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		Preface
	

	
	
	Jesus said to him, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.”
	
	
	
	Matthew 22:37

	
	
	When we began writing this case study about Burgerville, I could have fainted with joy. My husband Jeff and I (Teresa) were raised just west of Portland. Throughout the last 15 years we lived in Los Angeles, but we never stopped craving home. This craving was satiated upon yearly visits with a celebratory local blackberry shake or Tillamook Cheeseburger from our very own local Burgerville…where else can you get Walla Walla Onion Rings or Rosemary Shoestring Fries.
	

	
	
	While I (Patrice Tsague) wasn’t raised in the Northwest, my family and company, Nehemiah Project International Ministries, have also called it home since 2010. We were drawn to Burgerville’s story for more reasons than the flavor: we are amazed at how such a huge, iconic Northwest brand could pull off such a heart-felt mission like “Serve with Love.” Who does that?
	

	
	In short, and with unabashed journalistic disclosure: we’ve loved Burgerville for a long time.

	
	
	While we’re proud to say that the great Northwest has become a mecca for serious foodies and restaurants of all kinds, Burgerville remains, for many, a spot reserved with ferocious home-town pride. In some ways, Burgerville has come to represent what the Northwest is all about: caring for people, enjoying great food, and working to build thriving communities and a better planet for the next generation.
	

	
	But Burgerville has not always been so “mission-led.”

	
	
	To discover the journey to this incredible mission, we had to meet Tom Mears. And while we already liked Burgerville, when we first met Tom, we knew we were in for an even bigger treat. Tom holds the keys to one of the most unassuming of all business success stories. The now retired CEO and current Chairman of Burgerville, Tom continues his work of building the community in a modest office on the third floor of a building overlooking the Vancouver Washington Library. Tom has shock-white hair and a smile that lights up a room, a welcome reprieve on the often gray, rainy days we spent together. He has a quiet, lilting voice that would suit him well in another lifetime as a professional narrator for nature documentaries. He doesn’t own a jet, or have a stadium with his name on it, but he does carry a legacy that will last for generations: a loving family and a lifelong professional mission to “Serve with Love.” Tom recalls stories with incredible detail. With profound and clear affection, he shares about the people he’s worked with spanning more than half a century, highlighting a rare glimpse into a business from start-up to succession and beyond. We had the great pleasure of interviewing Tom, (along with several others including Kathy, Tom’s wife; Jennifer, his daughter; and Jeff Harvey, the current CEO) many times over the course of several months to get the “Burgerville story.” From the get-go, Tom was clear about one thing: “this story is not about me.” He didn’t even want his name to be in the title. Does this sound like a lot of CEOs you know? Tom wanted the focus to remain on the real story: Burgerville’s mission. And while Burgerville is not a “Christian company”, Tom’s personal faith has had a tremendous impact on the way the company culture has grown to be so mission-led. True to form, Tom has a special way of reminding people of any faith to reach for the greater good. 
	

	
	
	As one ad put it, Burgerville is proud to be “inconveniently located for most of America.” California has its “In-N-Out” burgers, New England its clam chowder, and the South its biscuits & gravy and sweet iced tea.
	

	
	The Pacific Northwest has Burgerville.

	
	
	And whether or not they have ever tasted a fresh blackberry shake or Tillamook Cheeseburger, at long last, the world will finally get to savor the stories of Tom Mears, Jeff Harvey, George Propstra and other legends who paved the way in making Burgerville the mission-led business it is today.  
	

	
	
	Our hope for you is that you will discover your own story within the following pages. That you might recognize and overcome the same things that once threatened Burgerville’s very existence, energy, prosperity, and joy. Whether you are a CEO leading a team to victory, an aspiring young entrepreneur hoping for a break, or a retiree pondering your next adventure, I pray that you, too, will deepen your understanding of what it means to be “mission-led.” We pray you close the final chapters feeling refreshed, knowing that both your business and your relationships can thrive if you take heed of certain lessons along the way. Because one thing is sure: whatever your profession or passion, your mission can make or break you. Yes, mission matters. All you have to do is take a look at Burgerville’s story to find out why. 
	

	
	
	And if you’re ever in town during blackberry season … 

	don’t miss the fresh blackberry shake. Seriously, it’s to die for.

	And with that … enjoy.
	


	
	Patrice Tsague - Chief Servant Officer (CSO), Nehemiah Project
 
	Teresa Jansen - Personal Assistant to CSO
	

  


  
  	


	
		Foreword
	

	
	
	“If you are going to achieve excellence in big things, you develop the habit in little matters. Excellence is not an exception; it is a prevailing attitude.”
	
	
	
	Colin Powell

	
	
	I first met Tom Mears about 25 years ago. We were partnered together in a personal development course that ran for an entire year. The structure of this course had Tom and I, with about 20 other people, in a classroom setting once a quarter for 3 days. It also required a pretty rigorous weekly commitment of dialogue with our assigned partners. This was always by phone since course participants were spread around the country. We did not know it when we were introduced, but this weekly conversation, starting in a class format, became a permanent engagement for Tom and I. We’ve now been talking weekly for over 25 years.
	

	
	
	Along the way I’ve gotten to know Tom very well. I’ve also received a master class in servant leadership. Tom would never say that, but he is the epitome of a humble man. I don’t believe that I could pay to acquire the knowledge I have gained from Tom today at any price. It isn’t being taught yet, but it will. I believe that I am as fierce today about both my purpose in life and our company’s mission “Serve with Love” as Tom. I am proud to attribute this as much to my relationship with Tom as to my own commitment to my self-development.
	

	
	
	This book is Tom’s story. It is unique to his perspective and distinctions in life. For a soft spoken, humble and deeply spiritual man, he has a lot to offer anyone willing to listen. That is all I’ve done for the last 25 years with Tom and it has changed me forever. May this book give you a piece of the wisdom I’ve had the privilege to receive from him over the years.
	

	
	This is how I, and the current leadership of Burgerville, hold our commitment to serve with love:
	
	
	
	
	“Love is a commitment. And to serve with love is to be known for that commitment. Heart on our sleeves, open for the world to witness.
	


	
	For our guests, who deserve delicious, thoughtfully prepared food. Food made with so much integrity that we can tell you the story of each ingredient, write a song for every bite. Food that embraces the radical and simple concept that the flavor of this land, our home, should be accessible to each and every person who lives here.
	

	
	
	For our team, whose commitment and hard work is at the heart of everything we do. People who bring their best every day and who deserve the best in return: understanding and flexibility in the face of life’s challenges, affordable, quality healthcare for the whole family, opportunities to grow - professionally and personally.
	

	
	
	For our communities, where individuals live and work and invest themselves in the future of their neighborhoods. These distinct neighborhoods, whose unique qualities set them apart from the others, and whose shared values of respect, acceptance and generosity bring us back together again and again.
	

	
	
	For our suppliers, who understand that the way you do something is as important as what you do. These farmers and ranchers and artisans, whose respect for the land-and the plants and animals in their care-results not just in exceptional food, but in skills passed down to another generation. Knowledge not just preserved, but deepened.
	
	
	
	And for this land, these rivers, this vast ocean, this place that we are lucky enough to call home. Because the character of the soil and water can’t be separated from the taste of the food. Because every region has a flavor distinct from all others.
	
	
	
	Because all of it, taken together, is what makes this place our home.
	

	
	It’s been our home for 100 years. And over those years we’ve learned that you have to make a point of caring for what matters. You have to protect it and stand up for it. You have to put everything on the line to ensure that it’s here, with all of its character and abundance, for generations to come.
	

	
	To serve this home with love means that with every decision we endeavor to make it better, more resilient, more vibrant than we found it. It’s a big commitment, one that will outlive our time on this earth, and that’s okay with us.
	

	
	This is our stand for the next 100 years. Now in the next chapters you will learn about how it all began and how we got to where we are today. May you be inspired to join us on this journey of serving with love.
	

	

	
	Jeff Harvey

	Burgerville, CEO
	
	
	

  
	
		1
	
	
	
		HOW IT BEGAN
	


	“Honor your father and mother, so that you may live long in the land your God is giving you.”

	Exodus 20:12

	
	
	On a major highway leaving the last Burgerville in town, there is a billboard alerting drivers that there will not be another Burgerville location for approximately another 24,800 miles (the distance to the next Burgerville, should one continue around the globe in that direction.) “Local pride” runs deep for Burgerville fans, and the love is apparently mutual.
	


	[image: ]	
	

	
	Like any good company mission, it took years for Burgerville’s team to establish their uniquely intimate mission, to 
	“Serve with Love.” 
	


	But what does that mission have to do with its success? What might other CEOs and industry leaders glean from Burgerville’s curious story?

	
	
	In order to dig out the key moments—and the people—that made Burgerville become the company it is today, we first have to ask: “What makes Burgerville stand apart, anyway?”
	

	
	
	Consider, for a moment, what it might mean to be a part of a company and a culture that:
	


	
			covers the majority of employees’ health insurance, and has done so for years before it was a law or industry standard

			runs on 100% wind power (it was the largest chain in America to do so)

			uses seasonal, local ingredients supporting farmers, most within a 400-mile radius

			uses trans fat-free canola oil, and sends 7,500 gallons per month to be converted into biodiesel fuel

			was among the first to switch to beef raised on a 100% vegetarian diet with no hormones or antibiotics

			serves meals to local bicyclists through the drive-through windows

			has grown to 42 locations and counting, one of the latest of which boasts a highly coveted spot in the Portland Airport

			is committed to staff development and continues to give back to the community in regionally autonomous and profound ways

	


	
	Much of Burgerville’s success (against his repeatedly humble protests) can be traced to the legacy of Tom Mears, the CEO of 26 years. But before we can truly understand how Tom and his team helped to transform a tiny Dutch creamery into a thriving, iconic restaurant chain in the Pacific Northwest through mission-led entrepreneurship, we’ll have to know a thing or two about George Propstra.
	

	
	To begin with, George Propstra was never born.
	

	
	At least, that is, according to his nonexistent birth certificate—which had been destroyed in a fire in Chicago in 1914. From that point on everywhere he went, he’d spend his life working just to prove he was alive. Perhaps as a result, he grew to become one of the most passionately “alive” human beings around. By all accounts, George was a bear: both “grizzly” and “teddy” depending on who (and when) you asked. He was a man who would come to describe the business of hamburgers with such passion that tears would often come streaming down his face. People could say what they want, but George was irrefutably a man with a mission.


	
	Not surprisingly, George came from a legacy of tough and passionate men. He was born to Jacob Propstra, who came to America through Ellis Island in the bowels of a ship from Leewarden, Friesland, Netherlands, around 1910. Jacob didn’t know it at the time, but his future bride, Anna Verdenius had recently made the same journey, from a Dutch hamlet of Westerzand, in the province of Groningen. They would later meet in Chicago and fall in love. They got married and soon welcomed Ernie, then George, and later Jack and Annette.
	


	As was the case for so many immigrants at that time, coming to the U.S.A. meant the beginning of something very special to the Propstra family: hope.


	
	As George was still learning to walk, the Propstra family was traveling from Chicago to the great Northwest where Jacob opened The Holland Creamery in Vancouver, Washington in 1922.
	


	
	In 1927 the creamery was relocated to the uptown location (where the business remained until its closure). The fact that they never owned a single cow never slowed them down. The creamery business seemed to come naturally to the Dutch family, and they were happy to partner with the local dairy farmers to get the job done. At that time, “buying local” was not a particularly novel idea, rather, it was a necessity. Portland itself was just a toddler of a city, still less than 70 years old. The first so-called “skyscraper,” the Wells Fargo Building, in fact, was just 7 years older than George, boasting its very own birth certificate in 1907. Since then, more than 100 high-rise buildings moved in as George continued to grow his roots in the Pacific Northwest.
	
	

	But George never had his eyes set on skyscrapers. He had his feet firmly on the ground with a vision to grow the family restaurant business.
	

	
	By 1933 brothers George and Ernie Propstra had added a small counter section to the Creamery, selling a small menu of items like milkshakes and ice cream. By 1935 ice cream was being sold in most grocery stores, and the Holland’s menu expanded to breakfast items, waffles, and sandwiches. For as long as anyone could remember, George devoted himself to being the very best. In 1935 he quit business school at the University of Washington to devote himself to the family business. At one point in the 1950’s he had the idea to add a bakery to the restaurant. So he decided to work around the clock. He’d work at the Holland during the day, and then would go straight to the local bakery to learn how to make bread all night so that he could start his own bakery at the Holland Restaurant. By 1956, Jacob retired and gave complete control of the restaurant to George. 
	
	

	
	“George couldn’t stand to have anyone working for him that knew more about his business than he did,” Tom said. “It would drive him crazy; he’d do whatever it took to be the best.”
	
	

	
	But as fiercely independent as George was as a manager and businessman, he was also a phenomenal “connector.” He soon became president of the Washington State Restaurant Association, where he met hundreds of likeminded entrepreneurs while riding a train back and forth to Chicago for conventions throughout the years.
	
	

	
	“Back then, that was just how it was,” Tom said, referring to the intense work ethic of George and his cohorts.
	
	

	“They all worked hard, but they played hard, too.”
	
	
	
	As it turns out, one such connection would make all the difference in the world when it came to George’s future in the restaurant business.
	

	
	
	But to really understand how those first seeds of hope grew into an iconic, thriving Northwest business empire, well, that’s where Tom Mears comes in.
	
	

	
	Of all the things that George managed to create despite the fact that he was legally never born, perhaps the most important masterpiece of all was George’s daughter, Kathy.
	

	
	[image: ]

	A young George Proptsra at the Holland Restaurant

		
	case study
	
	Serve with Love Deep Dive

	
	
			What is a mission statement and why is mission important to any company?

			What do you think drove the Propstra family to start a business? What was the key to their early success?

			How was the creamery significant to launching the Burgerville legacy?

			What makes Burgerville unique in comparison to other similar restaurants?

			What were some characteristics that made George an ideal entrepreneur? Which of those characteristics do you possess?

			Note how many generations the business has been in existence since its founding. How many generations do the average family business last? 

			What do you think has been the key to Burgerville’s generational success?
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		About Nehemiah Project
	

	Our Mission

	To build and equip Kingdom businesses globally.

	
	Program and Services
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	Impact

	
	To date Nehemiah Project International Ministries has trained and supported over 18,000 entrepreneurs in 22 countries around the world in Africa, Australia, Asia, Europe, and North America.
	

	
	
	For more information, visit our website: nehemiahproject.org	
	

	
	NEHEMIAH ENTREPRENEURSHIP INSTITUTE

	
	The Nehemiah Entrepreneurship Institute (NEI) offers entrepreneurs access to world-class content through a network of partners and a convenient, easy-to-manage online platform.
	

	
	OUR COURSES

	[image: ]
	
	
	For more information, visit our website: nehemiahproject.org
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	Kingdom Business CoachingTM (KBC) is the sister company of Nehemiah Project that provides support to Nehemiah alumni as well as small to medium sized companies. KBC is an international business coaching and consulting practice that uses a proactive 360-degree coaching approach with various strategic tools and experienced coaches to help clients achieve the following objectives: build healthy God-honoring families and relationships, build Kingdom companies that aligns with their values, and grow their top and bottom line with Kingdom impact.
	

	OUR MISSION

	
	Helping Kingdom companies achieve transformational results.
	

	OUR SERVICES
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	For more information or to schedule a free initial consultation, visit our website:  kingdombizcoaching.com
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	Connecting Biblical Entrepreneurs to resources, and investors to Kingdom impact opportunities.
	

	
	
	
	The Nehemiah Entrepreneurship Community (E-CommunityTM) is a comprehensive and robust online membership platform. The E-CommunityTM provides entrepreneurs with quality online biblically-integrated business training, group coaching, and opportunities to connect and network with other Biblical Entrepreneurs from around the world who share their values. The E-Community™ also provides members a marketplace to distribute their products globally, and allows access to investors through a Global Kingdom Investors Network. The E-CommunityTM is a safe, shared-value, high-impact network of investors and entrepreneurs who are providing innovative products and services, and are contributing to the transformation of communities and nations.
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		Equip entrepreneurs for success with access to discounted, free and comprehensive, biblically-integrated business courses
		

			
		Move businesses from profitability to succession through free, transformative, group business coaching, and discounted customized coaching
		

			
		Eliminate business isolation by connecting members to other entrepreneurs from around the world who share their values
		

			
		Help businesses increase sales by featuring member businesses in an online business directory, and their products in an online marketplace
		

			
		Provide investors with global access to quality deal flow investment opportunities with returns, as well as kingdom impact
		

			
		Help entrepreneurs raise capital to start and expand their business by connecting them to Kingdom Impact Investors through the Global Kingdom Investors Network
		

			
		Give Nehemiah program partners access to the most up-to-date, comprehensive resources
		

	

	
	
	For more information, visit: nehemiahproject.org/ecommunity
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	Other Resources 

	
		To order your copy today, visit store.nehemiahproject.org
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