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INTRODUCTION

FINDING YOUR SWEET SPOT

In his book Cure for the Common Life, Max Lucado urges readers to find their “sweet spots” in life. Ever heard of a sweet spot? It refers to place on a golf club (or baseball bat or tennis racket) where you get the most power and control out of your swing. Hit a ball in the sweet spot and you can send it flying forever. So much energy for so little effort!

People have sweet spots, too. God has designed all human beings to do certain things well and in a way that is totally natural to them. For instance, one person has a knack for numbers. Another is a great problem-solver. Someone else has a nose for a bargain. Yet another is a creative genius. Every person has a sweet spot. And life makes sense when you find your spot and keep “hitting the ball” there.

So how do you find your own sweet spot? As Max describes in Cure for the Common Life, each of us has moments in our lives when, seemingly by accident, we hit a home run. Just knock it right out of the park to everyone’s amazement. These moments are not accidents. It’s not just a coincidence. There’s a reason you wrote the best paper in your class in junior high school. There’s a reason that you saved the day on the family vacation by knowing how to get your dad’s stalled car re-started in a driving rainstorm. It wasn’t just a rookie coincidence that enabled you to make a key observation that helped your boss save face with his superior.

 When it comes to sweet spots there are no accidents, only incidents. They are moments when you’re “in the zone.” Situations in which the way God made you lines up with what is needed at the time. When that happens— wham! You hit the ball in your sweet spot and there it goes! To you it may not seem like a big deal, but to someone who doesn’t have the gifts you have, your natural response can seem like a feat of genius.

And here we come to an irony. Your sweet spot—your giftedness—is so natural and so instinctive that when you’re using it, you don’t even think about using it. You just use it. You wouldn’t think of doing things any other way. Therefore, your giftedness may not seem remarkable to you. It’s just you being you. For that reason, most of us have a hard time recognizing our sweet spots for what they are.

That’s a problem, because if you don’t know what your sweet spot is, you’re going to have a hard time hitting the ball there. Oh, occasionally you’ll connect. As they say, even a blind squirrel finds a nut now and then. But God doesn’t want you to live in your sweet spot now and then. He wants you there most of the time.

When we use the term giftedness in this small group study, we are referring to the unique way in which an individual functions. Giftedness is a person’s inborn core strengths and natural motivation, which he instinctively uses to do things that are satisfying and productive. Giftedness is not just what the person can do, but what he was born to do, enjoys doing, and does very well. Giftedness is more than talent or ability. Giftedness involves motivation—an inner drive or energy that compels an individual to do a certain thing.

Every human being has giftedness. Every single one. No matter what the level of his intelligence is. No matter what her DNA makeup is. No matter how damaged, disabled, dysfunctional, or compromised she may be. Every human is born with her own unique giftedness. Many people hear the term “gifted” and they think of spectacular performers: Michael Jordan, Oprah Winfrey, Bill Gates, Albert Einstein, Mother Teresa. Impressive people like that have giftedness, to be sure. But so do you. Giftedness is not about the spectacular, the amazing, or the one-of-a-kind. Giftedness is about who people are—their personhood.

Every human being has personhood. Your personhood is given to you by God. Your personhood fits you for particular tasks. Sometimes a person fits a task so well that unusual results occur—maybe even spectacular results. Like seven NBA championships. Or billions of dollars in wealth. Or a change in the way a society sees a minority group. Or a new theory, called “relativity.” We rightfully celebrate spectacular results like those. But giftedness is not in the results; it’s in the person. And every person does something naturally and instinctively that yields some worthy result. That activity—that innate ability and the motivation to use it—is what
 we call a person’s giftedness.

In many schools today, some students are designated as “talented and gifted” students. That means they possess a heightened capacity for learning and require an enriched curriculum to stimulate their education. It’s wonderful that experts have identified the needs of those students. However, when we use the term giftedness in this small group study, we are not referring to “talented and gifted” people. We are referring to all people. Everyone has her own giftedness, quite apart from how she learns.

God endows every person with a means to glorify him in very practical, evident ways. That is his gift to us. He allows us to enjoy the exercise of our gifts, so that we’ll do them again and again. But the purpose of the gifts is twofold: to bring God glory and to do the things that he wants done in the world.

If you have such a hard time recognizing your sweet spot, how will you ever find out what it is? As usual, God has an answer for that: other people. Other people are like a mirror for your giftedness.

You live inside your skin and usually instinctively do what you were designed to do. You don’t see your giftedness at work, but the rest of us do. “Wow, how did you do that?” we’ll ask after you’ve penned the neatly crafted letter, or negotiated the bargain of the day at the yard sale, or made the blockbuster insight at the Bible study, or baked the to-die-for chocolate cake.

When someone remarks on something you’ve done and asks, “How did you do that?” they are celebrating your sweet spot. Pay attention to that! That is not just flattery. Whether they realize it or not, they are praising God, because God made you to do the thing that you do. So by highlighting your accomplishment and saying, “That’s something,” they are in effect telling God, “Way to go, God! Thank you for giving my friend here the ability to do what she does. That’s something!”

Surprisingly, Max’s advice to “do the most what you do the best” is hard to swallow for many people. It sounds like common sense, and yet it is not practiced very widely. Consider four reasons why:

(1) Many people don’t know what they do best. It’s almost impossible to determine what you do best on your own. As a result, most people are only vaguely aware of what they do best. So how can they be intentional about something they don’t even know about?

(2) Many people minimize the importance of what they do best. Your sweet spot is natural and instinctive. You don’t have to “work” at doing what you do best. It comes naturally. For that reason, many people discount what they do well and enjoy doing. “It’s no big deal,” they say. And if it’s no big deal, then that means it’s not very important—not important enough to spend most of one’s time there, right? But of course your sweet spot is a big deal! It’s a big deal to God, who gave you the gift. And it’s a big deal to the rest of us, who need you to exercise your gift.

(3) Many people assume that it’s wrong to enjoy what they do best. Functioning in your sweet spot is fun! There’s joy and satisfaction attached to it. Unfortunately, many people think that if something is fun, it can’t be worthwhile. To them, fun is play, not work. They’ll even say, “Why do you think they call it ‘work’?” But God gives us joy in what we do best so that we’ll do it over and over—gladly! He wants us to do what he designed us to do best.

(4) Many people assume that “getting” to do what you do best is a luxury . Many a career has been derailed because people knowingly chose paths that did not fit them. They mistakenly believed that only after one has succeeded do they get to do what they want to do. Success comes from concentrating on our strengths—doing the most what we do the best. If that feels like a luxury, then let us live in luxury! After all, God gave us work as a gift (Eccl. 3:12–13; 5:19). Sin made work into drudgery and toil. Don’t cooperate with sin by hating your job. Do something you love, to the glory of God.

Does God really want us to do the most what we do the best? Yes! Each of us has been given unique gifts for making our own individual contribution to the world. So what happens if we rarely or never use our gifts? Clearly, we won’t make the contribution God intended us to make. In that case, we are resisting God. That can’t help but displease his heart. And in a way, not using our gift is an insult to him. In effect we are saying, “God, I’m not going to unwrap the gift you gave me. I’m not going to experience the joy you wanted me to have when using it. And I’m not going to benefit anyone else. Instead, I’m going to spend my time doing things you haven’t gifted me to do. I may end up unhappy, and I may be unproductive, but that seems like what I’d like to do. So thanks, but no thanks, for the gift you gave me.”

That’s not what you want to tell God, is it? If not, make the effort to identify your sweet spot—what you do best. Then wrap your life around that. Do the most what you do the best!

In fact, Max himself found his sweet spot only when someone else helped him to see it.

“But isn’t Max’s sweet spot a bit obvious?” you may be thinking. “He’s one of the best teachers I’ve ever heard!” You may recognize that about Max, but it wasn’t obvious to him. As he describes the situation in Cure for the Common Life, at one point in his ministry, Max was burning out. At the time, his church was bursting at the seams. After a lot of prayer and planning, the church decided it needed a new building on some new property. So they raised the money. They bought the land. They built the building. They rejoiced in God’s faithfulness. By all rights, Max should have been thrilled.

But he wasn’t. He was straining. He was going through the motions. He was doing all the “right” things that he thought a pastor is “supposed” to do. But he wasn’t taking joy in it. That lack of joy was a sure sign that Max was out of his sweet spot. Mind you, he was doing good things. But he wasn’t doing the best thing for the way God had designed him. If anything, Max came to feel at times as if he was doing the most what he does the worst!

Here’s the irony: Max didn’t know that. He didn’t know his sweet spot. Maybe it was obvious to everyone else, but it wasn’t obvious to him. As a result, he ended up feeling like a machine, not a person. He seriously began to wonder whether he was cut out for the pastorate.

Soon, God brought someone into Max’s path to help him with his predicament. Rick Wellock, an executive coach and organizational consultant with People Management International, Inc. (PMI), spent a day with Max, taking him through the process described in Cure for the Common Life—quite similar to the process this small group study will take you through. Rick took Max back to moments in his life when he was doing things he loved doing and felt he did well. In other words, he took Max back to the moments he was living in his sweet spot. Here are a few of those experiences:

Max told Rick about elementary school, when he read every biography in the library.

As a high-school freshman, delivering an election-winning speech.

In a literature course, where he wrote and rewrote short stories by the hour.

The first time he ever gave a Bible lesson. It was to a group of middle-schoolers. To Max’s amazement, they listened!

How he developed a process for preparing his sermons.

Rick spent a couple of hours interviewing Max about stories like these, where satisfaction and success intersected in his life.

Later, Max received a lengthy report that went into great detail about all the things that are a part of his sweet spot. After talking with Rick more, Max discovered the ways that God had designed him. That discovery was a breakthrough in Max’s life and ministry. When he finally realized what God made his heart leap up to do, he felt like a new man. He felt free. He was able to see why his eyes had glazed over during committee meetings spent picking out paint colors, poring over budgets, debating the number of stalls needed in the bathrooms. Those were important matters, but Max realized that those things belonged to someone else’s sweet spot, not his.

As a result, Max redefined his role in the church. He stopped doing tasks that didn’t fall in his
 sweet spot, and stuck to the tasks that had his name on them. Result: Max started hitting a lot more home runs.

We should pay attention when someone praises our sweet spot. That person is celebrating what we do best, and we should take note of that affirmation. It’s telling us an important truth about how God has made us.

But sometimes people tell us about how God has made us in a very different way. Unfortunately, they package the truth about us in a negative label. For instance, imagine someone who has organized a meeting down to the last detail. Every minute has been carefully scheduled. Everything in the room has been painstakingly arranged. Every person in the meeting has been given a set of neat, orderly notes ahead of time. Then a coworker comes in and tells the person who pulled all of that together, “My, aren’t you the perfectionist!”

Is that a true statement about the person? Is she, in fact, a “perfectionist”? Well, perhaps. That may actually be quite accurate. She may love to get things right. Indeed, she may love to get things perfect. But what’s wrong with the label “perfectionist”? It’s a negative label. There’s a sense of shame attached to it, as if there’s something wrong with aiming at perfection. So is it helpful to call that person a perfectionist? No, it actually ends up shaming her for doing what she does best.

For every kind of sweet spot, there’s a negative, shame-based label: perfectionist, know-it-all, glory-hound, drama queen, dreamer, over-achiever, cowboy, scrooge, egghead, spoil-sport, one-trick pony, dweeb, geek, jack-of-all-tradesand master-of-none. The list is endless. It’s a sad list, no? Labels like these express the truth about someone’s sweet spot, but in a terribly destructive way.

We need to be on our guard against negative labels. First, we need to watch out when others label us in a shaming way. We need to correct their misstatement, even if only in our head. So if they call us a perfectionist, we need to say to ourselves, “Well, yes, I guess I do aim at perfection. That’s part of my sweet spot. I’ll own that motivation to get things right. That’s how God made me. I’ll celebrate it. I won’t be ashamed of my sweet spot.”

We also need to resist labeling others. Yes, sometimes their sweet spot can seem a bit humorous to us. Sometimes it may even annoy us. But that’s only because others are unlike us. That doesn’t make them bad people; it only makes them different people. If we have to point out that difference, let us do it in a positive way (parents especially should pay attention to this). For instance: “Sharon, I’m so glad you handled the set-up for this meeting. If it had been left up to me, things would have been completely disorganized. But you’ve just done a perfect job putting everything together. I admire that! Thank you for doing what you do best.”

Ephesians 4:25 (NIV) tells Christians to speak the truth to one another, because we all belong to the same body. Verse 29 urges us to speak that truth in a way that builds others up. Our objective, the verse says, is to “benefit those that listen.” By praising one another’s sweet spots, using positive affirmation rather than negative labels, we give grace to each other and build up the body of Christ.

Would you like to do that? We at PMI know you would. That’s why Max partnered with us to put together this small group study. Please understand that this guide can’t duplicate the in-depth process that Max went through. He had a trained, experienced person interview him on his stories. He had an expert go over the transcript of those stories to identify the details of his giftedness. He had a seasoned coach help him gain a comprehensive understanding of his sweet spot, and he had the benefit of that coach’s guidance to help him apply what he learned to countless areas of his life and ministry.

This small group study can’t duplicate that sort of professional consultation, but you will still benefit enormously by going through this process. Our hope is that:

• You will see a pattern to how you function. You’ll see that your sweet spot is something you come back to and repeat over and over.

• You will have some of your core strengths affirmed. Are you tired of being told about your weaknesses and what you do wrong? This process will show you what you do right!

• You will see that God has been involved in your whole life, even from your earliest years. Giftedness is inborn. God gave you yours in the womb. You’ll see that your giftedness began showing up from your first day on earth.

• You will see that you are unique. Sure, you share some things in common with others. But no one is exactly like you. You will begin to discover what makes you unique from everyone else.

• You will see that your “wiring” has a lot of practical bearing on your life, including your career, marriage, parenting, relationships, etc.

• You will discover that things you don’t like to do and don’t do well are actually sweet spots for someone else. That means you don’t have to do everything! Others can benefit you by contributing what they do best.

• You’re going to discover some amazing gifts in the other people. By seeing them in their sweet spots, you will come to appreciate them in ways you never imagined.

There’s one important key to getting the most out of this group: follow the process. It’s really rather simple: Each time this group meets, you will tell sweet spot stories from your life and look for patterns. That sounds easy enough, right? In fact, for some it will sound too easy. But trust the process. It has a long track record of giving people insight into the core of their giftedness.

If you’ve ever tried to hit a golf ball, you’ll understand what we mean by trusting the process. Golf looks like a simple enough activity. You put a little white ball on some grass, swing a club, and knock the ball a few hundred yards down the fairway, right? Except that’s not what happens the first time you play golf. You discover that what Tiger Woods makes look simple is not so simple after all.

So do you just give up? No! You find someone to show you how to hold the club, connect with the ball, and improve your swing. Then you hit a lot of balls. At first you feel a little awkward, but if you stick with it you eventually will connect solidly with the ball.

The same is true for telling stories and looking for patterns. Work the process. Do what this study tells you to do. At first you may feel a little awkward, and it may not seem like you’re “getting” it. Don’t worry. The process works if you’ll work the process. Max is confident of that. He’s done it. God used it to change his life. And God can do the same for you.

FAQ

Q: Wouldn’t it be easier to take a personality test or something to find out more about myself?

A: Personality tests, psychological inventories, and similar tools have their value. But the approach offered in this small group study is significantly different. For one thing, inventories and questionnaires ask you to evaluate your behavior, which is inherently subjective. In this group, you’ll tell about things you have actually done in the real world, which is much more objective. Another difference is that tests and inventories compare you to other people, placing you in a category or labeling you as a “type” of person. That won’t happen here. We’re interested in what makes you unique. Yet a third difference is that filling out a questionnaire may or may not be interesting to you. In this process, you’re going to have a lot of fun!
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