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Wonder-Working Power 
 

A Gift from Opa 
 
 
 
Hello there, granddaughters Miranda and Taurie, 
 
I have been thinking a lot about you lately. Your Omi died too soon to see what you have 
become so far, but she would have been very proud of the young ladies you are already at 13 and 
14. She was so excited when each of you was born. As a nurse, she was able to be right there 
when you arrived. What an experience!  
 
When the first grandchild arrived, we had a dilemma. What would we have you call us? You had 
so many grandparents, at least six different sets. We wanted to come up with a unique name for 
each grandparent -- not just grandpa or grandma followed by each one’s name. Since your Omi 
and all of her family were from Germany, we decided to use the German names for our side of 
the family. So she and I became Opa and Oma (You girls pronounced it Omi), the German words 
for Grandpa and Grandma. Her parents, whom she called Mutti and Vati (pronounced like Mooty 
and Fawty), the German words for Mommy and Daddy became Mutti and Vati to you. She was 
proud to be German and I hope you are always proud of that heritage. 
 
Your Omi loved each of you in a special way and often talked of what you might become. She 
would have liked to be around to watch you develop through each stage of life. We were looking 
forward to seeing you graduate from each level of school, to reading about your 
accomplishments, to being at your weddings, and to seeing your children born. Unfortunately, 
breast cancer took her life when she was just 53, so she won’t get to be there. Life is sometimes 
shorter than we expect.  
 
I have been wondering just what I could give you that would help you be successful in life. My 
primary goal during my life has been to make a difference in people’s lives. I have tried out 
many different career options and rejected many of them. I have been successful as a technician, 
preacher, teacher, and author. But in all of these things, I was trying to make a difference to 
individuals, family, friends, students, strangers -- to people seeking to make their life better. 
Sometimes I was able to make a difference. Sometimes I was no help at all. And sometimes I 
simply did not know if I had any effect at all or not. So what can I leave you that will make a 
difference in your life and help you to make a difference in other’s lives? 
 
I know grandparents who set up college funds, or financial trusts or special savings accounts for 
their grandchildren. However, beyond providing for the basics; food, clothing, and shelter; 
money never really made a difference in someone’s life. We all know people with a lot of money 
and lousy lives. You must learn to earn, spend, share, and save money responsibly. I have found 
that if I share and save first, I always have plenty left over to spend. 
 
I wish for you to have many friends to share your journey through life. However, you have to 
make them on your own. Reach out to people, make friends, and keep them by being the best 
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friend you can be. By sharing my sorrows and my joys, the friends in my life have made my life 
infinitely richer.  
 
I wish for you to have a great relationship with God. He can make such a difference in your life 
day by day. However, you have to forge that relationship for yourself. Work at it, reach out to 
Him, and allow Him to reach into your heart. He has enriched my life beyond all my ability to 
describe. God can enrich your life if you will allow Him to. 
 
However, I believe that all of these things are made possible through a source of power that I 
learned about at an early age. There is a power available to everyone. It is a source available to 
each one who avails themselves of it that will empower them to access all the wonders of the 
world. 
 
If you were offered the most powerful force in the universe, would you take advantage of it? 
Can you imagine what it might be?  

 
Some might think it is money —maybe even billions of dollars. 
 Some might imagine it to be nuclear force with your finger on the button. 
  Some might think it is position such as President of the United States. 
   Some might think it is fame such as a movie or rock star. 

 
It isn’t any of those things. There is one force that enables all of those things -- the wonder-
working power of words; spoken words, written words, signed words, words acted out, words in 
our minds, words shared with others, or words expressed in a thousand languages. Words are the 
source of all success. They contain the keys to access all the power that there can ever be.  
 
What if you do not have that power? Helen Keller, both blind and deaf, had no access to words. 
She was powerless, unable to imagine the world around her, unable to express her needs or 
desires, unable to know her world except in the most primitive terms. But once a persistent 
teacher helped her unlock the power of words and communication; she flowered and bloomed 
and contributed to the world and lived life so much more fully. 
 
Words have been involved in my experiences throughout the years, just as they were important 
in deciding what to have you call me. I learned that through the power of words, I could become 
anything that I could imagine. And through other people’s words, I could imagine worlds beyond 
my own experiences. 
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Reading 
 
 
 
I remember when I was introduced to the power of reading 
words. My mother taught me to read before I started 
school. However, the eye opening did not take place until 
after I started the second grade. We had just moved to a 
farm, and I entered a small country school -- Oak Grove. It 
was there I encountered the world of Dee Villa Clark.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There was one big room with a stage up front and 
rows of old fashioned desks with each seat fastened 
to the desk of the student behind. Mrs. Clark taught 
grades one through eight all in that same room. 

 
A small room sticking out the side served as a 
“cloak room” where we each had a long narrow 
cubbyhole to hang our coats and store our lunches 
that we brought from home. There was a sink where 
we washed up after recess. It had a drinking 
fountain attached to it where we all lined up to get a 
not-very-cool drink. It also contained a small one-
burner stove that was occasionally used for science 
class when we had experiments.  

 
Our restroom was an old-fashioned, smelly outhouse at the very back of the playground -- one 
side for boys and one side for girls. 
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Here are all of the students in all eight grades in front of the school during my fifth grade. I am 
the boy wearing the striped shirt in the middle. The year that I graduated from the eighth grade, 
there were thirteen students in all eight grades.   
My classmate Nelda and I were the graduating class. She is the one in the middle in the front 
row. 
 
My best friend Billy, in the front between Nelda and Mrs. Clark was the entire seventh grade. 
There had been as many as forty in the school in prior years. However, with so many families 
moving to town, the school was dwindling away. The school only lasted one year after our 
family moved away because they fell below the minimum requirement for number of students. 

 
 
 
 
 
Mrs. Clark was a wonder. She involved all of the 
students in helping each other -- particularly 
engaging the older ones in helping the younger 
ones. We had spelling bees, math contests, and 
other activities Sometimes they included the whole 
school and at other times she broke us up into 
smaller groups.  
 
The desks were grouped somewhat by grades, but 
we could all hear what everyone else was doing. 
Mrs. Clark circulated regularly throughout the 
classroom. 

I can still feel the ruler that would come down across the knuckles of a student caught goofing 
off or getting into mischief. Occasionally, a student would do something so horrendous as to 
deserve a spanking with the big wooden paddle or, horror of horrors, a call to the parents. When 
either of those things happened to me, I always got another paddling when I got home.  
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We had programs for the parents several times a year. Of course, the older kids had the lead parts 
in whatever we were performing. However, everyone had a part, and no one considered not 
taking part. 
 
To me, the most wonderful part of the school was the library. Now that library seemed so huge to 
me at the time. It was about ten or twelve feet long and three shelves tall across the back wall 
between the doors and underneath the windows. As Mrs. Clark introduced me to the wonderful 
world of books, I became entranced. I devoured every book on those shelves and longed for 
more. I particularly enjoyed a set of gold-colored books right in the middle of the library. They 
were biographies of famous people, and I read them over and over again. I really liked the stories 
of George Washington Carver and Thomas Edison. They became my mentors from the past. 
Soon thereafter, I graduated to visiting the “humongous” city library when we went to town each 
Saturday. In the summer reading program, I read so many books that they had to invent a new 
award to recognize me. 
 
Books are such magical places. You can create your own world from those words written to 
describe places so far away or those that only exist in some one’s imagination. No two people’s 
worlds will be exactly alike because everyone sees different things when they read the same 
words. When people read about a tree, some see a tall stately oak; others see a scrubby cedar; 
still others see a maple or willow or something else. We all take from our own experience and 
envision what the author is describing.  
 
I implore you to read and read and read -- read everything you can get your hands on. Books are 
windows into someone else’s mind; they are windows into far away or imaginary places 
populated by wonderfully strange and sometimes magical people. As you read, you create your 
own world in your imagination -- similar to but not identical to what the author or any other 
reader imagined. Your picture is your own, and only you can possess it. But choose wisely what 
you read and what you will take in from what you read -- not everything that is written is true or 
good for you. Remember that this is just like the rule for computers: garbage in = garbage out. 
Your mind is much like a computer and can only process what you enter into it. 
 
Education is a great thing to have, but never forget that learning is what is really important and 
school is just one way to learn. Almost any knowledge in the world is available. You’ll find it 
published in a book or magazine or paper. It might be written in someone’s personal journal 
somewhere waiting to be published someday. As soon as knowledge is discovered in today’s 
world, it seems to magically appear on the Internet where it is available to everyone and is much 
easier to find. Search out the knowledge of the ancients and the knowledge of the future to be 
discovered by reading -- in books and on the World Wide Web.  
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Writing 
 
 
 
 
The written word -- oh, how important that 
is. As I first learned to write, I was very 
meticulous and got recognition for my 
handwriting. Mrs. Clark often posted my 
work for everyone else to see. However, as I 
got older and less patient, my handwriting 
got steadily harder to read. My grades in 
handwriting got even worse as I began to 
write in cursive. Because of my early 
handwriting, I was selected to write a 
column for the local paper about the 
activities going on in our school. I still have 
a copy of one of those columns. Here I am at 
age 11 when I wrote those columns. 
 
 
When I was in high school, my mother and my counselor twisted my arm and persuaded me to 
take Typing -- now referred to as Keyboarding. Now at that time, boys never took typing. There 
were only two or three boys in the whole class. I started high school younger than most. I was 
not quite thirteen when I started ninth grade —the first year of high school in that school system. 
My young age made it even worse for me among the other boys at school -- only sissies take 
Typing! The other boys were all older and bigger than me to start with. Nevertheless, I stuck it 
out. Boy, have I been glad. 
 
Typing became my path to many opportunities. It also enabled me to avoid some unpleasant 
things. In college, I quickly learned I could do my own papers. The other guys were paying 
someone to type their papers or slowly hunting and pecking their way painfully around the 
keyboard. In the United States Air Force, I gained two weeks of leisure in one school while my 
classmates were stuck in a typing class without air conditioning in the middle of a Texas 
summer. Between my junior and senior years of high school, I was selected to attend Boy’s 
State. Boy’s State and Girl’s State are weeklong camps where high school representatives from 
all over Oklahoma go through the entire election and government process. They are sponsored 
by the American Legion, and it is quite an opportunity in addition to being a whole lot of fun. 
My typing got me the chance to work on the daily newspaper. There my name was, in print 
again.  
 
When the Air Force sent me to Germany, I found that the Hungarian language job that I had been 
trained for was no longer needed at that base. Thanks to my typing skills, I landed a neat job 
running Operations Communications and typing messages on a teletype. I even sent one message 
to the White House. My typing ability got me into trouble too. On the late night shift, we did not 
have much to do. I created this elaborate picture of Snoopy in a Santa outfit and driving a sleigh 
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with reindeer using only the characters on the keyboard. After my masterpiece started showing 
up in communications offices all over Europe, they tracked me down. Oh what fun it was while 
it lasted. Most of all, I learned that letters, numbers, and written characters could be used to 
create more than just words. That was another form of communication just like the emoticons we 
use today in e-mail.  ;-) {8-})  
 
Writing became important as I learned to write letters to friends and family. I learned the damage 
that not writing can do too.  When the Air Force first sent me to Germany I got so busy, seeing 
new things and chasing girls that I did not write home.  After six months my mother contacted 
the base commander and I was ordered to write home.  Mom did not appreciate not knowing 
what had happened to me; if I got there safely and so forth.  Then later when Vera and I began to 
get serious about each other and then got engaged, I goofed up again.  I wrote Mom about 
meeting Vera and about her family.  I really tried to give her a good idea of what Vera was like.  
Then a few months later I wrote again saying that Vera and I were engaged, mentioning that I 
would become an instant father to Vera’s two boys.  Boy did I hear from her right quick.  It 
seems that Mom did not get the first letter, so the second letter was a big bombshell.  Not long 
after that I discovered the first letter stuck down between the seats in my car. So you see it is not 
only very important to write but also to make sure it gets sent. 
 
Later on, email and instant messaging became very important. I met the current love of my life -- 
my wife Peggy -- through correspondence on the Internet. In recent years, I have written several 
Heating, Ventilation, Air Conditioning, and Refrigeration (HVACR) textbooks and integrated 
activities for fifth through eighth graders. My more recent published work includes a book called 
Powerful People Are Powerful Teachers: Your Daily Guide to Becoming a Powerful Teacher, 
and of course, what you are reading right now. I have several books underway and many writing 
projects in mind for the future. Writing has become a lifelong passion for me. 
 
However, in all of this writing, it is important to use not only the right words but to use words 
rightly. If you do not use good grammar, spelling, and punctuation; people may not understand 
what you are really trying to say. Or worse, they may get the opposite meaning from what you 
intend. If people have to spend a lot of time and effort figuring out what you are saying, they 
may not even bother to read what you write. People often judge how good you are at what you 
do by the way that you write. I was an outstanding HVACR Technician, but if I used bad 
grammar and spelling when I wrote up a report for a customer, they often did not appreciate my 
skill as a technician. Many occupations such as teachers, preachers, lawyers, and newspaper 
editors require high levels of writing skill. 
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Speaking 
 
 
 
 
My awareness of the power of the spoken word came a little more gradually. Of course, there 
were the numerous performances at Oak Grove School, but they were only for family. I had no 
real feel for how they affected people. Family members were expected to applaud and think you 
were terrific. However, becoming comfortable when speaking in front of a group of people is 
very important to being able to speak and communicate well.  
 
When I entered high school, it was a different story. Because there were nearly 300 students in 
grades nine through twelve. I felt lost and intimidated by such a “large” building and the 
“tremendous” crowds. Fortunately, I discovered Debate class and the teacher, Mrs. Yandall. 
Now I never did really get close to Mrs. Yandall, but she pushed me into learning the power 
available in using spoken words to persuade people. After a semester in Debate, she declared I 
did not know enough of the basics and needed to back up and take speech class first. I was a little 
indignant at first, however I soon realized she was right on target and that was just what I 
needed. After a semester of speech class, I moved back to Debate class and spent three years on 
the Debate squad. I never won any big awards, but I got steadily better at using the right word in 
the right way to make the right point at the right time. I even spent a semester on a college 
Debate squad later on. 
 

 
 
 
I’ve learned that the power of persuasion depends 
entirely upon a person’s ability to use the spoken 
word. You must be able to “say what you mean and 
mean what you say!” as Dr. Seuss so aptly put it. I 
appeared as an extra in a high school play, gave 
several talks in church, and worked for a short time 
selling clothes in the Men’s Department at J.C. 
Penney. By age sixteen, my ability to use words had 
improved greatly and begun paying off. 
 
 
 

Later as a preacher and then as a teacher, my ability to speak grew even stronger. It was my 
ability to speak, explain things, put complicated things into simple language, describe how to do 
things, etc. that propelled me into being recognized as the National CareerTech Outstanding 
Teacher of the Year. 
 
You cannot persuade someone, sell something, teach someone how to do something, or even 
have a good relationship without the wise use of words. This means knowing how to pronounce 
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words correctly, how to use words in the proper context or meaning, how to emphasize the part 
of a sentence or phrase that carries the meaning that you want to convey.  

 
Build your vocabulary!  

Use new words often and right after you learn them.  
Practice pronouncing words correctly.  

Listen closely to how other people use words and then try them out or 
check with others to see if they use them the same way. 

 
And then, there is the sound of words. Words can make music. Words can evoke emotions. 
Happy or sad, words can make people laugh or cry. Words can lift you up or put you down. Once 
a word is spoken, it can never be retracted, so choose your words wisely. 
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Languages 

 
 
 
I had to learn the hard way that there are a lot more people in the world who speak other 
languages than those who speak English. I was required to take a foreign language in order to 
graduate from high school. I really did not want to and did not think that I had any talent or 
interest in languages other than English. I finally took Latin because I found out that, as a “dead” 
language, we did not really have to learn how to speak it. Well, I proved my own feelings when I 
just barely passed the two years of Latin. I flunked two out of four semester tests.  
 
However, it seems that it was really a matter of my own state of mind causing me to do what I 
believed. When I joined the Air Force, they gave me this really weird test. They showed me a 
group of strange symbols that did not really make any sense. Then there would be some other 
symbols and they would ask which of these would most likely fit into the first group. There was 
question after question like this. Then they played sounds on a recorder and showed a group of 
symbols and asked which symbol I thought best represented a sound. I did not think that it made 
much sense at the time. However, the test revealed that I should be super terrific at languages. It 
seems that I am a natural mimic and that learning to speak a language comes easy for me. What a 
joke on myself that I refused to take a spoken language in high school. I hope you stay open to 
all the possibilities as you go through life. Please try out as many things as possible. 
 
Because of the results of that test I had no choice; the Air Force sent me to Language School. I 
learned Hungarian while others were learning Russian, Czechoslovakian, Romanian, Chinese, 
and other languages. It was quite an eye opener to learn all about other cultures. Then the Air 
Force sent me to Germany. Now Hungarian and Latin did not help much while I was trying to 
understand German. They were definitely no help when I was trying to meet and go out with the 
local girls. Since we did not understand each other’s language we wrote addresses and things on 
napkins and turned the hands of our watches around to figure out what time to meet.  I did what 
ever it took to get dates. At age 20, I was surely determined to figure out some way to 
communicate with, meet, and go out with the girls.  
 
Well, I found this plump, little German girl who really wanted to learn English. Since I really 
wanted to learn German, we made a deal. We would each teach the other our language. We did 
not really date, but we spent a lot of time together pointing at things and saying the names in 
both languages. We had a lot of fun going out to eat, walking around town, or just sitting in the 
park. Gradually we made sentences and managed to communicate fairly well.  
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Of course, I went on to date many local girls, including Vera, the 
one who was to become your Omi. One of the other Air Force guys 
I knew pointed her out to me at a club one night. He noted that she 
was the most beautiful girl in Hof. I asked her to dance that 
evening, and she accepted but we did not really hit it off. We did 
not really like each other. I frequently saw her with other guys and 
she saw me with a different girl every night. However, a friend of 
hers wanted to date a friend of mine. Her friend tricked us one 
evening. Vera thought she was going out with my friend, and I 
thought I was going out with her friend. To our surprise, we wound 
up together and had over thirty-two wonderful years together until 
breast cancer ended it. Our life together would not have been 
nearly so wonderful had we not worked at learning each other’s 
language. 
 
Later, I took University of Maryland classes in German when they were offered on the Air Force 
base. However, I had picked up some habits that my German teacher thought were awful. I 
learned a lot, but I never did learn to speak good German. You see, I had picked up the local 
dialect. And in Germany the dialect changes about every twenty miles. While I really don’t 
speak  German very well, I speak perfect “Hofferish,” the local dialect of Hof, Germany. 
 
I managed to make that pay off in 2006 -- I served as 
the interpreter at a Mayor’s Reception in Hof, 
Germany for a reunion of about 220 people who had 
served there in the military and German women who 
had married American serviceman. I also had the 
honor of serving as the Master of Ceremonies at the 
end of the week banquet. I presented everything in 
both languages and interpreted for presenters and 
performers who spoke only English or only German. I 
got several good laughs for my “Hofferish.” 
 
Learning to communicate in any language will open doors that you cannot even imagine at the 
time.   Learn to communicate with people in as many ways as you possibly can.  

Learn other languages. 
Learn sign language. 

Learn different dialects in English and other languages. 
Learn what words mean.  

Learn what individuals mean when they use words.  
 

It is all about learning to communicate. Even when two people speak the same language, each 
interprets the meaning of what the other says through the lens of their own background and 
culture. It all depends on the family background, whether you lived in the city or in the country, 
if you were financially well off or not, or even how you celebrated the holidays and so forth. So 
learn to use words wisely. You never finish learning to communicate. 
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Understanding 
 
 
 
What goes on inside our heads is as important as what goes on, on the outside. We strive to 
express what we are thinking through writing and speaking. And we strive to understand  what 
others are expressing through reading and listening. This involves the use of words in our own 
minds. We must choose words that help the listener visualize the picture or idea we are striving 
to communicate. We must interpret the words we hear or read. We decide what the speaker or 
writer meant based on our own experiences with those same words. If our vocabulary is small 
and we have had little experience or practice with those words; then we are limited in our 
understanding of what the speaker or writer meant.  
 
Your Omi and I came from what seemed to be very similar cultures. Daily life and surroundings 
in Germany and the United States seemed to be very similar. The houses, cars, clothing, food, 
and most other things were not much different. Upon closer examination, however, there were 
many differences that were more important than they first seemed. In Germany there were no 
doorknobs that turned; they used handles on everything. They seldom used ice for anything; they 
drank most beverages lukewarm. They used public transportation -- buses and trains -- rather 
than driving everywhere. Your Omi did not have a driver’s license and had seldom used a 
telephone. Businesses had phones but most homes did not. Since everything was closer together, 
your Omi -- like the average German -- did not think of distances as we do in the middle of the 
United States. Where we think nothing of driving an hour or two and perhaps seventy-five to a 
hundred miles to get somewhere, twenty miles was a long way to travel for your Omi and her 
family. 
 
As Vera and I discussed life and explored the possibility of spending our lives together, we 
discovered many of our ideas about things were different. Nevertheless, we kept talking until we 
had -- we thought -- a fairly good understanding of what the other meant when we 
communicated. We soon married, moved to Oklahoma, and began spending every day together 
in a land that was much different than your Omi imagined. Things began to pop up that 
challenged her understanding of what was, for her, a foreign language in a foreign land. Little 
things often underlined big differences. 
 
One day, our neighbor brought some fish that he had caught and offered them to her. He asked 
her if she knew how to dress a fish. “Dress a fish,” she thought, picturing putting clothes on the 
fish. After he finally explained that he meant “prepare them for cooking,” they both had good 
laugh. Even when you know a word, you do not always understand how another person is using 
that word. 
 
So how do we promote this understanding? You must get as much experience with people, 
words, and language as you possible can. You must work at connecting with other people and 
other cultures. 
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Build your vocabulary.  
Build relationships with people from a variety of cultures.  

Practice using words in different ways.  
Discuss with people what they understood you to say when you 
spoke.  

Learn another language or more than one.  
Repeat communication back to people to make sure 
you understand what they mean.  

 
The more that you understand yourself and others, the more successful you will become. 
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Opa’s Gift 
 
 
 
Opa’s gift to you, my granddaughters, is a gift that you must reach out and take for yourself. The 
wonder-working power of words is yours for the taking. This power truly is available to 
everyone but only those who avail themselves of it will be empowered to access all the wonders 
of the world. 
 
Words are the keys that unlock all the power in the universe. Words are the source of all success. 
Words are what enable all of the powers that be. Reach out and grab onto the wonder-working 
power of words; spoken words, written words, signed words, words acted out, words in our 
minds, words shared with others, or words expressed in other languages.  

Learn to read well,  
write well,  

speak well,  
learn other languages, and  

learn to understand yourself and others.  
You can then be successful at whatever you choose to undertake. You can truly make a 
difference in the world and in people’s lives. 
 
With all my love, 
Opa 
Mark I. Clemons 
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