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To Laura, Melanie, and Elizabeth

Three Great Yeses in My Life
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INTRODUCTION
Discovering the Power of No
(and the Peril of Saying     
  Yes to Everything)


We all want progress, but if you're on the wrong road,
progress means doing an about-turn and walking back to
the right road; in that case, the man who turns back soonest
is the most progressive.

—G. S. LEWIS
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I'm all right now. My health is excellent. I'm enjoying work and finding more time to play. I'm not dogged by anger. Laura and I are happy and we're savoring every hour with our two girls.

All this because I started saying yes to no. I've learned to say no to certain demands at work, and I've learned that no creates healthy friendships, marriages, and families. I've discovered that no guards vital commitments and, when used properly, creates excellence. I realize this may sound a bit too wonderful, but compared with where I was a few years ago, life is pretty good.

Fear. New York. March 22, 2001. Thirty-eight years old. Electrodes taped to my chest, running on a treadmill. A cardiologist and her assistant at my side, monitoring my EKG. All this a result of an annual visit to my M.D.: “You're developing elevated blood pressure. We'll probably have to prescribe beta-blockers. But there may be more. The pains in your chest may be due to something more harmful.”

Me on blood pressure medicine? Get serious. Exercise, good nutrition, prayer, and a positive outlook can solve any problem, right? That's what the self-help books told me. Still, I couldn't deny the chest pains. I also couldn't dispute an alarming experience a few months earlier. I was suddenly awakened at 4:00 a.m. by a racing heart and shortness of breath, my head spinning with unfinished tasks at home and at work. Feeling faint and unable to stand or even lie down, I hunched on my bedroom floor, my head tucked below my heart, waiting a full forty minutes for my pulse to normalize.

“The short-and long-term effects of high blood pressure can be serious,” my doctor said. As a pastor, and just someone who reads the newspaper, I'd heard one too many stories about a thirty-something father dropping dead at the dinner table in front of his horrified wife and children. And then there was the ad I'd recently read: “You're 55% more likely to have a heart attack if you live in New York City.” Thanks for that valuable statistic.

I remember pondering the following question: Is it simply the environment that creates the people? In his movie Manhattan, Woody Allen describes New Yorkers as creatures “constantly creating those unnecessary neurotic problems for themselves because it keeps them from dealing with more unsolvable, terrifying problems about the universe.”

Maybe. Maybe not. All I knew was my body was kvetching. So I unwillingly submitted myself to my doctor's referral: “To be sure your heart's all right, I want you to get a full exam from a cardiologist.”

I left my doctor's office and began to think back seven years to how this mess started.

In the final stage of my doctorate, I started applying for gainful employment. In May 1994 the perfect interim position opened in my home church in Berkeley. I eagerly applied and got the job. That academic year, I directed the college group of bright students from Cal while I shared a job (and literally a desk, a phone, and a secretary) with a great colleague. Then the permanent position opened in the spring of 1995. Wasn't that thoughtful of God to make my job search so easy? Church members and staff urged me to apply. The message was clear. It was a perfect fit, and everyone knew it. So I eagerly interviewed, figuring I'd soon have the post and wrap up my degree by that December.

But the fun was about to end. It should have struck me as a sign that toward the end of the search process—in fact, around 10:00 one evening—I looked out the front window of my home to see a hiring-committee member (and friend) illuminated by a streetlight, riding his bike up my front walk. Etnile, this is Oakland, California—what are you doing out so late on your bike? We talked in the front room of my apartment. “I'm sorry, Greg. You were a great candidate—and you know I really like you—but you're not going to get the job.”

I sat with the disappointment for a while, a little incredulous and even more angry. Eventually, the church presented a consolation prize: a position as music director for the Sunday evening worship service, where loads of college students attended. At ten hours a week and a salary hovering just above minimum wage, it wasn't what you would call my dream job. To make matters worse, one of my first duties was to lead the music team during the installation ceremony of the goofball who got the job I really wanted.

More disappointment followed. That November a committee read the final draft of my dissertation and commented: “If you had a job to go to, we'd pass you. Since you don't, and since the project really needs to be tightened up, why not revise it and we'll graduate you in May?” My reply was Yes, of course. During the next six months, I engaged in a fruitless job search and carefully polished my “masterpiece” while consoling myself with thoughts of van Gogh's relative lack of popularity during his life.

I did finish the dissertation, and the committee green-lighted me for the degree. By the end of May 1996, I had gained a new title, “Dr.” Perhaps my life was improving. Just a few weeks later, three different churches called me for interviews. One was the prestigious Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church, which soon offered me a position as associate pastor for new programs. Suddenly I had the opportunity to live in a world-class city, read the New York Times right in Gotham itself, oversee an excellent education program, be a truly cosmopolitan pastor, and, best of all, get paid! Besides that, it was a challenge. And I love challenges. To paraphrase Frank Sinatra's famous song for the ecclesiastically minded: “If you can save ‘em there, you can save ‘em anywhere.” I jumped at the offer.

Would it be ungrateful to say that this job offer didn't resolve all my difficulties? Growing up in an unchurched family and spending four years after college owning my own business, I felt apprehensive about my ordination. I simply wasn't ready to be marked as a churchman. Emerging from the safe cocoon of graduate study I had inhabited for the past eight years, I felt excited but ambivalent about the new position. The ambivalence transmuted to anxiety as we planned to move cross-country the very week after my ordination service. Adding to these mixed feelings, as the leaders of my local presbytery laid their hands on me at the culmination of the service, my father-in-law, Fred, lay comatose in a hospital bed as a result of his second stroke in less than ten months. He died the next day. My first official duty as a minister was his funeral. I choked out the homily through tears and a throat worn raw by inadequate sleep. That night I wanted nothing more than to curl up into a fetal position and go to sleep.

We arrived in New York in December, and that first winter—though mild by Gotham's standards—froze our California bones. We were slowed by the bittersweet feelings of leaving our home state, our friends, and our family, and Laura was hobbled by her father's death. The pace of settling in was glacial, the mood bleak. That month we celebrated the birthday of our daughter, Melanie, with a hodgepodge event attended by just one friend of ours who happened to be visiting. The high point consisted in blowing out two meager candles on a cake with a cardboard box as a table.

That first Christmas came, and a treasure trove of family traditions filled our heads… without family around. For that first New York Noel, Laura's mother sent us a wreath. It was tradition that every year a circle of fresh Vermont evergreens hung above our mantel just as it did in Laura's parents’ house. Now that her father was gone, this symbol loomed large. Oddly, UPS seemed unaware of our wishes and customs. The driver arrived at the door, didn't see a nameplate with “Cootsona” on it, and left without even leaving one of those cute yellow Post-its requesting our signature. The wreath was trapped in the matrix of United Parcel Service on Forty-third and Eleventh.

But wait a minute: In Oakland, the wreath had always arrived on our doorstep with plenty of time for the holidays. Here, twenty-five hundred miles closer to Vermont, the UPS driver couldn't find our apartment, because we didn't have a nameplate or a doorman to sign for us. Welcome to New York City.

Unable to convince the Boys in Brown to make another delivery, Laura urgently telephoned me one afternoon at work, insisting that I negotiate the complicated Manhattan bus system and find this package—no mean feat for a newcomer to the big city. On a chilly December afternoon, I located the UPS distribution center hidden among the warehouses of Hell's Kitchen. Eventually convincing the right person that I was indeed Greg Cootsona, I retrieved the wreath. With my prize in hand, I found transportation uptown and appeared at home, eagerly presenting the package to Laura. Soon the wreath hung over the living room mantel. It was pretty. It was green and Christmassy. We stared at it, hoping to magically elicit some healing balm from the evergreen fronds. It didn't work. This memory of home didn't compensate for the friends we had left behind. And it certainly didn't bring Laura's dad back to life.

As the calendar turned to 1997, we set ourselves to the task of setting up our brownstone apartment on the Upper West Side. For non—New Yorkers, this takes a bit of explaining. You might imagine walking to the garage to find the station wagon waiting. You drive to IKEA, pick up the perfect lamp, cart it home, and set it up. But in Manhattan, the car isn't parked outside. It's two blocks away in a garage (largely collecting dust and grime at the rate of $350 a month). Driving requires finding a parking space on the street (with about the same odds as winning the Lotto) or in a garage at $22.50 an hour. If driving wasn't an option, there were always cabs (when you could find one), and that meant $20 round-trip…which seemed a bit overpriced when the errand consisted of $1.50 of nuts and bolts. And then the bus and subway…Ultimately, we schlepped a lot on foot, braving New York wind and rain and resorting to some odd means of transport.

One windy day, I remember a ten-block walk home from Ace Hardware, balancing a sheet of four-by-six-foot Plexiglás—which we needed to cover dangerous, non-child-friendly gaps in our staircase railing—on the jogger stroller while pushing my two-and-a-half-year-old, Melanie. The wind that whipped between the concrete towers of the Upper West Side blew this beautiful, clear sail and turned us into land-bound windsurfers. The only inherent problem here was sharing the road with MTA buses and yellow cabs, which was, in a word, terrifying. (I write this now with a certain incredulity: Laura and I were yet two years away from the greatest Manhattan discovery of all—home delivery.)

Every day Laura seemed to walk in cement. She was grieving and despondent. We both felt lonely. I tried adjusting to my first job as an ordained minister in a church. People insisted on calling me “The Reverend Doctor Gregory S. Cootsona.” In California, I was simply “Greg”…or “dude.” The mantle of my new calling hung heavily on my shoulders. As the months progressed, I struggled to make it through days that often found me home at 11:00 p.m. The hours seemed too long, but I was surrounded by this hyperkinetic city and parishioners who customarily log in twelve-hour days and naturally assume that their pastors do the same. “Why are you still at work?” was not a phrase that came quickly to their lips.

Yes, New York City certainly challenged me. It wasn't the most welcoming environment for spiritual development. The most important concession the city makes to faith is to suspend parking regulations on religious holidays. (Usually one side of the street has no parking on Tuesdays and Thursdays, the other Mondays and Wednesdays, but on Rosh Hashanah and Christmas Day you can park on whichever side you please.) This reality led the New York Times to declare on its Web page: “You're a New Yorker when…everything you know about religion you learned from parking rules.”

Laura continued as a fund-raising consultant almost immediately after the move. I now see that fact as amazing, not only in light of the grief over her father's death, but also because of the difficulty of her pregnancy just four months after we arrived. She, too, tried to hold together the demands of parenthood and career while maintaining sanity—all the more difficult in an age that promotes the über-Frau as the apex of true womanhood.

All this means that Laura was physically present, but, to use a sanitized psychological expression, she was “emotionally unavailable”—fogged by her sadness and soon slowed by her pregnancy. Consequently, I felt I couldn't share the frustrations of my new job. (It was supposed to be wonderful anyway.) I felt abandoned, walking alone on a thin board as floodwaters rose on both sides. Soon the sadness spread—or rather hollowed me out—first in my chest and then from my eyes to my guts, an empty, metallic feeling. I felt like the Tin Man dancing on that narrow, treacherous plank…without the cute dance moves and sonorous voice.

In movies, grief is attended by swelling violins and decisive insights. But that's only in movies. For Laura and me, it was a numbing experience that began pushing us apart. We silently became overwhelmed. The grieving, the loss, the transition, and our drive to pursue our callings in this world-class city all together sucked us dry. We needed a break and time to move more slowly into this new phase. But no one was handing us rest, and family support was thousands of miles away.

The pressure at work only increased. I was charged with ereating a fellowship group to keep the twenty-somethings—who composed 65 percent of our new members (and soon numbered over a thousand)—interested in the church. Our retreat in April 1997 totaled seven, including an intern and me. Hardly an impressive showing. In addition, I soon became initiated into the famous combative nature of New Yorkers. My first major disagreement with a board member (an elder) happened as I returned to work, exhausted after slogging through mud one Easter week to build houses in rural Maine. It didn't matter that we disagreed—or that we later became fast friends—the point was that I was fighting so early. The phone call left me angry and despairing, wondering why I had moved away from family and friends to this godforsaken city. Oh yeah, that's right. There was no job back in the Bay Area.

In January 1998, our second child, Lizzie, was born. Some say that two is more than twice as hard as one. I don't know. I just know the sum of this new baby's demands was often too much. The mounting pressures of work, marriage, and family seemed to narrow my veins and constrict my blood flow.

Indeed my life carried too many responsibilities, and at times I became inexplicably frustrated. I contacted a psychoanalyst (now feeling like a true New Yorker!), clearly establishing that I had only enough time and money for six appointments. Could we go forward? “Sure.” Though I was comforted to talk about my problems every two weeks, frankly it didn't offer much insight. At the end of the sixth session, the analyst assured me, “I think we're really doing great work. Now we are getting somewhere. It would be good from here out to meet twice a week.” I declined this gracious offer with the question lurking in my mind: Which part of “six appointments” didn't you understand?

This is not to say that everything was bad.

Yet, in time, almost everything in my work life turned around. And perhaps my success contributed even further to my wake-up call. I had said yes to too many requests. (As is typical for many people, my reward for success was to receive more demands.) Our education program, the Center for Christian Studies, continued to expand to a pace of eighty to ninety classes a year with over two thousand registrants. I took on the task of teaching seven or eight classes a year with titles like “Bringing Belief to Life: The Apostles’ Creed” and “Philosophy for Understanding Theology: Plato and Aristotle.” Exciting—I soon had interviews about the classes with New York magazine, which later labeled our program “one of the best bargains in adult education in New York City.” I received a forty-five-thousand-dollar grant from the Louisville Institute to help promote our new “academy” model of education throughout the country. The Wall Street Journal and a Swiss news company (whose name I forgot—it became a blur) interviewed me on a Faith@Work series titled “Faith, Hope, and Love in the New Economy,” put together after the collapse of the dot-coms. The BBC, the New York Times, and MetroGuide New York (a cable station) all were fascinated by the hordes of twenty-somethings streaming in the doors.

Nevertheless, I was depleted. It was no surprise that my body showed signs of deep fatigue. The diagnosis of mild hypertension frightened but did not surprise me. I was clearly in need of a change.

On that crisp March morning in 2001,1 walked on East Seventy-fourth Street to the cardiologist's office for my stress test, and I suppose I even bargained a little with God: I've made changes. If you let me off the hook, I'll continue to take time for my health. I'll learn how not to push beyond what I'm capable of. Help me.

I entered the waiting room and filled out forms, guaranteeing my unwillingness to sue (should I drop dead during the stress test) and my ability to pay (my medical insurance was good). After entering the exam room, I stripped down from my gray business suit to a T-shirt, pulled on warm-up pants, and laced up my cross-trainers. The technician strapped electrodes to my chest, and I started walking. As I glanced at the walls of this small room, I saw numerous posters from athletes, one from a three-time-world-champion water-skier: “Thanks, Molly, for all you've done.” After a few minutes, Dr. Stephenson walked in. We exchanged basic info. She said, “Start jogging,” and I did. The duo gradually increased the speed of the machine and thus my heart rate. They consulted the monitors and wrote on clipboards. I started actually running and grew progressively more winded and curious. How high would they let my heartbeat go? Would I fail the test? Could this count as my workout for the day?

The transforming moment came when I hit my maximum rate. Dr. Stephenson let me stay there long enough to prove it wasn't a fluke and then progressively slowed the machine. I jumped off sweaty, feeling I had mounted a new pinnacle of health. Still, I required the expert's opinion: “Molly” (I was beginning to feel triumphant and friendly), “what did you find?” She gave the verdict: “You're in excellent physical shape. Your heart is great. No problem there. Any health issue lies somewhere else. Probably an issue with your blood pressure. Exercise, eat well, and watch your stress level. Then check in with your GP. See how that works.”

Exhilarated, I barely had time to throw on my suit, pay the bill, and check out. I ran triumphantly onto that crowded, busy Manhattan sidewalk. I was Archimedes shouting “Eureka.” I had found the enemy that lurked inside and that threatened my health, my family, and my dreams. I had answered yes to far too many voices. I couldn't keep up the pace, and I had not recognized the signs of danger. That day it became abundantly clear that I had been given a second chance. I was going to change my life. The first task at hand: reevaluate every responsibility I had said yes to.

Are you overtaxed? Do you find yourself complaining: “There's just no time for what I want to do?” Is it difficult for you to say no? Does your work lack healthy rhythm? Does it incessantly drive your life? Are your friendships and family relationships impoverished? Do you want to find a spiritual center?

This book describes what I discovered when I started saying yes to no. But in order to gain wider perspectives, I've consulted scores of people about the principles in this book: CEOs, investment bankers, business consultants, stay-at-home parents, artists, and students. Some are type A personalities; others could have written The 7 Habits of Highly Ineffective People. Some feel focused in their lives but are overly busy. Some are unable to figure out how to bring their lives together. In order to gain the perspective of history, I've scoured classic books, thereby “interviewing” great philosophers, world leaders, and writers. Their stories are woven through these pages.

In talking with women and men over the past few years about the power of no, I continued to hear a set of questions:


	Will saying no turn me into a negative person?


	Will I miss out on opportunities at work?


	Does no prevent me from finding enduring friendships and romantic relationships?


	Will people still like me? Will I have friends?


	How do I know when to say no?


	After no, then what?




This book answers those questions and offers ways to stay sane in an increasingly frantic world. Each chapter includes practical tips and exercises so that you can experiment with the power of no.

By saying yes to no, I've discovered keys to a successful life, not lived under unrelenting pressure, but with the rhythms of health and wholeness. I want you to experience these discoveries. Saying no isn't about sloth and negativity. It's about establishing boundaries that guard important values. In the following pages, I'll discuss the power of no in three key areas: personal life, work, and love. When that triangle is well-balanced, we find health and peace.

Essentially, I believe we can live a positive life by saying no at pivotal moments. Ultimately, our nos only create space for a deeper yes to be declared, and conversely the great yeses of life define our nos. No is definitely not the ultimate word. Beyond it, we are designed to listen to a still, small voice whispering yes to what truly matters. Ultimately, it's not even the yes that we pronounce. It's the yes we hear and follow fearlessly. With that in mind, I'd like to tell you a story.

One evening, my friend Mark's six-year-old, Sam, was taking a bath. Mark entered the bathroom to remove Sam from the tub and dry him off for bed. “Just a minute, Dad. God's talking to me.”

Being a reflective type, Mark figured this was a good thing. “Okay. I'll wait.” He went over to the toilet and sat there for a minute or two, wondering what his son would reveal.

“Okay. I'm ready.”

As he wrapped Sam in a towel and dried off his ears and hair, Mark asked, “What did God say?” He expected perhaps some extended revelation (of the type, it seems, that come only to children).

Sam, however, uttered one simple word.

“Yes.”

That was it.

Beyond all our nos, and even our yeses, is the ultimate yes from a voice greater than ours. When we hear that yes
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