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Margin:	Richard	Swenson	on	Overloaded	Lives	

CHRIS: Listeners, I am excited about today’s topic.  This is a podcast that really for me 

kind of serves as a type of a culmination of about a 20-year long journey in which 

our guest today has kind of lived in my psyche.  He has lived somewhere inside of 

my head, sometimes in my ears via radio broadcast, certainly through my eyes 

through his writings as I have read them and poured over them and worked 

through a workbook that he has on some of his materials and such, but over a 20-

year period, our guest, Dr. Richard Swenson, has helped me personally examine 

aspects of my life in which I had not sufficient margin or space, just room to 

wiggle, room to live and to really soak up the goodness and the fullness of what 

the Lord might have for me in a season.  I think most of our listeners will resonate 

immediately with this so you’re in for a treat here.  Kim, when did you first 

connect with Richard Swenson’s material on margin and overload? 

KIM: I know.  I see we’re saying 20 years.  I was thinking I’m much younger than that 

but as I think back, it probably had been 20 years he has been living in my head 

too.  It was mid- to late 90s.  I remember, my husband and I were in the throes of 

rearing children, trying to build a family business, serving at the church, serving in 

the community, and somebody said, “We’re going to start a small group around 

this book called Margin.  Now, I had no real idea what Margin was but it sounded 
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like a breath of fresh air through my very chaotic life.  We sat down and did that 

study and it was the first time I understood I had permission to not say yes to 

everything in my life.  It was so free.  But it comes and goes, but that was the first 

realization and I know as coaches with ourselves personally and also with our 

clients, Chris.  This is a huge topic because somebody said one time, “I don’t know 

who discovered water but it wasn’t fish.”  We’re so immersed in our own culture 

and the rapid pace and the things that we’re going to discuss here in a few minutes 

that are going on that our clients don’t even realize sometimes what is causing 

some of the symptoms and the circumstances of our life.  I’m really looking 

forward to diving into it.  For all those reasons and so many more, Dr. Swenson, 

welcome to the podcast.  We are so glad you are here. 

RICHARD: Thank you very much to both of you.  It’s a real honor to be here and I enjoy 

speaking about that.  I have spoken probably over 2,000, given 2,000 presentations 

over the last 20 years and the majority of them as you might have guessed are on 

this particular topic of margin.  It is a hopeful topic.  People get a sense so they can 

get their joy back and they find out that it isn’t about them.  I mean, people think, 

“I’m a failure.  I’m a wimp. I just can’t cut it,” then they find out that there is 

something out there in the world and culture that is squeezing us and causing too 

much pressure.  I hope people would feel some sense of joy and some freedom, 

and particularly, this group of people that I’ll speaking to through you are in a 

position to really bring this message to a broader audience. What a privilege to be 

with you. 

CHRIS: I love your word there.  It’s a hopeful topic because you’re right, as soon as we 

begin talking about overload or GD,  you have enough margin in your life, that 

does put is in a space generally of being self critical because the answer is 

typically, “Yeah, I do have too much overload and no, I don’t have much margin,” 

but the message for today is very hopeful and as Kim said, for us as individuals, 

the coaches who are listening to our podcast here, but also then in terms of our 

ability to turn around and work with this material at a deep level with our clients in 

helping them to examine where they are, how they are living, choices that they are 



  PROFESSIONAL CHRISTIAN COACHING TODAY 

www.ProfessionalChristianCoachingToday.com  3 

  

making, boundaries they need, boundaries they are guarding and boundaries they 

aren’t, and to create proactively greater amounts of margin in their lives.  That’s a 

good work for us.  It’s a hopeful topic today. 

 I have to tell you that when I said that you’ve been living in my head here for 

almost 20 years, I meant that sincerely.  I first read the book Margin it was either 

‘95 or ‘96, right after it came out on the market.  I had heard you interviewed 

probably on focus on the family.  I went out and got the book and just devoured it.  

Actually, that book was a formative piece in a massive decision that my wife, 

Rachel, and I made a couple of years later, but it was a slow process over those 

years of coming to the point where in 1998, tail end of 1998, I closed down my 

psychotherapy practice in Tampa Bay and moved to our family farm out in the 

foothills of the Ozark Mountains where we have lived now these 17 years.  That 

was because of a very intentional pursuit of a greater amount of margin in all areas 

of our lives, not just in time or just in finances, but you really addressed margin in 

all areas of life. 

 Your book stirred up that conversation for us and so in coming out here, I’ve 

actually revisited that book, your follow up book, The Overload Syndrome, and 

then when we hit another critical season in our lives, for Rachel and I that I have 

talked about here on this podcast with our listeners of what we call the dark years, 

a period of time when we went through a life and death battle on my part with 

Stage V Lyme disease.  In 2007, I cracked out your workbook that followed up 

those two texts.  The workbook for our listeners is called Restoring Margin to 

Overloaded Lives.  I’m not normally a workbook guy but I completed that 

workbook from cover to cover, using it as a journal to really examine the kind of, 

we would call them now coaching questions that you pose throughout to help us 

examine where do we have too much overload, not enough space, or as you say, 

margin in our lives and what would it look like if that were there and what are the 

decisions that we need to make in order to begin to foster that now.  I thank you for 

this from the bottom of my heart. 
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KIM: The three things we do have to cover today are what really is margin and what is 

this overload syndrome so that we can recognize it in ourselves and in others.  

Also, what is causing this?  Hasn’t it always been this way in history or are we 

truly living in a unique time. Then we really do want to finish up thinking about 

what are some of those critical questions that coaches can ask themselves, can ask 

their clients.  I know you’re good, Dr. Swenson, at giving prescriptions, 

prescriptions to help people do some practical implementation of these principles 

in our lives.  If you don’t mind, why don’t you start on a personal note, what even 

interested you in this topic in the first place? 

RICHARD: Well, it happened after five years of private practice.  I graduated from my 

residency and headed into private practice thinking I was going to be there doing 

that for 40 or 45 years, very content and very happy.  Indeed, it was very 

successful.  I had the formula for the perfect life, absolutely nailed everything that 

you want to put in  The formula for a perfect life, I had it but after five years, there 

was one evening I remember, I was driving home from a meeting across town and 

I was getting a migraine.  I was thinking, “Why am I getting all these migraines?”  

I get them from my mother.  She got them from her father but they were just 

happening too often.  I got home and Linda had put the kids down early.  We have 

two boys and she put them down early and went outside in the dark.  She waited 

until it was dark to cry.  I’m getting migraines and Linda is crying, but we have the 

formula for the perfect life.  I was mystified.  I am a good diagnostician.  I’ve been 

intuitive about it.  I mean, I was always good at this and medicine.  I can smell 

diseases, not literally but I could just intuitively understand what’s going on, but I 

was mystified about this. 

 So one evening, again we put the kids down early.  We built a fire in the fireplace 

and sat on the living room floor.  I took a piece of paper and I said, “Let’s write 

everything in our lives on this piece of paper.”  We pretended to do that and then I 

tore it up and I threw it in the fireplace and started with a blank sheet of paper and 

said, “Let’s hand the pencil to God and let Him design our life.”  For about the 

next hour and a half or two hours, we just started listing.  We’ve listed a total of 29 
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things.  I’ve never published that.  They are not really lofty and profound in one 

sense but in another sense, they were enormously freeing.  I felt during that time 

the elephant slipping off my back.  Whatever that pressure was, whatever that 

thing that was besieging us, at the end of the two hours, it was gone and part of 

that was actually thinking about Jesus.  I don’t know how this came about in the 

sequence of our evening but how did He do it?  I mean, how did He do it? 

 Then I realized that ministry for Jesus was the person standing in front of me at 

that time.  I quickly understood the person standing in front of me is an obstacle.  I 

tried to get over, under, around, or through because I’m like down the road and I 

have lots of things to do.  Wait a minute.  The way Jesus did with ministry and the 

way that I performed my life was completely the opposite and I said I need to 

change something.  So I decided to change my life.  I also said, “I can do that.  The 

person standing in front of me, I can do that.”  All of these out here, that’s 

impossible.”  So I finally realized that we didn’t have margin.  It was two years 

before I figured out what margin was but I finally figured out that there was 

something that was on our shoulders.  It was different than stress.  It was more 

than stress, and I went for a search to try to figure out what it was. 

CHRIS: Beautiful.  There’s that word, so margin.  Let’s get our definition.  I have heard 

you talk about margin referencing a metaphor.  Of course picture is worth a 

thousand words.  You talk about the margin on a page and you having your 

background and fascination with mathematics and physics and such, you actually 

calculated up the amount of space on a page that is dedicated to nothing, just white 

space, nothing written there.  I wonder if you could share a little bit of that 

metaphor with our listeners in defining what are we really talking about when we 

come to this word “margin?” 

RICHARD: Well if you look at that space on the outside of the text, you know you could look 

at that and say, “Why are they wasting all the space?  Why don’t they just jam 

things in there and the book will be 50 pages smaller.  I could fit more in my 

library shelf and they would be cheaper.”  Well, there’s a reason that you have a 
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margin in a page because if you don’t have that or the margin is too crowded, 

people won’t want to read it.  People don’t like that.  It’s confusing.  It’s annoying 

to them and they will just put the book back.  That’s the same as our lives.  You 

see people that have no margin whatsoever and all of the space in their lives is 

filled up and they are at 110, 120, 128% and they are twitching.  They are anxious 

and they are looking for the exit.  I think the space on the page is a very good 

illustration.  The margin is basically the space between our load and our limits, but 

it does have to do with reserves and that’s a very good illustration that margin on 

the page, people can just think about that in their lives.  Is their page completely 

filled up?  The kindergarten teacher says, “Don’t write in the margins.”  I 

remember that.  We need to have the kindergarten teacher in our head too. 

CHRIS: Let me just underscore the value of what you just said and using that metaphor to 

define that.  All of us laugh when we hear the thought of why are wasting all that 

space?  Why not fill up all that white space with words?  We know instantly, 

intuitively, internally because they would be miserable to try to read a book.  

However, even though you make the point that while it would save paper, the 

books would be thinner, I mean from an economics perspective, it makes sense.  

“Gee, think of all the college students who wouldn’t have to lug around such heavy 

backpacks with such big books because of all that wasted margin.”  Still, we 

instantly discount the ludicrosity of that because internally we just know, yeah, the 

content would be there.  I could read it but it would be such an unpleasant exercise 

in forced discipline that probably I wouldn’t, and yet we do the same exact thing 

with our lives.  We fill them to the gills.  We have so precious little amounts of 

margin anywhere in our financial reserves or our emotional reserves, or our time 

with the Lord or what we physically push our bodies to that somehow, it just 

seems ludicrous that we should wonder, “Why am I so tired?  Why am I crying?  

Why am I having migraines?”  How could we not. 

KIM: Yeah.  You said a couple of keywords there.  You said the difference between, I 

think you said our limits and our load.  I think that word “limits” is probably not a 

real American word.  We do tend to think that we can push ourselves endlessly.  I 
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know that you disagree.  Could you talk a little bit about that and what causes 

overload syndrome? 

RICHARD: If margin is the space between your load and your limits, if you think 80%, 70, 80, 

90%, you have some margin.  You hit100%, you’re maximized.  When you’re past 

100%, you’re overloaded.  Everybody is in one of those three spaces.  You’re 

either margin, maximized, or overloaded, every second of your life, as a matter of 

fact.  When you enter into overload and you get into 110, 120% and you stay there, 

short term overload is not a big problem but when you stay there, reliably, bad 

things are going to start to happen to your life.  It is built into the definition.  Why 

do you call it overload?  It’s implicit that there will be symptoms that will come.  It 

could be apathy, it could be withdrawal.  It could be depression.  It could be work 

dread.  It could be anxiety.  It could be irritability.  It could be frustration or 

disorganization.  It goes on and on and on, burn out.  55% of physicians are burnt 

out right now.  This is just wild.  It’s just wild and unprecedented.  It has happened 

in a very short period of time.  This is not healthy when people spend too much 

time beyond the 100% line, but the pressures that exist in today’s society – and 

there are very specific reasons why these pressures are there – are pushing us 

relentlessly past the 100% to 110% to 120%. 

 At some point, people have a decision to make.  You’re going to let the world do 

that to you and then you’re going to get to 138% and crash and burn.  That’s 

what’s going to happen or you’re going to pull back and go to the underside, at 

least occasionally if not all the time, to 90%, 85%, or 70% and breathe for a while.  

Take a nap, introduce yourself to your kids again, and just sleep full nights.  

Exercise a little bit and take a walk with a good friend, worship or pray.  All of 

these things are taken away from us when we spend too much time continuously in 

overloaded state.  It’s not the will of God.  We need to find the pace of faith. 

CHRIS: You made the point that this has happened to us culturally in a relatively short 

period of time and yet as we said at the beginning of this broadcast, I’ve been 

following your material for 20 years.  You were noticing a pattern that was very 
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painfully well established by that point.  Short period of time in terms of human 

history but for most of our listeners actually the pace that you’re talking about life 

going at was already, well I’m thinking here of a book title of another friend of 

ours, Dr. Gary Collins, called Breathless.  We were already running at a breathless 

pace back before the turn of the century, before the internet began to just run away 

with the pace of our lives. So there is a sense in which some of what you’re 

analyzing here although it has happened relatively short recently in terms of 

human history, for most of us, we are so acclimated to it.  It is the normal.  It is all 

that we have actually known and lived in.  Is that your observation? 

RICHARD: Well, it depends on your age of course.  I’ve got the advantage of a historical 

perspective myself, but you’re right.  In historical terms, it is simply the blink of an 

eye, a very, very short period of time that this has happened and we are living in an 

unprecedented area.  It is dramatic and it is traumatic.  Most people are just start 

normalizing the pain that they have and they see all around them, but it’s not 

normal.  What we have today is not normal.  Most of the history of humanity, our 

capacities were assaulted by like famine, starvation, plagues, temperature 

extremes, poor sanitation, infectious diseases, and contaminated food, but now, our 

capacities are assaulted by progress, by the more and more of everything faster and 

faster progress which runs totally our economy and the economies of the west.  At 

first more and more of everything, faster and faster is a really good idea because 

when you have absolutely nothing, you want another shirt, another coat, or you 

want something and so progress delivered, but it didn’t really get any traction until 

the industrial revolution, probably about 1750-1800.  It started solving problem 

after problem after problem and that was great.  We achieved more as a result of 

that and so we developed this faith and this notion of progress. 

 Right now in the last 30 years, progress has entered the third phase of progress 

where it simply exploded.  It has entered an exponential phase which is 

uncontrollable but we cannot control it.  We do not know where the slowdown or 

the stop button is and here are the crooks of it.  Kim, you mentioned about human 

limits and we don’t like to admit that.  I’m a physician.  We have MD Syndrome 
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going on here.  We don’t want to admit.  There’s stoicism and productivity implicit 

in the profession, but we all have limits.  They were God’s idea.  Progress is 

assaulting those limits.  Not only that but we now see our human limits in the 

rearview mirror.  We have exploded right through those and passed those and 

overload is the majority experience in all of the west and increasingly even in the 

third world.  This is a late breaking story.  It’s very important because we can’t 

control this on our own but there are so many prescriptions that we can do.  I’ve 

written 600 prescriptions.  There are so many things that people can do. 

KIM: It sounds like there’s this gravitational pull surrounding us all the time to this 

hyper busyness.  I heard Dr. Cloud say one time that busyness is America’s most 

applauded addiction.  It’s a badge of honor and it’s something that we strive to do.  

I think it gives us identity and worth.  I hear those external factors but part of me is 

thinking, all right, but what is that internal lack?  What have you identified is going 

on in people’s mindsets in their hearts that they feel the need to buy into this 

drivenness? 

RICHARD: Well first of all, it’s kind of survival in one sense.  You’ve got to have a job.  

You’ve got to earn food and so the pressure there.  If you go back to the 60s like 

1967 as predicted by 1985, people would be working 22 hours a week.  The 

futurists back then were predicting that progress, automation, and computers 

would feed into productivity and wages are tied to productivity, so productivity 

would soar.  Wages would soar, people would be working less and earning more, 

and by now, you have one wager per family or something working 20 hours a 

week and pay for everything.  That spectacularly backfired and yet in 1967, there 

were no detractors.  There were zero detractors.  It was based on good science and 

nobody questioned it.  In the 80s, really, I’m one of the first ones in line that said 

that no, there’s something going on here.  I invented the usage of margin in here 

and I spent the last 33 years of my life studying this.  I continued to do medicine 

for a period of time there but I haven’t now.  I mean, I have given the last 20 years 

of my life basically to digging this out and teasing out the issues related to this. 



  PROFESSIONAL CHRISTIAN COACHING TODAY 

www.ProfessionalChristianCoachingToday.com  10 

 

 We find out that progress for example axiomatically leads to stress, change, 

complexity, speed, acceleration, intensity, balance, and overload, axiomatically, so 

if you don’t like that list, and by the way, everything in that list has something to 

commend it.  Stress isn’t necessarily all bad.  Change isn’t all bad.  Complexity 

isn’t all bad, but if you flinched when I read that list, there’s a reason why you 

flinched - because you don’t really want that list to happen to you, but that is what 

is happening to people.  That list that I gave is what’s happening to people.  If you 

look at that in the kingdom of God, what does that look like?  Peace, joy, rest, 

reconciliation, community, depth, prayer, worship.  Those two lists are not the 

same lists and so there’s a reason for our pain.  We’re not created to live in 

overload continuously. 

CHRIS: So you’re saying two things if I’m hearing you correctly in terms of primary issues 

that need to be addressed.  There are those internal states, those belief systems that 

we operate on or our mindsets that tell us that we need more, should do more, or 

that others are ahead.  There is some kind of internal process that often fuels and 

pushes us and even Kim was referring to just kind of the American mindset that we 

don’t like limits.  The sky is the limit.  There are endless possibilities.  There is an 

internal battle but you’re also very clearly, I think, emphasizing, yeah there is that 

and all these stuff that technology and particularly now with personal computers 

and internet, smart phones and social media, all the stuff that has exponentially 

accelerated the pace of our lives, it is external to us.  We cannot stop it.  We cannot 

control it.  Nobody can predict where it’s going to go and we have to contend with 

that on a daily basis every bit as aggressively, if not even more so perhaps than 

what we do internally?  Is that an overstatement? 

RICHARD: Thank you for bringing me back to Kim’s question because that’s what she said 

and I just went off in a bit of a different tangent.  Yes, I think there are two issues 

we have to deal with.  One is this internal which has to do with expectations, for 

example, and has to do with presumed peer pressure.  It has to do with guilt.  If 

you don’t keep up with the Joneses or you don’t work certain number of hours or 

something, you feel bad about that.  I left guilt from the side of the road a long 
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time ago.  It’s not a sustainable motivation.  I reject that.  On the other hand, of 

course I don’t want people to use margin as an excuse for just being a bum in life 

and just being uselessly mediocre, if I may.  I don’t want to make that a total 

pejorative but life is supposed to contain hard work.  We are supposed to have 

effort that we show, but we don’t have to keep up with this herd that is heading 

toward a cliff.  That is not normal and it’s not Godly.  We need to deal with some 

of those internal things where we’ve decided that instead of being Scripture in 

Romans 12 said, “Do not be conformed any longer to the pattern of this present 

age” and yet we are conformed.  We need to take that verse very seriously and pull 

back and find out what should we be conformed to in terms of the Kingdom of 

God. 

 Now the second thing is really a very important story and that is what’s happening 

with regard to progress.  This is not going to stop and the exponentiality of the 

math of this is very dramatic and nobody gets exponentiality.  You double a piece 

of paper 40 times.  It goes from here to the moon and if you double it a 100 times, 

it goes to the far wall of the universe, just folding a piece of paper in half, just two 

times right there, 100 times goes to the far wall of the universe.  We are in the 

math right now which is dramatic and people don’t understand dramatic math. 

300,000-400,000 books published per year in the United States.  More videos 

uploaded in YouTube in the last 60 days and all three networks created in 60 years.  

There will be a million times more technology in this century than the last.  The 

technology will increase a million times and already technology has become a 

huge problem with regard to margin. 

 The average person looks at their smart phone 150 times a day. What does that 

keep you from doing in the rest of your life? 

CHRIS: Yes because we’re on the sixth, seventh year worth of smart phones even existing.  

I mean, we didn’t have them before.  Now they do and they are taking up so much 

of our time.  What have we lost in the wake of all of this so called progress, all of 

this exponential no longer linear growth?  Exponential growth is running with us.  
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Do we even have time to stop and ask ourselves, “What have I lost?  What have I 

forfeited here?”  What am I daily still forfeiting because of these external things 

screaming for my attention? 

RICHARD: Well, if you look at emotional energy, physical energy, time, and finances, I think 

of those as the most important ones.  One is emotional energy.  A lot of people 

think that time is the biggest issue or maybe finance is the biggest issue.  Physical 

energy is important in terms sleep, nutrition, and exercise.  I mean, progress has 

been good to us in many ways but we are sleep deprived or over nourished, and 

we’re deconditioned.  Those are three pretty large gaps.  The average American 

gets three hours less sleep per night.  That’s just a huge issue in people’s eyes but 

in terms of emotional energy, what are the things that build us up there and give us 

margin?  It turns out that relationships do, that community does, that reconciliation 

does, even pets as a matter of fact, that nature does, that having a vision, that grace 

does, that having boundaries, and love and faith. 

 There are like 2,000-3,000 articles that look at the link between faith and health 

and almost of them show a positive association between faith and health.  All of 

those things and the emotional energy are a threat, they are Biblical but they are 

assaulted by progress, by the more and more of everything faster and faster.   

KIM: It sounds like it takes incredible intentionality.  None of the things you’re talking 

about, even identifying the symptoms and naming them, even identifying these 

external stressors of progress, all takes time.  As I’m listening to all the things 

you’re describing that progress has brought us and it has brought us some good 

things, but all the things it has brought us, who would even have time to sit down 

and think about being intentional about all these things and yet, I know you have a 

following.  I know that you have stood as a watchman on the wall and some people 

at least have heard your cry.  What is it that’s causing this message to be hopeful 

and to get out in people’s hearts? 

RICHARD: I think a sense of desperation is one.  A sense of hope is another, a sense of 

discovery.  I mean people are realizing there’s pressure on their shoulders.  They 
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don’t know where it’s coming from just like I was back in 1982.  All of a sudden, 

they discover this and it’s like turning on a light switch.  It’s just that, “Oh, that’s 

what’s going on.”  Everybody has their point where you have the escalation and 

escalation and escalation of pressure.  Everybody has their point where sooner or 

later, there will be a wakeup call for them.  Pain is a wonderful teacher.  It’s better 

if you wake up when you’re at 96% than you do when you’re in 128% because by 

that time, a lot of damage might have been done.  

 It’s so much more joyful, hopeful, peaceful, and restful if you can discover that 

God is not doing this to us.  He is responsible for these pressures that are 

happening to us.  When we are weak, we are strong.  He designed our limits and 

He put them within for His purposes.  I can live with that. 

CHRIS: Richard, you and I first met face to face about 10 years ago at a Christian 

Management Association conference.  We were both speaking at it.  Your talk, of 

course, was on this material, Margin and the Overload syndrome.  I was giving a 

talk, the Serious Business of Play, and by play, of course, I define those things that 

feed our soul, the things that you were talking about just a moment ago that 

actually do nourish us and strengthen us in an emotional and mental state when 

we’re with pets, in nature, or enjoying a hobby, playing instruments, spending time 

with family, rocking a baby, reading a pleasure book, those kinds of things. 

 The serious business of play and margin, those two talks, as memory serves me, 

were two of the most raged about talks at that conference.  You and I chatted.  I 

don’t even know if you recall the conversation now but it was afterwards about a 

metaphor that you had used in that talk.  You surely used it in other places but it 

seems particularly appropriate here.  You talk about, back in chemistry lab that if 

you have a beaker of a solution and you put it over a top of a Bunsen burner and 

you begin to heat it up and then start to dissolve into it, was it sugar crystals or salt 

crystals? 

RICHARD: Salt. 
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CHRIS: Can you unpack that metaphor because that actually very visually graphically 

captures what you’re sharing, what all of us experience when we get to that point 

of saturation but then we just crank the heat up a little bit higher.  Unpack that 

metaphor if you would. 

RICHARD: Yeah, there comes a point of supersaturation and everything precipitates out.  You 

can have a period of crisis if you just keep doing this and it fits, it fits, and it fits, 

and all of a sudden, everything could kind of explode in a certain sense.  Just 

because it seems like everybody is doing it and it seems like you’re getting along 

fine, we need to have other measurements for our well-being.  If you’re too busy to 

pray, if you’re too busy to laugh, to smile, if one person says, “I can’t remember 

the last time I wasn’t at least kind of tired,” that’s like 100% of us, isn’t it?  That’s 

not normal.  You’re supposed to work and use your body and do that or even your 

brain and then you’re supposed to have some relaxation and then you’re supposed 

to sleep, you’re supposed to eat breakfast, and you work again.  There’s a holy 

rhythm that is established.  We’ve been violating this.  We don’t have the wisdom 

to step back and say, “This isn’t right.” 

 Chris, why talk about the free three in terms of emotional well-being – laughter, 

music, and nature.  God knew life was going to be tough and He gave us these 

special gifts and people who laugh readily heal faster.  We don’t know why.  Who 

laughs most, 4-year-olds or my ages?  Well, 4-year-olds, they laugh 400 times a 

day.  My age laughs 15 times a day.  Who do you want to hang with?  I don’t even 

want to hang with me.  I want the 4-year-olds.  Music has the same kind of power 

but it’s as mysterious as laughter.  We don’t know where that comes from.  Nature, 

if you look at a sunset up here in Wisconsin, it’s gorgeous and that sunset is unique 

in the history of the universe, and it changes every second and if you had to pay 

rent, you wouldn’t be able to afford five minutes of it.  These are free gifts.  There 

are so much grace that surrounds us and God is good to us all the time and yet, 

we’re just captured by, it’s like the culture has one hand around our throat and one 

hand around our wallet.  I just want to renegotiate terms.  I’m not going to put up 

with that.  It’s for freedom that we had been set free.  Amen, let’s go for it. 
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CHRIS: Come on.  Preach it, right? 

KIM: Yeah but that’s because you realize that that’s not normal.  I think we almost have 

to start there as we think about our own lives and as coaches as we think about 

trying to bring some awareness into our client’s lives, I don’t know that it even 

occurs to people that this is not normal.  Chris talked about a workbook you had or 

maybe there are other things you do, but how do you open up this conversation?  

What kind of questions do you ask people so that they can see how far off of what 

God has said we’ve strayed? 

RICHARD: I think when you see people that exhibit all the signs and symptoms of overload 

and the frustration that goes with that, you need to encourage them to seek to 

understand the times in which we live and point out to them that this is not normal. 

 Understand it.  Don’t fear it, understand it and then own the problem.  You have to 

own the problem.  You have to take personal responsibility for this. 

 I was speaking to 400 physicians at the Mayo Clinic.  It was grand rounds in 

internal medicine.  The Q&A comes, the first question up, the department chair he 

said, “What do we have to do here in this institution?”  I said, “I have 600 

prescriptions.”  What did I say?  “Own the problem” because physicians aren’t 

good at that.  We are stoical.  You just keep pushing through, well now 55% of 

physicians in this country are burned out.  There, you see it? 

CHRIS: Kim mentioned your workbook and so I guess I will underscore that for our 

listeners because it’s that kind of a prescriptive thing that doesn’t just tell us what 

to do.  As you said, it doesn’t presume to know what is the right answer for 

everyone.  It just does say, “Own the fact that there is a problem and begin to roll 

your sleeves up and get up to your elbows in digging into that problem.”  That 

workbook, again I’ll give the title here for our listeners, it’s called Restoring 

Margin to Overloaded Lives.  I camped out in that thing.  When I was at the end of 

my illness, there was no margin left.  I could not work more than about four hours, 

maybe five hours in a day.  It was all broken up by naps and various treatments 
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and such.  It was the commute up two flights of stairs hauling the oxygen tank and 

then taking that off to make a phone call.  It was real rough so any sense of margin 

in my life was gone.  We’ve got seven kids.  I’ve got a business to run.  We’ve got 

a farm to run.  Life was just screaming at me from every side, financial burdens, 

etc. 

 Camping out in that book, Restoring Margin, posed to me page after page after 

page, chapter after chapter of questions about what my vision was.  Same kind of 

exercise you talked about at the beginning of today’s broadcast where you and 

your wife sat down at that fire and just kind of wrote out what your life currently 

was and then burned that in the fire and handed the pencil to God as you said 

metaphorically, what’s His vision and begin to write down those things.  That’s 

what that workbook enables a person to do.  I guess I’ll just make a shameless plug 

for it.  It’s not my book, it’s yours but I got to say, that should be in any Christian 

coach’s library and used, used with clients because there are so many kind of 

exploratory, open-ended, genuinely curious questions that invite us to dig deeply 

into owning the problem and seeking out, chasing down, throttling the answers that 

are in fact there.  There are responses, there are choices.  There are disciplines that 

we can exercise to gain better control over our overloaded lives if we will. 

KIM: I just want to throw in something too here, Chris.  Some of our clients may or may 

not be open or willing to doing some formal study of margin but I think as 

coaches, we can bring it up organically in the coaching conversation by asking 

those different questions.  I think of someone who came to me recently and she 

was so excited.  She had gotten a promotion.  Who doesn’t want a promotion, 

right?  It means you’re valuable.  People are going to give you more money and all 

these good things.  My question to here was, “So what will that bring you?”  

“Well, it will bring me more money.”  “Great, what will that bring you?”  By the 

end of the conversation, the more she thought about it, it wouldn’t bring her a 

single thing that she valued.  She valued flexibility.  She valued freedom.  She 

valued her relationships.  With this promotion, she is going to work longer hours.  

She’s going to work more set hours.  She was going to have money and no one to 
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spend it on and nowhere to go because she didn’t have a life.  It was as simple as 

just calling out those values questions and just out of genuine curiosity, “What will 

that bring you doing that” and asking people to just look at the bigger picture 

before they jump headlong into the next seemingly best thing. 

CHRIS: Amen on that.  That really hits that word “progress” that you were talking about a 

while ago, Richard.  The word “growth” comes to mind.  We all value growth, 

right, growth is always a good thing.  I’m reminded of author Timothy Gallwey 

saying that growth without purpose is the disease that we call cancer.  You just got 

growth that doesn’t have purpose, it doesn’t have a reason to be there, it can kill 

you.  That’s what we’re talking about here.  Examining what are our core values?  

What is the vision?  What is it that matters most?  What feeds my soul?  Oh okay, 

now that I want more of.  What is robbing that?  What threatens that?  What is 

chewing up all of my financial reserves, time, and energy?   That I want to 

eradicate or at least greatly reduce. 

RICHARD: One of the things that concerns me and you both have touched on it to some degree 

here is because we study the wider world not just the margin issues.  I mean, I have 

broaden the integration globally and this issue with progress and perfusion of 

mathematics is the story of our time.  I’m telling you, this is the story that’s 

unstoppable.  It is the most powerful force on the face of earth.  It is exploding 

right now.  It is taking all of us with it.  We are not bearing up under it today but 

there will be 1,000 times more change in this century than there was the last.  

There will be a million times more technology than there was in the last and we’re 

not bearing up very well under these current conditions and the whole idea but 

human limits which God designed and put within us for our protection, to preempt 

any ambiguity about who is God and who is not. 

 People want, like, you know, a one-hour lecture.  Well, I can’t do just that on 

something that is this big.  I’m telling you, this is a story of our time that is not 

going to stop.  It is not going to slow and the escalation of the norm is simply 

unsustainable, not the Kingdom.  We’re on a different road.  We’re not supposed 
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to be on this road.  If you want the joy, you want relationships, you want rest, you 

want to sleep some nights, and exercise a little bit, then what we need to do is find 

the right road.  The Scripture talks about it but now there are resources here not 

just my own but other people too that are pointing us in a different direction and 

we have to take that seriously.  I just appeal to people to please study this.  Kim, 

you brought it up.  You talked about that. 

KIM: Yeah. 

CHRIS: Amen to everything that was just said there and let’s begin to bring this plane into 

land.  Let’s be clear that as we said at the very beginning, this is a hopeful 

broadcast.  It is an alarm sounding broadcast.  It does say, “Oh, there is a very real 

and present danger that must be faced, must be addressed.”  To whatever degree 

we all probably are to some degree, it’s not nearly enough, in almost any case 

surely.  We are not investing ourselves consciously and intentionally in examining 

our own lives and the lives of those that we can influence such as our marriages, 

our children, close friends, and family, our churches where we need to be 

examining what is it going to take in order to be sure that the most important 

things remain the most important things in the face of this deluge. 

 In that hopeful message, I’ll just again underscore for our listeners, if you’re not 

familiar with Dr. Swenson’s work and his books, you’ll find all of them on his 

website out on the web at RichardSwenson.com and the books we’ve principally 

been recommending here are Margin and then his follow up book to that, the 

Overload Syndrome.  Both of those are silver medallion award winners.  This is 

huge bestseller kind of book and it has got staying power.  When those are still 

around 20 years later, the church has said, “These are classics.”  This is must read 

kind of material.  The follow up workbook that incorporates both of those texts 

into the questions that I was saying were so helpful in my own life is called 

Restoring Margin.  The full title is Restoring Margin to Overloaded Lives.  You’ll 

find that there.  He has a wonderful devotional and in fact if you’re looking for a 

particularly nice gift either to give to someone you love or to give to yourself, this 
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is a hardbound copy of a daily devotional book called A Minute of Margin.  It’s a 

page or two worth of meaty reflections on everything you have been hearing 

discussed here and a whole lot more.  There’s a new book just came out a couple 

of years ago called Contentment and other things that you‘ll find there, so rich 

resource there again at RichardSwenson.com. 

KIM: I would also encourage listeners in their margin to go to our website, 

ProfessionalChristianCoachingToday.com.  There we have our free download, 

Align Your Life Inventory.  This will be a chance to ask yourself the right 

questions. the big questions, the value questions as you do that quick checkup with 

God to see if you are living indeed the Kingdom normal or the world’s normal.  I 

would also encourage you to pass this podcast on to people in your church, your 

workplace, and in your ministry through social media or just sending an email link 

to your friends.  I know it’s something that the world needs and wants to hear. 

CHRIS: Richard again thank you for joining us.  Thank you for the deposit of truth and of 

love, of compassion, understanding, and self identification. Thanks for being so 

real and transparent with us today.  This was rich. 

RICHARD: My privilege.  Thank you. 

CHRIS: All right gang you know the mantra.  Until next time.  You keep raising the 

standard of coaching in changing the world. 

KIM: God’s richest blessings to you. 
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