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Praise for The Memo

“There are two books every black person in America must own and read: the 
Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s Chaos or Community and John Hope 
Bryant’s The Memo.”
—Roland S. Martin, Host/Managing Editor, NewsOne Now, TV One, and Senior 

Analyst, Tom Joyner Morning Show

“John Hope Bryant offers a simple message for personal success and a better world. 
In a complex, challenging, and confusing world, we all need clarity, honesty, and 
insight. There’s a great deal of all three in this fi ne book.”
—Seán Cleary, Executive Vice Chair, FutureWorld Foundation

“The Memo exalts wisdom and education—drawn out of the darkness of ignorance, 
misunderstanding, self-devaluation. Drawn out of poverty.”
—Rev. Cecil L. “Chip” Murray, retired Pastor, First AME Church, Los Angeles; 

Professor, Center for Religion and Civic Culture, USC; and cofounder, Cecil 
Murray Center for Community Engagement, USC

“The Memo is a means for us to begin leveling the economic playing fi eld and 
creating a much broader sense of ownership in our shared economic future.”
—Bryan Jordan, Chairman, President, and CEO, First Horizon National Corporation

“Bryant’s rules for economic liberation are applicable to all who recognize that 
inner capital is the currency for success.”
—Susan Somersille Johnson, Corporate Executive Vice President and Chief Marketing 

Offi cer, SunTrust Banks, Inc.

“Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King Jr. presented for America a vision that 
is still uncompleted. This book presents a simultaneously inspiring and hands-on 
memo on what is needed on the way there.”
—Dr. Pekka Himanen, philosopher and cofounder of Global Dignity

“Through John’s vision and approachable guide to economic well-being outlined 
in The Memo, I believe a path to prosperity and happiness is well within a 
person’s reach.”
—Zak Pym Williams, actor

“Read this book and reclaim your power to live to your full potential.”
—Peter Ueberroth, Managing Director, The Contrarian Group, and former Major 

League Baseball Commissioner

“John Hope Bryant provides a formula for upgrading your personal software and 
understanding how to leverage yourself in today’s society.”
—Steve Case, Chairman and CEO, Revolution, and cofounder of AOL



“Too many of us in America have lost our way. John Bryant gives you hope. All 
you’ve got to do is read, listen, act. Every one of us can do it. You can do it!”
—Peter Georgescu, Chairman Emeritus, Young & Rubicam

“John Hope Bryant is a beacon of light for the economically disaffected. If ever 
there was a one-stop shop for 21st-century life and career advice, this is it.”
—Clare Woodcraft-Scott, CEO, Emirates Foundation

“This book gives us the necessary vision and real-life practical tools to climb our 
fi nancial mountain and enjoy the beautiful sunny summit that we deserve.”
—Özlem Denizmen, entrepreneur, Young Global Leader, author, and spearhead of 

the fi nancial literacy movement in Turkey

“This book delivers the missing ingredient in the fi nancial lives of too many people 
today: hope.”
—Chris Gardner, owner and CEO, Christopher Gardner International Holdings

“John is giving his readers raw examples of his personal life in hopes of empowering 
them to invest in themselves, to be responsible, and to make the world a better 
place for all of us.”
—Rev. Dr. C. T. Vivian, founder of C. T. Vivian Leadership Institute

“John’s call for people to aspire to build something has the power to transform 
America and the rest of the world at a time when technological breakthroughs are 
making millions more jobs obsolete.”
—Karim Hajji, CEO, Casablanca Stock Exchange

“John Hope Bryant has once again written an essential book. The Memo is nothing 
less than a fi eld manual for success in the 21st century.”
—Paul Smyke, Head of North America and Member of the Executive Committee, 

World Economic Forum, LLC

“The Memo is a fresh and inspirational take on how to think about money, success, 
and personal fulfi llment.”
—Ellen Alemany, Chairwoman and CEO, CIT Group

“This book will ensure that wealth is developed not only in fi nancial capital but 
also through the mental capacity that makes it timeless.”
—Phuti Mahanyele, Executive Chairperson, Sigma Capital

“At a time when so many believe that the American Dream is dead, The Memo 
offers hope in the form of a prescription for prosperity.”
—Frank Martell, President and CEO, CoreLogic, Inc.
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To the Invisible Class—the struggling, the unseen,  

the ones who didn’t get the Memo.
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FOREWORD 

If every young person did everything John Hope Bryant 

recommends in this book, America and the world would 

change. Human development would boom. We would see 

millions of new jobs, high well-being and, yes, fabulous credit 

scores coast to coast. We would all have more freedom.

What John recommends in this book is simple and doable. 

His solutions to many of America’s problems don’t cost any-

thing. Actually, the solutions for you, me, and our cities and 

counties are free. 

And we’re not being asked to do the impossible. John is 

challenging us simply to be our best selves. And he is telling 

us exactly how to do it. 

He tells us to live within our means because financial 

responsibility creates freedom. John tells us to get up and work 

hard because there are no limits when our hope is high. He 

tells us to own a home. He tells us to keep our promises. 

What he speaks of most of all is building. He says we need to 

become “a Nation of Builders.” 

John himself is a builder. He built Operation HOPE, which 

teaches financial literacy and has changed millions of lives. He 

himself has a very successful life and has become a famous, 
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important American because he built something. In this book, 

he challenges us to build something. 

During our young lives, our family, teachers, and friends 

ask us, “What do you want to do when you grow up?” or “What 

kind of job do you want to have?” 

Literally no one ever asks us, “What do you want to build?”

What if we all read this book and then changed how we 

develop people? Rather than asking them, “Where will you 

work?” we would ask them, “What can you build?”

Dream and build anything. It could be a small- or medium-

sized business. Or a huge business—one of $10 million or $10 

billion in sales. They all count and add up to the sum total 

of America and the world. We need hundreds of thousands 

of small- and medium-sized businesses—any society needs 

them continuously starting up and shooting up—or our soci-

ety can’t develop.

Young people can also build a small, medium, or large 

nonprofit. Nonprofits create economic energy, too. They boost 

gross domestic product (GDP) and create real jobs and real 

city and state growth. So do megachurches, a new children’s 

museum, a chain of day care centers, or home health nonprof-

its. Or charities to assist disadvantaged citizens. 

All of these organizations or institutions require a business 

model and a gifted builder, or they never take off. They literally 

never create new economic energy in the absence of a born 

builder.

At some point in John’s life, he decided to build a big non-

profit to make America and the world a better place. John gets 

up every day and builds. He tells us that entrepreneurship 
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is the great American way and the only thing that will save 

America and our almighty middle class. 

The greatest point of all is that you and I and the whole 

country must create a new future for America and the world. 

But that it must be done from the bottom up rather than the 

top down. I think that is the most profound thought I have 

heard in twenty years. 

John is right, and this book is right.

Jim Clifton, Chairman and CEO of Gallup,  

author of The Coming Jobs War
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xiii

PREFACE

History has shown that when societies fall apart, they fray 

first from the bottom, and then the top falls inward. 

So it is an article of common sense to me that we all need to 

work hard to strengthen the so-called bottom of our society. 

Particularly because this is the group that has always made up 

the true strivers of society. 

The bottom is where society’s builders come from every 

hundred years or so. We must once again become a Nation of 

Builders.

We must continue to work to revitalize hope and a sense 

of opportunity for the people at the bottom—the people for 

whom the system is not currently working—to create a path-

way forward. Expanding opportunity, providing a level playing 

field where the rules are published and there exists fair play for 

all, and ultimately providing the tools and essential services 

for the true empowerment of the person—these are the aims 

of Operation HOPE. 

Providing dignity for all. Building an economy for all. These 

and more are the building blocks of hope. 

We live today in strained and trying times, from racial ten-

sions and poverty in the United States, to immigrant tensions 
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and poverty in Europe, to military tensions and poverty in the 

Middle East, to abusive tensions and poverty in Latin America, 

to authoritarian tensions and poverty throughout large parts of 

Asia and the African continent. And then you have a toxic mix 

of these things in many truly troubled parts of the world. But 

consistent among all the regions of the world is the challenge 

of poverty. 

The poverty I speak of is different than the poverty you were 

taught about in school or you hear about in the news. The pov-

erty you were taught about is what I call “sustenance poverty,” 

a numerical understanding of at what level the available food, 

shelter, and health care is simply not enough. Beyond solving 

for the critically important human dignity areas of hunger, 

shelter, and other basic life necessities, the sort of poverty I 

speak of here is the most devastating to the human spirit. 

This poverty, which I first outlined in the HOPE Doctrine 

on Poverty in How the Poor Can Save Capitalism, is first and 

foremost one of lost confidence and devastated esteem (the 

first 50 percent).

Bad role models and a negative, repressive environment fol-

low (the next 25 percent). 

The final 25 percent consists of a lack of aspiration, which 

is a code word for hope, and no clear path to mainstream 

opportunity. 

The most dangerous person in the world is a person with 

no hope.

A poverty of the soul and spirit perverts the good direction 

of a person, leading to a whole host of bad things, including 

depression and lost hope. This type of poverty is dangerous 

to the very fabric of a sustainable global society. It is the one 



Preface xv

thing that works against our own well-being in the world the 

most.

I formed Operation HOPE to combat poverty in all its guises 

and forms.

The HOPE Doctrine on Wealth

This book is my view of the world—its problems and its pos-

sibilities—through an economic lens. As I unpack the book, 

I will refer to the commonly used word capital in a different 

way. The word capital comes from the Latin root word capita or 

“knowledge in the head.” In other words, capital at its core has 

nothing to do with money. And, by the way, neither does true, 

sustainable wealth.

If I give a homeless man a million dollars, he will be broke 

in six months. If I observe a rich man with no “knowledge in 

the head,” I will find him broke within a generation or less. 

As an early English proverb states, “A fool and his money are 

soon parted.”

And so, in this book, I present a new HOPE Doctrine on 

Wealth, outlined below and discussed at length later in the 

book.

True wealth has little to do with money. My own wealth, 

as an example, came from my embrace of the free-enterprise 

system, my opportunity mind-set, my critically important 

relationship capital, my entrepreneurial hustle, and finally my 

unwavering belief in myself—my spiritual capital. I unpack 

all of this in the book.

You will find that the wealthy in the world possess confi-

dence and self-esteem (the first 50 percent of true wealth).
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Either through their natural family or people they’ve met 

along the way, they all also have good role models and an 

enabling environment (the next 25 percent).

Finally, they have high aspirations (hope), and they all gen-

erally see opportunity everywhere (the last 25 percent).

Together, these make up a formula for a new and achievable 

HOPE Doctrine on Wealth. 

But how do people get there? 

What are the building blocks and the steps forward when 

almost none of these enabling factors are present in your life?

What is the magic sauce that the wealthy and successful 

have that the struggling classes somehow missed out on? 

Certainly, it is not because one group is better than the 

other. Because they are not. I have seen brilliant men and 

women who are homeless, and I have seen idiots and fools 

with money. 

The missing sauce is the Memo.

What Is the Memo and Who Didn’t Get It?

A super majority of people here in the United States and 

around the world have one thing in common: They never got 

what I call “the Memo.” They were never told how this world 

actually works. 

How do you prosper? How do you excel? At a more defen-

sive and basic level, how do you protect yourself from societal 

injustices and a lack of fair play in the twenty-first century? 

These are questions I address directly in this book (it’s less 

of a “how-to” and more of a “how-to-think”).

While I’ve placed the full version of the Memo at the begin-
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ning of the book, everything you really need to know can be 

summed up in just a couple of sentences: 

Your power comes from economic independence, which 

is also what protects you against social injustice, economic 

manipulation, and profiling on all levels. Nobody is going 

to give you that power. You must gain it for yourself. Don’t 

waste time on anger; instead, use your inner capital to level 

the playing field.

This super majority of people who never got the Memo make 

up what I call the Invisible Class. They come in all shapes, 

colors, and sizes. 

The Invisible Class includes American urban youth with 

too much time on their hands. Even when they have a real pas-

sion for success and a desire for economic freedom, they don’t 

have enough education to differentiate themselves in a market 

economy. Worst of all, they don’t possess enough real opportu-

nity in their lives to divert their attention from the dangerous 

and life-altering call of the streets. 

It includes rural adults in small towns with a high school 

education, good hands, and a hearty work ethic that fifty years 

ago would have earned them a “family wage” with blue-collar 

skills. But these “assets” provide not much of any real aspira-

tional value today.

They are residents of the poor and disconnected suburbs 

in cities throughout Europe. I am talking about people in the 

areas right outside of Paris and London who have rioted in 

recent years against the changes they see happening to their 

way of living. 

I am talking about large swaths of people under the age 
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of twenty-five in the Middle East and North Africa region—

increasingly, the majority of the populations in countries such 

as Saudi Arabia and Morocco. Young, educated, Internet- 

connected, jobless, and frustrated.

The Invisible Class is the immigrants flooding into coun-

tries from civil war–ravaged lands the world over.

The Invisible Class includes gang members and gang orga-

nizers. They are the illegal, unethical entrepreneurs that the 

world knows to be drug dealers. Dumb (in terms of their busi-

ness plans and chosen toxic professions), but far from stupid.

Some members of the Invisible Class join ISIS because they 

don’t fit in anywhere else and resent what feels like the unfair-

ness of the world.

The Invisible Class also includes the struggling American 

middle class, people making an average of $50,000 a year and 

still having “too much month at the end of their money.” 

The Invisible Class is people who are outside of the eco-
nomic system of success, and they don’t really know why, 
so understandably they get frustrated by it. They are angry 
with it. They don’t know how to get ahead in the midst of 
the growing global competition for jobs and opportunity.

In the United States, for example, these are people who 
are not truly “seen” by the economy, by politicians, by 
public policy makers, by big business interests, or even 
largely by academics and the media. Worst of all, increas-
ingly, they don’t even see themselves. They don’t see their 
own potential. They—like the aspirational nation they live 
in—have lost what I call their “storyline.” They have lost 
connection with that special sauce in America that made 
this nation successful in the first place. They have totally 
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disconnected from the fact that most of the wealth in this 
nation and in almost every other developed country in the 
world (with the exception of wealth through government 
contracting or crime) came from poor people.

The Invisible Class is people who are experiencing a 
twenty-first-century crisis of confidence and personal 
faith, which is impacting their self-esteem. 

People in this group are giving in to fear and giving up 
hope that they can realize their dreams. They don’t even 
think that their children will do better than they have. 
Truth be told, they are pretty confident that their children 
will do worse. 

People in the Invisible Class don’t feel seen, and, this I 
know for sure, everyone wants to be seen. Everyone wants 
to know that they count. They want to know that they mat-
ter and that what they believe, do, and think is important.

This group equals more than 150 million people in the 
United States of America, and more than five billion of 
the world’s seven billion population around the world.

These are people—black, white, brown, red, or yel-
low—who never got the Memo.

The people in this group have a lot in common (despite 
racial differences), but they have been pitted against each 
other. 

“Someone (other than me) has to be the one to blame 
for the mess called my life,” goes the narrative, which 
plays on deep fears of a class environment and standards 
of living in constant decline. 

This narrative is offensive to the soul, as it gets each 
subgroup further and further from the essential truths 
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about their respective lives, truths needed for a reawaken-
ing of their potential.

Who Is This Book For?

In writing this book, my demographic changed. It expanded. 

I wrote this book because it sticks in my brain that the 

wealthiest eighty-five individuals have more wealth than 3.5 

billion people on the planet, and this is simply not sustainable. 

It is immoral. It is not good—even for the wealthy that belong 

to the club of eighty-five.

Even more troubling to me, in the United States, the wealthi-

est 1 percent captured 95 percent of the post–financial crisis 

growth since 2009, while the bottom 90 percent became poorer.

This book is for the bottom 90 percent. 

It is not just for people with low credit scores in rundown 

neighborhoods. It is for everyone who is struggling. I am 

speaking to black and white, rich and poor, Republican and 

Democrat, anyone who is seeing their life seep away—and 

wants their dream back.

This book is for you no matter where you are. You may have 

gotten one or two of the five rules of economic independence, 

but you still don’t feel economically independent. You may 

have a 725 credit score, but you’re sitting at your computer all 

day and your relationships are dwindling, and you’re unable to 

get ahead. You may be sitting there thinking, “If I’m doing all 

the right things and still struggling, then the system has to be 

rigged.” 

No, actually, there’s just some important stuff nobody told 

you. Nobody gave you the Memo. 
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I wrote this book for you.

In looking forward toward solutions for us all, I don’t nor-

mally address issues of race and division. But in this instance 

I believe that I must speak to them, as they are tied to both our 

history and our shared future. I need to address them before 

we can move forward. 

This book is for everyone, certainly for the majority of people 

in the world of every race living from paycheck to paycheck—

everyone with too much month at the end of their money, 

including the struggling middle class. But I also speak directly 

here to Black America because I am convinced that more than 

any other race we have been almost violently harmed by not 

getting the original Memo. 

This was not the way it was supposed to happen after the 

Emancipation Proclamation. The first Memo for black Ameri-

cans dates back to 1865 and President Lincoln’s vision for a “freed 

man’s bank” with the radical mission to teach freed slaves about 

money, to introduce them to the free-enterprise system.

Lincoln and Frederick Douglass knew that true freedom for 

freed slaves relied on self-determination and that you cannot 

“self-determine” in the modern world without understanding 

business and capitalism. Or to quote civil rights leader, and my 

mentor, Andrew Young, “To live in a system of free enterprise 

and to not understand free enterprise must be the very defini-

tion of slavery.”

The partnership between Lincoln and Douglass was side-

tracked due to Lincoln’s assassination, so I have decided to 

pick their work up today, that is, to teach the basic rules of 

capital and economic independence to those who most need 

to know them.
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It is easy to get angry and frustrated. And there are good 

reasons, too. But none of that will help you. None of that will 

give you economic power.

Instead, turn your anger into positive energy. 

Consider a suit maker who didn’t know he could ever be a 

business owner by the name of Ryan Taylor. He was an early 

client of Operation HOPE, and I first wrote about him in How 

the Poor Can Save Capitalism. 

Ryan came to me as a young man with the dream of work-

ing for a New York fashion house, but I had to tell him straight 

out that he would probably never be hired by any of them. It so 

happens that he is African American, but you could also say 

that he didn’t have the right relationship capital to be seen. He 

was a member of the Invisible Class.

No one knew him in the fashion world, which is a closed 

loop of relationships like no other. They hook up their friends 

and their friends’ friends, the people they know and who look 

like them. I told him not to get mad about this, that this was 

the way of the world. 

I told him he should focus on writing checks, not cashing 

them. Become the owner of a fashion house of his own versus 

trying to work for someone else who didn’t really want him. 

Ryan took the time to secure his knowledge and understand-

ing of how money and the free-enterprise system worked. He 

raised his credit score over several months so we could get him 

approved for a small bank loan for his scheduled start-up capi-

tal. He built up his inner confidence and his belief in himself 

and his abilities. 

He stepped out of the Invisible Class forever and began to 
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win. He got the Memo, and today I buy my business suits from 

Ryan Taylor.

 This book forces you to look at some of the most contro-

versial aspects of life through an economic lens and from a 

nonemotional perspective, just like Ryan did.

And now it’s time to unpack the game, to unpack real power, 

and then to repack it—with a focus on the Invisible Class. I 

guarantee you, the game is not what you think.

Let’s learn to win it.
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The  
MEMO

True power in this world comes from economic 
independence; this is also your primary protection 
from social injustice, political manipulation, and 
profiling.

Nobody can give you economic independence—
you must gain it for yourself.

You, and only you, can gain this power from the way 
that you manage your “inner capital.” This inner capital 
is made up of your mind-set, relationships, knowledge, 
and spirit. Financial capital (money or wealth) is a 
function of how you invest your inner capital.

If you have inner capital, you can never be truly poor. 
If you lack inner capital, all the money in the world 
cannot set you free. Once you have satisfied your basic 
sustenance needs—food, water, health, and a roof over 
your head—poverty has more to do with your head 
than your wallet.
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The  
FIVE SIMPLE RULES for  
ECONOMIC INDEPENDENCE

1.  We Live in a Free-Enterprise System— 
Embrace It.

2. Your Mind-Set Makes or Loses Money 
and Wealth—You Choose.

3. Your Relationships Are Investments—
Build Relationship Capital with Yourself First. 

4. Don’t Just Get a Job—Be Entrepreneurial.

5.  Spiritual Capital Is the Start of True Wealth—
Own Your Power. 
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GETTING THE MEMO

On April 7, 2016, I did what I thought would be a fairly 

routine radio interview with commentator and friend 

Roland Martin. The topic was turning our inner city and our 

underserved communities around, and I assumed it would be 

a straightforward discussion. No drama here, I thought. 

I was dead wrong.

During the course of the interview, I mentioned something I 

wrongly assumed everyone already knew: Slavery was first and 

foremost economic in nature. It was about money and wealth 

before it was about anything else. It was about free labor.

The radio station switchboard lit up.

I went on to explain that slavery—as immoral and cruel as 

it obviously was—was primarily and at its core about building 

a country for free, and building wealth for some (i.e., Southern 

plantation owners) through what I call “bad capitalism.”

The message board on the Roland Martin Show was going 

crazy, and not in a good way. But I hadn’t a clue; I just kept on 

talking. 

To me, this was plain common sense. It was not an emo-

tional issue for me. It was simply a stack of statistical facts for 
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