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Last fall I had the opportunity to speak at the University of Houston to a 
group of international students. The University of Houston has nearly 
5,000 international students and over the last 15 years I have had the 
chance to speak to some of them on different occasions. When I spoke 
last fall, my topic was “How to Flourish in College.” And as I reviewed 
my notes recently, I thought the things I shared apply beyond the 
college years as well, and so I thought I would tell you what I shared 
with them. 
 
The first advice I gave them was this: surround yourself with people who 
encourage your better aspirations, not you base impulses. Let’s be 
honest with one another. We can complain. We can drink too much. We 
can get angry. We can get on our high horse and look down on everyone 
else. We can be lured into sensual images and remarks and activity. We 
can be lazy and inconsiderate and unduly critical. And all of these things 
are a whole lot easier when we are around people who encourage and 
partake in these base impulses and activities themselves. I don’t think 
anyone really aspires to these kind of activities, or at least no one that 
we would consider admirable, but it is so easy to slip into them if 
instead of surrounding ourselves with people who encourage our better 
impulses of courage and kindness and hope and goodness and 
excellence, we surround ourselves with those who bring out lesser 
things. The group of friends a freshman picks in the first few weeks of 
school makes a world of a difference in one’s college experience, and 
the group of friends and colleagues we surround ourselves with makes a 
world of difference in our life experience as well. 
 
Secondly, I told the group of international students that in order to 
flourish they must learn to practice sustainable living. There is much talk 
about sustainable living today, particularly on college campuses. In 
many regards this has to do with using renewable energy sources and 
recycling. All of that talk can be valuable, but that is not what I meant by 
sustainable living. What I mean by sustainable living is the maintenance 
of a pace that allows one to personally thrive rather than self-destruct. 
My oldest son has a very good work ethic and a high sense of 



responsibility. Those are healthy traits, but they can also become 
destructive if it causes him to work at all hours of the night day after day 
after day. It simply is not sustainable. If it does not destroy him in 
college, it will destroy him soon afterwards.  

Last year, I heard the pastor of American’s largest church speak. His 
name is Andy Stanley. When he started his church he had a young 
family. And he decided early on he would build the strongest church he 
could on a forty hour work week. He knew he could probably get more 
done, at a faster pace, if he put in more hours than that, but he knew 
that a flourishing life and ultimately a flourishing church cannot be built 
on an unsustainable lifestyle. Similarly, I love to work hard and I love the 
sense of accomplishment, but if I am to flourish in life I must do more 
than just score more runs for a stretch, I must be able to live a life that 
allows me to succeed over the long haul. 

Third, if we are to flourish in life we must create margin for the 
unexpected. I don’t know about you, but I think I am now more 
surprised by days that go completely by form than by days that have 
bumps along the way. In many ways the unexpected should not be 
unexpected at all, because it happens all the time. But if that is the case, 
then we ought to plan for it. We ought to create margin so there is the 
space and energy and resources and attitude to deal with them. This 
means leaving more time to get places than it might take if everything 
works out perfectly. This means having money set aside in both 
professional and personal budgets for contingencies. This means 
creating artificial deadlines that land before the time something 
absolutely must be done so there is time to adjust if need be. This 
means scheduling in such a way that there is time for proper reflection 
and evaluation. This means being willing to leave the office early 
because things happen to go quite smooth one day, knowing you’ll need 
energy and focus for a tomorrow that will probably not be so smooth. In 
any case, it means creating margin for the unexpected. 

The fourth item I shared with the international students was this: 
Remember you are not your latest test grade, but you will become what 
your habits are. In the context of the work world, I could say you are not 



the success of your latest project, but you will become what your habits 
are. Let me explain. 

Success in the short-run can be impacted by all kinds of factors. It can 
be affected by a particular miscommunication. It can be impacted by 
natural forces out of your control. It can be affected by a shifting 
political climate or economic dynamics. It can be impacted by human 
error or mechanical malfunction which try as we may will always be a 
part of the world in which we operate. And so, for any given project, we 
might find success or failure regardless of the attention and effort we 
have given to it. So to evaluate ourselves solely on the basis of our latest 
“test” is probably too harsh. In the long-run, however, we must 
recognize that we will become what are habits are. It is true that human 
error will always be with us, but if we have a habit of not giving proper 
attention to detail than human error won’t be a manageable aberration, 
it will become a constant blemish. Likewise, while it is true that 
sometimes people who are quite lazy stumble across success in the 
short-run, it is not very likely that their success will be very sustainable. 
They will become what their habits are.  

Sometimes, I am asked about my kids. They really have turned out well. 
Two are in high school. Two are in college. Among other things they 
have done very well academically. One thing they have found a bit odd 
is that we hardly ever ask about their grades; in fact they say that 
compared to their friends’ parents we are almost disinterested. So how, 
they have asked, have they done so well comparatively? I think the 
answer is that we have been very focused on their habits, on their 
processes. We have watched to see if they are working hard, developing 
good practices, seeking help from teachers, and being responsible with 
the task they have been given. We figure if they are doing those things, 
they will become the product of those habits, even if they don’t do too 
well on a particular exam or paper. And I think the same will be true for 
us as well. We cannot be measured by our latest project, but we will 
ultimately be measured by the summation of our habits. 

Fifth, in order to flourish in life I think it is important to make the most 
of our natural gifts and to take pleasure in them regardless of how they 
stack up. All of us have been around the block enough times to know 



there are some things we are good at and some things we are not so 
good at. But even if we just consider those things we are good at and 
love to do, we rarely find that we are better than everyone else at it. 
There are others who do what we are good at even better than we do. 
This has been the experience of my son at Princeton. He loves math, 
and he is remarkably gifted at it. But at Princeton there are others who 
are remarkably gifted at it as well. And he has discovered, as bright as 
he is, that there are others who are just more talented and gifted than 
he is in the area of mathematics. When that happens, we can find 
ourselves losing joy in that which we were meant to find joy in. And that 
is something we just cannot let happen if we want to flourish in life. Just 
because there is someone who does what you do even better, does not 
mean you cannot take joy in and pursue to fullest the gifts you have. If it 
were possible to rank people in every profession, there would be only 
one at the top. And if it requires being in the number one spot to find 
joy in those areas in which we do have passions and gifts, we have lost 
the capacity to flourish in life. 

So far I have shared with you some secrets to flourishing in life. They are 
not the only secrets, but I think they are important ones. There is, 
however, one last secret I shared with the students at UH, and it is the 
one I want to leave with you today. That secret is this: make God a first 
resource, not a last resource. Some of you have probably heard the 
phrase “foxhole Christian.” The term is used to describe those who 
don’t cry out to God until they find themselves in a desperate situation. 
I do not belittle those who discover Christ because their world has 
blown up. Sometimes that’s what it takes. But how much better, not to 
wait for the onslaught, to not make God a last resource we turn to when 
all else has failed. A flourishing life, one in which we find peace and 
hope and strength and joy and wisdom, comes about not by seeking 
God only when our worlds have fallen apart, but when we find in Him as 
an anchor and a friend and Father day in and day out.  
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