
Author Greg Coker, WESTERN KENTUCKY 1986, 

founder of The Cathedral Institute, a leadership 

development and consulting firm, challenges  

Sigma Chis to find their purpose within the 

Fraternity, so that they may enrich their  

lives and make a lasting impact on others.
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In Building Cathedrals: The Power of Purpose, 
you speak of Wren and how he led the rebuild 
of St. Paul’s Cathedral. What is the most 
important message you would like readers to 
take from his story? 

The story of Wren making sure his workers could 
see past their day-to-day jobs of laying bricks and 
see the finished product — the cathedral — has 
been told for [more than] 300 years [and shows] 
that the most productive people in life are those 
[who operate with a sense] of purpose. In this 
powerful story, we are introduced to [Wren,] a 
leader who gets out from behind his desk and asks 
others, “What are you doing?” There’s a Wren in  
all of us who becomes overwhelmed by [our]  
day-to-day responsibilities, but at some point  
we realize [that] we must put aside our blueprints 
and get out with the frontline, making sure [that 
others] can see the “cathedral.” 

How has the lesson of Wren impacted  
your life?

Wren has challenged me not to assume [that] 
others always see the picture. [It has helped me] to 
be more intentional in not only helping others see 
the “big picture,” but in helping them realize that 
no matter how menial their job may seem, that job 
is important in the completion of the “cathedral.” 
This is important not only in our professional lives, 
but with our families as well. I am more intentional 
in helping my children realize that [a] job at 
McDonald’s is more about developing a strong work 
ethic than simply flipping burgers. 

In Building Cathedrals, you write about the 
different bricklayers who worked with Wren 
— the employee who was fully engaged, saw 
the big picture and realized that he was 

building a cathedral, the worker who was 
happy just building a brick wall and another 
who was disengaged and simply showing up  
for a job. How does one know what their 
purpose is in Sigma Chi?

I think we play all three bricklayers over time. 
When we enter college and consider associating 
with a fraternity, it’s probably more [for social 
reasons than] one of purpose. At some point 
during pledging, we realize Sigma Chi is more 
than just a fraternity, it’s a way of life. The White 
Cross is compelling; it is indeed a “cathedral.” The 
Founders were the epitome of “cathedral builders.” 
They were driven by purpose, by conviction. They 
experienced personal “fires,” [or challenges that 
ultimately strengthened them] but like London 
emerged better and stronger.

In fact, as a result of those “fires” [as Founder 
Benjamin Piatt Runkle, MIAMI (OHIO) 1857, and 
others protested the election of a poet within the 
Erodelphian literary society and were subsequently 
expelled from Delta Kappa Epsilon], Sigma Chi 
was founded. [Now], through the examples of our 
Founders, [the experiences of] a pledge program 
[that is] second to none and an Initiation that will 
forever be etched in our hearts, we see the Sigma 
Chi “cathedral.” But after Initiation and maybe a 
few years of Fraternity life, we [graduate and] move 
on. And while Sigma Chi will always be a cathedral 
in our minds, we start to see our role in building 
that cathedral as simply [that of] “bricklayers,”  
by giving a few dollars here and there and  
attending Homecoming every once [in] a while. 
Or perhaps we see the cathedral — the Fraternity 
experience — as a completed project. Mission 
accomplished. My job is over. 

But a cathedral is never complete. It must be 
maintained. Master builders must mentor the 
apprentice. It was the master builders in my life, 

Greg Coker, WESTERN KENTUCKY 1986, has gone through the fire a time or two. One of the most  
life-changing instances occurred Sept. 2, 2011, when he lost the job to which he had devoted years of his 
life. Needless to say, he was devastated. Finally, a chapter brother pushed him to collect himself and move 
forward. In the end, he discovered a new calling and passion in life: to help others discover their purpose. 
The result is the book, Building Cathedrals: The Power of Purpose, in which Coker uses the metaphor of how 
architect Christopher Wren led three types of bricklayers in the rebuild of St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, 
after the fire of 1666 devastated the city. Those groups of bricklayers were: the disengaged who simply 
showed up for work and went through the motions; the bricklayer who was happy simply to be building  
a wall, without seeing the bigger picture; and the bricklayer who realized he was building a cathedral. 

It was Wren who helped all of the bricklayers to see their purpose, and today, Coker travels the country  
to deliver presentations on how leaders can do the same.

Following, Coker shares his insight on leadership, inspiration and how Sigma Chis can work on a common 
goal of ensuring that the Fraternity is maintained and nurtured so that it is viable for another 157 years, 
whether through involvement in a local undergraduate chapter or through service with a General Fraternity 
leadership program or committee. With this goal in mind, Sigma Chis can find their purpose.
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[undergraduates] and alumni, who have constantly 
challenged me to stay involved with Sigma Chi [and 
to] view my role as a Sigma Chi as a “cathedral 
builder” and not just [as] a “bricklayer.” 

One’s function in building Sigma Chi as a 
cathedral changes when one shifts from 
undergraduate to alumnus. How can Sigma 
Chis successfully make that shift so that they 
find their purpose as alumni? 

This is indeed a challenge as life gets considerably 
more complex after graduation. I think it’s a  
two-way proposition. Individually, we have to  
realize what an important role Sigma Chi played in 
our lives. We have to realize the positive impact our 
Fraternity brothers had on our lives. We must make 
a commitment to ourselves that it doesn’t and it 
can’t end post-graduation. Maybe the Fraternity 
should have some formal program for graduating 
brothers on how to stay engaged. Maybe an 
alumnus could be assigned to that graduating 
brother to mentor him with that transition. 
The other part of that equation rests upon the 
undergraduate chapter to continually reach out 
to the alumni — not just during Homecoming or 
fundraising efforts. I remember a few years ago, 
before my son, Will, WESTERN KENTUCKY 2015, 
was a Sigma Chi, when the chapter reached out 
to me and asked if I would play a part in I-week. I 

was thrilled and jumped at the 
opportunity [to help.] 

Prior to that, I had  
not been engaged.

Now that your son is a Sigma Chi, how have 
you encouraged him to see the Fraternity  
as a cathedral? How have you helped him  
to discover which bricklayer he is?

Pledging is tough. Being an active is tough. Being 
an active alumnus is tough. The metaphors 
described in my book have definitely helped me 
realize the need to be a catalyst in assisting my son 
in seeing past the “bricks” while staying focused on 
the “cathedral.” While [a 2010] Gallup poll focused 
on business [and said that 28 percent of employees 
are enthusiastic about their jobs and are fully 
committed to making a positive contribution 
to staff, 53 percent are not fully engaged in 
making that contribution and 19 percent are 
actively disengaged], I think the numbers are 
representative of students as well. 

The 28 percent in this case are the gifted and 
talented students who see the big picture. They  
get it. They’ll stay engaged [in the Fraternity].  
The 53 percent are good students but they don’t 
see the big picture. They’re simply going through 
the motions. The 19 percent are totally disengaged 
and may not make it past the first semester. My 
son, like me, represented the 53 percent. It was 
Sigma Chi who enabled both my son and me to 
move up [into] the 28 percent. 

Thanks to the Horizons leadership program 
that my son attended this [past] summer … he has 
clearly made the transition from “bricklayer” to 
“cathedral builder” [as Horizons helped him to see 
the big picture]. It is important to note that Sigma 
Chi has helped save many of the 19 percent as well 
by giving these young men a purpose, giving these 
young men a group of brothers they’ll have for life 
and giving these young men a “cathedral.”  

For alumni, these numbers may be descriptive 
as well. Twenty-six percent are active alumni, 53 
percent give a little [of their time or money] but 

[are] not really 
involved and 

19 percent 
haven’t 
thought much 
about Sigma 

Chi since they 
left college. 

Maybe we 
could be 
the catalyst 

in engaging 

Below: Greg Coker, 
WESTERN KENTUCKY 
1986, author and founder 
of The Cathedral Institute, 
a leadership development 
and consulting firm, 
speaks to a crowd. Coker 
presents workshops on 
culture, purpose and 
employee engagement.
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that 19 percent. We definitely need 100-percent  
[participation] in building the Sigma Chi cathedral.

In your own life, you learned at one point that 
the professional role that you thought was 
your purpose was no longer your purpose.  
Even as an alumnus, one’s purpose in the 
Fraternity could change as roles shift. How 
does one know that it is time to move onto 
another purpose? 

I think we all have an innate desire to be a part 
of something bigger than ourselves. And for the 
most part, we all start [with] being that “cathedral 
builder.” The lucky ones … start and finish as 
“cathedral builders.” For the rest of us, we move in 
and out of that role. Sometimes it’s the company’s 
fault; sometimes it’s ours. And when that transition 
occurs, we know it. At that point we have to make a 
decision. Can we change the situation? If we can’t 
change the situation, how long will we be content 
in this “bricklayer” role? Maybe we can build our 
“cathedral” outside of our 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. jobs.  
Maybe that’s where Sigma Chi comes in. Maybe 
getting reconnected with what gave you purpose 
in the first place could be the “cathedral” you’re 
looking for. For me, I knew I had to make a change. 
It wasn’t easy. It was my personal “fire.” Failure, 
however, was not an option. I had a cathedral  
to build.

Some undergraduate chapters also at one time 
go through “fires,” or challenges, that help 
them emerge as stronger entities more aligned 
with the Fraternity’s values. These chapters 
have struggled with hazing, internal conflict 
and lack of clear direction. What advice do you 
give brothers whose chapters have struggled 
with such concerns?

Pre-1666 London was a horrible place. [There was] 
poor sanitation, prostitution, [and] 10,000 people 
annually dying of the plague. The No. 1 cause of the 
plague? Rats and fleas. After the fire of 1666, rats 
and fleas were eradicated. London was leveled. 
The leaders teamed together and pledged to make 
London a great city. And they succeeded. 

When I do workshops I ask which metaphor in 
the book is the most meaningful to [those whom I 
teach]. Almost 100 percent respond, “The fire.” 

We all have personal fires, but like London [we] 
can emerge stronger, better and faster. The fire 
of 1666 happened on Sept. 2. My personal fire, a 
job loss, happened Sept. 2, 2011. It was the fire 
metaphor that saved my life. 

I knew after my personal fire that I would emerge 
stronger, better and faster. What were my “rats and 
fleas?” Pride, ego, self-absorption. After the fire, 
my rats and fleas were eradicated. 

Sigma Chi is not immune from Fraternity fires. 
But the “rats and fleas” — hazing, conflict, lack  
of direction, deaths, fires, financial concerns,  
etc. — must be eradicated and the Fraternity 
will emerge faster and stronger. But the key is 
leadership. Forgive yourself, forgive others, identify 
and name the issue [that is the cause of the 
problem] and enact safeguards to prevent the  
fires in the future and [institute] penalties for  
those who start them.  

Editor’s note: Copies of Building Cathedrals: The 
Power of Purpose may be purchased by visiting 
thecathedralinstitute.com.

Above: Greg Coker, 
WESTERN KENTUCKY 
1986, addresses a crowd. 
Coker is author and 
founder of The Cathedral 
Institute, a leadership 
development and 
consulting firm.


