
Getting yourself in gear
I seem to use a lot of car and driving metaphors on this site -- it's natural, I guess,
since I do a lot of driving. I've been driving for quite some time now -- long
enough that if I told you how long it's been, and how many hundred thousand
miles I've traveled, I'd likely be embarrassed.

Well, I learned how to drive in this time of the year. I remember Coach Reid, the
basketball coach, who also taught what we always referred to as "Driver's Ed,"
teaching me during those early tries behind the wheel. He was a great teacher,
despite what my wife seems to think.

The problem with the way I was learning to drive, according to my brother Vance,
was that I wasn't learning how to drive a stick shift -- a manual transmission -- but
an automatic. That didn't bother me then, and it still doesn't bother me, but Vance
decided to teach me how to drive "a stick."

It was while I was learning to drive a stick -- a trait that I never have mastered (I
still have problems starting on hills) that I learned about getting yourself in gear.

Try as I might those first few times, I would have troubles pushing the clutch in
far enough, and letting it out smoothly enough, to satisfy my brother, a
consummate stick shift driver. I had problems getting it in gear, at least without
bothering my brother's ears in the process.

A common way we refer to people is that there are "some people who need to be
jump started, some who need to be pushed, and some who need to be towed."
There are also those who never quite get in gear -- they spend their lives in
neutral. Their engine may roar, but their wheels never spin -- and they never get
anywhere at all.

It's really pretty common for people to get this problem. Sometimes, it just seems
that you never really get going -- and I believe most of the time, it's because
innately, you realize that you don't know where your destination lies.

Without a good, solid destination, the elements of our life don't seem to unite. We
seem to move from topic to topic, idea to idea, attempt to attempt, without ever
accomplishing anything meaningful along the way.

It's likely that for many of us, this problem extends to only a part of our life. We
may have family troubles, or we might have difficulty getting started on a financial
plan, or we could find ourselves in a job with little future.
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The lack of a good, solid plan for our future can cause us to, to use a different
automotive metaphor, "spin our wheels." We seem to be going somewhere --
all the sounds indicate that we are -- but we're not getting anywhere at all. You
may have even noticed this in your own life -- even though you no doubt know
how to drive a stick shift.

How do we get out of neutral? Well, in a car, you select a different gear and let
out the clutch. In our lives, however, it all boils down to focus.

A good writer usually doesn't mix metaphors, and I'm wandering a little from my
automobile metaphors, I know. But for many of us, the reason why we don't have
a destination -- the ultimate reason why we're "spinning our wheels," or "don't get
into gear" is because we haven't focused adequately on who we are and what we
want from our lives.

Face it -- most of us go day to day to day to day to day to day to day to day
(getting tired yet?) and never really change where we're going -- or for that
matter, even give it a thought. We let our lives run on automatic, and as a result,
we never really take a change to focus on what we really want, and where we
want to wind up. After a while, the lack of focus starts to get to us; we don't
accomplish as much; we have a harder time getting up in the mornings. We start
believing that we're not accomplishing a lot in our lives.

It's largely a matter of losing focus of where we want to go. But for the vast
majority of us, we can regain that focus.

Some years ago, I was taking pictures of a wildfire, when my telephoto lens
came apart in my hand. I don't know if the heat of the fire had anything to do with
it -- it was getting pretty hot -- but for some reason, it just came apart.

Like most guys, I'm a bit of a gadget freak, and I put the lens back together -- but
I soon found that it wasn't really in focus. I took it to a professional camera repair
center, and they fixed the problem, and refocused the lens.

Sometimes, for whatever reason, we lose focus in our lives -- and, like my injured
lens, we need to stop, fix whatever's wrong, and refocus, to bring some clarity
back into our lives.

When we regain clarity -- when we know where we want to go, and how to get
there -- then we will suddenly find that it's easier to get back in gear. With that
focused destination in mind, it's easier to get through the day; we accomplish
much, much more; we make a difference in the lives of ourselves and others; we
restore the meaning to our lives.



I may never learn how to start a stick shift on a hill -- I drive a car with an
automatic transmission now. But I know how to get myself in gear in my life: find
a destination, focus in on it, and give it some fuel.
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