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Living Calm in a Crazy Busy World

Mother’s Day; May 10th, 2009


Several years ago, feeling pretty tired from all the busyness of life, I decided to get away for a few days… just to rest and to spend some time with God.

· The problem was where I would go. I mean any decent hotel would just have too many distractions… from the big TV to the swimming pool and Jacuzzi.

· Not that those things are bad… but, I was looking for a place where I could really dial down a bit.  So, I called a few Catholic retreat centers.

· Well, to my surprise, the first few I called were all booked up… but when I called the last one on my list, an old nun with a thick German accent answered the phone.

I asked her if there was any room for me for a few days.  But instead of answering my question, she had one for me. She asked, “Are you a pastor?”  I said, “Yes.”  

· She then asked me, “Are you an Evangelical pastor?” Again, I said, “Yes.” “Oh,” she answered, “I’ve found that you Evangelical pastors need at least five days here… the first two just to sleep… and the last three for rest and prayer.”

· While her comment made me laugh at first, I knew she was right… 

· So, with Joyce’s blessing, I headed to this retreat center in NY where they gave me a tiny house to stay in.

· In terms of what I was looking for, it was perfect. 

But, being in this tiny house in the middle of thick woods with a small lake next to it sort got my thinking about Freddie Krooger… and whether anyone would ever find my body.

· Nonetheless, with no TV or radio, I settled down in a rocking chair and started to read. 

· But honestly, the shift from crazy-busy to calm & collected was just too fast to me! My body was sitting, but my brain was still running.

· So, I figured that I’d go ahead and call Joyce. With no cell phone service, I found the phone there in the cottage and started to dial.

· The problem was that it was a 1950s rotary phone, which when dialing the first number, seemed kind of fun.

But by the third number, I was starting to get pretty frustrated.  I mean, in the time it took to wind back to the starting point after each and every number, I could have dialed my whole number three times!

· It was so slow! And because of my growing frustration, I ended up dialing the number wrong three different times.

· All I could think of is, “How could anyone still own a phone like this? How crazy is this! Just go to Walmart… they’re just $5!”

· But then, what should have been so obvious, hit me over the head.  I thought I was here to slow down! 

· So, why am I freaking out over this phone (which, by the way, couldn’t be used to call outside the retreat center)?

· Somehow, I had become a man in a hurry even when I had no need to hurry.

Truth is, most of us today find that we’re living life at an unsustainable pace.  In fact, if you’re wondering if you can keep up this pace for very much longer, then just know that you’re not alone…

· Just think about the usual “how are you?” exchange.  It used to go like this: “How are you?” “Fine.” 

· Now when you ask, “How are you?” the typical response is now… “Busy!”

· Whether you’ve got a pile of work to catch up on or whether you’re exhausted shuffling the kids around, cleaning, doing laundry... or whether you’re back in school staring at all the things you have to do...

· You begin to feel as though you’ve accidentally caught a big wave with the shoreline nowhere in sight.

Have you ever run down a steep hill... and, because of how steep the hill is... you begin to run faster than your body is able to move?  
· If you could just stop... it would be easy...  But you’ve got so much downward momentum that you realize that the only way you’re going to stop is to fall down?
· Well, this morning, as we celebrate the busiest people on earth… mothers… I’d like to look at this whole issue of living Calm & Collected in a Crazy-Busy World… 

· Truth is, in spite of how normal this has become in our culture, I think we’re only vaguely aware of the price we’re paying for the pace in which we’re living our lives.

I mean, someone needs to do something about this, right? Someone important needs to send out a memo telling us to put the brakes on this craziness, right?!

· The problem is that our response to all this insanity is to spend longer hours at work inventing products that promise to make our lives easier!

· And yet, in spite of an endless supply of time saving devices, almost every current study shows that the average American worker is working longer hours, commuting longer distances, taking more work home, taking fewer days off, and taking shorter vacations than 10 years ago. 

· Most Americans are spending less time with their spouses, less time with their children, less time pursuing meaningful recreation, and less time in church than 10 years ago! 

Bottom-line, labor saving devices create more work.  By shortening the time and energy it takes to do one thing, these “things” simply free up time to do more things. 

· It’s one of the paradoxes of modern life… the faster we go, the more we take on; and the more we take on, the more there is to do.

· It begs the question, “Who has the foot on our society’s accelerator? Who’s the lead foot?” 
Before we really get into that, let me ask you a question... it’s a question I’ve asked before... though I’d really like you to reflect on it you go through your week. Okay? Here’s the question: 

· What experience of enduring value in your life can occur while living life at Mach speed? 

· Now, picture yourself again running wildly down the hill... just barely keeping yourself vertical. 

· Now suppose that the person you love is running wildly along side of you.

Would you see that as a wonderful context for a deep, meaningful conversation between the two of you?

· Can you have sensitive, self-disclosing, conversations with your spouse when you’re traveling at Mach II? 

· Can we really know the heart and minds of our children when we’re traveling at warp speed? 

· Can you be in relationships with friends that are rich and real and growing and becoming more vulnerable and self-disclosing when you’re moving at warp speed? 

Let’s bring it one step further. Are you able to relate to God the way you really want to while living at hyperspeed? 

· Can you listen to the Holy Spirit while living life at the pace you’re living? 

· Can you thoughtfully consider ways you can grow in your faith when you’re moving this fast? 

· Can you really hear and sort out God’s guidance when you’re just running through life? 

· Why do you think God says, in Psalm 46:10, “Be still… and know that I am God”? Have we lost the connection between stillness and our soul?

· So, let me ask you the question again. What experience of enduring value can be engaged in at Mach II speeds?
To be honest, I’ve been reflecting on this for quite a while. And I’ve thought about that question. 

· I’ve thought about some of the richest experiences of my life. I thought of some of the treasured times I’ve had with God. 

· I thought of some of the incredibly wonderful times I’ve shared with Joyce over the years.

· Floods of memories came to mind… of the many deeply special moments I’ve experienced with Rebecca and Sarah. 

I wonder, what memories will they remember?  Rushing them off to gymnastics or soccer practice? Or, are they going to remember my taking them on a long hike?

· I thought of the unhurried times I’ve had sitting in my favorite spot on top of that ridge in the Catskill mountains… spending hours in solitude.

· So many deeply profound memories of my life. And you know what they all had in common? 

· They were all done slowly! There was no speed or frenzy attached to them. There was a quietness and open-endedness about them.

Those are the experiences that have shaped my memories and have fed my heart and soul.

· Sometime just go through all of your family pictures. And as you go through them take note of the pictures that cause you to react… “Oh, I’ll never forget that day.”  “I remember what God showed me that night while sitting on the pier of that lake.” 
· “I’ll never forget hanging out with our friends that day.”  “What a great time we had that week.”
· Take hold in your mind all of those richest, most memorable, most highly treasured experiences of your life. 

· And I’ll bet not a one of them has speed associated with it!
Now, we’ve got to ask the question, then: If the richest experiences of life, if those treasured moments that make us feel alive and human and truly connected to God and those around us…

· If all of that is so dependent on a pace of life that gives way to those kinds of experiences, then why do most of us live so much faster… and crowd so much into our lives? Why?

· Well, let me tell you what the “experts” say about this… those culture-current sociologists, who probably work 80 hours a week…

· trying to understand why most of us are living faster than we should. Let me just share three of their conclusions.

The first one is this. They talk about the explosion of modern day opportunities.

The sheer volume of positive, exciting, entertaining and developmental opportunities available to the average person today is breathtaking. 

· Now, I realize that to some of you I may seem like an old man… and for others, I’m like a kid!  

· However you see it, let me just say that life when I was a kid really was a lot different than it is today!

· There were just a handful of stations on TV… with all of the channels running out of things to show between 2am and 5am.  

· I remember how I used to get up early, and the only thing on TV was H.R. Puff n’ Stuff … some Agway farming show... and another show with a guy sitting on a bar stool teaching Spanish!

· For indoor entertainment, we had a fraction of what’s out there today… In fact, our only high-tech toys were “Video Ping-Pong” and Mattel’s “Classic Football!” 

Life was pretty basic. The choices were quite limited. And the pace of life was far more Mayberry-like compared to the way it is now. 

· But you jump ahead to today. Review the potential involvement list for kids and families. Man! There’s been an opportunity explosion in the last 10 years. 

· And the opportunities are quite often very exciting, developmental, well organized and well run. 

· And high-energy kids want to be involved in all of them, especially if their friends are involved. 

· And, of course, good-hearted parents can’t bear the thought of depriving their children of anything that could add color and texture and value and joy to their lives. 

· And before you know it, kids are way over committed… which translates into our being even more over-committed than we already are.

At some point the question must be asked, does every opportunity have to be engaged in? 

· At what point do multiple opportunities become wolves in sheep’s clothing… because they speed up the life of the kids and family to the point where the inner person gets extinguished…
· Where the speedometer is just too high for soulful conversations and personal reflection to happen... 

· too fast for God to truly be a part of daily life, and for his Word to be read in any meaningful way.

These people who are writing about why life is speeding up also speak about the levels of marketplace competitiveness that we’re seeing all around us… and how that is complicating our lives as well. 

· Most companies these days run a lot leaner than they did than even 5 years ago.. .

· They have goals that are higher, expenses that are lower, margins that are thinner. 

· Most workers know that they had better produce results because there are a whole lot of people standing in line ready to take their places if they don’t. 

· And while our output may never have been higher b/c of the extra hours we’re putting in, we find that our souls have never been drier.
Now, adding to the opportunity explosion and the new higher levels of marketplace competition is another dynamic that’s just starting to be researched and written about called stimulation overload or high sensory addiction. 

· And rather than me reading a dry, technical description of this phenomenon, let me repeat something I’ve described to you in the past... about a particular 7-day period of time.

· At the beginning of this 7-day period of time I took off for Denver for a few days of meetings.  

· I was struck by the beautiful mountains… although I literally never left the airport hotel.

When I came back, Joyce and I went to a movie… We sat facing this huge screen in this new theater… 

· and in spite of the fact that old age keeps me from remembering what movie it was, I do remember that the cinematography that took our breath away.

· The next night, a friend invited me over to his house to hear his new entertainment center, his new sound system. When he cranked it up, it parted my hair—raw power!

A few days later I was on a flight from Newark to Oxford for another four days of meetings, and I sat next to a guy who was playing computer games on his laptop (remember me telling you about this?). 

· On my tray table, I had my trusty Bible and journal.  It had been a productive… but busy few days… and I just wanted to dial down a bit.

· But every time I would try to write a deep thought, there’d be a huge, colorful explosion on the screen of his laptop. I could see it out of the corner of my eye. 

There was just no way my Bible and journal could compete with that machine with all that stuff going on over there. 

· The visual and sensory stimuli being generated by that little laptop simply overwhelmed my little brown Bible and journal. 

· I was sitting there trying to read and reflect, and I found myself being resentful a little bit on the inside. I said, “I want something on my tray table to BLOW UP!” 

· So, I turned to the Book of Revelation… knowing there are some explosions and stuff like that in there!

You see what I’m saying here? The experience that I had in that 7 day period of time just brought to my consciousness how easy it is to become addicted to high levels of sensory stimuli. 
· We’ve become subconsciously driven from event to event, and movie to movie, and activity to activity—

· anything that keeps us all fired up on the outside, that keeps our hair parted, that keeps our eyes going, “Wow!”

· And the whole time we’re getting all that external stimulation our souls are saying, “Slow down!” 

· You see, just because your nerve endings are on fire doesn’t mean your soul is on fire… it doesn’t mean your soul is being nurtured or fed or expanded. 

You see, every now and then, as you’re driving down the highway, you’ve got to take a look at your speed.  

· Of course, a good motivator for that is getting a $200 ticket.  But the truth is, the price we’re paying for the crazy-busy life we’re living is far higher than that.  

· So ask yourself… has the speedometer in my life made it into that red, warning zone?  

· And, if it has, just know that it can only happen at the expense of a healthy soul.

Maybe right now… if you were really going to be honest with yourself… you can just hear your soul aching for more attention.

· It’s aching for more nurture. It’s aching for more solitude. It aches to be fed. 

· It aches for soulful conversation with other people who can touch you at a very deep level. 

· It aches for a long walk in nature, where you can see God’s hand at work… it aches for more of the Father’s Presence.

· So, let me ask you… how’s your soul today?

In fact, let me ask you just three questions as we close this morning… 1. Do you feel alive in your inner person these days? 

· Because when we’ve slowed down enough to where we’re really feeding our souls, the Bible says we ought to feel like “springs of living water.” 
· There ought to be a fresh awareness of “the new” happening inside of us.  

· If you’re not paying appropriate attention to your soul, you’ll likely feel barren, empty, & arid… the springs have all dried up.

· Which is it more for you these days? Inner springs of living water or dryness & achy-ness of soul? 

Second question: Is your soul responsive to the activity of God throughout each day?

· In other words, during the course of your average day, wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, are you aware of God’s presence & activity in your life?

· Do you feel His promptings, His nudging, His smile, His affirmation? Is He involved in your daily conversations and thoughts? 

· Or, do you have to admit that you can go for long periods of time, sometimes days or weeks, without even being conscious of God? 

· It’s a soul question… and it’s often related to the pace in which we live our lives.

Third question: Is your soul more responsive… or less responsive to the souls of other people these days? 

· You see, the Bible teaches that when your soul is well cared for, when it is growing and nurturing, it will seek out honest and meaningful conversations with fellow travelers in life. 

· You won’t want to just talk on a superficial level. You’ll want to talk to another person on the level where you feel alive, on the soul’s level. Is that you? 

Listen… this might seem a bit rough around the edges… but if you don’t care much about your soul, if you don’t care much that your soul is dry and arid and barren... 

· If you don’t care much that your soul has become unresponsive to God…unable to consider His delight for you… 

· If you don’t care much about having soulful connections with other people— then keep your foot on the accelerator and push it as hard and far as you can.
· *But I know that as easy as it might be to allow your life to take on warp speeds, your heart does cry out for more of God.

· But you have to adjust the speed in which you live your life… no one can do that for you.

Back in 1990, Bill Hybels, the Pastor of Willow Creek in Chicago, hit a wall with such velocity that he wound up in a Christian counselor’s office wondering if there were enough fragments of his soul left to rebuild his inner person. 

· He said this, “I felt like a machine. I felt something had died on the inside. I felt distant from God, ambivalent about people, apathetic about the future, numb about the past. And I had to admit, at a certain point in time in the healing process that I’d gotten that way by sheer speed. I said “yes” to way too many opportunities… I had neglected the God-designed rhythm of working and then resting. I worked for 15 years with no recreation in my life. I thought I was an exception. I thought I was beyond the need for solitude. I thought I was beyond the need for quiet reflection, reading God’s Word—not just preaching it, but reading it for my own soul nutrition. I had no patterns of solitude in my life. I had no rhythms of reflection, no regular times when I would practice prayer and confession.”
· You see, he didn’t see any correlation between his speed and the health of his soul. And, without being melodramatic, he almost destroyed his life.  

· He never did anything immoral or illegal. He just went too fast. 

It is so easy for us to fall into the same trap… never wanting to miss an opportunity… never being able to pick up that bible and journal b/c they just can’t compete with everything else.

· People will often say to you, “Did you go to that?” “You need to do this.” “You’ve got to send your kids to that…”
· You know what? There’re a lot of good things I don’t go to and I’m not a part of, and I’m feeling less and less bad about it. 

But honestly, it’s a battle that never seems to end. So, at least for me, the question isn’t “when will it get easier?” 

· The question is, “will I choose to not give up.” Will we choose to not give up our pursuit of the deeper life that God created us for?

· Will you model this craziness to your kids or will you break this tendency toward Mach-speed living in your family?

· I have to purposefully say no to a whole bunch of good opportunities, just because I don’t want the collection of those opportunities to add too much speed to my life.

And guess what? You just might make somebody mad when you say no. You may incur the displeasure of someone you care for. 

· You might have people in your life telling you to slow down… you’ve got to say, No! But… when you say no to them… they’ll get mad!

· When your kid asks you, for example, if he/she can be involved in yet another activity that involves you driving them somewhere and picking them and their friends up… they just might get mad or hurt when you say, “no!”

· But you see, we are each responsible for living at a pace that keeps our souls healthy. And if I say yes to too many things, my soul goes south. 

· You’re responsible. Say “No!” to the right things. Think about it. Pray about it. 

Now, maybe you’re saying to yourself, “I don’t know… I like being crazy busy!” Well, if you’re busy doing what matters most to you, than, to some degree, being busy might just be life-giving to you!

· But, even then, being too busy, which can seem so necessary and unavoidable at times, can become a habit that ends up making you a slave to a lifestyle you don’t like and can’t sustain… and yet, can’t escape.

· If being busy keeps you from doing what matters most to you… or if leads you to do things that are, at the very best, crazy (like getting angry at a rotary phone)…

· then being crazy busy will always be something that gets in the way of the best life God has for you.

What’s important then is for all of us to slow down long enough… to consider what does, in fact, matter most to you… 

· So, let me ask you… what do you believe you should be focusing your heart, your time, and your energy on?

· What things have you been telling yourself over and over again that you’d like to do… but the constant busyness and never-ending interruptions of life always seem to keep you from it?

· For “homework” this week… would you slow down long enough to really think about this?
· Truth is, as easy as it can be to simply blame “life” for setting the speedometer so high, the true culprit is our tendency to neglect what matters most to us… what matters most to God.
In terms of living out your day-to-day life, then… what would you need to do in order to be investing more regularly in the things most important to you?
· I’d like to encourage you this week… if living life at hyperspeed is something you struggle with… to consider the impact this might be having on your soul.
· Remember that speed and soul will always be bound up in this inverse relationship. 
· The more your speed goes up, the more the health of your soul tends to go down. 

You’ve got to get those lines and those speed limits sorted out for yourself. And I’ve got to get them sorted out for me. 

· Folks… We need to live lives that invest in what’s most important… and ultimately, that starts with our relationship with God.

· No matter who seems to have their foot on the accelerator of your life, would you choose this week to take back control? 

· Will you guard your soul?  Will you adjust your life in such a way that your soul is fed and nurtured?

