
Raise Your Hand

IT IS OUR CHOICES, HARRY, THAT SHOW WHAT WE TRULY 
ARE, FAR MORE THAN OUR ABILITIES.

 J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and  
the Chamber of Secrets

The auditorium was buzzing.
As a speaker, I’ve had the pleasure of presenting to organizations 

around the world, from Southwest Airlines to Microsoft; from 
twenty thousand salespeople at a national sales conference to a dozen 
CEOs in a boardroom.

On this day, I looked forward to talking with one of my favorite 
audiences: school- age kids. I love their voices, their laughter, their 
zest. I always leave the room energized and reminded of how lit up 
for life our little ones can be.

School districts typically invite me to speak to their entire school, 
but divide students into several groups based on age. First I get the 
pleasure of speaking to the youngest cohort, grades one through 
three. And let me tell you, it’s obvious as soon as they enter the audi-
torium: The party’s on.

Laughter bounces off the walls, smiles beam from faces, energy is 
high, and voices are loud. When I ask questions during my presenta-
tion, they answer heartily; when it is their turn for questions, they 
wave hands in the air in the hope of being called on. When it is time 
to return to class, they leap to their feet, a line forms by the door, and 
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they fist- bump me excitedly as they prance on to the next part of 
their day.

One of the boys in this group pulled back in shock after giving me 
a fist bump. He looked at my right hand. Then my left. He stared into 
my eyes, held my gaze, and asked as if stunned, “What happened to 
your hands, mister?”

Okay. I’d just shared the story of what happened to my hands. I 
had literally just stood in front of this boy and his classmates and ex-
plained: I’d made a huge mistake. Blown up my house when I was 
nine. Set myself on fire. Damaged my body. Lost my fingers to ampu-
tation. But my life was still filled with possibility, and so was theirs. I 
was expected to die. But I beat the odds. Impossible miraculous things 
still happened. Every day.

Had he missed the presentation? Been stuck in the bathroom? Was 
the microphone not on?

Whatever the cause, I took a slice of humble pie, bent to his level, 
and responded, “Well, when I was nine years old, I was in a house fire. 
I lost my fingers, but am doing awesome today.”

I could see him thinking about it for a moment, trying to make 
sense of this, before replying, “Oh my gosh!” He continued enthusi-
astically, “We had a speaker earlier today, and when he was nine years 
old he was burned in a house fire, too.” After a short pause he added, 
“You two should meet!”

The little boy then extended his hand, gave me a fist bump, and 
skipped down the hallway.

I shook my head and laughed.
Kids may sometimes get the answers wrong, but they are unafraid 

to ask questions, even the hard ones. 
I was still smiling to myself when the next group showed up.
Grades four through six are more subdued. There’s a little less 

noise when they enter, fewer hands elevated when it’s time for ques-
tions, not as much excitement as they filter out of the auditorium.

Then, grades seven and eight enter. Eventually the high school 
students. And with each subsequent group— well, you can guess 
what happens, right?
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Heads are down. Phones are in hand. During the presentation 
fewer answers are offered, hardly any questions asked. They’re great 
kids and are internalizing the message, but it seems they’ve outgrown 
the joy of fully participating.

It’s easy to blame it on adolescence. Sure, you could fault their 
hormones, their surly attitudes, their desire to fit in, or their craving 
to be cool.

And yet, is the way they participate so different from the manner 
in which we show up as adults?

Think about it.
When was the last time you waltzed into a room buzzing with 

energy?
When was the last time you showed up to a presentation con-

vinced it was going to be awesome?
When was the last time you responded to a question by waving 

your hand in the air, begging to be called on, shouting out the an-
swer?

We’ve transformed from excited, engaged, wildly optimistic kids 
who sprint to school to disengaged, distracted, cynical adults with 
most of that enthusiasm snuffed out.

Maybe we claim it’s because we now possess the wisdom of expe-
rience. We’ve been around the block and know that life isn’t always 
easy. In fact, it’s often downright hard.

We’re sprinting on the treadmill of doing more and more with 
fewer resources and less time. We’re exhausted, don’t feel we are get-
ting anywhere, and tired of all the effort. The constant negativity 
broadcast through news outlets and social media has us convinced the 
best days are behind us and the end is near. Don’t believe me? Watch 
your evening news tonight for validation. You’re doomed!

Although we’re more connected digitally and living in closer 
proximity to one another than at any point in the history of the 
world, we’ve never felt more isolated and alone. It’s negatively affect-
ing every generation, but showing up most dramatically in young 
adults, with 30 percent of millennials reporting that they feel lonely, 
and 22 percent admitting they have no friends.1
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I don’t know about you, I think it’s time we address how we are ap-
proaching life so we can get back to living lit up, excited and inspired 
for what’s ahead.

And I think our kids have the answers.
This book is an invitation to reawaken five essential senses that 

you possessed as a child that will allow you to get back in touch with 
what it is like to live with the whimsical freedom and intrinsic joy of 
children waltzing through life.

It was a time when you were insanely curious, and your inquisi-
tive nature refused to believe anything was impossible.

When you stepped into every experience with eyes wide open, 
heart brimming with hope, expecting amazing things.

When you were totally immersed in the moment, instead of wor-
ried about the past or anxious about the future.

When you weren’t concerned about how you appeared to others 
and approached everyone (even total strangers) as potential friends.

When you stepped in boldly, raised your hand high, and felt the 
invigorating sense of freedom that allows you to go all in, dare greatly, 
and inhabit your life fully.

I call this living In Awe.
This is our true nature.
Unfortunately, as we age, this natural state erodes as the world 

tells us who to be. We’ve been trained to let go of our childish ways.
Be quiet!
Sit still!
Don’t talk to strangers!
Color within the lines!
Be careful!
It’s just the way things are. Don’t rock the boat!
I certainly remember those refrains being yelled at me time and 

time again by my parents, coaches, and teachers. And while they were 
well intentioned, in the process our natural buoyancy gets slowly 
squashed. Our inherent creativity gets coached away. Our playfulness 
and energy get disciplined right out of us.

Their exhortation diminish the senses required to effectively nav-
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igate the world in which we live. This affects the way we see our 
world, and how we show up in it. 

Our senses are designed to help us process and understand the 
world. They inform what we see, hear, feel, taste, smell, and touch. 
When we lose access to them, we start to perceive a skewed, less vi-
brant, and distorted version of reality.

As we age, our senses diminish: vision blurs, hearing fades, taste 
dulls, our sense of smell declines. But we have other senses that we 
lose touch with as well. Senses that inform our opinions of ourselves, 
our connections with others, our perspectives on time, our ability to 
view life with wonder, and our ability to bravely step forward into it 
with nothing held back.

While it may be difficult to revive your physical senses, for some 
senses the damage isn’t permanent. We can reawaken them. We can 
rediscover them. We can recalibrate them. And we can utilize them to 
get back to that state of awe.

Once rekindled, these senses have the power to transform our days 
and revolutionize our lives. They can improve our ability to innovate 
at work, connect authentically in relationships, and solve some of the 
very problems that plague the adult world today.

After interviewing thousands of business owners, thought lead-
ers, and world changers, I’ve discovered that the very senses respon-
sible for making them successful and effective today are the same 
traits that flourished most beautifully within all of us as children. 
These senses are the key to how they dream greatly, innovate wildly, 
achieve impossibly, connect authentically, and impact profoundly. 
Most important, it’s how they live so fully.

And it’s how you can do the same.
Get ready to relearn what you once knew to be true.
Prepare to celebrate the ordinary and achieve the impossible.
It’s time to unleash inspiration, meaning, and joy by choosing to 

live In Awe of every experience, every opportunity, every day.
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The Path of Possibility

WELL, MAYBE IT STARTED THAT WAY. AS A DREAM, BUT 
DOESN ’T EVERYTHING. THOSE BUILDINGS. THESE LIGHTS. 
THIS WHOLE CITY. SOMEBODY HAD TO DREAM ABOUT IT 
FIRST. AND MAYBE THAT IS WHAT I DID. I DREAMED ABOUT 
COMING HERE, BUT THEN I DID IT.

 Roald Dahl, James and the Giant Peach

The roar of the crowd seemed to envelop me.
I walked over to the grand piano and settled myself at the bench. 

Wiped the sweat from my forehead with my suit- jacket sleeve, placed 
my hands over the piano keys, and took a deep breath. Noticing my 
heart racing, I couldn’t help but wonder: How the heck did I get here?

I was onstage at the MGM Grand in Las Vegas, sitting at a piano, 
surrounded by more than eighteen thousand people.

They were cheering. For me. A guy with no fingers who was hop-
ing to inspire them to imagine what was possible in their lives by 
doing something seemingly impossible on his own: playing the piano.

I caught my breath, then spoke into the microphone with a laugh, 
warning the audience to lower their expectations for this musical in-
terlude, and raised my damaged hands as the reason why.

With that, I took a deep breath and began to play.

The doorbell to our family home in St. Louis rang.
Mom, seated next to me at the kitchen table, went to answer the 

door.
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With a few moments to myself, I looked up from my plate and 
glanced around. I was still getting used to all the changes in our home.

The sticky, worn, green linoleum that once covered our kitchen 
had been replaced and was now bright pink. The dark oak cabinets 
had been swapped for lighter, new ones; the orange countertop had 
been replaced with a fashionable shade of mauve. The mid- seventies 
fixtures had been exchanged for the newest fads of the late eighties. 
Reagan was in the White House, Springsteen was on the radio, and 
our kitchen was rocking.

Just nine years old, I sat in the kitchen of our renovated house try-
ing to wrap my head around everything that had changed since the 
fire five months earlier.

It wasn’t just our kitchen that was different.
Our garage had been reduced to ashes; every room in the house 

had been damaged by flame, smoke, or water. My five siblings and 
parents had been forced into temporary housing for four months as 
our home was rebuilt.

I spent those months in the hospital, fighting for my life.
We were dealing with change in every aspect of our lives.
But my own life had changed the most.
Thick white gauze bandages covered nearly every part of my 

body. I looked like the odd love child of the Pillsbury Doughboy and 
the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. Don’t get me wrong— both are un-
forgettable characters, but few of us aspire to be their offspring.

The majority of the bandages covered thick red scars where my 
skin had mostly healed. Some of those wrappings, though, masked 
open, painful sores that hadn’t.

The wheelchair I sat in was an immense improvement over the 
months I’d spent tied down to a hospital bed, the practice at the time 
to minimize joint contractions as burned skin tried to fuse back to-
gether. Spending that much time motionless caused my muscles to 
atrophy. I struggled with basic mobility because scars had accumu-
lated over my healing skin, rendering walking again a distant, im-
probable goal.

And then there were my hands. When I looked at where my fin-
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gers used to be, I saw gauze. The doctors had amputated my fingers 
on both hands down to the bottom knuckles.

I tried to avoid looking at my hands, because every time I did, I 
confronted a barrage of anxieties: How will I ever throw a baseball again? 
How will I be able to go back to school? If I can’t return to school, how will I 
ever get a job? Most discouraging, even at the age of nine, was the 
thought: No girl will ever want to hold my hand.

I was staring down at my hands as Mom reentered the kitchen. A 
few steps behind her I saw the unmistakable silhouette of Mrs. Bar-
tello.

As Mom approached, I looked at her in shock and asked, “What is 
she doing here?”

She was our piano teacher.
None of the O’Leary kids wanted to see her enter our house. Be-

cause her appearance meant that whatever we were doing— watching 
TV, playing, studying— would have to stop, as our piano lessons 
were about to begin.

Although none of my siblings were wild about piano lessons, I 
hated them the most. I didn’t want to play the piano; I wanted to play 
baseball. It wasn’t concert halls where I imagined my talents taking 
me, but baseball stadiums. It wasn’t notes I wanted to hit, but fast-
balls.

I’d always dreamed of playing professionally for the St. Louis Car-
dinals. I just knew that one day I’d put on that uniform, take the field, 
and play for my beloved hometown team. Those were my dreams at 
age nine. Similar to the aspirations of other young children. We didn’t 
yet know to be realistic with our goals.

Yet even a child knows when it’s time to awaken to a grim reality. 
The fire had robbed me of that dream forever. I’d never hold a base-
ball. I’d never play for the Cardinals or wear the St. Louis uniform. 
Painful as that fact was, I took solace in one beneficial aspect of my 
injuries: at least I’d never have to take a piano lesson again. There is a 
silver lining to every cloud, people!

So why on earth was Mrs. Bartello here?
Mom approached my wheelchair, bent down, and released the 
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brakes. She reversed my wheelchair away from the kitchen table and 
pushed me down the hallway into our family room.

“Mom, where are you taking me?”
My friend, I want you to take note of how she responded. Maybe 

jot it down somewhere. I recommend that you use her tactic with a 
student, spouse, child, or someone with whom you are having a dis-
agreement. 

She didn’t murmur a word.
Not a word. 
Talk is cheap. 
Instead, Mom humbly, bravely, lovingly pushed me away from 

the spot where I’d been stuck in the kitchen and moved me toward a 
new destination, a new perspective. 

As she pushed me, I looked up and sought, one more time, an an-
swer: “Mom?”

Silence.
She rolled me to the piano, relatched the brakes, and calmly told 

Mrs. Bartello she’d be in the kitchen if we needed anything. She then 
walked out of the room, stranding me alone with Mrs. Bartello.

This gentle piano teacher sat down and pulled the bench closer to 
me. She took a deep breath, put her arm around me, and told me how 
proud she was that I was finally home. She’d missed our lessons to-
gether, she said, and was excited for me to play the piano again. She 
added with a certainty that surprised me, “Okay. Let’s do this.”

Then, as if nothing had changed in my life in the five months since 
she’d last seen me, Mrs. Bartello pulled out the sheet music for a song 
I’d been learning for my mom. Back then, I had fingers but little de-
sire to use them to play piano. That lack of desire remained and was a 
hurdle we’d have to leap over together. But, of course, now it was far 
from the only one.

Looking back, I am amazed that Mrs. Bartello, and my mother, 
had the audacity to think it was possible. How do you even begin to 
teach a young boy with no fingers to play the piano? Aren’t fingers a 
prerequisite?

I sat in that wheelchair, in front of the piano, on a morphine drip, 
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with my hands wrapped in thick gauze resembling a boxer’s glove. 
And it gets worse.

My right arm had little muscle mass, making it almost impossible 
to lift; my left arm was strapped into an airplane splint at a 90- degree 
angle from my body.

I felt totally useless and utterly confused about what we could 
possibly do together.

But somehow, for some reason, Mrs. Bartello was undeterred.
She took out a pencil and a rubber band from her purse. She 

wrapped the rubber band around my right “glove,” binding the pen-
cil to the end of my bandages. With this single pencil protruding 
from my right hand, Mrs. Bartello instructed me to begin playing the 
notes on that sheet of paper.

What followed was the longest thirty minutes of my life.
As I listlessly hit the piano keys with the pencil, I remember dis-

tinctly thinking: I hate my mom.
I could not believe she was making me take piano lessons in the 

condition I was in. The only good that came out of it was that eventu-
ally the lesson ended. At least I’d never have to do that again, I thought.

Which was true. Until the following Tuesday, when the doorbell 
rang again. Mrs. Bartello came back . . . and came back the Tuesday 
after that.

For five freaking years of Tuesdays!
Gradually, painfully, begrudgingly, note by note, a bewildered 

boy with no fingers, with ostensibly no chance of returning to life as 
it once was, learned to play the piano. First with a single pencil bound 
to the bandage on his right hand. Then one bound to his left. As the 
wrappings were removed, I learned to play with the tips of my knuck-
les and by rolling my palm, creating makeshift chords with the parts 
of my hands that remained.

Looking back on those Tuesdays, I realize that Mrs. Bartello and 
my mom weren’t simply teaching me the piano. They had no expec-
tations that I’d perform at a recital or enter any competitions.

They were developing something more important than musical 
ability.
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By releasing the brakes on my wheelchair and by pushing me to-
ward a goal that seemed unattainable, by seeing potential and hope 
where any reasonable person would see only disability and despair, 
they delivered a message, without speaking a word, that I needed to 
hear and to heed.

John, this fire may have robbed you of your fingers. But it did not take your 
life! You will not act as if it has. You possess the power to do what today seems 
impossible. You will confront hurdles in your life. You will face difficulties. You 
will need to come up with innovative ways to overcome the challenges that lie 
ahead. Things will be different than we had planned. But in time, things will 
be better than you can even imagine.

That was a vital message that I needed to hear as a young boy, 
struggling with uncertainty and self- doubt, facing seemingly over-
whelming physical limitations. It’s one I need to hear from time to 
time even today.

And I’m convinced it’s a message many of us would benefit from 
hearing.

Um, John, that has never happened to me, you point out. I’ve never sat 
at a piano with morphine coursing through my veins and bandages covering my 
body, staring at nubs that once were hands, wondering how the heck I was going 
to play a single note, let alone an entire song.

My friend, though the circumstances might look different, I be-
lieve that feeling of impossibility and being overwhelmed is some-
thing we’ve all faced at various times in our lives.

Maybe you were tasked with a new project at work but didn’t have 
the skill set needed, plus your plate was full with your everyday re-
sponsibilities. As the work piled up, as the pressure mounted, you sat 
staring helplessly at the piano keys and felt that overwhelming urge 
to give up.

Or maybe you found out you were pregnant again, in the midst of 
a season where you barely had enough energy, time, and money to 
keep yourself and your family going, let alone give birth to and take 
care of another baby. At a time that should have been joy- filled, you 
found yourself staring at your life, wondering how on earth you were 
going to get by.

Or go ahead and scroll through the headlines today. How can you 
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not feel overwhelmed with the sobering stories of war, famine, lay-
offs, shootings, indiscriminate violence and prejudice that fill our 
news feeds, extract our joy, and leave us feeling hopeless, dismayed, 
depressed, as if there is nothing we can do to make anything better?

We all have moments in our lives when we feel like we are ex-
pected to play the piano without fingers! The question is, do you 
throw up your damaged hands and walk away from the piano, or do 
you find a new way to create your song, the one you were born to 
play?

Rather than shaking your head, giving up, and canceling the 
piano lesson, I invite you to reconnect with your sense of wonder 
that ignites the audacious belief that with enough creativity and de-
termination, nothing is impossible.

I don’t mean “wonder” in the sense of something that inspires 
amazement and admiration. No, this wonder is far from passive. By 
wonder, I mean something we do. I’m talking about our ability to be 
curious, to inquire, to probe, challenge, and even doubt.

Our sense of wonder makes us question the way we’ve been doing 
things and encourages us to ask, Is there a better way?

Our sense of wonder allows us to stop taking every answer for 
granted and start questioning what we’ve been told.

Our sense of wonder permits us to once again become innovators, 
inventors, artists, and scientists.

Our sense of wonder invites us to remember that we have the 
power, if we choose to harness and focus it, to change the world.

That kind of belief, that kind of certainty, that kind of wonder 
can truly change everything.

Shoot for the Moon

It was a swelteringly hot day in Houston, Texas. The date was Sep-
tember 12, 1962. President John F. Kennedy was speaking in front of 
an audience of forty thousand people at Rice University.

Although it was only twelve days into the month of September, it 
had already been an eventful month. A 7.1- magnitude earthquake in 
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Iran killed more than twelve thousand people. The entire world was 
on edge on the eve of what was to become known as the Cuban mis-
sile crisis. Global financial markets remained sluggish. The Supreme 
Court had just ordered the admission of the first African American 
student to the segregated University of Mississippi.

It was a time of turmoil and tension, frustration and fear. There 
were natural disasters, political protests, and cultural uprisings.

Sound familiar?
It was with this background that the president prepared to speak 

in Houston. John F. Kennedy knew what was in the hearts and on the 
minds of the American people. He understood they were feeling be-
wildered, nervous, lost, and unmoored. And he set before them that 
day a grand, compelling vision, a mighty goal.

A goal many thought impossible, if not outright lunacy.
It was a massive dream, one that would require all the best of 

America: collaboration, brains, innovation, and determination.
He set before us the goal of landing a man on the moon before the 

end of the decade.
In an unusually lengthy and poetic sentence, he reminded those 

listening of both the weight of the challenge and the solution to it.

But if I were to say, my fellow citizens, that we shall send to the 
moon, 240,000 miles away from the control station in Houston, 
a giant rocket more than 300 feet tall, the length of this football 
field, made of new metal alloys, some of which have not yet been 
invented, capable of standing heat and stresses several times 
more than have ever been experienced, fitted together with a 
precision better than the finest watch, carrying all the equipment 
needed for propulsion, guidance, control, communications, food 
and survival, on an untried mission, to an unknown celestial 
body, and then return it safely to earth, re- entering the atmo-
sphere at speeds of over 25,000 miles per hour, causing heat 
about half that of the temperature of the sun— almost as hot as it 
is here today— and do all this, and do it right, and do it first before 
this decade is out— then we must be bold.1
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It was an unprecedented vision.
A daunting task.
An impossible dream.
And yet before the decade ended, just as Kennedy had promised, 

Americans heard astronaut Neil Armstrong, upon stepping on the 
moon’s surface, announce, “That’s one small step for man, one giant 
leap for mankind.”

A couple of guys, strapped into a metal lunar module launched 
240,000 miles away from earth, landed safely on the moon, bounced 
around a little while thanks to the lower gravity of the moon, planted 
a flag, grabbed some rocks, took some pictures, got back into their 
vessel and returned home safely. All with computing technology far 
inferior to that found in your old flip phone.

It seems impossible.
But they did it. When Kennedy urged America and Americans to 

be bold, he was saying that to accomplish this goal, we would have to 
throw out the rule book, put our boundless creativity, curiosity, and 
determination to the test, and keep at it relentlessly until we accom-
plished our goal.

We had to utilize our sense of wonder. The sense that doesn’t 
allow us to give up in the face of failure. The sense that is always seek-
ing new solutions. The sense that prods us to ask questions, get curi-
ous, and dig deep to find the way.

This is how we make big moves and enact true change. We put our 
minds together and invite our sense of wonder to push boundaries, 
reject limits, and go where no one has ever gone before.

Regrettably, our government leaders today speak less of bringing 
people together to create something bigger than themselves and more 
about protecting what we already possess. Our focus as individuals 
seems to be less about how much we can accomplish together and 
more about getting through the day. Far more effort is spent guard-
ing what we have than expanding what, and who, we could become.

Why have we stopped thinking differently, and aiming for the 
moon?

It’s because we’ve lost touch with our sense of wonder.
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And it’s time to get reacquainted. 
When you reawaken your sense of wonder, you’ll find yourself 

coming up with new ways of approaching old problems, reinvigo-
rated by endless curiosity. You’ll break out of ruts and find yourself 
traversing new terrain. Yes, you’ll probably at times feel a bit uncom-
fortable. And that’s as it should be.

Because the decision to shoot for the moon demands we chart new 
paths. When it comes to moonshot thinking, the “same old, same 
old” will not do. We’ve got to cover new territory, invent new tech-
nology, see with new eyes, and do things differently than we’ve done 
them before.

So how do we do it? How do we get back in touch with our sense 
of wonder?

By asking five deceptively simple questions.
These five questions were an essential part of your vocabulary as a 

child. They lead us to do more, be more, ask for more, and in doing 
so, innovate more. They elevate the relationships you have, the work 
you do and the life you lead. They transform the way you view your 
past, celebrate your present, and create your future.

Doesn’t that sound like a worthy adventure to undertake? Well, 
turn the page and learn the first question that reawakens the desire to 
find a new, different, better way forward.
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