporary state of numbness. It happened to me once, 
when I cut my hand on a tape measure. At first, I didn’t notice 
the pain. This allowed me to wrap up my hand and arrange a visit 
to the hospital. Then the pain came—a slow, steady throb. I still 
have the scar. In my case, the shock helped me handle the situ-
ation, but of course, it can be really dangerous, too. Shock can 
stun you so badly that you don’t do anything. Or it can be used 
to help. But eventually, the shock goes away, and what remains is 
what we choose to do with the pain that lingers.

Kari sees things that break her heart every day, things that 
would shock most of us. But they don’t stun her anymore, not like 
they used to. This lack of surprise allows her to move beyond the 
initial shock and do something meaningful. The feelings subside, 
but the pain never fades. One of the advantages to this lack of sur-
prise is it enables Kari to help others. It allows her to not simply 
be stunned and incapacitated. And it allows her to lead. She has 
over seventy people—widows, mostly—depending on her. And 
she has to be strong. 

The difference between being desensitized and no longer 
being surprised is the fact that you still feel something. You see 
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a situation and know that it’s wrong. And sometimes the lack of 
surprise allows you to do something. It will help you deal with 
things that used to completely wreck you, and if you do it well, 
you will always feel part of the pain.

Kari told me her organization, Dorcas Widows, recently 
brought on an intern named Renee. Renee is struggling with what 
she’s seeing and experiencing in Uganda. Simple things like cul-
tural customs and life in Africa are all too much to take in. For a 
girl from California, it can all feel a bit jarring. But the good news 
is she’s not alone. Here’s what Kari told her: “You will feel lonely, 
you will feel sad, you will feel frustrated, you will get angry… . 
We can stand with you, but we can’t keep it from happening.” 
The truth is this is not about what you feel. Everybody feels some-
thing. What lasts is what you do—after the shock wears off, after 
the feelings fade. You need to step into the pain, move through 
the fear, and do something that matters.

Building A legAcy thAt lAsts

Lynne Kurdziel started out her career as most twentysomethings 
do: with a college degree and high aspirations. She wanted to grow 
her career and her paycheck, working for big companies, making 
big money. However, it didn’t take long for her to realize how 
unfulfilling such a pursuit could be. 

Lynne discovered a need to build something sooner than most 
do. She went straight from short-term experience to long-term 
impact—something we all need to do. Here’s Lynne’s story in her 
own words:

It wasn’t long after graduating that I was at a large, few-billion-
dollar company, being groomed for upper division management. 
I had achieved exactly what I wanted: impressive boardroom 
meetings, important-looking suits, the whole deal. The funny 
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thing about climbing the corporate ladder was that it wasn’t as 
satisfying as I thought it would be. In fact, nothing about the 
scenario in the “business world” was that satisfying. Seemed  
like every day I’d go into work at a shark tank, and the pressure 
quickly started to make my goals of growing my career and 
paycheck lose their luster.

Lynne began to realize her life was not about her. She started 
to see how pointless wealth and prestige are when pursued as an 
end in and of themselves. Although her career was still impor-
tant to her, there was a lot happening beneath the surface. In her 
personal life, she experienced an awakening of sorts. She started 
getting more involved in church and began changing her outlook 
on life: “It wasn’t long before I started realizing I was made for 
much more than ‘chasing the dollar.’”

Lynne started looking for a new job. She found another oppor-
tunity in the corporate world. The company pursued her, and 
she accepted the offer and left her current job. Two weeks later, 
though, the opportunity fell through. 

Lynne was suddenly unemployed for the next six months with 
no income or prospects. This time of limbo caused her to search 
her soul. She recalls, “So there I was, with marketing experience 
and an interest in doing ‘something meaningful’ (whatever that 
meant) with no job and no money.” At this point, she started ask-
ing important questions: “If I could do absolutely anything and 
didn’t have to worry about money, what would I do? What do I 
have that the world needs?”

Several weeks later, Lynne had an idea: What if she created a 
company? What if she built something that provided the level of 
excellence she was accustomed to in the corporate environment 
to organizations who had messages worth spreading: ministries, 
churches, and nonprofits? The thought excited her:
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I could help these organizations spread their message, gain 
funding, and grow their exposure and following! I didn’t know 
anything about starting a company, but just like anything scary, 
I knew I’d have to just take the plunge. So I did. I set out on my 
own as an entrepreneur with my “good idea” and not much else. 
Because I no longer had a salary and didn’t have any clients yet 
(let alone a business model), I had to break my lease early and 
move out of my apartment. 

Over the next few months, Lynne sold all of her belongings on 
Craigslist and used the money for rent and business startup costs. 
Fast forward a few years, and now she has a team that helps organi-
zations and businesses tell their stories. She and her team have now 
worked with forty nonprofits, helping them create brands, com-
municate their missions, and gain an online presence. She’s making 
a living for herself and helping others in the process. It may not be 
Madison Avenue, but it’s a legacy she can be proud of.

Lynne did something few of us are able to do: she bridged 
the gap between a fleeting passion and the will to do something 
that lasts.

quitting tiMe

There are two types of work: the kind you have to do and the kind 
you are meant to do. Both can exhaust you. Sometimes you don’t 
know which is which—when it’s time to quit and when it’s time 
to persevere. Knowing the difference is key to finding your calling 
and doing work that matters.

If ever I wanted to quit my vocation, it would have been the 
other week. I was traveling, maxed out on responsibilities and 
expectations, attending more meetings than I could bear, and 
managing multiple projects and people at once. I wanted to 
scream. On top of that, our organization and my team were in 
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a state of transition. I was getting little sleep, pulling long days, 
and my body was starting to put up a fight. (When I don’t sleep, 
I get sick.)

Yet, I felt strangely alive.
Don’t get me wrong—it was brutal, and I was glad to see 

the weekend arrive. But there’s something strangely invigorat-
ing about a week like that. A week full of exhausting yourself on 
things worth your energy and time.

In the film The Mexican, starring Brad Pitt and Julia Roberts, 
a question is posed and repeated by various characters: “If two 
people love each other, but they just can’t seem to get it together, 
when do you get to that point of enough is enough?”25 The 
implicit answer from the story is this: never. True love never gives 
up. Never. That’s how I feel about all major commitments: my 
marriage, my family, my friends, and my vocation. What do you 
do when it’s exhausting to pursue your calling? You do it anyway. 
There’s abundance in sticking out a commitment and persevering 
through the challenges. There’s also joy and fulfillment.

In 2010, Haiti was devastated by an earthquake that resulted 
in one of the greatest natural disasters in the western hemisphere 
in our lifetime. Our organization responded immediately with 
humanitarian aid and supplies. People were dying, and the 
needs were dire. So we had to move quickly. Most of our staff 
started pulling twelve-hour days. For weeks, I stayed up late 
and got up early, glued to my computer for nearly every waking 
moment. Each day hundreds of emails poured in with updates 
on the catastrophe and what was being done to help. It was hard 
and exhausting and absolutely worth it. My wife wasn’t crazy 
about the time I was spending working, but she understood the 
importance of what I was doing. She knew I had a job to do, a 
commitment to fulfill, and that people were counting on me. So 
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she encouraged me to do it.
During that crazy season, people asked me why I pushed 

myself so hard, why we all did. I was responsible for sending out 
press releases and updating a blog that notified our constituents 
of ways they could bring relief to those affected by the quake. 
When I wasn’t sending out updates, I was on my cell phone talk-
ing around the clock with colleagues to figure out what else we 
could do to help. Yes, it was a lot of work, but it needed to be 
done. As I poured out myself into this work and exhausted my 
mental resources, the experience gave me life.

Everyone needs something like what I experienced with the 
Haiti crisis—not an obsession or excuse to be a workaholic, but a 
true vocation, a calling. It may not be your day job or even a job at 
all, but it’s there, hiding in your spirit, waiting to be discovered. 

Career and calling are not always synonymous. Some things 
we do—like parenting or making art or falling in love—we do 
even when we’re dead tired and worn out. We push through the 
exhaustion and do it anyway. Because the thing itself is worth 
doing. Because that’s what a calling is all about. It’s not something 
you choose, but something to which you are called.

The challenge in pursuing a true vocation is not to wait for the 
thing itself—that will lead to procrastination—but to train your-
self in the art of making commitments. Because we don’t know 
when we’re going to fall in love, all we can do is prepare for the 
moment. The same is true for your calling.

You can think of your seasonal commitment or day job as a 
burden, something to be overcome or resented, or you can think 
of it as practice for what’s to come: your true vocation. Doing the 
latter will prepare you to love what you do, so that ultimately you 
can do what you love and actually appreciate it.

That’s what getting a job will do for you. It’s what it’s done for 
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me: taught me how to commit. It’s not the perfect job (there’s no 
such thing), but it’s the right one for right now. How do I know? 
Because I’m growing. I’m being pushed and stretched. And as a 
result, I’m getting wrecked in a whole new way.



Chapter 9

G o i n G  Where You  
              don’t Want to Go
“When you were younger you . . . went where you wanted; but 
when you are old . . . someone else will . . . lead you where you 
do not want to go.” 
— J e S u S

 During the year I traveled the country playing music, older 
adults frequently told me, “This is great to do . . . while 

you’re still young.”
While you’re still young. 
Those words stung. They haunted and frustrated me. They 

reeked of dashed dreams and vicarious living, foreboding my 
impending, awful adulthood. To be honest, I thought these people 
were making excuses. It’s easier to not feel guilty for living more 
“radically” (because that’s what I thought I was doing) if you can 
make broad statements that lump certain activities into the “while 
you’re still young” category. 

But now I see those words as the well-intended remarks they 
were. Many who uttered them were imparting wisdom. They 
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were telling me about a reality of life.
When we are young, the world is our oyster. We travel, go 

on adventures, discover a world we never knew. But life doesn’t 
continue like this forever—not for most of us. We grow up, buy 
houses, get bosses, and pay bills. Ultimately, we go where we 
don’t want to go. We go where we must, to the places we’re called. 
Although the adolescent within rebels, the adult knows it’s right. 

When you get older, life sometimes just sort of happens to 
you. Without your permission or realization, you may end up 
in a position where you don’t have the freedom you once had. 
You may find yourself locked into commitments you can’t get 
out of. When you get older, people depend on you; you have real 
responsibility. 

So while you’re young, do what you want. Because you won’t 
always be able to. You won’t always be able to be so carefree. 

entering A neW seAson

Life is made up of seasons. At certain times, we are supposed to 
travel and explore our restlessness. At others, we’re not. When 
you’re in your twenties, you’re sort of between seasons. And it’s 
important to recognize this, if you’re going to make the most of 
the opportunities you have.

Shauna Niequist writes about this in her book Bittersweet. 
“There is a season for wildness and a season for settledness, and 
this is neither,” she writes. “This season is about becoming. Don’t 
lose yourself at happy hour, but don’t lose yourself on the corpo-
rate ladder either.”26 

My boss, Seth, calls this period of life “a series of internships.” 
You try on different hats, experiment, fail—and you learn. That’s 
what this season is about: becoming who you are.

Eventually, there comes a time to commit, to be who you are 
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meant to be. Which means making hard choices, even sometimes 
doing things you don’t want to do. This is important, necessary 
even. For the longest time, I thought this was the great big sell-
out moment, the decision that would mortgage my freedom and 
tether me to empty commitments for the rest of my life. I thought 
I would end up like a character from The Office, rolling my eyes at 
a humdrum existence. But that’s not the case at all.

Sometimes, we need to wait, to listen, to learn. In your jour-
ney to find your life’s work, you’ll have to do the same. For me, 
this happened when I was twenty-five.

I remember where I was and what I was doing. I was driving 
to downtown Nashville, where I was still doing some volunteer 
work at the homeless rescue mission. I had started a full-time job 
just a few months before and was having trouble balancing my 
time between that and doing street ministry. My mind was swirl-
ing with the possibilities of the future. Although I had a new wife, 
new job, and a new church, I was tempted to want more. And I 
was deceived.

Deep within me, there was a whisper—a small, quiet voice, 
calling me to slow, to take notice of where I was and be present.

I remember it distinctly. It was almost audible. The sense was 
unmistakable. All my dreams, all my aspirations for myself—these 
were not going to happen. What I wanted wasn’t as important 
as it used to be. People were counting on me, and I knew God 
expected more from me than dreaming. He wanted my action.

Again, this was one of those spooky moments where you 
might think I’m crazy. I certainly did. But I can’t deny it. I heard 
the voice clearly: This is a season of commitment. It nearly stopped 
me dead in my tracks. I’m surprised I didn’t hit the brake pedal as 
I was driving. The words rolled around in my head all day and for 
the following weeks: This is a season of commitment. Over five years 
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later, I’m at the same job, live in the same town, and have the 
same wife. I’ve never had that before. What once scared me—the 
idea of committing to anything for more than a blink of time—is 
now a comfort and source of confidence. I don’t feel trapped; I 
feel free and enabled to live out the life I’m meant to live. And the 
best part is I don’t have to do it alone.

While you’re young, you will make choices that will change 
the way you see the world. You should stay up late and act impul-
sively, do a few things you’ve never done before. Not because the 
rest of your life is a bore, but because this is what this season is 
for. In the next, you will have to make other decisions—difficult 
ones—that will equally define you. You will buy a house or change 
diapers. You will stick with a job not for a month, but a year, lon-
ger than you’d like. All because God is shaping you. He is teaching 
you to wait, to persevere, to become. This is just as uncomfortable 
as traveling the world or moving to a new state. Maybe more.

ForMing neW hABits

When I was in college, I tried to work out and stay fit. But I 
wasn’t great at it. College life is spontaneous and stressful, full of 
late-night study sessions, early morning exams, and unexpected 
emergencies. You have all the time in the world, and if you’re 
bad at managing your time (as I was), this is a terrible freedom. 
However, I finally got serious about going to the gym during my 
senior year. A friend and I committed to meeting every other 
morning to work out and catch up.

One morning in the locker room, I ran into a German profes-
sor I knew. I had never taken any classes with him, but we knew 
each other from foreign language events (I was a Spanish major). 
The conversation we had has never left my memory—for one, 
because I wasn’t accustomed to conversing in the locker room 
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with another man while we were both changing clothes (that’s just 
against “guy code”), and two, because of the wisdom he shared:

“Good morning,” the professor said to me. I grunted in reply. 
It was somewhere around 6 a.m., and I was still questioning the 
sanity of this new vow of health my friend and I had made. “What 
brings you here?” the professor continued.

“Oh. Uh, I’m working out with a friend,” I said with my eyes 
probably closed.

“That’s great,” he said, “just great. Do you do this often?”
“Uh, yeah. We’ve been coming for a few weeks now—every 

other day,” I grumbled in an indistinguishable tongue. I was prob-
ably speaking German.

“That’s great,” he repeated, “just great.”
He paused, maybe hesitating to say what he said next. I’m glad 

he did: “You know, the habits you form here will be with you for 
the rest of your life.”

That’s when it hit me.
My eyes opened wide, as if a splash of cold water had hit my 

face. For the rest of the day, those words resonated in my soul. I 
looked around at what I saw other people doing—what I myself was 
doing—and wondered: Is this what I want to be doing in ten years?

Years later, I still think about that. It’s true, you know. I think 
about my friends who drank a lot—I mean a lot—and how they’re 
still doing that today. Only now it’s not called “partying.” It has a 
less glamorous name: alcoholism. I think about the friends who 
slept around, many of whom ended up getting pregnant and 
married before graduation. Some are now facing divorce due to 
infidelity. Yes, there is grace and second chances, but this is a fact 
of life: the more you do something, the easier it gets. The habits 
we form, especially at an age when we are completely free to make 
our own choices, often stick with us for the rest of our lives.
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“i do WhAt i WAnt!”

In college, my friends and I had a saying: “I do what I want.” It 
was a male ego thing, I’m certain of it. Anytime someone dis-
agreed with us (usually a girl), we would respond quickly and 
definitively, “I do what I want!” It was a proclamation of indepen-
dence, asserting that we were the masters of our own destiny and 
no one was going to tell us what to do. The problem, though, was 
it was not true.

We didn’t do what we wanted. Because we didn’t always want 
to study or pay tuition, but we did. Why? We had to. This is the 
reality of being young: you get to do what you want because there 
isn’t a lot you have to do. But rest assured, you do not always do 
what you want. You do what you have to do. As life goes on, the 
list of “have to’s” gets longer. This can cause you to get bitter, if 
you’re not careful, if you’re not prepared for it. But hopefully, you 
know better.

The apostle Peter was a headstrong guy. Maybe even a little 
impulsive. He was the fisherman who dropped his nets to follow a 
rabbi around the country. He was the one who (without thinking, 
I’m sure) stepped out of a boat and tried walking on water. And 
he was the one who pulled out a sword and cut off the ear of a 
Roman soldier. It’s safe to say Peter did what he wanted. 

Peter was no stranger to responsibility. He was a married man 
and presumably had held down a steady job. Until he met Jesus. 
Then he spent three years going on radical adventures and learn-
ing about a new way to see the world. Maybe it was a slight case of 
midlife crisis or just how Peter made decisions, but he didn’t seem 
to think much before deciding. He just acted. All that changed 
when he was given a job to do for the rest of his life—when Jesus 
told Peter He was going to build His church on him, the founda-
tion, the rock.
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What did this mean for Peter? His rabbi told him, “When you 
were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; 
but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and some-
one else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to 
go.”27 As the story goes, Peter was eventually captured and cruci-
fied. Some accounts say he insisted on being hanged upside down 
because he felt unworthy to die in the same manner as Christ. But 
this means more than how Peter died. It has to do with how he 
lived the rest of his life.

Peter learned the hard way when he was out of line. More than 
once, Jesus called him out for his impulsive behavior. He often 
spoke and acted without thinking. Passion was his driving emo-
tion. Which did a lot of good for him. But it also got him into 
trouble. Passion led him to follow Jesus in the first place, but it 
also caused him to rebuke his master and get called “Satan.”

As he grew older and matured, Peter learned that a true dis-
ciple doesn’t always do what he wants to do, doesn’t always act 
on the first impulse. He learned that the greatest sign of a true 
follower is obedience, not unrestrained zeal. It’s maturity. And 
he exemplified this with his life—eschewing old Jewish customs, 
like what foods were considered clean or what was acceptable 
company. He wasn’t perfect, but he was a lot more humble. He 
realized his life no longer belonged to himself.

WhAt does this MeAn For us?

Life, I’m learning, is full of moments of discomfort. And in these 
moments, we have a choice: we can step into the opportunity they 
provide for us to grow, or we can shrink back and avoid the pain. 
I’m trying to do the former, without too many complaints. 

We all have to do things that might not come easy to us; the 
trick is to see the purpose behind them. As a husband, this means 
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making personal sacrifices for my wife because I love her and 
she deserves it. It means being available to my family—as both 
a leader and servant. And as an employee, it means trusting my 
boss and doing the work that is required of me, even when I don’t 
feel like it.

Most importantly, this also means that what God wants in 
my life is more important than what I want. Now, that has the 
potential to sound kind of cultish, but the truth is that I can’t be 
trusted with my life. I need some spiritual guidance, or I’m just 
going to screw things up. Like a child, I’ll always end up doing the 
things I want, but never pursuing the things I need. In my life, 
every time I’ve pursued what I wanted, I’ve ultimately been hurt, 
disappointed, or heartbroken. Only when I’ve submitted to a plan 
bigger than my own—when I’ve given myself to a cause beyond 
myself—have I found some piece of true fulfillment. 

When I was about to graduate college, I was sure I was going 
to move to Latin America. As a Spanish major, I figured the next 
logical step was to speak Spanish for the rest of my life. I had 
already been to Spain, so it only made sense. My best friend had 
moved to Guatemala, and I planned to join him. Little did I know 
I was going to be called where I didn’t want to go. I would have to 
give up my own desires in submission to a larger plan.

I was visiting a church where someone was speaking about 
the importance of global missions. The presenter talked about 
things like the 10/40 Window and Haystack Prayer Meeting, and 
I started to feel guilty for wanting to move to Latin America. At 
the end of the daylong seminar, I walked up to the speaker and 
asked to talk. I told him I spoke Spanish and asked if he still rec-
ommended people to go to North Africa, the Middle East, and 
Asia. He told me something that sticks with me even today: “The 
gifts do not precede the call.”
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Going Where You don’t Want to Go

When we look at what we have to offer—our skills, gifts, and 
desires—before asking what is needed of us, we are putting the 
cart before the horse, or the gifts before the call. The question a 
disciple must first ask is not, “What am I good at?” but rather, 
“What is required of me?”

In my case, this meant surrendering to the possibility of going 
somewhere people didn’t speak Spanish. For a brief stint, I ended 
up in Taiwan. Finally, I ended up helping other people discover 
their passions and callings at a short-term missions organization. 
Every step of the way, there were unique moments when I was 
asked to obey, not act impulsively. And now I get to respond to 
what is required of me on a daily basis—not just what I want to 
do. Want to know the crazy part? I’m okay with it. It’s exciting to 
be caught up into a story bigger than my own.

the end oF An Adventure

As I write this, I’m preparing to be a father. My wife and I just 
announced the news to our friends. By the time you read this, I 
will be a dad to a baby boy. Something happens when you learn 
you’re going to have a child. It’s the same thing that happens when 
you get married and land your first real job. It’s the burden of 
responsibility, the pressure of expectation, the beauty of someone 
relying on you.

My wife and I are still processing the transition. When we go 
to the doctor for a checkup or ultrasound, it becomes real. We 
start thinking of ourselves as parents and planning for how our 
lives will change. But after a day or two, those feelings fade. Life 
begins to feel normal again—until the next visit. It’s a wonderful 
mix of anxiety and excitement, anticipation and disorientation. 
A new life is counting on us, needing us to provide for it, and 
we can no longer merely do what we want. We must do what is 
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required of us. And we’re better for it.
When you look around at people who have settled down, there 

are two ways to view the choices they’ve made. You could say they 
“sold out” and gave up on their dreams of living an adventure. 
Certainly that’s probably true for some. But you could also choose 
to see something different: humility. You could see people who 
surrendered what they wanted to do and started seeing their lives 
as an offering for others. For some it means they finally stopped 
chasing a lifestyle that made them look like the hero and just 
started acting like one. They sacrificed what they wanted for what 
was right, and they did so gladly. 

This is what anyone who has been wrecked can hope for: to 
be led where you once didn’t want to go and actually be glad you 
get there.



Chapter 10

Wrecking  
          o t H e r s
“Always do everything you ask of those you command.”
— g e o r g e  S .  P a t t o n 

The hardest part of getting wrecked is what comes after. What 
happens when the trip is over, the memories fade, and life 

begins to feel normal again. Things will slow down, priorities will 
shift, and you’ll question yourself, wondering if you’ve become 
a sellout. You’ll get married, buy a house, have a few kids. Or 
you’ll work a nine-to-five, stop volunteering, and worry you’ve 
lost your edge. You’ll look back at your early years with nostalgia, 
read through old journals and scrapbooks with regret. And you’ll 
wonder what happened. 

Take heart. This is your biggest adventure yet, if you seize it. 
You have a chance—the most important opportunity of your life, 
in fact—to bring people along on the journey. You get to wreck 
others.

149



W r e C k e d

150

When liFe gets “Boring”

After being wrecked, a lot of people struggle with boredom. Their 
season of adventure ends, and they live in the past or, worse, 
vicariously through movies and others’ stories. But there’s an 
alternative: you can help other people find their purpose, just like 
you found yours. You can help friends, family members, and total 
strangers get wrecked. In helping others find their way, you may 
find more of yours—at least, the next part of the journey.

In most things, those who do the most work get the least 
amount of credit. This is true in church, at most places of employ-
ment, and when it comes to the business of changing the world. 
It’s not fair, but that’s how it works.

My friend Erin exemplifies this inequity. I’ve never met Erin, 
but she’s a friend, nonetheless. We connected online a few years 
ago when she read a blog post of mine. I was writing about Pat, 
the woman with cancer who was having trouble with her rent. 
Although we had never met in real life, Erin was so moved by 
Pat’s story that she sent me a check for $100. It was a simple 
gesture that spoke volumes about how she approached life and 
generosity.

The reason Erin was so willing to give was due to a trip she 
had recently taken to Swaziland, a country with one of the highest 
HIV/AIDS infection rates in the world. Her entire perspective 
was changed on that trip. She saw basic human needs for food 
and shelter not being met, and it caused her to see everything 
differently. Now, when presented with a need to help (no matter 
how small), Erin doesn’t hesitate to act. Her heart has been beau-
tifully broken. I asked her how so much could change from one 
short trip, and this was her reply:

Since I returned from Africa and began telling stories of amaz-
ing people I met in Swaziland, I’ve learned some really crucial 
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lessons. We connect to the stories of others. We hear about the 
massive issues of poverty and disease in Africa but feel paralyzed. 
We hear about a particular orphanage . . . which needs a new roof 
and we are mobilized to give. If people know of a specific need, 
they will give. People always humble me with their generosity. 
 Each one of us has the power to radically change, and some-
times to save, others’ lives. You may think I am being dramatic 
here, but this is plain truth. The Lord created us for community. 
And community doesn’t always take the form we think it does. 
Faith without works is dead.

When Erin’s trip was over, she recognized that her opportunity 
to change lives wasn’t. If anything, her role had just shifted. She 
went from participant to storyteller and mobilizer. And the same 
might happen to you. It certainly did to me.

BecoMing A guide

When I felt the call to be a missionary, I thought I would end 
up traveling the world for the rest of my life. You know, pack my 
coffin, move to Africa, and have the natives bury me—that sort 
of thing. But that’s not what happened. In fact, that may never 
happen. After a lot of struggle, I’m okay with that. I’m finally 
embracing this is not my life; it doesn’t belong to me. I’m not the 
master of my own destiny. I’ve started to find what I was made to 
do, and it has little to do with going or staying and a lot more to 
do with obedience. It took me a long time to understand this. For 
a season, I kept seeking my own adventures: short-term missions, 
weekend road trips, even walking the streets of Nashville to find 
some needy person to help. All of it was about numbing the call 
to do what I was supposed to be doing in this season and trying to 
recreate memories long gone. 

I sensed my circumstances changing. I was getting married 
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and accumulating bills. I feared I would be forced to do what I 
most dreaded: buy a house. Life began to change, and it felt like I 
was starting something I never signed up for. So I would leave—
in the middle of the day or on the weekend. Just take off. I’d go 
to a park and feed homeless people. I’d take a quick road trip or 
drive around in the country. I’d do anything to soothe my restless-
ness, anything to feel alive again.

In retrospect, I think I understand what I was doing. I was try-
ing to recover that youthful part of myself I had lost to adulthood. 
I wanted to relive my innocence, to feel like I felt during that first 
trip to Spain, that first time I turned around and allowed a broken 
world to break my heart. But the call was changing, evolving. I 

was no longer supposed to face the brokenness 
“out there.” I was having to deal with the nasti-
ness of my own selfish heart. 

The radical act I was being called to com-
mit to was the one thing I dreaded more than 
anything: to be normal. So I tried to rekindle 
my adventurous spirit through minijaunts and 
reckless wandering. Here’s what happens any-

time you try to do that: it doesn’t work. I like what C. S. Lewis 
says about it:

It is simply no good trying to keep any thrill: that is the very 
worst thing you can do. Let the thrill go—let it die away—go on 
through that period of death into the quieter interest and hap-
piness that follow—and you will find you are living in a world 
of new thrills all the time. But if you decide to make thrills your 
regular diet and try to prolong them artificially, they will all 
get weaker and weaker, and fewer and fewer, and you will be a 
bored, disillusioned old man for the rest of your life. . . . It is 
much better fun to learn to swim than to go on endlessly (and 

What it reallY 

meanS to Be 

WreCked iS that 

You do the 

hard thing. 



153

Wrecking others

hopelessly) trying to get back the feeling you had when you first 
went paddling as a small boy.28

Go back to the house you grew up in, and you’ll find that 
everything feels smaller. The paint is fainter than you recall, the 
backyard less adventurous. Everything seems so ordinary. Was 
this really once a castle, a spaceship, the great wild frontier? An 
historic battlefield? The lost world, full of dinosaurs and danger? 
Not quite. It probably feels duller. Less mystical. The same thing 
happens when you watch an old favorite movie—it’s not as good 
as you remember. 

Something deep is at work here, something profoundly 
spiritual.

In the film Henry Poole Is Here, the main character (played by 
Luke Wilson) is so plagued by inner demons that he returns to his 
childhood neighborhood. At first you don’t know why Henry’s 
willing to pay twice the market rate for the house he’s buying 
or why he keeps passing the same house over and over again. 
Eventually, you discover he’s dying, and this is where he wants to 
be. Why? “It’s the last place I remember being happy,” he says.29 

When Henry arrives, the feelings of emptiness and depression 
don’t go away. In fact, they only get worse. This is the lesson we all 
learn when trying to go back to a feeling in the past that’s no lon-
ger there. Whether it’s holding on to a relationship for too long; 
returning to a favorite vacation spot; or dreaming of going back 
to the first job we actually enjoyed, regardless of the pay; trying to 
prolong a “high” from adolescence or recreate an old memory—it 
won’t work. Like Henry, you’ll be disappointed. You’ll find that 
fulfillment doesn’t come from what you do or where you live. 

This is how you felt the last time you did something for the 
first time. It wasn’t the circumstance that felt so thrilling; it was 
something inside of you coming alive. So what do you do when 
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this happens? How do you overcome the blues that accompanies 
every post-wrecked experience? How do you fight the feeling of 
letdown and disappointment of growing up? 

You do what Henry did. You bring someone else along for the 
journey.

returning hoMe

What it means to be wrecked—what it really means—is that you 
do the hard thing. You step into discomfort. When you bought 
that plane ticket or moved overseas or took that first trip to the 
inner city, you were fearful, anxious of the unknown. What 
wrecked you was the decision to move through that uneasiness 
and embrace what you didn’t know. It was an act of courage—
doing the right thing, regardless of how you felt. And this is how 
life is. It’s the same lesson learned over and over again: Life is not 
about you.

Years ago, my friend David was telling me what it was like to 
be a dad. “Which was harder,” I asked, “having your second child, 
or your third?”

He sighed. “A lot of people ask me that, but the truth is that 
the biggest adjustment is having your first kid. You know, all of 
this—marriage, buying a house, having kids—these are all lessons 
in dying to yourself.” 

That’s it—dying to self. Giving up your rights. Letting go of 
expectation. This is the lesson we must learn over and over again: 
true abundance is about giving away your life, about letting go and 
giving up. It has nothing to do with where you are or what you do; 
those are catalysts, glimpses at a larger world you’ve yet to embrace. 
And as you embrace it, you will be tempted to camp out, to get 
comfortable. Which is exactly what you must resist doing.

When you’re twenty-two, getting wrecked may mean 
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abandoning your job and traveling the world. It may mean leaving 
the suburbs and moving to the city or breaking up with your boy-
friend and moving cross-country. It may be spurning the corporate 
climb and taking a position with a local nonprofit. When you’re 
thirty-five, doing the uncomfortable thing may mean cleaning the 
house or paying the bills. It may look like making sure the kids 
aren’t late for school or that you don’t miss a soccer game. It’s less 
glamorous, but the lesson is the same: your life is not about you. 

Being wrecked does not look the same for the rest of your 
life. It changes with the seasons because each season in life has its 
own set of challenges and temptations. Your goal is to face them 
with courage and humility, always looking for the thing you’re 
resisting and moving through it. Because that’s where the growth 
happens.

Our life is not supposed to be about what we think will make 
for an interesting story. It’s about pouring out the gifts we’ve been 
given for the benefit of others. This may mean living in a leper 
colony in India or raising five kids in Oklahoma. It may mean 
relocating to the inner city and starting a homeless outreach cen-
ter or taking dinner to your neighbor. The important part is to 
embrace the call, whatever it is, and not merely resign to it. The 
latter will create resentment and lead to midlife crises, while the 
former will set you free.

We’ve all heard that it doesn’t matter what you do as much as 
how you do it. That God can use you anywhere. That you never 
know what seeds you are planting in people’s lives, even when you 
can’t see the fruit. All this is true, but only if you’re not using these 
statements to justify your life. To avoid doing the hard thing—the 
really radical act that will force you to give up your own rights and 
submit to a story bigger than your own. If starting a family in the 
town you grew up in accomplishes this, great. But if it’s just a way 
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to hide from what you’re really called to do, try again. The point is 
discomfort. If you’re completely complacent, then you’re probably 
missing out.

on Feeling like A FAke

As your life begins to stabilize and the things you do begin to feel 
normal, you may begin to battle inner voices of doubt that will 
assail you. These types of attacks hit stay-at-home parents and 
cubicle dwellers the most. Sometimes we use comfort to hide; 
other times, it’s actually adventure that is the escape.

Eventually you may find yourself knee-deep in your life’s pur-
pose, living out the story you’ve been called to live and wondering 
if you’re secretly a fake. You are leading others but have, in fact, 
lost yourself. That’s how I felt when I began telling other people’s 
stories. Who was I? What authority did I have? With my own 
inner demons and brokenness, what qualified me? I was preaching 
a message I struggled to follow. At times like these, you may be 
tempted to give up, but that’s exactly what you can’t do.

We all hit roadblocks. We fight valiantly and live honorably 
for years, and then unexpectedly, we get stuck. It may be some-
thing seemingly innocuous like an addiction to technology, or it 
may be something more overt, like drinking too much or looking 
at pornography. Whatever it is, the obsession inserts itself into 
our everyday lives, quietly lulling us to sleep. Without noticing, 
we stop paying attention to our inner life. The world around us 
begins to feel rote and meaningless. We have to motivate ourselves 
to do work we used to love. So we distance ourselves from the 
very structures that could save us—from our families, communi-
ties, and those who care most about us. Then we feel guilty for our 
callousness, which only further alienates us.

This is when you need to be reminded that this is not your 
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call. This vocation of helping others find their way is not a bright 
idea you once had. It’s something much more. Of course, you may 
have been operating from your own reservoir for years, but that 
makes no difference. The original call—the true one—still beck-
ons you to obey. It says this is not your fight. Not yours alone. 
And it’s time to give it back. Yes, get healthy, but also get on with 
the work. It’s not time to give up; it’s time to press on.

This epiphany may occur at the height of arrogance or at the 
depths of brokenness. Wherever and whenever it occurs, it will 
come. And when it does, submit to it. Don’t resist or dismiss it. 
Give in. This voice speaking up inside your heart is not coinci-
dence. It’s still, but nonetheless important. Listen to it. It’s telling 
you that you are not alone.

You may find yourself, as I did, allowing these words to pierce 
your heart: “By the strength of my hand I have done this, and 
by my wisdom, because I have understanding.”30 Yes, that’s me, 
believing I’ve done this all on my own. We all lose heart at times, 
wondering if we’re qualified to live out the hand we’ve been dealt. 
But this is actually a wonderful place to be, because it means 
going back to the root cause, the reason you began this journey 
in the first place. Maybe, like me, you will take great comfort in 
these words: “Does the ax raise itself above the person who swings 
it, or the saw boast against the one who uses it? As if a rod were to 
wield the person who lifts it up, or a club brandish the one who 
is not wood!”31

No, it does not.
You are the tool. The mouthpiece. The vessel. You do not get 

to say when the message is complete. You must only proclaim 
what you know to be true. Yes, you need to be concerned about 
integrity—not because of your own reputation, but because of 
what’s at stake here. You need to allow grace to move, especially 
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when you feel at your wit’s end, as if you’re a total fake. But this 
work is bigger than you, and this is just another form of the 
wrecking that happens in your life. Embrace it and overcome it. 
There’s more work yet to do.

entering the Mess oF liFe

I visited the Rescue Mission in downtown Nashville one Tuesday 
morning. I greeted my friends whom I hadn’t seen in three weeks 
due to vacation, work trips, and the busyness of life. I loved being 
there, away from the pretense of suburban life. It just felt more real. 
After the stifling facade of “put-together” people, it was refreshing. 
Every once in a while, you just need raw, unadulterated authentic-
ity. And what better place to find it than in a crowd of drunks, 
schizophrenics, and perverts? What better place to find God?

That morning at around 10 a.m., the sun and stars must have 
lined up perfectly, because every competent person mysteriously 
disappeared from the office, leaving me in a squeaky pleather 
chair to manage the front desk. As the fates conspired against my 
destiny, in walked an African-American man who had a disturbed 
look on his face.

“Uh . . . yeah, ’scuse me?” he said. I looked at him for a 
moment. He was sweating profusely. Of course he is, I thought; 
it’s ninety-seven degrees out there. It was June, and June is hot in 
Tennessee. Very hot.

“What can I do for you, sir?” I said, trying to sound 
professional.

“Yeah. Well, uh, I was wondering, uh, if I could get some 
pants.” He looked a little awkward. I noticed he was sweating a 
lot—even now, inside the building. I also saw he had one hand 
behind himself, holding up the rear of his pants.

“Sorry, man,” I said, dropping the professionalism. I shook my 



159

Wrecking others

head in an authoritarian manner. “We don’t give out clothes until 
three. You’ll have to wait until then.” The disturbed look on his 
face worsened, and he started to sweat even more.

“Uh, well, you see, it’s sort of an emergency. I, uh . . .” he 
trailed off, continuing to sweat. The guy was starting to make me 
nervous. I stared at him questioningly, waiting for him to finish. 
“Well, uh, I kind of, uh, used the bathroom on myself.” It took a 
second for me to process. 

I thought: Big deal. So your pants are wet. Deal with it. 
I told him I had to wait for someone to return before I could 

see if I could help him. He nodded, turned around and stepped 
away from the doorway, but still he hung around outside the 
office. As he turned around, I saw a big brownish stain on the 
back of his pants, right below where his hand was holding his belt 
loop. He waited a few minutes. No one came. A few more min-
utes passed, and I started to sweat. As people would walk by, they 
would start violently coughing and gagging. 

I stepped outside the office and into the hall to meet an awful 
stench. I remember that smell. It was the smell of the morning 
after a late-night frat party. It was the smell of our college dorm 
toilets on a Saturday morning. My friends and I referred to the 
odor as the smell of “beer farts.” But this man hadn’t just broken 
wind. The smell was overwhelming, and I, ashamedly, asked him 
to step outside and wait for me, enduring the heat of summer. 

Seven or eight minutes later, someone finally returned to 
the office to relieve me. I went to talk to one of the supervisors, 
explained the situation, and saw the internal battle between mercy 
and justice in his head play out on his face. It was “just” to make 
the guy wait until three so that he learned not to defecate in his 
own pants, but it was merciful to give him (and those around 
him) some relief. 



W r e C k e d

160

Finally, I received clearance to get the man some pants. I met 
him in the bathroom and handed the trousers to him. He smiled, 
giving me a grateful “thanks” as he hurriedly started to change. I 
nodded as my eyes watered and the fumes of diarrhea attacked my 
nostrils. I left as quickly as I could. I walked away and thought 
without any intention of being tongue-in-cheek: What a mess. 

I thanked God for it. 
I thanked Him that I didn’t shy away, even though it was well 

beyond my personal comfort level. I was grateful for the opportu-
nity to show grace when everything inside of me wanted to do the 
opposite. I thanked the good Lord for showing me that mercy in 
the face of trial is always better than shame. 

I realized this story is a tad gross, so forgive the dirty details. 
But let’s be honest. These messy, inglorious situations are the ones 
we don’t talk about enough. In church, at work, over a cup of cof-
fee—we avoid these types of tales. But here’s the interesting part: 
They’re the ones that matter most. They’re real. And they remind 
us all of our own discomfort, which we avoid and try to hide.

Life is messy. I’m tired of pretending otherwise. We are all that 
man. At some point, we all face a point in our lives when our 
shame is laid bare for all to see. If we’re lucky, someone comes to 
our aid, shows us grace.

Hours after giving the man his pants, I saw him again in the 
lunch line. I had already forgotten his face. He looked me dead 
in the eyes—as serious as could be—and said, “Hey, thank you.” 
And that was it. Although I hope this man never forgets being 
bailed out of embarrassment, I know that I’ll never forget it. Next 
time a messy situation comes my way, I’ll remember that pair of 
pants. And I hope I won’t shy away. I hope the situation doesn’t 
have to come to me—that I will have enough courage to actually 
find a mess and step in it.
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This is what we’re all called to do: find the next mess. This is 
what it means to be wrecked.

living in the pAst

Sometimes I get stuck living in the past. I imagine myself giving 
homeless men blankets on the streets of Nashville. I recall how my 
church helped give Michelle’s family a beautiful Christmas. Or I 
dream of simpler days of walking through Seville. But this is all a 
distraction. It’s stalling that keeps me from living in reality now.

What you did years ago doesn’t matter. What matters is what 
you do today, how you’re making a difference now. The voice in 
your head that says you’ve done enough or that you can be content 
with one isolated good deed is a lie. It’s your enemy, preventing 
you from being open to how you can be used today. It’s a subtle 
form of sabotage, of deceiving you into believing that life is about 
you. It’s not. 

There is a flip side to this issue. Sometimes those inner 
promptings of feeling like you could do more are actually right on 
target. They’re spiritual indicators telling you that you’ve veered 
off course. You’ve become what you once wished you’d never be. 
The tendency and temptation is to ignore the voice, to dismiss 
it as nostalgia. Don’t. Your memories of a trip long passed or a 
life of service and sacrifice may be the very thing you need to get 
unstuck and move forward.

All of this is about making your life matter, not growing satis-
fied with your accomplishments. It’s about embracing the journey 
of being brokenhearted for a broken world and allowing it to 
shape you. It’s about navigating through life with open hands, 
willing to be interrupted. This never goes away. You must always 
be available. Whenever you sense the call to slow down, to settle, 
you need to run. Fast and far.
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Don’t get me wrong: this isn’t a matter of beating yourself up 
or trying to be good enough. That’s how we got into this mess in 
the first place. Rather, it’s about living in the tension of a broken 
world and being content with the journey, not conjuring some 
contrived sense of arriving.

So what do you do? How do you move through this tension, 
avoiding shame and inaction alike? It’s simple but hard. The 
answer is this: act. In some small way. Because your memories are 
not enough. All you have is today. It was all you were ever prom-
ised. Yesterday is in the past, and it may be glorious or grisly. But 
it’s gone. And it’s time to move on. There is a reason you have air 
in your lungs today, why you can move your hands or feet—or if 
you’re lucky, both. You were meant to change the world—in some 
small or big way. What you’re called to do is not yours to decide. 
What is your call is how you respond. Everything you do matters. 
So do something. Anything. Just move. With God’s help and an 
open heart, you will find the way. 

You are leaving a legacy. Whatever you are doing, you are build-
ing something that will last. It may be a legacy of action or inaction. 
It’s happening right now. You may not be able to see it, but it’s there. 
You can embrace this or ignore it. But you are still leaving some-
thing behind. For your friends. Maybe your children. And perfect 
strangers who may never know what you did (or didn’t do).

My advice? Go for broke. Choose the hard option. Do what 
comfort screams “no” to—what will ultimately shape you and 
help others. It may be counterintuitive or against what you’ve been 
taught, but do it anyway. Step into inconvenience. Welcome the 
anxiety that comes with doing the right choice. And be wrecked 
once again.
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