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Dedication

He who finds a wife finds a good thing, and

obtains favor from the Lord.

The Bible, The Book of Proverbs

Children are a gift of the Lord.

The Bible, The Book of Psalms

I dedicate this book to the four most important people in the world: to April, my wife of nineteen years, and to our three teenagers, Georgia, Mookie, and Madison. If wisdom is a journey, and I believe it is, I would rather travel it with these four than with anyone else.

The world’s library shelves already bulge with books on marriage, and this is not another one. This is a dedication of a book on wisdom to the woman who has taught me volumes about life. From April I have learned the beauty of serving with no motive but to serve. From her I’ve learned that we can accomplish more together than either of us could do alone in twice the time. From April, I’ve learned to live what really matters.

April lives her priorities, and her priorities are us—our children and me. That devotion returns to her in full measure. For my years with April, because of April, I am a wiser and better man. Thank you, my Love, you changed my life forever, and each new day I love you more than the day before.
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From the first, my passion to write this book has had dual engines: to thank my father and to prepare my boy and two girls in the way my father prepared me. The world changes with every generation, but thankfully, life’s surest principles do not.

Georgia, you are wise beyond your years, and I marvel at your maturity, your gentle spirit, and your love for others. You are an example to me in many ways, and I love you, girl.

Mookie, even as a young teen, you exhibit great wisdom. Your daily practice of reading in the Book of Proverbs amazes me. I’m proud of you and love every minute we spend together.

Madison, you stole my heart as a baby and a little smile still appears just to think of you. Few people greet every day as you do, as an adventure and gift, and that’s what you are to me. I love you, Maddie.

If I could teach all of you but one thing about wisdom, it would be to follow the Source. My love follows you always; keep loving each other, and thank you for loving and blessing me as you have and do. I’m proud of each of you.
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Wisdom is the principal thing;

therefore get wisdom.

The Bible, The Book of Proverbs



Preface

Do you see a man wise in his own eyes?

There is more hope for a fool than for him.

The Bible, The Book of Proverbs

What in the world qualifies me to write a book about wisdom? From the beginning, let me state clearly that wisdom is a journey and not a destination. On my journey—ahead of some, behind others—I have no illusions about having arrived. Wisdom is generally associated with gray hair, and though some gray is sprinkling in, I am still a relatively young man with much to learn.

The Hebrew word for wisdom means “skill in living,” which suggests that time—years—is required to achieve it. Even then, it takes more than time. As evangelist and elder statesman Billy Graham once said, “Knowledge is horizontal, but wisdom is vertical—it comes down from above.” In other words, God is the source of all wisdom.

There is one reason I wrote this book, my first ever, and several reasons why I’m comfortable doing so. If only one copy existed, it would be for my three children: Georgia, Mookie (his nickname since he was an infant), and Madison. If these words help them on their paths through life, it will be worth every hour of writing.

Still, who am I to write on such a lofty subject? A few thoughts come to mind. First, a friend once told me that “wisdom is caught, not taught.” If that’s true, I’ve had the good fortune to catch some wisdom through exposure to and association with people much wiser than me.

Second, a career in public relations has heightened my regard for wisdom. To observe the power of public opinion, to have responsibility to respond to delicate media inquiries to manage crises of every conceivable type, to participate in boardroom deliberations involving millions of dollars, thousands of employees, and the future of large organizations has taught me much about wisdom—and sometimes the lack of it.

In 1991, I founded a public relations firm called The DeMoss Group, and have been privileged to work closely with many of the world’s most prominent religious organizations—advising and helping them manage and fulfill their goals and objectives. The DeMoss Group has grown into a team of talented men and women, all of whom teach me, and I am in their debt.

It seems every week I receive a phone call that goes something like this: “Mark, I’m on the board of an organization in the midst of a major transition of leadership, and I’d like to get your wisdom on it.” Or, “Our event is going to be disrupted by protesters, and we want your counsel on how to handle it.” Or, “We’d like to get your wisdom on a new initiative we’re planning to launch that may be controversial.”

Now, I certainly have no lock on wisdom, but I’m a good listener (I’ve devoted a full chapter to listening) and a person can learn a lot by listening. This book is an attempt to share some of what I’ve learned.

Third, I’m a student of the greatest wisdom textbook of all time, the Old Testament Book of Proverbs—written by King Solomon, who is still widely regarded as the wisest man who ever lived. (Another full chapter is devoted to the reading and studying of Proverbs.) For half of my life, I have read a chapter of Proverbs a day, every single day—meaning I have been through the entire thirty-one-chapter book more than 250 times.

Finally, and most important, the Bible contains a most wonderful promise from God: “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all liberally and without reproach, and it will be given to him.”

Solomon was the son of King David. One night God appeared to Solomon in a dream and told him that he could ask for and receive anything he wanted. That’s quite an offer—and Solomon’s answer is one of the Bible’s great stories. Basically handed a blank check, Solomon asked God for wisdom—for a discerning heart to know how to govern the people in his charge.

God’s reply tops even Solomon’s request. God said He would give Solomon what he asked for; but because he requested wisdom and not a long life or wealth, he would also receive what he did not ask for. And God showered Solomon with riches and honor unequaled among kings in his lifetime.

My prayer, my request of God for years, has been for wisdom—to handle relationships well, to manage a business and advise clients, to be a good husband and father. Most days I begin by asking God for wisdom; most meetings I enter silently asking God for His insight. God honors His promise to provide wisdom to all who ask, and amazingly, the offer never expires.

And so I offer my observations on wisdom in the pages that follow. I am not the source of wisdom and never will be; but I eagerly study wise people, and I’ve organized my thoughts, experiences, and observations into this small collection. Everything foundational in my personal and professional life is recorded in this book. Beyond my three children, I would be encouraged if any reader gleans an insight or two and applies it to more skillful living. Wisdom guides and guards us. It calls out to all who listen, offering its services. It speaks to men and women, boys and girls. Its advice is universal, timeless, and foolproof.

Meanwhile, the gaining of wisdom is amazingly simple. A reader of any age can apply almost any of these principles in a matter of minutes: read a Proverb every day, listen more than you speak, write more letters, tell the truth always. Wisdom does not favor intelligence or education, affluence or sophistication; it calls to everyone, everywhere. We need only respond.



PART I

WISDOM FOR YOUR PROFESSIONAL LIFE



Chapter 1

A MATTER OF DEATH AND LIFE

No one can confidently say that he

will still be living tomorrow.

Euripides

During the summer before my senior year in high school, I spent only a few days at home because my father had encouraged me to take a job with the Southwestern Company selling books door-to-door. My dad was my hero, and I agreed to the work unaware that it would mean thirteen-hour days for eight straight weeks with no breaks to see my family.

I hated being away from home. I hated that the time with Southwestern didn’t allow me to join my parents and six brothers and sisters on vacation in the Caribbean. My father and I spoke each weekend by phone—he took great interest in my progress—but nothing could substitute for being with him.

I was back home that Friday in late August, just before classes started for my senior year, when he and I met for lunch at the headquarters of National Liberty Corporation, the life insurance company he had founded and led to considerable success. I was always so proud to be his son when I walked through the beautiful corporate headquarters by his side. That day we talked about my plans for college and possibly for business later on.

The next day, Saturday, September 1, 1979, an ambulance sped to our home where my father had been playing tennis with three other men. One of them had rushed up to the house to make the emergency call. I didn’t think to worry. Lots of men fall out of breath during exercise. Dad was fifty-three and in the prime of life. He’d be back home in a few hours with a heart prescription and doctors’ orders to take it easy.

Instead my mother and brothers and sisters and I gathered in the emergency room of the Bryn Mawr Hospital and listened to a doctor softly say, “I’m sorry. We did all we could.” My father was dead. My hero was gone. At age forty, his wife was a widow with seven children between ages eight and twenty-one. Certainly I had known people who had died during my still-young life; but death was supposed to happen to older people, in other families.

Shortly after we returned home from the hospital that day, my mother found a piece of paper on my father’s nightstand. He was a prolific note-taker, never without pad and pen. In my mind, I can still see in his handwriting the words from the Ninetieth Psalm: “So teach us to number our days, that we may present to You a heart of wisdom.”

Arthur S. DeMoss was the wisest man I knew. Now he was in heaven, less surprised by his departure, I suspect, than we were. I still miss him. He never saw me play college football. His place was vacant when I married the most wonderful girl in the world. He missed greeting his first grandchildren. When I started a business, he wasn’t there to advise me—though I had more counsel from him than I realized at the time, which is a large reason for my writing this book.
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Seven years after my father’s death, in the spring of 1986, I was working for Rev. Jerry Falwell and attending a conference at the Opryland Hotel in Nashville. We had just settled into our rooms when a call came from home telling me that my twenty-two-year-old brother, David, had been in a car accident and was in serious condition. Jerry and I checked out, flew to Philadelphia, and drove straight to the hospital at the University of Pennsylvania.

My kid brother, a wiry go-getter with a remarkable knack for making friends, just home for the summer before his final year at Liberty University, lay comatose next to a row of blinking and beeping machines. His doctors talked with us, and our friend Rev. Falwell prayed with us. Eventually we walked out of the hospital and across the street to the hotel where we would stay for the next several days. On June 6, 1986, David Arthur DeMoss joined our father in heaven.

After my father died, I somehow believed that early death would pass over the rest of my family. Why I thought that, I don’t know: actuarial tables, common odds, maybe—certainly not the Bible because, if anything, it underscores life’s brevity.

As I write this, I am a handful of years from the age my father was at his death and twice my brother’s age when he died. The math in my head is unavoidable. I have a wife and children. I’ve had the thrill and challenges of building a career. I’ve had adult years and all that comes with new eras in life—all things David never grew up to experience.

In the early years of the church, the apostle James wrote to Christians in a distant city, “Yet you do not know what your life will be like tomorrow. You are just a vapor that appears for a little while and then vanishes away.”

What is it about human nature that we so blithely presume we will have seventy or eighty years of health and life? The Creator guarantees not another breath. In the last few years, in too short a span of months, I joined the families at our children’s school in mourning the loss of Carter Martin, a second grader who died following a protracted fight with cancer. I helped lift and carry the coffin of Jeanine Allen, the young mother of my daughter’s best friend since kindergarten, after a seven-year battle with cancer. Through another “premature” death, I got to know Evelyn Husband, the widow of space shuttle Discovery Commander Rick Husband, whose shuttle blew apart as his wife and kids waited to welcome him back to earth.

“Man’s days are determined,” the Old Testament figure Job says as he labors to grasp his own devastating loss and grief. “You have decreed the number of his months and have set limits he cannot exceed.”

When my father died, I thought I could never ever hurt that way again. Then we lost my brother David. Since then, I have been privileged to share the sorrow of other families during loss, and I know from my marrow and tissue what is important. People are. God is. Time is—important, fleeting, priceless.

[image: 9780785221685_ePDF_0028_004]
Winston Churchill’s father died at age thirty-nine, and England’s future prime minister grew up expecting also to die young. In his first autobiography, the young Churchill credited his military exploits in India, including a dramatic escape atop a moving train, and in general his fearless first decades, to his awareness of the ticking clock.

My own father’s death at age fifty-three circled that age in my mind, a red mark made darker and more certain by David’s sudden death only a few years later. I’m never so lost in living that I don’t hear the clock tick or have an eye on the calendar—not in a paranoid sense, but with a sense of purpose. As surely as a father’s life imprints on a son, a father’s early death frames how his son takes on the future . . . how he looks at the past, and why he might write a book on wisdom.

I cannot remember that my father ever wasted a minute. Not that all he did was work; he frequently played tennis or Monopoly with us, went swimming or took us to professional sporting events. He was also a great conversationalist. It’s just that he didn’t waste time. He didn’t watch TV, and he went to bed at a reasonable hour—even with guests still in the living room. (“Turn out the lights when you leave,” he would say on his way upstairs.) He rose early each day. His strong sense of purpose and life fully included time to think, plan, dream, and pray.

We all are wise to invest life’s most precious commodity for the greatest return. When I die, whenever that moment comes, I hope my passing will echo the psalmist’s saying “Teach me to number my days, that I may present to You a heart of wisdom”—not least because my father’s life and death have shown me that it is possible.



Chapter 2

STAY UNDER THE UMBRELLA

The secret of success is constancy to purpose.

Benjamin Disraeli, Earl of Beaconsfield

Years ago in Hong Kong there lived a missionary named John who had a knack for getting things done. In a densely crowded and difficult city, that brand of talent attracts attention, particularly among American businesses salivating over the lucrative Eastern market. One day the ranking executive of a squirt gun manufacturer invited John to lunch at a well-known Hong Kong restaurant. In the posh but crowded dining room, the exec slipped $600 to the owner and was escorted with John to a prime corner table.

Napkins had barely hit laps when the executive leaned in. “John,” he said “we’ll pay you a salary of $200,000, provide you with a nice office, and a car and driver if you’ll come work for us.” Perhaps too casually for the executive’s pride, John said, “I’m not interested” (thinking to himself, he said later, that he could have saved the guy $600-plus on lunch). When the businessman pressed with “How much are you making now?” John didn’t hesitate. “Eight thousand dollars,” he said. “But that’s not the point. I’m here serving God, doing what I’m supposed to do, and I’ve never been happier.”

At 11:00 p.m. John’s phone rang. “It’s all over Hong Kong that you rejected that big offer at lunch today,” an agitated voice with a German accent said. “I would like to know why.” The caller wouldn’t take tomorrow morning for an answer, and forty minutes later, still in his pajamas, John sat across a coffee table from him. His visitor said, “Everyone at the American Chamber knows what you did. I had to hear for myself.”

Telling me about this incident years later, John tried to explain why the squirt gun bid and offers like it through the years failed to entice him. “I call it ‘staying under the umbrella,’” he said. “Get out from under the umbrella and you get wet. I knew my calling and purpose. I wasn’t going to let money or anything else sidetrack me.” John is past seventy and at the panoramic end of a lifetime of serving people in Hong Kong, Asia, Africa, and dozens of places the names of which most Americans would mispronounce on the first try. Behind him lies a trail of new children’s camps, orphanages, churches, and lives forever changed.

To this day, though technically retired, John has never lost his focus. He recently spent eight weeks in China doing what he has always done—serving others. In an age of business globalization, John has had abundant opportunity to act as a point man for businesses seeking to expand into markets he knows well. He could have been rich, but he would have been unhappy.

John calls it an umbrella; I call it focus—that internal compass that keeps a person on track with his gifts, his purpose, and his goals. How rare is that compass? Consider a Bureau of Labor Statistics survey that began in 1979 and tracked baby boomers’ careers over the following eighteen years. The report published in 2002 revealed how many jobs people born between 1957 and 1964 held from age eighteen to age thirty-six.

Here’s what they found: in an eighteen-year span, each person had held an average of ten jobs. Seventeen percent had held fifteen or more jobs—practically a different job every year. Only 18 percent had changed employment fewer than five times.

Walt Disney used to advise people to “find a job that you like so much that you’d do it without compensation; then do it so well that people will pay you to continue.” To almost anyone fifty or younger, that counsel probably seems antique.

But not to me. I feel that way about my work. When I review résumés (the majority of applicants appear to want a job, not a career), before anything else, I scan down their work history. Common wisdom says that multiple jobs bespeak versatility or ambition; but for my money, that brand of résumé sprouts red flags. Don’t give me changeability, give me focus. Give me loyalty. Give me longevity. Of course bad employers exist, companies downsize, families relocate, and sometimes we learn what we like by experiencing what we don’t like. In the career advice category, however, I submit that the earlier a person finds his focus and the longer he has to mature it, the more likely his success.
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Switching now from individuals to organizations, how many of us have walked into offices ostensibly there to make money or serve—only to scratch the surface and find that the place has no direction, no clarity of purpose?

Mackay Envelope Company is not one of those. Harvey Mackay was twenty-five when he founded the company that lives up to its name. Now the Minneapolis-based manufacturer is worth $85 million. His five hundred employees produce twenty-three million envelopes a day. Mackay preaches his practices in five books, including the best-selling Swim with the Sharks Without Being Eaten Alive.

Several years ago, I heard Harvey Mackay address a group of public relations executives in Phoenix. Something he said that day continues to ring in my head. “Our stated mission at Mackay Envelope Company,” he said, “is to be in business forever,” obviously proud of its profound simplicity of it. And, I thought, That’s it! This company’s compass points to true north: stick to what you know and do it better than anyone else. No tangential products or diversification for Mackay Envelope—just better envelopes, and more of them.
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Now look at a global organization that the late Peter Drucker, world-renowned management expert, has called “by far the most effective organization in the U.S.” Annually, its $2 billion budget operates with a global workforce of nearly 3.5 million staff and volunteers. More than 30 million clients a year benefit from its mission to “preach the gospel of Jesus Christ and meet human needs in His name without discrimination.” The Salvation Army was founded in 1865, in England, and exported 15 years later to the United States.

Robert A. Watson, a 44 year Salvation Army veteran—for four years its highest-ranking U.S. officer—willingly reveals his employer’s success method. He says, “We still operate under the same name and offer our ‘customers’ the same dual ‘product’ of salvation and service as we did more than a century ago.” (Note that of all the firms on the original Dow Jones Industrials list in 1896, only one, General Electric, is still in business.)

Watson’s book about his Salvation Army years, The Most Effective Organization in the U.S., makes clear that even the world’s best ideas land on the Army’s cutting-room floor, if they skew off-mission. “We plan strategies, launch and refine programs, recruit people, and evaluate everything we do according to how it relates to preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ and meeting human needs in His name without discrimination. It’s really that simple,” he writes. “If a proposal doesn’t advance our twofold mission, we’re not interested.”

The American mentality, of course, is to glance straight to the double-underlined bottom number, and Watson has more good news. “Such a laser-like focus on mission has benefits on both the revenue and the cost sides of our operations. People trust us to do what we say we’re going to do, so they contribute generously.” For money raised, the Salvation Army routinely sits atop the Chronicle of Philanthropy’s annual ranking of nonprofit organizations. In fact, the Army typically raises twice as many dollars as runner-up organizations like the Red Cross and the YMCA.

[image: 9780785221685_ePDF_0035_003]
As president of The DeMoss Group, I’m in my second job since college, in the same field as my first, and have always loved my work. Mornings I get up eager for communications, words, tackling crises, and helping to inform and shape public opinion—and for the people I work alongside. Not everyone feels that way about work, and in some cases, people can’t choose what they love. I still believe that much of my pleasure comes from clarity, from fixing my sight and staying with it. This company may have started without a business plan—without a budget, even—but we’ve never lacked for mission or focus.

From the day our business doors swung out, The DeMoss Group has delivered one service: public relations. And to one market: Christian organizations and causes. A line drawn has two sides—ours and everyone else’s. Staying on our side of the line deflects any off-course project, no matter how lucrative or well-intentioned: no fund-raising counsel, no brokering radio and television time, no video production or telemarketing. The DeMoss Group is in the public relations business; we leave other services to companies better equipped to provide them.

We once declined to pursue an enticing summer-long project promoting a major sports drink. The manufacturer approached us and the work appeared to be ours for the tak-ing—“easy money,” as they say. We debated it briefly; the project was fun. It had variety, interesting new markets and contacts . . . it just had nothing to do with our company mission.

Focus is fine to write about, and the stories in this chapter may make it look simple, even simplistic. But I know well that focus, for individuals and groups, is the exception. People who want to claim or reclaim their true north can start by examining their passions, by asking what makes their hearts leap. They can ask those who know them well. Corporations and organizations with blurred vision must invest the sweat equity to produce a brief mission statement (the briefer the statement, the harder the work), then begin a day at a time, a decision at a time, to forgo the good for the great.

Whether you’re called to make twenty-three million envelopes a day or serve thirty million people a year, or raise your children, or sell a service, or build a house, or plant a yard: set your focus and stay with it. Focus is the discipline to say no to anything off-mission—and that is true freedom. John the missionary had it right: find your umbrella and stay under it.
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