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This book is dedicated to
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and


Don Reeverts, my lifelong mentor.


and
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Foreword by Hugh Hewitt



When Jan Janura took a seat on my patio in Southern California in the early summer of 2009 and lit up a cigar, I’d already heard of him, often, from our mutual friend, Bud. Jan was a fabulously successful businessman who had begun his adult life with an advanced degree from Fuller Theological Seminary, at the same time as had Bud, and had taken a job as a Young Life Area Director in the Seattle area. (Bud had done the same thing in Orange County, California.) Jan picked up fly fishing during that first stint in ministry, as well as the self-awareness that he was called to business.


Was he ever. Along with his wife, Carol Anderson, Jan founded, built, and sold not one but two very successful businesses. At the age most folks retire and look to ease back and enjoy life, he embarked on a different kind of mission.


This time, Jan would initially focus on men over the age of 40, the “up and outers,” who were looking to figure out where they were in their lives, their relationships with God and their spouses and families, and where the “second half” or “third third” would take them. That focus required getting to know people, often in the unusually constrained hours of a long lunch or a leisurely dinner.


When Jan tracked me down, it was because Carol had heard one of my closest friends, Bill Lobdell, talking on my radio show about his then new book Losing My Religion. At that time, Bill was the reporter for religion for the Los Angeles Times, and his crisis of faith is detailed in his book. Carol concluded that Bill needed to join Jan on one of his Wild Adventures in Montana, so Jan sought me out to seek out Bill.


The happy by-product of Jan’s mission to my backyard is a deep friendship over that has lasted over 14 years, at least as many time zones, and a thousand emails, calls, and conversations. Some people collect wine —including Jan— and some fly fish with a passion and excellence that few sports inspire in any but the youngest athletes. That’s Jan too. But his hobbies have always been in service of his mission. Through these 14 years, Jan’s theme has been to make time count, never to waste it, to refuse to slow down, and to do as much as he can for as many as he can for as long as he can.


Jan’s mission to men has been multi-faceted. He and Carol are, objectively, two of those most generous people on the planet towards those for whom life has been hard. They are also both terrific encouragers to those for whom life has been an adventure and a success in the eyes of the world. But Jan is defined by his mission to get men to ask the most serious questions, questions almost everyone asks themselves but rarely pose to each other or to a group.


Jan’s been organizing small fishing trips for men for more than twice as long as I’ve known him. He institutionalized “The Wild Adventure” early in the new century to broaden and deepen the reach of his ministry. He expanded his chronological reach by starting the “Young Guns” portion of TWA.us. He has packed friends on to boats and into meeting rooms in wonderful locations with the only objective being that they engage in some serious conversations about serious subjects.


Now Jan has put into this compelling, winsome, and wise book the weight-bearing wall of his approach: Ask the right questions and people will actually talk about everything that is on their hearts and in their heads. But it starts with the right questions. Perhaps one the question above all others being, “Who do you say I am?”


Jan’s ministry is about as far from “church” as you can go. It has little-to-nothing in common with “men’s ministry” and “Bible study groups.”


If you have heard Jan on my radio show —he’s been a frequent guest for the past decade— you will know his infectious and deep-throated laugh. “A constant cheerfulness is the surest sign of wisdom” the French essayist Montaigne penned hundreds of years ago. Jan and Michel would have been the closest of friends, and not just because of their endless good cheer or their addiction to well-turned phrases and memorable quotations. (Montaigne covered the ceiling of his study with his favorite quotes. Jan reduces them to beautiful index cards and sends them off to his legions of friends.)


They would be bound by their seriousness of purpose hidden within an east amiability, a love of good things, a wonderful family and many friends, and most of all, a desire to know the most important things, a desire best met not with answers, but the right questions.


-Hugh Hewitt











“I drink to make my friends interesting.”


—MARK TWAIN
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INTRODUCTION The Problem with Small Talk








Can you remember the last time you had a significant conversation with your wife or husband, your kids, your best friend, or anybody? When was the last time you walked across your lawn and sat on a neighbor’s front porch and talked with him or her—and truly listened—over a cup of coffee or iced tea?


I’m not talking about the conversations we have on social media nowadays, whether it’s through one hundred and forty characters or less on Twitter or on Facebook Messenger. I’m talking about real face-to-face conversations, in which you’re truly listening to what someone else is saying, and you’re talking deeply about the subjects that matter most in life. I’m not referring to small talk, which each of us can easily do with our thumbs and our phones or in face-to-face conversations that are dull and never scratch the surface.


I’m talking about Big Talk, in which we dig deep into our souls and discuss intriguing topics that shape our world and impact our daily lives. Conversation is undoubtedly the most important part of a relationship, whether it’s business, personal, or spiritual. It’s the only way to truly get to know someone, and it’s the best method for strengthening your bond with your spouse, your children, friends, business associates, and even God.


Each of us wants to interact with others, and all of us long to be heard. Conversation is almost as important as water and oxygen when it comes to living a truly fulfilling life. The conversations each one of us chooses to have can change the world—or destroy it—and the words, questions, and answers each of us choose to use, or not to use, can alter our own life and the lives of everyone around us. So, why wouldn’t we choose to make our conversations as impactful and important as we can?


Before we go any further, let me take a moment to introduce myself. My name is Jan Janura, and I spent more than forty years in the women’s fashion business alongside my partner, Carol Anderson—she was the fashion, and I was the business. And oh, by the way, after more than sixteen years as business associates, Carol and I realized we were in love and became true partners as husband and wife!


In case you’re wondering, this isn’t a book about the apparel business. Thank goodness! This is a book about how to lead significant conversations that will change your life. But in many ways, much of what I’ve learned about turning small talk into Big Talk began with addressing a major need in my business. So, I’ll take a little time to share that story.


Carol and I became friends back in the early seventies while I was attending Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California. After graduation, I moved to Seattle and worked as an area director for Young Life, a nonprofit Christian organization that focuses on ministering to young people in middle school, high school, and college. Working for Young Life was one of the most rewarding experiences of my life, but after four years, I felt a calling to start a business.


At twenty-seven years old, I interviewed for a position at IBM. The job I was applying for would have allowed me to learn about business and continue my education. And the good news was, IBM was going to pay me to do this. I went through two days of interviews and felt good about landing the job. Someone from IBM called me three days later and said, “Jan, it was great to meet you, but you’re not quite what we’re looking for.” I was devastated. I thought I’d totally misread what God was saying to me. I was worried that I’d left a fantastic position with Young Life and four of the most substantive years of my life for nothing. It was really a low point for me.


By that time, Carol had become a successful fashion designer, and we had remained friends, exchanging birthday and Christmas cards. I had recently traveled to Washington, D.C., where I heard the most interesting man I’ve ever met in my life, Doug Coe, speak about covenant relationships, a partnership in which two parties make binding promises to each other and work together to reach a common goal. Immediately, Carol was the person who came to mind. We had volunteered together in Young Life while I was attending seminary. We shared many of the same beliefs and goals in life. As soon as I left that event in Washington, D.C., I found a phone and called her.


Carol was happy I had reached out because she, too, was struggling to make some important decisions about her career and future. She had just left a company where she had been working for nine years. She was entertaining offers from four or five other outfits but was also seriously considering going out on her own. Immediately, I knew the timing was right for us to become partners. I guess it was God tugging at my heart.


“Let’s start a company,” I told her.


Her response: “You’re insane. You don’t know anything about the apparel industry.”


I asked Carol to think about it for a couple of weeks and get back to me. Fortunately for both of us, she came around to my crazy idea. It ended up being a life-changing moment for both of us—in more ways than one. Carol was taking a leap of faith because I hadn’t worked in the clothing industry before and had never owned a business. Yet, I knew it was God’s plan for me. In my heart, I knew how talented Carol was. She had a gift. I believed it was my job to build an infrastructure around her so that she could freely work her magic.


In 1977, we started Carol Anderson, INC., on an eight hundred-dollar investment in the garage of a home in Burbank, California. Carol’s father came out from Omaha, Nebraska, to build shelves in the garage. Carol had a sewing machine and went to work. We started with twelve garments, and I managed to get us an appointment with a Nordstrom buyer in Seattle. The buyer agreed to give us a test order to see if Carol’s clothes would sell.


Not long after that, we moved into a ninth-floor loft in the garment district of Los Angeles. We had nothing—and I mean nothing—to put in the space. The day after we signed the lease, two buyers from Nordstrom delivered a $35,000 order. We were off and running. After Carol designed the garments, we had them manufactured and anxiously waited for a response. The results were good: Carol’s clothes were selling and Nordstrom wanted more.


Over the next twenty-five years, we built Carol Anderson, INC., into one of the most recognized and successful lines of women’s dress and casual sportswear in the world. Our business grew to $35 million annually—despite the fact we didn’t have a single storefront. Our clothes were being sold in stores such as Nordstrom and Neiman Marcus and were being exported to Austria, Germany, Switzerland, and other countries around the world. We had twenty-four salespeople on the road and were selling to three thousand retail outlets and high-end boutiques. Vanna White wore our clothes on Wheel of Fortune, and they were given away as prizes on other shows like The Price Is Right.


By then, however, I was beginning to realize that the clothing business was changing rapidly. Most of the major department stores were consolidating, which meant the remaining buyers began to have a huge amount of leverage. In fact, rather than us presenting Carol’s designs and taking orders at our prices, the remaining retailers started telling us how much they were willing to pay for each item. They were even asking us to buy back what we didn’t sell, which was squeezing our profit margins. In short, the golden age of domestic apparel manufacturing was coming to an end.


To stay in the game, I knew I had to find a way to get Carol’s wonderful creations into the hands of customers without relying on our retail partners any longer. But how was I going to do that? After a brief experiment with catalogs, I was having breakfast one morning and sketched out the concept on the proverbial napkin at breakfast on how we might take Carol’s creations direct to the consumer. I had always been fascinated with the way Tupperware did that, and I thought the same general concept might be able to work. Actually, based on my cash-flow projections, I felt like this new idea could be a game changer and possibly an industry disruptor—if we could figure out how to execute it.


My idea was to set up a distribution model where we would contract with women to sell our apparel directly to their friends and neighbors in their homes, skipping the retail stores altogether. It was kind of like Tupperware for women’s clothing. No one had ever attempted it before in the way I had envisioned it.


By the way, you may have heard of the result: it’s a company called CAbi (an acronym for Carol Anderson by Invitation), which is still in operation today. Carol and I started the business in 2003 and sold it ten years later, when we had more than 3,400 associates (or stylists) working to sell our products—which made us the largest direct-sales company in the world for our industry. It was truly a wild ride!


Of course, back in the very beginning, I knew that in order for my model to work, I needed to find the right people to help sell and distribute my wife’s wonderful designs. But which people were the right people?





To answer that question, Carol and I started hosting dinner parties of eight to twelve people each. We did this once, twice, or sometimes even three times a week—inviting people we knew, and then encouraging them to invite their friends, and then their friends’ friends, and so on. We thought this might be a great way to expand our contacts and build up a network of potential salespeople.


My secret goal was to keep watch each evening and see which women emerged as the leaders within the group. I wanted to see who carried the interest and attention of the other guests—who had the most attractive personalities. Who were the women who communicated well, listened even better, were humble, could motivate others to succeed, and had the ability to connect people with a purpose? Those were the women we would recruit to join us at CAbi.


Doesn’t that sound like a good business idea? It certainly did to me. But very early on, it became apparent that our dinners were not turning out to be the lively social events Carol and I had envisioned. As soon as the first few guests arrived, little pockets of conversation would spring up around the table. Most of them were quiet pockets, with people talking softly in groups of two or three, sometimes even huddling close together rather than looking outward to include others. Whoops! Worst of all, every conversation was on a different topic, and each one stayed on the surface, never daring to go below to find out what others thought or felt about things that truly mattered.


Obviously, it was beyond difficult to figure out which women were leaders when all I could observe were these little huddles of subdued and superficial chitchat. In fact, it was downright impossible, which is one of the reasons I seriously began to hate small talk in all its forms. What a waste of our precious time!


Around this same time, the woman sitting next to me at the dinner table spoke up.


“Hello, Jan. So good to see you again,” she said, while smoothing her dress and patting her hair to make sure it had stayed in place.


I recognized her face, but I couldn’t remember her name. Yikes! Is it Jennifer? I asked myself. Maybe Jessica?


“I’m Julie,” she said.


“Hi, Julie. Thanks for coming,” I replied.


Whew! I thought. Thank goodness, and good thing I had kept my mouth shut.


Only a few of our dinner guests had arrived at that point, so Julie and I were alone at one corner of the table. Carol was already in conversation with another woman across from me, four seats away. I was too far away to hear much of what they were saying.


Julie looked around the room for a minute, then turned back to me without saying a word. The silence stretched toward the point of awkwardness.


“Got any kids?” I asked.


Julie’s eyes brightened immediately. “Oh yes,” she said, patting her purse. “I’m a proud soccer mom, and I’ve got the minivan to prove it!”


That’s when I made a mistake. If I’d known what was about to happen, I would have filled my mouth with some of the excellent wine on the table—or even gravel for that matter—and I would have kept it that way until the final course!


Instead, I asked, “Do any of your kids actually play soccer?”


“Of course!” Julie exclaimed exuberantly. It was almost as if she’d been waiting for me to ask that exact question.


“My Elizabeth—she’s the oldest—she just made the varsity team this year and she’s only a sophomore! Did you know that sophomores could be recruited up to the varsity team?”


I started to shake my head, but Julie was already moving forward.


“I was so surprised when Elizabeth told me the coaches had chosen her, although I wasn’t really surprised, because she’s always been advanced for her age—really, anytime she puts her mind to anything, she just makes it happen, and that’s exactly how it was with soccer ever since she was a little girl because she scored a goal in the very first game she ever played. No, actually it was two goals! She was only seven back then, but she…”


Over the next two hours, I discovered that Julie was indeed a soccer mom—a very talkative soccer mom. A very talkative soccer mom who never seemed to get tired of telling me all about her daughter, who I’m sure was a lovely young girl, and did I mention that she was a fantastic soccer player?


Needless to say, I had a frustrating dining experience served up to me all through that very long evening!





How many times have you been in a similar situation? The art of engaging with others in a way that is thoughtful and interesting has been largely lost in today’s world. As a result, deep and meaningful conversations are almost impossible to find—especially in social settings. Guys don’t always want to talk about sports or the weather, and ladies don’t always want to talk about the latest shoes or the new hunk on The Bachelor.


Unfortunately, most conversations today are transactional. They serve as a means to an end—as a way of requesting and dispensing information. “Where did you find this coffee?” “Do you have plans for dinner on Friday night?” “What time does the game start?”


When we do actually take the time for larger and longer conversations—during a dinner party, for example, or gathered in a living room or around a campfire—what we say almost always stays at the surface. We talk about the weather, sports, fashion, or the latest celebrity gossip. In other words, we settle for small talk—for chitchat.


Now, there’s nothing wrong with small talk in and of itself. But there’s not much right about it, either! Ultimately, small talk and chitchat are simply ways of passing time without seeming rude during social situations. They have no significance. And I’ve reached a point in my life where I’m tired of wasting my time, treasure, and talent on things that are insignificant.


I believe the absence of serious, meaningful conversations is the root of many of the problems in our society today. We can’t talk about serious subjects like politics, our hopes and fears, problems in our cities, religion, our regrets, and stress and health problems that might be tearing us down. More times than not, these conversations turn into shouting matches or uncomfortable moments because we’ve been trained to avoid those subjects at all costs. Or, even worse, the person we’re trying to engage throws up walls of protection and becomes silent or quickly changes the subject. We no longer know how to discuss heavy topics, even with our spouses, partners, children, and closest friends. It shouldn’t be that way, and it’s not healthy.


If you feel the same way, I’ve got good news: you don’t have to settle for chitchat! This little book you’re holding will teach you the large and useful skill of turning small talk into Big Talk through the power of table questions. You’re probably asking yourself, What are table questions? They are thoughtful, intentional questions designed to help people move below the surface and experience deep, meaningful conversations—the kinds of conversations that are not only interesting, but are sometimes even life-changing.


We’ll learn more about what table questions are and how to use them through the rest of this book. But for now, I want to emphasize again that you don’t have to be content with shallow interactions, whether at the dinner table or anyplace else. You don’t have to waste your time with small talk. You can go deeper and help others do the same, and I’m excited to show you how!





Carol and I did our best to spice up each dinner party as we searched for the women who would help us build our new company. We tried to be more engaging and enthusiastic ourselves. We tried to position ourselves at strategic points around the table. But it felt like we were blocked at every turn. Each of us could only engage with one or two people at each dinner, and we weren’t getting to know anyone on a deeper level.


Julie was the final straw—my soccer mom extraordinaire. By the time she finally released me after that long, long evening, I knew we had to come up with a different plan for our dinners. But what could we do? I was feeling desperate and disillusioned, and we were running out of time.
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