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Leading in the face of disaster 

 
The date was Saturday, April 11, 1970, the time 13:13 CST.  The event to take place was to be one of NASA’s finest 

hours; the launch of Apollo 13. Apollo 13 was supposed to land in the Fra Mauro area. However, an explosion on board 

forced the crew to circle the moon without landing. 

 

The first two days the crew ran into a couple of minor surprises, but generally Apollo 13 was looking like the smoothest 

flight of the program. At 46 hours, 43 minutes Joe Kerwin, the CapCom on duty, said, "The spacecraft is in real good 

shape as far as we are concerned.” 

 

At 55 hours, 46 minutes, the crew finished a 49-minute TV broadcast showing how comfortably they lived and worked in 

weightlessness. Nine minutes later, oxygen tank No. 2 blew up, causing the No. 1 tank also to fail. The message came in 

the form of a sharp bang and vibration. Next, the warning lights indicated the loss of two of Apollo 13's three fuel cells, 

which were the spacecrafts prime source of electricity. 

 

Then, the crew aboard the spaceship, and the entire NASA staff spent the next 5 Days, 22 hours, 54 min, 41 seconds 

working to get the three-man crew back to earth. 

 

In the midst of this disaster this team of NASA employees demonstrated some leadership lessons that we can apply to our 

organizations (and lives) today. 

 

You must be committed regardless – It has been said, “Teamwork is what makes the dream work.” A group of people 

working as one will usually get the job done and come out on top. This team of NASA employees couldn’t be any more 

diverse. Upon reviewing the team you see they are different in every way but one. They were different in age, education, 

experience, and agenda. But they all were committed to getting that spaceship back to earth in one piece and the crew 

back alive. Each team member demonstrated 100% commitment to his/her area of responsibility. In a time of disaster or 

crisis you simply don’t have time for diversions showing up in the form of team members trying to fulfill their own self-

ish agendas. 

 

• Leadership lesson: Refuse to lose. 

 

You must be willing to do what has never been done before – CapCom, the person responsible for the success of the mis-

sion, had to keep his staff believing they would not lose those astronauts aboard Apollo 13. His commitment was tested a 

few different times when his top leaders, letting human nature get the better of them, began to talk about the odds of get-

ting those men back alive. As soon as he quickly put an end to this talk, his leadership skills were again tested with chal-

lenges such as the lack of power, oxygen, or water aboard the spaceship.  As human beings it is easy for us to get com-

fortable and to settle for “what we have always done.” For your organization to excel past all others you must be willing 

to think outside the box. 

 

• Leadership lesson: Thinking outside the box.  

 

You must be willing to look at your job and organization in a totally new way. NASA had to look at space flight, specifi-

cally this flight, in a totally new way. Not being willing would have ended in the death of those three astronauts. It is cer-

tain that your organization (even your life) will face challenges this year. How you view these challenges will determine 

your future success. While at the same time, how you view your organization (the values, vision, and mission) will deter-

mine its success. 

 

• Leadership lesson: Your focus must be flexible in order to have your preferred future 
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Finding Success In Life 

 
Ever wondered why some people are successful and some seem to always struggle? Obviously there are many reasons, 

but if you study the lives of successful people, and successful organizations, you will find some common denominators. I 

have spent my entire career studying these type people and organizations, and have found the following to be traits that 

we all need to apply (and reapply) to our lives. 

 

1. Follow your passion. One of the key elements to success in life and business is having a passion for what you do. 

There is no limit to what you can accomplish when you feel passionate about it. Passion is the fuel that gets you out of 

bed in the morning, helps you endure while performing tasks that you don’t consider enjoyable, and gives you the 

strength to successfully deal with problems and challenges. 

2. Have a clear idea about what you want to do. Imagine that you have just woke up and it is New Year’s day. In just 

a few moments most everyone  will do the same the same thing. Along about the time we are watching the New Year’s 

Day parade we will begin to think about the new year. We will begin dreaming about what we want to accomplish, how 

much weight we want to lose, or the relationships we hope to have formed by year’s end. Most people call it New Year’s 

Resolutions. However, most people set them, but by the end of the year they look back and realize that they have not ac-

complished all that they had hoped to accomplish. 

3. Find a niche and be the best you can be. Booker T. Washington once said, “Do the common things uncommonly 

well.” John Eldredge in Wild At Heart wrote, “Don’t ask yourself what the world needs. Ask yourself what makes you 

come alive and go do that, because what the world needs is people who have come alive.” Both of these people give us 

good advice. Once you find what make you come alive, and do it uncommonly well, you will discover that you have 

found your passion. If your passion turns out to be a love for the elderly then find your niche in helping or working with 

senior adults in your community. 

4. Make a difference.  If you look into the history books you will find people that made a difference. For many of them 

the biggest difference that they made went well beyond their time on this earth. It has been said that the only thing that 

lasts long after you are gone is the relationships that you leave behind. In some respects that is true. All the money you 

make will not be in your pocket, and property deeds  will not be along side you in your coffin. However, there is some-

thing else that will continue long after you pass from this world to the next. I can think of at least two things that you can 

begin today that will last long after you are gone. 
5. Keep it simple.  This is an old saying that I would like to change. You might have heard it put this way; K.I.S.S. – 

Keep It Simple Stupid. I would like to change it to be Keep It Short and Simple. Many times we make life so compli-

cated. For instance, some care a cell phone in their pockets, keep a PDA on their desks, and two to three calendars pasted 

on their office and kitchen walls. The secret is to do what you do best and stick to it. Don’t make things more complicated 

than they are. Much of this is a mental exercise that you must go through each day. 

6. Go with your instincts.  Never under estimate your instincts or intuition. If you have to work hard at selling yourself 

on an idea, it is probably not a good idea. Your instinct is like a muscle, it gets stronger the more you use it. The problem 

is many times our instinct become tainted with the lack of use. Therefore, we must have action plans in our life so we 

don’t get off track. A good system is better than a good friend when comes to life planning. 
7. Take Charge. Decide now that you will get on top of managing your own time. Remind yourself that poor time-

management is nobody else's responsibility but your own. 

8. Be Decisive. Don't put off decisions. Remember there's often time later to reverse an early decision, there's rarely 

time to correct a late one. 

9. Prioritize. Decide what is worth an allocation of your precious time and what is not. Don't let others set your time 

agenda. Don't neglect your social and health needs, but eliminate all other time-wasters. 

10. Plan extensively. You can use a pocket or desktop PC, or a sheet of paper, either way take five minutes each morning 

to review the day ahead and schedule the various tasks. Plan next week this week, next month this month, and next year 

this year. 
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Your Life Is One Big Puzzle 

 
Making changes in your life can be puzzling. Do you have dreams for that you desperately want to see happen? Do 

you desire to excel farther and faster than those around you? Do you want to discover and reach your God-given po-

tential? If you answered, “Yes” to any one of those questions you are definitely not alone. Structuring your life is 

very similar to putting a jigsaw puzzle together. 

 

Start from the Outside and move inward 
 

The easiest way to get your life moving in the direction that you want it to go is to institute a personal growth plan. 

Below are some steps to help you develop a personal growth plan… 

 

• Make a personal commitment to yourself to grow 

• Continually have a plan to grow in your area of giftedness 

• Create a growth environment 

• Plan your growth time 

• Keep resources close by (books, magazines, websites) 

• Don’t lose what you learn 

• Stay in your gift zone, but out of your comfort zone 

• Ask someone to hold you accountable 

 

Identify certain objects and work on them 

 

One of the best ways to grow to the person you want to be is to model after someone. 

 

Find someone that has acquired the type of lifestyle that you want and model your life after him or her. 

You might want to break your life down into the following areas and chose different people in each 

area: 

• Personal abilities 

• Family relationships 

• Professionalism 

• Financial 

• Health 

Don’t think that you have to pick people you personally know. If you admire someone that is famous 

then read everything that you can get your hands on about this person. 

 

Don’t force it 

 

In life you must spend time learning about yourself. What makes you tick… 

• Your personality 

• Your present skill set 

• Your strengths 

• Your passion 
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Your Life Is One Big Puzzle—continued 

 
Stick to it – one piece at a time 

 

Puzzle analogy – putting a puzzle together that has thousands of pieces takes a lot of time. It could even takes days or 

weeks. The reward comes when you stick to it, and connect one piece to another until the entire puzzle is done and the 

picture is clear. 

 

It works the same way in your life. Each day is a new puzzle piece. If you plan your growth, grow your plan, you will 

achieve the life you always wanted. 

 

Ending challenge - Spend some time this week… 

Developing a personal growth plan 

Select at least three people to model your life after 

Make a commitment not to give up 

And live life with passion 

 

 


