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  “Reading Chicken Soup for the Soul at Work is a poignant experience about ordinary men and women who touch other lives in an extraordinary way with acts of kindness, caring and love. It’s a moving testament that responding to the Spirit is a wonderful way to transform our world and make it a better place.”


  Michael A. Stephen

  chairman, Aetna International, Inc.


  “As with the other Chicken Soups, Chicken Soup for the Soul at Work is an inspirational guide for being true to yourself under difficult circumstances, in trying times and on the job. A ‘how-to’ for being productive, effective and successful, while being human.”


  Jeffrey C. Reiss

  chairman & CEO, CareerTrack


  “It took a lot of talented minds to make this book as helpful and touching as it is. Great people produced some great reading!”


  Og Mandino

  speaker & author, The Greatest Salesman in the World


  “This a wonderful, easy-to-read book that shows how little acts make big differences. It opens a new dimension in the work-place by giving people the freedom and permission to do what feels right inside.”


  Vikram Budhraja

  senior vice president, Southern California Edison Co.


  “Spirit, heart and ethics abound in these stories about work. They reflect the profound change that is taking place in the workplace.”


  Willis Harman

  president, Institute of Noetic Sciences


  “If you want to laugh, cry and feel good inside, read a few gems from Chicken Soup for the Soul at Work. Take it to work and make life a little richer for yourself and others. Great stories to share with your boss, coworkers and practically anyone!”


  Michele Ann Marien, R.N., B.S.N.

  emergency room nurse, Holy Cross Hospital


  “If we need anything at work these days, it’s more soul, and if Chicken Soup for the Soul is needed anywhere these days, it’s at work. This book recognizes the spirit of work and its importance in our spiritual journey. It honors humanity and goodness in the workplace, and provides encouragement and wisdom to nurture the soul in an environment that is so often hard on the inner life. Take this book to work and put it to work in your life.”


  James A. Autry

  author, Love and Profit and Confessions of an Accidental

  Businessman


  “Work is about people. This book is about people. Stories of heart, insight and compassionthe true values of the workplace.”


  John Morgan

  managing director, Peak Capital Corporation and former

  president, Labatt Brewing Company of Canada


  “Chicken Soup for the Soul at Work is a sure-fire recipe for inspiring staff members at every level to follow their dreams, set their sights high, and never give up. Like its predecessor, Chicken Soup for the Soul, this new book is filled with heartwarming, inspirational stories that are sure to strike a responsive chord everywhere. It has the gift of making us all feel valued, treasured and important.”


  William J. Cirone

  superintendent, Santa Barbara County Education Office


  “When I’m feeling low, burned-out, tired and stressed, I know where to go. I open the book Chicken Soup for the Soul at Work.”


  Danielle Kennedy

  author, Seven Figure Selling and Mother’s in the Big League


  “They have outdone themselves again! This book will touch you where you work, and where you live; in your heart and soul; in your very bones. Required reading for every factory, farm and foundry.”


  Orvel Ray Wilson

  coauthor, Guerrilla Selling
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  It’s insulting the way Management treats us all like a bunch of children. But I am growing fond of story time.


  Reprinted by permission from Randy Glasbergen.
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  Introduction


  A successful businessman traveled to India to spend a month working in one of Mother Teresa’s shelters. He longed to meet the tiny nun, but Mother Teresa was traveling, and it wasn’t until the day before his departure that he received an audience. When he was finally in her presence, much to his surprise, he burst into tears. All the times when he’d been self-centered, busy or focused on his own gain flashed before his eyes, and he felt an enormous sadness that he had missed so many opportunities in his life to give of himself and his resources. Without a word, Mother Teresa walked over to where he was seated, put her hands on his shoulders and looked deeply into his eyes. “Don’t you know,” she said, “that God knows you are doing the best that you can.”


  Work is an integral part of our lives, filled with a wide variety of experiences. In writing this book, we received stories from teachers and engineers, carpenters and accountants, artists, managers, housekeepers, chiropractors and workers from many other professions. Reading these stories, we have been deeply touched by the enormous heart, soul and spirit that people express through their work. Day after day, we all get up every morning, in many cases deal with a busy family, then go to work to spend 8, 10, even 12 hours making our contribution. This is commitment in action.


  Sweeping and profound changes are occurring every day in the workplace, but we still long for our basic human needs to be metmeaningful relationships, creative fulfillment, and the knowledge that our work is valued and valuable.


  There are definite signs that work is undergoing a renewal. This is reflected in our chapter headings, including The Power of Acknowledgment (Chapter 3)discovering the life-affirming, positive energy of recognition; Service: Setting New Standards (Chapter 4)exploring the richness of giving; and Follow Your Heart (Chapter 5)emphasizing the value of intuitive knowing.


  You can use these stories in many waysas a good read, as fuel for reflection, as a respite you seek when you’re down or you’re upbut above all, please share them with your friends and co-workers. Let the stories lead you to discussion and sharing. If you’re inspired, share your inspiration; if you’re amused, share your laughter; if your heart is touched, reach out to another.


  As we approach the new millennium, let’s support each other in having the work we do be fulfilling, rewarding and a contribution to us all. As Thomas Aquinas said, “There is no joy in living without joy in work.”


  Reading these stories will remind you again, as it has reminded us, that when everything else is scraped away, we are working soulsloving, growing, always evolving” doing the best that we can.”


  There is nothing better for a man than to eat and drink and tell himself that his labor is good.


  Ecclesiastes 2:24
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  LOVE AT

  WORK


  Work is love made visible.


  Kahlil Gibran


  Jessie’s Glove


  A kind and compassionate act is often its own reward.


  William J. Bennett


  I do a lot of management training each year for the Circle K Corporation, a national chain of convenience stores. Among the topics we address in our seminars is the retention of quality employeesa real challenge to managers when you consider the pay scale in the service industry. During these discussions, I ask the participants, “What has caused you to stay long enough to become a manager?” Some time back a new manager took the question and slowly, with her voice almost breaking, said, “It was a $19 baseball glove.”


  Cynthia told the group that she originally took a Circle K clerk job as an interim position while she looked for something better. On her second or third day behind the counter, she received a phone call from her nine-year-old son, Jessie. He needed a baseball glove for Little League. She explained that as a single mother, money was very tight, and her first check would have to go for paying bills. Perhaps she could buy his baseball glove with her second or third check.


  When Cynthia arrived for work the next morning, Patricia, the store manager, asked her to come to the small room in back of the store that served as an office. Cynthia wondered if she had done something wrong or left some part of her job incomplete from the day before. She was concerned and confused.


  Patricia handed her a box. “I overheard you talking to your son yesterday,” she said, “and I know that it is hard to explain things to kids. This is a baseball glove for Jessie because he may not understand how important he is, even though you have to pay bills before you can buy gloves. You know we can’t pay good people like you as much as we would like to; but we do care, and I want you to know you are important to us.”


  The thoughtfulness, empathy and love of this convenience store manager demonstrates vividly that people remember more how much an employer cares than how much the employer pays. An important lesson for the price of a Little League baseball glove.


  Rick Phillips


  Climbing the Stairway to Heaven


  No one can deal with the hearts of men unless he has the sympathy which is given by love.


  Henry Ward Beecher


  Throughout my career in sales, I’ve wondered about difficult customers. What makes them so mean? How can they be so unkind? How can a perfectly rational person suddenly lose all sense of human decency?


  One day, I had an insight into their thinking. It happened while visiting my husband’s music store. He was working with a customer and we were short-handed. So I did what every good wife would do: I tried to wait on customers.


  “I’m looking for music,” said a gnarled man, a soiled John Deere cap pulled down tightly over his thinning gray hair. “The name of the song is . . .” and he uncrumpled a grimy sheet of mimeographed paper from his jeans pocket, “‘Stairway to Heaven.’ Do you have it?”


  I stepped to the wall displays of sheet music and scanned for the name. On a good day, the music filled slots in alphabetical order. On this day, the alphabet skipped around. I searched for several minutes, conscious of his growing restlessness.


  “No, I’m sorry but it doesn’t look like it’s here.”


  His back arched and his watery blue eyes narrowed. Almost imperceptibly, his wife touched his sleeve as if to draw him back. His narrow mouth twisted in anger.


  “Well, ain’t that just grand. You call yourself a music store? What kind of a store doesn’t have music like that? All the kids know that song!” he spluttered.


  “Yes, but we don’t carry every piece of music ever . . .”


  “Oh, easy for you! Easy to give excuses!” Now his wife was pawing at his sleeve, murmuring, trying to calm him the way a groom talks to a horse gone wild.


  He leaned in to me, pointing a knotty finger at my face. “I guess you wouldn’t understand, would you? You don’t care about my boy dying! About him smashing up his Camaro into that old tree. About them playing his favorite song at his funeral, and he’s dead! He’s gone! Only 18 and he’s gone!”


  The paper he waved at me came into focus. It was the program for a memorial service.


  “I guess you wouldn’t understand,” he mumbled. He bent his head. His wife put her arm around him and stood quietly by his side.


  “I can’t understand your loss,” I said quietly, “but we buried my four-year-old nephew last month, and I know how bad that hurts.”


  He looked up at me. The anger slid from his face, and he sighed. “It’s a shame, ain’t it? A dirty shame.” We stood in silence for a long moment. Then he fished around in his back pocket and pulled out a worn billfold. “Would you like to see a picture of our boy?”


  Joanna Slan


  “Whatever You Need”


  That which cometh from the heart goes to the heart.


  Jeremiah Burroughs


  I was working as a consultant in a beer company, helping the president and senior vice-presidents formulate and implement their new strategic vision. It was an enormous challenge.


  At the same time, my mother was in the final stages of cancer.


  I worked during the day and drove 40 miles home to be with her every night. It was tiring and stressful, but it was what I wanted to do. My commitment was to continue to do excellent consulting during the day, even though my evenings were very hard. I didn’t want to bother the president with my situation, yet I felt someone at the company needed to know what was going on. So I told the vice-president of Human Resources, asking him not to share the information with anyone.


  A few days later, the president called me into his office. I figured he wanted to talk to me about one of the many issues we were working on. When I entered, he asked me to sit down. He faced me from across his large desk, looked me in the eye and said, “I hear your mother is very ill.”


  I was totally caught by surprise and burst into tears. He just looked at me, let my crying subside, and then gently said a sentence I will never forget: “Whatever you need.”


  That was it. His understanding and his willingness to both let me be in my pain and to offer me everything were qualities of compassion that I carry with me to this day.


  Martin Rutte
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  What you need, Mr. Terwilliger, is a bit of human caring; a gentle, reassuring touch; a warm smile that shows concernall of which, I’m afraid, were not part of my medical training.


  Reprinted with permission from Harley Schwadron.


  All in a Day’s Work


  If I can ease one life the aching,

  or cool one pain,

  or help one fainting robin

  unto his nest again,

  I shall not live in vain.


  Emily Dickinson


  He was admitted to emergency receiving and placed on the cardiac floor. Long hair, unshaven, dirty, dangerously obese, with a black motorcycle jacket tossed on the bottom shelf of the stretcher, he was an outsider to this sterile world of shining terrazzo floors, efficient uniformed professionals, and strict infection control procedures. Definitely an untouchable.


  The nurses at the station looked wide-eyed as this mound of humanity was wheeled by, each glancing nervously at Bonnie, the head nurse. “Let this one not be mine to admit, bathe and tend to . . .” was their pleading, unspoken message.


  One of the true marks of a leader, a consummate professional, is to do the unthinkable. To tackle the impossible. To touch the untouchable. It was Bonnie who said, “I want this patient myself.” Highly unusual for a head nurseunconventionalbut the stuff out of which human spirits thrive, heal and soar.


  As she donned her latex gloves and proceeded to bathe this huge, very unclean man, her heart almost broke. Where was his family? Who was his mother? What was he like as a little boy? She hummed quietly as she worked. It seemed to ease the fear and embarrassment she knew he must be feeling.


  And then on a whim she said, “We don’t have time for back rubs much in hospitals these days, but I bet one would really feel good. And it would help you relax your muscles and start to heal. That is what this place is all about . . . a place to heal.”


  The thick, scaly, ruddy skin told a story of an abusive lifestyle: probably lots of addictive behavior with food, alcohol and drugs. As she rubbed those taut muscles, she hummed and prayed. Prayed for the soul of a little boy grown up, rejected by life’s rudeness and striving for acceptance in a hard, hostile world.


  The finale was warmed lotion and baby powder. Almost laughablesuch a contrast to this huge, foreign surface. As he rolled over onto his back, tears ran down his cheeks and his chin trembled. With amazingly beautiful brown eyes, he smiled and said in a quivering voice, “No one has touched me for years. Thank you. I am healing.”


  Naomi Rhode


  I Heard a Little Voice


  It takes great courage to faithfully follow what we know to be true.


  Sara E. Anderson


  I was working with a young man who was in his early 30s and fairly close to death. His parents had come from out of town and were spending as much time as possible with him at the hospital. They had been with him for many hours and finally took a break to go out for dinner. While they were out, their son died. The parents were devastated, the man’s mother in particular; not only had her son died, but he had died during her absence. She was obviously distressed and frequently rested her head on her son’s chest and cried.


  As I was standing with her, I distinctly heard a little voice in my head say, Suggest that she get up on the bed and hold him. My mind whizzed. How could I make such a suggestion? What if someone saw? What would people think? I tried to ignore the voice, hoping it would go away. Not so. Seconds later, the voice said in a louder, more insistent tone, She needs to get up on the bed and hold him!


  “Would you like to get up on the bed and hold him?” I heard myself ask. She all but leapt onto it. I remained with her while she held her son, stroked his face, talked with him and sang to him. Those moments with this mother and her son were some of the most exquisite moments of my life. I felt blessed that I was able to be with her while she said good-bye to her child.


  Anne Walton


  The Christmas Man


  When we quit thinking primarily about ourselves and our own self-preservation, we undergo a truly heroic transformation of consciousness.


  Joseph Campbell


  Last Christmas was a very difficult time for me. My family and all of my close friends were back home in Florida, and I was all alone in a rather cold California. I was working too many hours and became very sick.


  I was working a double shift at the Southwest Airlines ticket counter, it was about 9:00 P.M. on Christmas Eve, and I was feeling really miserable inside. There were a few of us working and very few customers waiting to be helped. When it was time for me to call the next person to the counter, I looked out to see the sweetest-looking old man standing with a cane. He walked very slowly over to the counter and in the faintest voice told me that he had to go to New Orleans. I tried to explain to him that there were no more flights that night and that he would have to go in the morning. He looked so confused and very worried. I tried to find out more information by asking if he had a reservation or if he remembered when he was supposed to travel, but he seemed to become more confused with each question. He just kept saying, “She said I have to go to New Orleans.”


  After much time, I was able to at least find out that this old man was dropped off at the curb on Christmas Eve by his sister-in-law and told to go to New Orleans, where he had family. She had given him some cash and told him just to go inside and buy a ticket. When I asked if he could come back tomorrow, he said that she was gone and that he had no place to stay. He then said he would wait at the airport until tomorrow. Naturally, I felt a little ashamed. Here I was feeling very sorry for myself about being alone on Christmas, when this angel named Clarence MacDonald was sent to me to remind me of what being alone really meant. It broke my heart.


  Immediately, I told him we would get it all straightened out, and our Customer Service agent helped to book him a seat for the earliest flight the next morning. We gave him the senior citizens’ fare, which gave him some extra money for traveling. About this time he started to look very tired, and when I stepped around the counter to ask him if he was all right, I saw that his leg was wrapped in a bandage. He had been standing on it that whole time, holding a plastic bag full of clothes.


  I called for a wheelchair. When the wheelchair came, we all stepped around to help him in, and I noticed a small amount of blood on his bandage. I asked how he hurt his leg, and he said that he had just had bypass surgery and an artery was taken from his leg. Can you imagine? This man had had heart surgery, and then shortly afterward, was dropped off at the curb to buy a ticket with no reservation to fly to New Orleans, alone!


  I never really had a situation like this, and I wasn’t sure what I could do. I went back to ask my supervisors if we could find a place for him to stay. They both said yes, and they obtained a hotel voucher for Mr. MacDonald for one night and a meal ticket for dinner and breakfast. When I came back out, we got his plastic bag of clothes and cane together and gave the porter a tip to take him downstairs to wait for the airport shuttle. I bent down to explain the hotel, food and itinerary again to Mr. MacDonald, and then patted him on the arm and told him everything would be just fine.


  As he left he said, “Thank you,” bent his head and started to cry. I cried too. When I went back to thank my supervisor, she just smiled and said, “I love stories like that. He is your Christmas Man.”


  Rachel Dyer Montross


  His Life’s Work


  Let the beauty of what you love be what you do.


  Rumi


  When his wife died, the baby was two. They had six other childrenthree boys and three girls, ranging in age from 4 to 16.


  A few days after he became a widower, the man’s parents and his deceased wife’s parents came to visit.


  “We’ve been talking,” they said, “about how to make this work. There’s no way you can take care of all these children and work to make a living. So, we’ve arranged for each child to be placed with a different uncle and aunt. We’re making sure that all of your children will be living right here in the neighborhood, so you can see them anytime . . .”


  “You have no idea how much I appreciate your thoughtfulness,” the man responded. “But I want you to know,” he smiled and continued, “if the children should interfere with my work, or if we should need any help, we’ll let you know.”


  Over the next few weeks the man worked with his children, assigning them chores and giving them responsibilities. The two older girls, aged 12 and 10, began to cook and do the laundry and household chores. The two older boys, 16 and 14, helped their father with his farming.


  But then another blow. The man developed arthritis. His hands swelled, and he was unable to grip the handles of his farm tools. The children shouldered their loads well, but the man could see that he would not be able to continue in this vein. He sold his farming equipment, moved the family to a small town and opened a small business.


  The family was welcomed into the new neighborhood. The man’s business flourished. He derived pleasure from seeing people and serving them. Word of his pleasant personality and excellent customer service began to spread. People came from far and wide to do business with him. And the children helped both at home and at work. Their father’s pleasure in his work brought satisfaction to them, and he drew pleasure from their successes.


  The children grew up and got married. Five of the seven went off to college, most after they were married. Each one paid his or her own way. The children’s collegiate successes were a source of pride to the father. He had stopped at the sixth grade.


  Then came grandchildren. No one enjoyed grandchildren more than this man. As they became toddlers, he invited them to his workplace and his small home. They brought each other great joy.


  Finally, the youngest daughterthe baby, who had been two years old at her mother’s deathgot married.


  And the man, his life’s work completed, died.


  This man’s work had been the lonely but joyful task of raising his family. This man was my father. I was the 16-year-old, the oldest of seven.


  Wyverne Flatt


  For the Love of My Father


  Love conquers all things; let us too surrender to love.


  Virgil


  Over the years, I never thought of my father as being very emotional, and he never was, at least not in front of me. Even though he was 68 years old and only five-foot-nine, while I was six feet and 260 pounds, he seemed huge to me. I always saw him as being that staunch disciplinarian who rarely cracked a smile. My father never told me he loved me when I was a child, and I never held it against him. I think that all I really wanted was for my dad to be proud of me. In my youth, Mom always showered me with “I love you’s” every day. So I really never thought about not hearing it from my dad. I guess deep down I knew that he loved me, he just never said it. Come to think of it, I don’t think I ever told him that I loved him, either. I never really thought about it much until I faced the reality of death.


  On November 9th, 1990, I received word that my National Guard unit was being activated for Operation Desert Shield. We would convoy to Fort Ben Harrison, Indiana, and then directly to Saudi Arabia. I had been in the Guard for 10 years and never dreamed that we would be activated for a war, even though I knew it was what we trained for. I went to my father and gave him the news. I could sense he was uneasy about me going. We never discussed it much more, and eight days later I was gone.


  I have several close relatives who have been in the military during war time. My father and uncle were in World War II, and two brothers and a sister served in Vietnam. While I was extremely uneasy about leaving my family to serve my country in a war zone, I knew it was what I had to do. I prayed that this would make my father proud of me. My father is very involved in the Veterans of Foreign Wars organization and has always been for a strong military. I was not eligible to join the Veterans of Foreign Wars because I had not been in a war zonea fact that always made me feel like I didn’t measure up in my father’s eyes. But now here I was, his youngest son, being shipped off to a foreign land 9,000 miles away, to fight a war in a country we had barely heard of before.


  On November 17, 1990, our convoy of military vehicles rolled out of rural Greenville, Michigan. The streets were filled with families and well-wishers to see us off. As we approached the edge of town, I looked out the window of my truck and saw my wife, Kim, my children, and Mom and Dad. They were all waving and crying, except for my father. He just stood there, almost like a stone statue. He looked incredibly old at that moment. I don’t know why, he just did.


  I was gone for that Thanksgiving and missed our family’s dinner. There was always a crowd, with two of my sisters, their husbands and children, plus my wife and our family. It disturbed me greatly that I couldn’t be there. A few days after Thanksgiving I was able to call my wife, and she told me something that has made me look at my father in a different way ever since.


  My wife knew how my father was about his emotions, and I could hear her voice quaver as she spoke to me. She told me that my father recited his usual Thanksgiving prayer. But this time he added one last sentence. As his voice started to crack and a tear ran down his cheek, he said, “Dear Lord, please watch over and guide my son, Rick, with your hand in his time of need as he serves his country, and bring him home to us safely.” At that point he burst into tears. I had never seen my father cry, and when I heard this, I couldn’t help but start to cry myself. My wife asked me what was wrong. After regaining my composure, I said, “I guess my father really does love me.”


  Eight months later, when I returned home from the war, I ran over and hugged my wife and children in a flurry of tears. When I came to my father, I embraced him and gave him a huge hug. He whispered in my ear, “I’m very proud of you, Son, and I love you.” I looked that man, my dad, straight in the eyes as I held his head between my hands and I said, “I love you too, Dad,” and we embraced again. And then together, both of us cried.


  Ever since that day, my relationship with my father has never been the same. We have had many deep conversations. I learned that he’s always been proud of me, and he’s not afraid to say “I love you” anymore. Neither am I. I’m just sorry it took 29 years and a war to find it out.


  Rick Halvorsen
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  ON CARING


  The power of love and caring can change the world.


  James Autry


  A Lesson from My Father


  You make a living by what you get, but you make a life by what you give.


  Winston Churchill


  We come by business naturally in our family. Each of the seven children in our family worked in our father’s store, “Our Own Hardware-Furniture Store,” in Mott, North Dakota, a small town on the prairies. We started working by doing odd jobs like dusting, arranging shelves and wrapping, and later graduated to serving customers. As we worked and watched, we learned that work was about more than survival and making a sale.


  One lesson stands out in my mind. It was shortly before Christmas. I was in the eighth grade and was working evenings, straightening the toy section. A little boy, five or six years old, came in. He was wearing a brown tattered coat with dirty worn cuffs. His hair was straggly, except for a cowlick that stood straight up from the crown of his head. His shoes were scuffed and his one shoelace was torn. The little boy looked poor to metoo poor to afford to buy anything. He looked around the toy section, picked up this item and that, and carefully put them back in their place.


  Dad came down the stairs and walked over to the boy. His steel blue eyes smiled and the dimple in his cheek stood out as he asked the boy what he could do for him. The boy said he was looking for a Christmas present to buy his brother. I was impressed that Dad treated him with the same respect as any adult. Dad told him to take his time and look around. He did.


  After about 20 minutes, the little boy carefully picked up a toy plane, walked up to my dad and said, “How much for this, Mister?”


  “How much you got?” Dad asked.


  The little boy held out his hand and opened it. His hand was creased with wet lines of dirt from clutching his money. In his hand lay two dimes, a nickel and two pennies 27 cents. The price on the toy plane he’d picked out was $3.98.


  “That’ll just about do it,” Dad said as he closed the sale. Dad’s reply still rings in my ears. I thought about what I’d seen as I wrapped the present. When the little boy walked out of the store, I didn’t notice the dirty, worn coat, the straggly hair, or the single torn shoelace. What I saw was a radiant child with a treasure.


  LaVonn Steiner


  Bringing Your Heart to Work


  You can handle people more successfully by enlisting their feelings than by convincing their reason.


  Paul P. Parker


  A corporate client subcontracted with me to train the major telemarketing firm she worked for. While training the telemarketing staff in sales, I noticed agitation among them. They were learning a new sales technology that combines trust, integrity and collaboration in supporting a prospect’s buying decisions. They worked hard and were excited about learning, but it was obvious they were holding back their full commitment. By the end of the first day, I knew I couldn’t continue without a full understanding of what was going on with the team.


  “Is there a problem with you learning this technology?” I asked. They sat silently. I waited for an answer. Finally, someone spoke.


  “It would be great if we could really use this stuff. I mean, I can see where it would really work, and I wouldn’t have to feel like I’m being so abusive to the people I’m calling. But I don’t really think the company will let us use it. They don’t care about people. They treat us like sub-humans, use abusive selling tactics for prospects and only care about the bottom line. If they found out we were using this type of approach they’d put a stop to it.”


  I told the group I’d think about the problem and made a commitment to assist them in finding a way to integrate the new skills. They seemed to be happy to try, but unconvinced that I could make a difference.


  Following the program, I went to the telephone bank where the salespeople worked and watched while the company’s senior vice-president came over to speak with one of the representatives. He interrupted her in the middle of a conversation. He then walked over to another person who was on a sales call and asked him why he had a personal photo on his desk, since none were allowed. At the desk where I was sitting was a memo from the same man, telling people they had to wear suits the following day and keep their suit jackets on between 11:00 A.M. and noon because prospective clients would be coming through the office.


  I waited until the senior vice-president went back to his office and knocked on his door. Since I teach collaboration, I decided to assume we were in a win-win situation. He smiled and invited me to speak. “I’ve got a problem that I’m hoping you can solve. I’ve been hired to teach this new sales technology that really supports trust and collaboration. However, the participants are afraid to bring it back to their desks.”


  He was a big man and an ex-Marine. He sat way back in his chair and rocked, smiling at me over a well-fed stomach. He replied, “If it makes money, why should they be afraid?”


  I took a good look at the man. He seemed gentle, although his actions didn’t indicate that. “Do you mind if I ask you a really personal question that may have nothing to do with anything?” I asked. His smile broadened and he nodded as he rocked. I felt his acceptance of me.


  “How do you function at work each day when you leave your heart at home?”


  The man continued to rock gently, never changing his expression. I watched while his eyes narrowed. He responded, “What else do you know about me?”


  “It’s confusing for me,” I ventured. “You seem to be a gentle person, yet your actions don’t seem to take people into account. You’re putting task before relationship, but somehow I think you know the difference.”


  He looked at his watch and asked, “Are you free for dinner? Come on, it’s on me.”


  Our dinner lasted three hours. He graphically recounted his Vietnam experiences as an officer who had to do bad things to good people. He cried, I cried. His shame had kept him silent, and he had never discussed the experiences with anyone before. He spent his life believing that his goodness could hurt people, so he decided years before not to let his heart get in the way of his job. It was a pain he carried daily. His sharing gave me the permission to talk about one of my own pains in my life that I rarely shared. Together we sat with cold food, warm beers and tears.


  The next morning he called me into his office. “Could you sit with me while I do something?” he asked. Then he called in the woman who had hired me, and apologized for not supporting her and for being disrespectful to her in front of others. She was shocked and grateful. He then turned to me and asked, “Is there anything else you think I should do?”


  I thought for a moment and replied, “You may want to consider apologizing to the entire team.”


  Without hesitation, he picked up the phone and asked his secretary to call in the team for a quick meeting. There, he apologized to the client in front of the team, apologized to the team for being disrespectful to them, and offered to make whatever changes they needed, so that they would want to come in to work each day. He also wanted to learn my technology and offer it to his entire sales staff.


  That was the first of several meetings between the senior vice-president, my client and the team. People who were looking for new jobs stopped looking. People began to trust that being at work wouldn’t be harmful and might even be fun. The team supported the new collaborative sales approach. The senior vice-president began to use his new skills with other teams. And I got a new friend.


  Sharon Drew Morgen


  A Pebble in the Water


  We are confronted with insurmountable opportunities.


  Walt Kelly, “Pogo”


  The events leading up to the proudest moment in my 28-year teaching career began on Monday, December 9, 1990. Our troops were engaged in Desert Storm in Saudi Arabia. I was in an after-school faculty meeting in the high school cafeteria. The computer coordinator told us about Project Desert Shield, created by former Chicago Bears football great, Walter Payton.


  She explained that he had chartered a plane for Sunday to fly to the Persian Gulf to personally deliver gifts and donated items from the Chicago metropolitan area. We were asked to invite our students to sign Christmas cards, and to write pen pal letters to cheer up our soldiers during the holidays.


  As I was driving to school that Tuesday, I remembered spending Christmas in the Philippine Islands when I was in the Peace Corps in the 1960s. I had received cookies from home. What a difference they made! I had felt loved and cared for. I started thinking that if each student contributed 50 cents, we would have $60 to buy cookies to send on the plane on Sunday.


  When I asked each of my five classes that Tuesday about contributing 50 cents, I got total support. As the day progressed and word spread about our cookie project, the National Honor Society volunteered to contribute paperbacks. Then the work program coordinator said her class would fill up Christmas stockings with candy.


  On Wednesday morning, I went to the main office and told the principal’s secretary about my students raising money for cookies, and what the other classes were doing. I asked her if the administration would make a donation. The principal agreed. I was so delighted that I then asked her if she would call the district office and see if the central administration would also contribute. They, too, agreed to support our project.


  When I gave my class a running total of what we had collected, we decided that we were going to have over $150 to spend, so we could purchase more than cookies. We compiled a list of items that family members were encouraged to send overseas, and three students from each class volunteered to form a shopping committee.


  On Thursday, I went to the faculty lounge for lunch and enthusiastically shared the news of the school’s involvement in Project Desert Shield. One listener said that sand insects were getting into packages sent overseas and suggested I call a popcorn company to see if it would donate empty metal containers.


  In addition to empty containers, the popcorn company offered to donate several cases of popcorn. When I gave my daily report to the classes and told them the response from the popcorn company, my students started brainstorming about other ways they could help through their parents’ workplaces.


  By the end of the school day on Thursday, we had collected $260. Armed with an official letter telling about the school’s involvement in Project Desert Shield, our shopping committee members left to make their purchases.


  When I got to my classroom on Friday morning, I was surprised to find the custodians unloading flats of boxes. The 15 committee members came in, one by one, with their purchases. They were very excited. They told me that they had difficulty paying for anything because the merchants wanted to make donations. We were so overwhelmed with boxes and cases, we couldn’t fit them all into the school van. The principal had to call central administration and request a truck. We filled that truck with over $2,000 in products. Then we all gathered at the back of the truck for a picture with a banner that read, “Elk Grove Cares . . . Merry Christmas!”


  I went back to my empty classroom, where a few hours before the room had been filled with animated and purposeful students. I thought how fulfilling this project had been and how much support and encouragement I had received. I remember sitting there in the silence, thinking, Okay, God, I get it. I know now why I’m in the classroom.


  The following Monday, I asked each of my students to write a paragraph on Project Desert Shield. Some wrote that they would get involved in the community when they grew up. A few mentioned how one person can make a difference, and one said it was like the ripples that form when you throw a pebble in the water.


  But the response that touched me the most was the one by the student who wrote, “Mrs. O’Brien, I was ready to kill myself this week. Then I got on the committee and saw I was accepted by the others, and . . . thank you.”


  Sally K. O’Brien




End of sample
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