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			Endorsements for SOLAR COASTER

			“SOLAR COASTER is a rare business story that pays attention to the soul. Jared Schoch reminds us that behind every career is a deeper calling—and that the most meaningful success comes when we learn to follow it.”

			Michael Havercamp, director of Spiritual Formation—Africa, Young Life

			“Integrating spiritual growth into purposeful, soul-driven business leadership, Jared Schoch credits his Jesuit education—analytical thinking, ethical discernment, and service to others—as a north star for navigating a volatile high stakes industry while maintaining personal integrity. This book offers inspiration and invaluable practical wisdom to all who aspire to balanced and successful leadership.”

			John J. Cecero, S.J., vice president for Mission Integration and Ministry, Fordham University

			“SOLAR COASTER is a fascinating look at one of the most dynamic industries of our time—and a reminder that how you ride the highs and lows matters just as much as where you land. Guided by his spiritual compass and the superb instincts of his wife, Jared reflects on a career defined not just by tenacity and persistence, but by a deep belief that conscious, soul-led leadership is the only kind worth practicing. Part industry memoir, part personal philosophy, this is a book for anyone who wants to succeed without losing themselves along the way.”

			Britta von Oesen, managing director, cohead Energy Transformation Group, CG/CRC-IB

			“The solar coaster is real and Jared’s depiction of it is spot on. I have been riding it, much of it with Jared, for the last fifteen years. Real success in an industry this volatile isn’t about luck but a deeper grounding—it requires a level of belief and clarity that only comes from leading with soul.”

			Salar Naini, president, TurningPoint Energy

			“In his book SOLAR COASTER, Jared Schoch offers a refreshingly honest take on traditional entrepreneurship and the inner ‘soul’ that it takes to succeed with integrity. Schoch is an undeniable expert in solar power, having spent most of his career in the US solar industry building very successful companies. The lessons Schoch offers about solar entrepreneurship alone make SOLAR COASTER worth reading. But this book is so much more than just another lesson on entrepreneurship. Schoch ventures into a topic that few authors take on directly. Call it integrity, spirituality, or, as Schoch does, ‘soul,’ it is what often separates successful (and happy) long-term entrepreneurs from ones who are either unsuccessful or never experience the joy of gratified entrepreneurship. As a multiple technology entrepreneur myself, I know what it takes to maintain integrity in everything you do as an entrepreneur, whether with your customers, employees, investors, suppliers, or just the people who clean your office. It is a way of living with gratitude that informs your every decision and action. As Schoch puts it, it is the soul of who you are. This is true no matter what name you call God, or even if you don’t believe in God at all. The soul of who you are defines the type of entrepreneur you are or will be, which defines both your success and the happiness you draw therefrom. Schoch weaves these lessons throughout his book on solar entrepreneurship, making SOLAR COASTER one of the most insightful books on entrepreneurial leadership I have read.”

			Robert A. “Bobby” Savoie, PhD, dean of the college of business, Loyola University New Orleans
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			For you. Because I was inspired to write this book for those searching for the meanings of their lives, those in search of a purpose-filled life, and those who are interested in inspiration to keep on keeping on in their own life journeys. And if you’ve picked up this book, there is a good chance you need to hear what I have to share with you.
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			Part 1

			Introductions

		

	
		
			Why?

			“Books give a soul to the universe, wings to the mind, flight to the imagination, and life to everything.”

			—Plato

			While I was writing this book, my wife sent me a blog post by Seth Godin1 in which he demonstrates that books don’t sell and book publishers are in a brutal business. Less than 1 percent of new books sell more than a thousand copies. Far less than 1 percent make the New York Times Best Sellers list, and far less than that fraction of 1 percent actually become classics read by generations. The Godin article concludes that the only reason to write a book is for a greater cause than oneself, and that is exactly what I’m trying to do here.

			This book is the culmination of twenty-five years of thinking about many things, figuring out many things, and finally, writing down my journey and what I’ve learned along the way. I’m writing this book in the hope of inspiring you because with everything I do, I try to change the world in a positive way, to pay it forward. I felt called to do it, and I listened.

			I had started writing this book a dozen times over the last dozen years, and man, were those first drafts bad. Timing, I have learned so many times in life, is everything. And the time is finally right.

			 Any net profit I make from this book in my lifetime will be used to help move the needle on spiritual growth, climate change, education, and poverty…as my wife and I have felt called to do.

			

			
					1	“Books don’t sell,” Seth’s Blog, April 26, 2024, https://seths.blog/2024/04/books-dont-sell/.

				
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Putting the Soul in Solar Coaster

			“The journey of life is not paved in blacktop; it is not brightly lit, and it has no road signs. It is a rocky path through the wilderness.”

			—M. Scott Peck, M.D., The Road Less Traveled

			This is not just my story. This book focuses on my experiences as a solar-industry insider, with important fragments of my life interwoven throughout to tell a story that so many have encouraged me to write down over the years. This is the story of the rise of the US solar energy industry over the last twenty years and of what we have experienced as we focus on solving one of humanity’s greatest existential threats: climate change.

			Those of us who have been in the belly of the beast that is the solar industry long enough affectionately call it the Solar Coaster due to the ups and downs and constant shifts and changes that have made this industry absolutely insane, always challenging, but also wonderful all the way through.

			The third section of this book is titled My So(u)lar Coaster. So why add Soul to an insider story on the US solar industry? Because fundamentally every one of us who has chosen a purpose-driven life is also driven by our souls, our hearts, and our purpose as people, and my story incorporates how something greater than ourselves, which I define as God, has guided me through this entire journey and how that path unfolded, how I was guided, and what I have done as a result. I hope this book inspires, because God inspired me to write it. Not for me, but for you, or anyone who is looking for an example of what might be if you take your own leap of faith, over and over and over again throughout your career and your life, following your soul and therefore your best path.

			Don’t get me wrong; I’m no saint. I continue to make my share of sinful mistakes. Ask anyone who has ever worked with me, called me a friend or a family member. But I keep trying. I keep trying to do right, do good, and be a steward of the gifts I have been given and use those gifts to do God’s work.

			I’m also no holy roller. I’m not here to convert you to believe in God, or Christianity, for that matter. I’m simply here to tell you my story and allow you to see a pattern of choices and experiences that have led me to continue to strengthen my soul more and more, which has in turn pointed me more fully to God as the years have gone by. The more I have done this, the greater business success I have had, which in turn has given me a greater responsibility to give back and pay it forward.

			Why are any of us in business in the first place? Well, first, we must understand the fundamental definition of the word “business.” After much contemplation on the word over many years (yes, seriously; I spend a lot of time thinking about these types of things), my definition of a business is any group of people working together to accomplish something greater than any one person can accomplish on their own. So why do we work in a business?

			To earn money, sure, but that’s not a reason; that’s a result. Money is the lifeblood of any business, but that is not the purpose for the existence of the business in the first place. This is something that many have forgotten over the years. In much of our US economic and democratic system, our culture is so independent and so capitalistic that we have put money, profit, and endless selfish growth ahead of the fundamental good of what business is supposed to do in the first place. Look at how bastardized our food system is, our overuse of plastic when we could use easily recyclable materials, how much pollution we put into the air, into the ground, into the water, into everything, all with a focus on maximizing productivity to the detriment of all of us. We have been putting profit ahead of people and purpose, as a culture, as a society.

			Businesses exist to accomplish a purpose, a greater good, something that the group of people working at the business believes in and wants to fulfill. Look at most businesses out there and they are trying to help improve the human condition and the world at large.

			Sure, there are a myriad of businesses you could easily argue are terrible, that treat their employees and customers terribly, or do not fulfill their true potential. These are poorly run companies that have forgotten or never understood their true purpose or the true value they create. These businesses generally don’t last long, and if they do, they are at the bottom of the barrel of value creation and therefore are also bad performers.

			There is another set of businesses out there created to actually do fundamentally bad things—hackers, tobacco, illicit drugs, human trafficking, and the like. A group of people who have consciously signed up to be part of the problem, they have sold their souls for money. Selfish greed. Fundamental evil. There are a lot of businesses like this everywhere in the world.

			So, as I think about it, to really understand business requires understanding what is fundamentally good and what is fundamentally evil, what is fundamentally right and what is fundamentally wrong. When you unpeel this layer of the onion of business, then something must govern you as an individual, as a business, and as a society…and humanity as a whole.

			As I have trained my management teams for years, this is what people call your heart or your soul, what drives your moral compass, what guides your decision-making process.

			In his book Give and Take, Adam Grant recognizes three distinct categories of businesspeople: givers, brokers, and takers. The most successful businesspeople in the long run give to others, asking for nothing or little in return. They build an amazing reputation, create immense value, and are respected by those who cross their path. The least successful businesspeople in the long run take from others as much as possible, which eventually reduces their success through a bad reputation. In the middle is the broker, giving and taking but wanting equal treatment along the way. We have all been brokers depending on whether we are dealing with givers or takers. I have chosen to surround myself with givers, to consciously talk about and work on giving with my teams, and strive to be a giver every day while leaving the takers and brokers behind. I translate givers to be those to be driven by soul, those that are purpose-driven, those that are trying to do something greater than just bettering themselves, in alignment with this soul-driven approach.

			And while most people I have discussed this with agree that we all have souls that help drive our decision making and approach to life, I have also found there is a much greater debate on whether there is the existence of what I call God. After two thousand–plus years of deep-rooted cultural belief in God, the independent Western mindset of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, established via the philosophies articulated by Nietzsche, Sartre, Freud, and the like, had shifted the thinking of our society to the point where the very existence of God is up for debate.

			However, there seems to have been a global shift in the last ten years back toward the belief in the existence of God, led by many of the brightest academics and scientists of our time, some of whom had been skeptics for most of their lives. I think people in general have realized that a life with no deep meaning is not worth living, and that filling life with material things and shallow online relationships just leads to depression and creates many of the problems now facing our society. That has led many to believe that there must be something greater than ourselves, turning us back toward God.

			I was fortunate to grow up in a Christian family where, yes, I was forced to go to church by my parents like so many disgruntled former Christians. But instead of fighting and resisting church and all things Christianity, I gave it a chance. And then as a teenager I got involved in an organization called Young Life, and I started to feel God’s presence in my life more and more.

			And while US society was founded on Christian values that are woven into our constitution, our laws, customs, and culture, it seems that our evolved culture today glorify the opposite of Christianity at almost every turn. I was fortunate enough to pick a Catholic Jesuit university that gave me space and time to really wrestle with the fundamental questions around the existence of God and helped provide a historical and sociological framework and context to understand not just Nietzsche, Sartre, and Freud—atheists revolting against the concept of God—but also Plato, Aquinas, Einstein, Jesus Christ, the Buddha, and Muhammed (investing deeper into the depth of a proven God). And being conscious of my spiritual self has afforded me the opportunity to strengthen my soul from my teenage years to now, as I enter my fifties.

			When I started my own company, I decided it was time to teach others that I worked with, managed, and mentored about the importance of strengthening the soul as part of the process of becoming a great business manager and leader. The approach of bringing spirituality into business had, throughout my career to date, been considered a no-no that violated the separation-of-church-and-state rule where we are to separate work and our personal lives and our spiritual lives, for that matter. But my company was to be different, and I was finally ready to put as much “soul” in my company as possible knowing then (and now) how valuable and wonderful it is.

			Like a muscle, the soul must be exercised, strengthened, utilized, and focused if any of us are to use it effectively. And as a business leader who has been leading teams and companies for much of my career, I can tell you it’s the hard decisions made each week, month, quarter, and year that determine if your business makes the right “soul-driven good choice” versus those choices that send us down the wrong path, which is so easy to do. Those choices determine, in my experience, the ultimate success or failure of a business.

			I try to demonstrate this soul-based approach throughout this book with the hope that it will help you going forward as well.

		

	
		
			Part 2

			Humble Beginnings

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Roots and Resilience

			“Everything in moderation. This is the path to a good life.”

			—My mom, Patricia Schoch

			My mom’s a farmer’s daughter from North Dakota, my dad’s from Philadelphia, and I was born in Oklahoma and grew up in Texas. As any good old farmer or rancher would know, my mom married a “dude,” which is an old term for a city slicker. And I grew up a mixed breed of Americana. While I grew up in Texas, I wasn’t really a Texan because my house wasn’t Texan but rather a mix of hard-working, tough-minded, stubborn Catholic and Christian midwestern and East Coast values that happened to reside in this place called Texas (mostly).

			My parents were journalists, which meant we lived modestly in middle-class America and we moved around a lot growing up. Back then, journalists worked for newspapers that were printed, distributed, and read daily. The only way to get more up-to-the-minute news was on the evening news on television, listening to it on the radio, or waiting for the next morning’s paper.

			When a journalist got promoted, it was typically at another newspaper owned by the same company but in another city. We moved five times while I was growing up, from Oklahoma City to San Angelo to San Antonio to Dallas to New Jersey and then back to Dallas. A key lesson I learned from all this moving that I’ve applied in life and business is that some places fit you and others don’t. In other words, if you’re not happy where you are, go find your people somewhere else. They’re out there; you just have to get to the right place. It’s not your fault if you don’t fit in; it’s just where you are in that particular time and place that doesn’t fit.

			I was the middle kid of three: I have an older brother and a younger sister. Working hard was critically important in my house growing up. Both of my parents worked and expected us kids to study hard, play sports hard, do our chores well, and eventually find jobs and start working hard there as well. I was a Boy Scout, did a lot of camping and hiking, and also played soccer, baseball, and football as a kid but then, like so many other Texas kids, picked one sport to focus on starting in sixth grade—football. Nothing fit the hard work ethic my parents loved more than 5A Texas high-school football under the Friday night lights. A year-round sport, from offseason weightlifting and drills to two-a-day summer practice to practice after school each day, game day, and breaking down film of the games on Saturdays.

			I got my first job at fifteen at McDonald’s, then worked at a pharmacy, an indoor amusement park, an ice cream shop (football coaches wanted me to put on weight), and a warehouse job through the end of high school. My mom would later tell me that “a busy kid is a good kid,” which I find true even to this day with my own kids.

			One day in high school, I was about to run across a busy street to meet up with friends a few blocks away when something pulled me back from the street and a car whizzed right past me. I could feel the wind off the car a few inches from my face. I froze for a few minutes trying to figure out how I wasn’t dead and what had just happened. And as I reflected on this over the next couple of days, I kept hearing this voice in my head saying, “I’ve got work for you to do,” and thinking that must be coming from God. How else could I have literally been saved?

			Not long after that, I was invited to join a Young Life Christian youth group club by a cute girl from school, so I went to check it out. I was the token Catholic in the room with a lot of Southern Baptist and Presbyterian kids and a lot of kids who were not really connected to church or God at all. I went to a very large public high school, and I recognized some of the kids at the club but only knew a few and didn’t like many of them that much. It was amazing how Young Life’s model quickly breaks down those barriers to friendship through games and activities where you interact with everyone. A few years later, these were some of my closest high-school friends and they made my high-school experience so much more fulfilling.

			I had always gone to church with my parents and was fairly strong in my faith, but the Young Life experience was different, on a more social and relaxed level, and something that really transformed my relationship with God socially in a community of friendship. After that experience, I told my mom I wanted to go to a college where I could be around Christian teenagers all the time.

			My grades were okay at best: mostly B’s, the occasional A, and a few more C’s. I had worked very hard for those grades, though. I had been diagnosed with a learning disability in grade school that required me to work through and overcome and manage some learning challenges. My parents tried to temper my expectations and had me apply to both “easy-to-get-into schools” locally along with some more prestigious national private Catholic Jesuit universities. Surprisingly, I was accepted into all of them. We visited several, and I fell in love with Loyola University New Orleans after a post-acceptance visit weekend on campus.

			I knew almost immediately that I had found my people at Loyola on campus. I was super intrigued to learn more about their legendary education approach to develop the whole person, and I fell in love with the culture of the city of New Orleans overnight. The financial aid package was just enough to allow me to attend. It might also have had something to do with some college kids taking me out to a nearby bar—the drinking age was eighteen, so I could walk right in and drink beer. But it also had a lot to do with the culture on campus, which was very welcoming, very spiritual, very academic, and overall very interesting.

			I worked two jobs in college along with four internships at Loyola while taking a full load of courses most semesters, plus summer school, to make sure I graduated in four years. During the summers, I was hired back at the warehouse job in Dallas, where I’d work as much overtime and double time as they’d let me, taking very few days off throughout the summer. I needed to make as much money as possible to help pay my way through college.

			The Jesuit education bent my brain through philosophy and theology courses (a total of six required at the time) and helped me learn to think holistically, ethically, and consciously about everything as applied to journalism and business and life in general.

			My spirituality also continued to grow and strengthen in college, although most of my friends and those who knew me back then might not have noticed it much. I had a blast getting to know what I call the only European city in the United States—New Orleans. I learned how to celebrate as that city celebrates just about everything, and the drinking age was still eighteen.

			Each semester Loyola hosted a campus ministry retreat called Awakenings, which reminded me of an enhanced version of Young Life camp for college students. I went to nearly every Awakenings event offered through four years, joined the staff, and eventually helped lead talks at the events. And again, many of my closest friendships resulted from the spiritual bonding and closeness-to-God experience that we all shared during these retreats.

			I graduated in exactly four years with a job lined up in Houston just in time to start paying off the large student loan and credit card debt I had amassed in that way-too-fun city. When I left New Orleans, I was ready to go, but I also soon discovered I had left part of my soul behind, and it would remain there forever.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			High-Tech Boom

			“I guess it comes down to a simple choice, really. Get busy living or get busy dying.”

			—Andy Dufresne, The Shawshank Redemption

			My first career was in high tech in the late 1990s, with the advent of the internet and cell phones driving innovation and change throughout everything. I watched the world completely transform in ten years. Global communication could happen in seconds now. Everything moved much faster. I would later realize that this was the first inflection point2 of my career, where a societal paradigm shifts and everything changes and we must adapt or be left behind and miss out on a unique opportunity in time. Sort of like moving from one place to another growing up and having to figure out the dynamics of the situation and how to reinvent oneself.

			I watched a lot of business leaders make a lot of money creating and innovating during those years. I was a public relations and marketing consultant to Texas Instruments for the better part of the first four years of my career in Houston and then Dallas. Our firm also helped launch Amazon’s IPO, and I watched as Google came to be, Microsoft continued to gain momentum, and software became more valuable than hardware, which was quickly commoditized. Palm, 3Com, Rockwell, Motorola, Nokia, and Ericsson were a few names of companies that partnered with Texas Instruments for its semiconductor microchips. They were at the center of all things computerized. I also watched many of those companies go from first to worst, striking out as the likes of Google, Microsoft, and Apple gained more and more momentum.

			Working at the consulting firm during this time was both eye-opening and maddening. I could see what needed to happen, and I made the appropriate recommendations to my clients, but they rarely implemented them. However, I was a young professional just starting out, so I chalked it up to being fairly low on the organizational totem pole.

			I soon realized that the glass ceiling of not having a master’s in business administration was holding me back. If I wanted to break through and join one of these innovative companies doing something more purposeful than marketing consulting, and getting to the core of what drove these businesses to success, I needed an MBA, and so I eventually made my way back to school a few years later.

			Around this timeframe, a close friend of mine in her mid-twenties suddenly died. It shook me up. She had cystic fibrosis, had been a girlfriend in college, and later I realized from her parents that she broke up with me because she knew she was going to die young and didn’t want me to get caught up in her health drama and instead wanted me to go live my life. It was a sobering moment of clarity for me to realize that life may be short and that therefore I needed to “get busy living” my best life.

			I moved back to Dallas and continued working in high tech but started mapping out my next career and life steps. I also met my future wife, Elaine, at work. Sure, she was cute when my firm interviewed her for an opening for an entry-level position, but I was far more impressed with her business and organizational skills at the time. She ended up renting an apartment across the street from where I lived in a popular part of Dallas for twentysomethings called The Village. Our mostly twentysomethings office would go out for drinks after work, and many times I would walk her back to her place to make sure she safely got home. One night, that turned into a kiss and then a secret office romance that got exposed when our mutual boss made me work on a weekend that we had earmarked for a trip to New Orleans to celebrate Elaine’s birthday. She was flat-out angry and let our boss know all about it a few days later.

			All the while, I had decided I was leaving Dallas to head to an MBA program that would help me take my next career step. A good friend gave me great advice as I started looking at schools: “If you can’t get into a top-ten MBA program that will help you work wherever you want after school, decide where you want to live and go to a respectable regional school where you can build your network and then live there after you finish the graduate degree.”

			I looked at schools in Chicago, Boston, Washington, DC, and Denver. I had wanted to live in or near the mountains since I was a kid on hiking trips, and even many of my friends reminded me that I had been talking about living in the mountains for a long time. My heart (and soul and therefore God) said move to Denver, and after one visit to the school and city, I knew this was the right place for me.

			I gave nine months’ notice at work. I also told Elaine that I couldn’t ask her to move with me after only six months together and that we should break up. That’s the first time I saw her get really angry with me, shove me, and tell me to shut up. She asked why she couldn’t move to Denver, too, and I told her that I was happy to keep dating her if she decided to move as well but that I would not be living with her or be responsible for her. Over the next few months, Elaine made a few phone calls, met with a few high-tech marketing firms, and was offered a job along with one of those famous high-end tech-boom moving packages at the time.

			

			
					2	Concept learned from Andy Grove’s great book, Only the Paranoid Survive.

				
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Called to the Mountains

			“How do we know when irrational exuberance has unduly escalated asset values, which then become subject to unexpected and prolonged contractions…”

			—Alan Greenspan

			In the summer of 2000, we moved to Denver in our mid-twenties. I attended the University of Denver’s Daniels College of Business to get my MBA. Elaine had been hired at a marketing consulting firm focused on the high-flying high-tech space.

			Denver was our new center, and it reminded me a lot of New Orleans with its super friendly and happy culture but with a major twist—almost everything social happens outside and revolves around some kind of adventure sport. As a long-time hiker and skier, I was in heaven. I had my city life, I had my mountain life, and I had found my new home.

			I went through an intensive full-time MBA program, taking three classes each quarter for fifteen months. The Enron scandal and following bankruptcy had just happened, and every credible business school was focused on creating a larger emphasis on integrity and ethics (many of the executives that led Enron down its terrible path were Ivy League MBA grads and apparently learned little about how to do business the right way there).

			When Bill Daniels, a cable television business icon in the Western US, put his name on the business school with what can be imagined as a sizable donation as part of his legacy, he required the MBA program’s core to include not one or two but three ethics classes and high-performance management classes. The triple-bottom-line philosophy to business—business leaders have not only an economic responsibility to their shareholders but also reinvestment value to the community in which they work and an environmental responsibility to the world at large—was central to make sure graduates left the school focused on conscious leadership, and prepared to deal with the hardest parts of business—making the right decisions in the hardest situations.

			Many people have asked me if getting an MBA is worth it, and my resounding answer is yes. It taught me how to think even more analytically and strategically about not just business, but everything. Like the undergraduate Jesuit education bent my brain to think holistically, analytically, and to get at the root of the problem or situation, the MBA gave me new lenses to see the world through, financially, organizationally, and strategically.

			Business school was also an instant social and business network with friends and colleagues who remain near to me to this day (having lived twenty-two years in Denver and twenty-five years in Colorado since arriving in 2000).

			And while the education and network gained were amazing, I was also on the sidelines in business school during the infamous “dot bomb recession” that hit the economy. Alan Greenspan, the fed chair at the time, would come before Congress to provide economic updates, and I will never forget what became a consistent message from him during those years: “How do we know when irrational
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