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INTRODUCTION:  
HELP YOURSELF

Are you a friend of Bill’s?” a woman leaned over and asked me during 
a class. It was the first time I had been asked that question, so I had 

no idea which Bill she was talking about, since I knew several, and I wasn’t 
sure how to answer. As I wondered about our mutual acquaintance, it hit 
me: she was talking about Bill W. from Alcoholics Anonymous (AA).

One of the original founders of this worldwide recovery movement was 
a man named Bill Wilson. Over time, AA participants have learned to iden-
tify others in the fellowship as “friends” of Bill, asking, “Are you a friend of 
Bill W.?” When I realized my classmate had asked me if I was in AA proba-
bly due to the nature of my comments during the class discussion, I told her 
that while I was not actively involved in AA, I had friends in the program 
and I had been working with people in recovery for many years.

“Recovery?” Yes. My studies and involvement in addiction treatment 
have prompted a lot of discussions about the growing need for recovery 
in almost every sector of society. My conversations with everyone from 
young students to gang members, housewives to prostitutes, and profes-
sional athletes and celebrities to clergymen have led me to realize that most 
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people, whether actively involved in a 12-Step Recovery Program or not, 
whether they have admitted they have a problem or not, still need some 
form of recovery.

I say that because we all have issues and are recovering from something. 
Since that fateful day in the garden of Eden when Adam and Eve ate the 
forbidden fruit, we human beings have had setbacks and have been trying 
to recover what we’ve lost. Whether we’ve lost our innocence, a friendship, 
a job, money, marriage, or even the loss of self-respect, we long to recover 
our losses. Whether others have beaten us up or we beat ourselves up, we 
all want to “be better,” or “[B]etter,” in some area of life.

Just like you, I have stuff in my life that I don’t like. Some of those 
things simply annoy me; others make me feel disappointed in myself, and 
sometimes downright ashamed. Fortunately, I’m better now than I’ve ever 
been, but only because I realized that no one on this planet is more con-
cerned with my improvement than me. No one else can make me change 
for the better—I am responsible for helping myself. Whatever the bad hab-
its or unwanted behavior patterns, whether a result of my own or someone 
else’s bad choices, ultimately I am the one who has to take the initiative to 
do something about them. The old saying really is true: “If it is to be, it is 
up to me.” 

Norman Vincent Peale, twentieth-century father of positive thinking, 
provided one of my all-time favorite quotes when he said, “It’s always too 
early to quit.” That concise reminder inspires me to believe that even when 
a person’s spirit is willing but his flesh is weak, if he decides that, no matter 
what, he is going to recover, with God’s help, he will! With that determina-
tion, we can uncover the truth about ourselves—namely, that we have what 
it takes to make peace with the past so that we can make history! We can 
discover within ourselves a reservoir of strength and wisdom to wake us 
up from the nightmares so that we can get busy making our lives a dream 
come true. I’ve written this book to help you do just that. What you hold 
in your hands can be summed up in Home Depot’s old slogan, “You can do 
it. We can help.”

Every day, in one-on-one sessions and support groups all over the 
globe, people are admitting they need help and are gaining the strength 
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they need to get better one day at a time. Along with such support, we must 
remember that, no matter where we are, we have the support of the One 
who made the globe—just by admitting our needs and asking for His help!

If things are going well for you right now and you simply want to get 
better, start by making a choice to continue improving. If you’re in the mid-
dle of a crisis, don’t waste this opportunity to learn from experience and 
put some new patterns in place. Whether you’re in a substance-abuse re-
lapse, a recession, or an abusive relationship, no matter what’s going on, 
recovering the real you is possible when you decide it’s possible. When you 
believe in yourself and ask God for help, anything can happen. A better life 
than you’ve dreamed of can actually become a reality.

“Life better than my dreams?” Yes, it really is possible. And when you 
think about dreams, consider that they are not only the ultimate, big-pic-
ture dreams that we all have daydreamed about. Sure, everyone can relate 
to those dreams of having it all. But there are also dreams that need our 
attention right now—those ones that we may not have even categorized 
as dreams. To simplify it, I’ve come to the conclusion that the best way to 
define a dream is “something that can be better tomorrow than it is today.” 

That brings us to the phrase “be better,” or [B]etter. Periodically 
throughout this book, I will use this term, which has become the simple 
one-word summation of my life’s purpose to help myself and to inspire oth-
ers to do whatever it takes to make their dreams come true.

In the following pages is a collection of bright ideas in the form of sto-
ries, insights, and inspirations that shed light on some of the simplest ways 
we can help ourselves to [B]etter by making peace with the past so we can 
start enjoying the present and designing our future. Through the years, the 
[B]etter mentality has helped thousands improve the quality of their life, 
and has morphed into a motto I try to live by each day. And because I know 
it will help you, too, I’m passing the [B]etter Life Motto on to you now:

 
TODAY I WILL LIVE INSPIRED IN SPIRIT, MIND, 

AND BODY, SO THAT I WILL LEAVE A LEGACY OF 
BETTER LIFE TOMORROW
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Go ahead, say it out loud now and start getting used to it. Now that 
you’re getting the gist of where we are going, you can begin or continue on 
the journey to a better life. And keep in mind this introductory [B]etter 
one-liner that always applies:

 
IF YOU THINK YOU CAN OR CAN’T [B]ETTER, 

YOU’RE RIGHT.



PART 1

THE MOMENT OF TRUTH:
KEEP TAKING CHANCES OR 

MAKE BETTER CHOICES?
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1

FOR BETTER

What will it look like when your dreams come true?

At least once a week for quite a few years, I have been pos-
ing that question to groups of every size in venues of every type. I usually 
follow the question with an invitation for all attendees to close their eyes 
and imagine what their lives would look and feel like if they woke up to-
morrow morning and their dreams had come true. Through the years, 
I’ve seen more than a few blank looks, and heard some people express 
that they had no clue what a dream-come-true lifestyle would look like, 
because they had never thought about it. My response to those looks and 
comments has always been, “It is your life. Maybe it’s time to start think-
ing about it.” 

Is that your life? Maybe you have never really given it too much thought. 
Or perhaps you used to think about it all the time when you were a kid. 
Hours were spent daydreaming about who you wanted to be, things you 
wanted to do, and places you wanted to go; but then, one day, you got in 
trouble for daydreaming, so you quit. Maybe incidents or accidents along 
the way have caused you to set aside your dreams because you don’t think 
you qualify for those things any more. 
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If any of this is true for you, or if you’re just not sure what you’re aim-
ing for during your time on this planet, let me ask you something: Do you 
want to just keep taking chances with what life dishes out to you? Are you 
satisfied with how your future will look if nothing changes? Or do you 
want to start making better choices that will allow you to get more of what 
you want out of life? Because you can, you know. You have the limitless 
expanse of your God-given imagination—a personal power tool to imme-
diately start dismantling old barriers and begin framing new pictures of 
what you want to see in your future. 

 
YOU HAVE THE LIMITLESS EXPANSE OF YOUR 

GOD-GIVEN IMAGINATION—A PERSONAL POWER 
TOOL TO IMMEDIATELY START DISMANTLING OLD 
BARRIERS AND BEGIN FRAMING NEW PICTURES 
OF WHAT YOU WANT TO SEE IN YOUR FUTURE. 

Maybe you don’t like how your body looks and feels right now. Quick! 
Close your eyes (it helps you to focus) and start imagining what you want 
your body to look like and what kinds of things you could do with a healthy 
body. Or are you completely sick of your job? Try it again. Close your eyes 
and imagine what you would do for a living if you could do anything. And so 
on. You can use this exercise to imagine any area of your life—spirituality, 
finances, relationships, anything. 

This exercise is vital as you begin reading this book. You might want 
to start now by imagining what it would feel like to have finally made peace 
with your past. How would it feel to go through your days and nights 
without being haunted by that pain? As you stop obsessing over your past, 
you’ll start noticing other areas that need attention, and it will energize 
you! So don’t do it just once! Keep it up! If you keep envisioning your fu-
ture as you work through this book, you’ll start to move into new levels of 
contentment.

Over the years, I have had the wonderful privilege of listening to peo-
ple report their progress of satisfying new career ventures, peace of mind, 
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relationship sparks, or just outlandish and fun experiences, thanking me 
for challenging them to use their imagination to design a better life. One 
woman excitedly told me of landing her dream job which involved three 
things she was passionate about. She said, “I had never imagined anything 
like this was even possible until you challenged us to picture what life 
would look like if our dreams came true!” 

“So, Randal,” you ask, “are you saying that if I simply close my eyes 
and imagine stuff, it will just come to me?” No, of course not. That’s just 
one step. Once you open your eyes, you’ll have to plan, prepare, and act 
to make things happen. But at least you’ll have a target. When you know 
what you’re aiming for, it’s a whole lot easier to hit. So why not let your 
imagination run free? If something superior is an option, why not take it? 

Decisions, Decisions

Since the 1990s, in public and private sessions, I have been introducing 
people to simple strategies for life improvement in our curriculum called 
“The Better Life Course.” In schools, churches, conferences, and recov-
ery centers, I’ve explained that “life course” is a sociological term given to 
the stages of human life from birth all the way until death. Steering that 
life course for better or for worse, however, depends on the quality of our 
choices. And if I’ve noticed one common thread that runs through people 
everywhere from the Great White North to the land down under, it is that 
everyone needs help making choices. 

Benjamin Franklin, one of the founding fathers of America, said, “Be 
always at war with your vices, at peace with your neighbors, and let every 
New Year find you a better man.” And Jesus said, “A thief is only there to 
steal and kill and destroy. I came so they can have real and eternal life, more and 
better life than they ever dreamed of ” (John 10:10 msg). If, during the course 
of our life, we don’t learn how to recover what has been stolen or destroyed 
by bad habits and addictions, we’ll probably learn to just go through the 
motions to be religious—whether it takes the form of Christianity or a 12-
Step Recovery Program—without actually recovering.
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I imagine you picked up this book because you know there is more to 
life than what you’ve been experiencing. The problem is, the patterns of 
your past have held you back and taken you way off track. Though some 
bad breaks may have you feeling far from where you want to be, I want 
you to know that I believe in you and in your ability to make better choic-
es. You may say, “You don’t even know me.” True. But I do know you’re 
human, and within every one of us, regardless of circumstances, is a re-
silience to bounce back and become better than ever. That’s the reason 
I’ve dedicated my life to coaching people to make better decisions so that 
they can chart their own better life course. I want to help you get to the 
point of loving yourself and valuing your life, family, and future so much 
that you can’t help but make smarter, more informed, and more confident 
decisions. And who knows, maybe you’ll find out what many others have 
discovered—that all you need to get back in the groove is just a few adjust-
ments here and there. 

 
I WANT TO HELP YOU GET TO THE POINT OF 
LOVING YOURSELF AND VALUING YOUR LIFE, 

FAMILY, AND FUTURE SO MUCH THAT YOU CAN’T 
HELP BUT MAKE SMARTER, MORE INFORMED, 

AND MORE CONFIDENT DECISIONS.

Just A Little Bit

I’ll never forget the time I was about twelve years old and my dad let 
me drive his blue-and-white striped Chevy truck. We had just returned 
from the sawmill with a load of sawdust to be used as bedding in the 
horses’ stalls and were standing in the bed of the pickup, shoveling it 
out into the storage area inside the barn. When we needed more room 
behind the truck to empty the rest of the load, my dad spoke the words 
I had always dreamed he’d say: “Go ahead and pull up the truck just a 
little bit.”
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He didn’t have to tell me twice—I was so excited! I threw my shovel 
aside, hopped down off the tailgate, and ran to the cab. After opening the 
door, I slid into the driver’s seat and, with a big smile on my face, turned the 
key! When the engine roared to life, I mimicked what I had seen my Dad 
do by putting my foot on the brake as I shifted into drive. Then, with prob-
ably an even bigger smile, I did what I had seen people do on TV shows like 
The Dukes of Hazzard—I stomped on the gas pedal!

The tires squawked, and the vehicle lunged forward with my dad hold-
ing on for dear life in the bed of the truck, yelling, “Whoa! Whoa!” Before I 
knew what was happening, we had slammed into the side of an empty stall, 
splintering a fence post and demolishing the rest of the wall. We came to 
a halt after I had slammed on the brakes, and I just sat there a bit shaken 
up. Then I heard my Dad utter in a much quieter and somewhat defeat-
ed-sounding tone, “I said ‘ just a little bit.’” 

For years after that, the only thing I was allowed to drive was the lawn 
mower.

On the journey toward improving our choices for a better life, we will 
find ourselves in dilemmas and tight spots, and, more often than not, all 
that is needed is a little movement. Most of the time, we don’t require 
some big, sweeping changes of absolutely everything all at once. We don’t 
need to stomp on the gas pedal. Usually, just one or two things need 
adjustment. 

For example, if you’ve been having trouble with a boyfriend, it’s proba-
bly not necessary to declare that all men are dogs and vow never to date men 
again. Simply deleting a few phone numbers and improving your selection 
process would suffice. If you’re overweight, cutting out all food from your 
diet is certainly not the answer—just certain foods. Or perhaps you went to 
church when you were young and didn’t like it. Does that mean you should 
throw out the whole concept of organized religion, faith, and a relationship 
with God? Maybe a little forgiveness, mercy, and open-mindedness might 
be all that’s needed to take you further than you think. 

What is the quality of your life right now? Chances are, you don’t need 
everything to change by tomorrow. So it’s probably a good idea to start 
small; knowing a little bit will go a long way.
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Bite-Size

When big chunks of life seem to be out of whack, we have to resist 
the urge to change everything all at once. I’m sure you’ve said before, “I’m 
so hungry I could eat anything.” You go into a restaurant, and everything 
on the menu looks and sounds so amazingly delicious that you want it all! 
When that happens to me, I have a habit of ordering way too much food, 
then eating less than half of what is on my plate. Maybe that’s what our 
parents were talking about when they told us we had eyes bigger than our 
stomachs.

Yet we do the same thing when we want our whole lives to change 
and try to do it all before the weekend! Starving for something different, 
we just jump in and try to change everything.

More often than not, though, trying to cook up an overnight over-
haul is a recipe for disaster. The lack of instant results produces a flavor-
less dish of disappointment and, hopes dashed, may spoil any appetite 
for change altogether. With a bad taste left in our mouth, we may get so 
set in our ways that even a whiff of change makes us queasy, so we turn 
up our nose and run the other way.

Setting high, lofty goals and gaining immediate results may work oc-
casionally for a very select few. But most of us, when it comes to improving 
anything, have to be careful not to bite off more than we can chew. We 
must pace ourselves. Each time we make a better choice, we take another 
bite out of large issues that have loomed over us for so long. 

 
EACH TIME WE MAKE A BETTER CHOICE, WE 
TAKE ANOTHER BITE OUT OF LARGE ISSUES 
THAT HAVE LOOMED OVER US FOR SO LONG. 

Altering our perspective about the pain of our past can be a daunting 
task. Trying to recover some dignity after so much has been stolen from 
us, or trying to regain self-respect after being stuck in self-destruct mode 
for so long can seem like too much work. Speaking of the undertaking 
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of a massive rebuilding project with a small group of people, the ancient 
prophet Zechariah uttered a timeless bit of encouragement: “Do not despise 
these small beginnings, for the Lord rejoices to see the work begin” (Zechariah 
4:10). Nineteenth-century poet Emily Dickinson must have been thinking 
the same thing when she said, “You can gain more control over your life 
by paying closer attention to the little things.” After all, it’s not the size or 
quality of our start that matters. History is filled with humble beginnings 
that turned into amazing journeys and destinations. To build our better 
life, we can always start right where we are and use what we have to begin 
the recovery process. And performing regular maintenance and making 
necessary adjustments to improve the quality of our lifestyles will eventu-
ally serve to satisfy our hunger for change.

Start Somewhere

The key to starting is to pick a place and start there. Like every runner 
who has ever raced knows, there has to be a starting line somewhere. As a 
runner myself, I had an unusual encounter one day while running around 
my neighborhood. I spotted a fellow runner approaching on the sidewalk 
who seemed to be struggling with every step. When I got close enough to 
wave, she smiled and weakly raised her hand to return the gesture. But 
when she waved, I could see a pack of cigarettes in her hand! I immediately 
realized why she had been laboring so hard. She probably had been out of 
breath and hadn’t built up her wind yet.

Now, you may think I’m going to launch into a lecture about the dan-
gers of smoking, but that’s not what this book is about. Granted, smoking 
and running don’t seem to be a very conducive combination, but at least she 
was running in between puffs. There was movement—even if it was just one 
small step at a time. For that, she gets an A for effort in my book. 

Instead of simply starting somewhere, too many people think far too 
long about their decision to improve. They tell themselves they are wait-
ing for the day they have conquered certain bad habits before they even 
attempt to address others. Sadly, in most cases, that day never comes, and 
the life they dreamed of fades further and further from view.
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To help shake us loose from that kind of thinking, try this phrase I 
learned during my Sunday-school days: “God catches His fish before He 
cleans them.” It means if we will come to God just as we are, hang-ups and 
all, He’ll take us in with no questions asked. We don’t have to fix every-
thing on our own. Once we’re in a relationship with Him, He will start 
transforming us more and more as we take one small step at a time. Before 
we even realize it, we will be thinking, feeling, acting, and even looking 
better! We can’t let various imperfect areas in our lives stop other efforts 
to improve. If we’ll start where we are and do what we’re able, God will do 
the rest.

Get Your Hopes Up 

Right now, you may be thinking that this all sounds good and moti-
vational but you’re still apprehensive, because you’ve tried to change before 
and it didn’t stick. Perhaps you felt really let down, and now you just want 
to be realistic about what’s possible. I get it. I want to be realistic, too. So 
before you just skip to another chapter or put the book down, let me tell 
you a story. 

When I was a kid, my friends and I would go roller-skating a lot. The 
first Monday night of each month, our church would rent out the local 
roller rink and invite other churches in the area to join us for a regional 
“Skate Night.” Whether racing around fast enough to get the roller referee 
to blow his whistle, playing video games and competing in pinball tourna-
ments, or just eating a bunch of junk food at the snack shop, my buddies 
and I always had a blast. But the real highlight was when the DJ would 
start playing a slow song and announce the ultimate adolescent romantic 
rendezvous known as the “Couples Skate.” 

When we heard those words, Mark, John, Steve, Greg, and I knew 
that it was time to put up or shut up. You see, prior to that announce-
ment, we would skate around the place, talking and teasing one another 
about which girl we wanted to ask out for that thrilling slow roll around 
the rink. From time to time, our choices were easy to make, because we had 
girlfriends whom we were required to ask or risk some real backlash. But, 
usually, we would eye some new girl we hadn’t seen before or one of the 
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older good-looking girls from youth group whom we all had been trying to 
muster up the courage to pop the big question: “Will you skate with me?” 

There were plenty of taunts—“You’re a chicken.” “You’ll never do it.” 
“Don’t get your hopes up”—lots of razzing went back and forth prior to 
the proposals. But it all was so worth it when one of us would finally take 
the risk, roll up to the girl, put it all on the line, and she’d say “yes.” After 
all these years, I’m still pretty proud to report that, on several occasions, I 
had that amazing satisfaction of taking the object of my desire by the hand, 
escorting her onto the wooden floor, and making small talk with her as we 
slowly rolled around and around. In the dark, under the dancing lights of 
the disco ball, gliding past my friends still on the sidelines, it was hard to 
hide my huge glowing smile. 

 
THE STRONGER OUR HOPE, THE BRAVER WE 

ARE; AND THE BRAVER WE ARE, THE MORE WE 
ATTEMPT AND ACCOMPLISH, RESULTING IN A 

WEALTH OF EXPERIENCE. 

I wasn’t aware of it then, but now I know what made that huge smile 
and feeling of accomplishment possible—hope. If I hadn’t had any hope 
that the girl would say yes, I never would have been able to scrounge up 
the audacity to approach her. Research shows that no matter the situation, 
hope always empowers. The stronger our hope, the braver we are; and the 
braver we are, the more we attempt and accomplish, resulting in a wealth 
of experience. At one time or another, though, we all have been in the line 
of fire of the soul-crushing words, “Don’t get your hopes up.” Perhaps they 
were directed at you as a kid nearing Christmastime when your parents 
heard about that high-priced hot-toy-of-the-year you wanted from Santa. 
They might have been spoken to you as a teenager when your friends found 
out that you liked that certain guy or girl in your class. Maybe somebody 
dashed your hopes when you declared that you would break a bad habit. 
Crushing words or sentiments can come from any source at any time, and, 
unfortunately, the most frequent voice we hear stamping out our hopes 
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is our own. It blares obnoxiously at us all hours of the day and night, our 
own internal loudspeaker booming, Who do you think you are? That’ll never 
happen! You can’t do it! Don’t even try! Be realistic!

How many times have you started out with bold intentions to renovate 
something in your life when, all of a sudden, your internal PA system kicks 
in with hope-killing propaganda about how ill-equipped you are to even 
consider that anything different is possible? That mental boom box starts 
reverberating a beat that numbs your resolve, accompanied by a repetitive 
loop of horribly depressing lyrics commemorating past miserable failures: 
“Rejected!” “Cheater!” “Liar!” “Fired!” “Addict!” “Bankrupt!” “Thief!” 
“Stupid!” And on and on it goes.

How do we get over the hump? What will it take for us to pull the 
plug on that nonstop nonsense? For my money, you can’t go wrong with 
the electric power of hope. When you truly tap in to that constant current 
of belief that things will not always be this way, it will produce heat. Then 
that life-altering belief will start melting doubt and lifting confidence to 
the surface. I can find no better confidence than in the words of St. Paul: 
“Therefore, we who have fled to him for refuge can have great confidence as we 
hold to the hope that lies before us. This hope is a strong and trustworthy anchor 
for our souls” (Hebrews 6:18–19).

Even if you’re still unsure, great confidence is available. It’s an invalu-
able element of a well-lived life built by one choice at a time while holding 
onto the anchor of a strong hope. So where will you tune in and turn up? 
Will you tune in to your harshest critic, or will you tune in to what sounds 
like music to your ears? If you decide to do what’s best for you, your family, 
and your future, you’ll start getting your hopes up! 


