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Foreword

regularly meet people who feel empty. They're good

Christians. They love Jesus. They may be active at

church, volunteering in their community, and sup-
porting local and overseas ministries. They’re doing all
the Christian stuff, but still a sense of emptiness nags
at them. There is a feeling that the Christian life should
be greater, more significant. It shouldn’t leave you asking
yourself: Is this all?

The adventure that God invites each of us on is a life
filled with meaning and purpose. His plan for each of us
is unique, but it is always filled with a sense of passion
to complete God’s mission to demonstrate and share His
love. He may send you to Wall Street or the local soup
kitchen. He may ask you to spend years in preparation or
to drop everything and start doing what you feel totally
unprepared to do. But just as God called my friend Joey
Lankford on an exciting adventure that he could never
have previously imagined, He is also calling you.



FULFILLED

Joey Lankford had it all, a great and exciting job, a
wonderful family, and all the toys a thirty-five-year-old
could dream of. On the surface, it must have seemed
perfect, but apparently you didn’t need to dig too deep to
see that something was wrong. Joey later told me that a
woman at his office put a copy of my first book, The Hole
in Our Gospel, in front of his door. The book recounts my
own discovery of how God called me to a more significant
Christian life. Apparently the secret was out on Joey’s
“half-empty life.”

That’s how it was for me. [ remember considering the
offer to become president of World Vision, and I was torn
up inside. I was terrified of what my life would become
if I wholeheartedly said yes to God’s call. Today, I cringe
at the thought that I almost said no. I have found greater
joy and passion doing what God asked of me than doing
anything else I've ever done. I'm discovering new talents,
meeting amazing people, seeing extraordinary things, and
I get to live and work on the front lines of God’s move-
ment around the world. What a privilege.

We only get to experience that joy, however, when we
have done what God asks of us. The Christian life is more
than simply going to church and checking off the right list
of items in order to get to heaven when we die.

When we sign our life to Christ, it is like enlisting
in the military. We go where we are assigned to go, and
we do the tasks our commanding officer asks. Retiring
in Boca Raton or spending weekends in Vegas is out of
the question. We are in training for a mission. God asks
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us to lay everything down at His feet—our reputation,
our money, our status. He may allow us to keep all those
things and use us right where we are, but He may also ask
us to give it all up in order to give us something better. He
wants us to give that choice to Him.

That’s what Joey discovered. He had enlisted, you
might say, but was living a civilian life until his draft
number came up. What Joey found—and what so many
others who tell me their stories also discover—is that
they wouldn’t trade the amazing adventure of being on
God’s mission for an ordinary life pursuing the American
Dream. People questioned Joey, his reputation suffered,
and even other Christians doubted what God had called
him to do. Yet he also saw tantalizing hints that God was
calling him elsewhere. Hints from his family, his business,
and his church. God was making it clear He had a mis-
sion for Joey, but in order to embrace it he had to let go
of everything else.

Joey now gets to use his God-given abilities to do
what God cares most about—demonstrating His love to
a broken world, restoring, redeeming, and reclaiming this
world for Christ. Living in South Africa, Joey is able to
work on behalf of people in poverty, helping them dis-
cover an abundant life in Jesus Christ. In a racially torn
country, Joey’s own family is a witness for Jesus’ love for
all people. Joey lives out the gospel for people who would
never have given an ear to a preacher, but who see in Joey
and his family’s daily life a way to understand the saving
message of Jesus Christ.

Xi
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I don’t know what God might be calling you to do. It
might be to serve Him right where you are, or it might be
a call to forsake everything and follow Him somewhere
else, somewhere out of your comfort zone. Either way,
God simply asks that you be willing and available—no
strings attached.

So when you have finished this book and feel inspired
by Joey’s life, as you surely will, be prepared to take a
leap of faith toward God’s plan for your life. And don’t
look back.

Richard Stearns
President, World Vision U.S.
Bellevue, Washington
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Introduction

Satisfied?

just remember it being really bright.

A big field. Front porch. Beautiful day. Wildflowers.

Birds singing. Lots of sun, lots of color. It was quiet—
country quiet—the kind of quiet where the wind carries
your grandkids’ voices all the way up from down the hill
where they’re playing. Splashing in the creek, getting
dirty, squealing when one of the little boys picks up a
grasshopper or crawdad and tries to put it in his sister’s
hair.

I laughed to myself when I saw it, sitting there.
Remembering when one of those crazy, barefoot, trouble-
making boys was me.

But look at me now. King of my castle. The Lankford
family farm. My shirt open a couple of buttons, my skinny
old man legs poking out all white and hairless underneath
a pair of blue jean shorts, a cold drink in my hand, and a
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nice breeze cooling the beads of sweat on my chest and
forehead. I was homegrown success, rocking back on a full
career of making friends and brokering deals, enjoying the
kind of Saturday afternoon where your money’s finally
working for you instead of you working so hard for your
money.

Felt good.

Felt . . . perfect.

I even thought I heard my wife kicking around in the
kitchen, talking and laughing with the others in there,
maybe putting together some stuff for me to throw on
the grill here in a little while. If I leaned back far enough,
I could almost see her through the window right behind
me.

But wait—that didn’t look like my wife in there. And
wait—I don’t remember ever being this old. And I don’t
have any grandkids! I've just got my three kids, and the
oldest one’s barely school-age yet.

Who are all these people around here? And who am I?

Where are we?

Then all of a sudden, I realized. God was painting
a picture for me. A picture of me. If He were to draw a
straight line through my life, trace it all the way up till
now, then poke it through and run that string all the way
out to my sixty-fifth birthday—this was where it was
taking me. Right here. On this front porch. With maybe
my wife inside or maybe another one. With maybe all my
kids and grandkids here or maybe just the ones who'll still
speak to me. With maybe a heart that’s full and content



INTRODUCTION

or maybe one that’s just full of ambition, never satisfied,
always reaching for more, more, more, always more.

I don’t know. I couldn’t tell. I just know the longer I
looked, the emptier I felt. Was this it? Is this what I was
working seventy hours a week for? Is this all you get at
the end—a bunch of maybes? A few nice Saturday after-
noons a year? A nice place to live but an all-consuming
life, the kind that forever has its hand out and its mouth
open, constantly demanding to be fed and watered and
updated and insured? Everything you need but nothing
you want?

And what if I'd been supposed to do something else?
What if God had given me a choice back when I was, say,
thirty years old: I could come here or I could go with Him?
Where He’s going? Where He could take me? To watch
what He could do with my family? To see what He could
create from my work and my business? To discover what
He would paint for my future if I put the brush entirely in
His hand and spread out my arms like a wide-open canvas
and said . . . Go for it! Do it! Whatever You say. Do it now.
Just don’t leave me old and empty!

I didn’t want to go there.

I still don’t want to go there.

God, please, don’t make me go there.

And if you feel the same way, if you share the same
dread of ending up empty when it’s all said and done,
when it’s too late to do any different, when you're too old
to care anymore, | sure am glad you found your way to
this book—because we've got some things in common.
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I've decided I'm not dying empty. I'm not cashing in all
my work at retirement age and being paid back in noth-
ing but regrets. I'm not selling out just so I can hold on to
what I've got. Not playing it safe. Not letting somebody
else tell me what success is supposed to look like and dress
like and count up to. Not expecting my 401k to deter-
mine how wisely I've invested my life. Not rolling up in a
truck that cost me fifteen thousand extra dollars just to
be sure I'd impress you with it.

I don’t want it. Do you?

If youre a dyed-in-the-wool American Dreamer,
there’s probably not a lot I can do for you. In fact, if you
happened to keep your receipt, 'm sure you can probably
get your money back at the bookstore or see if they’ll
trade you for a couple of magazines or a beach novel.
Sounds like you've got better stuff to do than to read this.

Been nice talking to you.

But if you're still here, if you're like me, if you've seen
what you get, even after you've busted it hard, checking
off all the right boxes and following all the directions,
then let’s stick this out a little longer, okay? I'm not much
of a writer, and maybe you're not much of a reader, but
I think between the two of us, God might do something
really special. A lot more special than some high-priced,
hyper-inflated, hollowed-out American Dream.

He’s sure doing it for me. And for my family.

Not because we deserve it or because we're anything
special. Not because I'm so smart and superior, like I've
figured everything out. Bottom line, I just got really tired
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of my life being an accumulation contest. Constantly trip-
ping over the toys. (Theirs and mine.) I got tired of the
stress and pressure, both from within myself and from
nonstop life in general—not because I was too good to be
bothered by the same things everybody else deals with,
but because pushing against it just never seemed to be
getting me anywhere. No matter what I did, I just kept
working my way back to the same old place, the same
old questions, the same old junk, the same old stumbling
blocks, the same old issues, different only by the details
and the decade. I got tired of being disappointed, knowing
I needed to change but never being able to change. Not
for long. Not as soon as things smoothed out again. Then
I'd just go back to being who I am . . . even if that’s the
same person who always ends up making me want to be
somebody different. Every stinkin’ time.

As a believer in Christ, I got sick of reading the Bible
and going to church and getting nothing out of it but the
conviction part, the help-us-in-the-nursery part, the go-
on-another-men’s-retreat part. And even when it seemed
like this was what I was supposed to be doing as a husband
and father, when God really did seem big and amazing to
me in those worshipful moments, something still just felt
so empty about it most of the time. I mean, the Bible says
He could part the Red Sea and turn water into wine. He
could raise a man back from the dead. And yet Christian
life to me was like—you know, like, complaining to Him
when I was running late and the traffic was backed up.

Stuff like that.
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Obviously something wasn'’t right.

He was up there, and I was down here. And I just
wasn’t connecting the two. People thought I was getting
it, because I was loud and bold and jumping around and
God seemed to be blessing me. But whenever I'd be alone
or would quiet down long enough to see what was really
going on, I could tell—something was disjointed here.

Was I happy? Mmm . . . I guess. Yeah.

But satisfied? Fired up? Fulfilled?

No way. Unh-uh.

And I think you know exactly what I'm talking about.

I don’t have all the answers for you. A lot of that can
only be worked out between you and God, between you
and your family, between you and yourself. But I can tell
you this: You don’t have to be empty. You weren’t made
to be empty. And if God can get that big idea through to
a head as hard and leathery as mine, I know He can get
through to you.

There’s a fuller life out there for you. It'll cost you
some things you probably don’t want to pay, things you
may not think you can risk. I ain’t lying to you, it'll mess
with your plans for the weekend. But every one of us,
every day that we tie our futures to our own plans, our
own expectations, our own guidelines, our own terms—
it may not feel like it, but we’re risking. Risking an old
guy on his front porch, discovering far too late where

American Dreams go to die.
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Chapter 1

] Call Me Crazy

e were somewhere along 1-40 in East Tennessee
W when the call came in, middle of the day, driving

home from a weekend trip to my little brother’s
wedding. I didn't recognize the number when it popped
up on my phone display. All I could tell was that it didn’t
originate from anywhere around here. Weird-looking num-
ber. Should I take it? Yeah, take it.

I took it.

And no wonder the number looked funny. It was
Jacques, our landlord, calling from France, the guy who
owned our rental house in Kommetjie (don’t try to sound
it out; it's COM-uh-key)—a suburb of Cape Town, out
along the western coast of South Africa.

“What'’s up?” I asked him.

“Joey, I need to tell you something. I've gotten a cash
offer on the house. An international buyer is willing to
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give me my asking price.” He was talking about the house
we lived in, the house where all our stuff was currently
located while we were home in the States on furlough—
the house we’d been led to believe we could occupy for as
long as we wanted to stay there. “And I'm trying to figure
out what to do,” he said.

“Well . . .” I thought, realizing it wasn’t exactly my call
to make, “I guess you ought to sell it. You've got a cash
offer. There aren’t a lot of buyers coming along, not in
this economy, so . . .  understand. I'm a businessman. If it
was me, that’s what I'd do. Sounds like an offer you can’t
refuse.” I knew he hadn’t gotten so much as a nibble from
six months of trying to sell it previously. And the last I'd
heard, he was letting the contract with his realtor expire.

“Yes, I know, Joey, but . . "

Oh. There was more.

“. .. they want you out immediately.”

Okay, that does make it different. The 298-mile
marker we were sailing past on the interstate at that
particular moment was more than eight thousand miles
away from the house he was referring to. So we were
obviously in no position to begin moving our belongings
out of it—and wouldn't be for at least another couple of
weeks. Maybe more. Maybe a lot more, depending on how
quickly we could find another place to stay. All I knew
was, when we signed up on mission, when we sold every-
thing and moved our whole family to South Africa on
the subtext of following God’s will, this out-of-the-blue,
out-immediately plan wasn't the one we’d bargained for.
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Think fast, Joey.

“I don’t know what to tell you, Jacques. I mean, I'm
in America right now, so I can’t really do anything about
it. If that’s the way it needs to be, I guess they can buy all
my furniture, and my Land Rover, and do something with
Rimshot, my dog.”

“I know, Joey,” he said, apologetically. “I understand
it's a real problem, I do. And of course, by contract, I don’t
even need to ask you. I can just go ahead and finalize the
sale, but”"—this is the part that floored me, changed the
whole way I was feeling—“Nellie and I have been follow-
ing you and your family, reading about you on your web-
site, and I must say, you people have truly crept into our
hearts. That’s why we're having such a hard time making
a decision about this—especially on these terms.”

I don’t know what shocked me more—a nowhere-near
Christian couple in Europe that I should never have met
in my lifetime sensing the love of God through a redneck
country boy like me, or the words my wife was about
to speak a few minutes later when I finally hung up the
phone.

I had done the best I could do to buy us some time.
Jacques said he’d try to get us ninety days before we'd
need to vacate and find new arrangements. But when I
glanced over and gave that look to Courtney—the one
person in our family who'’s the epitome of planning and
control, of calendars and organization, the one most likely
to freak at the way this unexpected change was sure to
unsettle us—she instead let out a short little sigh, which
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curled into one of her cute little smiles, and said, “Well, I
guess since God has allowed this to happen . . . can you
imagine the blessing He’s got waiting for us?”

Ordinarily, just being honest with you: No. But when
you put it that way, Court—

Then yes.

Yes, I can.

Because, hey, I was looking at His blessing already! My
wife and I would never have been unflappable enough to
take this kind of news lying down, not even while I was
back making six figures every year and could more easily
afford the distraction. Back when we didn’t think twice
about putting our next unnecessary purchase on a credit
card. Back when spending $500 apiece on our kids’ pres-
ents at Christmas was nothing. Back when the next big
decision on our plate was whether or not to build out our
basement, and how big to do it.

But now—right then—rolling down the highway,
apparently and suddenly homeless, with our four kids in
the back (one of them a little girl we’d recently adopted
from Ethiopia), our immediate, gut response was a grin
and a laugh and a, “Well, here goes! Can’t wait to see
where He takes us from here.”

I know. It's crazy. Isn't it? And I swear, if the old
Joey—the one who'd been peeping out of these same eye-
balls the first thirty years of my life—could’ve somehow
leaned his head in between us in the front seat, looked
quizzically at me, then at Courtney, then back at me
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again, he’'d have said, “You guys are nuts!” And maybe we
were. Maybe we are.

But for me, I'll take this crazy life over anybody else’s.
I'll even take it over the one I'd been trying to orchestrate
all on my own before—because this one, this life God has
chosen to lead us on, is making us about ten thousand
times happier than we’ve ever been in our lives. I've never
loved my wife as much as I love her now (and I'm pretty
sure she’'d say the same about me . . . on most days, I
think). Our kids have never had less, and yet I can prom-
ise you they've never been more achieving and content.
Our life is so full of adventure and meaning and everyday
purpose—of people and relationships and opportunities
for ministry—I really don’t even know how to start writ-
ing about it.

I just know it’s real. I just know it can happen. I just
know it fires me up.

['ve seen it on [-40.

And now I see it twenty-four hours a day.

Calling All Trailblazers

God called me away from a lucrative job, complete with
stock options and a secure future, with a 4,500-square-
foot house on seven acres in the most beautiful spot on
earth (or so I thought). And yet today, by His grace and
perhaps ironic sense of humor after leading us to walk
away from it all, I wake up every morning with the breeze
of the Atlantic Ocean misting through the open windows

"
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in our bedroom, with whales often pounding their huge
bodies in the distant surf, with the rise of towering moun-
tains clearly visible behind me. And sometimes when I
look out on the mind-blowing geography here on this
amazingly colorful tip of the African continent, I can
almost hear God saying, “You know how for thirty years
you tried to box Me in, Joey? You know how you limited
what you thought I could do? Well, check this out, son.”

Some sacrifice.

No, we're not living in the lap of luxury. We're not
vacationing here. We do without a lot of things we once
enjoyed, most important, the people we used to enjoy
them with. My car only runs about three days a week, and
there’s no college football on television Saturday after-
noons. We have no air, no heat, a tiny refrigerator that
only holds enough food for a couple of days, and baboons
that break into our house three or four times a year—real
ones—rummaging through our cabinets, slinging stuff all
over the place, stealing everything down to our chewing
gum.

But for the first time in my life, I've got everything.
Not a problem-free existence, and not a perfect display of
Christian lifestyle, but the complete, absolute confidence
of being dead-on in the will of God and a hundred per-
cent sure He’s taking care of me and my family. No doubt.
Serving Him isn’t something I feel forced to try tacking on
at the end of the week anymore, like I'm doing Him some
big favor. Watching Him work and knowing He’s real isn’t
something that takes a lot of effort for us now. It’s just



CALL ME CRAZY

what we do. It’s how we live. We need Him. We can’t get
by without Him.

Why did we think we were better off not knowing
that? Not doing that?

My life before launching out on this new journey
with God looked pretty perfect from the outside. There
were times of day, in fact, when it even felt perfect on
the inside. But in reality—tell me if you can't relate to
this—my “perfect” life was a lot like the dog trails that ran
around the side of our house in College Grove, Tennessee,
going somewhere but mainly going nowhere.

Everybody who owns an outdoor dog has a dog trail
in the yard. Dogs go the same way every time. They get
up, then they go over there. Do that, then come back over
here. They beat the same path to the same bowl to the
same dry dog food every day, and that’s just what they do.
And they don’t care. Because they're dogs.

But how is that pattern of life so much different from
the one I'd been running? Get up, go to work, do my
thing, bust my can, make it to Friday night, see who’s
coming over, get up on Saturday, cut the grass, piddle
around, go to a birthday party or something, come in
late, maybe get to church in time for Sunday school the
next morning, maybe not, hit the worship service at least,
go out to eat together afterwards—and that’s the drill.
Everybody does it. And everybody wonders why it keeps
circling back to the same old bowl every time.

Because that’s what ruts do. They always lead you back
to the same place. I see it even in Africa, people walking
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every day on those beaten-down trails. Eyes fixed. Single
file. Not stepping off to the right or the left, just going
ahead, then coming back. Same thing tomorrow. Same
thing the next day.

That road. That rut. The same Ol’ Roy in the same
old bowl.

Yeah, we can pretty it up all we want. Put it in a high-
rise office building. Drive it to work in a $50,000 car.
Feed it a nice lunch. Give it a sharp business card. Grow it
into a good, healthy return and a fine personal reputation.
Sit it down in church on Sunday and shake everybody’s
hand with it on your way out.

But it’s still a rut.

And it still doesn'’t satisfy.

It’s empty. And keeps getting emptier.

For a long time in my life, I'd been developing routines
that weren’'t taking me anywhere. Only in circles. Oh,
sometimes I'd come around the corner with a new toy or
a new piece of gear in hand—a new bone to chew on for
a day or two. But eventually I recognized that no matter
how much junk I dragged home at the end of the day, the
week, the month, I was never getting off this thing—this
rut—not unless I did something drastic, something radi-
cal, not unless I somehow found a way to jump this com-
fortable little dog trail that felt so normal and offered so
little.

I'm not knocking hard work, obviously. I work as hard
now as I ever did. Harder. Nor am [ trying to minimize
faithful, consistent effort or to act like being steady and
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responsible is a problem to be avoided, like it’s almost
wrong to be so loyal and dependable. No, I'm just asking
you the same kind of questions I ultimately asked myself:
What'’s the goal here? Where are you going? And when
you get there—five years from now, twenty years from
now, forty years from now—is it going to be worth it?

Will you look back and say, “What—was I crazy? To
think this was going to do it for me?”

One November recently, eight young to middle-age
businessmen—CEOQOs, some of them—came over to South
Africa for a weeklong visit. “How did you do it?” they
wanted to know. “How did you make this move?” I could
see it in their eyes, just like I've seen it in others, just like
I've seen it in my own. They want to be free. Not from
responsibility, but from the rut. They want their faith to
be relevant somehow, not just a relish tray, not just a little
something extra for them on the side. They want to know
they’re putting their eggs in the right basket. And if so,
they'’re all-in.

I've given my testimony numerous times at churches
and other places back home. Men invariably come up to
me afterward, “Can we meet sometime, Joey? I want to
hear more about what you're doing. I really felt something
come alive inside while you were speaking, something
that’s been stirring in me for a long time.” They sense the
gap between where they are and where they want to be.
They want the abundant life they haven’'t been able to
locate in the places they’ve been looking for it. Nothing’s
really wrong with them or with their lives. And yet
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everything’s wrong. Their wives know something’s wrong.
Their kids suspect something’s wrong. Most of all, they
know something’s wrong. They’re slapping shoe leather
every day, and yet their gauge is slapping empty when
they’re finished. Almost every time.

They’re not faithless. They're not trying to run from
porn addictions or looking to get out of their marriages.
They’re not bad people without a clue of what they’re
doing. They just want to feel alive again. Their hearts
want to embrace a calling rather than just a career. They
want the rush of being out there where trusting God is
raw and real and ripe with opportunity.

Most of them have so much stuff around them, they
don’t even need God. From the look of things, they’ve got
their lives kind of covered. Or at least it feels like it. And
honestly, there’s a big part of them that wishes they could
just go along like this, without being bothered by His
little guilt trips, without feeling pulled in His direction,
away from what they want and when they want it.

But in their gut, they know. They do need Him. They
must have Him! Their insides are crying out for Him.
There’s got to be more. More than this. More than what
they’re seeing. More than where this is all going.

Yes, there is.

And I don’t care who you are or where you're from. I
don’t care how much trouble you've given God in the past
or how much time you've wasted and frittered away lead-
ing up to this point. Your life can start taking a turn in
the direction of fulfillment this afternoon or by tonight.
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Don’t plan on quitting your job in the morning or any-
thing, but I'll tell you what—you can sure begin making
pullout plans from your little rut by then. You do not have
to stay there. Even if you don’t change where you live or
where you work, you can pivot yourself in a new direction
that’ll begin steering you toward a much more satisfying
place and lifestyle than your dog trails ever can.

And if you think this freed-up person couldn’t pos-
sibly be you . . .

If you're skeptical about how the difference it might
make could possibly offset the lack of security and control
it would entail . . .

If you don't know how you'd explain yourself to
people who notice you're not acting the way you always
did before . . .

If your mind is racing already, lobbing up excuses,
telling you to settle down, keep your composure, don't
get carried away with this guy’s craziness . . . then, man,
you don’t know what God is able to do. Because if He can
create a turnaround in somebody like me, if He can do
what He’s done to break this maverick spirit and harness
it for something that even vaguely resembles His glory, I
guarantee you He can do it in anybody.

And I do mean anybody.

How Crazy Do You Think | Am?

When my parents pulled up stakes during my ninth-
grade year to move our family into the next county over,
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into a whole different neighborhood and environment,
one reason they did it was because of me. Not to get me
into a better school district, but to keep me out of trouble.
Hopefully.

It mostly didn’t work.

I'm the oldest of five—two boys on each end, one girl
in the middle. And I was able to prove to everybody that
reckless behavior doesn’t typically recognize the county
line. Oh, I wasn’t doing anything really bad, just a lot of
mischievousness and rank immaturity. Always trying to
be the life of the party, the cutup, the cheap entertain-
ment, even if it meant being a real jerk to do it.

Funny, I was a Christian through it all. Saved when I
was eight. Baptized by my grandfather. (I've still got the
picture in my Bible to prove it.) My own parents, too,
were the living model for how you do that job right—
steady, loving, godly, aware, firm, patient, consistent. I
didn’t have anybody to blame except myself if I was bent
on misbehaving.

But like a lot of people, I got good at playing both sides
of the religion game. I could be the good little church boy
when the situation called for it, and I could be the ren-
egade hellion when nobody else was the wiser. And by the
time I'd met the girl that I'd decided I wanted to marry,
[ followed her all the way to a small Christian college in
Texas—not to study, not to quit my antics, but just to get
engaged.

And we did. It was great. For a while. But not being
too motivated to hit the books, I did a lot more hitting
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the town instead. And as my girlfriend started to look at
me through the eyes of marriage material rather than just
the misty glow of teenage hormones, she decided—under-
standably, level-headedly—she might be about to make a
big mistake. With me.

Level heads might have prevailed, I'm sure, but mine
just went into free fall. As soon as she broke our relation-
ship off—engagement and everything—I went wilder
than ever. I was already thirteen hours away from home,
clear of everybody’s radar screen, and I decided at that
time I'd just make the most of a paid-up tuition and live
it up for the rest of the semester. I'd party like a madman,
fail every class, and then finally go home to tell my dad I
needed to start over someplace else. That’s just the way I
was thinking back then.

Those two years of college (if you can call it that) were
all I ever completed. No diploma at the end. And no real
desire for one. The only thing I really had going for me
when I got back to Tennessee was my dad’s offer to drive
a truck for his medical supply company, taking hospital
beds and oxygen tanks and wheelchairs and stuff out to
people’s homes, setting them up, breaking them down.
It was blue-color work at hourly pay, but it was better
than nothing. My parents sure weren't putting me back in
school right away, not with my four other siblings follow-
ing right up behind me.

But oddly enough, I found myself getting interested
in how my father’s business worked. I'd been raised
around it, of course, and I was distantly familiar with it,
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but I'd never really thought much about the whole pro-
cess. Running a company. Managing a budget. Evaluating
growth strategies. Negotiating purchasing agreements
with vendors. Now that I was hanging around as an
employee, I found this corporate aspect to be kind of
exciting. Challenging. I wanted more of it. And I hoped
my dad would give me a chance to grow into it.

So after a few years—after proving I could keep
myself steady, after being given some step-up promotions
with gradually increasing responsibilities—I eventually
became the guy who managed all the day-to-day opera-
tions, overseeing eighty-five employees and professionals
providing contract services, as well as a $100,000 payroll
every two weeks. Running the show. Life was good.

Life with Courtney made it even better. We had met
(actually gotten reacquainted) after I came back from
college, then married in April 2000, and the kids started
coming soon thereafter—Briley, Braxton, and Barron—
filling out our home with all the required elements for
the American Dream. Beautiful wife. Beautiful children.
Beautiful piece of property in the country, away from
the city lights but not inconveniently far away from good
shopping, good restaurants, and lots of fun things to do. I
had the horse barn. The man cave. The hunting gear. The
new vehicles. The rollicking four-wheeler.

We were set up. Supposedly for life. Secure. Solid fam-
ily. Everybody on both sides—parents, siblings, in-laws,
cousins—all within little more than a fifteen-mile radius,
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the promise of anytime babysitting and all-the-time sup-
port and connectedness.

Let’s just put it this way: none of this story of mine
adds up to missions work. For starters, who'd be crazy
enough to see potential in me? No college degree. No
theological training. A lot more stupidity than spiritual
growth in my track record.

And on top of that, what thirty-year-old would be
crazy enough to bail from what appeared to be the begin-
nings of big-time success? Early wealth and accomplish-
ment. A comfortable, affluent lifestyle. Loving, caring,
well-heeled people and friends all around me.

You're right. It'd be crazy.

Unless you mean crazy good.

Fill “Er Up
If God hadn’t done what He did for me, if He hadn’t

finally given me the sense to realize He was right—about
everything—I don’t know where I'd be today.

Just guessing, I'd say I'd still be making good money,
cutting new deals, always trying to one-up the com-
petition, driving an even newer truck than the one I'd
been driving before. I'd be reaching certain goals and
benchmarks I'd set for myself, and I wouldn’t be letting
anything stop me from getting anything I wanted at Bass
Pro Shop. People would wish they could be like Joey
Lankford, to have what he has.
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But not if they really knew. Because nothing else in
my life would’ve been growing at the same speed as my
wallet. My spiritual life wouldn’t be progressing. Hardly
at all. I wouldn’t be any more loving or content or trust-
ing or prayerful, except in emergencies. I wouldn’t know
what it meant to be happy. Not really. I wouldn’t be ready
for trouble when it came. I'd carry inside myself the illu-
sion—and would present it this way to others—that I
was big and strong and untouchable and resilient. But I'd
crumble if life got too hard. I know I would. I'd run. I'd
bolt. My threshold for what I'd tolerate in riding out dif-
ficulties would be pretty low.

My idea of life with God, on a daily, practical level,
would be whatever I thought He could do for me. Sure,
I'd put some sizable checks in the collection plate on
occasion. I'd score some noticeable points on the Joe
Christian scale. But I wouldn’t know what God was really
capable of. And so I wouldn’t know all the things He was
capable of accomplishing, not just for me, but in me and
through me.

I'd be full, yes—like stuffed full after a big, heavy
meal. Belt open. Belching. Groggy from gorging myself.

And I'd be empty at the same time.

Because I'd know I'd just get hungry again.

That’s really all we can expect from the average
American life—even the good life. And yet somehow,
thanks in large part to the Deceiver of our souls, we're
fool enough to think it'll somehow prove different for us.
That new house with the extra space really will make up
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for what we've been lacking. That new customer or client,
if we can land him, will finally put us where we always
wanted to be in business. That new baby will settle us
down. That new job will change everything.

No it won't.

It can't.

We'll burn through it all, we’ll run it at high speeds,
we'll put everything we've got into it, and—mark my
words—we’ll be toast at the end. Worse than the way
we felt when we started. Burned out. Disappointed. Still
screaming for something to be more and better than what
this always turns out to be.

We're just crazy that way.

I don’t know if that’s where you are or not. I'm pretty
sure that’s where I'd be. Because that’s where 1 was
headed.

But there’s hope for us, y’all. There’s a fuller life out
there. One that’s full of God. Full of faith. Full of leaps
and bounds in your growth and character. Full of peace.
Full of passion.

A life full of transformation. Full of deep, authentic
friendships. Full of vibrant excitement on a daily basis.
Full of new marital strength and intimacy and a new level
of relationship with your kids.

A life full of feel-good, give-it-away generosity. Full
of a good day’s work. Full of God’s miraculous, on-time
provision. Full of everything you've always wanted, full
of everything you feel is missing when you look up and
realize you've been tricked into thinking you had enough.
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Abundant life is not just a Bible verse.

It’s supposed to be a modern-day reality for God’s
people.

[ don’t know everything about it yet. But I know I've
never experienced it like I'm experiencing it today.

Now listen, I still struggle with some of the same
issues, habits, and bad attitudes that cropped up on me
at the farm. Courtney and I still don’t get it right a lot of
times. Sometimes all the time, seems like. We still get
frustrated with ourselves and with the obstacles of life as
they come along. We're still very much on a journey, and
we're not expecting to land at a destination anytime soon.
We're a long, long way from perfect. We're living proof
that God uses damaged, fallen people to accomplish His
everyday wonders.

The difference now is that the big break we were
always looking for—the one we always thought would
settle and satisfy us—has come simply (and only) from
being broken before the Lord. Just completely splayed
out, flat on the ground, holding on together to keep from
being blown away by the new challenges we face.

But what blows us away instead is where He’s taking
us in our relationship with Him, where He’s taking our
family, where He’s taking our marriage, where He’s tak-
ing the other people He allows us to touch and help and
teach and listen to.

We thought we were so full.

But we had no idea what full was.
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No, we're still not the people we want to be. Life’s still
hard. It still asks a lot of us. And it still leaves us with a
lot of questions.

But we’re sure not in a rut anymore. We're not empty.
And it’s not because of South Africa. It's because of
something else. Something that’s right where you live too,
wherever you are—ready to be awakened, to put you on a
whole new path, to take you to fullness.

There’s only one thing to do.

Surrender . . .
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