Muchow: The space between ourselves and our limits
by Tobin Perry
Lake Forest, Ca. (PcomPost)--Pastor Rick Muchow didn’t realize he had a problem. Working 60 hours is normal for anyone in ministry, right? But when Rick, Saddleback’s Worship Pastor, picked up a copy of Margin by Richard Swensen, it changed his life.

Swensen’s book focuses on the physical, emotional, financial and spiritual exhaustion that characterizes 21st century America and shows how those forces tear at the very fabric of our humanity. Societal change and progress is at the heart of our stressed-out culture, Swensen claims. 

According to Swensen, a trained medical doctor and a committed Christian, modern man needs margin: “the space that once existed between ourselves and our limits,” to overcome our stressed-out lives. Rick has come to believe that putting those limits back into our life takes the willpower to make the tough decisions in our life. 

“Before I read Margin, I didn’t realize I had a problem,” Rick said. “But now I can see when my life gets out of whack, and I can get myself back into alignment.”

Here are three of the key principles Rick picked up from Margins and how he applied that material to his own life:

1. We must learn to say, “no.”
Few things come more difficult to committed followers of Christ than saying no. We often think part of the deal that comes with saying yes to Christ is that we now have to say yes to every good cause that crosses our path. We add on PTA meetings, company socials, Bible studies and new ministry opportunities to our already crowded schedules. What gets pushed out of our life for these good things? Often they are the segments of our lives we enjoy the most and are the most effective in doing. 

Citing statistics that Swensen used in his book, Rick said most people spend 80 percent of their time on things that encompass 20 percent of their effectiveness and 20 percent of their time on things that encompass 80 percent of their effectiveness. That was a wake-up call for Rick. 

“You need to figure out what God has called you to do and focus on that,” Rick said. “For example, I really have to practice my music. I can’t just pick up the guitar and do it. I have to make practice a priority.”

Like everything else when it comes to time management, that required tough choices. He had to learn to say no to things that might have both been good and enjoyable, but God had called Rick to lead worship. That had to be a priority.

Not only were some of the other projects that clouded his plate not his top priority, but also they often didn’t tap into his unique giftedness. In the process, he was robbing others of the opportunity to use their gifts.


How do I do it? A great first step would be to take CLASS 301, designed to help you understand how God wired you. By understanding your wiring, you can then begin to focus on the personal, professional and ministry opportunities that maximize your strengths and interests.


2. We must make our families our number one responsibilities.
Before reading Margin, Rick said he worked an average of 60 hours a week. He loved music; he loved God and loved the people of Saddleback. He never thought that by pursuing those passions, he could shortchange his family. But, Rick admits, often he sacrificed his family to serve others.

“Now I’ve made my family a higher priority,” Rick said. “They were a high priority before, but it was after I got all of the work done for the church.”

Rick made several practical changes in his life to help put his family back into the priority seat in his life. For example, if he has an appointment to be home or to pick up one of his children, Rick makes that the priority rather than a meeting that has lasted longer than its allotted time.

He has also continued a tradition he started more than 12 years ago by having a weekly date night with his wife.

How do I do it? Taking this step means making tough decisions. In fact, you’ll take a gigantic step forward once you’ve done step one and cleared the unnecessary out of your life. Then make your commitments to your family as immovable as possible. Finally look for ways to add special “quality” time with your family. For example, commit to a date night. Or take your child out to the park, one-on-one, once a month.


3. We must leave time in our life for consistent involvement in a hobby.
In our stressed-out, over-committed lives, one of the first areas we learn to neglect is down time. Unfortunately, we never realize how much we need it. Our minds need rest. That’s why a hobby is important. 

Rick’s dad had encouraged him to try kayaking out for years, but he never could seem to make the time. Soon after reading Margin, Rick picked kayaking to become his hobby of choice. He began taking half of his Fridays – his usual day off – and hit the water with his kayak. 

How do I do it? Start by figuring out what you really enjoy. Look for things that you can consistently do, but won’t become obsessive about. Keep in mind that hobbies can actually eat up margin if you are not careful. 

Learning to practice margin changed Rick’s life. He believes it can change others as well, particularly in our hectic, bustling society. 

“If life was going to make sense to me, I was going to have to start understanding why I was doing what I was doing, rather than just doing a lot of things, Rick said. “If I am constantly doing there is no time for reflection on “how” I am doing – no time for self-examination.” 

