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I had always felt
life first as a story: 
and if there is a story 
There is a story-teller.

- G.K. Chesterton





chapter one
Your Purpose



Life
can only be
understood
looking backwards;
but it must
be lived forwards. 
-Søren Kierkegaard

The start of the most confusing and unexplainable season of my life began with a 
simple phone call. 

David, a friend and mentor, called to tell me that he and his wife would be moving 
back to the United States after ten years of living in Mexico. 

And then he dropped the bomb. 

“We feel like God is saying we need to ask you to take over the ministry here.”

My eyes widened. I had visited David’s work many times. It was definitely not my 
calling. David worked in one of the toughest, most gang-infested, most drug-ridden 
neighborhoods of Acapulco, Mexico. David had made a major impact there. Tower-
ing above the locals at 6’4” he had gained the respect of the entire barrio. Not only 
through serving them, but also when he stood up against injustice. At one point he 
actually had the most dangerous thug in the area by the throat in a death hold. Ev-
eryone was certain he was going to kill him, but he didn’t. He simply walked away. 
David was tough. That moment made him a legend in the area. 

But me, I’m a skinny little white boy who has no idea how to fight. So my natural 
response to David was, “Ha! No way! That’s definitely not my call.”

He agreed that I seemed like the least likely candidate. But he really felt I was the 
one they were supposed to ask. 

Scrambling for what to say  I pulled the Christian trump card from the 
deck. “Ok. Let me pray about it.”



I was certain I was off the hook, as everyone knows, “I’ll pray about it,” actually means, “Leave 
me alone. I don’t want to.” 

The call ended and I went on with life. 

But two weeks later he called back.

“So what did you hear from God?” He asked. 

“About what?”

“Joël, you didn’t even pray about it did you?”

I was busted, and a little annoyed, everyone knows you don’t follow up and ask someone if 
they actually prayed about it. You leave them alone. But not David. He just had to push the 
issue. I admitted I hadn’t prayed. 

“What does Emily think about it?” He asked. 

I was busted again! I hadn’t even told her. I didn’t want her to pray about it - she actually 
would! 

Long story short. Over the next few weeks God did some amazing miracles that made it pretty 
clear we were supposed to be in Mexico. So three months later we moved there. 

After just a few months there I began to see that some major changes were needed. But some 
other circumstances seemed to be indicating that it might be time to simply end the ministry. I 
called David and he and the board agreed. 

So after 9 short months we closed the ministry, gave everything away, and left…. 

Cool story huh?
I still look back at that experience and wonder what that was all about. Why in

the world did we go to Mexico. I can’t even pinpoint one successful thing we did there. 

The longer I live the more convinced I am that there are some things in life that we will never 
understand- at least not on this side of eternity.

We all have stories like my Mexico experience. Seasons of life that we wish we could have 
skipped. People we wish we never would have met. Places we wish we never would have 
gone, both figuratively and literally. Some of those places were our own doing, mistakes or 
indiscretions. Others were places we genuinely believe God led us, like Mexico for me. Either 

way, those experiences leave a mark. They shape the way we see the 

world, those around us, and they shape how we see God.



Though we may not always see it. I believe that God is always working behind the 
scenes. Jesus said it, “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I too am 
working.” (John 5:17) We don’t always see it in the moment. But as we look back we 
can see his hand in our lives. I believe that as we explore our history - the good, bad, 
and ugly - we can see God’s work. I also believe that it’s in exploring our story and 
God’s work that we can begin to find out purpose. 

When I do my first meeting with folks in my Summit Life 6-month coaching program 
one of the first things I ask them is, “Why did you join the program?” The most common 
answers I get is:

“I want to find my purpose.”
I love that question, because the answer is pretty simple.

God has already assigned us our purpose. We see 
our purpose throughout the story of the Bible and we see it clearly in verses like Isaiah 
43:6-7: “Bring my sons from afar and my daughters from the end of the earth, everyone 
who is called by my name, whom I created for my glory, whom I formed and made.”

Your purpose on earth is simple. 

Your purpose is to bring God glory.
Bringing God glory means making sure that your life, everything in it -past, present, and 
future- points people directly to God and shows them his power, grace, and worthiness. 

That seems simple enough, except for the fact that only God knows how 
he will get the most glory. God is the only one with infinite, unlimited 
knowledge and understanding. From the beginning of time to the end and through all 
eternity God has never been confounded or confused. He sees it all and he knows ex-
actly how he will get the most glory. 
Lest you doubt it, God getting glory is what we ultimately want, because as John Piper 
says: 

“When God gets the glory, we get joy.”
When we recognize that God decides how he will get the most glory it frees us up. 
Rather than spending time trying to figure out what we can do for God, we begin to 
look for what God is already doing. God is already working, writing a story with your 
life, and one of the most powerful things you can do is begin to explore that story – to 
listen for God’s whisper through your journey.  



Frederick Buechner says it this way:

Listen to your life. See it for the fathomless mystery it 
is. In the boredom and pain of it, no less than in the 
excitement and gladness: touch, taste, smell your way 
to the holy and hidden heart of it, because in the last 
analysis all moments are key moments, and life itself is 
grace.

Every moment of your life God has been there. His grace has been working. Even 
in your biggest mistakes and failures God has not abandoned you. He was right 
there. Even more amazing than his presence the entire time is the fact that he is al-
ways working to redeem your story. There is no depth so deep or failure so big that 
God can’t redeem it. 

God not only wants to redeem your story, he wants to use your story 
to bring life to others. Our redemption is always a testimony to others of 
the redemption that God has for them. 

You have been given a problem to solve and a message to share. You have a mes-
sage to tell others of God’s work in your life. 

The story God is writing with your life, the ups, downs, setback, and victories will 

always create a message. God wants to use that message. The more you 
focus on your unique message and story the great-
er the impact you will have.

This workbook is about how to explore the story of God’s redemption in your life. 
It’s a heroic story. A story of the struggles and challenges you’ve faced, but most 
importantly a story of God making something great out of it. Every season, every 
struggle, every setback, and every victory in your life is something God is using to 
show his redemption.



Tragically, many people never put the
pieces together.
They miss the story. Most of the time that’s because we’re just too 
close to our own story. We see God’s redemption in others, but can easily miss it 
in ourselves. It’s like a blind spot when you are driving. It’s just too close to see. 
My goal in this book is to help you unpack the story that you have been living. I 
want to help you step back and take a 30,000ft view on your life. 

But that requires your participation. 

Throughout this book there are exercises. I want you to take them seriously and 
actually do them. They will take some thought. Please don’t skip any parts, even 
if they are challenging. The goal of this book isn’t to get through it quickly. Spend 
time working on it. Ask God to reveal things to you that you might have a hard 
time remembering, or may be painful to remember. Then do the exercises. Don’t 
just think about it. Write down your answers. There’s something powerful that hap-
pens when you write it down. 

I believe that over the next few pages God is going to begin to show you his di-
vine hand working in your life, moving you toward the destiny he has for you. 

So if you’re ready, let’s dive into this amazing story that God is writing with your 
life.



chapter two
the power of a story



Several years ago I had a crazy dream one night. When I woke up the dream was so vivid 
that I remembered nearly every detail. I wrote it all down and, after some thought, decided 
I was going to turn it into a fiction book. I started writing, but quickly realized I needed to 
learn a little bit more about how to create a good plot. 

I bought a bunch of books about writing. What I learned from all of those books is that 
writing stories isn’t just some random act. It’s a science that has a very specific formula. 
There’s lots of flexibility and different ways to do it, but the best stories all fit within a cer-
tain framework. 

In fact, the stories that we love the most are all essentially the 
same story. 

Really.

In 1949 a man named Joseph Campbell wrote a book called The Hero with a Thousand 
Faces. In this book, he showed how every great heroic story has all the same elements. He 
breaks it down to this:

A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: 
fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back 
from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.

That may seem really abstract and confusing to you, so I’ll simplify it:

A character is living a normal life. An event happens that forces the character into conflict 
and trials. Their nice, normal world is disrupted and turned upside down. The hero goes 
out from their normal world to face those trials and overcome them. He or she grows in the 
process. A decisive victory is won, then the hero returns with a message to share and en-
courage others.

That’s every story you’ve ever read. Think about it. Luke Skywalker in Star Wars. Frodo 
Baggins in Lord of the Rings. Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz. They all were minding their 
own business, then life changed abruptly and they were never the same again. Each char-
acter undertook a journey, faced challenges, then came back to their world not quite the 
same as they used to be. As the story unfolds we watch the character grow and 
change.

God is writing your story, you are living it. And as you live that story and are transformed 
into who God wants you to be, God gets the glory. That’s precisely what Paul is talking 
about when he explains: “And we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glo-
ry, are being transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the 
Lord, who is the Spirit.” (2 Cor. 3:18)



the power in your story
I’m certain you can look back at your personal story and see how it has changed you. Ide-
ally, that change has made you better. God has been giving you victory.

In Revelation 12:10-11 the Apostle John describes a vision he saw of a battle between 
good and evil. He describes God’s ultimate victory this way:

Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God, and the au-
thority of his Messiah. For the accuser of our brothers and sisters, who accuses them 
before our God day and night, has been hurled down. They triumphed over him by the 
blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony…

That last line is the perfect description of the power of God’s story in your life. The victory 
of light over darkness happened first by Jesus blood bringing redemption from sin. Sec-
ond, it was won by the saints telling the story, their testimony, of that redemption.

In my personal development coaching program I work with lots of folks who have faced 
major challenges: marital infidelity, addictions, abuse, painful divorce. They have come 
out on the other side and have a heart to minister to others. But often times, because of 
the shame of those past experiences, they don’t want to share their story with others. 

I completely understand their concern, but I gently remind them that God wants to use 
them to share hope with the world around them. God‘s redemption can empower them 
to give life to others as they tell the testimony of what God has done and what they have 
learned through it. Their wounds give them power. 

In Love’s service, only wounded soldiers can serve.

When we explore the story of God’s work in our life and then use it to share what he has 
taught us through the good, bad, and ugly God gets glory. His redemption (the blood of 
the Lamb) has power as we tell others about it. That’s how light conquers darkness. 

Your personal story of God’s work (even when you didn’t realize he was working) has 
power.



God is transforming you. Your story is the story of God making you into the person 
of destiny that he has always intended for you to be. 

Your job is to explore the story of his work in your life. Not only will it encour-
age you, it will remind you that whatever struggle you are facing now God wants 
to turn it into something that will bring him glory. When we remind ourselves of 
God’s faithfulness, his redemption, in the past, we stay observant and hopeful, 
knowing he will redeem everything again.

The first step is to understand what makes a good story and then lay your life expe-
riences over that framework. You’ll be surprised to find that your story fits right in 
line with what makes a good plot. I don’t think God does this just because he likes 
to mess with us like puppets in a play. No, I think that story is so powerful because 
it is a reflection of what God has done for us through his Son Jesus. His-story is a 
heroic story and His-story is what gives power to our story. His redemption gives 
his power to our story. 

That is why story is so powerful. It is a reflection of God’s work. 

SO IN THE NEXT CHAPTER I’M GOING TO EXPLAIN WHAT MAKES A GOOD 
STORY AND THEN WE’LL LAY YOUR PERSONAL STORY OVER THIS FRAME-
WORK TO GET SOME INSIGHT ON GOD’S WORK IN YOUR LIFE.

Every good story starts with a call. You’ve been called….



chapter tHREE
THE CALL



When my dad was seventeen he decided it was time to get out of his small town in 
Illinois. He wanted to get out and see the world. My dad came from a poor family with 
very little vision for a future other than what they knew. But my dad was determined 
to see the world. He felt like the best way to do that and get paid for it was to join the 
Navy. He had visions of sailing to exotic destinations and seeing new cultures. 

Instead, the Navy sent him straight to a small coastal Texas town called Corpus Chris-
ti. He spent his entire Navy career in that town. He never once left the country. Now, 
that would be a sad story except for God’s redemption. Now, 40 years later, my father 
has seen the world. Not only has he seen the world, he started a mission agency that is 
reaching the world with over 560 missionaries in 58 nations. 

The vision God gave my father for the world was planted early on, but dad would nev-
er have imagined how God was going to write that story. It was far beyond his wildest 
dreams! There is a good chance that even as a child God gave you a glimpse of his 
purposes for your life. It may have come in your teens or it may have come earlier. 

King David talks about how God placed a call in him early on: “Since my youth, God, 
you have taught me, and to this day I declare your marvelous deeds.” (Ps. 71:17-18) 
David was anointed as King of Israel as a teen, but the story of him getting to the 
throne room was a seemingly-impossible, dramatic journey. He writes this Psalm look-
ing back at what God showed him in his youth. He rejoices in God’s work in his life. 

Looking back in my high school yearbook I wrote that I wanted to be a profession-
al musician. I wanted to inspire people through music. I did play professionally for a 
while, but what I’m doing now is a much better fit. I am inspiring people, I still love 
music, but writing, speaking, and coaching is a much better fit. I NEVER WOULD 
HAVE IMAGINED IT LOOKING THIS WAY, BUT the call was to inspire, I believe that 
is what God has me doing now, but the journey to get here was different than I could 
have imagined.

My wife Emily told me that in her early teens God gave her a clear picture that she was 
to live a different kind of life. She would not follow the “normal” path that everyone 
around her, incuding her family, would. She didn’t know what that would look like, but 
she knew she wanted that. She felt the typical peer pressure to follow a certain path as 
a teen, and even after she graduated from college, but she knew there was something 
different God had in mind for her. When she felt called to move to Mexico and be a 
missionary after college she actually had relatives who discouraged her from it saying 
she was wasting her life. But Emily knew she had a call. She eventually married me 
and we’ve had anything but a normal life, moving ten times in ten years, living in three 
different countries, and neither of us has ever had a traditional job for more than a few 
months. God is fulfilling the call he gave to Emily in her youth. 

The first step in the story God is writing is exploring the call he gave you. 



I Have a Dream
You don’t have to read too far into the Bible before you begin to see the pattern 
of God’s redemptive story. One of the most powerful examples of God’s re-
demptive story can be found in the life of Joseph, the son of Jacob. 

You probably already know the story of Joseph quite well, but you may have 
never looked at it in terms of a great plot. In Genesis 37:5 Joseph gets the call, 
“Now Joseph had a dream...” In that dream Joseph’s brothers are bowing to 
him. Then he had another dream with basically the same theme. Of course, his 
brothers hated his dream and immediately began plotting how to rid themselves 
of their annoying brother. 

Joseph was given a vision of the future. There was no indication from God about 
exactly how it would play out, but the call was there. 

Your life is no different. 

In every great story the main character must want some-
thing. That something calls the hero. This is called a McGuffin. Indiana Jones want-
ed the Ark of the Covenant. That was his McGuffin. It doesn’t have to be a “thing” - it 
can be a state of being or level of strength. But the main character has a desire to be 
or do something. When it comes to your story, even in your youth, there was some-
thing you wanted. It may have been a vague desire or it may have been really clear, 
but either way, you couldn’t ignore it.   

The first exercise I’d like you to do as we begin to explore God’s story
in our lives is simple: 

Think back to your teens or childhood.

What were the hopes, dreams, and desires you had for your future?

Write down anything you can remember, even if it seems silly. Did you want to be 
an astronaut? Write it down, there’s something there. Did you want to help the poor? 
Write it down, there’s something there. Did you want to run a huge company? Was 
there a place you wanted to visit? Was there a person you admired for something they 
had accomplished? 



In my youth I wanted to: 

In my youth I hoped:

In my youth I admired: (Write down some specific people)



chapter FOUR
The Inciting Incident



All great literature
is one of two stories;
a man goes on a journey
or a stranger comes to 
town.

- Leo Tolstoy



I was eleven years old when my dad announced he was going to ruin my life. I 
had just been promoted from third to second string on the football team. I had 
finally started swinging at the baseball rather than running from it. I had finally 
started sitting with the cool kids at lunch. Life was looking up for me. But all that 
was about to end when Dad called our entire family into my sister’s room. 

“Your mom and I feel that God is calling our family to move to Guatemala, Cen-
tral America.”

My eyes widened. All I knew about Guatemala was that it was in the middle of 
a horrible civil war. Kids my age were being taken off the streets and turned into 
soldiers. Violence was everywhere. It was hard to distinguish the good guys from 
the bad guys. 

I protested, and developed an alternate plan. I would live with my grandparents 
and go visit my parents on holidays. I fought for this plan to the very end. But 
eventually our family boarded a plane and moved to Central America. 

In every story there is a moment where the lead character is thrown into a crisis. 
Their normal, ordinary life is interrupted and they are forced to do something. 
Frodo discovers the ring. Luke Skywalker finds a droid with a message from Prin-
cess Leah. Joseph was thrown into a pit and sold into slavery. I was forced to 
move to Guatemala.

That moment is called the Inciting Incident.
The inciting incident is the moment when your normal life is thrown into up-
heaval and everything you’ve known up to that point changes. Your life will 
typically have several inciting incidents. Sometimes we see it coming, like with 
retirement or kids leaving the house. But more often than not we don’t see it 
coming. It happens as a life changing illness, betrayal, or loss of a job.

What follows is a new season.



To Everything Turn
Within a few shorts months of arriving in Guatemala we experienced a series of seismic 
events with multiple tremors in a day and several volcanoes near our home spewing ash 
and lava. This was my first time experiencing anything like this and it was a bit scary.  

I commented to a friend of ours about how frightened I was by the earthquakes and 
shaking. “It’s like the end of the world or something.” My friend had lived in Guatemala 
for years and he said something that has stuck with me. 

“This always happens when seasons change. Things start to shake. But it’s not the end of 
the world. It’s the beginning of a new season.”

I learned that because of Guatemala’s geographic location in the tropics it has two sea-
sons - rainy and dry. When it comes time for a season change it is usually preceded by 
lots of shaking and rumbling. 

The longer I live the more I understand something King Solomon said: “For everything 
there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven...” (Ecc. 3:1)

Life is made up of seasons. There are nice green, lush seasons. There are dry, hard sea-
sons. And there are lots of other seasons in between. Often times when a season is 
about to change things get a little crazy. The earth might shake a little. On the horizon 
there might be some ominous signs that make you wonder if life itself might be about to 
end. You’ve probably lived thorough a few of those seasons. 

As you explore God’s redemption story in our lives one of the best ways to start is to 
break your life down into seasons. Every season starts with an inciting incident. They 
don’t all have to be earth shattering, but they all have a significant meaning. They are 
the beginning of a transition to a new season.   

These transitions come in so many different ways. Loss of a loved one. A move to a new 
city. Loss of a relationship over betrayal. An experience that shakes you. Being the vic-
tim of a violent action against you. Loss of a job. Marriage. The birth of a child. Divorce. 
Contracting of a lifelong illness. 

As we begin to explore your story I want you to start by revisiting the inciting incidents 
that have happened in your life - THE INCIDENTS THAT STARTED A NEW SEASON.

Identify the season that began with that inciting incident. If you have a hard time think-
ing of events, start from your most recent inciting incident, THE ONE THAT GOT YOU 
WHERE YOU ARE TODAY. Then think back as far as your memory will take you. Think 
of every major transition that had an impact on you, even if you had no say in the tran-

sition - like a big family move. Then give each season a symbolic name. 
Just fill out the bold letter items, I’ll explain the rest shortly.



Inciting Incident:
Season Name:

Challenges to be overcome:

What you learned from the challenges:

The good that came from this season:

Inciting Incident:
Season Name:

Challenges to be overcome:

What you learned from the challenges:

The good that came from this season:



Inciting Incident:
Season Name:

Challenges to be overcome:

What you learned from the challenges:

The good that came from this season:

Inciting Incident:
Season Name:

Challenges to be overcome:

What you learned from the challenges:

The good that came from this season:



chapter five
The test



Opportunities to find
deeper powers within
ourselves come when
life seems most 
challenging.

- Joseph Campbell



John was born right on his due date, a prophetic sign 
of what would define John’s life. he was born at a very 
convenient time: 12:33pm. Just in time for the doctor to 
get to his favorite restaurant before the lunch specials 
ended. 

When John was 9 months old he started walking. He 
was talking by age 2. When John was 4 he started kin-
dergarten. He did well. In fact, he did great through all 
of elementary and middle school. Everyone got along 
with him. He excelled in sports and had great grades. 

When John was seventeen he got early acceptance into 
four different top-ranked schools. He graduated from 
college with a 4.0 GPA. Right out of college he got a 
job with a Fortune 500 company. His first day at work 
he met Gina. They fell in love and were married nine 
months later. Gina’s family loved John. John loved Gi-
na’s family. John’s family loved Gina. Gina loved John’s 
family. Christmases and holidays were a joyous time 
filled with peace and joy. 

John and Gina had three children. Each of those chil-
dren was born on their exact due dates, at the most con-
venient times. They were all healthy. The kids brought 
John and Gina even closer together. They grew closer 
and became more and more connected in their relation-
ship....



Ok, I have to stop now. I can’t handle it any more. 

Would you agree with me that, so far, this is the most boring story you’ve ever read? It’s nice 
and pleasant, but I’m guessing that the entire time you were thinking the next paragraph was 
when things were going to get bad. Something had to go wrong, it was all too perfect.

When we read a story we expect that something is going to go wrong. 

Like it or not, what draws us to a story is conflict. We love stories BECAUSE OF the conflict. We 
want to watch the hero overcome challenges. We want the hero to emerge victorious against 
the conflict. Conflict is part of the adventure. We want conflict so badly that professional story-
writers recommend the inciting incident in a movie or book happen as quickly as possible. Get 
the viewer or reader immediately engaged with conflict, then you’ll keep their attention. A little 
set-up, then straight into the tests. 

AH Yes, the tests. TESTS ARE WHAT MAKES THE MAIN CHARACTER A BETTER PERSON. We 
enjoy watching or reading about a character who overcomes trials and challenges to become a 
better person. But when we face the trials, well, that’s another story all together. We don’t like 
suffering. We don’t like the crisis. We don’t like the trial. It’s probably fairly healthy that we 
don’t like that pain. If you did like it I’d start to wonder if something was wrong with you. And 
yet, most of us have a sense deep within us that challenges are a test. 

As much as we hate tests we know they make us stronger and better. The pressure of an upcom-
ing test forces us to improve and learn. This is exactly what James is saying when he encourages 
us: “Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the 
testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you 
may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” (James 1:2-4) 

Tests and adversity are what prepare us for the next level. They are like a workout for our future. 

Conflict is always the price of moving forward.

When we take an honest look at our lives most of us would admit that the times we grew the 
most were in times of intense struggle and pain. Whether we created the pain or it was thrust 
upon us, pain forces us to get stronger and grow. 

In every story worth reading the hero faces conflict and challenges that prepare them for ulti-
mate victory. Frodo faced the challenges of a journey across Middle Earth. Luke Skywalker faced 
lots of challenges – death of his mentor Obi-Wan, the Death Star, training with Yoda - all prepar-
ing him for his final face-off with Darth Vader. 

When Joseph was thrown into the pit in his own inciting incident he probably thought it 
couldn’t get much worse. But it did. He was sold into slavery. Then, he was lied about by his 
master’s wife and thrown into prison. Then, just when he thought he might be getting out be-
cause he helped a fellow prisoner who had the king’s ear, he was forgotten about.



Joseph had a call. But before he fulfilled that call he had to be prepared for a huge task. That 
preparation came through the tests. In each place Joseph found himself the Bible says he ex-
celled. I have to believe that in some way Joseph saw each place God had him, no matter how 
horrible, as preparation. I don’t know that there’s any way he could have endured and stayed 
faithful without that sense of destiny. 

As you look at the inciting incidents in each season of your life you can probably list challenge 

after challenge that followed the incident. Even in the good seasons there are 
difficulties. I once heard someone say, “There’s a burden and a 
blessing for every season of life.”

For our next exercise I want you to go back and begin to fill in some specific tests or challeng-
es you faced in each season. 

There may be only one or two, there may be ten or more. Write out each challenge you faced. 
Make it specific. No one but you needs to see this. Were there specific people with whom you 
had conflict? Were there internal struggles of guilt or regret or hurt you were fighting? 

Then, take some time to think about what specific thing you learned from each challenge. It 
may take you a few days to think about it. Sometimes what we learned came so naturally that 
we didn’t even realize we were learning it. For example, when I ran that ministry in Mexico I 
had to learn how to fix everything from a refrigerator to a water well to a roof. I still use those 
skills today and I’m so glad I learned them. I no longer feel helpless around mechanical things. 
I know I can fix them if I’ll take the time. I learned all that in Mexico without realizing it.

Every challenge you faced taught you something. Think about what specific thing you learned, 
no matter how small or insignificant it may seem.

Go back to the section where you gave each season a name and write out the specific skills or 
lessons each test taught you.



chapter six
The resolution



The sun’ll come out,
Tomorrow
Bet your bottom dollar, 
That tomorrow
There’ll be sun!

- Tomorrow, from Annie



Moving to Guatemala ruined my life. But it ruined it in a good way. In Guatemala I 
began to assist my dad as he lead humanitarian and mission teams all over the country. 
I saw firsthand the life-changing power of getting out of your comfort zone. It changes 
lives. 

When I look at what I do now - leading people on outdoor adventures around the 
world to help them expand their perspective and gain vision - it’s pretty easy to see 
how God used that season of living in Guatemala to prepare me for the destiny he has 
for me. There were lots of challenges, tests, and ups and downs in between that incit-
ing incident and now, but I can clearly see that God used my upbringing to prepare me 
for my destiny. 

We all have experiences and hurts from our past that are painful. Some reading this 
have experienced horrific violations and hurts that I could never understand. Sin is de-
structive. God is never responsible for the results of sin. But he is big enough to turn 
sin, conflict, and even the worst evil around for his purposes. He can turn even 
our biggest mistakes around for his glory. Of course, this doesn’t give us license to sin. 
(Romans 6:1) That would be just plain foolish. We know the pain that sin causes. Who 
would want that?! Life is hard enough without us making it harder by our sin. 

But no matter the damage that sin has caused there is nothing God can’t redeem. 
After years of suffering Joseph’s call finally came full circle. In one of the greatest rags 
to riches stories ever told, overnight, Joseph becomes the second most powerful man in 
the most powerful country in the region. From prison to real, potent power. 

And then his dream became a reality. Joseph’s brothers came knocking. They needed 
help. 

Thankfully, Joseph saw the power of the moment. He immedi-
ately recognized God’s redemption. He boldly declares to the very people who 
victimized him: “You intended to harm me, but

God intended it for good to accomplish what is now be-
ing done, the saving of many lives.” (Genesis 50:20)



And this Beautiful moment, my friends, is called the Turning Point. It’s the mo-
ment when the challenges begin to resolve. A light appears at the end of the tunnel 
and the storm begins to calm. It’s the denouement. This is the moment where you can 
take a brief breather and begin to look around at what has happened and hopefully, 
after some reflection, begin to see God’s sovereign hand.  

Joseph quickly recognized his divine moment. All the pain, all the suffering, all the 
agony of the previous years now took on meaning. Viktor Frankl, a man who survived 

the horrors of Nazi extermination camps wrote, “In some ways suffering 
ceases to be suffering at the moment it finds a meaning, 
such as the meaning of a sacrifice.”

God is the most powerful force in the universe. When we trust him and surrender our 
story in all it’s pain, beauty, and confusing moments he can make it into something 
powerful. Sitting in a prison cell, seemingly a hundred miles from his evangelistic call-
ing, the Apostle Paul echoes the reality of God’s all-powerful nature when he tells the 
Philippians:  “I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really 
served to advance the gospel.” (1:12)

No matter what has happened to you, God wants to redeem it. 

When you finally have room to breathe the best possible thing you can do is take some 
time to reflect. Simple experience isn’t the best teacher. Evaluated experience is the 
best teacher. 

The fact is, the journey has changed you. The trials, challenges, and difficulties have 
made you grow. Even the scars from that journey have value. I heard Dr. Dan Allen-
der explain the power of the wounds from your journey in this way: “You are meant to 
continue bearing the scars of this story just as Jesus bears the scars of his crucifixion 
through all eternity. His glorification didn’t take away the marks of the cross.” 1 REF.
Your marks tell a story. They give you power. A man with experience is never at the 
mercy of a man with a theory. Your experiences - good, bad, and ugly - have given you 
a voice to share with people. We listen to people with experience. 

If you’ve surrendered your story to God you can be certain that God will transform 
your experiences into something that gives him glory. God will take your experiences 
and use them to sanctify you - set you apart for the work that he has planned for you. 
You now have a story to tell. A story that the world needs to hear.



Now, this is the fun part.

 What good has come of your story? 

It’s easy to identify the good from the good. But a big part of the glory that God 
gets comes when we
identify the good that came from bad. This is where we begin to see the power of 
God’s hand in our life. 

What good came in terms of who you are today? If you don’t see any good quite 
yet, that’s understandable. Sometimes it takes a while to see it. In some cases we 
may not understand until God himself makes it clear to us in heaven. 

But for now, I’m certain there are at least a few good things you can find from 
your past experiences. Have they made you stronger? Have they made you more 
compassionate? Have they made you more humble? What meaning can you give 
to what you have experienced in your life?

TURN BACK TO YOUR ANSWER SHEETS FROM CHAPTER FOUR AND BEGIN 
TO FILL IN THE BLANKS IN THE LAST SECTION: THE GOOD THAT CAME FROM 
THIS SEASON.



chapter seven
YOUR message



I’m certain that your heroic journey has taught you something. Every season came with new tests 
and with each test you learned something new about yourself. You learned skills you never knew 
you had. You’ve developed strengths you never knew were in you. You’ve learned just how tough 
you are. And more importantly…
  
You’ve seen God’s faithfulness.

You have a unique message of God’s faithfulness in your life. BUT THAT MESSAGE ISN’T JUST 
FOR YOU. WE NEED IT. You are called to use your message to serve others. Your message will 
help others find their calling and connect them with the story God is writing with their lives. Your 
message will share his redemption. 

This next section is where we begin to explore the unique message God has placed in you. 

As you’ve explored the seasons of your life you’ve probably begun to recall lessons that God has 
taught you. Hopefully you’ve started to see some specific areas God has prepared you for what 
you are doing now. 

In one season of my dad’s life he planted a church in rural Texas. He had no clue that God would 
use it to prepare him to understand the challenges faced by missionaries out on their own. He 
runs an agency for entrepreneurial missionaries. His experiences starting that church prepared 
him to relate to the struggles of those he now serves. My time growing up in Guatemala prepared 
me for leading teams on outdoor adventures and helping people expand their perspective. 

God has done the same thing in your life. He has prepared you to solve a problem and share a 
message for his glory and your joy. 

So now, take the specific seasons of your life and begin to place them on the story diagram on 
the following page. Fill in each season. Fill in the biggest turning point up to now.  

As you take some time to think and pray about the journey God has taken you on I want you to 
begin to look for consistent themes. Are there any threads that connect each season of your life 
and the story God is telling? 

It may take some time, and often times we should bring others into the conversation because we 
are too close to it, but I believe that you will begin to see some consistent themes. I’d also predict 
that as you uncover those themes you’ll start to see that people are already drawn to the message 
you are sharing. That message is already flowing out of you and you probably don’t even realize 
it. Once you’ve filled in the charts (don’t worry if it takes a few days or weeks) take some time to 
answer the Your Life Message questions on the last page. They’ll help you really clarify what you 
have learned and what you have to share with others.

Once you establish what that message is I encourage you to really begin to focus on sharing that 
message intentionally. Embrace your story. Embrace your message. Then, get out there and begin 
to share the story of God’s faithfulness and redemption to the world. We need your message. 

Of course, this isn’t the end. Your story will go on. Your best days are still ahead. God will be 
writing a story with your life until the day your life ends. But for now, live a good story. Get out 
there and use God’s story in your life to impact the world!
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LIFE MESSAGE QUESTIONS

1. If today you met someone who is going through some of the 
exact challenges you’ve faced in your life and they asked for your 
advice on how to deal with it, what would you tell them?

2. What kinds of people are naturally drawn to you? Does it seem 
like you are always in the right place and time to come in contact 
with someone struggling with a certain challenge? What is that 
challenge? How do you encourage those people?



3. If you were being interviewed and someone asked what you 
think are the top 5 most important things a human should learn 
in their life, what would you tell them? 

Write them down and expand on them. Explain why those are 
so important.  (Free Advice: If you ever write that book everyone 
says you should write, these Top 5 would be good chapters…)



Write down any consistent themes or topics you feel passionate about.

Do you see any connection between your message and the hopes and 
dreams you had in your youth?



Now that you’ve got more insight on WHAT you are called to do 
pickup a copy of Joël’s book Vision Map, it’s help with the HOW. It 
will help you break down your dream into step-by-step goals. Vision 
Map is available at Barnes and Noble, Amazon.com, Christian Book 
Distributors, and anywhere books are sold.



If you’ve found this book helpful and want more from Joël visit
joelmalm.com.


