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Three words descriptive of many lives and indicative of the need to simplify: 

overwhelmed, overscheduled, exhausted. Relating experiences in his own life 

and in the lives of others he mentors, Bill Hybels makes clear that few are 

immune from more than occasionally reaching a level of depletion that affects 

all other areas of day-to-day existence: physical health, relationships, work, 

spiritual attitude. Suggestions for replenishment are given and people are 

challenged to take personal responsibility for scheduling into their lives time 

for those things that will fill them to live the life God intends for them. 
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WILLOW CREEK COMMUNITY CHURCH 

 

 

SIMPLIFY, Part 1 

2/16-17/13 – M1307 

 

Bill Hybels 

 
 

Luke 10:38-42 Psalm 127:3 Ecclesiastes 5:18 Matthew 14:13 

 

Pretty much every time that I start a new series around Willow, someone will ask me, “Bill, why 

this particular series and why now?” I’ve always felt it was a fair question. I told those of you 

who were here last week why we’re launching this series called “Simplify.” It’s because I’ve 

been hearing three words around Willow for far too long. They’re startling words when you hear 

them as often as I hear them, and I thought we’ve got to address this situation that’s going on in 

our church. 

 

Here are the three words: “I am OVERWHELMED.” “I am OVERSCHEDULED.” I hear it 

again and again and again. Or they say, “I’m EXHAUSTED.” I’m overwhelmed. I’m 

overscheduled. And I’m exhausted. 

 

I hear these words from young and old, rich and poor, professionals and homemakers, women 

and men, Republicans and Democrats. From what I’ve come to understand, this is a bipartisan 

issue. And being way beyond ever needing to describe my life with those three words, I feel 

superior enough to all of you to whisk some crumbs of wisdom off the mahogany table of my life 

experience into your awaiting and eagerly cupped hands. 

 

Do you know how long it took me to write that just right? [laughter] I was worried that it might 

sound a little arrogant, [laughter] and so I rewrote it several times so that it would sound humble 

and truthful and sincere. Did I get it just about right? [applause] Yeah. 

 

Those of you who know me well know that I’ve spent the majority of my adult life dealing with 

the dark trinity of words that are inspiring this service. I know way too much about being 

overwhelmed and overscheduled and exhausted, and so I’m both student and teacher, to be sure. 

I’m a serious fellow-learner in this series that we’re embarking on. 

 

Of all the people Jesus interacted with during his three-year teaching ministry, I only know of 

one person that he zeroed in on and basically said, “Hang on. I think you’re overwhelmed, 

overscheduled, and exhausted; and I think we need to sort this out together.” Any of you have 

any idea who we’re talking about? It was a friend of Jesus. A woman. Her name was Martha. 

 

Little known fact: Jesus had hundreds of followers during his ministry. Actually, he chose a 

precious few people to be in his inner friendship circle: Peter, James, and John, of course. And 

then three others: Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. Mary, Martha, and Lazarus were brother and 

sisters to each other. They lived in a little suburb right outside of Jerusalem called Bethany, 



© 2013 Willow Creek Association ● SIMPLIFY, Part 1 ● Bill Hybels ● 2/16-17/13 ● M1307 3 

which still exists today. And they had a guest room that they kept for Jesus. Jesus used it from 

time to time and appreciated it deeply. We see that from other texts. 

 

Now the demand on Jesus is growing these days as he’s teaching. The more he teaches, the more 

people want from him. They want more healings, more miracles. They just kind of want more of 

everything that Jesus can offer them. So from time to time Jesus would reach his limit, he’d call 

a time-out, and he would retreat to the security of the guest quarters of his three friends and wind 

down for a day or two. 

 

On one particular occasion Jesus stops in to see his three friends. And let’s just read from the text 

what happened: 

 
38 

As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman named 

Martha opened her home to him. 
39 

She had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet 

listening to what he was saying. 
40 

But Martha was distracted by all the preparations that had to 

be made. She came to him and asked, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the 

work by myself? Tell her to help me!” 

 
41 

“Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered, “you are worried and upset about many things, 
42 

but 

few things are needed—or indeed only one. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be 

taken away from her” (Luke 10:38-42). 

 

Now you can see the dynamics of this situation shaping up a mile away. Jesus makes kind of an 

unplanned visit to the home of Mary and Martha and Lazarus. Apparently, Lazarus is not there 

this day. There’s been no proper time for preparations for Jesus. And Jesus has been teaching and 

arguing with critics. He’s been healing and praying. And so he just wants to stop by, and he 

wants to get out of ministry mode. He just wants to hang out with some replenishing, trusted 

friends. 

 

So one of the sisters, Mary, pulls up a chair. And I can just imagine her saying, “Jesus, so glad 

that you stopped by. How’s it been going on the road? How big of a pain have the Pharisees 

been? You can tell us; we’re friends. What you share in Bethany stays in Bethany. So glad 

you’re here.” 

 

And so they’re just catching up together. Meanwhile, the other sister runs into the kitchen to get 

a meal going. If you ever get these two sisters confused—who’s Mary, who’s Martha—the 

ornery one is the kitchen is Martha. And as a little memory aide, you might think of Martha 

Stewart. [laughter] I actually met Martha Stewart one time, right after she got out of prison. I 

found her to be a very pleasant person, so I’m not trying to demean her. 

 

And some of you wonder, How do you meet someone like Martha Stewart? Well, she had heard 

about my spinach and salmon omelet and tracked me down. [laughter] Wanted a few pointers, 

which I was glad to give her. Yeah … no. 
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Back to the story. Martha is frantically trying to tend to the physical needs of Jesus: food, drink, 

appetizers, entrée options and so. Mary’s in the great room, just catching up with Jesus. So 

there’re no worries, right? Division of labor; it’s all good. 

 

Well, it’s not all good. After a few minutes, Martha snapped. I mean, she blows a gasket. She’s 

ticked. She doesn’t peek around the corner at the sister that she’s mad at and kind of make eye 

contact that says, Get in here and help me. She doesn’t even start dropping pans to send the 

signal for someone to help. Lynne used to do that when she thought I wasn’t working enough: 

she’d drop a few pans. After about the third one I was like, that’s the signal, so I’d go in. 

[laughter] 

 

But Martha doesn’t do either of these things. She just bursts into the conversation that Mary is 

having with Jesus in the other room. She’s ticked. And she doesn’t address Mary; she addresses 

Jesus straight on. Remember the first words out of her mouth: Lord, don’t you care? Ironic to 

me: Don’t you care? 

 

Jesus is the one who’s left heaven’s splendor to put on human flesh and to bleed and die for the 

redemption of the world. He’s been out on the road, teaching until he’s absolutely exhausted. 

And now Martha is beating him up, saying: You’re a cold, uncompassionate person. You don’t 

care. 

 

And then it gets worse: Don’t you care that my (deadbeat) sister … I just put ‘deadbeat’ in there; 

it’s not actually in the text. [laughter] Don’t you care that my sister has left me to do all the work 

by myself? And Martha’s just getting warmed up. I picture her having a cooking spoon in her 

hand and she gets right up in Jesus’ face, and she says to Jesus, You tell her to help me. “You 

listen to me, Messiah man. Order that lazy sister of mine into the kitchen before I do something 

with this spoon.” 

 

And if I were Jesus, I would have several ideas going on in my mind all at once about what to do 

with that spoon that Martha’s shaking in my face. Always be glad that I’m not Jesus. [laughter] 

Always. So again, he’s just stopping by for some R&R, and this wild woman is shaking her 

spoon in his face. 

 

And Jesus’ reaction? He doesn’t escalate. He doesn’t say, “This is so inappropriate, what you’re 

doing talking to the Son of God …” and all that. The text says he simply says her name twice: 

Martha, Martha. Which in first century parlance is like, “Back the truck up, Martha. Just back it 

up. Easy does it. Take a choke pill here.” 

 

And then he says just kindly, You’re so worried and upset about so many things. He doesn’t 

accuse her of anything bad; he’s just making an observation. And he goes, “Martha, put the 

spoon down. Take a couple of deep breaths. I discern that you are overwhelmed. You are 

probably overscheduled. You’re exhausted.” Using the words that I’m concerned about in this 

church. 

 

He says, “There are so many things that are occupying your mind right now. So many, many 

things that have you all churned up on the inside. You’re making my visit so much more 
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complicated than I wanted it to be.” And I picture Jesus kind of saying, “Martha, can I simplify 

something for you, please? Whenever I stop by, it’s basically for friendship. It’s basically for 

connection. Whenever I visit, I’m looking for some life-giving, life-exchanging engagement or 

fellowship. That’s all, really. If I wanted a five-star dinner, I could have arranged one. I just fed 

five thousand people a couple of weeks ago, you know. I made some awesome chardonnay at a 

wedding reception. I mean, I can arrange food and drink anywhere, anytime.” 

 

And then there’s that very rich part in this situation where Jesus says, There’s only one thing 

that’s needed, Martha. “Really, whenever I come, there’s just one thing that is needed. Mary gets 

this. She’s chosen that good part. I’m not going to take it away from her and send her into the 

kitchen.” 

 

Again, what Jesus is saying here in quite clear language: “Whenever I come for a visit, I come 

for one thing: the exchange of love, the exchange of conversation. And I’m not going to send 

Mary back into the kitchen for her to do a dozen things that don’t make my top ten list anyway. 

And, Martha, you need to come sit down with us, because what your heart is actually yearning 

for and the antidote to all that drivenness and busyness going on in your life right now …  You 

know what the antidote really is to not getting it all done in the kitchen? The antidote is leaving 

that stuff in the kitchen and coming out and sitting down and having some unrushed conversation 

with me and your sister, because we’re going to talk about how great our Father is. We’re going 

to talk about how deep his love is. We’re going to have a ball out here. So put the spoon down, 

Martha. Come on out here. Let’s talk.” 

 

This is a terrific story, gang. Interestingly, it’s juxtaposed. The story just before it in Luke 10 is 

the story about The Good Samaritan, where after he tells the story Jesus basically is making the 

point: Whenever you see anybody in need, then be activistic. Get out there and help them. 

 

And now this story of Mary and Martha comes immediately afterwards and actually has the other 

twist to it: In all your activism, don’t lose sight of the fact that the fundamental thing that I’m 

looking for from my followers is relationship. Unrushed. Unhurried. Sit down in the great room. 

Let’s get caught up with each other. Relationship. 

 

We’re going to be quite candid in this session today, so I want to ask straight on:  How many of 

you come here today—you don’t have to raise your hand …  How many of you come here today 

and you know you’re overwhelmed, you’re overscheduled, and you’re exhausted far more than 

you should be? And if you’re saying, “Yup, that’s sort of me,” can I ask you a follow-up 

question: Do you think a sincere conversation in an unrushed setting with Jesus Christ who loves 

you … Do you think that might help you a little? Do you? 

 

Do you think Jesus was right when he told Martha that her only hope in dealing with the anger 

toward her sister and with her overdeveloped sense of responsibility that was driving her to 

absolute exhaustion was to pull up a chair, to unplug from all the busyness, and to begin a 

conversation with the one who could restore her busy, frenetic heart, settle her spirit down, and 

get her to true north? 
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Let me ask a further question: When you find yourself overwhelmed, overscheduled, or 

exhausted, what do you do? What’s your antidote? What ideas come to your mind when you hit 

the wall? 

 

Now some of you are thinking, Ahhhh, I hope he’s going to tell me the right thing. 

 

Hang onto this for just a second. I want to say something to cheer you up a little. You don’t look 

too cheery right now, so I want to cheer you up a little. 

 

You know who has an even more pronounced problem with being overwhelmed, overscheduled, 

and exhausted than all of you? Pastors. I kid you not. Card-carrying, seminary-graduated women 

and men of the cloth. This exhaustion thing is virtually pandemic in pastor circles. As you know, 

I mentor pastors and train pastors all over the place, and this subject matter comes up in every 

city, every country, every culture, every language group. Doesn’t matter. 

 

And here’s what I often do with pastor friends. I say, “Hey, let me draw my world-famous 

bucket here.” (Draws bucket with indications at top for Full and at bottom for Empty.) And then 

I say, “Let’s have some fun before we do the dirty work. What does it feel like when your 

personal bucket is all the way full? What does it feel like when you’re filled up with God, when 

you’re connected to Jesus Christ, when things in your family are all hitting on eight cylinders, 

when your schedule is sane, when you’re eating right and exercising and sleeping properly? 

What does it feel like when you’re filled up with all that life replenishment?” 

 

And then they start raising their hands. And they say, “Well, I’ll tell you this: I’m at my best 

when I’m filled up. I pray my best prayers.” Someone else will say, “I feel the presence of God 

more consistently.” Often people will say, “When I live filled up like this, I’m more attentive to 

the whispers of the Holy Spirit. I hear the voice of God more often than when I’m depleted.” 

 

“When I’m filled up,” they say, “I love my spouse and I love my family well.” “Heck,” they’ll 

say, “I love perfect strangers, Packer fans, anybody. I love recreationally. When I’m all filled up, 

I spill love over wherever.” 

 

People will say, “When I’m filled up, I make better decisions about my schedule. I’m careful not 

to over-commit. I make better food choices, rest choices.” “When I’m filled up,” pastors will tell 

me, “I feel more creative, more soulful. I feel eager to do God’s bidding.” 

 

Then sometimes someone will get pensive and say, “I guess when I’m all filled up, I live the life 

that Jesus wished for me: life in all its fullness.” They’ll say, “I never really connected that, but 

when I’m filled up, I live life in all its fullness. Life that could be characterized with peace that 

passes human understanding. Life in all its fullness kind of life.” 

 

And when we talk about that, pastors get a little nostalgic and there’s always a moment when we 

all look at each other and we go, “So we all remember what that was like.” There was a time that 

we could each recall in our lives when we were filled up. “That was awesome, wasn’t it? So it 

can be done, right? It can be done.” 
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And I say, “Well, let’s hold that for a second.” Then I’ll say to them, “Let’s talk about when 

you’re depleted. Completely depleted. You’re on empty.” I’ll ask, “What does that feel like? 

Talk to me.” 

 

First word that comes, no matter where I am in the world, is the word ‘resentment.’ They resent 

someone or something. Just like Martha coming out of the kitchen, shaking a spoon at Jesus and 

at her sister. Jesus, don’t you care …? She’s resentful. “Don’t you care? My sister’s a deadbeat. 

Domino’s pizza won’t deliver. Your disciples are mooches. And they don’t do the dishes.” 

 

Resentment. Ever feel that way? In addition to people feeling resentful when they’re depleted, 

I’ve learned that some of us are very easily irritated when we get depleted. Some little thing will 

happen, but there’s a big response. Easily irritated. Anyone want to self-confess? 

 

Some of us withdraw and become passive and loners. Some of us when we’re depleted will 

overeat, overdrink, or overmedicate. You don’t have to raise your hands for that one. 

 

Some of us—and this is my approach; I feel horrible admitting it, but my colleagues all know it’s 

true …  When I’m depleted, I put my head down and I work like a mad banshee. I become a 

working machine who drives myself and drives everyone around me mercilessly. That’s what I 

do. When I’m depleted and I put on that work mode and shift into a more intense gear, I get mad 

if someone’s whistling in the hallways at Willow. I’m like: What’s up with that? You should be 

working harder instead of whistling. You’re under-challenged. Come to my office and I’ll 

straighten that out. [laughter] 

 

That’s something lovely I thought you should know about me. When some of us get depleted, we 

get scattered. We start complicating stuff and we over-rev. We make everything more 

complicated than it ought to be, and we get all the plates spinning at some ferocious level of rpm. 

And people just look at us and go: Whoa. Yikes. 

 

Some of us, when we get depleted, escape into movies, into magazines, and quite often, into 

pornography. If you look at what’s underneath so much use of pornography these days, a lot of it 

is connected to depletion, to exhaustion. Someone who doesn’t have the energy to gain intimacy 

the right way may sometimes go after it the dark way. 

 

Some of us, when we get depleted—if you can believe this—overspend our budgets by a lot. 

We’re just totally depleted, and so we go to the mall with credit cards. 

 

Some of us have affairs. Plural. 

 

I think it’s fairly safe to say that none of us are at our best when we’re depleted, like Martha was 

not at her best that day. 

 

I had a moment some years back that was far worse than Martha’s worst moment. At that time I 

had been depleted not just for days, not just for weeks; I’d been depleted for months. So much so 

that one by one, my family sort of suggested to me that maybe I ought to go by myself to our 

cottage in South Haven for a few days to kind of freshen myself up—which was code for: Dad, 
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you’re over the edge. You’re no fun around here. Go inflict yourself on yourself for a few days. 

In another environment. 

 

So I packed my duffel bag. I’m walking down our long hallway to the garage, and our little dog 

that was alive at the time saw me coming and dove into the laundry room. And I thought, Even 

the dog knows I’m on edge. 

 

On my drive over to South Haven that day, I had my wooden spoon out, just like Martha did. I 

was complaining to God about the elders of this church. The slave-driving elders of this church. 

And then I complained about the staff members of this church, who always want stuff from me 

and they rarely thank me. And then I got out a canoe paddle instead of a spoon, and I thought 

about you people, [laughter] who just think I’m a sermon machine, and you don’t really love me. 

And I have to ask twice for socks on my birthday. And you don’t give me enough. [laughter] 

 

So I’m in the car, just shaking the spoon. I get to South Haven and I see that the person who used 

the cottage before me had not thought that the one who pays the bills would be coming over, so 

there’s no food. So now I’ve got to go to the little grocery store and get a bag of groceries. Not 

too happy about it. 

 

After I pay the bill, I’m walking toward the door in this tiny little grocery store, and out of the 

corner of my eye, I see in his wheelchair this wounded Vietnam vet that I’d seen around town 

before. And I notice that he’s converging toward the exit of that little store at the same time I am. 

So I calculate his speed, and then I calculate mine. I calculate his angle, and I calculate my angle. 

And I remember thinking, Are you kidding me? We’re going to converge at exactly the same 

time. He’s going to be slow going through that door because he’s in the wheelchair, and I’ve got 

to be courteous and probably help him. 

 

And here’s the thought I thought: What else could go wrong today, God? What else could go 

wrong today? 

 

And in that split second God took the scales off my eyes, and I looked into the cesspool of 

resentment and exhaustion and darkness that was my human heart. And I’m not kidding you, 

when I saw it for what it was, I felt my knees getting weak. I felt like I might vomit right in the 

store. 

 

I helped the guy in the wheelchair through the door out into the parking lot. And I realized that in 

that depleted condition, I was more frustrated by the fifteen seconds bit of time longer it was 

going to take me to exit that store than I was stirred with compassion about the life of that soldier 

who had served our country and spent fifteen years in that wheelchair with his legs all blown out. 

 

It was fifteen seconds I was so mad about. When I got out of the store and saw that the other guy 

was on his way, I put the groceries in the backseat of my truck, I got into the driver’s seat, I put 

my head on the steering wheel, and I just lost it. And I was asking these kinds of questions: 

What’s happening here? What in God’s name has happened to me? Who have I become? Am I 

still a Christian? 
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And then I went into sort of self-reproach: I hate who I’ve become. And then I just went, “God, 

help me. God, help me. God, help me.” 

 

Gang, that was my hitting-bottom moment of realizing the price of depletion. I hit bottom in the 

parking lot of that little store. It’s like when a beer drinker wakes up in his neighbor’s 

wheelbarrow at three o’clock in next morning, and he just goes, “I think I drink too much. I 

mean, how did this happen?” 

 

And I’m sitting in the parking lot asking: How did this happen? How did I become this 

overwhelmed, over-scheduled, exhausted person who is all out of compassion and all angry at 

everybody? How did this happen? 

 

I made a vow in the parking lot of the store that day: I was never going to allow myself to get 

that depleted again. And even to this day I have a kind of maniacal aversion when I feel I’m 

getting further and further and further depleted. I know what I’m like when I’m there. I’m never 

going back there. 

 

And I know I disappoint a lot of you who ask me to do things that I can’t do for you: Please do 

my wedding. Please do this. Please do this. Would you please call so-and-so? Can I meet with 

you on this? Will you please …  It’s hard for me to say no to as many wonderful people and 

wonderful things I’d like to do around this church. It’s just that I’ve been at the bottom of my 

bucket, gang, and I’m never going back there. 

 

And what you decide is you never want to live on empty, and you pay more attention to the 

replenishment side. If you decide to live more at the top of your bucket, you will always 

disappoint a bunch of people. You have to fight to live filled up, because everyone who wants 

something from you doesn’t care how depleted you get as long as they get from you what it is 

they want. Understand? 

 

I don’t know if any of you have ever hit bottom like I did, but I know some of you are real close. 

A depleted dad from Willow told me recently he took a swing at his fifteen-year-old son a few 

weeks back. He caught himself about mid-swing and was so horrified at his anger that he called 

me to talk about it, and he also called a Christian counselor. He was like: I took a swing at my 

son. What’s happened to me? That dad had been living depleted for about six months. 

 

Another Willow guy told me recently that he’s suing a business friend out of sheer anger. He’s 

telling me all this and I asked, “Do you think you can win that case?” He goes, “I don’t care if I 

win the case, I just want to screw with his life.” I go, “I think you’re over the edge. [laughter] I 

think you’re on empty. If you’re doing lawsuits for sport, you’ve been at the bottom of your 

bucket too long.” 

 

And then a Willow couple I know recently filed for bankruptcy. You see, both husband and wife 

overspend when they’re depleted; and they’ve been depleted for a long time, so they’ve just been 

going to the mall and racking up charges. And now they’re going bankrupt. 
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Suing for sport or overspending to the point of bankruptcy—bad plans. And I could go on and on 

and on. 

 

If you find yourself at any time in life with that kitchen spoon or that canoe paddle in your hand, 

and you’re mad at everybody, and you’re telling God what to do, and you’re all amped up about 

this and that and this and that, then it’s time for you to hear God say to you, “Fred, Fred/Tom, 

Tom/Michelle, Michelle/Mike, Mike, you’ve got to come into the great room and we’ve got to 

sit down together. We’ve got to work some things out. You’ve obviously lost a connection with 

me somewhere. You’ve lost true north and now you’re just spinning.” 

 

Whenever I get into this stuff with pastors and we talk about depletion for a while, that gets 

depressing—as you all are probably depressed right now—so I go, “Let’s not talk about that 

anymore. Let’s get down to the solution side of this.” 

 

And here’s where it kind of gets fun, although not simple. Fun, but a little complicated as I ask 

them, “What do you need to do to start pouring new streams of replenishment into your badly 

depleted life? What do you do? Who do you hang with? What do you read? What happens in 

your life that actually is a bucket-filler for you? What are those things? Let’s talk about those 

things.” 

 

And quite often for that first part, pastors will say to me. “I have no idea. I haven’t been 

replenished in so long that I don’t even know what these things would be.” And I go, “Okay, 

then let’s just spend the time to talk about it together, and maybe we’ll help you come up with 

some stuff.” 

 

But I make it painfully clear to pastors that it is their responsibility—not their board’s, not their 

church’s, not their spouse’s, not their cousin Eddie’s …  It’s nobody else’s responsibility. It is 

their own personal responsibility to identify replenishing streams of energy that will take them 

from their depleted state up to where their tank is filled. 

 

And so we start talking about it. And then we start building on the excitement of someone 

saying, “Well, I used to do ‘that’ and it worked for me. And then I used to do ‘that’ and it 

worked for me. Hey, maybe I could try ‘this’; I never tried ‘this’ before.” And we get all kinds of 

ideas bubbling. 

 

Then I hear from these pastor six months or a year later. Awesome to get their emails where they 

say, “I’ve got my replenishment strategy in place. I’ve been taking advantage of receiving all of 

these forms of replenishment and I’m no longer depleted. I’m filled back up.” And then they start 

talking differently again, “And you know what? I feel like I’m back at my best again. I’m 

praying my best prayers. I’m making my best decisions. I’m loving my spouse and family well 

again. I’m back on the track that I want to be on, and now I know how to stay on that track and 

not live down at bucket’s bottom.” 

 

Some of the most important work I do with pastors is to teach them about this stuff. And I want 

you to have these same skills. So before I close this service, I have two homework assignments. 

And there will be homework assignments all five weeks of the series, so get used to it early. 



© 2013 Willow Creek Association ● SIMPLIFY, Part 1 ● Bill Hybels ● 2/16-17/13 ● M1307 11 

 

The first homework assignment—please, all of you do this—is to draw a bucket and put where 

your level is right now. Are you filled up? Are you half full? A quarter full? Are you depleted? 

 

Be realistic. Don’t lie in church. Don’t lie to anybody else. Just put a line in the bucket where 

you are. And if your reaction right now to that assignment is, “Take a flying leap, Hybels, I’m 

not going to do it,” I know where your line is. [laughter] So you can bring your bucket down to 

me and I’ll just fill in what you need. We all know you’re depleted. If that’s your kneejerk 

reaction to this, you’re on empty. But maybe not all of you are there. Maybe you’re at various 

stages. 

 

The second part of the homework assignment—and this is going to be fun, but it’s not going to 

be simple; it never is for pastors either—is I want you to come up with a custom design that fits 

you. Just has to fit you. Don’t give a rip about other people. What are the replenishing people, 

dynamics, activities, and engagements that you know predictably will fill you back up when 

you’ve gotten a little low in the tank? What are those things that work uniquely for you? 

 

Just to stimulate your thinking a little bit, I’ll give you some of mine that I’ve developed over a 

couple of decades when I got tired of living at the low level of my bucket. And let’s see if it jogs 

anything in your mind. 

 

First one, I want to show you a picture (The Creation of Adam on screen). It’s Michelangelo’s 

painting in the Sistine Chapel. That’s heaven touching a human being. The hand of heaven being 

God’s; the other hand being Adam’s. Look at that picture and imagine the human being grabbing 

hold of God’s hand and hanging onto it tightly. Just imagine that hand reaching out another six 

inches there and grabbing hold of God’s hand. 

 

I like to show people that picture because the single most replenishing dynamic in my life is 

when I am firmly hand-in-hand with God, when I feel his love, when his Holy Spirit is bubbling 

in my spirit, when I’m in conversations with him throughout my day and I’m hearing his 

whispers and I’m trying to be present and responsive to them. 

 

When I’m really in great sincere relationship with God, it’s the single most replenishing dynamic 

in my life. Sometimes just a word from him can change my whole day. Sometimes just the 

whisper: “You’re doing good, Bill. It’s a bad day, but you’re doing good. I’m proud of you”—

that means so much to me. Sometimes a word from God can take me from quarter-filled to three 

quarters-filled. Just a word from God in the middle of the day by the whisper of his Holy Spirit. 

 

When I good with God—and I know this sounds odd to you …  But when I’m really connected 

with God, I’m way less concerned about other people’s opinions of me. I’m way less concerned 

about other people’s agenda for my life. I’m like: Hey, I know you’ve got an agenda for my life, 

but I just don’t feel like I have to do it because I have my hand in the hand of the one whose 

agenda I’m about. It might not be yours, but I’m good with him. 

 

What I’m trying to say is that when I’m right with God and I’m really dialed in and walking 

close with him …  Being in that condition with God simplifies my life. It kind of tunes out all the 
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noise of everyone else who wants my attention. And I can just go: I don’t need to hear your noise 

because I’m listening to the whispers of God. We’re walking through this life and it’s all good. 

 

One of the reasons I keep suggesting you find a chair, sit in that chair for fifteen minutes a day, 

read God’s Word, open up your life to him, and listen for his whispers is because often when 

you’re in the chair and you’re in a right relationship with God, it will secure your identity and 

you won’t be so apt to run out and do all this other stuff that doesn’t make a hill of beans worth 

of difference anyway. 

 

Do you realize how much energy people expend doing impression management: I’ve got to look 

good for so-and-so; I’ve got to talk good for so-and-so? When you’re good with God and you’re 

secure in your identity as a son or daughter of God, it just lessens all that energy that’s required 

to do impression management wherever you go. 

 

So for me, the number one priority in my daily, weekly, monthly, annual rhythm of things is to 

stay as closely connected with God as I possibly can. Just for me. 

 

Second replenisher, huge replenisher for me …  It’s not true in everyone’s life, but for me it’s 

my family. Family is not a burden to me. So far this morning I’ve received three emails from 

Todd, two or three from Shauna, one from Aaron, two from Lynne. I stay so connected with 

these people. They fill me up. They don’t drain me. It’s one of the greatest replenishers in my 

life. 

 

And I make these choices. I build into the members of my family and they build into me, and it’s 

a blessing. Especially the new little guy we have running around now: eighteen-month-old Max. 

That kid has brought so much joy into my life. And I never would have guessed it, you see. But 

sometimes when you’re done raising your own kids, and then you get a little break when they’re 

off to college or something; and then that next generation comes …  I couldn’t see it coming, but 

these grandkids of mine have been two of the greatest replenishers in my life. 

 

Young couples come to me and they’re exhausted in caring for their little kids. I ask where are 

the grandparents; and they go, “They’re not very interested in these kids.” I go, “Really?” “Yeah, 

they’re golfing and they’re out traveling. They’re not too interested in their grandkids.” I will 

never understand that, because my grandkids are one of the greatest replenishers in my life. I’m 

with them as often as I can be. Psalm 127:3 says, Children are a gift from God. And if I’m too 

busy for my grandkids, I know I must be overscheduled, because they ought to be a big part of 

my life and I want to be a big part of theirs. 

 

Next real replenisher for me is satisfying work. On screen is a picture of the team at Willow; 

staff who report directly to me. We also have a leadership team and we have elders. And the 

WCA has a board and a leadership team. But the team on screen is the one I work with most 

closely. 

 

Ecclesiastes 5:18 says it just right in my view: It is good and proper for a person to find 

satisfaction—replenishment—in their labor. 
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Gang, life is short. If your job sucks the life out of you week in/week out, year in/year out, I 

would get on my knees every single day and say, “God, I’m asking, I’m seeking, I’m knocking. 

I’ve either got to change my attitude about this job or change departments, change jobs, 

something.” But if your job sucks you from full to depleted again and again and again and again 

and again, I don’t know that you’re in the right job, because Ecclesiastes says you ought to be 

able to find some satisfying form of work, maybe not at the money you make right now, maybe 

not with all the perks and so. 

 

But when I see someone who is consistently filled up, I usually find out they’re quite satisfied 

with what they’re doing vocationally. And, believe me, I know this is a very complicated subject 

matter. In today’s work world you just don’t run out and quit your job. I understand that. But I 

would say that God in his love for you would love for your job to be a tank-filler and not a tank-

depleter. And you trust him for that, I think. 

 

Fourth thing—and this was a problem for me for the first fifteen years of my ministry around 

Willow. I got so intense with family, so intense with church, that I did no form of recreation 

whatsoever, and it almost brought me over the edge. And so I got into recreation, which for me is 

boating. Any kind of sailing or boating. And I actually had to go to a Christian counselor for a 

couple of years because I felt horrible being a pastor who would enjoy boating in a world where 

people are still poor and where a lot of people are not headed to heaven. 

 

I was like: What right do I have being out on the water if there are still poor people and still 

people outside the family of God? And this very wise Christian counselor helped me understand 

the heart of God for this. He helped me understand that recreate means to re-create. To re-create 

energy and vitality in your inner person. This counselor kept saying, “Bill, God wants for you to 

re-create energy and vitality in your inner person so that you have much to offer others.” 

 

It doesn’t have to be just sailboat racing. I like small boats, too. (Photo on screen of Bill in 

rowboat with grandson Henry.) We were on a little turtle hunt that day in South Haven with 

Henry, my oldest grandchild. I get back from little excursions like that, filled up to overflowing. 

 

I don’t care what it is for you. Is it reading, cooking, golfing, gardening, camping, stamp 

collecting? I don’t care. You need to find something that re-creates energy and vitality in your 

life, and you’ve got to install it as a regular stream of replenishment because you’re going to 

need it someday. It’s going to be in part what keeps you filled up. 

 

I feel like boating is special, though. Matthew 14:13 says, When Jesus heard this news, he 

withdrew by boat privately to a solitary place. Jesus was a boater. So you guys that want to go 

golf and do all that with the evil one [laughter] …  I’ll just stick with the things Jesus did. 

 

Last one is exercise. Do any study you want to do about what adds energy and vitality to your 

life. Exercise and proper rest patterns give what most experts say is about a twenty percent 

energy increase factor in an average day, average week, average month. Twenty percent increase 

in energy. And some of you, if you’re doing no recreation and no exercise, will stay in the 

depleted condition where you’re not hooked up with God, your family is not just right, maybe 

work isn’t what you hoped it to be. 
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Gang, you’re going to spend too long at the bottom of your bucket and then you’re going to 

make terrible decisions that are going to complicate the direction of your life. You’re going to be 

on a death spiral. God wishes a different future for you. That’s why the picture from the Sistine 

Chapel has that hand extended to you. God loves you and he will take any hand that comes his 

way if you’re repentant and willing to put your hand into his. 

 

Maybe some of you today need to apologize for your waywardness and stick your hand out and 

just say, “God, I need you in my life.” And he will become that replenishing force in your life. 

It’s powerful what the touch of God can do to a human life. 

 

Maybe it’s time to make some apologies to family members so that they’re on the replenishing 

side instead of on the ‘oh, my gosh’ side. Often that can change with a phone call. Or you show 

up at a family member’s door and you go, “You know, our relationship has been so draining. 

Can we turn this around so that our relationship with each other could be replenishing for each of 

us?” 

 

I’ve had to train my children, actually, over the years. To Todd and Shauna, I’ve had to say, “It 

would mean a lot if you would try to encourage me once in a while, kids. If you would replenish 

me. And I would like to be a replenisher for you.” And I say to Lynne, “It means a lot if you are 

a replenishing factor in my life. And I would like to be that in your life.” Sometimes families 

have to train each other to be replenishing to each other. And it can happen. 

 

You get the job thing right. And then you get recreation going. Some exercise going. You’re 

going to find out what it’s like to live consistently filled up. You will be your best self when you 

live up at your bucket’s top. You’ll do God’s bidding eagerly. You’ll love recreationally. You’ll 

leave a legacy to your kids of what it’s like to live filled to the bucket’s top and not down at the 

bottom. 

 

I’m going to close the service a little differently. I’m going to say a brief prayer and then we’re 

going to do this staggered finish. Some of you have social obligations and the minute I say 

Amen, like you’re already ten minutes late and you need to go get your kids and you need to 

head out to keep a commitment. I understand. 

 

If you don’t have a commitment that you absolutely have to keep, then what I’m going to ask 

you to do while the music is playing is …  The camera is going to stay focused on this bucket so 

that the picture stays on screen. And I’m going to ask you to spend two or three minutes doing 

your own additional business with God. Talk with the person next to you if that’s appropriate. 

Tell them where you are, what your tank is reading right now. Be honest about it. Have a little 

conversation about that. 

 

Then maybe start the brainstorming: What are some of the replenishing streams that ought to be 

in my life that aren’t? How can I increase them? Name them. Tell which ones you think you’re 

going to begin to work on a little bit. And as you do this, I think the Holy Spirit will move in our 

church. 
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And when you’re done with your business, thinking about all of this or talking with others about 

it, then feel free to go your way. 

 

But, gang, I feel so deeply about this “Simplify” series, I’m going to be as helpful as I can 

possibly be to you the next five weeks, because filled at the top of your bucket is where you’re 

supposed to be living. It’s where I’m supposed to be living. Depletion has got to stop. Yes? 

[applause] 

 

So now, God, in these next moments we ponder and reflect on where we are and how we got 

there. If some people are at absolute bottom like I was outside that grocery store many years ago, 

would they admit it and would there be some kind of humility and that kind of ‘drive the stake in 

the ground,’ I’m done living on empty, I’m done staying in a depleted condition. This is not who 

God wants me to be. This is not how I’m going to live my life in the future. Give people that 

resounding kind of conviction to mark today as the day that ended. 

 

Give people creativity on what could be replenishing them, what needs to start pouring life into 

them. Give us that sense of: Yes, it is my responsibility. No one can do this for me; this is what I 

need to do. This is my life. This is my future. Give people that sense of responsibility. 

 

God, as we all start filling back up this week, give us the sense that we’re on the right path. We’ll 

give you all the credit for it. In Jesus’ name. Amen.  


