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I remember her quoting that while 
no single conversation will necessarily 
change a life or a marriage or whatever, 
it can. It sounds like those are the kind 
of conversations you’re talking about.
BF: In the world of higher education, 
we have to be ready to speak from our 
expertise, because part of why we’re 
teaching them is because we’re more 
experienced and we know more.
By the same token, we’ll atrophy if we 
don’t allow ourselves opportunities to 
be surprised and taught by our students. 
I find myself constantly taught by both 
students and my own boys.
My younger son has just been accept-
ed to Bolton College. We’re very proud 
of him. But I’m also proud of the way 
he got in. He’s a state-level runner, and 
the Bolton coach said, “If you come and 
run for me, I’ll put you on my short list 
of preferred candidates.” My son said, 
“Mom and Dad, I know I’m a good run-
ner, but I want to play soccer.”
He’s an OK soccer player, but he’s 
not at the level to ensure admittance. 
Immediately we, his parents, began talk-
ing about throwing away advantages. 

And he said, “Dad, you always talk to 
me about integrity and to be true to my 
word. I don’t want to run in college, and 
I don’t want to mislead the coach by 
telling him I will.”
I had to learn to back off, because my 
own son was coming to a sense of who 
he was and where his boundaries were. 
He did it all on his own terms, and I’m 
proud of that.

RP: After 93 years of service, Kiwanis 
is trying to make the leap from good to 
great. How do you make that leap into 
future greatness and still respect the 
past?
BF: It’s a matter of being able to under-
stand or enunciate a mission that is in-
tricately rooted to the history of your 
organization. Many people don’t know 
that Butler University was started by ab-
olitionists and was interracial and coedu-
cational before the (US) Civil War.

RP: That’s amazing.
BF: But it was all played down. It wasn’t 
part of the enduring values that animat-
ed the day-to-day functions of this place. 

I’ve been very fortunate to be able to 
help our school re-discover some of our 
founding values that have currency for 
today. People want to believe they can 
make a world better for their children 
than they found it for themselves.

RP: We have more than 50,000 volun-
teer leaders in the Kiwanis family. What 
kind of leadership advice would you 
offer these men and women?
BF: Butler’s strategic plan speaks to the 
idea of daring to lead. I believe great 
leadership takes courage. Good manag-
ers work with the system, but leadership 
is changing the system for the better. 
The courage to change the system and 
the desire to make it better are parts 
of the necessary makeup for a leader. 
It means having a great imagination and 
knowing that people will resist your vi-
sion. Unfortunately, the courage to cre-
ate something that doesn’t exist means 
many of your decisions will be contin-
gent on knowing only some of the facts 
and relying on equal parts of hope, good 
luck, and a sense of values that this idea 
will be worth all the trouble.
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RP: We have embraced a new brand 
promise at Kiwanis related to leadership 
and character development that leads to 
life-changing service. It is based on a ser-
vant leadership model we call service-
leadership. Is serving others a value you 
are working to instill at Butler?
BF: Leadership is not about self-aggran-
dizement; it’s about creating the con-
ditions for people to flourish. That’s 
where servant leadership or leadership 
for service is integral to the process of 
education. And I find that Kiwanis’ cur-
rent emphasis on leadership for service 
is quite consummate with what we do.

RP: In another interview, you identified 
people you’d love to have dinner with, 
and you mentioned the Apostle Paul. 
Tell me about that.
BF: I love this idea of what it would be 
like to interface with important histori-
cal characters. I am fascinated by peo-
ple, like Paul, who say: “What I have 
been called to is more important than 
life itself.” Another person I would want 
at the dinner is Catherine of Sienna, the 
saint who. …

RP: …Shook her fist at God? (smiling)
BF: Yes, she is credited with saying: 
“God, you shouldn’t treat your friends 
like this; no wonder you don’t have very 
many.” I like contrarian saints, people 
who are able to see God in the world 
but realize that God’s ideas and one’s 
own expectations of what God should 
do are two different things.
Desmond Tutu is a friend, and when 
he was here for our first commence-
ment, he told a story of a farmer who 
was looking at his fields when a travel-
er came by and said to him, “It’s amaz-
ing what you and God have been able 
to accomplish with these fields.” And 
the farmer looked at him and said, “You 
should have seen these fields when God 
had them to himself.” His point was, 
God yearns for goodness in the world, 
but we are God’s hands and feet. And 
(Tutu) began pointing at some of the 
graduates and saying, “As God’s hands, 
what are you going to do? As God’s 
hands, what are you going to do?” He 
believed that apartheid in South Africa 
could be overthrown with prayer and 
love. Desmond Tutu is another contrar-
ian saint.

RP: Some of our leaders are tak-
ing on the challenge—as contrarian 
Kiwanians—of making changes to their 
local Kiwanis clubs that will make them 
more relevant. What advice would you 
offer these change agents?
BF: I would begin with the question: 
What difference are you making in the 
lives of people, particularly those who 
cannot pay it back? Most people like 
being good Samaritans, and this idea 
of leadership for service is absolute-
ly on point. What I love about Kiwanis 
is that it is not a question you answer 
in a cosmic way. … It is something we 
do in our own communities. The rea-
son the Abe Lincoln scholarship pro-
gram (for youth who succeed while 
overcoming hardships) is so impor-
tant to us in Indianapolis is we see the 
students. Through the interview pro-
cess, we see names, faces, and histories, 
and we know in some way by honoring 
them that we are paying tribute to the 
accomplishments these students repre-
sent. And if we are giving nothing but 
hope—a sense that somebody has no-
ticed that I do things right—we are in-
vesting in that person’s future. It means 
a lot.

RP: As a Kiwanis member yourself, 
what inspires and encourages you about 
what we do?
BF: This is the only club I belong to 
where I’m touching people I normally 
would never see. At Butler I work with 
the chamber of commerce. I’m part of 
the independent colleges of Indiana. I’m 
active in my church.

RP: Those other groups are much more 
homogenous.
BF: That’s exactly right. They are orga-
nized by criteria that demand something 
in terms of profession or belief. Kiwanis 
simply says, “Would you like to be part 
of us? Would you simply like to help us 
serve? We get together. We fellowship 
with one another.” But then there’s a 
purpose beyond simply having a good 
time. That’s why it’s such a special  
organization.

RP: At Kiwanis we have had to make 
some difficult decisions to strengthen 
our financial position. I know you did 
that at Butler as well. How important is 

financial stability to being able to lead a 
change effort?
BF: Let me offer Butler as an example. 
I came to an institution that ran defi-
cit budgets for at least 14 straight years 
before I came. We did a lot of pain-
ful things. We capped operational ex-
penditures, no automatic escalators for 
cost of living. We essentially did sal-
ary freezes for almost two years run-
ning. … I told our staff, “We need to 
hang in there together as a community. 
… We’re going to get through this as a 
community.” We turned it around in a 
year and a half.

RP: What is the toughest obstacle 
you’ve had to overcome, either in your 
career or in your personal life?
BF: That’s a good question. Both of my 
parents were dead by the time I began 
college. It is not so much an obstacle. In 
some way, it’s maybe the reason why 
I’ve always had to push forward.
The important question to ask is not 
whether what you have now is better or 
worse, but whether you’re making a dif-
ference, and I think I can say yes to that.
Something from my basketball youth: 
If you concentrate on a missed bas-
ket, the odds of you making a mistake 
on the next play go up astronomical-
ly. You have to forget it and get on to 
the next play. I’m thinking of AJ Graves, 
our shooting guard on this year’s Butler 
basketball team. He’s had a rough sea-
son. His shooting percentage has been 
down. But in the game against Southern 
Illinois University, he got the ball with 
six seconds left and let go from 30 feet. 
The ball went in just as time ran out. 
I learned from the coach afterward AJ 
was always going to take the shot. He 
was going to take the shot as soon as 
they moved to defend against him. Well 
they moved on him at 30 feet, but if 
they had moved on him at half court, he 
would have let it fly from there.

RP: Sounds like that is the kind of con-
fidence and courage we need to build 
into our leaders.
BF: You are absolutely right … at Butler 
University and at Kiwanis. k

For a fuller version of the interview, log on 
to www.kiwanis.org/magazine/april08.asp.




