MANAGING IT ALL
by Steve Smart

I haven’t yet figured out how to get the genie out of the bottle. When I do, one of my three requests will be to have more than 24 hours in a day. It might be something more like thirty. If I get greedy it will be more.
It often seems as though there are not enough hours in a day to get everything done that we want to get done. Until we figure out the “genie” thing we’re all left with twenty-four sixty minute segments.
One of my biggest personal values is to live a “well-ordered” life. I have a real distaste for chaos. I can’t say that I’ve become the Yoda of time management but there are some lessons that I’ve put into practice that have proven to be very helpful.
We can’t do it: We simply can’t manage it ALL. We all have our limitations. None of us are Superman and it simply doesn’t make sense to wear ourselves out on the treadmill of life.
I once heard a minister say, “I would rather burn out than rust out.” I understand the sentiment, and I don’t want to be a “couch-potato Christian”. But I don’t believe we have an “either-or” situation. I believe that the question should be, “How can I live a well-ordered life, be effective in my God-given mission and finish well?”
We are indeed empowered by God’s grace but we still have to be good stewards and make decisions about how we spend our available time and energy.
So we are faced with choices. 
We must determine our priorities: If we’re going to make good choices we have to start with a clear understanding of our values and purpose in life and ministry. I like to encourage people to keep a written record of the things that are the highest priorities. Sometimes I’ll ask questions like; “What are the things that you MUST do in order to succeed in your ministry endeavor?” Experience tells me that there’s no shortage of “good” things that could be done. It’s important to be able to separate the things that are “good” to do, or even “important” to do from the things that are necessary to do.

When we understand our top priorities we can ask ourselves questions like, “Will this activity or action item contribute to my highest priorities, or is it unnecessary fluff?”
I once attended a Franklin Covey seminar that helped me develop my own mission statement. I have referred to it often and on many occasions it has helped me keep my life in order and make better decisions.

Ministry in the context of life: If we let our priorities get out of balance and ministry overtakes life, it’s not a good place to be. I like to encourage people to do ministry in the context of life, not the other way around. Healthy life breeds healthy, productive ministry.

We must recognize our season: Things change in life and our priorities must be re-examined as our situations change. Things change with our work life and home life and even in our Christian service. If we don’t take time to reorganize our priorities with life’s changing seasons we might find that we’re applying our efforts in ways that are inconsistent with our current capabilities.

When I worked for EDS I learned a term called “bandwidth.” My supervisor would ask someone if they had the bandwidth to accomplish a particular task. It simply refers to the amount of available time and energy we have at any given time.

Our bandwidth can increase or decrease due to changes in our situation, our personal growth and interests or our stress level. So it’s important to monitor our available time and energy and make decisions accordingly. For any given opportunity for involvement there are times when it is important to say yes. But competent and committed people often have abundant opportunity and there will be times where it is important to say no.
Leave some breathing room: Pastor Ron Tucker once did a great series on the subject of “Margin”. This subject requires our attention if we’re going to live a life that is well ordered and effective. This is true of our all of our resources including money, time and energy. If we are always running at full capacity without leaving any reserve we will not have the ability to respond well to those unpredictable situations that come up on occasion. Some of those “situations” are people who have a sincere need for our help. If we have arranged our lives in a way that allows for breathing room we’ll be far more likely to be the blessing that God wants us to be.
Learn to delegate: One of the best ways to create margin is to delegate some of our responsibilities to others. For a leader, this should be part of our mission to develop others around us. Delegation can give us the twofold blessing of freeing up time while multiplying our life and ministry.
Use some simple tools: I have some tools to help me record and manage important information. I use a combination of paper and electronic tools that help me stay on track.
I review my calendar weekly with my wife. We look about three months ahead and we talk about upcoming events, appointments or birthdays so we can set our schedule according to our priorities. I also calendar due dates for reports and often schedule weekly time to develop and review ministry tasks.
Putting key people in my cell phone speed dial has been very helpful on occasion. While writing this article it occurs to me that there are many times when I could leave an encouraging voice mail for people who are on my ministry team. That’s an area where I need improvement.
In my planner I document my current goals, dates I’ve last met with key people and when I’m due to meet with them again.

I also use a “target tool”. Ministry is partly about “what” God wants me to do, “how” He wants me to do it, and a lot about “who” I am to invest in. Leaders must take time to consider the “who” part of where to direct their time and effort. It has an important impact on the outcome of their ministry and the fruit of their life. The target tool looks like this:
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The tool is simply a “doodle” that helps me give thoughtful considerations to the “who” part of ministry. The center area represents the highest priority zone where my time and efforts are best spent. 
For any given endeavor (small group ministry, friendship evangelism, etc.) I write the names of people in the target area where I think they are right now. Are they in the center? On the fringe? Where should they be? Do they need to be drawn in closer to the center or do they belong in the target area at all? 
I believe that this last point is the most critical. Without doing this part I take the risk that all my efforts will become a laborious waste.
We must take time to reflect and refocus: I like to say that “reflection time” is one of the most important things a leader can do. Real ministry comes from His life, His truth and His power springing up within us and flowing out to others. As leaders we must take time to get quiet and clear our head. We need God to speak to our heart and refresh our vision. The understanding we gain from times like that will help us live well-ordered lives and give us the juice to stay energized as we serve Him.

