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Foreword [2019 update]

When I talk to people about this book, one of the first things they ask is, “Where do you get the ideas for your parables?” The answer is that there are stories and morals and applications around us all the time. Most of us are too busy to notice them; but they are there. Let me tell you a little about the drawn-out process that I have gone through on the way to writing this book.

I began working on this book many years ago – well, at least on the material that became the book. I would hear something, or read something, that would cause me to pause and think. A lot of those great ideas were momentary thoughts that were never recorded. I finally started to write some of them down; eventually I began to organize them, and finally I put them together in a format that become this book.

Some of the morals are from sayings that we have in our family. Most families have sayings or truths that are repeated frequently. One of my [many] sayings is, “Is it better to have it and not need it, or need it and not have it?” I am sure that many of you have a similar saying that you use when your child does not want to take a coat on a mild but chilly day. “But, Mom, the sun is shining, and I don’t need my coat.” You know from previous experiences that the weather can turn downright cold immediately, and that same child will be whining because she doesn’t have her coat to keep her warm. This is the perfect place for this saying. It has become so commonplace in our household that all I have to do is start the question, “Because . . . ?” They know the answer: “Is it better to have it and not need it, or need it and not have it?” I knew I had to write a parable using this moral, but a story just would not pop into my head. 

I was mowing the front grass one sunny summer day, when I told myself that I just had to think of a story that would fit with that moral. As I went back and forth down the stretches of the yard, I kept thinking, “Is it better to have it and not need it, or need it and not have it? How does that fit? What is a story we can all relate to?” I like to travel, and one of my favorite places outside the US is Paris, France. I visited there on business three times in 2000, and we’ve been back there many times since (including a two-month stay as I researched one of my later mystery novels). The Eiffel Tower was still decorated from the Millenium celebrations; there was still one of the huge Ferris Wheels along the Seine River; it was just a spectacular place. All of a sudden the story idea came to me – what about a story about traveling to France, and being faced with a disappointment because of needing something (that was known about prior to the trip), but not having it? Thus was the beginning of the parable, “Parlez vous Français?” I still had to finish the mowing before I could go inside to actually begin the writing.

[this paragraph is from a previous version]

I loved my mother dearly; she was 93, and she lived about six blocks from our house in her own condominium. She is slowing down some, but she is holding on to her independence for as long as she can. She doesn’t drive any more, and our daughter Adrianne lives with her full-time to ensure that she receives the proper care and nutrition. As with many people of her age and generation, she talks longingly about the “old days,” and they were better than today. She talks about the Big Band orchestras, about the “clean” movies you could go to, and about the politicians whom you could trust. Invariably, these talks turn to stories about things that happened many years ago; stories I have heard dozens of times. She does not have Alzheimer’s Disease; she just prefers to relive the old memories. I am not sure if this is because my father was killed by a drunk driver when I was 16 (and she was 46), and she wants everything to be as it was back then – in the happy times. It was these repeated stories that gave me the idea for “Living Your Life Through the Rear-View Mirror.”

Those last two parables I mentioned above were developed by having a moral in mind, and then I would work to develop a story to match. This next parable was developed in a different manner – I had the story, and then I had to come up with a moral to match. Before my early retirement, my typical drive to work each morning was a fifteen minute trek that covers 4.8 miles from my house to the Hewlett-Packard site on Chinden Boulevard in Boise, Idaho. There is a four-way stoplight along that drive at the intersection of Chinden and Garrett Street that stays green for quite a while for the Chinden (East-West) traffic. One particular morning along that drive, I noticed that cars were slowing down from the posted 45 miles per hour as they approached the green light; I had to slow down in turn, of course. Then the cars went through the light, and got back up to speed. At first, I thought that was a singular phenomenon caused by someone not knowing if he wanted to turn at the light. I then began noticing that many drivers were doing that on most days; I had to slow down almost every day as the drivers in front of me were “Slowing Down for the Green Light.” The storyline for that one was pretty simple to develop – in fact, it was handed to me by the local drivers.

So far I have told you how I developed two parables by starting with the moral, and one parable by starting with the story. The final way I have developed the parables is to begin with the application (or one of them), and then create a story or moral to go with it. That was the way this next parable was created. I have worked with talented people for at least the past twenty years; high technology organizations are built with them. What I noticed, however, was that many people were letting their talents go unused, or just be partially used. There are even times when I fit squarely within this camp myself. It is true that many of the talented (also read as “educated”) people were working very hard to advance in the workplace, to build new companies on their own, or to moonlight in other professions. But, there were not very many who were fully utilizing all the talents they possessed. Many scientists have claimed that even the most intelligent humans use only about 10% of their brain’s potential. Imagine what would happen if we were able to use even 20%—effectively doubling our brain power? There would certainly be a lot of creative (and, hopefully productive) activities taking place. As I said a few sentences earlier, I was just as guilty as most others – probably not even near the “10% level.” I had talents that I was letting sit idle. I decide to change that a couple years’ ago. I started painting (not the outside of the house); I began working in earnest on this book, and I decided I wanted to do some teaching. Oh, yes, I was still planning on maintaining my “full-time job.” I am more busy now than I could ever imagine possible, but I am enjoying life so much more. I do not necessarily consider any of these activities I enjoy as being a “silver spoon,” but I am surely not going to end up like Winthrop in “You Rang, Sire?”

Now that you have read how some of these parables got their start, I hope you get started reading them and seeing how you might be able to use some of the applications in your life. Yesterday will always be gone, and tomorrow will always be a day away. But today is the one day that is always here, and it is the only day in which you can do anything. Do something positive today!

Stuart Gustafson

Boise, Idaho

p.s. My mother has now passed away at the age of 94, but her memories will live with me forever!

Stories: Titles & Morals

Roger and the Parakeet  


Don’t forget the basics. Roger did, and his parakeet died. 


Thanksgiving Dinner 


Know why you are doing what you are doing; don’t do it just because “we’ve always done it that way.”   


Maria Julia and the Sand 


Search for details when required, but don’t overlook the obvious.


Taking it with You  


If you are going to carry “baggage” with you, make sure it is packed for where you are going, not for where you have been.   


The Well-Dressed Junior Executive 


Don’t be afraid to “size up” a situation just because it is a familiar one. It is better to re-analyze (or re-measure), and then have the proper assessment, than to just apply the previous solution without all the information. 


Slowing Down for the Green Light  


Do not be afraid to accept success or to challenge idleness.


Run, Billie, Run  


Visualize your goal, and then go about living your life as if the goal has already been achieved. You might be surprised at what is actually possible! 


Barnyard Squabble  


Don’t measure someone’s contribution by what the recipient gets, but rather by what the contributor gives up. 


The Wishing Well   


Be careful when you wish for something. You just might actually get your wish, but it might not be what you really wanted, or the by-products might be undesirable. 


The Prized Jacket 


Warmth and kindness can gain you more good than meanness and a cold heart.   


Presentation to the Board of Directors  


Don’t let the “delivery” cloud the meaning of the message. Another way of looking at this is that sometime it is not what you say, but how you say it.   


Autumn Leaves 


There are usually at least two ways to accomplish a task; and one of the ways is not necessarily any “better” than another. In some cases, it is just different.   


Johnny and the Climbing Tree  


Words, just like nails, can still leave pain and scars even when they are retracted. Make sure the words you use are kind words, not mean words that hurt. 


Camping with the Guys  


When a group (of any size) is faced with a great challenge, there will generally be more success when the groups acts as a unified team rather than individualists. 


Living Your Life Through the Rear-View Mirror 


Your future is in front of you, not behind you. 


Parlez vous Français? 


Is it better to have it and not need it, or need it and not have it? 


Are You Sure this is the Way that Auto Club Recommended? 


Life – both personal and business – is a journey, not a destination. Do not get too focused on where you are going; the pathway can be just as important (maybe even more important) as what is at the end of the path. 


Buy Me Some Peanuts and CrackerJack  


Don’t be afraid to ask for something if the worst response you can get is a simple “No.” 


Is it a Throw-away or a Re-chargeable? 


Your body is like a battery; it too needs to be re-charged on a regular basis. 


‘IronMan Matt’ Meets His Match 


If you want people to trust you, you must trust them first. 


Runner Up – Again! 


Life is NOT fair. Get over it, and get used to it. 


Stan and His Shiny Spots 


A rose is a rose is a rose, but a pig will always be a pig.   


The Rabbit and the Terrapin 


Slow but steady wins the race. 


You Rang, Sire?


Being born with a silver spoon in your mouth doesn’t teach you how to feed yourself.



Parables for Life in the 21st Century

Many of us remember some of the stories and fables that were read to us when we were little children. I certainly remember them, Æsop’s Fables. Each one of us probably had our own favorites back then, and it is highly likely that there is still one certain fable that each of us remembers perfectly. You can probably picture the book in your mind, can still see the pictures, and you can still hear the words as the fable was being read to you.

Those fables have two outstanding qualities – they are good stories, and they provide a good moral for us to remember. Who could ever forget the story about the hare and the tortoise? It certainly is an entertaining story, but it is even more valuable in the moral it presents to us: “Slow but steady wins the race.” This moral has also been stated as “The race does not always go to the swiftest.”

So what does The Hare and the Tortoise have to do with business life? There can be many interpretations of this. One such interpretation is that slow and steady performance is better in the long run over erratic performance which has sharper peaks and valleys. This can apply to Fortune 500 companies, individual investors, even young entrepreneurs. There is more about this in my parable, “The Rabbit and the Terrapin.”

This book contains two dozen parables, or narrative fables, which each tell a story. The story, like the fable of old, contains a moral which is applicable in today’s business environment. Most of these parables also apply to individuals, to inter-personal relationships, to just plain living our lives. The parables are not in any particular order – you might find that you prefer to skip around, or just start at the first one and read to the end. That is your choice. The structure of this book is as follows:

	The narrative stories (written in italic text) are all works of fiction. Some of them may even sound like stories you have told, or you might have even heard passed down through the generations. But these are all novel creations which have no connection to any known person or event. Some places might actually exist, and there is nothing implied just because they are used in a story. 

	The moral (written in bold text) is my own personal creation. This is what I hope you remember, and even try to apply in your own personal life or in your business life.

	The application of the story (written in upright text) is the interpretation of how you might be able to use the parable today. Some of the examples I use are drawn from my own experiences, but many are things that you, too, have probably witnessed in your workplace, or even at home. 


So whether you read this book for application to your business life, your personal life, or just for casual reading, I hope you enjoy the parables. If there is a particular one that really helps you, or if you have your own idea for a parable that you would like to share with me, please email me at stuart@stuartgustafson.com. Happy reading!

Stuart Gustafson

Roger and the Parakeet

[image: bird]Once upon a time there was a man named Roger who lived alone. In fact, Roger had lived alone most of his life. True, he had two older sisters while living at home, but they didn't share many common interests. They had the same parents, went to the same schools, even had the same Sunday School teachers; but they just didn't do very many of the same things. His sisters were always active in clubs and other organizations, while Roger tended to be more involved in individual activities, primarily homework and other scholarly projects. 

Even when Roger left home for college, he lived alone. He didn't share his dormitory room with anyone else; Roger was used to being alone. And now, in his mid-forties, Roger still lives alone. But Roger was ready for a change in his life. He decided that a small pet would be good. He knew he couldn't have a dog, for the building superintendent wouldn't allow that. But perhaps a fish or a small bird would do. 

One Saturday morning, Roger drove to a local pet store. He looked up the address in the telephone book, and had even called them to make sure they were open. Upon entering the store, Roger was surprised to see how many different types of birds and fishes there were in the store. The storekeeper saw the bewilderment on Roger's face, and went over to help him. After a brief dialog, Roger paid for his parakeet and was on his way home.

The next day after church, Roger took a different way home so that he could drive by the pet store. Seeing the "OPEN" sign in the window, Roger pulled into the parking lot and stopped in front of the pet store. Walking into the store, Roger saw the storekeeper, and said to him, "You told me that the parakeet I bought yesterday would sing and talk to me. But he just sits in his cage and does nothing."

The storekeeper replied, "You mean he didn't peck at his bell, and then start singing?"

"His bell?" Roger replied. "He doesn't have a bell in his cage."

"You didn't buy a bell? A bird like that needs a bell to help him get into the mood for singing. When he pecks it, he hears the tone, and then he tries to emulate that sound with his own singing. You need to get him a bell."

"How much is the bell?" Roger asked the storekeeper.

"The nice sounding bell is $6.95," said the storekeeper. Roger bought a bell and went home.

The next afternoon, Roger rushed out of work so he could stop by the pet store. He was relieved to see that it was still open. In fact, the sign said that the store was open until 7:00 Monday through Friday. Roger walked up to the storekeeper, and the expression on Roger's face showed that he was more than slightly dismayed. "Well, I put that bell in his cage, but that silly parakeet still won't sing or talk to me."

"That's strange. You mean he walked up and down his ladder, then pecked at his bell, and he still wouldn't sing to you?" the storekeeper asked Roger.

"Ladder? What ladder?" Roger asked.

"A parakeet needs a ladder just as you might use a treadmill to get your exercise. You see, a bird will walk up and down a ladder to get the blood moving, and then he will feel like getting going for the day."

"How much for ladder?"

"Eight fifty," replied the storekeeper.

Roger left the store with ladder. He went home and put the ladder in the cage, right next to the bell. The next afternoon, Roger stopped again at the pet store; the fourth straight day he'd been there. Roger was really getting upset now. The storekeeper wasn't to be seen right away, but Roger found him. "That is really some dumb bird you sold me. I put the ladder in his cage, right next to the bell, and he still doesn't sing."

"Hmm. That's strange," began the storekeeper. "You mean he walked up and down his ladder, preened himself in front of the mirror, pecked at his bell, and he still wouldn't sing to you?"

"Wait a minute," said Roger. "What mirror? He did go up and down the ladder, pecked at that bell, but he doesn't have a mirror to look in."

"Oh my," the storekeeper sighed. "You look in the mirror every morning to see how you look, don't you? Well, the parakeet is also a very proud bird, and he needs to look into the mirror to see how he looks."

"How much for the mirror?"

"The mirrors are on special, only five dollars." The storekeeper rang up the mirror and gave it to Roger, who looked less than pleased.

The next day at noon, Roger was there at the pet store with a small bag in his hand. He went straight over to the storekeeper and said, "That bird you sold me died!"

"What," said the storekeeper. "You mean to say that parakeet you bought just last Saturday died?"

"Yes," said Roger. "And I even put that mirror right down near the bottom of the cage so he could look at himself. And then he died."

"Did he ever sing for you?" asked the storekeeper.

"He never sang," said Roger. "But he did finally talk."

"Really? What did he say," asked the storekeeper.

"Well," said Roger. "He did like you said he would do. He walked up and down the ladder several times. Then he went over to the mirror and seemed to puff out his chest as he saw himself there in the mirror. Then he hopped over to the bell and pecked it; and then he just fell over, rolled on his back and stuck his feet straight up in the air."

"But you said he talked," said the storekeeper.

"Oh, yes," remembered Roger. "Right before he fell over, he looked right at me and said, 'Didn't the storekeeper have any birdseed?' "

Moral: Don't forget the basics. Roger did, and his parakeet died.

❖

Can you relate to Roger? Either personally, or do you know someone like him? Roger was doing everything he thought he needed to do. Given the circumstances, he was doing pretty well. Unfortunately for the parakeet, that was not good enough.

What was Roger's one failing, at least in terms of his parakeet? Roger forgot about the basics. Instead of thinking about the parakeet's food — the most basic need for all animals — Roger was thinking more about the extra things, like having the bird sing and talk. This doesn't make Roger a bad person. In fact, every time he would inquire of the storekeeper, basically asking 'what else should I do?,' Roger would buy what the storekeeper suggested. So it is clear that Roger had good intentions and a good heart.

Have you encountered people in business, perhaps even close associates of yours, who remind you of Roger? These are people who have good hearts, good intentions — they just seem to forget the basics at times. When they get in this mode, they are not doing "bad" intentionally. They think they are doing the right thing; they are just headed off in the wrong direction.

Think of a recent presentation you've sat in. As the presenter was showing slides, what did the slides look like? Most likely, they had fancy graphs and clip art, and they were printed in color. For many presentations, some use of graphs, clip art and color are appropriate. But there are many times when plain black bulleted text items would get the same message across without the distractions that are created with the graphs, clip art and excessive use of color.

Or what about a business paper you read? Was it clear and concise? Were its main points succinctly stated, and were they easy to find? Or did it seem more like a graduate student's paper who was being graded on volume? Too often in business, the author of a paper loses track of the point in why the paper is being written. It is not being written to impress the reading audience with your knowledge and your ability to amass a ton of supporting material; those exercises should be left in the academic world. The primary purpose of a business paper is to "sell" your ideas to the reader. These ideas might range from the implementation of new personnel policies, to the actual sale of a product your company makes. Certainly you will need some background and supporting data, but that should not be the main focus of your paper. Don't let your good ideas get lost in your own verbosity. Remember what you are trying to do, and that is to make your point. So do that, and then stop.

When you are writing a document, do you get hung up on the formatting of the document? Do you spend more time making sure it "looks right," rather than focusing on what it contains? Many people focus more on form than on content. Form is important, but as in the previous example, you need to get your point across. And that is done with content, not with form.

The point in these examples, and in the story of Roger and his unfortunate parakeet, is that you need to remember the basics. You can do additional things later on, but your foundation — whether it is in a new assignment, a product briefing presentation, or a business proposal — must be steeped in the basics of what you are trying to accomplish.
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Thanksgiving Dinner
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It was the first Thanksgiving dinner for the newlywed couple, and Margaret really wanted to please Dennis, her husband of only five months. She had proven to be quite proficient in the kitchen already, but this was to be the first major test of her culinary skills. They had invited their best friends to be their guests for Thanksgiving dinner in their apartment – John had been Dennis’s Best Man at the wedding, and Alice had been Margaret’s Maid of Honor. 

The apartment was spotless when John and Alice arrived, carrying a bouquet of flowers for the centerpiece. Margaret had even bought a new tablecloth for the occasion. The smells emanating from the kitchen were whetting everyone’s appetite, and it was almost time for the feast to begin. The Thanksgiving meal was going to consist of Baked Ham, Sweet Potatoes, Green Beans, a Lettuce Salad and a Fruit Salad, Baked Rolls, various Condiments, and Apple Pie with Ice Cream for dessert. There would be no excuse for anyone to leave the table still being hungry.

“Honey, will you please help me with the ham?” Margaret called out to her husband who was in the living room with John, both of them watching a football game.

“I’ll be right there, Dear,” he replied as he was getting up to head into the kitchen. “It sure does smell great,” he said as he walked past his wife and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Dennis took the hot
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