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 1
The Power of 

ChoICe

One of my favorite movie scenes of all time is in The Matrix. Neo 
(Keanu Reeves) and Morpheus (Laurence Fishburne) sit facing each other 
in old leather armchairs. The room they are in mirrors the chairs perfectly. 
The décor appears to have once been upscale, but now old paper peels off 
the walls and every surface is coated with a thick layer of dust.

After briefly discussing the concepts of fate and choice, Morpheus 
tells Neo why it is that Neo has come to this meeting. Like a carni-
val mind reader, Morpheus looks into Neo’s eyes and tells him that he 
(Neo) senses something is wrong with the world, that even though he 
can’t identify or explain it, he realizes something is amiss.

Morpheus asks Neo if he knows what he is talking about, and Neo 
correctly guesses he is referring to the Matrix. Morpheus then asks Neo 
if he would like to know what the Matrix is, and Neo nods his head. 

Morpheus tells Neo that he, like everyone around him, is a slave, 
imprisoned within an invisible jail. He then produces a silver case that 
holds two pills—one red, the other blue. Each pill represents a choice 
that Neo has before him. He can either take the red pill and remain 
imprisoned in his comfortable, familiar, ordinary world, or he can take 
the blue pill and find out “how deep the rabbit hole goes.” 
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The Seven PowerS of SucceSS28

This scene resonates with me because it is a perfect metaphor for 
the human condition. We are all born into a set of circumstances that 
includes our looks, our social status, our financial condition, our faith, 
where we live, how we live…every component is a part of the matrix 
into which we are born. We unquestioningly accept these circum-
stances as truth and act accordingly.

Let me put it another way. When we are born, it’s as if we walk into 
a room with a television show called My Life playing on the TV. Most 
people just plop themselves down on the couch and watch that show 
for the rest of their lives because they don’t realize two things: Other 
channels are available, and they are holding the remote.

It never dawns on most people that we can break out of this matrix 
and choose a different reality. What would our lives be like if we could 
swallow a pill or click a button, accept a different truth, and walk a dif-
ferent path? Where would you be? What would your life be like? How 
would you spend your time? 

The first step to choosing your own reality is realizing your Power 
of Choice.

The Steering Wheel of   Your Success Vehicle
Do you remember the story of Adam and Eve? It involved a garden, 

a snake, and a very relaxed dress code. Sound familiar? The short story 
is that when Adam and Eve were hanging out in the Garden of Eden, 
they decided to eat some fruit they weren’t supposed to eat and got 
evicted as a result. It seems landlord and tenant disagreements existed 
even in biblical times.

I kid about it, but I can’t tell you the amount of time theologians 
and philosophers have spent debating this subject. Was the story a met-
aphor, or did it really happen? Was the tree a real tree and the fruit real 
fruit? Was Adam’s fig leaf Ralph Lauren or Christian Dior? 

Countless books have been written about these things over the ages. 
But to me, the main point of the story seems to be that choice is a God-
given, integral part of our humanity. It is what separates us from the rest 
of creation and defines us as humans. It is a sacred, special characteristic 
that we should cherish and value as one of our most precious attributes.
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29The Power of ChoICe

Everything in your life begins and ends with choice—all your suc-
cess, all your dreams, all your hopes of what your life could be, all 
your disappointments of what your life has been, where you live, how 
much money you make, your friends, your lifestyle, your habits…all 
are deeply rooted in the Power of Choice. Even your beliefs, your per-
spective, and your principles are products of the choices you make. 

Forget what you have learned about genetics determining your des-
tiny. Forget about the ideology that biology determines the outcome of 
your story. Dismiss the notion that the sum of your being—all that you 
are capable of and have the possibility of becoming—is already written 
in the confines of your genetic structure.

Forget about where you were born, who you are related to, or what 
your family history is. Set aside anything anyone has told you about 
your future being predetermined by your looks or your innate talent. 
Ignore the voices that have told you that all life is determined by fate 
or chance. 

Instead, suppose for just a moment that it doesn’t matter what 
you’ve received from your genetics , your parents, nature, the govern-
ment, or society. Imagine that the only issue on the table, the only thing 
that matters in relation to where you go in life, is what you choose to do 
with what you’ve been given. It is only after you have considered this 
possibility that you are beginning to become aware of just how potent 
the Power of Choice is in your life.

Why Should I Choose?
Early in my speaking career, my main marketing method was tele-

marketing. Back in those days, I sat at my desk for hours each day mak-
ing call after call to drum up business. If you wanted to get someone’s 
attention in the days before the Internet, you had to pick up the phone 
or write a letter.

So day in and day out, I called businesses, churches, and nonprofit 
organizations and asked to speak to the person in charge. After I got 
him or her on the line, I began pitching the idea of hosting me for an 
event or gathering. 

Over the years, I made thousands of these calls and, by doing so, got 
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The Seven PowerS of SucceSS30

an education that money can’t buy. The lessons I learned and the disci-
pline I built making all those calls are invaluable to me now. 

Out of all of those phone calls, one sticks out in my memory as 
especially relevant to the Power of Choice. I was talking on the phone 
with a friend who was an Ohio businessman, telling him about a par-
ticular employee of mine. I complained that she never seemed to fol-
low my direction and that I was constantly having to bring her back 
on course. When left on her own, she would do almost anything other 
than what I had instructed her to do.

My friend patiently listened to my whining and then chuckled and 
said, “Well, Charles, if you don’t run your business, someone else will.”

I’ve since realized the truth of those words and learned that they 
apply not only to business but every area of one’s life. If you are not 
consciously making decisions about your marriage, career, finances, 
family , living arrangements, or health, you can bet someone else is 
making those decisions for you or shortly will be. 

Not Making a Decision Is Making a Decision
Shortly after I moved to Atlanta in 1985, I took a job in a men’s 

clothing store at Gwinnett Place Mall while I got my bearings in a new 
city. A few months afterward, I fell for a brown-eyed brunette named 
Laura who worked in the gift shop right across from the store where 
I worked. 

Our relationship was pretty rocky at first. She was a 20-year-old 
college coed, barely out of high school, and I was a 25-year-old who 
came charging at her out of nowhere, wanting a serious relationship. I 
fell for her almost immediately , but her feelings for me were…incon-
sistent at best. She definitely liked being pursued but was indecisive 
about her feelings for me. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to commit 
to a long-term relationship or if I was the right guy for her. The mes-
sages I got from her were mixed—she loved me, she loved me not. This 
yo-yo dynamic went on for quite some time until she broke off the 
relationship completely. After a couple of months of being apart, we 
started dating each other again, but the yo-yo soon reappeared. She 
just couldn’t seem to make up her mind whether she really loved me.
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31The Power of ChoICe

This back-and-forth emotional roller coaster was torturous for me. 
I really cared for this young lady and did my best to win her heart, but 
nothing ever seemed to close the deal. Finally , I made the decision that 
things could not go on the way they had been going. I told her that if 
she didn’t make up her mind, I was gone. I set a date (which I kept to 
myself     ) and decided that if she was still playing games by then, I would 
walk away. I felt that I didn’t have forever to wait for someone to make 
up her mind about me and that I deserved someone who wasn’t con-
stantly questioning her love for me.

Laura tells me now that she could tell I meant business, so she con-
cluded it was time to quit playing games and commit to the relation-
ship. We were engaged not long afterward and have been married since 
then. 

Through the whole ordeal, Laura and I both learned an important 
principle: Not making a decision is making a decision. 

Some people would like to believe that putting off a decision indef-
initely is an option. It is not. Life isn’t a pond. It isn’t static. It’s a river 
that keeps flowing. People don’t wait around forever for your decision. 
Time doesn’t stand still while you make up your mind. The earth keeps 
spinning, seasons keep changing, money keeps changing hands, peo-
ple keep living and dying. At some point, the ship sails and the deci-
sion is made.

•	 By neglecting to plan for your future, you are ensuring that 
you will be a burden to someone else in your latter years.

•	 To let someone drive drunk is to decide to endanger his life 
and the life of every person he meets on the road.

•	 By not standing up for your rights, you are choosing to let 
people take advantage of you.

•	 When you do not educate or equip yourself to produce an 
income, you are choosing a life of financial struggle and 
poverty.

•	 If you choose not to forgive, you choose to let the offend-
ing party own a piece of you.
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•	 By not deciding to transition out of a job you hate, you are 
deciding to live an unproductive life of voluntary servitude. 

•	 By not saying or doing anything when you see someone 
committing an illegal or immoral act, you are choosing to 
aid the wrongdoer. 

•	 When one parent is abusive and the other doesn’t intervene, 
the passive parent becomes a partner in the abuse.

•	 When you turn on the television without having a specific 
program you want to watch, or continue to watch a pro-
gram after you know it holds no interest for you, you are 
deciding to forfeit your free time and let a television execu-
tive choose what you watch.

•	 The man who can’t decide between two jobs will inevitably 
lose both positions if he doesn’t commit to one of them. 

•	 If you neglect to eat healthy foods and get sufficient exer-
cise, you are choosing a life of health challenges.

You Owe It to Me
A number of years ago I sat in a Shoney’s restaurant with Joey and 

Herb discussing the challenges of running a nonprofit organization. 
Both Joey and I had started charitable organizations, but neither of us 
was very successful at getting contributors. The mood at the table was 
sour at best. I sensed that Joey was almost angry that nobody seemed 
to understand the value of all the good things he was trying to do in 
his community. “Why don’t people jump in with both feet and give a 
little?” Joey asked.

I nodded my head in agreement. My experience and sentiment mir-
rored Joey’s pretty closely. It seemed to me that he had a valid point.

He continued, “I mean, if someone would just pay for my postage 
or gas every month, it would help!”

I contributed my own tales of woe to the conversation, but they 
didn’t really add any illumination or insight to the subject. Joey and I 
were just as perplexed after our discussion as we were when we began it. 
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33The Power of ChoICe

I hadn’t really noticed that Herb wasn’t joining in the gripe session. Joey 
and I were too busy paddling down the river of self-pity and enjoying 
the ride. Herb listened patiently for a good while and let Joey and me 
get it all out of our systems. Finally , Herb smiled and shook his head.

“Listen, you guys,” Herb said. “You seem to think the world owes 
you something just because you showed up. You think everyone ought 
to get behind you because you’re so wonderful and are doing such won-
derful things.”

I looked at Joey , Joey looked at me, and we both looked at Herb. It 
seemed to me that Herb had it about right. 

“Yeah, so, what’s your point?” Joey asked, smiling.
“My point is this,” Herb said, exasperated. “Instead of sitting around 

wishing someone would come along and give you money so you can 
do some good in the world, why don’t you figure out a way to make 
some money so you can not only do something positive but also be 
the answer to someone else’s prayer and help him finance his project?”

It would take me years to fully digest those words. Herb was imply-
ing that Joey and I had an entitlement mentality. The source of our 
frustration was that we expected someone to help us, and were disap-
pointed when it didn’t happen.

An entitlement mentality is the belief that someone—a family 
member, a friend, your employer, the government, or God—owes you 
something. The individual who adheres to this life mind-set usually 
thinks he is due because he…

is a good person 
is a special person
has suffered
believes himself incapable or insufficient
has fantasized about a better lifestyle

You’re Entitled to Know the Truth About Entitlement
We usually think or hear about entitlement in regard to government 

spending, but entitlement thinking is so much more pervasive than in 
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just that one area. It is everywhere and in every part of our lives. Often 
we have an entitlement mentality without even knowing it. If you are 
an entitlement thinker, you might find yourself thinking or saying any 
one of these statements:

•	 Everybody has the right to be happy.
•	 Things cost too much. Prices should be lower.
•	 My parents should continue to take care of me when I’m 

an adult.
•	 My children should take care of me in my old age because I 

took care of them when they were little.
•	 My employer should pay for my health benefits.
•	 It’s God’s job to take care of me.
•	 If I am a person of faith, I will have a lot of money.
•	 I should have been married by this time in my life.
•	 I expect to be in a relationship with a supermodel (without 

being a supermodel myself     ).
•	 The government should create more jobs.
•	 The government should take care of my food, shel-

ter, health, transportation, education, protection, and 
retirement.

•	 All citizens are owed a living wage regardless of  their job.
•	 I went to college, so I should be able to get the kind of job I 

want and make the kind of money I want.
•	 My child’s teacher needs to accept my child’s behavior and 

adapt her behavior toward my child accordingly.
•	 All teachers should be paid more.

I understand that a few of the items on the list might give you pause. 
Shouldn’t we care for other people? Shouldn’t we have a safety net in 
our society for those who have fallen on hard times?
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35The Power of ChoICe

Absolutely! But understand that there is a huge difference between 
feeling an obligation to care for another’s needs and demanding that 
someone else cares for yours. It’s the difference between wanting to give 
a gift to someone and demanding that you receive one yourself.

One of the worst things about entitlement thinking is that it robs 
you of the ownership of your decisions. If you are waiting for some-
one to give you something, you are placing the Power of Choice in 
his hands and not your own. In essence, you are saying that you do 
not decide for yourself what your future holds, that your fortune is in 
the hands of someone else, that someone else will decide whether you 
receive money , care, love, and health. You are limiting your potential 
to that which someone else can or will provide.

One of the most precious assets given to mankind is our Power 
of Choice, and we should never surrender that power easily. Entitle-
ment and choice are two conflicting principles that cannot be prac-
ticed simultaneously. Either you place your trust and hope in someone 
doing something for you, or you choose to create your own solutions.

It’s Not My Fault
Another reason people don’t exert their Power of Choice is a little 

five-letter word called blame. 
When I grew up, there were three choices for television viewing: 

ABC, NBC, and CBS. If you didn’t like the programs on any of those 
channels…you were out of luck. Fortunately , some great programs 
aired back then, such as The Brady Bunch, The Partridge Family , San-
ford and Son, and The Bob Newhart Show. Most of these shows con-
tinue to enjoy popularity even today.

One very popular show in the early 1970s featured the comedy of 
a young man named Clerow Wilson Jr., better known as Flip Wilson. 
It’s hard to communicate to people today just how enormously pop-
ular Flip Wilson was in the early ’70s. In just a few short years, Flip 
established himself as not just the top African-American comedian in 
the country , but the most popular comedian period, regardless of race. 
For four years Flip was the undisputed king of comedy.

One of his main strengths as a performer was his ability to create 
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original, lovable characters. Long before Martin Lawrence dressed up 
as Big Momma, way before Tyler Perry donned a wig and skirt to 
become Madea, Flip was dressing up as the confident, sassy , strong 
Geraldine Jones. I remember my entire family doubling over with 
laughter in our living room as we watched Flip sashaying across the 
stage as Geraldine.

Flip’s character, Geraldine, would often spout, “The devil made me 
do it!” as a paper-thin attempt to explain her questionable behavior.

I think that line became a national catchphrase because Flip deliv-
ered it so well and because everyone could relate to a character play-
ing the blame game. It is human nature to want to blame someone or 
something when we fall short or when we haven’t accomplished what 
we or others feel we should or might have. 

Blame rarely wears its own face, but instead disguises itself as either 
a plausible or unlikely explanation. (The devil made me do it!) See if 
any of these blame statements sound familiar to you.

Everybody else was doing it.
I’m not responsible for that decision.
It just wasn’t God’s plan (or timing or will).
It’s not up to me.
I could never lose that much weight.
That’s above my pay grade.
It wasn’t in the cards for me. It wasn’t my destiny.
The relationship didn’t work out because he was such a jerk.
I didn’t have the money to attend college.
I didn’t come from the right neighborhood or know the  
   right people.
I’m not the type to kiss up to the bigwigs.
The economy has been down, so business has been a little  
   slow.
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37The Power of ChoICe

I gave it a shot, but it didn’t work out.
If you were in my shoes, you wouldn’t have done any better.

Some people might think such statements don’t represent blame, 
but are simply explanations of why things haven’t worked out. What 
could be so bad about allowing yourself a bit of philosophical elbow 
room in dealing with life’s disappointments? 

Maybe you noticed that a couple of these statements adopt a pos-
ture of spirituality. What’s so bad about that? Wouldn’t such comments 
reflect a faith in God? Isn’t it laudable to proclaim to the world that 
when things go in a different direction from what you have hoped or 
planned, they are still part of God’s divine plan? 

Blame is in the habit of wearing attractive disguises. When you pull 
the mask off such statements as the ones above and take a look at what 
is really being said, you will always find the same old ugly blame. Let’s 
look at a few examples.

It just wasn’t God’s plan (or timing or will). (I have no responsibility 
for the outcome of this situation because I am taking the philosophical 
stand that God usurped the outcome for his own purposes.)

That’s above my pay grade. (I don’t have to come up with an answer 
or solution because I am not paid to do so. Someone else in my orga-
nization might have the answers, but I’m not required to.)

The economy’s been down, so business has been a little slow. (The econ-
omy is not vigorous, so it is acceptable that my business is producing 
less money.)

I gave it a shot, but it didn’t work out. (All that is required of me is to 
make some sort of attempt. I am not responsible for a positive result 
as long as I tried.)

Do those translations sound coldhearted? I don’t mean for them 
to. I think of them as rather liberating. To allow yourself to blame is to 
allow yourself to lose. I don’t want to go through life like that, believing 
that other people, situations, God, my job, or whatever can arbitrarily 
yank the rug out from underneath me. I would rather not submit to 
the tyranny of blame. 
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The Blame Trade
And what’s so bad about blame?
Only this: If you allow yourself to blame, you are giving up your 

Power of Choice. When you blame, you are saying you had no choice, 
no options, no control in the situation and therefore aren’t responsi-
ble for the outcome. You allow yourself an out. You are assigning some 
entity , organization, or event all of the responsibility for your outcome 
of your situation. 

The danger of such thinking is that when you give up responsibility 
for a part of your life, you surrender possession of it. To give up your 
ownership of something is to give up your power to choose. A per-
son who doesn’t own an object doesn’t have the legal or moral right to 
choose what happens to it.

So the part that feels so good about blame—the reassignment of 
responsibility—has a hidden dark side. By indulging in blame, you 
surrender your power to choose a solution. Blame saves you from the 
emotional weight of fully owning your failure, but it also prevents you 
from fulfilling your goals, hopes, expectations, and dreams. 

Choosing Not to Blame
People who are used to employing the Power of Choice don’t allow 

themselves to blame. It doesn’t matter to them that the economy is 
down. They will choose to do 
something to improve their busi-
ness. It doesn’t matter if the world 
is full of jerks. They will find their 
way around those folks and sur-
round themselves with a better 
grade of people. It doesn’t matter 
if they didn’t have enough money 

for college. They will explore other ways to pay for their education or 
succeed without a formal education.

People who exploit the Power of Choice know that blame is a cop-out 
and gets you nowhere. For every scenario that has been blamed for fail-
ure, countless people have managed to overcome it and achieve success.

what if your life is a gift from 
God and what you do with it is 
your responsibility , not God’s? 

Here’s a THougHT…
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39The Power of ChoICe

Lock Me Up but Make Sure I’m Well Fed
A number of years ago, I had a conversation with a friend named 

Neal about government and the part it should play in the lives of its cit-
izens. Neal felt that a government should take care of everyone living in 
that particular country. I asked him how far that philosophy extended. 
Did that mean government should take care of our food, shelter, cloth-
ing, health care, and transportation? Where exactly did Neal feel we 
should draw the line with this caretaking?

Neal thought about that for a minute and then replied, “Well, I 
guess the government should take care of all of those things.”

“Seriously?” I responded. “To provide those things, wouldn’t the 
government (meaning people other than you) be responsible for mak-
ing all the major decisions about your life, including where you work, 
what you do for a living, where you live, who your doctor is, what you 
drive (if you drive at all), and what kind of food you eat? Would that 
be okay with you?”

Neal, whom I should mention was a hardworking entrepreneur in 
the printing business, listened to my question and then surprised me 
with one of the most offensive answers I could have imagined. “Yeah, 
that would be all right. As long as the government was taking care of all 
my needs, I wouldn’t mind those decisions being made for me.”

“You can’t be serious,” I said. “What you’re describing is the very def-
inition of slavery. That’s SLAVE-ER-Y! You’re saying that you would 
give up the right to almost every important decision in your life just 
so that you can be fed and housed and have your basic material needs 
met. How can you even begin to think that’s a good idea? Isn’t that a 
slap in the face of every person who has been enslaved, of every color 
and nationality throughout history?”

Neal laughed at my response and said, “Well, it wouldn’t really be 
slavery. Nobody would own me. It would be the government taking 
care of me.”

I am just as stunned thinking about that mentality now as I was 
when I heard it 20 years ago. Why would anyone willingly stick out 
both hands, saying, “Chain me up and make me your slave. Oh, but 
make sure that the AC is turned on and that I have a Big Mac”?
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I cannot comprehend anyone making that decision, but I do 
understand the thinking behind it. Some people don’t want a choice. 
They want other people to decide for them. They would rather not be 
responsible for their own lives. They would rather have someone else 
take care of them. 

It’s Elementary
I was in my early thirties by the time I discovered Sir Arthur Conan 

Doyle’s wonderful books about master sleuth Sherlock Holmes. Like 
everyone else, I had been exposed to the character of Holmes all my life, 
but I had somehow missed reading any of his adventures. Once I read 
one book, though, I was hooked and eagerly devoured each tale, one 
right after the other, until I had consumed every story. 

The thing I loved so much about Holmes was his ability to use 
his powers of observation and deductive reasoning to extract meaning 
from the most ordinary things. In the stories, Holmes often only has to 
look at a few fragments of evidence before producing the name of the 
perpetrator or, at very least, the next essential step in solving the crime. 

I believe all of us have a bit of that same ability to observe and 
deduce. No, not to the degree that Holmes exhibited, but certainly 
enough to accomplish a little exercise I want you to do.

If you were sitting in front of Sherlock Holmes right now and he 
were to examine your life for the past five years, what would he deduce 
in regard to your Power of Choice? 

If he were to look at your relationships—the way you normally 
interact with your family , friends, and coworkers—would he say you 
were choosing health, growth, and intimacy? Or would he deduce 
from your lack of healthy communication that those relationships were 
stagnant and stale? What would the evidence lead him to think? 

If he were to look at your education—applying yourself to the 
goal of learning by reading informative materials—would there be 
enough evidence to convince him that you are employing the Power 
of Choice? Would your daily actions and behavior convince him that 
you have chosen to continue to educate yourself about not only your 
profession but also about your health, your world, your relationships? 
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Or would the evidence convince him that you haven’t chosen to edu-
cate yourself at all?

If he were to examine your professional life—the way you behave 
in regard to your job, your career, your organization—would he come 
to the conclusion that you have chosen to move forward, to do what-
ever you could to enhance your growth opportunities, to be of value 
to those around you and your organization? Or would he be forced 
to conclude that you are just treading water? That you’re showing up, 
doing your time, and then punching out?

If he were to look at your spirituality—your recognition that you are 
not only flesh and bone but also an eternal spirit—would it be obvious 
to him that you are addressing the growth, nourishment, and well-being 
of your soul? Would your daily activities prove that you are cognizant of 
the importance of addressing the deeper needs of your being?

If he were to look at your physical life—how you treat your body , 
what you eat, and how often you exercise—would he deduce that you 
choose to value your health? That you make decisions that will affect 
the well-being of your body? Would he see that you are aware that your 
health is your choice? 

Stepping outside of your life 
for a moment can help you hon-
estly evaluate how you are applying 
the Power of Choice. I want you to 
see that your life, your path, your 
destination, is truly in your hands.

If your life isn’t what you want 
it to be or isn’t headed in that 
direction, you have sacrificed and 
yielded the Power of Choice in some area. This is not intended to be 
a statement of condemnation but rather of empowerment. Once you 
are aware of a weakness, you can begin to correct it.

Let’s Go Shopping
Every minute I spend shopping in a department store or grocery 

store is usually excruciatingly painful. But somehow, whenever I enter 

People who employ the Power 
of choice make decisions. 
People who don’t, make 
excuses.

Here’s a THougHT…
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any Home Depot, or Lowe’s, an amazing thing happens. All that loath-
ing for shopping magically disappears! I can wander around in those 
stores for hours and not even notice any time has passed at all. 

I discovered this in 2004 when I bought a home that had been in 
foreclosure and decided to remodel it myself. I had never done any 
remodeling at all, so every day was a learning experience, and most days 
required a trip to the hardware store. 

I would drive to the renovation house, work a little bit, and then 
discover I needed about five essential remodeling tools. I’d hop in my 
car and run up to the hardware store and then aimlessly wander around 
for hours at a time, exploring anything and everything on the shelves. 
After wasting an untold amount of time doing this, I decided my prob-
lem was that I had too many choices in front of me. When I am look-
ing at a wall of products and they all look the same, it’s difficult to know 
where to start, so my tendency is to do nothing but stand there and 
look at the wall. Sometimes having too many options can be paralyzing. 

I decided that if I were to make any progress on the renovation, I 
needed to focus on my specific task by knowing exactly what I needed 
before I walked into the store. 

Tools for Exercising Your Power of Choice
The danger at this point of conveying the Power of Choice princi-

ples and encouraging you to start employing this power in your life is 
that the areas of choice are virtually limitless. I don’t want to send you 
into the Power of Choice store only to have you wander around forever, 
looking at all the possibilities but never making a purchase. 

So I’d like to put on my orange or blue apron and lead you around 
the store so you can become familiar with some of the areas of choice 
that you have available. The aisles I’m suggesting are the ones that I think 
are the most interesting and important. They contain some of the tools 
that I have found most helpful and liberating on my success journey. 

Choose Who You Are
One of my heroes—a man who embodies all of the Seven Powers 

but especially the Power of Choice—is Portland, Oregon, native Bill 
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Porter. You may have never heard of Bill. He’s not a rock star or an actor. 
He’s not a politician or an athlete. In many respects, Bill is just a nor-
mal guy. He gets up each day , goes to work, pays his bills, and spends 
time with friends and family. 

But Bill has lived his ordinary life in such an extraordinary man-
ner with such an extraordinary attitude, a wonderful book was writ-
ten about his life—Ten Things I Learned from Bill Porter. The book 
inspired a movie, Door to Door, starring William H. Macy (he won 
Emmy Awards as actor and cowriter). Both the book and the movie are 
extremely inspirational, and I highly recommend them.

As I learned about Bill, one of the first things I noticed was his 
amazing work ethic. He starts each day at 4:45. He doesn’t need to get 
on the bus to go to work until 7:20, but he needs that much time to 
do two things—get dressed and eat. Bill needs the extra time because 
he was born with cerebral palsy , a condition that hampers his speech 
and motor skills. His mind is wholly unaffected by his condition, but 
he has a difficult time doing tasks that most of us take for granted, 
such as buttoning his shirt cuffs and tying his shoes. Bill recognizes 
the importance of looking one’s best, so each day he catches the bus 
to downtown Portland, where he has an arrangement with the bell-
hops at a downtown hotel to help him with his shoelaces and shirt-
sleeve buttons. Bill then boards another bus at 8:30 so he can make it 
to work by 9:00.

What type of a job would you suppose might be right for Bill? What 
type of job would you recommend for someone with Bill’s talents and 
abilities? 

As soon as Bill graduated from high school, his father strongly urged 
him to get a job, so Bill began maintaining neighbors’ lawns, earning 
about four dollars a week. He then graduated to his second job, fund-
raising for united Cerebral Palsy by selling various household items. 
After that, he created his own gift catalog and sold items door-to-door. 

That job worked for Bill for a while, but when his father’s health 
deteriorated and his family’s future became a concern, Bill began look-
ing for better employment opportunities. 

He began his search by visiting the State of Oregon Employment 
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Department. Through their efforts he was placed as a pharmacy stock 
clerk, a Goodwill cashier, a dock worker at Salvation Army , and a 
phone worker with the Veterans Rehabilitation Center. At each job, 
Bill gave a valiant effort, but being ill-suited to each occupation, he 
was let go in short order.

Bill continued to go back to the state employment office day after 
day to look for additional jobs, but after five months, he was politely 
told he didn’t need to come back anymore. Bill was considered by the 
state to be unemployable, and they suggested that he stay home and 
collect disability pay. 

Their assessment of Bill and his abilities could not have been more 
wrong. Bill decided that he wanted to pursue a career in sales as his 
father had done, so he began looking for sales jobs himself, answering 
ads in the paper and getting rejected many times.

Finally , Bill answered an ad for a sales position with Watkins Incor-
porated, a company known for selling household items, such as deter-
gent, spices, and cleaning supplies, door-to-door. During his interview, 
Bill managed to sell the Watkins representative on the idea of giving 
him a territory to work on a trial basis. 

Bill’s new sales territory was in one of the worst neighborhoods 
imaginable, so he had a couple of problems to solve if he wanted to 
make his new position permanent. First, crime was high in the neigh-
borhood, so he had to worry not only about selling but also about not 
getting hurt. Second, many of the residents were impoverished, and 
Bill was paid only on commissions. 

When I’m telling Bill’s story in my motivational program, I usually 
stop at this point and look at my crowd. In my head I can almost hear 
the theme song of Rocky III, “Eye of the Tiger.” In the movie, the song 
depicts the inner drive of a fighter, a hidden courage and aggressive-
ness that comes from deep within. I survey my audience and wonder 
if any Bill Porters are out there. Does anyone in my audience (or any-
one reading this book for that matter) have the confidence and drive 
necessary to voluntarily take one of the worst sales territories possible? 
Would anyone say , “Yes! Give me the worst area you have, in the worst 
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part of town, and I will make it work. I will survive and prosper where 
others have failed”?

Are there still any people in the world like that? You bet there are. 
But that’s the thing. You can’t tell who they’re likely to be. Bill was 
passed over by dozens of companies because he didn’t fit their notion 
of what success is supposed to look like. When I’m looking at an audi-
ence, I don’t have the ability to see inside people’s hearts, to see their 
inner fight, their “Eye of the Tiger.” The mild-mannered, middle-aged 
man or diminutive older woman might have a fiercely competitive 
spirit with a rod of steel in his or her spine. So I’m just left to wonder 
who in my audience would fit that description.

Well, the rest of the story is that Bill faithfully worked his territory 
and managed to make a living working in that area. After a while Bill 
transitioned into a better territory and became one of the best salesmen 
in the company. One of Bill’s proudest achievements is that about 40 
people who told Bill to go away and not come back are now counted 
among his more than 500 regular customers. When Bill is asked what 
his greatest obstacle is, he insists that he has no obstacles. In his mind 
there are no barriers, no limitations.

I chose Bill’s story to represent the Power of Choice because Bill 
chose not to let other people’s picture of him define who he is. Instead 
of accepting and adopting the opinions of the so-called experts, Bill 
chose to be something he wanted to be. Instead of receiving a gov-
ernment disability check, Bill chose to be a businessman. Instead of 
accepting pity for his circumstances, Bill chose a life that encourages 
others to fulfill their potential and strive to be all they are capable of 
being. Instead of being defined by the kind of man he’s not, he chose 
to be defined by the extraordinary kind of man he is.

No one I know would have blamed Bill for taking the disability 
check. No one I know would have judged him for giving up when 
everyone else around him told him to quit. But Bill isn’t that kind of 
guy. He doesn’t see himself as a victim, but as victorious.

Think about the challenges you now face. What is standing in the 
way of your success? What will you choose to do about the things that 
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seem to block your way? Will you accept a reality that someone else has 
given to you, or will you choose to be the one who defines who you are?

Choose Your Attitude 
The very first thing you have to choose in life is your attitude, your 

disposition, the way you view the world. Most people allow their cir-
cumstances to dictate their attitude, never realizing they have any say 
in the matter. If the sun is shining, they feel great. If it’s raining, they 
are in a foul mood. If work is going well, they feel good about them-
selves. If people treat them poorly , they think poorly of themselves. All 
of us have these tendencies, but truly successful people have trained 
themselves to resist the temptation of allowing circumstances to form 
their attitude.

Why is having the right attitude that important? Simply put, your 
attitude determines your perspective, your perspective determines your 
direction, and your direction determines your destination. In other 
words…

•	 Your attitude determines where you look and what you 
look at.

•	 Where you look determines which way you walk.

•	 The direction you walk has everything to do with where 
you wind up.

When I was in driver’s education class in high school, I remem-
ber being told that I should never look into the headlights of oncom-
ing traffic, especially not late at night, when I was tired. I was told to 
look straight ahead, or better yet, to look at the white line on the right 
side of the road. Why? Because it is human nature to steer in the direc-
tion we are looking. The white line on the side of the road is a con-
stant. It never changes, and focusing on it will ensure that you drive 
in a straight line. Many a wreck has been caused by someone sleepily 
staring into the headlights of another vehicle and then veering into 
oncoming traffic.
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Likewise, when you focus on the negative in your life, you will 
develop the tendency toward negativity. You will find a way to steer 
yourself into more trouble, more problems, more difficulty. On the 
other hand, when you are looking at what is working and what you 
have going for you, you will find yourself steering toward solutions, 
possibilities, and answers. 

I believe one of the reasons Bill Porter has been so successful is that 
he doesn’t perceive obstacles. He certainly recognizes and confronts 
challenges in his world, but his atti-
tude causes him to see a world of 
possibilities rather than limitations. 
Those possibilities have led him to 
the implementation and execution 
of a plan that has led to worldwide 
recognition and admiration.

Choose Your Community 
When Jerry Seinfeld described 

Kramer, the lovable goofball character from the hit television show 
Seinfeld, he explained that some of the friends we make in life are our 
friends simply because of their proximity. They live right across the hall 
from us, they go to church with us, we work with them…so eventually 
they become our friends. 

But what if instead of accidentally choosing our friends, we inten-
tionally chose them? What if we decided what type of people we want 
or need in our lives and then constructed our social framework around 
that paradigm? 

Ask yourself what type of person you need in your life. Are the peo-
ple in your interpersonal community givers or takers? What kind of 
person are you in your community? Are you the type of person whom 
everyone leans on but who receives no support in return? Or are you 
the person who expects everyone else to help you but isn’t contribut-
ing anything to anyone else?

Who are you intentionally or unintentionally choosing for your 
community? Are you satisfied with your choices? What choices do you 

People who use the Power of 
choice make tough decisions 
to successfully negotiate the 
transitions of life.

Here’s a THougHT…
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need to make in order to build or renovate your support community 
so that it will be more to your liking?

Choose Your Family Dynamic
A little Mexican restaurant near my house has a great all-you-can-

eat Sunday brunch bar. So the other day , right after church, I took my 
wife and kids over to see how much damage we could do to the own-
er’s bottom line. As we ate our lunch, I noticed the family at the table 
next to us sat very still, their attention focused toward their laps. The 
kids were intently focused on their video games, and the parents had 
disappeared into their texting. They didn’t talk to each other or even 
acknowledge one another’s existence the entire time they were in the 
restaurant.

I couldn’t help but wonder if this was how they always interacted—
or rather, didn’t interact. Did the parents talk with the kids only when 
the kids needed something from them or needed to be scolded? Why 
would parents choose this dynamic for their family?

Maybe I misread the situation or just caught that family on an off 
day , but either way , it made me think. A friend of mine died unexpect-
edly a couple years ago while he was estranged from his family. There 
was no warning, no time for final words. This kind of thing happens 
every day , but do we heed the warning and apply the lesson these sto-
ries tell?

The realization that life is short and this is not a dress rehearsal can 
be an impetus for implementing the Power of Choice. Whatever time 
we are given must be utilized wisely. That means taking advantage of 
our time with our family by engaging them, which is a fancy way of 
saying we need to be talking to each other. We need to interact with 
each other directly and not allow ourselves to accept adjacent relation-
ships as a standard. 

What do you want your family to look like? No, you can’t control 
your children’s actions, nor your parents’ or husband’s or wife’s or any-
one else’s, but you can control your own. What choices do you need to 
make in order to create the type of family dynamic you want?
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Choose to Be Your Best
In Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, Ebenezer Scrooge is led by 

the ghost of Christmas future to a cemetery and forced to look at his 
own gravestone. The inscription had only his name, yet it was a sym-
bol of terror and despair for Scrooge, a physical manifestation of a life 
misspent.

Suppose for a moment that you and I were to take a similar trip to 
the future and look down at your gravestone. What do you imagine 
the epitaph might read? Will we find words that hail you as victorious 
and reflect your value to your community?

•	 “Here lies a noble father, faithful friend, and beloved 
companion.”

•	 “Here lies a woman who tirelessly gave of herself to help 
those less fortunate so that their suffering might be eased.”

•	 “Here lies one who treated this life as a gift and lived each 
moment to the fullest.”

Or will the words be laced with mediocrity? 

•	 “Here lies the body of Bill Jones. He lived. He died.”
•	 “Here lies the body of Samantha Crawford. We, who were 

called her friends, didn’t know her passions, abilities, or 
dreams, if indeed she possessed any at all.”

•	 “Here lies Edward Martin, who worked as little as possible, 
doing the least he could while still drawing a paycheck. He 
cared for few, liked even fewer, and helped none.”

How will your gravestone read? You might say it won’t matter to 
you after you’re gone, but fortunately , I am asking while you are still 
alive. So what would yours say?

Maybe that’s too morbid of an exercise for you, so let me ask you 
in another way. Let’s say Time magazine has decided to select their Per-
son of the Year from 100 randomly selected individuals. Your name has 
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been chosen, and a public-relations representative has asked you to cre-
ate a one-sheet summation of your life.

What kind of picture of your life would emerge? Would the PR 
rep come away with a picture of a vibrant, energized individual who 
is contributing to his workplace, family , and community in a mean-
ingful and passionate way? Or would the piece read something like a 
grocery list? 

He goes to work each day , does a little bit, and then clocks 
out and goes to lunch. He punches back in, works a bit 
more, and then goes home, where he’ll eat supper and then 
watch television for the rest of the night. The next day he 
will get up and do the same thing. His work is adequate but 
uninspired. His relationships are taken for granted, and his 
health is abused with bad habits and a poor lifestyle.

Nobody I know would want to be described that way. No one 
wants to be characterized as mediocre. If success is defined as fulfill-
ing one’s potential, then you must endeavor to be your best if you are 
to be successful. 

Today , will you choose to just get by doing the least and being the 
least that you are capable of being, or will you choose to deliver your 
best to those with whom you live and work? 

What Else?
Did I miss any areas in which you can apply the Power of Choice? 

Absolutely! The choices available to you are limitless. Once you begin 
to be aware of your Power of Choice, you realize that every part of your 
life is a product of your decisions. But you should know and under-
stand that having the privilege, the ownership, and the responsibility 
of choice doesn’t mean that every choice you make is correct.

In one of the final scenes in the movie Indiana Jones and the Last 
Crusade, Indiana finds himself in a room full of goblets, one of which 
is the fabled Holy Grail. An ancient knight who is the guardian of the 
Holy Grail watches as the villain of the movie hastily grabs one of the 
goblets and drinks from it, hoping to gain eternal life. Rather than a 
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long life, though, his quick decision results in a rather rapid and grisly 
death. The ancient knight observes the villain’s actions and simply says, 

“He chose poorly.”
Indiana must now choose a goblet. He takes a moment, thinks 

about his decision carefully , and then drinks from the goblet he 
selected. He turns around and faces the knight, who states, “You have 
chosen wisely.”

In real life, you don’t need a knight to follow you around and make 
pronouncements regarding the wisdom or folly of your actions. The 
consequences of your actions will do that for you. The trick, of course, 
is to choose wisely. Learning the rest of the Seven Powers will help you 
do just that. I want you to think of the six remaining Powers as choices 
that you can make. As we continue, I suggest that you choose to…

Clarify your Power of Vision
Apply your Power of Mind
Engage your Power of Action
Adopt the Power of Failure
Build your Power of Character
Invest in your Power of Belief

Power of ChoICe APPlICAtIon QuestIons—
Getting a Grip on Your Steering Wheel

1. Name one area of your life in which you have left control 
up to someone else.

2. Name one area of your life in which you have used blame 
to surrender your Power of Choice. (“I’m overweight 
because of my genes.” “My sales are down because of the 
economy.”)

3. Name one time in your life that you have made a decision 
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by not making a decision. How should you have handled 
that situation?

4. Name one area of your life that you feel should be some- 
one else’s responsibility. Is your answer a reflection of an 
entitlement mentality?

5. What one choice will you make today that will help you 
grasp the steering wheel of choice more firmly?

GrouP DIsCussIon QuestIons

1. Relate a story of a time when you made the right choice 
and how that affected your life.

2. In what area(s) of your life have you allowed others to 
determine your destiny?
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