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“I shall be telling this with a
sigh somewhere ages and ages hence: Two roads diverged in a woods
and I ― I took the one less traveled by and that has made all the
difference.” ―
ROBERT FROST
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CHAPTER
1

Whispers From Heroes

What if you could go back in history and talk to
anyone you wanted to about a struggle you were facing? Who would
you talk to and why? Jesus? Martin Luther King, Jr? Abraham
Lincoln? George Washington? General Patton? Dwight D. Eisenhower?
Alexander the Great? Moses? Confucius? Muhammad? Buddha? Mother
Theresa? Your deceased grandmother or older brother?

 


What if those people could speak to you about your
current situation? What would they say? Would you listen if they
spoke? What if they only whispered softly? The voices of our heroes
are like whispers in the night. Have to sit still and quietly in
order to hear them. They do not preach. They do not lecture. They
do not pontificate. They merely tell their stories.

 


I was once traveling in Belgium on business. I had
never been there before. I was wearing a backpack and hauling
around a huge black briefcase full of legal files and a five –
foot-long suitcase on wheels that felt like it weighed a ton. After
I had met with clients over a period of days, I was lucky enough to
be in Liege, Belgium, for the first day of the 2004 Tour de France.
I had stood or sat in the same place for almost eight hours ― right
next to the guard rail as the cyclists whizzed by, including one of
my heroes, Lance Armstrong.

 


But now it was almost midnight and I was getting off
the train in Brussels after a very long day. I was weak with
exhaustion and from not eating much that day. I had no idea where I
was going, but I knew the way out of the train station was straight
up a long, narrow flight of stairs. I looked around. There was not
an elevator or escalator anywhere in sight. I sighed and started my
trek up to what felt like the top of Mount Everest. Bang! Bang!
Bang! The wheels on my luggage pounded each concrete step one at a
time and the sound echoed throughout the train station.

Then I heard a voice with a strong accent. “Here,
let me help you.” Before I could reply, a hand reached down and
grabbed the handle of my briefcase.

 


“Merci!” was all I could think of to say to the
young man who had come to my aid.

 


“No problem.”

“Oh thank God, you speak English! Thank you very
much,” I said. We were slowly making our way up the stairs, the
luggage banging loudly, when suddenly the weight of my one-ton bag
disappeared. I quickly turned around to see that another guy had
grabbed the rear handle of my five-foot bag and was now helping me
carry it up the stairs. Am I surrounded by angels? Felt like a
thousand pounds had been  lifted off my back. “Merci! !” I
said.

 


“Glad to help. You looked like you were having a
hard time.” This guy spoke English too! “By the way, nice jersey,”
he said.

 


I looked down and realized I was still wearing the
red, white, and blue racing jersey I had bought at the Tour de
France in Liege. It had a huge U.S. Flag sewn on the front and the
letters USA on the back. I felt proud to be part of the team.

 


When we got to the top of the stairs, the guy behind
me said, “Have a safe trip,” and disappeared into the crowd. The
guy carrying my briefcase said, “Where are you going?”

 


“I have no idea. But I’m staying at the Novotel,” I
said.

“Well, then let me help you. I’m going that way and
I’ve been there before.”

 


“No, no. That’s okay. Just tell me how to get
there.” In the U.S., this would have been enough to let the guy off
the hook.

 


“But, I’m really going that way and I know how you
feel with all these bags. I’m used to traveling alone with two
small children.” What a saint.

 


“Well, okay. I’ll follow you then,” I said, trying
to place the accent. “Are you from England?”

 


“No, Ireland,” he said. He had traveled to Liege to
see the first day of the Tour de France just like the thousands of
people from all over Europe and the U.S.

We chatted about Lance as we made our way down the
dark cobblestone streets of Brussels. He carried my briefcase the
whole way and walked me right up to the door of my hotel.

 


“I don’t know how to thank you,” I said, still not
believing my good fortune. “Are you sure you don’t have wings?” I
asked, patting him on the back and searching up and down his spine.
He just laughed.

 


I watched as he disappeared down the street, and his
words echoed in my ears. “I’m going that way and I’ve been there
before. Let me help you.” It left a warm feeling in my soul. That’s
what heroes do for us.

 


Every now and then, someone comes along and lifts
our burdens and shows us the way. That’s what I hope this book does
for you.

 


This book is a collection of stories from the
ancient past to the present about ordinary people whose critical
choices turn them into heroes. They have been where you are going.
They know the way. Let them help you. They have been whispering for
a long time. If you listen, they are whispering still.

 


Some of the people are famous historical figures,
some are little-known heroes you may have never heard of. Some of
the stories are heart-warming, some are sad. Some are inspiring and
some are gripping.

 


“A page of history is worth a volume of
logic.”― OLIVER
WENDELL HOLMES

 


As I studied and re-studied this collection of
stories, I realized that a pattern was developing. Certain
principles began to pop out, things that consistently led to
victory. I did not make up these principles. I merely stumbled upon
them. They have always existed. I have just collected them into one
book and organized them in a logical fashion.

 


I realized that those who survived and prospered in
the midst of adversity were able to make the critical choices that
others would not― because they could see and hear options that
others did not. Because of this ability, they took courageous
actions that made them heroes in the eyes of their families,
friends, neighborhoods, and communities.

 


But what gives heroes the special ability to see and
hear options that others don’t? The secret is how heroes answer
these three critical questions:

What are you focusing on?What do you believe? What
are you expecting?

 


These are the three questions behind almost every
important decision you will ever make. In this book, you will
discover how the answers to these three critical questions
determine the outcome of almost every difficult situation you are
likely to face. When you read these stories, you will learn how
heroes answer these three questions in the heat of the battle ― and
the tremendous impact it has on the final outcome. The heroic
actions you will read about in this book are not necessarily the
kind that movies are made about. They are the kind of actions that
changes lives ― the lives of the actors or the lives of those
around them.

In reading these stories, I hope
you will begin to see the same patterns I saw. These patterns
demonstrate what I call the Seven Laws of Critical
FocusTM. The Seven Laws of Critical Focus TM explain why some people are
able to survive and prosper in the midst of adversity while others
do not. Here are the Seven Laws of Critical
FocusTM:

 


Our most recent experiences influence what we focus
on, whether we like it or not

What we focus on determines what we believe.

What we believe determines what we expect.

We tend to see what we’re expecting to see.

We tend to filter out what we’re not expecting to see.

The more we see, the more options are available to us.

We have the power to choose what to focus on, no matter what is
going on in the world around us.

 


These Seven Laws of Critical
FocusTM are natural laws that govern how you see life, what you
expect from life, and how you respond to life. It is my hope that
once you understand how the Seven Laws of Critical
FocusTM work, your eyes will be opened and you will see and hear
opportunities you never have before, you will see new solutions to
old problems, you will see alternative paths where others see only
dead ends, you will see the blind spots in your life that are
holding you back, you will see the bigger purpose behind what you
are doing. In short, I hope that you will be able to see through
the eyes of heroes.

The stories in this book demonstrate that, in each
of our lives, there is usually a decision behind the decision we
are about to make. Sometimes there are several decisions behind the
decision we are about to make. Some of these “behind-the-scenes”
decisions we make subconsciously without even knowing it. This is
an invitation to look deeper, to peel back the layers of the onion
and get at the core of the issue.

 


Throughout the ages, heroic decisions made by mere
mortals have changed the course of history. Some of these decisions
are well known ― the decision of Caesar to cross the Rubicon River
with his army, the decision of a collection of colonies to declare
their independence from England, the decision of the southern
states to secede from the Union, Abraham Lincoln’s decision to free
the slaves, the United States’ decision to use a nuclear bomb to
bring World War II to an end. You may be able to think of
others.

 


However, lesser-known decisions have changed the
course of an individual life or changed the course of history for a
particular school, town, neighborhood, church, synagogue, or
family. Some of these decisions required bravery of the kind
deserving of a Medal of Honor. Some have never been recognized
except by those immediately affected by the decision.

 


You may be facing such a decision today. Your
decision could change your life forever. It might change the course
of someone else’s life forever, perhaps someone you love. It could
mean the difference between life and death for someone. It could
mean the difference between wealth and poverty for yourself or
someone else. It could mean the difference between fame and
anonymity.

 


The power to choose is the power to change. The
power and freedom to make decisions is one of the most precious
gifts we have. Throughout the ages, people have fought wars and
sacrificed their lives and fortunes in the name of freedom ―
freedom to choose how to live, where to go, what to do, where to
live, how to worship, what to say, and when and where to say it.
You may be facing your own battle for freedom in your own world
right now.

 


All of these people in history have discovered one
thing: circumstances alone do not control your fate; choices do.
Whether the outcome of a crisis situation is positive or negative
depends not so much on the circumstances, but in large part on how
you deal with the circumstances.

Most psychiatrists, psychologists, and behavioral
scientists agree with this principle. But this is only half of the
whole principle. What they leave out is that how you deal with the
situation depends on what you can see and hear the heat of the
battle. What you see and hear in the midst of the , in turn,
depends on what you are focusing on, what you believe, and what you
are expecting. That’s why these are the three most critical
decisions you can make.

 


You are an ever-present influence on every situation
you encounter. Someone once said, “Wherever you go, there you are.”
This is humorous but also very true. No matter what situation you
may be facing, you bring a force to the table that no one else can
bring. That force is you. As you will see in these stories, the
outcome of your situation doesn’t depend as much on the
circumstances as on the decisions behind the decisions you
make.

 


My desire is that by reading these stories, you’ll
find gems of wisdom buried within them. Your job is to learn what
you can from how the people in these stories saw and heard the
world around them.

 


It may be that no one can really understand exactly
what you are going through right now. It may be that no one can
truly understand the severity of the consequences of the choices
you’re about to make. But perhaps you’ll gain some comfort and
encouragement from the stories in this book. My hope is that you’ll
learn something from the characters in these stories that will help
you in overcoming the obstacles you face. If you listen, they will
speak ― or at least whisper.

 


 


CHAPTER
2

The Decision Behind The
Decision

“The greatest discovery of my generation is
that a human can alter his life by altering his attitudes of
mind.”― WILLIAM
JAMES

Walt Disney and his brothers were physically abused
by their father as children. Each of Walt’s three older brothers
ran away from home one at a time to escape the abuse. During his
hours of loneliness, Walt passed the time by drawing imaginary
characters. But he did not run away.

 


When he was eighteen years old, the Kansas City Star
rejected his application to become a cartoonist. So he took a job
as an illustrator with the Kansas City Film Ad Company, which made
60 second animated cartoon advertisements that were shown at movie
theaters before the feature film.

 


In 1923, Walt left Kansas City and went to
California and started his own business out of his uncle’s garage.
He created an animated cartoon character called “Oswald the Lucky
Rabbit,” and signed a contract with Universal Studios to produce
and distribute short films about the furry critter. These short
animated films enjoyed great success. But in his youth and naiveté,
Walt did not realize that he had signed away the rights to the
character. When Walt’s contract came up for renewal, Universal
Studios refused to renew the contract and announced that it owned
the exclusive rights to produce animated films using “Oswald the
Lucky Rabbit.” Walt was devastated. But on that day, he swore,
“Never again will I work for anybody else.”

Starting over from scratch, Walt desperately needed
to come up with a new character. He drew inspiration from his
rodent-infested office. “I do have a special feeling for mice,” he
said. “Mice gathered in my wastebasket when I worked late at night.
I lifted them out and kept them in little cages on my desk. One of
them was my particular friend.”

 


Walt created a cute little mouse character that he
named Mickey Mouse. On November 18, 1928, the first animated
cartoon that synchronized sound with action made its world premier
in New York as the opener for a new movie. The short film was
called Steamboat Willie and it was Walt Disney himself who provided
the high-pitched falsetto sound of the little mouse’s voice. Mickey
Mouse became an overnight success. By 1930, Mickey was a worldwide
phenomenon. In Spain, he was called Miguel Ratoncito. In Italy,
they called him Topolino. In Sweden, they called him Musse Pigg.
Soon, thereafter, Walt started the Mickey Mouse Club that
captivated children throughout the world and gave him a captive
audience for life. And the rest, as they say, is history.

 


How did Walt Disney turn his tragic childhood, his
rodent-infested office, and his first defeat in business into
triumph? He realized what heroes have recognized for thousands of
years ― few things in life are truly beyond our control. No matter
what comes our way, we can always influence the outcome even if
ever so slightly. Even during those times in our lives when
circumstances and events seem to turn our whole world upside down,
the final impact they have on our lives is still largely up to us.
The decisions we make determine the final impact. But it is the
decision behind the decision that is the most critical. Let me
explain.

 


Many behavioral scientists, psychiatrists, and
psychologists have analyzed how Viktor Frankl was able to survive
in a Nazi Death camp. While Frankl was in the concentration camp, a
Nazi soldier noticed that he was wearing a wedding band. He forced
Frankl to stand naked in the cold and stretch out his arms. Then
the soldier pulled the ring off of Frankl’s weak, frail finger,
threw it in the mud, and stomped on it. It was the last remnant of
Frankl’s life as he knew it.

 


But as he stood there naked, Frankl realized there
were some things the Nazis could not take from him: the power to
choose his outlook on life; the power to determine how he would
react to his captors; the power to keep believing and to keep
going. The undying belief that he would one day be free was the
source of energy that kept him alive until the Allied

Forces defeated Germany and he was ultimately freed.
His choice to believe is what drove his decision not to give up.
But there was no reason for Frankl to believe except his choice to
believe. This was more important to his survival than food or
shelter. This was the decision behind his decision not to give
up.

 


There are many more examples of why the decision
behind the decision is the most critical one you can make. In the
U.S. Army, the Rangers, an elite fighting force, are required as
part of their training to go through rigorous survival training in
which they must eat bugs and leaves and suffer extreme physical
conditions. This training teaches them that they can anything they
need to do in order to live. This training builds , layer by layer,
and leaves well-worn paths and patterns in their brains that they
can follow instinctively if they ever encounter a similar situation
in real life. They come to believe that even when they are in grave
danger, there might be alternatives to death, if they choose to
exercise them. When crisis hits, this belief energizes their senses
and allows them to see potential sources of food, shelter, and
weapons that others might not see.

 


June 2, 1995, Captain Scott O’Grady’s F-16 was shot
down by a Bosnian Serb surface-to-air missile while he was trying
to enforce the NATO no-fly zone over Bosnia. He was hunted and shot
at by the Serbs, but he escaped and survived for six days behind
enemy lines by eating grass, leaves, and ants, and collecting
rainwater to drink. He was ultimately saved in a harrowing rescue
mission. In his book Return With Honor, Captain O’Grady relates two
stories that were constantly on his while he was evading capture
and trying to survive.

 


The first story was about a man who was stranded for
eight days in the Arizona desert without food or water. He lost
twenty-five percent of his body weight from lack of water. This is
normally fatal. His blood was so thick that his lacerations could
not bleed. The man had made every mistake in the book. He survived
not because of his training or survival skills, but because of his
will to live. He simply refused to die.

 


The second story was about a civilian pilot who was
forced to land on a frozen lake in Canada when his engine failed.
He was not hurt. He saw a wooded shoreline approximately two
hundred yards away, which was a potential source of food and
shelter. He started off across the lake and made it halfway, but,
not knowing what he would encounter when he got to the woods, he
lost hope and returned to the plane. His belief that there was no
hope caused depression and dismay. Doctors have proven that
depression has a severe physical impact on our bodies. It causes
our energy levels to drop. It dulls our senses. It prevents us from
concentrating and causes short-term memory loss. Depression clouded
his five senses and prevented him from thinking about and seeing
the obvious sources of food and water. When he arrived at the
plane, he smoked a cigar, took a pistol out, and shot himself in
the head. Less than twenty-four hours later a rescue team came upon
his body. Was it the circumstances that determined his fate or an
internal decision that there was no hope?

 


These two stories kept reminding Captain O’Grady
that he must keep believing and keep hoping against hope that he
would survive and be rescued. It gave him the motivation and the
energy to keep struggling no matter what ― and it worked. Captain
O’Grady survived and became a national hero. The decision behind
his decision was to believe and keep trying. This belief literally
awakened his senses and allowed him to see and hear options that
kept him alive until he was rescued.

 


The U.S. Military has learned what the rest of us
need to learn: the most dangerous and daunting circumstances alone
cannot defeat us. Our circumstances need help from us in order to
prevail. It’s how we react to those circumstances that determine
our fate. You can literally turn your fate around by learning to
respond properly in any given situation. First you have to make a
conscious decision to believe that you can survive and prosper.
This belief will help you see that there are other viable options
besides defeat. Then you’ve got to make a decision to pursue
them.

 


Nothing affects the world around you like the
actions you take. Positive mental energy helps, but it isn’t always
enough. Neither is meditation, prayer, or yoga. You’ve got to take
action, but the actions you take depend on the options that you
believe are available to you. The available options depend on what
you can see and hear in the heat of the moment. What you are able
to see and hear depends on what you are expecting to see and hear.
When you choose to believe, an amazing thing happens. It is as
though your physical senses are suddenly awakened by a jolt of
electricity and you are able to see and hear things you never saw
or heard before. How else could Walt Disney look at his
rodent-infested office and see Mickey Mouse?

In order to change your world, you must believe that
life doesn’t happen to you; you happen to life. You are not a piece
of laundry flapping in the breeze. You have to choose to be the
cause rather than the effect. You have to decide to make something
happen.

 


Life is constantly flowing like a river. If you
think about it, you’ll realize you never step in the same river
twice. Everything is constantly changing. Life is always changing.
Sometimes life is good. Sometimes it is difficult. Even if you try
to live your life the way you’ve always lived it, the world around
you will change. The river keeps flowing even though you are
standing still. You have to go with the flow. You have to
adjust.

 


Once, two experienced kayakers traveled in separate
kayaks down the Arkansas River through the world-famous Royal Gorge
in Colorado. The river was at an all-time high because of the heavy
snows that winter. The kayakers should not have been on the river
that day. As they progressed, they both had to navigate around the
same boulders, the same rapids, and the same waterfalls. But
suddenly, one of them hit a boulder sideways and hit his head
against a rock and died. The other kayaker avoided the boulder and
safely made his way down the river. What was the difference between
the kayaker who lived and the one who died? Was it the river that
determined their fates? Or was it each kayaker’s distinct reaction
to what the river threw at him that determined his fate?

 


Like a rapidly rushing river, life seems to
keep throwing things at us in rapid succession, giving us little
time to think. We suddenly encounter things we weren’t expecting,
things we sometimes think we can’t handle. But, there is nothing in
life we can’t handle. All we need to do is believe and make a
decision. It’s all up to us. In life there are really only two
choices: win or die. I once saw a sign spray-painted on the side of
a rusty, beat-up pickup truck that said: IF YOU AREN’T LIVING ON THE EDGE, YOU’RE TAKING UP
SPACE. What a great motto!

 


Consider the life of Joni Eareckson Tada, who became
a quadriplegic as a result of a diving accident. She went from
being a young, beautiful, independent, athletic woman to being
totally dependent on others for even her simplest needs. When she
has a cold, she can’t even blow her nose because she can’t move her
arms. At first she was bitter. She was mad at the world and bitter
toward God. However, she has turned this tragedy into a blessing
for herself and countless numbers of people. Joni made a decision.
She formed an organization called Joni and Friends (JAF), whose
sole purpose is to help the disabled all over the world. She draws
and paints beautiful pictures with the only resources she has left:
her mouth, her eyes, her creative mind, and all of her heart. She
has written over twenty books and speaks to thousands of people,
helping, inspiring, and motivating them to transform their tragedy
into triumph. Her life is a testimony to the fact that no matter
how horrible the tragedy you may have experienced, you can rise
above it.

 


Joni’s story teaches us that whether you’re a winner
or a loser is a mental attitude. It’s an intentional decision you
alone make. The choice is yours. Joni’s response to what happened
to her has breathed energy back into the souls of many people who
thought their lives were over. Joni made a decision that her life
wasn’t over. It had only just begun.

 


Look at Candy Lightner, whose daughter was
killed by a drunk driver. She could have spent the rest of her life
sulking. But, instead of being mad at the world, she made a
decision. She decided to form an organization called
Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) to turn the tide of the very forces that took her
daughter so that other people’s sons and daughters could be spared.
This is a classic example of turning a negative event into a
positive force, and improving your own life and the lives of others
as a result. This can only happen when we make an internal decision
about how to react to what has happened to us. Neither our
circumstances nor our feelings about those circumstances should
dictate the final result.

 


Consider Christopher Reeve, who after his tragic
horseback-riding accident decided to become a spokesman for the
disabled and to help raise funds for research into the reversal of
spinal paralysis. Look at Magic Johnson, who decided to turn his
HIV diagnosis into an opportunity to teach young people and adults
about the dangers of AIDS and the importance of safe sex. Look at
the legendary cyclist Lance Armstrong, who decided to turn his
cancer diagnosis into a fund-raising platform for cancer
research.

 


All of these people could have chosen to wallow in
self- pity. They could have chosen to believe their lives were
over. But they made a different decision. They decided they could
control the impact their personal tragedy would have on their own
lives and on the lives of those around them. They decided they had
the power to write the final chapter.

Ludwig van Beethoven decided to write his Ninth
Symphony even though he was almost entirely deaf. George Frideric
Handel decided to write the Hallelujah Chorus while paralyzed from
a stroke and hiding from his creditors. What financial challenges
are you facing right now? Have you, like Beethoven and Handel,
considered what talents and resources you have and what you can do
with them? Have you learned to open your eyes and see as they
saw?

 


Something inside each of these people was so
powerful and needed to flow out of them so badly that no physical
impairment or personal tragedy could stand in the way. These people
believed they had gifts that the world needed. But even the choice
to believe was a decision. It was the decision behind the decision.
Once this happened, it was as though they had grabbed a lightning
rod connected directly to God himself. They were able to see and hear opportunities that no one else
saw or heard.

 


By choosing to believe they could make a difference,
they tapped into a source of power higher than themselves, and
became energized by a source bigger than any external tragedy that
could affect their lives. They drank from a well that would fill
them up and flow through to others. You see, we often ask life what
it has to offer us, when it’s really life that asks what we have to
offer the world. What difficulties are knocking at your door and
asking what you have to offer the world right now?

 


There’s an ancient story from Hebrew history about a
widow and her son who were destitute and hungry. All they had left
was a flask with very little oil in it and a little flour in a
barrel. It was just enough to make one loaf of bread. One day, a
prophet visited the woman and asked her to make him some bread.
When she told him her bit of oil and flour were all she had left
for her and her son to eat, the prophet promised that if she used
what little she had left in God’s service, she would never run out.
In her heart, she believed the prophet. She poured out her last
drop of oil and used her last bit of flour to make the prophet some
bread. When the prophet had eaten, he told the woman to go back
into the kitchen and make some bread for her and her son. Out of
faith, she went back into the kitchen to inspect the flask and the
barrel. When she turned the flask over, more oil came out, and when
she dug in the flour barrel, there was more flour. For the rest of
her life, as long as she kept giving, she had plenty for herself
and her son.

If you think about it, the same is true for all of
us. We have potentially inexhaustible resources within us that we
can share with the world. No matter how little we may think we
have, when we make a decision to use it to help others, we trigger
the force of a higher power that flows through us and ultimately
replenishes us.

 


Think of yourself as a pipeline for water to flow
through. If you plug one end, water will fill up the pipe, but it
will cease to flow through it. If not used, eventually the water in
the pipe will stagnate or dry up and become unusable to anyone.
However, if you let it flow, even your own thirst will be satisfied
because you’re drinking from a well that’s constantly flowing. As
long as this life force is flowing through us to others, we can’t
help but enjoy the benefits of it as well.

 


Each of us has something to give, whether it’s time,
talent, creativity, or encouragement. You just need to make a
decision. Instead of hoarding what you have because you think you
have very little, start giving it away. You never know what you
have that others might need. As long as you’re giving yourself
away, your own needs will be met.

 


A wonderful example of this phenomenon comes from
Hattiesburg, Mississippi. In that city lived Oseola McCarty, an
88-year-old African-American woman who had been a washer-woman all
her life. She lived in a small home left to her by her uncle, doing
laundry for others out of her house for a few dollars at a time.
She had a dog named Dog, a hog named Hog, and a cow named Hazel.
She had lived by herself since 1967, working every day for a meager
income. But she had a great gift ― the gift of generosity. Oseola
possessed the gift of wanting to help others succeed. On July 26,
1995, she did a very simple thing. She made a decision to give what
she had to others, not knowing it would change the rest of her
life. Over the years, she’d been saving the little money she made,
never wanting much and never needing much. Knowing that she was
getting up in age, she decided to dedicate her life savings to the
University of Southern Mississippi to finance scholarships. She
walked into her bank and asked them to give away her life savings,
which amounted to several hundred thousand dollars. She did so
without fanfare and without expecting anything in return.

 


Oseola’s generosity made her a national celebrity.
Within weeks of her gift, Oseola had been interviewed by every
major news organization in the nation. She was on the front page of
the New York Times and the Hattiesburg American. She was on Good
Morning America and named one of Barbara Walters’ 10 Most
Interesting People of 1995. She was interviewed by Tiempo Nuevo, a
live Argentine television show, and featured in magazines such as
Ebony, Jet, People, Guidepost, and Glamour. She was on the BBC and
MTV and she carried the Olympic torch a short distance during the
1996 Olympics in Atlanta.

 


Oseola has received countless humanitarian awards
and has met with the President of the United States. Roberta Flack
and Patti LaBelle have sung songs for her. Harvard University gave
her an honorary degree. Whoopi Goldberg knelt at her feet.

 


Before her gift, Oseola McCarty had been out of
Mississippi only once and she had never been on an airplane. Now
she flies all over the country to receive plaques and awards and
eat dinner with celebrities. Her friends say that the transition in
her life has been like watching the petals of a flower open. People
have called her holy. People who talk to her say she makes them
feel “clean.” They say they feel peace when they’re with her. She
wrote and published a book of her sayings called Simple Wisdom for
Rich Living. Oseola McCarty is no miracle worker. She had no
talent, athletic ability, musical ability, mental genius, status,
or social connections to speak of. But she did have the ability to
see and hear the world around her as only heroes can. She was not
angry at society for her station in life. She did not pity herself.
Instead of hoarding what she had to get her through her dying days,
she made a decision to give away what she had. She was born into
poor circumstances, but she was rich in spirit and has enriched the
lives of everyone around her. What do you have to give that you are
hoarding for yourself, or worse yet, not using at all?

Better to die knowing that you’ve
made the world a better place than to hoard what you have and die
anyway. In this way, your gift lives
forever, and your act of love and kindness breathes life into those
around you so that they can breathe life into those around
them.

 


Forests are sustained not because the trees keep
their energy to themselves, but because they let little bits of
themselves, in seed form, fall from their limbs and be carried away
by the wind and little animals. By nourishing the lives of
everything around them, the trees ensure that they will grow and
prosper and that their generations will live on. They replenish
themselves by giving themselves away.

This can be true in your life as well. It doesn’t
matter what cards you’ve been dealt in life. It doesn’t matter what
circumstances you were born into, what your parents were like, or
even that you may not know who your real parents are. You choose to
do with your life what you will. The book of your life is in your
hands. The pages in your future are blank until you write something
in them. The pen is in your hand. The future is yours to write. In
any event, some of the most interesting books are those with plot
twists, evolving characters, and surprise endings. It’s not too
late to change the plot or come up with a surprise ending in your
life. You are responsible for how the book ends. At the end of your
life, you must stand up in front of the whole class and read what
you’ve chosen to write. In the final analysis, it is as you would
have it.

 


“It is the greatest of all mistakes to do
nothing because you can only do a little. Do what you can.”―
SYDNEY SMITH

 


Let’s examine the life of Fred Zavala. Fred was
raised by his alcoholic grandfather in South Texas in a one-room
shack with no furniture in it except a rusty old bedspring. One day
a young Bible student, working as an itinerant preacher, came to
visit. The student was out to change the world, one person at a
time. The student invited Fred and his grandfather to church.
Because of the student’s warm enthusiasm and zest for life, Fred
eventually went to church. It was a small Hispanic Evangelical
church.

 


At church, Fred developed a crush on a girl named
Janie. But Janie’s father knew about Fred’s background and
circumstances and was, therefore, not fond of Fred. Fred was never
invited to Janie’s house when her father invited other church
members over for dinner after church. Instead, he would walk slowly
in front of Janie’s house with his head held low, his hands in his
pockets, gazing longingly at Janie’s house, wishing he could go
in.

 


Eventually, as the Bible student’s time in that
little town was coming to end, he tried to get Fred a job so he
could learn a trade and earn a living. He succeeded in getting Fred
a job at an auto mechanic shop, but things didn’t work out there.
Then Fred got a job hauling rocks to building sites. Every day,
under the hot, burning Texas sun, Fred faithfully hauled his rocks.
It was not a glamorous job. But it was a job. He looked on with
fascination at the skill with which the stone masons cut and laid
the stone to build beautiful structures. He thought, “I’d like to
learn to do that.” He made an internal decision to learn stone
masonry from the masons to whom he carried stone. By watching them
and asking questions, he eventually did learn stone masonry. He
pursued this craft with passion until his masterful work began to
be noticed by others. His work was in such demand that he
eventually started his own building business.

 


Over the years, he did well financially, and he
eventually bought houses and land. He even married his dream girl ―
Janie! He also started a Mexican food restaurant across the street
from the nicest steak house in town. Eventually, the steak house
went out of business and the bank asked Fred if he was interested
in buying the building. Fred did so and he turned the steak house
into a thriving business. Now, after church in Mason, Texas, most
people eat at either Zavala’s Mexican Restaurant or Fred’s Steak
House. The lonely boy rarely invited to dinner now owns the two
busiest restaurants in town.

 


How did this turnaround come to be? It started with
a poor, young college student with a passion for people. He saw
what no one else in that little town saw. He saw a jewel where
others saw rubble. The vision then spread and grew in the heart of
a man who chose to believe in a force higher than himself, and who
came to believe in his own abilities. It happened because two
unique men pursued their dreams with passion, consistent
dedication, and blood, sweat, and tears. Neither Fred nor the young
Bible student will ever be famous, but both accomplished their
dreams. Both have lived happy, fulfilled lives. Fred obtained all
he ever hoped for. The student accomplished his goals as well; he
helped turn the life of a young man around from that of a poor
outcast to that of a wealthy, highly respected businessman in the
community. His name is Daniel M. Castro, my father. At my Dad’s
funeral, Fred Zavala came up to me and said, “Your Dad changed my
life.”

 


What is it that you hold in your hand? With the
right amount of passion, commitment, and creativity, you can
transform your world and the world of those around you. All the
resources you need to solve your crises, all the resources you need
to achieve your dreams, are within you. But you will not be able to
see them until you make a choice to believe.

 


In a small rural town outside of San Antonio, Texas,
there lived a young Hispanic woman named Rosie Gutierrez. Rosie was
poor, but she wanted more than anything to put her children through
college so that their children would not have to grow up poor like
she had. She prayed with all her heart to find a way to earn enough
money to put them through college. One day, she got up off her
knees and wiped her tears with her apron. Then, she looked outside
her window and saw what she had never seen before. She noticed that
a neighbor had trash piled up in his yard. Yes, the trash had
always been there. But on this day, the day she chose believe, eyes
were suddenly opened and she saw an opportunity. On that day, Rosie
made what would turn out to be a life-changing decision: she
offered to carry the trash to the dump for a dollar. She piled all
the trash into the trunk of her car and carried it away. This was a
dirty, thankless job, but it was sorely needed in that community.
Other neighbors began asking for her services as well. She became
very busy doing what no one else would do.

 


Her operation began to grow larger than she had
expected. She saved half the money and used the other half to
supplement her husband’s meager income. She soon saved enough money
for a down payment on a used pickup truck and eventually bought an
even bigger truck. After a time, she had to hire help.

One day, the city requested bids on a contract for
municipal trash pickup. Rosie submitted a bid and to her surprise
she won the contract. She beat out all of the national and
statewide garbage haulers to get this contract. Eventually she had
her own fleet of industrial- size garbage haulers that bore the
name GUTIERREZ in bold letters on their sides. In this case, one
man’s trash literally became another woman’s treasure. This woman
made a decision to use all of her available resources and do
whatever it took to achieve her objective. She believed in a higher
force, and this faith mobilized all the forces within her and
allowed her to see what no one around her saw.

 


But don’t be fooled. The treasure she found wasn’t
material wealth. The treasure she found was within her. The
treasure within her gave birth to material wealth the day she made
a decision to believe and to to get up off her knees and do
something about her situation. This was when her eyes were opened.
The same is true for us. The treasure we seek is within us, but the
only way to find it is through faith, hard work, creativity, and
determination. The answers to most of life’s problems lie within
you. You have everything within you that you need to succeed. With
this kind of spiritual power and wealth, there really are no
obstacles. When you choose to believe it, your senses will suddenly
be awakened and you will start seeing opportunities you’ve never
seen before.

The point of all these stories is that whatever life
throws at you, you have the power to decide what impact it will
have on you. But this requires an internal decision. This is the
decision behind the decision you are facing ― the decision to
believe. You have the power to write the final chapter. In the
final analysis, it is as you would have it. Go forth with courage
and tackle the challenges you face. You have everything within that
you need to succeed. Now all you need to do is make a decision.

 


 




CHAPTER 3




It's How You See Not What You
See

FIRST LAW OF CRITICAL
FOCUSTM:

 


Our most recent experiences influence what we focus
on, whether we like it or not.

On July 3, 1988, U.S. Navy Captain Will C. Rogers of
the USS Vincennes an order to fire Aegis guided missiles at an
unidentified aircraft headed directly toward his vessel. The
unidentified aircraft was destroyed, but it turned out to be a
commercial passenger jet. This decision cost the lives of 290
civilians. Many speculate that the Iranians later ordered the
bombing of Pan Am flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, in
retaliation for the Vincennes incident.

 


What factors were shaping the captain’s
perceptions when he made that decision? The captain had just been
in a surface battle with high-speed Iranian attack boats when radar
operators reported that an unidentified Iranian aircraft was
descending from an altitude of 7,500 feet toward his ship. His
emotions were tense. The First Law of Critical Focus
TM was at
work. His most recent experience influenced what he was focusing
on. He couldn’t help it. He was focusing on the possibility of
another attack.

 


Before he fired, he sent three warnings on civilian
radio frequencies and four warnings on military frequencies. The
aircraft failed to respond to any of these warnings. Based on this
information, the captain concluded that the intent of the aircraft
was most likely hostile. Captain Rogers had to make a decision
quickly. He had to choose between the lives of those in the
approaching aircraft and those of his own men and his duty to his
country. Captain Rogers shot down the aircraft.

―“Individuals behave not in
accordance with reality, but in accordance with their perception of
reality.” DENIS WAITLEY

 


Captain Rogers’ perception of the situation was
greatly influenced by his most recent experience. His ship had just
been attacked. He did everything he could to determine whether the
situation was truly as he believed it was. He could not have known
the exact identity of the incoming aircraft before it was within
range to launch airborne cruise missiles at his ship. He was forced
to choose between the lives of his own men and the lives of the
people who were aboard what could only be interpreted as a hostile
aircraft. He had considered the possibility that the aircraft might
be a civilian aircraft, but the jet had failed to respond to all
warnings on civilian frequencies. Therefore, he ruled out the
likelihood of its being a civilian aircraft. Were the costs of a
wrong choice greater than the benefits of a right choice? Hindsight
is always 20/20. Had he known the aircraft was a passenger jet,
Captain Rogers never would have shot it down. However, if it had
been a military jet and he had failed to shoot it down, he would
have jeopardized the safety of his men and his vessel.

This story illustrates how our most recent
experience influences what we focus on. What we focus on determines
what we believe as well as our emotional state. What we believe
determines what we expect. What we expect determines what we see.
We tend to see what we are expecting to see. Captain Rogers saw a
civilian aircraft as a hostile military aircraft. When time was of
the essence, the captain quickly did what he could to determine
whether the situation was as he perceived it. Even though the
consequences were severe, it’s hard to fault the captain for making
the decision he did.

 


What kinds of things have the power to affect our
focus? Anything that reaches our brains through the five
senses:

Things that come within our field of vision, whether
voluntarily or involuntarily

Things that come within our range of hearing, whether voluntarily
or involuntarily.

What we focus on determines what we believe

Things that we touch.

All of these things combine to create what we call
an experience. Our most recent experience affects what we focus on
― whether we like it or not.

 


The First Law of Critical
FocusTM is also demonstrated by a story told by journalist Peter
Godwin in Zimbabwe. Godwin tells of a critical decision he made
while trying to escape the military police of Zimbabwe during his
efforts to expose the government’s civil rights abuses. He knew the
military was looking for him. As he was making his way out of the
“prohibited zone,” he saw a soldier of the dreaded Fifth Brigade
standing in the road, flagging him down. Godwin quickly ran his
options through his mind. He could turn around and head back at
full speed. He could dump the truck he was in and run for it into
the bush ― most of the soldiers weren’t terribly fit and it would
take them a while to summon air support. Or he could put his foot
down on the accelerator and drive straight through. As his options
raced through his mind, so did several important questions. Was
this a proper stop, with a stronger roadblock fifty yards beyond
this lone soldier, or was it a shabby roadblock that he could get
away from? How many soldiers were there? What weapons did they
have? Did their radio work? (Many troops had faulty radios.) Had
this particular group been alerted about his presence in the
prohibited zone? Images of being captured and tortured flashed
through Godwin’s head. That’s what he was focusing on.

 


In the remaining seconds, Godwin decided to go
for it. But, as he slammed down his foot on the accelerator, he
noticed – something that prompted him to double-check his
perception against reality. The soldier didn’t have a weapon. The
Fifth Brigade never moved without weapons, especially in the
prohibited zone. Godwin slowed his truck. Then he noticed that the
soldier was smiling and that his movements did not seem hostile.
Godwin brought the truck to a halt in a cloud of dust. The soldier
turned out to be a 2nd
lieutenant looking for a ride. Godwin offered the
officer a ride and told him he was a local farmer.

 


A few miles down the road, they came upon a real
roadblock, with spikes, a machine gun, and a proper radio antenna
shooting into the air. A sergeant of the Fifth Brigade sharply
saluted the lieutenant in the truck as they approached and
explained that they were looking for a young white man who was
helping the dissidents. They were under strict orders to stop any
white man, to check his ID, and to question him. It was Code Red.
No exceptions were to be made.

The lieutenant got out of the pickup and went to
talk to the sergeant. The remaining soldiers had machine guns
pointed straight at Godwin, ready to shoot at the blink of an eye,
while the lieutenant spoke with the sergeant. After a few minutes,
the lieutenant came back and said, “Let’s go.” Godwin couldn’t
believe it. The lieutenant told Godwin that the sergeant suspected
Godwin of being a journalist spy. But in order to avoid a delay,
the lieutenant had convinced the sergeant that the white man he was
with was a local farmer whom he had known from a long time back. He
had said the two were “old friends.” With that, Godwin made it out
of the prohibited zone safely, and he later wrote a story that
eventually helped put a stop to the civil rights abuses.

 


Godwin almost made a critical mistake. His most
recent experience determined what he was focusing on. What he was
focusing on determined what he believed. What he believed
determined what he expected. His expectation that soldiers would be
looking for him. When he saw a soldier he saw what he was expecting
to see― a threat. But, Godwin was smart enough to shake off the
blinders of his expectations and truly examine the evidence before
him. He chose where to put his focus despite what was going on in
the world around him. That’s when he noticed that the soldier was
not carrying a weapon. He saw what most people would have
missed.

 


Godwin compared his original perception to the
actual evidence. He quickly sniffed out the clues. He made use of
all the available information as well as his quick wit. He didn’t
panic. He analyzed all the information he had within the amount of
time he had. He asked himself all the right questions, and the
answers gave him what he needed. He saw things he hadn’t seen at
first. Then, he made a decision that saved his life several miles
down the road. If he had sped past the lone soldier, he would have
run into the real roadblock down the road with no ally at his
side.

 


Godwin followed the principles that apply when you
are in a critical situation. Here, the decision behind his decision
was to stop, even if for only a second, to check reality against
what he was expecting to see.

 


That’s what made him a hero. Likewise, you have an
internal choice to make before you make your final choice. Will you
stop and consider the possibility that what you are seeing may have
been unduly influenced by your most recent experience and what you
were expecting? Will you choose to stop and double-check the
evidence? Or will you plunge forward unchecked? Even when there is
a true emergency and time is of the essence, you have the option to
stop and quickly check your perception against the tangible
evidence around you.

 


Sometimes all of our options seem perilous. There is
no clear choice. No matter what we do, something could go wrong.
The crux of the matter is that whatever we do, we must be willing
to live with the consequences of our actions, whatever they are.
Remember, you have to live with yourself for the rest of your life.
Can you stand the memory of what you are about to do? Could you
recommend it to your children as the best course of action if they
were to ask you for advice? Do you want this to be your legacy?

 


When you are in a critical situation, take courage
and follow these steps:

 


First, realize that you have the option, and maybe
even the responsibility, to stop and confirm whether or not things
are really as you perceive them to be. What recent experiences are
influencing what you are focusing on and your expectations?

 


Second, double-check the evidence around you to see
if you’ve missed anything.

 


Third, quickly assess all the evidence in the time
that you have.

 


Fourth, know what questions must be answered before
you decide.

Fifth, if it is impossible to obtain all of the
information you need in the amount of time you have, analyze the
information that you do have, make educated guesses about the
missing information, and follow your training and gut instinct.

 


When you follow these steps, you will be able to see
as heroes see. You may see things you’ve never seen before and new
options will open up that you’ve never considered. Afterward,
people will look back and say you were a hero. But you will only
begin to act as heroes act when you learn to see the way heroes
see.

 


Finally, take comfort in the fact that everything
you have experienced so far in life has prepared you for this
moment. You may not think so, but you are where you are because you
can handle it.

 


 


CHAPTER 4

When
Heroes Are Between A Rock And A Hard Place

SECOND LAW OF CRITICAL
FOCUSTM:

 


What we focus on determines what we
believe.

 


THIRD LAW OF CRITICAL
FOCUSTM:
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