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 The Captivation of 
Everyday Influence

influence

in·flu·ence

ˈinflo͝oəns

NOUN

The	 capacity	 to	 have	 an	 effect	 on	 the	 character,	 development,	 or	
behavior	of	someone	or	something.

*   *   *

Like	me,	his	name	was	Bill.
He	possessed	a	winsome	laugh,	kind	eyes,	and	a	sense	of	humor	

that	people	found	contagious.	He	could	also	wiggle	his	ears.	But	
other	than	that,	he	was	mostly	a	vanilla	speck	in	a	spumoni	world.
He	grew	up	in	a	row	house	in	downtown	Philadelphia	in	the	1920’s	

and	1930’s.	As	a	 result,	he	had	his	 share	of	experiences	being	raised	
during	the	Great	Depression.	His	brother	once	told	me	that	as	soon	as	
Bill	was	old	enough,	he	would	run	out	of	the	red	brick	inner	city	school	
building	every	day	at	3	to	work	at	the	local	corner	grocery	store.	His	
one	indulgence	was	popular	Big	Band	music	and	somehow	he	worked	
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out	a	way	to	borrow	an	alto	saxophone	from	his	public	school.	Classes,	
job,	homework,	practice	the	sax—that	was	life	in	his	world.	Peers	in	his	
neighborhood	were	not	expected	to	go	on	to	college,	and	neither	was	
Bill.	The	fact	that	he	received	a	high	school	diploma	was	met	with	as	
much	pride	as	a	Ph.D.	in	today’s	world.	In	those	growing	up	years,	not	
much	was	said	about	not	enough	food	to	last	the	week,	or	not	enough	
hours	given	his	dad	at	his	place	of	employment.	These	statements	were	
true,	but	just	not	spoken.
Thanks	to	people	like	Cornelius	Vanderbilt,	Jay	Gould,	and	Andrew	

Carnegie,	railroads	were	a	major,	if	not	the	major	industry	in	the	years	
when	the	unlikely	influential	person	named	Bill	was	growing	up.	But	
in	stark	contrast	with	Corny,	Jay,	and	Andy,	Bill’s	work	on	the	railroad	
was	at	a	much	different	level.	His	life’s	work	couldn’t	be	characterized	
as	railroad	ownership,	nor	was	it	railroad	leadership,	nor	was	it	railroad	
management.	Bill	was	classic	blue	collar,	working	in	the	freight	division	
of	the	railroad	whose	name	you	know	even	if	you	don’t	know	railroads.	
If	you’ve	ever	played	Monopoly,	you	know	the	Reading	Railroad.	Bill	
worked	for	them	for	41	years.	His	entire	family	of	origin	was	all	about	
the	railroad,	from	the	tip	of	their	cowcatcher	to	the	rear	platform	of	their	
caboose.	His	father	was	an	electrician	for	the	Reading,	and	his	father-
in-law	was	a	Reading	engineer,	steering	the	mighty	Iron	Horse	down	
the	cold	steel	trails.	Bill’s	brother	and	the	woman	who	would	become	
Bill’s	wife	sold	tickets	to	passengers	at	the	Reading	Terminal	on	Market	
Street,	just	a	couple	of	blocks	from	City	Hall	in	downtown	Philadelphia.
Blue-collar	work	on	the	railroad	was	hard	work,	as	 seen	 in	Bill’s	

calloused	hands.	It	was	outdoor	work,	even	in	the	dead	of	winter,	as	
seen	in	Bill’s	ruddy	cheeks.	Like	many	American	companies	in	the	early	
1940’s,	Bill	was	promised	his	job	on	the	railroad	would	be	held	for	him	
when	he	returned	from	his	stint	in	the	army	during	World	War	II.	And	
they	kept	their	promise.
When	asked	to	describe	his	military	service,	Bill	was	characteristically	

a	man	of	few	words.	“I	drove	a	tank	in	North	Africa,”	he	would	answer	
succinctly.
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“Did	you	ever	see	combat?”
“No.	But	 I	 did	 see	 Eisenhower	 once.”	He	would	 laugh,	 give	 a	

lightning	fast	wink,	and	a	wiggle	of	the	ears.
More	important	than	seeing	Eisenhower,	when	Bill	got	back	from	

the	war,	Bill	saw	Caroline.	She	sold	tickets	right	next	to	Bill’s	brother,	
Joe.	They	met	in	1950,	married	in	1951,	and	had	a	baby	boy	in	1952	
and	a	baby	girl	in	1958.	In	myriad	ways,	Bill	was	the	classic	father	of	
the	Baby	Boomer	family.	It	was	all	about	making	sure	the	wife	and	kids	
had	food	to	eat,	clothes	to	wear,	and	a	roof	over	their	heads.	There	just	
wasn’t	time	in	the	day	for	conversations,	or	long	walks,	or	even	cheering	
kids	on	at	their	Little	League	games.	Other	things	were	more	important.
Bill	never	had	much	to	say,	but	to	make	matters	more	complicated,	

he	was	diagnosed	with	cancer	on	his	vocal	chords	when	he	was	in	his	
forties.	The	good	news	was	they	were	able	to	cut	out	all	the	cancer.	The	
bad	news	is	that	they	took	a	fair	amount	of	his	vocal	chords	during	the	
surgery,	so	for	the	rest	of	his	life	he	would	speak	in	a	raspy	sounding	voice	
that	took	some	getting	used	to	and	was	a	major	source	of	embarrassment	
in	his	life.	If	he	was	a	man	of	few	words	before	the	cancer,	after	he	was	
just	about	wordless.
Bill	breathed	air	through	three-quarters	of	the	twentieth	century,	

from	1921	till	1996.	In	an	odd,	almost	macabre	statement	of	similarity,	
he	died	at	75,	just	like	his	father,	his	mother,	his	older	sister	and	his	
younger	brother.	I	knew	him	for	44	years	and	he	was	the	most	influential	
person	in	my	life.
Bill	was	my	father.

*   *   *

It	was	Thanksgiving	Day	1960.
I	was	eight	years	old.
A	 crisp	 late	 autumn	morning,	 I	was	 bundled	 up	 in	my	winter	

wardrobe—plaid	flannel	 shirt,	worn	cardigan	sweater,	dark	corduroy	
pants,	wool	socks,	scuffed	up	loafers,	all	topped	off	by	a	winter	coat	
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and	hat	with	flaps	to	cover	one’s	ears.	In	this	cold	weather	garb,	two	of	
my	three	most	distinguishing	physical	characteristics	were	concealed.	I	
was	overweight	for	my	age,	but	it	was	cloaked	under	the	ample	winter	
coat.	And	I	had	white	blonde	hair,	completely	hidden	by	the	hat	made	
famous	by	the	Russian	army.	All	that	was	left	as	distinct	was	the	pair	
of	eyeglasses,	jet-black	frames,	and	magnified	lenses.	Clark	Kent	meets	
Mr.	Magoo.
“Your	father	works	on	Thanksgiving	so	he	can	have	Christmas	day	

off,”	my	mom	explained	to	me,	as	she	double-checked	to	see	if	my	sweater	
was	buttoned	and	my	jacket	zipped.	It	would	have	been	unthinkable	to	
get	that	much	verbiage	out	of	Dad.	“The	railroad	runs	every	day	of	the	
year,	so	we	are	thankful	he	has	enough	seniority	to	get	December	25th	off.”
I	nodded	in	silent	agreement,	but	in	my	mind	there	was	a	bigger	

story	than	Dad	having	to	work	on	Thanksgiving.
Dad	has	invited	me	to go to work with him	on	this	Thanksgiving	

holiday.
Most	of	his	coworkers	have	the	day	off,	so	it	will	be	a	quieter	version	

of	a	day	on	the	railroad.	I	can’t	honestly	explain	the	motivation	behind	
my	father	inviting	me.	I	want	to	say	that	it	was	because	he	wanted	some	
quality	time	with	his	only	son.	But	it	would	be	much	more	likely	that	
Dad	was	told	to	babysit	the	boy	by	my	Mom	so	she	could	get	all	the	
extra	tasks	accomplished	for	our	extended	family	Thanksgiving	dinner	set	
for	that	afternoon	with	all	the	uncles,	aunts,	cousins,	and	grandparents	
arriving	at	our	house	about	the	same	time	the	railroad	men	would	be	
heading	home.
I	said	good-bye	to	my	mother	and	wandered	out	the	back	door	from	

which	my	dad	had	already	departed.	He	was	in	our	car,	a	1957	Ford	
Fairlane	500,	already	warming	it	up	for	our	drive	from	the	suburbs	to	
the	downtown	riverbank.	Excitedly	hopping	into	the	front	passenger	
seat,	I	was	surprised	to	hear	my	Dad	actually	make	a	comment.	“Your	
mother	and	I	listen	to	WFIL	on	the	radio.”	(This	was	a	fact	I	already	
knew	since	it	was	where	the	radio	was	set	at	the	house	as	well—560 on the 
dial, relax awhile with WFIL. Philadelphia. WFIL—as	the	jingle	went.)	
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“I	listen	to	Uncle	Philsy	on	the	way	to	work	and	then	I	listen	to	Wee	
Willie	Webber	on	the	way	home.”	Radio	was	different	back	then.	Today	
it	seems	like	your	options	are	all-talk	as	in	Talk	Radio,	or	all	music,	as	
in	a	Top	40	station	where	a	voice	only	interrupts	every	twenty	minutes	
with	the	call	letters	of	the	station.	In	1960	Uncle	Philsy	and	Wee	Willie	
Webber	were	disc	jockeys—guys	who	played	records	over	the	radio	and	
interspersed	between	songs	witty	banter,	charming	conversation,	and	
grand	entertainment	of	their	own.	It	only	took	a	few	minutes	for	me	to	
decode	what	I	just	heard	from	my	father—there	will	be	no	conversations	
in	the	car.	But	just	sitting	next	to	him	in	the	front	seat	was	exhilarating.	I	
was	doing	life	with	him.	I	was	content	with	my	car-mates,	Frank	Sinatra	
and	Nat	‘King’	Cole—and	of	course,	Uncle	Philsy.
It’s	okay.	I	am	about	to	spend	the	day	with	my	father	at	his	place	of	

employment—an	address	of	intrigue	that	I	had	heard	only	bits	and	pieces	
about	over	the	years.	It’s	the	freight	office—the	place	where	Dad	and	all	
his	railroad	buddies	would	congregate	early	in	the	morning	and	at	the	
end	of	each	workday	to	swap	war	stories,	both	literally	and	figuratively.	
Dad	had	 recently	 been	promoted	 from	Car	 Inspector	 to	Chief	Car	
Inspector,	and	the	additional	responsibilities	could	be	summarized	in	three	
words—more paper work.	So	this	office	had	become	a	new	home	for	my	
father,	although	the	use	of	the	word	‘home’	is	quite	generous,	to	be	sure.
“Follow	me,	Pal,”	Dad	instructed.	(He	never	called	me	‘Son’—it	

was	always	‘Pal’).	He	added,	“And	stay	close.”	We	climbed	a	flight	of	
rickety	 stairs	 in	an	old,	 two-story	office	building	made	of	 red	brick,	
faded	of	course,	after	many	years	of	existence.	At	the	top	of	the	stairs,	
we	turned	right	and	walked	into	the	office.	It	was	a	compact	room	with	
only	enough	square	footage	for	a	large	wooden	desk	in	the	center	and	a	
smaller	desk	off	to	the	side	in	a	corner.	The	window	shades	were	drawn	
shut	and	it	was	obvious	that	even	on	pretty	days,	one	wouldn’t	want	to	
open	the	windows	to	enjoy	the	breeze.	The	smell	of	the	mighty	Delaware	
in	those	days	would	end	that	option	immediately.	The	office	was	cold,	
with	a	temperamental	heater,	so	it	would	be	a	little	bit	of	time	before	I	
shed	the	winter	coat	in	favor	of	just	the	sweater.
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Granted,	it	was	Thanksgiving,	but	take	all	the	warmth	and	love	and	
joy	that	was	waiting	in	that	suburban	dining	room	setting	back	home	
and	replace	it	with	an	office	reflecting	years	of	neglect.	Desks,	chairs,	
and	office	supplies	made	it	look	25	years	older	than	it	really	was.	Dust	
was	everywhere.	Even	dirt	and	grime	in	certain	spots.	Echoes	of	familial	
love	and	joy	were	replaced	by	the	solitary	sound	of	a	wall	clock,	working	
away	the	seconds	with	its	ceaseless	passing	of	the	pendulum.	Even	though	
no	one	had	occupied	the	office	for	the	last	twelve	hours,	it	still	had	the	
distinct	smell	of	cigar	smoke	and	if	there	was	any	doubt,	there	was	a	
gray	haze	that	floated	at	ceiling	level	to	overarch	and	underscore	the	fact.	
My	dad	didn’t	smoke	so	this	fragrance	was	a	whole	new	notion	for	my	
nostrils.	It	was	1960,	but	this	run	down	building	in	the	Port	Richmond	
section	of	Philadelphia	felt	like	a	locale	right	out	of	a	Dickens	novel	a	
century	before	with	the	only	addition	being	electricity.
It	was	to	be	just	the	two	of	us	for	the	entire	office	visit.	As	if	he	forgot	

that	I	came	along	with	him,	Dad	immediately	took	his	place	at	the	large	
desk,	sighed	a	sigh	and	began	addressing	the	mountain	of	forms	that	
arose	from	his	worn,	faded	desk	blotter.	I	stood	silently,	watching	him	
work,	wondering	if	this	was	going	to	be	how	the	day	unfolded—Dad	
working	at	the	big	desk,	me	standing	by	silently	in	a	bit	of	a	confused	
state.
That’s	when	he	looked	up	and	smiled	at	me.	Silently,	he	pointed	his	

finger	towards	the	smaller	desk	in	the	corner,	as	if	I	should	understand	
what	a	pointing	finger	meant.	I	turned	my	attention	to	a	wooden	desk	
only	big	enough	to	have	drawers	going	down	each	side	and	an	opening	in	
the	middle	for	an	adult	to	place	two	legs	when	sitting	at	it.	A	cold	metal	
lamp	sat	to	the	left,	a	fixture	that	looked	old	enough	to	have	come	from	
Edison’s	personal	collection.	A	tin	can	of	sorts	was	placed	on	the	right	
side,	filled	with	pencils,	brown	in	color	and	each	one	stamped	in	gold	
with	the	words	READING COMPANY No. 2.	But	it	was	the	machine	
in	the	middle	of	the	desktop	that	took	my	breath	away.
The	centerpiece	of	the	small	desk	was	the	large	contraption	placed	

upon	it.	I	had	seen	these	machines	on	television,	but	this	was	my	first	
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opportunity	to	see	one	in	person.	Almost	cubical	in	shape,	it	was	a	mass	
of	metal	that	featured	four	rows	of	keys	the	size	of	pennies,	each	with	
a	different	letter,	number,	or	symbol	emblazoned	upon	it.	It	was	black,	
with	the	exception	of	nine	letters	and	a	royal	crest	that	unfolded	along	
the	back	strip	of	black	metal.	Underwood	it	read	and	I	was	enthralled	
to	get	my	first	look	at	a	typewriter.
Dad	 led	me	over	 to	 the	 small	desk,	pulled	out	 the	equally	 small	

chair	and	with	that	gesture,	he	silently	invited	me	to	sit	down.	Once	
in	the	chair,	he	leaned	over	me	to	insert	a	single	piece	of	paper	into	the	
typewriter,	getting	it	into	position	to	begin	typing.	Boy	in	chair,	paper	
in	typewriter,	all	systems	were	‘go.’	With	that	preamble	in	place,	my	
dad	uttered	four	words.
“You might like this…….” he	almost	whispered	in	his	soft,	raspy	tone.
And	with	that	teaser,	he	silently	returned	to	his	desk,	eight	feet	

away,	and	began	pouring	over	a	pile	of	paperwork	that	had	multiplied	
over	the	weeks	of	neglect	due	to	weightier	matters	out	in	the	railroad	
yard.
Without	 the	 need	 of	 any	 coaxing,	 I	 began	 pecking	 away	 at	 the	

typewriter	keys,	each	peck	sounding	like	a	small	firecracker	exploding	
illegally	in	the	backyard	on	the	Fourth	of	July.	Strong,	bold	black	letters	
began	to	appear	on	the	white	paper,	most	in	perfect	order,	but	a	few,	
like	the	small	letter	‘a’,	would	land	a	little	higher	on	the	line	than	the	
other	letters,	giving	it	a	place	of	unique	distinction.	My	first	order	of	
business	was	to	record	how	fun	this	typewriting	really	was:

I am with Daddy at work.
I am typing on a typewriter.
I am having a really good time.

Soon	that	staccato	pop	would	create	a	beautifully	descriptive	set	of	
sentences,	being	reproduced	on	multiple	sheets	of	paper,	except	these	
copies	were	in	letter	form.
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Dear Mommy,
I am with Daddy at work.
I am typing on a typewriter.
I am having a really good time.

Love, Billy

This	went	on	for	hours.	Letters	were	typed	to	all	the	aunts,	uncles,	
grandparents	and	cousins	that	we	would	be	seeing	later	that	afternoon	
at	Thanksgiving	dinner.	Extra	epistles	were	reproduced	to	all	my	friends	
in	the	neighborhood.	As	I	was	working	through	the	thirty	names	of	the	
kids	in	my	third	grade	class,	Dad	interrupted	my	publishing	endeavors	
with	the	sudden	pronouncement,	“Okay,	Pal,	it’s	time	to	go	home.”
Where	had	the	time	gone?	I	was	captivated	by	the	whole	experience.	

I	had	become	so	enamored	by	the	unbelievable	Underwood	that	the	
entire	day	was	spent	sitting	before	it,	pecking	away,	one	index	finger	from	
each	hand,	chronicling	my	adventure	as	if	I	had	just	scaled	Kilimanjaro	
or	won	the	Nobel	Peace	Prize.
We	had	even	worked	through	lunch,	a	major	accomplishment	for	a	

boy	who	did	all	his	clothes	shopping	in	the	department	marked	‘husky.’
In	that	slice	of	office	time,	in	that	musty	smelling	room	with	the	

settled	dust	and	the	sound	of	the	pendulum,	I	had	discovered	something	
more	than	a	typewriter.	I	had	discovered	writing.	Today,	I	sit	in	front	
of	the	Underwood’s	great-great-great	grandchild	and	peck	away	at	the	
craft	I	have	come	to	adore.
Perhaps	my	 life	would	have	 gone	differently	 if	my	dad	had	not	

invited	me	to	go	to	work	with	him	that	Thanksgiving	of	1960.	Even	
though	in	retrospect,	it	appears	to	be	the	most	mundane	of	conversations,	
seemingly	without	any	deep	meaning	whatsoever,	I	know	differently.	
That	was	the	day	my	passion	for	writing	was	fueled.	There	was	a	lasting	
impact	resulting	from	four	simple	syllables.
“You might like this . . . .”

Influence arrives in the simplest of ways.
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calling

call·ing

‘kôliNG

NOUN

A	strong	urge	toward	a	particular	way	of	life	or	career;	a	vocation:
those who have a special calling to minister to others’ needs.

*   *   *

Izzy	was	Laurel	to	Bart’s	Hardy.
A	veritable	wisp	of	a	man,	Izzy	couldn’t	have	been	over	five	

feet	 tall	 and	he	certainly	didn’t	weigh	more	 than	one	hundred	
pounds.	Age	had	not	been	kind	to	this	gentle	 little	man	in	his	early	
sixties,	as	evidenced	by	the	gray	hair	and	the	myriad	wrinkles	displayed	
on	any	uncovered	area	of	skin.	As	much	as	he	tried	to	walk	erect,	his	
shoulders	drooped	and	he	had	the	slightest	hint	of	a	hunch	on	his	back.	
His	eyesight	was	failing,	necessitating	the	thick	lens	surrounded	by	the	
large	black	frames.

=chapter 1



Everyday Influence

22

Every	day	I	spent	with	him,	he	wore	the	identical	outfit;	a	plain	white	
t-shirt,	brown	slacks,	brown	socks	and	brown	shoes	that	looked	more	
like	slippers	than	any	other	shoe	style.	I	don’t	think	it	was	the	same	shirt	
and	pants	every	day,	but	then	again,	I	cannot	be	certain.
Without	 question,	 the	most	 distinguishing	 characteristic	 of	my	

friend	 Izzy	was	between	his	nose	 and	his	 chin.	 Izzy’s	mouth	was	 so	
attention	getting	for	the	simple	reason	that	Izzy	had	no	teeth.	To	be	
more	precise,	he	had	teeth,	but	he	chose	to	keep	them	wrapped	in	a	
piece	of	wax	paper,	safely	tucked	in	the	right	front	pocket	of	his	brown	
slacks.	Besides	eating,	he	made	it	clear	that	the	teeth	were	only	to	be	
used	for	special	occasions.	As	many	people	do	who	have	no	teeth,	Izzy	
had	a	nervous	habit	of	always	giving	the	impression	he	was	chewing	
on	something.	It	was	quite	the	juxtaposition	to	observe	this	tiny	man	
appearing	to	be	constantly	eating.	Dear	sweet	Izzy	couldn’t	have	taken	
in	more	than	seven	hundred	calories	on	any	given	day.
On	the	opposite	end	of	the	food	chain	was	Bart.	This	man	could	

take	 in	 seven	hundred	calories	 in	a	matter	of	minutes.	Stated	 in	 the	
simplest	of	terms,	Bart	was	the	biggest	man	I	had	ever	met	up	to	that	
point	in	my	life.	To	say	he	was	enormous	is	like	saying	Michael	Jordan	
had	a	good	run	with	the	round	ball.	I	never	had	the	courage	to	ask	him	
how	much	he	weighed	but	I	would	guess	he	was	near	 four	hundred	
pounds.	He	was	in	his	early	fifties,	with	a	wave	of	brown	hair	that	he	
combed	straight	back	along	with	a	hair	product	that	kept	it	in	place.	
Piercing	green	eyes	and	a	kind	smile,	Bart	had	one	of	those	faces	where	
the	chin	had	disappeared.	Instead	of	a	little	bit	of	a	jut	protruding	from	
the	bottom	of	his	head,	like	most	of	us	with	a	chin,	Bart’s	extra	weight	
caused	his	face	to	drop	down	to	his	body	in	a	straight	line.	It	looked	like	
a	sculptor	had	chiseled	out	the	head,	but	never	bothered	finishing	the	
project	as	the	face	grew	out	of	an	untouched	block	of	marble.
Like	Izzy,	Bart	wore	the	same	thing	every	day;	plain	white	t-shirt,	

slacks,	socks	and	shoes.	Unlike	Izzy,	the	slacks	were	blue	and	the	shoes	
were	more	like	loafers.	Also	unlike	Izzy,	Bart	had	teeth.	Most	of	them,	
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anyway.	When	he	smiled	there	was	a	gap	or	two	that	became	apparent,	
but	there	was	really	nothing	about	Bart’s	face	that	was	all	that	noteworthy.
It	was	his	body	that	was	noteworthy.	That	massive	trunk	that	was	

attached	to	two	relatively	short	skinny	legs	would	make	even	the	most	
polite	person	do	a	double	take.	His	stomach	would	hang	over	his	trousers	
to	such	a	degree	that	it	looked	like	Bart	was	carrying	triplets.	The	t-shirt	
did	little	to	disguise	what	was	going	on.	It	was	the	sort	of	appearance	
my	dear	mother	used	to	describe	as	‘a	beer	belly.’
She	had	no	idea	how	right	she	was.
Bart,	by	his	own	admission,	lived	each	day	for	five-o-clock.	Punch	

his	time	card,	get	in	his	truck	and	cruise	down	the	street	to	the	closest	
bar.	An	unmarried	man,	Bart	would	spend	his	entire	evening	sitting	
on	that	metal	bar	stool	with	the	red	vinyl	seat.	If	barstools	could	talk,	
that	red	one	would	have	moaned	in	pain	under	the	massive	weight	of	
his	 favorite	customer.	Somehow	Bart	would	get	himself	home,	crash	
into	bed	and	manage	to	make	it	to	work	the	next	morning	in	time	to	
punch	in	at	8	a.m.
“What	do	you	do	all	night	at	that	bar?”	I	once	asked	him.
“Drink	beer,”	was	the	two-word	reply.	Then	he	would	add,	“Busch	

beer.”	He	had	a	unique	way	of	pronouncing	the	word	‘Busch’	for	it	always	
came	out	sounding	like	‘Booosh’	as	he	elongated	the	sound	of	the	‘ooo’s.
I’m	not	sure	how	much	Bart	would	eat,	but	I	could	tell	you	without	

fear	of	contradiction	that	he	could	drink	more	beer	than	the	average	
three	guys	combined.	Most	likely	it	was	his	extra	tonnage	that	allowed	
him	to	drink	as	much	as	he	did	without	the	corresponding	consequences	
of	falling	face	first	on	the	floor	blind	stinking	drunk.
Which	brings	us	back	to	Izzy.
These	two	men,	Bart	and	Izzy,	worked	together	at	the	same	factory	

in	 their	 hometown	 of	Miami,	 Florida.	 Bart	was	 the	 foreman	 in	 a	
department	that	included	only	two	other	workers.	One	worker	was	Izzy.	
The	other	worker	was	me.	Every	Monday	through	Friday	the	three	of	
us	would	stand	at	our	machines	doing	our	work	(I’ll	explain	our	work	
and	 the	machines	 as	 the	 story	 continues	 to	 develop).	 I	manned	 the	
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middle	machine,	with	Bart	to	my	right	and	Izzy	to	my	left.	The	two	of	
them	would	converse	with	each	other	as	if	I	didn’t	even	exist.	I	was	a	
college	student	at	the	time,	so	there	was	a	huge	age	gap	that	the	two	of	
them	didn’t	want	to	attempt	to	close	with	conversation.	But	to	make	
it	even	worse,	I	was	a	Bible College	student	and	Bart	found	that	fact	to	
be	especially	offensive,	since	he	concluded	I	was	looking	down	on	him	
and	judging	him	for	his	lust	for	massive	quantities	of	alcoholic	beverage.	
This	was	not	the	truth	whatsoever,	but	it	was	the	way	Bart	saw	it	and	
I	had	to	live	with	it.
Another	part	of	the	reason	Bart	would	converse	with	Izzy	right	over	

my	head	was	due	to	the	nature	of	the	conversation.	Every	dialog,	for	
just	about	every	day	I	worked	there,	could	be	summarized	in	one	key	
invitation:
“Izzy,”	Bart	would	shout	over	the	noise	of	the	machine,	“you	need	

to	come	drinking	with	me	tonight.	You	need	to	drink	some	Booosh.”
Izzy’s	response	was	always	the	same.	“Not	tonight,	Bart,”	he	would	

say	while	gumming	his	invisible	food.
This	conversation	went	on	for	days,	weeks,	and	months,	until	the	

fateful	day	Izzy	said	yes	to	Bart’s	daily	invitation.
I	don’t	know	why	Izzy	said	yes,	just	like	I	don’t	know	why	he	had	

refused	up	to	this	point.	Yes,	Izzy	was	a	kind	man,	but	I	would	not	go	
so	far	as	to	say	he	was	a	man	of	strong	character	or	self-discipline.	If	I	
had	to	guess,	I	would	surmise	that	Izzy	didn’t	go	drinking	because	he	
felt	like	he	didn’t	have	the	money	for	it.	We	were	all	working	hourly	
labor	at	minimum	wage,	so	no	one	was	getting	rich	at	this	job.	But	for	
some	unexplained	reason	Izzy	relented	and	joined	Bart	at	the	bar	for	a	
few	beers.
It	goes	without	 saying	 that	 the	 innocent,	young	and	naïve	Bible	

College	student	did	not	join	these	two.	I	wasn’t	even	invited.	But	I	did	
observe	what	happened	the	next	morning	and	it	was	quite	evident	that	
what	had	taken	place	 the	night	before	was	having	an	 impact	on	the	
morning	after.
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Apparently	Izzy	not	only	accompanied	Bart	to	the	bar,	but	he	also	
tried	to	keep	up	with	him	by	drinking	as	much	beer	as	Bart	downed.	
Are	you	doing	the	math?	A	one	hundred-pounder	sitting	next	to	a	four	
hundred	pounder	pounding	down	the	brews.	Izzy	was	three	sheets	to	
the	wind	in	no	time.
Bart	got	Izzy	home	without	any	damage,	but	Izzy’s	behavior	at	work	

the	following	morning	was	not	as	simple.
Let	me	tell	you	a	little	bit	about	our	work	at	this	factory	so	you’ll	

fully	appreciate	Izzy’s	fall	from	grace.
The	three	of	us	worked	 in	a	 factory	 that	made	wallets.	Not	rich	

leather	wallets,	but	plastic,	vinyl	wallets.	The	kind	of	wallets	that	are	
sold	at	 tourist	 traps	as	 souvenirs,	 especially	 if	 they	are	gold	 stamped	
with	the	logo	of	the	tourist	attraction.	This	was	all	taking	place	in	the	
early	1970’s	in	Miami.	Walt	Disney	World	was	still	a	year	or	two	away,	
so	the	smaller	attractions	in	Miami	were	still	drawing	crowds.	People	
flocked	to	Parrot Jungle	to	see	the	birds	of	many	colors	perform	tricks	
and	sit	on	your	shoulder	for	your	photo	to	be	taken.	Tourists	still	lined	
up	to	visit	Monkey Jungle	where	you	could	see	chimpanzees	participate	
in	shows	that	would	get	you	laughing	so	hard,	you’d	be	in	tears.	And	of	
course,	it	was	also	before	Sea World	so	a	visit	to	the	Seaquarium	would	
entertain	you	with	whales,	sharks	and	those	adorable	Miami	dolphins.
All	these	places	needed	souvenir	wallets	and	that’s	where	our	factory	

came	to	the	rescue.	Large	rolls	of	vinyl	would	be	cut	into	rectangular	
pieces,	which	in	turn	would	be	heat-sealed	together	to	create	the	wallet	
itself.	The	wallet	was	then	taken	to	the	gold	stamper	for	the	all-important	
logo	of	a	bird,	a	monkey,	or	a	fish.
Bart,	Izzy	and	I	accomplished	step	one—the	cutting	of	the	vinyl	from	

the	large	rolls	into	the	small	rectangles.	To	do	this,	each	of	us	stood	at	the	
end	of	a	long,	narrow	wooden	table.	Each	one	of	them	was	about	five	
feet	wide	and	about	twenty	feet	long.	We	would	place	the	roll	of	vinyl	
at	the	far	end	of	the	table	and	roll	out	a	piece	that	was	twenty	feet	long.	
With	a	box	cutter,	we	would	slice	the	vinyl	free	from	the	roll.	Then	we	
would	repeat	that	process,	placing	another	twenty-foot	piece	of	vinyl	
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on	top	of	the	previous	one,	cutting	it	as	well.	We	would	do	this	twenty	
times,	so	that	the	end	product	was	a	stretch	of	vinyl	twenty	feet	long,	
five	feet	wide	and	twenty	pieces	deep.	We’d	staple	the	sheets	together	
on	the	two	outside	edges	and	we	were	ready	for	the	next	step.
At	our	end	of	the	long	narrow	table	was	a	large	machine.	Made	of	

steel,	the	central	feature	was	a	huge	steel	plate	that	hung	about	a	foot	
above	the	table.	Above	the	plate	were	two	red	buttons,	about	eighteen	
inches	apart,	perfectly	set,	one	for	your	right	hand	and	the	other	for	your	
left.	Using	a	finger	from	both	of	your	hands,	by	pressing	the	red	buttons	
the	large	steel	plate	would	crash	downward	towards	the	stack	of	vinyl.
One	more	piece	of	equipment	was	necessary	to	finalize	this	process.	

It’s	called	a	die	and	ours	was	made	from	a	one	inch	thick	piece	of	wood,	
cut	into	the	shape	of	the	potential	wallet.	Surrounding	the	outer	edge	
of	the	die	was	a	strip	of	metal,	about	two	inches	high.	This	meant	that	
an	inch	of	the	steel	was	exposed	around	the	wood	and	that	inch	was	
sharpened	so	that	upon	the	steel	crash,	it	would	cut	the	vinyl	into	the	
desired	shape.
The	three	of	us	would	each	place	our	die	on	the	vinyl,	press	the	

buttons,	make	 the	cut,	 remove	 the	cut	vinyl	 into	a	pile	 to	our	 right	
and	them	move	the	die	into	position	to	do	it	again.	And	again.	And	
again.	Until	all	twenty	feet	of	vinyl	was	cut	up.	And	then	we’d	roll	out	
another	twenty	layers	and	do	it	all	over	again.	It	was	pretty	mundane	
work	without	the	possibility	of	much	that	could	happen	to	mess	it	up.
Until	the	day	Izzy	came	to	work	hung	over.
The	morning	after	his	‘Booosh-athon’	with	Bart,	Izzy	came	to	work	

in	 a	world	 of	 hurt.	His	 usually	 quiet	 demeanor	was	 interrupted	 by	
constant	moans	and	groans,	indicative	of	a	guy	with	a	major	headache.	
After	he	punched	in,	he	went	about	his	normal	routine,	which	began	by	
unfolding	the	twenty	layers	of	vinyl	onto	his	long	narrow	workstation.
It	was	what	 happened	 next	 that	 had	 the	 lasting	 impact	 on	 the	

situation.	Poor	Izzy,	head	pounding,	muscles	aching,	eyes	blurred	and	
focus	distorted	placed	the	die	on	the	vinyl	for	the	first	cut	of	the	day.	
In	the	pain	of	the	moment,	Izzy	placed	the	die	on	the	stack	of	vinyl,	
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unaware	that	the	die	was	upside down.	Fingers	on	the	red	buttons,	he	
pounded	that	die	into	the	vinyl,	only	to	discover	that	no	cuts	had	been	
made.	 Instead,	 the	die	had	been	 smashed,	 corrupted,	 contorted	and	
distorted.	The	sharp	edges	of	 the	blade,	previously	 in	the	shape	of	a	
rectangle	were	now	in	a	tangled	web	of	asymmetry.
Immediately	aware	of	his	mistake,	Izzy	turned	the	die	over	to	the	

position	it	was	supposed	to	maintain	during	the	cutting	process.	He	
placed	his	fingers	on	the	red	buttons,	pressed	them	and	cut	the	twenty	
sheets	of	vinyl.	But	 the	die,	 in	 its	mangled	condition	was	no	 longer	
cutting	perfect	rectangles.	It	was	cutting	the	vinyl	into	shapes	that	looked	
like	Picasso	on	drugs.
It	became	immediately	apparent	that	it	wasn’t	just	the	die	that	was	

messed	up.	The	die	was	impacting	the	twenty	sheets	of	vinyl.	The	die’s	
shape,	or	in	this	case	misshape,	became	the	vinyl’s	ultimate	condition.	
There	was	no	escaping	it.	The	die	was	impacting	and	influencing	the	
vinyl	beneath	it.
Izzy	 appeared	dazed	 and	 confused	 as	 he	watched	 the	misshapen	

sheets	of	vinyl	stack	up.	It	didn’t	take	long	before	Bart	observed	what	was	
happening	and	the	scolding	began.	“Izzy,	you	@#$%!”	Bart	screamed.	
“What	did	you	do	to	the	die?	You’re	making	a	mess	out	of	everything!”	
There’s	no	doubt	Izzy	was	sorry	for	what	had	happened,	but	the	damage	
had	already	been	done.	The	vinyl	had	been	irreparably	impacted	by	the	
irregular	die.
Izzy,	Bart	and	I	will	never	forget	the	events	of	that	fateful	day.	And	

by	the	way,	something	else	occurred	that	day…..
….It	was	Izzy’s	first	day	as	the	factory’s	janitor.

*   *   *

We	are	all called	to	influence.
If	you	are	breathing,	you	have	influence.	If	you’ve	got	a	pulse,	you’ve	

got	impact.	It	doesn’t	matter	if	you’re	big	like	Bart	or	small	like	Izzy.	
You	can	be	in	perfect	shape	like	the	die	before	being	smashed	by	Izzy	
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or	you	can	be	as	out	of	shape	as	an	upside	down	die	that	collided	with	
a	steel	plate.	It	doesn’t	matter.	All	of	us	have	significant	influence	in	the	
lives	of	all	the	people	with	whom	we	have	contact.
We	all	influence	others	just	like	the	die	influences	the	vinyl.	This	

symbol	is	not	original	with	me.	Others	have	used	it,	but	of	most	interest	
to	me	is	how	it	is	used	in	the	Bible’s	New	Testament.	My	first	exposure	to	
this	concept	was	when	I	read	Peter’s	words	to	his	fellow	church	leaders:

Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder and witness 
of the sufferings of Christ, and a partaker also of the glory that is to be 
revealed, shepherd the flock of God among you, exercising oversight not 
under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of God; and not 
for sordid gain, but with eagerness; nor yet as lording it over those allotted 
to your charge, but proving to be examples to the flock.

—1	Peter	5:1-3	nasb	(emphasis	added)

It’s	that	word	‘examples’	that	caught	my	attention.	The	Greek	word	
is	‘tupon’	(rhymes	with	‘coupon’)	and	it	means	‘the	mark	of	a	blow,	or	
a	stamp	struck	by	a	die.’	Peter	is	encouraging	individuals	to	stamp	your	
life	on	the	life	of	others,	as	a	die	would	impact	a	pile	of	vinyl.	Or	like	the	
keys	of	an	Underwood	Manual	Typewriter	strike	the	white	paper	with	
the	blackness	of	the	ink.	It’s	the	same	word	that	our	friend	Doubting	
Thomas	uses	after	Christ’s	resurrection	when	he	says:

So the other disciples were saying to him, “We have seen the Lord!” But 
he said to them, “Unless I see in His hands the imprint of the nails, and 
put my finger into the place of the nails, and put my hand into His side, 
I will not believe.”

—John	20:25	nasb	(emphasis	added)

In	effect	Thomas	says,	“Unless	I	can	see	the	impression	left	by	the	
nails,	the	impact,	the	influence	those	nails	made	on	His	body,	I	will	not	
believe.”	That’s	‘tupon.’
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 The Calling of Everyday Influence 

Paul	uses	‘tupon’	in	his	encouragement	to	the	Thessalonians:

So that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and 
in Achaia.

—First	Thessalonians	1:7	nasb	(emphasis	added)

“Your	life	has	been	impacting	others,”	Paul	says,	“So	I	am	pleased	
that	it’s	been	a	positive	impact.”
‘Tupon.’	We’ve	all	got	it,	so	we	might	as	well	use	it	for	good.	Perhaps	

a	helpful	way	to	view	our	influence	is	to	view	it	as	part	of	our	calling.
The	Oxford	Dictionary	defines	‘calling’	as	‘a	strong	urge	towards	a	

particular	way	of	life.’	We	tend	to	think	of	calling	as	something	out	of	
the	ordinary,	like	a	person’s	call	to	ministry.	But,	I	want	you	to	think	
of	the	concept	of	calling	in	a	much	broader	context.
We	are	all called	to	influence	because,	as	human	beings,	we	are	all	

constantly	impacting	those	around	us.	Sometimes	our	influence	is	good,	
sometimes	it	is	bad.	Influence	is	rarely	neutral.	Sometimes	the	influence	
is	in	big	chunks,	but	most	times	the	influence	is	in	small,	bite-size	tidbits,	
and	therein	lays	the	secret	sauce	for	greater	influential	effectiveness.
Most	everything	I’ve	ever	read	on	the	subject	of	influence	tends	to	

focus	on	the	big	chunks.	The	small	tidbits	are	sometimes	included,	but	
almost	as	an	afterthought.	But	think	about	the	people	who	influenced	
your	life.	Didn’t	a	great	deal	of	that	influence	occur	through	a	casual	
statement	in	the	midst	of	a	conversation?	Or	maybe	it	was	something	
small	that	they	did	for	you,	like	point	you	towards	a	typewriter	in	the	
hopes	that	you	might	like	it.
It	was	the	artist	Andy	Warhol	who	made	popular	the	concept	that	

each	of	us	will	 get	our	fifteen	minutes	of	 fame.	That’s	 a	 fascinating	
concept,	but	it’s	simply	not	true.	The	truth	is	that	most	of	us	won’t	
even	get	fifteen	minutes.	And	that’s	why	the	concept	of	smaller	sips	of	
influence	is	more	far-reaching	than	the	big	gulp.
So	this	book	is	for	the	CEO	of	a	Fortune 500 company,	but	it’s	also	

for	the	front	line,	minimum	wage	worker	as	well.	This	is	for	the	Super	
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Bowl	MVP	and	the	guy	who	got	cut	from	the	seventh	grade	team.	It’s	
for	the	virtuoso	playing	Carnegie	Hall,	and	the	woman	who	gave	it	her	
best	shot,	but	came	to	the	conclusion	the	cello	was	not	her	cup	of	tea.	
It’s	for	your	state’s	Governor,	and	the	person	who	lost	a	close	election	for	
tenth	grade	president.	It’s	not	about	a	role.	It’s	about	a	God-given	life.
It’s	for	everybody	who	has	not	yet	flat-lined.
Small	stuff	screams	significance.
Influence	is	for	everyone.
You	have	it,	whether	you	realize	it	or	not.

Influence includes all of us.


