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Family Matters Nine-Part Series: MARGIN 
Based on the book: 

Margin: Restoring Emotional, Physical, Financial, and Time Reserves to Overloaded Lives by Richard A. Swenson, M.D. 

Lesson 2: PROGRESS 
 
The margin formula is quite simple:  POWER – LOAD = MARGIN 
Power is the made up of things such as skills, time, emotional strength, physical strength, spiritual vitality, finances, social 
supports, and education 
 
Load combines several internal factors (such as personal expectations and emotional disabilities) and external factors (such as 
work, relational problems, and responsibilities, financial obligations, and civil involvement.) 
 

When the power exceeds the load, we have margin. 
When the load exceeds the power, we have overload. 

 

 

Ecclesiastes 3:1-15 
“For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: 
a time to be born, and a time to die; 
a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted; 
a time to kill, and a time to heal; 
a time to break down, and a time to build up; 
a time to weep, and a time to laugh; 
a time to mourn, and a time to dance; 
a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together; 
a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; 
a time to seek, and a time to lose; 
a time to keep, and a time to cast away; 
a time to tear, and a time to sew; 
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a time to keep silence, and a time to speak; 
a time to love, and a time to hate; 
a time for war, and a time for peace. 
What gain has the worker from his toil? I have seen the business that God has given to the children of man to be busy 
with. He has made everything beautiful in its time. Also, he has put eternity into man's heart, yet so that he cannot find 
out what God has done from the beginning to the end. I perceived that there is nothing better for them than to be joyful 
and to do good as long as they live; also that everyone should eat and drink and take pleasure in all his toil—this is God's 
gift to man.  I perceived that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it. 
God has done it, so that people fear before him. That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already has been; 
and God seeks what has been driven away.” 

 
Read the story of Swenson’s grandfather: 

ERICK OSTROM WAS born in Sweden in 1894 and came to the United States at the age of eighteen. No one is quite sure 
why he came, for Grandpa didn’t talk about it. Not knowing the language and having only a third-grade education, he 
sometimes slept in theaters while going from job to job. Later he married Anna, whose love and gentleness buffered but 
could not prevent the hardness of life. The Ostroms had six children, losing two of them in infancy—the causes of their 
deaths unknown. Grandpa would tell of transporting one of the dead infants in a blizzard to the neighboring town, 
burying her there in the frozen ground. During the Great Depression, Grandpa developed tuberculosis. He was in and 
out of the sanitarium for the next eleven years, had one of his lungs removed, and was never again to reach one hundred 
pounds. The doctors told him he probably contracted the disease in the steel mills. To make ends meet, the children 
began working while Anna cleaned houses and took in washing. After his release, the family tried farming, but the cows 
got sick and Grandpa got sicker. Although he lived to the remarkable age of eighty-four, life was always hard for 
Grandpa. It never did get easy. Neither did he expect that it would. If my grandfather could have asked for whatever he 
wanted to make his life easier during those difficult years, he would have requested health for himself and his family, 
and that his babies would not die from unnamed diseases. He would have wished for education, a warm home in the 
winter, and a reliable supply of food. He might have requested a team of horses, good seed, and fertilizer. Perhaps he 
would have wished to visit his family in Sweden. All of these advantages have been granted in America today. Yet the 
formula for happiness has proven to be more elusive than the simple bestowing of these benefits. Somewhere the 
equation has broken down. Food plus health plus warmth plus education plus affluence have not quite equaled Utopia. 
We live with unprecedented wealth and all it brings. We have leisure, entertainment, convenience, and comfort. We 
have insulated ourselves from the unpredictable ravages of nature. Yet stress, frustration, and oftentimes even despair 
unexpectedly accompany our unrivaled prosperity. 
 
Health + Food + Warmth + Education + Affluence ≠ Utopia 
“Facebook Cabin in the woods” meme about “could you do it for a year?” 
 
??  What do you think the major causes of stress were in: 
1718: Shelter, health, disease, (only the wealthiest could afford a doctor) sanitation, disposal of the dead, religious 
freedom (?) 
1818: Health, food, expansion in the US, disease, babies dying during childbirth, (COD: pneumonia, TB) 
1918: World War, (COD: Spanish flu epidemic, pneumonia, TB, diarrhea); man avg life = 48.5, woman = 54 
2018: (Heart disease and cancer = 46% of all deaths today) 
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Progress: 
Margin has been stolen away, and progress was the thief. 

• AXIOMS: 
o AXOIM 1: Progress works by differentiating our environment, this always giving us more and more of 

everything faster and faster. 
§ Let me illustrate how progress differentiates our environment. If progress differentiates a tree, 

it makes tables, chairs, bowls, and toothpicks. If progress differentiates a piece of cloth it 
makes hankies, shirts, socks, and hats. If progress differentiates a mountain, it divides the 
mountain into copper, silver, gold, lead, iron, and tailings. If progress differentiates our time, 
it splits it into hours, minutes, seconds, and then nanoseconds. If progress differentiates our 
workplace, it finds ways for work to happen on the road, in the car, at home, in hotels, and in 
conference centers. If progress differentiates our ministries, it first looks at a continent, then a 
country, then the people and language groups within that country. The manner in which 
progress evolves, therefore, ALWAYS results in more and more of everything faster and faster. 
It is impossible for progress to give us less and less slower and slower. 

o  AXOIM 2: The spontaneous flow of progress is toward increasing stress, change, complexity, speed, 
intensity, and overload. 

o AXOIM 3: All humans have physical, mental, emotional, and financial limits that are relatively fixed. 
o AXOIM 4: The profusion of progress is on a collision course with human limits. Once the threshold of 

these limits is exceeded, overload displaces margin.  
o AXOIM 5: On the unsaturated side of their limits, humans can be open and expansive. On the saturated 

side of these limits, however, the rules of life totally change. 
o  

LETS BE CLEAR: Progress is NOT evil. Without progress, we would still be worried about diarrhea being a top cause of death, 
pneumonia killing us, etc.  I used a Kindle, iPad and laptop to do todays lesson – “progress is not evil, but we have different 
conditions at play than at any other time in our history, and we must discern our course carefully lest we be overwhelmed by forces 
out of control.” 
Progress and Pain are linked – we might not worry about infection, etc, but there is still pain associated with the progress that has 
gotten us from one issue to another. 
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Faulty Premises: 
 Our definition of progress is money, technology, and education.  Each of these areas is of value, but none of them cares 
much about our transcendent needs.  

We have overlooked social, emotional, and spiritual aspects of margin. 
 We assumed they would all improve along the way with everything else. 
 We should have known from the start there was more to life than the material and cognitive well-being. 
SOLUTION: 

1. Regain control of progress 
a. So what if we are all stressed and overloaded? We are addicted, and progress knows it. We now do 

its bidding. Before we can subjugate progress, we must first break the addiction. As we subjugate 
progress, we first make it subservient to our greater goals and needs, especially relationships. We 
once again practice economics “as if people mattered.” We once again agree that things do not 
own us and are not even very important. We once again assert that jobs are only jobs, that cars are 
only organized piles of metal, that houses will one day fall down—but that people are important 
beyond description. We once again assert that love stand supreme above all other forces, even to 
the ends of the universe and beyond. 

2. Redirect it 
a. Map analogy – travelling from Chicago to New York and find yourself in Houston, what would you 

do? 
Progress has helped in MANY ways: education, technology, health, etc. BUT… 
 

FIVE ENVIRONMENTS  
MOST OF OUR PROGRESS:  
1. Physical environment (wealth, technology, health—the material world)  
2. Cognitive environment (knowledge, information, education—the intellectual world)  
 
MOST OF OUR PAIN:  
3. Social environment (family, friends, neighbors, church—the societal world)  
4. Emotional environment (feelings, attitudes—the psychological world)  
5. Spiritual environment (the eternal and transcendent—God)" 

 
 


