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			To my father, who taught me to fish.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			Mankind must Live to Learn…

			Before we will Learn to Live
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			Foreword

			By Stedman Graham

			Bestselling Author, Businessman, and Speaker

			Sitting at a dinner, over twenty years ago, I found that the gentleman seated next to me shared a common interest in education. The words he shared with me during that dinner caught my attention. He boldly proclaimed: “Education is Freedom!” Here was this CEO, the leader of one of the world’s most recognizable brands, 7-Eleven, acknowledging the power of education to change the world. That day, Jim Keyes and I became fast friends. We shared a love for education and a belief that everyone, armed with a good education, can accomplish anything in this wonderful world in which we live.

			I later discovered that Jim and I share many other interests including the great game of golf. On the course, I found that despite his kindness and benevolence, he was one competitive guy. He is indeed a fierce but fun competitor. Of the many talents he has, there is one that has always stood out—his determination to make things happen. Looking back at his career, he is clearly a man that rose to face a tremendous challenge. Dedicated to his purpose and cause, Jim would always follow through and deliver on the goals that he set. This book is no different. Writing a book is not easy. In fact, it is probably one of the most difficult challenges a person can take on. I applaud him for seeing this process through and bringing this important message to the world. With this book, he is now able to share his remarkable insight into the power of education.

			But that is just one medium to share his love of education with the world. Jim is also the founder of the Education is Freedom Foundation. I had the privilege of serving for many years as a founding member on the organization’s board of directors and continue to be proud of the work they have done. The foundation has changed hundreds of thousands of lives by helping young people understand the value of education and believe in their own ability to navigate an educational journey. For many years, I encouraged Jim to expand the reach of this important initiative. That is the foundation on which Jim built Education Is Freedom.

			Jim continues to support many other organizations that focus on helping people succeed. He is an amazing presenter and speaker, and now, through this book, he can share his personal and professional message with a much wider, even worldwide, audience. I am confident you will enjoy it and learn a great deal from Jim’s humble upbringing and remarkable professional and personal accolades.

			Jim is, and always has been, committed to the belief that every person—especially in America—deserves an education. Armed with that education, anything is possible. That message is more important now than at any other time in our history. We have experienced the Industrial Age and the Machine Age. Now, we are in the Information Age. Today, we have so much access to this information. There has never been a better time for advancement. When we learn how to take such content and apply it to our talents, skills, and abilities—the things that make us who we are—we can achieve amazing results.

			Living in America offers us so many opportunities and resources. But we lessen those possibilities without a solid education. When I was younger, I wish I would have understood the value and importance of education. I wish I recognized how it could change your life. Luckily, it is never too late. I realize that today and find myself trying to make up for lost time. If we could share this understanding with every young person across the globe, then we can rescue them from their own self-doubt. We can empower them with a belief in the power of learning to overcome obstacles and unlock opportunity. What if we could share this message with the world. When we help even one child, we help the entire community. Well now we can help all of humanity, by spreading the word about Education Is Freedom!

			We can all be reminded of the power of learning to transform lives…even our own.

			This is why I am very excited about Jim’s work and commitment to empowering people to recognize that education really is freedom. It is an honor and a pleasure to be part of this movement.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			A Handbook for Humanity

			Whatever the circumstances of your birth, none of us are born free. Freedom is something we learn. As a child, we could not survive alone in the jungle or on the streets. We need to learn to have the necessities of survival. That reality doesn’t change as we age. We must learn to be free. This doesn’t mean simply learning the basics. Yes, we all must learn to read, write, and do basic arithmetic. But learning doesn’t stop there. True freedom requires that we continue to learn and grow our knowledge. As we will find, knowledge alone isn’t enough. We must also develop wisdom for our personal growth and for the future of mankind. The more we learn, as individuals and as one people living together on this planet earth, the more freedom we can enjoy.

			But what is freedom? Today, the word freedom is front and center in the headlines. To some it means freedom of speech or freedom of religion. To others it might mean freedom from discrimination. To the avid outdoorsman, it might be the freedom to bear arms. To others it might be freedom to marry the person of one’s choice. When difficult choices must be made, our individual pursuit of freedom may at times conflict with the freedoms of others. In the extreme, one person’s definition of freedom may be seen as another person’s fascism and maybe yet another person’s communism. For true freedom to exist in any form, within any society, there is one common denominator. Individuals must be able to make informed choices and informed decisions. Therefore knowledge is a prerequisite for freedom to exist. Beyond simple knowledge, our wisdom is essential for freedom to thrive. This, of course, is why education is freedom!

			The pages ahead will trace the pathway for education to develop our individual and collective wisdom. Along the way, we will address the what, how, and why of learning. You may already know much of what you might discover in these pages, but it is intended to serve as a reminder or an awakening of the critical success factors that help us learn. The objective is, very simply, to inspire us all to learn and to keep learning because wisdom (a higher degree of knowledge) is the lifeblood of a civil society and the oxygen that fuels our personal enlightenment.

			To my young readers: the future is yours. I encourage you to fuel your dreams with learning. There is much debate in recent years about the importance of college or advanced education. Don’t be fooled. The more you learn, the more you can do. Whether a trade that requires vocational training or a professional career that requires a graduate degree, continued learning is essential to be the best at what you do. The more you learn, the more freedom you will enjoy to pursue your dreams.

			To those in the first third of life’s journey: it is never too late to embrace change. Learning allows you to change your trajectory to achieve your dreams. If you’re trapped in a job that doesn’t fulfill you or if you’re ready to pursue an additional degree, the more you are able to learn the more opportunity you will enjoy. This book will impart the confidence you need to embrace change and course correct. Know that it is never, ever too late!

			For those in the second two thirds of their lives: let this work be a reminder that it is never too late to learn. Whether a new hobby, a new language, or a new career later in life, the more we learn, the more we can live. The more we as individuals can reignite our fundamental learning skills, the more we will collectively contribute to society. The future of freedom depends on it.

			From the first moments of putting pen on paper, I hoped to make this book an extension of my dream in building the Education is Freedom Foundation. That dream is a lifelong mission to help each of us recognize our full potential by taking advantage of the power of education to improve our lives and the lives of those around us. My mission is to inspire readers to believe in themselves and address the what, how, and why of education.

			In the pages to follow, you’ll find personal anecdotes from my own journey, and the experiences of friends and those throughout history who have successfully used education to change their own life and to enrich the lives of others. It is not a memoir, but instead intended to provide examples from my life journey to show what is possible even with seemingly impossible odds. It is intended to inspire others to accomplish the impossible and to use education as their path to freedom.

			My dream is to enable more people to use education as their path to success. If you agree with this goal, then I hope you’ll see Education Is Freedom as a book to be given to anyone who wishes to succeed in their learning journey. While the goal is that Education Is Freedom becomes a beacon of hope for students to believe in themselves and their ability to fulfill their full destiny through education, the dream doesn’t stop there. There is a broader audience that I hope this book will inspire.

			The broader audience is all of us, society at large. As a people, we owe the general advancement of the human condition today to the growth of knowledge over the centuries. Most of the issues that we grapple with today from crime to personal safety; from hunger to malnutrition; from terrorism to war are all problems that can be improved if not eradicated through the power of knowledge. The future of humanity will hinge on our continued growth of individual and collective knowledge. With this objective, Education Is Freedom is a timely handbook for humanity.

			Our founding fathers understood that only an educated populace could make the American experiment in self-government succeed. Thomas Jefferson believed that the very cornerstone of our democracy would rest on the foundation of an educated electorate. “If a nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a state of civilization,” he said, “it expects what never was and never will be.” Throughout history, the two-party system in our democracy has maintained a healthy debate over two sides of virtually every issue. Today, that debate has often become less than healthy, degenerating into polarized positions with an absence of civil discourse. The importance of embracing what I call the “C-Suite of Learning: change, confidence, clarity, critical thinking, curiosity, creativity, collaboration, cultural literacy, and character,” are all essential to enhance our democratic process.

			One thing both parties have in common is a fundamental belief in the importance of education to the preservation of freedom. Ronald Reagan once said, “If America is to offer greater economic opportunity to her citizens, if she’s to defend our freedom, democracy, and keep the peace, then our children will need wisdom, courage, and strength—virtues beyond their reach without education.” John F. Kennedy, who inspired the country to put a man on the moon, said that “our progress as a nation can be no swifter than our progress in education. The human mind is our fundamental resource.”

			President Kennedy’s speech held a bold challenge in September 1962 at Rice University in Houston: “We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard.” Seven years later, while at a Boy Scout Camp called Treasure Valley, I watched Buzz Aldrin and Neil Armstrong become the first men to walk on the moon.

			Few of us have been blessed with the ability to call an Apollo astronaut, “my friend Buzz.” I have had that blessing. Little did I know that many years later I would be on stage with Buzz, being inducted into the Horatio Alger Association of Distinguished Americans. Since meeting Buzz, I’ve enjoyed the incredible privilege of flying with him and other Apollo astronauts like Walt Cunningham of Apollo 7, Al Worden of Apollo 15, and Charlie Duke of Apollo 16 as copilots in the cockpit of an aircraft with the time to discuss life and its many challenges. There is one common denominator amongst these great American heroes—they have seen the Earth from a different vantage point. Looking back on the Earth from space, they saw the most beautiful planet imaginable. They didn’t see borders, the Vietnam War in progress, the demonstrations back home, the racism tearing people apart, or the poverty gripping entire nations. Not in the least.

			Rather, the beautiful planet they saw before them was home. They saw fellow earthlings…not races, not ideologies, not religions, and not gender. They saw fellow inhabitants of this beautiful planet Earth, one planet, under God, indivisible. They saw that knowledge made it possible for mankind to travel beyond the gravitational pull of Earth, and that education made it possible for them as individuals to have the privilege of making that journey. A common denominator among all who have seen this planet from space is that we are all in this together, as one people, and our individual and collective education will continue to make this world a better place.

			In the future, perhaps we will all one day enjoy this “world view,” but meanwhile we should all recognize the power of education to bring us together as one people. Every future astronaut who walks across the campus of the Air Force Academy will see a statue with a plaque that reads: “Man’s flight through life is sustained by the power of his knowledge.” May the following pages provide tailwinds and some additional lift for your flight through life.
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			Section I

			Living to Learn
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			As infants, we first learned to crawl and then to walk. Through knowledge, humans learned to drive and even to fly. Yet, we only learn to soar through wisdom. Learning powers our journey through life, but the wisdom from that learning allows us to soar as free as an eagle above the rest. We can choose to live a simple life, learning only what we need to survive. Or, we can pursue a path of lifelong learning and enjoy all that this wonderful life has to offer. The choice is yours.

			In your flight through life, education is the wind beneath your wings. Each of us is blessed with a beautiful mind that can elevate us beyond our imagination. From the first hours of consciousness, our mind begins the slow process of learning and developing the programming that guides our dreams, our abilities, our experiences, and ultimately our destiny. Learning then becomes a lifelong endeavor. But it is one that comes with a choice—to be passive observers and allow this programming to be influenced by what we see and hear alone or to be active programmers that seek knowledge to help us grow.

			Our environment and upbringing may influence this choice. Our socioeconomic reality, family circumstances, or any number of factors can impact our potential, but rarely defines it. The obstacles are many and the excuses are easy. To some, it may seem impossible because there is always someone or something in the way, seemingly trying to hold us down or take away what we have. No one can take away what you learn, what you know, and what you understand. It is, in many respects, the only true wealth that we have while on this earth. We can then turn this true wealth of knowledge into material benefits and enjoy a life of luxury, or we can use it to enrich the lives of others. The choice is yours, but the simple truth is that education will provide more options and more choices.

			If you live to learn…then you will be on your way toward learning to live.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Education IS Freedom: 
Finding the Spark

			“Education is the key to unlock the golden door of freedom.”

			George Washington Carver

			Lifelong learning is a journey. It begins with curiosity, so join me by putting your curiosity into high gear. Let’s take a few steps together. During this one small segment of your lifelong journey, we will explore many tales of adventure, opportunity, and, most importantly, freedom. This freedom isn’t exclusive to one person, one sex, one race, or even one country. It is a story of freedom and opportunity that we can share and replicate. It can be your story. It can be our story.

			Let’s begin with an example: the story of a young child whose experience many millions of children across the globe have endured. Growing up without running water with a wood-burning stove and little to eat, the child could be in the streets of Brazil, the outback of Australia, or the wilds of Africa. Instead, this little boy grew up in a small town in central Massachusetts in a family with too little money and too many children to feed. The child’s father and grandfather built the family’s simple frame house on a humble plot of land. They didn’t get around to installing plumbing or central heat but hoped to afford it one day. The challenges of that life were too much for the young boy’s mother, who left for another man and the “luxury” of a mobile home. The little boy struggled to understand his mother’s unhappiness. The place wasn’t fancy, but it was home.

			There were no expectations of the child beyond staying out of trouble or one day securing a job at the local factory. His brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, and pretty much everyone in this small mill town had followed a similar career trajectory. Many of the boy’s friends and family quit school, married early, and worked in the factory. His siblings all encouraged their younger brother to pursue a different path. His parents didn’t know how or why, but they too agreed that education would change his life. It did. We all have a story, but this one was mine.

			I was that little boy, and somehow managed to beat the odds. My father often said, “Get an education, son. It’s the only thing they can’t take away from you.” I always wondered about this fatalistic advice but have heard many others echo it over the years. Why was my father so negative about those who would try to take something away? Why was he frustrated with his life? In my young eyes, he had it all—a home, a great kid to have as his sidekick, a car, a job in the local factory, and all the food and drink he needed. What more could one want?

			True, we lacked running water in the house, but the pump outside delivered some of the coldest, freshest water I’ve ever tasted. True, we lacked a few creature comforts like central heat or air conditioning, but the wood-burning stove made it quite toasty during winter and the screens on our windows allowed for a nice breeze in the summer. What, I wondered, did my dad feel we were missing?

			I remember asking him this once while fishing for lake trout at a local pond: “What more do you want, Dad? Is it money or things that we need to make us happy?”

			He paused, surprised I had asked such a deep question. “No, son,” he said. “It is freedom. I want the freedom to travel, the freedom to show you the world and to open your eyes to new opportunities and new adventures. The world is a glorious place, and I feel that we are trapped in part by my job and by the need to focus on necessities to live. I don’t need money to be happy, but I do need freedom. I want that freedom for you, son. I wish I could show you the path, but I don’t know how. All I know is that education seems to be the one common denominator that separates those who are free from those who are trapped in their own reality. Someone can take your money, your things, or your job, but they can’t take away what you know. With that knowledge, you can replace anything lost, you can be free to explore the world, and you will be beholden to no one. It is freedom, son, that you should seek, and the absolute key to freedom is to learn as much as you can, every day of your life.”

			I didn’t understand this advice, but I did take to heart the importance of education. Beyond the words of my father, I didn’t have much else for inspiration. No one in my immediate family went on to college. Making it through high school, getting a job, and having a family became the typical path in our small factory town. Even among my extended family, only one uncle (my father’s brother) had a college degree, and he went on to become a high school teacher in North Adams, Massachusetts.

			I remembered trips to his North Adams home, a special treat during fall foliage season when the trees of the Berkshire Mountains would explode with color and the apples were crisp to the bite. His majestic home with running water and central heating featured an impressive library. As a child, the ability to afford a house with running water and the presence of books became my standard for “success.” Many years later, I would be shocked to return to his modest frame home, having remembered it as a palatial estate. When I asked Uncle Leonard to see his “library,” he had no idea what I meant. He took me to the small laundry room and pointed to a bookshelf above the washer/dryer. “This is the only place I’ve ever kept my books in this house,” he told me.

			That was the “library,” a small shelf in the washroom, but through the eyes of a child this modest collection of books represented the key to knowledge and a ticket to success. It doesn’t take much to inspire a child or to leave a lasting impression. In comparison to my dad, his brother enjoyed far more freedom. As a teacher, he took summers off and traveled the world. He wasn’t trapped at a factory or forced to work at a machine for long hours every day. I wanted that kind of freedom. I didn’t know the secret, or even the path, but I saw books as the portal. Through books I believed I could achieve freedom. I took seriously my father’s admonition to learn, so I buried myself in books. They were my escape. They held the secrets of the universe and the key to independence. This was my spark!

			This spark opened my eyes to the power of knowledge to change your quality of life. The real richness of life comes from experience not from money. I was fortunate to discover this at an early age. As a child, I didn’t understand the difference between rich and poor. In my rural yard, filled with junk cars that my father would spend weekends tearing apart for scrap metal, my friends all found adventure. Together, we climbed on top of the cars and sat for hours inside, using our imaginations to create a fantasy environment, pretending to drive cross country together in one of those rusted-out vessels without an engine. My friends from the wealthy side of town had game rooms filled with the newest toys and technology, but their preference was to come to my place where they could run free. They had rules, they had constraints, and they had obligations to fulfill. I had poverty, but I didn’t know it.

			One Christmas, a well-dressed woman brought a basket of food to our house. I asked my grandmother why. She explained that the church was delivering food to the poor. I didn’t understand. We weren’t poor; we were rich. We had food, even if it was the blocks of government surplus cheddar cheese. We had water, even if it was from an outside well. We had freedom. I could feel the difference between our freedom and the constraints that others seemed to have. Of course, I didn’t understand it nor could I explain it, but I knew there was a difference. I came to know at a very early age that freedom had little to do with money or things but instead had everything to do with life’s experiences. I also learned that life’s experiences come in all different shapes and sizes.

			I knew things that these children, my peers in age but not experience, had been sheltered from. I knew about divorce. My parents separated when I was five. I knew about mortality. My father, who was my best friend and fishing buddy, passed away from cancer when I was twelve. I knew about dislocation. Walking home from my sixth-grade class, I found a sign that read “condemned” tacked on the door of our modest home, forcing me to live with my mother in her trailer home. I knew about abuse. Trying to find a better life for us, my mother moved us into a small home with her boyfriend. He was a master at physical and mental abuse. I knew about fear. While others dismissed my fear as irrational, I was honestly afraid he would try to kill me in my sleep. I knew about mental illness. After one of the nightly heated quarrels, I heard a car start in the basement garage of his home. Unsure of what was going on, I ran downstairs, only to discover him unconscious in his own car in a carbon monoxide–filled garage after he attempted to take his own life. I knew about survival. I knew that no one was going to take care of me if I didn’t first take care of myself.

			Despite those many challenges, I learned that adversity gave me strength. It made me tougher than my peers. When they fell off their bikes, they would run home crying. I had no one to run home to. Of course, I felt disadvantaged at times. I would sometimes ask, “Why me, Lord?” I would look around at many of my friends and wonder why they had such wonderful homes, clean clothes, and people to take care of them. But they were different. I found that many were soft. I didn’t see the grit, the drive, and the determination. I saw fear, and I saw weakness. They were well cared for, but I was free. Was I free in a literal sense? Of course not; because of financial constraints, I had more limitations and restrictions than most of my peers. I knew that I wanted more for my own life and developed a thirst for knowledge. As I saw it, the more I knew, the more I could do. My father taught me to fish, literally. While other parents gave their child fish on a plate, my father taught me to catch them. And catch them I did. If I had a rod and a body of water, no one was going hungry on my watch.

			It took many years to realize that adversity was an advantage. It gave me strength and a higher sense of awareness of the world around me. In many ways, it gave me freedom. My freedom came from within. I was free from the inside out. I was free in my mind, and that sense of freedom turned into a life of learning. That life of learning turned into a life of adventure and the foundation for this book.

			Despite the hostile environment or constant challenges of a broken home, quickly I learned that success breeds success. As my grades improved due to my obsession with books, so did the encouragement. Teachers all provided strong support to promote my continued progress despite my tattered clothes and lack of personal hygiene. Without running water in the home, my first “bath” occurred at a relative’s house at the age of ten. I wanted a better life for myself, so I invested even more deeply in my education.

			I embraced learning. Taking on music, art, languages, and even athletics filled me with a love of adventure. Every new skill became a new love affair. A love of art gave me more to share with a new group of friends. A love of music led to jobs playing the organ at church services and weddings. A love of athletics taught me the importance of teamwork and kept me physically and mentally fit. Participation in the theater gave me a sense of confidence on stage that would become valuable for public speaking later. A love of life came from the study of humanities and a growing love for my fellow citizens of this Earth.

			Any academic success I enjoyed did not materialize because of natural ability but because of my commitment to hard work. I may not have been smarter than anyone else in class, but I was determined to outwork them. This academic determination led to success throughout my educational journey, which included degrees from the College of the Holy Cross and the Columbia School of Business and a year abroad at the University of London. The combination of this academic journey and a commitment to hard work created career opportunities. In less than twenty years post-graduation, I had the privilege of leading two iconic brands. The first: as CEO of 7-Eleven, I oversaw a global public company and iconic brand with more than forty thousand stores. Then, I served as Chairman and CEO of Blockbuster. Education clearly fueled this odds-defying journey. Looking back, I realized that if I could do this, then anyone could. I’ve spent much of my life sharing the message that education combined with lifelong learning is the pathway to freedom. Despite obstacles, hurdles, and challenges, learning is at our fingertips and available to us all.

			This awakening to the power of learning is certainly not new. Nelson Mandela called education “the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.” His dear friend Oprah Winfrey has echoed these words, saying that education “is the key to unlocking the world, a passport to freedom.” I had heard these words of wisdom, but they didn’t sink in until a fateful encounter occurred one day on the Columbia University campus. I had been invited back to the business school to guest lecture for a course on leadership. Walking across campus in a suit and tie, briefcase in hand, a sense of pride and accomplishment welled up in me. Feeling a bit full of myself, I encountered a young man as he left the business school. The young African-American student, arms full of books, sported a T-shirt that stopped me in my tracks.

			Three simple words blared from his shirt: “Education Is Freedom.” The brilliance of these three words was life changing. I caught his attention, shook his hand, and introduced myself. I explained that his T-shirt had made an impression. I told him: “That’s me! I am a product of education. Education is my freedom and has changed my life…so I’m grateful to you for proudly wearing that shirt and opening my eyes to this reality…that I am who I am, what I am, and where I am because of education, and I will be forever grateful for that awareness.”

			Encountering that young man changed my life. In that moment, a realization set in: my education wasn’t over; it was just beginning. It dawned on me that I carried each lesson I had learned in a toolbox, and I could retrieve those lessons at will and place new lessons in the box. That chance encounter led me to become even more committed to lifelong learning and the opportunities that education can provide. I also became committed to sharing this awareness with others, to pay it forward by making everyone, young and old, understand that education is the path to individual freedom and, in a broader context, the freedom of all humankind. If I could do it, then clearly anyone could!

			As simple as it may seem, if education is freedom, then freedom is powered by education. Since the beginning of time, both education and freedom began with the individual. Society (or humanity as I like to call it) is simply the cumulative reflection of the individuals within it. If we live in a society filled with uneducated individuals, then we cannot exist in a world of democratic self-determination and true freedom cannot exist. That then leads to three extremely important questions to address:

			1.Why must we learn? Learning is life and growth. We must learn to collaborate to be productive members of society; to understand and appreciate cultural diversity; and to recognize that our character or identity is what we become to the world we face.

			2.How do we learn? The basic formula for learning hasn’t really changed since the beginning of time. As humans, our mind is capable of critical thinking. But that skill often goes unexercised. Driving critical thinking is our native curiosity that makes us look around and wonder “why.” Sprinkle in some creativity, and we are ready to have fun while learning.

			3.What must we learn? Before beginning to learn, we must discard the obstacles of our own development. The ability to adapt to change, the confidence to do something about it, and the clarity to see through the darkness to the light and beyond are all things we must learn to do before we can begin our true learning journey.

			Education has influenced each of our lives since birth. Whether it be in a traditional classroom setting or the kind of education you “experience”—street smarts, teamwork, relationships, and so much more—our individual and collective education is literally a cornerstone of society and crucial to our very existence.

			Even though education is nearly everywhere we look, few speak of it in its most vital sense—as a path to freedom. That’s right, education can set you free; free you of boundaries, of limiting beliefs, of poverty, of adversity, of poor influences, of scarcity of any kind. Education, in its many forms, is a life-changing and world-shaping solution that we often ignore because it is so obvious in all its elegant simplicity. Education is freedom!

			If you love the idea of being free, it is vital that you understand what it means to be free. Freedom is often a misunderstood word, and to further complicate things, it has taken on a new meaning in recent times. We all know that freedom is, fundamentally, a “right or privilege.” It is “the state or quality of being free” which means “exemption or liberation from the control of some other person or some arbitrary power.” It means liberty. It means independence. It means the ability to control your destiny. This Collins Dictionary definition sounds quite simple on its face, but the concept of freedom is far more complex.

			Freedom is an elusive dream because it eludes definition. It represents an internal conflict between free will and societal order. As such, the entire concept of freedom starts with an internal desire for free will and a willingness to do whatever it takes to balance that free will with whatever constraints the world around us may present. Free will begins with us, individually, in our thoughts and in our words. No one can give you freedom as it is something, like one’s faith or inner peace, that must come from within. A prisoner in chains may have lost his physical liberty, but no one can control his mind, his dreams, and his free will to think and dream.

			Since self-determination begins with “thyself,” it should be logical that we must take responsibility for our own freedom. Because we are not alone in this world, our freedom also comes with a responsibility to others that we all must accept and exercise with the highest degree of accountability. No one will “make” us free or “set” us free. Freedom is a destiny that you choose and comes with a responsibility to yourself AND to others.

			Creating Your Destiny:
 C-Suite Learnings

			It took many years for my own road map to freedom to come into focus. Strangely enough, that awareness first occurred in the framework of a dream. Early in my career, I had one of those crazy early-morning dreams that make you want to leap out of bed and write down what you just experienced. In the dream, I was to receive a gift. It was the gift of life, of mindfulness, or as I like to say, the gift of freedom. To earn this gift I was asked to perform three different tasks. After each task, I was congratulated for the successful completion of that assignment, and just as I was to receive the gift, I suddenly woke from the dream. Wildly disappointed that I didn’t stay asleep long enough to receive the gift, I leapt out of bed because I couldn’t wait to write down the three concepts that were rattling around in my head: Change…Confidence…Clarity.

			All I could see on the notepad in front of me were these three simple words, as I pondered what it meant. The next day, I asked a few friends to help me interpret this vivid dream. I couldn’t understand how these three words could have translated into a “gift.” Selfishly, I wanted to better understand the key to this amazing gift of freedom and life. To my friends, it was a simple translation. “Your very success to date, Jim, is due to those three gifts. You have the gift of change. Your ability to embrace change helped you deal with adversity and turn it into opportunity. Your gift of confidence allowed you to believe that anything is possible with a little diligence and hard work. Finally, your gift of clarity is what makes it all work. You can break down difficult problems into simple solutions and then communicate those solutions in
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