







“Includes anecdotes and examples from modern managers. . . . Try reading [it], even if you haven’t been to church or synagogue in years.”

—Los Angeles Business Journal


“As interpreted by Rabbi Baron, the familiar story of Moses turns out to be a powerful business metaphor.”

—The Financial Post


“MOSES ON MANAGEMENT is a gem—filled with wisdom, warmth, and great lessons for today’s managers.”

—Michael Kassan, president, Western International Media


“A composition of fifty aphorisms for running a successful business. . . . Rabbi Baron seamlessly connects such topics as the ten plagues to a Toyota car dealership, and the construction of the tabernacle to the invention of the Post-it note.”

—The Forward (New York)


“These valuable lessons constitute a core upon which one can build a comprehensive view of management derived from the Old and New Testaments.”

—Albert Madansky,

H.G.B. Alexander professor of business administration,

Graduate School of Business, University of Chicago











[image: img]

POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com


Copyright © 1999 by Rabbi David Baron


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.

For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


ISBN-10: 0-7434-1740-2
ISBN-13: 978-0-7434-1740-2


POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.










To my son,

Jonathan Radner Baron,

and our next generation of leaders






PREFACE



THE GREATEST MANAGEROF ALL TIME. IT’SA BOLD CLAIM, but few would deny that Moses deserves it. With God’s help, he bested the mighty Egyptian pharaoh, bringing six-hundred-thousand slaves out of bondage and into nationhood. His laws, created during the forty years he and the Israelites spent in the wilderness, provide the ethical foundation for Judaism, Islam, and Christianity. Yet if Moses were to submit his preliminary résumé today, not even a seasoned headhunter would be able to get him a job. Imagine hiring a manager whose profile reads:



	reluctant to lead

	a stutterer

	distant

	prone to long mountaintop vigils

	temperamental to the point of smashing corporate-mission statements

	strikes out instead of speaking

	settles disputes through swift, violent means

	never reaches his ultimate objective




From our knowledge of him through the Bible and popular culture, Moses seems to be a bundle of contradictions. Is he the resistant, moody shepherd of Exodus or the godlike liberator portrayed by Charlton Heston in The Ten Commandments? One moment he’s begging the Lord to choose someone else for the job, the next he’s striding through the Red Sea like Zeus. The Bible paints a portrait of a flawed and often frustrated leader whose compassion for his people is frequently at odds with his commitment to the Lord. By any account, Moses was a highly complex individual who operated in a wildly uncertain world. For that very reason, his story provides us with insights and leadership tools that are invaluable today.

Every aspect of modern life—from its ethical murkiness to its uncertainty and cynicism—existed tenfold in Moses’ day. We may be unsure about our moral compass, but Moses had to invent a moral compass. We may face difficult management objectives, but Moses had to lead the sullen and helpless Israelites through an uncharted wilderness, urging them on to a “promised” land. His mission evolved along the way as he realized the breadth of his task: to transform a group of despairing ex-slaves into a nation of optimistic freedom fighters. Now that is a paradigm shift.

Moses is revered as a liberator, lawgiver, and intercessor par excellence, but few casual readers of the Bible notice the important leadership lessons that can be gleaned from his story. This book attempts to bring some of these lessons to life. The biblical narrative is sparse in certain places, while at other times it provides rich detail about Moses’ challenges and achievements. To gain further insight about Moses’ life, I analyzed traditional commentaries as well as more current works by Aaron Wildavsky, Daniel J. Silver, Emil Bock, and others. The tales in Louis Ginzberg’s Legends of the Jews revealed the impact Moses has had on Jewish thought. Biblical scholars and fundamentalist interpreters often clash on the meaning and authenticity of the Bible, but the purpose here isn’t to engage in that debate. Nor do I wish to hold up Moses as a model of perfect virtue and godliness. Instead, I focus on him as both an inspired leader and a hands-on, very human manager who had to contend with the quintessential uncooperative staff—the “stiff-necked” Israelites.

Moses had to both lead and manage the Children of Israel. Scores of business books have attempted to explain the difference between those two terms, but I found one—Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus’s Leaders—to be particularly enlightening. According to the authors, “Managers are people who do things right and leaders are people who do the right thing. The difference may be summarized as activities of vision and judgment—effectiveness—versus activities of mastering routines—efficiency.”

People today are often called upon both to lead and manage, as Moses did. The entrepreneur who starts his or her own company must be a visionary who also understands the day-to-day operations of the business. The manager who hires on at a large corporation must share and promote the vision of the CEO or risk losing the confidence of the staff. Part of Moses’ genius is that he was able to grow into these roles. While he possessed certain innate characteristics of leadership—such as commitment, tenacity, and a passion for justice—he had to learn many elements of leadership and management on the job. Analyzing how he did it—how he resolved conflicts, created rules and rituals, dealt with his people’s complaints and lack of skills, and kept everyone inspired over forty years—provides us with a wealth of practical information.

Moses had no grandiose ideas about his position. He just trusted in God and kept moving forward. The Bible describes him as the humblest of men, and perhaps that is why he was willing to experiment, take advice from others, and act on faith where more experienced leaders might have balked. Time and again Moses demonstrated leadership traits that are highly prized today. Because we live in the information age, where “facts” evolve daily and the global marketplace is constantly shifting beneath our feet, the skills Moses used to lead his people through the wilderness are extremely relevant: being flexible, thinking quickly, sustaining the confidence of your people in uncertain times, and creating rules that work for individuals from widely diverse backgrounds. When we study why he made the choices he did and understand the reasoning behind his laws, this knowledge can guide us through similar circumstances in our own wilderness.

Bennis and Nanus list and refute five myths of management that I found to be strikingly relevant to the story of Moses. These myths are:



	Leadership is a rare skill.

	Leaders are born, not made.

	Leaders are charismatic.

	Leadership exists only at the top of an organization.

	The leader controls, directs, prods, manipulates.




As you read through the 50 Leadership Lessons that follow, you’ll see these myths dispelled one by one. Moses not only learned the skills of leadership from God, he also taught those skills to others. He certainly was not born to the role; contrary to the film versions of his life, the Bible never implies that Moses was inclined to lead anything more than his father-in-law’s sheep prior to his encounter with God. There is no biblical evidence that points to his being charismatic either, although he was undoubtedly passionate about his beliefs. And rather than controlling and manipulating people, Moses realized from the beginning that he would have to win the Israelites’ trust and cooperation before they would trust in God. Pharaoh controlled and manipulated; Moses inspired and empowered.

The most relevant of Bennis and Nanus’s myths is “Leadership exists only at the top of an organization,” which implies flying solo. Moses was blessed with an extended management team to assist and advise him throughout his journey, and he recognized the value of cultivating leadership at all levels of his organization. From the earliest days of the Exodus, Moses began to delegate power and responsibility. He appointed magistrates and judges so that the people could learn to govern themselves. His whole enterprise depended on the “children” of Israel growing up and taking on adult responsibilities.

As a rabbi, all too often I hear, “Sure, I’ll join the committee, but I don’t want to be chairman.” Society desperately needs leaders at all levels. We need men and women who are willing not only to do things right, but also to do the right thing. If the story of Moses teaches us anything, it is that you don’t have to be perfect to lead brilliantly. Indeed, there is no such thing as a perfect leader. At your company, at the PTA, at your local community center, church, or synagogue, you can step up and become a leader, if only for a season or semester. Without leaders who have vision and a strong moral compass, we’ll never progress as a society, no matter how affluent we become.

In this book I’ve tried to distill the ideas and strategies that are most likely to encourage people to succeed as managers and leaders. It is divided into three parts. Part One deals with issues of communication and motivation. Part Two reveals the tactics Moses used to galvanize his people during the long trek in the Sinai desert. Part Three explores some of the ethical guidelines Moses created. It’s my hope that the insights readers gain from these lessons will help them thrive in whatever leadership roles they assume.

 

—David Baron

 Los Angeles, 1999






MOSES: An Executive Summary



MOSES WAS BORN ROUGHLY THREE THOUSAND YEARS AGO into an Egypt ruled by a bloodthirsty and paranoid pharaoh. Desperate to deplete the Hebrew slave population, which he feared would rise up against him, Pharaoh decreed that every newborn Hebrew boy be put to death. To save her son, Moses’ mother placed him in a basket and set him adrift on the Nile, where he was rescued by Pharaoh’s daughter and raised as her son in the royal court. When he was grown, Moses ventured off the palace grounds and saw an Egyptian taskmaster beating a Hebrew slave. Moses killed the taskmaster and as a result had to flee Egypt. He sought refuge in Midian, a nearby desert territory.

In Midian Moses began a new life as a shepherd. One day, while tending his flock, he noticed a bush that was aflame but not consumed by the fire. He approached it and God revealed Himself to Moses, charging him with the mission of bringing the Hebrew slaves out of Egypt and delivering them to Canaan—the Promised Land.

Moses’ first task was to confront Pharaoh and demand freedom for the Israelites. When Pharaoh refused, God brought ten plagues down upon Egypt. Finally Pharaoh relented and the Israelites departed. The next day, however, the ruler changed his mind and sent his armies to recapture the Israelites, who had just arrived at the Red Sea (Sea of Reeds). Moses urged the group to walk into the waves. As they did, the waters receded and the people crossed to the far shore, with Pharaoh’s army in hot pursuit. As the last Israelite reached dry land, the waters closed again, drowning the Egyptians.

Jubilant at their success, the Israelites traveled to Mount Sinai, at the summit of which God presented Moses with the Ten Commandments carved on a pair of stone tablets. When Moses descended to the valley where his people were camped, he saw that they had already broken a commandment—“You shall have no other gods besides me”—and were worshiping a golden calf. Enraged, Moses smashed the tablets and punished those who had disobeyed the Lord. God threatened to destroy the entire community for their transgression, but Moses objected, pleading the case of those Israelites who had not sinned. God relented, a second pair of tablets was carved, and the Children of Israel journeyed on.

Soon thereafter, God and Moses realized that the former slaves would not be hardy enough to conquer Canaan. The decision was made to wander in the desert for forty years, until a new, stronger generation came of age. In the decades that followed, Moses guided the Hebrew people through their metamorphosis, transforming them into a powerful nation unified by its faith in God. He did this, in large part, by creating 613 commandments that covered nearly every aspect of civilized life, including how to worship, work together, stay healthy, deal with one another justly, and celebrate God’s blessings.

After the forty years had passed, Moses and his people gathered at the banks of the Jordan River, which marked the border of Canaan. At last the Israelites were prepared to conquer the territory, with Joshua, Moses’ hand-picked successor, as their leader. Moses himself would not be joining them; many years earlier he had disregarded one of God’s instructions, and for that offense God refused to let him enter the Promised Land.

Moses died atop Mount Nebo, where he was able to gaze upon the lush country his people would soon inhabit. “No one knows his burial place to this day,” says the Bible. “Moses was a hundred and twenty years old when he died; his eyes were undimmed and his vigor unabated. . . . Never again did there arise in Israel a prophet like Moses.”






Part One

DELIVERING THE MESSAGE

From the earliest chapters of Exodus we know that Moses was neither an eloquent speaker nor a “natural” leader. After he reluctantly agreed to accept the position of liberator, he faced the daunting task of convincing the enslaved Israelites to follow him out of Egypt. Far from welcoming Moses as a hero, the slaves were skeptical and often downright hostile to him. Moses found that delivering his message would require much more than announcing God’s plan and waiting for the troops to rally round.

For Moses to succeed in his mission, he had to exude confidence in his role as messenger and leader. God constantly prodded him forward, and gradually, through doing the job, Moses’ confidence grew. He first had to assess the will and commitment of his people and develop strategies for communicating with them. God gave him a brilliant mission statement—the Ten Commandments—but Moses’ imagination, compassion, and tenacity also proved invaluable. Moses gradually established a bond with the suspicious Israelites and instilled in them a faith so strong that not even Pharaoh’s army could turn them from their goal. He earned his people’s trust not once but many times during the course of their journey together. After the initial push out of Egypt, Moses kept God’s message alive in the hearts of the Israelites for another forty years, until they reached the Promised Land.

Part One reveals how Moses won the confidence of his people, successfully delivered God’s message, and made that message ever more vital with each passing year.
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Allow Others to Recognize Your Strengths and Recognize the Strengths in Others

“NO REALLY GREAT MAN EVER THOUGHT HIMSELF SO” wrote the nineteenth-century English essayist William Hazlitt. Moses, the man who would lead the Israelites out of Egypt and create a new nation, was not a glory seeker. He would have been happy to stay in the desert wilderness of Midian and live out his life raising his family and minding his father-in-law’s sheep. When destiny called, he was none too pleased.

“Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh?” was Moses’ first reaction to God’s offer. “Don’t worry,” replied the Lord, “I will be with you.” Moses tried a different approach: “What if they do not believe me and do not listen to me?” No problem, replied God—He would put enough miracles in Moses’ hand that everyone would respect his authority as God’s messenger. Next, Moses resorted to his lack of job skills: “Please, O Lord, I have never been a man of words . . . I am slow of speech and tongue . . . Make somebody else Your agent!” But God knew He had chosen the right man. “Okay, already,” He said. “There is your brother, Aaron . . . He shall speak for you to the people.” Finally, having run out of excuses, Moses accepted the job.

Many of us can relate to Moses’ terror of being placed in a high position. We know that the higher our position, the farther we have to fall. Sometimes it’s easier to make excuses about our inadequacies than it is to take on the challenge. Even if we don’t verbalize our ambivalence to the person offering us the job, we may still be plagued by self-doubt. Like Moses, we may worry that people will laugh when they see us in a position of authority. We may fret that we don’t have the fight skills for the job. Sometimes, if we’re lucky, our boss—or our destiny—will be so implacable that we’ll have no choice but to step up to bat and rise to the challenge.

An ancient legend tells us that God actually chose Moses to lead the Hebrew people because of an incident that occurred while he was minding the herd. A kid was separated from the herd and had become lost. Moses ran after it for a long time until he finally found it, exhausted and hungry. He found water for the animal, then hoisted it on his shoulders and returned it to the flock. Seeing this, the Lord thought, “If he shows so much compassion to one lost kid, how much more will he show to the people!” So when Moses claimed he wasn’t good enough for the job, God knew otherwise.

We are seldom aware of the criteria higher-ups use when selecting us for positions of leadership. Moses thought speaking skills would be crucial to any great leader, but God disagreed. The attributes God was looking for were strength of character and compassion, and those Moses possessed in abundance. In his management classic Leaders, Warren Bennis says that of the leadership qualities most organizations look for, “judgment and character . . . are the most difficult to identify, measure, or develop. We certainly don’t know how to teach them,” he says. “Business schools barely try. . . . Although a lot of executives are derailed (or plateaued) for lack of character or judgment, we’ve never observed a premature career ending for lack of technical competence.” Technical competence can be learned or deepened on the job.

As a manager, you are often in a position to encourage people to take on new challenges. When you see potential in others that they do not yet see in them selves, it can be just as difficult to broaden their views as it was to broaden your own. Yet that is part of your job. When God was persuading Moses, He helped Moses make the leap. When Moses said he felt unworthy, God said, “Don’t worry, I will be with you.” As a manager, you will find it necessary to assure others that although they’ll be venturing into new territory, you’ll be there for them when they need you. That kind of support is the greatest gift you can give as a manager. When Moses expressed his fear that his authority would not be recognized, God gave him tangible symbols of authority, such as the shepherd’s staff that could generate miracles. Similarly, if you put a person into a position of authority, you may have to provide some symbols of that authority—an office with a view, a preferred parking space—so that others in your organization can see that this person really does have new power. Finally, when Moses complained that he lacked a certain skill he thought he needed for the job, God arranged to have Aaron support him in his weak area. You may also have to give the new manager loyal lieutenants.

Like any successful leader, God discerned the traits of leadership in Moses before Moses himself was aware of them. He didn’t just give Moses the job assignment and send him on his way. He supported and reassured him, and gave him the tools he needed to succeed. The Sapient Corporation, based in Cambridge, Massachusetts, is an example of a company that has shown remarkable skill at developing leaders. By maintaining its outstanding staff, Sapient has built a reputation for excellence in client service and technological smarts. Jon Frey, a director at Sapient, lists five core values the company looks for when it selects and grooms its leaders: “One of those is client focus: How well does this person make clients happy by understanding and solving their business problems?” Sapient’s second core value is leadership, which they measure by how well a person inspires the team and creates a shared vision. They also focus on how well a person motivates people and understands what they need, both personally and professionally, to be happy as people. Finally, they consider openness a core value: How well does the person communicate with others? How approachable and forthright is he or she?

Technical skill is certainly an essential element at Sapient, but in grooming its leaders, the company puts immense emphasis on a person’s ability to see potential in others and help them maximize it. Of his stint as a manager on one of Sapient’s larger projects, Frey says, “My role was one hundred percent keeping the team happy and supporting them.”

God could have brought the Children of Israel out of Egypt any way He wanted to. He could have beamed them up or put them on a magic carpet flying straight to the Promised Land. But He didn’t do that. Even with the advantage of His omnipotence, He chose to cultivate leadership talent in Moses and Aaron, and then made sure that they cultivated leadership among the elders of the Israelites.

By seeing the core character traits that lay at the heart of leadership—honesty, integrity, compassion, and courage—and by challenging people to manifest those qualities within themselves, God set in motion more than the Exodus from Egypt. He set in motion a concept of leadership that allowed powerful, universal laws of life to be transmitted to others.
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Cultivate the Inner Qualities of Leadership

IF YOU HAD BEEN STANDING BESIDE MOSES AT THE BURNing bush, you might have understood exactly why he asked God, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and free the Israelites from Egypt?” We tend to expect a great leader to be charismatic, eloquent, and most of all, eager to lead, and yet Moses was none of these. He stammered, he had lived as an isolated shepherd for twenty years, and he fervently did not want the job. Still, God insisted he take it. Why?

By that time in his life Moses was a shepherd, a husband and father, and a man of the wilderness—perhaps he was ready to hear the inner voice calling him. Or perhaps God knew that Moses possessed certain internal qualities that would make him the right leader for the Children of Israel. The Ten Commandments were going to require the Israelites to drastically alter their behavior. If they were to accomplish this mind-bending shift, they would need the inspiration of a leader who could actually live by those rules, not just sermonize about them. Moses fit the bill. His natural compassion and instinct for justice made it easy for him to take the Commandments to heart. He had the maturity to rein in his lusts; he understood the value of self-control; and as a shepherd he had learned to look after his flock. Although Moses was reticent to speak, when he did, his words rang with conviction. And when he acted, he acted with that same conviction.

The importance of actions over ideas—“deeds versus creeds”—is beautifully illustrated in a passage of the Talmud where God and Moses are discussing the Children of Israel. The Lord says, “Better that they should not believe in Me but observe My laws (of human kindness) than believe in Me but not observe My laws.” Given God’s priorities, it’s clear that Moses, for all his external liabilities, had the right stuff for the job. We see this very early on in the Exodus, when the Children of Israel declare their allegiance to God but crumble at the first pangs of hunger. Countless times over the next forty years the Israelites want to return to Egypt, and each time Moses’ own fortitude, along with his steady faith, inspires them to pick themselves up and keep going.

But what of the fact that Moses didn’t want to lead the Israelites to freedom? Shakespeare says, “Some are born great; some achieve greatness; some have greatness thrust upon them.” Many extraordinary leaders have had greatness thrust upon them; reluctance to lead is no indication of whether a person will be good at leading. In fact, an ego-driven desire to “take charge” is sometimes at odds with the inner qualities of great leadership. Daniel Goleman touched on this in an essay entitled “What Makes a Leader?” Goleman observed that the personal styles of great leaders vary: “Some leaders are subdued and analytical.” The most effective leaders, in Goleman’s opinion, all have a high degree of what he calls emotional intelligence.

Goleman breaks down this emotional intelligence into five components: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skill. The actual desire to lead, you’ll note, is not among these components. Although Moses may have been lacking in social skills, he had his brother Aaron to assist him, and he was strongly developed in the other four areas.

In recent times, one man has emerged as the epitome of the reluctant but inspiring leader. “I’ve become president of a club I didn’t want to join,” Christopher Reeve told a reporter from the Wall Street Journal in 1996. Since Reeve was thrown from a horse in 1995 and left a quadriplegic, he has become an outspoken leader and supremely effective advocate for spinal injury research—so much so that the entire field has been galvanized by his presence.

After he came out of intensive care, Reeve told the same paper, “I began to realize the way it works in this country. We identify with famous people.” So he put himself in the public eye and began raising money for the cause. His motivation was simple: He wanted a cure for himself and the other 1.25 million people worldwide who suffer from spinal cord injuries. A cure could only happen if researchers got more funding.

Reeve’s efforts led the National Institutes of Health to raise their budget for spinal cord research nineteen percent, to $56 million, and set off a wave of private donations. Because of Reeve, spinal cord research is now a more vital field. Wise Young, of Rutgers University’s Spinal Cord Injury Project, reported in the Wall Street Journal, “We used to have one [research] breakthrough a year. The last two years, we’ve had one a month.” It shows what impact a single leader can have on a seemingly impossible goal.

Other well-known people have suffered paralyzing injuries—General George Patton and jockey Willie Shoemaker, to name just two—but Reeve has a unique public persona. Seeing the man who played Superman in a wheelchair brings home the reality that it can happen to any of us. Reeve is often quoted as saying that he has only one wish: to be able to hug his children. The remark tends to make people aware of the gifts they already possess and spurs them to use those gifts. If you can hug your child, he seems to be saying, lend me a hand so that I can one day hug mine.

Moses faced a similar challenge. Yes, you’re hungry, he told the Israelites. You’re hot, thirsty, suffering, and in pain. But you have freedom! Recognize your gifts and use them. Moses was able to get that message across not because he was such a skillful orator but because he was persistent, motivated, and dedicated to his cause. Reeve takes the same long-term approach with respect to his mission to find a cure for spinal cord paralysis. “I’m pretty tenacious,” he told the Wall Street Journal.

The qualities of faith, compassion, drive, self-control, and persistence are the attributes that make a great leader. Forget the stereotype of the charismatic firebrand pep-talking his team into a frenzy. Instead, cultivate the inner qualities of leadership.
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Speak to People on Their Own Level, and Make It Personal

GOD CHOSE MOSES TO BE THE ONE MAN TO WHOM HE would “speak mouth to mouth, plainly and not in riddles.” The only time He addressed the Israelites directly was at Mount Sinai, where amid a terrifying natural display, He delivered the Ten Commandments.

“All the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the blare of the horn and the mountain smoking; and when the people saw it, they fell back and stood at a distance. ‘You speak to us,’ they said to Moses, ‘and we will obey; but let not God speak to us, lest we die.’ ” The Israelites wanted direct, human communication. Moses complied.

“Moses went down to the people and spoke to them,” relates the Bible in a sentence that sums up the thrust of Moses’ life. To transmit God’s law, he walked among the people and demonstrated that law to them. He could have set himself apart; he could have delivered a speech from the heights of Mount Sinai. But if the Israelites were going to listen and accept the message, Moses had to deliver it in their language, on their level.

It’s a well-worn business maxim that a leader should walk among the people, but there’s a big difference between going through the motions and being sincere about them. There’s an art to speaking to people on their level without being condescending. As a rabbi, one of the first challenges I faced was finding common ground with people whose paths I might never have crossed in everyday life. After twenty-five years, I’ve learned some fundamental rules that are important in both the business world and the social realm.

To begin, it’s crucial that people sense who you are when you talk to them. The quickest way to achieve this is to go where they are, be it a building site, a production line, a sales office, or a school yard. Talking to people on their own turf makes you more accessible than if you were seated behind your desk or, in my case, standing behind a lectern on a raised platform above the congregation. I make a practice of always memorizing my sermons as opposed to reading them, so I can leave the lectern and walk among the seated congregants. That way, in addition to giving the sermon, I can ask questions and make sure everyone is participating in the conversation. All of this makes me more human and accessible and intensifies the congregation’s relationship with me. They hear my message not as some lofty pronouncement but as a tangible goal.

There is an old tradition, dating from the days of Ezra the Scribe, of bringing the Bible to the market-place for public reading on Mondays and Thursdays. There, amid the din of commerce, people would hear God’s words on the busiest shopping days of the week. The ancients knew well the value of making your message accessible.

Leadership ability depends on more than the way you speak to large groups, however. The real test is how you speak to people one-on-one. Bobby Spivak is the founder of a nationwide chain of restaurants called The Daily Grill. He is a master at “people skills,” although I doubt he’s ever given much thought to his technique. He’s just a naturally warm person who really does care about his employees and remember details about their lives. Recently I met Bobby for lunch at one of his Los Angeles locations. As we were walking in, one of his employees—a dishwasher—was on his way out. Bobby called him by his first name, stopped him, asked how his family was, and chatted a bit about goings-on in the city.

I’m always impressed at the ease with which Bobby can talk to anyone, and I know the dividends it pays. He’s trying to establish a successful chain of restaurants, and the chain is only as good as each individual Grill. As founder and CEO, Bobby is acutely aware of the link between employee loyalty and quality work.

Chatting intelligently with everyone from the dishwasher to the mayor comes naturally to Bobby Spivak, but most of us have to be a little more deliberate about it. To make your conversations with people more personal, you should always try to do two things: Be specific and focus on the other person’s needs.

The more specific you are when talking to another person, the more sincere you’ll sound. In fact, being specific forces you to be sincere, not just sound as if you are. “How’s the family?” doesn’t come across nearly as genuine as “How’s the kids’ new school? Is Lucy still on the basketball team?” Attaching real names to the family conjures up their images and makes you think about them.

Obviously, the more people with whom you come into contact, the harder it is to keep accurate mental files of all this personal data. But you can convey the same level of sincerity by being specific about the information you’re delivering. Stephanie Sherman, author of Make Yourself Memorable, offers an excellent illustration of this. Instead of uttering well-meaning but shallow phrases such as “I really appreciate that,” be specific about what you appreciate and why. For example, “I appreciate your taking the time to help me with this software because you’ve saved me hours of frustration trying to figure it out on my own.” Specificity makes it personal, and personal contact intensifies your relationship with others. The more intense that relationship is, the more committed they will be to you and your mission.
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