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Building Margin into Our Lives

Deuteronomy 32:8; Psalm 73:26; 119:57; Hosea 10:12

It is really our prayer every Sunday that God’s ways become our ways that his vision for our lives becomes part of the vision because when we do that we will enjoy the life we are living much better. Things will go much better in our lives. Last week we started what I consider to be probably the most significant series I have preached in my ministry as it applies to this region. It may be more significant than “Forty Days of Purpose.” I sense an urgency for it. I sense this is the primary area that cripples most people’s lives in our culture and particularly in the White Clay region. It is the issue of margin or the lack of margin. The next six weeks may be the most important weeks in our lives together. 
What is margin? If you want a good book on the topic read Richard A. Swenson’s book “Margin, Restoring Emotion, Physical and Time Reserves to Overloaded Lives”. He defines margin. Margin is the space to breathe; it is the gap between my load and my limit, the gap between my load, not referring to your weight, but my work load and my limit. He describes it in the book by contrasting it with margin-less living. He says, “Marginless is being 30 minutes late to the doctors office because you were 20 minutes late getting out of the bed, because you were 10 minutes late dropping the kids off at school because the car ran out of gas two blocks from the gas station— and you forgot your wallet. Margin, on the other hand, is having breath left at the top of the staircase. Money left at the end of the month and sanity left at the end of adolescence. Marginless is the baby crying and the phone ringing at the same time. Margin is grandma taking the baby for the afternoon. Marginless is being asked to carry a load five pounds heavier than you can lift; margin is having a friend to carry half the burden. Marginless is not having time to finish the book you are reading on stress; margin is having the time to read it twice. Marginless is fatigue; margin is energy. Marginless is red ink; margin is black ink. Marginless is hurry; margin is calm. Marginless is anxiety; margin is security. Marginless is culture; margin is counter-culture.”

That is my hope, that we develop a Christian counter-culture to marginless living. Marginless is the disease of the new millennia and margin is its cure. Now some might say, “But pastor, we have always lead very busy lives. Life has always been in a rush. It’s nothing new!” Actually, it is it is very new. Margin has always been built into the very warp and woof of our lives. It has always been part of it; it has been part of our culture for a long time. At one point it was built in to our lives due to the lack of electricity. Before electricity, when the sun went down your work ended. That’s built in margin. 
Porches built margin. People went out at the end of the day and sat on the porch, drank iced tea, looked at the stars and chatted as a family. That’s margin. There was a sense that margin was part of life. 
Consider these statistics if you think this isn’t something new. People today sleep 2 ½ hours less per night than their grandparents did. Today, people’s work week is longer than the work week in the 1960s. In 1980 there were only twelve thousand items in the grocery store. (When I was a kid the first grocery store I remember had about twenty or thirty item then A&P came in. I think it went to maybe a thousand items.) Today, and this is not counting Wal-Mart, there are thirty thousand items in the average grocery store. There are 186 brands of cereal to choose from. Today, people spend three hours a week sorting through junk mail and this is not counting email. Today you get news 24/7, entertainment 24/7. You can get information 24/7 and with the advent of laptops,  palm pilots, cell phones and blackberries...As a result of wonderful technological advances, we can work 24/7 as well! And some of us do. Multitasking was not in the dictionary five years ago. Speed has overtaken our lives. Multitasking, when I was a kid and probably when you were a kid, was something that I got slapped for and told to: “Pay attention!” (Usually by my grandmother) If I was multitasking and not paying attention she slapped me for showing disrespect. 
So marginlessness, the lack of space to breathe, is something very new in our culture and it is important that we recognize it, because it has us by the throat and a lot of us don’t even realize it. It is something we have accepted. We have accepted marginless living uncritically. Just because we can do something does not mean that we should do something. We need to begin to look at our lives critically and ask the question: “Should I be living like this?” The answer is a resounding, “NO!” 
It is important for us to get back what we have lost and what we have lost is a sense of margin in our lives. Well how do we do that? We talked about that last week and started the process.  Last week, using the word S-L-O-W, I outlined the first four steps to slowing down, they are:





Stop the Push for More.




Learn to say no to the right things. 




Obey the fourth commandment, meaning take a Sabbath




Wait on God which means delay the acquisition of stuff. 
Today I would like to add on to that list of things and also add on to the verse list. Our theme verse is Hosea 10:12 which say “Sow for yourselves righteousness (right living, living the way God would have you to live) and then you will reap a harvest of God’s unfailing love. Break up the hard ground of your heart for it is time to seek the Lord.” The verse I would like to add is Deuteronomy 32:8. It says “When the Most High gave the nations their inheritance, when he divided up all mankind, he set up boundaries for them.” 
“He set up boundaries for them”… By boundaries what is being referred to are physical boundaries. You get that in Judges, where God divides up the land of Israel. The rest of Scripture records the boundaries God set for their lives and our lives so we live healthy and productive lives, so we get the most we can out of this life. That is why you read verses like Psalm 119:57 which says, “You are my portion. (Lord you are my boundary) I have promised to obey your word.” Which means God’s Word itself provides pleasant boundaries for our lives. 
Our goal, in this next six weeks, including today, is to learn to live well and by living well I mean by living within the boundaries God has established for us. For the next six weeks we are going to put margin back into our lives. 
Let’s pray… Lord, it is to that end I ask your Spirit’s presence to come in our midst and speak to us gently. A lot of us come tired and worn. Life has stolen a gift away that has always been provided. It has always been part of our culture, always been built into life. The enemy has slowly and quietly whisked it away without even our knowledge. As a result our lives are overburdened. We are losing our health. We are losing our kids. We are losing our relationship with you and it is just devastating our culture. It is devastating our lives. We have difficulty saying yes when you ask us to serve you. You nudge our heart, saying “This is what I want you to do” but we look at our lives and we say, “Lord I just can’t do it. I am just too busy. I don’t have the time.  I just can’t give up my vacation or I will just burst.”… Slow us down this morning to hear what you have to say and help us to take it to heart. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen.          
How do we rebuild margin back into our lives? In addition to the 4 steps already mentioned, we need to learn to live within personal limitations. Learn to live within your personal limitations. Which, again, is hard because we live in a culture that lives by slogans like: “Be all that you can be. You can do it in the Army!” You’ve heard the tune, haven’t you? How about, “You can have it all” or “Go for the gusto” or “Live up to your potential.” I grew up with Superman being one of our heroes. We were inspired to, like Superman, to “leap tall buildings in a single bound.” You can hear the Superman music in the background, can’t you! We could be Superman! The reality, of course is, we are not Superman. W e can’t be like Superman or Superwoman. Scripture says that we are more like “jars of clay” (II Corinthians 4). We are finite beings. We are breakable. 
So often we underestimate our problems and overestimate our abilities. This happened on our mission trip. A lot of us were in the office a little too long. A lot of us have never done construction work before in our lives. Some of us are a little older than we were willing to admit. But we suddenly learned that we had physical limitations. At 2 PM, on the first day, a wall of physical limitation hit us. We encountered the wall, we encountered our finiteness. Now, I am not talking about myself. (Laughter). I am talking about others in the group. 
You know, I can no longer run a 6 minute mile. I used to, but I can’t do it anymore. I can’t swim to Hawaii. There are a lot of things that we can’t do physically. We have physical limitations. And we have emotional limitations as well. Emotional limitations are harder to get a grasp of.  We can sense our physical limitations but our emotional limitations are harder to grasp. It is easy to grasp what they are using  a physical illustration. Let’s see here… Milt, do you think you could carry me on your back? Milt is a man! I think he can do it, right Milt? How about me and Dave? Could you carry two people? How about five people, ten people, 100 people, 200 people? How many can you carry? How many people can you carry emotionally?  How  many people are you carrying emotionally? 
Did you know that you have emotional limits? You can only care for so many people at one time and for so long before you come to your limit. You know you have hit it when you get this sense that if you have to do one more thing you are going to lose it. 
We have a mental limitation too. In fact scientists have discovered the brain can only absorb so much information. At a certain point, if given too much information the brain tilts. It can’t handle any more info and it will begin to dump information out. You will begin to forget things. It is not because there is something wrong with you. It’s simply because you have hit the limitation of your brain. Your brain can only absorb so much. This is an important for us to now to day. We live in an age described as “The information age.” We are being barded by information. Think of all the manuals you have for all the gadgets you own. You can only read so many of them. 
I have a cell phone that will do fifty things. I don’t want a cell phone to do fifty things! I haven’t even discovered what those fifty things are. All I want a cell phone to do is to pick up and let me call. That’s all I want. Computers overwhelm us because they are infinite functionality. You can’t learn all the functions it can do. So a lot of people don’t even bother turning it on. Why is this? Because we have a limitation as to what we can absorb, information wise. 
Further, we have time limits. You have to sleep. It wasn’t too long ago that I heard a news story of a Korean student who played an online game for 115 hours straight and died. Why did he die? Because his body needed to sleep. He had hit that limitation and didn’t recognize it and died as a result. He was only 20 or so years old. We have space limitations. We can’t be in two places at the same time. 
How do you know whether or not you have hit your limit? Wouldn’t it be nice if our lives were more like cars and there was a dashboard on our chest and a little light would go off saying bam, bam, bam, over heating! Well you know what, God has provided blinking lights in our lives and the blinking light is pain.  Here are common forms of pain that indicate to us that we have hit one of our limits. This is how you know you have exceeded one of those limitations in your life. There is the pain of depression, withdrawal, empathy, mental fatigue, the feeling as though you are going to lose or things are slipping, forgetfulness, fatigue, and irritability. My wife knows when I have exceeded my limit. I get irritable. 
Another indicator is difficulty sleeping, or the use of alcohol to relax, smoking to relax, shopping to relax or taking tranquilizers or antidepressants to deal with sleep disorders. Now I am not saying all these things are wrong. What I am saying is that a lot of time we use them to mask a blinking light going off in your life. You will constantly and chronically have these problems in your life until you deal with the source of the problem and the source of the problem isn’t that you are depressed or apathetic or irritable or not a nice person or can’t sleep. The issue is you are exceeding a limit. You have reached a margin in your life that God has placed there and unless you create space, unless you create margin in your life, you will always have these problems. And if you create margin in you lives, you won’t need to drink, smoke, shop or a pill in order to feel good or sleep. 
What blinking lights have been going off in your life? How often have they been going off and for how long? The longer it has been on the more in danger you are of losing it completely. Proverbs 23:4 says, “Don’t wear yourself out to get rich. Have the wisdom to slow down and show restraint.”

You might say, “Pastor, I am not trying to get rich. I am just trying to provide a living.” In our culture it is not an issue of providing a living. I don’t think you are in danger of starvation. What we work for is to provide a life of luxury. Psalm 27:2 say this, “In vain you rise up early and stay up late, toiling for food to eat, for God grants sleep to those he loves.”

 This is my encouragement to you. Stay in bed longer and if your spouse yells at you, say, “I’m letting God love on me today.” (Laughter) 

Second thing you can do to add margin is to expect problems. I was driving up to the corner of Red Mill and Kirkwood Highway the other day, the light had just turned red. Out of the corner of my rear-view mirror I noticed this idiot whip around me and drive down the right curb and over the cement median, and through the red light. It amazed me. I was flabbergasted. I could not believe what someone was willing to do to save a couple of seconds. It is a sign of our times, that we are willing to risk our lives and the lives of others for a few seconds of time tells me, we lack of margin. Maybe he was trying to get to some place and was late to an important appointment. I hope that was the case. But it is a sign of our times—that we lack margin. 
Often we underestimate how long things will take us. Again, we learned this on the mission trip. How long does it take thirteen Presbyterians to take a trip that should have taken about an hour? We budgeted two and a half hours and it wasn’t enough! You know we were pushing to get there on time. You could feel the tension in the van. We almost missed our returning flight. We had had a wonderful mission trip but because we underestimated how long things would take, our wonderful trip became harried and hurried. The same happens in all of our lives. If there is a trip that you believe should take twenty-five minutes, it’ll take 40. So count on it.  The time that you are rushed the most is the time that there is some dummy that got a flat tire or had an accident. You know something will go wrong when do not allow enough time for things. It always happens that way it seems. You cut it close and something goes wrong and you are late. So if you want to have some breathing space, overestimate the time it will take to do things and go places. John 16:33 says, “In this world you will have trouble.” Bank on it! 

Third, add spacers to your schedule. You know what spacers are, don’t you? Six years ago my dentist told me my teeth were overcrowded. So what did he do? He added spacers. Spacers are bands of rubber that push the teeth apart so they grow healthy and do not crack. We need to same thing in our schedule so we do not crack and experience overloaded lives. Between events add bands of time (spacers) Jesus did. You find an example of this in Mark 6:30. After the disciples reported all that had happened on their mission trip… “because so many people were coming and going that they did not have even enough time to eat, Jesus said to them, ‘Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.’” See, he added a spacer between events. We need to do the same thing ourselves. 
Someone wrote a letter in response to last week’s message. Here is what they said: “You know, I have been filling my life with activities and even ministries to keep myself so busy I wouldn’t have time to think about some of the issues I really need to deal with. As a result of last Sunday’s message I decided to rest yesterday and the world did not come to an end. I read the entire Sunday paper for the first time in years. I talked with friends without having to rush off somewhere on an errand. I enjoyed watching my kids play with their friends. I sat in the room that I had redecorated so I could relax, but never had, and finally enjoyed it. I talked to God a lot during the quiet moments. That’s the best thing that happened to me. It felt great to get back on track with God. All day long I kept asking myself, ‘What would happen if I just sat still for two minutes, what was I so scared of ?’ It was great. I can’t tell you how much this was an answer to prayer for me. I know that I can’t keep going on at the pace I had been going at and I just needed someone to tell me it is okay to take time to rest and to not feel guilty about it, because God never meant us to live the way that we have been living.” 
So, this is what I encourage you to do today… go the long way home. (I believe there is a song written with those words… “take the long way home.”)  Go for a walk. Stop somewhere in the middle of your day or  between events and get a cup of coffee. Rest and observe people. Or maybe stop to get a sundae. Play chess or a board game. Take a nap. Walk slower and absorb your surroundings. Tonight, sit and stare at the stars. When’s the last time you have laid a blanket down and starred at the stars? Or perhaps, draw a hot tub and just relax in it. I’m concerned with the fact that fewer tubs are being put in homes. When people build homes they put in showers more and more often— a sign of our times. 

The last thing we can do to rebuild margin in our lives is to prune your activities periodically. Now the last home I had, I grew grapes (not for any other purpose than grape juice and grape jelly, I want to let you know!) But I was so naïve about plants then.  I thought plants took care of themselves. I soon learned that wasn’t the case. Finally I got some books and read about how to grow grapes. To grow big grapes and produce a great harvest you have to prune the vines back in the winter, which is painful to do. By nature you think, the more the merrier, but that is not the case. To get more grapes, healthy grapes, you have to prune the vine back from 20 – 30 vines to just three main shoots. 

The same thing is really true in our lives. You know Jesus even referred to our lives as being like a grape vine. The key to our productivity and health is not an abundance of activity. The key is to prune back our lives to three shoots, three things that you want to accomplish. If we are going to be the most productive we can. If we are going to enjoy the greatest fruit in our lives we have to simplify. We have to pare things back to maybe three priorities. These are mine:

1. First I want to make certain my salvation. 
2. The second one is to raise my children to know and love the Lord. 
3. The third is to accomplish God’s purpose for my life. 
Now I know my life is exactly like yours. I get bombarded with invitations to events, causes to champion, meetings to attend, mail to respond to, wonderful offers I have to call to accept today, articles to read, magazines to purchase. We have a lot of choices and to help me decide which to do I ask myself: “Which of these will help me accomplish my three priorities?” It’s a hard thing to do, to make these choices, because with cause or invitation you snip off you will have someone tell you that you are not a good pastor or Christian if you don’t partake in their event/cause. Everyone has a cause or something they want you to do, but you can’t do them all. To help you say “No” it is important to have your priorities straight. With a set list of priorities you will be able to prune off the right activities so you accomplish your goals.

I Corinthians 6:12 says, “Everything is permissible for me”…. (You know as a Christian we have great freedom to do all kinds of things). Everything is permissible… “but not everything is beneficial.” 
Here’s a project I have for you to do. On a quarterly basis, do a checkup of your life. I do this when I change the oil in my car, which is about four times a year, I guess. When you check the oil in your car don’t drop it off. Stay there and as they change your oil so your car doesn’t overheat, check your schedule so your life doesn’t’ overheat as well. Prune back your activities. 
You know life is a journey. It is not a race. It is not how fast you live that is important. It is not about how much money you have in the bank or the number of skills you have developed, nor the degrees you have listed after your name. Life is not about how high you climb the corporate ladder. It is about how well you lived! How well are you living?

Imagine your life having a dashboard. If your life were a dashboard of a car, what would the instrumentation be saying? Are the warning lights on? Are they flashing red? If so how long have they been blinking? There is a joke we tell in upper DE about those who live in the southern part of the state. We call lower Delaware, slower Delaware. It is kind of a joke. The joke itself tells us that we sense that there is a difference  in the pace of life. Just a few miles away and life is lived at a much slower pace. It is the difference between margin and marginless living that we sense. What is funny or ironic about the joke is… we don’t realize the joke is on us. They have it right! They have it right. Here’s my prayer for you:  That you will start to live below the canal in your lives. 
Let’s pray, Heavenly Father help us to reestablish margin in our lives to slow down and enjoy the life that you have given to us. Give us the courage to prune back the activities in our live so we may bring order to chaos of our lives. Help us to create space so we can breathe again. We pray this in Christ name. Amen.               
