SOME FINAL QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

I. Introduction

I am surprised but delighted to be with you again. I did not know they would let me out of the MTC to attend this conference but I am glad they did.  

As it has been noted tomorrow I leave for Ghana, West Africa to be the LDS Mission President there. When I accepted this call I had no idea how personally difficult it would be to leave behind the business I have been doing for the last twenty or so years and I want to talk a little about that today. When I was asked me to speak this afternoon Ron Seamons asked if I would complete for you a final chapter of my thoughts on the role of conscience in business which I have shared with the business school here over the last two years.  

Let me begin by noting a couple of questions posed to me recently.  First, at a dinner with all of our investors I was asked the question: “What is the most important lesson you have learned from business?” And then in a very recent planning session in my office in Boston one of my colleagues asked me: “How are you able to give all this up?” Today I would like to answer these questions for you. My hope is that my answers may give you something that may be of worth for your own lives.

II. What Is The Most Important Lesson You Have Learned In Business?

Let me now turn to the first question: What is the most important lesson I have learned in business?  Let me frame this by telling you about something I read the other day.   It had to do with the movie The Titanic. You might remember in the movie as the ship begins to sink all the titans of business, the first class passengers, begin scrambling to get in the lifeboats. It’s only when some of the ship’s seamen turn guns on these men and order them out of the boats that they are then able to put the women and children on board and lifeboat them to safety. In real life, however, that is not at all what happened that evening. Eyewitness accounts reported that almost with no exception the men of the first class cabins- who virtually made up the who’s who of the Forbes 400 at that time- without hesitation made sure that all the ship’s women and children got to safety as they prepared to go down with the ship. Included among these was the wealthiest man in America John Jacob Astor and his friend Benjamin Guggenheim. Both were offered seats on the lifeboats but both steadfastly refused. Guggenheim in fact said to the women he gave his seat to: “Tell my wife…I played the game straight and to the end.  No women shall be left aboard this ship because I was a coward.”  When the movie makers altered the story they said they did so because nobody would have believed it otherwise. Today in Washington D.C. there is a monument to the brave men of the Titanic. It is a statue of a man stretched out, Christ-like and has the following inscription:  “To the brave men of the Titanic who gave their lives that women and children might be saved.” It was erected by the donations of 25,000 women across the country.

 Now contrast those acts of courage and unselfishness to the following: 

Years ago I worked at the prominent international management consulting firm, Mckinsey & Company. The person who built Mckinsey & Co. is a gentleman by the name of Marvin Bower. One day Marvin accepted an assignment to help a very powerful entrepreneur find a CFO for his organization. At the start of the engagement they set a certain day, time and place to go over the assignment. On the appointed day Marvin flew out to meet his new client but in order to underscore that money and time meant little and to emphasize who really yielded power, this man purposefully decided to keep Bower, the Senior Managing Partner of McKinsey, waiting for three days in a hotel room before meeting with him. On the third day Marvin got tired of sitting around and called the entrepreneur’s office and told him he did not care how much his firm was being paid he wasn’t going to wait any longer. Shortly thereafter Marvin was ushered in to meet his famous client who charmed him. He soon left and set about shortly thereafter to search for a new CFO. Marvin found a great guy—someone, I believe, who was a friend of his. The guy turned out to be very good at the job but ended up having a personality mismatch with his new CEO who saw him as a threat. What did this leader of industry do? Since he could not fire Bower’s man, he introduced him to a beautiful and very skilled motion picture actress—it just happened to one that he had paid to seduce this nemesis. After a little bit of time she successfully completed her assignment. This man never knew what hit him and soon lost not only his job but his family as well. The icon entrepreneur, knowing the events, only smiled and said he felt sorry for the “poor dope.”

Then there was the time when a trusted friend of my father attended a year-end luncheon party hosted by of one of the film industry’s famous studio moguls. This captain of industry decided that evening to call out one of his key lieutenants where he then said something like this to him in the presence of everyone in attendance: “This is your lucky night. I am going to give you a special Christmas present. The present is power. Tell me who in this room you want to fire and I will fire anyone you want to…but if you don’t tell me who to fire I will fire you.”  In the stunned presence of all in attendance this man walked out the room without his job.

Now why do I share these stories with you? It is because they resonate with a Bible story where I think part of the most important lesson I have learned in business is explicitly highlighted.  In the opening chapters of the Bible we find two brothers, Cain and Abel. Cain murders Abel and finds in that process that you can trade life for gain. Now we might never be as self obsessed as the entrepreneur or as ruthless as his CEO or the movie mogul I just portrayed but everyday in the business world we are asked to trade our lives for gain. It may take the simple form of running out of balance by working too long and hard at the expense of our families. It may be by padding the hours spent on the bills to clients for your legal or consulting services. It can be the auto service mechanic that does repairs that do not need doing. A man by the name of David Callahan has recently published a book entitled The Cheating Culture. The thesis of his book is that this very type of activity which I have been describing is the dominant culture of our society today. He writes:

“By the end of 2000 the market, as the dominant cultural force [ of our times], had so infiltrated [us] that it is increasingly difficult to remember any other reality. This seismic change has altered the terms of American life. Cheating is everywhere. By cheating I mean breaking the rules to get ahead academically, professionally, or financially…most of it is by people who, on the whole, view themselves as upstanding members of society. Something strange is going on here. Americans who wouldn’t so much as shoplift  a pack of chewing gum are committing felonies at tax time, misleading investors, ripping of their insurance company, or lying to their clients…[all for] career, money and success.”

Does it now make more sense to you that the Titanic movie makers did not believe current Americans would believe that yesterday’s businessman could perform Christ- like acts? Yes, Cain taught a great lesson about business—that in this world you can indeed trade your life for gain. But I have found that that isn’t the complete story. 

A few years ago myself and some of the people in this very room established a new microcredit organization to help lift the world’s poor from their poverty. The organization is called UNITUS. This organization has carefully made money available to banks in developing countries. These banks then generally lend it out to impoverished women entrepreneurs to help them establish a business where they can make some surplus profit to help better the lives of their families. There is a particular woman who we helped establish a tiny successful business that lives in India. We asked her one day what she was going to do with the profits she made. She told us she was going to take them and buy her son out of slavery. 

 In a similar vein I clearly remember a business trip I made a few years back. After I finished my main task at hand I recalled that I had an old friend living in the area. All of a sudden I felt deeply impressed that I should visit him on my way back to the airport.  Within a short period of time I found myself knocking on his front door. He was there and as I sat down and began to speak with him I could immediately sense something was very wrong there. I inquired a little further and found out they were being crushed by an enormous financial burden. I told them I could help them work through this and then before my eyes this wonderful friend and his wife began sobbing. They told me that they had spent the entire previous day and evening praying for help. I was the unwitting answer. 

So let me now say clearly to you the great lesson that I have learned in business. It is this: We can trade our lives for gain or we can work for gain and give life to others. I believe it is not much more complicated than that. In business we are either about taking life or giving life. 

My hope is that everyone here uses their money and talents to be a giver of life. I have also learned a few important corollaries to this answer which I would also like to share with you. 

1. The first is this-- do not ever think you are strong enough to avoid the snares of Cain’s business proposition. We need to have an ever-present guard.

One of the very first business deals I did in my life was a large acquisition of a company run by a close friend of mine who was also a devout Christian and a very prominent church leader. I believe this buyout was our firm’s second largest equity commitment to date. We were investing about $50 million.  As part of the deal I asked my CEO friend and his management team to make a capital commitment to the deal also. This a cardinal rule in the buyout business because it is a simple fact that if people put some of their personal money up in a transaction they tend to work harder for the success of the company. The CEO pled poverty to me. He said that neither he nor his managers had any money to invest and that they needed all their equity incentives in the form of free options. We ultimately agreed to this and we gave them a great deal like 20% of the company. Then ten days prior to our targeted closing I was with our lawyers completing some final legal due diligence. In the papers I discovered that this management team had a contract to receive a special bonus from their current owners upon our closing of close to $8 million. I could not believe my eyes. My dear and devout friend had blatantly lied to me. They had tons of money to invest. I went to my friend and asked him about this and he said that he did not think it should be important to me; that he was just trying to let his key people stash away a little for a rainy day. I said you mean to tell me you would be happy to have me potentially lose $50 million, if things go wrong and you not risk one penny and feel like you treated me right. He then said “Look, if it makes you feel any better I will put up my share into the deal.” I said that wasn’t my point. It was that you lied to me to protect your position. This man was a former Stake President. Sadly as I worked with this gentleman over the next few years I found this wasn’t the only deceit he would involve me in. British commentator Paul Johnson once wrote in a book entitled The Intellectuals the following:

“Hell must be an awesome place not so much because of its fire but because of its deluded occupants…Drugged by, imprisoned in our pride, we sleep walk towards the pit. The only safeguard is perpetual watchfulness, a constant asking of ourselves the question: ‘Is what I’m doing my will or God’s?’ We should ask this every morning, every evening and at moments of great activity and decisiveness, and we must be content with only a strict answer. If we cannot truthfully say we are doing or trying to do God’s business, then Hell for us is not an academic question but a dreadful possibility, even perhaps an imminent one. The point was made by Dante seven centuries ago and it remains true: the road to peace lies over the dead body of our egos.”

Like Paul Johnson I also have come to know in my business life that unless we ask the question: “Am I doing mine or God’s will?”, we will trade gain for life, and I have also learned by sad experience that no one –not even the best of us is immune from that trap.

2. My second corollary is this--To be able to give life in business you must fill your life with love especially for those who would see your defeat or failure.
 A good friend of mine is Richard Paul Evans, the author of the Christmas Box House. In one of his books he wrote the following:

“…life’s greatest philosophy is not handed down in stoic texts and dusty tomes, but lived in each breath and act of human compassion. For love has always demanded sacrifice, and no greater love is there than that for which our lives are traded. 

As you reflect upon that thought, let me share with you a paragraph from an email I received from the President of the church’s Missionary Training Center in Ghana. It reads:

“Elder H. from Sierra Leone shared from his welcome questionnaire the following response to the question, ‘What is the most difficult thing you have ever done?’ He said, ‘…to live peacefully with those who have been committing atrocities in my country. Those rebels who during our recent civil war killed children, raped women, decapitated or amputated arms, feet…burned homes…now the gospel teaches us all to forgive them and live at peace…just before I left I shook hands with and forgave the man who had ordered the death of my uncle, I had lived with this uncle…that was the most difficult thing I had ever done.”

I have found that in business, like this young elder found in his world, that we too must deal in our organizations with a lot of human carnage along the way. This takes the form of people who step on you or any others in their way to get ahead or to get the results that they want.  I too have found that we can never fully turn business gains into life unless we, too, forgive and reach out to those who have offended us.

The other day I was speaking with Mel Blount, a former MVP and Hall of Fame NFL football player for the Pittsburg Steelers. He is also a member of the Hall of Fame for Caring Americans. He is an African American and has worked very hard to build a youth camp for wayward inner city kids in the Pittsburg area. As Mel started his project some years ago on a farm just outside the city he and his kids were greeted with slander, abuse and then one  evening his Christian neighbors with hooded robes and torches burned a cross in his ranch because they were afraid to have his type of  kids in their neighborhood. They wanted to drive them out. As Mel went up to greet his cross burners a young boy about nine years old was handed the microphone by the Imperial Wizzard to make a speech to the assembled crowd. He said the following:

“I think we ought to kick all the niggers out of here. We should send them back to Africa. They are stealin’ our jobs…when I grow up there wouldn’t be anything left…we’ve gotta show ‘em we mean business and kick their butts all the way back to where they came from.”

Mel could have struck back and gone on a campaign of revenge but he decided to love his enemy. Shortly after this incident Mel told a reporter he wasn’t going to focus on the Klan, or other such neighbors, but that he would remain focused on “giving kids a second chance, teaching them to respect themselves and others through hard work and discipline.”  Soon after these events someone fired a rifle shoot at one of his kids. Mel knew who did it. His camp foreman said to him, “I say we march right over to his house and beat the crap out of him.” Mel responded, “That thought has entered my mind more than once, but that is not the Lord’s way so it will not be mine.” That evening one of Mel’s boys came to him and said, “I thought they didn’t like us ‘cause we were bad, but they don’t like us because we’re Black, ain’t that right, Mr. Mel?” Mel looked at this boy and said something I will never forget:

“Son, there are people in this world who just like to hate. If there were no Blacks they would hate Hispanics. If there were no Hispanics they would hate Jews; then the Catholics; then the Protestants. Once they were all gone , they would start hating people with blue eyes, then green, and on and on until there was no one left to hate but themselves…[you must] keep your heart in Christ.”

As he went to bed that evening Mel reread one of his favourite Bible scriptures, Psalm 55:22 which says: “Cast your cares upon the Lord and He will sustain you; He will never let the righteous fall.”

Mel Blount overcame these horrific times and built his youth center. He was able to look beyond hatred and forgive his injustice and by doing so he was able to focus on what really mattered. He was able to build a business that gave instead of squandered life. 

3. My third and final corollary is this- To give life in business you need to set aside fear and walk into the unknown with faith—and you will need to keep that faith especially when all appears lost

The author George Gilder in his landmark book Wealth and Poverty wrote:

“The investor who never acts until all the statistics affirm his choice, the businessman who waits until the market is proven—are all doomed to mediocrity by their trust in a spurious rationality and their failure of faith. Only in retrospect were the barrens of Texas and Oklahoma an energy cornucopia, and the flat prairies a breadbasket for the world; or Thomas Edison a catalytic genius; and Henry Ford the salvation of capitalism…the future is forever incalculable. The tale of human life is less a pageant of unfolding rationality than a saga of desert wanderings and brief bounty, the endless dialogue between man and God, between alienation and providence, as we search for the ever-rising and receding promised land, which we can see most clearly…when we have faith and courage…”

At the end of last year I took a business trip to Indianapolis. I was going to celebrate the tenth anniversary of a company I had helped found at Bain Capital. It is called Steel Dynamics. The celebration was being held at Market Square Arena where they play pro basketball games. What was amazing about this was that the arena was filled with family and friends of the company’s employees. It seemed like only yesterday that I had been approached by the Steel Dynamics management team which had left Nucor Steel. They told me how they wanted to build from scratch, de novo, the world’s lowest cost, most advanced mini-mill in Butler, Indiana. The idea was ambitious. All they needed was $400 million and 18 months and they said they would be making steel like no one else. The leading Wall Street steel analyst told our team that taking on this project would be like taking on a “death spiral.” However, the very first time I met Keith Busse something inside me told me he could successfully complete this project; that with his guidance great things could happen. Keith was not only the best in his trade; he had deep vision and drive.

 I will never forget the night we closed the financing for this deal.  Tensions were high because so much money was being put aside for one of the largest greenfield start-ups in the venture industry’s history. Keith and I and a team of others negotiated with each other through the entire night on final terms. As daylight broke we inked the papers and boarded a private plane for Butler, Indiana where a press conference was to take place to announce the project. As we came into Butler I looked out the window at the future site for our steel mill-- but as I gazed upon the acres and acres of corn fields that were soon to be dug up I got a deep pit inside my stomach. I remember thinking to myself, “What have you done?”  Then I looked again around me at the great partners I had in this venture and heard a calming voice that great things lay ahead. Ten years later our company-- which Wall Street said could not be created-- was now a publicly traded NYSE company worth over a billion dollars. Elsewhere in the United States steel companies were dying but Steel Dynamics was thriving due to the low cost manufacturing system that it had built.  In Indianapolis that night at Market Square Arena I also saw how this business creation had brought new life to the community of Butler and how it had positively affected a sports arena full of people.

 The greatest faith in business that we can have is that we are in the very hand of Providence (see Mormon 6:23) and that Providence can guide us. When we walk in that faith great life giving transformations will occur. Steel mills will breathe life into corn fields and dying communities and uneducated pioneers will literally turn a dead desert into an engine of life.

In all of this I have found there is one flag of caution for which we must be watchful. My friend Mel Blount framed it this way when he said:

“I have witnessed the destruction of greatness many times during my life. A man, an idea, a vision is crushed because fear conquered the heart… Fear is the only thing than can kill greatness.”

In the business world one of the real challenges we face to being guided by faith is the fact that corporate failure is more probable than success. Simply put way more businesses fail than succeed and it is very improbable that every commercial venture which you or I embark upon will be a winner or that every job assignment will be a success. At my firm there is not a partner who has not has lost money on a deal. Because of this reality of uncertainty, fear and insecurity instead of faith and courage tend to dominate corporate culture. This in turn leads to all sorts of strange interpersonal and corporate dynamics. In business insecurity and fear of failure destroys people, saps lifeblood, breeds bureaucracy and stifles growth.

 When we fail we also tend to think the whole world has turned its microscope on us and is pointing its derisive finger at our mistakes or miscalculations. In life as well as business we cannot let setbacks and the ensuing ridicule of others paralyze us and destroy our greatness, our companies, friends or families. We must carry on with faith that we are in the school of Providence. This is always much easier said than done but in this respect I have always been touched by the example of John Tanner, one of the Church’s first businessmen. I am sure some of you are familiar with his history. In the early 1800s John Tanner became a fairly wealthy man through various business ventures. These included orchards, a hotel, farming and lumbering on 2200 acres of land he owned in the Lake George area of New York.  He joined the church the same day he heard the Mormon missionaries preach.  In the middle of December in 1834 he received by a vision or dream an impression that he needed to move his family to join the church in Kirtland because of an impending need.  On that prompting he liquidated his holdings and left his home on Christmas Day in the dead of winter.  The trip to Kirtland was 500 miles and he arrived on the Sabbath, January 20, 1835.  While John was on his journey Joseph Smith met in a prayer meeting with some of the brethren and asked the Lord to send them someone to lift the mortgage on the farm where the Lord had directed a temple be built.  The bank was set to foreclose on the property in a few days after John arrived.  John put up the money necessary to pay off the mortgage the day he arrived and also loaned the Temple Committee over six times that amount in merchandise.  He then later co-signed a note for the Prophet for another $30,000 for goods purchased in New York and used all the rest of his wealth to prop up the Kirtland Safety Society, a banking company, which ultimately failed.  When John Tanner left New York he was a wealthy man.  On that cold December day he and his family left Lake George they not only left with their cash but also with sixteen wagon teams full of equipment and belongings. At the age of 60, three years after he arrived in Kirtland, he was bankrupt.  His daughter and son were put in jail because of their inability to pay $15.00.  Later when he departed with the Church for Missouri he had the thirty thousand dollars in debt from the goods the Prophet had purchased and “a borrowed team and one old broken down stage horse and an old pike cart, a keg of powder and $7.50 in cash”. To make matters worse, on the exodus from Kirtland one of his daughters became ill and died. At the April conference of the Church in 1844 John Tanner forgave Joseph all the debts he owed him even while he was still working to pay off their mutual $30,000 note. The Prophet laid his hand on his shoulder and said: “God bless you, Father Tanner; your family shall never beg bread.” That in time proved true. Skeptics asked John Tanner whether his conversion was worth it. He replied:  “Well if others have come up easier, they have not learned so much.”  On December 9, 1835 the Prophet Joseph Smith recorded the following in his journal:

“Elder Tanner brought me half a fatted hog for the benefit of my family.  And whether my days may be few, whether in life or death I say in my heart let me enjoy the society of such brethren.”

 John Tanner should stand as an excellent reminder to all of us that whether we have lots of money or little, whether we are in the midst of great prosperity or facing personal setbacks, our lives can and will bring forth life to others, if we have but faith and courage in the hand that guides us.

III. Why Would You Give It All Up?

I want to close by briefly answering the second question that some asked me. It was something like this, “Bob, you are at the peak of your career. Your firm is willing to sign you to a Michael Jordan-type contract; tell me what experience happened in your life that let’s you walk away from this?”  

In the printed version of the convocation speech I gave here at BYU, the editors deleted an experience that I shared about a time when I was very young. So at the risk of repeating myself, I leave this one last thought with you.

When I had my 12th birthday I went to the movies. The ticket for an 11-year old was 25 cents, and for a 12 year old, 30 cents. Five cents meant an additional piece of candy. As I stood in the line, I rationalized away the fact that I was now twelve years old with the thought that I did not look any older than 11. I was so proud of myself for having pulled this off that after the movie I ran home to tell my dad about my coup. He looked at me and said, “Son would you sell your soul for a nickel?’ It is a lesson I have never forgotten. There is a voice within you and me that is a transforming power. It constantly speaks to each of us, in its own unique way to our mind and hearts every time we need to step forward or when we look to sell ourselves short no matter the price. It isn’t so much that we can’t hear it; it’s that we try to rationalize it away. As I was considering making a job change many years ago, my Dad shared with me a piece of advice which I will leave with you today. He said:

“Prospectively your entire business life will be one of choices. It will be a world where bosses and fellow employees or partners will increasingly say to you, ‘Not to worry. We will choose for you.’ This you cannot do. You must be concerned that you have developed a sense of values which recognizes that you are where responsibility begins. You must resist the impulse to quiet the shouts of your soul. In our age of information, the voice of integrity of the spirit, not your workplace peer pressure, must emerge as the powerful, necessary force in determining your actions. You are of a time and place that needs a spiritual rebirth. A time that calls for men and women who will assert their birthright of choice to alter and shape institutions that reflect the moral and spiritual values dictated by the voice within. Remember duty stands before rights and responsibility before opportunity and that the real struggle today is not in the frontiers of technological development or science but in the inner man…”

I thank my father for teaching me at an early age that I should always walk away from the profits of commerce, if that is what conscience dictated; and likewise, that it was just fine for me, he would say even critical for me, to be involved in making profits if that is where conscience took me. This is also what my business career has repeatedly confirmed to me time and time again. Because of this I have also come to believe that each of our walks along the road of commerce, if we listen to the Spirit of conscience, will ultimately look little different from that of John Tanner’s. I believe this not only because of my experience but it is also what I think the scriptures teach us. Is this not the first lesson that comes to us from the life of Lehi in the Book of Mormon?  He was a wealthy man and a prophet; there was no conflict with him being a man of integrity or a man of God and with him being a successful merchant. Then the Lord changed his course and asked him to leave his wealth behind.  He honored that voice and walked in faith toward another Promised Land. I really believe that the Lord wants each of us to have an impact. But for each of us, the Promised Land that we must walk to in order to do that is likely to be different, but that doesn’t matter because Lehi shows us the true pattern of conduct in business is to go where conscience takes us because then life-giving gain will follow.  Moroni, the prophet descendant of Lehi, saw our day some 1600 years ago and asked us to ponder this question: “Why do ye adorn yourselves with that which hath no life… [and] build up to get gain? (see Mormon 8: 39-40).”  Cain wants us to believe that it is all about trading life for gain. Nothing could be further from the truth. My prayer is that each of us realizes the life-giving force of promised lands and looks to success in the life giving and not in the life taking affairs of business.  

OTHER THOUGHTS

· Steel company consultant dinner:” Will my life make any difference?”

· A lot of smart people, a lot of successful wealthy powerful partners—faith and prayers with Mitt

· “ the world needs men and women who cannot be bought or sold…genuine gold”  David O. Mckay
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