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This book is dedicated to

Cyndi Simpson – without you I would have little interest in

writing, or cycling, or hiking, or even life itself.

and

Rabon Bewley - you inspired this book with your talk during

our Iron Men’s retreat in 2018, titled “Practicing Faith and

How You Swing It.” It was a direct hit to two of my most

sensitive spots: daily practice and music. It was the majority

of what I thought about, wrote about, and talked about, for the

next two years.
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Preface

Perhaps the greatest legacy we can leave from our work is . . .

the passing on of a sense of sheer privilege, of having found a

road, a way to follow, and then having been allowed to walk

it, often with others, with all its difficulties and minor

triumphs; the underlying primary gift, of having been a full

participant in the conversation.

—David Whyte

When I first started writing Practicing Faith, I thought I would end up with a how-to book full of historical perspectives, advice from my sixty-four years, and practical suggestions for adding spiritual practices to your life. But as I did my research, I realized how many quality books along those lines are already available, many of them on my own library shelf and all of them better than I could write.

Since all my writing begins from personal stories, I decided that, instead of teaching techniques, I would dive deep into how practicing faith has made my life, and how doing so looks and feels to me. This is a book of stories, and while they are recorded chronologically in my journals, I seldom remember them that way. Recall can be chaotic and messy, so expect the time-line to leap forward and backward.

I am writing to describe what has been happening and what I’ve been learning and experiencing, but really what comes out is what I want to be, how I want to live, what I want to learn and experience next.
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Introduction

A few of us were sitting around a restaurant table discussing how we could become better teachers when John gave us a challenge: “Find five words that describe who you are, who you want to be, and the mission and impact you want for your life.”

I found a long list of words left over from a previous retreat, and I used it to select my five words: relevant, hope, authentic, sharing, and student. I wrote each of them on a small scrap of paper, shuffled the stack, wrote them down in order, and tried to build a sentence with them.

I did this over and over, reshuffling and rewriting, until I had a sentence that felt correct and authentic. My five words, in sentence form, were: Be a man of hope, living an authentic life, sharing what I learn, and staying culturally relevant as a lifelong student of significant things.

Since doing the exercise and thinking more about this sentence and my five words, I’ve realized the single most important word for me is sharing. Sharing what I’ve learned is the prime motivator of my life.

Psalm 66:16 says, “Come and hear, all you who fear God; let me tell what he has done for me.” That’s what I want to do, tell stories of what God has done for me.

This urge to tell stories is why I write, defines my teaching style, and describes the best of my projects while I was in city government. It is my favorite part of being a church deacon and in church leadership. It is the reason I want to publish. It is who I am, a storyteller.

I want my stories to be your invitation to join, to go deeper with God. I hope they help you notice and embrace the moments of daily life when God pulls you in closer. My challenge to you is this: to see God’s hand in everything.
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One December evening, just last winter, I was about two miles into my three-mile run when I heard the voice in my head say, “It wasn’t for you.”

I had been listening to a podcast about trail running, and the speaker was discussing how our fear of failure controls so many of our thoughts and actions. As so often happens, the story I was hearing wasn’t the same story my brain landed on. Suddenly I was back in the 1980s and a story I’d been telling myself for thirty years: “You weren’t good enough.”

I was working in Midland, Texas, for a major oil company as district engineer, a job I was proud of and a job I loved. Business had been booming, still riding the wave of the 1970s when oil reached a peak price of $35 a barrel, the equivalent of $102 in today’s dollars. It was a great time to be in oil and gas. Until suddenly it wasn’t.

In a moment, oil prices went into worldwide freefall, eventually dropping to $8 per barrel and wreaking havoc on all of us. In Midland, companies were going bankrupt sequentially, which in turn caused six banks to fail.

And then the unthinkable happened: First National Bank, the flagship bank and pride of Midland, failed in spite of holding $1.3 billion in assets.

The FDIC was so busy in Midland liquidating banks and businesses that they set up shop in a building near Clay Desta, now known as the Apache Building but which people like me who survived that era still refer to as the FDIC Building. The FDIC eventually became Midland County`s third-largest employer.

I had friends all over town who were laid off or lost their businesses. Every Sunday at church we heard the update: who was looking for work, who was in trouble, who was moving away. One of my best friends, a geologist, got a job slicing meat at a grocery store, so he got to keep his house.

In the middle of all this terrible news, I got a phone call from the vice-president of production in Tulsa, asking me to consider taking a transfer to our office in Rio Vista, California. While friends were losing their jobs, I was being offered a promotion.

On paper it was a parallel transfer, equivalent to the job I already had, but with respect to budget and activity and company visibility, it was a big opportunity to step up the corporate ladder. It would be a high-profile position with unlimited opportunity to keep moving up, and I was honored to be offered the chance.

Cyndi and I traveled to Lodi, California, (made famous by John Fogerty and Credence Clearwater Revival) to look around the town and meet my future coworkers. The main two things we noticed were the nonexistence of edible Mexican food and the shockingly high real estate prices. It was frightening. While the housing market in Midland had collapsed, the market in central California was booming.

We couldn’t afford anything in Lodi that was a place we’d want to live in and raise our six-year-old son and three-year-old daughter. In addition, we couldn’t sell our house in Midland for enough to pay off the mortgage. Real estate prices had fallen so quickly that we were $30,000 upside down in our mortgage. It would’ve taken us a lifetime to recover from a financial hit like that.

However, despite all that, we were looking forward to the change and doing whatever we could to make the details work out. I was so excited about the opportunity in California that I didn’t understand the long-lasting economic price we’d have to pay.

To prepare for the move, we’d sold our extra car, which wouldn’t have passed California emission standards, and Cyndi quit her job. We’d attended several going-away parties and even accepted gifts. We were ready to go.

Until the end of May.

I was in a quarterly production meeting in Seminole, Texas, when the regional manager pulled me aside and told me my transfer was going to be delayed for a while. He said the VPs in the meeting didn’t really know who I was, and it would be a good idea for me to hang out with them and try to make a good impression. I was stunned. I’d planned to leave for California the next day. Only now I was supposed to enter some corporate fraternity rush to make a good impression to earn the position I’d already been offered and that I was clearly qualified for. It was humiliating.

The delay stretched across the summer, leaving us feeling homeless and unneeded. I had little to work on since I’d passed my projects on to the other engineers in the office. Every week I’d hear the same thing from the regional manager: “Not yet, we’ll let you know.”

Finally, four months later in September, the regional manager told me the entire transfer had been canceled. The future was over. When I asked him why, and did I do something wrong, he just looked away and wouldn’t answer. All I could get from him was a mumble about eight-dollar oil. I knew that was part of it but not the entire story. No matter how bad the oil prices, the company would move someone to California, just not us.

Months later I understood that my transfer was caught up in a battle between two vice presidents, and my guy lost, He retired a few months later. But I was left to assume it was all my fault. I didn’t measure up in the eyes of senior management. I wasn’t good enough as an engineer. I would never be one of the big boys, one of the cool kids.

Cyndi and I had said goodbye to so many close friends, it was embarrassing to still be in town. People saw us at church and asked, “Are you still here? We thought you’d moved.”

Today, when we look back on those years, we see that our closest friends after “the move” were different people than before. It was too awkward to reconnect and start over.

I never really recovered. After that day, I didn’t work as late or work as hard as before. My imagination and creativity—my best assets—went to other ventures outside my job. I still did good engineering work, but it was at 75 percent instead of 120 percent.

Why did I give up? Because the way I saw it, I got my turn and did my best, and I was smart and clever, but I got slammed by the company. They took away the offer and gave it to someone else. When I realized my best stuff didn’t have a chance to succeed, I relaxed and quit playing along. In that moment, I lost interest in the corporate game.

And here’s another thing. My friends were losing their jobs, but I was still working and well-paid. I had a bit of survivor’s guilt, so I kept all my pain and disappointment inside. It didn’t seem manly to complain about a missed promotion when my friends were losing their homes.

I continued working for the same company until they sold all their Midland assets during the 1994 oil price downturn and I was laid off. I was unemployed for the next two years.

Since then I’ve continued to work in the oil and gas industry in Midland as a contract engineer or engineering consultant for a dozen different companies. I love living in Midland and working in Midland, but I have no desire to move up anybody’s corporate ladder.

If you’d asked, I would have told you I had outgrown the resentment that came from that career-changing incident. That my worst day was long behind me.

That is, until one dark December night when I understood this thirty-year-old story was still haunting me.

When I heard those words in my head, “It wasn’t for you,” it did more than take me back to 1986. It also opened up my eyes to the different life I now live.

In that moment, in that instance, as I was running west alongside Mike Black’s long fence on Mockingbird between Alysheba Lane and A Street, I finally realized the answer to my story was not the one I’d been telling myself for thirty years. I had been wrong. I was not held back by a short-sighted employer, as I’d thought. Instead, I’d been set free. The promotion I wanted, the opportunity I craved, might’ve been a good career move, but it wasn’t right for me. It wasn’t the best future for our family.

Here’s the thing: if the job had worked out and we’d made the move, odds are I would be an upper-level manager today in that same major oil company, pulling down big dollars, living in a giant house, and spending lavishly on my lovely wife.

But what would be the effect of our lives besides oil and gas? Where would our lasting impact be? Where would our significance be?

That December night, during my last mile running home, I looked back at the important things in our lives that we would have missed had we made the move to California in 1986.

The ministries we are involved in today would never have happened, and neither would their life-changing effect on people around us.

The twelve years I spent in city government, and all the amazing projects I helped work on, would not have been possible had we moved.

The true story was this: I hadn’t been jilted by my company. I had been saved by God. The corporate climb wasn’t for me. My place was to stay in Midland and invest in the people entrusted to us. I could never have made that decision on my own. I needed God’s intervention. I needed to be set free.

In his book The Second Mountain, David Brooks described the two mountains of life. The first mountain is mostly about success and the second about significance. Brooks describes how people make the transition from the one to the other: “People get knocked off that [first] mountain by some failure. Something happens to their career, their family, or their reputation.”1

I didn’t understand it at the time, but the offer of a new job, and then the subsequent quick loss of that gift, began my transition from the first mountain to the second. That second mountain is my life’s mission for the years God yet grants me:

Be a man of hope,

living an authentic life, sharing what I learn,

and staying culturally relevant

as a lifelong student of significant things.


Part One

Be a Man of HOPE
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Chapter 1

Family: Roots of Hope

Ilearned to live in hope from my family—from my mom and dad, grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins. My courage to live a life of hope came from Cyndi, my wife, and Byron and Katie, my son and daughter. And my granddaughters. For me, family gave me hope.
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Our family didn’t come from Baptist royalty, and none of us will ever make the Baptist hall of fame. But we were observant. We went to church a minimum of three times a week, twice on Sunday and once on Wednesday. We went to a variety of regional monthly meetings. We went to summer camps—both my mom and my dad ran camps for years and years, girls’ camps and boys’ camps—at Paisano Baptist Encampment2 near Alpine, Texas. And we spent vacations at Glorieta Baptist Assembly3 near Santa Fe, New Mexico. I grew up going to Sunday school, Vacation Bible School, Sunbeams, Royal Ambassadors, youth choir, all of them all the time.

My family have been members of one Baptist church after another my entire life. And during my college years, when many young adults rebel against the practices of their parents, my life and faith were transformed by the ministry of the Baptist Student Union (now Baptist Collegiate Ministry)4 in Norman.
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There was a long lineage of preachers in my mom’s family. My grandfather Roy Haynes pastored small rural churches in West Texas and New Mexico—places like Ira, Gail, Ackerly, and Loco Hills. I spent several weeks every summer with them, meaning I attended countless weddings and funerals of people and families I didn’t know. (Later, when I was in high school, a classmate died in an auto accident, and I was surprised to learn how many of my friends had never been to a funeral.)

Music and church are the deepest roots of my life. When my mom was a senior in high school in Ackerly, she was the church pianist. During a week-long revival meeting, two young students, boys from Howard Payne College, came to Ackerly, one to do the preaching and the other, my dad, to lead the music. My mom and dad found each other playing and singing church music and fell in love.

Unlike many who write about their life in church, I had a grand and formative experience. I don’t remember it ever feeling burdensome or oppressive. I never felt a judgmental spirit or atmosphere as described by so many others who grew up in church. I took from my observant upbringing an appreciation of love and grace and permanent love of Jesus.
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These were my comments on Monday, August 4, 2014, at the memorial service for my mother, Wanda Lenelle Simpson, after she died from complications brought on by Alzheimer’s Disease.

Psalm 66:16 says, “Come and hear, all you who fear God; let me tell you what he has done for me.”

I remember—growing up—there was always music in the house. Mom played piano and we always had a piano in our house. We listened to a lot of music, in those days mostly gospel quartets and choir music.

Since we attended small churches, Mom and Dad were the entire worship team. My dad led the music, and my mom played the piano or organ.

Back in those days we had special music (a solo) every Sunday. Only in those small churches there weren’t many good soloists available, so I was often encouraged (instructed) to play trombone specials. I stayed in the regular rotation.

I don’t know if my brother Carroll played any drum solos—that would’ve been very cool—but he was twelve years younger than me, so I was already away from home by then.

Mom paid the price for raising two musicians. Not only the cash price for buying trombones and drums and lessons, but the price of having both Carroll and me practicing at all hours of the day and night. She even put up with rock band rehearsals in the living room that vibrated pictures off the shelves.

I remember in 1974, just after I graduated from high school, how she heard of an opening for a bass trombone player in the Continental Singers, and she would not leave me alone until I applied and was accepted. I went on to play with that same group for three summers.

And later, she always bragged about Carroll playing drums for money with grown-up musicians when he was only in high school. And she was so proud of him even though he was playing in bars. This was not a small concession for her.

Music was one of Mom’s last visible connections with the outside world. The nursing attendants in the Alzheimer’s Unit where she lived said she would mouth the words of hymns during music time, long after she was capable of having a regular conversation.

In December 2011, Mom and Dad moved from Hobbs, New Mexico, to Midland, Texas. They’d lived in Hobbs for forty-two years, which means they’d accumulated a lot of stuff. There were a lot of boxes to fill and move, and all of those boxes ended up in my garage. Along with furniture and clothes and file cabinets.

In the file cabinets I found drawer after drawer of files labeled: Fashion Show, GA Presentation, WMU business local, WMU business regional, WMU business state-wide. And each category had multiple files, one for each year.

They were all meticulously organized and documented, including photos and samples of programs and handouts. They were more than structural business files; they represented a life devoted to service to church and women’s ministries. They were investments into people and the work of God.

Any time you go to a worship service that opens your heart to God, or go to a workshop where you learn significant truths, or attend an event where you meet real live missionaries, or go to a fashion show that raises money and awareness for God’s work, or go to a GA [Girls in Action] coronation and see God’s working in the hearts of young girls . . . behind every event like that, there is a file cabinet full of ideas.

That was my mom for over sixty years.

Something else I discovered while packing and unpacking boxes were stacks of prayer journals. Inside those journals I found all our names, handwritten, over and over. Mom wasn’t the type to talk out loud about her spirituality, but those journals showed how she worked it out, day after day.

One of my favorite Bible passages about family, is Isaiah 51:15 . . . “Listen to me, all you who are serious about right living and committed to seeking God. Ponder the rock from which you were cut, the quarry from which you were dug.”

I come from quality rock. I was cut from a deep rich quarry of musicians and preachers and deacons and WMU [Woman’s Missionary Union] leaders and camp directors. And every year I’m more and more aware of the strength that comes from that quarry.

If there is anything in my life that is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, or praiseworthy, it is because I was raised by godly parents who poured their life into me.

Because of my mom and dad, there has never been a time in my life when I didn’t hear the words of Jesus, when I wasn’t surrounded by faithful church people, or when I didn’t witness my parents actively engaged in the work of the church.

But it isn’t enough to brag about a strong family background. We cannot live our lives only for ourselves. We are the quarry from which our children and grandchildren are cut, and we have the obligation to pass on the same strength we received.

So my challenge to you is this: Take a look at your life and the legacy you are building. What’s in your file cabinet? Because, just like my mom, how you live . . . matters for a long time.
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Late that Monday evening after my mom’s memorial service, I received this email from my Dad: “If ever I made a suggestion for a journal, this would be the time—‘It’s been a good day.’ I have been asleep for an hour and woke up with that on my mind. It’s the last thing you said to me after we delivered the flowers and you dropped me off.”

He sent that message only hours after attending the memorial honoring my mom, his wife of fifty-nine years, who died five days earlier.

He considered it a good day.

Before I drove Dad home that evening, we spent several hours with friends who came to our house to share comfort. We ate lots of food furnished by Dad’s Sunday school class. They took excellent care of us—a network of support that instantly jumped into action to minister to our family.

Some of the friends who joined us were new friends, many were family, and some friends went back more than sixty years. They filled the entire weekend with hope and faith and love.

We often take the support we get from other Christians for granted because we see it in action so often. We know that if a disaster strikes our family, we can make one or two phone calls and a hundred people will be holding us and praying for us and serving us. Most Christians have the same confidence in that safety net—but what about the rest of the world? I’m sure there are groups besides churches who do this sort of thing for each other, but I don’t see them in action the way I’ve seen Sunday school classes minister to one another.

During those days before Mom’s memorial service, I was reminded by several people that “your mother is in a better place.” And it’s a true statement, one my family believes so deeply that we never actually discussed it. It was too obvious, as in “Everybody knows that.”

Instead, our talk centered on how my mom lived during the seventy-two years before Alzheimer’s took over. Everybody knew without a doubt she was with God in heaven. So we told stories about her life and looked at photos and laughed together.

I’ll be honest. I didn’t intend to write about this again. I prefer to move ahead in joy and discover what adventure comes next. But I couldn’t resist my dad’s suggestion. Like he said, “It was a good day.”
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“What are you doing early Thursday morning?” asked my dad. “Are you busy?”

“I’m teaching my Iron Men class at church. It’s our first session of 2016, and we meet at 6:30 a.m.”

“OK. I guess you’re busy.”

“Why are you asking?”

“I need a ride to the hospital at 6:00 a.m.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“I’m having surgery on my carotid artery. You know—the one they’ve all been worrying about because of my high blood pressure. They’re going to do a Roto-Rooter on it.”

“You asked if I was busy before telling me you’re having surgery? Don’t you have that backwards?”

“Well, maybe.”

We had this conversation on our way to Saturday lunch at Rosa’s with Cyndi. Over our enchiladas we worked out a satisfactory plan where Cyndi would drive Dad to the hospital at 6:00, and I would come as soon as I was finished with my class.

I asked, “Have you told your Sunday school class you are having surgery next week?”

“No, I don’t want to be one of those people who have something wrong with them every week.”

“Have you mentioned anything before now?”

“Well, no.”

“I think you’re safe. But you’re going to get into trouble if you don’t mention it. They want to take care of you because they love you. That’s the job of Sunday school classes, to take care of each other.”

“OK.”

It’s our family’s way to fly low under the radar, to not complain, to keep our problems to ourselves.
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