
 
 

What Are You Passing Down? 
Invest in Others 

 
“When I look towards my future, I want to leave a legacy that runs rich.” 

                                                     -Kyle Shewfelt, Canadian Olympic Gold Medalist 
 
 
Earn This! 
Last month we attended the 90th birthday celebration for my father-in-law. The room 
was filled with many friends from both his business and personal life that gave nice 
(and often funny) testimonials about him. He enjoyed seeing so many people come out 
on a cold, rainy December day (when many had to prepare for the holidays) to celebrate 
his life.  
 
In the movie, “Saving Private Ryan,” Tom Hanks’ character has led a platoon of men to 
find and protect a soldier, James Francis Ryan, who has lost his siblings in battle during 
World War II. The War Department wants the young man returned home to his mother, 
so she won’t lose all of her sons in the war. Hanks’ platoon is on a rescue mission set 
against the violent backdrop of the D-Day invasion in June 1944. 
 
Platoon members know they have to lay down their lives to save this one young man. 
Tom’s character has been mortally wounded. As he lays dying, he looks at young Ryan 
and says, “Earn this!”  
 
It is a message to James Ryan to not waste the efforts that his comrades have put into 
saving his life in battle. It begs the question, what are you leaving behind that has value? 
 
I worked with a company last year who had a spirit of comradery throughout their team. 
The COO loved to “spoil” his managers by giving gifts to encourage their efforts. 
While we were in the workshops, he would call each one out into a private meeting and 
hand them a bonus check for their efforts. None of them expected this. There was an 
overwhelming spirit in the room throughout the conference. 
 



Is it any wonder that the managers were eager to serve their leader? Also, is it a surprise 
that this influenced each employee in the organization to do better? Of course not! 
 
 
World Changers 
Consider the legacies some people have left as they lived out their lives.  
Andrew Carnegie was a wealthy Scottish-American who built an empire in the steel 
business in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. During the last few years of his life, he 
gave $350 million to charities, foundations and universities in both the US and the UK —
almost 90 percent of his fortune. Among his philanthropic legacies, he established 
libraries for people to read for free. 
 
John Maxwell, famous author, speaker and pastor, began a ministry helping pastors lead 
their churches better. His energetic delivery spilled over to the business world. Over 30 
years ago, he left a thriving church to form a business to assist leaders around the world 
in growing their leadership potential. You can’t go in a bookstore without finding many 
books authored by Maxwell on leadership, personal growth and relationships. 
 
Warren Buffett, CEO of Berkshire Hathaway, is probably one of the wealthiest men in 
the world. He lives in a humble house in Omaha, Nebraska and drives an average sedan. 
Buffett is worth over $84.4 billion as of November 2018, and has pledged to give almost 
99 percent of his fortune to charitable causes and foundations. 
 
Susannah Wesley faced financial hardships a turbulent marriage and lost 9 of her 19 
children as infants. However, she was the mother of John and Charles Wesley… the 
founders of Methodism. Susan Pellowe wrote, “…although she never preached a sermon 
or published a book or founded a church, (she) is known as the Mother of Methodism. 
Why? Because two of her sons, John Wesley and Charles Wesley, as children consciously 
or unconsciously will, applied the example and teachings and circumstances of their home 
life.” 
 
There is the story of a tombstone in an English abbey with this epitaph by an unknown 
clergyman: 

“When I was a young man, I wanted to change the world.  

I found it was difficult to change the world, so I tried to change my nation.  

When I found I couldn't change the nation, I began to focus on my town. I couldn't 

change the town and as an older man, I tried to change my family.  

Now, as an old man, I realize the only thing I can change is myself, and suddenly I 

realize that if long ago I had changed myself, I could have made an impact on my family. 

My family and I could have made an impact on our town. Their impact could have 

changed the nation and I could indeed have changed the world.” 



 
 
Who is Watching You? 
What can you do to leave a lasting legacy? Or as a friend said, what can you do to fill 
the “dash” on your grave marker between your birth and death years?   
 
My father was a school administrator whose favorite hobby was woodworking. I 
remember doing little projects down in the basement with him. I was never as 
accomplished at it as he was, but he was patient with me. What I remember most about 
him was his kind and gentle spirit. I remember his compassion and belief in me. That 
spirit of faith sticks with me – now over 26 years after his passing. He would be glad. 
 
You never know what you are instilling in others. I speak to fire and rescue groups often 
and remark about the clean equipment that characterize fire houses. When a fire truck 
goes by, people know to get out of the way so the workers can do their jobs to save lives. 
They may not realize who is watching them and inspired by them. I tell them in 
presentations that you never know who is admiring you and wants to do your job one 
day. 
 
Who is watching you? You may not think your job is important or world-changing, but 
I guarantee that someone is watching and taking their cues from how you perform, your 
attitude and most importantly, how you react to pressure or failure. 
 
 
Your Legacy 
Your legacy is really the only thing you leave behind for others to remember you.  Your 
reputation is built on what you have given and invested in others. 
 
If you were given a testimonial, what would people say about you? I heard John Maxwell 
ask this question, “Would they thank God for your life, or be thankful your life is over?”  
Your legacy isn’t the money you leave, the company you built, or the sales awards you 
won. In fact, it probably isn’t what you think it is.  
 
Your legacy is what people are inspired to do because they saw you doing or attempting 
to do. I was always inspired by a line I remember in the movie, “One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo’s Nest,” where Randall McMurphy says that he can lift a marble sink off the 
washroom floor. Nobody thinks he can do it, so they place bets on it.  After straining 
several times, he cannot move it an inch. As the group of patients ridiculed him he 
answered, “But I tried.” They realized that none of them would have even attempted to 
perform this task. Later they show that he inspired them. 

 
“Be the change you want to see in the world.”   

-Mahatma Ghandi 
 
What are you doing that helps or inspires others around you? What will you be 
remembered for when you are gone? Are you creating an “outline” in the universe shaped 
just like you that someone will need to fill one day?  
 



History records that when Alexander the Great died at the young age of 33, the Greek 
Empire began to fall apart since no one could take his place. Apparently, he took care 
of everything except what would happen when he died just like many of us do today. 
 
Are you building a reputation, business, legacy or something that will last long after 
your passing? We won’t all get to see the accolades my father-in-law received last 
month at his testimonial. Some may leave before they ever get to see what difference 
they made in other’s lives.  
 
What are you leaving behind that matters most?  Will your organization be as 
successful after you are retired or gone? How will you be remembered? 
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