
 

The Law of Character 
An Empty Bag Won’t Stand Up Straight 

 
“Talent is a gift, but character is a choice.”  

- John C. Maxwell 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Sacked in Vegas 

Last month, National Football League coach Jon Gruden was released from his job coaching the 
Las Vegas Raiders. An article came to light in the New York Times about emails sent to the 
Washington Football Team while they were being investigated for ethical violations. The emails 
had absolutely nothing to do with the investigation of the Washington team, but once the emails 
from Gruden were published it took a mere 3 days for him to be jobless. Social media and fan 
reaction was swift in condemning his comments, even though almost everyone agreed he had 
been a good coach.  

Gruden coached the Tampa Bay Buccaneers to their first Super Bowl victory. The Buccaneers 
leadership responded to the controversy by permanently removing his name from their “Ring of 
Honor” in the stadium. The producers of the popular Madden Football video game removed him 
from the program that has sold millions of copies.  

His skills have been very good in coaching. Nobody would doubt his abilities to build and 
motivate a team to victory. He has a winning record as a professional coach. But the one skill he 
couldn’t master was good character. And it came out. No matter if it was written in private 
emails, it came out. As you read this today, his life in football and the public eye has ended with 
a thud. It will take years to undo what he wrote… if at all. 

The Law of a Leader’s Character: Character is a choice we make. It is not a skill we 
are born with initially. If a person demonstrates good character and ethics, we put our 
trust in them. However, when our character lacks credibility and ethics, it will obliterate 
everything we have done to build our reputation. While character isn’t essential to our 
success, a lack of it will destroy us. A good reputation requires the right choices to build. 



Here’s what I know about your character. Good character doesn't automatically make you a 
great leader, but a person with bad character will be destroyed by that lack in their life. It will 
bring you down immediately. In the blink of an eye, regardless of your stature, celebrity status, 
connections or influence, your lack of character or ethics will wreck your life, career and 
reputation. It is as simple as that. 

“Be more concerned with your character than your reputation, because your character is what 
you really are, while your reputation is merely what others think you are.” 

John Wooden 
 
What do you want in a leader?  I heard John Maxwell say this in my training to be a certified 
speaker and trainer with his organization, “Most people ask three questions of every leader:  
1. Do you care for me?  
2. Will you help me?  
3. Can I trust you?” 

Trust is the foundational building block of character. If you can’t be trusted, why would 
anyone want to follow your leadership? If you can’t be trusted in small things, why would a 
supervisor give you big tasks to accomplish? Building trust takes time, and if you have 
misused trust, it can take a lifetime to clear your name or rebuild your reputation. A person 
with great character will have a great reputation… not the other way around. 

You have good a character; you build a reputation. Not the other way around. 

When a person has good character, people feel secure with them. They make us feel relaxed 
and comfortable. We feel we can follow them, and the journey will take us to a better place 
personally and professionally. We know it may be difficult, but we are willing to go along with 
a trustworthy individual. 

In presentations, I ask people to list the three people whom they trust the most in life. I allow 
them to choose from three categories to select the three people on their lists... their families, 
close friends, and work associates.  Each time, over 80% choose family or friends. However, 
without fail, every time the audience selects work associates less than 30% of the time. Why 
don’t we make trust building an essential part of our leadership skills? 
 
When a person has good character, people feel secure with them. They make us feel relaxed 
and comfortable. We feel we can follow them, and the journey will take us to a better place 
personally and professionally. We know it may be difficult, but we are willing to go along with 
a trustworthy individual. 

 

Flying Lessons 
In my travels I run into famous people and celebrities on flights and in airports. I have met Mike 
Love of The Beach Boys, Norman Reedus from The Walking Dead television series, actor Martin 
Sheen, former Presidential candidate Herman Cain, All Star athlete Bo Jackson, former Nebraska 



Cornhuskers coach Tom Osborne, the governors of about five states and the punk rock band, 
Skid Row (believe it or not).  

The band members were very nice.  We chatted for a while in the airport lounge and shared road 
secrets for comfortable travel. Their appearance at first was a little on the scary side, but I had a 
different impression of the members after we spoke and found common ground.  Appearances can 
be deceiving, and it is very wrong to judge people on that alone. When you are open and listen, 
you find out a lot about someone. We met on common ground. 
 
However, there is one person I met several years ago whose name has been in the news in the past 
several years.  I was flying late at night to Idaho.  It was a small aircraft, and we were crammed in 
together like sardines.  The flight attendant came down the aisle taking our drink orders.  I had 
been napping and I awoke as my seat companion placed his order. 
 
“Just two waters, please.” He said, “I am trying to keep my weight down.” I glanced over and 
found out I was sitting next to a celebrity.  He told me how he was “discovered” in college and is 
making money speaking for a corporation now. He said that he was saving up to live a great life 
in retirement. I asked him his name…   
 
“Jared Fogle.” He replied… The Subway marketing pitchman. 
 
You probably have heard about Jared Fogle.  How he wasted his fortune, opportunity and marriage 
on underage sexual relationships. He admitted his guilt and was sent to prison.  Character matters, 
without regard to fame or fortune. And one personal flaw will be hard to hide and tear you down, 
regardless of your fame, standing or past reputation. 
 

“If I keep my good character, I shall be rich enough.” 
Apuleius 

 
 
Character is a Choice 
If what we say and what we do solidifies who we are, then our actions will reflect who people 
see in us. If our words match our actions, then people will gravitate to us because shows ethics 
and good character choices. When we follow a leader who has no character, we lack 
confidence in everything we are doing. I am surprised that this lesson isn’t taught in every 
corporate board room. 

I was a Boy Scout growing up and one of the values that scouts have is Trustworthiness. They 
teach leadership, values and character along with outdoor skills. An Eagle Scout is still 
considered one of the most trustworthy people in society. It would be great if those 
characteristics were taught in every grade school to all the students.  

Corporations hire people assuming they have been trained that character matters and a 
reputation can be destroyed by our intentional actions, careless thoughts, and mistakes. And 
when major character flaws, habits, desires, and inner secrets are revealed, it costs many 
individuals and companies a fortune to rectify.  



 
Good character in action will set you apart as a leader. People will trust you, follow up and 
encourage others to follow along as well. Someone with a lack of good character will usually 
end up alone and unemployed… or in a position they don’t want to be.  And it will keep us 
going straight on the journey of life and leadership. 

“Your character will be what you yourself choose to make it.” 
John Lubbock 

The challenge for us is to hold a mirror up to ourselves and look at who we are… what are our 
inner thoughts about others… what do we not want others to see or be revealed? If someone of 
bad character broke in and stole your personal computer or cell phone, would you be afraid of 
the photos, files, downloads, internet sites saved and history that they would discover? You can 
steal my belongings, but you can’t take my character and reputation away unless I choose to 
allow that to happen by my actions. A good reputation requires the right choices to build. 
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