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Dedication

For Alicia —
who lives empathy more naturally than I ever could,
and whose quiet strength taught me that feeling deeply
is not fragility, but wisdom.
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I first met David Vega at a national management meeting for Bankers Life in February 2008. The agenda was tight and the metrics familiar, until David stepped to the podium. He spoke for barely five minutes. When he finished, seasoned managers were whispering the same question: Who is this newcomer who can move an entire room with a handful of sentences?

That day I learned something I’ve seen him live ever since: David moves the needle because he moves people first.

For more than two decades, I have watched him guide owners and executives through daunting turnarounds and disciplined expansions. As founder and CEO of Rockwall Capital Group, he helps businesses scale responsibly, strengthen margins, and more importantly, build cultures their teams are proud to inhabit. Behind every percentage point of growth is the same conviction I heard in that first speech: strategy must serve conscience, and value endures only when it first values people.

Fool for Sentiment embodies that conviction. Where Fool for Thought taught us to see, this companion invites us to feel—deeply, accurately, and without apology. Drawing on the moral philosophy of Adam Smith, David explores empathy, self-command, and the danger of mistaking visibility for virtue. He offers no shortcuts. Instead, he offers questions, carefully considered ones, and reminds us that progress without compassion is motion without meaning.

I have worked alongside many world-class leaders. David stands among the best. His influence reaches from boardrooms to his own dinner table, where the discipline of private character precedes the authority of public leadership. These pages extend that influence to you.

Read them slowly. Mark the lines that unsettle you. Return to the questions when noise drowns out meaning. If you allow them to, they will recalibrate your inner compass and sharpen both judgment and humanity.

Open the book and begin the conversation. You will not close it unchanged.


-  Farshad Asl, Amazon #1 Bestselling Author and Leadership Speaker
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The Misunderstood Philosopher

Every century tries to outgrow Adam Smith, and every century fails. He wrote in an age that worshiped reason, when philosophers sought to explain virtue through logic alone. But Smith believed morality began with something humbler and far less certain: the human capacity to feel. He was not the kind of thinker one imagines commanding a lecture hall. Smith was gentle, awkward, and famously lost in thought. He would wander the streets of Kirkcaldy speaking softly to himself, sometimes returning hours later, having forgotten where he was headed. Once, as a child, he was briefly abducted by gypsies before being rescued by villagers, a curious foreshadowing for a man who would spend his life studying what draws people together and what leads them astray.

To some, he was too emotional. To others, too secular. To others still, too naïve, the sentimental moralist who believed kindness could compete with ambition. Even in his lifetime, Smith lived between worlds. Philosophers accused him of trusting feeling over reason. Clergy accused him of building morality without God. And economists, his later heirs, accused him of believing too much in human goodness.

It’s strange how often his gentlest ideas provoked the harshest reactions. Smith believed morality begins not with rules or revelation, but with sympathy, the ability to “feel with” others. He called it the foundation of justice, civility, and love. To the rationalists, that was too unstable. To the moralists, too human. To the realists, too hopeful. They wanted a system built on certainty; Smith built one on imagination.

When The Wealth of Nations appeared years later, some critics claimed he’d contradicted himself, the same man who once wrote about empathy now writing about self-interest. But Smith saw no contradiction. The two books are companions, not opposites. One describes how we create wealth; the other explains how we deserve it. Still, his detractors persisted. Utilitarians found him imprecise. Modern academics find him incomplete. Religious thinkers find him irreverent. And yet no one has replaced him. Because beneath all the criticism lies the same quiet truth: Smith understood the human heart too well to please everyone who wished to improve it.

He refused to believe that people were purely rational or purely selfish. He saw us as we are capable of cruelty and compassion, greed and grace, logic and longing, and he trusted that balance, not perfection, was the path to virtue. That is why his work endures. Every generation confronts the same dilemmas he described: how much mercy is too much? Why do we admire the rich more than the good? How do we act rightly when the crowd disagrees? And how do we stay decent when ambition whispers louder than conscience?

For two and a half centuries, these questions have remained unanswered because they are not meant to be solved, only revisited, felt, and lived. The essays that follow are my own attempt to do that to stand beside Smith, not beneath him. To revisit his moral landscape with modern eyes and show why, after all the criticism, I still find his philosophy not only true, but necessary. Because perhaps the critics were right about one thing: Adam Smith was sentimental. He believed the heart had something to teach the mind. And so do I.
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My Teacher Named Adam

I didn’t find Adam Smith in the classroom. In truth, I wasn’t much of a student at all. I dropped out of high school, partly from arrogance, partly from grief after losing my parents. For a long time, I mistook defiance for independence and cleverness for understanding. At some point, though, I decided to grow up. Books became the way forward. I read everything I could find, voices older and wiser than mine, the great works that had shaped civilizations and outlasted them. Among them was The Wealth of Nations. I admired its clarity and reason, but I wanted to know the man behind the economics, the one who believed human progress was not built on competition alone.

That search led me to The Theory of Moral Sentiments. It wasn’t what I expected. Instead of markets and mechanisms, I found mercy, humility, and conscience. The same mind that mapped the workings of a nation had also mapped the heart. And in his words, I began to recognize the lessons I hadn’t been ready to learn before. Adam Smith became, in time, my quiet teacher. Smith was no saint and no cynic. He was something rarer: an observer who loved humanity enough to forgive its confusion. He knew people are not guided by pure logic or pure faith, but by something in between, a fragile compass of sympathy, pride, and imagination.

He called this moral instrument The Theory of Moral Sentiments. And though he wrote it in 1759, it still reads like a manual for modern life. He wrote about the impartial spectator, the voice of conscience that helps us see ourselves through the eyes of others. He wrote about sympathy, the spark of decency that turns emotion into understanding. And he wrote about self-command, the discipline to feel deeply but act wisely, long before psychology or leadership theory gave these ideas new names. The more I read, the more I realized Smith wasn’t giving us answers. He was giving us clarity. And clarity is rarer than answers. He didn’t preach perfection. He offered proportion, the moral balance between justice and mercy, feeling and reason, ambition and humility. That balance, what he called the propriety of action, is what I have spent a lifetime chasing, sometimes consciously, sometimes not.

I came to Smith as a reader, but I stayed as a student. His words reshaped how I view leadership, friendship, and forgiveness. They taught me that intellect without empathy becomes arrogance, and empathy without discipline becomes chaos. Over time, I began to think of him not only as a teacher but as a companion in thought. I would read a passage, then find myself answering him silently, as if we were sitting across a table, separated by centuries but sharing questions about what it means to live rightly. Those imagined conversations became a dialogue across time, moments of reflection that helped me listen more deeply to my own conscience.

This book is
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