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INTRODUCTION

MIRACLES STILL HAPPEN

IT WAS THE LAST SENTENCE �that caught my attention.
I had met Sam less than an hour before in my work with a nonprofit 

trying to move their culture from “scrappy startup” to an established 
and locally respected organization. When I’d arrived at our meeting 
place, a coffee shop run by the organization’s leadership development 
program, Sam was already waiting. He quickly stood, drink in hand, 
to greet me with a firm handshake. We found a table in the corner, 
away from the relaxed chatter between baristas and customers. Once 
we sat down, I could tell by his tight smile and straight posture that 
this wouldn’t be an easy assignment.

I wasn’t surprised—Sam was the organization’s director of opera-
tions and had been through a tumultuous staff shake-up. Their found-
ing executive director had left under pressure more than a year before, 
and about a third of the program team had resigned since then. I had 
already spent hours interviewing all of Sam’s coworkers on the central 
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team, and their tension and pain were palpable. It was the last sentence 
in my conversation with Sam that unlocked the crux of the problem. 

My first order of business had been just to listen to Sam’s story. In all 
my conversations, I’d been searching for a way forward—and trying to 
identify those staff members who seemed willing to engage with the hard 
work of rebuilding a team. I wanted to make sure I got under the surface 
and understood each person’s heart. I quieted my thoughts, focused on 
Sam, and said, “So, tell me your story of coming into this role.” 

Sam flashed a brief smile and folded his hands in front of him, knee 
jiggling to a silent rhythm under the table. “Well, my story is pretty 
important to my work here—I was one of the kids this program served 
when I was in middle school. I never thought I could use my business 
background to actually work for a mission I believe in . . .” He trailed off, 
the smile fading. “I still believe in what we are doing here. But sometimes 
I’m not sure the executive team know exactly what they are doing.” 

With his coffee untouched, Sam leaned in and paused, squeezing his 
interlaced fingers together. But once he began to speak, I wasn’t sure he 
would be able to stop. It seemed as if Sam hadn’t really felt heard in years, 
and was about to finally open up. 

He filled me in on more of his background: He’d been on staff for eight 
years, often feeling trapped by the tension between the front-facing pro-
gram for the community and the actual business of the organization. For 
years he’d been navigating the turbulent environment—before the execu-
tive director left and during the leadership vacuum afterward. Meanwhile, 
his responsibilities kept expanding, but his pay and hours stayed the same. 
He was understandably exhausted and frustrated. Over the next hour, he 
talked about his work, about inconsistencies in the direction of the orga-
nization, and especially about his department’s supervisor, Abby. 

By the time the deluge of words slowed to a trickle, Sam had stopped 
jiggling his knee and now cupped his cold coffee. He sighed deeply, 
then lifted his fingers from his drink, a half-hearted gesture of surrender. 

THE MIRACLE MOMENT
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“When Abby told my team, ‘If you can’t get on board, you might as well 
get going,’ I thought, Are you kidding me? This is not the way a leader 
leads. You can’t say that to people, even if that’s what you mean. If something 
doesn’t change, I don’t know how much longer I can last.”

I don’t know how much longer I can last. That’s the sentence that caught 
my attention because it expresses the very human moment in difficult 
circumstances when we must decide whether to power up or give up—
and Sam had just revealed that he had reached that breaking point. 

Throughout our time together, Sam had brought up Abby repeat-
edly. He had a long relationship with her—she had been his program 
director when he first came on as a high school volunteer, and he had 
celebrated her rise in leadership. Abby had now been with the organi-
zation almost fifteen years and was the leader with the most seniority. 
She had always been an important voice in Sam’s life, but for the last 
eighteen months, Sam felt he could no longer trust her in the same way. 

He told me about the day he encouraged the development direc-
tor to voice a concern on behalf of the team and Abby “just never 
responded.” And there was the time that Sam’s (now-fired) manager 
reassured him, after he’d put in sixty-hour weeks for months, that Abby 
would advocate for a position to give Sam more leadership and relief 
from the day-to-day grind. Lowering his head, Sam told me, “I was so 
disappointed that she didn’t do anything.” And then Sam was crushed 
when Abby seemed to throw him under the bus in a meeting. He won-
dered whether working so hard—even for an organization he believed 
in so passionately—was worth it anymore. 

I wanted Abby to be the problem, I really did. By this point, I 
knew Sam was a well-regarded, hardworking staff member. I under-
stood Sam’s frustration and his belief that all his team needed was to 
find Abby a better place in the organization and to hire an experienced 
executive. We often believe that by re-engineering job titles and posi-
tions, we can fix a workplace, but that kind of problem-solving usually 
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doesn’t deal with the real issue—our own humanity. And before we can 
deal with all that “humanity” around us, we have to deal with ourselves. 
After just one hour with Sam, I had a hunch that he had let his anger 
and frustration lead him to the conclusion that the problem was Abby. 
But I wondered how the story might play out differently if Sam under-
stood how to explore what was driving his frustration—and what steps 
he could take to reshape his experience. 

To make matters more interesting, I had spent time with Abby and 
the executive team the day before. I found her to be a passionate (albeit 
tired) and committed leader who wanted to do right and had more than 
enough experience to lead the organization forward. Abby was bearing 
just as much emotional weight as Sam—no surprise there—but she was 
carrying it behind the scenes. She had to manage ongoing tensions among 
the executive team and a difficult relationship with the current board, who 
seemed more interested in sabotaging and second-guessing her efforts 
than actually moving forward. She was also worried about her oldest son, 
a junior in high school, who had recently decided he wasn’t into school—
or anything other than mumbling and staring into his phone. Abby had 
admitted to me (and was completely embarrassed for “being so unprofes-
sional”) that she had found a marijuana stash in her son’s room for the 
second time in a month and couldn’t get her husband to engage with what 
felt like a red-alert problem in their home. Abby was flailing—trying to 
act as if she had it all together while her life was tearing apart at the seams. 

“I thought I worked well with people,” she told me, “but right now 
it seems like all I have are more and more people with bigger and big-
ger problems.” 

As in tune as Abby seemed to be, I was surprised at her response 
when I questioned her about the morale on the rest of the staff. “Things 
are good. I can depend on my team, and they do awesome work. I 
haven’t been as engaged these last few months, but they know what to 
do and are doing a great job handling the changes.” 

THE MIRACLE MOMENT
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Now, having talked with both Sam and Abby, I felt like I was watch-
ing a train wreck. I understood how they had both derailed, and I was 
empathetic to both. Certainly, when considering their relationship, it’s 
crucial to remember how the power differential between them played 
a role. Yet Sam did have the choice to confront Abby—but chose not 
to. Unbeknownst to Abby, Sam was carrying firsthand experiences and 
secondhand gossip about Abby that had damaged his trust and soured 
his view of her—but he hadn’t yet acknowledged that growing ten-
sion within him. Conversely, Abby had chosen to grit it out under 
the weight of her work and personal challenges, and yet she had blind 
spots to serious issues that were eroding her most important asset: her 
relational influence and trust with her staff.

As I sat down to write my assessment, I realized that the entire team 
was at a critical crossroad. If they continued on the current trajectory—
burying hurts, avoiding confrontation, sidestepping honest and vulner-
able relationships—they were in for a world of pain. That kind of distress 
comes in the form of emotional baggage for people who leave the organi-
zation, continued frustration for those who stay, and more than anything, 
the incredible missed opportunity to grow, to flourish, and ultimately to 
serve the nonprofit’s mission more effectively and passionately. 

If their situation was left unchecked, I was certain this is exactly 
what would eventually happen to Sam and Abby. Yet I also knew the 
fallout from the stress and hurt on both sides could be avoided. If 
they were willing to acknowledge and confront their frustration and 
disappointment, they would strengthen their department and, I was 
sure, find their work much more satisfying. This could be a miracle 
moment. 

What was happening between Sam and Abby—and what is happen-
ing between coworkers, best friends, husbands and wives, and parents 
and their adult children—is human. It’s the struggle to express what’s 
going on within us, to confront misunderstandings and mistakes, to 
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align our words and our actions in a way that allows us to be open, 
vulnerable, and courageous when a relationship isn’t going well. 

The problem is, most of us have never learned how to handle con-
flict, so our relationships tend to be superficial, transactional, and often 
unfulfilling. But it doesn’t have to be like this for Sam, for Abby, or for 
you. There is another way. 

Too often, though, we overlook and even run away from the pivotal 
moments that could change everything. After all, these interactions are 
fraught with difficulties, and miracle moments happen only when we 
refuse to back away from uncomfortable truth. They bring with them 
the possibility of failure, the missteps, and the inevitable awkwardness 
that come when you try to relate in a new way after being stuck in a 
pattern for a while. Yet these conversations are also the one route that 
can lead to renewed relationships and lasting change. 

Let’s Deal with It 
We often have a feeling that something isn’t right but can’t identify what 
is at the root of our discomfort. Perhaps, like Sam, you have struggled 
with that frustrated, irritated, unsettled feeling you have when you 
want someone to understand you—and he or she is just not getting it. 
You may have experienced a vague sense that something is “off ” with 
someone but don’t have the words to express your concern and recon-
nect with that person. Or maybe, like Abby, you wish you had a better 
connection, better camaraderie, a better sense of “getting” your child 
or someone else you love but figure you must settle for what is. 

Since most of us were never taught how to speak openly and directly 
with someone about how we feel, what we are experiencing, and how 
to move forward in a relationship, such struggles shouldn’t be surpris-
ing. If you’d like to better navigate such difficulties, you’ve come to the 
right place. 

THE MIRACLE MOMENT
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I’ve spent the last twenty years as a therapist, pastor, and coach, 
helping people change the way they understand themselves and one 
another. In this book, we’ll explore some of the issues we all face in 
conflict, like how to 

•	 name the feelings that are driving your decisions and actions, 
•	 learn to respect and respond to your emotions without letting 

them control you, 
•	 identify the emotional triggers that set you off—and sabotage 

your relationships, 
•	 get a conversation back on track when it’s gone sideways, 
•	 speak words that help—rather than hurt—the likelihood of 

your getting what you need, 
•	 avoid having the same argument over and over, 
•	 navigate a conflict with integrity, 
•	 mend a relationship when you think you’ve blown it, 
•	 decide whether to confront an issue or let it go, 
•	 identify and keep yourself safe from toxic people, and 
•	 become comfortable setting and holding boundaries. 

Throughout the book, you’ll find stories and exercises designed to 
help you resolve these dilemmas. I’ve learned so much from the people 
I’ve worked with, but even more from my own human experience, trying 
to navigate the tricky situations of marriage, parenting, and leadership. In 
trying to understand the environment that gives me and you the courage 
to change, I’ve put my relationships and experiences under the micro-
scope. In the process, I’ve stumbled over my inability to hold healthy 
boundaries, to confront issues as they arise, to find the real problems that 
get in the way of trust and respect. I’ve ignored every piece of advice I’ve 
ever tried to give other people—I’m stubborn like that. 

Yet even when I’ve failed miserably at important conversations, 
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interpreting my feelings, or speaking my mind gently but firmly, I 
haven’t given up hope that change is possible. You see, I believe in 
miracles. I’ll unpack what I mean when I talk about miracle moments 
in chapter 1, but for now, it’s enough to know that these opportuni-
ties come in the very second when your frustration, hurt, or rejection 
makes you want to disengage—but you lean in instead. They exist in 
the unexpected space between two people trying to express themselves, 
trying to be understood and loved. They reveal themselves in moments 
of active listening, mutual compromise, and real apologies. 

So if you want to do your relationships better, consider this book the 
best kind of therapy—it’s cheap, it’s available when you are, and you can 
take it at your own pace. Not only do I believe that we can all learn to 
relate in ways that will transform our relationships, I believe in a God 
who is orchestrating miracles designed to convince you of His love and 
grace. But whether you go to church, have been burned by church, aren’t 
interested in church, or fall somewhere in-between, you are welcome here. 
The principles apply regardless of your own spiritual journey. The Miracle 
Moment DVD Experience and participant’s guide take a deep dive into 
ways Jesus modeled and lived into relationships, and if this book piques 
your interest in that, I invite you to work through both of them as well. 

Miracle moments require true vulnerability, as well as the willing-
ness to express yourself clearly and allow yourself to be truly seen. You 
can make a choice to keep that troublesome relationship small and 
irritating—to keep giving up, shutting up, or blowing up—or you can 
step into the space where miracles happen. It won’t happen every time 
or with everyone. It may cost you, as not everyone will be willing to 
change with you. But I believe in the power of miracle moments. And 
I believe there are miracles waiting for you. 

THE MIRACLE MOMENT

8



CHAPTER 1

FIGHTING FOR  
A MIRACLE

Wounds from a sincere friend are better  
than many kisses from an enemy.

Prov erb s  2 7 :6

LOOKING BACK,� I knew we were breaking every civility rule when we 
brought up politics. We were out celebrating my friend’s birthday. I 
don’t know why we started talking about the upcoming election. I don’t 
remember who brought it up (it was probably me), but I do know that 
what had been a lovely dinner at a white-​tablecloth restaurant devolved 
quickly from a heated conversation about policy into a personal con-
flict involving accusations like “You make me feel stupid” and “You 
are so stubborn.”

Happy birthday, everyone!
By the time the birthday girl and I had returned to that polite ici-

ness that covers friendship when words have gone too far, our other 
friend was hiding out in the bathroom. Sure that I had lost two best 
friends, my insecurity was on full alert. How had “productive” dialogue 
turned into a weapons of mass destruction–​level conflict before we had 
even ordered dessert?
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When was the last time you had a fight like this, one that led to 
inner turmoil because you felt unheard, judged, or disregarded? Perhaps 
your argument didn’t end in verbal sparring. It might have happened 
entirely within your head because—​once you sensed that you were 
being deeply misunderstood—​you used silence and withdrawal to pro-
tect yourself. Perhaps you’ve been in the kind of spat where both sides 
launch a volley of conflicting opinions and then walk away. Or maybe 
you’ve been in a conversation that ends with one person lecturing and 
the other withdrawing.

Many of us have never actually had a good fight. We’ve never expe-
rienced a struggle that ended in healing and strength—​for us or the 
other party. Rather than engaging with the person who has hurt or 
disappointed us, we’ve just sucked it up, stuffed it away, or distanced 
ourselves, perhaps believing that there’s something inherently wrong 
with us or that it’s just not possible to really be honest and still be loved.

When I think about what it takes to communicate openly and hon-
estly, to move toward connection, to grab hold of a miracle moment, 
I think fight is the right word to use. The basic definition of a fight is 
“a violent struggle involving weapons.” You might be thinking, Really? 
I thought good relationships are all about harmony and selflessness. What’s 
the miracle in that?

We all want to be known and accepted just as we are, but no one 
can do that perfectly. The violence comes in the form of the invisible 
but powerful struggle to be known and to know others. The weapons 
come in the form of words—​words you choose, words you use, and 
words you withhold.

This battle is fought on two fronts. The first is the obvious one. It’s 
the struggle you have to be understood by your spouse, your kids, your 
annoying coworker, or your pretentious neighbor. Jessica, for example, 
came to me because she was contemplating divorce. She insisted that 
she and her husband never fought. I politely nodded and kept a poker 
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face, but I was thinking, Yes, you do; you just don’t know it yet. Neither 
she nor her husband was keeping a big secret, like an affair or secret 
addiction, from the other. As we talked, I realized that though she and 
her husband might not yell, they did use withholding affection and 
information from each other as weapons. Though they didn’t insult 
each other verbally, they withdrew from each other—​seldom shar-
ing what they were really thinking and feeling. They weren’t growing 
together through the challenges of life—​building careers, parenting 
young children, keeping up their home. No, they didn’t fight.

But maybe they should have.
These are the obvious battles. But there’s much more.
The second front is more insidious—​and more deadly. It’s the 

battlefront of the conversation you have among others and within 
yourself. Every day, we talk to the people closest to us: spouses, kids, 
coworkers, bosses. At the same time, each of us carries on a dialogue 
with ourselves in our minds.

Drew, a talented, up-​and-​coming leader, came to me for coaching 
as he considered a big career change. He was having difficulty figuring 
out what he wanted and was paralyzed by the choices in front of him. 
Midway through our work together, I gave him homework to help him 
see his decisions more clearly. When we met to discuss the assignment, 
he confessed he hadn’t done it. I asked him to be curious (something we 
will practice later in this book) and be an impartial observer of himself 
to consider the reason he had put it off.

“So, Drew,” I said, “what kept you from actually following through 
and doing what you said you would do?” I sat quietly. A big part of me 
wanted to let Drew off the hook and rescue him from his own mistake, 
but I had a feeling that the real miracle would be missed if I didn’t allow 
this uncomfortable interaction to move us forward.

The silence was obviously difficult for Drew. He began to struggle—​
and not just to find words. He actually began to squirm slightly, raising 
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his shoulders and jiggling his knees. It was like watching the 1986 movie 
Aliens. I half-​expected a foreign creature to burst from his chest. At 
one point he tapped his own head with his palm. “I don’t know what’s 
wrong with me!” he said, his eyes down. “I don’t know why I think I 
can handle more responsibility when I keep messing up!” Apparently 
when I’d asked him to consider why he hadn’t completed his homework, 
I had stepped on a buried land mine neither one of us knew was there. 
I suspected that Drew’s procrastination in a little thing like homework 
was related to a much bigger thing that had greater ramifications for his 
life—​fear of discovering that he feels inadequate inside, fear of failing, 
fear of not measuring up. Drew’s battle may be invisible and internal, 
but it’s just as real as Jessica’s, Sam’s, and Abby’s.

One of the greatest joys in life is the ability to experience free-
dom and connection with ourselves and each other. But the only path 
to freedom is engaging in the struggle to express what’s inside of us, 

outside of us. In a rare moment of vulner-
ability, Drew, a successful, highly relational 
leader, allowed me in on the conversation 
in his head—​the very powerful words that 
were keeping him from moving into his 
future. And though he didn’t realize it, the 
misalignment between his accomplish-
ments and his self-​perception affected the 
way he related to those closest to him as 
well as those who could help him advance 

in his career. A similar disconnect between their inner thoughts and 
interactions with each other is impacting Sam’s desire to stay in his job 
and Abby’s ability to retain her team’s trust.

Most of us experience a one-​two punch of pain when we feel over-
looked or misunderstood. The first jab is a sense of being overwhelmed 
at our inability to communicate clearly. And then the knockout punch: 

[Insert Callout 1.1 
next to or under 
the paragraph 
below.]

The only path to 

freedom is engaging 

in the struggle to 

express what’s inside 

of us, outside of us.
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the shame we feel because we assume we should know how to navigate 
our relationships by now. Rather than growing in our ability to express 
ourselves and our needs, to honor our emotions, and to mature into 
the people we want to become, we shut down or lash out, resulting in 
even more pain. Rather than becoming more vulnerable and resilient, 
we decide we are essentially broken, unworthy, and incapable of being 
fully known and fully loved. This is a lonely place—​having the gift of 
language but struggling mightily to use it.

I get it. Not only have I spent the last twenty years helping people 
find the words they need for this two-​fronted battle, but I know the flut-
tery, clammy-​hand feeling of staring down a confrontation personally. I 
know the agony of trying—​and failing—​to 
express what I truly mean to a loved one. 
I know that delicate moment of decision 
when I can choose to speak vulnerably in my 
search for a connection and risk rejection, or 
I can decide to land the verbal sucker punch 
that will make me feel clever and justified in 
the moment. Though 100 percent of us will 
have conflict, only the brave few will use it 
as the training ground that leads to a deeper, 
more meaningful life together.

These courageous souls will recognize 
and seize the miracle moment: the moment 
in a conversation when you want to shut 
up, give up, or blow up—​and you lean 
in instead. It’s not the moment you react 
to being hurt, misunderstood, or treated 
unfairly. It’s the moment after the initial 
reaction, when you change course and 
respond differently.

[Insert Callout 
1.2 next to 
or under the 
paragraph 
below.]

MIRACLE MOMENT:  

The moment in a 

conversation when you 

want to shut up, give 

up, or blow up—and 

you lean in instead. 

It’s not the moment 

you react to being 

hurt, misunderstood, 

or treated unfairly. 

It’s the moment 

after the initial 

reaction, when you 

change course and 

respond differently.
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The plan is simple—​but I’ll warn you: Simple doesn’t mean easy. 
Long-​held patterns of thinking don’t disappear overnight, and learning 
new skills takes time. But you can move from overwhelmed and under-
prepared to confident and skilled in even the toughest conversations.

This book is divided into three parts designed to help you move 
inward for insight and then outward for impact. Part 1 will help you 
gain self-​awareness as you discover how your emotions and thoughts 
work together, and how you can learn to recognize and respond appro-
priately to your emotions. We’ll spend most of our time in part 2, 
where we will learn about self-​expression. If you’ve ever felt woefully 
underprepared to handle a conflict, if you’ve felt like your words either 
don’t work or work in overdrive, getting you into trouble, this section 
will be invaluable. We’ll break down the mechanics of how to engage 
in a conflict, move toward reconciliation and compromise, and rebuild 
trust after it’s been broken. Part 3 is on self-​respect—​making sure your 
actions line up with your words so you live with integrity, even in those 
times when you feel as if you’ve failed.

As we begin, I encourage you to think about a relationship that you 
want to improve. Take a moment to visualize what you would like to 
experience with that person. Do you wish your roommate understood 
you better? Do you long for deeper connection or intimacy in your 
marriage? Can you picture a constructive conversation in which you 
are able to be your full self and express your needs? Can you imagine 
deeper respect between you as you hear and learn from each other’s 
perspectives?

Keep that visual in mind as you begin your work here so that your 
learning remains grounded in real life. You won’t do it perfectly, but 
you will make progress. That’s the incredible thing about being human: 
We are flawed, but we are never finished.

THE MIRACLE MOMENT

14


	Cover
	Endorsements
	Copyright
	Title
	Table of Contents
	Introduction - Miracles Still Happen
	Chapter 1 - Fighting for a Miracle



