
P
eople, I’ve noticed, are exhausted. 

Like the mother of four who said: 
“I’m so tired. My idea of a vacation is 
a trip to the dentist. I just can’t wait 
to sit in that chair and relax.” Like 

the neurosurgeon who quit medicine to open 
a bagel shop, or the obstetrician who quit 
delivering babies to open a laundromat. 

I saw a Time article not too long ago titled 
“Burning Out at Nine.” Newsweek, perhaps 
out of competition, ran a piece on “The 
Overscheduled Baby.” A kid in our town won 
a state wrestling tournament with a record of 
30-1 – in the first grade. 

One New Jersey couple spends 4½ hours a 
day commuting and three minutes in face-to-
face communication. How about the pastor 
who was offered a new assignment with great 
potential but turned it down “because I’d be 
forced to take myself along?” Ouch! 

Something unprecedented is happening on our 
generational shift. There is an overloading in 

nearly every quadrant of personal and societal 
experience. This creates a special agenda for the 
church. We tend to be less interested in serving 
the needs of others when we can’t even make 
it through the day ourselves.

The central issue is the margin-overload 
spectrum. If operating at 80%, we have a 
margin. At 100%, we’re maximized. At 120%, 
we’re overloaded. This spectrum, in itself, is 
nothing new. What IS new, however, is that all 
systems within our contemporary context are 
relentlessly being pushed toward overload . . . and 
away from margin. 

Margin
Margin is having some reserves; something left 
in your own personal bank account or gas tank. 
Margin is the space that once existed between 
our load and our limits – a space that’s recently 
disappeared. 

Today, most of us routinely spend 20 percent 
more than we have, whether in money, 
time, or energy. When life is continuously 

maximized, however, there is no margin for 
priorities, relationship, depth, worship, rest, 
contemplation, service, or healing. Essentially, 
those are the things that matter most. 

M a r g i n l e s s  p e o p l e  a r e  o v e r l o a d e d , 
overextended, and overwhelmed. They try to 
do too much too fast with too few resources. 
The people-helping professions are at increased 
risk for margin depletion: pastors, teachers, 
nurses, doctors. They must not only produce, 
but also relate. 

Margin is a simple principle. For example, we 
do not follow two inches behind the car in front 
of us, nor allow only two minutes to change 
planes in Chicago – that would leave no margin 
for error. We don’t begrudge the margin on 
a page. Why then do we insist on leaving no 
space, no reserves, in our day-to-day lives?

There was a time when people had margin in 
their lives. People lingered at the dinner table, 
helped the kids with homework, visited with 
the neighbors, took long walks, dug in the 
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garden, and slept full nights. None of this was 
regarded as unusual. 

That’s when progress was mellow. Today, 
however, progress is different – it’s turbocharged. 
This is the genesis of our margin problem. 
Progress works, in essence, by always giving 
us more and more of everything faster and faster. 
Getting “more” is wonderful as long as that’s 
what we need. But when overloaded, getting 
“more” becomes a problem.

The bottleneck is the established fact of human 
limits. We all have limits: time, finances, physical 
strength, emotional resilience, and intellectual 

capacity. Progress cannot and will not regard 
these limits. If progress were to slow down or 
stop, our economy would fall apart. To date, this 
lacks bipartisan support. 

As a result, most of us now live beyond the 
threshold of our limits. Overload is the new 
normal. We have too many choices and 
decisions, too many activities and commitments, 
too much change creating too much stress. We 
have too much speed and hurry. We have 
too much technology, complexity, traffic, 
information, possessions, debt, expectations, 
advertisements, and media. 

What happens when overload collides with 
faith? We become too busy to pray or serve, 
and too exhausted for relationships. Irritability 
poisons our attitude, and burnout lurks around 
every corner. God calls and gets the busy signal. 
Joy is an early casualty.

Margin sends us down the path in the opposite 
direction. Margin advises us to create some 
buffers and guard our borders. As we carve 
out margin in emotional energy, physical 
energy, time, and finances, our resilience is 
strengthened. Buoyancy returns. Reserves 
are built up. Relationships are energized. 
Our batteries are recharged. And we actually 
become more available for the purposes of 
God.

Intentional Living
Practically speaking, what are some steps for 
avoiding overload and cultivating margin 
within the framework of God’s design for youth 
ministry? Remember, these suggestions are 
all about freedom – freedom to live healthy, 
vibrant, joyful lives. Freedom to serve the needs 

of others, to relate in love. Freedom to follow 
the Christ rather than the culture.

• Acknowledge limits. God Himself created our 
limits. He wanted to preempt any ambiguity 
about who is God and who is not. He is the 
One without limits; I am the one with limits. God 
does His best work in the face of our limits. It’s 
as Paul said,  “when I am weak, then I am strong” 
(2 Corinthians 12:10).

• Understand the will of God. “We will gain 
more time by properly understanding God’s will 
for us than by all the time-saving suggestions 
put together,” advises Robert Banks. “Discover 

what God’s will is for you and all the time you 
need to fulfill it will come your way.”

• Consciously slow the pace of life. The world 
has an automatically advancing speed rheostat, 
and every year we go faster. Is this healthy? 
Jesus, for example, never ran and was never in 
a hurry. He didn’t out-run Satan – He out-loved 
him. The green pastures and still waters are 
awaiting us, but not in the direction 
the treadmill is spinning.

• Rest. Rest is not a waste of time. 
In fact, God is pro-rest. Rest is 
commended and commanded in 
Scripture, where we find both a 
Sabbath rest and a surrendered rest 
(Mark 6:30-31, Matthew 11:28-30). 
Everything people do, they do better 
well-rested. 

• Define and defend boundaries. 
Caving into demands that are 
e m o t i o n a l l y  o v e r w h e l m i n g , 
physically exhausting, relationally 
unhealthy, and spiritually inauthentic 
is not the way to create pastoral 
sustainability. It is okay to draw a 
perimeter around the private spaces 
of our lives, at least from time to 
time. Without boundaries, the evil 
one will eat our lunch.

•  Learn to say “No” to non-
priorities. Regaining margin will 
never happen unless we learn to 
say “No.” It’s easy to say “No” to a root 
canal or flexible sigmoidoscopy. But 
it is difficult to say “No” to things that 
are interesting and enjoyable. Saying 

“No” is increasingly a mathematical necessity. If 
we have 30 hours of things to do in a 24-hour 
day, we will need to say “No” to six hours worth 
of involvement. If we wish to focus on things of 
the kingdom, it will require saying “No” to things 
of this world. “The grace of God…teaches us to 
say no to ungodliness and worldly passions, 
and to live self-controlled, upright and godly 
lives” (Titus 2:11-12).

• Perhaps do less, but do the right things. 
Consider doing less, but radically prioritizing. 
Remember, the multiplying coefficient for our 
labor is the power of the Holy Spirit. The same 
God who spoke the universe into existence sees 
our faithful efforts and instructs the Holy Spirit 
to expand the benefit to whatever level best 
glorifies Him. Ministry for Jesus, for example, 
was the person standing in front of Him at the 
time. There is no indication that He worked 
20-hour ministry days. He went to sleep each 
night without having healed every disease 
in Israel – and without being guilt-obsessed 
about it. 

• Get adequate sleep, nutrition, and exercise. 
As a result of progress, we are sleep-deprived, 
over-nourished, and de-conditioned. Sleep: 
The average American gets almost three hours 
less sleep per night than in 1850. Nutrition: 
Affluence allows us to purchase food in 

Most of us now live beyond the  
threshold of our limits. 

Richard Swenson is the author of six books, including:

MARGIN: Restoring Emotional, Physical, 
Financial, and Time Reserves to Overloaded 
Lives 

THE OVERLOAD SYNDROME: Learning to Live 
within Your Limits

His website gives you access to 
many other helpful resources: 
www.richardswenson.org.
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abundance. Exercise: Technology has created 
a push-button world where only 20-25% of us 
have good levels of conditioning.

• Control technology. Time-saving technologies 
don’t. They compress time, consume time, and 
devour time. Be discerning. Cells phones, email, 
answering machines, PDAs, faxes... each has a 
role to play. But use them judiciously, and don’t 
trust them any further than you can throw Bill 
Gates. One ministry leader gets 1,800 emails a 
day. What would Jesus do? No way would He 
get beeped out of the Last Supper. 

• Periodically disconnect. Natural solitude 
has disappeared. Many people are regularly 
disconnecting for a weekly evening of family 
time. Record numbers are checking into hotel 
rooms in their own town just to get away. 
Theologian John Stott sets aside a day a month 
to “be drawn up into the mind of God.”

• Simplify and unclutter. Everything we own, 
owns us. A clutter expert says we use 20% of 
what we own, and we maintain 100% of what 
we own. But Hebrews 12:1 tells us to “set aside 
everything that hinders.” Jesus lived a very 
simple life. 

• Practice contentment. Contentment is 
prominently mentioned in Philippians 4, 
1 Timothy 6, and Hebrews 13. Yet it is seldom 

preached, taught, or lived. Contentment is 
elusive, and that’s why Paul called it a secret. 
We are free in accordance with the number of 
things we can do without. The best thing we can 
do to equip youth for the future is to teach them 
biblical contentment.

• Decrease spending, avoid debt. High debt 
service will drive the entire train of trauma. 
Cut up credit cards. Beware of recreational 
shopping. Resist impulse buying. Tune out ads. 
Live within your harvest. Debt is a noose. It’s 
hard to be free when you are owned. 

• Fast. Fast for a week (or a month) from 
shopping, news, television, Internet, the NFL, 
or complaining.

• Nourish relationships. Studies reveal that 
healthy relationships result in emotionally 
healthy lives. The margin-less lifestyle, however, 
is toxic to relational well-being. Dedicate time 
each week to a few close relationships that fill 
you and not drain you.

• Practice priorities. We honor Christ by the 
way we live out our priorities. There are only 
three important rules: 

1) People are more important than things. 

2) People are more important than things. 

3) People are more important than things. 

People, as a matter of fact, are more important 
than everything else in the universe added 
together and multiplied times infinity. 

Margin, after all, exists for priorities and for 
people. Without at least enough margin to 
stay emotionally, physically, and spiritually 
healthy, you will begin to resent ministry. Don’t 
go there. 

Stay healthy. Get some margin. Then give it 
away. That’s how we best love Jesus.   
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