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Chapter 1 – How Do You Define Success?


In book 1 of the Find Your Calling series (entitled
Find Your Calling Without Losing Your Mind) I detailed a
process by which a person could find their life’s true calling. If
you already know what your calling in life is because you’ve worked
through the material in that book, or if you’ve come to discover
your calling through some other means, I congratulate you. I
celebrate with you. I jump up and down and shout, “Yes!” with you.
We fist-bump and high-five each other, as this is a truly momentous
occasion that should be celebrated and enjoyed for the significant
milestone that it is. And after the celebration is over, you get
down to walking out this newly discovered truth, living the life,
fulfilling your calling.

Life is good.

As time moves on, sooner or later, you will come to
a place where the excitement and euphoria of finally knowing your
calling with certainty will settle down into the new normal. You’ll
be moving forward, making progress, enjoying the journey—and then
you’ll hit a rough patch. Maybe your dream of serving on the city
council is temporarily quashed when you lose the election, or you
have that difficult student who is making going into the classroom
to teach every day a Herculean feat of bravery. Perhaps your last
three recipes for three-layered cake have all turned out to be
duds.

Whatever the specific circumstances, you will find
yourself facing a new challenge that seems to you to be very
significant. And it is. This is your new Goliath, and he has
‘dream-killer’ written across the front of his t-shirt. And this
Goliath confronts you with a question that you need to answer.

How do I overcome the obstacles in my path and
succeed at my calling?

I’ve done you the favor of cutting to the chase so
we can get down to the crux of the matter. The truth is that most
of us don’t initially realize that discovering our calling is just
phase one. It’s just like being the champion boxer in the ring in
the tenth round of what was supposed to be an easy title defense
fight, and beginning to realize that you might lose the title. So,
too, it is usually after some time spent wrestling with the
challenges that eventually come with living out our calling that we
finally realize we’re not sure we have what it takes to succeed at
living it out to the fullest. There can come a time when what we’ve
envisioned as success seems a million miles away, or to only exist
in an alternate universe.

And, in that place, we can begin to waver. We can
start to doubt.

For me, in my journey as a writer, this realization
took a few years. From 2015, when I published my first book, to
around the end of 2018, I was more or less on a roller coaster of
success. Okay, it was more like a kiddie roller-coaster where the
highs were just blips on the radar, but to me, it was exciting.
Early on, it was a thrill to achieve some small encouragement by
seeing my book reach into the top-ten of the free title list on
Amazon, or to receive a full-read of my manuscript by a small
publisher at a book conference.

I was undaunted—for a while. But as I began to learn
more and more about the publishing industry, with no publishing
contract and abysmal book sales, my initial enthusiasm began to
wane. I learned that 1.68 million books were self-published in 2018
(Milliot, 2019), and that most books on the shelves in the
brick-and-mortar book stores actually lose money. I found out that
it takes about ten years of writing and trying to get your work
noticed before the average successful author lands a book
contract—and that many authors never reach this milestone.

I could go on, but the point is that I began to get
discouraged. I began to wonder if I was going to succeed at this
writing thing. The feelings that I had at that point were strangely
familiar. They were very similar to the feelings of confusion,
hopelessness, and discouragement that I’d felt when I was
struggling to find out what my calling was in the first place.

And when I reached that point, I began to have
doubts about whether or not this was going to work. I began to feel
that I might not succeed at my calling. And I know I’m not alone in
that experience. I know that many people—maybe most people
who ever pursue their true calling—come to a place and time where
they feel the same way.

And that’s when many people give up on their
calling.

In that tough place where the obstacles to success
loom large, and you aren’t sure you have what it takes to overcome
them, that many dreams can and do die. Many people throw in the
towel and decide to take the easy way out, only to discover that
they are sacrificing their passion for living along with their
calling. I’m convinced that many people suffering from depression
can trace the root of it to this place.

But that doesn’t have to be you.

You can beat the odds.

You can overcome the obstacles and succeed at
your calling.

And I can teach you how to do it.

If you are going to overcome the obstacles and
succeed at your calling, you will need to make your way through
this valley of the shadow of the death of your calling. In order to
do so, you need to learn more about yourself, what drives you, and
what real success looks like.

When I came to this place of crisis in my journey, I
began thinking of my younger days, when I’d thought I knew what my
calling was. I was just waiting for that burning bush moment or
undeniable success to confirm that my calling was genuine and to
validate my self-worth in the eyes of God and humankind. I was
waiting to attain an incredible achievement or experience, an
encounter with God that would settle the matter and make all of the
waiting and hard work and struggle worth it. But that day never
came.

I had certainly experienced some joy and success in
the various endeavors I’d pursued. There’d been fruitful ministry,
I had helped people, and I’d been using my gifts and abilities, but
the solid confirmation I’d been looking for had never come. I had
become discouraged, disillusioned, and depressed—the same feelings
I was beginning to feel again in the face of this new
challenge.

I knew that something had to change.

I began journaling and praying and analyzing my
thought process. And then I realized something. I realized I had a
brass ring mentality. Success for me, at that point in my life,
could only be experienced when I had that brass ring in my hand. In
my mind, I had to achieve a specific level of performance or attain
a particular goal before I would consider myself a success.

The problem with this mentality is that the brass
ring moments are few and far between in life. We spend the majority
of our lives in pursuit of some goal or another. More sales,
reaching ‘x’ number of people, graduating a certain percentage of
students, et cetera. And some goals are never attained. Not every
football player gets to play for the NFL. Not every good product is
profitable in the marketplace. Not every Bible study group stays
going long-term. Does that mean that the people pursuing these
goals are failures if they don’t achieve what they are seeking? No,
it doesn’t (we’ll dig into answering why that’s true later). But
that was my mentality at the time. I realized this belief was
stealing the joy from pursuing my true calling and leading me to a
place of discouragement, disillusionment, and borderline
depression.

Once again, I found myself battling these old foes.
But I was determined to defeat them this time, once and for all,
with God’s help.

As I began the quest to slay this new dragon that
stood between me and successfully living out my calling, I started
to clarify my own definition of success. It was a very revealing
exercise. It didn’t take long for me to discover that my definition
of success was firmly rooted and grounded in a secular worldview.
In fact, my definition of success was almost indistinguishable from
that of any non-Christian writer. I wanted my books to help people,
to be widely read, to rise to the top of the popular best-seller
lists, and to make enough money through my writing to be able to
quit my day job and write full-time. I
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