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Rude Awakening

After what was probably the tenth time the alarm

went off, the snooze button was hit and The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was slithered

off the bed. Another sleepless night spent working

on projects, worrying about what’s going to happen

because he won’t be in the office that day, and

praying that this “day off” was going to be worth it.

He looked at the clock, mildly panicked as he

remembered the library, the meeting place, was a

good forty five minutes away, and set to his morning

routine.

After a quick wash, he was dressed in his normal

attire—a polo, jeans, and dress shoes.  With a kiss

to the wife and kids, he dove into the car, lit his

morning cigarette, and began his journey to the

day-long retreat.  Blaring the radio, he made sure

that he checked the messages on the phone, and he

thought, “Do I have everything? Pen—check!

Workbook—check! Calm, peaceful, open mind—well,

not so much.”

The brisk November-in-Chicago air helped to clear

the sleep from his eyes. The window was rolled

down so the dinosaur, a blue minivan peppered with

a winter’s full of salt, wouldn’t fill too much with the
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smoke the morning’s vaporous elixir of life. Each

drag felt all at once like torture and ecstasy, a

release from the world and yet a painful reminder of

the damage being done to his heart, lungs, and

reputation as a good father and role model.

Turning off LaGrange Road, he found himself with

five minutes to reach the destination… just in time

to be late. He remembered what his band director

always said when he was in high school, “To be

early is to be on time, and to be on time is to be

late.” He also remembered and felt some strange

solace in his father’s rather European way of being

“fashionably late.” However, he, at the same time,

realized the poor reputation he was developing by

arriving “fashionably late” so routinely. But, he paid

it little heed. These were, after all, friends and

trusted colleagues; “a little lateness shouldn’t

tarnish his otherwise positive perception of him by

them,” he self-heroically justified.

As he drove down the final stretch, worry began to

make a nest in the recesses of his mind. The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was realized

that he was leaving two employees to their own

vices. They were told not to expect him to be

available all day, and, with several big projects
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brewing and a ton of production work to be done,

his confidence in his decision dwindled as his

cigarette shortened. “Can they handle it?” He found

himself musing over the possibilities of all that

could go wrong. “Maybe we bit off more than we can

chew with this last job we took on,” he groaned.

After all they’d never done anything like that before,

and certainly not to the depth and breadth of the

assignment.

Extinguishing the last of three cigarettes after

pulling into the parking lot, he grabbed his

briefcase—a flaccid leather bag containing only the

spiral-bound booklet necessary for today’s session

with the coach. He hurried as quickly as an

overweight thirty-something-year-old smoker could,

and finally made it, breathless, to the meeting place.

This was where the magic was supposed to happen,

but he didn’t feel very magical. After all, this was

the fourth installment of a series of day-long

retreats, and what could he possibly learn today

that he hasn’t already experienced? After all, he was

“the MBA” of the group, the authority, the one who

had it together. He bought a turn-key, hardly-failed

system, and his canned business plan was strong.

In the back of his mind, however, he knew he

needed to be open, honest, humble, and true to
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himself and his comrades—for his sake as well as

theirs.
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The Session

Up two flights of stairs and around the bend, he saw

the familiar faces. The coach and his business

partner, the realtor, the caterer, and the “clean-air

guy” were all there, each with his choice of coffee or

water, with or without his respective donut.

Over the course of the next few hours, they

recapped all that they had learned and on which we

had reflected in past sessions. The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was, the

junior of the group, was blitzing through the

material, and noticed that most of the others would

rather talk than write, except the caterer. The

realtor and the “clean-air guy,” veterans of

business, wrote little, but spoke much of their

experiences in business. The former, a very candid

soul who pulled no punches, spoke of his time as a

franchisee who decided to break off and venture on

to be quite successful as a broker. The latter spoke

of his success and transformation from owning a

trash-collecting business to helping improve the

lives of people through removing the trash in the air

around them. Both were God-fearing men, wise, and

rather convinced that they were on the right track.
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The caterer, however, seemed somewhat

transformed. He’d been through much in his life,

and, being a man of great faith, spoke much of the

Bible, and wrote feverishly side notes along the

margins. As he reflected, wrote, and spoke, he

seemed a man determined to make a breakthrough.

He was on the verge of something great. The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was, diligent

in doing his schoolwork, listened with some small

degree of awe, because as they completed the

reflection portion of the day’s activities, the caterer

spoke less about his catering business, and more

about his longing to help others through his

experiences and education through the school of

hard knocks. He spoke of the lessons learned from

those people further down the path than he with

whom he now found he surrounded himself.
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Leadership

The topic of the day was “Leadership.” After the

four-hour-long reflection, filling out his workbook

somewhat mindlessly like a third grader going

through the motions because his teacher said his

grade depended on it, a half smile crept across the

face of The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was, and he

rubbed his hands together because finally they had

come to the real meat of what this program was

about today. A year of coaching was about to

culminate, and he strived to position himself for

great things.

The material in the workbook, peppered with quotes

and catchy slogans, read of vision as the

cornerstone of leadership. The coach and his

partner interjected with their own stories and

thoughts on the various aspects of vision and

leadership.

The Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was

remembered back to his days of not-to-long-ago

when he sat in front of his computer screen in an

online learning environment. He remembered his

literary heroes in business, John Kotter and Jim

Collins. Reminded that the main item that each
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shared when changing a company and getting from

being a good company to a great company was an

inspired vision, his attention was captured.

Again, the elder gentlemen, the veterans, wrote

little, but spoke of what their vision for their

company was. “To be the best at (insert your

industry here),” was about the extent to which they

established their vision statement. The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was, taking

their lead, did so as well. His company’s new vision

was to be the best provider of his product to his

target market in Chicago’s Southland area. It was

perfect. All agreed… except the caterer. Always the

biblical scholar, he quoted a bible verse that

stopped The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was dead in

the tracks he left in his thoughts.

“Proverbs 11:25— He who confers benefits will be

amply enriched, and he who refreshes others will

himself be refreshed.”

“Hey, I’m a credentialed marketing expert. I believe

in God all right, but there has to be some separation

of church and state. Coca-Cola, McDonald’s,

Microsoft, they all have vision statements, and they

all state that they want to be the best they can be at
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what they do,” The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was thought.

“There is no ‘God talk’ in their message. It’s very

clear that these products are secular, and, as such,

there’s nothing wrong with being the best.”

Each man, at the end of the grueling eight hour day,

as if hobbling away from an intense workout, bid

each other a fond adieu. This was one of the

toughest but most transformative days of the life of

The Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was. He

felt well equipped, and set off home, lighting

another cigarette, confident that another key was

handed to him to help him unlock the great

potential that lay within the sleeping giant of his

business.

As he drove home, the biblical quote from the

caterer nagged at him. “Every time I see him, that

guy is always trying to convert me. Doesn’t he know

I’m already Catholic? Sure, I guess I fell away from

the Church, but what does any of this have to do

with my business?”

He then reflected on the correlation between the

contents of the day’s exercises and the writings of

his favorite authors on the importance of vision in

the leadership of an organization. He couldn’t wait
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to get back home, and set straight to work on

blasting out his newly hewn vision statement.

“Oh man!” he said aloud. “The guys! I hope that

they took care of business today.” He furiously

pressed the call button on the preset to the office,

and, luckily, he was met with the voice of one of his

team members on the other line.

“How did things go today?”

“Uh, we tried to contact you, but I think we have

some trouble with that big order. It’s nothing that

can’t wait until tomorrow, though.”

“Tomorrow! Man, we have to take care of these guys

now… that’s our biggest order yet. What’s the

problem?”

“The company we subcontracted for the hardware

dropped the ball. We’re not going to make the

deadline using them. Uh, maybe there’s someone

else you know.”

“Yeah. I’ll have to call in some favors. I’ll be in the

office in just a few.”

“Okay. I’ll wait”
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Arriving at the showroom, he realized that his other

option was to use the other contact… the one on the

West Coast—more pricey, and now the order had to

be expedited. This was a nightmare… not at all what

was planned. This was supposed to be somewhat

easy!

He let the faithful worker go home, and The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was stayed

yet again holed up in the back office on the phone,

in his email, and rummaging through catalogs and

paperwork. The vision statement would have to

wait.
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Home Again

The arrival home for The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was further

drew him away from the work that was done that

day. As he hugged and kissed his children, he

turned to his wife who, after working a full day in

the trenches herself as a teacher, seemed

despondent. Certainly, this was not really the time

to discuss his new-found vision. So, like a child in

school asked what he did that day, when the very

same question was posed to The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was, his

answer was a juvenile, “Nothing much.”

Nothing much! This was supposed to have been the

breakthrough of the century, and it was, “Nothing

much?” But, feeling not up to the task of talking

about the day’s seminar, The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was set to

microwaving his dinner, sitting at the computer, and

checking the hundreds of emails that flooded his

mailbox, as he did every day.

As he wrapped up his day around midnight,

brushing his teeth in a fog of confusion, excitement,

and complete exhaustion, he couldn’t help but
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recount what the enlightened caterer said about

refreshing others.

“Hmmm… of course it’s about giving. What kind of

vision statement is that? There’s nothing here about

business; there’s nothing here about making

money.”

He walked to his bedroom, feeling all at once

determined and defeated. Tomorrow was going to be

a busy day. He had his vision statement—it was

perfect, and everyone seemed to agree. Like a true

MBA student, he knew he had to publish this vision

statement—and STAT! It was going to be the driving

force of his business leadership. He had a plan

concocted, and, after kissing his sleeping wife and

kids on their respective foreheads, he reclined in the

bed, turned on his side, and fell into a comatose

slumber.
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The Retired Lawyer and the Go-Giver

The next morning, after his usual morning routine,

The Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was set

off to the office. He was briefed again on the

situations from the day before. He addressed the

staff, shared the vision statement, and added to

their work load several projects to get that image of

what is to be published for all the world (or at least

the Chicago Southland Region) to see.

He transmitted a few communications that

morning—some follow up calls to vendors, sales

calls to prospects, and a couple of other

miscellaneous emails and phone calls related to

collecting and paying money. Finally, he picked up

where he left off the night before, and gave some life

support to the project that was failing miserably.

About mid-morning, The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was received

a phone call on his smart phone. It was The Retired

Lawyer. “Well hello, Young Man,” came the Georgian

voice on the receiver.

The Retired Lawyer was about 30 years the senior of

The Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was. The

two had met this gentleman at a networking event
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about six months ago. The former had sold the

latter on some legal insurance, and did a

remarkable thing—he followed up with him. In a

time-starved economy, The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was wasn’t

accustomed to this.

There was something about this guy that exuded

trustworthiness. The two began to have coffee or

lunch on a near daily basis. Their wives joked that

when they went to a networking event, they were on

a date. They became fast friends, and each time The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was met The

Retired Lawyer, he would learn something new,

about the gentleman, about business, about law,

and about himself. In his time on this planet, this

man had lived a life full up ups and downs, misery

and joy.

Excitedly, The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was

recounted his experience the day prior on

speakerphone. He told him his vision statement and

outlined his plan for success. His veteran partner

listened, and said, “Very good, Young Man. Hey, by

the way, are you coming to my breakfast meeting on

Wednesday?”

Copyright © 2009. Richard Cruz. All Rights Reserved. www.richcruzchicago.com



“Of course,” said The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was. “I

wouldn’t miss it!”

“Good,” answered The Retired Lawyer in an

encouraging tone of voice—the kind of tone that

sales people (excellent sales people) use, otherwise

known as “the nurturing tone.”

“Okay then. I gotta get going. Lots to do around

here, and I just took on a few more projects this

morning while trying to dig out from under one.

Have a great rest of the day. Bye.”

“Bye.”
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Revelation

The weekend had flown by, and The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was found

himself back in the office, hustling and bustling.

More jobs than they knew what to do with were

coming in, and each one was a new learning

experience. Sure, they could each be under the

Yellowpages classification of the business, but,

being a custom shop, each had its own price,

product, and placement that was outside of the

“norm” of the business… whatever that was.

On Wednesday morning, the day of the breakfast

meeting, The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was woke a

little extra early, prepped the kids for school in his

normal fashion, kissed his wife, kids, and mom

(who very graciously watched the children while he

and The Misses were away at work), and eagerly

rushed to the meeting spot—the community room at

a retirement community.

“Odd place for a business meeting,” The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was puffed to

himself, dragging on his first “choke” of the day. But

he knew that these meetings were not to be missed.

There were lots of people to meet, a lot of potential
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business to be had, and there was always a lesson

to be learned by the featured speaker.

Many of the usual crowd were there (including the

caterer), and each was busily handing off his or her

business card like a choreographed playground

game. At the beginning of the meeting, after the

introduction by the host, The Retired Lawyer, each

person had the opportunity to share with the group

their very own 60-second infomercial  When the

time came for The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was to

present, he cast a proud smile around the room,

and shared the vision statement that he had

recently written; honed over the last week; blasted

to his clients in the way of mailers, invoices, and

statements; and sent in the monthly newsletter just

the late night before the meeting. Adding a catchy

tagline at the end, he was satisfied with the “oohs”,

“aahs”, and supportive praise of his peers.

The most striking infomercial came from the caterer.

In a very bold move, he stood, his presence

immediately filling the room with positivity. He was

a large man, wearing still the scars that depression

and the subsequent obesity can leave on a body

that has been changing for the better. He
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announced that after having run his first half

triathlon two months ago, he felt a change. He felt

called and divinely inspired. What he had been

doing for years prior in fundraising and catering

was to help organizations thank their customers

and donors and raise money through food.

He realized that his vision to be the best caterer

around, or to wear the moniker of “Pizza Man,” or to

be the absolute best fundraising organization was

self serving. His new mission—the new vision for the

company—made his larger-than-life personality, the

lessons he learned from his mentors and the school

of life, and the strategic partnerships he had made

along the way his inventory. His vision was, “to

develop the foremost giving institution, helping

others to achieve their goals by teaching them how

to give in order to receive through seminars and

training.”

WOW! The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was knew the

transformation on that fateful day was intense—but

WOW!

Introductions were complete, and the time came for

the presentation. Instead of a live person

presenting, today’s guest came in the way of an MP3
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played from The Retired Lawyer’s computer heard

with the aid of a diminutive speaker system. The

lesson to be learned today came from Bob Burg,

author of several business classics including

Endless Referrals, How to Win Without Intimidation,

and, most recently at the time The Go-Giver.

The latest installment of this author and speaker’s

repertoire was a parable outlining the “Five Laws of

Stratospheric Success.” While Mr. Burg spoke little

about the book, he did speak a LOT about giving.

While not “bible thumping,” The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was knew

that this principle of giving leading to receiving was

very Judeo-Christian. “This guy is supposed to be

one of the leading authorities on success in

business. What’s with the ‘lubby dubby’ crap?

Giving doesn’t pay the bills,” thought the struggling

entrepreneur.

After the presentation, The Retired Lawyer candidly

approached The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was. “Whadja

think?” said the older gentleman with a kindly

smile.
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“Good stuff. Hey, what’s with the caterer?

Completely changed his model, huh? I don’t know

about that.”

“Hey, you know what. I think you need to go read

this book. He handed The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was a copy of

The Go-Giver.”

“Okay. I’ll return it to you next week.”

Which he did… without ever so much as reading the

back cover.
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Death of a Business

In the coming months, The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was began to

really feel the painful sting of “the economy.” The

paper boat of his business sputtered through the

Maelstrom of unfinished projects, clients in account

receivable, the bank looking for payment, and

creditors hounding him for their fair share. Credit

for the company shrank like rations aboard a

rat-infested vessel. The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was wanted to

jump ship, but felt that he needed to stick to the

vision—to reach the shore of milk and honey he

thought he saw on the horizon.

The bad part was that the vision, to be the best in

the Southland region, was actually working. Sales

were way up that year. Production was at an

all-time high. However, they were selling to anyone

and everyone, taking every possible job—no matter

if they were qualified to do it. People liked the notion

that they could get it all under one roof.

Like a junkie, The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was felt out of

control with this “success.” He didn’t know how to

say “no.” The company found itself over-extended.
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The attrition of clients leaving became staggering.

Each job was, indeed, done correctly and to

specifications, but the service began to suffer.

Finally, after a networking event, The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was walked

into his back office, seated himself in the leather

office chair, and proceeded to tear into a letter

received in the mail.

“FIVE DAY NOTICE”

He immediately called his trusted advisors: The

Retired Lawyer, the coach, his wife, his father, his

therapist, and the legal insurance company. The

time had come. With all of the struggles of reaching

this seemingly distant goal, he had been unable to

afford the monthly rent. Mistakes, a lack of good

budgeting, overdoing ineffective advertising with

long-term contracts, etc., each contributed to this,

the culmination of nearly three years of navigating

without a beacon to show his destination. Sure

there was a business plan. Of course there was a

vision statement. Yes, there was a mission.

“What was missing?”

The question plagued The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was over the
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course of the next three months during which time

they evacuated the premises, fired the staff, and

ultimately closed the business operation.

The business died.

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was cracked

open his copy of The Go-Giver which he received in

the mail.

Copyright © 2009. Richard Cruz. All Rights Reserved. www.richcruzchicago.com



The Epiphany

It was a frigid November morning, just about two

years since the Leadership coaching session. The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was was

invited to again attend another all-day session with

the coach. This time, the meeting was one-to-one.

As usual, they reflected together on what had

happened to the business. Naturally, with his career

out of balance, other spokes on the wheel of life

were also affected. His relationships, health, and

spirituality were also suffering. Furthermore,

financially he and his wife were in a very bad

state—they began bankruptcy proceedings. He

became somewhat reclusive—more like a wounded

animal than a productive member of society.

They reviewed the vision statement made all those

many months ago.

What struck the both of them was that the vision

statement was too general and too

broad—something that was pointed out way back

when… but was taken as a casual criticism. The

goal and the scope wasn’t finely tuned. A great

vision should start with a SMART goal: Specific,
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Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, Time-bound. Just

to be the best wasn’t enough.

Beyond that,  they began to discuss how the other

folks were doing that were in that mastermind

meeting. The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was

remembered again the Scripture that the caterer

(now The Presenter) quoted:

Proverbs 11:25— He who confers benefits will be

amply enriched, and he who refreshes others will

himself be refreshed.

What did the vision statement lack? It was so

obvious. The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was felt

incredibly foolish.

Giving.

There was nothing that said anything about the

needs of his clients. There was no purpose. There

was nothing about putting the needs of others

before his own. There was nothing that clearly

defined his marketplace. There was nothing that

acted as a call to action.
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The vision statement simply stated what his

company could do, promoted features and benefits,

and talked of the glory he sought for himself—to be

the best, plain and simple. So what?  There was no

reason for anyone to do business with his company.

The talent, skills, credentials and knowledge were

there—but there was nothing stating “WIIFM (what’s

in it for me).”

A vision statement MUST have purpose and drive

and must be about the customer’s needs.

When he went home, he shared his epiphany with

his wife. She said in a very calm and supportive

tone, “I wish we could have talked about this two

years ago. I didn’t think our company was really on

the right track, but you always seemed so busy with

it. I thought you didn’t want to talk about it.” He

remembered the hesitation to tell her about his day

that evening last November.

A second lesson was learned: If you have an inspired

vision, share it with its stakeholders before you

share it with the world! Had he just shared on that

day over two years ago—not preached, but

shared—he may have avoided investing so much of

himself and his resources on a shell without a yolk!
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Finally, by all means, publish that finely tuned

vision. Own it, make it yours. He never really did

that, he realized. All of the successful people in his

life were excited about what they did, and, while he

loved his work and he plastered his vision all over

God’s great earth—he never really OWNED that

statement.

The wheels began turning.
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A New Hope

After the New Year and searching job boards,

attending networking events, and doing a bunch of

reading and research, The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was launched

his new business quietly. His new business model:

consulting. His inventory: the knowledge gained

over a three-year and $400,000 education from

Hard Knocks Academy, and the wisdom imparted to

him in an old-folks’ home.

The new vision became: “To listen to our clients

each and every time, helping them get connected to

the RIGHT providers of their specific needs, and

giving them the time and resources they require to

succeed. By giving we will proportionately receive, a

principal which is the hallmark of our clients’

success.”

The new formula was working. The

Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was found

himself more profitable and less stressed. Getting to

actually know clients by listening to them, realizing

his own limitations and embracing them, and

leveraging the strategic partnerships he had created

over the course of the last three years improved the

perception of his trustworthiness by his clients. The
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subterfuge that came with subcontracting work

under the guise of his own business was lifted, and

a sense of freedom came over him.

The Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was had

a conversation with The Retired Lawyer after a

seminar given by The Presenter. He told him of the

new vision, and thanked him for introducing him to

the likes of Bob Burg.

“You’re learning,” his senior answered. He too had

found that he had shifted his business model and

vision to one that helped people, taking some of his

own advice. The two shook hands, and departed

from each other.

The Young-Man-Who-Felt-Older-Than-He-Was

ambled to his dinosaur, newly stripped of his old

business’ graphics. He cranked the engine, grabbed

a piece of gum, and set off for home.

He felt, for the first time in months, more focused,

more successful, more potential for greatness.

He felt… younger.
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