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With his heart, and his world, on the brink of stopping, John Sperzel’s prognosis was grim: he
had a rare condition diagnosed fewer than 300 times in medical history —typically during
autopsies. Sperzel needed a heart transplant. Yesterday.Courage, part captivating memoir, part
inspirational call to action, begins with Sperzel’s gripping account of his extraordinary battle
through multiple surgeries, his agonizing wait for a donor heart, and the “kiss of death” that
almost ended it all. Throughout his emotional journey, he grappled with knowing that his life
depended on someone else’s loss. He vowed that if given a second chance, he would pay it
forward any way he could.Following a period of deep introspection, Sperzel identified the factors
that had contributed to his miraculous recovery (and other successes in life): Hard
Work Excellence Attitude Resilience Teamwork Courage compellingly explores the positive
impacts of cultivating and embodying these traits, and offers a duplicatable method to guide
readers along their own paths toward fulfillment.Ultimately, Sperzel hopes that by sharing his
H.E.A.R.T., he can inspire others to follow their passions to their true purposes, and live life as
the incredible gift it truly is. 
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DEDICATIONThis book is dedicated to Alex Coe, who made the decision to be an organ donor,
and saved my life.

INTRODUCTIONThe word courage is defined as:noun:1.the ability to do something that
frightens one.“she called on all her courage to face the ordeal.”2.strength in the face of pain or
grief.“he fought his illness with great courage.”Wikipedia defines courage (also called bravery or
valor) as “the choice and willingness to confront agony, pain, danger, uncertainty, or
intimidation.” It breaks the concept into two parts: physical courage and moral courage. Physical
courage is bravery in the face of physical pain, hardship, even death or threat of death, while
moral courage is the ability to act rightly in the face of popular opposition, shame, scandal,
discouragement, or personal loss. The classical virtue of fortitude is also translated as “courage,”
but includes the aspects of perseverance and patience.Can you see why I absolutely love the
word and the concept of courage?Just wait.It gets even better!The word itself is derived from the
Middle English term courage, denoting the heart as the seat of feelings, which comes from the
Old French word corage, stemming from the Latin word cor (heart). That’s right: my favorite
word, COURAGE, comes from the Latin word for HEART!To top it all off, if you look up the word
heart in the dictionary, you’ll see the meaning of heart is synonymous with courage. The two go
together and are inextricably linked—and that synergistic relationship forms the basis for the
format of this book. In a style that could be described as “one part memoir, one part manual,” the
first half of this book is my story (the memoir). It’s a tale of courage—both the physical and the
moral courage described in the definition of the word itself.But just like in life: it’s not about what
happens to you that’s important… it’s who you choose to become as a result of what happens to
you that really matters. And that’s part two (the manual). That’s where we’ll search deeper into
my story to find the principles and the powerful lessons and the duplicatable system for success
in life that you as the reader can follow, and repeat, to gain a predictable and measurable
outcome, over and over again.With time and reflection and testing, I’ve realized there are five
key elements I feel are absolutely essential for success in life and business. To keep them
simple and easy to remember, each element is a letter—a puzzle piece—which, when put
together, is the H.E.A.R.T. acronym:H = Hard WorkE = ExcellenceA = AttitudeR = ResilienceT =
TeamworkIf these five elements are at the HEART of success, when you combine them with
passion and your own personal strengths—your unique genius—you become truly



unstoppable.And then, if you pair those five elements and your passion and talents and skill set
with your life story—your unique experience—that is where TRUE PURPOSE resides.My own
personal passion is developing and commercializing products and technologies that improve or
save people’s lives.But what about my natural talents and unique genius?From a very young
age, I knew I wanted to be a CEO. I don’t think I ever put an actual name to it until I was in my
first leadership role, but I’ve always wanted more and more leadership responsibility. It wasn’t a
specific job in my mind—I was just thirsty for more, to lead more people and to lead more
functions… it was always about wanting more breadth and depth in that capacity. And then,
when I was a Vice President at a global healthcare company in my early thirties, I saw the job I
had always wanted—CEO—and realized that what I had envisioned all my life actually had a
name and a title.I’m a laser-focused guy, so you might assume that once I knew what I was
aiming for it all just happened immediately. Leadership at the highest level isn’t something that
happens overnight. It takes time—and, more importantly—experience. My career has definitely
not been a straight line to advance from a sales representative, where I began, to the chief
executive officer of a Nasdaq-listed public company, where I am today. That was truly by
design.Gaining experience and honing your skill set is a journey.I worked as a vice president for
ten years at a company that was pioneering glucose self-testing for people with diabetes. When
it was acquired by Roche, I made the difficult decision to leave. It is never easy to leave a great
company, especially one where you have been very successful, but I had a specific reason. To
that point, my career had been very linear: sales, sales management, marketing, then bigger
sales management, and even bigger sales management. While I felt that my skill set was much
broader, my experience was actually very narrow. Though I had successfully risen through the
ranks of sales and marketing, I had no operations experience at the time. Yes, I had depth in
sales and marketing, but I didn’t have any breadth. Think of it like the actress or actor who plays
a similar role in their first five movies; people wonder, can this person succeed playing different
roles? I knew I had to get operations experience at that point or it might be difficult to get later.To
get this experience, I joined Instrumentation Laboratory, a private healthcare company based in
Massachusetts with a parent company based in Barcelona, Spain. The company had two
business units, one focused on critical care testing and the other focused on coagulation testing.
The products were intended for hospital intensive care units, operating rooms, and laboratories. I
went in what some might view as a “sideways” direction, but the truth is: I got more operations
experience in the next four years than I probably could have gotten anywhere else in twenty. I
learned the inner workings of manufacturing operations and research and development, and I
also added to my growing international experience.I then went back to a large company, Bayer
Diagnostics, as VP of worldwide marketing and business development. We developed and
marketed world-leading products in diabetes, coagulation, urinalysis, and critical care testing. I
also volunteered for a “project” to restructure, refocus, and improve the company’s business in
Japan. Bayer ended up being acquired by Siemens, but within a handful of years, I went from a
person with little breadth, to one with significant commercial, operational, and international



experience.When Bayer was acquired by Siemens, I joined a London-based public company as
the President of their US subsidiary. I was tasked with building an entire US organization from
the ground up. It was a blank piece of paper to build a strategy, lease a building, hire a team,
obtain regulatory approvals, and launch a product. It happened to be in a field that I knew very
well—diabetes. For me, it was a chance to put the skills and experience I had gained over the
last fifteen to twenty years to work. It felt like someone was saying to me, “OK, big shot. Let’s see
if you can actually do this.” And it was wildly successful. Sales exploded. I was asked to join the
board of directors of the American Diabetes Association New England Region, which increased
our visibility. We won the vendor of the year award from the largest physician office distributor in
the United States—ahead of Abbott, Roche, and many other leading companies. And we won it
again the next year, something no company had ever done. The company was acquired in 2011,
and is now part of Abbott Diagnostics.And that led to my first role as CEO.It was for a company
that had just been acquired by one of the best private equity firms in the world—certainly one of
the best in healthcare—Warburg Pincus. The company I inherited was hemorrhaging
everywhere. I leaned on the turnaround business improvement skills I had developed with the
Barcelona company, and then later refined with the project in Japan. We immediately turned the
company around, and won an award for the most dramatic transformation amongst Warburg’s
portfolio companies. In a short amount of time, I was able to demonstrate I could lead a whole
company as CEO and make the really tough decisions to improve a business. It was an
incredible experience for me, and the company was ultimately sold to the Werfen Group (the
Barcelona firm I mentioned earlier). Yes, it is indeed a small world.And that led to my first role as
the CEO of a public company—the pinnacle in business leadership—and the ultimate
expression of my gifts and talents in a professional capacity.I started out simply by following my
passion (developing and commercializing products and technologies that improve or save
people’s lives), and I paired that with my strengths and unique genius (leadership). Over time, I
gained, honed and built my skill set through experience (spending the first third of my career in
diabetes testing, the middle third in critical care, and the balance in infectious diseases). At that
point in my career—at the intersection of passion, talent, and experience—I truly felt
unstoppable.I was the CEO at Chembio Diagnostics for six years, where I had to go out and
actually raise money—not just from a friendly parent company, or private equity firm with a
checkbook, or the board that hired me—but from investors who didn’t know me. I had to
convince them to bet on me and my team, raise money, build a really strong strategy, and
change a product pipeline. And we did a great job. In fact, we crushed it. We developed and
commercialized rapid diagnostic tests to address some of the world’s infectious disease threats
like HIV, Zika, and Ebola.As amazing as it was, there was so much more to come that would
bring my personal and professional life into alignment beyond what I ever could have imagined—
to take my job from that of a career to a calling. The building blocks I’ve just outlined, combined
with my technical experience, led me to become a strong candidate for multiple public company
CEO roles. But, when I decided to pursue a job I really wanted in order to make a difference—T2



Biosystems—it was that foundation combined with my life story, which you’re about to read, that
put me in a position where I became the natural, obvious choice for them and could live out my
own TRUE PURPOSE here on earth.I’ve spent a lot of time in hospitals around the world
because of the jobs I’ve had as a sales rep, sales leader, business unit head, or a president and
CEO, and I’ve spent an enormous amount of time with customers in those hospitals, working to
save lives. Little did I know that the most important part of my career path was about to come full
circle: spending time in hospitals around the world fighting for my own life, and becoming one of
those customers myself.

CHAPTER 1In 2017, I was serving as the CEO of a Nasdaq-listed public company, Chembio
Diagnostics, doing exactly what I love to do—advancing life-saving technologies. I had literally
been on a three-week international trip; I was in Malaysia to meet with the team from a company
we had recently acquired, and Brazil and Mexico to meet with government officials. Then I flew
back to the US, met with investors in San Francisco, and then went on to see my son, who was
going to college in Nevada. After that whirlwind trip, I flew back to Boston only to hop on another
flight—to Aruba—for a much-needed week of vacation with my girlfriend, Rhonda.We arrived in
Aruba on the afternoon of Easter Sunday, checked-in to the hotel, and decided to check out the
property. As we walked out of the lobby toward the beach, we were greeted with the perfect
weather that Aruba is known for; bright sunshine, temperatures in the high eighties, and a slight
breeze. It’s easy to see why Aruba carries the nickname One Happy Island. Our first day was
pretty uneventful: we walked on the beach, exercised in the gym, had an early dinner, and went
to sleep at about nine o’clock.Less than twelve hours into our vacation, things took a sudden
turn. Rhonda woke up at two or three in the morning, after hearing me make a strange noise.
She put her hand on me as if to say, honey, you’re having a bad dream, but I didn’t move. She
shook me but I still didn’t wake up. I was soaked with sweat and completely unresponsive. She
jumped out of bed, flipped on the light, and felt a wave of panic as she realized I was
unconscious. Now, this is Aruba and there’s no 911 to call, so she started shaking me and
pounding on my chest. No response. Nothing. No sign of life. She ran downstairs to get help, and
while she was gone, I miraculously woke up. I realized something was terribly wrong. I was alone
in the room. My heart was racing. I was disoriented, lightheaded and nauseous. I instinctively got
up from the bed and walked toward the bathroom. I heard Rhonda’s voice as the door opened
and said, “Rhonda, we need a doctor. Something’s seriously wrong with me.” She said, “I know,
John, I thought you were dead. I’m here and I have help.” She was standing in the doorway with
the hotel security guard.The security guard took me by the arm and walked me to the stairway,
down two flights of stairs, and into the hotel lobby. When we arrived at the lobby, I was expecting
an ambulance—but there was nothing. We walked outside and he said the driver would be here
any minute. I still felt disoriented and lightheaded, so sat down on the curb and said to security,
“Look, I need to get to a hospital now. Something is seriously wrong with me, and I don’t know
what it is.” A few minutes later, a car pulled up. It’s about three in the morning and I was



expecting an ambulance but it’s a taxi. The hotel security helps me into the back seat and
instructs the driver to take me to the hospital. I asked the driver how long it would take to get to
the hospital and he responded “six minutes.” I said, “Please do it in three.”The driver pulled up to
the hospital emergency room entrance and said, “We’re here—just go in those doors.” When I
walked into the emergency room, the person in the ER said, “We need you to fill out some
paperwork before you can be seen.”“We don’t have time for paperwork.” I said. “I need to see a
doctor, now.”An emergency room doctor came out, saw my condition, checked my vitals, and
recognized it wasn’t good. My heart rate was out of control—it was probably close to 200 beats
per minute. He said, “I’m sorry, this is going to be uncomfortable. I would normally sedate you,
but we don’t have time for that.” He completed a medical procedure called cardioversion, where
electrodes were placed on my chest and electric shocks were sent to my heart to restore a
normal heart rhythm.I spent most of the day in the emergency room at Horacio Oduber Hospital,
the only hospital on the small island of Aruba. Sometime in the first couple of hours, the doctor
said, “John, we need to get you to a hospital in the United States—one that has the resources to
handle whatever is causing your heart complications. We’re going to get a medical jet, but it has
to come from the US. It’ll take several hours to get here and then we’re going to send you to a
hospital in Miami, Florida.” He was able to get me stabilized, and by early evening, the jet had
arrived. I was transported to the airport—this time by a hospital ambulance—and I boarded the
medical jet, headed to the US. The nice thing about leaving a Caribbean island in the middle of
the night on a medical jet is there is no requirement to go through customs; my passport was
literally stamped as I boarded the plane. The plane, operated by JET ICU, was outfitted with
state-of-the-art medical equipment that allows the medical staff to provide Emergency Room
level care.The medical jet arrived in Miami well after midnight, I was transferred to an
ambulance, transported to Baptist Hospital, and admitted into the Emergency Room. As the
nurse was preparing me for a cardiac catheterization—a procedure where a catheter was
inserted into my arm and threaded through blood vessels to my heart—a “code blue” alarm was
sounded on the hospital’s intercom system. Code blue indicates a life-threatening medical
emergency, usually due to cardiac or respiratory arrest. I remember saying to my sister, who
lives in Florida and met me at the hospital, someone is in serious trouble. The next thing I know,
doctors and nurses poured into my room. The code blue alarm was for me!My heart rate was
close to 200 beats per minute and I needed to undergo another cardioversion—the second in
two days. Despite the emergency, I remember how calm things seemed. The doctors and nurses
were in complete control. I was quickly sedated and the cardioversion was successfully
completed.I went on to spend the next ten days in the cardiac intensive care unit (ICU) where
they ran all kinds of tests for infectious diseases, followed by testing, testing, and more testing. I
was reasonably stable by this point, and was walking around the ICU every day, wondering why I
was there and thinking I probably just needed some medicine. I had told my girlfriend Rhonda to
stay in Aruba with her kids—I said I was just going to go and get checked out in Miami and that
I’d be back down there to join them in a day or two. But that didn’t happen. I hadn’t really seen



any progress, and didn’t have any diagnosis, so I started pushing for a transfer to a hospital in
Boston.
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David F., “A man for our time.. It's not an exaggeration to say this man looked death in the eye
and said "Not now".We read lots of stories about people who survive terrible ordeals. But how
many of those people tell you they've been preparing for it their entire life? John said that. His
competitive fire, iron will, and phenomenal support system carried him through an unimaginable
experience.His talks with the heart donor family are you emotional and deep. Full credit to that
remarkable family.And That is just the first half of the book. In the second half he explains exactly
what he meant by saying he prepared for this his whole life. He provides insight into what drives
him and lays it out in great detail for those who wish to follow it. He is that rsre man that takes on
responsibility and challenges and never gives excuses.In life and in business, John is a true
American hero.”

Marie Toedtli, “A Must Read!. This is one amazing book to read and it really defines the meaning
of courage! From the first page until the last page, you feel like you are right there with John as
he battles for his life. Such a great message to take away from reading this book. Life is way too
short! Live every day to your fullest, because life is truly a gift. After reading this book, I hope
everyone will sign up to be an organ donor! Alex was a very unselfish 16 year old, when he
signed up to be a donor. Thank you Alex ”

SUSAN BOWEN, “Powerful!. I am honored to call John my brother. I have always looked up to
him, but am humbled by his book and inspired to be better each day as a result of this book. My
family is so incredibly grateful for John’s donor and his family. John, thank you for living out your
purpose with such passion! You are a difference maker.”

howard meyerson, “A compelling read!. Thank you John, for not only sharing your amazing story,
but providing a roadmap for others with your leadership insights! I knew some of the story as I’ve
known John for several years, but learning about Alex and what an amazing young man he was,
made the story even more memorable! We should all have that red dot on our drivers licenses!
John, thank you for your work battling sepsis!I bought several copies to share and my only ask
is, “after you read it, sign your name on the inside cover and share it with someone you think
might be helped or inspired by reading it!””

Anil Purohit, “Love for Life !. Excellent Book! A must read for all, talks about medical advances,
leadership skills , motivates all those who are having health challenges! Reflects on the
importance snd love for life !A must have / read for all and a copy to have in every household and
academic institutions medical or non medical!John you are a hero ”

R. W. Casey, “A really good heart. A well written memoir about a driven man who gets a second
chance to life because a brilliant young man’s lost life provided him a heart. Really two memoirs



in one.”

AJ, “Inspiring. This little book is full of encouraging and inspiring messages. I've come away with
excellent examples of Courage, that remind me "You only get one chance." and "Never give
up!"  Thank you John.”

M. Krisko, “Amazing read from start to finish. This is an amazing read from the first page to the
last. I have had the privilege of knowing John for a longtime and he is the same man inside and
outside of these pages. Truly an amazing story of survival, optimism and hopefulness. I look
forward to seeing what the future holds for John!”

The book by John Sperzel has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 39 people have provided feedback.
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