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Put the Right Thing First

“No one can serve two masters.” – The Bible

“Things which matter most must never be at the mercy of things which matter least.” – Goethe

Why do you do what you do?

I remember standing before my uncle approximately forty years ago. My bride and I were visiting relatives before we moved on to our new life together. I was asked what my priorities in life were. My answer was: “To be a good husband and father.”

Those few words guided many of the subsequent decisions in my life. I have made many mistakes along the way and in comparison with perfection I am a failure. My definition of success, however, has two components: 1) recognize the hand of God in my life; 2) constantly move in the “right” direction.

Bob Buford, in his book “Half Time,” describes the process he went through in assembling a strategic plan for his business. The process he outlines applies equally well to our business and personal lives. Consider the following questions.

“What should I do? How could I be most useful? Where should I invest my own talents, time, and treasure? What are the values that give purpose to my life? What is the overarching vision that shapes me? Who am I? Where am I? Where am I going? How do I get there?”

If we haven’t asked ourselves the above questions, that probably means we have either lost hope, or never had any in the first place. Regardless of our history or our current circumstances, we must realize that we CAN change the future by making the right decisions now. We do not need to remain helpless victims.

Buford encourages us to find out what is in our “box.” In other words, what is our primary driver in life? Is it our family, our career, money, freedom, to “eat, drink, and be merry?” Is it seeking that purpose for which we were destined by our designer? Are these drivers mutually exclusive?

We often make the mistake of trying to put more than one thing in our box. Those who have studied this topic extensively have concluded that we all have one thing in our lives which is the primary driver for all of our decisions.

Stephen Covey, in his best-selling book “The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People," calls habit #3: “Put First Things First."  This requires a two-fold effort: 1) determine what should be first; 2) make it first.

Covey references an essay by E. M. Gray, entitled “The Common Denominator of Success.” Gray, after years of research, concludes that the one common denominator all successful people share is their almost fanatical pursuit of a single objective. Whether we would agree on the importance of their chosen goal, their single-mindedness enabled them to achieve it.

OK. So how do we decide what should be in our “box?” Let me suggest the following ideas. Since each of us has certain gifts given to us by our creator, it is my experience that when you put God in your box, all the other things you want to do will fall into their proper order. The family naturally rises to the top of these other things. Let me also note here that for those who chose to ignore God, the “intelligent designer,” random chaos is all that remains, and then nothing matters anyhow.

Buford tells of an acquaintance who was the Chief Executive Officer of a large business corporation. I quote: “My career is what matters,” he said. …“I’m not home much, but my family has to understand that the job comes first. …That’s just the way it is.” Then his son died. He wasn’t prepared. Ultimately, after much soul-searching, he retired from his high-paying job and went to work helping inner-city kids at a recreation center.

Why do you do what you do? Remember, life is all about relationship.
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