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DÉJÀ VU PEOPLE 

I DO NOT REMEMBER WHEN IT FIRST HAPPENED, but I do remember the feeling. It was like being in an episode of The X-Files. Or, more accurately, a strong déjà vu. I would be talking with someone, either in therapy or a consulting role, or even in a business situation, and I would think, Wait a minute . . . I’ve met this person before. I would try to remember where, and quickly I would realize that I could never have met that person in any other context. The feeling was an illusion. I would chalk it up to lack of sleep and move on.

But the experience kept repeating itself. And each time it had the same feel. It seemed like a moment in which time almost stopped. It always had that ring of I know you from somewhere.

As this sort of thing kept happening, I began to pay more attention to it. I had to know what was going on. I did not believe in people living past lives, but at certain times, certain people would seem so familiar that I was all but convinced that I knew them from  somewhere—a different time and place. At least they reminded me of someone I had known before. But who could it be?

Then one day I noticed something. I was working on a business deal, and a particular situation came up. One of my friends in the deal said he would take care of the thing we were all discussing. He offered a way of handling it, and we moved on to the next issue. Everyone else at the table paid little attention, except to notice the fact that he had a good idea. But I had that same feeling again. Why does this seem so familiar? I asked myself. Then I realized that I did not know this man from somewhere else, nor did he remind me of anyone from my past. I had no familiarity with him other than what I had acquired during the time we had been friends and partners in this deal. What I felt had nothing to do with him as a person, or with anyone else for that matter. It had to do with what he did. It was the way he handled that situation. That was what I had seen before! It was what he did that seemed to stand out as familiar.

I had seen someone else do that same thing only a week before. I thought back to the previous situation. It was true: the man I was with at the moment and the person I had been with the week before, in similar circumstances and facing a similar dilemma, had responded in exactly the same way.

It was not who they were that gave me the sense of déjà vu. In fact, it was not really even the specifics of the actions they took and the solutions they proposed. Such details were unimportant to the larger principle I was observing. My feelings of déjà vu came from my growing sense that certain kinds of people, given certain circumstances, always face and resolve situations in the same way.

Then, I went on a little memory trip, and the mystery started to unravel a bit. The previous week was not the first time I had seen  someone do what this business partner had done. I had seen other people in similar situations who had done exactly what my friend had done. And they had done it in a very similar manner. It was as if all these people were the same person, in a way.

But here is the interesting thing, and the thing that added to the confusion: all these people were very different from one another. They had different backgrounds, different personalities, different kinds of lives, different economic circumstances, and different abilities. But, they were the same in that they shared this particular way of handling life. And that commonality, I realized, was the déjà vu I kept experiencing. I was not encountering the same person over and over again; I was encountering a way of performing—a way of doing things that was so profound, and at the same time so simple and subtle, that it both stood out and was concealed at the same time.

REALIZATION NUMBER ONE 

As I reflected upon the people who possessed this one pattern in common, something else became evident: they were all successful in life.

Now, admittedly, there are a lot of definitions of success, and I am not trying to tell you which definition you should adopt. What I am saying here is that all of these people in my déjà vu experience tended to accomplish success in love and life in the ways that they defined success. They moved forward. They did not stay stuck, repeating the same mistakes over and over again. They reached their goals and found what they were looking for in life. There must be a connection, I thought, with their success and this particular pattern of behavior that I kept observing.

I realized that I was not looking at a person; I was looking at a pattern. A way of behaving. Now that I recognized the pattern, I decided to look for it even more. A path that successful people took, given a certain set of choices.

This was realization number one for me:

The answer to “Who is this person?” 
 was not a person at all. It was a way.

REALIZATION NUMBER TWO 

I thought I had pretty much solved the mystery. I just figured I had stumbled on some sort of personality type that superseded other clinical ways of categorizing people. I was recognizing a “successful” personality type. I could spot him or her by this way of behaving I had begun to identify.

Remember, though, “successful” in the way that I define it does not necessarily mean “successful” in the ways the world often defines it. It does not necessarily mean becoming wealthy, although some of the people in my déjà vu experiences were wealthy—even extremely so. Neither does it mean famous, though some of them were that as well. Nor does it mean monstrously accomplished and at the tops of their fields, although many were. I am not defining success by these symbolic measurements. I mean simply that these people were getting from life what they had decided they wanted. This could be in the realm of vocation, relationships, spiritual attainment, or otherwise. Life was working for them.

Then something else happened. I do not know why—maybe because I was no longer confused by the mystery. Whatever it was, I  began to notice that, as I watched these people, I had the same sense of déjà vu but with a twist: there were other behaviors these people had in common in addition to the ones I had first witnessed.

I began to identify several “ways” of behaving and responding to situations that successful people had in common—ways that they handled themselves, their relationships, their work, and their lives. 

Realization number two was that there was no identifiable personality type common to these successful people. Rather, it was this: 

People who found what they were looking for in life 
 seemed to do a certain set of things in common.

There were several identifiable ways that these people “did life,” and for the most part, they all practiced them.

REALIZATION NUMBER THREE 

Now it was getting really interesting. I was becoming a researcher, student, sleuth, and voyeur all in one. Also, I was noticing some of these ways emerging in my own journey as a person as well. Over the years I had seen myself learn, change, and grow in many areas, though I still had some distance to go in others. Even though in no way did I have it all wired, the ways of doing life I saw working for others worked for me as well. They just seemed to be true.

Looking at these people and at my own life brought a further question: where did one learn these things?

Did these people have parents who operated in these patterns and modeled them for them?

Did they just internalize them from their families of origin (a proven psychological possibility), and really were no smarter or wiser than the rest of the pack?

Did they study wisdom material and discover these patterns as part of a diligent search for personal growth and success?

Did they get them from therapy?

Were they results of other growth steps they had taken and goals they had achieved (an interesting theoretical dilemma that we will touch upon later)?

Had mentors taught these ways to them as adults?

Had their spiritual development and enlightenment made the patterns available to them?

Did they learn them from reading books or attending seminars?

How did these people discover these principles? That was the operative question. What did they all have in common?

Surprisingly, I could not find any common source where all of these people downloaded the software on how to be so effective. They were from such diverse backgrounds that such a possibility was unthinkable. I would observe one man from a wonderful family who seemed to grow up doing the things I was looking at because his parents lived out those ways so clearly. Then I’d notice a woman who followed the same ways despite coming from a totally whacked-out family where her parents did not practice any of them.

There were others who had a history of not living out these patterns, then through therapy or some sort of growth path, adopted them along the way. And they performed them as effectively as those who had seemed to acquire them naturally. Others had to learn these patterns to survive emotionally, relationally, or vocationally. Then there were the “unconscious competent” types who  had no idea what they were doing or why; they just did life this way and things went well for them.

After looking at these people over and over again, it was clear to me that they got these principles from different places—family, mentors, therapy, seeking, spiritual awakening, disaster, and so on. There was no consistent pattern for acquiring them that I could put my teeth into. But that said something even greater than if I had found a special history they all shared. Since there was nothing in common about these people’s backgrounds and makeup, genes or histories, race, personality type, economic background, or IQ, these patterns of success do not reside in any one type of person. These patterns transcend all backgrounds, talents, and limitations. 

Thus, they exist on their own and are available to all of us. They are not things that one person “possesses” and another does not, like a talent. Instead, we can all learn these patterns that work every time and lead to better lives. Here was my realization number three: 

The truth is that no one is excluded. If you were not born 
 with these patterns in place, you can learn them.

My belief is that once you do, life will never be the same.

MY DÉJÀ VU FRIENDS 

Over the years I have encountered many people who gave me the déjà vu experience I described above. Even though I now realize that I never saw these people before, I often call them my déjà vu friends or déjà vu people because of having witnessed their successful  “ways” over and over again. When I refer to my déjà vu friend or a déjà vu person in the following chapters, I am referring to those persons who practice those ways and enjoy the success that they bring.

I will introduce you to several of these déjà vu people and describe in detail the behaviors that made them successful. You will learn, as I did, why their successful ways of doing life often seem at first to be hidden. Meeting these people will flush their working principles into the open where you can see them in action and adopt them to achieve your own success in life and love.
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 NINE THINGS 
 HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT 

Take care to get what you like, 
 or you will be forced to like what you get.

—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW 

I WENT INTO THE FIELD OF PSYCHOLOGY because I had a strong desire to do something that involved helping others.  Psychology was a good fit for me. It combined a helping field with interesting content areas, and I loved learning it all.

But my training did not teach me most of the things that we are going to look at in this book. And that is one of the reasons I never thought much about them, and also why so many other people who are dedicated to personal growth miss them. Psychologists and many others who want to improve life tend to look at (and rightly so) the bigger developmental and existential issues that are crucial to overcoming pain and getting out of distress. The truth is that most of the times when we seek personal growth, it is because we are hurting in some way. So we look at how to resolve the problems of life such as depression, anxiety, and addictions from a perspective of trying to get un-depressed, un-anxious, and un-addicted.

As a result, I was trained to focus on the growth of the person as  an individual. I was trained to look at who the individual is in terms of how he is wired, or how he has been hurt, or how he is glued together in certain ways that are causing the distress. From there the focus is on how he can change as a person to feel better, relate better, and do better. The assumption is that if our life is not working well, we need to grow and change our equipment (our mind, personality, relational abilities, character, and so on). And that is true and profoundly helpful in many ways. We all need to grow and maintain our personal equipment. If we are depressed, then there are probably things inside that have gone wrong and need to be righted, particularly in the ways that we think, feel, process, behave, and relate to others. Therefore, most clinical training and most personal growth tends to focus on the person’s progress in those abilities and the maturity of the “equipment” itself.

For example, we help people to overcome patterns of emotional detachment, passivity, negative thinking, perfectionism, narcissism, mistrust, control, and the like. Conquering all of these patterns, and others as well, has to do with making real changes in our makeup and how we are glued together as persons. And when people make these kinds of changes to their inner mechanisms, their lives really change. They feel better and relate better. Changing our equipment really works. As we become more whole, life improves. That is a fact.

All of these personal growth issues pull for our attention. They pull at us because there are great strides to be made when we focus on them. Much suffering ends, and we gain a lot of ground by working on becoming better, more mature people. But the focus of all those efforts tends to be on the health of the individual, sometimes to the exclusion of the strategies that a healthy person needs to learn to live in given situations.

That narrow focus was, in part, the reason I think I did not enlarge my own vision for such a long time. I was too busy focusing on the clinical perspective to the exclusion of the broader life perspective. But the truth is that even when a person becomes healthy, he can still fail to practice a lot of the ways that make life succeed. And conversely, people undergoing emotional problems can be practitioners of the ways of success.

I learned many of the ways of success from people who were depressed at the time, or working through trauma or anxiety. While they still had issues to resolve in terms of individual growth, they had attained the wisdom of what these patterns can do for us. Sometimes their simple drive for survival dictated the need for higher wisdom. I have often been amazed at how noble some people can be who are suffering significant emotional pain and distress. They inspire by their transcendent ways through which they succeed in life even while in pain. These people continued to pop up and cause me to say, Wow! Who is that person? You will meet several such people and see their ways in this book.

Their examples tell us that just because you do not have it all finished in terms of your personal growth does not mean that you cannot learn how to better handle life while you are getting there. I have seen that to be true zillions of times. Keep working on becoming healthy and whole. I am very committed to that process.

But, do not ignore the fact that, in addition, there are some ways of living life—having nothing to do with emotional health—that we all need to learn as well. In short:

Growth is not only about getting healthy 
 but about learning ways of living as well.

THE INVISIBLE FORCE OF GRAVITY 

Is gravity hidden? Well, it depends on whether you are flying or falling. Some people are very aware of the laws of gravity and use them to their advantage. They design things like airplanes, rocket ships, and satellites. They study gravity and other laws of physics and use them to accomplish great things. So to those who are flying, gravity is not hidden at all. To the contrary, it is embraced, loved, and obeyed.

But there are others who are not so aware. One who thinks a thirty-foot ladder leaning up against his house needs no side support is not really thinking of gravity very clearly. One who thinks that after several martinis he can still walk steadily has the same problem. It is not that they are opposed to the law of gravity; they are just not very mindful of it. Then, irrationally, they curse the ground when gravity does what gravity does and they fall.

Is the law of gravity hidden to these people, unable to be discovered? Not at all. Neither are the “ways” of doing life hidden from those who fail to practice them. They could have learned them somewhere, and might even have heard of them at times. But instead they broke themselves on the laws by not paying attention to how they work in day-to-day reality. Gravity is just reality. It is. Obey it and it will help you do great things. Even fly. Ignore it and you will fall and hurt yourself.

In observing people who possess the qualities I have been speaking of, I have discovered nine principles that are like gravity. These Nine Things are there, and we can work with them to achieve great results in success, relationships, love, and other areas of life. Or we can ignore them and suffer the consequences. Now, I  would not say that my particular way of communicating these Nine Things is as certain as the proven laws of physics. But what I would say with confidence is this: working with a lot of people and practicing these Nine Things myself has shown them to be utterly dependable. I am convinced that you can count on them to help you avoid hitting the pavement.

Where there are exceptions I believe that other mitigating factors are at work, and the Nine Things are still true. For example, when the wind blows, and a piece of paper does not fall directly to the ground, it does not mean that gravity is not working. It means that other forces in that situation are also at play. But day to day, drop your paper and it is headed for the ground. You can place your bets. The Nine Things are like that. You can bet on them. In those exceptional cases when they do not seem to be working, other forces are at play and greater wisdom is needed for that day. 

So, my goal here is to help you to look at these Nine Things as do the people who practice them. They would not ignore any of these principles without good reason. That is how strongly they hold to them. Sometimes they would suspend them or not execute them, just like one seems to do with gravity when he or she goes skydiving or scuba diving. On any other day, a wise person would not ignore gravity by jumping out of a plane or off the deck of a boat in deep water. But at particular times people do so for other reasons besides denial. They have a purpose in seeming to ignore gravity, and they put precautions in place that make them less vulnerable to the laws of “going down.” They carry a parachute or a tank of air. The laws governing falling and the dangers of the deep are still operative, but in those situations people suspend the usual practice of obeying them for a good reason. There is a higher goal  involved, and they carry the equipment necessary to deal with the potential downside.

For example, indulge me while I jump ahead a little. Take Principle Two of the Nine Things: the law regarding putting an end to negative things. Don’t forbearance, perseverance, and longsuffering dictate that one keeps working with bad situations, thus “disobeying” the law that says to get rid of negatives? Of course. But the difference between people who do that with the law in view and those who do not is huge. The person who is not mindful of the principle will continually be abused in one negative situation after another. But the mindful one intentionally works with the bad situation purposefully to turn it around, and makes sure to carry a parachute or a tank of air in the process. These wise ones are still obeying the reality of the principle. They respect the laws so much that when they “break” them, they understand what they are doing and break them for good reason and with proper safeguards. They break them mindfully, not ignorantly.

So, like gravity, these principles are not hidden. Some people find them and they benefit from them. But there are many reasons why we often do not see things until a certain time. That is okay, and certainly a part of growth itself.

In fact, you might have had certain forces at work against you that kept you unaware of these principles. See if you recognize any of these forces:

• A background or history of close association and identification with people who were not finding success in love or life 

• Emotional or relational pain that kept you in survival mode so much that learning mode seemed a luxury 

• Religious teaching that focused so much on guilt, shame, and “good and bad” that there was not enough room to learn wisdom and love 

• Relationships that have been so hurtful and did not work so many times that you gave up hope on finding one that would 

• Hitting a ceiling on reaching goals, or failing to realize your goals and potential so much that you came to think that success was just for others 

• Believing that things are possible if you just “try harder” or “get more committed,” leading to repeated instances of trying again but expecting different results 

• Seeing that following the “ways” called for change, and change is sometimes frightening 

These negative forces all have the common strain of being taught by experience that it just won’t work. Or, success is not out there for me anywhere. As a result, many people do just what the parable of the talents describes. They bury their abilities, potential, and resources because of fear (Matthew 25:14–30). They have decided that it is just not worth it to hope or try because nothing is going to work. They cannot see a way out of their situation. And they have often blamed themselves and often stopped looking.

But the message of this book is that there is nothing special about the people who do make it work. Success is not about them— their unique talents or skills. It is about the principles of life and wisdom that transcend any of our own abilities or lack thereof. And  if you do not allow failure, past experience, or naiveté to blind you to learning how successful people do it, you can do it too.

I believe in the reality of wisdom. I believe that, like Solomon said, the commands of wisdom “will prolong your life many years and bring you prosperity” (Proverbs 3:2). Solomon further says that the entire earth was created by wisdom: “By wisdom the LORD laid the earth’s foundations, by understanding he set the heavens in place” (Proverbs 3:19). In other words, the earth and how it works is not random. There is an order to the ways that things work. Life was created with laws that govern how it works. There are laws that govern success just as gravity governs falling. If we can learn to follow these laws, we can live better lives.

That is what I believe about the Nine Things: they are wisdom. In the upcoming chapters, we will see where they come from, how they work, how to put them into practice, and the pitfalls of not following them.

Are the Nine Things the “ultimate wisdom” pieces of life? I do not think so. First of all, I would never claim to understand the “ultimate” anything. But more than that, I think there are other principles even more foundational than the ones we will look at here. For example, love, truth, and faith are not in the list of Nine. Those are about as ultimate and foundational as you can get. We cannot talk about all of the wisdom in the universe in one book. If you wrote merely a few paragraphs on each of the verses written by Solomon, the wisest man ever, the result would be a volume too stupendous to comprehend in any manageable chunk of time.

Besides, I do not like “ultimate” anythings, because there is always another “more ultimate” to follow. That is not how I look at the Nine Things. There are many more life principles than these, so  obviously they cannot be the ultimate or the end-all to anything.

I chose them for three specific reasons.

First, they are paths or patterns of behavior that really do make a huge difference in the lives of those who practice them. I consider them uncontainable in their fruitfulness.

Second, avoiding these principles can lead to disastrous consequences, such as the loss of love, dreams, goals, potential, relationships, and trust—even faith itself.

Third, these principles are often ignored. I seldom hear them talked about as specific patterns to be observed and diligently applied. 

For those reasons, I have chosen to write about these Nine Things. They are not ultimate, nor are they exhaustive of all you need to know to succeed in life. But they are enormously profitable if practiced, detrimentally consequential if ignored, and often overlooked. And they can be learned and mastered, just as you can learn and master the laws of nature to soar above the clouds at 30,000 feet. 

As Solomon says again about wisdom, “Hold on to instruction, do not let it go; guard it well, for it is your life” (Proverbs 4:13). So in this book we will look at the lives and experience of my déjà vu friends and others to see how they can instruct us, as well as at the gifts of wisdom that God provides in so many ways. The wisdom we glean through such instruction will help us to find more and more of the life we were created to live. These principles need no longer remain hidden. You can put them to work for you as do so many others who are no better, no more gifted, or no smarter than you. They simply see gravity, respect it, and let it take them to a higher view.

Let’s jump in now and look at the nine life principles to learn how they can help you, too.
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PRINCIPLE 1: 
 DIG IT UP 

Choice of attention—to pay attention to this and ignore that—is to the inner life what choice of action is to the outer. In both cases, a man is responsible for his choice and must accept the consequences, whatever they may be.

—W. H. AUDEN 

WE ARE HERE TODAY IN AN EXTRAORDINARY BUILDING,” I said to the audience. “Look at the design, the way it all works. Look at those huge beams that hold it all together, and how they magically stretch all the way across the expanse of the ceiling. Look at how high the walls are, and yet they just seem to stand there. Notice how warm it is in here though you know it is cold outside. The design of this place meets both our appreciation of beauty and our need for protection from the weather. And we all feel safe. Not one of us is worried that it is going to fall down in the middle of the seminar.”

We all took a moment to revel in the structure we had been somewhat ignoring all day. It truly was something to behold.

“Now, I have a question for you. Does anyone know where this arena came from?” I asked. “Anyone know where it originated?”

No one said anything. So, I tried again. “Anyone want to tell me where this building originated from?”

“A builder built it,” someone offered.

“True,” I said, “but from where did it originate? Let me tell you a great mystery. We are standing here in a physical world, the real world that we can see and feel, taste and touch. In the case of this building, we can use it, stand in it, reach out and touch it. It is the real thing, as we say. But, where did this building in the real, physical, visible world come from?

“It came from the invisible world of a toddler’s soul,” I told my audience. “I guarantee you, that is where this awesome coliseum came from. This visible arena came from the invisible soul of probably a twenty-month-old child.

“One day, years ago, a little girl, having just learned to walk, was exploring her world more and more. She was in the den one evening right before bedtime, getting in the last few minutes of play. Then, something happened.

“She took a few blocks, and instead of her normal pounding them down and throwing them about, she stacked one on top of another. And . . . they stayed! Then, she took another block, placed it on top of the second one, and it stayed there too! As she stacked the fourth block, something leapt inside her. She felt excitement and glee; she laughed and exclaimed, ‘Yaaay!’ She was so excited to see that a tower of blocks could be built and stay there, one upon the other.

“Right at that moment, Mommy and Daddy noticed too. Their excitement matched hers as they clapped and said ‘Yaaay!’ along  with her. ‘That’s so good, Susie!’ they exclaimed. Everyone was enjoying the moment, but what was really happening was much more than just a moment’s joy. It was a miracle. For Susie was discovering two of the most powerful forces in the universe: talent and desire. She found that when she worked with blocks, something inside of her felt alive and filled her with joy, and she desired to do it more. She added another block, and when it fell, she did not quit. She built her tower over and over again, laughing and exclaiming with each iteration of her creation. Her parents shared in her delight. Her talent for interacting with spatial design had just had its first day in the outside world.

“Not too long after that, in her preschool and kindergarten, she loved the hours spent drawing and painting in art class. When she took the pencil or brush in her hand, something special happened. Not only did it provide a different level of enjoyment than soccer, but her teachers noticed it as well. They encouraged her with every drawing.

“Then she also found the same sort of attraction to her math classes—an attraction lacking in literature and English. Although she was good at most of her studies, math and art seemed really to give her that ‘alive’ feeling inside, as opposed to just doing the chore of her assignment or homework. In fact, sometimes in English class she would find herself hiding a paper beneath her textbook on which she would draw the medieval castle described in the story.

“At the same time, her parents encouraged her in her studies and praised her when she did well. When she struggled, they took the time to help her and held her feet to the fire when she wanted to blow off her work. They enforced their ‘homework first and play  later’ rule. The discipline they provided was becoming a part of her, for when she went to college and was away from them, she studied while others partied. As a result she graduated with honors in her major, went to graduate school, and became what she had dreamed of becoming since high school: an architect.

“After being diligent and creative in her early jobs doing basic drafting and small buildings, she was given more and more responsibility. She remained faithful with her talent and had the character to bring it to fruition. One day she was promoted to partner at her firm, which meant a chance to do the big jobs. Her promotion came just as the city was planning a new event center, and they were asking for proposal drawings.

“Many more steps were involved, but in the end it was Susie’s design that won the bid, and it was her design that created the arena that we are in today. And here is the point: this reality, this physical reality of a real structure in the real visible world, came from the invisible reality of a little girl’s talent. It came from her soul.”

The invisible world is always where the visible originates.

I continued.

“Everything that you can see around you, began in the invisible world of someone’s soul. It was first a talent, then a dream. It came into being because of talent, discipline, and desire, all invisible ingredients which live in the souls of men and women. A building, a business, a good marriage, a healthy family, a social movement of change, new technology, a medical breakthrough, a beautiful wedding celebration, a realization of a new hobby and skill, and all of the other things and activities that we see around us in this physical world, all begin in the souls of human beings. That is the order of the original creation itself. The visible creation came from the invisible God. He dreamed it, saw it, spoke it, and it was. And he has passed on to us that same way of creating. He has put talents, desires, abilities, dreams, values, and zillions of wonderful things into the souls of humans so that we can bring about beautiful things in life. And they always start from the inside and work their way to the outside world.”

But . . .

Then I told my audience about another building that was just as beautiful as the one we were in that day. It was just as big, just as amazing in its design, the acoustics were just as awesome, and it held just as many people as the one we were using. The capacity of this other building would fully meet the urgent needs of the community. There was just one problem: it didn’t exist in the real world, in the visible, physical world where an audience can actually sit in real chairs and listen to a real performance. We wouldn’t be able to find this building anywhere, not in this town or anywhere else. Why? The sad reality is that this auditorium was never built. It is still stuck in the invisible world of another child, one we will call Jenny.

Jenny’s initial experience was similar to Susie’s. When she was a toddler, she sat on the floor of the den one day and made a similar tower. She felt the same excitement, the same quickening of her spirit inside when she saw the blocks stand one upon the other. She was so excited! Like Susie, Jenny felt alive.

But, when Jenny’s father walked in, his reaction was quite different from that of Susie’s parents. He scolded her for making a mess in the middle of the floor. He destroyed her stack with a harsh  sweep of his foot and told her to put the blocks away. She cried, and he told his wife to take her to bed. He said it was too late for her to be up anyway, and he was tired of listening to all the noise she made.

Later, when Jenny was drawn to art and following the path that Susie took, her father told her that she would never get a job with her silly drawings and to get to work on something practical. He rarely even asked about her schoolwork, and certainly didn’t build into her life the discipline that Susie was learning, the kind she would need to sustain her no matter what she studied. He was harsh in other ways as well, and slowly Jenny drifted away from studies altogether. She just hung out with her boyfriend, who was not into school. At times she would still doodle on pads of paper, passing the time, but then she would toss them into the trash.

Jenny went to college but she didn’t really feel like studying, since she didn’t know what she wanted to do. Mostly she just wanted to be with her boyfriend and other friends, and she partied with them much of the time. She managed to pass her classes, but without any clear direction she just picked a major at random and plodded along until she finished. After graduation she went to work in the human resources department of a large company—a far cry from architectural design. Mostly, the only thing she looked forward to was the weekends, not designing a building. But as we know from Susie’s experience, there was a beautiful building still inside Jenny’s soul, waiting to come out. Would it ever see the light of day?

YOUR HEART’S DESIRE 

Remember the déjà vu person in chapter one, the one I seemed to keep meeting over and over who put into practice the “ways” that  successful people live? If he were an architect, you can bet that he was building buildings because he was living out the desires and dreams of his soul. Was he Susie or Jenny?

The truth is, he could be either, and is probably a combination of both. If you recall, we noticed that déjà vu people come from a lot of different backgrounds. They might come from healthy families, where the parents were like Susie’s, encouraging them to follow what was deep in their hearts and was true to them. They might also come from backgrounds like Jenny’s—with dysfunctional families where one learns very little about the principles that help a person find success or develop their talents.

One thing is for sure: if a déjà vu person was a Jenny, he made a change somewhere along the line. He did the first of the Nine Things. He learned that life comes from the inside.

What lies deep inside is where the real life is. And this déjà vu person spent some time listening to it, looking for it, digging it up, and putting it into practice. He found what lay deep in his heart, below the surface, and invested it in life.

To make a successful life, the déjà vu person:

• Becomes aware of his dreams, desires, talents, and other treasures of his soul 

• Listens to them and values them as life itself 

• Takes steps to develop them, beginning in very small ways 

• Seeks coaching and help to make them grow 

• Does not care as much about his results as his essence, but just continues to express them wherever he can 

Principle One can be expanded this way: the reality of the life we see and live on the outside is one that emerges from the inside, from our hearts, minds, and souls. It is our internal life that creates our external one. So, to find our lives we must find what lies below the surface of our skin. We must look at, listen to, discover, and be mindful of our internal life—of such things as our talents, feelings, desires, and dreams.

BURIED TREASURE 

So why don’t we all seek this internal life? Well, Jenny can tell us of one reason. We have all had experiences that make our internal life unavailable to us. Those experiences can come from family, teachers, friends, church, teachings, jobs, failure, some subculture you live in, traumatic incidents, lack of resources or opportunities, and hundreds of other sources. As a result, we find ourselves living lives that are out of touch with the very center of life itself: with our hearts, minds, and souls. As Jenny can tell us, it is possible just to float through school, or even through the beginning of one’s career, completely out of touch with who you are and what you want.

But it is not only in the arena of work or career that this disconnection can happen. It happens in many other areas as well, such as in significant relationships. There are people who merely float along in their relationships as blindly as Jenny floated along her career path, out of touch with the feelings and drives of their heart. It is the passion that lies below the surface that makes relationships alive and keeps them growing. Being out of touch with that inner passion can cause a relationship to go stale or even to fail.

Robert and Melissa found this to be true. He was a “nice” guy,  always trying to please her as best he could. Competent, successful, and loving, on the surface he looked like the model husband. But beneath the surface, things were not as good as they appeared.

When this couple came to me, he was suffering from a total loss of sex drive. And she no longer felt attracted to him; she did not find him exciting any more.

As I worked with Robert and Melissa, I found that a kind of settled routine had taken over their relationship. Mostly from his side, there had been a “loss of the soul.” In his dutiful pleasing of her, and also in his fear of upsetting her (she had a bit of a quick temper), he had slowly put to sleep any of his own desires that conflicted with hers. He ignored them, and he also ignored the resulting feelings of resentment that were the residual effects of some of his niceness. He had gone dead inside, but he continued to function in all areas that were visible on the surface. It was the invisible that had been ignored. But as we saw with Susie and Jenny, it is the invisible that gives rise to the visible. So as a result of ignoring the invisible, Robert and Melissa were starting to see their relationship suffer.

When we began to “dig it up,” we got to Robert’s heart again. First, it involved his being honest about some things that he did not like, although he had acted as if those things were not really problems. Slowly, as he became more honest, he actually expressed some of the things that troubled him within the relationship. Then he got to the big issue: he expressed the things that he actually wanted the two of them to do but was afraid to push her to do—his desires. These desires could be small or large, his preference for dinner or how to spend their vacation. It did not matter, for all of it was his heart. Slowly he began to express these desires, and as a result the couple got into conflict.

Then, with sparks flying as we worked with their ability to resolve the conflict, something else happened. Robert found his libido, and Melissa found him much more enticing. Passion had returned. Why? Sexual technique training? Not at all. Romance coaching? No need for that either. Just the chemistry of two fully alive individuals in an honest relationship where they learned to express and respect each others’ desires, and then be active enough to put them into action, like when they first met. They were “building a building.” And the building was a thriving marriage that had seemed dead. Their marriage was becoming visible in the outside world for them to see and enjoy. They could thrive in it and be protected from the stormy weather of life, realizing the full benefits of its design. But these benefits came from digging up the inside and investing it back into life, facing the invisible and making it visible.

But to dig this deeply means that we must face some fears and obstacles. What about the list above? What can you identify in your own life that has caused you to bury your treasure? Was it a harsh parent like Jenny’s? A tough relationship? A lack of opportunity or resources that caused you to give up? A subculture that put you down? Other people who did not like what you brought forth from inside your heart and soul? The times you tried and failed?

One thing is sure:

There is no shortage of things in life 
 that can cause you to bury your heart and soul.

The truth is, however, that those who succeed in any aspect of life have not allowed those influences to keep their dreams and  desires hidden. They have dug them up, faced their fears, taken risks, failed, gotten up again, and found that they could indeed build a beautiful building.

Julia was such a person. When she was in her early twenties, she fell in love and married Devin, a “winner”—the type of person who knew who he was and where he was going. Devin pursued his career, built a big electronics business, and achieved considerable success. Although Julia had always enjoyed school and directing various service projects, after marriage she quit doing much with her or-ganizational talents. Overshadowed by his drive and aggressiveness, she became more a follower of his life and career.

At first the cause of her withdrawal from the things she enjoyed seemed to be the demands of her role as mother of young children. But there were other causes more subtle. Devin put her down. He had an ability to make her feel inferior and stupid when it came to things in the realm of work. He had many ways of dominating, but the most harmful were those in which he discounted her abilities. Slowly she retreated into the area where she did not have to compete with him: that of being a mother. She performed very well in that role and just put her other talents aside.

As many such stories go, years later Devin became bored with the woman he had subdued and fell in love with someone from work. He left Julia behind. After the divorce, she did not know what she was going to do. She felt lost.

Her friends would have none of that, however. Some of them knew her before she married Devin and knew of her outstanding talents and abilities. They pushed her to step out. She resisted, feeling that she was “stupid” and could not really make the kinds of decisions required to do the kinds of work they were telling her to go for. But her friends would not hear of it, so Julia relented and one of them hired her to work in her company.

Julia was not long in her new job before she began to put her hand to organizing things around her, even beyond her assigned duties. Then she discovered that to help the company as much as she wanted, she needed to acquire some computer skills that she did not possess. The thought both frightened and excited her. She wanted to do it, but she could hear You won’t be able to learn that! reverberating in her head. But on the sly without others knowing it, she took a class at a community college and learned the necessary programs. Gradually, she offered to help on some of the bigger projects at work. Soon employees from other departments turned to her for help. She was gaining a reputation. Not long after, she was moved to a new position in more complicated operations, and within a year she was running a division with big budgets.

As she related her story, she said one thing that was quite telling: “I had somehow lost touch with what I liked to do, and slowly I had come to believe that I couldn’t do it. It was like a part of me had died. Then, when I thought about doing it again, I was too afraid to try. If it weren’t for Molly making me step out and try that little job, I don’t know where I would be today.”

Notice the progression.

1. She lost touch with her “likes”—talents, desires, and so on.

2. She allowed them to become buried.

3. She considered doing them again, but was afraid.

4. She was tempted to back away and keep them buried.

5. She got a push to step out and ventured a little step forward. 

6. The investment of the little step multiplied over time to a full visible reality.

7. Julia was alive again.

This choice, I believe, is always put before each of us, every day. We are given a heart full of treasure and talent, feelings and desires. In short, potential realities. God has granted to us a heart, mind, and soul full of potential realities for whatever our situation might be, perhaps one of the following:

• A relationship (like Robert’s) 

• A career (like Julia’s) 

• Being part of a neighborhood or community, or wherever we find ourselves 

• A fulfilling hobby or skill (other than vocation) 

• Service and volunteering for a good cause 

• Church and spiritual pursuits 

• Creative pursuits 

It is our job to dig up whatever potential we have in whatever situation we are in, and then to invest it and see it grow. The choice is whether we are going to allow fear and experiences to keep our potential buried, or choose to step out in faith and see that potential turn into reality.

One of the best examples of this is found in the parable of the  talents, a favorite story of mine. In this parable in Matthew 25:14–30, the master entrusts three servants with various amounts of money to be invested while he is away. He returns at a later date and checks out what they have done. Two of the servants stepped out, took risks, were diligent, and earned a handsome profit for the master. The third was afraid and buried his treasure in the ground. He returned only what he was originally given.

The first two are rewarded, and the last one is scolded and loses the little that he had. Is that a picture of reality or what? Those who take what they possess, invest it in life, and are diligent and faithful with it over time, grow and build something good. But those who allow fear to keep them from stepping out, not only fail to increase what they have, they actually lose it.

That is what seems to happen over and over when people bury their internal, invisible treasure—their dreams, talents, and passions. When it is buried and protected, it does not remain vibrant and alive. Just as Robert, Melissa and Julia discovered, the good potential ceases to thrive and begins to die when it remains unused. It is in a very real sense, lost, just as the parable predicts it will be.

Not so with the déjà vu person who lives out this particular “way.” He does not allow the treasures of his heart, mind, and soul to remain below the surface. He digs them up, puts them into practice, invests them, and gets a return. Even when it means, as Julia or Robert found, that risk, learning, pain, conflict, and other hard things are involved. It does not matter, and it does not stop him.

Those who succeed in life cannot ignore 
 their hearts, minds, and souls.

Déjà vu people listen to what is going on inside, good or bad. They bring it up and deal with it. If it is good, they find a proper place for its expression and growth. If it is not so good, they deal with that as well, as we shall see. But either way, the invisible things that lie within are recognized as the source of life, and they are not ignored. 

As Solomon said about minding what is inside the heart: “Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life” (Proverbs 4:23).

Above all else is pretty strong language, don’t you think? We can see why Solomon uses those words when we realize that without guarding what is inside the heart, no building would ever be built, no family ever restored, no career ever reborn, no volunteer movement ever realized.

His phrase, wellspring of life, says it all. It means the place from which it all comes. Success and failure alike arise from what is going on inside, and the wise person is one who pays attention.

NOT ALL THAT IS BURIED IS TREASURE 

In the examples of Susie and Julia, we see things buried in the heart that are good. Dig them up and you find an architect and a competent organizer. Those are great finds. But not all that lies below the surface is so wonderful.

In Robert’s case, while he dug up his passion and desire, he had to wade through a few pools of resentment, anger, and conflict as well. Julia also had some demons in her heart. She had to face the fear that was below the surface—the hurt that her husband had inflicted, the shame of allowing herself to be treated poorly, and the loss of so many things related to her marriage.

If we dug into Jenny’s heart, we would find much that is not at all pretty. We would find hurt and anger at her father, feelings of being used by the boyfriends she gave herself to in her attempts to find male acceptance, fears of inadequacy at her lack of confidence and discipline, and shame for the lost years. Many of those things would not be her fault, so to speak, but all of them would reside in her soul and would be her responsibility.

But, if Jenny would dig these ugly things up, face them, and deal with them appropriately, she would find that by going through the “death” experience of facing the negative things inside, a resurrection would occur. The good things that had died would come back to life. That was the experience of Robert and Julia, and it could be yours as well.

It is the path of my successful déjà vu friends, for sure. They don’t look inside just to find winning lottery tickets. They look inside to find whatever is there. They “guard their hearts with diligence,” as the proverb says in another translation. They oversee it, and deal not only with the good feelings and dreams but the problems as well.

The wisdom of their approach is this: they know that by dealing with the bad stuff inside, two things will happen.

First, they rid themselves of the pain or sickness they are carrying around and the effects it is having or could have in their life. They know that if they leave it untouched, it will only become a cancer that gets larger.

Grief that is ignored turns into depression or hopelessness. Hurt turns into cynicism, lack of trust, or worse. Anger turns into bitterness and hatred. The list goes on, but déjà vu people know that just as you do not want a tumor growing in your brain, you do not want one growing in your heart either. There are no benign  tumors of the heart. They all spread their cancer into the visible world, where they destroy all that one is trying to build—relationships, reaching goals, happiness, and fulfillment. No matter what a person is trying to accomplish, if he is walking around with unresolved matters of the heart, his goals will be negatively affected.

And secondly, the wise déjà vu person knows that every time he faces one of those sicknesses in the heart, something better and larger emerges. Either new solutions are found in facing and solving problems, or new aspects of the soul are discovered. When we face our demons and our pain, we “reclaim the land” of our hearts and souls. You come through that suffering being better than who you were when you went in. You get back what had been taken and find extra character to boot. These wise people understand all that, and they enter into the process willingly.

What you dig out of your heart will be a mixture of both good and bad. Dreams, talents, pains, and also ugly stuff like resentment or hatred will all reside there. Both the good stuff and the bad can be scary. The dreams can call you to get out of your slumber and take a risk. The ugly stuff can shatter your nice picture of yourself. But both are you, and that is okay. It means that you are human, and God loves all of you regardless of the good or the bad, the divine or the ugly.

Your job is to dig it all up and then do one of two things: sow it, or throw it away.

If it is good, like a talent, a dream, a desire, or something else that you want to see grow, sow it. Plant it. Water it. Fertilize it. That is what Julia did, and her outside life grew. That is what Susie did, and we found ourselves in a beautiful building. There is no telling what we will find in the future as a result of what you sow now. If  what you dig up is painful or ugly, throw it away. That means to process it, mourn it, heal it, grieve it, repent of it, or whatever it takes to work it out of your system. You are growing a garden in your heart; some things you wish to increase, and others you need to weed out. Either way requires caretaking. That is your job as guardian of your heart.

TAKE APPROPRIATE RISKS 

Julia and Robert did not just dig things up and let them lie there. They took the risks of investing their invisible treasures in the visible world. Julia stepped out and tried her skills. She tried a job in spite of her fear of failing at it. She took a class even when the voice inside her head told her she could not learn. She spoke out in meetings with bosses when she had an idea. With each new victory, she gained more ground in the external world as the interior world of her heart and soul were expanding.

Robert did likewise. When he discovered what he felt and what he wanted, he took the risk of being honest with me and with his wife. He took the risk of not backing down in the conflict as he had done for years. He took the risk of making his desires known, and then he took the big risk of pursuing them in the relationship.

There is very little growth and reward in life without taking risks. As the parable says, the one who buried his treasure in the ground did so to avoid risk of loss, failure, and disapproval. In the end, though, he reaped all three of these disasters. Clearly . . .

Avoidance of risk is the greatest risk of all.

Taking risks, however, does not mean that when you discover a treasure in your heart you should just roll the dice. That is not what any of these people did. Julia was diligent and followed her path with wisdom and calculation. She took it one step at a time. She did not say, “Since I have this organizational talent, I think I will pull up and start a new business,” then invest her life savings and divorce settlement into some lame-brained idea. That is not what it means to take risks in a wise sense.

As Solomon tells us, “The wisdom of the prudent is to give thought to their ways, but the folly of fools is deception” (Proverbs 14:8). Julia did not deceive herself into thinking that her nascent talent was an ability. She took one small step at a time, giving much thought and prudence to each. But each step built on the other, and each was risky in its own right. That is far different than betting the farm in an impulsive way.

The same was true of Robert. He took risks with Melissa, but they were in the contexts of wisdom and “giving thought to his ways.” He did not just “find himself,” as the popular culture says, and realize that she was not making him happy, and then jettison the spouse that was holding him back from his fulfillment. That is not growth at all. In fact, that is a resistance to growth.

Growth is when you take the new things that you dig up and discover, and then integrate them with the rest of who you already are—things such as your values, relationships, and loves. Robert took his newly discovered feelings and truths and integrated them with his values of commitment to a marriage, his love for Melissa, and all the things he believed in. That is true growth and integration. 

A successful déjà vu person is not afraid of the downside of taking risks. But he does not jump off cliffs and then expect good things to happen. That is what the devil tempted Jesus to do—to give up all reason and rational thinking, jump off the cliff, and hope that God will save you from yourself.

To the contrary, risk is calculated, integrated, and then executed with diligence and thoughtfulness. Most people who “left it all,” took a risk, and succeeded will tell you that their decision was not flighty or impulsive at all. They made their move only after much preparation and thoughtfulness.

Such a move seems to be a three-step dance.

1. Become aware of whatever is in your heart and “dig it up.”

2.Weigh it, deal with it, talk it through, process it, integrate it with your values, judge it, and chew on it until you know with wisdom exactly what you are doing.

3. Take action.

This will keep you from chasing fantasies—the opposite of what the wise déjà vu person does. As Solomon says about that: “He who works his land will have abundant food, but the one who chases fantasies will have his fill of poverty” (Proverbs 28:19).

Sometimes we have impulsive fantasies in our souls as well as treasures. But if we take step two above and talk everything through with those who know us and are there to help us, we can see reality and separate it from fantasy. Chasing fantasies in your heart may be a way of avoiding the real treasures that are there. If Robert had chased the fantasies of his heart as Julia’s husband did, he would have ruined his marriage and his life. Instead, he integrated his desires with his values and commitments and found ultimate treasure at home.

BURYING VERSUS SUSPENDING 

I think it is important to point out the difference between burying your dreams and simply suspending them. To bury your dreams means to be unaware of them, or to be in some sort of conflict with them. When you bury them, they get stagnant, sick, and begin to die. That is not healthy.

On the other hand, knowing your soul does not mean that you have to realize or accomplish every dream at once.

I know a woman who is raising her three children and truly wants to go to law school. One day she will. She has not buried that dream in any way, shape, or form. In fact, she is looking forward to it. But not today.

She has suspended the dream, holding it in the palm of love and sacrifice. She is holding it in her heart along with her other heart’s desire: the health and welfare of her children. Step two mentioned earlier dictates that she take care of all of her heart, not just one desire. While she desires a law career, she also desires to raise her children well. She puts both desires in perspective with her values and what she knows her children need from her. That is not burying anything. It is holding her desire for a law career on the altar of sacrificial love, which is the highest form of heart and soul that we know in this life. It is the ability to “lay down one’s life” for those he or she loves.

NO STAGNANT POOLS 

The message from our déjà vu friends is that your heart is an organ designed to have life flowing through it. Your mind is like that as well, as is your soul. They are not meant to be stagnant, with things  buried in them, stuck there and not moving into the light of the outside world.

But to get to the outside visible world, those desires have to be found, watered, fertilized, and planted. In short, you have to own them, work them, and use them. Here are some tips on how to do that:

• Listen to what bugs you. It might be a message.

• Don’t let negative feelings just sit there. Do something about them.

• Don’t let long-term wishes and dreams go ignored. Find out what they mean.

• Listen to your symptoms. They might be telling you that you have something to dig up.

• Pay attention to your fantasies. They may be telling you that something is missing that you need to resolve in appropriate ways.

• Face the fears and obstacles that have caused you to bury your treasures.

• Don’t confuse envy with desire. You may be envious of someone else’s life because you have lost touch with your own.

• Do everything above in the context of your values and your community of people who are committed to guarding your heart. If you do not have such a community, find one and join it.

• Ask God to help you find your heart, mind, soul, and the treasures he has placed there for you.

The message here is that our successful friends do not ignore the little signals that things are not quite right inside. They pay attention to what bugs them, drives their fantasies, delivers stress, or whatever signals make their way up through the weeds to consciousness. Often, the biggest sign that tells us of things buried in the heart is numbness and a life that is not alive. Our déjà vu friends will always choose life, and that means their heart, mind, and soul are always getting attention. And when they see those signs, they take action.

Grasp your dreams. Reach for them. Take appropriate risks. One of the worst things you can die with is potential. Die with failures before you die with potential. Potential is something to be realized, not guarded and protected. So, dig it up! Invest it! And you will find that it is true—life comes from the inside out.
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