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Preface

| had the good fortune of having a lot of unconditional love in my
family. That love, especially from my Grandmother Little, gave me a
strong foundation for living. By the time | finished high school, I was
the most highly educated member of my family, a family of farmers
with roots in Mississippi and Southeast Missouri. Married at age eigh-
teen, I was still able to complete college and earn two master’s degrees
and a doctorate in counseling.

Some of my great thrills have included the publication of three
other books, hosting a call-in talk show for CBS radio in St. Louis for
seventeen years, and working as team psychologist for the St. Louis
Cardinals and the Seattle Mariners. In fact, | was the first psychologist
to be hired by a Major League baseball team.

I am a physical fitness nut. | still play basketball, work out on the
Nordic Track, and at age fifty-four passed the Marine Corps general
fitness test at Camp Pendleton, California.

Life was wonderful for me until I passed my fifty-fifth birthday.
At that time, the fires of life began to burn so badly that they scorched
my feet. The pain of the last five years has been intense as a result of
mistakes | have made, disappointments | have experienced in relation-
ships with people I thought were friends, the end of my marriage, and
the death of several significant family members and friends, including
my father.

Out of my pain grew these guidelines for surviving the fires of life.
They are a compilation of what | have read, heard, thought, and seen.
Out of my pain a helpful book has been born. This is an example of a
theological concept called “concurrence.” It means that God is so
much in control of this world that even when bad things are happen-
ing to us, there is a parallel activity of God that is producing good to
those who are willing to accept it. Because of this, we can know that
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“all things work together for good for those who love God, who are
called according to His purpose” (Rom 8:28).

Not only have | walked through the fires myself, but over the
years | have also walked through them with many friends, church
members, and family members. We have faced divorce, the loss of
jobs, depression, cancer, heart attacks, and death. Someone has said,
“Life is fair. It brings pain to all of us.” This is true, but I also believe
we can be helped to deal hopefully with those tough times. | want to
help myself and others to focus, not on what is happening to us, but
on what we can do to maintain a higher quality of life for ourselves.

The “laws” | share in this book are not magic, but if one adopts
them as personal guidelines and really works at implementation, they
can be helpful. I trust these ideas will touch your life with hope. Please
read with the expectation that this book will help you to stop life from
happening to you and in turn enable you to happen to life. | believe
the proactive lifestyle is the most joyful and meaningful we can live. It
is the way to victoriously walking through the fires of life.



Acknowledgments

No book is an island to itself. It is always surrounded by a sea of peo-
ple who help bring it into being. This book is certainly no exception.
I am indebted to the people whose stories illustrate the guidelines
shared here and to the persons who have encouraged me and taught
me to survive the fires of life.

| learned much about how to love and celebrate living from my
late Grandmother Little. She loved people and life as much as anyone
I have ever known. | learned most of what I know about humor from
my father, E. T. Some of his stories are included in this book.

There are a lot of other significant thumbprints on my life and on
the pages of this book. In recent years | have been encouraged and
influenced by a special friend, Gay Carlstrom. She patiently listened
to each page as it was finished and helped me to clarify ideas and
appropriately illustrate them.

There is no way for me to express appreciation to all who have
helped me, although I have included comments about some of them
in the preface. Many will go unnamed but not unappreciated.

| have constantly been encouraged by my children, Caron,
Cheryl, Bill, and Russ. They listen to my ideas, question me, and love
me through all my fiery trials.

Certainly I am indebted to Smyth & Helwys for risking the pub-
lication of this book. The staff has been consistently helpful, and | am
grateful.

To all of the above and many more
Thanks
Bill



CHAPTER 1

Thlipsis

LIFE BRINGS TO ALL OF US TREMENDOUS PRESSURES. THE GREEKS HAD
a word for pressure, thlipsis (thlip-sis). Used in the New Testament, it
was sometimes translated “affliction.” The apostle Paul said he was
“afflicted (thlipsis) nearly to the point of death” (2 Cor 4:7-9). Thlipsis
is most graphically pictured by the practice in ancient England of
punishing some criminals by placing, one by one, heavy weights on
their breasts until they were crushed to death. That is a graphic and
symbolic picture of what has happened to many people | have known
who have felt the pressures of living. They have nearly been crushed
by life.

Demoted: Different Job or No Job

Pressure in modern life takes a lot of shapes. One of the most com-
mon shapes is a possible job loss or demotion. Many companies are
cutting back as a result of pressure in the marketplace or creative
automation. As a result, many employees are living with constant
stress. They are concerned about the loss of jobs even after years of
service with a company. This means no way to pay for a home,
children’s educations, or retirement.

Five years ago the director of training for a large manufacturer
called and asked me to attend an emergency meeting for his com-
pany’s district sales managers who had twenty to thirty years of service
with the company.

“What'’s the problem?” | asked.

“These people have been with our organization for many years,
and now we are asking them to move from managers’ jobs back to the
sales force. We are also letting a lot of our present sales force go.” (I
still find the terminology interesting, “letting them go.” It almost
sounds like they wanted to leave.)
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“Demotions, huh?” | thought that was an obvious observation.

“Well,” came the response, “We are re-engineering, and it is either
a different job or no job at all.”

“What do you want me to do?” | had done work for this company
several times but had never dealt with this topic except in personal
conversations.

“We want you to come in, meet with them for three hours, and
make them feel better.”

| went. | was not prepared for the level of hostility I met. It was
not unlike the meeting | conducted a few years ago for a company on
the east coast. That company had a “command” attendance for their
managers on a Saturday. It just happened to be the Saturday their state
university was playing a football game that could determine the
national championship. They were not thrilled about being in a semi-
nar. The “demoted” managers | met were not happy campers.

When | introduced myself to one of the older men there, he
responded by saying his name and adding, “I am a TRAINEE.” There
was no mistaking his tone of voice. He and the other thrity-four new
“trainees” were feeling everything from anger and resentment to fear
and depression. A week earlier they felt secure in their jobs. Now they
felt totally insecure. They had discovered there is no real security in
this world except what we carry inside us. They were facing real
pressures, and they needed some guidelines.

Same Pressure, Another Face

Don called me at about 9:30 on a rainy night. His voice was filled
with tears. He sobbed into the telephone, “Bill, oh Bill, Martha and
Stevie have both been killed.” His wife and five-year-old son had been
in their station wagon. They were hit by a train as Martha tried to
cross the tracks. Don was shattered. Thlipsis!

| received a telephone call one Sunday morning with news that
was to afflict two of my friends. I had to call Alonzo and Retta out of
their Sunday School classes and tell them that both of their grandchil-
dren had been killed in an auto accident. They could hardly believe
the words. “Are you sure?” They both nearly collapsed. Thlipsis!
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My friend Lee called me at about 4:30 one morning. “Bill, there
has been a terrible accident. Janice has been killed.” Janice was his
fifteen-year-old daughter. Thlipsis!

We all have experienced or will experience these or similar crush-
ing experiences of life. It may come in the form of death, a diagnosis
of cancer, or the loss of a job. We all have our burdens to bear. It may
be hard to believe, but the same principles that help managers work
through losing their positions or jobs can also help people deal with
the loss of loved ones through death.

My Own Thlipsis

My only two sons were in the Marine Corps and served in the Persian
Gulf war. From the time 1 first got the news that they were both to go
there, | felt the pressure. The youngest, Rusty, was an assault team
leader with the first division. His group was first to cross into Kuwait.
The oldest son, Bill, was an officer with the amphibious force on the
Persian Sea.

For six months | watched the news, prayed, worried,and wearily
went about my daily routines. When the war ended and both of my
sons returned home, it was as if the weights had been lifted off my
chest. The tears | had stored in anticipation of a tragic outcome
became tears of joy and streamed down my cheeks. | thought I had
been through about all the pressure I could stand. | was wrong!

In the year following my sons’ return, my only uncle (like a sec-
ond father to me) died of cancer in the liver and pancreas. About four
months later, on a Saturday in February, with no prior announcement,
my wife of thirty-eight years served me with divorce papers. On the
same afternoon, my father (and best friend) had a stroke. My uncle
died. My marriage ended. My father died. Thlipsis!

| was pressed down, but somehow not overcome. Life continued.
My energy drained. My creativity was reduced. I continued to func-
tion and work through it without falling into deep depression,
however. | kept going.

Now, years later, I am reflecting over how I made it through that
time of increasing, terrible pressure. I know the grace of God was
involved, and yet | have known others with the same grace who have
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become incapacitated by even less pressure. No matter what the source
of the pressure, the principles for dealing with it are the same.

What Makes the Difference?

The difference in how people deal with pressure and crisis is probably
a result of a combination of things. Perhaps role models have been
stronger for some. Perhaps some strength of personality comes from
genetic inheritance. Perhaps some of the ability to cope comes from
general physical conditioning. |1 am confident that all of these things
are involved, but there is more.

A major part of our ability to cope effectively and positively with
the times of pressure in our lives is a result of beliefs and skills devel-
oped and learned through our struggles. We are all capable of dealing
with life through greater strength. We can learn the attitude that will
enable us to do as Beethoven did when he was going deaf. He said, “I
will take life by the throat.” He did, and he more than coped. He
continued to produce great music.

| firmly believe we can learn to do more than cope with life. We
can continue to produce music in our lives even during the hard
times. We can continue to live in the face of adversity. Life will peri-
odically be colored by suffering but, as one sufferer said, “I purpose to
choose the color.”

Is all of this important? You bet it is! As Scott Peck so eloquently
pointed out, life is difficult. He says this fact may be the one of the
greatest truths we will ever discover. Because life is difficult for all of
us, we all need basic coping skills.

Difficult, stressful, challenging, but manageable—this is life on
planet Earth. I love the statement from Rollo May about freedom. He
said, “Freedom is the ability to pause between a stimulus and a
response and in that pause to make a decision.” That makes life man-
ageable for me. When | am faced with a pressure, | can at least pause
and make a decision.

People who are being demoted can stop in the middle of the expe-
rience and ask themselves how they want to respond. People who are
facing the death of a loved one can even stop during the horrible time
and ask the same question. The problem is, decisions are only as good
as our information. Some people have never learned that they have
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choices. They have few skills to call on when they are faced with the
pressures of life.

This book is about the development of coping skills, the changing
of belief systems to embrace laws that will guide and empower us to
tap into our internal, God-given strengths. Embracing these laws will
permit us to become more than conquerors, even in life’s most
devastating moments.

Biblical Reaction to Thlipsis

Perhaps the Psalms best reflect the most clear reactions to life’s pres-
sures. Look at these words: “Give ear to my words, O Lord; give heed
to my sighing. Listen to the sound of my cry, my King and my God”
(5:1-2). Note: these are the words of suffering, but also note, the
writer never lost hope. Even in the midst of suffering, he wrote, “my
King and my God.”

Even more graphic words appear in Psalm 6:6, “I am weary with
my moaning; every night | flood my bed with tears; | drench my
couch with my weeping.” Those words were written by someone who
had experienced thlipsis. I remain impressed by the fact that even in
the times of pressure, the biblical writers never lost courage and hope.
They did more than just survive.

More Than Just Surviving

Life is lived on at least three levels. (1) non-functioning, or the inabil-
ity to work or relate; (2) functioning; and (3) transcending, or rising
above it all and living with internal energy and vision. Between these
levels of living we go through what may best be called “transitions.”
We move from one level to another, most of the time unconsciously.
We can move beyond functioning. We can get above just trans-
acting business through the force of our wills. We can make the
transition to transcendent living. We can have energy, creativity, pro-
ductivity, sanity, and better health. We can live by our own internal
values with power and purpose if we apply certain guidelines to our
lives. We can make conscious decisions to make those applications.
This is what the Greeks called hupomone (who-pa-moan-e). It implied
a lot more than grim, bleak acceptance of the afflictions of life. It
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meant enduring with courage until personal victory came (1 Cor 1:6;
Col 1:11).

The patient courage to endure and overcome whatever circum-
stances we face is built on a set of skills, attitudes, and lifestyle that can
be taught and learned. | want to share with you the ideas and beliefs
that have enabled me and many others to be more than survivors
through difficult times. These beliefs have helped me, in my saner
moments, to be content with whatever circumstances | have faced in
life (Phil 4:4-13).

If we learn and adopt more powerful beliefs, we can join the vic-
tors in seeing joy in life even when we walk under the weight of
pressures. We can have enduring courage sufficient for every affliction.
That may be what matters most in living!
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