Establishing Margin for Pursuing (Personal and) Professional Excellence
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Philosophical (busy sermon)

Frosty: “busy, busy, busy” clip
This is not a rhetorical question: “How are ya doing?”  How many of you said, “Busy!”?  How many of you have responded to that question in the last month or so with that answer?

 A couple of weeks ago, I realized that when I asked that question of about 50 people in the span of a week, it was the #1 response.  As I reflected on that, I realized Busy is not a state of being like Fine, Fabulous, Tired, Grieving…  But we, especially we in America, have made it into one.  While I was reflecting on that, I heard the author of the book Margin, and recently began reading the books Making Room for Life and Time Trap.    Friends tell me of their heavy-duty youth baseball schedules.  And my own family makes the comments of my schedule: “Are you leaving again?”

  So, today I present: that of busyness or overscheduling.  (calendar pac-man)  And let me please confide in you that I’m on the journey along with you—far from having this concept dealt with in my life—I mean I’m so time-conscious that I don’t like how the new handsoap dispenser takes too long to produce a teardrop of soap—until I realized that it’s just enough time for the water to get warm!  

I. Busyness and its Consequences     Interesting definitions of Busyness: it can be defined as cluttered with small, fussy details (that tie is too busy for that shirt); to keep occupied; not at leisure   And in education, we had nice phrases to use with parents when we tactfully talked about their children, calling a student with out of control behavior: busy.  You might like to call yourself diligent, industrious, or your vocabulary word of the day sedulous (painstaking application to an enterprise).  Here are some busy people (2 comics).   But using Webster’s definitions, some parallels with life: we can be lacking joy of an abundant life, we can be otherwise occupied and cluttered with so many small, fussy details in our schedules that several things can happen:

A.  The best gets crowded out  “good is the enemy of best”   Busy parents of baseball pitcher.  Not guilting you into saying you must attend every game of your child (especially if you have multiple children); it’s more the principle of missing out on the best by crowding the schedule too full.  You can even be so busy that your brain focuses on details while you are supposed to be in relationships/relaxing.  If you want to know the truth, ask your spouse or best friend.  The concept of being present. FISH   I’m here in body, but not in….  Personally, it takes a wake-up call to alert me that I’ve fumbled the football, and last year it was my wife saying, “We don’t have much fun together any more.” Ouch! The potential best relationship on this earth is not at its enriched fullness because of the many good things I’m doing.

B.  Physical and emotional health deteriorates due to stress   More and more, doctors are tracing physical illnesses directly to bad stress. In fact 43% of all adults suffer adverse health effects due to stress. 75-90% of all visits to primary care physicians are for stress-related complaints/disorders, and stress has been linked to all the leading causes of death.  Headaches, stomachaches, sleeplessness, apathy, withdrawal, depression, etc, etc are often alarm bells that the schedule must slow down.
C.  Overload burns you out      Overload, according to Richard Swenson, is a state of chronic overage that leads to dysfunction in at least one important area where you need “a decent minimum”.  We are too exhausted for relationship.  Irritability poisons our attitude.   Joy is an early casualty.    Todd Duncan said “90% of people in the work force believe they work too fast and too hard, and the end result is a job that is not well-executed.”      

II. The Wrong Reasons for Busyness  simply wrong messages we are telling ourselves that hinder our fruitfulness in what really matters.  There are often obviously destructive things to cut out (wasting every evening drinking alcohol or taking meth to drown your stress) but there are also subtlely destructive things to cut out.  Listen for the busyness stumblingblock that holds you back; put a star by it on your outline for later:

A. Keeping up with the Joneses (comparing)  unspoken pressure  If I don’t give my child every experience possible, she’ll be behind---or they’ll think I’m not a good parent—or my kids will hate me and put me in a crummy nursing home someday…. If I don’t earn more money to get the yard or toys or gadgets of my neighbor or fellow teachers, life won’t be as fun…  If I don’t occupy myself with as many activities, it’ll look like it’s all about me and my leisure…

B. Not having to deal with issues (compensating)  issues with self, doing business with others     If I just keep busy or surround myself with pleasure-filled activity, I can run away from reconciling that relationship or talking it out with my spouse or fulfilling my responsibility to pass on values to my kids….   

C. Pride (vanity)  It’s culturally acceptable and admired if you can prove your busyness.  List your repertoire of activities and listen for the Wow!  When Mike in my small group said at that moment he felt pretty balanced, it was like we all wanted to say Shut Up! But he was the good example. When people answer Busy, it’s like we say: that’s cool; you pass the test.  It’s like we are constantly passing out our life resume for the job of living on this earth.  

D. Performance or task orientation (getting significance by doing—not good--or deriving pleasure by doing—wired that way, but could be not good)  If I get all this done, then I’ll be viewed as important/significant…  or, It’s just how I am wired! 4 personality types  The people who have trouble here are the ….(beavers) among us!  These folks, by personality, love tasks, details, planning, organization, list-making, productivity. How many are out there with those tendencies?  Brothers and sisters! Group hug!  Hey, beavers, why can’t the others figure out why we’re so cool? Actually, it’s probably because we’re driving everyone nuts! Be who you are, but don’t be extreme to the point of loving calculators and PDA’s over people. Beaver or not, None of us want to stand at the end of our lives and explain to family/friends why projects were more important to us than people.  Disconnect from your blackberry (or crackberry) and be present with people.

E. Saying Yes to everything (pleasing)  If I were to say No to that opportunity, I’d hurt their feelings, who would do it, it wouldn’t be done well, they may not value me.  Here’s me. I love leadership: I’m at an activity of my son’s and I see disorganized leadership/wasted time or opportunities—my tendency is to rush into the leadership vacuum when asked and provide structure for effectiveness. Maybe it’s you with mercy or helps. But that doesn’t mean it’s best. Like puppy preschool: the difficult command of STAY, especially when the chew toys get thrown around!

Having your priorities nailed down is important because:

· People will always try to get you to meet their needs.

· Emotions cloud your judgment

· The pressure to do good will put you in the ditch

III.  The Buffer: Margin  No one would buy a book that had text all the way to each edge of every page; our eyes can’t handle it.  Neither can our lives handle it when our time commitments fill up every second.  Margin is the space between our load and our limits.  

A. Allows for expecting the unexpected    There needs to be a cushion in order to avoid the irritations of a tight schedule.  My Outlook.    The need for cushion in your school day schedule.

B. Allows for coping while under stress  The need for down-time. I liken it to gears on a car: overdrive is in-crisis mode; drive is productive time; low gear is for relationship-building; and park is for rest and replenishment of resources.  Our lives were not meant to race; we can burn out if we don’t downshift.  Eat lunch; go to the gym before going home.

C. Allows for prioritizing the most important    Every sport has a ready position, poised for action   Todd Duncan said that in these prioritizing times, make a “not to do” list and follow it.  We’ll talk about the most important and we’ll practice prioritizing in a few minutes.

D. Allows for solitude-seeking     Yoda clip on calm/at peace   Even scientists have researched the need to get unstuck in a place in your life or in a project by taking time to get alone either doing a therapeutic activity or not, in the book the Breakout Principle that I recently read.   my weekend away and time at the beach (beach props)  depart daily  withdraw weekly  adjourn annually  Blaise Pascal said, “All of man’s troubles come from an inability to sit alone, quietly, in a room, for any length of time.”

How does Margin play out practically? 

· If you say Yes to something, something else has to go, which is the philosophy of clothes in my house.  

· Your calendar includes empty blocks, instead of like mine, where it looks like my preschooler got a hold of it with a Sharpie.

· Erecting boundaries to protect your priorities and not letting anything get through them—and respecting the boundaries of others. 

· Sacred family nights or date nights that nothing can bump; or with an unavoidable conflict, gets re-scheduled the next night.

The concept is more what are we doing day-in, day-out that we have control over.  “Great things are not done by impulse, but by a series of small things brought together.” --Van Gogh

For most of us who would define ourselves as over-committed, we need a guide to know what to say Yes to.  It’s ironic, in an age where you hear of fewer and fewer people wanting to make serious commitments, we sure do commit to a lot of things.  It’s really the choice of commitment.  And I believe we should choose those activities that have long-term value.  It’s the ultimate pursuit of one or the other.  “If you chase 2 hares at the same time, you will catch neither of them.” –Ukranian proverb   (Sifter /colander props).  You put your schedule out on paper and you define the reasons you do what you do. 

, but could we take 5 minutes to do this, please? Would you take 30 seconds and write down your time commitments outside of your normal 8ish-hour job, similar to this slide.  Swimming lessons, overtime, golfing, laundry, friend time, community/church, volunteering.  Here’s some of mine:  

              OK, now beside each thing, take 1 minute and put the purpose of why it’s important that that fills your time, similar to this slide.  

Now if I told you to start eliminating based on purpose the least important items, the ones with the least long-term value, sifter, until there were only 5 left, what would they be?  (on my slide, eliminate baseball)  

 Then narrow it to 3.  

Yeah, there’s agony in those decisions.  And before you start throwing things at me, I’ll stop the exercise.  to start being that critical about what commitments I make—on the front end, because once we are in a commitment, we need to stay the course.  If I were your counselor, which you can praise God I’m not, I might get in your face and ask you to erase those reasons and look for the REAL reasons, potentially mentioned under Roman numeral two, for why you are so busy. We can rationalize anything

We are not in a speed race, but a love race.  You’ve probably heard that the bad thing about being in a rat race is that even if you win, you’re still a rat. 

A. Totally Inappropriate to Make Excuses of why this isn’t happening.  

B. We often give those folks the leftovers.  My wife doesn’t like leftovers: either in food or in husband time.    I’m part of a community effort being birthed right now for this November to establish a Family Week, that will encourage families to spend one night per week year-round together, taking time to play together.   

C.    2.5x’s less morbidity in those doing altruistic activities   W11

D. Surprise: Time with future generations (mentoring; coaching; volunteering at school; children’s ministry or youth group shepherding; of course, our own children)  The next generation is watching our lives; are they good patterns to follow?  

E. Time at social gatherings: weddings, funerals, parties, dinners, religious celebrations  

Gordon Patterson: “Balance is having clarity about what matters to you and making sure you are taking care of those things consistently.” Or, put another way (clip of Qui-gon  Focus…)  It’ll be different for each of us. And different at the various seasons of your life.    But it’s always keeping the main thing the main thing.

  As John Maxwell says, “You will never change your life until you change something you do daily.”  

Practical tips


Time vs. priority management.  Time is an equal opportunity employer.  Lack of time is not the problem; it’s lack of direction.  Time, unlike money, is irreplaceable.


Getting organized helps you have margin to accomplish your priorities. Looking for things that are lost = greatest time waster
Systems help you do the obvious: Clarify what you want to accomplish; decide what to do next to get going; take action at the most convenient/appropriate time.


Batch errands
stuff that goes to office/out

errand list; group 





Stuff to talk to EA/partner

shop every 2 weeks

Use trays for paper
In/out



place for bills, receipts,




In progress


coupons, filing stubs





Whenever (but calendaring)   





To read/review (highlighting/tear out)





To file (calendar it)



TRAF paper (or dot the corner each time you touch it), and for often-consulted items, get a flip organizer/magnets on file cabinet/small bull bd


Ask “What’s the worst thing that could happen if I don’t have this paper?”



Clear your desk every day.  Clutter leads to distraction. If necessary, use your top drawer as your temporary in-box.

Identify time wasters Interruptions


Surfing


(time log)

No plan


TV/movies





tasks not delegated



Ask, “are any of these time wasters from a lack of system/foresight?”



Ask, “What would happen if this were not done at all?” If nothing, skip.



Control email

Create folders that sort for you




Enable the preview feature




Print out ; don’t let them grow moss/haunt you




Check them at set times.




Clean out your files (paper too) 30 minutes per month




Create/rename files what you’ll remember for easy access


Streamline files
Sort huge files into sub-files OR





Combine like files into one general one





Or go to 3-ring binders instead

Capture good ideas
Mini-cassette recorder in car





Legal pad/index cards by bedside, by chair


Glean information
Read 15 min/day = bk/month = 12 bks/yr (only in focus areas; don’t have to read it all)
Book/mag with you everywhere



When you finish a reading session (or seminar), ask:



“What did I learn?”



“As a result, what action will I take?”



“What long-term impact does it make in achieving my mission?”



Especially with seminars: “What do I want to implement immediately?” Action items. Block out time to do it.



One day per week, rest from information intake = an info fast

Go home at a set time
One late night/wk = lesson plans






Reset for tomorrow before going home






Reset for morning before bed




When stressed, triage your time
“Ask what has the most payoff?”  Quadrant 2 stuff


Students who absolutely need you (then building more and more responsibility into the more capable—Don’t do things in your classroom that someone else can do: parents, EA, students)

Family/people who absolutely need you (limited energy)  Prioritization based on who will cry at your funeral.
Say No.  Be direct. Remember your reasons. (“My other commitments won’t allow me to.”)  End on a positive note by offering alternatives.


Maximize transitions
Save time; make it positive with contests

Return cell phone calls in transition


Go with your body’s rhythm: am/afternoon/pm/never (most: 10 a.m.)


Place tasks like grading papers/planning creatively in right place



Some should take work home; some should nap/socialize midday


Plan out your breaks
Recess = call parent; lunch = respond to email; specials = set up for special activity; planning days = paperwork catchup    OR just chill!


Plan your weeknights/weekends with priorities first


Beat procrastination by breaking big jobs into small pieces, putting tasks into your schedule, and starting with the item bothering you the most.


Overestimate time things will take (and you’ll discover extra time)


Make “think time” and “creative time” happen (or else ruts)


If all else fails, get a productivity coach.

Yes, getting organized and purposeful is essential to getting closer to personal and professional excellence.  And margin has to be there to stay at optimum levels.  2 quotes: John Maxwell: “You can’t have a peak performance without a peak purpose.”  Harold Kushner: “I believe that it is not dying that people are afraid of.  Something else more unsettling and more tragic than dying frightens us.  We’re afraid of never having lived.  Of coming to the end of our days with a sense that we never were really alive.”
