


AREYOUACHRISTIAN.COM

A special sub-section of WordPoints.com, this website looks 
at the how and why of becoming a Christian.

(1)  Is the message of Jesus Christ true?
(2)  If it is, what should we do about it?

Rich, challenging Bible study resources for every person.

• Each day’s page from Obeying the Gospel — with audio

• E-Study Courses, Core Concepts, 20 Questions

• Small-group discussion guides

A unique characteristic of AreYouaChristian.com is that it 
asks Christians to re-examine whether they are, in fact, 

Christians. Have we truly responded to the 
gospel as people did in the New Testament?

(1)  Forgiveness
(2)  Faithfulness
(3)  Ultimate hope

Our need for these three things deserves 
our most careful attention. AreYouaChristian.com will help 
you study these from the perspective of the Scriptures. Visit 
the website today and become a regular reader.

WORDPOINTS.COM

WordPoints.com is your main source for Bible studies by Gary Henry.

• Email subscriptions to daily devotions

• Monday-Friday family Bible study guides

• Articles, sermons, lectures, e-book downloads

Challenging every person to take God more seriously. These Bible 
studies are devotional helps of a different sort — they will challenge 
you to a higher concept of spiritual growth. Join us for a diligent, 
God-centered seeking of what is right and good in every area of life.



More Enthusiastic Ideas
Another Good Word for Each Day 

of the Year

Gary Henry

WordPoints
Louisville, Kentucky

WordPoints.com



WordPoints Daybook Series - Volume 2
More Enthusiastic Ideas

Another Good Word for Each Day of the Year

Copyright © 2016 by Gary Henry

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America.

ISBN-13:  978-0-9713710-3-3  –  Print Edition
ISBN-13:  978-1-936357-62-8  –  EPUB Edition
ISBN-13:  978-1-936357-72-7  –  PDF Edition

WordPoints
12123 Shelbyville Road, Suite 100-247

Louisville, KY 40243

(601) 490-0514

Web:  wordpoints.com
Email:  garyhenry@wordpoints.com

A bulk discount is available for 18 or more copies of any 
combination of books in the WordPoints Daybook Series. Email 

garyhenry@wordpoints.com to place an order and receive this 
bulk discount. The books ordered must not be for resale.



For

Curtis & Terri Byers

whose lifelong support has been extraordinary



Contents

Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

The Daily Readings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11

January

February

March

April

May 

June

July

August

September

October

November

December

Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 380

Acknowledgments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 384

Resources for Readers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 385

WordPoints Daybook Series . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 386



Preface

Here is a fresh, new book of daily readings focused 
on words that are good for us to think about. In a 

previous book, Enthusiastic Ideas, I tried to show how words can give 
us hope and courage, one day at a time. In this book, More Enthusias-
tic Ideas, I am offering a new year’s worth of similar readings.

Like its predecessor, this book is what the older writers used to call a 
“daybook.” It consists of a single reading for each day of the year. The 
idea is to use each day’s reading as the starting point for a brief, but 
profitable, meditation. The readings are short enough that they can be 
read by busy people (as most of us are these days), but don’t let their 
brevity fool you. The readings are highly concentrated, and I hope 
you’ll find them “provocative” and “suggestive” in the highest sense. If 
this book sends you off down a lot of good trails in your own think-
ing, then I’ll be pleased. That’s what a daybook is intended to do.

These two books would be placed in the “positive thinking” section of 
the library, I suppose. I don’t mind that, although I fear that being put 
in that category means the books will not be taken seriously by some 
people. Unfortunately, books about “positive mental attitude” have a 
reputation for being fluffy: nothing more than cotton candy for the 
mind. Whatever the reasons for that reputation might be, I don’t be-
lieve the situation has to be the way it is. A writer should be allowed 
to address the issue of positive thinking at a deeper level.

If we happen to be living our lives in a less than wonderful way, the 
last thing we need is for someone to make the situation more palat-
able by pouring “positive mental attitude” syrup over the facts. The 
positive thinking we need won’t come from dreaming or ignoring re-
ality; it will come from the (sometimes painful) alignment of ourselves 
with principles of proven validity in human character and conduct. So 
as a speaker and writer, I get in people’s faces and challenge them to 
change in significant ways. There’s nothing fluffy about it, believe me.



If you look over the Index for these two books, you’ll see a number 
of words that are related to one another, sometimes very closely. For 
instance, remembering, remembrances, memories, and mementos each get 
a page of their own. This is no accident. Nuances can be very im-
portant, and it’s helpful to think about shades of meaning. As Mark 
Twain said, “The difference between the right word and the almost 
right word is the difference between lightning and the lightning bug.”

Together, these books include 732 different words to think about. 
That’s a lot, but there are still others that could have been included. 
Perhaps I left out a word you would like to hear discussed. If so, write 
and tell me. There aren’t any plans for a third volume of these read-
ings, but you might convince me to take out one of my words and 
include yours in a future revision of the existing books.

As I explained in the Preface to Enthusiastic Ideas, this project began 
as a short list of “gifts” that one person might give another. I called 
them “gift words” back in the beginning. Eventually, however, the list 
widened out and came to include many good words of a more general 
nature, which I decided simply to call “positive words.”

Even if you don’t usually think in terms of “giving yourself to others,” 
Enthusiastic Ideas and More Enthusiastic Ideas are books that will chal-
lenge you to improve your “self ” anyway. These good words would be 
worth contemplating even if you lived in a hermit’s cabin way out in 
the woods somewhere. Being all that we can be is the right thing to 
do — even if no one else knows or cares or thanks you for it.

But now that the project has come full circle, I’d like you to come 
back with me to the idea of “gift words.” We do need to see character 
improvement as a process that builds a better connection to others. 
It’s not only important to be people of strength and honor, but also to 
give ourselves to others as people who have that kind of character.

As you think about the words in these books, see them as qualities 
in which you can grow. Those who deal with you each day would be 
delighted to discover that you’ve grown in qualities like hope, courage, 
and joy. I believe that if you’ll think of your personal character growth 
as a gift you can give to those around you, you’ll be more highly 
motivated to grow. So what kind of new “you” would you like to give 
to your friends and family? I have a few suggestions . . .

GPH



More Enthusiastic Ideas

Words can sometimes, in moments of grace, 
attain the quality of deeds.

— Elie Wiesel



January 1

Foundations

Be sure of the foundation of your life. Know why you live as you do.
Be ready to give a reason for it. Do not, in such a matter as life,

build an opinion or custom on what you guess is true.
T h om  a s  S t a r r  K i n g

If we’re serious about improving our lives and making 
progress, we need to pay primary attention to the 

foundations upon which we live. Whatever we try to build in 
the year ahead, it can be no better than the quality of our most basic 
principles. And if we tolerate flaws in our foundations, we doom our-
selves to an inevitable collapse, in the long run if not in the short.

Solid foundations require hard work. Foundational work often 
seems unexciting, and so we’re tempted to spend as little time on it as 
possible. The result is a life built on principles haphazardly cobbled 
together from whatever materials lay at hand. Too often, the concepts 
that guide our conduct are little more than those we’ve picked up 
from entertainers and advertisers. But lasting foundations require a bit 
more effort. It takes real work to think things through carefully.

The dangers of a weak foundation may not be outwardly obvious. 
Even the most serious defects in a person’s principles may not show 
up until the structure of that person’s life is seriously tested. Indeed, 
it may not be until the very end that it becomes apparent that an in-
dividual’s life has been founded on a faulty basis. So it’s important to 
look beyond the present circumstances of our lifestyle. Our house of 
cards may not have collapsed yet, but that doesn’t mean it won’t.

Trends and fads can’t be counted on to tell us what our principles 
should be. What is “in” today will be “out” this time next year. When 
we’re laying the foundations of our lives, it is much better to consult 
the time-tested wisdom of many generations. This wisdom may be 
counterintuitive. What our great-great-grandparents learned through 
long experience may be scorned by today’s common sense, and the 
best strength in the world may be mocked as weakness by the popular 
culture. Yet as J. R. R. Tolkien reminded us, “All that is gold does not 
glitter, and all who wander are not lost.” It is often true with prin-
ciples as well as with people: the first shall be last, and the last first.

Do you wish to rise? Begin by descending.
You plan a tower that shall pierce the clouds?

Lay first the foundation of humility.
A u g u s t i n e  of   H i p p o



January 2

Rebirth

Where, unwilling, dies the rose, 
Buds the new, another year.

D o r o t h y  P a r k e r

There are none who live in this world who do not 
feel from time to time that their enthusiasm has 

died. Life is demanding. It is exhausting. Even if we face no more 
than the ordinary challenges of “homesteading”  — providing food, 
clothing, and shelter — we can get to the point where we feel every 
drop of vitality has been drained from us, and we let go of our hopes.

A new year can bring new life to us. There is something very 
special about the first few days of a brand-new year, and we ought to 
seize this opportunity to get a fresh grip on everything we deal with. 
The sun is coming up earlier each morning. Spring, while still some 
distance away, is at least imaginable. New life is calling our names.

A new love can also bring new life to us. By “new love,” we don’t 
necessarily mean someone or something we’ve never loved before, 
although new loves of that sort are powerful givers of new life. A 
“new love” may mean persons or things we have loved before, but 
we’ve newly discovered how to love them in a better, or deeper, way. 
Whichever kind of new love is ours, we need to be careful not to let 
it go to waste. Love, especially when new, is the most potent force we 
will ever know. It should be appreciated. We should feel its fire and 
welcome the new world it opens up to us. Sometimes a new love can 
be so strongly invigorating that we feel as did Christina Georgina 
Rossetti: “The birthday of my life / Is come, my love is come to me.”

Have your dreams been dead for a while now? How long has it 
been since hope was yours? Does your phoenix need to rise from its 
ashes? If so, don’t discount the possibility that it can happen, and don’t 
dismiss the likelihood that it can happen right now, on the threshold 
of a new year. As the snows of more than a few winters accumulate 
on the head of this writer, I feel in many important ways that I’m 
only just beginning to live. I am thankful to be alive — to have been 
reborn — and I’m going to give it all I’ve got. Will you join me?

And now in age I bud again, 
After so many deaths I live and write; 
I once more smell the dew and rain . . .

G e o r g e  H e r b e r t



January 3

Refuge

It was a dark and stormy night.

E d w a r d  B u l w e r - L y t t o n

Two different times come around sooner or later: 
(1) times when we need a refuge, and (2) times when 

someone else needs a refuge we can provide. “Dark and 
stormy nights” are a fact of life, and when we find ourselves in the 
middle of one, our hearts need a safe place in which to shelter. It’s im-
portant to appreciate the shelter that others have given us in the past, 
and even more important to make our hearts a place where they’ll 
find a welcome when they’re the ones who are scared of the storm.

Having a heart that provides refuge for others takes some learn-
ing. Not many of us have such a heart naturally. Caring perhaps 
comes naturally, but showing compassion in ways that actually do 
some good is a skill that has to be learned. It’s not rocket science, 
maybe, but it does take a little education in the school of caregiving. 
We have to watch and listen. We have to apply good judgment. We 
have to learn from well-intentioned mistakes that we’ve made. In 
short, we have to grow in the quality of the mercy that we extend.

Men, especially, have to learn how to be a refuge to others. Since 
the simple gift of “nurturance” is not normally our strong suit, we 
have to exert extra effort to learn it. The strong masculine tendency 
to “fix” whatever’s wrong has to be reined in. To have hearts in which 
others find refuge, we must learn to see when a safe harbor is all that’s 
needed — and not a dry-dock facility for ship repair.

Who are those that need from you the gift of refuge? The answer 
would probably surprise you. If you knew the hurts that those around 
you carry with them every day, you would be astonished. You may 
never know those hurts. Your friends may never choose to confide in 
you about them. But you would do well to assume that most of the 
people you deal with are hurting. Be ready. Be prepared for the time 
when they might consider seeking some safety in their relationship 
with you. If that time ever comes, you will have bestowed on you one 
of life’s greatest privileges: the privilege of showing compassion.

Discouraged people don’t need critics. They hurt enough already. They 
don’t need more guilt or piled-on distress. They need encouragement. 

They need a refuge. A willing, caring, available someone.

C h a r l e s  R .  S w i n do  l l



January 4

Touch

To touch a child’s face, a dog’s smooth coat, a petaled flower, 
the rough surface of a rock . . . to touch is to communicate.

J a m e s  W .  A n g e l l

We gain much — and we also give much — when we 
take the time to touch. Whether it’s the people we deal 

with or the physical objects that surround us, we need to experience 
life more directly and deeply through the sense of touch.

It’s true, there are limits to physically touching other human be-
ings, especially in our litigious culture. We must never touch when our 
motives are anything less than pure, and even then, we must govern 
ourselves with good judgment and a real respect for others’ privacy. 
There are some individuals whom we have no business touching.

That said, however, most of us still need to recover the value of 
physical touch in our lives. In our age of electronic work, not much 
gets manufactured or manipulated anymore except information. We go 
through our days without touching much of anything except a com-
puter keyboard — and we “lose touch” with many good things that 
were meant to be experienced through a direct, physical connection.

How long has it been since you dug in the dirt with your hands? 
How long has it been since you stroked an animal and really thought 
about what your senses were telling you? How long has it been since 
you paid significant attention to a handshake or a hug?

It needs to be kept in mind that no number of indirect connec-
tions with people “out there” can take the place of direct connections 
with those right around us. When it comes to influence, our main 
opportunity is to influence those who’re physically close enough that 
we may actually touch them. We must not forget this. Rabindranath 
Tagore said it well in the form of a prayer: “When one knows thee, 
then alien there is none, then no door is shut. O, grant me my prayer 
that I may never lose the touch of the one in the play of the many.”

Who are those whom you need to touch today? Who are those 
whom, eventually, you will wish you had touched more often? The 
sense of touch is a unique and powerful gift. Use it appreciatively.

And the stately ships go on 
To their haven under the hill; 

But O, for the touch of a vanish’d hand, 
And the sound of a voice that is still!
A l f r e d ,  L o r d  T e n n y s o n



January 5

Wings

Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth 
And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings; 

Sunward I’ve climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth 
Of sun-split clouds, — and done a hundred things 

You have not dreamed of — wheeled and soared and swung 
High in the sunlit silence . . .

J o h n  G i l l e s p i e  M a g e e  J r .

Human freedom is as marvelous as it is mysterious. 
The ability to envision a more deeply enjoyed life (and then to 

make choices that lead toward that life) is an ability possessed by no 
other creatures on the planet except us. The birds may have wings of a 
sort, but only we have wings that can fly in the firmament of true joy.

Concerning wings, we need to help one another. The pulver-
izing forces of discouragement tend to destroy our dreams. At times, 
it takes great effort just to keep going, and the idea of living out our 
dreams seems silly. So we need to have those who will nudge us out of 
the nest, so to speak. Each of us needs to believe that our friends are 
capable of flying — and we need to help them go ahead and do it.

It’s a great thing to see others find their wings and begin to fly. 
And if we’ve had any role in encouraging them to take flight, that 
makes the experience all the more gratifying. It is one of life’s truest 
pleasures to witness someone else’s discovery of their freedom.

But what about our own wings? All of us have people in our 
past who have helped us learn to fly. We need to love these people. 
They may never have gotten any reward for encouraging us except the 
simple joy of keeping hope alive. We can repay them richly now by 
living the kind of life they always knew we were capable of. We can 
determine that their encouragement of us will not have been in vain.

Today, take every chance you can get to go outside and look at 
the sky. Doesn’t its expanse entice you and invite you upward? If you 
see birds on the wing, aren’t you intrigued by their freedom and en-
riched by the thought of greater possibilities in your life? Let yourself 
believe in these possibilities, for they are truly yours. Like everybody 
else, your performance up to now has been less than perfect — but 
today is the first day of the rest of your life. So take courage. You may 
have some baggage, but you’re not earthbound. Leave the nest and fly.

The sky is the daily bread of the eyes.
R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n



January 6

Smiles

By Chivalries as tiny, 
A Blossom, or a Book, 

The seeds of smiles are planted — 
Which Blossom in the dark.
E m i l y  D i c k i n s o n

Too many of us have frozen faces. We’ve been in the long, 
cold battle against life’s difficulty for so long that our demeanor 

has grown hard. We need to unfreeze our faces and smile.
In one sense, a smile is such an easy gift to give, it’s a wonder we 

don’t give it to others more often. And yet, in a deeper sense, a smile 
is not such an easy thing to give. What about those times when we 
don’t feel like smiling? Can we give the gift even when it’s not easy?

An insincere smile, of course, is one of the most despicable things 
in the world. If we smile to make someone think that we mean them 
well, when in reality we wouldn’t be above doing them harm, that’s 
dishonest. A smile is worse than a frown if it misleads another person 
into thinking we’re more favorably disposed toward them than we re-
ally are. The unctuous smile of an enemy is nothing but a lie.

But choosing to smile in the face of difficulty is not insincere. In 
fact, it’s a noble form of courage. Even on our darkest days, there are 
still many things in this world to be thankful for, and when we choose 
to take the larger perspective, that’s a commendable thing to do.

There are few actions or gestures that communicate any more 
effectively than a smile. “A warm smile is the universal language of 
kindness” (William Arthur Ward). Great distances of custom and 
culture can be bridged by the simple giving of a smile, and we need to 
build this kind of bridge more often than we do.

But if it’s a good thing to smile, it’s also a good thing to remem-
ber the smiles of others. It is strengthening to conjure up the memory 
of those whose smiling faces have helped us and encouraged us and 
kept us moving in the right direction. We need to keep all these 
smiles in the scrapbook of our hearts. There may come a dark day in 
the future when it seems that hope is out of reach. On that day, it may 
be very important to get out the scrapbook and remember those who 
have been our encouragers. Their smiles will help us to hang on.

If we do meet again, why, we shall smile; 
If not, why then, this parting was well made.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e



January 7

Voice

One Christmas was so much like another, in those years around 
the seatown corner now and out of all sound except the distant speaking 

of the voices I sometimes hear a moment before sleep . . .

D y l a n  T h om  a s

Like their smiles, the voices of others imprint them-
selves upon our hearts. The memory of a distant voice can 

connect us to the past in a way more powerful than almost anything 
else. To hear someone’s voice, either actually or in memory, is to go 
through an open door. Voices are sensuous portals through which we 
pass into the wide realm of hope, imagination, and shared values.

It is truly fascinating to think about the rich variety of voices 
that there are in the world. There are booming bass voices and shiny 
soprano ones. Some voices are gravelly while others are silky. One 
person’s voice tends to excite while that of another person tends to 
soothe. Each of these has its place in the world. Each is needed. And 
just as we need to pay more attention to the texture of things we 
touch, we’d do well to be more interested in the voices we hear. Like 
many other physical things, voices were meant to be relished. We miss 
much of the interest of daily living when we hear other human beings 
speak without savoring the unique timbre of their voices.

With what kind of voice do you speak to those you live and work 
with? In truth, each of us is responsible for what is normally called 
our “tone” of voice. If, for example, a kind tone of voice is needed 
but we speak with a cruel tone, we are responsible. Or if we use an 
impatient voice when a longsuffering voice would do more good, we 
have no one to blame but ourselves. In every situation, we must accept 
responsibility for the manner in which we use our voices.

It’s also a fact, however, that even the physical characteristics of 
our voices come, over time, to be a reverberation of our character. Just 
as our faces eventually come to reflect what’s going on inside us, so do 
our voices. So there’s a sense in which the way to have a more pleasing 
voice is not to take voice lessons but to improve our character.

Our voices bear the stamp of our individuality, and crafting a 
worthy voice is one of life’s better endeavors. So, again, what kind of 
voice do you have? And to what benefit are you letting it be heard?

The voice is a second face.

G é r a r d  B a u ë r



January 8

Trustfulness

To love involves trusting the beloved beyond the evidence, 
even against the evidence . . . the suspicious man is blamed for a 

meanness of character, not admired for the excellence of his logic.

C .  S .  L e w i s

Strength of character always includes trustfulness. 
It’s not a sign of weakness but rather one of strength to have a 

tendency in the direction of trust. Like all other virtues, trustfulness 
needs to be balanced and complemented by other qualities of charac-
ter, but it would be a step in the right direction for most of us even to 
admit that trustfulness is a thing to be desired.

Especially with those we love, we need to be more trustful. As 
C. S. Lewis wrote, “To love involves trusting the beloved beyond the 
evidence, even against the evidence.” Just as mercy ceases to be mercy 
if it has to be “deserved,” trust is not really trust if there’s no possibil-
ity of betrayal. With our loved ones, if we hold ourselves in reserve 
until they’ve “proven” their worthiness with a long history and lots of 
collateral, we’re not engaging in love but a business transaction. That’s 
the way the loan officer down at the local bank “trusts” people.

But isn’t the trustful person vulnerable? If we have a tendency to 
trust, won’t we be taken advantage of? Yes and yes, without question. 
But there are far worse things in life than being betrayed. The doubt-
ful lose far more than they gain by doubting, and while it makes good 
sense to take reasonable precautions against treachery (don’t leave 
your keys in the car, read the contract before you sign it, etc.), that 
shouldn’t be the thing we spend most of our time guarding against. 
There’s not anything another human being can do that can hurt us 
half as much as we can hurt ourselves. So if building defenses is a 
priority with us, we’d be better off working on the failures of our own 
character, rather than guarding against someone else’s failures.

Besides, the best way to bring out truth and trustworthiness in 
others is to be persons of trust ourselves. Rather than doubting them 
and defending against them, we’d accomplish more good if we ex-
tended to others the gift of a trustful character on our own part. Quite 
often, people will rise to meet our expectations of them, and most 
folks will keep faith with us if we first show some confidence in them.

Trust begets truth.

S i r  W i l l i a m  G u r n e y  B e n h a m



January 9

Turnings

It’s a long lane that knows no turning.

R o b e r t  B r o w n i n g

Life doesn’t follow a straight path but rather one 
with many turnings. None of us gets to live a life of unbro-

ken sameness; we have to accept changes now and then. Life in the 
real world is varied — and not only varied, but its variety is often 
unpredictable. As much as we might want things to stay the way they 
are, that wish is rarely fulfilled for any great length of time.

But life’s turnings aren’t bad; they’re good. As Browning suggests,  
“It’s a long lane that knows no turning.” While there is a unique 
beauty to the plains, where a road can stretch like an arrow all the way 
to the horizon, I must confess that I like even more to travel through 
hill country, where the road bends and curves and takes surprising 
twists. And just as with roads, I also like a life that has plenty of turn-
ings. I like to be surprised by what’s around the next bend.

The attractiveness of turnings, even unpredictable ones, is one 
reason we’re intrigued by the free life of the hobo, who hops a boxcar 
to the next town: “Steel rails chase the sunshine ‘round the bend / 
winding through the trees like a ribbon in the wind. / I don’t mind 
not knowin’ what lies down the track / ‘cause I’m lookin’ out ahead to 
keep my mind from turnin’ back” (Steel Rails by Louisa Branscomb).

Sometimes, however, the best turnings are those of our own 
making. The time comes when we need to recast our lives and take 
a new direction. We need to cinch up our packs and hit the winding 
trail, walking stick in hand. There is, to be sure, such a thing as reck-
lessness, but there’s also such a thing as cowardice, the craven desire 
for comfort. Comfort is nice — at the end of the day — but during 
the day there is a path to be followed, a road to be taken. And if the 
road’s a new one, or one with many new turnings, that’s not all bad.

The Road goes ever on and on 
Down from the door where it began. 
Now far ahead the Road has gone, 

And I must follow, if I can, 
Pursuing it with eager feet, 

Until it joins some larger way 
Where many paths and errands meet. 

And whither then? I cannot say.

J .  R .  R .  T o l k i e n



January 10

Friendship

How often we find ourselves turning our backs on our actual friends, 
that we may go and meet their ideal cousins.

H e n r y  D a v i d  T h o r e a u

Friendship is a thing that has to be nurtured. There are 
few people who wouldn’t say that friendship is one of life’s most 

valuable treasures, and yet we don’t work on it and take care of it as 
we would if we really appreciated its value. And because we don’t nur-
ture our friendships, we lose them. We fall into the pattern of losing 
friends and gaining new ones, losing friends and gaining new ones, 
losing friends and gaining new ones. Surely, friendship was meant to 
be a more durable thing than our personal histories make it appear.

As Thoreau observed, we often fail to nurture the real friend-
ships that we have because we spend so much time looking for “their 
ideal cousins.” In the real world, friends have flaws. Not only can our 
friends exasperate us; sometimes they can hurt us deeply. And so we’re 
always on the lookout for “better” friends, ones that don’t have the an-
noying idiosyncrasies of our present ones. Most of the time, however, 
this is a poor use of our time. We’d do better to nurture our present 
friendships, being grateful for the tangy individuality of each one.

Ideally, what should happen as our lives continue is that the 
number of our friends should grow. Old friendships shouldn’t have to 
be replaced — they should simply be added to. “You date the evolving 
of a mind, like the age of a tree, by the rings of friendship formed by 
the expanding of the central trunk” (Mary McCarthy).

One of the exciting aspects of friendship is that friends do not 
have to be clones of one another. As our minds mature and “rings of 
friendship” begin to multiply around the trunk of our character, there 
can be an intensely interesting variety in these relationships. As a 
favorite teacher told me many years ago, “If two people always agree, 
one of them is unnecessary.” Indeed, our friendships are beneficial to 
us, not because they stroke our sense of self-satisfaction, but because 
they challenge us and invigorate our minds with other viewpoints. 
Nurturing these friendships means appreciating them, respecting 
them, affirming them — and making frequent investments in them.

The most beautiful discovery true friends make 
is that they can grow separately without growing apart.

E l i s a b e t h  F o l e y
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Vibrancy

Exuberance is beauty.
W i l l i a m  B l a k e

Wouldn’t most of us like it to be said that we have a 
“vibrant” character? The word suggests a person who is 

active rather than passive, someone who is engaged with life, a human 
being who is awake, alive, and in love with the whole kit and caboodle 
of good things in the world — and that’s how we’d like to be.

But what’s the meaning of “vibrancy”? We probably know it 
when we see it, but what is it? It isn’t just a type of personality, al-
though we often think of it that way. Properly understood, vibrancy 
is a quality of character. It’s not the sizzle but the steak, and it can be 
possessed by people with more than one type of personality. Indeed, 
some of the most vibrant people I know have personalities that would 
be described as shy. They shun the limelight and they do more listen-
ing than talking, but they still can be said to lead vibrant lives.

Vibrancy has to do with energy. It’s the intensity of the person 
who is genuinely, deeply, and inquisitively interested in life. The 
vibrant person cares passionately about his or her principles, values, 
and priorities, and this passion produces a way of living that has real 
impact for good on other people. Samuel Smiles put it this way: “It is 
energy, the central element of which is will, that produces the miracles 
of enthusiasm in all ages. It is the mainspring of what is called force 
of character and the sustaining power of all great action.”

If we’re not vibrant in our living of life, it’s a shame. It’s a shame 
because the world is so full of things that invite our engagement and 
energy. There are too many beautiful things not to be amazed by 
them. There are too many powerful things not to be awed by them. 
There are too many gracious things not to be humbled by them.

We need, as Arthur Gordon reminded us long ago, to “take our 
raincoats off in the shower.” Shedding the protective coverings within 
which we conceal ourselves so much of the time, we need to expose 
ourselves to all the exciting wonderment of life, letting it wash over us 
in all its refreshing variety. When we do, things will start to “vibrate” 
within us. And no matter what our personality might be, we’ll engage 
the world around us in a more powerful, and also a more grateful, way.

And what is energy but liking life?
L o u i s  A u c h i n c l o s s
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Habits

Moral excellence comes about as a result of habit. 
We become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing 

temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts.

A r i s t o t l e

Moral excellence comes about as a result of habit. 
Think about that. Do you agree? Aristotle’s point is that our 

character is formed by the things we frequently do, and I believe he’s 
right. I may think good thoughts, read good books, and even associ-
ate with good people, but if I allow myself to engage repeatedly in 
bad actions, it’s silly to suppose that my actions have no bearing on 
my character. If I allow bad deeds to become my habitual manner of 
acting, that is, if I persist in them to the point where that is my cus-
tomary and characteristic way of behaving, then I will have qualified 
myself as having bad character. That is, in fact, the very definition of a 
bad person: someone for whom the doing of bad things is typical.

But, of course, we need not have bad habits; we can choose to 
have good ones. And what a great choice that would be! There is 
simply no greater helper in life than good habits. As Elbert Green 
Hubbard said, “Habits are servants that regulate your sleep, your 
work, and your thoughts.” When our willpower is weak and we need 
help doing what’s right, good habits will support us and sustain us.

Yet good habits aren’t easy to come by. I disagree with the old 
saying that “good habits are as easy to form as bad ones.” If “Habit A” 
is promptly doing your duty and “Habit B” is procrastination, I must 
tell you that “Habit A” is the harder one to acquire. Bad habits can 
be formed by default, simply by doing nothing. Good habits, on the 
other hand, almost always require the exertion of extra effort.

Our habits reveal our true identity. A person with bad habits 
may once in a while “slip up” and do some good deed that is totally 
uncharacteristic of him, but that doesn’t mean his character is good. 
Before that could accurately be said of him, he’d need to reform his 
habits. Likewise, we can’t realistically expect our friends to have a 
favorable opinion of us just because we manage to do something good 
on rare occasions. It’s in our habits that we show who we really are.

The strength of a man’s virtue should not be measured 
by his special exertions, but by his habitual acts.

B l a i s e  P a s c a l
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Wonder

What happens to the hopes and dreams 
and wonder with which every child is born?

J e a n  G r a s s o  F i t z p a t r i c k

It’s quite natural for children to have a sense of won-
der. They’re easily impressed and delighted, and they find great 

joy in being amazed. Yet, as Fitzpatrick suggests, the wonder tends to 
fade as children grow older. There are many reasons for this, I suppose. 
The older we are, the more we’ve seen and the more it takes to impress 
us. The ease with which we can communicate and travel today means 
that we’re presented with such an intricate variety of wonders, we grow 
accustomed to even the most amazing things. And to top it off, we’re 
so busy that we don’t have time to be filled with wonder. We encounter 
some truly wondrous things, but we hurry past them so quickly that 
they don’t have a chance to work their magic on us.

Yet it’s still true that we live in a “wonderful” world: it is filled 
with wonders beyond count. Many of the most wonderful things we 
come in contact with should still be delightful to us even though we’ve 
seen them before. And we need to help our children retain their sense 
of awe in the presence of these phenomena: sunrises and sunsets, full 
moons, mountains, oceans — and yes, even skyscrapers and theme 
parks! It’s a true tragedy not to wonder at what’s wonderful.

Yet we can’t become mere thrill seekers, always looking for some 
new thing out there that’s more amazing than the last thing we saw. 
Wonder is essentially an internal characteristic. “We carry with us the 
wonders we seek without us” (Sir Thomas Browne).

Yet there are external things that can help, and good art is one 
of them. Whether it’s visual, musical, literary, or performance art, art 
can awe us. Joseph Conrad, the novelist, made this observation: “The 
artist appeals to that part of our being which is not dependent on 
wisdom; to that in us which is a gift and not an acquisition — and, 
therefore, more permanently enduring. He speaks to our capacity for 
delight and wonder, to the sense of mystery surrounding our lives: to 
our sense of pity, and beauty, and pain.” So find yourself a Beethoven, 
a Tolkien, or a Michelangelo and let them stir up your astonishment!

Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing, 
Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before.

E d g a r  A l l a n  P o e
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Respectfulness

Man is still a savage to the extent that he has 
little respect for anything that cannot hurt him.

E d g a r  W a t s o n  H o w e

If we respect only those whom we fear, then we’re not 
living much above the law of the jungle. Unfortunately, 

however, in a world where “might makes right,” extending respect to 
others often means no more than this: we defer to those who have the 
power to punish us if we fail to do their will. Most of us would say we 
regret this state of affairs, but what do we do about it? How often do 
we show real respect to anyone or anything when we don’t have to?

But what if the other person is not “respectable”? If their charac-
ter or conduct doesn’t merit respect, should we go ahead and respect 
them anyway, just so that we can have the trait of respectfulness? No, 
respect would mean nothing if it were given out indiscriminately. But 
with that in mind, consider that the following points are also true.

Our inclination ought to be to extend as much respect as possible. 
There may be people whom we’d like to respect more than the facts 
presently allow us to, but if we say we’d “like” to respect them more, 
that should really be the truth. If we’re “respectful,” that means our 
basic instinct runs in the direction of respect rather than away from it.

People often deserve more respect than we suppose. Just because some-
body does something disrespectable, that doesn’t mean they deserve no 
respect at all. “Reverence [respect] is a good thing, and part of its value 
is that the more we revere a man, the more sharply are we struck by 
anything in him (and there is always much) that is incongruous with his 
greatness” (Max Beerbohm). Respect isn’t an all-or-nothing affair; we 
may respect a person in some ways even if we can’t do so in other ways.

If there are those who can be respected for no other reason, we can still 
respect their humanity. The bottom line is that we are all human beings, 
endowed with a certain dignity as part of our birthright. That human 
dignity deserves to be respected no matter how foolishly a person may 
have failed. For this reason, we are to love every person uncondition-
ally. Yes, the love must often be tough love, but it must never be any-
thing less than respectful love. Respectfulness means wanting to love 
our neighbors. All of them. Even when we don’t have to.

Respect is love in plain clothes.
F r a n k i e  B y r n e
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Exchange

You’re exceedingly polite, 
And I think it only right 

To return the compliment.
W .  S .  G i l b e r t

Daily life often involves the making of exchanges. 
One person gives us something, and we give them something 

else. Or perhaps we initiate the transaction, and the other person 
responds. Either way, a good bit of what we do on an average day 
consists of exchanging things we have for other things that somebody 
else has. It is all, as we sometimes say, a matter of “give and take.”

A fair exchange is one in which the value of what is given is 
commensurate with the value of the thing received. For example, you 
may have paid money for this book. If it delivers to you something as 
valuable as the money you gave up, then you’d have to say that a fair 
and honorable transaction has taken place. There’s nothing dishonor-
able about the publisher asking for money in exchange for the book 
— if the value delivered is worth the value received.

We ought to avoid unfair exchanges, even when the other person 
is willing to be treated unfairly. Suppose, for example, a man visits a 
prostitute and pays her a large sum of money for her sexual favors. Is 
that fair? No, most people would say that what she gave was worth far 
more than what she received, no matter how much money changed 
hands. In almost every culture, there is the principle that sexual inti-
macy is of such value that the only thing it can be fairly exchanged for 
is a solemn vow of marriage, made in good faith by the other party. 
If the prostitute received anything less, then she was cheated, and the 
fact that she was willing to be cheated only makes the matter worse.

The highest and best exchange that can take place, of course, is 
the exchange of hearts. The fair exchange of one heart for another is a 
beautiful, and transforming, experience. Whether in love or in friend-
ship, no gift is greater to give than one’s open, authentic heart — and 
no gift is greater to receive in return. Heart for heart. Value for value. 
Such is the stuff of which real and wonderful life is made.

My true friend hath my heart, and I have his, 
By just exchange one for the other given: 

And I hold his dear, and mine he cannot miss, 
There never was a better bargain driven.

S i r  P h i l i p  S i d n e y
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Positiveness

I can’t say I was ever lost, but I was 
bewildered once for three days.

D a n i e l  B oo  n e

It pays to be as positive as possible. We ought never to deny 
the truth, of course, but that doesn’t mean we can’t look at the truth 

from a wide enough angle to see there are some good things to be 
appreciated as well as some bad things to be dealt with. And having 
looked at the larger truth, we can choose to focus on its more positive as-
pects, those that offer the greater promise of growth and improvement.

The longer I live, the more amazed I am at the extent to which 
our attitude determines how our external circumstances feel. People 
with basically positive outlooks tend to feel that they’re surrounded 
by good circumstances, while those with negative attitudes tend to 
feel the opposite. As Fulton J. Sheen said, “Each of us makes his own 
weather, determines the color of the skies in the emotional universe 
which he inhabits.” And Horace Rutledge’s comment is also appro-
priate: “When you look at the world in a narrow way, how narrow it 
seems! When you look at it in a mean way, how mean it is! When you 
look at it selfishly, how selfish it is! But when you look at it in a broad, 
generous, friendly spirit, what wonderful people you find in it.”

Since so much depends on our choice of attitude, it’s important 
to make that choice carefully. “The happiness of your life depends 
upon the quality of your thoughts . . . Take care that you entertain no 
notions unsuitable to virtue and reasonable nature” (Marcus Aurelius). 
Cynical thoughts should be shown to the door and told to leave!

But our dreams and goals are also important, and so we should 
exercise care and make them as positive and worthwhile as possible. 
“Your imagination has much to do with your life . . . It is for you to 
decide how you want your imagination to serve you” (Philip Conley).

Positiveness is the outlook of opportunity. It deals realistically 
with what now is, but it’s also confident of what could be, if energy and 
intelligence were applied to the situation. Positiveness dares to believe 
that the future can be better than the past. It’s the quality that sepa-
rates the doers from the doubters, the achievers from the agonizers.

Optimism is the faith that leads to achievement. 
Nothing can be done without hope and confidence.

H e l e n  K e l l e r
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Healthfulness

The body manifests what the mind harbors.
J e r r y  A u g u s t i n e

There is an undeniable link between “healthfulness” 
and “health.” Science may not perfectly understand all the 

ways our thinking influences our physical condition, but it obviously 
does. There are choices we can make concerning our attitude that will 
show up in our bodily state. Wise physicians have always known that 
healthfulness on the “inside” contributes to health on the “outside.” 
“Since the human body tends to move in the direction of its expec-
tations — plus or minus — it is important to know that attitudes 
of confidence and determination are no less a part of the treatment 
program than medical science and technology” (Norman Cousins).

Yet health is not an end in itself; it is not a god to be worshiped. 
It’s a resource over which we should exercise good stewardship, but 
good stewardship recognizes that the resource is to be used rather 
than hoarded. George Bernard Shaw was right when he said, “Use 
your health, even to the point of wearing it out. That is what it is for. 
Spend all you have before you die; and do not outlive yourself.”

But healthfulness also means something else: it means learning 
to have a healthful impact on others. Over time, each of us has some 
kind of effect on those who deal with us; the only question is whether 
the effect will be a healthy one or not. It’s a fine thing if others can say 
that contact with us helps them to be healthier physically, mentally, 
emotionally, and spiritually. We ought to aspire to that kind of impact 
— and avoid actions that would pull people in the other direction.

If you’ve ever tried for very long, you know that it takes a certain 
amount of discipline and faith to maintain a healthful disposition. 
Taking the course of least resistance does not result in either health-
fulness or health. We are surrounded by powerful forces that will, if 
we’re not careful, turn us into anxious, negatively oriented people who 
base their lives on the assumption that sickness is the norm. We need 
to maintain the trust that sickness is not the norm, no matter how 
prevalent it may sometimes seem to be. We need to discipline our-
selves and determine that healthfulness will be a part of our character.

The multitude of the sick shall not 
make us deny the existence of health.
R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n
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Priorities

The heavens themselves, the planets, and this center 
Observe degree, priority, and place, 

Insisture, course, proportion, season, form, 
Office, and custom, in all line of order.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e

Priority is a concept that is grounded in nature. 
Contrary to the trend today, which is to think of everything as 

being part of one flat, undifferentiated reality, what we actually see 
in the objective world is a number of discrete entities arranged and 
ordered in definite hierarchies. It seems foolish to deny the obvious.

Perhaps it should be noted that lower rank in a hierarchy doesn’t 
necessarily mean inferior worth. If some things have priority in a 
certain hierarchy, that doesn’t mean the things that follow it don’t 
matter at all. It just means that, as far as that particular hierarchy is 
concerned, some things occupy a primary position relative to others.

That said, however, it’s still true that we see evidence of priority 
everywhere we look in the world around us. And that being true, it 
shouldn’t surprise us to find that in the realm of human thinking and 
activity some things have — or should have — priority over others.

Given the complexity of life, it’s probably hazardous to make too 
many generalizations about the subject of priorities, but here is one 
that I think most of us would agree with: on the list of things that 
concern us, people ought to have a higher priority than things. On our 
deathbeds, most of us are going to wish we’d spent less time acquir-
ing and playing with the things that caught our fancy, and more time 
building relationships with the people that crossed our path.

For better or worse, our priorities say a good deal about our 
character. “Tell me to what you pay attention, and I will tell you who 
you are” ( José Ortega y Gasset). If we chronically focus on “stuff ” that 
is second-rate, there is simply no possibility that our character is going 
to be first-rate. So the challenge in life is to recognize that which is 
truly important and then to act on the basis of that priority. The “main 
thing” will still be the main thing whether we act on it or not, but if 
we don’t act on it, we’ll lose out on the best things in life. And what is 
worse, those around us may also be hurt by our confused priorities.

The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.

A n o n y mo  u s
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Zest

Zest is the secret of all beauty. There is 
no beauty that is attractive without zest.

C h r i s t i a n  D i o r

Zest is an undeniably attractive quality. I’m not sure I 
would go as far as Christian Dior and say there is no beauty that 

is attractive without it, for I can think of one or two kinds of beauty 
that attract with serenity rather than with zest. But even so, zest gets a 
great amount of favorable publicity and rightfully so.

Most dictionaries indicate that there are two basic meanings of 
the word “zest” as we use it today. Both of these meanings are sugges-
tive of good things when we speak of zest as a personal characteristic.

(1) Intense flavor, piquancy. Zestful flavors are those that have 
some zing and zip to them. The word “zest” comes from an obsolete 
French word for orange or lemon peel, and we still sometimes use 
“zest” to refer to the outermost part of the rind of an orange or lemon. 
As a cook, I love to see zest as an ingredient in a recipe! And I love it 
no less when I encounter someone who, as a person, has an “intense 
flavor.” People with zest tend to be those who’ve thought about life 
and taken a definite stand for some things as opposed to others.

(2) Spirited enjoyment, gusto. People with zest also live with a 
liveliness and eagerness that is lacking in people who’re more bland. 
There is some “kick” in their outlook and some “gusto” in their man-
ner of living. That doesn’t mean that they’re unprincipled or immoral; 
it just means they appreciate that there is much in this world to relish 
and they’ve determined to taste it in all of its tanginess.

As I said above, zest may not be the absolute prerequisite for 
beauty, and likewise, it may not be a personal characteristic that every 
person in the world should have, at least insofar as their personality is 
concerned. Yet I believe there is a sense in which every person should 
look at life in a zestful way. As Bertrand Russell said, “What hunger 
is in relation to food, zest is in relation to life.” Life is too interesting, 
and too important, for us not to live it with eagerness and enjoyment. 
In the case of all but a few of us, I reckon we’d do a better job of living 
if we put a little more “kick” into our philosophy!

Mirth is the sweet wine of human life. It should be 
offered sparkling with zestful life unto God.

H e n r y  W a r d  B e e c h e r
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Fidelity

Let us be true: this is the highest maxim of art and of life, 
the secret of eloquence and of virtue, and of all moral authority.

H e n r i - F r é d é r i c  A m i e l

Fidelity means faithfulness, and it’s one of the most 
important traits we can have. On the other hand, to be 

guilty of infidelity is to be guilty of a crime as serious as any that can 
be committed. And while we usually think of marriage when we hear 
these words, their significance is not limited to marriage. In every 
department of life, it’s important to maintain fidelity.

As we might guess from their spelling, the words “truth” and 
“trust” are closely linked. In the end, it is always truth that begets 
trust. When we tell the truth, others come to trust us — they come to 
expect a high degree of fidelity, or faithfulness, between our words and 
reality. So in all things, as Amiel says, “Let us be true.”

There is an old maxim that says, “Personality may open doors, 
but it takes character to keep them open.” We may dazzle others with 
our ability to make a positive impression in the short term, but with-
out the character trait of fidelity, the long term will probably reveal a 
striking number of broken relationships, relationships that sizzled for 
a while . . . but later fizzled when the need for fidelity arose.

Fidelity requires a strength not possessed by everyone. Everyone 
could possess it, of course, but not all have made that choice. Not 
all have decided to make commitment-keeping a part of their basic 
character. But those who’ve disciplined themselves to do so enjoy one 
of life’s most important strengths: “To be capable of steady friendship 
or lasting love are the two greatest proofs, not only of goodness of 
heart, but of strength of mind” (William Hazlitt). Fidelity is not silly 
or sentimental by any means; it is a quality of strength and stability.

But if fidelity is the measure of a strong mind, it’s also the mea-
sure of a loving heart. Ultimately, the kind of love we all want to give 
and to get is the love that holds up in the face of difficulty and keeps 
the commitments it has made. This is the kind of love — the kind 
that is “true” in the sense that it can be “trusted” — that warms us, 
sustains us, and motivates our very best work in the world.

We should measure affection, not like youngsters by the 
ardor of its passion, but by its strength and constancy.

C i c e r o
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Mercy

The quality of mercy is not strained; 
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 

Upon the place beneath. It is twice blessed — 
It blesseth him that gives, and him that takes.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e

All too often, we fail to learn the value of mercy 
until we ourselves are in need of it. If we’ve never been 

guilty of serious moral failure (or if we’ve never recognized how seri-
ous our failures are), we may be among those who major in “justice,” 
making sure that everybody gets just what they’ve earned, no more 
and no less. But it only takes about ten minutes as a “defendant” to 
realize that justice is not the only desirable quality in the world.

When a wrong is committed, there is always some sort of debt 
that is created. The job of a judge, in effect, is to decide whether to re-
lease the debt (mercy) or require that it be paid (justice). And anyone 
who’s ever had to judge someone else’s case knows that it’s not an easy 
job. It takes wisdom to know when to extend mercy, and wisdom is a 
quality that’s often in short supply. So when we find ourselves in the 
role of judge, it’s not to be expected that we’ll always get the judg-
ment right. We can’t avoid errors in judgment, but what we can do is 
grow. We can improve our attitude toward both justice and mercy.

To learn to be merciful, we must grow in two specific areas: 
humility and gratitude. If we don’t have the humility to see our own 
faults, it’s not likely that we’ll be merciful toward the faults of others. 
And likewise, if we’re not grateful for the mercy that has been shown 
to us, we won’t see the need to pass that mercy on to others. So we 
must learn two things: a humble recognition of our own failures and a 
grateful recognition of how tolerant of those failures others have been.

Even when wisdom indicates, as it sometimes does, that mercy 
must be withheld, there is a sense in which our inclination ought to be 
in the direction of mercy. But when we catch ourselves saying, “I really 
wish I could be merciful here,” we’d better not be lying, because life 
has a way of getting even with us. In the long run, we need not expect 
mercy ourselves if we’ve not been willing to be merciful to others.

We do pray for mercy; 
And that same prayer doth teach us all to render 

The deeds of mercy.
W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e
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Investment

Goodness is the only investment that never fails.
H e n r y  D a v i d  T h o r e a u

Much of the quality of our lives depends upon the 
quality of our investments. In the financial world, our 

return depends not only on how much we invest but on the quality of 
the enterprises we invest in. The same thing is true of life in general: 
if we’re stingy in the investments we’re willing to make or careless 
in the things we invest in, then we’ll be disappointed in what comes 
back to us. The challenge in life is to find the highest quality things 
that we can commit ourselves to and then to invest ourselves in them 
enthusiastically and generously. And in the long run, as Thoreau said, 
“Goodness is the only investment that never fails.”

Worthwhile investments are costly, and by that I mean they 
require sacrifice. If, for example, we make a serious investment in the 
principle of love, it will cost us dearly. There is no free lunch, as the 
saying goes. Likewise, the principles of truth and diligence and service 
ask us to make investments that are often less than convenient, and 
sometimes even painful. In the real world, there’s just no way around 
the fact that high-quality dividends require sacrificial investments.

Out of all the worthy things that we may invest in, surely the 
worthiest are people. Yes, we may gain much from sinking our capital 
into certain principles, projects, and properties, but eventually we 
discover that it’s people who deserve our prime investment. All of us 
have people in whom we need to be investing more of ourselves; and 
whoever they are, we need to start increasing our investments today.

Even the wisest investments, however, require the passage of 
time before their value can be seen. Especially when we’re investing 
in people, we need to have the patience to wait. It may be a long time 
before we see any encouraging result from our efforts. Having made 
wise investments in people, it’s important not to give up on them.

The main thing that we must decide, of course, is not where to 
invest this or that particular resource that we own; it’s where to invest 
our lives as a whole. We’re surrounded by choices, some of which are 
quite deadly. So invest your life — but think twice before you do it!

I will not just live my life. I will not just 
spend my life. I will invest my life.

H e l e n  K e l l e r
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Loyalty

When faith is lost, when honor dies, 
The man is dead.

J o h n  G r e e n l e a f  W h i t t i e r

In the glue that holds life together, loyalty is one of 
the main ingredients. If unity is a good thing, and it usually 

is, then the loyalty that preserves unity ought to be seen as something 
important and valuable. Just think of any worthwhile relationship that 
you’re a part of right now. Are there not forces arrayed against that re-
lationship that would tear it apart if you and the other members of the 
relationship didn’t maintain loyalty to one another? If there weren’t 
some truth or some value that mattered more to you than the differ-
ences that stand between you, would your relationship stand a chance 
of survival? No, it wouldn’t. Loyalty is one of the main safeguards that 
keep the good things in life from being torn to pieces.

The concept of “allegiance” is a helpful concept to meditate on. 
Maintaining allegiance means that we honor our duty to be loyal. It 
might refer to individuals, to groups, or even to causes or ideas, but it 
always involves the notion of being loyal to the things that we’re hon-
orably obligated to support. Blind allegiance, the kind that defends 
even the faults of that which it supports, is a destructive evil. But 
rightly understood, allegiance and loyalty are virtuous traits.

There aren’t many things frowned upon more universally than 
treachery. Even among thieves, the traitor is despised. And not only 
is it despicable, but there aren’t many things that hurt us more than 
betrayal by those from whom we expect allegiance. So we all pay lip 
service to the value of loyalty. But if the truth be told, we aren’t always 
as loyal as we should be. Too often, we fail to follow through. We fail 
to keep promises. We back out of inconvenient commitments.

If loyalty is to mean anything, we must remain loyal even when 
it is difficult. If our convictions are for sale, then we’re not people who 
can be trusted. And if the only time we root for the home team is 
when it’s having a winning season, then our support means very little. 
Real loyalty maintains its allegiance through thick and thin!

Loyalty is still the same, 
Whether it win or lose the game; 

True as a dial to the sun, 
Although it be not shined upon.

S a m u e l  B u t l e r
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Silence

The words the happy say 
Are paltry melody 

But those the silent feel 
Are beautiful —

E m i l y  D i c k i n s o n

Some meanings express themselves in words, while 
others are simply felt in silence. Not everything we think 

or feel ends up being clothed with words. Many of the matters in 
our hearts — even many of the worthiest — are content to rest there 
silently. And if, as we are told, there is a time to speak and a time to 
be silent, the time of silence is often more beautiful than the time of 
speaking. Happy words can hardly compare to the deep joy of mean-
ingful silence. Edward Hoagland said it well: “Silence is exhilarating 
at first . . . but there is a sweetness to silence outlasting exhilaration, 
akin to the sweetness of listening and the velvet of sleep.”

Amid the noise of our communicative age, I sometimes wonder 
if many of our friendships wouldn’t be improved by a little silence. 
Emerson once said, “Hospitality consists in a little fire, a little food, 
and an immense silence.” To me, there’s something immensely com-
forting about that image: the silent enjoyment of rich relationship.

But even if friendships wouldn’t be helped by silence, I’m quite 
sure that our thinking processes would. It’s hard to learn very much 
when we’re talking, and communication often hinders consideration. 
“In quiet places, reason abounds” (Adlai Stevenson).

When we express our thoughts and feelings in words, we can 
hardly avoid limiting them. As wonderful as words are (and as neces-
sary as it often is to utilize their power), our words are imperfect and 
finite, and they can never fully or perfectly convey all that is in our 
hearts. The profoundest of our thoughts, those that connect us to the 
transcendent things that exist beyond us, would be nearly impossible 
for us to capture in words. And so sometimes the best that we can do 
when contemplating the most important things is to drink deeply of 
their meaning in our own minds — resisting the temptation to talk. 
Indeed, the closer we make an approach to reverence, the less inclined 
we will be to speak. In the silence of awe, we will listen.

Speech is of time, silence is of eternity.

T h om  a s  C a r l y l e
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Teachability

Rebuke is more effective for a wise man 
Than a hundred blows on a fool.

T h e  B oo  k  of   P r o v e r b s

If you could choose only one character trait to 
acquire this year, the trait of teachability would be 

one of the wisest choices you could make. To be teach-
able is to be receptive to learning and open to instruction. Unlike the 
know-it-all who always ends up learning the hard way, the teachable 
person is willing to be warned. He or she is ready to listen and learn 
from someone else’s experience in the school of hard knocks.

One of the distinctive attributes of our species is that we know 
virtually nothing without being taught. Unlike many of the lower 
creatures, we are born with very few instincts. In the absence of teach-
ing, we are all but helpless. Pliny the Elder observed this when he 
said, “Man is the only one that knows nothing, that can learn nothing 
without being taught. He can neither speak nor walk nor eat, and in 
short he can do nothing at the prompting of nature only, but weep.” 
It is true, of course, that we’re capable of figuring out many things on 
our own, but still, without the willingness to learn from others, our 
lives would be so impoverished as to be practically useless.

Yet there is an obstacle to teachability, and it’s the old demon of 
pride. Even so great a student as Winston Churchill could say, “I am 
always ready to learn, but I do not always like being taught.” So we 
need to put our pride in its place and adopt the humility of the truly 
wise ones: those who’re willing not only to learn but to be taught.

Normally, I suppose, we think of youth as the time when we’re 
most headstrong and unwilling to listen to others, but unfortunately, 
we sometimes become less teachable as we grow older. Perhaps with-
out realizing it, we begin to suffer from “hardening of the categories,” 
and we need to go back and regain some of our youthful pliability. 
“Better a poor and wise youth than an old and foolish king who will 
be admonished no longer” (Book of Ecclesiastes). Maybe we’d even 
profit from the wisdom of nursery rhymes like this one:

Oh, that it were my chief delight 
To do the things I ought! 

Then let me try with all my might 
To mind what I am taught.

J a n e  T a y l o r
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Authenticity

A cynic might suggest as the motto of modern life 
this simple legend — “Just as good as the real.”

C h a r l e s  D u d l e y  W a r n e r

Sometimes we have little choice but to accept a 
substitute, but we ought not to let ourselves get 

too comfortable with that situation. It’s rarely true that the 
artificial is “just as good as the real,” and we ought to prefer authentic-
ity. True, genuine things are rarely as perfect as a man-made imitation 
might be, but for all their ragged edges, authentic things are still best.

Take my Australian shepherd, Wrigley, for example. He’s far 
from perfect. His behavior sometimes leaves much to be desired, his 
physical characteristics fall below the standard for his breed, and he’s 
considerably more trouble to take care of than a stuffed animal would 
be, but despite all of this, he’s genuine. He’s the real deal, and all of his 
confoundedness and inconvenience notwithstanding, I’d rather have 
him and his every flaw than any number of artificial, dog-like toys.

When it comes to people, I like those who’re the real deal 
too. I like those who, despite their blemishes, offer themselves to 
me genuinely and sincerely, rather than with artifice and pretense. 
Unfortunately, people like that often don’t “get ahead” in life. As 
Aesop observed, “Men often applaud an imitation and hiss the real 
thing.” But even so, I still prefer those who are authentic.

As soon as we meet people, we begin to construct a mental image 
of them. From the little that we actually know, we make huge infer-
ences, and we build up a vision that’s more about what we wish people 
to be than about what they really are. As our relationships unfold, we 
discover that real people don’t always fit the image we’ve constructed, 
and so we’re disillusioned. But really, which should we prefer: the ar-
tificial image or the real person? Even with their imperfections, aren’t 
real people more satisfying than artificial constructs?

As inconvenient as it is — indeed, as difficult as it is — we need 
to keep ourselves open to authenticity. Just because something doesn’t 
glitter, that doesn’t mean it’s not gold. And real gold, even when it has 
a few impurities mixed in, is a better treasure than imitation gold.

The authentic is almost never found by being pursued; 
but there is no missing it when you are in its presence.

E v a  H offm    a n
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Abundance

The Abundance Mentality . . . flows out of a deep inner sense 
of personal worth and security. It is the paradigm that there is plenty 

out there and enough to spare for everybody. It results in sharing 
of prestige, of recognition, of profits, of decision making. It opens 

possibilities, options, alternatives, and creativity.
S t e p h e n  R .  C o v e y

Depending on what mentality we adopt, we’ll find 
that life either expands or contracts. Seeing life 

through the lens of abundance, we find that life is, in fact, abundant. 
It offers us one exciting opportunity after another. But if we look at 
things through the lens of scarcity, we become defensive and competi-
tive. If there’s not enough of the good stuff in life to go around, then 
we must guard the territory that we’ve staked out and keep our eye on 
those who might be plotting to take away from us what is ours. Under 
those conditions, life becomes a miserable business indeed. So think 
for a moment what a difference it would make to think “abundantly.”

Possessions. An abundant attitude toward material goods would 
mean that we’re not selfish or competitive. It would also mean that 
we’re deeply grateful for the goods that we’ve been blessed with.

People. Here, an abundant attitude would help us rise above sus-
picion and jealousy. It would mean eagerly helping others to become 
all they can be, with no fear that their success will hurt us.

Possibilities. Abundant thinking sees possibilities where others 
only see problems. It resists cynicism and keeps hope alive, always 
willing to work toward an increase in opportunity for one and all.

If life doesn’t “seem” or “feel” abundant to us, the problem is 
most likely inside us rather than outside. It’s probably not our circum-
stances that are scarce but our attitude. As far as the outside world 
is concerned, there’s a great deal of abundance to be enjoyed even in 
the midst of seemingly scarce circumstances. The happiest folks in 
the world are not always those who enjoy a wealth of external abun-
dance, but those who’ve decided to live with the attitude of abundance. 
They’ve figured out that whatever shortage of some things there may 
be in the world, there is no scarcity of any of the better things. If those 
are the things we want, there is plenty for everybody and then some!

Not what we have, but what we enjoy, 
constitutes our abundance.

J e a n  A n t o i n e  P e t i t - S e n n
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Discovery

Through every rift of discovery some 
seeming anomaly drops out of the darkness, 

and falls, a golden link into the great chain of order.

E d w i n  H u b b e l l  C h a p i n

Discoveries can be disappointing sometimes, but more 
often they’re delightful. Rather than resist or run away 

from them, we ought to welcome discoveries, even when they require 
us to make adjustments in the way we think and live. Every true and 
genuine discovery is always the revelation of a bit more of the “great 
chain of order.” Having discovered some new truth, we’re in a better 
position to see how wonderfully every truth is linked to all the others.

I always enjoy coming to know people who live with the expec-
tancy of delightful discovery. Such people seem to arise every day 
anticipating that they’re going to discover something, and when I 
interact with them, they whet my own appetite for learning. Someone 
has said that “the world is brimming with happy thoughts just waiting 
to be discovered.” I believe that’s a realistic way to look at life, and it’s 
a viewpoint that most of us would profit from if we made it our own.

J. Robert Oppenheimer made this comment: “Discovery follows 
discovery, each both raising and answering questions, each ending 
a long search, and each providing the new instruments for a new 
search.” None of us are completely ignorant, and none of us are com-
pletely knowledgeable; we are somewhere on a path between the two. 
Discoveries move us forward on the path. They show us things we 
didn’t know, but they also point us toward things yet to be learned.

It seems obvious, but it still needs to be pointed out that we 
won’t make discoveries if we don’t have courage. If we’re not willing to 
leave the safety of our present understanding, we won’t enjoy the thrill 
of seeing new vistas and new horizons. Fearful folks don’t forge ahead.

But discovery also takes faith. To be discoverers, we have to be 
willing to “see” some things before they can be seen! On some days, 
no new discovery will be “in sight,” and it’s on those days that we 
must keep our confidence up. Good things are waiting for those who 
form their hunches carefully and then follow their hunches intently.

They are ill discoverers that think there is no land, 
when they see nothing but sea.

F r a n c i s  B a c o n
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Triumph

The human soul, beaten down, overwhelmed, 
faced by complete failure and ruin, can still rise up 

against unbearable odds and triumph.

H a r o l d  R u s s e l l

Down but not out — that is the condition in which 
we often find ourselves. “Down” means we’ve suffered a 

setback and are perhaps discouraged, but we refuse to be “out,” that 
is, we refuse to believe the war is completely and permanently over. 
Having been knocked off our feet, we somehow still know that it’s 
possible to get back up and get back in the fight. The freedom of the 
human spirit is amazingly irrepressible. It’s virtually impossible to 
defeat a human being so decisively that he or she can’t make a come-
back. As long as life lasts, human beings are never “out.”

And yet, rarely do we triumph without having lost hope once 
or twice along the way. Discouragement is a thing that must be dealt 
with by everybody, even those who end up winning the victory. “It 
is only after an unknown number of unrecorded labors, after a host 
of noble hearts have succumbed in discouragement, convinced that 
their cause is lost; it is only then that the cause triumphs” (François 
Guizot). So when we’re discouraged, that’s not necessarily evidence of 
a lack of character. Discouragement is simply a part of the price that 
must be paid to attain our goals and win our victories.

When we’re discouraged, we owe it to those around us not to 
give up completely. By the choices we make in our own struggles, 
we either help or hinder others with their difficulties. As any soldier 
can tell you, individual examples of either courage or cowardice have 
a powerful effect on the morale of the unit as a whole. We need to 
make sure that our example has an encouraging effect on the “troops.”

Whether we’re thinking about our private problems or we’re con-
templating the larger warfare between good and evil, I believe there’s 
reason for us to have faith. No, the evidence is not unequivocal, but I 
believe there is sufficient evidence to suggest that persistence will pay 
off. On any given day, skirmishes may be lost here and there. But the 
finer things in this world come to those who move forward in confi-
dence — confidence that what’s right is stronger than what’s wrong.

In the end the good will triumph.

E u r i p i d e s
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Striving

Man must strive, and striving must err.
J o h a n n  W o l f g a n g  v o n  G o e t h e

Making a real effort almost always means we will 
make mistakes. Yet the possibility (or even the probability) 

of stumbling is not necessarily an argument for standing still. Errors 
notwithstanding, it often makes a lot of sense to keep striving.

Athletes know the difference between “playing to win” and “play-
ing to avoid losing.” The former is a positive, give-it-all-we’ve-got 
force, while the latter is simply a defensive posture, a game plan that 
has no higher goal than the avoidance of mistakes. Yet in life, as on 
the athletic field, the conservative attitude that always plays it safe is 
rarely the one that achieves great results, and most of us realize that 
there’s more honor in striving and erring than in not striving at all. 
“Far better it is to dare mighty things, to win glorious triumphs, even 
though checkered by failure, than to take rank with those poor spirits 
who neither enjoy much nor suffer much because they live in the gray 
twilight that knows not victory nor defeat” (Theodore Roosevelt).

The word “strife,” however, can have a bad connotation, and so 
we need to consider whether our striving is the good kind. We need 
to make sure of two things: (1) our tactics are honorable, and (2) our 
goals are worth fighting to achieve. Bertrand de Jouvenel asked the 
pertinent question when he said, “Year by year we are becoming better 
equipped to accomplish the things we are striving for. But what are 
we actually striving for?” Lest we become so preoccupied with the 
struggle that we forget what the struggle is about, we need to review 
our goals frequently and upgrade them if necessary.

Some people seem to think that the less pain and difficulty they 
experience, the happier they will be, and so they never do anything 
except take the path of least resistance. For them, the main thing in 
life is to avoid unpleasantness. Yet there’s an irony to human life, and 
it consists in the fact that tranquil things like peace and joy come not 
from rest but from struggle. The happy life is not the life of constant 
relaxation; it’s the life of conscience-driven labor. What we want is not 
the life of leisure; it’s the life of “strife” . . . in the good sense!

There’s life alone in duty done, 
And rest alone in striving.

J o h n  G r e e n l e a f  W h i t t i e r
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Rebuilding

God strikes at the core of our motivations. He is not interested 
in merely applying a new coat of paint, imposing a new set of rules. 

He wants to rebuild our minds and give us new values.

E r w i n  W .  L u t z e r

Have you ever considered how often we find our-
selves in the “rebuilding” mode? Not only do destructive 

events occur that require us to rebuild things that have been torn 
down, but even when they’re just left to themselves, things become 
dilapidated and have to be rebuilt. And the “damage” principle is not 
just true in the physical realm; it’s also true in the realm of personal 
character and relationships. Both within our own characters and in 
our dealings with other people, much of our most important work 
consists of building up again things that have been broken down.

Unfortunately, our rebuilding efforts are sometimes too superfi-
cial. When, for example, in our own lives we try to repair the damage 
we’ve done by a past mistake, it’s often the case that we don’t go deep 
enough. We try to talk our way out of problems we’ve behaved our 
way into. We work on fixing our personality when it’s our character 
that needs renovating. We whitewash our outward behavior when we 
should be radically rebuilding our principles, values, and aspirations.

Sometimes our lives have fallen into such disrepair that we’re 
embarrassed to let anyone know how much rebuilding we need to do. 
But really, there’s no shame in rebuilding. The shame would be in not 
doing so! When we’ve taken a wrong step, it’s extremely important 
that we choose our next step carefully. That step should be one that 
makes our situation better in some way. It should be a rebuilding step.

We should be encouraged by the fact that rebuilt things are often 
stronger than they were before. Breakdowns show us where we’re 
vulnerable, and while such feedback is painful, it’s also helpful (if we 
use it wisely). Having learned from our failures and reinforced the 
areas in which we’re weak, we’re much less likely to fail in those same 
areas again. And of all the things that are stronger when they’ve been 
rebuilt, none are stronger than the human heart. When a broken heart 
has been remade into a loving heart, that is a strong strength indeed.

And ruin’d love, when it is built anew, 
Grows fairer than at first, more strong, far greater.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e



February 1

Maps

Thought maps experience; fantasy colors it.
M a s o n  C oo  l e y

There is something in the human mind that moves us 
to make maps. We may not be interested in road maps, but 

even if we’re not, we still make “maps.” In one way or another, we feel 
compelled to describe the “territory” that we have traversed. “Thought 
maps experience,” as Cooley says, and “fantasy colors it.” Having 
experienced something, our minds “map” it, and then our fantasy 
“colors” it: showing what we wish our experience might have been and 
indicating hidden worlds that we hope to experience in the future.

If you’ve never been down a certain road, it often helps to have a 
detailed description of that road. The unknown is a bit fearful to us, 
and so before we leave home, many of us like to know exactly what’s 
ahead. But as helpful as certain kinds of maps may be, it’s not wise 
to become too dependent on them. “Even with the best of maps and 
instruments, we can never fully chart our territory” (Gail Pool). The 
most joyous people are those who are locked in on such a worthy 
destination that if the path takes an expected turn, they simply chalk it 
up to the “great adventure.” There is a sense in which if we have a good 
“compass” (a good goal based on sound principles), we don’t need a 
“map” (a description of what is going to happen to us along the way.)

Even so, maps are useful, and it’s only a fool who will disregard 
what someone else says who has “been there” before. If necessary, 
faith and courage will see us through uncharted territory, but if the 
territory has been charted, we are most unwise if we fail to profit from 
the maps that others have made. And if you’ve “been there,” you’d be 
foolish not to map that territory for your friends and loved ones.

Maps are wonderful motivators. The best maps make you want to 
explore the territory they describe; they invite you to experience what 
the mapmaker has experienced. So be careful which maps you consult. 
And more important, be careful which maps you make. When your 
mind maps your experience, make sure that it does so accurately, and 
when your fantasy colors the maps you’ve made, make sure that the 
fantasies are those that will encourage “adventure” in the best sense.

Maps encourage boldness. They’re like cryptic love letters. 
They make anything seem possible.

M a r k  J e n k i n s
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Rejuvenation

By no means every destruction has been followed by rejuvenation, 
and the great destroyers of life remain an enigma to us.

J a c o b  B u r c k h a r d t

Everywhere around us, the forces of erosion, dilapi-
dation, and destruction are at work. Some of these are 

forces of nature, while others are of human origin. In the physical 
world, nature has a marvelous ability to rejuvenate itself. After a forest 
fire, a forest grows back. But in human affairs, rejuvenation is not so 
automatic. Rejuvenation (“making young again”) requires conscious 
choice and hard work, and it’s sad but true: not everyone chooses to 
engage in that work. Some people are content just to be destroyers.

As important as the concept of rejuvenation is, however, we 
sometimes make too much of it, or at least we look at it in the wrong 
way. Great social value is placed on youth in our culture, so some 
people go to expensive (and ridiculous) lengths to try to rejuvenate 
themselves physically, as if the process of aging could be reversed. 
Certainly we need to make our bodies last as long as possible (so that 
while we live we can get as much good work done as possible), but if 
our efforts at rejuvenation spring from a fear of being anything other 
than young, then our efforts at rejuvenation will be misguided.

That said, it is also true that many of us should work harder at 
rejuvenation. The daily grind will grind us to dust if we don’t ap-
proach it with the proper attitude, and the destructive tendencies of 
modern life will crush and kill us if we don’t determine to resist them.

The highest kind of rejuvenation, of course, is the replenishment 
that we give to others. When the harmful forces of life have worn 
someone down, we never do a better thing than when we help them 
to be refreshed and reinvigorated. So as far as our reputations are con-
cerned, let’s work to be known as rejuvenators rather than destroyers.

There is no good alternative to rejuvenation. If we’re not growing 
(and growth requires frequent refreshment), then we’re simply giving 
in to the forces of destruction. Rejuvenation is not something that can 
be done once and then forgotten. It has to be repeated as often as we 
find ourselves exhausted. The cup of life has to be refilled every day.

We must always change, renew, 
rejuvenate ourselves; otherwise we harden.

J o h a n n  W o l f g a n g  v o n  G o e t h e
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Purity

I would be true, 
For there are those who trust me; 

I would be pure, 
For there are those who care.

H o w a r d  A .  W h e e l e r

We probably underestimate how much our cred-
ibility and positive influence depend on the main-

tenance of personal purity. When we indulge in morally 
wrongful actions, other people, even the immoral, lose confidence in 
our integrity, and that is one of the worst things that can happen.

Unfortunately, many people see purity as nothing more than 
“Puritanism.” The Puritans considered any sort of physical or tempo-
ral enjoyment to be evil, and so the term “Puritanism” came to mean 
rejection of any social pleasure at all. But surely that is an unwarranted 
view. Whatever good things in the world may have been perverted 
and turned into evil, there are still many wholesome things left, things 
which ought to be enjoyed in their rightful place. Purity, rightly 
considered, does not require us to become ascetics; it means we dis-
tinguish that which has not been corrupted from that which has, and 
commit ourselves to staying away from the latter completely. Above 
all, it means we discipline our thinking and acquire habits of thought 
that are clean and wholesome and constructive.

Maintaining purity of mind is no easy matter these days. Using 
their freedom of speech, the purveyors of entertainment (and even in-
formation) have surrounded us with stuff that is as toxic to our spirits 
as anything that ever polluted the natural environment. Surrounded 
by so much dirt, staying clean is hard work, to say the least.

Purity is not a gift that life confers on some and withholds from 
others. It is not the result of being born into a certain family or gradu-
ating from a certain university. It does not come from intelligence, tal-
ent, or any other natural endowment. It comes from within our hearts 
and it’s the result of watchfulness and self-discipline by each of us, day 
after day. Purity is hard to maintain and easy to lose. So today, let’s 
not forget its importance or fail to guard the great treasure that it is.

We often pray for purity, unselfishness, for the highest qualities of character, 
and forget that these things cannot be given, but must be earned.

L y m a n  A b b o t t
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Merit

Charm strikes the sight, but merit wins the soul.
A l e x a n d e r  P o p e

Merit (“excellence” or “virtue”) is an important con-
cept, but it is often misunderstood. Misconceptions 

and caricatures seem to crowd out the true meaning of the term.
For example, Christians who believe that salvation is by grace 

may recoil from the word “merit.” But the religious usage of the word 
(“spiritual credit granted for good works”) is not its only meaning.

Others, who know that “merit” can mean “deserving of approval 
or praise,” may think those who pursue merit are moved by a desire 
for praise. But as Plutarch observed, “Those who are greedy of praise 
prove that they are poor in merit.” And even Paul the Apostle could 
write, “We aim at what is honorable not only in the Lord’s sight but 
also in the sight of man” (Second Letter to the Corinthians).

It is a false modesty which says that nothing a person does can 
have any merit or be worthy of any approval. Augustus William Hare 
understood this when he wrote, “True modesty does not consist in an 
ignorance of our merits, but in a due estimate of them.” When we try 
to do what is right — that which has true merit — we don’t do it for 
the praise, but because it is honorable rather than reprehensible.

But there is another problem. Homer wrote, “How vain, without 
the merit, is the name.” When it comes to merit, we have a tendency 
to take shortcuts, wanting the appearance of merit without having 
done the work to acquire any. I have in my library a book entitled 
Faking It: How to Seem Like a Better Person Without Actually Improving 
Yourself. The book is humorous, written tongue-in-cheek, but it 
makes a very serious point. We want what Alexander Pope called 
“charm” rather than “merit.” But in the end, faking it is a losing battle.

There is a world of truth in the simple statement “Time will tell.” 
In the short run, those who have no real excellence of character may 
use outward appearances and personality techniques to get by. But in 
the long run, the tests of life will separate the pretenders from those 
who have sought true virtue. Right now, it may be hard to tell who has 
merit and who has only charm, but take my word for it: time will tell.

There is no merit where there is no trial; and until experience stamps the 
mark of strength, cowards may pass for heroes, and faith for falsehood.

A a r o n  H i l l
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Gentleness

There is nothing stronger in the world than gentleness.
H a n  S u y i n

There are few of us who don’t need to be more gen-
tle. Some of us may not have a naturally gentle disposition, 

while others may simply be too hurried and stressed to be gentle. But 
whatever the reason, our lack of gentleness can be very costly.

There is a type of person whose gentleness prevents him from 
ever acting with strength. This is gentleness to a fault, and it is really 
not gentleness — it is weakness. Gentleness does not lack strength, 
but it is strength under control. The gentle person, while capable of 
acting forcefully when the time comes, restrains the impulse to apply 
force, applying wisdom to the situation rather than just lashing out. 
The gentle do not use any more force than is needed. Not wanting to 
hurt us, they do not inflict any pain that is not truly necessary.

In fact, true gentleness of character is what allows us, when need 
be, to act strongly. “Be gentle,” said Lao Tzu, “and you can be bold.” 
People will only let you influence them with your strength when you 
have earned the right by having shown lots of gentleness on previous 
occasions. In your bank account with another person, if you haven’t 
already made lots of deposits by showing gentleness to them, you are 
going to overdraw your account if you hit them with a show of force.

On an even deeper level, however, we see that gentleness and 
strength are often identical. Indeed, gentleness is one of the strongest 
forces in the world. It is far stronger than the brute force that many 
people try to use, which is the point of the Latin proverb: “Power can 
do by gentleness what violence fails to accomplish.” Frustrated by a 
lack of results, we often resort to force (anger, raised voices, and ulti-
matums) when applying a softer touch would be more productive.

So let’s lay aside our misconception that being gentle is weak, 
and let’s work on being more gentle to those around us. It rarely mat-
ters whether folks deserve gentleness or not — usually they need it 
even if they don’t deserve it. James Matthew Barrie gave good advice 
when he said, “Always try to be a little kinder than necessary.” This is 
a rough world, and we are all being bruised in the battle. So when you 
deal with me, have a care. I am hurting, and I need some kindness.

Feelings are everywhere — be gentle.
J .  M a s a i
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Involvement

You can’t be detached and effective.
A b b a  E b a n

Effectiveness almost always requires involvement. In 
sports, for example, the spectators’ enthusiasm may be a factor, 

but basically, the outcome is determined by those who are involved in 
playing the game on the field, not by those who are just watching.

The concept of “involvement” is an interesting metaphor. The 
Latin verb involvere was a compound made up of in (“in”) + volvere 
(“to roll or turn”). Literally, then, if two things are “involved,” they are 
“rolled together” or “intertwined.” With this picture in mind, when 
we say that a person has gotten involved in some activity, we mean 
that he or she is “wrapped up” in it. Previously, they may have viewed 
the activity passively or from a distance, but now they and the activity 
are intertwined, like the strands of a rope. No longer are they passen-
gers, spectators, or commentators — now they are involved.

Don’t we need to be more involved with life and its worthwhile 
activities? I believe we do. In my own life, I constantly battle the 
temptation to back away from things, to remain passive. And to the 
extent that I give in to that temptation, I am the loser. What about 
you? In all honesty, what do you see in your life: a pattern of coura-
geous involvement and engagement, or a tendency to take the easy 
way out and remain passive? Are you “intertwined” with life or not?

I like to look at the difference between involvement and non-
involvement as the difference between going forward and going back-
ward. Am I going to get involved and engage this difficult, unpleasant 
thing that is on my “to do” list, or am I not? If I go ahead and get 
involved with the thing, I move forward, but if I back away from it 
and remain passive, I lose ground. It takes effort to overcome inertia 
and engage life, but there is no other way to avoid going backward. 
And if we’re going backward, we’re not really living; we’re dying.

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote, “Act — act in the living 
present, / Heart within, and God o’erhead.” I challenge you to do 
what Longfellow said: act. Be wise and careful, of course, but get in-
volved and act. Life’s a great drama, so participate and play your part!

To finish the moment, to find the journey’s end in every step of the road, 
to live the greatest number of good hours, is wisdom.

R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n
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Affection

Affection is responsible for nine-tenths of whatever 
solid and durable happiness there is in our natural lives.

C .  S .  L e w i s

Affection is not the only kind of love, and it doesn’t 
happen to be the highest kind, but affection is 

still a very wonderful thing. It is, as the American Heritage 
Dictionary describes it, “a fond or tender feeling toward another.” 
When we feel affection for someone, we not only love them, we like 
them. We like them with a warm, glowing desire. And the dictionary 
is probably right to include the word “tender.” When you find that 
the thought of being tender to a certain person is an inviting, pleasing 
thought, you’ve probably been bitten by the bug of affection.

Showing affection is indeed one of life’s most pleasurable experi-
ences. And the good news is, there’s no shortage of people to whom 
we may be affectionate. They’re there for the finding, if we care to 
look. It’s certainly a fact that having our affection rejected is a painful 
ordeal. When you like someone and they don’t like you back, it hurts 
as much now as it did in the third grade, if not more. But we shouldn’t 
let that stop us from finding others — others to whom we can have “a 
fond or tender feeling.” Those folks are well worth looking for.

Affection, whether we’re showing it or receiving it, has a “warm-
ing” effect on us. Its enjoyment is like the enjoyment of a fireplace 
on a winter’s evening. It’s a pleasure mingled with many good things: 
warmth, security, friendship, fellowship, and, of course, love.

Without affection, many of our other character traits will be 
barren, and maybe dangerous. Think, for example, of the harm that’s 
often done by the person who tells the truth, but without any affec-
tion. Or demonstrates courage, but without any affection. Or shows 
leadership, but without any affection. Affection is the quality that 
keeps our strength and intelligence from becoming brutal. It’s one of 
the main keys to effectiveness and emotional health. So if we’ve been 
holding back, either in giving or receiving affection, today would be a 
great day to get started learning a little fondness and tenderness.

Talk not of wasted affection, affection never was wasted; 
If it enrich not the heart of another, its waters, returning 

Back to their springs, like the rain, shall fill them full of refreshment; 
That which the fountain sends forth returns again to the fountain.

H e n r y  W a d s w o r t h  L o n g f e l l o w
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Unselfishness

There is a life that is worth living now as it was worth living 
in the former days, and that is the honest life, the useful life, 

the unselfish life, cleansed by devotion to an ideal.

H e n r y  V a n  D y k e

As character traits go, unselfishness would have 
to be ranked somewhere near the top of the list. 

Learning to seek the interests of others, and not merely our own, is 
one of the primary goals in life. Unselfishness is not only a virtue; it 
is one of the most basic virtues because it is the key that unlocks the 
door to so many other qualities we need to have. It is no small part of 
what Van Dyke calls the life “worth living.” But unselfishness is a trait 
that is both hard to acquire and hard to maintain.

Acquiring unselfishness. Dag Hammarskjöld once wrote, “To reach 
perfection, we must all pass, one by one, through the death of self-
effacement.” Letting go of self-centeredness is so hard that it really 
can be described as a death. Often it takes some life-altering crisis 
or trauma to separate us from our selfish concern. This concern is so 
dominant that it will not give up on us without being “crucified.”

Maintaining unselfishness. Learning to be unselfish is a choice 
that we make. But it’s not a choice that can be made and then forgot-
ten — it has to be made and remade every single day. Once we’ve 
acquired a measure of unselfishness, we must nurture it, increase it, 
and recommit ourselves regularly to an outward-focused life.

But when we’ve paid the price to make unselfishness a part of 
our character, we possess a treasure of immense value. It’s worth every 
bit of the sacrifice required to learn it and hold on to it. When Jesus 
of Nazareth said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive,” he said 
something that all of us know is true: those who choose to give are 
more fortunate (“blessed”) than those who do nothing but receive. 
The unselfish are the richest people on earth, even if they are poor.

Finally, unselfishness is probably the most transformative power 
in the world. It has the ability to take ordinary duties — even difficult 
ones — and turn them into acts of joyous love. When we not only “do 
things” but we do them for someone as a gift, the deeds become ex-
traordinary. For the unselfish, the mundane becomes quite marvelous.

Unselfishness turns burdens into life!

R o b e r t  H a r o l d  S c h u l l e r
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Tears

The soul would have no rainbow had the eye no tears.

J o h n  V a n c e  C h e n e y

It would be a mistake to try to avoid tears. As with many 
other “negative” experiences, we tend to say, “I want as little of 

that as possible in my life.” But tears have a value and a place in our 
lives that we should not be quick to dismiss. As John Vance Cheney 
reminds us, “The soul would have no rainbow had the eye no tears.”

Those who try to implement a “No Tears” philosophy can only 
do so by denying the brokenness of the world. If we are honest, we 
have to recognize this fact: there are many things about the world that 
can only be responded to with tears, at least if we have any sympathy 
or tenderness about us. So what should we do concerning the broken-
ness of the world? Refuse to face the facts or pretend that it isn’t so? 
Live in a make-believe world where “everything is wonderful”?

No, none of these forms of denial are appropriate to engage in. 
Granted, the heartbreaking aspects of life are never the whole truth 
about the world, and we should make up our minds to remember 
the larger perspective — but even so, we should not automatically 
run away from things that cause us to cry. Unpleasantness is not to 
be avoided at all costs, and we should not necessarily shun contact 
with sorrow. As we mature, we come to grips with the fact that life is 
indeed a bittersweet experience, a mixture of emotions. We learn to be 
thankful for both the joy of the laughter and the value of the tears.

There is, however, one kind of tears that we should try to keep 
to a minimum, and that is the tears of other people that result from 
misdeeds on our part. It is true, as someone has said, that the hardest 
tears to bear are those that we ourselves have caused, and these should 
certainly be avoided by refraining from the deeds that cause them.

One remarkable aspect of tears is the way they bond us to other 
people heart-to-heart. If we had our choice, perhaps we wouldn’t 
want to be crying at all, but when we not only cry but we cry with 
others, we find the experience to be truly transforming. Tears that, 
shed in isolation, might harm us may heal us when shed in company.

It is sweet to mingle tears with tears; 
Griefs, where they wound in solitude, 

Wound more deeply.

S e n e c a
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Softness

He only is advancing in life whose heart is getting softer, whose blood 
warmer, whose brain quicker, whose spirit is entering into living peace.

J o h n  R u s k i n

Softness suggests many things to many people. The 
American Heritage Dictionary lists a total of seventeen meanings 

for “soft,” and most of those are divided into several sub-meanings. So 
“softness” is a complicated word, but several of the ways it can be used 
suggest some character concepts that we would do well to consider.

For example, soft can mean “easily molded.” Don’t we want to be 
teachable and easily influenced by whatever is good? Another mean-
ing of soft is “not loud or harsh.” Don’t we want to be measured and 
reasonable in our speech, rather than be a crank or a loudmouth? 
Another meaning is “subdued, not glaring.” Wouldn’t we rather avoid 
being known as “glaring” in our personal characteristics? Another 
meaning is “of a gentle disposition, tender.” Isn’t that the way we 
want to be? And finally, soft can mean “affectionate.” Who among us 
doesn’t recognize affection as a positive personal quality?

All of the above attributes suggested by “softness” are admirable 
in one way or another. But perhaps many men would say, “That’s not 
the way I want to be. I want to be masculine.” What about that argu-
ment? Are masculinity and softness mutually exclusive? I don’t believe 
so. Using the soft touch may be a bit hard for some men, but even the 
strongest of men can learn to be gentle when the need arises. It is a 
considerable challenge, but it is not impossible to be a man of “steel 
and velvet,” as Abraham Lincoln was described by Carl Sandburg.

Softness is one of the most helpful gifts we can give to others, 
especially when they are hurting. We all want our doctors and den-
tists to be gentle, and most of us want our friends to be that way too. 
Balancing our “steel” with some “velvet” is a friendly thing to do.

It is never a waste of time to act in love and tenderness toward 
those around us, that is, to give the gift of softness. When others do 
not return the gift, but act harshly toward us, we may be tempted to 
respond in kind. But it is still worthwhile to show gentleness — if for 
no other reason than that is what will keep our hearts from hardening.

Love is never lost. If not reciprocated it will 
flow back and soften and purify the heart.

W a s h i n g t o n  I r v i n g
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Honor

To esteem everything is to esteem nothing.
M o l i è r e

A person is not honorable if everything that person 
encounters is given equal honor. The fact is, some 

things, and even some people, are more praiseworthy than others. 
Distinguishing what is praiseworthy from what is not, and relating 
oneself accordingly, is one of life’s major responsibilities. True, it takes 
humility, wisdom, and carefulness to make proper evaluations, and we 
should all stand ready to be corrected and have our decisions im-
proved. But value judgments must still be made, and the person who 
won’t make them has less regard for honor than he should have.

We live in an age all but obsessed with “self-image.” But a 
healthy self-image doesn’t come from being told that we’re wonder-
ful regardless of the evidence of our conduct. Instead, it comes from 
honoring what is honorable outside of ourselves and then keeping our 
conduct consistent with that ideal. If we know we’re not acting hon-
orably, we not only won’t feel good about ourselves, but we shouldn’t 
feel that way. Conscience is always the key to self-esteem.

Frankly, we all find ourselves now and then in the position of 
having acted dishonorably. In this position, the honorable person will 
act honorably toward the dishonor that he’s done! He will acknowl-
edge it without excuse and try to rectify it in every way possible. 
There is nobody in the world who doesn’t fall into dishonor occasion-
ally, but it’s the next step that’s critical. With that step, we either re-
deem our honor or bury it more deeply in the dirt. In fact, there may 
be no greater test of our honor than what we do in the face of failure.

Given the difficulty of repairing our honor when it’s been dam-
aged, it makes sense to live so that it doesn’t have to be repaired very 
often. When we’re tempted to compromise our convictions, we must 
learn to say no. Our souls must not be for sale. There must be limits 
beyond which we simply will not go. Based on new learning, we may 
need to adjust those limits and refine them, but we dare not dispense 
with them for the sake of expediency or even urgency. If we’re wise, 
we won’t let go of our honor — “not no way, not no how.”

Never give in — in nothing, great or small, large or petty 
— except to convictions of honor and good sense.

W i n s t o n  C h u r c h i l l
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Freedom

True freedom is to share 
All the chains our brothers wear 
And, with heart and hand, to be 

Earnest to make others free!

J a m e s  R u s s e l l  L o w e l l

Like many of the other qualities we’ve discussed, 
freedom is not only a blessing to be appreciated — 

it’s a gift to be given. To whatever extent we ourselves are free, 
we should pause frequently to give thanks for that. But it’s almost al-
ways true that our freedoms were purchased by the sacrifices of others, 
and so proper gratitude for freedom has to include deeds as well as 
words. As a free people, our deeds must be those that lift the burdens 
of those less free. True freedom, as Lowell wrote, is to share “all the 
chains our brothers wear.” It is to be “earnest to make others free!”

There are many kinds of bondage, of course, and some of them 
are self-inflicted. Some forms of enslavement are personal, rather than 
political or social. Some are on the other side of the world, rather 
than near at hand. But however and wherever human beings languish 
for lack of freedom, our hearts must be touched by the injustice of 
their condition. If we ever fail to act with compassion and courage on 
behalf of the downtrodden and the oppressed, we will have departed 
from the morality that has made our civilization great.

Abraham Lincoln, whose greatness we remember today, was 
exemplary in his concern for freedom. Few figures in our history stand 
out as having sacrificed more for the cause of freedom than Lincoln.

But Lincoln would very likely be disturbed by much that goes on 
today in the name of freedom. He would be appalled by our softness, 
our self-indulgence, and our evasion of personal responsibility. He 
would be shocked by the socially destructive uses to which some put 
their freedom. He would be saddened to see how selfishly we define 
freedom and how shortsighted we are in our promotion of it.

To honor freedom — and to celebrate the life of a man like 
Lincoln — we must do more than join organizations and attend ral-
lies. We must sweat for it, and having defended it for ourselves and 
others, we must use it as a people who know right from wrong.

We have confused the free with the free and easy.

A d l a i  S t e v e n s o n
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Joy

Happiness depends on what happens; joy does not.
O s w a l d  C h a m b e r s

With regard to joy, the first thing we need to know 
is this: joy is not the same thing as happiness. As 

its spelling indicates, “happiness” has to do with “happenings.” It is 
what we feel when what is happening is pleasant. And since what is 
happening is often beyond our control, happiness is an “iffy” thing. 
Indeed, the Middle English root from which we get both “happen” 
and “happy” is hap (“luck, fortune, chance”). Sometimes our circum-
stances may “happen” to be pleasant, but at other times they may not.

Joy, on the other hand, results from the way we think. As Tim 
Hansel has put it, “Happiness is a feeling. Joy is an attitude.” It’s the 
contentment that comes from trusting that which is trustworthy — 
and the excitement that comes from doing deeds that are based on that 
trust. Unlike happiness, which may or may not come our way when 
we want it to, joy is a quality that can always be ours, and it is a far 
greater thing to aspire to. “The word ‘joy’ is too great and grand to be 
confused with the superficial things we call happiness” (Kirby Page).

To a large extent, joy is a by-product of having aligned ourselves 
with the true-north principles of right and wrong (honesty, courage, 
justice, etc.). If our conscience knows that we’re guilty of wrongdoing, 
there can be no true joy for us, even if the present moment may be 
making us happy. Thomas à Kempis was correct: “No man can safely 
rejoice unless he possesses the testimony of a good conscience.”

So joy (or at least being open to joy) is a choice we can make for 
ourselves. But more than that, it’s a gift we can give to others. When 
we are joyless, we depress and discourage those who have to have 
dealings with us — on the other hand, we honor and benefit them 
when we present our “self ” to them as a joyful self.

Joy is a wonderfully democratic thing. It is available to all, not 
just the privileged few. And not only is it available to all, but the ex-
perience of it is the same for everybody. When one person tastes true 
joy, the taste of it is no less exquisite than it is for any other person, no 
matter how different the individuals may be in other respects. In the 
very highest sense, then, joy is an “equal opportunity” virtue.

Bliss is the same in subject or in king.
A l e x a n d e r  P o p e
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Friendliness

It is not, as somebody once wrote, the smell of cornbread that calls us 
back from death; it is the lights and signs of love and friendship.

J o h n  C h e e v e r

When we make the choice to be friendly rather 
than unfriendly, we open the door to one of 

the best compartments of the good life. “Friends are the 
sunshine of life” ( John Hay). But it is a choice that we must make. 
Friendliness should be more than a mood that comes over us. It 
should be an act of the will, a decision to live in a certain way.

“Friendliness,” as opposed to “friendship,” is a fondness for friend-
ship, a disposition in that direction, a determination to make decisions 
that favor friendship. It’s an attitude which says, “I see the value of 
friends, and I want to do my part to foster friendly relationships.”

Friendliness is one of the qualities we need to have if we intend 
to grow throughout life rather than stagnate. Friendly people are open 
to new friendships, and as they acquire them, they find their lives ex-
panding in healthy ways. Without neglecting their old friends, those 
who have the quality of friendliness welcome the chance to dem-
onstrate that attitude to new people in new situations. Sarah Orne 
Jewett said it colorfully: “Yep, old friends are always best, unless you 
can catch a new one that’s fit to make an old one out of.”

Today happens to be a day set aside for some special gestures 
of friendship. Who are those to whom you will give or send some 
Valentine’s greeting today? Chances are, they’re special people you 
need to be thankful for . . . and show friendship to on other days too.

We don’t always have to be in close proximity to our friends, but 
it’s important to know that we have them. It’s important to know 
that, somewhere, there are those who know us, like us, and trust us.

There is a sense in which friendliness is a measure of character. 
By this I don’t mean that those with outgoing personalities have a 
better character than others, but simply that the choice to welcome 
friendships into our lives (along with the work necessary to nurture 
them) is an indication of character. In the end, we’ll enjoy little else 
that we’ve accomplished if we haven’t been fond of friendship.

A man cannot be said to succeed in life 
who does not satisfy one friend.

H e n r y  D a v i d  T h o r e a u
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Exercise

True enjoyment comes from activity of the mind and exercise of the body.
A l e x a n d e r  v o n  H u m b o l d t

Exercise should be thought of as a benefit rather 
than a chore. The very word sounds like something unpleas-

ant, an experience to be endured only because it is good for us. But 
rightly defined and properly appreciated, exercise is seen to be a 
privilege. Strictly speaking, “exercise” is part of a group of words that 
refer to “activities undertaken for training in some skill,” but for the 
purposes of our discussion today, let’s think of it simply as “activity.” 
In terms of our character, don’t we want to be people of activity rather 
than inactivity. Don’t we want to be people who “exercise” ourselves?

When most people think of exercise, they think only of physical 
or bodily exercise, and while that is not the only kind (as we shall see 
in a moment), it is certainly an important kind. In our sedentary so-
ciety, most of us get far too little physical exercise. Consequently, our 
bodies atrophy and become less and less capable of doing what needs 
to be done. We should see our bodies as the instruments through 
which our minds do their work, and we should be good stewards of 
our bodies, taking care of them so as to get the maximum mileage out 
of them. As Socrates said, “We can do nothing without the body; let 
us always take care that it is in the best condition to sustain us.”

But bodily exercise is not the only kind we need. Our minds 
need to engage in activity as well, and if we don’t exercise them, they 
will surely become “flabby.” If we’re wise, we’ll put our minds through 
their paces every day, forcing them to get up and get to work.

Both bodily and mentally, exercise (or activity) is the only way 
to improve, to make progress, and to go forward. As Hugh Blair put it, 
“Exercise is the chief source of improvement in our faculties.” And 
really, there is no safe middle ground. Either we are, by exercise, going 
forward or we’re sliding backward. To live passively and do nothing 
is to die. If we would live, we must act, and if we would advance, we 
must be active. So “exercise” is not such a bad thing after all, is it?

Keep the faculty of effort alive in you by a little gratuitous exercise 
every day. That is, be systematically ascetic or heroic in little unnecessary 
points, do every day or two something for no other reason than that you 

would rather not do it, so that when the hour of dire need draws nigh, it may 
find you not unnerved and untrained to stand the test.

W i l l i a m  J a m e s
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Liberality

Liberality consists less in giving a great deal than in gifts well timed.
J e a n  d e  L a  B r u y è r e

Set aside for a moment the concept of political or re-
ligious “liberalism” and consider that the basic mean-

ing of “liberality” is generosity. Coming into English from 
the Latin liber (“free”), the word suggests that in the matter of giving, 
a liberal person gives freely rather than in a stingy or miserly way. The 
character trait of liberality means that we have open hearts and hands. 
When wisdom indicates that a thing is to be done, we do it gener-
ously, wanting to do as much (rather than as little) as possible.

But people who have learned the skill of liberality know that it 
involves more than just the giving of gifts. As Jean de La Bruyère 
noted, “Liberality consists less in giving a great deal than in gifts well 
timed.” If there is the question of how much we should give, there are 
also the questions of when we should give and in what manner. Since 
the “how” of giving is every bit as important as the “how much,” it 
takes wisdom, thoughtfulness, and empathy to be authentically liberal.

Indeed, if we just toss gifts here, there, and everywhere, we are 
not being generous but careless. If you give me a gift of money, the 
gift will not mean nearly as much if I know you are wasteful in the 
management of your finances. So James Boswell was exactly right 
when he said, “If a man is prodigal, he cannot be truly generous.”

But real generosity is ironic in that it makes us richer while hold-
ing on to our treasures makes us poorer. The Book of Proverbs puts it 
this way: “There is one who scatters, yet increases more; and there is 
one who withholds more than is right, but it leads to poverty.”

Some people think liberality is a sign of weakness. A judge, for 
example, who shows mercy to a guilty defendant might be thought of 
as weak in comparison to a judge who takes a tougher approach. And 
a nation that deals generously with other nations in its foreign policy 
might not be considered as strong as a nation that takes a military 
approach to every issue. In the long run, however, individuals (and na-
tions) who have been generous end up being stronger than those who 
have chosen not to be. It is an undeniable fact of life: generosity can 
do many things that brute force is incapable of.

The hand of liberality is stronger than the arm of power.
S a a d i
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Blessing

O God, animate us to cheerfulness. 
May we have a joyful sense of our blessings.

W i l l i a m  E l l e r y  C h a n n i n g

Blessings arrive so often in our lives that it’s hard 
to catch up with our ever-increasing debt of grati-

tude. Just when we think we’ve made an appreciative inventory of 
the good things we’ve been blessed with, more good things show up. 
As somebody said, counting our blessings is an arithmetic that’s hard 
to master. We could all use a more “joyful sense of our blessings.”

Occasionally we refer to some grace we’ve received as a “mixed” 
blessing. But really, there is no other kind. Most blessings require some 
sort of sacrifice. The price is often well worth paying, considering the 
benefit, but the fact remains, some things have to be relinquished in 
order for other things to be gained. And not only that, most blessings 
have some responsibilities attached to them. In the real world, very few 
of our blessings are pure, unalloyed pleasure — most come mixed with 
sacrifice and responsibility. There is, as they say, no free lunch.

Out of all the things that we’d consider our blessings, the best 
are surely the people we’ve had the privilege of knowing and inter-
acting with. In each of our lives, there are at least a few people who 
have been such a blessing that we’d say it would have been worth 
being born into the world just to have the opportunity to know those 
people. In most of our lives, in fact, there are several such people.

Without a doubt, all of us have been blessed. But more impor-
tant than the fact of having been blessed is the opportunity to be a 
blessing to others. However we would define the “good life,” there 
should be something in our definition that involves adding a touch 
of grace to someone else’s life. And of all the skills we might want to 
have, none is more valuable than the skill “to soothe and to bless.”

Dear Lord, for all in pain 
We pray to thee; 

O come and smite again 
Thine enemy. 

Give to thy servants skill, 
To soothe and to bless, 
And to the tired and ill 

Give quietness.

A m y  C a r m i c h a e l
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Persistence

If you stop every time a dog barks, your road will never end.
A r a b i a n  P r o v e r b

Most of the good things in life are accomplished by 
people who kept going when it would have been 

easy to quit. Persistence is a key that unlocks many wonderful 
doors, and we would do well to use that key more often. If we don’t 
persist, we won’t get to the end of any road that’s worth traveling.

Among my most favorite quotations is one by A. B. Meldrum. 
He said, “Bear in mind, if you are going to amount to anything, that 
your success does not depend upon the brilliancy and the impetuos-
ity with which you take hold, but upon the everlasting and sanctified 
bull-doggedness with which you hang on after you take hold.”

The “everlasting and sanctified bull-doggedness” of which 
Meldrum spoke requires at least two things: (1) the ability to visualize 
our goals, and (2) the ability to go toward our goals with an unstop-
pable determination. Without the second of these, the first is of little 
use. “The person who makes a success of living is the one who sees his 
goal steadily and aims for it unswervingly” (Cecil B. DeMille).

One reason many of us do not persist in pursuing our goals is 
that we have not made any real commitment to those goals. There is a 
world of truth in the Chinese proverb which says, “Great souls have 
wills, feeble ones only wishes.” Most of the time, when we think we 
have set a goal for ourselves, all we have done is to think, “It would 
be nice if __________ happened.” But thinking that a certain thing 
would be nice is a long way from committing ourselves to it as an 
actual goal. And the persistence required to reach difficult goals comes 
from serious commitments. It does not come from wishes.

Persistence would be no great feat if there were no obstacles in 
our path. But as all of us have noticed, there are many obstacles. We 
have made mistakes, and those mistakes tend to discourage us. We 
have failed in the pursuit of some of our goals, and those failures 
tend to disillusion us. But unless we intend to sit down and give up 
the journey (which is not an honorable option), our obstacles should 
not be seen as anything more than temporary delays. As long as our 
conscience tells us that our goals are good, we must keep going!

Even after a bad harvest there must be sowing.
S e n e c a
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Ideas

The history of mankind is the history of ideas.
L u d w i g  v o n  M i s e s

The thing that we call “history” is produced not by 
events but by ideas. History is a record of events, obviously, 

but it was ideas that produced the events, and so the real story of the 
human race is the story of the ideas that have moved people to do the 
things they have done. Had the ideas been different, the events would 
have been different. As the ideas go, so goes the “story.”

One reason ideas are so important is that they produce our per-
sonal character. For better or worse, the kind of people we turn out to 
be is determined by our thinking. Mohandas Gandhi said it well: “A 
man is but a product of his thoughts; what he thinks, that he be-
comes.” Some ideas produce Adolf Hitlers, while other ideas produce 
Abraham Lincolns. If we have bad character, we may try to blame it 
on our ancestors or our environment, but our character has, in fact, 
resulted from our own thinking (i.e., from our ideas).

Ideas, at least good ones, are not things to be afraid of. I like 
what Mark Van Doren said about “entertaining” ideas: “Bring ideas in 
and entertain them royally, for one of them may be the king.”

The mistake that many of us make is entertaining only com-
fortable ideas, and by that I mean those that we already agree with. 
Especially as we age, we find it more difficult to stretch our minds and 
to evaluate new ideas. Indeed, one measure of our age is the amount 
of pain we feel when we come in contact with a new idea. But if we 
never think anything but comfortable thoughts, we’re probably not 
going to be thinking some new thoughts that we need to think.

Given the far-reaching consequence of our ideas, we need to be 
careful about the ideas we allow to take up residence in our minds. 
Albert Einstein said, “If most of us are ashamed of shabby clothes and 
shoddy furniture, let us be more ashamed of shabby ideas and shoddy 
philosophies.” Most of us have been too careless in accumulating our 
ideas. It would do us good to take more responsibility for our thinking 
and to be more selective in acquiring the ideas that will shape us and 
bear fruit as the garden of our life grows to maturity.

Good thoughts bear good fruit, bad thoughts bear 
bad fruit — and man is his own gardener.

J a m e s  A l l e n
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Ideals

Ideals are like the stars. We never reach them but, 
like the mariners on the sea, we chart our course by them.

C a r l  S h u r z

Ideals are ideas of a particular kind. They are ideas about 
how we think things in the world ought to be — and how we want 

them to be. They are, as Shurz suggests, the “stars” by which we navi-
gate: our principles, values, goals, standards, and aspirations.

Our ideals are very important, to say the least, and because they 
are important, they should be protected. From time to time, it is wise 
to reevaluate our ideals. Occasionally, we may need to change them or 
improve them. But once we have determined what our ideals are, we 
should refuse to give them up. Our ideals should never be for sale.

It’s a hard world, and all of us face situations in which we are 
tempted to sell out and compromise our ideals. But Charles R. 
Swindoll was right when he said, “Character is always lost when a 
high ideal is sacrificed on the altar of conformity and popularity.”

But in addition to guarding our ideals, we need to follow them. 
As our guiding “stars,” they won’t help us if we don’t steer by them. 
When we are making decisions, especially the big decisions in life, we 
need to pay less attention to the difficulties of the immediate moment 
and more attention to our ideals. “Never look down to test the ground 
before taking your next step: only he who keeps his eye fixed on the 
far horizon will find his right road” (Dag Hammarskjöld). So our 
highest thoughts should be the ones that guide our decisions.

If it’s important to be mindful of our own ideals, then we should 
pay attention to the ideals of others as well. Specifically, we need to 
consider people’s ideals when we are forming our judgments or assess-
ments of them. As Harold Nicolson said, “We are all inclined to judge 
ourselves by our ideals, but others, by their acts.” How much better it 
would be if, when we are forming judgments of our friends and loved 
ones, we took their ideals into account. They may have fallen short of 
their ideals (just as we have fallen short of ours), but that which they 
are striving for should count for something. The thing that matters is 
not only where a person is right now but where they desire to go.

I love you for what you are, but I love you yet more for what you are going 
to be. I love you not so much for your realities as for your ideals.

C a r l  S a n d b u r g
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Frugality

Frugality includes all the other virtues.
C i c e r o

Frugality may not be a word we use very often, but it 
is an important word and a good word. To be “frugal” is 

to be economical in the way we use or spend our resources, especially 
our money. The frugal person is not stingy, but he is, in a prudent way, 
saving and sparing. Benjamin Franklin, who was known for traits like 
frugality, summed it up with this advice: “Make no expense but to do 
good to others or yourself — that is, waste nothing.”

It would be possible, of course, to be too frugal. A “miser” is a 
person who is frugal to a fault; he has carried a good idea to a harmful 
extreme, having forgotten, perhaps, that our blessings are given to us 
to be used and enjoyed. Our blessings were not meant to be hoarded.

But not many of us have the problem of being too frugal. We 
tend more in the direction of wastefulness than miserliness,  and so 
we could stand to be more frugal than we are right now. In the afflu-
ent countries where many of us live, there is such an abundance of ev-
erything, we are not as careful as we would be if life’s necessities were 
more scarce. When there is a surplus of so many things, we tend to be 
wasteful, and we need to be reminded of the benefits of frugality.

Cicero said, “Men do not realize how great an income thrift is.” 
At our places of work, most of us would like to get a “raise” more 
often than we do, but we could give ourselves a raise by being more 
frugal. It is true, as the saying goes, that “a penny saved is a penny 
earned.” When we save more, we have more resources available when 
legitimate needs arise, just as if we had received an increase in pay. So 
being poor is no reason not to be frugal. Indeed, the less we are paid 
for our work, the more it “pays” us to eliminate wasteful spending.

Finally, we should be reminded that frugality is not opposed to 
generosity. In fact, it is frugality that opens the door to generosity and 
makes it possible for us to give to other people. If we wastefully spend 
everything that comes to us, then we won’t have anything to give 
when the need arises. So one of the best arguments for frugality is 
that it provides us a fund of resources from which we may draw when 
the time comes to be generous to those in need.

Because of frugality, one is generous.
L a o  T z u
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Liberty

Those who expect to reap the blessings of freedom 
must, like men, undergo the fatigue of supporting it.

T h om  a s  P a i n e

At this late date, it is hard for us to imagine the fires 
of hope that burned in the hearts of those who 

fought for our liberty as a nation. As Pearl S. Buck sug-
gested, “None who have always been free can understand the terrible 
fascinating power of the hope of freedom to those who are not free.” 
We can hardly identify with the motivation of a man like George 
Washington, whose birthday is today. But we need to be reminded of 
the qualities that made him one of the world’s legendary liberators.

Service. You don’t have to read very far into Washington’s letters 
and private papers to see that he was deeply moved by the concept 
of service to his peers. Even after the Revolutionary War, when he 
dreamed of living in well-earned peace at Mount Vernon, his beloved 
home, he answered the call when his fellow citizens asked him to 
leave retirement and lead the new nation as its first president. For 
him, service was not a philosophical theory but an actual way of life.

Self-sacrifice. It is nearly miraculous that Washington was not 
killed on the battlefield. He fought alongside his men and shared their 
living conditions. Never do we see him taking thought for his own 
safety or comfort — for him, the common good had a higher priority. 
Here was a man who would put his life on the line for liberty.

Steadfastness. The Revolutionary War was not won overnight, and 
the infancy of the nation lasted a painfully long time. If Washington 
ever thought about giving up, he apparently said no to that thought. 
The liberties we enjoy were secured by leaders who knew how to stay 
the course. And today, steadfastness is no less vital to the preservation 
of our liberty than it was to its attainment in the first place.

Like most of the good things that come to us in this world, lib-
erty is a trust, a stewardship. Its blessings come with duties attached 
to them, and we must discharge these duties faithfully. Doing so is 
not a burden; it’s a privilege. So let’s conduct ourselves in such a way 
that the work of men like Washington will not have been in vain.

A free man is as jealous of his responsibilities 
as he is of his liberties.

C y r i l  J a m e s
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Progressiveness

There can be no progress if people have no faith in tomorrow.

J o h n  F.  K e n n e d y

Without knowing you, I don’t know whether “pro-
gressiveness” sounds like a positive word to you or 

not. These days, progressiveness means many different things, and 
not all of the meanings are good. But to simplify matters, let’s con-
sider “progressive” to be the opposite of “regressive.” At your funeral, 
would you rather be described as having been a person who was pro-
gressive or one who was regressive? Most of us, I expect, would prefer 
a reputation for having been progressive and forward-looking.

Henry Ford once remarked that a “fever of newness has every-
where been confused with the spirit of progress.” Unfortunately, some 
who consider themselves progressive are not really progressive; they 
just want change — change for the sake of change, whether it’s actu-
ally needed or not. But obviously, change is not always progress. “Is it 
progress if a cannibal uses a fork and knife?” (Stanislaw Lec).

But sometimes change is, in fact, necessary in order to make 
progress, and moving forward can be frightening. It involves risk, and 
it takes courage. “All progress is precarious, and the solution of one 
problem brings us face to face with another problem” (Martin Luther 
King Jr.). The courage to make progress requires a certain amount of 
faith and hope. As Norman Cousins said, “Progress begins with the 
belief that what is necessary is possible.” And as John F. Kennedy put 
it, “There can be no progress if people have no faith in tomorrow.” 
True progress is made not by cynics but by optimists.

Of course, the best kind of progress is personal progress — the kind 
that starts on the inside of us and then moves outward. That’s the kind 
of progressiveness that most of us need to work on. It is fine to lead 
others in the direction of positive change, but we can hardly do that 
if we’re not making positive changes in our own character. So let’s do 
that. Let’s point ourselves forward and strive to do better tomorrow 
than we did today. Let’s not stand still but rather make progress!

I find the great thing in this world is not so much where we stand, 
as in what direction we are moving: to reach the port of heaven, we must 

sail sometimes with the wind and sometimes against it — but we 
must sail, and not drift, nor lie at anchor.

O l i v e r  W e n d e l l  H o l m e s  S r .
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Closure

You do what you have to do to give people closure.
J o h n  S c a l z i

Some people are not bothered by “loose ends” as much 
as others, but all of us, to some extent, find incom-

pleteness to be frustrating. We like to see unfinished business 
finished, and we prefer projects to be wrapped up rather than left 
hanging. In short, we see “closure” as a positive goal worth pursuing.

The fact that most people are this way is no coincidence. I 
believe that a desire or need for closure is deep within us. We live in 
a broken world where there is much incompleteness and many of our 
longings seem to go unfulfilled. Both in the small details of daily liv-
ing and in the big picture of life, we sense that, somehow, things are 
not as they should be. And so we yearn for a perfection, a complete-
ness that is not ours to enjoy at present. Sometimes our yearning for 
closure can be so deep that it is painful, but as Augustine of Hippo 
observed, “Anxiety has its use, stimulating us to seek with keener 
longing for that security where peace is complete and unassailable.”

Of course, if we’re looking for some golden age when all of the 
loose ends will be tied up and everything will be perfect, then we’re 
looking for something that is not going to be found in this world. In 
the here and now, there is no such thing as complete closure, and we 
need to come to terms with that. As far as “life under the sun” is con-
cerned, the writer of Ecclesiastes was exactly right: “What is crooked 
cannot be made straight, and what is lacking cannot be numbered.”

Nevertheless, while we sojourn in this world there are specific 
projects that we can bring to completion, and while we have the op-
portunity we should do so. We should finish as much of our work as 
we can. Not only that, but we need to serve those around us in such 
a way that we help them close the open loops in their own lives. As 
John Scalzi said, “You do what you have to do to give people closure.”

To sum up, then, we need “initiative” (the ability to get things 
started) and also “finishiative” (the ability to complete what has been 
started). Getting started is obviously important, but without closure 
many of our good deeds will be less good. “It is well thou hast begun, 
go on; it is the end that crowns us, not the fight” (Robert Herrick).

The virtue of deeds lies in completing them.
A r a b i a n  P r o v e r b
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Edification

Why build these cities glorious 
If man unbuilded goes? 

In vain we build the world, unless 
The builder also grows.

E d w i n  M a r k h a m

In today’s reading, we are considering an older word 
that has fallen out of general use, but one that still 

has some good things to teach us. The word “edify” comes 
from a Latin verb meaning “to build.” An “edifice” is a thing that has 
been “built,” so we call it a “building.” Figuratively, then, to edify is to 
“build up.” When one person edifies another, he or she strengthens the 
other intellectually, morally, or spiritually. And surely, that’s what we 
should want to do: build others up rather than tear them down.

Modern civilization has many impressive building projects to its 
credit. As far as physical buildings are concerned, we have excelled. 
But we have, perhaps, neglected the matter of personal building, 
the constructing of our citizens’ inward character and integrity, and 
Edwin Markham was right to ask, “Why build these cities glorious 
/ If man unbuilded goes?” Skyscrapers and sports arenas are of little 
importance if our civilization fails in the upbuilding of its people.

To build others up, we have to discipline ourselves for their sake. 
For example, I will be careful about my speech if my goal is to edify 
and uplift those around me. Rather than saying everything that is in 
my mind, I will limit my speech to words that are constructive. My 
inner thoughts may be truthful, but not every truth needs to be spo-
ken — for the simple reason that not every truth edifies.

In the final analysis, it is love that produces edification. Paul 
the Apostle wrote that “knowledge puffs up, but love edifies” (First 
Corinthians 8:1). In other words, knowledge makes us proud, but 
love makes us helpful. When we are moved by real love, we will want 
nothing for those around us except that which will build them up. 
Indeed, those who have dealings with us should have the confidence 
that we will do nothing but strengthen them. When experience has 
taught them that we will refrain from any word or deed that will not 
be helpful to them, we will have given them one of life’s greatest gifts.

Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, leading to edification.

P a u l  t h e  A p o s t l e
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Serenity

We are split personalities. We swear allegiance to one set of principles 
and live by another. We extol self-control and practice self-indulgence. 

We proclaim brotherhood and harbor prejudice. We laud character but strive 
to climb to the top at any cost. We erect houses of worship, but our shrines 
are our places of business and recreation. We are suffering from a distressing 
cleavage between the truths we affirm and the values we live by. Our souls 

are the battlegrounds for civil wars, but we are trying to live 
serene lives in houses divided against themselves.

M e l v i n  W h e a t l e y

To be serene is to be “unaffected by disturbance.” 
Words like “calm” and “unruffled” describe the person who is 

serene, and calmness is surely an admirable thing. It’s a more valuable 
treasure than many of the things we spend our time pursuing so bus-
ily. “Serenity of mind and calmness of thought are a better enjoyment 
than anything outside of us” (Benjamin Whichcote).

But as Melvin Wheatley suggests in the quotation above, when 
we aspire to serenity but live in “houses divided against themselves,” 
we set ourselves up for disappointment. Even when we achieve a 
measure of outward serenity, if there still remains a conflict between 
“the truths we affirm” and the “values we live by,” we find that we can’t 
enjoy the external tranquility that surrounds us. As long as we’re at 
odds with ourselves, we’ll be at odds with everyone else, and until we 
find peace within our own hearts, we won’t find it elsewhere.

Yet the world around us is a distinctly unpeaceful place — distur-
bance and disruption seem to be the norm rather than the exception. 
And even within ourselves, we find it hard to maintain serenity for 
very long. Try as we may, our conduct sometimes falls below the stan-
dard set by our principles, and so our conscience is unsettled. In the 
world as it now is, there is no avoiding conflict either within ourselves 
or without. That being true, our confidence — and hence our serenity 
— must be based on something other than our own efforts at self-
improvement or the ability of the human race to fix the brokenness of 
the world. Science can be helpful, and so can self-improvement. But if 
there is nothing more to help us than science and self-improvement, 
then frankly, there can be none of the peace we so deeply desire.

All men who live with any degree of serenity 
live by some assurance of grace.

R e i n h o l d  N i e b u h r
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Roots

To be rooted is perhaps the most important and 
least recognized need of the human soul.

S i mo  n e  W e i l

All of us have roots, but not all of us appreciate 
them. Behind us lie many antecedents and ancestors. When we 

were born into the world, we were born into the midst of a unique 
set of circumstances, and there were even older circumstances that 
preceded the ones we were born into. But few of us have bothered to 
learn about the people and the events that preceded us. And to the 
extent that we do know about these things, we are often unapprecia-
tive of them — as if we would have preferred to have different roots.

But there is another way in which we use the word “roots,” and 
that is in reference to the depth of our character. When a person has 
learned the enduring principles that have proven their value over 
many centuries, we say that his or her character is solidly “rooted.” 
Compared to others, that person will be better able to withstand the 
difficulties of life. So, in this sense, each of us needs to be putting 
down new roots. We need to ground our character more deeply in the 
lasting truths of life and, beyond that, in the eternal verities.

George Herbert said, “Storms make the oak grow deeper roots.” 
If we haven’t already sunk our roots deeply into the soil of life, it may 
be that some crisis will force us to do so. And if storms make us grow 
deeper roots, then storms serve a useful purpose in our lives.

But if roots are important to us as adults, they are no less im-
portant to our children. In the often-remembered words of Hodding 
Carter Jr., “There are two lasting bequests we can give our children. 
One is roots. The other is wings.” As parents, most of us work might-
ily to give our children “wings,” and that is as it should be. It would 
be well, however, if we also gave them “roots.” Without roots, our 
children will be cut off from their heritage, not knowing the people 
who came before them in the chain of generations or the sequence 
of events through which things came to be as they are now. The 
“weather” of the world can be perilous, to say the least. So let’s give 
serious thought to our roots — and also the roots of our children.

The old that is strong does not wither, 
Deep roots are not reached by the frost.

J .  R .  R .  T o l k i e n
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Honesty

A commentary of the times is that the word honesty 
is now preceded by old-fashioned.

L a r r y  W o lt e r s

Of all the virtues discussed in this book, honesty is 
the least trendy. But despite being old-fashioned, honesty 

is still one of the main components in the character of a moral person.
Honesty has to do with both our words and our deeds. When 

most people think of honesty, they think only of those who tell the 
truth: to speak honestly means that we never lie, mislead others, or 
misrepresent the truth. But as important as it is to “tell” the truth, it 
is no less important for us to “do” the truth. We must not only speak 
truthful words, but our actions must be based on nothing but truth. 
We must conduct ourselves in ways that are consistent with true prin-
ciples — rather than erroneous concepts or false information.

Unfortunately, some people have given honesty a bad name 
by using it as a cover for unkindness. Richard Needham was prob-
ably right when he said, “The man who is brutally honest enjoys the 
brutality quite as much as the honesty. Possibly more.” We should 
work hard to rise above that kind of  honesty. True honesty never uses 
the truth as a blunt instrument to bludgeon others into submission to 
our viewpoint. “The genius of communication is the ability to be both 
totally honest and totally kind at the same time” ( John Powell).

To be honest, we must first learn to be honest with ourselves — 
and this requires an admission of our own frailties and foibles. When 
we’ve learned to face the (sometimes painful) truth about ourselves, 
we’ll be in a much better position to deal honestly with others.

Some virtues are so high and exalted that they seem out of reach 
to ordinary people, but honesty is within the reach of everybody. That 
doesn’t mean it’s easy, for it can sometimes be very hard. But hon-
esty is a choice that every person can make. And when we make the 
choice to be honest in all of our dealings (both “telling” and “doing” 
the truth), we place ourselves among the greatest people in the whole 
world. If our friends and associates know us to be consistently honest, 
what higher reputation could we aspire to than that?

I hope I shall always possess firmness and virtue enough to maintain what I 
consider the most enviable of all titles, the character of an “Honest Man.”

G e o r g e  W a s h i n g t o n
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Music

I know only two tunes: one of them 
is “Yankee Doodle,” and the other is not.

U l y s s e s  S .  G r a n t

Is it too much of a stretch to think of music as a char-
acter trait? Well maybe, but who wouldn’t feel complimented 

if a friend said, “There’s music in your eyes” or “You make me want to 
sing” or “What you’re saying is music to my ears”?

As a force and an influence in our lives, music is both powerful 
and wonderfully varied. There are so many different kinds of music, 
almost every person can find something to like, and within each type 
of music, there is something for every time and mood. The ways in 
which we respond emotionally to music are rich and complex. We can 
be stirred to sorrowful tears or turned upside-down with laughter. We 
can be encouraged and emboldened, or sobered and made more sensi-
tive. Music can be celebratory or frivolous or enlightening or reverent. 
It can both educate and entertain. It can lift us higher and keep us 
going. All things considered, music packs a more powerful punch in 
more different directions than anything it might be compared to. The 
ability to make music is one of our highest human endowments.

If you’ll think about it, you’ll probably agree that the people you 
find the most interesting — and the most refreshing — are those in 
whose lives there is a lot of music. Those who, like Ulysses S. Grant, 
“know only two tunes” may be people we respect, but we tend to think 
of them as being a bit grim. On the other hand, those who’ve learned 
to enjoy a wide variety of music seem to be lighter. They like to listen 
to music as often as possible, and when they’re not listening, they’re 
usually whistling or humming or singing. These music-loving folks 
are undeniably fascinating. We usually find them easier to like.

It’s a rare person whose life wouldn’t be made better by the inclu-
sion of a little more music in it. Our mission in life may be quite seri-
ous, and we may be working our way toward the accomplishment of 
some weighty goal, but most of us could still stand to lighten up now 
and then. There’s no worthwhile destination we can aim toward that 
isn’t reached better by those who have a song in their hearts.

Light quirks of music, broken and uneven, 
Make the soul dance upon a jig to heaven.

A l e x a n d e r  P o p e
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Identity

You are, when all is done — just what you are.
J o h a n n  W o l f g a n g  v o n  G o e t h e

What we are right now stands between what we 
used to be and what we will be. Our “identity” consists 

of the characteristics that we actually possess. It may change and be 
different tomorrow, but our identity is not what we ought to be or 
plan to be: it is a description of the facts about us at the present moment. In 
Goethe’s words, “You are, when all is done — just what you are.”

These days, many individuals, especially the young, are concerned 
about “finding themselves.” This may or may not be a useful endeavor. 
If we’re trying to learn self-honesty and gather objective information 
about the characteristics we currently possess, that can be helpful. 
And if we’re trying to decide what set of characteristics we want to 
have in the future, that kind of introspection and goal-setting can 
also be helpful. But if we imagine that there is some sort of “identity” 
floating around in space, just waiting for us to “find” it, then we are 
sadly mistaken. Good identities are not found; they have to be built.

Some of us have the problem of trying to have too many iden-
tities. Like the author who wants to write a book that nobody will 
dislike, we try to please everybody with our identity. But this is futile. 
When we try to please everybody, we please nobody. That is the 
moral of the Aesop fable The Bat, the Birds, and the Beasts: “He that is 
neither one thing nor the other has no friends.” None of the “animals” 
will appreciate us if we try to be every kind of animal all at once.

But obviously, we do need to know who and what we are. We 
need to be in touch with our true identity. As Djuna Barnes pointed 
out, “A strong sense of identity gives man an idea he can do no wrong; 
but too little accomplishes the same.” If there is such a thing as too 
much concern for our identity, there is also such a thing as too little.

Yet many people spend too much time working on the appear-
ances of their lives and too little on their character. Eager to be thought 
of in a particular way, we concentrate on projecting a certain image. 
But our character — that is, our real identity — is of far more conse-
quence than our image. And, in fact, the most efficient way to acquire an 
acceptable image is simply to be what we wish to appear to be.

It matters not what you are thought to be, but what you are.
P u b l i l i u s  S y r u s
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Helpfulness

Don’t point a finger — hold out a helping hand.
A n o n y mo  u s

As a character trait or virtue, helpfulness is one of 
the greatest. It is easy to aspire to but hard to acquire. We 

may, without much effort, learn how to be helpful in certain lesser 
ways, but becoming skillful at helping takes a lifetime of experience. 
So here are three suggestions for growth in our helpfulness.

Helping with humility. There is no worse helper than the person 
who thinks he never needs any help with his own life. So to become 
effective helpers, we need to humble ourselves and realize our own 
neediness. The right to help others has to be earned, and one of the 
principal ways we earn it is by being willing to receive help.

Helping without humiliating. Some people will never let you pick 
up the check in a restaurant. They insist on being the giver every time, 
and one begins to suspect that some kind of power game is being 
played, in which you are expected always to play the subservient role. 
These people “help” with a help that is overwhelming and overpower-
ing; it is not helpful so much as it is humiliating in its “generosity.”

Helping with hopefulness. It is a tough world that we live in, and 
at times it is hard not to become cynical about whether it does any 
good to help others. Sometimes we give help with an attitude that 
says, “I know this help is going to be wasted on you, but I’m going to 
help you anyway,” and the one being helped senses that we don’t have 
any confidence in them. But we must discipline ourselves to rise above 
cynicism. Whether we can see the results or not, it always does good 
to do good, and love requires that we believe the best in people and 
interpret the facts in the best way that we possibly can.

As we’ve said, helpfulness is a trait that has to be learned; we get 
better at it as we go along. So we need to seize every opportunity to 
work on our helpfulness, and the fact is, we get many such opportuni-
ties every day. Unfortunately, we let many of these go by because we’re 
waiting for some “big” opportunity to help someone. But the person 
who is not helpful in the little things is not going to be helpful in the 
big ones either. So let’s work on our helpfulness every chance we get.

Great opportunities to help others seldom come, 
but small ones surround us every day.

S a l l y  K o c h
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Interest

We are raising a generation that has a woefully small stock 
of ideas and interests and emotions. It must be amused at all costs, 

but it has little skill in amusing itself. It pays some of its members to do 
what the majority can no longer do for themselves. It is this inner 

poverty that makes for the worst kind of boredom.

R o b e r t  J .  M c C r a c k e n

Which concept is more appealing to you: being “in-
teresting” or being “interested”? Would you rather 

people find you interesting or you find life interesting? Most people, it 
seems, prefer the former: they want to be interesting to other people. 
But today, let’s consider the value of being interested. Let’s look at 
interest in the world around us as a good character trait.

As Robert J. McCracken points out, the trend today is toward 
hiring others to interest us. We call them “entertainers.”  There have 
always been entertainers, obviously, but think how many more there 
are today than ever before. Is this not an indication that we are less 
capable of entertaining ourselves? Has it come to the point where we 
have so little personal interest in the world around us that we have to 
employ professionals to interest, amuse, and entertain us?

There is much to be said for becoming an interested person, one 
who takes the initiative to be interested in what is around him. This 
is true even with respect to our work. As George C. Hubbs said, “You 
may know for a certainty that if your work is becoming uninteresting, 
so are you; for work is an inanimate thing and can be made lively and 
interesting only by injecting yourself into it. Your job is only as big 
as you are.” And as it is with our work, so it is with life in general — 
interested people find the world to be a fascinating place.

So here is some old-fashioned advice: “To insure good health: 
eat lightly, breathe deeply, live moderately, cultivate cheerfulness, and 
maintain an interest in life” (William Louden). In the end, how inter-
esting we find the world is determined by a fundamental choice that 
we make — the choice to go out and engage life inquisitively!

[I] ask myself what God is saying through that star that I am 
looking at, through this friend who is speaking to me, through this 

difficulty that is holding me up, or through this trouble that befalls me. 
Once awake to this way of thinking, one discovers the true savor 

of life. Everything becomes throbbing with interest.

P a u l  T o u r n i e r
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Forgiveness

When you forgive, you in no way change the past — 
but you surely do change the future.

B e r n a r d  M e lt z e r

Few abilities we possess are any more powerful than 
the ability to forgive. It is remarkably transformative in 

its power to do good for others, to change our own situation, and to 
open up doors that would otherwise remain closed. When we forgive 
someone who has wronged us, we create wonderful possibilities. 

Forgiveness is not easy, even under the best of circumstances, 
but we sometimes make it harder than it has to be. We do this by 
thinking of forgiveness merely as an emotion. Finding it hard to feel a 
certain way about an adversary, we suppose that we can’t forgive them. 
But forgiveness is a choice. It is a decision of the will, and it can be 
made even in the absence of forgiving feelings.

The best way to think of forgiveness is to think of it as cancel-
ing a debt. Henry Ward Beecher described it this way: “A forgiveness 
ought to be like a canceled note — torn in two and burned up, so that 
it can never be shown against the man.” If you owe me money and I 
forgive the debt, that means the debt is canceled. You don’t have to 
repay it. And similarly, if you have wronged me and I forgive you, 
then I am saying, “The debt is canceled. You owe me nothing. Rather 
than pursue payment, I am releasing you from the obligation.”

Doing this, of course, requires the extension of mercy and grace. 
Whereas justice would demand full repayment of the debt, mercy 
rises above justice and forgoes the repayment. This is hard to do, as 
anyone who has ever tried it knows. But mercy becomes easier when 
we realize that no mercy will be shown to us if we have not been mer-
ciful to others. “He that demands mercy, and shows none, ruins the 
bridge over which he himself must pass” (Thomas Adams).

One thing is certain: if we make the choice not to forgive, we 
doom ourselves to an existence that can hardly be called “life.” So we 
must decide to forgive. Having done so, resentments will creep back 
into our minds now and then, and the decision to forgive may have to 
be remade many times. This is hard work. But if we take the easy way 
out and wallow in bitterness, then we sell ourselves into bondage. 

Life lived without forgiveness becomes a prison.
W i l l i a m  A r t h u r  W a r d
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Study

If it’s heads, I go to bed. 
If it’s tails, I stay up. 

If it stands on its edge, I study.

A n o n y mo  u s

As a writer, and one who likes to study, it’s hard for 
me to understand this fact: most people don’t enjoy 

the act of studying. I think I know some folks who would rather 
go to the dentist than sit down and study. So in today’s reading, I am 
trying to be realistic and fair. Not everybody needs to be a scholar. But 
even so, “study” is a positive word, and I want to recommend it.

It is certainly true that some people spend too much time study-
ing and not enough time working. In fact, study can sometimes be an 
evasion of work. No matter how hard he is studying, if the student 
should be doing something else, then by studying, he is just being lazy.

But few of us have that problem. We tend more in the direction 
of the opposite problem, that of too little study. Cicero, the Roman 
orator, once listed the “six mistakes of man.” Mistake No. 5 was, he 
said, “neglecting the development and refinement of the mind, and 
not acquiring the habit of reading and study.” There is simply no way 
around the fact that there are some important truths that need to be 
known by everybody, and we help ourselves greatly by studying to 
learn these truths. To neglect “the development and refinement of the 
mind” is to make a mistake that we will regret if we live very long.

Mao Tse-Tung was probably right when he said, “Complacency 
is the enemy of study.” Most of the study that is done in the world 
is done by people who, in one way or another, are trying to change 
something. That being true, it may be that we don’t study any more 
than we do because we are content with the way things are. If we saw 
study as a means to an end that was very important to us, then we 
would study to learn how the end or goal could be reached.

Usually, our study should be a means to a very personal end. 
We ought to study with a view to upgrading our own character and 
conduct. If we study to improve the world and give no thought to im-
proving ourselves, there’s a good chance that we’re wasting our time.

Forasmuch as many people study more to have knowledge than to live well 
therefore ofttimes they err and bring forth little fruit or none.

T h om  a s  à  K e m p i s
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Restoration

Tired nature’s sweet restorer, balmy sleep!
E d w a r d  Y o u n g

Most biological organisms, including our own bod-
ies, require a certain amount of rest. No machine can 

run indefinitely without ever being turned off for repair, and so it is 
with us: if exhaustion is not followed by restoration, trouble arises.

It is easy to see the need for physical restoration. Our bodies run 
down and have to be allowed to recharge. But other kinds of restora-
tion are just as important, if not more so. For example, our minds will 
wear out if we don’t allow them to rest on a regular basis. The same is 
true with our emotions and our spirits. When we feel spent, we need 
to allow our inner resources to be refilled and replenished.

To say that people are busy these days is to say the obvious. 
And since we’re busy doing things we deem important, we may feel 
we can’t take time for restoration. But renewal and restoration aren’t 
luxuries; they are essentials. If we neglect the restorative side of life, 
we destroy the very tools by which our work has to be done.

We give a great gift to those around us when we make restora-
tion a priority in our own lives. When we wear ourselves out and 
never experience any refreshment, not only do we become tired, but 
we become tiresome to others. So doing what is necessary to replenish 
our bodies and spirits is not a selfish act; it has a refreshing effect on 
everyone who comes in contact with us.

Many of us are engaged in work that involves restoration in one 
way or another. In the world around us, everything tends to degrade, 
and so there is a constant need for restoration. Houses have to be 
repaired, and cars have to be fixed. Social problems have to be solved, 
and human institutions have to be revitalized. When you think about 
it, much of the activity of the human race is for the purpose of restor-
ing something that has diminished or become dilapidated. But as im-
portant as it is to try to “make the world a better place,” we miss the 
real value of restoration if we don’t work on ourselves. We’re fighting a 
losing battle if we’re concerned with restoring the external world, yet 
we neglect the restoration of our own hearts and minds.

The problem of restoring to the world original and 
eternal beauty is solved by the redemption of the soul.

R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n
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Accuracy

If I were to prescribe one process in the training of men which 
is fundamental to success in any direction, it would be thoroughgoing 
training in the habit of accurate observation. It is a habit which every 

one of us should be seeking ever more to perfect.

E u g e n e  G .  G r a c e

The Latin verb curare meant “to care for.” From it we 
get several English words, such as “care,” “cure,” and “curator.” 

We also get the word “accurate,” which literally means “done with 
care.” So if “accuracy” is one of our values, several things will happen.

(1) We will describe things accurately. An accurate statement is one 
that conforms to fact. It is consistent with reality. It should be obvi-
ous, then, that our words should be as accurate as we can make them. 
When we describe something we know or saw or experienced, the 
report should be trustworthy. And when we relate something that 
somebody else said or did, the report should be factual. Accuracy is 
nothing more than simple, everyday truthfulness. Accurate people go 
to great lengths not to pass on false information . . . about anything.

(2) We will adhere to worthy standards as closely as possible. At the 
gas pump, if the meter says you bought 10.5 gallons, you expect that 
reading to be accurate, i.e., to conform to the governmental standard 
of weights and measures that defines a gallon. But there are many 
other standards that need to be adhered to, and the most important 
are those that govern our relationships with other people. Those 
around us need to know that our conduct toward them will be accu-
rate, in that it conforms closely to the standards of morality.

(3) We will be meticulous in our work. I once applied for a job that 
involved some very detailed, precise work. In the interview, I was 
asked how important accuracy was to me, and the questioner’s tone of 
voice clearly indicated that if I was not a meticulous person, I would 
not be happy in this work. When it comes to being meticulous, some 
people overdo it, obviously. But most of us would profit from an extra 
dose of accuracy in what we do: being more careful in our work.

Basically, then, accuracy is a function of honesty. Both traits have 
to do with factualness — and that is something we dare not neglect.

Accuracy is the twin brother of honesty; 
inaccuracy is a near kin to falsehood.

N a t h a n i e l  H a w t h o r n e
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Supportiveness

We love those who know the worst of us and don’t turn their faces away.

W a l k e r  P e r c y

None of us can say that we never need to be sup-
ported. Lacking some necessity, we need to be helped. In dan-

ger of falling, sinking, or slipping, we need to be propped up. On the 
verge of weakening — or even failing — we need to be strengthened.

Out of all the people whom we love, those who have supported 
us may well be the easiest to love, especially if we are conscious of the 
grace that was involved in their support. As Walker Percy wrote, “We 
love those who know the worst of us and don’t turn their faces away.” 
Those who fought for us when we were under attack and unable to 
defend ourselves are unique friends. And those who supported us in 
the face of strong opposition, running a risk to stand with us when 
no one else was doing so, have a special place in our hearts. There is 
really no love quite like that of a supportee for a supporter.

Support runs in both directions, of course. Sometimes we need 
to receive support, but at other times we need to give it. And giving 
support engenders a special love also. In fact, as Eric Hoffer suggests, 
“We probably have a greater love for those we support than those who 
support us.” This is partly why parents love their children so much.

We need to have the character to engage in support — both to re-
ceive it and give it. It’s obvious that giving support requires the virtue 
of generosity, but receiving support also requires a virtue: the willing-
ness to humble ourselves. If we have the generosity to help others but 
are too proud to let ourselves be helped, then our character is not yet 
fully formed. We must learn to acknowledge our own neediness.

But as givers of support, one of life’s greatest mistakes is with-
holding our encouragement from people we dislike or disagree with. 
Yet if we never support anyone but our friends, we aren’t doing 
anything more than the average criminal would do. Would it not 
be better to rise above this limited kind of support and learn to be 
encouraging, strengthening, and helpful to all those who come within 
our circle of influence — whether they see “eye to eye” with us or not?

The real . . . is always checkered with failure, imperfection, and 
even wrong. So instead of biting and devouring one another, let’s 

support individual freedom as we serve one another in love.

C h a r l e s  R .  S w i n do  l l
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Pleasure

Life is to be enjoyed, not simply endured. Pleasure and 
goodness and joy support the pursuit of survival.

W i l l a r d  G a y l i n

What is your basic attitude: do you see life as some-
thing to be endured or something to be enjoyed? 

Granted, there are some things that have to be endured, but the 
endurance of these doesn’t mean there aren’t some pleasures that can 
be enjoyed along the way. It comes down to a choice as to where we’re 
going to place the emphasis: on the unpleasant side of life or on the 
pleasant? I am no hedonist (pleasure in this world is definitely not the 
summum bonum, the ultimate good), but even so, I want to recom-
mend pleasure to you as a good thing that is to be appreciated.

Before we go any further, we should be reminded of one thing: 
unprincipled pleasure is not a good thing. We must not seek pleasure 
at any price, for whatever honest and honorable pleasures there are 
in the world, these must be enjoyed within the boundaries of justice, 
goodness, and rightness. Cicero said it well: “If you pursue good with 
labor, the labor passes away, but the good remains; if you pursue evil 
with pleasure, the pleasure passes away, but the evil remains.”

Yet when it can be enjoyed rightly, pleasure should be . . . enjoyed! 
We err foolishly when we let the joyous aspects of life slip by untasted 
and unappreciated. But if some of us are guilty of this, others are guilty 
of seeking pleasure too deliberately. “Pleasure is seldom found where 
it is sought,” wrote Samuel Johnson. “Our brightest blazes of gladness 
are kindled by unexpected sparks.” And one other thing that would 
enhance our pleasure in life is to put more emphasis on the giving of 
pleasure. Pleasures given are often the most pleasant of all.

Søren Kierkegaard said, “Most men pursue pleasure with such 
breathless haste that they hurry past it.” If there is one tendency we 
all share, it’s the tendency to ignore the enjoyment of pleasure until 
something big comes along or until some idyllic period of perfect 
pleasure arrives. But if life is to be tasted with any joy at all, it must be 
tasted daily — in the unexpected and unplanned pleasures of home 
and hearth and honorable work. These pleasures are not unmixed with 
sorrow, but they are very real. And they were meant to be enjoyed.

Think big thoughts but relish small pleasures.
H .  J a c k s o n  B r o w n  J r .
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Meticulousness

Discipline is based on meticulous attention to details.
G a r y  B l a i r

If you called a friend “meticulous,” they might take it 
as a criticism rather than a compliment. The word just 

means that one has a “careful regard for details,” but most people use 
it to mean pickiness or excessive regard for details. Yet meticulous can 
also mean constructively careful, and in all of the more important areas 
of life, we understand that carefulness is a positive trait. You may poke 
fun at a friend for being picky, but you probably don’t want your ar-
chitect, your accountant, or your anesthesiologist to have anything less 
than a “careful regard for details.” Being meticulous is good, isn’t it?

As Gary Blair points out, “Discipline is based on meticulous 
attention to details.” Granted some people spend so much time on 
details that they forget the purpose of what they are doing (they “can’t 
see the forest for the trees”), but many others fail to achieve excel-
lence in their activities because they are undisciplined in dealing with 
the details. It is well and good to contemplate the big picture, but if 
we never get around to working carefully on the details, then the big 
picture is probably not going to be realized. Perhaps you had a grand-
father who told you, “If you take care of the pennies, the dollars will 
take care of themselves.” Your grandfather was right.

Some people shy away from being meticulous because they fear 
it will inhibit their freedom. They think that if the details are planned 
too specifically, they won’t be able to be spontaneous. But genuinely 
meticulous people are not uptight and rigid. In fact, it is attention to 
detail that enables us to be truly free in our choices. For example, if 
I have planned a trip with attention to detail, that planning will help 
me rather than hinder me. If I need to change plans spontaneously, I 
can do that more easily than the person who didn’t do his homework. 
Almost always, meticulous people have more options.

Other people suppose that they’re too busy doing important 
things to worry about details. But experience has probably taught 
most of us that we can’t be negligent in the small matters of daily 
living and still shine when the big occasions come along. So the more 
important our goals are, the more it helps us to be meticulous.

He that would climb the tree must take care o’ his grip.
S c o t t i s h  P r o v e r b
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Candor

Candor is a compliment; it implies equality. It’s how true friends talk.
P e g g y  N oo  n a n

Candor requires a certain kind of courage. To be frank 
and sincere in the expression of our thoughts is to risk rejection, 

and sometimes even retaliation. So we are sometimes less than candid 
in our communications. Nevertheless, when we open up our hearts 
and speak honestly, we honor those with whom we communicate in 
this way. As Peggy Noonan suggests, “It’s how true friends talk.”

We can’t discuss candor, however, without remembering that cau-
tion is in order. As Wilhelm Stekel said, “Candor is always a double-
edged sword; it may heal or it may separate.” When wisdom tells us 
that being candid would do more harm than good, we ought to keep 
our silence. Just because a thing is true, that doesn’t mean it should be 
verbalized. “Not every sheer truth is better for showing her face,” wrote 
Pindar. “Silence also many times is the wisest thing for a man to have 
in his mind.” Some truths are damaging while others are constructive, 
and those that merely do damage should be kept to ourselves.

Ideally, we should speak with both candor and courtesy, but 
doing this is very hard. Indeed, it is one of life’s greatest challenges. 
Most of the time, we go overboard in one direction or the other. 
Either we speak unkindly and hurtfully in the name of  “candor,” or 
we fail to communicate things that really need to be communicated 
because we value “courtesy.” I believe it’s possible to be both candid 
and courteous, but consistently doing this is beyond most of us. Even 
the very wise sometimes fail to get the balance right. All we can do is 
make the necessary adjustments when we see we’ve erred.

When we have the need or the desire to be candid with someone, 
it pays to make sure that what we have to say is really the truth. When 
a friend listens to us, thinking that we’re being frank, and what we say 
turns out to be untrue, we have done them a great disservice. It is bet-
ter not to be candid than to be candid about a falsehood.

But when it is honestly and compassionately practiced, candor 
has a cleansing, refreshing effect on our relationships. We spend so 
much time being superficial with one another, our relationships be-
come dingy. But a little heart-to-heart candor makes them shine.

A frank talk is good soap for hearts.
A r a b i a n  P r o v e r b



March 12

Wholesomeness

To meet the great tasks that are before us, we require all 
our intelligence, and we must be sound and wholesome in mind.

E l w ood    H e n d r i c k s

Wholesomeness has as much to do with the mind 
as with the body. While things that are wholesome in a 

physical sense are obviously important, our minds are no less in need 
of wholesomeness than our bodies. Both physically and mentally, our 
ability to function and deal with the challenges that come our way 
depends on our state of health — and our state of health depends, to 
a large extent, on our nourishment. It is foolish to think we can ingest 
an unwholesome “diet” and our abilities not be affected. “Garbage in, 
garbage out” is not only true of computers but of human beings.

But wholesomeness — especially mental wholesomeness — is not 
a quality that modern people admire. If a person said that he wanted 
to think only wholesome thoughts, he would brand himself as being a 
small-town simpleton, out of touch with the coolness of pop culture. 
It is regrettable, but we may as well face it: wholesomeness is not hip.

But think of what wholesomeness means. It means “health-
fulness.” Wholesome food, wholesome activities, and wholesome 
thoughts are those that promote well-being. They are salutary and 
conducive to soundness of mind and body. Open any dictionary 
and look at the synonyms for “wholesome.” You will see words like 
“healthy,” “hardy,” “hale,” “robust,” and “vigorous.” How can we think 
of these as positive conditions and not be interested in wholesome-
ness? Faced with a choice between what’s hip and what’s healthy, why 
does healthfulness have to be such an unappealing alternative?

At the risk of being written off as unsophisticated, I’m going to 
come down firmly on the side of wholesomeness. Frankly, most of us 
live in a culture that’s awash in unhealthfulness. At every point on the 
spectrum from physical to mental to spiritual healthfulness, we are 
surrounded by unhealthful influences. To maintain our wholeness and 
wellness, we must resist the junk — especially the mental  junk. And 
let me say it: nowhere is this more important than in our homes.

The home should be a self-contained shelter of security, 
a kind of school where life’s basic lessons are taught . . . a place where 

wholesome recreations and simple pleasures are enjoyed.

B i l l y  G r a h a m
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Answers

Most of us ask for advice when we know 
the answer but want a different one.

I v e r n  B a l l

Not everybody who asks us a question is really look-
ing for an answer. In fact, as Ivern Ball suggests, people 

who ask for advice are often running away from what they already 
know is the true answer to their question. They are just looking for 
someone who will give them another answer: one more to their liking. 
But now and then, it does happen that someone will ask us an honest 
question, and if we’re able to give them a helpful answer, we experi-
ence one of life’s most gratifying moments. It feels good to be helpful.

To be helpful, we don’t need to have the answers to every ques-
tion that might be asked. In fact, the most helpful people in the world 
are those who have the humility to admit when they don’t know the 
answer to a question. “It is a sign of strength, not of weakness, to 
admit that you don’t know all the answers” ( John P. Loughrene).

Usually, it’s not the scholar, the expert, or the know-it-all who 
is most helpful to us — it’s the person who has lived with a healthy 
sense of curiosity about life, the person who has kept his eyes and 
ears open and thoughtfully observed what has happened around him. 
Practical wisdom, the kind that is most often able to help people, 
comes from actively and observantly living life to the fullest. So as the 
years come and go, if we find that we’ve not become helpful to others, 
it may be that we haven’t been paying attention and life has slipped by 
us. When we don’t thoughtfully look and listen to what happens, we 
don’t learn anything that will help us or be useful to those around us.

If we’ve grown in wisdom, however, there is another problem we 
may face, and that is the problem of being wise for others but not for 
ourselves. If we expect to be helpful to others, we had better be living 
by our own advice and not just telling others what they should do.

But finally, questions have a way of testing our integrity. There 
is an old proverb that says, “He who asks questions cannot avoid the 
answers.” To ask a question is to place ourselves under this judgment: 
what will we do about the answer when it is given to us? It is easy to ask 
a question, but the answer often entails a serious responsibility.

Answer me this!
A n o n y mo  u s
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Partnership

Partnership is a synallagmatic and commutative participation in profits.

C i v i l  C od  e  of   L o u i s i a n a ,  1 8 0 8

Have you ever been in a “synallagmatic” relationship 
with another person? Well, you probably have and just 

didn’t know it. In civil law, a synallagmatic contract is one in which 
each party is obligated to provide something to the other party. The 
word comes from the Greek synallagma (“mutual agreement”).

So what does this have to do with the concept of “partnership”? 
Just this: a partnership is a relationship in which two or more parties 
agree to work together “synallagmatically” — each helping the other 
in certain ways, so that a result is reached that is beneficial to all. And 
without a doubt, this idea is one of the most important ideas in history.

In business, it used to be that there was a hard line drawn 
between “partners” and “competitors.” But nowadays, businesses are 
much more likely to see the benefits of partnership, even with compa-
nies that are competitors. It is not unusual now to hear of companies 
partnering on specific projects while still competing in other areas.

As trends go, this one is refreshing. And frankly, I wish that more 
of us could see the value of this approach in our personal lives. We 
tend to think only in terms of “allies” and “adversaries,” and when we 
take an adversarial approach to anyone who seems to be in “competi-
tion” with us, we lose the advantages that come from the paradigm 
of partnership and mutual benefit. Granted, there are some non-
negotiable areas in which we may find ourselves on opposite sides of 
a question. But wouldn’t it help if we made an effort to see others as 
partners as much as possible and as competitors as little as possible?

The indisputable fact is this: none of us is completely independent. 
We need the help of others. We need partnerships in life. And we 
need to be people with whom others are delighted to partner.

What needs to be cultivated among men interested in social relationships 
whether as owner, manager or employee, producer or consumer, seller or 

buyer, partner or competitor, is self-control, refraining from unfair advantage, 
determination to give value as well as to take it; the appreciation that 

immediate gain is not the principal consideration; that one group cannot 
continue to profit at the expense of another without eventual loss to both; that 

all classes of men are mutually dependent on the services of each other; 
that the best service yields the greatest profit.

P r e s t o n  S .  A r k w r i g h t
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Welfare

No society of nations, no people within a nation, no family can 
benefit through mutual aid unless good will exceeds ill will; unless the 
spirit of cooperation surpasses antagonism; unless we all see and act 

as though the other man’s welfare determines our own welfare.
H e n r y  F o r d  II

Everybody wants to “fare well” in life, but not ev-
erybody seeks the “welfare” of others. Yet these two 

can hardly be separated. When it is “dog eat dog” and “every man for 
himself,” nobody fares well for very long. Unless people are willing to 
seek each other’s welfare, life degenerates into intolerable enmity. As 
Henry Ford II points out, the spirit of cooperation must surpass that 
of antagonism. We must understand that our welfare depends, to a 
very great extent, on whether our neighbors are faring well.

Helping one another’s needs. Relationships, organizations, and 
communities thrive when people help people. If anybody has a need 
somebody else can help with, everybody benefits when that need is 
taken care of. Certainly, we don’t want to help people in ways that 
enervate them or sap their initiative, for our purpose is to encourage 
and empower. But still, we need to help one another whenever we can.

Building opportunity for everybody. When privileged or power-
ful groups keep others from moving upward, they eventually destroy 
themselves. But when everybody works for conditions of maximum 
opportunity for every participant, the relationship itself prospers. Life 
is not a zero-sum game. Your gain is not my loss — it’s my gain too.

Advancing the common good. When we commit ourselves to the 
welfare of those around us, certain sacrifices will be necessary. There 
will be times when I’ll need to exercise restraint and self-discipline 
for the common good. If getting what I want for myself would not be 
good for the group of which I’m a part, then I must restrain my will.

In the highest sense, it is love that moves us to seek the welfare 
of those around us, and if our love does not move us in this direction, 
we need to question what kind of love we have. And true love doesn’t 
work just for the benefit of friends — it labors for the benefit of all. 
Whoever you may be, I can’t love you and not desire your highest good.

[Love] is rather a condition of the heart and will that causes us 
to seek the welfare of others — including people we don’t particularly 

like, and even people who have done us harm.
L o u i s  C a s s e l s
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Living

Excess on occasion is exhilarating. It prevents moderation 
from acquiring the deadening effect of habit.

W .  S om  e r s e t  M a u g h a m

Some people engage in the art of living, while others 
merely exist. To live, we must go out and meet life, experienc-

ing it actively, deeply, and gratefully. We must taste the tang of life — 
in all of its sweetness and bitterness. But many of us are reluctant to 
do that. We adhere to our daily caloric intake even on Thanksgiving. 
We never stay up late or sleep in. We never splurge on a gift for a 
loved one. With unmitigated moderation, we simply . . . exist.

Since time immemorial, people have thought and written about 
“the art of living.” It would be a step in the right direction if some of 
us would acknowledge that life is, indeed, an art rather than a science.

Sydney J. Harris said, “The art of living consists in knowing 
which impulses to obey and which must be made to obey.” It takes 
wisdom to discern when we may follow our desires, but the “wisdom” 
that says our desires should never be followed is mere foolishness.

In a similar vein, Havelock Ellis said, “All the art of living lies in 
a mingling of letting go and holding on.” In this broken world, many 
goodbyes have to be said. Yet while some good things are still ours to 
enjoy, we should not fail to hold on to them with heartfelt joy.

One thing is certain: whatever we are to make of life, it must be 
made today — and it must be made out of the materials already at 
hand. It does no good to postpone real living until later on or until we 
acquire some material possession or privilege that we think will make 
us happy. How we spend our days is how we spend our lives.

So are you living or just existing? If you’re not living, I recom-
mend that you start doing so. Decide to do more than take up space 
on the surface of the planet. Live it up! You will need to stay within 
the boundaries of morality and justice, of course, but within those 
limits, you shouldn’t hesitate to “walk in the ways of your heart” 
(Book of Ecclesiastes). So grasp the cup of life with both hands, turn 
it up, and drain it to the dregs. You may still be in this world a long 
time from now or you may depart from it today. But whether your 
stay is long or short, while you’re in this world, be truly present here.

Presence is more than just being there.
M a l c o l m  S .  F o r b e s
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Obedience

It is right that what is just should be obeyed.

B l a i s e  P a s c a l

One of life’s major decisions is deciding whether 
we will adopt an obedient attitude or not. To obey 

means to “carry out a command, order, or instruction,” and an obedi-
ent attitude would be one that is willing to do that. Such a disposi-
tion would mean we are humble enough to take direction, and we’re 
willing to subordinate ourselves to someone who is in a position of 
authority over us. Willing to be compliant rather than resistant, we 
put self-will and stubbornness aside and work cooperatively with 
those whose job it is to lead us. Obedience, then, is the decision to 
yield to authority — not because it is easy but because it is right.

Great consequences flow from our decision concerning obedi-
ence. It’s an unavoidable fact that many of the good things in life 
require a willingness to obey. “Justice is the insurance we have on our 
lives, and obedience is the premium we pay for it” (William Penn).

One clarification is certainly in order: we must never violate our 
conscience in order to obey someone else. Even if it is the highest 
law of the land, when we are instructed to do that which we believe 
is morally wrong, we must respectfully decline to obey and accept the 
consequences. “I was told to do it” is never an excuse for wrongdoing. 

But barring the violation of our conscience, we should not refuse 
to obey those who occupy a position of authority over us. Nearly 
every important activity in life requires that someone be in authority. 
Without hierarchies and the authority that goes with them, life would 
soon collapse into chaos. So we need to see the usefulness and good-
ness of legitimate authority — and we need to see that there’s nothing 
dishonorable about adopting obedience as a basic attitude.

Hierarchy and authority can be carried too far, obviously, but that 
is a discussion for another day. Today, let’s meditate on the value of 
rightful authority and rightful obedience. These are sometimes dif-
ficult concepts, but they are absolutely essential to the good life.

A man’s true greatness lies in the consciousness of an 
honest purpose in life, founded on a just estimate of himself and 

everything else, on frequent self-examinations, and a steady 
obedience to the rule which he knows to be right.

M a r c u s  A u r e l i u s
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Versatility

Time is a versatile performer. It flies, marches on, 
heals all wounds, runs out and will tell.

F r a n k l i n  P.  J o n e s

Versatility has to do with “turning.” The “verso” of a 
piece of paper, for example, is the “reverse” side: you have to 

“turn” the page over to see it. So a versatile person is one who is able 
to “turn” in more than one direction. He or she can do a variety of 
things competently and serve others in more than one capacity.

Usefulness is a worthy aim in life. Our relationships should be 
more than serviceable and utilitarian, of course, but they should cer-
tainly not be any less. It’s a simple fact that there is work to be done 
in the world, and we need to equip ourselves to do some of it. We are 
not merely passengers or consumers of that which others produce — 
we are responsible for doing a certain amount of the work ourselves.

If you’ve ventured out into the world lately, you will have noticed 
that there is a complex array of different things that need to be done. 
The world is not a simple place anymore, if it ever was. The needs 
that have to be filled and the problems that have to be solved are 
extremely varied. And even in our own individual lives, the issues that 
challenge us are demanding in many different directions. So we have 
to be able to “turn.” To live effectively, we have to be versatile.

But more important, if we want to help others with their needs, 
we’re going to need some versatility. Life is not about selfish indul-
gence; it’s about service, and the more varied our capabilities are, the 
more kinds of service we can render. Yes, we do need to specialize, but 
there is no reason we can’t have more than one specialty!

Last, but not least, when we acquire a healthy measure of ver-
satility, we make ourselves more interesting to our friends and loved 
ones. And we should want to be interesting and enjoyable to others 
— not for our sake but for theirs. We should want to offer ourselves 
as individuals who are not “flat” but have some “texture” to our lives: 
some variation and variety. When we work on our versatility, we give 
a pleasant gift to those who have to deal with us from day to day.

A man so various, that he seem’d to be 
Not one, but all mankind’s epitome; 

. . . in the course of one revolving moon, 
Was chemist, fiddler, statesman, and buffoon.

J o h n  D r y d e n
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Purpose

Man can endure almost any suffering if he can see a purpose or meaning in it. 
Conversely, he will be miserable even amidst great luxury if he cannot relate 

his life to some larger context which makes it meaningful.

V i k t o r  E .  F r a n k l

There is a sense in which our survival depends on our 
purpose. Viktor E. Frankl, a survivor of the Nazi concentration 

camps and the author of Man’s Search for Meaning, wrote powerfully 
about this matter. He learned firsthand what is obvious to any of us 
if we think about it seriously: we can deal with any set of external 
circumstances if we have inside of us a strong sense of purpose. Seeing 
a meaning to our existence in this world and living in the direction of 
an all-important goal is not just nice — it is crucial.

But it’s not just crucial to our survival; it’s crucial to our enjoy-
ment. As Frankl put it, a person will be “miserable even amidst great 
luxury if he cannot relate his life to some larger context which makes 
it meaningful.” Henry J. Golding said it this way: “What our deepest 
self craves is not mere enjoyment, but some supreme purpose that will 
enlist all our powers and will give unity and direction to our life. We 
can never know the profoundest joy without a conviction that our life 
is significant.” If we’re not living for some purpose that is meaningful 
to us, even the highest joys will become tiresome.

People who know about achievement and success will tell you 
quickly that excellence requires tenacity in the pursuit of a purpose. 
Billy Sunday, who was a professional baseball player before he become 
an evangelist, was right when he said, “More people fail through lack of 
purpose than through lack of talent.” To get to any place worth going 
to, we have to visualize our purpose and then pursue it tenaciously.

But pursuing our purpose tenaciously requires that our purpose 
be extremely important, and so I want to recommend something to 
you. You need to have a purpose that is of such all-encompassing im-
portance that you would give up anything and everything for it, even 
your life. This world is full of tradeoffs and exchanges, and “purpose” 
presents us with the biggest of them. So my wish for you is simply 
this: I hope you will have a purpose for living that is so valuable that you 
will spend everything else in order to attain it.

The only true happiness comes from squandering ourselves for a purpose.

J o h n  M a s o n  B r o w n
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Sincerity

Sincerity and competence is a strong combination.
P e g g y  N oo  n a n

It is hard to hold back a person who is both sincere 
and skillful. One of these qualities without the other may not 

be very effective, but when it is “from the heart” that people do what 
they do and they have also acquired a good deal of know-how and 
experience, the results are often nearly incredible.

But if being sincere is dynamic, being insincere is draining. It 
takes considerable effort to pretend to be something we’re not, and 
the exertion of that effort usually leaves us with little energy for any-
thing more constructive. As Anne Morrow Lindbergh once remarked, 
“The most exhausting thing in life is being insincere.”

In a world where “image” has become so important, we are sur-
rounded by insincerity. From a practical standpoint, we need to be 
able to recognize real sincerity when we see it, but it is an interesting 
fact that “the sincere alone can recognize sincerity” (Thomas Carlyle). 
Just as the honest are the best at detecting honesty in others, the sin-
cere are the best at detecting sincerity. It’s not easy to pass off a fake 
or a counterfeit to someone who is familiar with the real thing.

The main thing in life is not to prey upon people but to render 
them service. And sincerity is the key to service. If we want to help 
those around us in significant ways, we must offer them something 
money cannot buy: genuineness. Actually being what we appear to 
be is such a simple thing, but it is often overlooked when we’re being 
taught how to make a contribution to the world. It is the key, how-
ever, to service. It alone opens the door to a beneficial life.

If we’re not sincere, we will find, in the long run, that it’s futile to 
try to influence other people. In the short run, you may use personal-
ity and communication techniques to sway people, but sooner or later 
the real “you” is going to surface. And long before then, those whom 
you try to influence will probably sense that you are not the real deal, 
and they will not give you the privilege of impacting them at the 
deepest level. To influence people where it really counts, we have to be 
utterly sincere. There is simply no shortcut to someone else’s heart.

What is uttered from the heart alone 
Will win the hearts of others to your own.

J o h a n n  W o l f g a n g  v o n  G o e t h e
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Resurrection

Wag the world how it will, 
Leaves must be green in Spring.

H e r m a n  M e l v i l l e

New life! With the arrival of springtime, we’re surrounded 
by renewal and the reappearance of life. What has been drab 

now bursts into color. What seemed to be dead now reasserts itself 
with greenery and new growth. The warming days invite us to come 
outdoors and shake off the sleepiness of winter. The world is being 
reborn once again, and it’s time to stretch ourselves and bring to life 
the plans we made during winter’s hibernation by the fireside.

It would take a person with a somewhat unusual outlook not to 
look forward to spring. Most folks are just naturally drawn to it. We 
may disagree in our preferences for summer or winter, but I don’t recall 
hearing many people complain about spring. It’s the easiest of the sea-
sons to enjoy. And isn’t that because it’s the season of rejuvenation and 
new life? Summer is the time of growth, fall is the time of reaping, 
and winter is the time of reflection — but spring is the time of resur-
rection! Spring points us forward. It holds promise that in the months 
ahead we can be more fully alive than we’ve ever been before!

It’s a good thing that spring comes “wag the world how it will,” 
as Melville put it. The years that we need springtime the most are 
probably the years that it wouldn’t come, if it were up to us. But we 
can be thankful that as long as we live and the earth continues to orbit 
the sun, spring will always give us a chance to make a fresh start.

Most of the renewal we see this time of year is more or less 
automatic. Maple trees don’t have to think about whether to put forth 
fresh leaves this spring. Birds, newly arrived from the south, don’t 
have to decide whether to build nests and lay eggs again this year. But 
for us, the experience of new life is usually a choice. We have the abil-
ity to be renewed at a deeper level than any of the creatures around 
us, but we also have to exercise a greater degree of volition. Without a 
conscious choice to grow, our lives tend to decline. If we don’t decide 
to be refreshed, we won’t be. So while the sap is rising in the world of 
nature, it’s a good time to make some thoughtful commitments of our 
own. This spring, in what ways shall we be “new”?

I’ll turn over a new leaf.
M i g u e l  d e  C e r v a n t e s
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Accessibility

You never know till you try to reach them how accessible men are; 
but you must approach each man by the right door.

H e n r y  W a r d  B e e c h e r

Some people will give us access to their hearts and 
minds more readily than others. By their personali-

ties, some are less inclined to be accessible than others, while others 
deliberately put up their guard in order to keep anyone from influenc-
ing them. Assuming that our motives are honorable and that we have 
something to communicate that would be worthwhile for others to 
receive, it takes wisdom to know the right “door” by which each indi-
vidual may be approached. A particular approach may succeed with 
some and fail with others. Gaining helpful access to others’ thinking 
is one of the fascinating challenges of human communication.

But perhaps we should be less concerned about whether others 
are accessible to us and more about whether we are accessible to them. 
It’s easy to criticize another person for being unapproachable, but if 
we’re not careful, we may be guilty of the very same thing.

Consider two important qualities we will have if we are accessible.
Communicative. When we’ve learned to be accessible, we will 

welcome communication with our fellow human beings rather than 
run away from it. One dictionary defines “accessible” as “easy to talk to 
or get along with; friendly.” Those are, I suggest, admirable qualities.

Influenceable. Another meaning of “accessible” is “receptive, re-
sponsive, able to be persuaded,” and those are admirable qualities too. 
Granted, we need to be careful what ideas we allow to become fixtures 
in our minds, but if we are resistant and unwilling to be influenced 
at all, then we’ve cut ourselves off from good influences as well as the 
bad ones. People whom others can’t influence are people who don’t grow.

So I want to be accessible. If someone needs to say something to 
me, I don’t want them to be afraid to approach me and say it!

Do not be inaccessible. None is so perfect that he does not need at times the 
advice of others . . . Even the most surpassing intellect should find a place for 
friendly counsel. Sovereignty itself must learn to lean. There are some that are 

incorrigible simply because they are inaccessible: they fall to ruin because 
none dares to extricate them. The highest should have the door open for 
friendship; it may prove the gate of help. A friend must be free to advise, 

and even to upbraid, without feeling embarrassed.

B a lt a s a r  G r a c i á n
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Management

Lots of folks confuse bad management with destiny.
K i n  H u b b a r d

Most of the possessions, abilities, and opportunities 
that are available to us can be considered as “re-

sources.” These things are the “raw materials” with which we work 
as we seek to be productive, contributing members of society. But 
resources, even when they are abundant, have to be managed carefully. 
That is, good stewardship has to be exercised so that the resources are 
not wasted but used to accomplish their intended purpose.

It often happens that people blame fate or destiny for their less-
than-desirable circumstances when, in reality, their circumstances 
would be different if they had managed their resources differently. 
That is not to say there aren’t some circumstances beyond our control, 
for there surely are many of those. But even so, most of us would have 
to say that our lives would be very different today if we had more 
carefully managed the resources that were under our control.

Management is not easy, of course, and it’s easy to excuse our 
failings by complaining that we just don’t have any talent in that area. 
Some people do seem to have a knack for good management, but for 
the most part, management consists of skills that anyone can learn. 
Whether it’s managing our finances, our time, our relationships, or 
anything else, we can profit from the wisdom of other managers in 
learning how to be better stewards of our own resources. We can’t be 
perfect managers, but most of us could easily find ways to improve — 
and continuous improvement is a major part of good management.

The more limited our resources, the more important it is to 
manage them well. And let’s face it: all of our resources in this world 
are limited. We don’t have an infinite supply of any of them. So it 
behooves us to get every ounce of good out of them that we can.

But if it’s hard to manage our “external” resources, it’s even harder 
to manage the “internal” ones. Our thoughts and our habits have to 
be managed just as surely as our money and our time. But here the 
level of difficulty is much higher. Out of any one hundred “external” 
managers, there might be only one or two who are good at “internal” 
management. But if the difficulty is greater, so are the rewards.

The most difficult thing we have to manage is self.
H a n n a h  W h i t a l l  S m i t h
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Connections

The family the soul wants is a felt network of relationship, 
an evocation of a certain kind of interconnection that 

grounds, roots, and nestles.
T h om  a s  M oo  r e

Modern life crowds us into cities where we have 
physical proximity to millions of other human 

beings, but very little real connection to any of them. 
Our longing for ties to others is just as deep as ever, but we seem to be 
losing the ability, or perhaps just the opportunity, to make those ties.

You don’t have to have lived in the world very long to know that 
connections can sometimes be painful. We’re surrounded by people 
who’re just as imperfect as we are, and our connections to them will, 
at least some of the time, involve some discomfort. But even so, we’re 
better off being connected than disconnected. If there’s a price to be 
paid for relationship and involvement, it’s a price worth paying.

It is hard, of course, to maintain the right balance between indi-
viduality and community. Both in our own lives and the life of society 
as a whole, we see the pendulum constantly swinging. After a period 
of over-emphasis on the individual, there is usually a swing toward the 
groups of which the individual is a member. Then, when that has gone 
too far, the pendulum swings back in the other direction. Life would 
probably be a dull affair if every important thing were emphasized 
equally all the time. But even so, we probably do need to strive for a 
little more balance in our lives. We need to be careful not to become so 
involved with our individual concerns that we neglect the connections 
through which we can show love and render service.

Most of us, from time to time, need a little humility added to our 
mindset. Whatever we think we’re achieving in this world, our work 
should be seen within the context of something much larger than our 
own endeavors. We’re not alone. We live in a world of other people. 
And if we’ll do right toward our connections, our part in the human 
story, however small, will be a much more interesting part.

Nothing worth doing is completed in our lifetimes; therefore, we 
must be saved by hope. Nothing true or beautiful or good makes complete 
sense in any immediate context of history; therefore, we must be saved by 

faith. Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be accomplished 
alone; therefore, we are saved by love.

R e i n h o l d  N i e b u h r
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Chastity

There is no getting away from it: the old Christian rule is “Either marriage, 
with complete faithfulness to your partner, or else total abstinence.” Chastity 

is the most unpopular of our Christian virtues.
C .  S .  L e w i s

I do not believe C. S. Lewis was exaggerating. Chastity is 
indeed the most “unpopular” of the virtues — and if it was unpopu-

lar in Lewis’s day, it is much more so today. This is somewhat ironic, 
as Rosalie de Rosset observed: “There is little praise for the consis-
tently sexually controlled single. Too often, it is mixed with granulated 
pity or powdered condescension. Ironically, while discipline and self-
control are encouraged and admired in scholarship, athletics, music, 
and ministry, their absence is strangely excused in sexual matters.”

The basic meaning of chastity is “purity,” but we use the word in 
various ways. Most people think of chastity as virginity or abstinence 
from sexual intercourse before marriage. But it can also refer to celi-
bacy, the choice to remain unmarried and forgo sexual intercourse al-
together. And finally, chastity can mean virtuous character in general.

In all three of these meanings, the idea of purity is prominent. 
But let’s be careful. The impure thing that chastity abstains from is 
not sexual intercourse, but rather sexual intercourse with anyone other 
than the mate that one is rightfully married to at the present time. 
Chastity is about protecting the boundaries of sexual pleasure.

This principle is important not only for single people but also 
for married ones. Chastity, or purity, for single people means waiting 
until marriage, and for those who are married it means not violating 
the exclusiveness of the relationship. Sexual purity is important for 
every person in the world, whether married or unmarried. And chas-
tity does not only have to do with physical actions — if we are to be 
chaste, purity of thought and motive must also be maintained.

Contrary to popular opinion, the argument in favor of chastity is 
not based on a low view of sex. Indeed, it is based on the highest view 
possible. It is not a denigration of sex to say that its purity should be 
protected; it is a concern to protect the “walls” that surround this, the 
most beautiful pleasure garden that a mortal being is capable of entering.

There is a tendency to think of sex as something degrading; 
it is not, it is magnificent, an enormous privilege, but because of that 

the rules are tremendously strict and severe.
F r a n c i s  D e v a s



March 26

Sacrifice

I believe that the rendering of useful service is the common duty of mankind 
and that only in the purifying fire of sacrifice is the dross of selfishness 

consumed and the greatness of the human soul set free.

J o h n  D .  R o c k e f e l l e r  J r .

Self-centeredness, the promotion of our own inter-
ests at all costs, is the worst mistake we can make. 

And it is an exceedingly hard problem to eradicate. Rockefeller was 
right: the only thing that can get rid of it is “the purifying fire of sac-
rifice.” We will not learn — indeed we cannot learn — how to serve 
the needs of others until we have learned the art of letting go.

For our purposes, let me define “sacrifice” in this way: when we 
sacrifice something, we give up one thing of great value for something that 
is of even greater value. It is not uncommon, for example, to hear of 
individuals who have been trapped in an accident and have severed 
an arm or a leg to free themselves. Surely, an arm or a leg is of great 
value. But life itself is of even greater value, and faced with the choice, 
most of us would sacrifice a limb in order to save our life.

Obviously, we need to be more disciplined when it comes to giv-
ing up the lesser things for the greater. We need both the wisdom to 
properly evaluate things (both seen and unseen, present and future), 
and the strength to sacrifice the minor treasures for the major ones.

But even more important, we need to learn the difficult habit of 
self-sacrifice. We must be able to let go of what we want for ourselves 
in order to serve other people, seeing their needs as having a higher 
value than our own. And we must learn to make costly sacrifices for 
others, letting go of things that we desperately need and can hardly 
do without, so that others will have what they need. “He who gives 
what he would as readily throw away, gives without generosity; for the 
essence of generosity is in self-sacrifice” (Sir Henry Taylor).

But if we give up what we highly value and desperately need, 
don’t we doom ourselves to impoverishment? No, we don’t. If there is 
something in this world that has such a hold on us that we could not 
bring ourselves to part with it, then we do not own it — it owns us. 
As C. S. Lewis aptly put it, “Nothing that you have not given away 
will ever really be yours.” It is, indeed, more blessed to give than to receive.

That which one sacrifices is never lost.

G e r m a n  P r o v e r b



March 27

Attentiveness

Skillful listening is the best remedy for loneliness, 
loquaciousness, and laryngitis.

W i l l i a m  A r t h u r  W a r d

Many people listen when others speak, but not many 
listen skillfully — or attentively. The sounds of oth-

ers’ words may enter our ears, but we may not concentrate on them or 
make any effort to exclude other thoughts while we listen. Even when 
we’re somewhat attentive, the purity of our attention is often lacking. 
But when we fail in our attentiveness to others, look at the benefits 
that we lose. Skillful listening really is, as Ward humorously suggests, 
the best cure for “loneliness, loquaciousness, and laryngitis.”

But attending to the words of others is only a species of atten-
tiveness in general. Not only do we need to pay attention to what 
others say, but we need to pay attention to life. Life in this world is 
too precious — and too full of joy — to let it flow past us unobserved, 
unenjoyed, and unappreciated. Our attention must be selective, of 
course, for not everything in the world deserves being focused upon, 
but there are many fascinating things that are worthy of our concen-
tration, and we need to learn the habit of attending to these things.

Memory experts tell us that memory is a function of attentive-
ness: we remember longest the things we pay the most careful atten-
tion to. In my experience, I have found this to be only partially true. 
To remember something, we have to do more than pay attention; we 
have to pay attention with interest. I agree with Tryon Edwards, who 
said, “The secret of a good memory is attention, and attention to a 
subject depends upon our interest in it. We rarely forget that which 
has made a deep impression on our minds.” So to remember some-
one’s name, you’re going to have to be genuinely interested in them!

One meaning of “attentive” is “marked by devoted attention to 
the pleasure or comfort of others” (American Heritage Dictionary). In 
the end, that’s why attentiveness is so important. It gets us out of our-
selves and our own little world. It connects us to the larger reality that 
we’re a part of and opens our hearts to active, other-centered love.

Pleasure-seeking is a barren business; happiness is never found 
till we have the grace to stop looking for it, and to give our attention 

to persons and matters external to ourselves.

J .  I .  P a c k e r



March 28

Definitions

A definition is that which so describes its object 
as to distinguish it from all others.

E d g a r  A l l a n  P o e

If a word or a concept is “ill-defined,” that is more of 
a problem than you might think. To be “finite” is to have 

limits or boundaries, and so to “define” something is to describe its 
limits. As Poe put it, a definition “describes its object as to distinguish 
it from all others.” When we define a word, we, in effect, show how 
it is unique: we specify the semantic territory the word can cover and 
show how that territory is different from that covered by other words. 
By describing its limits, then, we show what makes it special.

Now think with me for a moment. Is it not a fact that our com-
munications with one another suffer from a lack of definition? By fail-
ing to think carefully and specifically, don’t we tend to convey vague 
meanings, those that have no definite limits but are fuzzy and foggy 
instead? I believe we do. I had a very helpful editor years ago who 
used to say, “Gary, unclear writing is almost always the result of un-
clear thinking. You can’t write clearly if your thoughts are not sharply 
defined in your own mind.” That is advice we all can profit from. We 
can improve our communications by clarifying (or “defining”) our 
thoughts before we verbalize them to other people.

But many of us make a worse mistake: the lives we lead are ill-
defined. Wanting to be all things to all people, we have not defined 
the limits of our principles and values. And not having decided to be 
any specific kind of person, distinct from all others, we drift through 
life. Maybe we’re afraid to accept any precise set of characteristics 
because we’re afraid this will restrict our usefulness, but in the real 
world, just the opposite is true. A tool that “does everything” will never 
be as useful as one that is more sharply defined in its characteristics.

To sum up, then, it is no small thing to be able to think and 
speak rationally. Thought and communication are among our highest 
endowments — and they should be used carefully. So when we speak, 
let’s communicate clearly defined thoughts. And when we act, let’s act 
as people who know exactly what we are — and also what we are not.

The light of human minds is perspicuous words, but by exact 
definitions first snuffed, and purged from ambiguity.

T h om  a s  H o b b e s



March 29

Strength

Things will probably come out all right, 
but sometimes it takes strong nerves just to watch.

H e d l e y  D o n o v a n

Life in this old world is a crazy mixture of delight 
and difficulty. Some days are easier than others, of course, 

but on most days the delight is so mixed with difficulty that the result 
can be intimidating. Sometimes it takes strong nerves just to watch!

Clearly, “strength” is something all of us need. But like physical 
strength, inner character is not easily obtained. “It takes courage to 
live — courage and strength and hope and humor. And courage and 
strength and hope and humor have to be bought and paid for with 
pain and work and prayers and tears” ( Jerome P. Fleishman). We need 
not expect to grow strong if we take the course of least resistance.

Acquiring strength is a gradual process, and so is losing strength. 
If we’re doing the things each day to build strength, we probably 
won’t see the results until later. And similarly, if we’re defaulting on 
life’s responsibilities, growing weaker each day by taking the easy way 
out, we probably won’t see the results of that until later, either. But 
eventually we will meet some great test of our character, and when 
that time comes, it will be plain whether we’ve grown strong or not. 
As B. F. Westcott wrote, “Great occasions do not make heroes or 
cowards; they simply unveil them to the eyes of men. Silently and 
imperceptibly, as we wake or sleep, we grow strong or we grow weak, 
and at last some crisis shows us what we have become.”

So right now, we need to be very honest about both our strengths 
and weaknesses. We need to appraise accurately the points at which 
we’ve gained some strength, and we need to identify carefully the 
areas in which we’re weak. Most of all, we need to make sure we don’t 
mistake our weaknesses for strengths, which is what many people do.

Finally, gaining strength requires two things that we’re reluctant 
to do: looking “upward” and looking “outward.” Looking upward 
means placing our faith in the unseen things, the eternal verities, and 
looking outward means doing what is right toward those around us.

For strength to bear is found in duty alone, 
And he is blessed who learns to make 

The joy of others cure his own heartache.

M .  V.  D r a k e



March 30

Enthusiasm

Give me a man who sings at his work.
T h om  a s  C a r l y l e

It’s simply a fact that those who are enthusiastic do 
better work than those who are not. A mediocre at-

titude produces mediocre workmanship. If we’re not feeling well and 
we make an effort to go ahead and do what needs to be done, that’s 
honorable. Necessary work done unenthusiastically is preferable to 
defaulting on our duties. But often, the problem is not that we don’t 
feel well or that we’re having a bad day; it’s that our attitude has got-
ten out of line. In that situation, we can make the choice to ratchet 
our enthusiasm up a notch or two. We can recall the real reasons why 
we do our work and put more of our heart into our undertakings.

As everybody knows, enthusiasm is contagious. Those who live 
with enthusiasm have an energizing effect on the people who come in 
contact with them. What we may not recognize, however, is that the 
opposite is also true. When we slog through our days as if we couldn’t 
care less what happens, that also has an effect on others — and it’s not 
one we’re going to feel good about as we look back on our lives.

It’s time we took personal responsibility for the degree of en-
thusiasm we’ve been living with. If we’ve been less than grateful for 
life and that’s been showing up in a less-than-enthusiastic man-
ner of living, it doesn’t do much good to blame it on our external 
circumstances. Circumstances certainly do have an impact on our 
enthusiasm, but the more important question is what we do with our 
circumstances. We can choose to respond with more eagerness and 
interest, rather than less. Our choice can make a significant difference.

Our family, friends, and coworkers deserve the best we can give 
them. Indeed, life itself deserves our best. Nothing less than an enthu-
siastic approach will produce the quality of life that a human being 
is capable of. There comes a time when we simply have to step up to 
the issue and decide what kind of people we’re going to be. We have 
the freedom of our will, and we’ve been blessed with an abundance of 
raw materials to work with. It comes down to the question of whether 
we’re going to go “all out” to achieve excellent results or be content 
with the meager products of lazy, lackluster living.

Do it big or stay in bed.
L a r r y  K e l l y



March 31

Commendation

Whenever you commend, add your reasons for doing so; 
it is this which distinguishes the approbation of a man of sense 

from the flattery of sycophants and admiration of fools.

R i c h a r d  S t e e l e

I once knew a man who said he was always suspicious 
of any compliment because he never knew what the 

giver’s motive might be. It’s a fact that those who commend us 
sometimes have ulterior motives, but surely we can rise above suspi-
cion long enough to appreciate — and give — genuine commenda-
tion. Commendation is one of the most refreshing things in life, and 
it’s one of the most powerful gifts we can give to others.

As Richard Steele pointed out, the best kind of commendation is 
usually that which has reasons attached to it. As a writer and speaker, I 
can tell you without hesitation that the compliments that have meant 
the most to me over the years are not the vague, generic remarks 
like “Good article” or “Good speech,” but the specific ones in which 
somebody told me exactly what they liked or benefited from.

That said, even very general commendation is sometimes a great 
gift. Years ago, a friend called me one day (“out of the blue,” as the 
saying goes) and simply said, “I was thinking about you and wanted 
you to know that I appreciate you for being the person that you are.” 
That’s about as general as a commendation could be, but coming from 
that particular person, it meant a great deal to me, and it still does.

But as we’ve already suggested, to avoid the perception of flattery, 
our commendation of others must be sincere. When we praise another 
person, we must be absolutely sure that (a) we mean what we say, and 
(b) we’re not saying it merely to get “points” for having said it.

In general, most of us are too quick to criticize and too slow to 
commend. And worse, we tend to criticize in public, letting as many 
people as possible know everything we’re dissatisfied with, but we 
keep our commendations private. In other words, we are more vocal 
about our displeasures than about our delights. But shouldn’t the pro-
portion be reversed? If we have to criticize, shouldn’t we keep that as 
private as possible? And when we have the opportunity to commend 
someone, shouldn’t that be the “news” we want to publicize?

Reprove thy friend privately; commend him publicly.

S o l o n



April 1

Playfulness

It is a happy talent to know how to play.
R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n

Playfulness may not be one of the cardinal virtues we 
need to strive for, but it’s still something we need 

to pay attention to. It’s a part of good character, and those who 
know only how to work and not how to play are not only missing out 
on much of the joy of life; they’re missing one of the qualities that en-
able us to make a contribution to the lives of others.

Traditionally, this date on the calendar is marked as a day when 
we give a little freer rein to the playful spirit than we do at other 
times. Personally, I think it says something good about our civilization 
that we have such a day. It says that we understand the need for some 
lightheartedness and laughter — and even a little mischief.

How will you respond today if someone plays you for an “April 
Fool”? I hope it won’t be with irritation or impatience. I hope you 
won’t look down on the “immaturity” of the jokers. I hope, instead, 
that you’ll laugh with those who’re having an innocent laugh at your 
expense. A moderate application of embarrassment is good for us now 
and then, because it breaks up the ruts we tend to fall into. It humbles 
us and frees us to respond to life in a more flexible way.

Actually, it’s a compliment when someone thinks enough of us 
to play a joke on us or invite us to join them in joking with someone 
else. When we were children, those with whom we played were usu-
ally our friends, and it’s much the same way as adults. When people 
show us their playful side, they may be inviting us to be friends, and 
more often than not, we need to say yes.

When we’re playful, we tend to be more honest. At play, we let 
down our defenses and relate to people more transparently. And while 
sometimes that freedom can get out of hand and be abused, nor-
mally it’s a good thing. If we think we don’t have time for play, that’s 
probably an indication that some playfulness is overdue. And if, in all 
honesty, we have personalities that shy away from play, we probably 
have a greater need than the next person to get out and do some play-
ing. Life in this world is serious business, it’s true, but those who’re 
prepared to deal with it the best are those who’re a little mischievous!

In our play we reveal what kind of people we are.
O v i d



April 2

Surprises

Wherever life takes us, 
there are always moments of wonder.

J i mm  y  C a r t e r

More often than not, surprises should be welcomed. 
Occasionally, the unexpected will turn out to be hurtful or 

harmful, but for every such unwelcome surprise there are many more 
that we should be glad to experience. The completely predictable life 
would be a dull one that few of us would enjoy for long.

It’s important to be people who are “surprise-able.” We need to 
be more like the children we once were, eager to be astonished and 
amazed. Even being startled would be good for us now and then. The 
life of joy is always the life of wonder and the life of growth. Whatever 
opens our eyes and expands our experience is to be embraced rather 
than avoided. Most of us tend in the direction of mental sleepiness, 
and so we need an occasional thunderbolt to wake us up. “Surprise,” as 
Boris Pasternak said, “is the greatest gift that life can give us.”

But if it’s important to value surprise in our own lives, it’s also 
important to be people who bring surprises into the lives of oth-
ers. We’d do our friends and family a great favor by becoming more 
imaginative in our interaction with them. Pleasantly surprising others 
is a sign of thoughtfulness, for one thing. It says that we’re not taking 
those around us for granted but are looking for fresh, invigorating 
gifts we can give them. But being a person who surprises others is also 
a sign that we’re fully engaged with life. It’s evidence that we’re mov-
ing forward, glad to taste more of the fascinating variety of life.

Real life is a good deal more unpredictable than the safe existence 
many of us have settled for. Granted, we couldn’t get along without 
the help that good habits give us, but too much habit can be deadly. If 
we never leave our comfortable ruts, the surprises that can turn us into 
wise and joyful people won’t be able to reach us. And so real life calls 
us to come out of our comfort — into a realm where our hearts can be 
pierced by the beauty of unexpected truth.

“Pass in, pass in,” the angels say, 
“In to the upper doors, 

Nor count compartments of the floors, 
But mount to paradise 

By the stairway of surprise.”
R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n



April 3

Culture

Culture is the acquainting ourselves with the best that has been known 
and said in the world, and thus with the history of the human spirit.

M a t t h e w  A r n o l d

If someone said that you were “cultured,” would you 
consider that a compliment or a disparagement? For 

today’s meditation, let’s set aside the stereotype of the cultured person 
as a pretentious “highbrow” and consider culture in its better sense. It 
is, as Matthew Arnold suggests, “acquainting ourselves with the best 
that has been known and said . . . and thus with the history of the 
human spirit.” Is that a bad thing? Is it undesirable to know at least a 
little of what human beings have experienced and felt about life down 
through the ages? Only a person who values ignorance would say so.

Obviously, we need to avoid pride and pretense. If we’ve had the 
privilege of learning a little about history and culture and civilization, 
there’s no need for us to look down on those who haven’t. There may 
be good reasons why they haven’t, and there may be, in fact, some 
advantages to their situation. The world would be a dull place if we 
all had the same interests, so let’s not assume that wider experience 
necessarily makes a person a superior human being. Often it does not.

But let’s face it: when we have the opportunity, we do need to 
get out of our own life and learn something of how life has been 
experienced by people at different times and places. The basic chal-
lenges have always been the same for every person, but people have 
had to deal with these from within very different circumstances. To be 
cultured is to have had some curiosity about other people’s lives.

So Harold W. Dodds said, “Be sure to find a place for intellectual 
and cultural interests outside your daily occupation. It is necessary 
that you do so if the business of living is not to turn to dust and ashes 
in your mouth.” So read and travel. Visit museums and art galleries. 
Attend lectures and concerts. Explore “the history of the human spirit.”

We should do these things not to become “highfalutin” but to 
be better informed — and by being better informed, to make better 
choices. True culture is not for show. It’s for personal improvement.

The value of culture is its effect on character. It avails 
nothing unless it ennobles and strengthens that. Its use is 

for life. Its aim is not beauty but goodness.

W .  S om  e r s e t  M a u g h a m



April 4

Oneness

All for one, one for all!
A l e x a n d r e  D u m a s

One of the best kinds of oneness, or unity, is commit-
ment to a common cause. When two or more people place 

a high value on some goal, they will work together to advance that 
goal. They may have differences, but they will try to keep those differ-
ences from interfering with the shared goal. The group is committed 
to the good of each individual, and each individual is committed to 
the good of the group. The attitude is: all for one, one for all!

Identical robots have no trouble maintaining oneness, for they 
have “oneness” in the most literal sense. Manufactured to the same 
specifications, they have no differences. But people are not robots. 
They vary from one another, often radically. And so the unified pur-
suit of common goals is a significant challenge for human beings. We 
have to keep our personal preferences in their place, and we have to 
see which differences are unity-breakers and which are not. All of this 
takes wisdom, and wisdom is an exceedingly hard thing to acquire.

But there are many worthy goals to which we may commit 
ourselves, and the higher up the scale of worthiness we go, the bigger 
a difference would have to be to keep us from working together. If a 
goal is perceived as being important enough, it will outrank almost 
any difference. For example, when one nation is attacked militarily by 
another nation, its citizens will set aside almost every private differ-
ence in order to defend themselves against the public foe.

It should be obvious that oneness requires humility and unself-
ishness. If I am so bent on advancing my personal agenda that I am 
willing to ride over you roughshod, then you and I will probably not 
be able to work together for very long. But if I am willing to subordi-
nate my personal preferences to yours — and even make sacrifices for 
the sake of your desires — then oneness is a possibility in our work.

It is often surprising to see what obstacles can be overcome when 
people are unified in their labors. There is a transformative power that 
comes from working together that almost never comes from indi-
vidual effort. This does not come from fake or pretended oneness, but 
when the unity is real, the results are electrifying.

Weak things united become strong.
E n g l i s h  P r o v e r b



April 5

Delegation

Surround yourself with the best people you can find, delegate authority, and 
don’t interfere as long as the policy you’ve decided on is being carried out.

R o n a l d  R e a g a n

Good leaders practice the art of delegation. That is, 
they are willing to entrust others with a part of the work that 

is being done. Those delegated are given the authority, the resources, 
and, if necessary, the training to carry out the delegated duty on 
their own. This is called “division of labor.” Someone has to lead the 
endeavor, but the leader can’t do all of the work alone. If the work is 
of any size at all, parts of it have to be delegated to others. And the 
principle of delegation is important not just in the business world; it’s 
important in nearly every group activity that human beings engage in.

The unwillingness to delegate is often a pride issue. Perhaps we 
want to get all the credit for the work ourselves. Perhaps we don’t 
think anyone else can complete the task as well as we could. Or per-
haps we’re just so independent and self-sufficient that we don’t trust 
anyone else. These are all variations on the same theme: we believe 
ourselves to be the most important person involved in the project.

Sometimes, however, the issue is not pride but control. Some 
of us are afraid of situations we can’t control, and so we’re reluctant 
to delegate any serious work. If we did that, we would relinquish a 
significant measure of control, and so we simply don’t do it. Or we do 
it and then still try to control the outcome by micromanaging the one 
to whom the work has been delegated.

But if we’re willing to learn humility (letting go of pride) and 
trust (letting go of control), then great good can come from the divi-
sion of labor and the delegation of responsibility. Working together, 
even two or three people can achieve wondrous results, but not if 
everybody is equally involved in everything the group is doing. For 
“synergy” to take place, different people have to do different jobs.

One thing, however, must not be forgotten: leaders do not escape 
responsibility by delegating work to others. The captain of a ship has 
to entrust many different duties to his sailors, but he is still respon-
sible for what happens to the ship. So let’s be wise enough to delegate 
some work to others, yet big enough to accept a leader’s responsibility.

You can delegate authority, but you cannot delegate responsibility.
S t e p h e n  W .  C om  i s k e y



April 6

Awareness

Great eaters and great sleepers are 
incapable of anything else that is great.

H e n r y  IV   of   F r a n c e

There is a malady that afflicts many of us that might 
be called “dullness.” I don’t mean that we ourselves are dull, 

but rather that our attention to life has been dulled. Maybe we have 
experienced so much that we’re jaded, maybe we’ve been beaten down 
by too many problems, or maybe we’re just tired or sleepy or bored. 
Whatever the reason, many of us do not live our lives with much 
awareness. Our days — and our experiences — flow by us without 
much conscious attention on our part. It’s as if we’re only half-awake.

As I said, the problem may be that we’ve had too many difficul-
ties to deal with. But on the other hand, maybe we’ve had it too easy. 
As Karl Ritter said, “People need resistance, for it is resistance which 
gives them their awareness of life.” It’s a fact that dealing with dif-
ficulty enhances our awareness. Pain concentrates our attention, and if 
that’s what it takes to wake us up, then maybe pain is not all bad.

I can’t discuss awareness, however, without mentioning a particu-
lar failure that characterizes our age, and that is a failure to be aware 
of those around us. Manners expert Emily Post has said, “Manners are 
a sensitive awareness of the feelings of others.” If so, that is probably 
why our age is ill-mannered. We are so self-centered that we feel no 
need to “tune in” and be aware of anyone else’s feelings. Unconcerned 
and oblivious, we act in ways that a more aware person would not.

Henry Miller once wrote, “The aim of life is to live, and to live 
means to be aware.” As a statement of the meaning of life, that does 
not go nearly far enough, but it does contain a grain of truth. There 
is a sense in which if our consciousness and our awareness have been 
dulled, we are not really living. If we fail to taste life fully, both the 
bitter and the sweet, then we’re losing the experience that life was 
meant to be. So the advice of  Thomas Mann is well worth consider-
ing, and I heartily recommend it to you: “Hold every moment sacred. 
Give each . . . the weight of thine awareness.”

Hold fast the time! Guard it, watch over it, every hour, every minute! 
Unregarded it slips away, like a lizard, smooth, slippery, faithless, a pixy wife. 
Hold every moment sacred. Give each clarity and meaning, each the weight 

of thine awareness, each its true and due fulfillment.
T h om  a s  M a n n



April 7

Service

If things are not going well with you, begin your effort at correcting 
the situation by carefully examining the service you are rendering, 

and especially the spirit in which you are rendering it.

R o g e r  B a b s o n

A failure to render service is at the root of many of 
our dissatisfactions with life. Frequently, when we get ill-

tempered and out of sorts, the reason is that we’ve gotten so bogged 
down in our own concerns that we’ve quit serving those around us. 
When this happens, we come dangerously close to missing the main 
point of our lives. “No one has learned the meaning of life until he has 
surrendered his ego to the service of his fellow men” (Beran Wolfe).

One obvious thing about service is that it has to be rendered to 
actual people. There is no such thing as abstract service to “humanity.” 
Either we serve those we actually come in contact with or we don’t 
serve. It’s usually just as simple as that. But therein lies the problem. 
Those we actually come in contact with are always fallible, imperfect 
people. They often have unpleasant habits and irritating responses 
to our help. So we tend to put off serving until we find some people 
to serve who are more congenial. But just as we don’t get to pick our 
families, we don’t usually get to pick those whom we have the op-
portunity to serve. Life (I would use the word “providence”) brings us 
into contact with certain people and presents us with the opportunity 
to serve them. We don’t choose whether to serve them or to serve 
someone else. We choose whether to serve or not serve, period.

There is an old saying that “the smallest good deed is better than 
the grandest good intention.” Most of us mean no harm. We have 
good intentions. But if our good intentions don’t show up in service, 
then they serve no useful purpose beyond making us feel better about 
our intentions. So let’s quit making excuses and get busy finding 
someone to serve. Even if we don’t see the results with our own eyes, 
we must never doubt this fact: it always does good to do good.

Give me the power to live for mankind; 
Make me the mouth for such as cannot speak; 

Eyes let me be to groping men and blind; 
A conscience to the base; and to the weak — 

Let me be hands and feet; 
And to the foolish, mind.

T h e odo   r e  E .  P a r k e r
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Graciousness

Amazing grace! How sweet the sound!

J o h n  N e w t o n

Few things in life are finer than the daily demonstra-
tion of graciousness. When the things that are done are 

not only correct from a legal or technical viewpoint but they’re also 
warmed with the goodness of grace, that’s a beauty that makes us glad 
we’re alive! A friend compassionately notices that we’re struggling. A 
coworker kindly covers a task for us. A neighbor beautifully remem-
bers our birthday. A child charmingly says thank you. A spouse tact-
fully helps us with a weakness. Amazing grace! How sweet the sound!

Attentiveness and thoughtfulness. The most basic element of gra-
ciousness is that it pays careful attention to another person. It’s con-
siderate in the literal sense of the term, that is, it considers the other 
person. When we act graciously, we’re saying that we’ve taken thought 
for someone else and that their needs are important to us.

Kindness and courtesy. To be gracious, however, we must not only 
take thought for others; we must do so with a desire to be merciful. 
The essence of kindness is that it is compassionate; it desires to deal 
gently with other people, even when they’ve not done their best. And 
that’s why the help that gracious people offer actually does help.

Charm and beauty. Good manners are not a waste of time, nor are 
they finicky or pretentious. To endow our deeds with a bit of charm 
— and even elegance once in a while — is to say to those around us 
that we think enough of them to act graciously for their sake. The 
beauty of gracious conduct is one of life’s happiest pleasures.

Many people have the resources to be gracious but lack the char-
acter to carry it out. On any given day, most of the opportunities for 
people to act graciously toward other people are probably lost. So when 
we encounter that rare person who cares enough to have acquired the 
qualities of kindness, courtesy, and beauty, we are deeply refreshed by 
them. Thank goodness for the gracious ones! Like daffodils peeking 
out from a spring snow, they strike us with hope and happiness. Our 
days would be dreary indeed if it weren’t for their gift of graciousness.

Riches may enable us to confer favours, 
but to confer them with propriety and grace 
requires a something that riches cannot give.

C h a r l e s  C a l e b  C o lt o n
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Importance

There was a time when I had all the answers. My real growth 
began when I discovered that the questions to which I had the 

answers were not the important questions.

R e i n h o l d  N i e b u h r

In this life, we’re on a journey: an odyssey on which we 
learn, little by little, what the important things are.  

The further we go, the more obvious it becomes that at the begin-
ning we had no clear idea concerning life’s real priorities. We were full 
of answers, but as it turns out, we had not even discovered what the 
main questions were. It begins to dawn on us that “importance” is a 
thing much easier understood at journey’s end than at its beginning.

If we wish to see what’s truly important, the main requirement 
is to overcome our sense of self-importance. Each of us is important, 
certainly. But our self-centered concerns are nowhere near the most 
important thing in life. As R. M. Baumgardy said, “Man must realize 
his own unimportance before he can appreciate his importance.”

T. S. Eliot once wrote, “Half of the harm that is done in this 
world is due to people who want to feel important . . . They do not 
mean to do harm . . . They are absorbed in the endless struggle to 
think well of themselves.” Too often, we are like Ed Koch who in a 
famous conversation said, “But enough about me. Let’s talk about you. 
What do you think of me?” As long as we are stuck in this mode of 
thought, we will never appreciate the things that matter most.

But even when we rise above self-importance, we still have the 
challenge of multiple priorities. Not all of the things that we have to 
deal with are equally important, but many of them are important to 
some degree, and it takes wisdom, courage, and no small amount of 
discipline to separate the less important from the more important.

And finally, all of us need to have something that is of ultimate 
importance. In other words, we need to cherish some value that is 
such a surpassing treasure that we would, if necessary, sacrifice every-
thing else for that one value. When we possess such a value, we can 
arrange all the lesser values in their proper order, and we’re motivated 
to give our first and finest effort to that which is at the top of the list.

The most important thing in life is to live your life 
for something more important than your life.

W i l l i a m  J a m e s
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Focus

Concentrate on finding your goal, 
then concentrate on reaching it.

M i c h a e l  F r i e dm  a n

When we learn what the important things are, the 
challenge is to keep focused on them. It is not easy 

to keep the most important things in the center of our concern, even 
when we see what those things are. So today, let’s think about the 
importance of focus. It’s one of the keys to effective living.

As life becomes more complex, the more tempted we are to 
dilute our attention. With so many fascinating concerns competing 
for our recognition, we tend to be distracted from the few that should 
be our focus. But as enticing as all these things are, we must resist the 
urge to dabble in them. With a limited amount of energy, we must 
make some hard choices and concentrate on our highest priorities.

Samuel Johnson wrote, “A man may be so much of everything 
that he is nothing of everything.” Poorly focused people end up mak-
ing less of a contribution to the world than those who have narrowed 
their interest. To attempt too much is to accomplish too little.

When we summon the courage to concentrate, focusing like 
a laser on what is most important, many of our practical problems 
disappear. For instance, focus tends to drive away worry and anxiety. 
Lady Bird Johnson was on the right track when she said, “Become so 
wrapped up in something that you forget to be afraid.”

But how do we learn to concentrate? Where does focus come 
from? I believe it comes from two things: (a) deciding what our great-
est goals are, and (b) giving ourselves passionately to the accomplish-
ment of those goals. Walter J. Johnston said it well: “Many people 
who wonder why they don’t amount to more than they do have good 
stuff  in them, and are energetic, persevering, and have ample op-
portunities. It is all a case of trimming the branches and throwing the 
whole force of power into the development of something that counts.”

So how long has it been since you “trimmed the branches” in 
your life? And are you “throwing the whole force of power” into what 
matters most? If not, you’re probably drifting through life without any 
certain destination. I can tell you from experience: you need to focus.

This one thing I do . . . I press toward the goal.
L e t t e r  of   P a u l  t o  t h e  P h i l i p p i a n s
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Aid

Knowing sorrow well, I learn the way to succor the distressed.
V i r g i l

From time to time, all of us need to receive aid and 
also to give it. At any given moment we may need to be 

doing one more than the other, but before our lives are over, we will 
have had to do both: receive aid and give aid. And learning to think 
rightly about the subject of aid is one of life’s great challenges.

It is an interesting fact that the things that best equip us to give 
aid are often those that are painful to experience. None of us wants to 
suffer any more than necessary, but there is no denying that suffering 
puts us in a position to help others who are suffering. As Virgil put 
it, “Knowing sorrow well, I learn the way to succor the distressed.” If 
we could see the long-term benefits of difficulty and see how it makes 
helpers of us, we would accept our sufferings with a greater strength.

Most normal people have the urge to help others, but the 
problem is we don’t act on the urge as consistently as we should. In 
the story of the Good Samaritan, the man who rendered help to the 
injured traveler might have had no more of a generous attitude than 
the other two men. But unlike them, he acted on the impulse to give 
aid. As the saying goes, “a little help is worth a great deal of pity.”

In the Book of Genesis, there is the story of Joseph and his 
brothers who sold him into slavery. Later, when events had sharpened 
their conscience considerably, they made this statement: “Yes, now we 
are suffering the consequences of what we did to our brother; we saw 
the great trouble he was in when he begged for help, but we would 
not listen.” Truly, there is no regret in life worse than looking back 
and knowing that you did not help someone who was pleading for it.

Unfortunately, it is often pride that hinders our urge to give aid 
and to receive it. If we’re honest, we have to admit there are limits on 
whom we would aid and whom we would want to receive aid from. 
But shouldn’t aid be unprejudiced? Sometimes the greatest benefit of 
aid comes from helping someone outside our comfort zone — and 
having the humility to receive aid from the last person on earth we 
would want to be helped by is humility indeed. So since the need for 
aid is universal, let’s look at it that way.

Everyone needs help from everyone.
B e r t o lt  B r e c h t
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Credibility

A credible message needs a credible messenger 
because charisma without character is catastrophe.

P e t e r  K u z m i c

Most of us underestimate the importance of cred-
ibility. In our interactions with other people, not much can 

be done without credibility. Our words may be true and our work may 
serve a worthy cause, but if we’ve not gained credibility (or if we’ve 
damaged our credibility), it’s going to be an uphill climb trying to 
influence those around us. Whether we like it or not, almost every 
activity in this world involves persuasion in one form or another, and 
without credibility, persuaders find it hard to persuade anybody.

If we give “credence” to something, that means we believe it. 
So “credibility” means believability. People who have credibility are 
those whom others find it easy to believe. They are trusted by those 
who have dealings with them, and their words carry weight. Having 
proven themselves reliable, in both word and deed, they are worthy of 
confidence. So when the time comes to persuade or influence some-
one else, people with credibility find that others are willing to listen.

Several things are involved in building credibility, but the most 
important factor is also the most obvious: if we want to be perceived 
as being credible, we need to be credible. If we want others to think 
of us as trustworthy, we need to be trustworthy. No effective shortcut 
has ever been found to credibility. It can’t be built by quick fixes or 
maintained permanently by personality techniques. It doesn’t result 
from the smoke-and-mirrors manipulation of others by tricks of the 
communication trade. No, if others are to trust us and listen seriously 
when we speak, we’re going to have to establish a pattern of telling 
the truth in every situation. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and credibility 
won’t be acquired in a day either. It takes time.

But if it takes time to build credibility, it can certainly be lost 
quickly. A lifetime of painstaking effort to become trustworthy can 
be thrown away in a moment of carelessness, and once lost, credibility 
is extremely hard to regain. So if we want others to listen when we 
speak, let us carefully, scrupulously, and consistently . . . tell the truth!

Every exaggeration of the truth once detected by others destroys 
our credibility and makes all that we do and say suspect.

S t e p h e n  R .  C o v e y
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Integrity

This above all: to thine own self be true, 
And it must follow, as the night the day, 
Thou canst not then be false to any man.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e

Integrity has to do with “oneness.” It can be thought of in 
several different ways, as we shall see, but integrity always involves 

some kind of unity or wholeness. A person who has integrity is not 
fractured, divided, or conflicted, but instead is a person of consistency. 
He or she is one person rather than two or three different persons 
fighting for control of the same mind and body.

Here are three ways that people of integrity maintain oneness.
Alignment of principles with truth. “To thine own self be true” is 

not good advice if our principles aren’t valid. (Think of Adolf Hitler.) 
So to have integrity, we must adhere to time-tested moral principles.

Consistency between principles and conduct. Having adopted valid 
principles, we must then keep our conduct in line with our principles. 
Integrity means we refuse to violate our conscience. In Plato’s Gorgias, 
Socrates said, “And yet, my friend, I would rather . . . that the whole 
world should be at odds with me, and oppose me, than that I myself 
should be at odds with myself and contradict myself.” We must have a 
solid confidence in ourselves that we will do what is right.

Agreement between public and private life. The person who lives 
one life in public but contradicts that life in private is a hypocrite. 
Integrity means our public and private lives are harmonious.

Without integrity, life is worth very little. Unfortunately, many 
people sell out and sacrifice their integrity in order to gain some tem-
porary advantage. But if we violate our principles to acquire things 
like fame, fortune, power, safety, security, or social acceptance, what 
have we gained in the long term? Yes, the temptations are strong, and 
it can be hard to hold on to our convictions. But we must guard our 
integrity even when it is hard — I would say especially when it is hard. 
“He has honor if he holds himself to an ideal of conduct though it is 
inconvenient, unprofitable, or dangerous to do so” (Walter Lippmann). 
So come what may, let us heed the quiet voice of our conscience.

Hold it the greatest wrong to prefer life to honor 
and for the sake of life to lose the reason for living.

J u v e n a l
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Security

With all its alluring promise that someone else will guarantee 
for the rainy day, Social Security can never replace the program that man’s 

future welfare is, after all, a matter of individual responsibility.

H a r o l d  S t o n i e r

These days, we tend to think that our security is the 
responsibility of someone else to provide. The govern-

ment program in the United States called “Social Security” is a good 
example. Whatever its original merits may have been, it has come to 
be thought of as an entitlement. We think we have a right to be finan-
cially secure in old age, and it’s the government’s responsibility to take 
care of us. Personal responsibility has been lost in the shuffle.

That said, it is also true that security is a goal we must pursue 
together with those around us. While I must assume personal respon-
sibility, I must also take my neighbors into account because security 
that is gained by selfish means is always a shaky security. “Ultimately 
there can be no freedom for self unless it is vouchsafed to others; 
there can be no security where there is fear, and a democratic society 
presupposes confidence and candor in the relations of men with one 
another and eager collaboration for the larger ends of life instead of 
the pursuit of petty, selfish, or vainglorious aims” (Felix Frankfurter).

So even in terms of our own security, we can’t afford to leave our 
neighbors out of the equation. What is more, we must be actively 
involved in providing for the security of those around us. It is not 
enough to receive security; we must also be those who give it. Here 
is an area where it is truly more blessed to give than to receive. And 
there are few gifts we can give that are any better than to say to some-
one, “In every possible way, I want to help make you secure.”

In the end, however, there is no such thing as real security in this 
world. If our peace of mind depends on our ability to provide every-
thing we will ever need, we are bound to be disappointed. How much 
better it would be if we redefined security and sought it spiritually 
rather than financially. As far as this world is concerned, we will never 
be secure if there is anything we think we have to have, and the sooner 
we loosen our grip on these things, the more truly secure we will be.

Security depends not so much on how much you have, 
as upon how much you can do without.

J o s e p h  W ood    K r u t c h
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Labor

It is only by labour that thought can be made healthy, 
and only by thought that labour can be made happy, 

and the two cannot be separated with impunity.

J o h n  R u s k i n

Labor, especially when it’s thoughtful labor under-
taken on behalf of those we love, is one of the main 

things that make life good. We may forget it while we’re 
working, but it only takes a period of sickness or enforced inactivity to 
remind us: the ability to work is a blessing, not a curse.

Labor is not inherently good, of course. Whether it’s good or 
bad depends on the object of our endeavors. As far as character traits 
go, it’s better to be industrious than not industrious, but it makes a 
big difference whether we’re trying to achieve honorable ends or not. 
Judging from the evidence, the devil has a diligent work ethic, but for 
all his hard work, he still has some serious public relations problems!

To be satisfying, our labor must be based on valid principles. It 
must be aligned with truths that are known to produce helpful results, 
rather than harmful ones. And not only that, it must be motivated by 
something more than self-centered aims. We’re at our best when we’re 
laboring to create something someone else will enjoy or profit from.

If you don’t have somebody for whom you love to work, you need 
to find somebody like that. You need to have one or more persons 
whose needs it gives you great pleasure to fulfill. There really is a 
great deal of truth to the saying that “it’s more blessed to give than to 
receive.” By nature, we’re producers, and we derive a deeper pleasure 
from that than from consuming what others have produced.

Since we’re all connected to a vast array of relationships in the 
world, we also need to see our labor as being connected to the labor 
of others. Whatever our work is, our activity impinges on others in 
some way; it affects their work, either positively or negatively. Since 
that’s true, one of the most ennobling things in life is to aspire to the 
making of a positive contribution, one that will add a little quality 
or excellence to the world’s output. When we labor toward that end, 
gratefully and enthusiastically, good things can be expected to happen.

No task, rightly done, is truly private. 
It is part of the world’s work.

W ood   r o w  W i l s o n
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Philanthropy

A man of humanity is one who, in seeking to establish 
himself, finds a foothold for others and who, desiring attainment 

for himself, helps others to attain.

C o n f u c i u s

It would be impossible to have a virtuous character 
and not be concerned about the public welfare. As 

Confucius observed, an honorable man does not climb without help-
ing others find a foothold. And that is what philanthropy is all about: 
helping our fellow citizens attain what we’re trying to attain.

There are, obviously, many problems associated with phi-
lanthropy, problems that cause many to shy away from the whole 
idea. First, there is the problem of less-than-honorable motives. As 
Friedrich Nietzsche said, “If all alms were given only for pity, all beg-
gars would have starved long ago.” And then, there is the problem of 
unintended consequences. Sometimes our generous impulses lead us 
to give help in a way that ends up doing more harm than good. And 
these are just two of the problems; there are many more. All things 
considered, genuine philanthropy requires a great deal of wisdom, 
perhaps more wisdom than any of the other virtues.

But although philanthropy is fraught with difficulty, we must not 
let ourselves become cynical about it. Steering clear of the problems, 
we don’t want to swing to the opposite extreme and come to be 
known for practicing misanthropy. The old Chinese proverb is true: “It 
is better to light a candle than to curse the darkness.” The difficulty of 
doing good wisely is no excuse for not doing any good at all.

There are two things we need to understand about philanthropy. 
First, it is not just for the rich. Our means may be more limited than 
the fabulously wealthy, but we are still responsible for doing what we 
can. Second, philanthropy is not just about money. Things like time 
and effort are often more needed than our financial help.

Good deeds must be done outwardly, but philanthropy is as 
much a matter of the heart as it is of the hands. It has to do with a 
spirit, an attitude, a way of thinking. And in the end, the best philan-
thropy comes from a high-quality character on the inside of us.

The place to improve the world is first in one’s own heart and head 
and hands, and then work outward from there.

R o b e r t  M .  P i r s i g
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Relief

Can I see another’s woe, 
And not be in sorrow too? 
Can I see another’s grief, 

And not seek for kind relief?
W i l l i a m  B l a k e

If a beast of burden is struggling under its load, 
“relief” would consist of lifting or lightening the 

burden. In a similar way, we speak of “relief ” among human beings. 
Relief is “the easing of a burden or distress, such as pain, anxiety, or 
oppression” (American Heritage Dictionary). Our burdens may not be 
physical, but they are no less oppressive, and when one person pro-
vides relief for another, something happens that is wonderful indeed.

It’s obvious that we live in a “burdensome” world, but it’s not 
always obvious why that is so. None of us understands completely all 
of the whys and wherefores of suffering, but even in the absence of 
understanding, we still have the opportunity to help specific people.  
Francis of Assisi was probably putting the emphasis in the right place 
when he said, “I do not aspire . . . to understand pain or suffering. I 
aspire only to relieve the pain and suffering of others.”

One of the finest reputations that we can have in this world is 
to be known as somebody that others can confidently turn to in their 
hour of distress. We can’t make the suffering of others go away, but we 
can learn the skills, the wisdom, and the courage to lighten their load.

But what about our own relief? When we are distressed, may we 
desire that someone will help provide relief for us? Yes, we may desire 
it and even long for it. But relief in the form of help from others may 
not come, and so it’s wise to take responsibility for our own situation. 
We may not be able to free ourselves from pain completely, but there 
is one thing we can do and it’s a great help: we can determine that we’ll 
follow our conscience. Whether relief from others comes to us or not, 
if we can end the day confident that we’ve done our best, then our 
hearts will find some relief. And if we’ve not done our best, the first 
order of business tomorrow should be rectifying our wrongs and mov-
ing ahead. When all is said and done, the key to relief is conscience.

A man is relieved . . . when he has put his heart 
into his work and done his best; what he has said 

or done otherwise shall give him no peace.
R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n
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Thoughtfulness

Only when we turn thoughtfully toward what has already been thought 
will we be turned to use for what must still be thought.

M a r t i n  H e i d e g g e r

As busy as we are these days, being thoughtful is 
not easy. Thinking requires time, and we don’t have much of 

that left over after we’ve ticked off the items on our “To Do” list. So 
looking back, we often realize that we’ve been thoughtless in various 
situations, simply because we were too hurried to be otherwise. At the 
pace life is lived in this age of the world, those who remain thought-
ful are usually those who have more self-discipline than the rest of us. 
The thoughtful are those who deliberately slow down and . . . think!

One of the things that we need to think about is that which 
others have thought before us. Heidegger’s point is well taken: “Only 
when we turn thoughtfully toward what has already been thought will 
we be turned to use for what must still be thought.” We hurt ourselves 
when we commit the sin of  “chronological snobbery” and dismiss 
the value of anything that is not new or contemporary. But that said, 
think with me now about two different kinds of thoughtfulness.

Careful thought. One meaning of  “thoughtful” is “contemplative.” 
The thoughtful person is one who ponders and considers what is the 
best path to follow. He or she might be described as being “pensive.” 
Some are more inclined in that direction than others, obviously, but 
if we never take the time to consider (a) what is true, and (b) what we 
ought to do, then our deeds are going to do damage sooner or later.

Concern for others. To be thoughtful also means to be considerate 
of others. And this, I believe, is the highest kind of thoughtfulness. 
It involves not only stopping to think of others but anticipating their 
needs and wishes. So thoughtful people, in this sense, are those who 
think of others with a noticeable degree of wisdom and sensitivity. 
Deep down, of course, this concern is a product of love. It comes from 
“charity” in the older sense. And if we’re too busy to anticipate the 
needs of others and serve them, then we’re simply too busy to love.

What is charity? 
It’s silence when your words would hurt 
It’s patience when your neighbor’s curt 

It’s deafness when scandal flows 
It’s thoughtfulness for another’s woes.

A n o n y mo  u s
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Movement

The flowering of the person is not a state at which we arrive, 
it is the movement that results from perpetual incompleteness.

P a u l  T o u r n i e r

Within us all, there is a deep, instinctive urge to 
move ahead. We are creatures who dream and aspire. We 

set goals and reach toward them. We are not content to stay put. That 
being true, it’s all the more strange that many of us do stay put! We 
make ourselves miserable when we stand still, but we do it anyway. 
What we need is a more powerful appreciation of “movement.”

Change. To live is to change, and so if we are living, we are 
changing. “Our nature lies in movement; absolute rest is death” (Blaise 
Pascal). But change is frightening as well as inconvenient. Most of us 
tend to resist significant change. But in our more serious moments, 
we realize that resisting change is resisting growth. Even where our 
hearts are concerned, we need to embrace the idea of moving forward. 
As Paul Tournier said, “Love is not a state, it is a movement.”

Progress. While change and movement can be good ideas, a word 
of warning is needed: not all change is good. There is no inherent 
value in change; it is good only when it moves us in the direction of 
true progress. As the pace of change around us increases, we need this 
warning all the more. It’s easy to let ourselves be swept along by the 
latest “new” thing, but before we move in any direction, let’s honestly 
inquire whether that change is moving us upward or downward.

Engagement with life. This is a different kind of movement, but 
it is nonetheless important. Some people back away from any real 
engagement or involvement with life because that kind of move-
ment requires effort. They would rather lie down and remain passive 
than move out onto the battlefield where the action is. But when we 
take the easy way out, we lose the opportunity to learn new skills and 
equip ourselves for useful work. When we stay put, we fail to serve.

So let me come right out and ask you: are you a person who 
is characterized by movement? Are you going toward any worthy 
destination? And are you actively and interestingly engaged with the 
people and circumstances around you? If not, I urge you to get mov-
ing. The static life is no life at all. It is a death worse than death itself.

The great affair is movement.
R o b e r t  L o u i s  S t e v e n s o n
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Vulnerability

To suffering must be added mourning, understanding, patience, love, 
openness, and the willingness to remain vulnerable.

A n n e  M o r r o w  L i n d b e r g h

To be vulnerable is to be susceptible to injury, and 
that does not sound like a good thing. The word “vul-

nerable” has a negative, and even fearful, connotation to us, as every 
insurance salesman knows full well. But think more carefully about 
our vulnerability. Is it really something we should try to escape?

The fact is, we are vulnerable in many ways, and there is no use 
pretending otherwise. And there is no use trying to protect ourselves 
from every conceivable loss or injury. There are just too many pos-
sibilities. Try as we may, we can never achieve perfect safety in this 
world. So if we’re going to have any peace of mind, it will have to be 
by some means other than playing it safe in every situation.

In most people’s lives, a certain stage of maturity has to be 
reached before they are willing to accept their vulnerability and not 
be afraid of it. But what a liberating experience when we reach that 
point! The “willingness to remain vulnerable,” as Lindbergh puts it, 
is one of the finest fruits of thoughtful and honest living. It is quite a 
relief when we quit making the effort to be strong — and to appear to 
be strong — in every circumstance. Having moved beyond the need 
for constant safety, we are free to work on more productive projects.

Sadly, some of us never get to that point. We remain bogged 
down in futile efforts to protect ourselves from any possible hurt, and 
we have no higher goal in any endeavor than to do what is safe. But 
while wisdom prompts us to take reasonable precautions (only a fool 
“throws caution to the wind”), it is not wisdom that makes us obsess 
over safety. Safety is a value, certainly, but it is not the ultimate value.

In matters of the heart, above all, we must accept our vulner-
ability. Real love is always attended by the possibility of being hurt. 
Indeed, love carries with it the probability of being hurt, since there is 
no one we may love in this world whom we will not have to say good-
bye to. But should we protect ourselves by avoiding love? No, down 
that path lies nothing but death. Love is a chance well worth taking.

Vulnerability, attachment, uprooting, tenderness, interest, 
anxiety, expectation, anguish — all these are nothing else but love.

L o u i s  E v e l y
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Circumspection

The necessity of the times, more than ever, calls for our utmost 
circumspection, deliberation, fortitude, and perseverance.

S a m u e l  A d a m s

Some words convey an idea by means of a mental pic-
ture, and “circumspection” is such a word. Literally, it 

means to “look in a circle” or to “look around,” and the picture is that 
of a person walking through a dangerous area and looking around 
before he takes each step. Think of a soldier walking across a mine-
field: he would look around carefully and watch where he stepped. To 
live circumspectly, then, is to live carefully. The main idea is what we 
might call heedfulness — paying attention to where we “step.”

The more hazardous the times in which we live, the more impor-
tant it is to make careful decisions about our lives. And if the “neces-
sity of the times” called for circumspection in Samuel Adams’s day, 
the age in which we live is no less perilous. If we don’t “watch where 
we’re going,” some very unpleasant surprises are going to shock us.

As we discussed in yesterday’s reading on “vulnerability,” it is 
possible to be too concerned with things like prudence and risk-
avoidance. In this matter, we need to strive for balance, and balance 
can only be achieved by wisdom. Life’s issues are not all equal; some 
are weightier and deserve more circumspection than others. So we 
need to grow in the wisdom that is required to tell the difference.

Without circumspection, we’re going to hurt ourselves, but what 
is worse, we’re going to hurt others. Our concern for others is mainly 
what should make us want to be circumspect. Thomas à Kempis 
spoke truly when he said, “Love is watchful.” The more we love those 
around us, the more careful we’ll be in the way we live our lives. In an 
interconnected world, carefulness is a great gift we can give.

But in deciding what to be circumspect about, most of us should 
be less concerned about physical issues and more concerned about 
spiritual and moral ones. Too much of the time, we lavish great care 
on the former and are shockingly careless about the latter. So my 
advice to you is this: however prudent you are in doing what is safe, 
watch your step even more in doing what is right. Let the question of 
moral integrity be the one where you “watch your step” most carefully.

Watch that you do what you should do.
O s w a l d  C h a m b e r s
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Seriousness

It is not so important to be serious as it is to be 
serious about the important things.

R o b e r t  M a y n a r d  H u t c h i n s

Is seriousness a quality that you would like to add to 
your character? Many people would rather be lighthearted 

than serious, but before you reject the idea of seriousness, think what 
the alternatives are. Would you rather be known as a silly, foolish 
person? Would you like to be one who deals only with the trivial, 
inconsequential side of life? Probably not, but those are the opposites 
of true seriousness. The stereotype of the serious person as being “hu-
morless” is only a mockery and a caricature of seriousness. Genuine 
seriousness may be something more valuable than you have thought.

These days, we have trouble rightly considering seriousness 
because of our culture’s overemphasis on frivolity. Years ago, Neil 
Postman powerfully described this phenomenon in his Amusing 
Ourselves to Death, a book that was written long before the entertain-
ment business had grown to today’s gigantic proportions. Postman’s 
argument was not that mirth and merriment are wrong, but that we 
have overdosed ourselves on these things — and seriously damaged 
our culture in the process. Having come to see everything in terms of 
entertainment, we have lost the ability to deal seriously with serious 
things. We have been, in his words, amusing ourselves to death.

The crucial thing is not just to be serious but to be “serious about 
the important things” (Hutchins). In our culture, we desperately need 
a sense of proportion and relative value. Not everything should be 
measured by the values of entertainment and fun; some things are 
more important and deserve our serious regard. We should want to 
be people who have a reputation for that kind of seriousness. We 
should aspire to having the capacity for careful thought and consider-
ation. Rather than dabbling, we should become deeply interested and 
involved with the big issues. We should know what diligence means. 
And we should even know when gravity and solemnity are in order.

In short, seriousness should be a prominent part of our character. 
That doesn’t mean being humorless or never playful. It does mean 
that our lightheartedness serves a higher function than mere fun.

Play so that you may be serious.
A n a c h a r s i s
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Cleanliness

The forcefulness of simplicity. 
The winsomeness of courtesy. 
The attractiveness of modesty. 
The inspiration of cleanliness.

R o l l o  C .  H e s t e r

It is possible to be overly concerned with cleanliness, 
but nowadays not many people have that problem. As 

a virtue and a character trait, cleanliness is old-fashioned. It has gone 
out of style. With the possible exception of bodily cleanness, modern 
people think of cleaning activities as a waste of time. They either pay 
someone else to do it or it doesn’t get done. The “inspiration of clean-
liness” sounds like language that comes from another universe.

But isn’t cleanliness a function of stewardship? I happen to 
believe that it is, and I will give you an example. Many years ago, I 
bought a house from an older couple who had built the house and 
raised their rather large family in it. Considering its age, the house 
was in immaculate condition. Rather than being hastily cleaned up 
before being placed on the market, it had been well cleaned and 
maintained as long as its owners had lived in it. I remarked on this 
to my real estate agent, and she said, “Yes, these owners were very 
old-school. They came from a time when people believed that if you 
bought something, you took care of it.” That house was kept clean 
not because its owners were obsessive-compulsive, but because they 
understood the concepts of gratitude, responsibility, and stewardship.

The same real estate agent made another interesting comment. 
She said she was always amazed at the great morale boost that people 
get when they clean their houses before putting them up for sale. 
“Clean windows do wonders for the psyche,” she said. “It makes you 
feel so good, why don’t people clean their houses more often?”

But in regard to cleanliness, the most important kind is that 
which has to do with our inner persons. I believe we do need to keep 
things clean outwardly, but however much we’re concerned about that, 
we need to be even more concerned about our inward life. Too many 
of our hearts are disheveled and dirty. They’re overdue for a cleaning!

Better keep yourself clean and bright; 
you are the window through which you must see the world.

G e o r g e  B e r n a r d  S h a w
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Motives

To act in everything with the highest motives . . .
H e l e n  K e l l e r

Those who act with honorable motives are admired 
for doing so. Even when someone’s deeds have been less than 

satisfactory, we understand that it makes a positive difference if we 
can say “They meant well” or “Their intentions were good.” Why is 
that so? Is it not because a person’s “heart” is more basic to their char-
acter than their “hands”? What we do is important, without a doubt, 
but what we are trying to do is even more important. That being true, 
it’s a healthy exercise to examine our motives from time to time. Why 
are we doing what we do? Are our reasons as good as they can be? Are 
there any adjustments we need to make in our motives?

Aristotle said, “All that we do is done with an eye to something 
else.” Every action is prompted by some motive, and we must accept 
that fact. The question is not whether we have any motives but only 
what they are. Rather than deny that we have any motives, we need 
to be honest about their nature — and then work on improving them 
if necessary. There is no improvement better than the improvement of 
our motives, but we can’t improve them if we’re in denial about them.

But (and here is where it gets tricky) what are our motives for 
wanting to improve our motives? Do we wish others to think well of 
us? Do we wish to think well of ourselves? Neither of these is neces-
sarily wrong, but there is a higher consideration, and that is the objec-
tive, unchanging standard of what is right. We should want to think and 
do what is right because it is right. And it is right to want to do so!

There are few things more powerful or beneficial than “motive 
force.” When a person’s actions are fired by motives that are important 
to them, there is virtually no limit to what they can accomplish. And 
if their motives are not only important to them but right in regard to 
the universal moral code, the results are even more astounding. For 
that reason, it pays to be careful about our motives. If we want to be 
more highly motivated, we need to elevate the quality of our motives. 
The higher they are, the more powerful they will be. And when we 
operate from the very highest motives of all, great mountains become 
moveable and unbearable burdens become easy to carry.

When the will is ready, the feet are light.
G e o r g e  H e r b e r t
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Ends

The question should be, is it worth doing, not can it be done?
A l l a r d  K .  L o w e n s t e i n

Most of us would do well to consider more care-
fully the “why” of our actions. In other words, what is 

the purpose of what we do? What are we trying to accomplish with our 
various activities? If we concentrate solely on our “means” and not on 
our “ends,” we are bound to do harmful things. We may do them ef-
ficiently, but if they shouldn’t be done at all, then our efficiency simply 
gets us to the wrong place faster. Lowenstein’s point is a good one: 
“The question should be, is it worth doing, not can it be done?” 

Our point is that “ends” are important. But the first thing that 
needs to be recognized is that ends are not all-important. There is no 
such thing as a goal so great that it justifies any means that might be 
used to achieve it. No matter how glorious the goal, principles of right 
and wrong must be taken into account when we’re deciding what 
our tactics are going to be. We are not free to “do evil that good may 
come,” to borrow the words of Paul the Apostle.

But to return to the importance of our ends, I suggest that we 
need to think more about our ultimate ends. We do need to have 
short-term objectives to keep us working, but these lesser ends should 
always be examined in the light of our long-range purpose. When we 
focus totally on our smaller goals, we lose touch with this bigger pur-
pose. So we must step back and recall what end we’re working toward.

Also, I suggest that we must maintain consistency between our 
means and our ends. If we’re not careful, we may find ourselves paying 
lip service to very noble ends but engaging in actions that are directly 
opposed to those ends. Integrity and wholeness consist, in large part, 
of harmony between our professed ends and our actual means.

You can be sure of one thing, however, and that is that the means 
you employ in your life will take you to whatever destination is the 
logical result of those means. You can’t travel the road to one city and ar-
rive at another city. To get to that city, you’ll have to change roads. So 
the question of our ends — and the means we use to get there — is a 
question of tremendous consequence.

The means prepare the end, 
and the end is what the means have made it.

J o h n  M o r l e y
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Promises

I believe in the sacredness of a promise, that a man’s word 
should be as good as his bond; that character — not wealth 

or power or position — is of supreme worth.
J o h n  D .  R o c k e f e l l e r  J r .

Few things are more valuable, or more admirable, 
than a promise when it is kept. Yet by the same token, 

there are few things more destructive than a promise when it’s not 
kept. Treachery and betrayal are among the worst things in life.

Unfortunately, we live in an age when commitment-keeping 
seems to be on the decline. Indeed, some forms of promise-breaking 
seem almost trendy and fashionable. One thinks, for example, about 
the frightening frequency with which the marriage promise is set 
aside in our culture, or the explosion of legal litigation in our society 
in which someone claims that someone else has violated a contract. 
We seem to have gotten to the point where a promise only indicates 
what we’ll do until a better deal comes along or the commitment be-
comes an inconvenience to us. Rarely will anyone now honor a prom-
ise if that promise stands between them and something else they’ve 
come to want. Indeed, we go so far as to applaud those who have the 
“courage” to stand up and do what’s right “for them,” regardless of 
what promises have to be broken in the process. And as a result, there 
is human wreckage nearly everywhere we look.

One of the saddest consequences of the modern approach to 
promises is that few of us have any confidence in our own reliability 
anymore. We’ve broken so many commitments that we no longer 
trust ourselves to do what we say we’ll do. In a pinch, we’re not sure 
that we’ll do the right thing. And that’s a tragic loss, because confi-
dence in our own integrity is one of the basic foundations of life.

But if we choose to do better, we can improve, and that’s exactly 
what we should do. Honor is such a simple thing, really, but it’s a great 
thing nevertheless. It’s a nobility that’s available to every man, woman, 
and child: the living of a life that’s based on everyday believability.

Greatness is a matter, not of size, but of quality, and it is 
within the reach of every one of us . . . There is greatness in patient 

endurance; in unyielding loyalty to a goal; in resistance to the temptation to 
betray the best we know; in speaking up for the truth when it is assailed; in 

steadfast adherence to vows given and promises made.
S i d n e y  G r e e n b e r g
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Kindness

Kindness in words creates confidence. 
Kindness in thinking creates profoundness. 

Kindness in giving creates love.

L a o  T z u

If there is a gift that people enjoy receiving any more 
than kindness, I don’t know what it is. Anytime another 

person deals kindly with us, we like that experience very much.
Unfortunately, when we experience the opposite behavior and are 

treated unkindly, we tend to remember that longer. Grudges seem to 
stick in our minds more than gratitude does. But shouldn’t we rather 
“write injuries in sand and kindnesses in marble” (French proverb)?

I think most people would agree that appreciation for kindness 
grows as we mature. We can relate to the sentiment of Abraham 
Joshua Heschel, who said, “When I was young, I admired clever peo-
ple. Now that I am old, I admire kind people.” Perhaps this is true be-
cause we need acts of kindness more when we’re old than when we’re 
young. But as we age, our value system changes as well as our needs. 
While we’re young, our attention is captured by treasures that sparkle 
outwardly. It is only when the shine has worn off of these things that 
we learn to appreciate the more homely virtues like kindness.

As the quotation from Lao Tzu indicates, there are many dif-
ferent species of kindness. In addition to kind words, there are kind 
deeds, kind gestures, kind gifts, and many others. But what about 
kindness in thinking? You may not have tried to keep your thinking 
kind, but that’s the root of the matter. Most of the time, what we do 
outwardly is simply the overflow of what is in our hearts. So if kind 
behavior is our goal, then we need to make kind thinking a habit.

Most ordinary people have the impulse to be kind, at least oc-
casionally. But too few of us act on that impulse. Busy to the point of 
distraction, we slip into the practice of postponing acts of kindness. 
But while having kind intentions is certainly better than not having 
them, the intentions themselves do little good if they are not acted 
upon, at least as far as the recipient is concerned. Let’s not pile up re-
grets in our lives by failing to be kind when we have the opportunity.

You cannot do a kindness too soon, 
for you never know how soon it will be too late.

R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n
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Sensitivity

The very nature of intelligence is sensitivity, and this sensitivity is love. 
Without this intelligence there can be no compassion. Compassion is not 

the doing of charitable acts or social reform; it is free from sentiment, 
romanticism, and emotional enthusiasm. It is as strong as death. It is like 
a great rock, immovable in the midst of confusion, misery, and anxiety.

J i dd  u  K r i s h n a m u r t i

Our “senses” are important both physically and emo-
tionally. In the physical realm, if our fingertips are insensitive 

(that is, they can’t feel anything), that is a significant problem. But 
emotionally, if we have a low degree of sensitivity (our hearts can’t feel 
anything), that is an even greater problem. Our senses, whether physi-
cal or emotional, are meant to give us feedback from the external world, 
and if they don’t do so, then we are isolated within our own selves.

As Krishnamurti suggests, sensitivity is closely linked to love. 
Love is an outward-moving force that urges us in the direction of 
others. It causes us to want to serve their needs. But to act responsibly, 
love must be preceded by sensitivity. We must be able to “feel” with 
our hearts the experiences and needs of those around us. It is difficult 
to imagine how a person could love and not make an effort to be sen-
sitive. We may love and not be as sensitive as we ought to be, but love 
will make us want to improve our sensitivity, at the very least.

Sensitivity requires paying conscious attention to those around 
us. “It means ‘tuning in’ to the thoughts and feelings of [others], lis-
tening to the cues they give us, and reacting appropriately to what we 
detect” ( James C. Dobson). For busy people like us, that is not easy.

Not only does sensitivity require conscious effort; it is somewhat 
dangerous. It requires openness, receptivity, and even the willingness 
to be vulnerable. It can’t be practiced very well by “protective” people.

In the end, it is usually suffering that teaches us what sensitivity 
means and how to practice it. It is the taste of tears that makes our 
hearts more responsive to the tears of others. And it is the struggle to 
overcome difficulty that makes our “senses” more alive and alert.

The most beautiful people we have known are those who have known 
defeat, known suffering, known struggle, known loss, and have found their 
way out of the depths. These persons have an appreciation, a sensitivity, and 

an understanding of life that fills them with compassion, gentleness, and 
a deep loving concern. Beautiful people do not just happen.

E l i s a b e t h  K ü b l e r - R o s s
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Acknowledgment

In comparing various authors with one another, I have discovered 
that some of the gravest and latest writers have transcribed, word for 

word, from former works, without making acknowledgment.

P l i n y  t h e  E l d e r

In any book, there is no more important section than 
the “Acknowledgments.” As readers, most of us probably 

skip that section, but from the writer’s perspective, that is the place 
where he or she expresses appreciation for the help that others have 
given, including those who have shared their inspiration and ideas. To 
stand on the shoulders of others, particularly other writers, and not to 
acknowledge one’s debt to them is a serious crime.

Recognition. One of the greatest types of acknowledgment is that 
which says, “I recognize your presence. I am aware of you. I am taking 
thought for you at this moment.” This sounds like a simple thing, but 
it is a gift we fail to give when we walk in front of someone without 
speaking or acknowledging their presence, when we listen to someone 
without giving them our full attention, and so forth.

Honor. There are many times when we need to go beyond the 
bare acknowledgment of someone else’s presence. If what another 
person has said or done is praiseworthy, then acknowledgment means 
verbalizing the fact that we see their deed as good and honorable.

Gratitude. Just as honor goes beyond recognition, gratitude goes 
beyond honor. Gratitude is an active, personal appreciation of some-
one else. It includes recognition and honor, but it adds the personal 
element which says, “What you have done is meaningful to me, and I 
want you to know that you have helped me.” It takes not only thank-
fulness but also humility to acknowledge that we have been helped.

There is simply no such thing as greatness of character without 
the acknowledgment of others. No matter what the endeavor, the 
person who says “I did this all by myself ” is usually telling a lie. In 
telling this lie, we diminish ourselves. So let us increase the amount of 
acknowledgment that is in our lives. Let us recognize the presence and 
the contribution of others, let us give honor where honor is due, and 
let us never be afraid to say “thank you” to those who have helped us.

There is as much greatness of mind in acknowledging 
a good turn, as in doing it.

S e n e c a
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Quickness

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog.
P r a c t i c e  s e n t e n c e  u s e d  i n  t y p e w r i t i n g

On an average day, which one are you: the quick 
brown fox or the lazy dog? While there are certainly 

times when taking a nap is the right thing to do, more often the 
brown fox who is “quick” has an advantage over the dog who is “lazy.”

Consider two areas of life where quickness might be considered 
a virtue. First, there is a well-known proverb which says, “Be slow to 
promise and quick to perform.” When we are thinking about mak-
ing a commitment, slow deliberation is in order, but when the time 
for keeping the commitment arrives, quickness is what we need. But 
second, The Epistle of James says, “Let every person be quick to hear, 
slow to speak, slow to anger.” Too often, we reverse the order and are 
quick to speak, especially in anger. If we’re going to be quick, however, 
quickness in hearing is the better policy. Seeking to understand the 
other person is the thing we ought to be the most eager to do.

But here is something else: there is a sense in which life will es-
cape us if we don’t enjoy it quickly. Martial, the Roman poet, went so 
far as to say, “No man is quick enough to enjoy life.” That may be an 
exaggeration, but it is certainly true that life slips by us at an aston-
ishing rate, and if we postpone the enjoyment of it until some future 
date, we may find that life has passed us by before we had a chance 
to enjoy it. Our childhood, our youth, our young adulthood, our kids, 
and even our grandkids — these are all things that must be enjoyed 
“quickly.” As for life’s true enjoyment, he who hesitates is lost.

If we think of quickness as “promptness,” it is obvious that there 
is a great value in it. “Well done is quickly done,” said Augustus 
Caesar. (He also said, “More haste, less speed.”) There is a small, flat, 
polished stone that I often keep in my pocket. Aquamarine in color, 
it is engraved with the word “Now.” I find that the presence of that 
stone in my pocket is a very helpful reminder to act . . . quickly.

Quickness is especially important when the opportunity arises to 
give to others or to serve them. There are times, no doubt, when we 
can’t give as quickly as we would like, but whenever possible, we should 
increase the benefit of a gift by giving it sooner rather than later.

He gives twice who gives quickly.
E n g l i s h  P r o v e r b
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Giving

It is more blessed to give than to receive.

J e s u s  of   N a z a r e t h

One of life’s most basic decisions is the decision be-
tween giving and receiving. During our lifetimes, each of 

us will do a good bit of both: sometimes we will give, while at other 
times receiving will be our lot. But by the time we die, each of us will 
have established one or the other as our predominant pattern. That is, 
our friends and family will know that one pattern — either giving or 
taking — has prevailed over the other in our lives. Deciding which of 
these modes of living will be ours is a decision of huge consequence.

Most of us struggle to be as giving-oriented as we would like to 
be. Why is that? There are many reasons, I suppose, but one is that 
we tend to put off giving until we have become more “prosperous.” In 
other words, we delay giving because, at the moment, we feel that we 
just can’t afford it. And this is true with our time and energy as well as 
with gifts that are more monetary. We operate on the assumption that 
being a consistent giver requires that we have ample resources.

But Harold Nye was undoubtedly correct when he said, “If you 
are not generous with a meager income, you will never be generous 
with abundance.” So to become givers we need not wait until we 
reach some stage in life when giving will have become easy. Indeed, 
when we give out of an abundance, we hardly miss what has been 
given, and our giving means less than when it requires real sacrifice. 
Since sacrifice makes giving more gratifying, people of less means 
are in a position to be more blessed in their giving than others. As 
George Eliot said, “One must be poor to know the luxury of giving.”

But the very best giving is the giving of ourselves, and here is 
where we should be the most generous. Indeed, nothing else we can 
give to others matters if we withhold the gift of a gracious self. As 
Shakespeare put it in Hamlet, “Rich gifts wax poor when givers prove 
unkind.” Before the opportunity escapes us, may we learn to be givers 
more than takers — and givers of ourselves most of all.

That man may last, but never lives, 
Who much receives but nothing gives; 

Whom none can love, whom none can thank, 
Creation’s blot, creation’s blank.

T h om  a s  G i b b o n s
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Maturity

To exist is to change, to change is to mature, 
to mature is to go on creating yourself endlessly.

H e n r i - L o u i s  B e r g s o n

In a youth-oriented culture, it may seem strange to 
describe maturity as an “enthusiastic idea.” Maturity 

has the aura of old age about it, and while most people want to live as 
long as possible, they never want to become “old people.” Yet moving 
in the direction of maturity is the natural progression of life. If we are 
aging but not becoming more mature, something is seriously wrong. 
Maturity is not something to be resisted but rather welcomed.

But what is “maturity”? The word itself simply means “full devel-
opment” or “maximum excellence.” But chronologically, maturity is 
the stage between youth and old age — the period after we’ve learned 
the lessons of youth but before our physical and mental powers have 
started to decline. It’s the stage in life when our powers are at their 
peak, the time when we do the work that our youth has prepared us 
for. But more generally, we use the word “maturity” to describe the 
wisdom and good judgment that come with the passing of years. It is 
a mental state and not just a physical one. In fact, mental and physi-
cal maturity don’t always go together. It’s possible for a young person 
to be quite mature, just as it’s possible for an aged person to have 
remained immature. Normally, however, maturity grows with age.

One of the salient characteristics of maturity is that we begin 
to take personal responsibility for our actions. The more mature we 
are, the less we blame external factors for our problems. “We have 
not passed that subtle line between childhood and adulthood until 
we move from the passive voice to the active voice — that is, until we 
have stopped saying ‘It got lost’ and say ‘I lost it’” (Sydney J. Harris).

All things considered, maturity is the most desirable stage in 
life. The only way to avoid it is to die young or to grow old without 
becoming mature. Sadly, the latter is what many of us have done. But 
it’s not too late. We may be behind schedule in acquiring the wisdom 
that goes with maturity, but we can start working on it right now. 
We can make up for lost time. And the best way to do that is to start 
listening — with an open mind — when mature people are speaking.

You are never too old to grow up.
S h i r l e y  C o n r a n
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Goals

Establishing goals is all right, if you don’t let them 
deprive you of interesting detours.

D o u g  L a r s o n

Two extremes are possible concerning goals: not 
setting any and being obsessed with them. Both of 

these are counterproductive. If we don’t have any goals, we’re probably 
going to wander haphazardly from one activity to another. But if we’re 
so focused on our goals that we can’t allow ourselves an occasional 
diversion, that is wrong-headed also. Both of these extremes diminish 
the good that can come from worthy goals wisely pursued.

Generally speaking, goals are good, but we need to be reminded 
that not all goals are equal. To be worthy of our pursuit, our goals 
must be principle-based, grounded in the standards of what is right 
and just. And since all of us are in the process of learning these stan-
dards, our goals can always be improved. There is much wisdom in 
revisiting our goals now and then to make adjustments in them.

Those who have dealings with us will appreciate us for seeing 
the value of goals and for working to improve our goals as time goes 
by. Learning to be goal-oriented is a great gift we can give to others, 
and this is especially true when the goals have to do with the com-
mon good. Personal goals are beneficial, but we live on a higher plane 
when we frequently set goals with other people — and then commit 
ourselves to working with them to turn these goals into reality.

Every one of us has wasted some of the time that has been given 
to us in this world. Whether because of negligence, irresponsibility, or 
outright wrongdoing, we haven’t made the progress toward our goals 
that we should have. Nevertheless, we are not captives of our past. 
“What is important is not where you came from but where you are 
going” (Bernie Rhodes). If our goals are good ones, then committing 
ourselves to them will point us toward a future that is better than our 
past. But if that is to happen, we’re going to have to do more than say, 
“Well, I know I need to do better about some things.” The question 
is: how specific are you willing to be about that? Exactly what do you 
need to do better about? And by what date do you plan to have done 
better? It’s a fact: the goals that are powerful are those that are specific!

Goals are dreams with deadlines.
D i a n a  S c h a r f
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Understanding

O divine Master, grant that I may not so much 
seek to be consoled as to console; to be understood 

as to understand; to be loved as to love.
F r a n c i s  of   A s s i s i

To “understand” might mean several things. For our 
meditation today, let’s select three of the more important defini-

tions. First, understanding indicates that we grasp the meaning or 
significance of something. (I “understand” English grammar.) Second, 
it indicates that we know something thoroughly by close contact or 
long experience. (I “understand” my best friend.) And third, it indi-
cates that we comprehend the meaning intended by another person. 
(I “understand” your objection to the plan.) All three of these kinds of 
understanding are valuable. They are good goals to strive for.

The third kind of understanding is especially valuable, and we 
need to spend more time trying to gain it. In our communications, we 
don’t listen very carefully, we don’t ask clarifying questions, and then 
we walk away assuming we have gotten what the other person was 
saying. Many times, however, we’ve missed the point. All of us want 
to be understood when we’re doing the talking, but not many of us are 
as concerned as we should be about understanding others. So Francis 
of Assisi’s prayer is appropriate: “O divine Master, grant that I may 
not so much seek . . . to be understood as to understand.”

Understanding others is not easy. As with academic subjects, we 
must “study” those who communicate with us. “It is profound philoso-
phy to sound the depths of feeling and distinguish traits of character. 
Men must be studied as deeply as books” (Baltasar Gracián). But the 
effort is well worth making. As Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. said, “A 
moment’s insight is sometimes worth a life’s experience.”

The important thing is to be growing in our understanding. We 
will never understand everything about the world, but what under-
standings we do gain should be enjoyed. And since almost every 
understanding corrects some previous misunderstanding, growth in 
our understanding requires humility. Indeed, the prime difference 
between the wise man and the fool is that the wise man is correctable.

Once we realize that imperfect understanding 
is the human condition, there is no shame in being wrong, 

only in failing to correct our mistakes.
G e o r g e  S o r o s
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Knowledge

We do not know one millionth of one percent about anything.
T h om  a s  A l v a  E d i s o n

One of the great adventures in life is the explora-
tion of new knowledge. Learning things we have never 

known before is tremendously exciting. But just as the exploration of 
previously uncharted physical territory is hard work, the attainment of 
new knowledge requires considerable effort. Perhaps that is why many 
do not bother about it. But the rewards of new knowledge are well 
worth the exertion of ourselves to gain it.

The current “explosion of knowledge” may lead us to believe 
there is not much new territory to be explored, intellectually speaking. 
But there is! Edison lived well before our times, but his words are just 
as true today: “We do not know one millionth of one percent about 
anything.” And even in subject areas that we think are well-trodden, 
there is still much that we might profitably give our minds to. As a 
writer, I agree with Dostoevsky’s observation: “There is no subject so 
old that something new cannot be said about it.”

I believe there is a special benefit that comes from stretching 
our minds to study topics we do not presently have much interest in. 
If you’ve never tried it, do this: go to a good bookstore, find a well-
written book on a topic you know absolutely nothing about, and read 
it seriously, just for the intellectual workout that it gives you.

And if you’re really serious about learning, I want to recom-
mend two other practices: listening and teaching. In regard to listen-
ing, a good listener “is not only popular everywhere, but after a while 
he knows something” (Wilson Mizner). It’s amazing what you can 
learn by listening. And as for teaching, there is no better way to know 
anything than to teach it to others. So do both of these things. Listen 
every chance you get, and never turn down an opportunity to teach.

Finally, remember that we do not accumulate knowledge simply 
to be smarter; we do it so we can make better choices in the living of 
our lives. Our quest for truth (right knowledge) is for the purpose of 
goodness (right conduct). The ultimate question, therefore, is not what 
we know but what we are doing about what we know.

Whoever acquires knowledge and does not practice it 
resembles him who plows his land and leaves it unsown.

S a a d i
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Direction

He flung himself from the room, flung himself upon 
his horse, and rode madly off in all directions.

S t e p h e n  B u t l e r  L e a c o c k

Among those who have no direction in life, there 
are two types of individuals. One is the person who has 

no goal at all. But the other is the fellow in Leacock’s description: he 
rides off  “in all directions” at once. In these days of complexity and 
choice, many of us suffer from this syndrome. Wanting to pursue so 
many different interests, we have no sharply focused commitment to 
any of them. We suffer from a serious lack of direction.

But before you settle on the main direction of your life, let me 
caution you about the dangers of a wrong direction. One of my favor-
ite quotations from William Barclay is this one: “However far you go, 
it is not much use if it is not in the right direction.” Couple that in-
sight with Charles Caleb Colton’s distinction between ignorance and 
error: “Ignorance is content to stand still, with her back to the truth; 
but error is more presumptuous and proceeds in the wrong direc-
tion. Ignorance has no light, but error follows a false one.” Obviously, 
deciding on our life’s direction is a matter of extreme importance. 
And if we’re contemplating changing direction, that’s an important 
matter also. It’s better to think slowly about changes in direction than 
to make quick changes that will have to be undone later. F. Scott 
Fitzgerald was right: “Once a change of direction has begun, even 
though it’s the wrong one, it still tends to clothe itself as thoroughly 
in the appurtenances of rightness as if it had been a natural all along.”

Perhaps because people of clear direction are so rare, those who 
do have a strong sense of direction are strikingly noticeable. They 
stand out. I don’t recommend that you decide on your direction 
merely for competitive reasons, but I can tell you this from experience: 
if you want to be different from your peers, just know where you are going. 
That will distinguish you clearly. And not only that, but when you de-
cide on your direction and commit yourself to following it, you’ll find 
yourself filled with a motivation you’ve probably not known before. 
“To grow and know what one is growing towards — that is the source 
of all strength and confidence in life” ( James Baillie).

The world stands aside to let anyone pass who knows where he is going.
D a v i d  S t a r r  J o r d a n
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Making

Man unites himself with the world in the process of creation.

E r i c h  F r omm 

In one sense, we can’t really “make” anything; we can 
only rearrange what’s already been made. But what 

marvelous rearrangements we can sometimes achieve! A world in 
which things like the Eiffel Tower or the Egyptian Pyramids can be 
made is a world that easily qualifies for the term “amazing.”

In the taxonomy of living things, we categorize ourselves as homo 
sapiens, the species that “knows.” But we could just as accurately des-
ignate ourselves, homo faber, the species that “makes.” We’re a “mak-
ing” bunch of creatures if ever there was one. Never content with what 
is, we’re always taking what we find at hand and making something 
new out of it. It’s instinctive to us, and we find great pleasure in it.

Have you ever wondered why we make so many things and why 
we derive such satisfaction from it? What motivates us in our mak-
ing? Igor Stravinsky said, “In order to create there must be a dynamic 
force, and what force is more potent than love?” I think he’s right. In 
the end, it’s almost always love that drives us to create. We love the 
process of making, we love the thing made once it’s finished, and we 
love, especially and most powerfully, those for whom it is made. Of all 
the things we make, none are of greater quality and worth than those 
we make out of love — and then dedicate to the other person.

It is good for us to keep alive the urge to bring new things into 
being. For many obvious reasons, we tend to take on fewer new proj-
ects when we reach old age, but even then it’s healthy to keep pushing 
ourselves to create. Every day there is something new we can make, 
even if it’s only a small thing, and it’s good for us to keep on trying.

Some of the most honorable traits that can be built into the 
human character come from the effort to create. Makers (as opposed 
to those who just consume what others make) have good reasons to 
keep their integrity. They tend to be trustworthy, and we’d do well to 
borrow some of their motivation. When we’re making, we’re moving 
forward, and more often than not, that’s the direction we need to go!

Let a human being throw the energies of his soul 
into the making of something, and the instinct 
of workmanship will take care of his honesty.

W a lt e r  L i p p m a n n
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Home

A child on a farm sees a plane fly overhead 
and dreams of a faraway place. A traveler on the plane 

sees the farmhouse . . . and dreams of home.

C a r l  B u r n s

If our language has any magical words in it, “home” is 
surely one of them. Few can say the word thoughtfully and 

remained unmoved. But if the homes from which we came are impor-
tant to us, the mothers who made those homes shouldn’t be forgotten. 
Fathers matter too, of course, but if it’s patriarchs who beget families, 
it’s matriarchs who make homes. And with the approach of Mother’s 
Day, we ought to be thinking of generous ways to say “thank you.”

Modern mothers, unfortunately, are often seduced into believ-
ing that “home” is not as important a concept as their grandmothers 
thought it was. To the great detriment of our culture and our civiliza-
tion, too many good women have come to think of childbearing and 
child-nurturing as inconvenient obstacles that stand between them 
and the happiness they deserve “out there.” Modern fathers are not 
without their own share of blame, to be sure, but there’s a special 
sense in which the loss of a motherly presence in our homes is tragic. 
I’ll go so far as to say this: a home can more easily survive the loss of 
Dad’s presence than it can Mom’s, and Moms these days need to be 
honestly confronting the extent to which their absence is voluntary.

But one of the wonderful virtues of this thing that we call “home” 
is how resilient it is. None of us had homes that were perfect, but de-
spite that fact, most of us can look back with a good deal of gratitude. 
Somehow we survived the mistakes that were made, and now it’s nour-
ishing to remember the environment where we got our start. It’s not 
often possible to “go back home,” at least physically, but it’s a mighty 
good thing to go back home emotionally every chance we get. Those 
who get “above their raising,” so to speak, lose many of the best things 
in life. So we need to reconnect with our origins, however humble they 
may have been. We have to go forward in this world; that’s just the 
way life works. But the time will surely come, if it hasn’t already, when 
our hearts will need to go back home . . . for a visit.

I have come back again to where I belong; 
not an enchanted place, but the walls are strong.

D o r o t h y  H .  R a t h
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Individuality

The reason a polar bear wears a fur coat 
is because he’d look funny in a woolen one.

A n o n y mo  u s

Eric Fromm said, “Men are born equal but they are 
also born different.” In our more serious moments, we 

realize that this is a good thing, but much of the time we act as if 
standardization of the human race were the ideal. We spend fool-
ish amounts of time trying to be just like other people — or trying 
to convince them to be just like us. Some differences among people 
should be removed, of course, but differences of personality, taste, and 
native ability ought to be appreciated as marks of individuality.

It should be noted that individuality is quite different from indi-
vidualism. Individualism is an imbalanced, self-centered lack of regard 
for groups and relationships and communities. It’s an attitude which 
says, “I only care about one thing, and that is doing my own thing.” If 
adopted by enough people, this attitude would destroy human society.

But individuality is not self-centered. It’s a healthy appreciation 
of our uniqueness, and it has a strong sense of duty to others. Sydney 
J. Harris said it this way: “Every single person has one thing that he 
can do a little better than most people around him, and he has a sa-
cred obligation to himself to find out what that thing is and to do it.”

Igor Sikorsky once said, “The work of the individual still remains 
the spark that moves mankind forward.” So individuality helps us to 
make a better contribution to the relationships that we’re a part of. 
“In proportion to the development of his individuality, each person 
becomes more valuable to others. There is a greater fullness of life 
about his own existence, and when there is more life in the units there 
is more in the mass which is composed of them” ( John Stuart Mill).

Two things, then, are necessary. The first is that we develop our 
own individuality, and the second is that we accept the individuality 
of others. This does not mean condoning wrongdoing or immorality. 
Within the limits of what is right, it means rejoicing in variety.

Cultivate your own capabilities, your own style. Appreciate the 
members of your family for who they are, even though their outlook 

or style may be miles different from yours. Rabbits don’t fly. Eagles don’t 
swim. Ducks look funny trying to climb. Squirrels don’t have feathers. 

Stop comparing. There’s plenty of room in the forest.
C h a r l e s  R .  S w i n do  l l
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Guidance

It is better to ask the way ten times 
than to take the wrong road once.

J e w i s h  P r o v e r b

Most of us suffer from a lack of good guidance. Like 
the pioneers of yesteryear who migrated to California in cov-

ered wagons, we are passing through unfamiliar (and often dangerous) 
“territory” these days, and without guidance, we are apt to get lost. 
Frequently, we’re like the fool who says, “I don’t need to consult a 
guide. I can figure this out myself.” And so we err, often needlessly.

When we do seek guidance, however, we tend to make two 
mistakes. First, we consult only our peers, those who are close to our 
own age and socio-economic bracket. These people may sometimes 
give good guidance, but because they are our peers, they probably 
don’t know much more about life than we do. To get better guidance, 
we need to find someone older, or at least someone who looks at life 
from a different angle than we do. But second, the only people we ask 
for guidance are those who are likely to tell us what we want to hear. 
We may say we’re seeking wise people, but who are those whom we 
consider wise? Isn’t it usually those who think the same as we do?

Both of these difficulties illustrate that there is a strong personal 
element to guidance. If we’re honest, we’ll have to admit the truth 
of this statement by John White: “Deep in your heart it is not guid-
ance that you want as much as a guide.” When the path before us is 
uncertain, we need not only facts and information; we need a friendly 
person who will guide us by leading us and supporting us.

Ultimately, we should want our guidance to be based on truth. 
Whether we’re giving guidance to others or seeking guidance for 
ourselves, our desire should be both to advise and to do what is right. 
And truth’s guidance would be more clear to us if we listened more 
honestly to our conscience. Conscience is not an infallible guide, of 
course, because our conscience may be misinformed. But more often 
than not, our conscience will give us helpful guidance. The problem is, 
we don’t listen. And not even the best guidance can help the “deaf.”

Everywhere, O Truth, dost thou give audience to all who ask counsel of thee, 
and at once answerest all, though on manifold matters they ask thy counsel. 

Clearly dost thou answer, though all do not clearly hear.

A u g u s t i n e  of   H i p p o
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Prevention

An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.
O l d  P r o v e r b

It hardly seems necessary to say it, but preventing a 
problem is better than repairing one. Prevention can be 

difficult and costly, but in truth, it is nowhere near as difficult and 
costly as repair. Surely, we need to do more prevention and less repair.

I hesitate to recommend prevention, though, because some 
people overdo it. There is a certain type of person who is so prudent 
and conservative that the thought of doing anything risky never 
enters their mind. They are obsessed with the prevention of anything 
unpleasant. So please understand: in recommending prevention, I 
don’t want you to be like these overly cautious folks. They know noth-
ing of adventure or joy — and they do very little good in the world.

Rightly defined, however, prevention includes two ingredients.
Patience. There is a Chinese proverb that says, “One moment of 

patience may prevent disaster; one moment of impatience may ruin a 
life.” When you think about it, it’s clear that many damaging things 
happen because we aren’t patient enough. We rush ahead, ignore the 
warning signs, and suffer harm that patience would have prevented.

Promptness. Many of the costly mistakes we make are in areas 
where we put off doing “preventive maintenance.” If you own a house 
or a car, you know how this works. Because you didn’t promptly tend 
to that “little problem,” it grew worse and ended up costing a fortune 
to fix. The big problem could have been prevented by fixing the little 
one promptly. And so it is with many of our personal problems.

To err is human, and looking back, all of us can see damage that 
was done because we failed to engage in the work of prevention. But 
that is not cause for despair. Indeed, there is some hope in it. If it 
weren’t for the mistakes we’ve made — and the painful consequences 
that got our attention — we would likely have made more serious 
mistakes later on. The “live and learn” maxim is based on the fact that 
making one mistake can prevent the making of another one. So let’s 
not be morbid about having failed to prevent certain things from hap-
pening. Instead, let’s learn everything we can from our failures. Doing 
so is the very best way to prevent worse things from happening.

A stumble may prevent a fall.
T h om  a s  F u l l e r
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Reality

The real world is not easy to live in.
C l a r e n c e  D a y

Facts are stubborn things, as John Adams once told 
the jury in a famous trial. We may deny reality, run away 

from it, or suppress it, but the facts are still there to be dealt with. 
Philip K. Dick defined reality this way: “Reality is that which, when 
you stop believing in it, doesn’t go away.” What this means, in prac-
tice, is that there is a certain hardness to reality. “The real world is not 
easy to live in,” as Clarence Day said. It presents us with challenges 
that call for intelligence, determination, and fortitude.

Truth is more than appearances. Most of us are world-class athletes 
when it comes to the sport of conclusion-jumping. We leap to er-
roneous conclusions very quickly. But if we’re committed to reality, 
we will look a little deeper. In any situation, what is really going on is 
probably different from what seems to be going on. First impressions, 
outward appearances, and superficial judgments can be misleading.

Truth is more than personal preferences. “How reluctantly the mind 
consents to reality!” exclaimed Norman Douglas. It’s true. When our 
wishful thinking collides with reality, rather than yielding to reality, 
we simply pretend that it is whatever we want it to be. But make-be-
lieve is foolish. As hard as it is, we have to come to grips with reality.

Truth is more than opinion polls. As a student of philosophy, I 
used to have a hard time understanding why, if some things are real, 
everybody doesn’t agree that they are real. But there is no reality that 
commands universal assent, and as the Danish proverb says, “The sky 
is not less blue because the blind man does not see it.” We can’t afford 
to reduce our beliefs to the little, if anything, that everybody believes.

So we must be willing to deal with what is, in fact, true. What is 
true may not be what we prefer, it may not be what we first thought 
was true, and it may not be what many other people accept. But if a 
thing is true, we need to have both the humility and the courage to 
acknowledge it. We are free to work toward a better reality and move 
any situation closer to what it ought to be, but we dare not lose touch 
with the reality of our circumstances as they presently are.

Mental Health Rule No. 5 — Balance fantasy with fact. 
Dream but also do; wish but build; imagine but ever face reality.

J o s e p h  F e t t e r m a n
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Criteria

Nothing is more difficult, and therefore more precious, than to decide.
N a p o l e o n  B o n a p a r t e

Decisions are an everyday reality, and sometimes 
they are hard to make. In some instances, they are hard 

because we don’t have all the information we need. But at other times, 
our decisions are difficult because we aren’t sure what criteria ought 
to be applied in making the decision. A criterion is a standard, rule, 
or test by which a decision can be made. It is, as we say, a “deciding 
factor.” Suppose a recent college graduate has two job offers. Which 
will he accept? The decision will have to be made on the basis of some 
criteria. Selecting what criteria are going to be used is very important.

The criteria that a person uses in making decisions says a good 
deal about his or her character. In our example, let’s say that one job 
will be more lucrative, but it will require lying on behalf of the com-
pany. When the candidate selects one of these to be the deciding factor 
— money or honesty — we will learn something about his character.

Unfortunately, many people have no higher criteria than their 
own experience or their own preferences. “The accepted philosophy of 
today . . . emphasizes meaningful experience as the criterion for truth. 
Facts are considered irrelevant, except insofar as they ‘turn us on’” 
(Erwin W. Lutzer). But I want to suggest that there are some objective 
standards by which our decisions can be made. When we are deciding 
what is true, what is right, and what is good, there is far more to con-
sider than “whatever works for me,” to use the popular lingo. Personal 
experience can be misleading, and personal preference is notoriously 
fickle. Are there no higher and better criteria? Yes, there are!

As a species, we are distinguished by our moral faculty. We are 
capable of deciding between right and wrong, but unfortunately, 
we don’t often consider rightness as a criterion in our decisions. 
Frequently, we make crucial choices using no higher criteria than 
pleasure, social benefit — or worse, economic benefit. In a materialis-
tic, capitalistic culture like ours, it is hard to keep in mind that there is 
more to think about than the mere question of monetary advantage. 
But if that is hard to keep in mind, we need to keep it in mind anyway.

Every act of every man is a moral act, 
to be tested by moral, and not by economic, criteria.

R o b e r t  M a y n a r d  H u t c h i n s
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Perfection

Aim at perfection in everything, though in most things it is unattainable. 
However, they who aim at it, and persevere, will come much nearer to it than 
those whose laziness and despondency make them give it up as unattainable.

L o r d  C h e s t e r f i e l d

Just because perfection is out of our reach right now, 
that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t pursue it. There are 

many goals that are unachievable but still worth trying to achieve be-
cause the effort itself is beneficial. Perfection is one of them. We exert 
a greater effort and see better results when we aim high rather than 
low. As Ralph Barton Perry said, “A man can do his best only by confi-
dently seeking (and perpetually missing) an unattainable perfection.”

What is commonly called “perfectionism” is not a good trait, of 
course. That’s the picky, neurotic impulse to accept nothing but abso-
lute perfection. Such thinking is not beneficial. Indeed, the “pursuit of 
perfection often impedes improvement” (George Will).

But we are not recommending perfectionistic intolerance. We 
are simply suggesting that striving for perfection (call it “excellence” if 
you wish) is an uplifting exercise. Along the way, we’ll have to accept 
a good deal of imperfection in our own lives and that of others.

The pursuit of perfection involves us in two disciplines: the 
discipline of waiting and the discipline of hardship. In regard to wait-
ing, Voltaire said, “Perfection is attained by slow degrees; it requires 
the hand of time.” The higher our standards, the more patient we will 
have to be. And as for hardship, we must understand that the process 
of being perfected is not easy. “The gem cannot be polished without 
friction, nor man perfected without trials” (Chinese proverb).

Finally, I’d like to suggest something you may not have thought 
about. We often think perfection would mean filling in the gaps and 
adding to our lives things that are not there right now, but the truth is 
often just the opposite. I believe Antoine de Saint-Exupéry was right: 
“Perfection is finally attained, not when there is no longer anything to 
add, but when there is no longer anything to take away.”

So where would you be if your innermost character had reached 
its perfect culmination? I recommend that you strive to go there.

We are fallible. We certainly haven’t attained perfection. 
But we can strive for it, and the virtue is in the striving.

C a r l o s  P.  R ó m u l o
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Aim

A novelist must know what his last chapter is going to say 
and one way or another work toward that last chapter.

L e o n  U r i s

In writing, the first thing an author decides is what 
to put last. Once he knows the definite point that he is aiming 

for, he can figure out how to hit that target. But without a target, his 
writing is going to be “aimless” in the very worst sense of the term.

But if aimless writing is bad, aimless living is worse. Little good 
comes from wandering through life with no particular point in mind 
that we are trying to get to. As Epictetus said, “First say to yourself 
what you would be, and then do what you have to do.” The various 
activities in which we engage from day to day ought to be means that 
we have decided upon to accomplish our intended aim.

Living without an aim is actually dangerous. Great damage can 
be done to ourselves and others by following the Ready! Fire! Aim! 
philosophy. Simply rearranging the order to Ready! Aim! Fire! is one 
of the best precautions we can take as we make our way through life.

There is another danger, however, and that is the danger of los-
ing sight of our aim in the midst of making our effort. Even when we 
have carefully decided what goals and aspirations are worth working 
toward, we may become so obsessed with the “what” of our work that 
we lose our grip on the “why.” This is dangerous because it leads to 
blind, uncritical zealotry. “Fanaticism consists in redoubling your ef-
fort when you have forgotten your aim” (George Santayana).

But the word “aim” can mean not only the target toward which 
one’s efforts are directed; it can also mean skill in hitting the target. 
A person with “good aim,” then, has two characteristics: (1) he has a 
good target in mind, and (2) he is good at hitting the target. The sec-
ond of these characteristics is where many of us fail to take personal 
responsibility. We blame our “poor aim” on everything and everybody 
except ourselves. But we can do better than that. So today, let’s evalu-
ate the worthiness of our aim (or goal) in life — and then let’s work 
on improving whatever skills we need to hit the mark.

When an archer misses the mark, he turns and looks for the fault 
within himself. Failure to hit the bull’s-eye is never the fault 

of the target. To improve your aim, improve yourself.

G i l b e r t  A r l a n d
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Naturalness

I want to be seen here in my simple, natural, ordinary fashion, 
without straining or artifice; for it is myself that I portray.

M i c h e l  d e  M o n t a i g n e

Generally speaking, it is better to act naturally 
than to act unnaturally. But naturalness is a somewhat 

complicated issue. Before you take someone’s advice to be “yourself,” 
you need to know that, as the advertisers say, “some restrictions apply.”

For one thing, your natural self may need some improvement. If, 
for example, dishonesty is one of your personal characteristics, it won’t 
do for you to lie, cheat, and steal from your neighbor, and then say, 
“Well, I was just being myself.” No, many things that come naturally 
to us are things that need to be changed, and naturalness is no excuse 
for wrong conduct. If we want to “be ourselves” and feel good about 
it, we need to adjust our habits in the direction of what is right.

But in the second place, there is nothing hypocritical about 
doing our best in special situations. If your house is like mine, it is 
not always kept in immaculate condition. There is a sense in which, 
when people come to see me, I ought to be content for them to see 
my house in its natural condition. But in another sense, I honor those 
who are my guests by getting the place in tiptop shape before they ar-
rive. That’s not being hypocritical — it is giving someone a gift which 
says, “I care enough about you to give you my very best effort.”

With these two cautions in mind, however, consider the benefit 
of naturalness in our dealings with others. We ought not to be so 
embarrassed or vulnerable to social pressure that we engage in fake or 
phony behavior. That kind of behavior is called “affectation,” and John 
Locke was right when he said, “Affectation is an awkward and forced 
imitation of what should be genuine and easy, lacking the beauty 
that accompanies what is natural.” The truth is, unnatural behavior 
is hardly ever successful. It doesn’t fool anybody. So why don’t we lay 
aside our artificiality, our pretense, and our pride? Yes, we need to im-
prove ourselves in every way that we can, but if we’re doing our best, 
then there is no need for us to hide the natural person that we are.

How majestic is naturalness. I have never met a man whom I really 
considered a great man who was not always natural and simple. 

Affectation is inevitably the mark of one not sure of himself.

C h a r l e s  G .  D a w e s
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Ambition

Ambition is neither a virtue or a vice, although it may easily 
become either. It derives whatever moral quality it possesses from 

its object and from the means employed in its attainment.

J a m e s  T.  W h i t e

In its most basic sense, ambition simply means a strong 
desire to achieve something. But this is a word with two 

very different uses: one strongly positive and one strongly negative.
Negatively, ambition describes the selfish, competitive, and often 

ruthless attributes of the person who is bent on getting to the top. 
Sometimes called “selfish ambition,” this trait is driven by pride (and 
often, to tell the truth, a sense of inferiority). It is the social-climbing, 
status-seeking motivation described by one writer as “the mind’s im-
modesty,” and it should have no place in any honorable person’s life.

But ambition need not be of that sort. On the positive side, am-
bition can indicate a character trait that is very desirable. As someone 
has described it, it is simply “looking to the heights.” Aspiring to 
goals that are worthy and right in themselves, we pursue these goals 
passionately. In its positive sense, ambition means that whatever we 
do, we aim to do well. We are not content to slouch through our lives.

Surely, ambition must be governed by conscience — and not just 
conscience but a well-educated conscience, grounded in the valid, 
unchanging principles of right and wrong. True ambition will never 
pursue any goal that fails the test of rightness. But more than that, 
ambition will not pursue even a right goal by means that are not right. 
And this, it seems to me, is what chiefly distinguishes right ambi-
tion from wrong ambition. Thinking that the end justifies the means, 
wrong ambition will do whatever it takes to get ahead. It would stab 
its best friend in the back for the sake of personal advantage. But 
right ambition understands that he who “sacrifices his conscience to 
ambition burns a picture to obtain the ashes” (Chinese proverb).

Within the limits of a principled conscience, then, we need to 
have ambition. The “height of our ambition” needs to be high indeed. 
“Good enough” is simply not good enough, and if we ever quit trying 
to do the best things to the best of our ability, then we will have sold 
our souls to the devil of mediocrity. So let’s not sell out. Let’s aspire!

Hitch your wagon to a star.

R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n
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Generosity

Giving is a joy if we do it in the right spirit. It all depends on whether 
we think of it as “What can I spare?” or as “What can I share?”

E s t h e r  Y o r k  B u r k h o l d e r

Generosity, like many other things, depends on our 
attitude and our motivation. If our heart is not in the 

right place, what could be a good thing will end up being not so good.
So let’s ask ourselves: where is our heart when we’re being gener-

ous? Unfortunately, it’s often on some payoff that we suppose might 
come from our generosity. We scratch the backs of those who have it 
within their power to scratch our backs in return. Or maybe we just 
want the psychological payoff of feeling good about ourselves. Either 
way, we need to be careful. Such motivations are self-centered. To be 
truly generous, a gift must be one for which nothing is expected in 
return. “A generous action is its own reward” (William Walsh).

When we purify our motivation, however, what we begin to real-
ize is that generosity is one of the most uplifting things in the world. 
When we forget about whether we’re being benefited, great benefits 
flow our way — not as the aim of our generosity but simply as a by-
product. For example, Karl Menninger, the well-known psychiatrist, 
once said, “Generous people are rarely mentally ill people.” All in all, 
there is nothing that contributes to personal balance and well-being 
any more than becoming outward-oriented and generous.

If honesty indicates that we’ve not been generous in the past, we 
should begin retraining ourselves. But I would suggest that you start 
small. Look for little gifts you can give. Next, do this more frequently, 
and then gradually learn to give bigger gifts. In time, generosity will 
be more than a once-in-a-while gesture. It will be a habit.

At some point, our generosity needs to become sacrificial in na-
ture. Lesser giving certainly has its place, but the act of giving means 
the most when it is costly — that is, when we give that which we can’t 
afford to lose. And there is no shortcut to this kind of generosity. So 
sale-shoppers and coupon-clippers, be advised: generosity is a thing 
that never goes on sale. It is always expensive. Generosity is measured 
in terms of sacrifice, and so truly generous gifts are never affordable.

We’d all like a reputation for generosity, 
and we’d all like to buy it cheap.

M i g n o n  M c L a u g h l i n
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Endeavor

Every human soul is of infinite value, eternal and free. No human being, 
therefore, is so placed as not to have within his reach, in himself and 

others, objects adequate to infinite endeavor.
A r t h u r  J a m e s  B a l fo  u r

I believe that “endeavor” is one of the most beautiful 
words in the English language. Living in a world that, de-

spite its goodness, is tragically broken and where many of our desires 
and goals seem frustratingly out of reach, the fact that we continue to 
endeavor speaks volumes about the nobility of the human spirit. In 
the face of such discouragement, lesser creatures would give up. But 
we do not. We persevere. We stay the course. We endeavor!

To endeavor is to make an earnest effort to reach a goal or fulfill 
a purpose. It is to strive conscientiously toward an end. But does 
anything we do make any difference? Are there any purposes worth 
working for? I, for one, believe there are. I refuse to give in to the 
nihilism and cynicism that are so fashionable. Doesn’t the fact that we 
continue to struggle say something about us? Deep down, we know all 
is not lost. We know endeavor is worthwhile.

But let me clarify something. As a philosopher, I agree with the 
Book of Ecclesiastes. In the grand scheme of things, we are not going 
to change this world by anything we do. As individuals, when we have 
lived and died, the world will be pretty much the same as it was when 
we got here. But that doesn’t mean our endeavors are useless! It means 
we do good not to change the world, but to lessen the suffering of 
specific people in specific ways. We have the opportunity to make a 
difference in our own generation. And that’s worthwhile!

Even in the short term, however, we don’t always know what’s 
going to happen. We endeavor, we work, and we do our best, but most 
of the time we have no guarantee as to the outcome. Yet we endeavor 
anyway. “There are some things that it is better to begin than to re-
fuse, even though the end may be dark” ( J. R. R. Tolkien).

So today, I hope you will ponder the word “endeavor.” It is a rich 
word, suggestive of some of the highest thoughts we can think. It 
reminds us that there is value in trying to do our best. No matter what.

Despite the success cult, men are most deeply moved not by 
the reaching of the goal but by the grandness of the effort involved 

in getting there — or failing to get there.
M a x  L e r n e r
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Sweetness

Out of the eater came something to eat, 
And out of the strong came something sweet.

T h e  B oo  k  of   J u d g e s

Most of us could stand a little sweetening. To be 
described as sweet is not a criticism but a compliment, even for 

men. And in these days of stress and strain when life tends to make us 
hard, a bit of sweetness added to our character would be welcomed by 
those who have to deal with us. When you consider the opposites of 
sweetness — sourness, bitterness, unpleasantness, grouchiness, etc. — 
isn’t it clear that sweetness is an attribute we should aspire to?

Sweetness can be overdone, of course, and that is probably what 
most people have in mind when they think of the word negatively. 
Just as foods can be too sweet, so can people. Personally, I appreci-
ate being called sweet, but I wouldn’t care to have it said that I am 
“sugary” or “saccharine.” That would mean there is an imbalance in 
my makeup and I am missing some qualities meant to complement 
sweetness, such as seriousness, realism, and strength. But balanced 
with other qualities, sweetness should be one of the traits for which 
we’re known. It simply means we have a pleasing disposition and are 
kind and gracious in our dealings with others.

But in addition to sweetness of disposition, there is also the 
sweetness of life itself. At least two things need to be said about this. 
One is that we often fail to appreciate it because of our abundance. 
For many of us, sweetness is a very ordinary, unexceptional thing, and 
as Shakespeare said, “Sweets grown common lose their delight.”

The other thing, closely related to the first, is that our hearts may 
have to be broken before we can understand the sweet side of life. As 
an old Jewish proverb puts it, “The man who has not tasted the bitter 
does not know what the sweet is.” And not only that, but it may take 
hardship and suffering to bring out the sweet side of our disposition. 
You may not think of yourself as being very sweet, and others may not 
think of you that way either. But when you have been deeply hurt, all 
of that may change. It will depend on how you choose to respond.

Aromatic plants bestow 
No spicy fragrance while they grow; 

But crushed or trodden to the ground 
Diffuse their sweetness all around.

O l i v e r  G o l d s m i t h
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Amiability

To those who knew Kropotkin, the man seemed more important 
than his works, and throughout our account we have had to record 

the strong impressions of amiability and goodness left by him.

G e o r g e  W ood   c o c k

Yesterday we talked about “sweetness,” and today 
our topic is “amiability.” Today’s word, a good one although 

we don’t use it very often, is one of several English words that come 
from the Latin noun amicus (“friend’). “Amicable” (characterized by 
friendship or goodwill) and “amity” (peaceful relations) are two others. 
All of these words have to do with friendship. Amiability means a 
friendly disposition or outlook. The amiable person tends to think of 
other people as friends, and this shows up in two characteristics.

(1) Likableness. This is the most basic feature of amiability. It 
suggests the person who is agreeable in temperament. The expression 
“good-natured” is probably an apt synonym. The amiable person’s 
natural bent or inclination is to like people — and he or she is easy for 
others to like in return. Friendly people have friends!

(2) Cordiality. The second aspect of good-natured people is that 
they enjoy the company of others. Words like “cordial” and “conge-
nial” describe them. They see the value of social relationships, and 
they enjoy time spent interacting with friends. They also see the value 
of relating to strangers and newcomers in a friendly, welcoming way.

Although most people think of these two things — likableness 
and cordiality — as personality traits, they are much more than that. 
Indeed, these two characteristics have little to do with personality. 
They are chosen ways of thinking, and having been chosen, they will 
show up in ways appropriate to each of our various personalities.

In general, we need to give higher priority to simple traits like 
amiability. Judging by our schedule books, we spend more of our daily 
time chasing the goals of “intelligence” and “talent” and “success.” But 
when the final accounting is made, wouldn’t we rather be remembered 
for characteristics like amiability? Without qualities like these — the 
ones that connect us joyfully to other human beings — what will we 
have achieved by all of our “accomplishments”?

Good nature is more agreeable in conversation than wit, and gives 
a certain air to the countenance which is more amiable than beauty.

J o s e p h  A dd  i s o n
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Self-Control

Whoever has no rule over his own spirit 
is like a city broken down, without walls.

T h e  B oo  k  of   P r o v e r b s

If we fail to learn self-control, we leave ourselves 
defenseless against the worst enemies of the human 

spirit. It is simply a fact that some things have to be refused, and 
while we may sometimes err in distinguishing between what should 
and should not be refused, the inability to say “No” to anything is a 
disastrous deficiency. Without the power of “No,” we are doomed.

Consider anger, for example. While not inherently wrong, anger 
is a form of emotional dynamite that most of us are not capable 
of handling without hurting ourselves and others. Anger requires 
restraint, but it is extremely hard to restrain. The person who can do it 
is a person of uncommon strength and courage. As another text from 
Proverbs says, “He who is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and 
he who rules his spirit than he who takes a city.”

Ultimately, self-control means we yield to the commands of our 
conscience. I like how W. K. Hope described it: “Self-discipline is 
when your conscience tells you to do something and you don’t talk 
back.” But since following our conscience is not always what we want 
to do, it’s a hard habit to acquire. For most of us, subordinating our 
impulses and desires to our conscience takes years of practice.

Life is full of tests, and some are bigger than others. Before we 
die, two or three situations are probably going to arise that will test 
us far beyond the limits of life’s normal trials. Some people think they 
can repeatedly default on life’s little responsibilities, but when the big 
moment arrives (and the spotlight is on), they’ll be able to rise to the 
occasion and do what’s right. But H. P. Liddon was telling the truth 
when he said, “What we do upon some great occasion will probably 
depend on what we already are; and what we are will be the result of 
previous years of self-discipline.” So if honest evaluation indicates that 
we’re “a city broken down, without walls,” now is the time to work on 
our self-control. When we’ve mastered our impulses, we’ll be rulers over 
a treasure-city with riches no enemy is strong enough to take from us.

Lord of himself, though not of lands; 
And having nothing, yet hath all.

S i r  H e n r y  W o t t o n
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Preparation

Luck is a matter of preparation meeting opportunity.
O p r a h  W i n f r e y

When good things happen to their neighbors, some 
people just shake their heads and say, “Some folks 

have all the luck.” They assume that life’s blessings are only 
for the lucky. But while fortuitous circumstances do occur, the thing 
most people call “luck” is not luck at all. It is, as Oprah Winfrey said, 
a matter of “preparation meeting opportunity.” Oprah herself gave 
a number of writers their “big break” by putting them on her televi-
sion show. But there is nothing lucky about that process. These were 
people who had worked long and hard at their writing craft, and 
when Oprah called, they were prepared and ready to take advantage of 
the opportunity. For the unprepared, such a “break” would be useless.

In our instant society, the whole concept of preparation is often 
short-circuited. If a situation requires any preparation, we can’t see 
why it should take very long. The idea of preparing for something by 
working diligently over a period of many years sounds crazy to us.

The truth, however, is that all serious work requires preparation 
— sometimes over a long span of time. Indeed, the time of prepara-
tion may exceed the time of the work itself. And not only does it take 
time, but it often requires considerable hardship and pain. Those who 
finally succeed are usually those who have experienced many failures 
along the way. So I encourage you to take a broader view of prepara-
tion. There is not much that you will ever learn or experience that won’t 
help prepare you for some worthy work that you could do in the future.

My good friend Curtis Byers, who knows the science of physics, 
tells me that “potential” is the amount of  “work” that can be done by 
an elevated object. But its potential (the work it can do) is no greater 
than the work that was required to elevate it in the first place! So in 
life, as in physics, there is no free lunch. Those who have the greatest 
potential are those who have worked the hardest at preparation. Instead 
of luck, it’s a matter of being ready when opportunity knocks.

Men who have attained things worth having in this world have 
worked while others idled, have persevered while others gave up in 
despair, have practiced early in life the valuable habits of self-denial, 
industry, and singleness of purpose. As a result, they enjoy in later 

life the success so often erroneously attributed to luck.
G r e n v i l l e  K l e i s e r
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Solace

Many a green isle needs must be 
In the deep wide sea of Misery, 
Or the mariner, worn and wan, 

Never thus could voyage on.

P e r c y  B y s s h e  S h e l l e y

If it were not for solace, most of us would have given 
up long ago. Solace is comfort. It comes from the same Latin 

root as the word “consolation.” And what wonderful things comfort 
and consolation are. Where would any of us be without them?

In our culture, it is assumed that all of the painful emotions 
should be avoided. Feelings like sorrow, shame, and discouragement 
are defined as being inherently undesirable. If possible, they are to be 
kept out of our lives, and if they do appear, they are to be gotten rid of 
as soon as possible. As a result, most of us have the notion that giving 
solace or comfort to someone means helping them to hurry up and 
feel better. If they don’t snap out of it, we tend to lose patience.

But the painful emotions have their place, and they are not to be 
avoided. (Getting “stuck” in these, of course, is undesirable, but that is 
a discussion for another day.) The old saying is true: we can only heal 
what we’ve allowed ourselves to feel. So solace doesn’t necessarily mean 
ceasing to feel sorrow or pain. It means being comforted, encouraged, 
and supported while we feel those emotions. In time, we will feel bet-
ter, but for the time being, we simply need solace.

Sometimes, we are in the position of giving solace. The art of 
consolation is a high art, and not many of us are adept at it. We 
would do well to work on our comforting skills. But at other times, 
we are the ones seeking solace. At such times, it’s easy to assume that 
we need another person to console us. And that may be true, but the 
fact is, there are many other rich sources of solace. Depending on our 
makeup, we may find comfort in books, music, or other things. The 
best one of all is the outdoors. “Nature has been for me, for as long 
as I remember, a source of solace, inspiration, adventure, and delight” 
(Lorraine Anderson). Ultimately, however, it is within our own hearts 
that comfort must be found. And find it we will, if we are patient.

There is nothing so bitter that a patient mind 
cannot find some solace for it.

S e n e c a
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Peace

All men desire peace, but very few desire 
those things that make for peace.

T h om  a s  à  K e m p i s

Peace is harder to work for than to wish for. Whether 
it’s peace within our own hearts or peace with other human be-

ings, peace does not result from wishful thinking or pious platitudes. 
A price has to be paid, and it’s a price many people are simply not 
willing to pay. Yes, it sounds good to quote Jesus’ statement, “Blessed 
are the peacemakers.” But this blessing is not upon peace-lovers. It is 
upon peace-makers — and we would do well to notice the difference.

Peacemaking work. Pursuing peace is not a sentiment; it is an 
activity. Steps have to be taken to remove the barriers to peace.

Peacemaking patience. As a rule, the longer an enmity has lasted, 
the longer it takes to overcome it. If we’re committed to peace, we 
should be prepared to persevere in its pursuit. Usually, it is slow work.

It must be said, however, that no matter how patiently we work 
for peace, the results do not depend entirely on us. There is much 
truth in the Dutch proverb which says, “No man can have peace 
longer than his neighbor pleases.” No matter how peaceful our desires 
and our efforts may be, we are always vulnerable to the unpeaceful 
actions of others, and it is nothing but naive to suppose that if we will 
just be nice to other people, they will want to have peace with us.

I am a lifelong student of J. R. R. Tolkien’s work, and one of my 
favorite Tolkien lines is the one where Aragorn, surprised to see how 
well Éowyn handles a sword, says to her, “You have some skill with a 
blade.” And Éowyn replies, “The women of this country learned long 
ago, those without swords can still die upon them.” Those who think 
that “unilateral disarmament” is the key to peace are sadly mistaken.

That is why we must pursue peace internally as well as externally. 
As far as it depends on us, we should certainly have peace with oth-
ers. But despite our efforts to avoid it, a certain amount of conflict is 
going to sweep over us. When it does, there can be within our hearts a 
calm, peaceful place of refuge. If we can’t choose to avoid conflict, we 
can at least choose how to respond to it. Therein lies our freedom.

Peace is not an absence of war; it is a virtue, a state of mind, 
a disposition for benevolence, confidence, justice.

S p i n o z a



May 26

Age

Forty is the old age of youth; fifty is the youth of old age.
F r e n c h  P r o v e r b

Are you an “aged” person yet? Even if you are, you may not 
realize it. It’s true, as Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. said, “A person 

is always startled when he hears himself seriously called an old man for 
the first time.” It takes most of us about ten years to get used to being 
the age we are, and by that time, of course, we are well past that age. 
But if we have, in fact, reached old age, what is our attitude about that? 
Are we embarrassed? Resentful? Appreciative? Enthusiastic?

To be sure, there is no inherent value in age. When she was asked 
about having lived a long time, Katharine Hepburn said, “I have no 
romantic feelings about age. Either you are interesting at any age or 
you are not. There is nothing particularly interesting about being old 
— or being young, for that matter.” Neither youth nor age is anything 
we can take credit for. As Tom Wilson observed, “Wisdom doesn’t 
necessarily come with age. Sometimes age just shows up on its own.”

But normally, we do grow wiser as we age. That is something 
to be grateful for, and if we’re not there yet, it’s something to look 
forward to. In youth, we learn, but in age, we understand. And if 
we miss having the physical vitality of our younger days, it’s worth 
remembering this observation by Richard Needham: “It’s easier to 
have the vigor of youth when you’re old than the wisdom of age when 
you’re young.” After all, everybody in the world has been young, but 
not everybody has been old. What that means is that the old have two 
benefits — the benefit of having been young and the benefit of now 
being old. The young have only one of these . . . for the time being.

One thing is sure: age has a certain “definiteness” that youth does 
not. When we are young, our lives are filled mostly with possibilities, 
but as we age, the real characteristics of our lives begin to emerge. “A 
young boy is a theory; an old man is a fact” (Ed Howe).

Victor Hugo once wrote, “When grace is joined with wrinkles, it 
is adorable. There is an unspeakable dawn in happy old age.” I agree, 
and I would add that age is best seen as a goal. The years of our youth 
were not meant to be hoarded. They were meant to be spent!

I can’t think of anything better to do with a life 
than to wear it out in efforts to be useful to the world.

A r m a n d  H a mm  e r
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Reputation

A good name is more to be desired than great riches.
T h e  B oo  k  of   P r o v e r b s

Reputation is a concept that is easily misunderstood. 
Some people live their lives with an “I-don’t-care-what-anyone-

else-thinks” arrogance, while others judge every action they take in 
terms of whether it will boost their approval ratings. Neither of these 
extremes is wise or healthy. Still, reputation is a matter that deserves 
our serious attention — and a good reputation is a treasure more 
valuable than most people realize. Love and respect are goals worth 
pursuing. Indeed, they are worth making significant sacrifices for.

We must understand, first, that there is a difference between 
reputation and character. Reputation is what others think we are, but 
character is what we really are. Character is the sum total of our actual 
attributes. It’s what a person would know if they knew everything 
about us, even our innermost thoughts and motives. But obviously, 
our reputation may not be congruent with our character. In fact, the 
two are never completely congruent. Because others can know us only 
based on what we have revealed to them outwardly, their assessment 
of us may be either more positive or more negative than the “inside 
story” would bear out. As Elbert Green Hubbard said, “Many a man’s 
reputation would not know his character if they met on the street.”

So what should we do? If our reputation is better than our 
character (which, frankly, is the case with most of us), then we need 
to work on actually being the good person that others perceive us to 
be. And if our reputation is worse than our character, then we should 
not waste any time complaining about that. We should simply live the 
best lives we can and trust that, ultimately, the truth will be known.

In the end, the “law of the farm” will always prevail: we will 
reap as we have sown. There are no tricks, techniques, quick fixes, or 
personality shortcuts that will give us a good reputation if we haven’t 
earned one by honest, rightful living. If we don’t have real substance, 
people will eventually see through the appearances we’ve conjured up. 
So let’s work on having a good name, but let’s do it the old-fashioned 
way. Let’s make sure we deserve the reputation we desire.

The way to gain a good reputation is 
to endeavor to be what you desire to appear.

S o c r a t e s
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Relevance

Relevance describes how pertinent, connected, 
or applicable something is to a given matter. A thing is 

relevant if it serves as a means to a given purpose.

W i k i p e d i a

In our day, many people want to be “relevant” — but we 
often approach it from the wrong angle. It is easy to 

define relevance, but not so easy to pursue it wisely. The word simply 
means that our actions have a bearing on “the matter at hand.” In 
other words, a thing is relevant if it has a significant connection to 
what we’re trying to do. For example, at this moment I am trying to 
write a book. Relevant activities would be those that are connected to 
getting the book written; irrelevant activities would be those that are not, 
such as watching television, talking on the telephone, or taking a nap.

Now, here is the problem. If relevance means a connection to “the 
matter at hand,” then what is the matter at hand? What is it that we 
are trying to do? Nothing can be relevant if we don’t have a clear idea 
of the object of our endeavor. And frankly, many people don’t. They 
want to be relevant, but they are not sure what to be relevant to.

Years ago, Neil Postman made this comment: “We no longer 
have a coherent conception of ourselves, and our universe, and our 
relation to one another and our world. We no longer know, as the 
Middle Ages did, where we come from, and where we are going, or 
why. That is, we don’t know what information is relevant, and what 
information is irrelevant to our lives.” His point is well-taken. Being 
able to judge what is relevant requires a well-defined worldview, and 
in particular the acceptance of objective truth and goodness. Without 
these standards to judge by, relevance becomes irrelevant! If there is 
no objective “reality” and “truth” is anything we want it to be, then 
there is no significant “matter at hand” worth being relevant to.

So do you want to be relevant? I hope you do. But you can’t 
judge what you should do by judging what is relevant. To judge that, 
you will first have to determine what is true and good. These are the 
primary considerations. Once we’ve locked in on these goals, then we 
can figure out which actions are connected to them and which are not.

Never question the relevance of truth, 
but always question the truth of relevance.

C r a i g  B r u c e
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Enterprise

On the neck of the young man sparkles 
no gem so gracious as enterprise.

Ralph Waldo Emerson

As an economic philosophy, “free enterprise” is famil-
iar to us, but what is “enterprise” itself? A typical dic-

tionary might say something like this: “industrious systematic activity.” 
But enterprise is more than an activity; it is the spirit or attitude that 
motivates such activity. The attitude is often related to profit-making, 
but it can be seen in a wider sense as well. I suggest there are four or 
five interesting characteristics of the enterprising person.

Goal orientation. Those who are enterprising have formulated 
clear goals that strongly direct the way they spend their time. And 
not only that, but their goals tend to be imaginative and venturesome. 
They are looking to do much more in life than play it safe.

Initiative. Enterprising individuals are self-starters. They don’t 
have to be held by the hand and encouraged to get busy. Active rather 
than passive, they can often be described as bold. They go out to meet 
life head-on because they are stirred by aspiration and hope.

Energetic effort. Enterprise is a hard-working trait. The enterpris-
ing are industrious and earnest in their endeavors. They build their 
lives on the principle that if a thing is worth doing, it is worth doing 
well. They will get up early and stay up late working on their goals.

Systematic effort. To be enterprising, one must not only “work 
hard” but also “work smart.” These are the folks who are eager to learn 
how to accomplish their goals in the most advantageous way. They are 
eager, inquisitive students of the “best practices” in their line of work.

These four characteristics are crucial to success in nearly every 
endeavor. Whether the goal is economic or not, being enterprising is 
important if we wish to go places that are worth going to in life. But 
enterprise has a fifth characteristic, and I have deliberately saved it 
until last: enterprising people take personal responsibility for their goals. 
They don’t wait for someone else to improve their lot. They under-
stand what the fellow meant who said, “Go, wake up your luck.”

Neither a wise man nor a brave man 
lies down on the tracks of history to wait for 

the train of the future to run over him.

D w i g h t  D .  E i s e n h o w e r



May 30

Endowments

We hold these truths to be self-evident — that all men are created equal; 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights.

T h e  D e c l a r a t i o n  of   I n d e p e n d e n c e

Human beings are marvelously unique. The question 
is, where did all of this uniqueness come from? Are our intel-

lect, emotions, free will, and other attributes merely the accidents of 
nature? Historically, many have believed that our unique traits are 
gifts — that is, we have been “endowed” with these characteristics by 
a Creator. We may not think much about it, but we hear the language 
of endowment nearly every day. Someone might say, “She is a gifted 
student.” Or someone else might say, “He has a natural gift for music.” 
This language expresses what we know to be true: many of the things 
we enjoy most in life are endowments. They are gifts.

Rights. If the framers of the Declaration of Independence were 
correct, we have been endowed with certain rights by our Creator. 
Some people may live in cultures where these rights are not respected, 
but all human beings have these rights nonetheless. They are endow-
ments, given to every person at birth, and they should be respected. In 
addition, as a result of being created by a Creator, we have an unalien-
able human worth. The fact that every human being has inherent 
worth is a “given,” an endowment. “The worth of an individual is not 
ascribed by law . . . it’s endowed by the Creator” ( James C. Dobson).

Abilities. Not only do we have rights and worth, we are endowed 
with amazing abilities and talents. Not a day goes by that we are not 
astonished to hear of some new thing that some human being has ac-
complished — and the abilities that make these achievements possible 
are all the more wondrous because they are gifts. Truly, we’ve been en-
trusted by our Creator with endowments of a high and noble nature.

When you stop to consider it, there is not much we enjoy in 
this world that is not a gift. Paul the Apostle asked the Corinthians 
a probing question when he asked, “What do you have that you did 
not receive?” This means that when we’re thinking clearly, we’ll be 
humbled by a profound sense of gratitude, and our gratitude will show 
up in a serious desire to be responsible stewards of our endowments.

I do not feel obliged to believe that the same God who has endowed us with 
sense, reason, and intellect has intended us to forgo their use.

G a l i l e o  G a l i l e i
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Consistency

Consistency: 
It’s the jewel worth wearing; 

It’s the anchor worth weighing: 
It’s the thread worth weaving; 
It’s the battle worth winning.

C h a r l e s  R .  S w i n do  l l

Consistency is a character trait worth striving for. 
Some kinds of consistency may not be helpful, as we shall see, 

but if there is no consistency at all in our lives, it’s going to be hard for 
us to accomplish any worthwhile goal. And not only that, but we will be 
extremely frustrating to those who have dealings with us. Our unpre-
dictability will be a constant source of strain in our relationships.

At the outset, however, let’s admit that consistency is not always 
a virtue. Emerson, for example, said, “A foolish consistency is the 
hobgoblin of little minds,” and he was right. Sometimes we lessen the 
quality of our work by being picky and pedantic. But worse, if we fail 
to make positive changes in our lives because we don’t want to be in-
consistent with what we’ve done in the past, that is extremely foolish.

The kind of consistency we ought to admire and emulate, how-
ever, is the consistency of people who can be counted on. Their behavior 
is predictable enough that their friends know what to expect. They 
keep their commitments. They finish what they start. There is a 
dependable uniformity in their character and conduct. And surely, this 
kind of consistency is one of the highest goals in life. “To be capable 
of steady friendship or lasting love, are the two greatest proofs, not 
only of goodness of heart, but of strength of mind” (William Hazlitt).

Yet I believe there is an even higher goal, and that is consistency to 
truth and goodness. This type of inner consistency often requires out-
ward changes in our lives, but our goal is not to keep our behavior un-
changed; it’s to follow our conscience consistently. As we learn more of 
what’s right, we may have to break with how we’ve done things in the 
past, and following our conscience may sometimes leave us open to the 
charge of inconsistency. But we shouldn’t worry about that too much. 
Come what may, we must be able to say, “I did what I believed was 
right.” Without consistency to our beliefs, we may as well not believe.

He does not believe who does not live according to his belief.

T h om  a s  F u l l e r
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Strategy

Divide the fire, and you will the sooner put it out.
P u b l i l i u s  S y r u s

Strategy means finding the wisest way to do what we 
want to do. When a sports coach has a game to win, he carefully 

considers his game plan, and we’re foolish if we don’t think about ours.
Admittedly, strategy can sometimes seem a little shady. If a 

person has no higher goal in his or her relationships than using good 
strategy, that’s a person we would probably want to stay away from. 
The conniving, scheming individual who is always calculating and 
plotting his next selfish move is hardly a person we admire.

We may as well face it: strategy without character does more 
harm than it does good. General Norman Schwarzkopf once said, 
“Leadership is a potent combination of strategy and character. But if 
you must be without one, be without the strategy.” That sounds like 
an extreme statement, but I believe it’s true. I’d much rather deal with 
someone who has good character but little common sense than some-
one who knows a lot about strategy but has no conscience. Nobody is 
more dangerous than the “strategic” person who has no principles.

But strategy can be both balanced and principled, and when it is, 
we ought to value it. When we don’t, we often defeat ourselves. For 
example, think about this observation from the Book of Ecclesiastes: 
“If the ax is dull, and one does not sharpen the edge, then he must 
use more strength.” The wood-chopper who has no time to waste on 
things like sharpening the ax blade will have to work much harder 
than the fellow who first gives a little thought to strategy.

Strategy has to do with expediency. It thinks not only about what 
is to be done but how it may be done in the wisest way. It considers 
ways and means, pondering the possible consequences of reaching the 
goal by different paths. Strategy can’t tell us much about the worthi-
ness of the goal itself (our conscience will have to tell us that), but 
once the goal is determined, strategy can get us there more wisely.

Strategy is necessary because brute force is not enough to take us 
where we want to go. When an obstacle confronts us, a battering ram 
is not always going to remove it. So as inconvenient as it is, we have to 
stop and think: Here is our goal. Now what is our plan for getting there?

To win by strategy is no less the role of a general than to win by arms.
J u l i u s  C a e s a r
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Quests

It is only possible to succeed at second-rate pursuits . . . First-rate 
pursuits — involving, as they must, trying to understand what life is 
about and trying to convey that understanding — inevitably result in 
a sense of failure . . . Understanding is forever unattainable. Therein 
lies the inevitability of failure in embarking upon its quest, which 

is none the less the only one worthy of serious attention.

M a l c o l m  M u g g e r i d g e

If there are no quests that inspire us, then we’re living 
life far below the level we should enjoy. There is no 

poorer person than the one without any dreams. If you fall into this 
category, you’d do yourself a favor by finding something to live for 
— and even something to die for. There are many worthy quests you 
might consider, some more challenging than others. Look into some 
of the “first-rate pursuits,” as Malcolm Muggeridge calls them.

But just as there are those who have too few quests in their lives, 
there are some who have too many. There is a certain type of per-
son who, like a kid in a candy shop, can’t make up his mind what he 
wants; he wants one of each! If you fall into this category, you need to 
concentrate your mind and clarify your quest. You need to learn about 
focus. We can have anything we want, but not everything we want.

One thing that all of us can do is be more appreciative of the 
goals that give our lives meaning. It’s a wonderful thing, really, to 
be able to dream as we do and work toward the realization of those 
dreams. We ought not to take our free minds and wills for granted.

But finally, we can work on improving the quality of our quests. 
We can elevate our aims and our ambitions, making them, in particu-
lar, less self-centered and more outward-oriented. As Keith Yamashita 
has said, “All meaningful change starts with right aspiration.” If we 
want to change our lives in significant ways, we need to take a long, 
hard look at (1) what it is that we want, and (2) why we want it. Is our 
goal honorable and worthy of aspiration? Are we committed to our 
quest with all our hearts? Is the quest we’ve embarked upon one we’d 
give our lives to try to achieve? If so, we’re among the fortunate few!

Whither, O splendid ship, thy white sails crowding, 
Leaning across the bosom of the urgent West, 
That fearest not sea rising, nor sky clouding, 
Whither away, fair rover, and what thy quest?

R o b e r t  B r i d g e s
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Worthiness

I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.
P a u l  t h e  A p o s t l e

Worthiness does not mean arrogance or ignorance 
of grace. It simply means that we “practice what we preach.” 

When there is an obvious inconsistency between the things we stand 
for and the way we live, it causes people to dismiss what we stand 
for. For that reason, we try to maintain conduct that is considered 
worthy or fitting for a person who believes what we do. Looking at it 
the other way around, we try to avoid “unbecoming” behavior — that 
which is not in accord with the standards implied by our position.

In a culture very much concerned with self-esteem, the concept 
of worthiness comes up in many discussions. In general, people want 
to have a sense of self-worth. Within limits, there is nothing wrong 
with that, but the question is: how do we obtain it? I suggest that it is 
not by having others constantly “affirm” us by telling us how wonder-
ful we are. It comes, instead, from living in a way that is consistent 
with our principles — in other words, it comes from doing our duty. 
I agree with Edgar Friedenberg, who said, “What we must decide is 
perhaps how we are valuable rather than how valuable we are.” When 
you can go to bed at night and know that you have made yourself 
useful to other people by conduct that is worthy of your calling, you 
won’t have any trouble going to sleep. You’ll know what you’re worth.

This applies to every single one of us, no matter what our calling 
may be. All of us have some responsibilities and some relationships. 
Worthiness means managing our behavior in such a way that we 
reflect a positive light on these responsibilities and relationships. If 
I’m a farmer, I need to farm in such a way that people will think more 
highly of farming. If I’m a father, I need to be such a father that oth-
ers will think more highly of fatherhood. But shame on me if I bring 
discredit upon the work that I do or upon any of the roles that I fill.

Finally, let’s be reminded that worthiness is, first and foremost, 
an inward matter, a matter of the heart. If I strive for worthiness, I 
must do more than work on appearances. In the end, I won’t be able 
to deceive others by adopting a worthy style or form. I must be a per-
son of worth and not just one who seems to have that quality.

Outside show is a poor substitute for inner worth.
A e s o p
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Firmness

With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, 
as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in.

A b r a h a m  L i n c o l n

Would those who know you describe you as “firm”? I 
hope they would. The old saying is true: “You’ve got to stand 

for something or you’ll fall for anything.” But I hope that when you 
show firmness it will be carefully considered and rightly motivated.

La Rochefoucauld, who liked to look on the cynical side of 
things, said, “Often we are firm from weakness, and audacious from 
timidity.” As much as I hate to admit it, he was telling the truth. Too 
many times, our firmness comes not from the steady assurance of a 
strong, well thought-out conviction, but from the suspicion that we 
may be in an indefensible posture. When we are secretly unsure of 
ourselves, we tend to mask our insecurity by bluster and bravado. In 
such cases, we need to calm down. Rather than raise our voices, we 
need to strengthen our arguments, as G. K. Chesterton once said.

One of the most destructive forces in the world is unthinking 
firmness. When our intellect and our firmness become disconnected, 
many bad things begin to happen. As Saadi put it, “Intellect, with-
out firmness, is craft and chicanery; and firmness, without intellect, 
perverseness and obstinacy.” What this means is that there is a time 
to be firm and a time not to be so. Charles Hole summed it up well: 
“Deliberate with caution, but act with decision; and yield with gra-
ciousness, or oppose with firmness.” At the thinking stage, we should 
take plenty of time, and if our decision is to yield to another, then we 
should yield. But if our decision is to take a stand and oppose some-
thing that is wrong, then that should not be done weakly but firmly.

In summary, then, we need to be firm and we need to be careful: 
careful in how we form our convictions and careful in how we defend 
them. But with that in mind, let’s go back to Abraham Lincoln. On 
the question of slavery, he had patiently considered the matter and 
would act with “malice toward none” and “charity for all.” But he was 
not a wimp when it came to defending what was right. He was firm.

Renew the courage that prevails, 
The steady faith that never fails, 

And makes us stand in every fight 
Firm as a fortress to defend the right.

H e n r y  V a n  D y k e
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Kinship

When brothers agree, no fortress is so strong as their common life.

A n t i s t h e n e s

Our “kin” are our relatives, those to whom we are 
related by birth, marriage, or adoption. But the word 

“kinship” suggests something different — and much better — than 
the mere state of being related to someone. It is an affinity, or attrac-
tion we feel, to other people with whom we share important things, 
whether we are kin to them or not. And it happens to be one of the 
deepest sources of joy available to us in this disconnected world.

First, it needs to be said that we should work on having a greater 
feeling of kinship for those we are actually kin to. These days, families 
become scattered geographically, and the tendency is for us to become 
detached emotionally from our relatives. It takes a special kind of 
work to maintain our family ties, and it often takes disciplining our 
thoughts to retain an appreciation for our kinfolks, whoever they may 
be. We lose many of the best things in life when we don’t do this work.

But second, we may enjoy a feeling of kinship with many others 
besides our physical family. For every person on our physical family 
tree, there are many more people to whom we are related by sharing 
common joys, sorrows, interests, experiences, and places. At whatever 
points our lives overlap with the lives of other human beings, ties are 
created and kinship is brought into being. The highest of these kin-
ships is that which we feel for those who share our spiritual lives.

In the very broadest sense, of course, there is a kinship that all 
human beings ought to feel for one another. Despite our differences, 
we have many commonalities that ought to make us feel as if we were 
kin. Mohandas Gandhi was widely known for this kind of thinking, 
and he said, “I feel kinship with everyone in the world and feel that I 
cannot be happy without the humblest of us being happy.”

In addition to the strength that comes from kinship (“When 
brothers agree, no fortress is so strong as their common life”), there is 
really no earthly happiness that equals the feeling of kinship. It is the 
“heart to heart” likeness with other people that gives us gladness.

It is not the level of prosperity that makes 
for happiness but the kinship of heart to heart 

and the way we look at the world.

A l e x a n d e r  S o l z h e n i t s y n
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Talent

If you have a talent, use it in every way possible. 
Don’t hoard it. Don’t dole it out like a miser. Spend it lavishly 

like a millionaire intent on going broke.

B r e n d a n  F r a n c i s

Henri-Frédéric Amiel aptly defined talent as the 
ability to “do easily what is difficult for others.” If, 

for example,  your mind processes mathematical information easily, or 
you find it easy to do woodwork, or you have a knack for empathizing 
with others, then those are talents you have. All of us have a unique set 
of such natural abilities and aptitudes, and we need to be using them. 
As Emerson put it, “Each man has his vocation. Talent is the call.”

It’s important for us to identify the things we can do more easily 
than we can do other things. We can’t use our talents productively 
if we aren’t sure what they are. So I advise you to think about your 
strengths and weaknesses, talk with others who know you, and explore 
the things you have a personal flair for. An excellent book to help you 
in that investigation is StrengthsFinder by Tom Rath.

Having identified our talents, we then need to pursue work that 
uses those abilities to their maximum advantage. Grateful for our tal-
ents, we need to devote ourselves to their use. “Whatever you are by 
nature, keep to it; never desert your own line of talent. Be what nature 
intended you for, and you will succeed; be anything else and you will 
be ten thousand times worse than nothing” (Sydney Smith).

No matter what our talents may be, we won’t be effective in their 
use without discipline and hard work. “Discipline,” as Roy L. Smith 
said, “is the refining fire by which talent becomes ability.” Talent alone 
doesn’t guarantee success in any endeavor. That takes hard work!

Lastly, remember this: with every talent comes responsibility. If 
there is something you can do more easily than somebody else could 
do it, you have more responsibility in that area than they do. That is 
the main reason why we need to find our talents — and also help oth-
ers to find their talents. Right now, it may seem far in the future, but 
eventually there’s going to be an accounting in which we’ll face the 
question, “What have you done with what you were given?”

The real tragedy of life is not in being limited 
to one talent, but in the failure to use the one talent.

E d g a r  W .  W o r k
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Decisiveness

Decision is a sharp knife that cuts clean and straight. Indecision is 
a dull one that hacks and tears and leaves ragged edges behind.

J a n  M c K e i t h e n

We’d probably be shocked if we could see how much 
of our lives we waste either procrastinating deci-

sions that need to be made or undoing decisions that 
have already been made. Rather than getting good traction and 
moving ahead, we spin our wheels. We fret. We delay. We divert our 
own attention. We do everything in the world except the one thing 
that would make a difference: decide. Our indecision “hacks and tears 
and leaves ragged edges behind” — sometimes tragically so.

There is simply no way to dodge this truth: building a quality 
character requires decisiveness. And Charles Millhuff was correct, I 
believe, in identifying the three main areas where our decisions de-
termine the kind of lives that we create: “Many of life’s circumstances 
are created by three basic choices: the disciplines you choose to keep, 
the people you choose to be with, and the laws you choose to obey.” 
So write it down and remember it. You determine your character (and 
consequently, your quality of life) by this: the disciplines you choose to 
keep, the people you choose to be with, and the laws you choose to obey.

Someone has said that one of the most exhausting things in the 
world is the continual hanging on of an unmade decision. All of us 
are familiar with the burst of energy that comes from finally making 
a decision we’ve been running away from. Can we imagine what life 
would be like if we were to go ahead and make all of the decisions 
that are presently draining our energy and debilitating us?

When a decision is ready to be made, the best thing to do is go 
ahead and make it. In other words, when our conscience has clearly 
indicated what course of action we should pursue, we should pursue 
it. There may be times when the thing that holds us back is laziness, 
but more often it is fear (which comes, of course, in many different 
varieties). On the very brink of doing something that would be good 
to do, we hesitate. And as a result, much that could have graced our 
lives and that of others is lost. Let’s do better than that. Let’s decide.

Half the failures in life arise from pulling 
in one’s horse as he is leaping.

J u l i u s  C h a r l e s  H a r e
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Judgment

Wisdom is knowledge tempered with judgment.
L o u i s  R i t c h i e - C a l d e r

There is no way to avoid the making of judgments. 
They are facts of life. We make them every day, from little judg-

ments all the way up to very big ones. The challenge we face is not to 
avoid judgments, but to make them carefully and wisely.

To “judge” is simply to distinguish or make a difference. In a 
court of law, for example, a judge distinguishes between guilt and in-
nocence, and between justice and injustice. But there are many other 
kinds of judgments that have to be made in life. As consumers, we 
have to judge between good products and bad ones. In the business 
world, we have to decide between productive policies and those that 
would be counterproductive. In entertainment, we have to decide 
between excellent performances and those that are inferior. And, of 
course, in the greater issues of life, we have to judge between right 
and wrong, truth and falsehood, wisdom and folly.

Usually, our judgments are no better than our information. So 
before forming our judgments and making our distinctions, we need 
to acquire all the facts we can. The better informed we are, the better 
our judgments will be. This is especially important when our judg-
ments involve other people, as they often do. Before I make a deci-
sion whether your character is good or bad, I need to look past first 
impressions and outward appearances. The real truth about you may 
take a little digging to find out — so before I judge the quality of your 
character, I need to check and double-check my information. Above 
all, I need to be fair and evenhanded: I must not judge you by a stan-
dard any stricter than those I am willing to be judged by myself.

Just as an art critic gets better at judging paintings by going to 
lots of museums, we get better at making judgments by exercising our 
powers of discernment over and over again. As we grow older, we find 
that making useful distinctions gets easier. And that’s good. Because 
in a mixed-up world, there are many things that have to be sorted out.

Grant to us, O Lord, 
To know that which is worth knowing, 

To love that which is worth loving. 
Grant us with true judgment 

To distinguish things that differ.
T h om  a s  à  K e m p i s
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Constructiveness

Some people are constructive. Others are destructive. It’s this 
diversity in humankind that results in some making positive 

contributions and some negative contributions.

J o n a s  S a l k

Like any other writer or speaker, I enjoy people’s 
expressions of appreciation. But in my opinion, there is no 

higher compliment anyone can pay than to say, “That was helpful.” If 
something I said or did was interesting or engaging, that’s all right. 
And if someone says it was enjoyable or delightful, that’s okay. But 
more than anything, I want to be constructive. That is, I want to be 
useful and beneficial. My aim is to build up or construct.

Most often, when we hear the word “constructive,” we think 
of constructive criticism. Criticism can indeed be constructive, but 
unfortunately, the constructive kind is extremely rare. If criticism is 
unjustified or inappropriate, or if it’s delivered unwisely, it does not 
build up; it simply tears down. Learning to offer the kind of criticism 
that “constructs” is one of the most difficult goals in the world.

But in addition to criticism, there are many other forms of 
constructiveness. In a world where so many of those around us have 
needs we can help with, opportunities to strengthen and build up are 
plentiful. Acts of encouragement, aid, and assistance can always be 
constructive, if they are infused with wisdom and kindness.

But if we desire to be constructive, we have to acquire the ability 
to be that way. Most of us wish to be constructive, but good inten-
tions can carry us only so far. At some point, we must learn how to 
be constructive. Wisdom asks not only What needs to be done? but also 
How can it be accomplished? The second question is harder than the 
first. We have to learn how to help without doing further harm, and 
the truth is, it often takes years of practice to become adept at that art.

So constructiveness is a steep mountain to climb. But climb it we 
must, for if our lives have not been constructive, in the long run they 
will have been destructive. There is no middle way. Either we gather 
with those who are building up or we scatter with those who are tear-
ing down. So which will it be: destructiveness or constructiveness? Of 
all our choices in life, very few are more far-reaching than this.

Taking to pieces is the trade of those who cannot construct.

R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n
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Organization

Every great man exhibits the talent of organization 
or construction, whether it be in a poem, a philosophical 

system, a policy, or a strategy.
J o h n  B u l w e r

Left to themselves, things tend to disintegrate. Your 
garage is a good example. If you don’t exert the effort now and 

then to organize it, it descends into a random, chaotic mess — and 
let’s face it: the mess is not really all that pleasant. But “exerting the 
effort” is the key concept. Left to itself, your garage is not going to 
keep itself organized. For that to happen, effort has to be expended.

But is it worth it? Does organization, or order, really mat-
ter? Some folks crave order so much they spend most of their time 
organizing — just for the sake of organizing. As neatness freaks, they 
lead imbalanced lives, organizing when they should be doing other 
things. At the other end of the spectrum is the person who spends no 
time at all on organization. His life is totally chaotic, and as a result 
of his negligent randomness, the contribution he makes to the world 
is far below what he’s capable of. Somewhere between these extremes, 
however, is a balanced view of organization: a view that appreciates 
the value of order and pursues it reasonably and responsibly.

Think about the difference between these two words: chaos and 
cosmos. They are opposites. A cosmos is what you have when order 
is introduced into a chaos. Coming from the Greek kosmos (“order”), 
cosmos is the result of organization. And let me tell you: a cosmos is 
a much better place to live in than a chaos! A measure of informality 
is good, and a bit of randomness is nice now and then. But none of 
us wants to be surrounded by total chaos. Because order is a part of 
beauty and goodness, we have a built-in need for these things. The 
good life is impossible without ordering, arranging, and organizing.

Organization multiplies the good we can do. We don’t have to be 
neatness freaks, but organizing our lives increases our output in doing 
good works. It’s not the whole journey, but ordering our resources is 
a step that has to be taken on life’s pathway. Otherwise, the chaos of 
our ideas never becomes the cosmos of our accomplishments. 

First comes thought; then organization 
of that thought, into ideas and plans; 

then transformation of those plans into reality.
N a p o l e o n  H i l l
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Observation

You can observe a lot by watching.
Y o g i  B e r r a

Many of the best things in life slip by those who are 
not observant. And sadly, most of us would have to plead 

guilty. Our powers of observation have been dulled by lack of use, and 
we’re not as attentive as we should be. We overlook much and ignore 
even more. The most remarkable things around us go unnoticed. But 
when we start working on our observation habits, great things begin 
to happen. You really can, as Yogi said, “observe a lot by watching.”

Our observation of life’s details can be hindered by two opposite 
problems. We may not see what we need to see because we’re not 
involved enough. Sometimes discovery requires rolling up our sleeves 
and digging in, actively and personally entering into an experience. 
But at other times, our observation is hindered by being too involved. 
We can’t see what we should because we are too close and not objec-
tive enough. “A stander-by may sometimes, perhaps, see more of the 
game than he that plays it” ( Jonathan Swift). So it takes wisdom to 
know when to “move in” and when to “back up” for a better view.

Most of us are surrounded by people who would appreciate it if 
we became more observant. Observation is, indeed, a great gift that 
we can give to our friends, family, neighbors, and coworkers. Being 
aware and alert — just noticing them — says to another human being, 
“You are significant. In this moment, I am paying attention to you.”

I am probably a little crazy about this, but I love to observe and 
“drink in” what I am observing. (People hate to go to museums and 
art galleries with me.) A friend asked me the other day what I do 
when I go to New York, and I was too embarrassed to tell him that 
I just enjoy going to interesting places and observing. I could spend 
hours atop Rockefeller Center, for example, just listening, looking 
down on the city, noticing details, savoring curiosities, relishing won-
ders, thinking, pondering, meditating, and . . . observing!

But of course, the human race is the most curious phenomenon in 
the world, and if you want to get better at observation, I suggest that 
you start noticing people — beginning with those right around you.

Let observation with extensive view 
Survey mankind, from China to Peru.

S a m u e l  J o h n s o n
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Fellowship

No man is an island, entire of itself; 
every man is a piece of the continent, 

a part of the main.

J o h n  D o n n e

We are “fellows” with other people when our lives 
overlap theirs in some way. If, for example, two people 

are both physicians, then they have “fellowship” in that profession. 
That which they have in common — in this case, their vocation — 
creates a comradeship, a sharing of interests, ideals, and experiences.

Obviously, there are many different areas in which our lives 
overlap the lives of others. We may be in the same physical family or 
live in the same community. We may share a recreational interest or a 
philanthropic cause. We may have a common spirituality, ethnicity, or 
nationality. In each of our lives, there are innumerable points at which 
similar characteristics create bonds of fellowship with others. The 
largest of these, of course, is that we’re all members of the human race.

The challenge is to cherish our various fellowships in ways that 
are wise. And in the fellowships that involve joint activity or collabo-
ration, the challenge is to participate constructively. Serious differences 
may have to be dealt with, but even in the act of working through 
these, we can remember the things we have in common, realizing that 
these things often outweigh the things about which we differ.

At the deepest level, we show appreciation for fellowship when 
we serve our fellows. And ultimately, we must be ready to serve any of 
our fellow human beings, not just the nice ones who are in our same 
social niche and are easy to serve. As Aldous Huxley pointed out, “A 
man may have strong humanitarian and democratic principles; but if 
he happens to have been brought up as a bath-taking, shirt-changing 
lover of fresh air, he will have to overcome certain physical repugnan-
cies before he can bring himself to put those principles into practice.”

Too often, our high-sounding talk about fellowship in the human 
race is just talk, mostly about people we’ve never met. But what would 
those who are closest to us, the ones we actually come in contact with, 
say? Is our fellowship with them what it ought to be? Think about it.

A low capacity for getting along with those near us often goes hand in hand 
with a high receptivity to the idea of the brotherhood of man.

E r i c  H off   e r
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Elements

The world today is sick to its thin blood 
for lack of elemental things, for fire before the hands, 

for water welling from the earth, for air, 
for dear earth itself underfoot.

H e n r y  B e s t o n

It is a complicated world in which we live, and it’s 
getting more complicated all the time. Science com-

bines simple ingredients into artificial substances and technologies of 
increasing complexity, and society presents us with extremely involved 
circumstances rather than simple scenarios. No wonder we find our-
selves, as Beston suggests, “sick . . . for lack of elemental things.” In an 
intricate world, we long for the deep-down comfort of basics.

That’s what the “elements” of a thing are: its basics, the blocks 
out of which it is built. If we say something is “composite,” that means 
it’s “composed” of different parts. Elements, then, are the fundamen-
tal, irreducible parts that go together to make up a composite entity.

Now think with me for a moment. Almost every “thing” we deal 
with is composite rather than simple. These days, most of the chemi-
cal substances and mechanical gadgets we encounter are made up of 
many elements — but the same thing has to be said about the ideas 
and objectives and activities we’re concerned with from day to day. 
Simplicity in anything is rare in the modern world. And that being 
true, it helps us to see, as much as possible, the elements of everything.

For one thing, we understand things better when we can identify 
their elements and see how the elements relate to one another. When 
we gain a little insight into how things are “put together,” we can do a 
better job of working with them in positive and productive ways.

But paying attention to elements helps us in another way also. 
Many of our problems are the result of imbalances. In other words, 
the elements of a thing are competing rather than working together. 
The more complicated our problems, the more we need to break them 
down into their parts — and then see how these can be balanced in 
a better way. So how good are you with the “elements” of life? I hope 
you’re good with them  . . . and getting better all the time.

Harmony means that the relationship between 
all the elements is balanced, is good.

K a r l h e i n z  S t o c k h a u s e n
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Government

The proper function of government is to make it 
easy for people to do good and difficult for them to do evil.

J i mm  y  C a r t e r

In its most basic sense, “government” means control or 
guidance. And while the word has a distinctly negative ring to 

many people nowadays, the fact is there are very few things that are 
dynamic or forceful that don’t need to be governed. Even the physical 
forces that have the greatest potential for good must be harnessed and 
controlled. Despite its many beneficial uses, fire, for example, can be 
horribly destructive when it’s allowed to do whatever it pleases.

We shouldn’t be surprised, then, that human beings need to be 
governed. Whether individually, in small groups, in large groups, or 
in nations, we need limits that will channel our energies in positive 
directions. A human being is far and away the most powerful force in 
the natural world, but in the absence of any restraints at all, a human 
being can do more harm than fire ever could, even at its most destruc-
tive. So John Ruskin’s observation is consistent with what we know 
to be true: “Government and cooperation are in all things the laws of 
life; anarchy and competition the laws of death.”

Yet if we need government, it’s a marvelous fact that we’re often 
able to supply much of that government ourselves. We need to work 
within boundaries and limits, but we’ve been endowed with a capacity 
called self-discipline — which means we can govern our own activ-
ity. And oftentimes, the amount of external government that ends up 
being imposed upon us is determined by how willing we’ve been to 
exercise internal government. “It is for men to choose whether they 
will govern themselves or be governed” (Henry Ward Beecher).

There are very few of us who wouldn’t make a better contribution 
to the world if we’d discipline our abilities more productively. We have 
more powers than we bother to use and more resources than we’ve 
ever tapped into. And the question each of us must eventually answer 
is not what we accomplished in life, but what we could have accom-
plished if we’d governed ourselves and been better stewards. 

For better or worse, man is the tool-using animal, 
and as such he has become the lord of creation. When he is lord also 

of himself, he will deserve his self-chosen title homo sapiens.

W i l l i a m  R a l p h  I n g e



June 15

Family

This expression of ours, “father of a family” . . .

P l i n y  t h e  Y o u n g e r

The Latin word paterfamilias (“father of a family”) 
should be of more than passing interest to us. When 

a man becomes a father, it’s a family that he becomes the father of, 
and that’s a truth that’s both sobering and encouraging.

It’s sobering because it reminds us that our actions have conse-
quences for better or worse. When a man fathers a family, what he 
does reverberates down many generations. The lives of numerous 
other people will be made easier, or else more difficult, by the manner 
in which he chooses to live his life. If he’s a good man, his family will 
appreciate his goodness long after he’s gone, and if he’s evil, his family 
will feel the effects of that evil for many years to come.

But it’s also encouraging to think about the family that a man 
fathers. The connections that link us together constitute one of life’s 
richest treasures, and any man who is blessed with children (and 
grandchildren, great-grandchildren, great-great-grandchildren, etc.) 
needs to drink deeply of the joy that comes from those connections. 
In truth, we’re all part of a huge web of relationships whether we’re a 
father or not — and we need to be encouraged by that fact.

My great-grandfather Jairus A. Copeland is buried beside his 
beloved wife, Georgia, in the old church cemetery at Pleasant Home 
in Pike County, Arkansas. A few years ago, I was able to reserve my 
own burial plot just three spaces over from “Papa” Copeland. He and 
Georgia had twelve children who lived to adulthood, and by this time 
their descendants number in the thousands all over the world. What 
an honor it will be to be laid to rest just a few feet away from this 
great paterfamilias, a good man from whom I have descended.

It is largely by looking backward and forward that we come to 
understand who we really are. When a man carefully considers his 
ancestors, he learns some important things about himself. But when 
he contemplates his descendants — the family he will have fathered — 
he has an even better opportunity to become educated.

Family faces are magic mirrors. Looking at people 
who belong to us, we see the past, present and future. 

We make discoveries about ourselves.

G a i l  L u m e t  B u c k l e y
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Fulfillment

Whenever we are faced with a crucial decision, 
our generation has been taught to ask, What’s in it for me? 

Will it give me pleasure? Profit? Security? Fulfillment?

E r w i n  W .  L u t z e r

The concept of “fulfillment” is so widely misunder-
stood, I almost hesitate to say anything good about 

it. In the self-centered, narcissistic age in which we live, many people 
have bought into the foolish idea, promoted by the psychological 
establishment, that there are no higher goals in life than “self-fulfill-
ment” and “self-actualization.” I certainly don’t want to encourage 
that kind of thinking. Nevertheless, fulfillment is an enthusiastic idea, 
and we need to consider it rightly. Let’s try to do this by considering 
what some of the things are that need to be fulfilled in our lives.

Desires. We would all like to have our desires fulfilled. And as 
long as our desires are within the boundaries of moral integrity, there 
is nothing wrong with this. What some don’t understand, however, 
is that the best way to doom our desires is to make them our primary 
focus. “I doubt that there has ever been one recorded case of deep and 
lasting fulfillment reported by a person whose basic mind-set and only 
question was: what am I getting out of this?” ( John Powell).

Responsibilities. As we move higher on the scale of value, another 
form of fulfillment is the fulfillment of our responsibilities. However 
much I am concerned about getting what I want, I should be more 
concerned about doing what I should. Life “under the sun” is not just 
about enjoyment; it’s about doing our duty and finishing our work.

Potential. This, finally, is the fulfillment we should be seeking 
the most passionately. Each of us is a unique “package” — we have a 
very particular set of abilities, gifts, and opportunities. These per-
sonal characteristics are not merely for our personal indulgence; they 
are meant to point us in the direction of some worthy goal we have 
the unique ability to reach. So are we going there? Are we headed in 
that direction? Are we fulfilling the potential we’ve been given? “The 
important thing is this: to be able at any moment to sacrifice what we 
are for what we could become” (Charles du Bos).

Do not seek death. Death will find you. 
But seek the road which makes death a fulfillment.

D a g  H a mm  a r s k j ö l d
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Resonance

Things we do and experience have resonance . . . The present 
is filled with past experience ringing in various ways and now 

is colored by this symphony of resonance.

P a u l  L a n s k y

Resonance is a word that comes to us from the sci-
ence of acoustics. When the sound-producing vibrations 

of one body (such as a violin string) produce sympathetic vibrations 
in another body (such as the wood of the violin body), the result is 
resonance. And when one set of vibrations creates similar vibrations in 
another body, the result is not only a bigger sound but a richer one.

Another way of looking at resonance is to say that one thing 
“resounds” to another. That is, one thing responds to the sound of 
another by sympathetically “re-sounding,” or sounding again, the first 
sound, thus making it more interesting and impactful than the first sound 
would be all by itself. So resonance increases the quality of sounds.

Figuratively, then, we speak of resonance as the effect produced 
when something that one person says or does creates a deep, sympa-
thetic response in another person. The second person is the “sounding 
board” that receives a message and then “sounds it again,” connecting 
to it emotionally and reflecting it back in a rich and meaningful way.

Surely, we ought to welcome experiences like this. They can 
be positively life-changing. Musician Rita Coolidge said, “I choose 
things by how they resonate in my heart.” Some messages and some 
experiences produce no effect within us; they make no deep connec-
tion. But others resonate, and these are the ones that matter most.

And since we have the ability to influence one another, we should 
always seek to resonate with those around us. We do this by first lis-
tening to others sympathetically and learning their needs. Then we are 
able to send “sounds” that resonate with them, impacting them richly.

It is marvelous to see how things are connected in our world. In 
the realm of human activity, just as with physical objects, what hap-
pens in one place can create a sympathetic vibration in another. The 
fact of this connectedness is sobering — we will answer for it if our 
impact on others was not helpful. But it’s also encouraging. What a 
wonder that one heart can “sound again” the music of another heart!

. . . like a resonance of sound in the clearest grain of a violin.

N o r m a n  M a i l e r
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Healing

The wish for healing has ever been the half of health.
S e n e c a

There is no person who never needed healing — and 
no person who never longed for it. Wounded by the 

hurts of this world, we yearn to be made whole again. When our inju-
ries and ailments do not produce outright pain, we still sense a vague 
longing for a wholeness that is not ours right now. And when these 
things do produce pain, we are acutely aware of our need for healing.

As much as we long for healing and health, however, it is self-
defeating to become obsessed with it. Whatever damage we may have 
suffered, whether self-inflicted or otherwise, we will recover from it 
better if we get the focus off ourselves and onto other people. One of 
life’s ironies is that we ourselves experience the greatest healing when 
we concentrate on being the agents of healing for others. Healing 
comes to us as a by-product of serving the health of those around us.

The major mistake many of us make nowadays, however, is 
thinking that healing comes from pleasure. Wounded and world-
weary, we throw ourselves into mirth, merriment, and sensual indul-
gence, seeking to “drown our sorrows.” But Billy Graham was right 
when he said, “The river of pleasure, though it flows through lush 
meadows and beautiful glens, contains no healing for the soul.” When 
true healing is what we need, mere pleasure will not suffice.

What then will suffice? Although you don’t want to hear it, the 
truth is that nothing will suffice — at least if what you have in mind is 
the perfect, complete healing of every grief and emptiness before you 
die. My personal belief is that spiritual truths are available that can put 
us on the road to such healing, but the perfection of that healing must 
await the completion of this life and our graduation to the next.

That said, it’s encouraging to know that progress can be made on 
our healing in the here and now. But healing is a process that takes 
time. Rarely is there any quick fix that is available to us. So we can 
wear ourselves out reading the latest self-help analysis of our prob-
lems, trying to figure out the solution, but in the end, “time heals what 
reason cannot” (Seneca). To be healed, we must be willing to wait.

How poor are they that have not patience! 
What wound did ever heal but by degrees?

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e
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Ingenuity

A common mistake that people make 
when trying to design something completely foolproof 

is to underestimate the ingenuity of complete fools.

D o u g l a s  A d a m s

When you have a problem, what is your first in-
stinct? Do you expect a friend or family member to fix it for 

you? Do you begin looking for a professional or an expert to hire? Or 
do you first bring your own ingenuity to bear upon the problem?

Certainly, there is a time and a place to rely upon others. Indeed, 
the person who is so stubborn that he won’t ever ask for help (or too 
witless to know he needs to ask) has a serious problem. But many 
people have the opposite problem: that of asking too quickly for help. 
Today, let’s think about the value of increasing our own ingenuity. If 
we can learn to be more imaginative and inventive, displaying more 
skill in solving our own problems, many benefits will come our way.

(1) Ingenuity makes us less dependent. When we show resourceful-
ness in finding solutions to our difficulties, we’re able to survive in 
situations where no outside help is available. (2) Ingenuity helps us 
to take personal responsibility for our lives. Rather than look to others 
to make our problems go away, we take responsibility and apply our 
own creativity. (3) Since help is one of the things that is more blessed to 
give than to receive, we should be more interested in helping than in being 
helped. Ingenuity puts us in a better position to do that. When others 
are in need, our ingenuity can sometimes lift their burdens.

But finally, consider two specific areas where ingenuity can help us.
Education. For too long, many of us have assumed that it is some-

body else’s responsibility to educate us. But isn’t education a personal 
project? If all you know is what you’ve been taught, you don’t know 
much. So show some ingenuity in exploring ways to educate yourself.

Entertainment. A very bored society is what has resulted from the 
assumption that other people should keep us entertained. So I encour-
age you to go back to your childhood. Be ingenious. Be imaginative. Be 
clever and resourceful in having fun. Learn how to entertain yourself!

Growing up, I didn’t have a lot of toys, and personal 
entertainment depended on individual ingenuity and imagination. 

I would think up a story and go live it for an afternoon.

T e r r y  B r oo  k s
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Restfulness

“Holy leisure” refers to a sense of balance in the life, an ability 
to be at peace through the activities of the day, an ability to rest 

and take time to enjoy beauty, an ability to pace ourselves.
R i c h a r d  J .  F o s t e r

Many of the cracks in our culture are “stress frac-
tures.” We are a driven people, almost frantic in the pace of 

our lives. And we’re not only busy, but we’re proud of our busyness, 
as if our involvement in so many activities indicated that we are more 
“with it” than those who are less busy or that we have a greater sense 
of responsibility. Whatever the reason may be, our overcommitment 
has cost us dearly. Many of our less-than-desirable social characteris-
tics are the traits of people who are seriously short of rest.

Rest. All work requires some sort of “fuel,” and doing the work 
uses up the fuel. At that point, the fuel has to be replenished, and that 
is the reason for rest: it is meant to renew us and recharge our ener-
gies. In a sense, our resources (whether physical or mental) are not 
permanently ours — they have to be “re-created” by regular periods 
of rest and repose. Taking care of this is not being lazy. Laziness is, as 
someone has said, resting before we are tired. But when we are tired, it 
is not lazy to rest. In fact, when we are tired, it is dangerous not to rest. 

Restfulness. In addition to periods of rest, we also need restful-
ness, which is something a little different than mere rest. Restfulness 
is a mode of thinking and a manner of living, even when we are busy. 
It is, as Richard J. Foster said, “an ability to be at peace through the 
activities of the day.” Restfulness is knowing how to hasten leisurely.

In a culture like ours, both rest and restfulness require discipline. 
Without a certain amount of training and self-maintenance, we won’t 
take the time for rest. It is a choice that we must learn to make.

Yet the discipline of restfulness is a discipline that pays great 
dividends, not the least of which is that we do better work. It’s only 
a fool who thinks he can be more productive by never turning the 
machinery off for maintenance. Wise people know better.

Cultivate the habit of doing one thing at a time with quiet 
deliberateness. Always allow yourself a sufficient margin of time 

in which to do your work well. Frequently examine your working methods 
to discover and eliminate unnecessary tension. Aim at poise, repose, 

and self-control. The relaxed worker accomplishes most.
H .  W .  D r e s s e r
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Growth

Winter is cold-hearted, 
Spring is yea and nay, 

Autumn is a weather-cock 
Blown every way. 

Summer days for me 
When every leaf is on its tree.

C h r i s t i n a  G e o r g i n a  R o s s e t t i

To me, there is something joyful about seeing a lush 
field of corn in the middle of the growing season. 

I’m not sure why, but a field full of something so obviously “growing” 
fills me with a strange mixture of comfort and motivation. It’s reassur-
ing to see what nature can do — and sobering to remember that I’m 
also a part of nature, with some growing of my own that I need to do.

We need to be people who are growing. Granted, we don’t have 
to make significant progress in our lives every single day of the year 
— there will be seasons of growth for us, periods when we make more 
progress than at other times. Intentionally or otherwise, our fields will 
often lie fallow. But over time, we need to be growing.

Even in old age, when we’re on the downside of the physical life 
cycle, there is still a sense in which we need to keep pressing ahead. 
There are still things to be learned. There are still new frontiers to 
be explored in our hearts and minds. And, yes, there is probably still 
some work to be done, good work that can enrich the lives of those 
around us. We can’t escape our mortality — it’s foolish even to try — 
but we can keep going forward and avoid drifting backward.

One of our most valuable beliefs is the conviction that progress 
and improvement are possible. They’re not inevitable, of course. Most 
of us have learned the hard way that our own decisions can keep us 
from growing. Yet whatever setbacks we may have dealt ourselves in 
the past, we still believe that growth is possible in the future. That’s a 
vital belief and we dare not let anyone take it away from us.

We have this belief because we are personal beings, endowed 
with free minds. We are free moral agents, and so we hold on to this 
thought in defiance of short-term disappointments: the courage to make 
right choices will lead us, sooner or later, in the direction of healthy, life-
enhancing growth. If we don’t believe this, then we’re dead already.

Growth is the only evidence of life.
J o h n  H e n r y  N e w m a n
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Integration

All true educators since the time of Socrates and Plato have agreed that 
the primary object of education is the attainment of inner harmony, or, to put 
it into more up-to-date language, the integration of the personality. Without 
such an integration, learning is no more than a collection of scraps, and the 

accumulation of knowledge becomes a danger to mental health.

A l f r e d  Z i mm  e r n

Integration means bringing all the parts of something 
together, thereby making a unified whole. The verb 

“disintegrate” means to tear apart, and so to “integrate” means to put 
back together what has been broken or fractured or separated.

In a world of strife and discord, the goal of social integration is 
obviously desirable. What a better world it would be if all the parts of 
humanity could be integrated into a more unified whole! But I want 
you to think about something: we are fighting a losing battle trying 
to bring other people together socially if we are not integrated within 
ourselves privately. Social harmony or oneness will always be an elu-
sive goal for people who have no unity inside of themselves.

The psychologists talk a good deal about the “integration of the 
personality,” and, in fact, most people’s personal traits and tendencies 
are not integrated. They are at odds, and often at war, with one an-
other. So counselors would like to help us bring our various attributes 
into a more harmonious whole. And whether a psychologist helps us 
with that or not, personal integration is certainly a project we need to 
work on. In plain language, we need to “get ourselves together.”

But the importance of this goes beyond just feeling better emo-
tionally. As you may have noticed, the words “integration” and “integ-
rity” are related. They both come from a Latin root meaning “whole” 
or “complete.” So if we have no personal integration, then we have no 
integrity. For example, if there is no unity between our conscience and 
our conduct, or if our “preaching” and our “practice” are not in agree-
ment, then this lack of integrity is a serious problem (one that goes 
by the name of “hypocrisy”). So we need to get busy integrating our 
personal characteristics. If life is to be good, the parts have to harmonize.

No truths are simple . . .  But as we pursue them 
and participate in them more fully, they begin to reveal 

to us a life deeper and more integrated than we ever 
could have known otherwise.

T i m  H a n s e l



June 23

Inclusiveness

He chose to include the things 
That in each other are included, the whole, 

The complicate, the amassing harmony.

W a l l a c e  S t e v e n s

Inclusiveness leads to a very different life than 
exclusiveness. Those whose basic instinct is to “include” end 

up with different circumstances than those whose first thought is to 
“exclude,” so our decision between these two outlooks is far-reaching.

Ideas. The lens through which most of us look at ideas has a 
pretty narrow focus. We tend to consider very specific ideas, and 
we don’t think about how those ideas are connected to other ideas. 
Intellectually, we would do well to use a wider-angle lens. We need to 
back up and see more of the big picture. Viewing ideas in their larger 
context will help us to prevent errors in our thinking and judgment.

Interests. Our interests are often as narrowly focused as our ideas. 
Intensely practical in our interests, we have little time for anything 
that doesn’t solve an immediate problem. But truly, the world in 
which we live is a fascinating world. For those who are fully engaged 
with life, there is not much that is not interesting. And the more 
inclusive our interests are, the more useful we’ll be to other people.

Activities. In these days of specialization, many of us spend so 
much time in our individual silos that our activities begin to be very 
narrow and predictable. While it is certainly possible for a person to 
be too busy for his own good, I believe most of us would profit from a 
greater variety in our activities. I urge you to look for things to do that 
will stretch you — widening your imagination and your experience.

People. If we would profit from more inclusiveness in our ideas, 
interests, and activities, we would profit even more from a richer 
variety in our relationships. This is, by far, the most important kind 
of inclusiveness to strive for. There is a tendency for us to limit our 
contacts to individuals within a narrow profile, but if we would make 
an honest effort to be more inclusive, the results would surprise us 
pleasantly. With human beings, inclusiveness is hard, but it’s worth it.

The three hardest tasks in the world are neither physical feats 
nor intellectual achievements, but moral acts: to return love for hate, 

to include the excluded, and to say, “I was wrong.”

S y d n e y  J .  H a r r i s
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Tasks

Nothing is so fatiguing as the 
eternal hanging on of an uncompleted task.

W i l l i a m  J a m e s

All of us suffer from task-related fatigue, but the 
interesting thing is that most of our fatigue comes 

from unfinished tasks. Emotionally, we exhaust ourselves with 
the weariness that comes from putting off our tasks until tomorrow.

Strictly defined, a task is simply a piece of work that one must 
do. But we normally think of tasks as unpleasant work or work that 
we don’t want to do — and those are the tasks we procrastinate.

Yet very few tasks are inherently unpleasant. They’re only un-
pleasant because we make them so; having erected mental barriers 
against them, they are unwelcome. But if we looked at our tasks in a 
more positive light, we would find them less tedious. “The difficult 
tasks to be performed are not the ones that mean physical and mental 
labor, but the ones that you dislike, or the ones that you do not love. 
There are unpleasant angles to nearly every important job to be done 
in this world, but there must be an overall love for doing each, else pre-
cious time and effort are uselessly wasted” (George Matthew Adams).

One of the best gifts we can give to those around us is learning to 
have a brighter, more grateful view of our tasks. As Helen Keller ex-
pressed it, “This world is so full of care and sorrow that it is a gracious 
debt we owe to one another to discover the bright crystals of delight 
hidden in somber circumstances and irksome tasks.”

But how do we learn this way of thinking? We do it by connecting 
our tasks to our vision in life. If there is any task that duty calls us to 
complete, then that task is linked, however remotely, to our purpose 
in life. To finish that task is to take one step toward our vision, and 
truly, there are no small steps if they are connected to our reason for 
living. This point was captured beautifully in the inscription on an 
eighteenth-century cathedral in Sussex, England: “A vision without a 
task is only a dream, a task without a vision is drudgery, but a vision 
with a task is the hope of the world.” There is, indeed, no limit to the 
energy that can be unleashed by putting ourselves into our tasks.

Set me a task in which I can put something of my very self, 
and it is a task no longer; it is joy; it is art.

B l i s s  C a r m a n
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Dependability

The world is a collection of cogs; each depends on the other.
J e w i s h  P r o v e r b

In the real world, we can’t avoid being depended on. 
Like it or not, we are connected to others in ways that involve 

dependencies. Human beings have to count on other human beings to 
do certain things. And the road runs both ways — before we die, each 
of us will have depended on others and others will have depended on 
us. It’s a simple fact: people have to have other people.

But this is not a fact to be regretted; it’s one to be appreciated. 
It is nothing less than a privilege to have others who look to us to 
perform deeds that are important to them. Serving others who need 
us is a blessing. When we’re thinking rightly, we’ll see this blessing as 
a stewardship, a sacred trust. But the principle also works in reverse. It 
may go against our pride, but depending on others is also a blessing. If 
there are others whom we truly need, that fact is not to be regretted.

But if dependence is an unavoidable fact, we need to make sure 
that dependability is also a fact. If others are counting on us, we 
should be “count-on-able,” as a friend of mine used to say. Words like 
steady, reliable, trustworthy, and unfailing should come to mind when 
people think of us. That will only be the case if we have established 
a track record of keeping promises and commitments, of following 
through, and of finishing what we start. It takes more than a short 
spurt of good intentions to gain a reputation for dependability.

But if our record of dependability is spotty, what should we do? 
I suggest that we start by honoring small commitments. There is a 
Persian proverb which says, “Do little things now; so shall big things 
come to thee by and by asking to be done.” That contains not only 
great wisdom but great common sense. Dependability in big things 
is built up, bit by bit, as we learn faithfulness in the little things of 
everyday relationships. So look for some small commitment you can 
keep today. Then look for another one tomorrow, and keep doing that 
day after day. In time, you’ll see that you’ve become dependable.

Commitments can sometimes be hard to make. But in the end, it 
is not the making of commitments that counts — it is the keeping of 
them. So let’s be people on whom others are not afraid to depend.

An acre of performance is worth the whole world of promise.
J a m e s  H o w e l l
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Confidence

All social life, stability, and progress 
depend upon each man’s confidence in his neighbor, 

a reliance upon him to do his duty.

A .  L a w r e n c e  L o w e l l

Think with me today about how much depends on our 
having confidence in one another. Doubt and cynicism 

are corrosive forces. They not only eat away at us internally, but they 
destroy the foundations of our social relationships. If I don’t trust you 
and you don’t trust me, then any “community” we build together is 
going to be a perilous place. It’s frightening to think what would hap-
pen if nobody in the world had any confidence in anybody else.

But if it’s important to maintain confidence in one another, it’s 
also important to encourage each other’s self-confidence. Many of 
the most important things in the world won’t get done if those who 
are responsible for them don’t believe they can do them. Just as an 
absence of mutual trust would destroy society, the work of the world 
would collapse if nobody had any self-confidence. So if you don’t 
care whether your neighbor has any confidence in himself, please be 
advised that his self-doubt may cost you more than you think.

It was John Dryden who said, “They can conquer who believe 
they can.” In a more modern context, baseball players say that “a 
pitcher is only as good as he thinks he is.” It happens very often in life 
that the doing of a thing depends on our believing we can do it, and 
when we’re not sure, our doubts are often self-fulfilling. So a certain 
level of self-confidence is essential to our survival. “In a world where 
survival is always seen as a struggle, and in which some pitfalls always 
exist, if something brings into question our confidence in our own 
coping ability, it will threaten our safety” (Willard Gaylin).

What, then, about your friends and family? Are they confident? 
And if they are not, do you share part of the blame for having failed 
to encourage them? These are some of the most crucial questions in 
life. In this world, we are unavoidably connected. That being true, dis-
couragement is more than a personal problem — it’s a social problem. 
When we encourage anybody’s confidence, we help everybody.

We blossom under praise like flowers in sun 
and dew; we open, we reach, we grow.

G e r h a r d  E .  F r o s t



June 27

Emotion

Emotion cannot be cut out of life . . . There are many dangers of false 
emotionalism, but that does not rule out true emotion and depth of feeling.

B i l l y  G r a h a m

Like all of our other endowments, our emotions are 
things we can either pay too much attention to or 

too little. Wisely managed, our emotions can be a powerful ally, 
but when we give them either too much or too little space, harmful 
results usually follow. The challenge is to steer a middle course.

These days, when emotional experience tends to trump all other 
considerations, one thing we need to acknowledge is that our emo-
tions are poor managers of our lives. How we feel flows quite natu-
rally from how we think, and our feelings can be a wonderful support 
for our thinking, but feelings alone can never tell us right from wrong. 
They shouldn’t be allowed to occupy the driver’s seat of our lives; that 
place should be reserved for our conscience. As Robert Benson said, 
“Emotions should be servants, not masters — or at least not tyrants.”

Most of us would do well to allow ourselves a wider range of 
emotions. In particular, I believe we shouldn’t be in such a hurry to 
get rid of the so-called “painful” emotions. All of our emotions have 
their place and should be given a chance to enhance our lives and help 
us. “The experience of the whole gamut of emotions is a part of the 
human condition, the inheritance of every man” ( John Powell).

Generally, our emotions come to us unbidden. We can’t help 
what we feel. What we can do is govern our intentions and our ac-
tions, and we must do that. We are responsible not for our feelings 
but for what we do with our feelings. And when we do what is right, 
our feelings will adjust themselves appropriately in due course.

Earl Riney wrote, “Our emotions are the driving powers of our 
lives. When we are aroused emotionally, unless we do something 
great and good, we are in danger of letting our emotions become 
perverted.” As one of the natural endowments that we’ve been given, 
our emotions are meant to help us. I would go so far as to say that our 
emotions cannot successfully be neglected or misused. If our heart is 
not involved in our effort to live rightly, that effort is bound to fail.

The heart has such an influence over the understanding 
that it is worthwhile to engage it in our interests.

L o r d  C h e s t e r f i e l d
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Viewpoint

Your point of view is everything: 
the pond is an ocean to a tadpole.

A n o n y mo  u s

What we “see” depends largely on what “angle” we 
are looking from. If our viewpoint is quite limited, we 

may, like the tadpole, mistake the pond we’re in for an ocean.
There are several ways that our viewpoint can be improved.
(1) Moving from side to side. When you are looking at a painting 

in an art gallery, it helps to move around, seeing it from one side and 
then the other. Similarly, we can vary the “angle” from which we look 
at almost everything in life. We just have to make mental adjustments.

(2) Backing up. It sometimes helps to see more of what we’re look-
ing at. We do that by mentally “backing up,” so that our view is more 
comprehensive. Very often, the most helpful view is the bigger one.

(3) Looking more intently. Seeing things accurately requires work, 
and so we often fail to see what we should because we haven’t really 
concentrated on it. There is a Chinese proverb that says, “You must 
scale the mountain if you would view the plain.” If we haven’t paid the 
price, we shouldn’t expect any improvement in our perspective.

(4) Looking more honestly. The one thing that hinders our view-
point the most is our lack of honesty. Too often, we only see what we 
want to see. As J. Oswald Sanders said, “Eyes that look are common, 
but eyes that see are rare.” Moving from side to side, backing up, and 
looking more intently can’t help us if we’re not willing to see what we 
need to see. Ultimately, our “heart” is what determines our “vision.”

As finite creatures, we won’t ever be able to see everything. But 
we can certainly improve our viewpoint, and we’re foolish not to do 
that when we have the opportunity. Our Creator, of course, sees all 
things from a perfect viewpoint. To whatever extent we can adopt His 
perspective, what we see will help us to exercise better judgment — 
especially when it is other human beings that we are judging.

Man judges from a partial view. 
None ever yet his brother knew; 

The eternal eye that sees the whole 
May better read the darkened soul, 
And find, to outward sense denied, 
The flower upon its inmost side!

J o h n  G r e e n l e a f  W h i t t i e r
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Keeping

To everything there is a season, a time for every purpose under heaven . . . 
A time to gain, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away . . .

T h e  B oo  k  of   E c c l e s i a s t e s

By our nature and individual personality, some of us 
are keepers and some are not. The keepers are those who 

never throw anything away (“I might need it someday”). At the other 
extreme are those who get rid of everything except what they need 
right now (“If I don’t need it today, I won’t ever need it”). Neither trait 
is inherently right or wrong, but today let’s meditate on the fact that 
some things in life do need to be kept — and kept carefully.

It takes wisdom, of course, to know what to keep and what not 
to keep, and wisdom always seems to be in short supply. If we knew 
what we were going to need and not need in the future, it would be 
easy to manage the matter of keeping and not keeping. But none 
of us knows the future, so decisions about keeping have to be made 
using our best judgment. Dinah Maria Craik laid down one of the 
most challenging principles in life when she said, “Keep what is worth 
keeping, and then with the breath of kindness blow the rest away.”

Whatever should be kept, should be kept gratefully and faith-
fully. Our blessings ought to be maintained with a stewardship that 
indicates our appreciation of the value of what’s in our keeping.

There is even a sense in which our inner lives have to be “kept.” 
Just as our houses and our physical bodies can be “unkept” (or 
“unkempt”), so our hearts can be also. There is a certain amount of 
maintenance that goes into the keeping of our inner lives, and poor 
heartkeeping is a far worse habit than poor housekeeping. As Mark 
Twain said, “Be careless in your dress, if you must, but keep a tidy 
soul.” That echoes a sentiment from the Book of Proverbs: “Keep your 
heart with all diligence, for out of it spring the issues of life.”

On the highest level, however, that which must be kept is our 
duty. All of us have responsibilities that are attached to the various 
roles we fill. Almost always, these responsibilities are privileges — we 
are blessed to have these duties to carry out. So we live life at its best 
when we faithfully maintain (or “keep”) our commitments. Whatever 
else we throw away, we must not discard our duties.

A charge to keep I have . . .
C h a r l e s  W e s l e y



June 30

Competence

The end of education is to see men made whole, 
both in competence and in conscience.

J o h n  S .  D i c k e y

To be competent is to be qualified to do a job — able 
to complete the task skillfully. The competent are those 

who can be trusted to carry out a responsibility in an adept manner.
It should go without saying (but these days we often forget) that 

competence must always be governed by conscience. Not everything 
that can be done should be done, and the fact that we have the ability 
to do something is often dangerous if we don’t have the moral judg-
ment to evaluate what we’re doing. John S. Dickey, who said that the 
goal of education is to see us “made whole, both in competence and in 
conscience,” also said that “to create the power of competence with-
out creating a corresponding direction to guide the use of that power 
is bad education.” So know-how without know-why is only half an 
education. Allan Bloom, who has written trenchantly on these matters, 
observed that fathers and mothers “have lost the idea that the highest 
aspiration they might have for their children is for them to be wise — 
specialized competence and success are all that they can imagine.”

What we should aim for are the twin towers of character (who we 
are in our principles) and competence (what we can do in our practice). 
When these two are combined, we have the makings of a real person. 
It’s the blending of these that should be our goal.

But if competence without conscience is dangerous, conscience 
without competence is not much good either. Being honorable people 
and having good intentions will not suffice. We’ll have to gain some 
actual skills if we want to make a worthy contribution to the world. 
And when we learn how to do some things the world needs to have 
done, we give a great gift to all the people who care about us.

In this life, we need the humility to recognize our limitations. 
But we also need the courage to pursue competence in the work that’s 
within our reach. Rather than settle for mediocrity, or spin our wheels 
in frivolous pastimes, we’d do better to invest in the mastery of some 
solid skills. Expertise is a gift that keeps on giving for a very long time.

Superfluity comes sooner by white hairs, 
but competency lives longer.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e



July 1

Accomplishment

No matter what accomplishments you achieve, somebody helps you.
A lt h e a  G i b s o n

It is good to remember that wherever we are, we’ve 
had to have help getting there. There is no such thing as a 

completely independent achievement, and each of us needs to ac-
knowledge our indebtedness to those who have helped us.

But while humility and gratitude are in order, it’s also in order to 
emphasize accomplishment. Even with the help of others, some people 
never do anything. Grace is shown to them, but it’s wasted. They pass 
through life dreaming, planning, and promising — but never doing.

There is a Persian proverb that says, “Thinking well is wise; plan-
ning well is wiser; but doing well is wisest and best of all.” At times, 
we are nothing more than dreamers and talkers. We envision great ac-
complishments, and we talk about how wonderful they would be. But 
maybe instead of dreaming of worthy accomplishments, we should 
just stay awake and do them! I still chuckle when I remember a liter-
ary agent who once told me, “Gary, when you get done dreaming 
about your great book, send me some hard copy. That’s all I can sell.”

Our accomplishments are often hindered because our motivation 
is wrong. We fail to do things because we’re not sure we’ll be rewarded 
as we wish. (Will people appreciate this? Will they praise it? Will it 
make me rich and famous?) But many things have an inherent worth, 
and we should accomplish them simply because they’re worth doing. 
As Emerson said, “The reward of a thing well done is to have done 
it.” It is, after all, better to be a nobody who accomplishes something 
than a somebody who accomplishes nothing. At the end of the day, 
accomplishment has little to do with what the world calls “celebrity.”

So each of us needs to heed the advice of Theodore Roosevelt, 
who said, “Do what you can with what you have where you are.” Our 
accomplishments won’t be those of someone else — they will be those 
we were uniquely gifted to accomplish. And yes, we’ll make mistakes 
and blunders. But as Samuel Smiles put it, “He who never made a 
mistake never made a discovery.” Our lives in this world are too short 
to waste. Enthusiastic ideas should lead to energetic action.

The great accomplishments of man have resulted from 
the transmission of ideas and enthusiasm.

T h om  a s  J .  W a t s o n
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Hearing

O God, give us sympathy for those who are deaf. They live in a silent 
world so remote and so different from ours. We take for granted speech and 

music and the ceaseless sounds of ordinary life — to them all is silence, 
they cannot even hear the voices of their dearest friends.

S i d  H e d g e s

It was Thomas Traherne who said, “Is not sight a 
jewel? Is not hearing a treasure?” One of the saddest facts 

about us is that we take for granted the gifts of seeing and hearing — 
and of the two, hearing may be the one we undervalue the most. It 
would only take a day of being deaf to remind us how blessed we are 
to be able to hear the voices of those around us. Yes, we can read the 
written words “I love you,” but there is really nothing like the music of 
hearing them said. There is no lonelier world than the silent world.

But it is not only sweetness that we should want to hear. We 
should also be willing to hear truth — especially truth that calls for us 
to change our behavior. As a people, Americans are typically religious, 
but we’re often guilty of what one writer called “the sin of sermon 
listening.” We listen, and even praise the presenter, but we don’t truly 
hear. The words don’t sink in. We don’t act on them. And this kind of 
“hearing problem” is not physical. It is moral and spiritual.

Peter Drucker once said, “The most important thing in com-
munication is to hear what isn’t being said.” Hearing what “isn’t being 
said” is not an impossibility; it occurs when we wisely and sympa-
thetically listen with our hearts as well as our ears. As Jeremy Taylor 
put it, “It is not the eye that sees the beauty of the heaven, nor the ear 
that hears the sweetness of music, but the soul.” If all we hear are the 
sounds that enter our physical ears, we will miss many of the most 
important messages in life. And this is true even within ourselves. It 
takes skillful listening to hear what our own hearts are saying.

Whether it’s our own heart or the hearts of others that we are 
hearing, what we often hear are the groanings of a broken heart. Even 
at its best, this life still deals out hurtful experiences to us and leaves 
our hearts longing for comfort. We never meet anyone who is not 
carrying some private burden, and we never do any better hearing than 
when we hear the cry of a fellow human being for understanding.

[Love] has ears to hear the sighs and sorrows of men.

A u g u s t i n e  of   H i p p o
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Receptiveness

It is part of the photographer’s job to see more intensely than 
most people do. He must have and keep in him something of the 

receptiveness of the child who looks at the world for the first 
time or of the traveler who enters a strange country.

B i l l  B r a n d t

What we receive in life depends, to a large extent, 
on how open we are. Just as the photographer in Bill 

Brandt’s illustration may not see his subject clearly if he doesn’t retain 
“the receptiveness of the child,” we may not receive some very good 
things because we’re not ready to receive them. All sorts of things can 
shut down our receptiveness: things like closed-mindedness, resis-
tance, stubbornness, skepticism, pride, or even complacency. It takes 
constant work to resist these tendencies and maintain open minds and 
hearts, eager to receive the good things life has to offer.

Receptiveness is a trait that can be cultivated, but it takes more 
self-honesty than most of us are accustomed to. We must be willing to 
see when a lack of receptivity is hurting us and then have the humility 
and courage to make the necessary correction. Being receptive is, after 
all, frightening. It requires a certain amount of vulnerability and trust. 
Perhaps that is the reason so many of us no longer have “the recep-
tiveness of the child.” Having grown up, our guard is up.

But we can’t be emotionally healthy without being open. William 
James often wrote about this, as when he said, “The transition from 
tenseness, self-responsibility, and worry, to equanimity, receptivity, and 
peace, is the most wonderful of all those shiftings of inner equilibrium 
. . . and the chief wonder of it is that it so often comes about, not by 
doing, but by simply relaxing and throwing the burden down.” Love is 
the key ingredient to health, and while love can be given, it can never 
be taken by force. It must be received. As Karl Menninger said, “Love 
cures people — both the ones who give it and the ones who receive it.”

But finally, consider the importance of a point made by Judah 
Halevi: “Divine Providence only gives man as much as he is prepared 
to receive; if his receptive capacity be small, he obtains little, and 
much if it be great.” Closing our minds to God is the worst unrecep-
tiveness of all. By it, we impoverish ourselves in the most tragic sense.

So much God would give . . . so little is received.

F r a n c e s  J .  R o b e r t s
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Patriotism

The mind supplies the idea of a nation, but what gives 
this idea its sentimental force is a community of dreams.

A n d r é  M a l r a u x

In the United States, today is the most patriotic day of 
the year. There is, however, a growing chorus of voices, here and 

elsewhere, that decry the whole notion of “nationalism.” Is patriotism 
a bad thing? Let’s take a moment to get a clearer idea of what it is (or 
at least what it should be) and what it isn’t.

The word “patriot” comes from the Greek pater (“father”). In 
Greece, the patris is the “fatherland,” the land of one’s forefathers or 
ancestors. The United States, of course, is largely a nation of immi-
grants; for most of us, the land of our distant ancestors is somewhere 
else. So for us, “patriotism” would be not so much the love of our 
ancestral lands as it would be the love of our present nation. It means 
to appreciate and be devoted to the country of which we’re citizens.

So is patriotism not a good idea? Well, it certainly can get out 
of hand and become a negative force. If by patriotism we mean “my 
country, right or wrong,” then we need to rethink our principles. But 
just as tenants take better care of a house if they own it, most folks are 
better citizens when they’re able to think of “our” country.

The very best use of July 4th would be to refine and purify our 
concept of patriotism, to make it more worthy. For one thing, we’d 
do well to make our patriotism more of a yearlong thing. As Adlai 
Stevenson said, “Patriotism is not short, frenzied outbursts of emo-
tion, but the tranquil and steady dedication of a lifetime.”

In its finest form, patriotism is the spirit of those who make up 
a “community of dreams.” It’s the common ideals and aspirations of 
those who, living in a particular section of the world, band together 
with a healthy sense of “ownership” of their unique society and com-
mit themselves to the improvement of that society and the world at 
large. True patriots are always conscious of a stewardship: a respon-
sibility to handle carefully the good things they’ve inherited (making 
them even better, if they can) and then to pass them on to others. 
Patriots worthy of the name are never bullies. They’re caretakers.

Patriotism is not so much protecting the land of our fathers 
as preserving the land of our children.

J o s é  O r t e g a  y  G a s s e t
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Tactfulness

The point of tact is not sharp.

C o l l e e n  C a r n e y

I don’t know of anything more widely praised yet 
rarely practiced than tact. Nearly everybody thinks tact is a 

good idea, but hardly anybody uses it. This may be because tact is such 
a hard habit to learn. It’s one of the biggest challenges in the world.

Tact would be much easier if it only meant remaining silent and 
leaving some things unsaid. But while there is more to tact than this, 
as we shall see in a moment, most of us have room for improvement 
even at this preliminary stage. Just because a thought enters our head, 
that doesn’t necessarily mean it should be verbalized. It’s only a fool 
(and a rude one at that) who says everything that comes into his mind. 
Common sense tells us some things are better off left unsaid.

But there is more to tact than silence. As Samuel Butler said, 
“Silence is not always tact and it is tact that is golden, not silence.” 
If there is something you think about me — perhaps a criticism — 
you’ve got to decide whether to say it. After considering the mat-
ter, you may decide not to say it: perhaps it’s not clear whether the 
criticism is justified, it’s not very important in the greater scheme of 
things, or it’s simply not your place to talk to me about it. By your 
silence, you’ve been tactful. But if you remain silent about something 
you should talk to me about, that’s not tact. As Frank Medlicott wisely 
noted, “Some people mistake weakness for tact. If they are silent when 
they ought to speak and so feign an agreement they do not feel, they 
call it being tactful. Cowardice would be a much better name.”

When we speak, however, it takes wisdom to know how to speak. 
“Tact,” as Henry W. Newton said, “is the art of making a point with-
out making an enemy.” And as Franklin P. Jones put it, “Tact is the 
art of building a fire under people without making their blood boil.” 
Doing these things is hard. It calls for great earnestness and effort.

But we must try. We must learn tactfulness. And I want to con-
clude with this observation: it is with those who mean the most to us 
that we should be the most tactful. Closeness is no excuse for rudeness.

Don’t flatter yourself that friendship authorizes you to say disagreeable 
things to your intimates. The nearer you come into relation with a person, 

the more necessary do tact and courtesy become.

O l i v e r  W e n d e l l  H o l m e s
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Rightness

We have heard enough about being practical and efficient and prudent. 
We heard it preached through several decades that these things would save 

the world. I think that, with the salty taste of blood and sweat on our lips, we 
are learning that we had best talk again about doing what is right.

E l l i s  A r n a l l

As you know by now, I am very old-fashioned. So you’ll 
hardly be surprised to hear me say that the question of rightness 

is the supreme question in life. As we make our decisions, especially 
the complex ones, many questions have to be asked, but the one that 
matters the most has never changed — what is the right thing to do?

There is no denying that doing the right thing often requires 
courage. Following our conscience can have short-term consequences 
that are fearful, but I agree with A. W. Tozer, who said, “If a course is 
right, [one] should take it because it is right, not because he is afraid 
not to take it. And if it is wrong, he should avoid it though he lose 
every earthly treasure and even his very life as a consequence.”

Those who tend to be pragmatic need to avoid defining what is 
right solely in terms of consequences. The possible consequences of 
our decisions must surely be taken into account ( Jesus of Nazareth 
called it “counting the cost”), but we must not define what is right in 
terms of what works the best from a practical standpoint. Rightness 
often requires going against the counsels of prudence and practicality. 
Following our conscience can be inconvenient, to say the least.

But whatever obstacles stand between us and doing what is right, 
we need to be bold and believe that if a thing is right, there will al-
ways be a way to do it. So rightness requires not only courage but also 
confidence. “Progress in every age results only from the fact that there 
are some men and women who refuse to believe that what they know 
to be right cannot be done” (Russell W. Davenport).

In our postmodern age, the question of feelings is usually the 
main question. But again, I’m old-fashioned. I still believe in the su-
premacy of what is right. Good feelings aren’t always at our command, 
but no matter which direction the emotional breezes are blowing, there 
is one thing that’s always within our power — we can do what is right.

You cannot make yourself feel something you do not feel, 
but you can make yourself do what is right in spite of your feelings.

P e a r l  S .  B u c k
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Conquering

O Father, who hast ordained that in stern conflict we should find 
our strength and triumph over all, withhold not from us the courage by 

which alone we can conquer. Still our tongues of their weak complainings, 
steel our hearts against all fear, and in joyfully accepting the conditions 

of our earthly pilgrimage, may we come to possess our souls and 
to achieve our purposed destiny. Amen.

A n o n y mo  u s

It can help us to think of this world as a battlefield. 
The military metaphor is not the only way to illustrate life, of 

course, but it is a helpful one, given the problems we have to deal 
with. There is simply no denying that we face difficulties that must be 
conquered. We may ignore these difficulties, but they don’t go away.

Let me speak plainly: as far as our hardships in this world go, 
there is no safe middle ground. “You must either conquer the world or 
the world will conquer you. You must be either master or slave” ( John 
Henry Newman). Those of us who are theists believe God is our 
helper, but even so, we must fight the problems that beset us or we’ll 
be overcome by them. The risks are real. The stakes are high.

Our foes are of various kinds. Some of our enemies are personal, 
while others are impersonal (natural disasters, financial reverses, and 
such). Some are external, while others are internal (thinking problems, 
self-discipline problems, and such). I believe our internal problems — 
those that have taken up residence inside our hearts and minds — are 
our most challenging, and I agree with Aristotle, who said, “I count 
him braver who overcomes his desires than him who conquers his 
enemies; for the hardest victory is the victory over self.” 

When I was younger, I used to suppose that, at some point, 
life could be figured out and straightened out. I thought that one’s 
battles could be won decisively, and then one could live out the rest 
of his days in peace and tranquility. What I now see is that, as long as 
we live in this world, the challenges never go away. The business of 
conquering is an ongoing project. “Of freedom and of life he only is 
deserving who every day must conquer them anew” (Goethe).

But ultimately, conquering is not a matter of our own strength — 
it’s a matter of aligning ourselves with the principles of truth and good-
ness. If we side with what’s right, we’ll enjoy its triumph eventually.

I believe that in the end the truth will conquer.
J o h n  W y c l i ff  e
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Commitment

If you start to take Vienna, take Vienna.
N a p o l e o n  B o n a p a r t e

There is a big difference between “commitment” and 
merely “giving it a try.” For every failure that results from a 

lack of skill, there are millions more that result from a lack of com-
mitment. We almost guarantee defeat by the fine print we write into 
our promises. Trying to keep our options open, we lose the benefit 
of radical choice. And too often, when we look back we see a trail of 
broken promises, unfinished business, and dreams that didn’t work 
out. Our lives are littered with might-have-beens, justified in our 
minds with excuses about what happened to us. All along, however, 
the problem was simply that we weren’t willing to close the back door.

Commitment is especially important when two or more people 
are trying to reach a mutual goal. Lou Holtz, who knows a thing or 
two about how to get a job done, said this: “It’s tough enough getting 
the boat to shore with everybody rowing, let alone when a guy stands 
up and starts putting his life jacket on.” To which I simply say, “Amen!”

Vincent van Gogh is one of my favorite artists. When I look at 
his paintings, I, along with many others, feel a powerful pull into his 
imaginative world. And it’s no coincidence that he could say, “I am 
seeking, I am striving, I am in it with all my heart.” Great art, like 
anything else great, is the result of bolting the back door shut.

Over the years, I’ve read a good bit about commitment, but I’ve 
never seen its real meaning expressed more clearly than by Robert 
Moorehead: “My face is set, my gait is fast, my goal is heaven, my 
road is narrow, my way is rough, my companions are few, my guide 
is reliable, my mission is clear. I cannot be bought, compromised, 
detoured, lured away, turned back, diluted, or delayed. I will not flinch 
in the face of sacrifice, hesitate in the presence of adversity, negotiate 
at the table of the enemy, ponder at the pool of popularity, or meander 
in a maze of mediocrity. I won’t give up, shut up, let up, or slow up.”

If those words don’t describe the pursuit of your goal, you don’t 
have a goal — you just have a wish. Go get yourself a goal and com-
mit yourself to it with the soul of a warrior who will, in the words of 
General George S. Patton, “either conquer or perish with honor.”

You can’t try to do things; you simply must do them.
R a y  B r a d b u r y
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Willpower

Willpower is being able to eat just one salted peanut.
P a t  E l p h i n s t o n e

Few things are more powerful than willpower. If there 
are situations that require the use of physical power, there are 

many more that require intellectual, emotional, and volitional power. 
And when willpower is brought to bear, the results can often be as-
tonishing. Indeed, there aren’t many problems that won’t yield to the 
power of a concentrated will (“Where there’s a will, there’s a way”). 
But unfortunately, not many of us see that kind of power at work in 
our own lives. Learning, and then exerting, willpower is exceptionally 
hard, and very few people pay the price to acquire it and use it.

Actually, there are two kinds of willpower. One is the strength of 
will to do something that needs to be done when the thing is unpleas-
ant or difficult. (“I’ll do it tomorrow” is often our consolation.) The 
other is the power to resist temptation, the ability to refuse things that 
shouldn’t be done. (“Just this once” is usually our excuse.) Frankly, I 
don’t know which is harder: moving ourselves to do difficult things or 
refraining from doing wrongful things. Both of these scenarios pres-
ent a serious challenge to our willpower.

I do, however, know one thing: most of the failures in the world 
result from someone’s lack of willpower. Occasionally, we may falter 
because of insufficient opportunity, skill, etc., but more often, it is our 
willpower that is deficient. “Lack of willpower has caused more failure 
than lack of intelligence or ability” (Flower A. Newhouse).

By every decision we make, even the “little” ones, we either gain 
or lose willpower. When we enforce the dictates of our conscience, our 
willpower grows, and the next test will be somewhat easier to manage. 
But when we back away from our decisions and default on our duty, 
our willpower is weakened. The next time we’re tested, we will be even 
less able to do the difficult thing. Every decision we make either strength-
ens our will or diminishes it. So we need to be very careful. If honesty 
compels us to admit we don’t have the lives more willpower would 
have given us, then right now is the time to start strengthening our 
will. Excuses never produced progress in anyone’s life.

We have more ability than willpower, and it is often an excuse 
to ourselves that we imagine that things are impossible.

F r a n ç o i s  d e  l a  R o c h e fo  u c a u l d
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Inwardness

In proportion as our inward life fails, we go more constantly and 
desperately to the post office. You may depend on it, that poor fellow who 

walks away with the greatest number of letters, proud of his extensive 
correspondence, has not heard from himself this long while.

H e n r y  D a v i d  T h o r e a u

We don’t get our letters at the post office any-
more. Still, Thoreau’s point is well taken. As our “inward life 

fails,” we depend all the more obsessively on external communications. 
And is there not a suggestion here as to why the many social media 
of our day are so popular? If there was a healthy inwardness about us, 
would we need such an outward avalanche of tweets and texts?

Don’t misunderstand me. Social connections are vitally impor-
tant. We need to maintain our relationships and empathize with other 
people. But I believe our understanding of others is impoverished 
when we spend too little time meditating inwardly. Walter Lippman 
made the point well: “We forge gradually our greatest instrument for 
understanding the world — introspection. We discover that humanity 
may resemble us very considerably — that the best way of knowing 
the inwardness of our neighbors is to know ourselves.”

But introspection (at least the healthy kind) is hard. As Dag 
Hammarskjöld said in Markings, “The longest journey is the journey 
inwards.” Inwardness requires not only concentrated thought but also 
honesty. Many years of meditation wouldn’t do a person any good if he 
didn’t deal honestly with the truth he discovered about himself.

With these cautions in mind, however, let’s go back to our origi-
nal point: inwardness is important. It should be given more priority 
than we usually give it. “Goodness consists not in the outward things 
we do, but in the inward thing we are” (Edwin Hubbell Chapin). The 
busier we are, the more we need to be reminded that as important as 
“doing” (or conduct) is, “being” (or character) is even more important.

The challenge, of course, is to bring our inward and outer lives 
into alignment, so that our private introspection produces a public 
persona consistent with the principles we cherish inwardly. Integrity, 
which basically means “oneness,” is one of life’s great goals.

Give me beauty in the inward soul, 
and may the outward and inward man be one.

P l a t o
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Execution

The prayer of the chicken hawk does not get him the chicken.
S w a h i l i  P r o v e r b

In a book about enthusiastic ideas, we need to empha-
size the importance of “execution.” To execute an idea or 

a plan is to carry it out, and it should be obvious that if our ideas are 
not executed, they will be fruitless. It is not enough to think good 
thoughts; we have to do something about them. “Life happens at the 
level of events, not words,” as Alfred Adler said. And as Curtis Grant 
colorfully put it, “Having the world’s best idea will do you no good 
unless you act on it. People who want milk shouldn’t sit on a stool in 
the middle of a field in hopes that a cow will back up to them.”

In the business world, there is a keen recognition of the impor-
tance of execution. Organizations engage in strategic planning, but 
then the plans have to be implemented. And, in fact, the word “execu-
tive” simply means one who helps to carry out the organization’s mis-
sion. The “chief executive officer” is the person who has been given 
the highest authority to carry out the plans of the owner or directors.

In our personal lives, I would suggest that execution is the key 
to having a positive self-image. Self-esteem is often overrated in our 
culture, but it is certainly important, and the way to get it is to get out 
of our easy chair and start executing our good ideas. “The only way 
to get positive feelings about yourself is to take positive action. Man 
does not live as he thinks, he thinks as he lives” (Vaughan Quinn).

Ultimately, execution is the main measure of our character; it is 
what reveals our true convictions. Ashley Montagu bluntly summed 
it up in these words: “The only measure of what you believe is what 
you do. If you want to know what people believe, don’t read what they 
write, don’t ask them what they believe, just observe what they do.”

Will Rogers once said, “Even if you’re on the right track, you’ll 
get run over if you just sit there.” He wasn’t exaggerating. Life ruth-
lessly rolls over those who do nothing but think and plan and prepare. 
So while our dreams are vitally important — as I’ve written elsewhere 
— it’s even more important that we implement our aspirations. If 
they are not soon acted upon, our best impulses will vanish.

Inspirations never go in for long engagements; 
they demand immediate marriage to action.

B r e n d a n  F r a n c i s
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Immunity

Immune: not affected by a given influence.
A m e r i c a n  H e r i t a g e  D i c t i o n a r y

If immunity is important to our physical health, it’s 
even more important emotionally and spiritually. 

There are certain influences we need to be resistant to, both physically 
and mentally, or else these will harm us. And just as there are things 
we can do to strengthen our physical immunity, there are things we 
can do intellectually to shore up our defenses.

Immunity does not mean it’s impossible for us to be affected; it 
means we’re resistant. If we’re immune to a certain influence, it’s less 
likely we’ll be affected by it. My father was a watchmaker, and when 
I was a child, I remember him pointing out that most watches claim 
to be water-resistant, not water-proof. But let me tell you: resistance is 
an important plus. With some things in life, being even a little more 
resistant to them is a valuable benefit.

I’m afraid, however, that many of us wrongly identify the things 
we want to be resistant, or immune, to. In a culture where feelings 
are all-important, many people, if they had their wish, would want to 
be immune to suffering, pain, sorrow, and difficulty. But while these 
things are unpleasant, they often serve useful purposes in our lives. 
Not infrequently, they produce significant growth in our character. 
So it’s not these things that we should want to be protected from, but 
rather those that are morally wrong. More than every other malady, 
the one we should most want immunity from is the influence of evil, 
violation of the timeless standards of right and wrong.

There is, of course, no vaccination against evil. There is no 
insight we can gain that will make us proof against its influence for 
the rest of our lives. But we can increase our resistance by meditating 
daily on what is right and making consistent choices in that direction.

Without a doubt, the main ingredient in our immunity to evil is 
love — not the sentimental thing many call love, but a strong, pas-
sionate commitment to seek the highest good of everyone around us. 
If there is anything that will immunize us against evil, this is it. Real 
love is a powerfully protective shield, one we can hardly do without.

The only power which can resist 
the power of fear is the power of love.

A l a n  S t e w a r t  P a t o n
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Mementos

Surrounding ourselves with reminders of who we are and 
where we’ve been is another simple way we have found to make 

our home uniquely ours. The walls, shelves, floors, and windowsills 
of both our home and my studio are full of objects that tell the stories 

of where we’ve been and what we’ve done and enjoyed together.
T h om  a s  K i n k a d e

Objects have the power to evoke healthful memories. 
When there is some physical remnant of a past event, seeing or 

touching that object connects us to the event, and the people associ-
ated with it, in a “sensuous” way, that is, by means of our senses. That’s 
why we make scrapbooks and keep souvenirs. That’s why we hold on 
to otherwise worthless pieces of paper that bear the signature of some 
admired person. And that’s why, above all, we treasure objects that 
have been given to us by some especially beloved person. However 
ordinary those objects might be in themselves, they are mementos, 
tangible reminders of a relationship that has enriched us.

For many years, I have kept on my desk two rocks. You couldn’t 
tell by looking at them that there is anything special about them. 
They are only special to me because I picked them up in two special 
places while I was with two special friends. One came from the burn-
ing floor of Death Valley one July Fourth many years ago when I was 
there with a friend to whom I’m deeply indebted. The other came 
from the stony beach at Scotts Head on the little island of Dominica, 
when I was there with another special friend. This particular friend, a 
native of the Caribbean, shook his head in amusement at the thought 
of my going back through customs with rocks in my bag. But to this 
day, the stone connects me to the island and to him. It’s a memento.

There is, I think, great value not only in keeping mementos but 
also in picking them up and handling them from time to time. The 
sense of touch is a powerful connector to things we need to stay con-
nected to, and we ought to use it more than we do. So while we keep 
some things for their usefulness, we ought to keep others for their historical-
ness. Mementos are pegs upon which we can hang memories. And in 
our occasional housecleaning fits, let’s be careful not to throw away 
the things that our best memories are attached to.

Keep some souvenirs of your past, or how will 
you ever prove it wasn’t all a dream?

A s h l e i g h  B r i l l i a n t
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Perseverance

Drudgery is as necessary to call out the treasures of the mind 
as harrowing and planting those of the earth.

M a r g a r e t  F u l l e r

With every piece of interesting work in the world, 
there is always some less-than-interesting work 

that goes along with it. If a person can’t persevere, the work 
won’t be finished, no matter how interesting or valuable it may be.

Perseverance is not the primary consideration in our work, of 
course. Other factors must be considered first. For example, wisdom 
must precede perseverance. Being persistent in a foolish project is 
not good. So before we apply perseverance to a task, we must wisely 
consider whether what we’re doing is right. If it is, we may commit 
ourselves to the undertaking — and persevere until we reach the goal.

There is hardly anything worth doing that is not fraught with 
difficulty, so it takes perseverance to push our way through the 
hardships and finish the job. In fact, the level of difficulty is often a 
measure of how worthwhile a project is. Free things are usually worth 
about what we pay for them, and jobs that don’t involve any resistance 
aren’t usually worth any more than what they cost us. So before we 
complain about how hard it is to persevere, we should ask whether 
we’d rather be doing something easy . . . and relatively insignificant.

I hesitate to recommend stubbornness as a character trait, but 
there is a sense in which it is virtuous. If by stubbornness we mean 
the dogged determination to keep on working, most of us need to be 
more stubborn. As someone has said, “We must overcome stubborn 
facts with a stubborn will.” The good things in life are accomplished by 
those who were just too tenacious and bullheaded to give up.

James T. White said, “Perseverance is the statesman’s brain, the 
warrior’s sword, the inventor’s secret, and the scholar’s open sesame.” 
Very often, we find it to be the critical hinge on which everything else 
turns. And truly, perseverance is a matter of character. Do we have 
what it takes to keep going when weaker individuals would lie down 
and quit? So the next time you are tempted to give up, I urge you to 
stop and ask yourself, “What kind of stuff am I made out of, anyway?”

Perseverance is the grindstone saying to the axe, 
“You are hard, but I am harder. I will wear you away.”

J a m e s  T.  W h i t e
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Hope

The leaders of men are those who are full of some great and fruitful idea. 
And he who is thus possessed sees clearly, and maintains a cheerful courage, 

where common men tremble and rebel.

J a m e s  T.  W h i t e

Thank goodness for leaders. They are the ones whose 
imaginations are fired up with great ideas, and they blaze the trail 

ahead of us, undeterred by whatever obstacles may block the path. 
The grinding forces of discouragement and pessimism would often be 
too much for us if it weren’t for leaders who keep hope alive. Our ideas 
are our possibilities — and leaders are those who keep us believing that 
our ideas are worthwhile and they can actually be carried out.

Hopeful leaders have an impact on us because hopefulness is 
contagious. When a crowd is discouraged, it only takes one brave, op-
timistic leader to give them hope. Discouragement is contagious too, 
of course, but I believe hopefulness is stronger than discouragement. 
The influence of one truly hopeful person can often counteract the 
gloom of many pessimists. For that reason, all of us need to be people 
of hope. Blind hope is not worth much, obviously, but when hope is 
built on a foundation of solid evidence, we can make the choice to 
maintain hope even in the midst of momentary darkness. When we 
do that, others will very likely “catch” our hope.

Some people are more naturally prone to hopefulness, but it is 
a quality that can be cultivated by all of us. It takes disciplining our 
minds to remember the evidence our hopes are built on — refusing 
to let temporary discouragements distract us. And when we cultivate 
hope continually, it turns into an enthusiasm that is unquenchable.

Despair — the loss of all hope — is one of the worst things in 
the world. It robs us of the courage to take the next step, the one 
that is right in front of us at the present moment. Despair kills us by 
paralyzing us, preventing us from doing the very doable thing (the 
next step is always a step we can take) that would move us in a better 
direction. So as a matter of principle, let’s reject despair and refuse to 
give up our ideals. Come what may, let’s keep moving forward!

Let us beware of losing our enthusiasm. Let us ever glory in something, 
and strive to attain our admiration for all that would ennoble, and our interest 

in all that would enrich and beautify our life.

P h i l l i p s  B r oo  k s
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Rationality

Because we are intelligent creatures — meaning that we are 
freed from instinctive and patterned behavior to a degree unparalleled 

in the animal kingdom — we are capable of, and dependent on, 
using rational choice to decide our futures.

W i l l a r d  G a y l i n

Our ability to think rationally is a truly marvelous 
endowment. In the natural world, we alone possess it. As 

personal beings, we can differentiate between truth and untruth, and 
between right and wrong. We can weigh multiple courses of action 
and choose the one that is best to follow. And with this ability to rea-
son, we have a great deal of freedom. To a much greater extent than 
the lower creatures, we can choose our own future.

Things like “logic” and “reasoning” and “propositions” may be out 
of fashion in these days of postmodernism. But in practical affairs, we 
can’t do without them. In fact, the postmodernist has to use rational 
propositions to persuade us that rational propositions are bad.

We may as well face it: our feelings flow from our thinking, so 
the quality of our thinking is critically important. If, for example, a 
man thinks his wife is being unfaithful to him, he will have certain 
feelings that are quite natural to that thought. But what if the thought 
itself is irrational? What if he has misinterpreted certain things she 
has said or done? If his wife is, in fact, not being unfaithful to him, 
the feelings he has are inappropriate, and they will be destructive to 
his relationship with her. So before we grant sovereign authority to 
our feelings, we would do well to ask whether the thoughts that have 
produced those feelings are true.

Something else also needs to be given priority, and that is our 
principles. For example, if my highest principle is pleasure, certain 
actions will seem logical and reasonable. But if my highest principle is 
justice, then logic will dictate a radically different set of actions. Our 
principles form the starting point for our reasoning processes — so 
our principles need to be chosen with extreme care.

The gift of rationality is a stewardship. We need to use it more 
often — and more skillfully. It takes practice, but we can learn to base 
our choices on wisdom rather than folly. We can learn to be reasonable.

So for the hairsbreadth of time assigned to thee, live rationally . . .

M a r c u s  A u r e l i u s
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Equity

There is but one law for all, namely, that law which governs all law, 
the law of our Creator, the law of humanity, justice, equity . . .

E dm  u n d  B u r k e

Equity is justice or fairness. But equity emphasizes one 
particular aspect of justice, and that is its impartiality. The word 

“equity” comes from the same Latin root as the word “equal.” It refers 
to the equal application of the rules of justice to one and all. And that, 
as we all know, is one of the leading qualities of genuine fairness.

Double standards are, I fear, more of a plague upon our society 
than we realize. We simply don’t see how often we apply a stricter 
standard to others than we apply to ourselves. We don’t see how often 
we criticize “the other side” for actions that, if we did the very same 
thing, would not be thought objectionable. And we don’t acknowledge 
how often certain segments of our society get preferential treatment.

Equity, however, gets rid of double standards. “What’s good for 
the goose is good for the gander” — so I should be willing to apply to 
myself the exact same rules I apply to everybody else.

It’s easy to say these things, but in practice, equity is often hard 
to determine because it requires sorting out many different factors, 
conflicting priorities, and competing claims. If you think a judge’s job 
is easy, you’ve probably never had to do it. The difficulty of justice and 
equity is why Solomon, when he became king of Israel, asked God for 
wisdom. His prayer is recorded in the First Book of Kings: “So give 
your servant a discerning mind so he can make judicial decisions for 
your people and distinguish right from wrong. Otherwise no one is 
able to make judicial decisions for this great nation of yours” (NET).

In our daily affairs, we all need the same thing Solomon needed: 
wisdom. And there is no shortcut to wisdom. It takes, first, seeing its 
value, and then patiently acquiring it. As with most skills, we get bet-
ter at judging by doing it — and we had better be doing it. There is no 
more important work. We can’t live well in this world without equity, 
and we can’t learn equity without constant practice.

To know wisdom and instruction, 
To perceive the words of understanding, 

To receive the instruction of wisdom, 
Justice, judgment, and equity.

T h e  B oo  k  of   P r o v e r b s
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Almsgiving

Give, if thou canst, an alms; if not, afford, 
instead of that, a sweet and gentle word.

R o b e r t  H e r r i c k

An older word, “almsgiving” is still a good word and 
one that conveys an enthusiastic idea. Almsgiving is 

what we would call charitable giving, such as the giving of aid to a 
poor person who is begging in a public place. The word comes from 
the Greek noun eleos (“pity, mercy”), and the giving of alms was an 
act much more highly regarded in ancient times than it is today. We 
would do well to recover some of the old attitude toward almsgiving.

In an affluent society where “welfare” has become a way of life 
for many who could be working, it is easy to become cynical about 
the poor, but we must resist that temptation. Yes, it does take wisdom 
these days to know when and how to help, but we dare not become so 
“wise” that we overlook those in genuine need. And if we’re going to 
err, wouldn’t it be better to err on the side of generosity?

Concerning almsgiving, Jesus of Nazareth raised the issue of our 
motivation: “But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know 
what your right hand is doing.” When we give, it should not be sim-
ply to get credit for being generous, so our giving should, if possible, 
be kept private. As Henry Ward Beecher advised, “Do not give, as 
many rich men do, like a hen that lays her egg and then cackles.”

And speaking of motivation, what about the enrichment we 
receive from giving? It’s true, as an English proverb says, that alms 
“never make the giver poor.” All things considered, we gain more than 
we lose when we give. But that shouldn’t be our primary motivation.

The bottom line is that many important things hinge on our 
decision concerning the poor. Robert Southey said of a certain person, 
“His alms were money put to interest in the other world.” And John 
Donne made a sobering point when he said, “The rich have no more 
of the kingdom of heaven than they have purchased of the poor by 
their alms.” Almsgiving is an issue with very serious implications.

But for all of us, life is a mixture of giving and receiving. I may give 
to you today, but tomorrow I’ll be in need of something you can give.

There is not a soul who does not have to beg alms of another, 
either a smile, a handshake, or a fond eye.

E d w a r d  D a h l b e r g
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Comprehension

There exists a passion for comprehension, just as there exists 
a passion for music. That passion is rather common in children, 

but gets lost in most people later on.

A l b e r t  E i n s t e i n

Most normal human beings want to comprehend the 
world. That is, we want to understand ourselves and our 

surroundings. In particular, we are curious about two questions: how 
things got to be the way they are and how they work now that they’re 
here. So most folks have some interest in history and in science. These 
two disciplines add to our comprehension of the world. They help us 
understand where things came from and how they operate.

Children have an obvious interest in these things, of course, as 
Einstein observed. Children naturally ask questions about both his-
tory (“Where did we live before we lived in this house?”) and science 
(“What makes the grass grow?”). They want to figure things out. 
They want to understand how and why. They want to comprehend.

Adults are curious also, but with a significant difference. When 
we grow up, we begin asking how and why for a different reason. It is 
no longer a childlike sense of awe and wonder that makes us curi-
ous about the world; now we’re interested in fixing the parts of the 
world that aren’t what we want them to be. The only things we want 
to comprehend are those we wish to control and bend to our will. As 
adults, we’ve become “practical.” We’re not curious about anything that 
won’t help us solve the problems that interfere with our “happiness.”

I see this as a sad state of affairs. For one thing, it’s sad that we 
lose the pure fascination children enjoy. Not yet into fixing the world, 
they revel in the mystery of life. They want to comprehend not for 
utilitarian purposes, but simply for the amazement of it all. But second, 
our “comprehension and control” mentality is sad because of its pride. 
We’ve figured out so many things, we now believe everything is con-
trollable. And in our pride, we’re bored. As Thomas à Kempis said, “If 
the works of God were of such sort that they might easily be compre-
hended by human reason, they should no longer be called wonderful or 
unspeakable.” We’d comprehend more (and enjoy more) if we bowed in 
awe before some things that can’t be comprehended.

A finite creature can never fully comprehend that which is infinite.

T h om  a s  M a n t o n
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Steadfastness

Security is never the friend of faith. 
It is peril that produces steadfastness.

C a l v i n  M i l l e r

It is foolish to think we’d be more steadfast if we had 
an easier lot in life. For one thing, we wouldn’t need to be 

steadfast if we didn’t have any difficulties. (It’s no great feat to keep 
going when there’s no resistance.) But more important, it is difficulty 
that teaches us to be steadfast. It is only through dealing with hard-
ship, and sometimes failing the test, that our steadfastness has a chance 
to grow. When there’s no pain, there will be no significant gain.

As virtues go, steadfastness may seem rather unspectacular. It’s 
not very flashy, and it doesn’t get a lot of press. But in reality, there is 
no more critical ingredient in success. Most of the important work in 
the world is done by those who are steady, not by those who are flashy. 
The “hare” may grab the headlines, but the “tortoise” goes the distance 
— and often gets to the finish line first. “Slow and steady wins the 
race” is not just old-fashioned advice from Aesop. It’s true to real life.

When the hard demands of life call on us to be steadfast, it helps 
to remember that hardship, like everything else in this life, is tempo-
rary. If we hold steady, the situation will eventually change. It may be 
later rather than sooner, and we must avoid setting deadlines for our 
hardships to go away, but eventually, circumstances are going to shift.

Many difficulties require steadfastness, but the most important, 
by far, is the difficulty of keeping promises, vows, and commitments. 
In the real world, commitments almost always turn out to be harder 
to keep than we thought they would be, but having character means 
keeping our word even when it costs us dearly. Tempted to break our 
commitments, we remain steadfast. We forge ahead.

If steadfastness seems mundane in comparison to other virtues, 
we need to remember its worth. It is one of the supreme aspects of the 
good life — none of us can claim to have “arrived” until we’ve learned 
it. And yes, it is hard. To keep on keeping on, when everybody else is 
quitting, is not easy. But in the end, the quitter’s life is even harder.

Give me, O Lord, a steadfast heart, which no unworthy 
affection may drag downwards. Give me an unconquered heart, 
which no tribulation can wear out. Give me an upright heart, 

which no unworthy purpose may tempt aside.
T h om  a s  A q u i n a s
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Possibilities

Nothing ever built arose to touch the skies unless some 
man deemed that it should be done, some man believed 

that it could, and some man willed that it must.

C h a r l e s  F.  K e t t e r i n g

What are the possibilities? That is one of the trickiest 
questions we ever have to answer. When faced with a difficult 

decision, it often helps to focus not on theoretical possibilities but on 
the real alternatives we’re actually faced with. On the other hand, we 
often sell ourselves short. We fail to see that what seems impossible 
might actually be achievable. Sometimes our aim is too low.

It is especially important not to underestimate other people. Their 
possibilities are often far greater than we think. And this is often true 
of those from whom we expect the least. As Harry Emerson Fosdick 
was fond of saying, there are “extraordinary possibilities in ordinary 
people.” We give a great gift to our friends and loved ones when we set 
aside our preconceived notions about what they can do and let them 
actually show us. Very often, we are pleasantly surprised.

These days, the achievement of things that were previously 
thought impossible is a common occurrence. If we haven’t learned 
it already, we should learn it now: the word “impossible” is a word that 
should be used with great caution. What seems impossible today may be 
possible tomorrow, based on new knowledge about the way the world 
works. Much that appears impossible is actually doable — we just 
don’t know it yet. And this is as true at the personal level as it is in 
the area of science and technology. Before you say, “That’s impossible; 
I can’t do it,” hold your tongue. Don’t underestimate your possibilities. 
There’s a great deal of truth in Jim Goodwin’s remark, “The impos-
sible is often the untried.” So give it a try. Aim high, and aspire to 
things you think are beyond your reach. You may surprise yourself.

I encourage you, therefore, to do the “impossible.” But on a 
lighter note, you should be forewarned: once you’ve pulled it off, 
the impossible will become routine. If you ever do something other 
people thought couldn’t be done, you’ll be expected to do it from then 
on. To stay fresh, you’ll have to find some other windmills to joust at.

Accomplishing the impossible means only that 
the boss will add it to your regular duties.

D o u g  L a r s o n
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Significance

The most basic need is a sense of personal worth, an acceptance 
of oneself as a whole, real person. The two required inputs are significance 

(purpose, importance, adequacy for a job, meaningfulness, impact) and security 
(love — unconditional and consistently expressed; permanent acceptance).

L a r r y  C r a b b

There is no use denying that “significance” is one of 
the main questions we have to wrestle with. First, 

we want to know that the world in which we live has a meaningful 
significance. But second, we also want to have a personal significance. 
Larry Crabb speaks for every one of us when he says, “I long to know 
that someone sees something in me that’s valuable.”

As Crabb suggests in the beginning quotation, our sense of per-
sonal worth rests on two pillars: significance and security. Men seem 
to need significance more, while women appear to need security more. 
But the truth is, we all need both of these, and we need significance 
no less than security. If a person’s presence in the world didn’t make 
any difference to anyone — that is, he or she was completely insig-
nificant in every way — it would be an existence hard to bear. So it’s 
important for each of us to find truthful answers to these questions: 
What difference does it make that I am in the world? Why do I matter?

In this book, however, we’re paying special attention to gifts we 
can give to those around us, so I want to suggest that we should be 
concerned not only about our own significance but also that of others. 
We never do a finer thing than when we help another human being 
see why they matter. Indeed, to the extent we focus on encouraging 
others, our own significance tends to take care of itself.

One of the saddest facts in the world is our tendency to go down 
so many dead-end streets looking for significance. Desperate to be-
lieve our lives are meaningful, we look to popular culture for answers. 
We let the advertisers and entertainers tell us what makes a life sig-
nificant — and in the end, we find out we’ve been misled.

But make no mistake, the question of our significance is critical. 
Our lives in this world are either more than they seem or less than they 
seem, and the difference is huge. The stakes are unimaginably high.

We begin to lose our humanity as soon as we begin to lose 
the emphasis that what we do makes a difference.

F r a n c i s  S c h a e ff  e r
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Conversation

The best of life is conversation, and the greatest success is confidence, 
or perfect understanding between sincere people.

R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n

The gift of language can be used on high occasions, 
but it can also be used in everyday conversation. 

Our lives would be enriched if we learned more of the value of good 
conversation and more of the skill that’s required to engage in it.

Sydney J. Harris wrote, “The two words ‘information’ and ‘com-
munication’ are often used interchangeably, but they signify quite 
different things. Information is giving out; communication is getting 
through.” Conversation falls into the category of “communication” 
rather than mere “information.” It calls for an investment of ourselves.

Good conversation is challenging because it requires that we 
balance so many elements and avoid so many extremes. It should be 
“pleasant without scurrility, witty without affectation, free without 
indecency, learned without conceitedness, novel without falsehood” 
(Shakespeare). Consider two particular areas of concern.

(1) We should avoid saying some things at all. Earl Wilson was right 
when he said, “If you wouldn’t write it and sign it, don’t say it.” Gossip 
is tempting, but it furnishes poor material for genuine conversation.

(2) We should avoid saying too much. Most of us have a tendency 
to keep talking when we should take a breather. Many a thought has 
been suffocated by being expressed in too many words. And many a 
conversation has been destroyed by one person’s domination of it.

All in all, good conversation is a challenge. It’s an art that has to 
be learned. But oh, what a delightful art once we’ve learned a bit of it. 
Few things equal the simple pleasure of “conversing.” In the words of 
Samuel Johnson, “That is the happiest conversation where there is no 
competition, no vanity, but a calm quiet interchange of sentiments.”

Conversation is but carving! 
Give no more to every guest 

Than he’s able to digest. 
Give him always of the prime, 

And but little at a time. 
Carve to all but just enough, 

Let them neither starve nor stuff, 
And that you may have your due, 
Let your neighbor carve for you.

J o n a t h a n  S w i f t
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Sensibility

Nothing is little to him that feels it with great sensibility.
S a m u e l  J o h n s o n

Sensibility refers to our ability to feel or perceive 
things. Just as our “senses” enable us to experience physical 

stimuli, “sensibility” allows us to be affected by things of an intel-
lectual or emotional nature. As personal beings, we can perceive, feel, 
and respond with a will that is free. The gift of consciousness allows 
us to be “in touch” with reality in ways that are truly wonderful.

The ability to feel is a blessing, obviously, but it is a mixed 
blessing. Physically, we can’t feel pleasure without also being able 
to feel pain, and the same thing is true emotionally. “The heart that 
is soonest awake to the flowers is always the first to be touched by 
the thorns” (Thomas Moore). But we wouldn’t want it any other 
way, would we? It is the more sorrowful (and even the more painful) 
emotions that give depth and contrast to our character. If we weren’t 
sensible to these things, our emotional lives would be impoverished.

It is interesting, however, that our sensibility either grows or 
diminishes as we live. If we don’t open ourselves up to that which 
we ought to feel, or “sense,” then our sensibility begins to atrophy. 
Without an effort to keep them open and receptive, our hearts begin 
to shut down — which is to say, we begin to lose our humanity.

Blaise Pascal pointed to another potential problem when he 
wrote, “The sensibility of man to trifles, and his insensibility to great 
things, indicates a strange inversion.” Just as we need to enhance our 
sensibility and keep it in good working order, we also need to make 
sure it has a good sense of priorities. Ideally, we want to be more sen-
sible to what is most important in life, and less sensible to all the rest. 
Some things should affect us more keenly than others.

Life involves more than our feelings, of course, but it should 
never involve less. We may do great deeds and witness extraordinary 
events, but if we’ve not had the sensibility to enjoy them (tasting them 
with full awareness and wakefulness), we’ve lost much of what’s avail-
able to us in the temporal world. So let’s not allow life to simply wash 
over us. Instead, let’s be deeply and joyously sensible to it.

The man who has lived the longest is not he who has spent the greatest 
number of years, but he who has had the greatest sensibility of life.

J e a n - J a c q u e s  R o u s s e a u



July 25

Stillness

Be still, my soul.
K a t h a r i n a  v o n  S c h l e g e l

Of all the qualities conducive to deep character, 
stillness may be the hardest to hold on to. Our 

modern environment is anything but still, and it takes discipline to 
maintain a quiet center in the midst of our lives.

Silence. Our work in the world requires a good deal of communi-
cation, obviously, but as time goes by, we suffer if we never engage in 
silence. This, perhaps, is the greatest form of stillness. Turning off all 
the noise (physically going to a secluded place, if necessary) and soak-
ing in the silence is a truly transformational practice.

Meditation. One of the main reasons silence is so helpful is that it 
allows us to meditate — and by meditation I do not mean that which 
is devoid of any cognitive content. I refer to the contemplation of 
truthful thoughts, those which not only refresh us but instruct us and 
send us back to our active lives having been edified.

Trust. Many of the demands of life require faith and confidence. 
As Corrie ten Boom said, “When a train goes through a tunnel and it 
gets dark, you don’t throw away your ticket and jump off. You sit still 
and trust the engineer.” So when confronted with doubtful and worri-
some challenges, there is a great value in knowing how to “sit still.”

Calmness. Faced with danger, or even distraction, most of us 
become frantic. In desperation, we lash out and flail at the problem. 
But stillness means we’ve learned to keep our heads and control our 
responses. The ability, as Tim Hansel puts it, “to be still, to be present, 
and not to panic or lose perspective” is a valuable skill.

Courage. Compared to other kinds of stillness, this one is a bit 
more active, but it’s no less important. It means that on the battlefield 
of life we “stand still” and refuse to retreat before the onslaught of evil. 
Merely standing our ground may not seem very heroic, but it is. There 
is a bravery to standing still that is nothing short of noble.

There is a familiar English proverb which says, “Still waters run 
deep.” Words and deeds are fine; indeed they are necessary. But let’s 
not become so wordy and so busy that we lose our balance. The good 
life consists not only of fruitful activity but also of nourishing stillness.

The greatest events are not our noisiest, but our stillest hours.
F r i e d r i c h  N i e t z s c h e
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Temperance

Temperance and labor are the two best physicians of man.
J e a n - J a c q u e s  R o u s s e a u

Most people think of temperance as self-control. 
If we’re temperate, that means we’re able to govern our desires 

and moderate our impulses, restraining ourselves when we need to. 
But think with me today about what that really means. One of the 
most basic definitions of the verb “temper” is “to modify by the ad-
dition of a moderating element.” Self-control almost always involves 
this kind of temperance. If I say no to a second helping of chocolate 
pie, for example, I am not just saying no — I am saying yes to some 
other considerations. I am modifying my desire for chocolate pie by 
adding in some other values, such as physical health, respect for an-
other person who might want the last piece of pie, and so forth.

Daily life consists of many such balancing acts, where multiple 
priorities have to be considered and desires have to be tempered. 
There is no virtue in the world that doesn’t have to be balanced with 
other virtues. To take any virtue or desire and make a god out of it is 
to create a demon that will destroy us. Idolatry is a dangerous thing.

So our desires have to be restrained, and if we can’t restrain them, 
they’ve mastered us and we’re in bondage to them. “At each moment 
of a man’s life, he is either a king or a slave. As he surrenders to a 
wrong appetite, to any human weakness, to any failure, he is a slave. 
As he day by day crushes out human weakness he receives a new self 
from the sin and folly of the past, then he is a king” ( James T. White). 
The point is not that desire is inherently bad and has to be done away 
with; it’s that no one desire can be allowed to become a tyrant or a 
dictator. Every desire should be required to cooperate with our other 
desires — and also with our principles, values, and commitments.

In fact, the higher a desire is on the scale of our values, the more 
destructive it will be if it’s not tempered. Even love, as great as it is, has 
to be governed. It is not enough simply to say that we love something 
or someone. The question is, what are the boundaries of that love? 
How must that love be balanced with my concern for what is right 
and good and honorable? And come to think of it, that’s always what 
temperance comes down to: submitting love to virtuous discipline.

Temperance is love in training.
D w i g h t  L y m a n  M ood   y
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Pleasantness

Most arts require long study and application, but the most 
useful of all, that of pleasing, requires only the desire.

L o r d  C h e s t e r f i e l d

Pleasantness, as the spelling suggests, has to do with 
pleasure. That which is pleasant gives us pleasure; it is pleas-

ing. And surely that is a good thing — not an unqualified good thing, 
mind you, but still a good thing. We can think of it in two ways.

(1) Pleasantness in our own lives. Do you think a pleasant life is 
the ultimate good? Do you pursue pleasure at all costs? I hope not, 
for there are times we must submit to unpleasantness in the pursuit of 
higher goals. Epicurus, the father of Epicureanism, said, “It is impos-
sible to live a pleasant life without living wisely and well and justly, 
and it is impossible to live wisely and well and justly without living 
pleasantly.” Neither of those statements is true, for many unwise and 
unjust people live pleasantly and many who are wise and just endure 
horrible suffering. So pleasantness can’t be our highest consideration.

But it is a valid consideration, and I want you to have a deeper 
appreciation for it. Within the limits of principled goodness, rel-
ish every pleasant moment that comes to you. And this is especially 
true of the simple, homely joys of life. Do not let pleasantness slip by 
without enjoying it. Don’t just exist — live. Live your life to the full!

(2) Being pleasant to others. If pleasantness in our own lives must 
be tempered with other considerations, the same is true of pleasing 
others. The compulsive “pleaser,” who has to have everyone’s approval, 
ends up doing things that are not only foolish but self-defeating. 
“Please all and you please none,” as Aesop famously said. I like the 
way George Dennison Prentice put it: “It is a vain hope to please all 
alike. Let a man stand with his face in what direction he will, he must 
necessarily turn his back on one half of the world.” We can face east 
or we can face west, but we cannot face both directions at once.

That said, however, let’s come back to the more positive point 
of pleasantness as it relates to others. It is an enormous gift to those 
around us. Our pleasantness must never be flippant or an insult to 
what others are suffering, but wisely applied, it is nearly miraculous. 
By something as simple as a smile, we can give hope and healing.

Most smiles are started by another smile.
F r a n k  H o w a r d  C l a r k
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Ability

Ability is what you’re capable of doing. 
Motivation determines what you do. 

Attitude determines how well you do it.

L o u  H o lt z

One of life’s most interesting challenges is that of 
increasing our ability. Without “ability,” we’re not “able” 

to help anyone or make any kind of worthy contribution to the world 
in which we live. We’re each endowed with natural talents that can be 
turned into ability, so ability is within the reach of all of us. The chal-
lenge is to identify our personal strengths and develop our skills.

Ability, of course, must always be tied to character and conscience. 
If we learn how to do some things but use that ability in immoral or 
unethical ways, we do more harm than good. “Great ability without 
discretion comes almost invariably to a tragic end” (Léon Gambetta). 
And as William Penn warned, “An able bad man is an ill instrument.” 
We must keep clear the difference between efficiency (ability) and ef-
fectiveness (the use of ability in doing things that ought to be done).

It takes discipline and hard work to transform our potential into 
actual ability. If our talents are to become abilities, they must pass 
through the fire of training and self-government. And that, unfortu-
nately, is why so many of us have so few abilities. “The acquisition of 
one sort of ability often makes that of another unlikely, if not impos-
sible . . . To take the gifts one does have, to concentrate one’s strength 
upon their development, to disallow distractions — none of these 
is an easy task” ( Joseph Epstein). In developing any ability, there is 
always a price to be paid. “A special ability means a heavy expendi-
ture of energy in a particular direction, with a consequent drain from 
some other side of life” (Carl Jung). So we must narrow our focus and 
accept that our abilities will, to some extent, disable us in other areas. 
Our unique advantages always have corresponding disadvantages.

But more importantly, we need to use the abilities we have, rather 
than letting them go to waste. Even in areas where we may not have 
as much ability as someone else, we must be willing to do the best we 
can. What the world needs is not people who can do everything — 
but rather people who are willing, if need be, to attempt anything.

God does not ask about our ability or our inability, but our availability.

A n o n y mo  u s
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Counsel

In an abundance of counselors there is safety.
T h e  B oo  k  of   P r o v e r b s

Getting high-quality counsel is critical to success 
in almost every important endeavor. None of us has 

the vision or perspective to see all that we need to see, so we have to 
be helped by others who can share their perspective with us. And the 
more important the project, the more valuable good counsel is.

The difficulty, however, is not just in seeking counsel but in 
separating the good counsel from the bad. As the proverb above 
says, there is safety in having an “abundance” of counselors, but the 
more counselors we have, the more certain it is that they’re going to 
disagree in the advice they give us. The difficulty is that if we had the 
wisdom to tell which was the good advice and which was the bad, we 
probably wouldn’t need to be asking for advice in the first place. Only 
wise people can tell when they’re being given bad counsel, so evaluat-
ing the counsel we receive is sometimes quite difficult.

But while we must seek counsel and be willing to act on it, we 
must also take responsibility for our own decisions. Having listened 
to those who counsel us, we must sort through the options and make 
our own choice. Having made our choice, we must take responsibility 
for the decision. Counselors should not be blamed for our bad choices 
any more than they should be given credit for our good ones.

The best counselors are those who practice what they preach. I’ve 
always been impressed with Leonardo da Vinci’s admonition, “Ask 
counsel of him who governs himself well.” The person whose word 
should carry the greatest weight with us is the one who demonstrates 
in the way he lives his own life that he knows what wisdom is.

Still, there is no denying that hypocrites and fools can sometimes 
give us good advice. When they do, we need to have the honesty and 
humility to profit from it despite the source from which it comes. 
“It can be no dishonor,” Sophocles said, “to learn from others when 
they speak good sense.” If our own lives are to be what they ought 
to be, we must be willing to have the truth presented to us even by 
unfriendly messengers. Receiving counsel should mean more than 
simply listening to likable people who tell us what we want to hear.

If the counsel be good, it does not matter who gave it.
T h om  a s  F u l l e r
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Fitness

While the law [of competition] may be sometimes hard 
for the individual, it is best for the race, because it insures 

the survival of the fittest in every department.

A n d r e w  C a r n e g i e

You may not have thought about it, but many of the 
good things in life depend on “fitness.” In its most lit-

eral sense, fitness means that something is the proper shape and size. 
Your shoes, for example, fit if they correspond to the shape and size of 
your feet. But we use the word figuratively in many other ways.

Am I physically fit? This is the only kind of fitness that many 
people think of these days, and while there are other important kinds 
of fitness, as we shall see, physical fitness is not an issue that should be 
disregarded. To be physically fit means that, as far as we are able, we 
have maintained a physical condition that fits the demands that life 
makes on us. Our physical condition is right for what we have to do.

Is my conduct fitting? This question takes the question of fitness to 
a different level. Here we are concerned with whether our behavior is 
the “proper shape and size,” and this is a difficult matter. On the one 
hand, there are those who have no higher goal in life than “fitting in.” 
They will even compromise their moral principles to meet this objec-
tive. On the other hand, there are those who have a total disregard for 
what is fitting and appropriate. In these days of radical individualism, 
these folks seem to be in the majority. But while it may sometimes be 
difficult to judge what is fitting in a particular situation, the question 
of appropriate conduct is not a totally subjective matter, and most of 
us would do well to think about it more often than we do.

Am I fit for the work that is mine to do? All of us have work to do, 
and so we must address the issue of our talents, our knowledge, and 
our skills. Whatever work a person is responsible for doing (and I’m 
not just talking about one’s paid job or occupation), that work will be 
done better if he or she is fit for it. So we need to do everything in 
our power to make ourselves more fit for our work. When (a) what 
we do fits us, and (b) we’ve increased our skills in order to fit the job, 
good things are bound to happen. So let’s acquire abilities that are the 
“proper shape and size” for our opportunities.

In order that people may be happy in their work . . . they must be fit for it.

J o h n  R u s k i n



July 31

Modesty

Suit the action to the word, the word to the action; 
with this special observance, that you o’erstep not the modesty of nature.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e

Modesty is hard to discuss because it’s hard to 
define. The word comes from the same root as “moderate,” 

so in its most basic sense, “modest” is the opposite of “extreme.” But 
we generally use the word to describe the person who is reticent and 
reserved, rather than forward and uninhibited. If I had to sum up the 
concept of modesty, I would put it this way: modesty’s basic instinct is 
to “keep private,” while immodesty’s preference is to “make public.”

Think about sexual modesty, for example. That is not the only 
kind of modesty, but think about it as an example. In sexual matters, 
immodesty means we reveal (either by our clothing, our behavior, or 
our speech) that which should be kept private. It’s not that sexuality is 
shameful, but its deep goodness depends on its privacy and exclusiv-
ity. If I dress immodestly, for example, I reveal to others that which no 
one but my spouse has any right to see.

But let’s go back to the more general character trait of modesty. 
There was a time (it seems so long ago) when being reserved was 
seen as a virtue. The restraint of the reticent person was admired. But 
that is no longer the case. In our star-crazed culture of advertising 
and entertainment, those who aren’t “outgoing” are left behind. In a 
culture like ours, no one is more pitied than the person who is shy. 
I frequently hear people speak of having “overcome” the problem of 
being shy, as if they expect to be congratulated for that.

It is interesting, however, that although our culture despises 
modesty as a basic personal characteristic, it still recognizes that such 
a characteristic is attractive — and so we try to use feigned modesty as 
a means of promoting ourselves. Lord Chesterfield saw the usefulness 
of modesty when he said, “Modesty is the only sure bait when you are 
fishing for praise.” But it’s hard to imagine anything more disgusting 
than the employment of modesty as a public relations strategy by an 
immodest person. So what I want you to consider is that modesty is 
indeed a virtuous character trait, but to be virtuous it must be real.

Nothing is more amiable than true modesty, and nothing more contemptible 
than the false. The one guards virtue, the other betrays it.

J o s e p h  A dd  i s o n



August 1

Repairs

We must both, I’m afraid, recognize that, as we grow older, we become like 
old cars — more and more repairs and replacements are necessary.

C .  S .  L e w i s

As our bodies become dilapidated, we’re reminded 
that repairs are a fact of life. We spend what seems like 

an inordinate amount of time fixing things, and we probably wish 
we could spend that time in more productive pursuits, but in the real 
world, repairs are unavoidable. We have to take time for maintenance.

The reason repairs are necessary is that everything tends to de-
grade. Over time, everything falls into “disrepair.” And this is no less 
true of intangible things than it is of those that are physical. Left to 
themselves, things don’t get better — they degrade. It’s true of houses. 
It’s true of appliances. It’s true of everything in the world.

Note, however, that we don’t have to actually damage something 
in order for it to become dilapidated. Things degrade all by them-
selves. If we simply do nothing, we’ll still find that repairs have to be 
made. In fact, it’s doing nothing that usually increases the need for 
repairs. When we neglect something and it starts to fall apart, rather 
than make the small repair promptly, we put it off. And eventually, 
the fix is much more drastic and costly than it should have been.

It was Samuel Johnson who said, “A man, sir, should keep his 
friendships in constant repair.” He was right. Whatever physical pos-
sessions we have that require maintenance, our relationships are even 
more important to tend to — and just as our physical “stuff ” needs 
occasional fixing, so do our relationships. None of us has any rela-
tionship that doesn’t have to be repaired from time to time. And the 
closer and more intimate the relationship, the more we should value it 
enough to fix it when it needs fixing. Repairs are a big part of love.

Unfortunately, some damage can never be fully repaired. But 
when we’ve harmed others — even by neglect — we should want to 
make whatever repairs we can. If there is any compensation we can 
make, we should be eager to make it. In the end, our conscience needs 
to know we left nothing undone to repair the damage we caused.

Fill up that which our lives have left behind. Undo that which 
we have done amiss. Repair the places we have wasted, bind the hearts we 

have wounded. Dry the eyes which we have flooded. Make the evil we have 
done work for good, so that we ourselves would not know it.

A n o n y mo  u s  “ P r a y e r  fo  r  t h e  P a s t ”



August 2

Propriety

I am afraid that the pleasantness of an employment 
does not always evince its propriety.

J a n e  A u s t e n

Some people think propriety is nothing more than 
priggishness and prudery, but it is actually much 

more. To act with propriety is to do that which is “proper” or “ap-
propriate.” It is to do that which is expected by honorable, courteous 
people in specific situations. For example, in the situation where I am 
in public and I feel a big yawn coming on, it is expected that I will 
cover my mouth. Not to do so is an act of impropriety, and what is 
wrong with it is not just that it violates some arbitrary rule of eti-
quette, but that it betrays a disregard for the people around me.

The basic idea of propriety is consistency — a “proper” action is 
one that fits the person doing it and the circumstances that surround 
it. Let’s say that I am a man, I am sixty years old, I am a Christian, and 
I am on a crowded subway in New York. There is a certain expecta-
tion that my conduct will fit both who I am and the circumstances 
in which I find myself. If it doesn’t, my actions are “unbefitting.” 
Propriety, then, is a certain kind of consistency or harmony in our lives.

What is proper is defined (to some extent) by tradition and cul-
ture. Over time, it changes, and doing it always requires the exercise of 
judgment. But that doesn’t mean it’s unimportant. Imagine a husband 
who had no regard for what is proper for a man to do for his wife on 
her birthday: “Honey, I don’t see any value in the rules of etiquette, so 
I’m not going to give you any card or gift on your birthday. I refuse 
to be bound by tradition.” Proud of his impropriety, he hurts his wife. 
He thinks he’s bucking tradition, but he’s merely being selfish.

Acting with propriety requires bending over backwards, being 
more careful than the “law” requires us to be. The Apostle Paul had this 
in mind when he wrote, “We aim at what is honorable not only in the 
Lord’s sight but also in the sight of man.” It’s not enough to do what’s 
within our rights — if we care about the causes we’ve devoted ourselves 
to, we’ll also pay attention to what those around us deem fitting. Like it 
or not, appropriateness is a basic part of good character.

Without an acquaintance with the rules of propriety, 
it is impossible for the character to be established.

C o n f u c i u s



August 3

Practicality

However much thou art read in theory, 
if thou hast no practice thou art ignorant.

S a a d i

Theory and practice. Both of these are important, but most of 
us have a natural inclination in the direction of one or the other. 

George Bernard Shaw described the difference this way: “Practical 
men know where they are, but not always whither they are going; 
thinkers know whither we are going, but not always where we are.” 
The truth is, we need both the thinkers and the doers in the world, 
but for today’s meditation, let’s put some emphasis on practicality: the 
carrying out of our principles and theories in real-life situations.

For one thing, we’re not very smart if all we know is theory. As 
Saadi said, “However much thou art read in theory, if thou hast no 
practice thou art ignorant.” Judged by this standard — that of our 
actual doing — we may be more ignorant than we’d like to think.

But not only that, practicality is a great clarifier of our think-
ing. In the realm of theory, truth and falsehood are frequently mixed 
together in such a way that it’s hard to distinguish which is which. 
But when we take our theories off the drawing board and put them 
into daily practice, falsehood and unreality are usually exposed. In the 
short term, error may appear to be effective, but in the long run, it 
always fails the test of practicality. As Thomas Carlyle said, “Once we 
turn to practice, error and truth will no longer consort together.”

If we want to make a worthy contribution to the world, we must 
learn the habit of practicality. Ideas are certainly important, for it is 
the quality of our ideas that determines the effectiveness of our ac-
tions, but ideas alone won’t help our friends and neighbors. It’s when 
our ideas become practical (in other words, when we “practice what 
we preach”) people are helped and burdens are lifted.

So I encourage you to be a more practical person. Think carefully 
about what is right, but having considered the rightness of your ideas, 
go ahead and put them into practice. And when practice indicates 
that some of your theories need correction, by all means correct them. 
Be a good thinker, but don’t just think. Pay attention to practicality.

The world is sown with good; but unless I turn my glad thoughts into 
practical living and till my own field, I cannot reap a kernel of the good.

H e l e n  K e l l e r



August 4

Assurance

Instantly he could see the town below now, coiling in a thousand 
fumes of homely smoke, now winking into a thousand points of friendly 

light its glorious small design, its aching passionate assurances 
of walls, warmth, comfort, food, and love.

T h om  a s  W o l f e

Whether we recognize it or not, we all need assur-
ance. In an uncertain world, we search for safety. We need 

some things we can be sure of, and we’re drawn to scenes like that 
described by Thomas Wolfe, where there are “walls, warmth, comfort, 
food, and love.” These are, as he says, “aching passionate assurances.”

Unfortunately, many of the things to which we look for assur-
ance are either unachievable or undependable. For example, if our 
security depends on knowing what’s going to happen tomorrow (or 
worse, controlling what happens tomorrow), we’re not going to have 
much peace of mind. Similarly, if we have to have a certain amount of 
money or social status to feel secure, we may find that kind of assur-
ance hard to come by. As creatures who need assurance, it’s time we 
see this world for what it is: an ephemeral environment full of un-
predictable changes. The sooner we’re uprooted from “all earth-born 
securities and assurances” (Thomas Kelly), the better off we’ll be.

Hannah Hurnard wrote about “the assurance to wait patiently.” 
Ultimately, our confidence must be in principles and realities that 
transcend the ups and downs of the present world. But even when our 
faith is solidly grounded, we still need the discipline to wait patiently. 
The end of the story has not yet been written for any of us, and we 
must get a grip on our thinking. When tempted to fear, we must 
remember that the “law of the farm” can be counted on. Whatever 
happens in the short-term, a good harvest will eventually be ours if 
we’ve cultivated our lives according to valid long-term principles.

In short, there is going to be some uncertainty during the years 
of our earthly sojourn, but that doesn’t mean there is nothing we can 
be sure of. As Blaise Pascal reminded us, “It is not certain that every-
thing is uncertain.” Thankfully, there are many truths we can count 
on, and these are the assurances that should guide our lives.

There is no such thing as absolute certainty, but there is 
assurance sufficient for the purposes of human life.

J o h n  S t u a r t  M i l l



August 5

Earnestness

Life is real! Life is earnest!
H e n r y  W a d s w o r t h  L o n g f e l l o w

Would those who know you best describe you as an 
“earnest” person? Perhaps you wouldn’t want them to. But 

if you wouldn’t, think again. In the real world, there happen to be some 
very serious issues that must be dealt with. The ability to concentrate 
on these issues earnestly is not a liability but an asset. Consider three 
aspects of earnestness, all of which are good character traits.

Attentiveness. Earnest people are those who know how to focus 
their minds and give laser-like attention to important subjects. Unlike 
the careless and the distracted, the earnest understand that some 
things require our undivided attention and our concentrated thought.

Seriousness. Allan Bloom once wrote, “A serious life means being 
fully aware of the alternatives, thinking about them with all the inten-
sity one brings to bear on life-and-death questions, in full recognition 
that every choice is a great risk with necessary consequences that are 
hard to bear.” Life surely has a light side, but other parts of it are more 
weighty. To be earnest is to know when to be serious. It is to recog-
nize those times when life asks us to make supreme decisions.

Resoluteness. This is, perhaps, the most practical and beneficial 
side of earnestness. Many of us can be attentive and serious, at least 
occasionally, but not many of us are resolute. That is, we don’t pur-
sue serious goals with an appropriate degree of determination. We’re 
indecisive, weak-willed, and far too easily defeated by insignificant 
obstacles. So we need to honor the dogged determination of the ear-
nest person: the fellow who is serious about reaching the goals that he 
has decided upon. “A man in earnest finds the means, or if he cannot 
find them, creates them” (William Ellery Channing).

Yes, some folks are earnest to a fault. (I’ve written about that 
elsewhere.) But I suggest that for every person like that, there are 
many others who have the opposite problem. In an age when the big-
gest of all big businesses is entertainment, most of us would do well 
to bring ourselves back to sobriety more often and address ourselves 
earnestly to the critical concerns of life. Tomorrow may be different, 
but today, in which direction do you need to make the adjustment?

Intermingle jest with earnest.
F r a n c i s  B a c o n



August 6

Correction

Nobody wants constructive criticism. It’s all 
we can do to put up with constructive praise.

M i g n o n  M c L a u g h l i n

It is an old adage that most of us would rather be 
ruined by praise than helped by criticism. We don’t like 

to be corrected, and we avoid it at all costs. But when we refuse to be 
corrected, we forfeit one of life’s greatest opportunities for growth.

If you have even one friend who loves you enough to correct you, 
you have a treasure to be grateful for. It is to be hoped that your friend 
will be both wise and gentle in correction, but even if not, the correc-
tion is valuable. “Wounds from a sincere friend are better than many 
kisses from an enemy” (Proverbs 27:6 New Living Translation).

Correction, of course, doesn’t have to come from others; we can 
correct ourselves. In fact, one of the distinctive marks of wisdom is the 
willingness to learn from the mistakes we see others making, without 
having to learn the hard way through personal experience.

None of us has anything more than an imperfect understanding 
of anything we deal with, and none of us is error-free in anything we 
do, at least for any great length of time. Being wrong from time to 
time is simply a part of the human condition. So rather than being 
embarrassed about our mistakes, the thing we should be embar-
rassed about is our failure to accept correction and make the necessary 
changes in our character and conduct.

Most people say they want to make progress, but in the real 
world, there is no way to make progress without feedback. In the 
absence of valid information about our present state — and that is 
what correction amounts to — we have no way of knowing what to 
do to improve our situation. As Tryon Edwards put it, “He that never 
changes his opinions, never corrects his mistakes, will never be wiser 
tomorrow than he is today.” Without correction, we are stuck.

Of all our human endowments, “correctability” is one of the best. 
Yes, sometimes it requires the swallowing of our pride, but it is the 
open door to all the better things we aspire to in the future.

The sages do not consider that making no mistakes is a blessing. They believe, 
rather, that the great virtue of man lies in his ability to correct his mistakes 

and continually to make a new man of himself.

W a n g  Y a n g - M i n g



August 7

Discipleship

Judgment can be acquired only by acute observation, by actual experience 
in the school of life, by ceaseless alertness to learn from others, by study of the 

activities of men who have made notable marks, by striving to analyze the 
everyday play of causes and effects, by constant study of human nature.

B .  C .  F o r b e s

Nowadays, when people hear the word “discipleship,” 
they think only of its religious usage. But the general 

idea conveyed by this word is powerful, and we would do well to con-
template its value — even in our secular lives.

In ancient times, a disciple was one who studied under a master, 
whether the master was a scholar or a craftsman. Like the more mod-
ern idea of “apprenticeship,” discipleship meant a novice or begin-
ner in a particular body of knowledge would place himself under the 
tutelage of a person who had a great deal to teach in that area.

If we could think of that concept in a more modern sense, 
wouldn’t it pay some dividends? It is true, as Oliver Goldsmith wrote, 
that people “seldom improve when they have no other model but 
themselves to copy.” We learn best by paying close attention to good 
examples and precedents, so in all the more important areas of life, 
wouldn’t we profit from discipling ourselves to worthy masters?

In the difficult days we live in, most of us are in desperate need of 
good heroes and role models, inspirational people (usually older than 
we are) who can say from experience, “This is how it’s done.” If you’ve 
ever had such a person in your life, you know what Paul D. Shafer 
meant when he said, “The most important single influence in the life 
of a person is another person who is worthy of emulation.”

If you’re more comfortable with the word “mentor,” then use that 
word. In either case, the idea is that of giving careful, diligent atten-
tion to the expertise of another person. However, “there is a difference 
between imitating a good man and counterfeiting him” (Benjamin 
Franklin). So discipleship to another human being doesn’t mean we 
become their clone; it just means we seek to learn what they know.

But finally, have you noticed that it’s hard to say “disciple” with-
out saying “discipline”? Without hard work and sacrifice on our part, 
there is not a master teacher in the world who can help us very much.

Discipleship means discipline.

V i c t o r  R a y mo  n d  E dm  a n



August 8

Perspicacity

Heat and animosity, contest and conflict, may sharpen the wits, 
although they rarely do; they never strengthen the understanding, 
clear the perspicacity, guide the judgment, or improve the heart.

W a lt e r  S a v a g e  L a n do  r

I expect some will shake their heads (or maybe even 
wince) in dismay at the sight of “perspicacity” in a 

book like this. But then again, those who know me will probably 
not be surprised at all. In any case, take a moment today to consider 
this good word. The idea behind it is, in fact, an enthusiastic idea.

Actually, there are two words we need to look at. The first is “per-
spicacity,” which means the ability to understand things clearly. The 
second is “perspicuity,” which means expressing ourselves clearly. Both 
words come from a Latin root meaning “to look through,” so they 
convey the idea of clarity, lucidness, and transparency.

Understanding. Everybody has had the experience of seeing an 
idea but not seeing it clearly. After learning a new concept, most of 
us find it takes a while before the point comes into sharp focus in 
our minds. But that sharp focus or clarity is worth working for. We 
need to keep studying important ideas until we understand them well. 
And not only that, but we need to work on increasing our powers of 
understanding — our perspicacity — so that it takes less time to gain 
a clear focus than it did when our minds weren’t as well trained.

Expression. It is possible to understand something clearly but 
not be able to communicate it clearly to another person. So we need 
to work on both our thinking and our communicating, until we can 
express important ideas in a clear manner. Strictly speaking, we don’t 
really understand a thing until we can explain it to someone else.

Perfect clarity is not achievable, of course, either in our thinking 
or our communicating. But improving in these areas is a worthy goal. 
I challenge you, therefore, to stretch yourself and think about both 
your “perspicacity” and your “perspicuity.” How clearly do you perceive 
things, and how clearly do you express them? Any progress you can 
make in either of these areas will be well worth whatever it costs you.

Where we cannot invent, we may at least improve; we may give 
somewhat of novelty to that which was old, condensation to that 

which was diffuse, perspicuity to that which was obscure, 
and currency to that which was recondite.

C h a r l e s  C a l e b  C o lt o n



August 9

Consultation

Men of age object too much, consult too long, adventure too little, 
repeat too soon, and seldom drive business home to the full period, 

but content themselves with a mediocrity of success.

F r a n c i s  B a c o n

It is true, as Francis Bacon said, that some folks spend 
too much time consulting. Fearful of doing anything unsafe, 

the overly cautious person wants to know what “most people” think 
about the decision he must make. No amount of input is ever enough, 
and he spends his whole life conducting opinion polls.

Yet many of us have the opposite problem: we fail to consult 
when we should. We don’t profit from people who have greater exper-
tise by checking our thinking against their wisdom.

To “consult” means to confer with another person about a 
problem. It involves “putting our heads together” or “comparing 
notes” with someone who has special knowledge about a particular 
question. Physicians, of course, frequently use this concept, and we’re 
mighty glad they do. Presented with a problem that he or she is not 
completely sure about, a physician will “consult” with a specialist in 
that area, and our prospects for diagnosis and treatment are greatly in-
creased by the pooling of their wisdom. Would you want a doctor who 
never saw the need to consult with another doctor? No, you wouldn’t.

In our own lives, there is also a need for consultation — and I’m 
not here talking about “professional counseling.” I mean we often 
need to get the benefit of a good friend’s wisdom or an older person’s 
perspective. Even when we’re pretty sure we’re on the right track, 
it’s often helpful to have another set of eyes to look at our situation. 
Especially when an important decision has to be made, it’s good to 
consult with someone who can help us double-check our thinking and 
“validate the input,” as the computer people say.

Perhaps there are many reasons why we fail to consult when we 
should. Sometimes it’s just carelessness or overconfidence. At other 
times, however, it’s pride that keeps us from consulting, and if that’s 
the case, we’ve got a serious problem. Not only will pride destroy our 
character; it will sabotage our success. When success requires asking 
for help, as it often does, the proud are doomed to failure.

Without consultation, plans are frustrated.

T h e  B oo  k  of   P r o v e r b s



August 10

Synergy

Synergy: the interaction of two or more agents or forces so that their 
combined effect is greater than the sum of their individual effects.

A m e r i c a n  H e r i t a g e  D i c t i o n a r y

When people work together with a cooperative at-
titude on mutually important projects, synergistic 

things often happen. The wonderful thing about synergy is that 
“the combined effect is greater than the sum of their individual parts.” 
Two plus two can actually turn out to be more than four!

Not every project needs to be collaborative, of course. Some 
things are better done by individuals. Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony 
would not have turned out to be the masterpiece it is if it had been 
written by a committee of composers. But artistic geniuses who work 
best alone are rare. Most of us can be helped by coworkers.

Indeed, collaborative work often brings out the best in an 
individual’s creativity. Stephen R. Covey, who spoke often about the 
power of synergy, said that it “catalyzes, unifies, and unleashes the 
greatest powers within people.” In Nashville, Tennessee, where I used 
to live, songwriters typically work together. They find that greater 
creative energy — synergy — is the result of working together.

But sometimes people collaborate and the result is not synergy 
but friction and factionalism. Why is that? Well, for one thing col-
laborative work requires humility. If the workers are driven by ego 
and selfishness, they won’t be open to the possibility that others could 
truly help the project, and the project bogs down in bickering.

Synergy rarely occurs if the objective is not important enough 
(and urgent enough) to produce cooperation. The goal must be big 
enough that individuals are willing to subordinate their personal pref-
erences to its accomplishment. In other words, the goal must be greater 
than any differences the team members may have among themselves.

Under the right conditions, however, synergy is one of life’s 
marvels. And we never give a greater gift to others than when we say, 
“I am willing to work with you. I am willing to learn from you. I am 
confident that your contribution will improve the overall result.” So 
let’s give that gift more often. Let’s be mature enough to collaborate.

When properly understood, synergy is the highest activity in all life 
— the true test and manifestation of all of the other habits put together.

S t e p h e n  R .  C o v e y



August 11

Reasonableness

O Lord, grant us reasonableness in all our dealings with each other. 
Make us large-hearted in helping and generous in criticizing. 

Keep us from unkind words and unkind silence.

S i d  H e d g e s

Would those who know you describe you as reason-
able? I hope they would. Reasonableness can mean more than 

one thing, as we shall see, but if your friends would say the opposite 
— that you are known for being unreasonable — there are probably 
some adjustments you need to make. Consider three different ways in 
which it would be good to be reasonable.

(1) Kind, considerate, and balanced. As indicated in the above 
quotation from Sid Hedges, reasonableness sometimes means being 
kind. It means we control the impulse to be angry and irritated, and 
discipline ourselves to be generous and helpful with those around us. 
This kind of reasonableness has always been valuable, but it is all the 
more so in our fast-paced, competitive, often rude culture.

(2) Acting on the basis of good reasons. Being reasonable also means 
we live our lives carefully, being motivated by wise reasons rather 
than snap judgments. Sometimes a hunch or an intuition may lead us 
in the right direction, but generally speaking, we need to have good 
reasons for our actions. “When a man has not a good reason for doing 
a thing, he has one good reason for letting it alone” (Thomas Scott).

(3) Open to the reasoning of other people. Usually our own con-
science will tell us the reasons why we ought to do (or not do) a 
certain thing, but we also need to be open to the reasoning of others. 
None of us is wise enough to figure out every situation all by our-
selves, so we need to listen to others when they suggest the wisdom of 
a path different from the one we had in mind.

The voice of reason is sometimes hard to hear. These days, it can 
be drowned out by the entertainers, the advertisers, and the influence-
peddlers. But as we all know, reason can also be drowned out by our 
own pride and self-will. Too often, we ignore the good reasons that 
should guide us, and we do things that are unreasonable, if not com-
pletely irrational. But reason can’t be ignored without consequence. If 
we defy what is reasonable, the “school of hard knocks” awaits us.

If you will not hear reason, she will surely rap your knuckles.

B e n j a m i n  F r a n k l i n
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Fearlessness

If you’re never scared or embarrassed or hurt, 
it means you never take any chances.

J u l i a  S o r e l

Sometimes our ideas about fear are mistaken. If we’re 
confident of our ability to control life, we may think fear can be 

eliminated by removing all of the problems that would produce fear. 
Or perhaps we take another route: we try to become courageous 
enough that fear will not enter our thinking. But neither of these are 
realistic approaches. As Julia Sorel suggests, the only way never to 
have to deal with fear is never to do anything in life but play it safe.

In the real world, we will be afraid from time to time. And 
without a doubt, that is a problem. As E. Stanley Jones put it, “Fear is 
the sand in the machinery of life.” Our lives are impacted greatly, for 
better or worse, by how we handle fear. Anaïs Nin was right when she 
wrote, “Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one’s courage.”

But what is courage? Through the centuries, the wisest have 
always understood that it’s not the lack of fear but the determination 
to do what is right even though one is afraid. Fearlessness, then, is not 
the power of some elite group of human beings who are not afraid of 
anything; it’s the honorable determination of many ordinary folks to 
do their best, no matter what. Babe Ruth was talking about baseball, 
but he spoke a good bit of truth when he said, “Never let the fear of 
striking out get in your way.” So to be fearless, in the true sense, is not 
to be without fear — it is to deal rightly with the fears that we feel.

Rather than deal rightly with our fears, however, most of us 
retreat and run for safety. And while retreating is sometimes wise, at 
other times it is the most dangerous thing we could do. “It’s when you 
run away that you’re most likely to stumble” (Casey Robinson).

Instead of backing away from our duty, we should go out to meet 
it. And when our duty involves some difficulty or danger, we shouldn’t 
bother looking for a way “over” or “under” or “around” it. Most of the 
time, the shortest (and ultimately the easiest) way out is “through.” We 
can’t make our problems disappear, but we can deal with them honor-
ably. We may be afraid, but we can be true to our deepest principles 
and act with integrity. That’s the only kind of fearlessness that counts.

Facing it — always facing it — that’s the way to get through. Face it!
J o s e p h  C o n r a d
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Waiting

Count no day lost in which you waited your turn, 
took only your share, and sought advantage over no one.

R o b e r t  B r a u lt

It is a mistake to think waiting is always a waste of 
time. Sometimes it is, to be sure, but often it is not. There is a 

time to act, and there is a time to wait. When waiting is appropriate, 
we must not try to hurry the outcome of events. Even in our spiritual 
lives, “patient waiting is often the highest way of doing God’s will” 
( Jeremy Collier). The ability to wait can be a high virtue.

When circumstances are not unfolding as quickly as we’d like, 
whether our waiting is good or bad depends on the attitude with 
which we wait. If we give in to exasperation and irritation, what could 
be a strength-building experience becomes nothing more than fuel 
for our anger. And not only that, but irritation only makes the time 
pass even more slowly. I found that out last January when I was one of 
several thousand motorists caught in an eleven-hour traffic jam that 
resulted from an ice storm in Alabama. None of us could do anything 
but wait, and if I didn’t know it before, I learned it during that long, 
cold night: with a little patience, you find that you can “wait much faster.”

I think many of us find waiting to be hard because it frustrates 
our sense of control. We like to think we can make everything hap-
pen at the “right time” (i.e., “right now”), and we don’t take kindly to 
delays that push events past the deadline we have set for them. But 
we’re not always wise enough to see when it would be best for certain 
things to occur. If we’re honest, hindsight often reveals that the very 
best time was long after we thought the event should have taken 
place. We may not like it, but later is sometimes better. “All comes at 
the proper time to him who knows how to wait” (Vincent de Paul).

But waiting does not always mean absolute inactivity. As Thomas 
Edison, who was a busy man, observed, good things come to the per-
son who “hustles while he waits.” We need to learn the habit of “active 
waiting.” Whether some blessing is slow in coming or some sorrow 
is slow in leaving, we can wait actively — with our minds and our 
hands engaged in good thoughts and good deeds. Rightly considered, 
patience produces not only peace of mind but a productive life.

Let us . . . learn to labor and to wait.
H e n r y  W a d s w o r t h  L o n g f e l l o w
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Responsiveness

Civilizations, I believe, come to birth and proceed to grow by successfully 
responding to successive challenges. They break down and go to pieces if and 

when a challenge confronts them which they fail to meet.

A r n o l d  T o y n b e e

If Toynbee was right, we can say that a lack of respon-
siveness is what kills a civilization. And what is true of 

civilizations is also true of individuals. When we don’t respond rightly 
to the circumstances around us, we decline. If this becomes a habit 
and a part of our character, we destroy ourselves.

Erwin Lutzer once wrote, “Firmly entrenched within every 
human being lies a most deceptive presupposition, namely, that 
circumstances and other people are responsible for our responses to 
life.” It is obviously true that the way we respond to life is influenced 
by others, particularly our parents. But influence is not the same as 
control. Whether our influences are good or bad, we must respond to 
them appropriately, and it is the quality of our responsiveness that will 
judge us in the end. We will be remembered for our responses: what 
we chose to do with the alternatives presented to us.

Think about the connection between “responsible” and “respon-
sive.” Responsible means “able to respond,” that is, able to choose our 
response. The freedom to choose our response to life’s events is one 
of our greatest endowments. Unfortunately, we don’t always use this 
freedom as we should. Called to action by life’s challenges, we some-
times default and fail to respond. We do nothing. So while responsibil-
ity is automatically ours by virtue of being human (we were given the 
ability to respond), responsiveness is not automatic. The quality of our 
responses is very much a matter of choice on our part.

Perhaps one thing should be clarified, however. Much of life 
depends on our responsiveness, but that doesn’t mean we should be in 
a “reactive” mode all of the time. We do need to be “proactive” — but 
even proactive people have to deal with the world as they find it.

Finally, I believe we need to improve our definition of freedom. 
Freedom does not just mean the absence of negative circumstances; it 
means that in every circumstance we are free to choose our response. 
And that, my friend, is a freedom no one can take away from you.

If you can’t change circumstances, change the way you respond to them.

T i m  H a n s e l
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Equilibrium

Order is not pressure which is imposed on society from without, 
but an equilibrium which is set up from within.

J o s é  O r t e g a  y  G a s s e t

Today’s word — “equilibrium” — is difficult to discuss 
attractively for it does not sound like an enthusi-

astic idea to most people. And yet, the concept is one we can 
learn from. If it can be thought of as a personal quality, the first thing 
we need to understand is that equilibrium must come from within 
us, as Ortega y Gasset suggests. It is not something done for us but 
something we do. It’s the product of choices we ourselves make.

Leaving aside its special definition in physics and chemistry, 
let’s simply say that equilibrium means “mental or emotional balance; 
poise” (American Heritage Dictionary). All of us know what it’s like to 
have multiple priorities and many things to do. We also know about 
conflicting forces and mixed emotions. Life in this world is a compli-
cated affair. So we admire the person who can live in the world and 
stay balanced or poised. It’s a quality we appreciate.

Leading a life of equilibrium is not easy. It can be done, but we 
shouldn’t look at someone who does it and think it’s effortless. In any 
important area of life, keeping things balanced requires that we (1) 
be honest enough to see when things have slipped out of balance, and 
(2) have the courage to make the necessary correction. Equilibrium is 
not a state we can achieve and then forget about. Instead, a balanced 
life is one where a person makes constant adjustments as a result of 
continual self-examination.

In addition to personal equilibrium within ourselves, we can also 
think of it in relation to other people. Think of some of your important 
relationships. Are they well-balanced or are some of them one-sided 
and in an unhealthy state of imbalance? No two persons will bring the 
same thing to a relationship, but I believe it is worth striving for an 
equilibrium in which our relationships are justly and fairly balanced.

Finally, shouldn’t there be an equilibrium between our present 
state and our future hopes? Shouldn’t we be content but also moved by 
aspiration? Perhaps so, but I would say this: if these particular scales 
are ever imbalanced, it should be in the direction of our dreams.

Delicate equilibrium between dream and reality . . .
L i l l i a n  S m i t h
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Closeness

A man of many companions may come to ruin, 
but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.

T h e  B oo  k  of   P r o v e r b s

It is undeniably true: human beings have a need for 
closeness. We may not all need the same amount of closeness, 

and we may not need the same kind of closeness that someone else 
needs. For this reason, we should be slow to criticize someone else for 
being antisocial when, in fact, their need for closeness may be filled 
in ways that differ from our experience. Nevertheless, closeness of 
relationship is one of the deep, natural needs of human beings.

As the opening quotation from Proverbs indicates, there is a dif-
ference between a “companion” and a “friend who sticks closer than a 
brother.” Given the ways we are connected today, it is possible to have 
a myriad of acquaintances and associates, and that is good as far as 
it goes. But we need more than casual contact; we need some close-
ness. So it is common to hear celebrities remark about the hardships 
of knowing, and being known by, thousands of people without being 
close to any of them. Indeed, there is nothing lonelier than the life of 
a person who is surrounded by people (maybe even admirers), yet the 
physical proximity of all those people does not involve any closeness.

Opening ourselves to closeness carries with it certain risks, to be 
sure. There are not only the dangers of rejection and treachery, but 
unless two friends die at precisely the same moment, one of them is 
going to have to grieve the other’s death at some point. In a broken 
world, closeness of human contact is a bittersweet experience — but 
experience teaches us that it’s a joy well worth the tears it may entail.

Another characteristic of closeness is that it requires work. The 
deeper into someone else’s heart we go, the more careful we should 
be about the maintenance of the relationship. Like everything else, 
friendships fall into disrepair, and so we must work at keeping them 
in good order and mending them when necessary.

Yet we have still not said the most important thing. That is simply 
that we need God. Our need for other human beings is only an inkling 
of our need for the Creator of us all. So making closeness to God a pri-
ority — and diligently pursuing that priority — is life’s best endeavor.

Oh! for a closer walk with God.
W i l l i a m  C o w p e r
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Evidence

By a small sample we may judge of the whole piece.
M i g u e l  d e  C e r v a n t e s

I like to define evidence simply as “one thing that 
indicates another.” Evidence consists of whatever facts and 

information we use to reach the many conclusions we arrive at each 
day. To use a down-home example, Robert F. Turner used to say that 
if the cook brings red-eye gravy to the table, you know that country 
ham cannot be far behind. You can’t see the ham yet with your own 
eyes, but the red-eye gravy is pretty good evidence that it exists.

In the real world, the evidence we have to work with is often “cir-
cumstantial.” That kind of evidence, by itself, does not unequivocally 
prove a conclusion, but that doesn’t mean it’s useless. When carefully 
taken into account, circumstances can be helpful in reaching a conclu-
sion. As Thoreau famously said, “Some circumstantial evidence is very 
strong; as when you find a trout in the milk.”

Each of us evaluates evidence and draws conclusions every day, 
from the minor matters of life all the way up to the bigger ones. We 
may not reason very well at times (“jumping to conclusions” is a 
habit we all have to resist), but the process of dealing with evidence is 
unavoidable. It is simply a part of our day-to-day experience. So the 
thing we must do is get better at the business of handling evidence.

For one thing, most of us need to investigate the evidence more 
thoroughly before drawing conclusions. Rather than making snap 
judgments, we need to dig deeper. The good reasoning that leads to 
wise conclusions often involves hard work, and the more important 
the decision, the harder we should be willing to work. Outward ap-
pearances can be misleading, as we all know, so Charles Dickens gave 
good advice when he wrote, “Take nothing on its looks; take every-
thing on evidence. There is no better rule.”

But once we have collected as much evidence as we can and 
weighed it as wisely as we are able, we must accept the verdict the evi-
dence points to. Our feelings, wishes, and personal preferences certainly 
have a role to play in decision-making, but in the end, it should be 
nothing but reality that we seek. We want whatever is the truth.

Whatever may be our wishes, our inclinations, or the dictates of 
our passions, they cannot alter the state of facts and evidence.

J o h n  A d a m s
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Drive

There is a single reason why 99 out of 100 average businessmen never become 
leaders. That is their unwillingness to pay the price of responsibility. By the 

price of responsibility I mean hard, driving, continual work.
O w e n  D .  Y o u n g

Years ago, the word “drive” was more often used in a 
positive sense. If it was said that a young man, for example, 

had drive, the point would have been that he was enterprising and 
energetic in the betterment of his situation. Nowadays, however, the 
word often suggests a person is ambitious in a negative sense, and 
when we refer to somebody as being “driven” we are not usually pay-
ing them a compliment. But think for a moment about what it is that 
distinguishes honorable drive from the dishonorable kind.

Goals. A person’s drive might be good or bad depending on what 
it is they are trying to accomplish. Obviously, we don’t want to see 
a person expend great energy in the pursuit of an immoral goal, but 
even in practical matters, we don’t praise a person’s drive if he or she 
is devoting significant passion to an insignificant purpose. In terms of 
our life’s work, majoring in minors is never an admirable thing to do.

Methods. If the “what” of drive is important, so is the “how.” A 
person’s goal might be the noblest thing in the world, but we wouldn’t 
praise his drive if he went after it by lying, cheating, and running over 
other people. Ends don’t justify means, and we see drive as commend-
able only when honorable goals are ethically pursued.

Motives. Good goals and moral methods must also be employed 
for right reasons. Indeed, one of the most disappointing things in life 
is to find out that somebody whose efforts we admired was, when the 
truth came out, driven by selfish or prideful motives. Ultimately, the 
“why” of our work matters even more than the “what” and the “how.”

But let’s put all of this together. Wouldn’t you like to have a 
friend or a family member who had “drive” in the highest sense? That 
person would (1) have great purposes, (2) use right means, and (3) 
possess pure motives, the purest of which is love. Well, our friends and 
family would like to know that we ourselves have that kind of drive. 
So give those around you a gift. Get up tomorrow with more drive.

Love will ask much more of us than the law could ever require. 
True love can never say, “I have done enough. I have now fulfilled 

all my obligations.” Love is restless, drives us on.
J o h n  P o w e l l
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Seeking

God’s creative method is movement, change, continuing search, 
ongoing inquiry. Those who seek are rewarded.

J o h n  M .  T e m p l e t o n

One of the striking features of our humanity is the 
instinctiveness with which we seek what we do not 

have and do not know. Indeed, a person would be thought odd 
if he or she never sought anything at all. By a seemingly immutable 
law of our nature, we seek . . . and seek . . . and seek. And this also is 
remarkable: we seek in the confidence that there are worthy things to 
be found. It looks as if we believe there really is such a thing as truth!

Yet there is a sense in which we do not seek enough. Too often, 
we are complacent about the amount of knowledge, wisdom, and un-
derstanding we have. It would do most of us good to acquire a healthy 
dissatisfaction with the present state of our minds. We need more of 
the spirit of the pioneer and the adventurer — a lifelong quest for 
truth is what we should be involved in.

We are not alone in our seeking, however, and so we should 
acknowledge the other seekers around us. Not every person we meet 
will have a worthy discovery to share with us, but many will, so we 
need to have the humility to listen and learn when others speak to us 
about the results of their own quest thus far.

But what will we do with truth when we uncover some of it? 
All of the greatest truths test us and challenge us to decide what our 
response to them will be. Call me a wishful thinker if you must, but I 
have always loved Charles Habib Malik’s hopeful adage: “If you seek, 
you will know; if you know, you will love; if you love, you will obey.” 
Know. Love. Obey. Those are the guiding stars of the seeker.

Here, then, is a passion worthy of our life’s dedication. And in a 
world where falsehood can wield brute strength, at least in the short 
term, it is sobering to think what it may cost us to seek truth honestly.

Seek the truth 
Listen to the truth 

Teach the truth 
Love the truth 

Abide by the truth 
And defend the truth 

Unto death.

J o h n  H u s s
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Senses

How good is man’s life, the mere living! How fit to employ 
All the heart and the soul and the senses forever in joy!

R o b e r t  B r o w n i n g

Each one of our five senses is a wonderful thing, but 
the combination of all of them working together 

is even more amazing. The interplay of sight, sound, taste, touch, 
and smell is intricate. What a world they open up to us! What a de-
light to drink in the power and the beauty that our senses reveal to us!

As I have written elsewhere, we would do well to use our senses 
more fully and more actively. Rather than allowing each day’s sensual 
experiences to simply wash over us, we should contemplate them and 
relish them. We should deliberately touch and taste and hear new 
things. Like our other capacities, our sensory abilities will expand if 
we exercise them, and if we don’t do so, they will diminish.

But I would offer this warning: our senses are tools or instru-
ments, and they should only be used in the service of honorable work. 
To say that something is “sensual” is simply to say it comes to us by 
our senses. In itself, sensory experience is morally neutral, but our 
senses can lead us into evil if they are not governed by valid principles. 
In the world as it now is, much that could be experienced with our 
senses is degrading and destructive. But we damage ourselves, and we 
dishonor our Creator, when we use our senses in ways that degrade us. 
So we should be careful what we take in with our senses.

That said, however, it is still true that our senses are wonderful 
endowments. They bring us great joy. And no small part of the joy is 
sharing what we have experienced. If you are not accustomed to doing 
this, I advise you to try it. When you’ve seen something interesting, 
tell somebody about it. When you’ve heard a song or a sound that 
thrilled you, describe it to another person. Even the texture of things 
we touch and the aroma of things we smell are worth talking about.

Too often we don’t value our senses until we lose one of them, 
and the loss of even one sense is a profound sadness. But even when 
that happens (as it will to most of us eventually), what we find is that 
our other capacities are sharpened and made more exquisite. As our 
physical senses fail, our hearts long all the more for their true home.

The loss of a sense adds as much beauty to the world as its acquisition.
M a r c e l  P r o u s t
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Invitations

What beck’ning ghost, along the moonlight shade 
Invites my steps, and points to yonder glade?

A l e x a n d e r  P o p e

It’s a splendid thing to be “invited.” Sometimes it is not a 
person who invites us but simply a circumstance or a situation that 

seems “inviting,” but in any case, the things in life that draw us into 
new experience and new growth should be seen as blessings.

When there is an element of mystery, the very intrigue of the 
invitation is a great part of what delights us. Deep down, I think most 
of us can relate to Bilbo Baggins’ regret on the morning after the 
“unexpected party” in J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit. Having refused 
the dwarves’ invitation the night before to join their quest, he awoke 
strangely sad that they had left without him, and he quickly changed 
his mind and ran after them . . . without his pocket handkerchief!

Life is full of invitations. Indeed, with the dawning of each new 
day, we are invited to embrace life enthusiastically. In Emerson’s 
words, “This day is all that is good and fair. It is too dear, with its 
hopes and invitations, to waste a moment on the yesterdays.”

Yet we must be careful. Not every invitation is one that should be 
accepted. When we are being lured or enticed to do what is wrong, we 
must say no. Temptation must be resisted, for that is precisely what 
temptation is: an invitation or enticement to wrongdoing. That type 
of invitation should be emphatically stamped “Return to Sender.”

But when invitations are innocent, we should be open to their 
call, even when they require courage. We can’t spend our lives in a 
cave, hiding from every sort of uncertainty or inconvenience. And we 
dare not waste life by neglecting its opportunities. So every person 
needs to ask himself, “How easily invited am I? When life is entreat-
ing me to follow a better path, am I receptive or resistant?”

And while we’re asking questions, let’s each ask ourselves another 
one: “In dealing with other human beings, do I do more inviting or 
commanding?” A good bit of what happens in the world involves 
somebody trying to persuade somebody else to do something. So 
what’s it like for others when we are the ones doing the persuading? 
Would they say our favorite tool is the invitation or the command?

. . .  her mien carries much more invitation than command.
R i c h a r d  S t e e l e
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Compassion

No greater burden can be born by an individual 
than to know no one cares or understands.

A r t h u r  H .  S t a i n b a c k

Suffering is hard to bear even under the best of cir-
cumstances, but it is much harder when we must bear 

it alone. In actual fact, we are probably never as alone as we think 
we are, but when the evidence suggests there is not another person 
anywhere who cares or understands, our isolation becomes an agony. 
So most of us want to show compassion to those who are suffering, 
especially the lonely ones, the outcasts, and the desperate.

Henri J. M. Nouwen, who certainly had the heart of a helper, 
made this comment: “Let us not underestimate how hard it is to be 
compassionate. Compassion is hard because it requires the inner dis-
position to go with others to the place where they are weak, vulnerable, 
lonely, and broken. But this is not our spontaneous response to suffer-
ing. What we desire most is to do away with suffering by fleeing from 
it or find a quick cure for it.” He was right. Authentic compassion 
requires far more than the condescension that the affluent often call 
“helping the suffering.” Jesus of Nazareth, for example, did not merely 
help the poor — he was poor. He did more than drive in to the ghetto 
from the suburbs and pretend to be concerned. He entered deeply and 
personally into the experience of the oppressed and downtrodden.

But there is so much suffering around us, we have to make some 
hard choices. As the French dramatist Jean Anouilh put it, “One can-
not weep for the entire world. It is beyond human strength. One must 
choose.” And Thomas Fuller’s caution is appropriate, “Sacrifice not 
thy heart upon every altar.” Rather than trying to help humanity, we’d 
do better to sharpen the focus of our compassion more specifically.

The great challenge, however, is for us to translate our feelings 
of compassion into actions of mercy. There may be some hardhearted 
individuals here and there who don’t give a hoot about anybody but 
themselves, but most of us, I think, are moved by compassionate feel-
ings. We do love our neighbors, to some extent. But feelings must be 
urged into action. Compassion must actually bathe the fevered brow.

The measure of love is compassion; 
the measure of compassion is kindness.

A n o n y mo  u s
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Courtesy

In all the affairs of life, social as well as political, courtesies 
of a small and trivial character are the ones which strike deepest 

in the grateful and appreciating heart.
H e n r y  C l a y

Courtesy is one of those little things in life that 
exerts an influence out of all proportion to its 

seeming significance. When we choose to conduct ourselves 
courteously, we often find that huge consequences flow from words 
and deeds which, at the time, seemed rather unimportant. “It is 
amazing what a warming influence courtesy can have on an otherwise 
dreary world” (E. M. McKee). Courtesy is a uniquely powerful virtue.

In our discussions of “enthusiastic ideas,” we have looked at sev-
eral other words related to courtesy. “Civility,” for example, may mean 
that we merely refrain from doing things that are rude. “Politeness,” 
however, is more than the absence of rude behavior; it is the posi-
tive doing of gracious deeds. And “courtesy,” rightly understood, goes 
deeper still. It has to do with the spirit that motivates our outward 
actions, and it means sincere attention and kindness to others.

As everybody knows, it is easy to be courteous to individuals who 
are friendly and likeable. If we have reason to believe they will ap-
preciate our gesture and think kindly of us for doing it, that makes it 
even easier. But what about those who are disagreeable and ungrate-
ful? Well, courtesy implies a recognition of the other person’s human 
dignity and worth, and sometimes that is hidden beneath layers of 
“stuff.” I believe it helps to deal with people not as they are but as they 
would be if they were their ideal self. As Emerson said, “We must be 
as courteous to a man as we are to a picture, which we are willing to 
give the advantage of a good light.” We will be courteous to people 
when we look at them in the “light” that is most favorable to them.

If courtesy is important anywhere, it’s especially important in our 
closest relationships. Too often, we make the effort to be courteous 
to everybody else but then treat those nearest and dearest to us with 
rudeness and irritability. But if anybody in the world deserves to get 
our very best behavior, isn’t it those we come home to after work?

Courtesy is perhaps more important in the family than anywhere else, 
because in this relation people are thrown most closely together, 

and need the protection of courtesy.
G e o r g e  D e r b y
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Authority

He who overcomes by force, hath overcome but half his foe.
J o h n  M i lt o n

Like every other means of accomplishing our objec-
tives, authority is a tool that has some inherent 

limitations. It is always sad to see a person become frustrated 
trying to reach a complicated goal and begin flailing away at it with 
nothing more than the force of his or her authority. To be sure, there 
are times when authority has to be exercised, but as Milton suggests 
in the quotation above, if we do no more than require someone to 
submit to our will because we have the power to do so, we have not 
accomplished anywhere near all that needs to be done.

To say that authority has limitations, however, is not to say that 
it is not good. There is no tool in the world that is capable of doing 
every single job all by itself. So let’s not forget the tremendous value 
of authority. We must understand its limits (and even its dangers), but 
we shouldn’t go to the opposite extreme of throwing it away com-
pletely. Authority happens to be a very good idea — it is necessary to 
the functioning of human society. So we’re not thinking wisely if we 
think of authority as an evil thing that is always to be avoided.

Authority is subject to the law of diminishing returns. It must 
be used sparingly because the more it is used, the less effective it 
becomes. “Nothing more impairs authority than a too-frequent or in-
discreet use of it. If thunder itself was to be continual, it would excite 
no more terror than the noise of a mill” ( John Barnard).

Yet for every person who fails to exercise authority rightly there 
are probably more of us who don’t submit to it as we should. Authority 
is, after all, a two-way street. Those who are our leaders in various 
situations would be very grateful if we decided to respect their author-
ity in a more constructive and cooperative manner.

As anyone knows who has ever been asked to be a leader: it is a 
very hard thing to do. It’s doubtful whether any part of life is more 
challenging. So when it comes our time to lead others in one of life’s 
relationships — and authority is given to us to get the job done — let 
us be aware that we’re being tested. The responsibility will call for the 
highest and best that is within us. Let us decide to pass the test.

There is no stronger test of a man’s character than power and authority.
P l u t a r c h



August 25

Dedication

No horse gets anywhere until he is harnessed. No steam or gas 
ever drives anything until it is confined. No Niagara is ever turned 

into light and power until it is tunneled. No life ever grows 
great until it is focused, dedicated, disciplined.

H a r r y  E m e r s o n  F o s d i c k

As a personal characteristic, “dedication” is not al-
ways thought of in positive terms. These days, a person 

can believe almost anything he wants and be praised for it, as long as 
he’s not dogmatic about it. And since dedicated people are very deter-
mined about what they do, they’re often considered to be dogmatic or 
narrow-minded. And not only that, “discipline” is not a very positive 
word in our culture; so if a person has the discipline required to be 
dedicated, he will sometimes be seen as being too uptight.

It is certainly true that dedicated people can become unbal-
anced in their dedication, just like people who are artistic, intelligent, 
industrious, or any number of other things. Every good quality that 
we can have must be balanced with other qualities or it will become a 
destructive force. But dedication, properly understood and balanced 
with virtues like humility and good humor, is not a bad quality to 
have. Indeed, there is not much way to live a high-quality life without 
being dedicated. Dedication is what turns ability into achievement.

The laser probably offers us the best analogy for understanding 
dedication. A laser uses a beam of light that is extremely concen-
trated. In simplistic terms, the light shines “here” rather than “here, 
there, and everywhere.” A light beam can’t become a laser beam until 
it’s willing to “let go” of all other possibilities and focus itself in just 
one spot. And when all is said and done, that’s what dedication is: the 
willingness to make a choice, discipline ourselves, and focus our ener-
gies. Dedication means doing one thing rather than dabbling in many.

“Dreams and dedication are a powerful combination” (William 
Longgood). There is no stopping the person who has weighed the 
alternatives and made a radical commitment to one passionate pursuit. 
Yes, it requires giving up many things that “might have been,” but 
those unwilling to do that don’t accomplish more; they accomplish less. 
Quality lives don’t just happen — they come from concentrated choice.

The dedicated life is the life worth living.

A n n i e  D i l l a r d



August 26

Resourcefulness

Most people live, whether physically, intellectually or morally, in a very 
restricted circle of their potential being. They make use of a very small portion 
of their possible consciousness, and of their soul’s resources in general, much 

like a man who, out of his whole bodily organism, should get into the habit of 
using and moving only his little finger. Great emergencies and crises show us 

how much greater our vital resources are than we had supposed.
W i l l i a m  J a m e s

It’s a rare person who uses more than a few of the re-
sources available to him. Most of us, to our great detriment, 

overlook many of the advantages we’ve been blessed with — there is 
far too much untapped potential in our lives.

For today’s discussion, let’s define a “resource” simply as some-
thing that can be used to meet our needs or reach our goals. It might 
be internal (a personality trait, a talent, a skill, etc.) or it might be 
external (a relationship, a circumstance, an opportunity, etc.). But 
whether it’s inside or outside, a resource is something that could 
be used to solve a problem. When we “count our blessings,” we are 
almost always counting things that could be thought of as resources.

If that’s what “resources” are, then what is “resourcefulness”? That 
would be the knack of getting the most out of our resources. If we’re 
resourceful, we’re efficient in the use of our blessings, milking every 
drop of help out of them in the accomplishment of good works.

Creativity. When we’re frustrated and think we’ve reached a dead 
end, we need to be more resourceful. That is, we need to be more 
creative in the search for alternatives. Sometimes the best resources 
are not immediately obvious. Resourceful people dig deeper.

Determination. Another trait that resourceful people have is a 
greater commitment to their objectives. They work harder, demon-
strating a doggedness that is not easily defeated. Coupled with their 
creativity, their determination refuses to take no for an answer.

Most of us need a greater vision of our resources. We will rarely, 
if ever, be in a situation where no resources exist, but sometimes we 
don’t recognize the resources that do exist. We need to open our eyes 
and count the blessings that are either ours or could be ours. We need 
to see how much opportunity there may be, even in seemingly desper-
ate situations. In a word, we need to be more resourceful.

Enjoy to the full the resources that are within thy reach.
P y t h i a n  O d e s



August 27

Effort

By labor fire is got out of a stone.
D u t c h  P r o v e r b

Effort seems to possess a nearly miraculous power. 
Although some problems can’t be solved by the mere application 

of human effort, it is nothing short of amazing to see what effort can 
do when that is the thing needed. With a do-or-die attitude and a 
diligent work ethic, people frequently accomplish “impossible” feats.

Effort is necessary to the fulfillment of almost any significant 
purpose. As the saying goes, “Nothing worthwhile is easy,” so we 
should not be surprised when effort is called for. That’s just the way 
life is. Yet we all know folks who never work hard at anything except 
finding a way to do their work without any effort. It is certainly smart 
to work as efficiently as we can, but the wisdom of the old English 
proverb is probably right: “Elbow-grease is the best polish.”

Often our objectives fail for a lack of sustained effort. We may 
show initiative in getting started, but we fall short of our goal because 
we don’t have enough of what might be called “finishiative.” Granted, 
it is hard to keep exerting effort for an extremely long time, especially 
when things don’t seem to be working out well. But the rewards in life 
are generally reserved for those who will try and try and keep trying.

Indeed, either of the two problems we’ve just discussed will 
create a life that will be harder in the end than any amount of effort 
would be right now. William Cowper caught the irony of this fact in 
his famous aphorism, “A life of ease is a difficult pursuit.” When we 
are lazy or we fail to persevere, we may think we’re doing the easier 
thing. But eventually, we find that our negligence has created a great 
deal more difficulty for us than we would have had to face otherwise. 
So effort-avoiders beware: the easiest thing is usually the hardest.

Once in a while, most of us would profit from the experience of 
making an extraordinary effort to do something. As it is, we rarely do 
anything that is strenuous, even when we say that our task is hard. So 
I urge you to learn what the word “sacrifice” means. Don’t see how 
much pain you can put yourself through just for the sake of suffering, 
but make enough effort on some occasions that you “break a sweat,” 
so to speak. Push beyond the merely hard to the truly costly.

Effort is only effort when it begins to hurt.
J o s é  O r t e g a  y  G a s s e t



August 28

Validation

Validate: to establish the soundness of; corroborate.
A m e r i c a n  H e r i t a g e  D i c t i o n a r y

The more important a thing is, the more it needs to 
be validated. Consider a few examples.
(1) Ideas need to be analyzed to establish their soundness.
(2) Information needs to be verified to guarantee its accuracy.
(3) Arguments need to be tested to see if their conclusions are valid.
(4) Goals need to be evaluated to confirm their appropriateness.
All of these are illustrations of the need for validation. And, as 

I said, the more important a thing is (that is, the bigger its conse-
quences), the more validation is a matter of due diligence.

You won’t get good results in any validation, however, if you don’t 
use good criteria. Validation means measuring against a standard, and 
no matter how carefully we measure, the results will be worthless if 
the standard is not right. For example, if you tell me something and 
I need to validate the truthfulness of what you say, my personal likes 
and dislikes are probably not the best means of verifying the accuracy 
of your testimony. I may hope you are telling the truth, but either way, 
my preferences are not an adequate criterion by which to judge.

Since there are many things in life we need to be sure about, 
we engage in validation almost daily. We may not call it that; in fact, 
we may not even realize what we’re doing, but frequently we find 
ourselves having to check things out. Or at least we should be doing 
that. The problem is, we often don’t take the time to double-check 
the facts, even in matters of great consequence. We accept hearsay 
evidence without verifying it. We act on impulse without stopping to 
think. We sign contracts without knowing what we’re agreeing to. In 
all too many ways we fail to establish the soundness of our ideas and our 
actions. And later on, huge regrets come crashing into us when we see 
that we acted on the basis of ideas that should have been rejected.

One thing is certain: if a thing is factual, it can stand the process 
of validation. We should never be afraid to bring any idea out into 
the sunlight. If it is valid, the light will demonstrate that, and if not, 
the sooner we find out, the better. Ultimately, of course, time will tell. 
Truth will be left standing when all of its competitors have vanished.

Truth fears no trial.
T h om  a s  F u l l e r



August 29

Artistry

Life is not an exact science, it is an art.
S a m u e l  B u t l e r

The rivalry between art and science is as old as 
human civilization. Both of these endeavors are good, and 

despite what their respective advocates might say, neither can claim 
the other is unimportant or nonessential. It is a fact, however, that 
most individuals tend to prefer one more than the other, and the 
argument will probably never be settled. But just for today, let’s focus 
on some good things that can be said about “artistry.”

I believe that all of us, at some point in our lives, would do well 
to learn some skill or craft that is measured by its artistry rather than 
its utility. If nothing else, the discipline required to learn an art would 
be a good thing to experience. But also, there is a kind of joy that 
comes from artistic work that can’t be gotten from any other source. If 
you haven’t tasted this joy, I hope you will do so before you die.

Whether or not any of us ever become artists in the literal sense, 
it would be good for us to adopt the same attitude toward life that the 
artist has toward his work. For one thing, we need to have the artist’s 
pride of craftsmanship, aspiring to excellence and wanting to do the 
best work we’re capable of. Like the artist, we should strive for beauty 
and not be content with mere correctness. And finally, it should be the 
hearts of people, and not just their minds, that we want to stir.

But if life is more an art than a science, in what sense is that 
true? Many things could be said, but let’s sum it up this way: life is not 
as precise as science. In science, known processes are predictable — if 
you control the variables, the outcome is assured. But we can never 
reduce life to that kind of precision, no matter how logical we try to 
be. There are just too many variables. So in daily living, our decisions 
often have to be made in the same way an artist makes decisions.

Never think for a moment that the “art of living” doesn’t have to 
be learned or that it comes naturally. If you know a serious artist, you 
know he or she works hard at what they do. They strive to improve 
their craft, honing it by constant work. Art is not easy, and neither is 
life. The artistry of it won’t improve if we don’t work at it.

The art of right living is like all arts: it must be 
learned and practiced with incessant care.

J o h a n n  W o l f g a n g  v o n  G o e t h e



August 30

Sustenance

All philosophy lies in two words: sustain and abstain.

E p i c t e t u s

Epictetus may have overstated the case, but “suste-
nance” and “abstinence” are certainly fundamental 

concepts. Many of the questions we deal with daily are those that 
ask (1) what we need to live in this world, and (2) what the things 
are that we should refrain from. When we’ve identified both what we 
need more of and what we need less of, we will have addressed two of 
life’s most significant problems. Dealing wisely with these is not easy.

Before we talk about receiving sustenance, however, let’s think 
briefly about giving it. If it is “more blessed to give than to receive,” 
that is certainly true of sustenance. Each of us is in a position to help 
someone (and maybe many people) be sustained and have what they 
need. We have it within our power to nourish others, support them, 
and help them keep going. And the joy of providing sustenance is so 
great, the wonder is that we don’t do it more often.

But we ourselves also need sustenance. And while it may threaten 
our pride, there will be times when the things we need will have to 
come from some of our fellow human beings. Not a single one of us is 
completely self-sufficient — we did not get where we are without the 
help of other people. We should openly acknowledge this fact and be 
eager to show our appreciation to the many “sustainers” around us.

We should not underestimate how much sustenance is required 
for us to get by in this world. We need many different things from 
many different sources. The most obvious needs are those of a physi-
cal nature, but that is just the start. We also have emotional needs, 
social needs, and many others. All these kinds of sustenance come 
from somewhere. Do we take the sources for granted?

Far beyond our other needs, however, is our need for our Creator. 
Spiritual sustenance may not be something we think about very often, 
but we need it nevertheless. And just as in other areas where we have 
to be sustained, we should not underestimate what our spirits need, 
nor the Source from which that sustenance must ultimately come.

As our bodies live upon the earth and find sustenance in the fruits which it 
produces, so our minds feed on the same truths as the intelligible and 

immutable substance the divine Word contains.

N i c o l a s  M a l e b r a n c h e



August 31

Carefulness

Look before you leap.

E n g l i s h  P r o v e r b

The best time to be careful about a deed is before you 
do it. Looking before you leap may be old advice, but it’s still 

wise. Having already leaped, it is hard to change direction in midair.
There are few regrets more painful in life than having spoken 

or acted in ways that were hurtful to other people. And the pain of 
such regrets comes from knowing we were needlessly cruel: we know 
it didn’t have to be that way. If only we had stopped to think — and 
been more careful — the outcome could have been different. So care-
fulness needs to be a higher priority for most of us. “Don’t monkey 
with the buzz saw” is good counsel, socially as well as physically.

It might not be too much to say that our words are the things we 
need to be most careful about. Too often, we speak rashly, do great 
harm, and then later wish we had not spoken so quickly. The first 
time I ever heard H. G. Bohn’s rule, “Think today and speak tomor-
row,” I thought it was cowardly, but now I see the wisdom of it. No 
doubt there are times when it’s urgent that we speak up, but there are 
many more times when we need to push the “pause” button and hold 
off expressing a thought until we’ve had time to think about it. Words 
can do more damage than any kind of physical “buzz saw.” To say 
they should be handled carefully is a considerable understatement.

But “care” can be used in another sense. If you say that you “care” 
for someone, that statement usually has a positive connotation. So 
apply that idea to our discussion of carefulness in general. Shouldn’t 
you “care” enough about your words and deeds to be “careful” about 
them? I believe that’s a helpful way to think about it. Being “careful” 
doesn’t have to mean you are fearful or finicky in a negative sense — it 
can mean you view your freedom as a blessing and you want to lavish 
all the loving care upon your deeds that they deserve.

Fortunately, life has a way of urging us to be more careful. When 
we encounter roadblocks on the way to our goals, life is often saying 
to us, “Before proceeding, you need to think about this a little more.”

It is happily and kindly provided that in every 
life there are certain pauses and interruptions which 

force consideration upon the careless.

S a m u e l  J o h n s o n



September 1

Intuition

It is by logic that we prove, but by intuition that we discover.

H e n r i  P o i n c a r é

Intuition can be a marvelous thing. As long as we understand 
its limitations, it can be the doorway to a realm of rich experience.

We all know what it is like to sense that something is true even 
though it is not outwardly evident or logically explainable at the mo-
ment the insight first occurs to us. For example, consider this illustra-
tive sentence from the American Heritage Dictionary: “Mathematicians 
sometimes intuit the truth of a theorem long before they are able to 
prove it.” That’s precisely what an intuition is. It’s the strong impres-
sion that something is true when we can’t (yet) explain the basis for it.

The fact is, our minds often pick up on truths in advance of 
our reasoning processes. And that’s a good thing because our logic 
is a train that is often slow to leave the station. If your brain works 
anything like mine, you’ll agree with Vauvenargues’ old adage that the 
human mind often “comprehends more than it can coordinate.”

But here is the critical caution that needs to be kept in mind: 
while our intuitions often turn out to be true, it is foolish to act on 
them without validating them — and the more important the ques-
tion, the more essential this advice is. Our intuitions may be exciting, 
but they may also be wrong. In all the more consequential areas of life, 
to take intuition as our only guide is to court disaster. By intuition, for 
example, you may leap to the conclusion that a certain doctor is a com-
petent heart surgeon. But before you allow him to cut into your chest, 
you would do well to see if your intuition is borne out by a rational 
investigation of the facts. A good hunch is probably not enough.

There is another way to look at intuition, however, and that is 
what I want to conclude with. While intuition sometimes comes first, 
as we have suggested, there is a deeper sense in which it comes last. 
Intuition and reason are not opposed. Properly understood, they are 
allies in our quest for truth. And in regard to the more important 
truths, intuition is the sensitivity that a person acquires after training 
his or her mind first to think carefully, to believe, and to trust.

One in whom persuasion and belief 
Had ripened into faith, and faith become 

A passionate intuition.

W i l l i a m  W o r d s w o r t h



September 2

Benefit

To those who have lived long together, everything heard and everything seen 
recalls some pleasure communicated, some benefit conferred.

S a m u e l  J o h n s o n

As our relationships mature, they become store-
houses of good memories. As Johnson put it, “everything 

heard and everything seen recalls some pleasure communicated, some 
benefit conferred.” At least, that’s the way it is if the parties to the 
relationship have actually been conferring benefits on each other.

I like to think of the words “benefit” and “benevolence” as first 
cousins. Both come from Latin, with the first part of each compound 
being bene (“good”). To have a “benevolent” attitude is to have good-
will. The last half of “benefit,” however, comes from facere (“to do”), 
implying more than simply wishing someone well. It means doing a 
good deed that actually renders service and helps someone.

It would be a fine thing if more of us sought mutual benefit in all 
our dealings. Selfishness, which seeks only personal benefit regardless 
of how many other people’s backs have to be broken, is one of the most 
destructive things in the world. “The parasitical belief in prosperity as 
coming by the sacrifices of others has no place in the mind that thinks 
true. ‘My benefit is your benefit, your success is my success’ should be 
the basis of all our wealth” (Annie Rix Militz). Other people are not 
our tools, and they have no more duty to serve our needs than we have 
to serve theirs. True benefit is always a two-way street.

Indeed, when we have received a personal benefit, that increases 
our responsibility to benefit others. The more we have received, the 
more we need to give back. “As [a person] is to profit by the safety 
and prosperity the community provides, so he must seek its good and 
place his personal will at its disposal. Benefit and burden, power and 
responsibility go together” ( James Bryce).

Sometimes, of course, it is not possible for us to “give back” to the 
very same person or group that benefitted us. And so we are thankful 
for the concept of “paying forward” our benefits. In other words, you 
benefit me, and I take that benefit and use it to help someone else.

We cannot render benefits to those from whom we receive them, 
or only seldom. But the benefits we receive must be rendered again 

line for line, deed for deed to somebody.

R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n



September 3

Bountifulness

Be rather bountiful than expensive; 
do good with what thou hast, 

or it will do thee no good.

W i l l i a m  P e n n

Really and truly, what kind of person are you: a 
bountiful person or a stingy person? We live in a boun-

tiful world, to say the least, and we’re surrounded by opportunities to 
give, but somehow we settle into the habit of taking rather than giv-
ing, and on the rare occasions when we do give, it is often sparingly.

I believe this is the single area of life where we have the greatest 
opportunity to make a change that will actually make a difference. 
Just think what a gift this would be! If today those who know you 
began to experience you not only as a giver but as a bountiful giver, 
you would have touched their lives with an amazing grace. Your inter-
actions with them would be nothing less than transformative if they 
started seeing you as one who enjoys giving lavishly, abundantly, and 
plenteously. It’s hard to imagine what could make a greater difference.

When we fail to be bountiful, we miss a great opportunity. And 
this missed opportunity is surely the reason why so many people in 
the world are as miserable as they are. “To complain that life has 
no joys while there is a single creature whom we can relieve by our 
bounty, assist by our counsels, or enliven by our presence, is to lament 
the loss of that which we possess, and is just as irrational as to die of 
thirst with the cup in our hands” (William Melmoth).

It is useless to say, “Well, I would like to be bountiful, but I have 
nothing to give.” For one thing, most of us underestimate how much 
we have to offer, but even if our resources are truly limited, we need to 
understand that bountifulness is not measured by the literal amount of 
what is given. It is measured in terms of sacrifice. Generous people are 
those who do all they can with the resources that are, in fact, at their 
disposal. So William Penn was right: “Do good with what thou hast.”

But finally, the warmth and affection of our generosity are the 
mainsprings of its bounty. Not many of us can give great gifts — but 
if we give lovingly, we are giving bountifully, whatever the gift may be.

Bounty always receives part of its value from 
the manner in which it is bestowed.

S a m u e l  J o h n s o n



September 4

Holiness

How little people know who think that holiness is dull. When one meets the 
real thing . . . it is irresistible. If even 10 percent of the world’s population had 

it, would not the whole world be converted and happy before a year’s end?

C .  S .  L e w i s

One of the saddest things in life to me is that “holi-
ness” has such a bad reputation. The word “holy” doesn’t 

conjure up a very positive image in the minds of most people, or at 
least it doesn’t suggest anything modern people see as relevant to 
their own lives. The idea never comes up in conversation except when 
someone is criticized for being “holier-than-thou,” and in a secular 
culture there is no more powerful way to criticize somebody than that.

Yet holiness does not necessarily involve smugness or pride. 
Those are the sins that tempt us when we make progress in any virtue, 
whether it’s holiness, honesty, courage, or anything else. (Interestingly, 
we may even become proud when we’ve made a little progress in 
humility.) But one can be holy without being “self-righteous.” Nor 
does holiness mean being prudish or having a dour disposition or 
withdrawing from the world to live on a moutaintop.

It means, quite simply, being wholeheartedly devoted to God. 
The main idea is “dedication” — the holy life is that of the person 
who wants, above all, to have a right relationship with God and is 
willing to subtract from their thoughts or deeds anything that is in-
consistent with that purpose. What could be better than that?

By its very nature, holiness will seem extreme to those who are 
not interested in it. Its passion will seem excessive, just as the dedica-
tion of an artist or an athlete will seem unreasonable to those who 
have other interests. But I agree with Eric Hoffer, who said, “We can 
be satisfied with moderate confidence in ourselves and with a moder-
ately good opinion of ourselves, but the faith we have in a holy cause 
has to be extravagant and uncompromising.”

Of course, at the present time, none of us is anything more than 
a work in progress — but progress is what we need to be making. Our 
imperfections are no reason to throw away the ideal of holiness. And 
the ideal will never be ours if we don’t reach for it reverently.

Our progress in holiness depends on God and ourselves 
— on God’s grace and on our will to be holy.

T e r e s a  of   C a l c u t t a



September 5

Contentment

That man is happiest 
who lives from day to day and asks no more, 

garnering the simple goodness of a life.

E u r i p i d e s

Everybody agrees on our need for more contentment, 
but nobody agrees on what contentment is. It doesn’t 

mean apathy or complacency, it doesn’t mean we have no longings 
or aspirations, and it certainly doesn’t mean we’re lazy. Contentment 
simply means that whatever our unmet needs may be, we have the 
wisdom and strength to deal with them rightly. Above all, it means 
that we are joyously grateful for what we have right now.

While there are other things we might be discontent about, it is 
money, material possessions, and earthly enjoyments that give us the 
most trouble. We are (especially in the “developed” countries) driven 
by an unhealthy desire for more — always more — of these things. 
There is no reasonable point at which we’re willing to say we have 
enough. Happiness always waits just beyond our next purchase.

But if we had to be discontent about something, wouldn’t our 
character be a better object of discontent than our possessions? What 
we are matters more than what we have, so shouldn’t we be more dis-
satisfied with the present state of our inner life than with the balance 
in our bank account? Surely this would be a more productive priority.

Indeed, our desire for material satisfactions may result from holes 
in our character that we’re not paying attention to, and until these in-
ward deficiencies are supplied, we’ll be on a constant treadmill. Doris 
Mortman said it succinctly: “Until you make peace with who you are, 
you’ll never be content with what you have.”

So contentment is a difficult idea. It’s important how we define 
it, and even more important how we prioritize our discontentments. 
If virtuous character is what we want more of, then discontent in that 
area is probably a good thing. But with everything else, we need to be 
more satisfied. At present, some things may be disagreeable, perhaps 
painfully so. We must bear these with fortitude. And as for the future, 
many things may be uncertain. We must meet these with courage.

I endeavor to be wise when I cannot be merry, easy when I cannot be glad, 
content with what cannot be mended, and patient when there be no redress.

E l i z a b e t h  M o n t a g u



September 6

Capability

Men are often capable of greater things than they perform. They are sent into 
the world with bills of credit, and seldom draw to their full extent.

H o r a c e  W a l p o l e

Does our ability come anywhere close to our capa-
bility? There may be many reasons why we fall short, but it’s a 

fact that we use no more than a small percentage of our resources. At 
the end of our lives, a good bit of our potential has gone untapped.

While we still have the opportunity, we need to be better stew-
ards of our blessings. Elevating our goals (and also increasing our 
courage), we must do more of the good work we’re capable of doing. 
Life is too short to waste it on “shoulda, coulda, wouldas.” And I 
would suggest that it is for our families, most of all, that we should 
strive to reach our potential. As gifts go, this is a truly great one.

But we also need to affirm and encourage the capabilities of our 
fellow human beings. “Every human soul is of infinite value, eternal, 
free; no human being, therefore, is so placed as not to have within his 
reach, in himself and others, objects adequate to infinite endeavor” 
(Arthur J. Balfour). The literal meaning of “encourage” is to “impart 
courage to another person,” and in the matter of capability that is 
exactly what we must do: we must help others to see how great their 
possibilities are, and then help them to have the courage to do what 
they’re capable of doing. When we do this, we are often astonished to 
see how much more they were capable of than we thought.

Capability has a dangerous side, of course. Our potential for 
good is matched by our potential for evil, and there is no deed so 
wicked that any of us would not be capable of doing it under the right 
circumstances. Any of us is capable of anything. (“There, but for the 
grace of God, go I.”) So we need to be on our guard — always.

But if we must guard against our evil capabilities, we must learn 
to appreciate our good ones. We’ve been endowed with great gifts, 
and these were meant to be used. We never want to think more highly 
of ourselves than we ought to think, certainly, but neither should 
we think more lowly of ourselves than is right. The gifts and oppor-
tunities granted us by our Creator are not to be underestimated or 
ignored. They are to be received — and used — with all of our hearts.

I want to be all that I am capable of becoming.
K a t h e r i n e  M a n s f i e l d
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Variety

Here hills and vales, the woodland and the plain, 
Here earth and water seem to strive again, 
Not chaos-like together crush’d and bruis’d, 
But, as the world, harmoniously confus’d: 

Where order in variety we see, 
And where, though all things differ, all agree.

A l e x a n d e r  P o p e

That there is a magnificent variety in nature is obvi-
ous to anyone who has ever thought about it seri-

ously. Indeed, the very beauty we appreciate in the world around us 
is largely the result of nature’s being “harmoniously confus’d.”

The word “variety” is related to words like “varied,” “various,” 
and “variegated,” which all come from a root having to do with dif-
ference. Things only “vary” when they are different in some way, and 
“variety” simply describes a situation in which there is some unlike-
ness or diversity. At the grocery store, I always buy the “variety pack” 
of donuts because in that box there are different kinds of donuts.

Now variety is not always good. Its goodness depends on several 
factors: whether the individual things are good in themselves, whether 
their differences are blended in a peaceful way, and so forth. But when 
the conditions are right, variety can be a very positive characteristic. 
In fact, it can be one of the most wonderful things in the world.

Not only does variety contribute to beauty and enjoyment (it’s 
the “spice of life”), but it also adds strength. In regard to nations, for 
example, Francis Galton said, “The moral and intellectual wealth of 
a nation largely consists in the multifarious variety of the gifts of the 
men who compose it, and it would be the very reverse of improve-
ment to make all its members assimilate to a common type.”

In our personal relationships, we ought to see the value of variety, 
and this is certainly true in marriage. If you are married (or even in a 
romantic relationship that is leading to marriage), you should give the 
gift of healthy variety to the relationship — and be prayerfully grate-
ful for the variety your beloved brings to the relationship also.

As you are woman, so be lovely: 
As you are lovely, so be various, 

Merciful as constant, constant as various, 
So be mine, as I yours for ever.

R o b e r t  R a n k e  G r a v e s
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Uprightness

Man is born for uprightness. If a man lose his uprightness, and yet live, 
his escape from death is the effect of mere good fortune.

C o n f u c i u s

In its literal sense, to be “upright” means to be in a ver-
tical position. If you are sitting upright then you are not lying 

down or reclining. But we often use the word “upright” metaphori-
cally to refer to the “position” of one who adheres carefully to moral 
principles. Uprightness in this sense is moral integrity and rectitude.

I believe it is no coincidence that human beings, who alone are 
capable of moral decisions, are also able, in the physical sense, to walk 
more uprightly than any of the other creatures in the world. Only 
human beings possess this unique combination of abilities: upright-
ness of posture and uprightness of moral behavior. And Confucius 
was right, at least partly, in the quotation at the top of the page: “Man 
is born for uprightness. If a man lose his uprightness, and yet live, his 
escape from death is the effect of mere good fortune.” I would attri-
bute the immoral person’s escape from death not to good fortune but 
to God’s grace and patience, but all the same, if we depart from up-
rightness, then we’ve deviated from the path we were born to follow.

When we are tempted to abandon the principles of moral 
uprightness, we must strengthen our resolve to live as we know we 
should. “O God, may we so value our bodies and minds that we never 
mar them. May we not be tricked into bad habits by publicity and 
advertisements that deliberately mislead, or by the desire for easy ap-
plause, or by the fear of being thought narrow. But may we be sturdy 
and upright in our thinking and our behavior” (Sid G. Hodges).

Surely one of the most powerful motivations to right living is that 
it is conducive to the highest good of our fellow humans. Even when 
no words of moral encouragement are able to be spoken, the mere 
example of doing what is right is a great gift. As Anne Swetchine put 
it, “We reform others unconsciously when we act uprightly.”

If we love someone, we will have a deep desire to live uprightly 
for their sake. We will shrink from any action that would hurt them or 
hinder them or influence them unhelpfully. Love wants to be upright 
not only for its own sake but for the sake of the one whom it loves.

Love is watchful, humble, and upright.
T h om  a s  à  K e m p i s
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Food

Man does not live by bread alone, 
but he also does not live long without it.

F r e d e r i c k  B u e c h n e r

Some people attach too much importance to food, but 
others attach too little. Not only can we not do without 

it, as Buechner suggests, but the necessity of it is a daily necessity. 
The nature of our physical constitution is such that the eating of food 
must be woven into the fabric of each and every day’s activities.

But the truth is, food is much more than a necessity. I like what 
Luciano Pavarotti once said: “One of the nicest things about life is the 
way we must regularly stop whatever it is we are doing and devote our 
attention to eating.” Yes, it is a part of life that we have to stop and 
eat — but that is one of the nicest things about it!

Partaking of our food can even be seen in a higher way. “It is not 
only prayer that gives God glory but work. Smiting on an anvil, saw-
ing a beam, whitewashing a wall, driving horses, sweeping, scouring, 
everything gives God glory if being in his grace you do it as your duty 
. . . to take food in thankfulness and temperance gives him glory too” 
(Gerard Manley Hopkins). Gratefully eaten, food lifts us toward God.

So our food was meant to be taken in gratitude and to the glory 
of its Giver, but it was also meant to be enjoyed. “When you eat the 
labor of your hands, you shall be happy, and it shall be well with you” 
(Book of Psalms). And we don’t have to be rich in order to savor our 
food. Indeed, abundance may make it harder to enjoy what we have. 
The writer of Ecclesiastes saw this clearly when he said, “The sleep 
of a laboring man is sweet, whether he eats little or much; but the 
abundance of the rich will not permit him to sleep.”

As is often observed (especially in the South), food traditions are 
deeply social and communal in nature. Of course, not all of us have the 
privilege of eating all our meals in the company of others, but when we 
are able to do so, we should see that activity as a great blessing. 

If we’ve lost touch with the enjoyment of our food, we need to 
return to that enjoyment as part of the simple life. Perhaps we would 
do well to turn back the hands of time. Remember how easy it was 
long ago to revel in the simple pleasures of innocent, God-given life?

One must ask children and birds how cherries and strawberries taste.
J o h a n n  W o l f g a n g  v o n  G o e t h e
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Truthfulness

Seek the truth without prejudice; 
Speak the truth without fear.

C a r l  S c h u r z

As Carl Schurz suggests, both seeking the truth and 
speaking it should be high priorities, but we may 

find both of these things hard to do. Nearly every day we 
are tempted to prefer comfortable lies to difficult truths, and to back 
away from telling the truth when the truth would get us into trouble.

I can’t remember where I got this quotation, but it is brutally 
frank: “A lie is told either to get some advantage to which one has no 
valid claim, and is in reality cheating, or it is to defend oneself from 
the bad consequences of an action already done, which is also cheat-
ing — cheating justice.” In the final analysis, we lie either because we 
are greedy or we are cowardly. That stings, but I believe it is true.

But whatever our reasons for failure in the matter of truthfulness, 
we hurt those around us when we lie. There is a social dimension to 
all our conduct, obviously, but our words are especially impactful on 
society. People must be able to trust one another if there is to be any 
peace in our communities or neighborhoods. Dishonesty destroys 
trust, eroding the basic foundation of society, and no society can 
survive very long when truthfulness ceases to be the norm. On the 
other hand, we never do others a bigger favor than when we make 
the choice to be truthful. Truthfulness (at least when it is combined 
with wisdom and kindness) builds better communities. As Emerson 
famously said, “He serves all, who dares be true.”

But we should not tell the truth only when it seems expedient or 
beneficial. Truthfulness should be a principle with us. It should not only 
be a part of our conduct but a part of our character. Others should be 
able to count on our telling the truth, whether it’s convenient or not.

To be this way, we must look at things from a larger perspective. 
Lies may seem advantageous, but truth is stronger than deceit, and even-
tually truth will win out. So those who build their lives on truth (neither 
believing lies nor speaking them) are building on a foundation that will 
stand the test of time. Indeed, truth is the only such foundation.

Life is short, but truth works far and lives long; 
let us speak the truth.

A r t h u r  S c h o p e n h a u e r
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Charm

People are either charming or tedious.
O s c a r  W i l d e

Personally, I don’t think Oscar Wilde was far wrong. 
We do find people to be one or the other: charming or tedious. 

But mention the word “charming” and many people think of the 
smooth operator who uses charm as a means of manipulating others. 
Is that all there is to charm? Does it not have a more positive aspect?

In its most basic sense, “charm” simply means “the power or 
quality of pleasing or delighting.” But it can also mean the technique 
of “casting a spell,” as in magic or voodoo, where techniques are used 
that are thought to affect others without their consent. So “charming” 
can imply such an ability to allure others that one can beguile or be-
witch them almost irresistibly. In a lesser sense, words like “enchant-
ing” or “fascinating” or “captivating” carry this meaning.

But to be charming doesn’t have to mean influencing others quite 
so forcefully. It can simply mean that when others have dealings with 
us they find us pleasing or delightful (rather than tedious).

When we think of it this way, wouldn’t the effort to be more 
charming be a worthy effort? Wouldn’t charm, rightly defined, be a 
good gift we could give to those around us? I believe it would, and 
I agree with Henry Van Dyke when he said, “There is no personal 
charm so great as the charm of a cheerful temperament.” Without 
trying to manipulate anyone, we can certainly improve the cheerful-
ness of our temperament, and when we do, others will appreciate it.

The main thing about charm, however, is that it must be coupled 
with good character. Whether we have a natural gift for charm or not, 
the outward aspect of that charm can never be a substitute for integ-
rity and a pure heart on the inside. But when a pleasing “exterior” is 
coupled with an honorable “interior,” what a combination that is! In 
the ancient words of Menander: “When good character adds adorn-
ment to natural charms, whoever comes near is doubly captivated.”

I urge you, then, to be who you are. Work every day on being 
a better version of yourself. Make a genuine effort to be pleasing to 
other people — because you love them. And you will be charming.

To me more dear, congenial to my heart, 
One native charm, than all the gloss of art.

O l i v e r  G o l d s m i t h
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Cooperation

No society of nations, no people within a nation, no family can benefit 
through mutual aid unless good will exceeds ill will; unless the spirit of 
cooperation surpasses antagonism; unless we all see and act as though 

the other man’s welfare determines our own welfare.
H e n r y  F o r d  II

This thing we call “cooperation” is one of the hard-
est and most challenging things in the world. 

Compared to the difficulty of cooperation, fighting is quite easy. And 
because fighting is easier (at least in the short run), we often quit 
communicating and start lashing out. Antagonism replaces coopera-
tion in our relationships — with heartbreakingly destructive results.

In our more sober moments, we all know there is much to be 
gained by cooperation. Nobody is self-sufficient, and more good work 
can be done with others than any of us could do by ourselves. It may 
be trite but it is still true: we are stronger together.

But in addition to the value of cooperation, we need to see the 
necessity of it. We inhabit a world where everybody is interconnected. 
Like it or not, our actions impact others and their actions impact us. 
“If we could all agree that the world belongs to God we would see the 
world as a cooperative fellowship. We of the human race are so bound 
together and so interdependent that it behooves us all to live for the 
good of the whole” (W. Earl Waldrop). I may not think of myself 
as being very influential, but I need to understand that every one of 
my actions contributes either to the common “weal” or the common 
“woe.” As a fellow human being, I owe it to you to act cooperatively.

In the midst of conflict, have you ever had someone rise above 
the difficulty and say, “I will work with you”? If so, I’m guessing you 
saw that as a gift and an act of grace. Why can’t we give that gift more 
often? Cooperation is a blessing each of us is capable of bestowing.

In the end, it is love that will make us want to give this gift. Love 
will look beyond the irritable aspects of another person’s behavior and 
see that person as having a burden we might help them bear. The best 
cooperation in the world happens when love says, “How can I help you?”

God has ordered things that we may learn to bear one another’s burdens; 
for there is no man without his faults, none without his burden. None is 
sufficient in himself; none is wise in himself; therefore, we must support 

one another, comfort, help, teach, and advise one another.
T h om  a s  à  K e m p i s
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Intensity

Home is where one starts from. As we grow older 
The world becomes stranger, the pattern more complicated 

Of dead and living. Not the intense moment 
Isolated, with no before and after, 

But a lifetime burning in every moment . . .

T.  S .  E l i o t

Those whose lives are the richest are those who are 
intense. Their powers of concentration are great, and they bring 

those powers to bear on an object of singular importance. They are, to 
use a phrase by William Butler Yeats, “full of passionate intensity.”

Most people have no sharp focus on anything. They may have 
many interests (even “avid” interests), but that is precisely the prob-
lem. Unwilling to let go of any of those, they are like a kid in a candy 
store who can’t make up his mind. Or to change the metaphor, they 
are like the man described by one writer: “He got up each morning, 
jumped on his horse, and rode off in all directions at once.”

It is one of life’s most profound ironies that those who live this 
way impoverish themselves. When I said above that those who are in-
tensely focused have the “richest” lives, I meant exactly that. It sounds 
contradictory, I know, but it is true: by holding on to so many activi-
ties, we lose what could be a richer life. Unwilling to sacrifice, we lose 
the things we hold onto and also the higher pursuit that was calling to 
us. Jesus of Nazareth frequently made the point and made it bluntly: 
“If you try to hang on to your life, you will lose it.”

“The degree of fullness in any life,” wrote A. W. Tozer, “accords 
perfectly with the intensity of true desire.” This “intensity of true de-
sire” makes us vulnerable to suffering, obviously. But doing away with 
it leads to nothing that could be called life. In fact, it leads to death.

Life does not stay the same for very long. So as our lives unfold, 
it is to be expected that our intensity will change. But passion and 
focus have no mandatory retirement age. These are things that must 
not be allowed to fade away. Elevated and enhanced by the passage of 
time, our intensity must always be “moving into another intensity . . .”

Old men ought to be explorers 
Here and there does not matter 

We must be still and still moving 
Into another intensity . . .

T.  S .  E l i o t
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Prosperity

Prosperity is an instrument to be used, 
not a deity to be worshiped.
C a l v i n  C oo  l i d g e

Prosperity is within the reach of more people now 
than at any time in the history of the world. Poverty 

has certainly not gone out of existence, but even so, prosperity is a 
more realistic dream than it used to be for millions of people.

Unfortunately, we don’t always view prosperity as we should. We 
grant it too high a position on our list of values and priorities, we use 
it for nothing more than selfish indulgence, and worst of all, we don’t 
give thanks to God as the source of all our blessings. In other words, 
when our character is tested by abundance, we often fail the test.

Many people assume that prosperity is easy, but it is not. 
Whatever challenges adversity may present, these are nothing com-
pared to the difficulties of wealth. We often speak of the poor as “pov-
erty-stricken,” but if we understood what the real dangers to human 
character are, we would probably be more concerned about those who 
have been “stricken with prosperity.” Keb’ Mo’, a great blues musician, 
spoke to this issue in his insightful song “Victims of Comfort.”

It would be a step in the right direction for us to remember 
the difference between outward and inward prosperity. Outwardly, 
prosperity is an economic condition. The more important prosperity, 
however, is a state of mind. It is experienced by those who possess 
contentment in their inner character, and without this kind of wealth, 
the outward kind is relatively worthless. But we can go even further: 
it is spiritual well-being (resulting from a right relationship with God) 
that outranks every other prosperity, whether inward or outward.

So if our goal is to become “prosperous,” we need to be careful 
— careful in how we define it and careful in how we pursue it. Some 
changes may be necessary: we may need to spend less effort on the dis-
covery of “greener pastures” and more on the good stewardship of what 
is already ours. I agree with what Booker T. Washington said about it: 
“We shall prosper as we learn to do the common things of life in an 
uncommon way.” So as far as prosperity is concerned, it matters what’s 
in our wallet, but our way of thinking matters much more.

A cheerful heart has a continual feast.
B oo  k  of   P r o v e r b s
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Completeness

God has other work for you, and it waits 
only the completion of the present task.

F r a n c e s  J .  R o b e r t s

Unfinished business is a major problem in the lives of 
most of us. We postpone important decisions, we procrastinate 

the finishing of projects, and we leave too many problems unresolved 
in our relationships. And by neglecting the goal of “completeness” in 
our lives, we diminish those lives — and we hurt other people too. As 
Francis de Sales remarked, “Satan is quite content for us to make any 
number of beginnings as long as we never complete anything.”

I want to suggest a different line of thought, however. Of all the 
things we should want to complete, the most important should be 
the growth of our personal character. But I fear this is not a high prior-
ity with many people. Early in life, we may have worked on some of 
the virtues we knew we needed to acquire, but we may have stopped 
working on these things while the work was still woefully incomplete. 
So in regard to personal character growth, “finish what you started” is 
good advice. In biblical terms, we need to “go on to maturity.”

Not only can we work on completing our own character, but we 
can also help others be more complete in theirs. Since each person 
is responsible for his own character, we can’t do this work for anyone 
else (although we sometimes wish we could). But we can at least be 
a helpful influence by encouraging, inspiring, and uplifting those 
around us. We can help others take the next step in their journey 
toward maturity — and doing that is one of life’s highest privileges.

But let’s return to the question of our own character. When was 
the last time you seriously asked yourself this question: what am I still 
lacking? Depending on your age, you may have reached a point long 
ago where you ceased to be actively concerned about your personal 
incompleteness. You may have become complacent about your faults 
and apathetic about your growth. If so, you need to get back to work.

It is dangerous to neglect any unfinished business, but if the un-
finished business is our character, that’s the most dangerous deficiency 
of all. So how high are your character goals? And what are you still lacking?

Be a life long or short, its completeness 
depends on what it was lived for.

D a v i d  S t a r r  J o r d a n
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Mindfulness

This noble eightfold path . . . right views, right aspirations, 
right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, 

right mindfulness, and right contemplation.

T h e  P a l i  C a n o n

A mind is a terrible thing to waste, as the saying goes, 
but we often waste our minds by not being “mindful” 

enough. Most of us are busy tending to a multitude of concerns. 
Distracted by so many competing priorities, it’s difficult to focus our 
minds on anything as beneficially as we should. It would be a step in 
the right direction if we could simply be more mindful of this problem.

Awareness. In its most basic sense, mindfulness simply means 
awareness. But while being aware is usually better than being un-
aware, we can be mindful in much better ways.

Thoughtfulness. To a correspondent, Thomas Wolfe once wrote, 
“For all that you have done, I am ever mindful.” Used in that way, 
mindfulness means that one is attentive to another person in an ap-
preciative way. When we are mindful of others, we give heed to them. 
We take conscious thought for them, dwelling consciously on the 
good things they have done. What is more, we often use the word 
“mindful” to describe a person who has an inclination to do this. He 
or she has a marked tendency to be mindful of those around them.

Purposefulness. Here is the third, and best, meaning of mindful-
ness. Being mindful in this way involves paying attention on purpose. It 
is the discipline of devoting deliberate thought and focused medita-
tion to an idea or a person. And while I do not endorse Buddhism, 
I must say that the Buddhist concept of mindfulness has much to 
recommend it. There is great value in learning how to mindfully focus 
on important matters. Not only are those around us benefited, but we 
come away refreshed, informed, and strengthened.

When we give ourselves to others as more mindful persons, we 
honor them. So I urge you to practice a greater degree of mindfulness, 
especially with those who are nearest and dearest to you. Give them 
the gift of your deliberate attention. Be present for them — mindfully.

The most precious gift we can offer others 
is our presence. When mindfulness embraces 
those we love, they will bloom like flowers.

T h i c h  N h a t  H a n h
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Effectiveness

Efficiency is enhanced not by what we accomplish 
but more often by what we relinquish.

C h a r l e s  R .  S w i n do  l l

The truth alluded to in this quotation is one of life’s 
hardest, but most important, principles. And while 

“efficiency” and “effectiveness” are not exactly the same thing, they 
do have this idea in common: success requires letting go of the good 
(and even the better) in order to pursue the best. To sculpt a David, 
Michelangelo had to chip away a lot of very good marble — marble 
that might have worked extremely well for some other statue.

How, then, shall we define “effectiveness”? Strictly speaking, 
anything is “effective” if it produces an “effect.” But normally we have 
in mind the production of an intended or desired effect. The effective 
person (a) has ideas, and (b) knows how to implement them. He has 
the habit of achieving what he sets out to achieve.

Looking at it this way, we would have to say that effectiveness is 
not necessarily a good thing. Whether it is good or evil depends on the 
moral quality of the goal being sought. It is not enough to say, “I want 
to be effective.” We have to think carefully and identify which effect we 
desire to produce, understanding that this is a matter of choice on our 
part. Ultimately, you and I must decide what our vision of effectiveness 
is. Since we only have one life, we can’t run away from these questions: 
what are our goals, our values, our principles . . . and our priorities?

Priorities are always limiting. To choose one thing is to let go of 
other things, some of which might have been excellent objects to pur-
sue. Effective people have the courage to make hard choices between 
attractive alternatives. They understand the concept of sacrifice.

It is not enough, of course, to have a principled vision. We also 
have to acquire the knowledge and skills that our goal requires. Being 
“willing” may be easy, but learning to be “able” usually requires work. 
And even after we’ve acquired sufficient ability, we won’t be effective if 
we don’t have the self-discipline to keep working until we reach the goal.

So you must choose your passion and pursue it effectively. But 
as you make your choice, understand this: whatever it means for others, 
effectiveness for you will mean serving where you can serve best.

Nobody can be you as effectively as you can.
N o r m a n  V i n c e n t  P e a l e



September 18

Concentration

Beware of dissipating your powers; strive constantly 
to concentrate them. Genius thinks it can do whatever it sees 
others doing, but it is sure to repent of every ill-judged outlay.

J o h a n n  W o l f g a n g  v o n  G o e t h e

The ability to “concentrate” is a great gift, and one 
that should not be taken lightly. Out of all the living 

creatures in the world, only human beings can deliberately choose to 
focus their thinking, their acting, and even their emotions on a par-
ticular point. Like all great abilities, this one has a duty and a steward-
ship attached to it: the power of concentration must be used wisely.

The Latin word centrum meant “center,” and we get a number 
of English words from that root, including “concentrate.” To concen-
trate means to bring disparate (and perhaps competing) elements to 
a common center. Just as “concentric” circles share the same center, so 
things that have been “concentrated” have been drawn toward some 
point which then becomes the main focus of all of them. Things that 
are not concentrated are spread out, scattered, divided, and disunified. 

Now here is the point. Our lives need to be more concentrated. 
Emerson described our situation by comparing it to agricultural work: 
“As the gardener, by severe pruning, forces the sap of the tree into 
one or two vigorous limbs, so should you stop off your miscellaneous 
activity and concentrate your force on one or a few points.”

It is especially with people that we need to be more concentrated. 
For example, our attention needs to be more undivided when it comes 
to specific persons. We never give anyone a greater gift than when we 
say, in effect, “For these moments that we are together, I will con-
centrate my thoughts on you exclusively. I have no more important 
business than to hear what your heart has to say, so I will turn off all 
distractions and concerns. My attention is devoted to you.”

Concentration is hard, obviously, but we can take steps to im-
prove it. In these days of multiple priorities and information overload, 
we desperately need to “prune” our thinking and our activities. And 
perhaps no one needs this advice more than us busy Christians.

We must show a new generation of nervous, almost frantic, Christians 
that power lies at the center of the life. Speed and noise are evidences 

of weakness, not strength. Eternity is silent, time is noisy.

A .  W .  T o z e r
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Recommendation

A pleasant face is a silent recommendation.
P u b l i l i u s  S y r u s

This quotation from Publilius Syrus is controversial. 
Not everybody agrees with it, for it is an obvious fact that pleas-

ant faces can sometimes deceive us as to the true character of those 
who wear them. But even so, if you or I need a recommendation of 
our character, a smile and a pleasant demeanor may carry as much 
weight as any recommendation that someone else might give us.

But occasionally we do need someone else to recommend us. 
In other words, we need another person to make a “favorable state-
ment concerning [our] character or qualifications” (American Heritage 
Dictionary). For today’s meditation, though, let’s think about it from 
the opposite direction. Isn’t it a great opportunity when we can recom-
mend — or say something favorable about — someone else?

Praise is a powerful thing. Most of us recognize how encouraging 
it is to our friends and loved ones when we praise their good qualities. 
But in addition to praising them directly, what about the importance 
of praising them to other people? I don’t believe we should limit our 
recommendation of others to the times when they list us as a refer-
ence or ask us for a letter of recommendation. We should look for 
every chance to say good things about others — even when they 
haven’t asked us to. If we’re going to talk behind their back, why can’t 
we focus on the good things that can truthfully be said about them?

A word of warning is in order, however. There is an old saying 
that “praise is no recommendation.” It takes more than mere words to 
recommend somebody. If your own character is not what it ought to 
be, then you may “praise” others profusely, but the words will have a 
distinctly hollow ring in the ears of those who know you.

Let me give you an example. Imagine a conversation in which 
you are praising somebody to a third party. In that conversation, 
however, you also badmouth some other people, thinking that your 
recommendation of one person will be enhanced by the fact that you 
are cutting down everybody else. Don’t fool yourself. If you are a mali-
cious person, your “recommendations” will not be taken seriously.

Of little worth is the recommendation which 
has for its prop the defamation of another.

T e r t u l l i a n
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Communication

We seek pitifully to convey to others the treasures of our heart, but they 
have not the power to accept them, and so we go lonely, side by side but 

not together, unable to know our fellows and be known by them.

W .  S om  e r s e t  M a u g h a m

Endowed with the gift of communication, but living 
in a broken world, we all long to know what per-

fect communication with another person might be like. 
No small part of the yearning that we experience in this world is this 
yearning “to convey to others the treasures of our heart.”

It is my personal belief that our ability to communicate, coupled 
with our deep desire to communicate perfectly, is a clue to our origin 
in the mind of a Personal God. In discussing heaven, for example, 
C. S. Lewis pondered the ultimate perfection of our desire to share 
ourselves: “For doubtless the continually successful, yet never com-
pleted, attempt by each soul to communicate its vision to all others . . . 
is also among the ends for which the individual was created.”

Yet even now, communication between human beings is a mar-
velous thing. For the time being, we engage in it imperfectly (and 
sometimes painfully, because of the imperfection), but we must never 
take the gift for granted or fail to use it generously.

Such a powerful ability can certainly do great damage if it is 
misused, so we must be careful. Neither fear nor frustration should 
be allowed to deter us. “Much unhappiness has come into the world 
because of bewilderment and things left unsaid” (Dostoevsky).

Sydney J. Harris once wrote, “The two words ‘information’ and 
‘communication’ are often used interchangeably, but they signify quite 
different things. Information is giving out; communication is getting 
through.” I often think about that truth in these days of text messag-
ing. Text messages are a convenient way of exchanging “information,” 
but they fail miserably at the level of “communication.” There has 
never been a time when we need deep communication more than 
right now, so we must not be content to simply exchange information.

When we communicate honorably, lovingly, and openly we do a 
greater good than if we just lived a good life. As powerful as our deeds 
and our example may be by themselves, we still need to communicate.

Good, the more communicated, more abundant grows.

J o h n  M i lt o n
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Reaping

Autumn carries more gold in its hand 
than all the other seasons.

J i m  B i s h o p

A human life is filled with causes and consequences, 
sowing and reaping. Nearly everything we do produces 

some effect, and the general rule is that we reap according to how we 
have sown. We may be careless in our sowing and reap a harvest that 
turns out to be less pleasant than we would wish, but nevertheless, it 
is the reaping of what we have sown. Henry David Thoreau put it this 
way: “In the long run men hit only what they aim at.”

As the fall approaches, which is the time for agricultural crops to 
be reaped, it’s a good time also to ponder what we’re reaping in our 
personal lives. We’re getting late into the year, and it won’t be long 
before the harvest will be finished. After that, there’ll be a time of 
winter rest, and then the beginning of a new growing season. If we’re 
not satisfied with what is being brought in from the fields of our per-
sonal endeavor, now is a profitable time to consider what it was that 
we sowed to produce such a crop. It’s neither too early nor too late to 
make some commitments to a new and better kind of sowing.

There will be a time lag, of course. Even if today we begin sow-
ing better things in our lives, it will not be until later that the fruits of 
those changes will be ready to be harvested and enjoyed. In the matter 
of sowing and reaping, patience is a quality of key importance. And so 
is trust. We must plant and cultivate in faith that the employment of 
right principles will produce the right results, even if in the short term 
it looks like things aren’t working out very well.

Although at this time of year our thoughts naturally turn to the 
reaping of what has been sown in earlier months, our lives actually in-
clude, at any moment, a combination of sowing and reaping. On any 
day of the year, both activities are going on, overlapping and inter-
twining with each other. We’re constantly beginning new things and 
experiencing the results of things already done. And so it is in nature: 
some creatures are reaping while others are sowing. That’s a part of 
what makes this habitat of ours so endlessly interesting and inviting.

For man, autumn is a time of harvest, of gathering together. 
For nature, it is a time of sowing, of scattering abroad.

E d w i n  W a y  T e a l e



September 22

Opportunities

Not many sounds in life, and I include all urban and all rural sounds, 
exceed in interest a knock at the door.

C h a r l e s  L a m b

I really like the concept of “opportunity.” It is full of 
adventure and intrigue, and my heart is strongly drawn to it. But I 

am like most people in that I fail to see most of the opportunities that 
present themselves to me. “The opportunities of man are limited only 
by his imagination. But so few have imagination that there are ten 
thousand fiddlers to one composer” (Charles F. Kettering).

One obvious reason why we fail to recognize opportunity is that 
it often involves difficulty, unpleasantness, and maybe even pain. 
Naively thinking that an opportunity would always be a “positive” 
experience, we are blind to the possibilities embedded in those situa-
tions that we refer to as “problems.” As Charles Swindoll put it, “We 
are all faced with a series of great opportunities brilliantly disguised 
as impossible situations.” Even if it is outright evil that we are dealing 
with (either in our own hearts or in the lives of others), it would be 
helpful if we could see these circumstances differently. Even in evil, 
there is great opportunity. “The greater the evil, the greater the op-
portunity to fashion out of it everlasting good” (Hannah Hurnard).

When opportunities arise, we often back away from them. Real 
engagement with life is strenuous, and so it’s easier to stay uninvolved. 
“Life is always walking up to us and saying, ‘Come on in, the liv-
ing’s fine,’ and what do we do? Back off and take its picture” (Russell 
Baker). But when we take the path of non-engagement, we lose most 
of what life was meant to be. So I like Tom Peters’ good advice: “If a 
window of opportunity appears, don’t pull down the shade.”

I want to end, however, by suggesting that we should be primar-
ily concerned not about our own opportunities, but about those that 
we create for others. When I die, my sons won’t get much money, if 
any, from my estate, but I hope I have opened one or two doors and 
given them a chance to see a few horizons beyond the limits of my 
own life. That’s what my parents did for me, and I am strongly moti-
vated to seize the opportunities that were bequeathed to me.

The dead are living all around us, watching with eager anticipation how we 
will handle the opportunities they left in our hands when they died.

T h e odo   r e  C .  S p e e r s
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Excitement

Having a young child explain something exciting he has seen 
is the finest example of communication you will ever hear or see.

B o b  T a l b e r t

The world is full of things that inspire wonder, and 
the younger we are, the more naturally we are ex-

cited by these things. Just yesterday, I met a really cool kid named 
Levi who enthusiastically showed me four kittens that were recently 
born on the land that belongs to his family. He was excited, I was 
excited, and even the kittens were excited! A young person’s excitement 
is so delightful to us because it reminds us of something about God’s 
creation: the good things around us were meant to excite us joyfully.

Unfortunately, our culture has turned excitement into a god, and 
it is now permissible to do, say, or think anything at all, as long as one 
finds it exciting. We have become addicted to it. We can’t bear to be 
without it. And that is a truly sad development because things like 
quietness, repose, and tranquility must also be a part of our experi-
ence. If not, we become deranged in our thinking and begin to make 
disastrous decisions due to a lack of perspective.

But if we understand its true nature and keep it in balance, 
excitement is one of the most gratifying experiences available to us. 
And it doesn’t always have to come from external sources. The most 
excited (and therefore exciting) people I know are those who are pas-
sionately stirred by thoughts they have consciously chosen to think. 
Norman Vincent Peale, who obviously knew a good deal about this 
subject, said it well: “You can think, talk, and act yourself into dullness 
or into monotony or into unhappiness. By the same process you can 
build up inspiration, excitement, and a surging depth of joy.”

And as a Christian, I would be less than honest if I didn’t say that 
life in Jesus Christ is the most exciting experience of all. Whatever 
else you may say about it, you can’t say that it is dull. To live by radical 
faith is to inhabit a realm that fairly tingles with awe and admiration.

I simply believe that there is a mystery of the ordinary, that the 
commonplace is full of wonder,  and that this life that we call Christian is 

different from what we think it is. It is infinitely more subtle, more 
powerful, more dangerous, more magnificent, more exciting, more 

humorous, more delicious, more adventurous, more involved, and more 
troublesome than most of us think.

T i m  H a n s e l
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Becoming

Where is it, this present? It has melted in our grasp, 
fled ere we could touch it, gone in the instant of becoming.

W i l l i a m  J a m e s

Have you noticed that nothing about us stays the 
same for very long? That fact can be frustrating or en-

couraging, depending on how you look at it, but either way, we’re all 
“becoming” something different from what we are right now.

Outwardly, our circumstances are changing. You may not be able 
to predict how they’ll be different, but it’s a definite fact that by this 
time next year, your job, your circle of friends, the house you live in, 
your health, and your bank account will have mutated in some ways. 
Everything around you is moving, shifting, altering. You can’t stop it.

But here’s another, and more important, fact: our characters are 
also changing. Inwardly, we are becoming something different from 
what we’ve been in the past. This time next year, we’ll all be people of 
a different quality than we are today, deep down in our hearts.

Some of the ways in which we’ll be different will be the result of 
negligence. Without consciously planning to do so, we find ourselves 
sliding or drifting into certain changes. Almost always, these are 
negative changes, very much like what becomes of a house that is not 
maintained but allowed to deteriorate and become dilapidated.

In other ways, however, we’re changing as a result of decisions 
we’ve consciously made. Only personal beings like us, with a free will, 
can become something different by deciding to do so.

Needless to say, we ought to expend more effort changing 
ourselves on the inside than we do trying to change the world on the 
outside. Rearranging the world to our personal advantage is an iffy 
endeavor, and it shouldn’t be our main goal (if it should even be a goal 
at all). “We work to become, not to acquire” (Elbert Green Hubbard).

But whatever we become, we’re each responsible for it. We need 
not think that foolish choices with respect to our conduct will have no 
effect on our character. Our conduct and our character are related to 
one another the same way that snowflakes are related to a snowball.

We become what we do. One of the greatest mistakes we can 
make — and some of the smartest men who ever lived have made it — is to 
assume that we can do false or discreditable things and still “deep inside us” 

remain good people or the same people.
S y d n e y  J .  H a r r i s
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Intentions

Good intentions are very mortal and perishable things. 
Like very mellow and choice fruit, they are difficult to keep.

C h a r l e s  S i mmo   n s

It is important to recognize just how “perishable” our 
intentions are. If we do not act on them rather quickly, they die 

a sad death, never having done anybody any good.
As far as intentions are concerned, there are two different gifts 

we can give to our friends and family. First, we can honor their good 
intentions. When we know they have meant well, we can let that be 
our main emphasis, even if their actions have fallen below the stan-
dard of excellence. But second, we ourselves can be people who act 
with the best of intentions. If those who deal with us can take it for 
granted that our motives will always be honorable, we will have given 
them one of life’s greatest gifts. And this is a gift we can all give.

But, to tell the absolute truth, can any of us say that our motives 
are as honorable as they should be? It is extremely hard for us to be 
honest with ourselves in this matter. In many situations, the real rea-
son for our conduct (deep down inside) was something we would be 
embarrassed for others to know if it were brought out into the open 
daylight, and most of us learned long ago how to persuade ourselves 
that our motives were honorable, even when the motive that was re-
ally driving our behavior wasn’t all that honorable.

But we can learn to have better motives and intentions, and we 
certainly ought to do so. In fact, there are few changes that would 
make a bigger difference in our daily lives than to commit ourselves to 
better intentions. In the words of Emerson, “A good intention clothes 
itself with sudden power.” So upgrading the quality of our aspirations 
is a high-leverage activity. As human beings, we grow exponentially 
when we improve our intentions — and then act accordingly.

Our intentions make up one of the most important elements of 
our character. That is why we need to be honest about them and work 
hard to improve them. If we concentrated more on primary things like 
these (and less on peripheral matters), our lives would leap forward.

Don’t bother much about your feelings. When they are humble, loving, brave, 
give thanks for them; when they are conceited, selfish, cowardly, ask to have 
them altered. In neither case are they you, but only a thing that happens to 

you. What matters is your intentions and your behavior.
C .  S .  L e w i s
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Limits

The greed of gain has no time or limit to its capaciousness.

R a b i n d r a n a t h  T a g o r e

With today’s reading, someone will surely say, “But 
Gary, how can ‘limits’ possibly be an ‘enthusiastic’ 

idea.” Well, I know that in the current culture we hardly ever think 
of restrictions as being good, but hear me out. Life without any limits 
would not be the “good life,” and so we need to be reminded of the 
positive role that boundaries (and even rules) can play in our lives.

Consider the quotation at the top from Rabindranath Tagore: 
“The greed of gain has no time or limit to its capaciousness.” Is it not 
a fact that pride and greed are at the root of many of our problems, 
both individually and socially? Whatever we want, we think we have 
a right to it and nothing should be allowed to stand in our way. We 
respect no limitations on our aims or ambitions, and we abide by no 
rules that would hinder our desires. So we do great damage — both to 
ourselves and others — by this autonomous view of our “possibilities.”

This is the very thinking that got the human race into trouble in 
the first place, and frankly, none of us can say that we haven’t contrib-
uted to the mess. It’s time for us to reexamine the idea of limits and 
learn to see it as a positive concept. Yes, the idea can be carried too far, 
but that is no reason to throw away the goodness of the thing itself.

Among the many limits that must be respected are those that are 
moral in nature. Given to us by our Creator, these objective, time-
less principles cannot be violated without disastrous consequences. 
Beyond that, however, there are many other limits that we would be 
wise to respect, such as our personal limits. We are finite beings, and 
we are at our best when we accept that fact. “I am not eternity, but a 
man; a part of the whole, as an hour is of the day” (Epictetus).

Erwin W. Lutzer once wrote, “Self-acceptance is basically a 
spiritual issue. What it boils down to is this: are we able to thank the 
Creator for the way he made us?” We won’t begin to recover from the 
illnesses that plague us until we lay down our rebellion, recover a sense 
of reverence, and learn to appreciate our nature as created beings.

Worship is pictured at its best in Isaiah when the young prophet became 
aware of the Father, aware of his own limitations, aware of the Father’s 

directives, and aware of the task at hand.

R a y mo  n d  C .  O r t l u n d
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Attitudes

I have often thought that the best way to define a man’s character would be 
to seek out the particular mental or moral attitude in which, when it came 

upon him, he felt himself most deeply and intensely active and alive. At such 
moments there is a voice inside which speaks and says: “This is the real me!”

W i l l i a m  J a m e s

Attitude is not the most important thing. Despite what 
the motivational speakers usually say, attitude is not the prime 

requirement for the most important things in life. That requirement 
goes a good bit deeper than attitude, and here it is: truth in our “maps” 
of reality, i.e., our principles and beliefs. As Stephen R. Covey used to 
point out, if our maps are inaccurate, a positive mental attitude will 
only get us to the wrong destination faster.

But, of course, this doesn’t mean that attitude’s not important at 
all. Clearly, it is very important, and that’s what we want to empha-
size today. As William James indicated in the quotation above, one of 
the prime indicators of a person’s character is the “particular mental 
or moral attitude in which . . . he [feels] himself most deeply and in-
tensely active and alive.” Our attitudes well describe who we really are.

Two things about attitude are amazing to me: (1) we can alter 
our attitudes anytime we want to, and (2) when we do alter them, our 
lives can change radically. As William James famously said, “People 
can alter their lives by altering their attitudes.”

Many freedoms can be taken away from us, but the freedom to 
determine our own attitude is one that can’t be robbed by any other 
person. No one has written about this more eloquently than Viktor 
Frankl, a survivor of the WWII concentration camps in Europe. He 
wrote, “We who lived in the concentration camps can remember the 
men who walked through the huts comforting others, giving away 
their last piece of bread. They may have been few in number, but they 
offer sufficient proof that everything can be taken away from a man 
but one thing: the last of his freedoms — to choose one’s attitude in 
any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”

So my prayer for you is simple: do not go with the flow, but choose 
your own attitude — and be very careful what choice you make.

The long span of the bridge of your life is supported by countless cables 
called habits, attitudes, and desires . . . Make the cables strong!

L .  G .  E l l i o t t
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Sharing

Immortal Love, forever full, 
Forever flowing free, 

Forever shared, forever whole, 
A never-ebbing sea!

J o h n  G r e e n l e a f  W h i t t i e r

It is a well-known fact that love and sharing are in-
separable. Love always wants to share, and sharing, in its highest 

form, is always an act of love. We see this clearly in the love that God 
has for us, His creatures, and since we are made in His image, we 
naturally desire something like this kind of love between ourselves.

There are many angles from which we can look at the idea of 
“sharing.” At its most basic level, we probably think of the importance 
(and value) of sharing our possessions with those less fortunate. But, 
of course, there are many other things to share. Our time may be 
one of the hardest, since it is a scarcer commodity. By far the most 
important thing we can share, however, is our heart. We never do a 
finer thing than when we open up and share our innermost self with 
another person. “All who joy would win must share it. Happiness was 
born a twin” (Lord George Noel Gordon Byron).

This kind of deep communion reaches its highest form when it 
is mutual, and so it is important for us to recognize the give-and-take 
aspect of sharing. We must have not only the courage to share our-
selves but also the humility to receive that which others share with us.

And I would suggest there is a kind of sharing that is even more 
profound than any of the above. We hear about this in the “Servant 
Songs” in the Book of Isaiah. There, it is said about the Servant, 
“Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows.” When we 
voluntarily, and at great personal cost, share in the sufferings of others, 
we discover what true love is all about, especially when we agree to be 
the one who suffers so that the one who is loved might not have to.

Stephen S. Wise said, “An unshared life is not living.” There may 
be nothing nearer to the heartbeat of our existence than the need to 
share ourselves with others and to enter their experience. When we do 
this, we show others their own virtues in ways that empower them.

The greatest good you can do for another is not just 
to share your riches but to reveal to him his own.

B e n j a m i n  D i s r a e l i
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Confidentiality

No receipt openeth the heart, but a true friend, to whom 
you may impart griefs, joys, fears, hopes, suspicions, counsels, 

and whatsoever lieth upon the heart to oppress it.

F r a n c i s  B a c o n

A friend who will maintain confidentiality within 
the relationship is a treasure. We should not expect to 

have more than a few such friends in a lifetime, but when we do have 
them, we should not underestimate their value in our lives.

The word “confidentiality” comes from the Latin fidere (“to 
trust”). It describes the state of a relationship in which at least one of 
the parties is able to “confide” in the other, having “confidence” that 
the thing being entrusted will not be made known. For example, you 
probably trust your doctor to maintain confidentiality in regard to the 
personal medical matters you divulge to him or her.

Trust, then, is the very core of confidentiality. When you confide 
private information to someone else, you are entering into a trust 
agreement with them. They are to keep the confidence just as if they 
were safeguarding a prized physical possession you asked them to take 
care of. Obviously, you should not do this with anyone who is not 
trustworthy — and by that I mean someone who does not have a solid 
track record of faithfulness, reliability, and steadfastness.

It goes without saying that we appreciate those whom we can 
trust, but the more important question is: can others trust us? Are we 
capable of maintaining the same confidentiality that we desire from 
others? If so, then we have given a great gift to those who have to deal 
with us. And this is a gift that it takes many years to be able to give. 
A character that is known to be trustworthy is not acquired overnight, 
but it is well worth the years of self-discipline needed to build it up.

Certainly we should be careful about confidentiality in both 
directions. We shouldn’t carelessly confide in other people, but neither 
should we be careless in handling the trust they extend to us.

It is, perhaps, with our deepest sorrows that we should select our 
confidants the most carefully. We do well to share our griefs, but only 
with those who are utterly faithful . . . and tenderly understanding.

If thou tellest the sorrows of thy heart, let it be to him in whose 
countenance thou mayest be assured of prompt consolation.

S a a d i
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Memory

Recall it as often as you wish, 
a happy memory never wears out.

L i b b i e  F u d i m

Sometimes the faculty of memory can be a bit of a 
nuisance, but most of the time, we’re glad we have it. 

How much poorer our emotional lives would be if as soon as some-
thing happened, it was erased forever from our minds and hearts. The 
nourishing, strengthening recollection of events in the past is a large 
part of what makes it possible for us to grow and improve as persons.

Do you have a good memory? It’s a fact that, barring any physical 
disability of memory, we remember the things that we pay the most 
attention to. With names, for example, those who are good at remem-
bering names are those who pay enough conscious attention to the 
people they talk to that their names stick. So when somebody remem-
bers our name, we feel honored. We feel honored because we know 
their remembrance of our name indicates that we registered in their 
thinking. So, in return, do we honor those around us with the things 
that we keep in our memory? When people know we can be counted 
on to remember things that are special to them and to their relation-
ship with us, that’s a fine way to be known.

Memory is a bittersweet affair, to be sure. It brings back to us 
the moments when our hearts were bathed in the sweetest joys we’ve 
ever known, but precisely because it deals with the past, memory also 
reminds us that we no longer have some of those things in our present 
possession. But that’s not all bad. Bitterness and sweetness do some-
times go together to make a delightful taste. I ache with longing, for 
example, when I remember my childhood. But the ache is anything 
but unpleasant. It’s delicious. I wouldn’t have it any other way.

Oft in the stilly night, 
Ere Slumber’s chain has bound me, 

Fond Memory brings the light 
Of other days around me; 

The smiles, the tears, 
Of boyhood’s years, 

The words of love then spoken; 
The eyes that shone 

Now dimmed and gone, 
The cheerful hearts now broken.

T h om  a s  M oo  r e
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Determination

Nothing of worth or weight can be achieved with half a mind, 
with a faint heart, and with a lame endeavor.

I s a a c  B a r r o w

When you think of determination, what other 
words come to mind? Usually, we think of persistence and 

perseverance. But while determination can certainly have that mean-
ing, think more carefully for a moment. To “determine” something 
is to “decide” concerning it, and persistence in the pursuit of a goal 
grows out of determination in this more basic sense. Those who are 
the most tenacious in pursuing their goals are those who have de-
cided on them the most firmly. On the other hand, many people fail 
to reach their goals because they haven’t really made up their minds. 
Having made no real commitment, they haven’t determined to do it.

Half-made decisions are a huge problem in the world. Most of 
us suffer from failing to clearly determine what we’re going to do. So 
we limp forward in life, wavering and vacillating. In the middle of our 
work, we have second thoughts and we give up.

But, of course, there is an opposite problem. That is the problem 
of never evaluating what we’re doing. Stubbornly fixed on a goal, we 
never stop to think whether that’s a goal we ought to be pursuing.

So what should we do? How can we learn the positive kind of 
determination and avoid the negative kind? Here is a three-fold plan: 
(1) We should carefully consider our goals before we commit our-
selves to them. This is the stage at which we listen to our conscience. 
(2) Having determined our goals, we work hard to reach them. Here 
is where persistence comes in. (3) We reevaluate our goals during 
periods of rest. Thomas à Kempis said it well: “Determine a plan of 
action in the morning, and then evaluate yourself at night.”

All of us are visionaries to some extent. We see goals that would 
be worthy of pursuit. But as we begin to pursue them, our vision fails 
us. We can’t see how things are going to work out, so we quit. What 
we need is a commitment that will keep us moving toward conscience-
driven goals even when the darkness sets in and vision fails us. Wisely 
determined goals should be worked on . . . with determination!

The will is the strong blind man who carries 
on his shoulders the lame man who can see.

A r t h u r  S c h o p e n h a u e r



October 2

Mediation

Mediate: to interpose between parties, as the equal friend of each, 
especially for the purpose of effecting a reconciliation or agreement.

A n o n y mo  u s

If you are ever called on to mediate a dispute be-
tween some other people, you should consider that 

an honor. Helping others settle their differences requires not only 
wisdom but fairness and justice, not to mention courage and patience. 
To be known as people who have these qualities, so that others look 
to us in their quest for peace, is a reputation worth aspiring to.

Roy Springer, a submarine commander who had to know how to 
keep people working together in a confined environment, recalls a day 
when he was a child playing in the sandbox with several other kids 
from his neighborhood. An argument broke out and things got ugly. 
Since the sandbox was right under the kitchen window of his house, 
his mother finally leaned out of the window and said, “Roy, you get 
everybody happy out there, or you’re coming in.” Sometimes media-
tion skills are learned early and in rather unlikely places!

Let me, however, make one thing clear. Acquiring the wisdom of 
a mediator is a fine gift that we can give to others, but I caution you 
against involving yourself in others’ disputes when you’ve not been 
asked to mediate. In the Book of Proverbs, there is this saying: “He 
who passes by and meddles in a quarrel not his own is like one who 
takes a dog by the ears.” If you’ve ever picked up a dog by the ears, 
you won’t need me to explain why this is not a good idea, and inject-
ing ourselves into a disagreement among others is just about as fool-
ish. So learn how to mediate, but wait to be asked to do so.

In my experience, one of the main challenges of the mediator is 
to get both parties to lighten up and take themselves somewhat less 
seriously. While it’s true that some disagreements are very serious, it’s 
also true that conflicts distort our perspective. A measure of light-
heartedness can restore a more balanced perspective and remind us 
that despite the momentary crisis, there are still some things in this 
old world worth smiling about. A little laughter can go a long way.

One hearty laugh together will bring enemies into a closer 
communion of heart than hours spent on both sides in inward 

wrestling with the mental demon of uncharitable feeling.

W i l l i a m  J a m e s



October 3

Enlightenment

The action of the creative individual may be described as a twofold motion 
of withdrawal-and-return: withdrawal for the purpose of his personal 

enlightenment, return for the task of enlightening his fellow men.
A r n o l d  J .  T o y n b e e

Enlightenment, as Toynbee suggested, may be 
thought of in two directions: receiving and giv-

ing. It’s a delightful experience when we receive enlightenment, but 
this rarely happens without the help of someone else. So it shouldn’t 
surprise us when the process goes in reverse and others report that we 
have enlightened them. Enlightenment is a two-way street.

But what exactly is enlightenment? The concept is important in 
Eastern philosophy, of course, but that lies outside the scope of our 
discussion here. For our purpose, let’s just say that enlightenment 
is growth in our understanding. Light is a universal metaphor for 
knowledge. If someone said, “I finally saw the light,” or “It suddenly 
dawned on me,” everybody would know what he meant. To “see the 
light” on some subject is to recognize the truth about it. And I would 
suggest that true enlightenment involves not just knowledge but also 
wisdom. It’s not enough to know the right answer to a question — we 
also need the wisdom to know what to do with it.

But returning to enlightenment as a two-way street, we are at 
our best when we pursue knowledge and wisdom for the purpose of 
serving those around us. Even when we’re seeking our own enlighten-
ment, that shouldn’t be a selfish pursuit. We should want greater un-
derstanding because it will help us to better serve the needs of others.

As we all know, enlightenment carries with it the danger of pride. 
When we see a subject even a little more clearly than someone else, it 
is easy to begin thinking in condescending ways. But pride is the most 
hellish thing in the world, and if it is not destroyed, it will kill us.

Honorably pursued and carefully governed, however, enlighten-
ment is a prize. All of the worst things in our lives are the result of 
either ignorance or untruth. Three thousand years ago, King Solomon 
was not wasting words when he said, “Wisdom is supreme; therefore 
get wisdom. Though it cost all you have, get understanding.”

So irresistible is the transformative power of enlightenment 
that your life seems to be shifted into a new dimension, 

opened to new and unsuspected possibilities.
E u g e n  H e r r i g e l



October 4

Morality

We laugh at honor and are shocked to find traitors in our midst.
C .  S .  L e w i s

Morality is a subject that is perilous to neglect. If 
we pay no attention to it or make careless distinctions between 

what is moral and what is not, we set ourselves up to have our hearts 
broken in tragic ways. Morality is an enormously important subject. 
We can’t trivialize it without allowing others to do so — and we may 
regret the day we ever said that morality is a matter of opinion.

Ernest Hemingway produced some masterful prose, but he spoke 
absurdly when he said, “What is moral is what you feel good after and 
what is immoral is what you feel bad after.” The truth is, our feel-
ings are not an infallible guide to what is moral, although they can 
surely give us some helpful information about it. Morality is defined 
by objective, timeless standards, and deep down in our hearts, we all 
know this is so. If we ever use the words “ought” or “should,” we are 
acknowledging that there is a standard of right and wrong that goes 
beyond personal preference, social norms, and cultural traditions.

But there is something else that must be said: true morality must 
be in our inward hearts as well as in our outward behavior. We wouldn’t 
trust a person who only did the right thing because he was afraid of the 
social consequences of doing wrong. We must learn to think morally. 
As Oswald Chambers said, “Morality is not only correct conduct on 
the outside, but correct thinking within where only God sees.”

This inward aspect of morality is much more difficult than the 
outward. “It is so much easier to do good than to be good” (B. C. 
Forbes). It takes discipline and training, usually over a long period, 
to acquire a moral character that is stable and predictable, but it is 
one of the worthiest goals in life. “Moral excellence comes about as a 
result of habit. We become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing 
temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts” (Aristotle).

Of all the gifts we may give to others, morality ranks as one of 
the highest. It marks a huge step in our individual growth when we 
see that our friends and loved ones will be blessed by our personal 
decision to do what is right, simply because it is right.

Every man takes care that his neighbor shall not cheat him. 
But a day comes when he begins to care that he does not cheat his neighbor.

R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n



October 5

Dignity

Back of all, above all, before all is God; first in sequential order, 
above in rank and station, exalted in dignity and honor.

A .  W .  T o z e r

Dignity is a difficult subject because it has become 
so unpopular. It is often confused with snobbishness, stuffi-

ness, formality, pride, and self-centeredness. But while the concept of 
dignity can easily slide off into these ditches, there is a higher sense in 
which we should think of dignity, especially in regard to others.

Our word “dignity” comes from the Latin dignus (“worthy”). To 
possess dignity is to have worth — not pretended worth or socially 
fashionable worth, but real worth. So in what sense can we say that 
any human being has worth? Let’s think about that for a moment.

As A. W. Tozer suggests, dignity (like all other good things) be-
gins with God. Having been created by God in His image, and thereby 
given an honor above other earthly creatures, we possess great dignity. 
It is derived from God, to be sure, but it is real and it is important. 
Humility never lets one forget the dignity that comes from having been 
made in God’s image. “Religion in its humility restores man to his only 
dignity, the courage to live by grace” (George Santayana). Acceptance 
of our status before God is the only way to retain our created dignity.

But what would be some practical applications of this? I believe 
the applications fall into two important categories.

(1) In regard to ourselves. Each of needs to see that we have worth, 
and this needs to be grounded in our nature as God-created beings, 
as well as our acceptance of the principles of virtuous character. This 
statement by Ruby Dee makes a good point: “The kind of beauty 
I want most is the hard-to-get kind that comes from within — 
strength, courage, dignity.” Wouldn’t it be great if we all “beautified” 
ourselves with traits befitting those who bear the image of God, the 
very God who made us in the first place?

(2) In regard to others. Even more important than our own dignity 
is the dignity and worth of other people. And it is through the exhibi-
tion of authentic love — including traits like gentleness and kindness 
— that we help others see what they’re really worth. Let’s give this gift.

Gentleness includes . . . [the] gracious courtesy 
that causes others to retain their self-esteem and dignity.

C h a r l e s  R .  S w i n do  l l



October 6

Interactiveness

If one person falls, the other person can reach out to help. 
But those who are alone when they fall have no one to help them.

B oo  k  of   E c c l e s i a s t e s

Interactiveness, at least as it applies to people, is the 
willingness to act upon others — and be acted upon by 

them. It means we acknowledge the interconnectedness of our lives 
and embrace the privilege of engaging and influencing each other.

Just being willing to act is important, and some people are too 
lazy to do even that. But it’s even more important to interact, that is, to 
interweave our lives with the lives around us in ways that are beneficial. 
The word “engagement” is too good a word to limit to the process of 
marriage betrothal. We need to “engage” the lives of many other people 
also. And interactiveness is more than a deed to be done once in a 
while. It should be a habit, a pattern of living, and even a character trait.

It is a fact that we can be surrounded by other people and not 
interact with them. In some situations, interacting is not polite, and 
I’m not suggesting that the person next to you on the airplane or the 
subway is always going to be someone you need to interact with. But 
in many cases where interaction would be perfectly fine, we still don’t 
do it, and that’s a shame. Much of the goodness of life is lost when 
we don’t unplug the “earphones” through which we’re listening to our 
private “music” and communicate with some real, live human beings.

(1) Strength. As the wise saying from Ecclesiastes indicates, we are 
stronger when our lives are connected than when they are isolated. 

(2) Learning. Book learning alone is a poor education, and those 
who don’t engage with real people are usually deficient in their wisdom.

(3) Honor. We honor others by interacting with them. Few gifts 
are greater than simply saying, “I am willing to communicate with you.”

(4) Joy. As social creatures, we experience a deep sense of rightness 
when we interact well. Even when difficult, the process produces joy.

All things considered, then, we ought to welcome interaction 
with others. It’s not a chore; it’s a blessing. And here is something else 
to think about: we should be the kind of people with whom others 
want to interact. Whether or not we’re “attractive” outwardly, in-
wardly we can all have characters that attract rather than repel.

Bring thy soul and interchange with mine.
P a s c a l



October 7

Agreement

Friends mean well, even when they hurt you. 
But when an enemy puts his arm around your shoulder — watch out!

B oo  k  of   P r o v e r b s

There are things worse than disagreement, and one of 
them is pretended agreement. As the Book of Proverbs says, 

“When an enemy puts his arm around your shoulder — watch out!”
Nevertheless, true agreement is a fine thing. We should be 

prepared to work harder to achieve it than we sometimes are, and 
it involves far more than simply “agreeing to disagree agreeably.” 
J. William Fulbright made the point in regard to political differ-
ences, but the principle applies just as well to many other differences: 
“Insofar as it represents a genuine reconciliation of differences, a 
consensus is a fine thing; insofar as it represents a concealment of 
differences, it is a miscarriage of democratic procedure.” While we’re 
working toward a “genuine reconciliation of differences” we do need 
to treat one another courteously, but mere courtesy and “agreeable-
ness” fall short of that which can rightfully be called “agreement.”

Reaching agreement on significant issues is hard work, but it is 
worth the effort. And even if some of our differences turn out to be 
“irreconcilable,” we will have profited from working on them. It is 
silly to say that an ideal shouldn’t be pursued just because it is un-
reachable in the world as it is today. Perfect love, perfect justice, and 
perfect peace are worth pursuing — and so is perfect agreement.

But, of course, not all our differences will be ironed out in this 
world. So in addition to pursuing agreement, there is something else 
we need to do: in our disagreements, we must remember the things that 
we still agree on. “We are,” as Charles Caleb Colton wrote, “more 
inclined to hate one another for points on which we differ, than to 
love one another for points on which we agree.” Some say we should 
do nothing with an adversary except make war — but I disagree! We 
shouldn’t be afraid to emphasize what we have in common, even with 
our bitterest rivals. If there is any chance of resolving our conflicts, it’s 
probably going to require reaching across the gap and supporting one 
another wherever possible, looking for every bit of common ground.

If men would consider not so much wherein they differ, as wherein they agree, 
there would be far less of uncharitableness and angry feeling in the world.

J o s e p h  A dd  i s o n



October 8

Adaptability

Life is the continuous adjustment of internal relations to external relations.

H e r b e r t  S p e n c e r

If we do not adapt, we do not survive. Spencer was not 
exaggerating when he said that life is a “continuous adjustment.” 

The reasons why we must make adjustments are many, but for today’s 
meditation let’s consider just three things that require us to adapt.

(1) Undesirable circumstances. The real world is far from the ideal 
world we long to live in. So we have a choice: confronted with dif-
ficult, unpleasant, sorrowful, or painful conditions, we can cave in and 
become mere victims, we can accept the world with a bleak fatalism, 
or we can use our freedom to find constructive ways of adapting. 
“Learn to adjust yourself to the conditions you have to endure,” wrote 
William Frederick Book, “but make a point of trying to alter or cor-
rect conditions so that they are most favorable to you.”

(2) Change. Sometimes it is just the ever-changing nature of life 
that requires us to adapt. It might be nice if once we got our lives the 
way we want them to be (more or less), they would stay that way, but 
as we all know, nothing stays the same for very long. So next year will 
present us with a new situation, and we will have to adapt to it.

(3) Other people. Perhaps our greatest challenge is to adjust our-
selves helpfully to the people around us. Some of the ways people dif-
fer are insignificant, but some are very serious. When we don’t adapt, 
we make ourselves miserable, but when we adapt to others with love, 
wisdom, and courage, we give them a very beautiful gift.

T. S. Eliot wrote, “It is not necessarily those lands which are the 
most fertile or most favoured in climate that seem to me the happiest, 
but those in which a long struggle of adaptation between man and his 
environment has brought out the best qualities in both.” Do you see 
the connection he makes between adaptation and happiness? It’s true, 
even if it sounds contradictory: we are happiest when we’re busy making 
the adaptations that life calls on us to make. And rightly engaging in the 
process of adaptation is a big part of what constitutes human virtue and 
goodness in this world. Eventually, we’ll have to answer for our choices!

We talk about “circumstances beyond our control.” None of us 
have control over our circumstances, but we are responsible for the way 

we pilot ourselves in the midst of things as they are.

O s w a l d  C h a m b e r s



October 9

Ritual

Religion that is merely ritual and ceremonial can never satisfy. Neither 
can we be satisfied by a religion that is merely humanitarian or 

serviceable to mankind. Man’s craving is for the spiritual.

S a m u e l  M .  S h o e m a k e r

We often think of “ritual” in regard to religion, 
and it is a controversial concept. The trend nowadays 

is toward informality and spontaneity, so not many people see any 
value in ritual or ceremony. My personal opinion, however, is that what 
most people reject is not ritual itself but what we might call “mere” 
ritual, i.e., ritual that is nothing more than empty formalism. Yet ritual 
is a good thing, when it is accompanied by virtuous character and 
heartfelt emotion, and we should not be too quick to throw it away.

Ritual, of course, is a part of many activities other than religion. 
But what does it mean? The word comes from a group of Latin terms 
centered on the idea of “customary usage.” Suppose there is a set of 
actions that are to be performed. If the actions are carried out “ritu-
ally,” that means they are done properly or fittingly, according to the 
established or customary pattern. A “ritual,” then, is a procedure that 
is faithfully or regularly followed. I suggest that ritual is a benefit 
(when it is done thoughtfully) because it makes two connections.

(1) Ritual connects us to other people. Good things happen when we, 
at least occasionally, engage in a series of actions that have been done 
by many other people in just the same way. Such a “customary usage” is 
a benefit because it reminds us that we are privileged to participate in 
something much bigger — and more important — than ourselves.

(2) Ritual connects us to the past and the future. There is an old 
Christian hymn that depicts the Lord’s Supper as an act connecting 
us to Jesus’ death and His eventual return “by one bright chain of 
loving rite.” By one bright chain of loving rite. Do you see how a good 
ritual looks both backward and forward? Is that not a good thing?

It is often nothing but self-centeredness that rejects ritual, and 
nothing but a lack of historical consciousness that fails to appreciate its 
value. Yes, ritual can degenerate into meaningless routine, but it doesn’t 
have to. Sincerely entered into, it is one of life’s richest treasures.

It is superstition to put one’s hope in formalities; 
but it is pride to be unwilling to submit to them.

P a s c a l



October 10

Fortitude

Be strong! 
It matters not how deep entrenched the wrong, 

How hard the battle goes, the day how long; 
Faint not — fight on! Tomorrow comes the song.

M a lt b i e  D .  B a b c o c k

We choose to be our strongest when we believe our 
cause is worthy and is going to be triumphant. 

Even if our part is to die on the battlefield, it makes a big difference 
to know that our personal “defeat” has contributed to the victory of 
the cause for which we fought. The charge “Be strong!” is heard best 
by soldiers who know that “tomorrow comes the song.”

But the word “fortitude” does not simply mean “strength” or 
“courage.” It has a special meaning. A “fort” is a place strengthened 
(“fortified”) for the defense of a particular territory. So in its most lit-
eral sense, “fortitude” has to do with defense: the person with fortitude 
possesses the ability to resist attack. He or she has the strength — and 
also the will — to defend things that are worthy of defense.

It should go without saying (but these days it needs to be said) 
that there are some things that do, in fact, need to be defended. 
Granted, we need to be careful in identifying what those things are, 
and even when we’ve correctly identified the things that should be 
defended, we’ve still got to exercise wisdom in selecting the means for 
their defense. But that said, it remains true that fortitude is an honor-
able trait. The person who will not defend anything is not worthy of 
the protections provided by the fortitude of others.

So we must choose to have fortitude, and the choice to have it 
is extremely important. Granted, we must acquire both wisdom and 
skill, but in the end, the strong people are those who choose to be.

What about you? Do your friends think of fortitude when they 
think of you? Does your family think of you this way? I hope so. If 
others can look to you for “strength to defend,” then you are a bless-
ing to them. And if by the simple, quiet example of your courage you 
impart courage to them, they will thank God for you.

In our little sphere, it is not the most active people to whom we owe 
the most. It is the lives like stars, which simply pour down on us the 
calm light of their bright and faithful being, up to which we look, 

and out of which we gather the deepest calm and courage.
P h i l l i p s  B r oo  k s



October 11

Factualness

If a man will kick a fact out of the window, when he 
comes back he finds it again in the chimney corner.

R a l p h  W a l do   E m e r s o n

Reality is a tough opponent. In the long run, it can’t be de-
feated, and even in the short run, we find that factualness is hard 

to suppress. Truth simply has a strength that falsehood can’t match. 
When misinformation has failed and disappeared, facts are still there 
to be dealt with. If truth is stranger than fiction, it is also stronger.

Unfortunately, a good many of us spend a great deal of time 
fighting against factualness. We run away from the facts. We spin 
them and selectively present them in ways that suit our purposes. We 
may even try to refute them or deny them. But when we are done, the 
facts are still the facts. They stubbornly refuse to go away.

One of the great milestones in life is the point at which we 
learn to be content with the facts. Yes, an acceptance of inconvenient 
facts requires humility, and it may also require some hard changes: 
apologies, adjustments, repentance, sacrifices, and a number of other 
courageous things. But however difficult these may be, what a relief it 
is not to be fighting that losing battle anymore: the one against what is 
real. “Let us take things as we find them. Let us not attempt to distort 
them into what they are not. We cannot make facts. All our wishing 
cannot change them. We must use them” ( John Henry Newman).

But as important as it is, factualness is not enough. “Facts mean 
nothing unless they are rightly understood, rightly related, and rightly 
interpreted” (R. L. Long). Beyond knowing what is real, we use our 
factual information in constructive ways. And in communicating the 
facts, we must learn the importance of kindness and grace.

A commitment to factualness is not an option; it is a duty. In 
our relationships with others, and even in our own thinking, we are 
honor-bound to get the facts. No matter what situation we face, 
nothing less than the facts will do. Checking and double-checking to 
validate what we’ve heard is hard work, and many will not take the 
time to do it. But factualness is a part of truthfulness. It is a part of 
honesty. People of integrity will not settle for less than what is true.

Every man has a right to be wrong in his opinions. 
But no man has a right to be wrong in his facts.

B e r n a r d  B a r u c h



October 12

Appointments

Unfaithfulness in the keeping of an appointment is dishonesty. 
You may as well borrow a person’s money as his time.

H o r a c e  M a n n

An appointment is an arrangement to do something 
or meet someone at a particular time and place. 

Many of the important meetings in life have to be scheduled in the 
form of an appointment. If you needed to see your doctor, for exam-
ple, you wouldn’t just wait to run into her around town. But in what 
sense can we say that an “appointment” is an enthusiastic idea?

To start with, I would suggest that we often improve our rela-
tionships when we make appointments with our friends and loved 
ones. In other words, we need to do better than simply say, “Let’s 
get together for lunch sometime” or “That museum would be fun 
to visit” or “We need to discuss our disagreement on that subject.” 
Procrastination plagues most of our lives, and crucial things often go 
undone if we don’t make positive plans to do them. In practical terms, 
that means making an appointment — deciding specifically when and 
where such things will be taken care of.

Appointments give definition to our existence. They move ideas 
out of the realm of wishful thinking and into the realm of practice. By 
saying when we will do something, we make a more definite statement 
than saying we ought to do it. We state a goal and not just a wish.

For an appointment to be meaningful, however, it has to be 
backed up by commitment. If we don’t keep appointments, we may 
as well not make them. But that is precisely why arrangements to do 
specific things at specific times are valuable. By closing off some of 
our options, they challenge us to higher levels of commitment (and 
perhaps even sacrifice). They are exercises in promise-keeping. 

Making and keeping appointments may not seem like a big deal, 
but it has to do with dependability, which is a very big deal. If you’re 
the kind of person who says when you will do things and then actually 
shows up to do them, you have a trait that is surprisingly rare in the 
world. Because it is rare, you will find yourself being trusted, counted 
on, and probably given greater and greater responsibilities.

We are not saints, but we have kept our appointments. 
How many people can boast as much?

S a m u e l  B e c k e t t



October 13

Goodness

Do all the good you can, to all the people you can, 
in all the ways you can, as often as ever you can, as long as you can.

C h a r l e s  H a ddo   n  S p u r g e o n

It is an age-old question, as important as it is simple: 
what is good? None of us has a perfect understanding of good-

ness, and we should admit our fallibility here. Rousseau was right: 
“We always love what is good or what we think is good; it is in our 
judgment of what is good that we can make mistakes.” Nevertheless, 
most of us know a good deal more about goodness than we are prac-
ticing, and so let’s make that our focus. How can we better give to 
others the gift of whatever goodness we know right now?

Perhaps one of the greatest suggestions that can be made is 
to focus more on the small things and the daily things. As Samuel 
Johnson observed, “He who waits to do a great deal of good at once, 
will never do anything.” So let’s not wait for the spotlight to be turned 
on and a newsworthy opportunity to present itself. True goodness is 
content to do simple deeds and do them well.

Similarly, true goodness is not flamboyant. As David Grayson 
put it, “Goodness is uneventful. It does not flash, it glows.” And 
that may be why the most impactful people in the world are not the 
celebrities, the leaders, or the conspicuously talented individuals. It is 
usually the simple, ordinary folks who, without getting any credit for 
it, just go quietly about the business of showing love and kindness.

In this world, you are not going to understand or implement 
perfect goodness, and neither am I. But, as with all the other qualities 
we have discussed in this book, we can at least make progress. We can 
learn to be better people. The question is not so much where we stand 
as it is which direction we are moving. And I must be candid with you 
here: I believe we must be moving toward the perfect standard of God’s 
goodness. As Daniel Webster said, “Real goodness does not attach 
itself merely to this life — it points to another world.”

Finally, I want you to understand that it’s a joyful privilege to 
engage in goodness. We don’t adopt good character or good conduct 
primarily for the way those things make us feel, but they are, in fact, 
joyous things. I invite you to take goodness for a test drive.

Learn the luxury of doing good.
O l i v e r  G o l d s m i t h
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Achievement

Thou shalt ever joy at eventide if thou spend the day fruitfully.
T h om  a s  á  K e m p i s

Mention “achievement” and many people think only 
of “great” accomplishments. But the greatness of a 

person’s achievement should not be measured by whether it makes the 
news. It consists of down-to-earth “fruitfulness,” as Thomas á Kempis 
suggests, and it should be a daily occurrence for all of us.

But if we’re going to engage in good, helpful deeds, intend-
ing to do them is not sufficient — we must actually do them. The 
word “achievement” implies that a goal has been reached. And so, in 
the words of a biblical proverb, “Let not the soldier who puts on his 
armor boast like the one who takes it off.” Henry Ward Beecher used 
a different metaphor to make the point: “It is not the going out of 
port, but the coming in, that determines the success of a voyage.”

No matter who we are or what our circumstances may be, there 
are achievements that lie within our abilities and opportunities. But to 
achieve what we’re capable of, we must do three difficult things.

Focus. Perhaps you wince, as I do, when you read this: “Give me 
a person who says, ‘This one thing I do, and not these fifty things I 
dabble in’” (Dwight Lyman Moody). To achieve, we must decide.

Accept risk. Playing it safe rarely results in worthy achievements, 
so we must desire to do more than hedge our bets and protect our-
selves. Only those who dare to fail greatly can ever achieve greatly.

Deal rightly with objections. We should certainly listen to objec-
tions and weigh them conscientiously, but if every objector must be 
satisfied before we act, we’ll never accomplish anything excellent.

To achieve the work that is our mission in life, we’ll need to be 
powerfully motivated. And in the end, that must come from deep 
within us. To focus, accept risk, and deal rightly with objections, we 
must have an inward “Yes” burning big enough to keep us going. 
“Doing becomes the natural overflow of being when the pressure within 
is stronger than the pressure without” (Lois Lebar). I urge you to find 
your principles, your purpose, your passion — and get to work. It 
doesn’t matter whether you win awards. Just spend your days “fruitfully.”

The world is divided into people who do things and people who 
get the credit; try to belong to the first class — there’s far less competition.

D w i g h t  W h i t n e y  M o r r o w
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Discretion

The better part of valour is discretion.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e

The words “discreet” and “discrete” have an interest-
ing link. Both come from a Latin verb meaning “to separate.” 

Two things that are “discrete” are separate or distinct from one 
another, but to be “discreet” means to show prudence or self-restraint. 
What, then, does “discretion” have to do with “separation”? Well, to be 
discreet one has to separate the situations where a word or deed would 
be appropriate from the situations where they would not be. If there is 
“a time to keep quiet and a time to speak out” (Book of Ecclesiastes), 
discretion is the ability to distinguish between the two wisely.

In these days of unrestrained verbiage (particularly in our digital 
media), the concept of thinking something without saying it appears 
downright old-fashioned. Yet the trait of discretion has not lost its 
value. As the saying goes, “Much that may be thought cannot wisely 
be said.” By indiscretion in our words, much harm is being done to 
our relationships, and I would suggest even to our culture.

But discretion doesn’t just apply to our words; it should also 
govern our actions. Discretion is, in Shakespeare’s well-known words, 
“the better part of valour.” That statement is no exaggeration. It often 
takes more courage to hold back our impulses than to give in to them. 
What is needed in life is not merely strength — but rather strength 
under control, guided and disciplined by discretion.

Leaders, especially, need discretion. Without it, they often make 
disastrous decisions, ruining themselves and hurting those they lead. 
“Great ability without discretion comes almost invariably to a tragic 
end” (Leon Gambetta). And unfortunately, many arrive at leadership 
lacking this qualification. “One can pass on responsibility, but not the 
discretion that goes with it” (Benvenuto Cellini). 

Discretion is not only for leaders, however. “Only discretion 
allows intimacy, which depends on shared reticence, on what is not 
said — unsolvable things that would leave the other person ill at ease” 
(Hector Bianciotti). So let’s learn, even in private, when not to speak.

Four things are the property of friendship: love, affection, 
security, and joy. And four things must be tested in friendship: 

faith, intention, discretion, and patience.

A e l r e d  of   R i e v a u l x
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Light

Light! Nature’s resplendent robe; 
Without whose vesting beauty 

All were wrapt in gloom.

F r a n c i s  T h om  p s o n  S h e l l e y

I doubt if there has ever been a literature in any cul-
ture in which light was not a symbol for truth and 

goodness. And likewise, darkness has always been a symbol for 
untruth and evil. These symbols are universal because the conflict 
between good and evil is universal. “What excites and interests the 
looker-on at life, what the romances and the statues celebrate, and the 
grim civic monuments remind us of, is the everlasting battle of the 
powers of light with those of darkness” (William James).

Should we not want, in every possible way, to be the friends of 
light, influencing those around us in ways that shed light rather than 
spread darkness? Rather than darken, should we not wish to brighten?

Truth. This is, by far, the greatest form of light, and it’s even 
more important than the physical light that permits our eyes to see. 
It is hard to imagine a problem in the world that does not stem from 
untruth, delusion, or misunderstanding. We can have no greater mis-
sion than to seek truth — and then devote ourselves to its influence.

Healing. Truth has a healing effect mentally, emotionally, and 
spiritually, just as light has that effect physically. Disease and dysfunc-
tion fester in the darkness, so to whatever extent we can illuminate 
the lives of others, we will be agents of healing and health.

Hope. Few things in life are more precious than hope. Worse than 
no hope, however, is false hope. So again, it’s the light of truth that is 
needed. We bestow a benefit anytime we give someone hope, and we 
do this by dispelling the discouragement that comes from falsehood.

So whether it is truth, healing, or hope that comes from our ac-
tions, we need to be givers of light. And as Edith Wharton reminded us, 
“There are two ways of spreading light: to be the candle or the mirror 
that reflects it.” Are you looking, then, to give a first-rate gift to your 
loved ones? Consider being a light-giver. Help others see things a 
little more clearly. Influence them with truth, healing, and hope.

I don’t have to light all the world, 
but I do have to light my part.

A n o n y mo  u s
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Self-Respect

A man has to live with himself, and he should 
see to it that he always has good company.

C h a r l e s  E v a n s  H u g h e s

Unfortunately, many people think self-respect just 
means you “like” yourself, regardless of the quality 

of your conduct. So we’re taught to disregard anything anyone 
else might say, affirm ourselves, actualize ourselves, and basically see 
ourselves as having the only opinion that matters.

But genuine self-respect is based on conscience. It means we have 
done that which, to the best of our knowledge, is the right thing to 
do. To the extent that others may help us have a better-informed 
conscience, they should be listened to — and if we need to make 
adjustments to our character or our conduct, we should be willing to 
accept the input of those around us. In the end, however, it is our own 
conscience we must listen to, and if we consistently go against what 
our conscience tells us is right, we will have no self-respect.

But why is self-respect so important? It’s important because if 
we lose confidence in our own integrity, that virtually guarantees our 
behavior will grow worse and worse. To take a trivial example, let’s 
suppose you’re having trouble getting up early. Each time you fail 
that test, you will have less faith in your own willpower. Even as you 
set the alarm, you know you won’t do what you’ve determined to do. 
So, at least on this point, you’ve destroyed your self-respect. And this 
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Not trusting yourself to keep your 
own promises, you don’t get up when the alarm goes off, sure enough!

Just like the respect of others, self-respect has to be earned. If 
you’ve destroyed your confidence in your own integrity, that trust will 
have to be rebuilt bit by bit. Over a period of time, you’ll have to keep 
bigger and bigger commitments to yourself, until you have a positive 
balance in your own “trust account.” Then, having followed your con-
science often in the past, you’ll find it easier to do that in the future.

Self-respect comes from self-discipline. We must say no to certain 
things and yes to others, even when it’s not easy. Discipline is painful, but 
not nearly as painful as the life of regret that comes from avoiding it.

Never esteem anything as of advantage to you that will 
make you break your word or lose your self-respect.

M a r c u s  A u r e l i u s
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Sociability

Ez soshubble ez a baskit er kittens.
J o e l  C h a n d l e r  H a r r i s

A sociable person is one who is friendly and enjoys 
good company and conversation. Get a group of sociable 

people together and what happens will be fun and frolicsome. If you 
want a picture of sociability, Joel Chandler Harris’s simile is wonder-
fully apt. What could be more sociable than a “baskit er kittens”?

Sociability is a heartwarming thing. Even if we wouldn’t describe 
ourselves as being particularly sociable, we probably admire those who 
are. If we were in a restaurant and across the room there was a table 
at which a group of amiable people were enjoying their time together 
(not so loudly as to be distracting, perhaps, but still gladly and cheer-
fully), it would take quite a grouch not to be happy for them. It’s 
refreshing to see folks responding to one another sociably. Most of us 
would commend that as something good, rather than criticize it.

But here’s an interesting question: is sociability just a matter of 
personality (meaning, in this case, natural temperament), or does it 
also have to do with one’s character? There can be no doubt that some 
people tend more naturally in the direction of sociability, but is that 
the end of the matter? I don’t think so. Without at all meaning to say 
that those who are sociable are more virtuous than others, I do think 
it’s true that the principles and values on which we’ve based our char-
acter influence the manner in which we behave toward other people. 
An appreciative attitude toward others is bound to make us welcome 
good company and conversation more than a resistant or cynical at-
titude. For that reason, it would do us all good to inquire what our 
degree of sociability might be saying about the content of our hearts.

Not everybody will be equally outgoing, obviously, but all of us 
need to guard against self-centeredness. Not everybody will get equal 
enjoyment out of human contact and conversation, but we need to 
make sure we don’t resent having to share the world. Our appreciation 
for our neighbors should be such that the word “community” has a 
positive ring to it — and we ought to be sociable enough, at least, that 
interaction with other people doesn’t make us miserable!

Society is no comfort 
To one not sociable.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e
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Searching

Errors, like straws, upon the surface flow; 
He who would search for pearls must dive below.

J o h n  D r y d e n

Searching, in one form or another, is a common char-
acteristic of all human beings. Neither the world around 

us nor we ourselves possess the perfection we long for. So we search. 
But what are the things we should be searching for most of all?

Greater understanding. It is truth that opens the door to progress, 
and so we spend a great deal of our time in this world trying to get 
better information about the situations we deal with. Few of us aspire 
to being philosophers, but at the practical level, that’s what we all are. 
We want to know, to understand, and to discern. By our very nature, 
we are seekers and learners. And if properly pursued, the lifelong 
search for understanding doesn’t doom us to dissatisfaction. As Pascal 
said, “Nothing gives rest but the sincere search for truth.”

Greater goals. Many things we should be content with, but our 
present state of accomplishment is not one of them. As long as life 
lasts, there is good work yet to be done, and the moment we give up 
searching for greater goals, we die. The nature of the work we do cer-
tainly changes over time, and one of the frustrating things about old 
age is the infirmity that makes even simple things harder to do. But 
we dare not quit searching for our next opportunity to serve others.

Greater character. Here is the main thing we should keep search-
ing for. It is not the inadequacy of our understanding or our goals that 
holds us back; it is the fact that our inner selves are still immature. 
There are gaps in our character development that desperately need to 
be filled, and even more important, there are sinful habits we need to 
repent of. So no matter where we are — at the beginning of life, in 
the middle, or near the end — a character more nearly conformed to 
our Creator is what we should be searching for.

In the end, however, our deepest searchings are prompted by our 
longing for relationship. As personal beings, we yearn to relate per-
fectly and joyfully to other personal beings, and above all to God. All 
our searchings are pointing us toward this, the greatest discovery.

At last you are no longer searching for yourself, 
but for another — you are saved.

J e a n  G i r a u do  u x
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Reach

Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp, 
Or what’s a heaven for?

R o b e r t  B r o w n i n g

We can think of “reach” in two ways. First, there are the 
things that are within our reach. This is what Browning refers 

to as our “grasp.” But more important, there are the things we are 
reaching for. And in this sense, our reach should exceed our grasp. We 
should be striving for things greater than those we have right now.

As you may have noticed, life moves in one direction: it moves re-
lentlessly toward the future. There is no going back, except in memory, 
and so we need to be forward-oriented. In both our thinking and our 
acting, we must discipline ourselves to put the greater emphasis on 
what is in front of us rather than on what is behind. Yes, we need to 
think about the past often enough to learn its lessons, but when it’s 
time to reach, we need to reach forward. Nothing is more futile than 
reaching backward. The past is gone, and reaching won’t bring it back.

Elsewhere I have written about the importance of seeing our 
next step as our most important. Even if you’ve reached old age and 
most of your steps in life are behind you, it is still true that the next 
step you take is the most important. The reason is simple: the next step 
is the only one you can take. Obviously, you can’t take those that have 
already been taken, and until you get to it, you can’t take the step after 
your next one. So your next step — the one immediately in front of 
you — is critically important. Make it a bad step, and you will have 
dug yourself deeper into a hole. But make it a good step, reaching for 
better things, and you will have helped yourself very wisely.

But if we need to reach toward better things ourselves, we also 
need to help others do so. Nearly everybody you meet needs some kind 
of encouragement, and you will touch their lives with grace if you are a 
messenger of hope. Is this not a gift you would like to give?

Emil Brunner wrote, “Hope is reaching out for something to 
come.” We do, as I’ve said, need to have hope and share hope. But 
even when we have hope, sometimes we’re still not people who do 
much reaching. So may we actually reach for the things we hope for.

This is what I do: I don’t look back, I lengthen my stride, 
and I run straight toward the goal . . .

P a u l  t h e  A p o s t l e
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Balance

[Imagination] reveals itself in the balance 
or reconciliation of opposite or discordant qualities.

S a m u e l  T a y l o r  C o l e r i d g e

What image comes to your mind when you hear the 
word “balance”? I always see a pair of scales, an apparatus 

containing two pans or trays in which opposing elements are placed. 
The scales are “balanced” when the element on one side weighs the 
same as that on the other side. That’s how balance works in physics.

Today, however, let’s think of balance metaphorically. Is it not a 
fact that the principles and practices in our lives have to be balanced? 
And is it not also a fact that this is hard to do? To take but one exam-
ple, it is a challenge to balance “responsibility” with “rest.” The person 
who is passionate about the value of work but never takes time for re-
plenishment is “out of balance” (and is an accident waiting to happen).

The times in which we live make it especially hard to maintain 
balance. As life becomes more complex, the demands on our time can 
crush us under their weight. And as the enticing activities in our cul-
ture multiply, we find it hard to say no to anything we want to do. The 
result is that we spend our lives running from one excessive, imbal-
anced situation to another, always promising that we’ll get things back 
into balance “as soon as the rush is over.” But the rush never ends.

The only answer, of course, is to learn the practice busy people 
dislike most of all: sacrifice. We can’t “do it all” any more than we can 
“have it all.” Some choices have to be made, and some things have to 
be let go of. But frankly, there is something else we’ll have to learn: 
wisdom. Even when we’re willing to make serious sacrifices, it takes a 
wise person to know exactly where the ax should fall.

In the matter of balance, there is an irony, however. You might 
think that if you have to cut any of your activities for the sake of 
balance, then you’re going to “accomplish” less in terms of your total 
output. But this is an illusion. Consider all the people you know. Who 
are those who have the most expansive potential for good deeds and 
good works? Be honest now. Aren’t they poised? Aren’t they balanced?

“Holy leisure” refers to a sense of balance in the life, an ability 
to be at peace through the activities of the day, an ability to rest and 

take time to enjoy beauty, an ability to pace ourselves.

R i c h a r d  J .  F o s t e r
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Punctuality

Punctuality is the politeness of kings.
L o u i s  XVII  

In your opinion, how important is it to be “on time”? For 
today’s meditation, I’d like you to consider that punctuality is more 

important than it may appear on the surface. I may not think about it 
very often or recognize it consciously, but in my more honest mo-
ments, I have to admit this: among my acquaintances, those who are 
punctual have gained a special place of trust in my thinking.

Now, anybody who has ever acquired the habit of punctuality 
will tell you that it’s not easy. When you have agreed to be somewhere 
at a certain time, you have to make it happen. That requires planning, 
diligence, discipline, and sacrifice. To be there, ready and waiting, you 
have to take thought for the other person, how important they are to 
you, and how important your appointment with them is. But listen: 
that is exactly why punctuality is such a gift to the other person. It 
says, “You are important enough to me that I made the effort to be 
here — on time — for the meeting that we agreed on.”

A lack of punctuality digs us into a hole, so to speak. The more 
often we are late (and the more that becomes what others expect 
of us), the more some of our other faults will begin to irritate our 
acquaintances. There is a French proverb that makes the point: “Men 
count up the faults of those who keep them waiting.”

This may be especially true in close friendships. “Few things tend 
more to alienate friendship than a want of punctuality in our engage-
ments” (William Hazlitt). Chronic lateness says, “It doesn’t take much 
to push aside my meetings with you. Not very much at all.”

On the other hand, few things build trust more than punctuality. 
It is one of those little things that, over time, indicate the trustworthi-
ness of our character. And this is nowhere more critical than in the 
workplace. “Nothing inspires confidence in a business man sooner 
than punctuality, nor is there any habit which sooner saps his reputa-
tion than that of being always behind time” (W. Mathews).

So I want to make a truly radical recommendation. Try this: 
instead of being late, make a point of being early to do extra work. You will 
come to be known for your eagerness rather than your unconcern!

Better three hours too soon than a minute too late.
W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e
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Sobriety

It is better to go to the house of mourning than to go to the house of feasting, 
for this is the end of all mankind, and the living will lay it to heart.

B oo  k  of   E c c l e s i a s t e s

Sobriety has to do with seriousness. It does not mean one 
is never lighthearted; it means the important things in life are 

given serious regard. To be “sober,” in its most basic sense, is to be free 
of intoxication. But there are other kinds of sobriety that have noth-
ing to do with alcohol or drugs. A sober-minded person is not flippant 
or frivolous about earnest thoughts, pressing concerns, or significant 
work. And he is circumspect and self-restrained in his conduct.

The first meaning of sobriety ought not to be passed over too 
quickly, however. It is morally wrong for us to impair our thinking 
by intoxication, and if being sober never meant anything more than 
refusing this impairment, that would be an important meaning.

But for every person who has ever failed a sobriety test in the 
literal sense, there are many more who would be in trouble if their seri-
ousness were tested. All joking aside, as we say, there is a time to be se-
rious, and if we’re not willing to do that, we’ve got a big problem. I like 
what Allan Bloom wrote about living seriously: “A serious life means 
being fully aware of the alternatives, thinking about them with all the 
intensity one brings to bear on life-and-death questions, in full recog-
nition that every choice is a great risk with necessary consequences that 
are hard to bear.” Life being what it is, we need to sober up.

“The real world is not easy to live in. It is rough; it is slippery. 
Without the most clear-eyed adjustments we fall and get crushed. 
A man must stay sober” (Clarence Day). And I would suggest that 
sobriety means not only the ability to think seriously about life but the 
willingness to pay attention. On ordinary days, our sobriety depends as 
much on our focus as it does on our seriousness.

The two things that sober us up the most, of course, are the 
brevity of life and the recognition that our earthly deeds are only of 
passing significance. Václav Havel said it quite well: “A human action 
becomes genuinely important when it springs from the soil of a clear-
sighted awareness of the temporality and the ephemerality of every-
thing human.” That’s a sobering thought — and very beneficial.

So teach us to number our days that we may gain a heart of wisdom.
B oo  k  of   P s a l m s
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Faith

Faith is a reasoning trust, a trust which reckons 
thoughtfully and confidently upon the trustworthiness of God.

J o h n  R .  W .  S t o t t

A discussion of “faith” could go in either of two 
directions. We could ponder the value of faith as a generic 

quality: the willingness to trust. That would be a profitable discussion, 
since all of us would lead more helpful lives if we demonstrated more 
of the courage that produces confidence in others. But, of course, 
there is the greater, and more specific, discussion we could have about 
faith in God, and that is the direction in which I would like to go.

There are two common misconceptions about faith in God. Both 
of these are extremely dangerous because they are perversions of faith.

(1) Faith is wishful thinking. There are those who see faith as a 
crutch, indicative of weakness — as if it meant no more than believing 
what one wishes to be true. But true faith goes a good bit deeper than 
that. It is, as John Stott suggests, “a reasoning trust.” Much more than 
blind faith, real trust in God is founded upon solid, credible evidence 
of His trustworthiness. If no such evidence exists, then faith in God 
ought to be dispensed with, no matter how much one may “need” it.

(2) Faith takes the difficulty out of life. This misconception is 
prevalent among believers themselves. The idea here is that if one has 
sufficient faith, he or she will live a life of happiness and ease. Painful 
emotions will be banished, and whatever difficulties life may present, 
faith will make these simple to surmount (and maybe even pleasant).

But surely, this is a perversion of faith also. Faith makes things 
possible — it does not make them easy. “True faith is never merely a 
source of spiritual comfort. It may indeed bring peace, but before it 
does so it must involve us in struggle. A ‘faith’ that avoids this struggle 
is really a temptation against true faith” (Thomas Merton).

Let me be frank: where there is no risk, no vulnerability, and no sacri-
fice, faith is a meaningless cipher. Because it knows there are good reasons 
to do so, faith leaves the safe harbor and sails into uncharted waters. It 
departs from the easy life to do what can’t be done except by those who 
know what trust is really about. It is a treasure, but it is not easy.

To choose what is difficult all one’s days 
as if it were easy, that is faith.

W .  H .  A u d e n
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Sagacity

The sage does not accumulate for himself. 
The more he uses for others, the more he has for himself. 

The more he gives to others, the more he possesses of his own. 
The way of heaven is to benefit others and not to injure. 

The way of the sage is to act but not to compete.
L a o -T z u

Few of us see ourselves as sages, I’m quite sure. Yet 
sagacity is a trait we dare not ignore. A close synonym of wisdom, 

sagacity is “the quality of being discerning, sound in judgment, and 
farsighted” (American Heritage Dictionary). How can we not see things 
like these as good? We can’t live quality lives without them, can we?

But how might we distinguish “sagacity” from “wisdom”? 
Wisdom is the more general term, and sagacity denotes a particular 
kind of wisdom. The word itself comes from the Latin noun sagacitas 
(“quickness or keenness of perception”). So sagacity is the kind of wis-
dom that sees the difference between wise and foolish conduct even 
when that difference is very subtle. Based on its discernment, then, it 
is able to exercise sound judgment and make good decisions.

Notice that sagacity (like wisdom itself ) is more than knowledge. 
“Knowing what is right does not make a man sagacious” (Aristotle). 
We cannot be sagacious without accurate information to work with, 
but having the knowledge, we also need the good sense to apply it well.

I would also suggest that sagacity is a more mature kind of wis-
dom. And when I think of mature wisdom, I think of grandparents! 
Sometimes I wonder if most of the world’s problems wouldn’t be solved if 
we’d just listen to the sages in our own families: Grandpa & Grandma.

Experience is what teaches us wisdom and sagacity, of course. The 
experience does not have to be our own, since we can learn from the 
experiences of other people. But unfortunately, most of us have to learn 
the hard way: by our own mistakes. And that is why hardships and 
painful situations (many of them created by our own lack of wisdom) 
should not be despised. If those circumstances are the ones that teach 
us better discernment and judgment, then let us learn all we can from 
them. It’s in the arena of action that we learn how to be better people.

The sages do not consider that making no mistakes is a blessing. 
They believe, rather, that the great virtue of man lies in his ability to correct 

his mistakes and continually to make a new man of himself.
W a n g  Y a n g - M i n g
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Needs

There is a vast difference in some instances between 
what we really need and that which we think we must have.

W i l l i a m  M .  P e c k

Nothing is more obvious in the world as it now exists 
than our neediness. None of us can say (at least honestly) 

that we have everything we need, and we certainly can’t say the world 
is everything we desire it to be. The fact is, most of us make our living 
doing things to meet needs that wouldn’t exist in a perfect world. So 
in both the small scale and the large, human beings aspire. We have 
needs, and we long for them to be filled completely and permanently.

Yet we find it difficult to understand the precise nature of our 
needs and seek their true fulfillment. As Adlai Stevenson once said, 
“Understanding human needs is half the job of meeting them.” It is 
so easy to be deceived about our needs. When we get something we 
thought we needed, we often find it unsatisfying, and we’re forced to 
the conclusion that it wasn’t really what we needed after all.

Our own needs. The first step, for many of us, would be to acknowl-
edge that we are needy. It takes humility to do it, but we must own 
up to the empty spaces in our hearts. It will be hard enough to assess 
what our needs truly are, but we can’t begin that process until we admit 
that our hearts do not presently have all they long for. And even after 
identifying our needs accurately, we’ll have to learn how to fulfill them 
rightly. But it all starts with confessing that we have unfulfilled needs.

The needs of others. Life also calls on us to identify what those 
around us are most in need of, and then learn how to help them in 
ways that are both good and wise. Yet if this is challenging, it’s also a 
great joy. No higher satisfaction is available to us than helping fill the 
needs of other people — and the deeper the need, the higher the joy.

As you can easily see, meeting needs requires both love and wis-
dom, but it also requires slowing down. So listen to Billy Graham: “We 
hurt people by being too busy. Too busy to notice their needs. Too busy 
to drop that note of comfort or encouragement or assurance of love. 
Too busy to listen when someone needs to talk. Too busy to care.”

What does love look like? It has hands to help others. It has feet to hasten to 
the poor and needy. It has eyes to see misery and want. It has ears to hear the 

sighs and sorrows of men. That is what love looks like.

A u g u s t i n e  of   H i p p o
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Alternatives

What is freedom? Freedom is the right to choose: the right to create for 
oneself the alternatives of choice. Without the possibility of choice and the 
exercise of choice a man is not a man but a member, an instrument, a thing.

A r c h i b a l d  M a c L e i s h

We should not take lightly the power of choice 
that our Creator has given us. The “right to create for 

oneself the alternatives of choice” is a great gift, and one that should be 
used carefully and to good advantage. Like all great gifts, the freedom 
of our will is a fearful gift. If we choose wisely between alternatives, we 
benefit, but if we’re foolish about our choices, we suffer greatly.

From the Latin alter (“other”), we get a group of words that all 
have to do with choice. To “alter” means to change a thing into some-
thing other than what it was. To “alternate” means to pass back and 
forth from one state to another. And “alternatives” are choices between 
two possibilities: one thing and the other. So the word “other” is a 
powerfully suggestive word. Rarely in life is there only one path that 
we could follow. Almost always, we have alternatives. And much of the 
wisdom of life consists in knowing when to take the “other” path.

Think, however, about how this relates to our personal relation-
ships. If having alternatives is a good thing for us, shouldn’t we also try 
to open up alternatives for our friends and loved ones? We can’t totally 
take charge of anybody else’s choices, of course, but we do have the 
chance now and then to help somebody see what their alternatives ac-
tually are. If they’re discouraged, we can help them see that they aren’t 
doomed — they still have the power of choice. And if they’re caught 
in unfortunate circumstances, we can help open some doors for them. 
Without a doubt, door-opening for others is one of life’s best privileges.

So life is not just about expanding our own possibilities; it’s also 
about giving opportunities to others. Even if another person doesn’t 
take the path we opened up for them, if we know we gave them a 
chance they wouldn’t otherwise have had, that’s a very good feeling.

Harry Emerson Fosdick said, “No man need stay where he is.” 
Whether it’s our own alternatives or those of others, the ability to 
make better choices is a marvelous freedom. Therein lies great hope.

You can’t do anything about the length of your life, 
but you can do something about its width and depth.

E v a n  E s a r



October 28

Precision

Numerical precision is the very soul of science.
S i r  D ’ A r c y  W e n t w o r t h  T h om  p s o n

Is precision a good thing or a bad thing? Would you say 
the word has a positive or a negative connotation? For most of us, it 

depends on the context. We want our neurosurgeon to be an ex-
tremely precise person, but we may not feel the need to be so precise 
when we’re throwing ingredients into the bowl to make cornbread.

Obviously, we shouldn’t demand more precision than is needed 
in the activity we’re engaged in. Even Aristotle, a philosopher capable 
of making very precise distinctions, said, “It is the mark of an edu-
cated mind to rest satisfied with the degree of precision which the 
nature of the subject admits and not to seek exactness where only an 
approximation is possible.” So while I am recommending precision 
as an “enthusiastic idea,” I am not advocating pickiness or pedantry. 
“Numerical precision is the very soul of science,” as Sir D’Arcy 
Thompson said, but not every activity needs the precision of science.

A big part of wisdom is knowing when precision is important 
and when it is not. Because of our different backgrounds and personal 
characteristics, arguments about this will probably never be settled. 
But since we are trying in these readings to look at the positive side 
of ideas like this, let’s view precision as a quality that we could profit 
from taking more seriously. If there are people who are too precise 
(and there certainly are), there are just as many people (if not more) 
who are too careless. It probably wouldn’t be too much to say that 
most of us would do better work if we were more precise.

Precision comes down to carefulness, and carefulness is a good 
thing, almost without exception. We tend to be careful when what 
we’re doing is important and when we’ve made a commitment to ex-
cellence in that endeavor. Above all, it is in our personal relationships 
that we should want to be careful. And if by “precise” we mean that 
we want to “get it right,” our relationships would certainly be helped if 
we had that as our goal. As long as we live in this error-prone world, 
we won’t ever get our relationships exactly right. But aiming for 
relationships that are precisely what they should be will give us better 
results than if we settle for those that are “approximately” good.

Plenty of care never does any mischief.
L a t i n  P r o v e r b



October 29

Saving

How to save the old that’s worth saving, whether in landscape, 
houses, manners, institutions, or human types, is one of our greatest 

problems, and the one that we bother least about.

J o h n  G a l s w o r t h y

When Abraham Lincoln said, “We shall nobly save 
or meanly lose the last, best hope of earth,” he 

touched on the important question of “saving.” Some 
things need to be saved, and doing so is not always easy, as in the case 
of the Union about which Lincoln was speaking. But before we get to 
the difficulty of saving things, there is this question: do we have the 
wisdom to see what are the worthy things that need to be preserved?

To start with, we need to be the kind of people who save some 
of our money. “Any fool can waste, any fool can muddle, but it takes 
something of a man to save, and the more he saves the more of a man 
does it make of him” (Rudyard Kipling). The concept of thrift — not 
spending all our money — may be old-fashioned, but it’s still a valu-
able idea. In fact, the failure of so many to save anything for future 
needs is creating a national disaster that is only waiting to happen.

But it’s not just money that we need to be thrifty about. Many 
other things deserve to be “saved” rather than “spent.” But since life 
is an unending process of adding some things to our lives and sub-
tracting others, the challenge is to know when to add and when to 
subtract. What do we keep, and what do we throw away? Saving 
everything would be just as foolish as spending everything. “If one 
spends what he should prudently save, that certainly is to be deplored. 
But if one saves what he should prudently spend, that is not neces-
sarily to be commended” (Owen D. Young). So the practice of saving 
requires not only self-discipline; it requires good judgment.

These traits have to do with our character. If you and I are pres-
ently “spending” things we should be “saving,” the answer is not to 
look for some quick-fix techniques. We’ll have to work on our inner 
character, because frankly, saving takes character. But saving also 
builds character. Because it’s hard to do, doing it makes us stronger.

The habit of saving is itself an education; it fosters 
every virtue, teaches self-denial, cultivates the sense of order, 

trains to forethought, and so broadens the mind.

T.  T.  M u n g e r



October 30

Objectivity

Subjectivity and objectivity commit a series 
of assaults on each other during a human life.

A n d r é  B r e t o n

As in many areas of life, dealing rightly with objec-
tivity and subjectivity is a balancing act. These two 

are constantly at war, as Breton suggests. Keeping the peace is no 
small test of our maturity and discipline. And there is no way to get 
it right and keep it there for very long. Keeping these qualities in 
healthy balance requires making adjustments throughout life.

The word “objective” can mean several things. It can mean, first, 
that a person’s thinking is uninfluenced by emotions or personal 
prejudices. Think, for example, about a jury doing its best to weigh 
the evidence in a trial. It may be hard, but the jurors will have to 
let the evidence decide the verdict and not what any of them might 
prefer the verdict to be from a personal standpoint. But, second, we 
sometimes mean by “objective” that something is based on observable 
phenomena. If you had your house appraised, you would want the 
appraisal to be objective, that is, you would want it to be based on the 
actual conditions of the house and not the appraiser’s opinion.

But is objectivity an “enthusiastic idea”? Yes, I believe it is. In 
many areas of life, we need to strive for greater objectivity. Subjective 
feelings are important, no doubt, and some people need to pay more 
attention to them. But many scenarios require us to be objective. In 
those cases, we have to detach ourselves from the situation, weigh the 
matter impartially, and make decisions that are right — regardless 
of our preferences. In many such cases, we have to make a deliberate 
effort to elevate our perspective. To use a well-known metaphor, we 
need to leave the “stage” where the action is and go to the “balcony” 
where we can see things more comprehensively.

Being objective is hard, as anyone can tell you who has ever given 
it a serious try. And because of our fallibility and the complexity of 
life, none of us will ever become perfectly objective, much less balance 
our objectivity with our emotions perfectly. But progress is possible. 
We can acquire more of the discipline that it takes to be fair-minded.

We can’t be perfectly objective, but we can improve in it. We can choose 
to look at things more impartially and from a higher, broader perspective.

A n o n y mo  u s



October 31

Fun

To appreciate nonsense requires a serious interest in life.
G e l e t t  B u r g e s s

It’s a shame if we ever outgrow the ability to have 
fun. Those who can’t appreciate a little nonsense or mischief now 

and then are not too mature to do so; they’re simply too unbalanced. 
Many centuries ago, Herodotus said, “If a man insisted always on 
being serious, and never allowed himself a bit of fun and relaxation, 
he would go mad or become unstable without knowing it.” It’s not a 
good thing never to lighten up and laugh at what’s funny.

When we start taking ourselves too seriously, that’s when we lose 
touch with life’s fun. And that can happen to any of us. We get to the 
point where our egos are so inflated we think that anyone who laughs 
at us is insulting us. We’re too touchy and defensive to see what’s so 
amusing to others. Yet all of us say and do things that are funny. Just 
as there is no person so lowly that his life has no dignity, there is no 
person so dignified that he can’t be laughed at. “Every man is impor-
tant if he loses his life; and every man is funny if he loses his hat and 
has to run after it” (G. K. Chesterton). We can’t be important without 
occasionally being comic. Those are simply two sides of the same 
coin, and the sooner we realize that, the better off we’ll be.

There are boundaries beyond which fun ought not to go, of 
course. The enjoyment of fun should never be at the expense of higher 
priorities, and that’s a caution especially needed in a culture like ours 
which almost makes fun the prime goal in life. Although it is a value, 
fun is certainly not the ultimate value, and it must never be allowed 
to overrule more important principles. George Santayana said it well: 
“Fun is a good thing but only when it spoils nothing better.”

Within its limits, however, fun is fun! Its effect on us is like 
that of good medicine, and we ought to appreciate it. “No symphony 
orchestra ever played music like a two-year-old girl laughing with a 
puppy” (Bern Williams). With every ounce of our strength, we need 
to resist the forces that would pull our hearts into a place where there 
is no fun. Life in this world is a great ride, whether long or short. As 
Frank Zappa observed, “It’s not getting any smarter out there. You 
have to come to terms with stupidity and make it work for you.”

Ain’t we got fun?
R a y mo  n d  B .  E g a n



November 1

Decency

Immodest words admit of no defense, 
For want of decency is want of sense.

W e n t w o r t h  D i l l o n

Decency is a virtue that has fallen out of favor. If 
there was a time in the past when people paid too much atten-

tion to social proprieties, that era is obviously over. Deference to the 
sensibilities of others is distinctly uncool today. Being different is how 
we build our personal “brands,” and being shocking is “in.” But still, I 
agree with Wentworth Dillon: “want of decency is want of sense.”

Consider the basic idea behind “decency.” The word comes from 
a Latin verb meaning “to be fitting,” and the concept is that of respect 
for what is moral and modest. Now obviously, what is considered 
fitting or appropriate by those around us shouldn’t be the only factor 
in our decisions, but have we become so self-centered that the time-
tested norms of morality and modesty mean nothing to us at all? Are 
we so arrogant as to believe that our own opinions are superior to 
what had been learned by the whole human race before we got here?

Surely there is some worthy middle ground between the bohemi-
ans and the bourgeoisie. Personally, I don’t want to be so tied to the 
norms of society that I can’t depart from them when there is a good 
reason to do so, but neither do I want to be so tied to nonconformity 
that I fail to appreciate the guidelines of good manners. If nothing 
else, the principle of decency should be a check on our pride and self-
will: “Before I insist on doing my own thing, should I not take others 
into account? Would I not give them a thoughtful gift if I showed 
respect for what they hold to be good and honorable?”

When it comes right down to it, decency is closely linked to 
kindness. In matters of moral right and wrong, we should always 
steer clear of indecency, of course. But in matters of social norms 
and expectations, kindness should move us to avoid giving offense 
whenever possible. Out of all the reasons for acting decently in our 
relationships, there is none finer than simple kindness. If I am mainly 
interested in myself, your feelings will be of little concern. But if I love 
you, I will want to be kind to you. Your sensibilities will matter to me.

Utmost decency, in all our dealings with the other fellow, 
is the greatest need of the hour.

A l b e r t  B .  L o r d



November 2

Grace

These are gifts from God arranged by infinite wisdom, 
notes that make up the scores of creation’s loftiest symphony, 

threads that compose the master tapestry of the universe.

A .  W .  T o z e r

When we look at our lives objectively, we see many 
evidences of grace. Some may be small and others large, 

but the ways in which we’ve been blessed by somebody else’s good 
favor are numerous. We all — without exception — have been the 
recipients of far more goodness than our own merits have earned. Of 
the many threads that have been woven together in these lives that we 
call our own, many of them wouldn’t be there if it weren’t for grace.

The frequency with which grace has entered our lives ought to be 
a reminder that we’re not alone in life. None of us is independent, and 
none of us would have gotten far if other people hadn’t been gracious 
to us. Living in the real world requires helping and being helped, and 
it’s good to have that fact called to our attention.

On our part, there’s certainly a need for us to extend more grace 
to those we come in contact with. If we lean heavily in the direc-
tion of justice, granting to others nothing beyond what they deserve, 
a time will come when we get no more than what we deserve. And 
if we have a keen interest in correctness, making sure everybody we 
know is getting everything exactly right, we may be earning an ad-
vanced degree in hypocrisy, since we’ve often failed to get things right 
ourselves. How much better it would be if we seasoned our demands 
for justice and correctness with a heaping measure of grace. It may be 
hard to know how much grace to extend in some situations, but our 
first instinct ought to be to show as much as possible.

But how can we grow in the quality of grace? The key, I think, 
is learning to be more grateful. Those who are the least forgiving 
are usually out of touch with how much they’ve been forgiven. So 
we need to see our own situations more truthfully — and then give 
thanks for the grace that’s been granted to us. And if we don’t see 
much evidence of grace in our lives, we need to start looking at all the 
“little” ways our families and friends show us kindness every day.

Surely great grace yet may go 
With a little gift: all’s dear that comes from friends.

T h e o c r i t u s



November 3

Contribution

A man wrapped up in himself makes a very small bundle.
B e n j a m i n  F r a n k l i n

The poorest people in the world are not the impov-
erished but the self-centered. Their main concern is for 

themselves, and “their only contribution to the human family is to 
warm a seat at the common table” (F. Scott Fitzgerald).

Most of us, however, want to do better than that. Whether rich 
or poor, we want to give something back to the world around us. We 
understand the need to make some sort of contribution — a sacrifice 
of ourselves that will be conducive to the betterment of others.

We won’t be able to make a contribution that will alter the course 
of human history, of course. In the grand scheme of things, the world 
will be what it will be with or without our help. But the individuals 
whom we can help will have their load lightened even if our act of 
service does not transform the experience of humanity as a whole.

It’s a mistake to think that only the rich and powerful are in a 
position to contribute. If we measure the significance of a gift in terms 
of the sacrifice it requires, all of us have it within our power to give 
a great gift. Indeed, the “little” things that common folks do every 
day probably add more value to the world than all the “big” gestures 
made by the prominent people. So while we’re out there crusading 
against injustice and trying to “make the world a better place,” let’s ask 
whether those nearest and dearest to us are feeling any uplift from all 
of this bigheartedness of ours. Are they being neglected?

The truth is, it takes a good deal of wisdom and self-discipline, 
as well as benevolence and philanthropy, to be a good contributor to 
the world. For one thing, the needs around us are so many, we have 
to balance multiple responsibilities and prioritize the greater needs. 
Richard Chewning was exactly right when he said, “It takes wisdom 
and discernment to minister to people in need. We must look beyond 
the apparent and seek to meet the needs of the whole person.”

So we must be careful. But while striving for wisdom, we must 
not fail to act. Whatever contribution any of us are capable of making, 
we do not have unlimited time to make it. The clock is ticking.

In the time we have it is surely our duty to do all the good we can 
to all the people we can in all the ways we can.

W i l l i a m  B a r c l a y



November 4

Greatness

A man’s true greatness lies in the consciousness of an honest 
purpose in life, founded on a just estimate of himself and everything 

else, on frequent self-examination, and a steady obedience 
to the rule which he knows to be right . . .

M a r c u s  A u r e l i u s

Writing about greatness is not easy. Greatness of things 
like power, authority, and influence are what most people think 

of, so we are suspicious (and rightly so) of anyone who would deliber-
ately set out to become great in these ways. So to suggest that great-
ness is anything that one should aspire to seems to be recommending 
nothing more than selfish ambition. But let’s dig a little deeper.

First, what if we thought of greatness simply as excellence? 
Wouldn’t that be an honorable thing to aspire to? Shouldn’t I, for ex-
ample, aim to be a great father rather than a mediocre one? Certainly 
I should. In terms of good, better, and best, none of us should be 
content to do anything less than the best work we’re capable of.

But second, genuine greatness has more to do with our character 
than with our accomplishments. Thinking of it this way, the great are 
those who are steadfast in adhering to virtuous principles. They may not 
have achieved anything the world would consider great, but they have 
what we call “integrity” or “character.” Can anyone deny that this kind 
of greatness matters and that every one of us ought to be pursuing it?

Henry Ward Beecher once wrote, “Greatness lies, not in being 
strong, but in the right use of strength,” and that insight is pertinent 
here. Most people think of greatness as power of one kind or another 
(social, political, financial, etc.), but true greatness consists in the right 
use of whatever power we have, whether it is much or little.

To sum up, then, perhaps we should distinguish between “big-
ness” and “greatness,” as Richard Shelly does in the quotation below. 
Bigness would indeed be a self-centered, ambitious thing to go after. 
But greatness — true greatness — is a worthy goal. It means faithfully 
doing our duty, in the service of others, to the very best of our ability.

A desire for bigness has hurt many folks. Putting oneself in the 
limelight at the expense of others is a wrong idea of greatness. The secret 
of greatness, rather than bigness, is to acclimate oneself to one’s place of 

service and be true to one’s own convictions. A life of this kind of 
service will forever remain the measure of one’s true greatness.

R i c h a r d  W .  S h e l l y  J r .



November 5

Philosophy

Every one of us, unconsciously, works out a personal philosophy of life, by 
which we are guided, inspired, and corrected, as time goes by. It is this 
philosophy by which we measure our days, and by which we advertise 

to all about us the man or woman that we are.
G e o r g e  M a t t h e w  A d a m s

Our English word “philosophy” contains an idea that 
every person should appreciate. The word comes from a 

Greek noun which meant “lover of wisdom.” In the most basic sense, 
then, a philosopher is one for whom wisdom is a valuable thing. He 
not only appreciates it, but he exerts himself actively to grow in it.

If people react negatively when they hear the word “philosophy,” 
it is probably not the “love of wisdom” that they have in mind, but 
what we might call “professional” or “academic” philosophy. Without 
a doubt, many who have made a career out of philosophy have given 
the discipline an unsavory reputation. (Philosophy may be a field 
where, as someone has said, “Ninety-five percent of us give the rest of 
us a bad name.”) But let’s not discard the notion of wisdom itself.

Wisdom is like love and many other wonderful things: if it is not 
governed and disciplined, it becomes destructive. Wisdom must be 
properly defined. It must be bounded by valid principles (like humility 
and reverence), and it must be kept in balance with the other aspects 
of daily living. But rightly understood and carefully balanced, philoso-
phy (the pursuit of wisdom) should be something we value greatly.

Although he was not always a good philosopher himself, 
Thoreau was on the right track when he wrote, “To be a philosopher 
is . . . so to love wisdom as to live according to its dictates, a life of 
simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and trust. It is to solve some 
of the problems of life not only theoretically, but practically.”

You may not have thought much about it, but you have a phi-
losophy of life. You have some concept of what life is about and how a 
human being ought to behave. But let me ask you: has your philosophy 
of life been carefully put together? If you’ve been careless or negligent, 
you’re probably on a road you don’t really want to go down.

It takes but a brief time to scent the life philosophy of anyone. It is 
defined in the conversation, in the look of the eye, and in the general 

mien of the person. It has no hiding place. It is like the perfume 
of the flower — unseen, but known almost immediately.

G e o r g e  M a t t h e w  A d a m s



November 6

Discrimination

Life is a constant series of discriminations between 
what it is well to attempt and what it is not well to attempt.

T h e  S p e c t a t o r

Like it or not, the world is full of differences, and 
some of these differences are quite important. 

Distinguishing one thing from another is an unavoidable part of daily 
living. Suppose that I have been called for jury duty. I must ask, “Is 
the defendant guilty or innocent?” As a juror, I will be asked to help 
discern the difference between justice and injustice in this case, and if 
the evidence is not clear, doing so may require a great deal of wisdom.

To “discriminate” means to distinguish or to exercise discern-
ment. When we discriminate, we observe the differences between 
things. If we say, for example, that a person’s musical taste is “discrim-
inating,” we mean that he or she knows good music from bad and is 
able to detect even subtle differences in the quality of compositions or 
performances. In a complex world of vast information, it’s important 
that when we discriminate between things, we discriminate wisely.

Unfortunately, the word “discrimination” has acquired a nega-
tive connotation. These days, it usually means to discriminate against 
someone — that is, to distinguish them unfavorably from others in a 
wrongful way. Racial discrimination, for example, means noting that 
someone is of a different race and treating them unfairly as a result.

But there is more to discrimination than this narrow usage, and 
the popular notion that all differences whatsoever should be disre-
garded is simply foolish. Differences must be dealt with, and it is a 
virtue to deal with them in ways that are humble, careful, and truthful.

To a certain extent, all of us have to be critics. Like the art critic 
who judges the quality of artworks, we have to separate the superior 
from the inferior in nearly everything that confronts us. The challenge 
is to be accurate in our appraisals. We need to recognize not only the 
difference between good and bad, but also the difference between 
good, better, and best. So the question is not whether we will make 
judgments — it is only whether we will make them wisely.

Neither praise nor blame is the object of true criticism. Justly to discriminate, 
firmly to establish, wisely to prescribe and honestly to award 

— these are the true aims and duties of criticism.

W i l l i a m  G i l mo  r e  S i mm  s



November 7

Regeneration

The rebirth of his heart was indispensable.
J a m e s  M a r t i n e a u

Has your life ever fallen into such decline or decay 
that you needed to make a radical change? All of 

us need improvement, of course, but sometimes the improvement we 
need is so drastic that when we have experienced it, we feel as if we’ve 
gone back to the beginning and started our lives all over.

The concept of “regeneration” (which literally means “rebirth”) is 
familiar to religious persons. As far as our relationship to our Creator 
is concerned, what we need is certainly more than a little polishing 
up. We need to be deeply regenerated or reborn — that is, to change 
directions so radically that the conversion amounts to being “reborn.”

But in today’s reading, we are not thinking about regeneration 
in the religious or spiritual sense. And we’re not even thinking about 
it in the sense of the major turning points in our secular lives. What 
we have in mind today is something a bit simpler, and that is the daily 
need to open ourselves up to being new and better people.

There are few gifts any better than giving ourselves to our loved 
ones as persons committed to constant renewal. Rather than letting 
ourselves be dragged down by the weariness of life, if we would greet 
each new day as a fresh start in life and live it as if we had been reborn 
or regenerated, that would be a gracious thing to do. And surely, that 
is a blessing each of us can bestow upon those around us.

Sometimes it is crisis that prompts us to change for the better, 
but one of the amazing things about our minds is that we can choose 
to make such changes at any time, even when there is no crisis. We 
have the ability to examine our lives, see where change is needed, and 
then pursue a new course as a matter of choice.

But in conclusion, let’s come back to the idea of crisis. There is 
no denying that hardship and suffering play a special role in renewing 
us. In fact, when we look back, we can often see that the circumstances 
we most dreaded were often those that produced the most growth in 
us. So if we must suffer, let’s be grateful for the fresh start that hard 
experiences can give us. Nobody ever said that being born was easy.

Deep, unspeakable suffering may well be called 
a baptism, a regeneration, the initiation into a new state.

G e o r g e  E l i o t



November 8

Acceptance

Our level of joy (and therefore strength and healing) 
is directly proportional to our level of acceptance.

T i m  H a n s e l

Acceptance is a vital virtue, both for our own sake 
and the sake of others. When there is something that 

should be accepted but we can’t bring ourselves to do it, frustration is 
usually the result. We bog down in misery, and we inflict discomfort 
on those around us. “For after all,” as Longfellow wrote, “the best 
thing one can do when it’s raining is to let it rain.”

(1) Ourselves. All of us have room for improvement (and im-
provement should be a passionate goal), but we need to accept that 
even a perfect version of ourselves would still be different from 
anybody else in the world. So I like Henry Winkler’s observation, “A 
human being’s first responsibility is to shake hands with himself.”

(2) Our fellow human beings. If other people don’t test your pa-
tience, then you’re just not paying attention to the world you live in. 
The truth is, people can be vexing. But we need to recognize that not 
everything about other people that displeases us needs to be changed. 
Sometimes people do need to change, obviously, but at other times we 
simply need to accept their differences as a part of the spice of life.

(3) Our circumstances. I don’t think I’ve ever met anybody who 
thought that the world is perfect just as it is. Life in this world leaves 
a lot to be desired, to put it mildly. But many of the circumstances 
that distress us are beyond our control. We can’t change them — we 
can only accept them and choose freely how we will respond to them.

Martin Luther King Jr. said, “We must accept finite disappoint-
ment, but we must never lose infinite hope.” Genuine acceptance does 
not mean complacency; it means coming to terms with reality, all the 
while working for whatever growth is possible. And nowhere is this 
more needed than in our relationships. “A friend is one who knows 
you as you are, understands where you’ve been, accepts who you’ve 
become, and still gently invites you to grow.” All of us want friends 
like that, surely. The question is: will we be friends like that?

God, give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot 
be changed, courage to change the things which should be changed, 

and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.

R e i n h o l d  N i e b u h r
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Meekness

Meekness is not weakness.

S i r  W i l l i a m  G u r n e y  B e n h a m

Meekness is a much-misunderstood quality. In modern 
English, the word “meek” is used two different ways. It may 

mean either “showing patience and humility” or “easily imposed on.” 
Unfortunately, the second concept is the one that many people think 
of first. The stereotype of a meek person is that of a weak and wimpy 
pushover. Nowadays, when being successful requires “swimming with 
the sharks,” hardly anybody wants to be thought of as meek.

But that view is not a fair representation of true meekness, 
which is anything but weak. Meekness does not mean being without 
strength; it means that one’s strength is governed. Any good athlete 
understands the principle of controlled strength. A football quar-
terback, for example, may have the arm strength to throw the ball  
seventy or eighty yards, but he wouldn’t be a good quarterback if he 
did that every chance he got. Winning the game requires holding 
his strength in reserve, knowing when to throw long, when to throw 
short, and when not to throw at all. Similarly, a meek person may 
have enormous strength at his command, but meekness keeps him 
from using any more of it than the present moment calls for.

It helps, I think, to distinguish between “strength in action” and 
“strength in reserve.” It may take a lot of strength to do some things, 
but it may take even more to refrain from doing them. So when a 
person fails to do something, his inaction may be a sign of weakness 
or it may not be. As an outside observer, you have no way of knowing 
whether the person was being patient (strong) or cowardly (weak). It 
could be either one, depending on the person’s inner motivation. But 
the point is this: we shouldn’t assume that every instance of inaction is 
a sign of weakness. Sometimes a person may simply be exercising re-
straint. In that case, he or she is being meek — but by no means weak.

I would say, since I love the Arthurian legends, that it takes the 
strength of a “knight” to be meek. I haven’t reached it yet, but that 
chivalrous quality of strength under control is an ideal that I admire.

Thou were the meekest man and the gentlest that ever ate 
in hall among ladies. And thou were the sternest knight to thy 

mortal foe that ever put spear in the rest.

S i r  T h om  a s  M a l o r y
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Self-Reliance

There are three types of baseball players — those who make it happen, 
those who watch it happen, and those who wonder what happened.

T omm   y  L a s o r d a

Our idea for today, self-reliance, can be considered 
from dozens of different angles. The common thread, 

however, is simple. It has to do with being a self-starter. For example, 
consider these thoughts: “Self-sufficiency has three meanings. The 
first is that one should not depend upon others for one’s daily bread. 
The second is that one should have developed the power to acquire 
knowledge for oneself. The third is that a man should be able to rule 
himself, to control his senses and his thoughts” (Vinoba Bhave).

(1) Seeing to our own needs. Flora Robson said it very well: “Ask 
God’s blessing on your work, but don’t ask him to do it for you.” 
Self-reliance doesn’t mean that we don’t recognize our dependence on 
God’s grace (and even the help of other people when we’re helpless), 
but it does mean that taking care of ourselves is not something we 
expect other people to do. Our daily bread is our own responsibility.

(2) Doing our own thinking. Each of us can be grateful for what 
we’ve learned from other individuals, but self-reliance means that we 
make our own decisions about the truthfulness and applicability of 
what we’ve learned. We don’t outsource our thinking to someone else, 
expecting them to take over the management of our minds.

(3) Ruling our own passions. Things like self-discipline and self-
control are among the hardest of life’s lessons to learn. Yet we must 
take responsibility for these things. From time to time, others may 
provide some helpful controls (governmental laws, employer policies, 
family rules, etc.), but at some point we must learn to do what’s right 
because it’s right, with or without external restraint.

As you can see, each of these is a different way in which we 
should be self-starters. We can’t wait for others to feed us, to think 
for us, or to restrain us. Instead, we have to take the initiative and do 
whatever we can. When life is less than happy, we focus on whatever 
improvements we can make, and we leave the rest in God’s hands. In 
short, we take responsibility for our own choices. For it is a well-
known fact: when we blame others, we give up our power to change.

Never grow a wishbone, daughter, where your backbone needs to be.
C l e m e n t i n e  P a dd  l e fo  r d



November 11

Heroism

This, to me, is the ultimately heroic trait 
of ordinary people: they say no to the tyrant and they 

calmly take the consequences of this resistance.

P h i l i p  K .  D i c k

Heroes, in the words of a popular song, come in every 
shape and size. There are the larger-than-life heroes, those 

of storybook stature who’ve done deeds of great renown, and there are 
many others whose deeds have not been recorded in the history books 
but who nevertheless have acted heroically in their private circum-
stances. Heroism is not limited to any age, gender, or ethnic heritage. 
It is sometimes recognized and rewarded, and sometimes not. But one 
thing all heroes have in common is that they have acted with both 
courage and justice. They’ve stood up for something that was honor-
able — despite the possibility of dire consequences.

Although we normally think of heroes as those who have ac-
complished great exploits, it’s not really the size of the accomplish-
ment that makes the hero. It’s the price that was paid and the strength 
that had to be mustered, even though the end result might not have 
been anything that made the front page of the newspaper. As Romain 
Rolland said, “A hero is a man who does what he can.”

People, both men and women, do heroic things when they’re 
willing to sacrifice personal benefit to some larger cause. A parent 
who gets up at three in the morning to tend to a sick child is a hero. 
A citizen who loses pay at work in order to serve jury duty is a hero. 
A teacher who pays special attention to a struggling student is a hero. 
The common denominator is that these people have a vision that 
extends beyond their own desires. They know that they live within the 
larger context of humanity, and they’re eager to give something back 
to the world in return for the privilege of living in it for a while.

True heroes don’t brag about their heroism, nor do they con-
gratulate themselves in their own minds for being stronger and braver 
than other folks. Heroes of the highest caliber are the exact opposite: 
they’re humble. They understand the big picture in life and have been 
willing to subordinate their wants to the needs of the greater good.

A hero is someone who has given his or her life 
to something bigger than oneself.

J o s e p h  C a m p b e l l
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Diligence

Make hay while the sun shines.
M i g u e l  d e  C e r v a n t e s

If there is something that requires our diligence, the 
time to be diligent about it is right now. We must not 

spend our opportunities as if we had an unlimited supply. Now is the 
time to give ourselves diligently to whatever we should be doing.

But what does diligence mean? We can think of it in two direc-
tions, both of which are valuable. First, diligence means painstak-
ing effort and persistent application. To be diligent is to work hard, 
doggedly plugging away at our projects. But second, diligence means 
being heedful and careful. We are being diligent when we pay atten-
tive care to what we do, lovingly mindful of its importance.

Work long. Not everything is worth the investment of long hours, 
of course, but some things are. Whatever our priorities may be, we 
won’t do what is right by these if we do no more than what is conve-
nient. So pick your priorities in life — and be prepared to work over-
time. “Be first in the field and the last to the couch” (Chinese Proverb). 
Diligence separates the workers from the dabblers and the dreamers.

Work smart. Diligent people work harder and longer, but they 
also understand the importance of wisdom. “The expectations of life 
depend upon diligence; the craftsman who would perfect his work 
must first sharpen his tools” (Confucius). True diligence is an exertion 
of ourselves that is not only industrious but also intelligent. It means 
that we think creatively about our challenges and then attack them in 
ways that are the most efficient and likely to be effective.

Carried too far, diligence can become the driver of an obsessed, 
imbalanced life. But when wisely governed, it is an exceedingly im-
portant virtue, especially when brought to bear on our spiritual lives, 
our family relationships, and our community service. The opportunity 
to be diligent about these avenues of service won’t last always. Bad 
weather and nightfall are coming. So make hay while the sun shines!

I will try this day to live a simple, sincere, and serene life; 
repelling promptly every thought of discontent, anxiety, discouragement, 
impurity, and self-seeking; cultivating cheerfulness, magnanimity, charity, 

and the habit of holy silence; exercising economy in expenditure, 
carefulness in conversation, diligence in appointed service, 

fidelity to every trust, and a childlike trust in God.
J o h n  H .  V i n c e n t
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Success

If at first you do succeed, try to hide your astonishment.
A n o n y mo  u s

Success is so frequent in some people’s lives that they 
get used to it, but for most of us, it often comes as a 

pleasant surprise when we succeed. It’s not that we are pessi-
mists and always expect the worst. But we have often found life to be 
hard, and when it is easy, success can seem like an unexpected bonus.

As a basic concept, success is neutral. To succeed is simply to 
reach a goal, and whether that is good or bad depends on the nature 
of the goal and the means used to reach it. So we should think twice 
about writers and speakers that teach us how to be “successful.”

But with good goals and honorable means, success is certainly 
something we should pursue. Indeed, most of us don’t pursue it 
enough. We’re too content to live in the land of mediocrity.

To be frank, there are times when we are downright lazy and use 
the wrong end of our anatomy. “Nature gave men two ends — one to 
sit on and one to think with. Ever since then man’s success or failure 
has been dependent on the one he uses most” (George K. Kirkpatrick). 
At other times, we blame our circumstances, making future failure all 
the more probable. “No one ever excused his way to success” as Dave 
Del Dotto put it. In any case, we need to take responsibility for our 
own behavior, especially if we could have done better but we didn’t.

Yet sometimes defeat, rather than success, is the very thing we 
need. Numerous benefits (such as character growth) can come from 
dealing with disappointment. “Defeat may serve as well as victory to 
shake the soul and let the glory out” (Edwin Markham), so we should 
learn to embrace the blessings wrapped up in our unfulfilled dreams.

But not only that, we should be careful how we envision success 
itself. It is dangerous to pursue the ever-changing target of “success” as 
defined by the pop culture of the moment. We must resist this tempta-
tion and learn to strive for the only success that really matters: making 
the unique (and sometimes private) contribution to the world that we 
are individually capable of making. In the end, you and I will have suc-
ceeded if we, by God’s grace, have become our very best selves.

Success is to be measured, not by wealth, power, or fame, but by the ratio 
between what a man is and what he might be.

H .  G .  W e l l s
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Virtue

He is ill clothed that is bare of virtue.
B e n j a m i n  F r a n k l i n

Virtue should be our main pursuit. All the other personal 
traits we might wish to develop and all the other possessions we 

might want to acquire would be of little value without virtue. Indeed, 
there is nothing sadder than to see a person who has reached the pin-
nacle of worldly success but whose inner character is corrupt.

By virtue, we do not just mean chastity, although the word is 
sometimes used that way. In this discussion, we are using virtue in the 
more general sense of moral excellence (including, but not limited to, 
chastity). A virtue is one of those objective, indisputable qualities of 
character that are recognized as right and good by all people every-
where. Some of the obvious examples would be honesty, courage, and 
generosity. In his typically colorful way, La Rochefoucauld said it well: 
“Virtue is to the soul what health is to the body.”

These days, we need to be reminded that the virtues are unalter-
able. They are not changed by the shifting winds of social evolution 
or popular taste. Many things in this world do change, of course, but 
the virtues do not. They are eternal. They transcend the space-time 
continuum in which we presently live because they are grounded in 
the eternal character of God who created the space-time continuum.

But as we all know, the world as it now exists is a torn and 
conflicted environment. As Thoreau said, “There is never an instant’s 
truce between virtue and vice.” In this life, we never get to the point 
where virtue is automatic. Wisdom may tell us what we need to do 
and our conscience may urge us in that direction, but there is always 
the matter of courage: will we or won’t we do what is right?

Despite the struggle, however, we can grow to the point where 
virtue is a recognizable pattern in our lives. We will stumble and make 
mistakes, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be genuinely virtuous. And 
surely, we ought not to settle for anything less than that. “No virtue 
can be great if it is not constant” (Alfonso Milagro). Aside from our 
good deeds on special occasions, what kind of people are we, really 
and truly? How are we known by those who know us best?

The virtue of a man ought to be measured, not by his extraordinary 
exertions, but by his everyday conduct.

B l a i s e  P a s c a l
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Happiness

The cheerful of heart has a continual feast.
T h e  B oo  k  of   P r o v e r b s

Unlike joy (which is a virtue and can be constant), 
happiness is a more occasional visitor. Life in this 

world can be difficult and painful, but it can also be pleasant — and 
we love the happy days, whether they are many or few. “Happiness 
makes up in height for what it lacks in length” (Robert Frost).

(1) We shouldn’t try to force happiness. I chuckle when I recall 
Willard R. Espy’s quip, “If only we’d stop trying to be happy, we could 
have a pretty good time.” Happiness can’t be manufactured directly; 
it’s a byproduct. So we should give up the popular “pursuit of hap-
piness” and get busy doing other things. “Happiness often sneaks in 
through a door you didn’t know you left open” ( John Barrymore).

The genuinely happy are honest about the real world. They don’t 
play mental tricks and try to convince themselves they are happy 
when they are not. As realists, they don’t demand unbroken happiness 
in a broken world. They can live without happiness if they have to.

(2) We should not neglect the “little” happinesses. Many of the most 
delightful things in this world are ordinary and easily overlooked. We 
would be happier if we were more observant, and if we took the time 
to relish the simple pleasures. Benjamin Franklin was right: “Human 
felicity is produced not so much by great pieces of good fortune that 
seldom happen as by little advantages that occur every day.”

(3) We should be grateful for happiness. When happiness comes 
calling, it should be treated as an honored guest. Sara Teasdale had 
the right perspective in her well-known motto, “I make the most of 
all that comes, and the least of all that goes.” We should relish the 
good times appreciatively, maximizing their enjoyment — and then 
relinquish them with the right attitude. “Happiness always looks 
small while you hold it in your hands, but let it go, and you learn at 
once how big and precious it is” (Maxim Gorky). May we never say 
goodbye to any happiness without having enjoyed it gratefully.

But finally, may we never be selfish. Since we never have any 
happiness except by God’s grace, we must look for ways to pass it 
along. May we relate to everybody around us as happily as we can. 

Happiness held is the seed — happiness shared is the flower.
A n o n y mo  u s
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Roles

We are apt to forget that we are only one of a team, that in unity 
there is strength and that we are strong only as long as each unit in 

our organization functions with precision.

S a m u e l  T i l d e n

We often think of a “role” as a part played by a per-
former. In the movies, for example, an Oscar is given to the 

“Best Actor in a Leading Role.” Let’s take that metaphor and see what 
we can learn from it in regard to our own roles in life.

For one thing, we each need to play our roles well. If we think of 
ourselves as being involved in various “stories” (relationships, work, 
activities, etc.), then it is obvious: whichever role in the story is ours to 
play, we should make that part the best it can be. Indeed, we are not 
only actors and actresses in these stories; we are actually helping to 
create the stories by the way we conduct ourselves. It behooves us to 
view our roles as important contributions to the world.

But none of us is performing in a one-man show. Whatever rela-
tionship we may be in, the story’s plot involves other people, each of 
whom also has a significant role. One of the greatest insights we can 
have is recognizing that life is a collaborative venture. Our individual 
roles need to be played in such a way that they help, rather than hin-
der, the work that our “team” is trying to accomplish.

Gail Hamilton wrote, “Every person is responsible for all the 
good within the scope of his abilities, and for no more, and none can 
tell whose sphere is the largest.” Some roles in life are obviously more 
critical to the overall endeavor than others, but “God estimates us not 
by the position we are in, but by the way in which we fill it” (Tryon 
Edwards). If the work of the world is going to be done, there will have 
to be a few “leading” roles, but we should be just as willing to do our 
best in a “supporting” role or even to be just an “extra.” It takes humility 
to give our best effort to every role — whether leading or supporting.

Great passion is produced when we are well-suited to our roles. 
So Pindar’s advice is appropriate: “Learn what you are and be such.” 
But let’s not be picky. When called upon, let’s play our roles with 
gusto, even when the part may not be one we would have chosen.

I cannot do everything, but still I can do something; and because I cannot 
do everything, I will not refuse to do something I can do.

E d w a r d  E v e r e t t  H a l e
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Prayerfulness

Man offers himself to God. He stands before Him like the canvas 
before the painter or the marble before the sculptor. At the same time 
he asks for His grace, expresses his needs and those of his brothers in 
suffering . . . The modest, the ignorant, and the poor are more capable 

of this self-denial than the rich and the intellectual.
A l e x i s  C a r r e l

Prayerfulness is not one of the leading characteris-
tics of our culture. Perhaps it is the pride that comes from 

our prosperity. Or maybe it is that our scientific progress has led us 
to believe there is no problem we can’t solve. Whatever the reason 
may be, it is not often that we bow humbly before God in prayer. We 
may nod briefly in His direction with a public prayer before a sports 
contest, but our day-to-day lives rarely take God into serious account.

Would it not be proper for us to become a more prayerful people? 
I do not simply mean we should pray more often. I mean our entire 
attitude should be more reverent and humble. If there is no God, the 
sooner we dispense with the notion of reverence, the better off we’ll 
be — but if the truth of the matter lies in the opposite direction (as 
many of us still profess to believe), how can we not live in the daily 
consciousness of our accountability to God, as well as our need for 
Him? Surely there can be no question about the importance of the 
question. All other issues pale by comparison. If God is real, the very 
atmosphere in which we live should be one of reverence. There should 
be nothing we do that we don’t do prayerfully.

As Americans, we do turn to God in moments of crisis. On days 
like September 11, 2001, our prayers are passionate. But in addition 
to our requests for help in times of urgent need, should we not be 
more grateful when things are going well? Prayer does not just ask 
God for His aid. More importantly, it thanks Him for what He has 
already done and praises Him for His majesty and goodness.

Because it admits our insufficiency, prayer hurts our pride. But 
these days, our insufficiency is becoming frightfully obvious — neither 
philosophy nor technology is going to be enough to help us where we 
need it the most. So is it not time to begin living more prayerfully?

We are all weak, finite, simple human beings, standing in the need 
of prayer. None need it so much as those who think they are strong, 

those who know it not but are deluded by self-sufficiency.
H a r o l d  C oo  k e  P h i l l i p s
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Piety

Many people think that a “spiritual Christian” is mystical, dreamy, impractical, 
and distant. When he prays, he shifts his voice into a sepulchral tone in 

tremolo. This kind of unctuous piety is a poor example of true spirituality. To 
be “spiritually minded” simply means to look at earth from heaven’s point of 

view. The spiritually minded believer makes his decisions on the basis of 
eternal values and not the passing fads of society.

W a r r e n  W .  W i e r s b e

Mention the word “piety,” and not many people will 
have positive thoughts about it. To many, the pious are 

simply the religious hypocrites: the people who fake their devoutness, 
major in the minor details of religious correctness, and mindlessly go 
through the motions of conventional observance.

As we shall see, there is much more to piety than this, but let us 
be clear: if we are guilty of any of these things, we should stop them 
immediately and learn what genuine piety is about.

Our word “piety” comes from the Latin pius (“dutiful”). It refers 
to those who take their duties seriously. The pious are not the pre-
tenders but the truly devout — they reverently hold themselves to 
high standards of virtue and morality. So if we are pious, we may 
not always be solemn, but we are never anything less than earnest. 
Matters of obedience are important to us — we regard them respect-
fully, studiously, carefully, wholesomely, and delightfully.

But I want to insert what I think is a critical distinction here. 
Some folks think they are being pious when they are merely being 
good. Yet Pascal was right: “Experience makes us see an enormous 
difference between piety and goodness.” Piety is goodness for God’s 
sake, and it will move us considerably beyond the kind of goodness 
that stems from personal preference and social respectability.

Of all the “gift words” we have discussed, none is any better than 
the word “piety.” Just think of the difference it would make in your 
family and your friendships if you gave those around you the gift 
of personal piety. When those who deal with you know you can be 
counted on to be devout in your duties to God, they will be grateful.

But this can’t be done painlessly. Because it is focused on God, 
piety requires that we subordinate ourselves to Him. Our pride won’t 
give up without a fight — but the riches of reverence are waiting for us! 

The best way to see divine light is to put out thy own candle.
T h om  a s  F u l l e r
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Grandeur

Philosophy is written in this grand book — I mean the universe — 
which stands continually open to our gaze.

G a l i l e o  G a l i l e i

Simple things have a heartwarming beauty that is 
delightful, but we also need the thrilling joy that 

only grandeur can provide. It might wear us out if it happened 
too frequently, but now and then we need to have our hearts ravished 
by the pleasure of that which is glorious and majestic. Magnificent 
beauty awes us, enticing us with realities beyond this world.

As Galileo knew from firsthand observation, the universe is a 
“grand book . . . which stands continually open to our gaze.” It is 
“charged with the grandeur of God,” as Gerard Manley Hopkins 
famously said. Three thousand years ago, King David of Israel was 
filled with the same sense of wonder: “The heavens declare the glory 
of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork.” So if we want 
to see grandeur, it’s all around us. It’s in the trees, the grass, and the 
clouds, not to mention the mountains, the oceans, and the stars.

But we ourselves have an even greater grandeur. Made in God’s 
image, we are personal beings, able to respond to Him with intellect, 
emotion, and will — and despite all the brokenness and suffering that 
we have brought into the world, we still bear traces of our Father’s 
glory. Indeed, it is in suffering that our dignity can be seen most poi-
gnantly. “Many men owe the grandeur of their lives to their tremendous 
difficulties” (Charles Haddon Spurgeon). Our tears (and our yearnings) 
can teach us a good deal about the glory we were meant to enjoy.

As great as it is, of course, our glory is only a reflection of God, 
and when we speak of “grandeur” it should be God that we have in 
mind most of all. We can’t fully comprehend or describe His majesty, 
but attempting to do so is the highest use of the human mind. Feasting 
on even a portion of God’s grandeur is a sumptuous banquet indeed.

Timeless, spaceless, single, lonely, 
Yet sublimely Three, 

Thou are grandly, always, only 
God is Unity! 

Lone in grandeur, lone in glory, 
Who shall tell thy wondrous story? 

Awful Trinity!

F r e d e r i c k  W i l l i a m  F a b e r
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Exactitude

The philosophical spirit is, then, a spirit of observation 
and exactness, which relates everything to true principles.

D e n i s  D i d e r o t

When you do something, how “exactly” do you wish 
to do it? For many people, the rule in playing horseshoes 

(“close counts”) is good enough for them. Others feel the need for 
more exactness. So let me offer you a few (three, to be exact) different 
meanings of “exact” that might be considered enthusiastic ideas.

(1) Consistent with fact, not deviating from reality. Many of our 
endeavors require information that will serve as the foundation for an 
important decision. In such cases, we ought to settle for nothing less 
than the exact truth. Information that is “basically correct” will yield 
decisions that are no more than “pretty good.” So truth is extremely 
important, and strict adherence to reality is a good thing. Anybody 
who would tell you otherwise is, well, out of touch with reality.

(2) Marked by accurate measurement. Various activities in life in-
volve things being measured against standards, and we can see a need 
for measurements to have only a small margin of error. If a surgeon is 
installing a pacemaker for your heart, you will want the device to have 
been manufactured with extreme precision. And when we are “in-
stalling” things like ideas and arguments in our minds, don’t we want 
those to have been “manufactured” with even greater precision?

(3) Marked by strict adherence to rules. If you enter into a business 
contract with another person, perhaps involving thousands of dollars, 
you will not be content for them to keep “most” of the requirements 
or to be “basically” honest in their dealings with you. You will want 
them to do exactly what they made a commitment to do. Why is it, 
then, that when we are the ones under obligation, we think that the 
rules (even the laws of the Creator) don’t have to be kept exactly?

But is it possible to overdo this business of being exact? I suppose 
so. But let’s be honest: how many people do you actually know whose 
lives have been damaged by too much exactness? Very few, I guess. 
On the other hand, we all know some who have suffered from too 
much carelessness. I see one of them in the mirror every morning.

The difference between something good 
and something great is attention to detail.

C h a r l e s  R .  S w i n do  l l
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Practice

Practice is the best of all instructors.

P u b l i l i u s  S y r u s

In the real world, there is no good substitute for 
practice. Consequently, the people we admire are often those 

whose skill or character traits have been acquired by means of prac-
tice. Natural abilities and intelligence may provide a head start, but 
there is no shortcut to excellence. Talent has to be honed and disci-
plined, and the only way to do that is practice, practice, practice.

(1) Practicing our skills. I still remember how embarrassing it was 
in the fourth grade to show up for my weekly piano lesson not having 
practiced anything that had been assigned. “It doesn’t do any good to 
come for a new lesson,” my teacher would say, “if you haven’t prac-
ticed last week’s lesson.” It was painful to hear, but I knew it was true: 
you have to practice to get good at anything. And as adults, practice 
is no less important. “What we do best or most perfectly is what we 
have most thoroughly learned by the longest practice, and at length it 
falls from us without our notice, as a leaf from a tree” (Thoreau).

(2) Being practical people. We often distinguish between “theory” 
and “practice,” and that illustrates a second usage of practice. Most of 
us know a good many things in the realm of theory, but strictly speak-
ing, we don’t really know these things until we’ve seen them borne 
out in practice. “However much thou art read in theory, if thou has 
no practice, thou art ignorant” (Saadi). Since things don’t always work 
as well in practice as they do in theory, most of us would profit from 
being less theory-oriented and more practice-oriented.

(3) Practicing what we preach. The third meaning of practice 
has to do with hypocrisy. We should “practice” what we “preach,” as 
the saying goes. If we don’t live according to our principles, we will 
deserve nothing but contempt and reproach from those around us.

Finally, however, may I suggest that practice is the key to learn-
ing. Whatever the topic, our understanding of it is not likely to grow 
if we merely sit around and think about it. Study is profitable, but our 
questions in life are answered not in the study but on the battlefield.

Try to put well in practice what you already know, and in so doing, you will, in 
good time, discover the hidden things you now inquire about. Practice what 

you know, and it will help to make clear what now you do not know.

R e m b r a n d t
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Thanksgiving

Come, ye thankful people, come, 
Raise the song of harvest-home; 

All is safely gathered in, 
Ere the winter storms begin.

H e n r y  A l fo  r d

Now that the crops have been laid by, it’s time to give 
thanks. These days, our culture is more urban than rural, and 

it may be difficult for us to identify with the specialness of this time 
of year in the minds of the colonial immigrants who came to these 
shores in the 1600s. These folks subsisted by farming the land. Long 
before the Industrial Revolution drew people to the cities to work in 
factories where the work was the same year-round, the colonists lived 
(and not infrequently died) by the rise and fall of the agricultural year. 
When they’d labored all summer to garner food, clothing, and shelter 
for the winter months, the late autumn was a time for celebration. 
They paused to remember the graciousness of life, even at its hardest. 
And we would do well today, in a totally different culture, to go back 
in time and recall what Thanksgiving meant to these good people.

John Henry Jowett made this observation: “Life without thank-
fulness is devoid of love and passion. Hope without thankfulness is 
lacking in fine perception. Faith without thankfulness lacks strength 
and fortitude. Every virtue divorced from thankfulness is maimed 
and limps along the spiritual road.” To give thanks is to embrace all 
the other qualities that should strengthen our characters, and without 
it, we are probably fighting a losing battle trying to find “self-fulfill-
ment.” Perhaps this is why, in an epoch of such amazing abundance, 
we find ourselves going stale and burning out. If we’ve lost the habit 
of thanksgiving, we’ve lost the glue that binds the good life together.

But the plain fact is, it takes a certain amount of discipline to be a 
thankful person. For most of us, it doesn’t come naturally. We have to 
choose to be grateful rather than ungrateful — and we have to choose 
to express our gratitude. But these choices are well worth making. And 
with the summer behind us and winter on its way, now’s a very special 
time to practice this old-fashioned art, the art of appreciation.

Cultivate the thankful spirit! 
It will be to you a perpetual feast.

J o h n  R .  M a c D u ff
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Likableness

Good-humor is a philosophic state of mind; 
it seems to say to Nature that we take her 

no more seriously than she takes us.

E r n e s t  R e n a n

Likableness may not be the first criterion for great 
character, but our friends and family would prob-

ably be happy to see us give it more priority than we do. 
It’s okay to work on being respected, and in fact that ought to be our 
main quest. But there’s no reason we can’t add to our respectability a 
little likability. A little more warmth and fuzziness probably wouldn’t 
hinder the seriousness of our mission. It might even help it.

Likable people are “attractive” in the literal sense: they attract 
others to them. Likableness draws other people toward us; it makes it 
easy for them to be open and available for friendship.

Although likableness is a positive trait, we should be careful not 
to be insincerely likable. There is a proverb from the Congo which 
says, “The teeth are smiling, but is the heart?” To whatever extent we 
are “attractive,” the attraction needs to be to qualities that are genu-
inely there. And not only that, we should avoid placing too high a 
value on being liked. There will be times when we’re tempted to com-
promise our convictions in order to be liked. At such times, we need 
to have the courage to be disliked, if that’s what integrity requires.

There is an interesting thing about likability, however, and it 
is this: likable people tend to find other people likable. It was Will 
Rogers who said, “I never met a man I didn’t like,” and that is no 
coincidence. People who are as likable as he was will always find a lot 
to like in other people. Being likable makes the world more likable.

Some individuals are born with a more naturally likable disposi-
tion than others. If that’s your case, be grateful for the advantage it 
gives you. But if being good-natured is not one of your inborn traits, 
don’t despair. There are choices we can make that will move us in the 
direction of attractiveness. We can cultivate the quality of being lik-
able. Regardless of our heredity and our circumstances, we can choose 
to be more easygoing and pleasant today than we were yesterday.

Few are qualified to shine in company, 
but it is in most men’s power to be agreeable.

J o n a t h a n  S w i f t
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Regard

He was but as the cuckoo is in June, 
Heard, not regarded.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e

In our interactions with other people, it hurts to 
find out that someone has not “regarded” us. Like 

Shakespeare’s cuckoo, we may have been “heard,” but no attention was 
paid. For most people, “I disagree with you” is considerably less de-
meaning than “Your existence means so little that it would be a waste 
of my time to take any notice of you.” This has nothing to do with 
pride or vanity. It is simply a fact that we all need a bit of regard.

Attention. In its most basic sense, regard simply means awareness, 
and the fact is, this is one of the greatest things we can do for those 
around us. This is, needless to say, the exact opposite of rudeness, 
which seems to be on the increase in our culture. Rather than being 
rude, we need to be saying (either in word or deed) to those with 
whom we cross paths, “I am aware of your presence, and I regard you 
as a fellow human being. Is there anything I can do to help you?”

Esteem. If we say that one person has a “high regard” for another, 
we are talking about more than careful attention — we mean that 
the first person appreciates and respects the second. Not everybody 
engages in honorable conduct, to be sure, but we ought to be looking 
for every possible chance to bestow honor. We should want to have 
the highest regard for other people that the facts will allow.

Good wishes. We don’t see it much anymore, but I still like the 
old-fashioned “best regards” (or “kindest regards” or “warm personal 
regards”) way of closing letters. In this sense, “regards” are the expres-
sion of our good wishes for someone else, and having good wishes for 
others is surely something that most of us need to do more of.

To have regard for others, in any of the three senses we’ve 
discussed, is an enriching experience. We don’t do it just for what we 
can get out of it, but having regard is like giving in general: it is more 
blessed to give than to receive. All of us like to be regarded, and it’s 
encouraging when that happens, but if we are giving others the gift of 
our respectful attention, we will find it a blessing to have done so.

When we honestly consider the well-being of others, 
we become truly rich in the deepest sense.

D e n i s  W a i t l e y



November 25

Humility

Pride is a deeply rooted ailment of the soul. The penalty is misery; the remedy 
lies in the sincere, lifelong cultivation of humility, which means true self-

evaluation and a proper perspective toward past, present, and future.

R o b e r t  G o r d i s

Pride, which is the opposite of humility, is nothing 
less than what Robert Gordis said: “a deeply rooted 

ailment of the soul.” It is a far more serious malady than most of 
us admit. In fact, pride may be the worst personal problem or charac-
ter issue we have to deal with — and if it is, then humility would be 
the most positive of all concepts, the most enthusiastic of all ideas.

But what is humility? Of all the virtues, it is probably the one 
most often misunderstood and misrepresented. Gordis was on the 
right track here also when he said that humility means “true self-
evaluation.” To be humble does not mean we pretend not to be aware 
of our own strengths. (Indeed, there is nothing more prideful than 
mock humility.) Humility is simply an honest assessment of ourselves, 
denying neither the positive side of the story nor the negative side, 
including the part about our weaknesses and our sins. And, of course, 
humility also requires a confession that whatever good thing is cred-
ited to us, we couldn’t have done it without lots of help. Humble folks 
don’t pretend to control their own destiny. They know the achieve-
ment of their goals always depends upon whether God allows it.

And this brings up another point. “Pride kills thanksgiving, but a 
humble mind is the soil out of which thanks naturally grows. A proud 
man is seldom a grateful man, for he never thinks he gets as much 
as he deserves” (Henry Ward Beecher). Humility and gratitude are 
inseparable. How can we see how indebted we are to God’s grace (not 
to mention the help of others) and not be thankful for that grace?

Finally, there is one other way that humility is related to grati-
tude: we ought to be grateful for anything that increases our humility. 
Those words are not difficult to write, but in real life they are exceed-
ingly hard to accept, for the simple reason that pain and difficulty are 
usually the things that increase our humility. So do we really mean it 
when we pray for God to teach us humility? Will we give thanks for 
any tribulation that pokes holes in our pride? We surely should.

Oh, for a pin that would puncture pretension!

I s a a c  A s i mo  v
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Nostalgia

We have all got our “good old days” tucked away inside our hearts, 
and we return to them in dreams like cats to favorite armchairs.

B r i a n  C a r t e r

Like all good things, nostalgia has its dangers. Today 
we will begin with a warning against the dangers of nostalgia, and 

then close with an encouragement to embrace the good side of it.
In the Book of Ecclesiastes, there is this wise exhortation: “Say 

not, ‘Why were the former days better than these?’ For it is not from 
wisdom that you ask this.” I like Ivern Ball’s more modern way of 
saying the same thing: “The past should be a springboard, not a ham-
mock.” If we spend too much time in the past, or we simply refuse to 
let go of its treasures, we paralyze ourselves as far as today’s work is 
concerned. So nostalgia needs a warning label: “Handle with care.”

But I agree with Dan Bartolovic, who said, “A trip to nostalgia 
now and then is good for the spirit, as long as you don’t set up house-
keeping.” Kept in balance with other priorities, a joyful remembrance 
of the past can refresh us, improve our perspective, and energize us.

There is a wistfulness about nostalgia that, in itself, is beneficial. 
As Milton S. Eisenhower put it, “The essence of nostalgia is an aware-
ness that what has been will never be again.” In the world as it now is, 
the only thing that never changes is that everything changes. Nothing 
we enjoy today is ours to keep for very long, and it would be a fool 
who, looking back at what once was and can never be again, had no 
desire to honor the past or be inspired by its memory. To be sure, some 
of what has been left behind is evil, but not all of it is, and the good 
things should be gratefully — and even sentimentally — recalled.

Sometimes even the painful past must be remembered. Elie 
Wiesel, a man whose work has altered the path of my life as much 
as any writer, spent his passionate life reminding the world of the 
Holocaust. Some things we dare not forget, and it is often the story-
teller’s burden to bear witness and make sure that forgetfulness is not 
our undoing. So as a person whose heart is deeply moved by the past, 
I remain unrepentant in my nostalgia. I pray that my nostalgia is pure, 
and that it strengthens me for today. It is no small part of who I am.

The deeper the nostalgia and the more complete the fear, 
the purer, the richer the word and the secret.

E l i e  W i e s e l
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Insight

The best vision is insight.
M a l c o l m  S .  F o r b e s

The word “sight” appears in a number of compound 
words. Some have to do with our physical vision, like “eye-

sight.” Others speak of a more figurative vision, like “foresight” and 
“hindsight.” But Malcolm Forbes was correct when he said that the 
best vision is “insight.” To see inwardly — perceiving the true nature 
of people, situations, and ideas — is the most valuable “seeing” we can 
do. And it can be done even by those whose physical eyes cannot see.

Better insight does not come to us instantly or on command; it 
occurs gradually as we observe what is happening around us and — 
here’s the key — meditate on what we have observed. As we grow old, 
the richness of our experience, combined with deep reflection on that 
experience, begins to serve up what I call a “banquet of insights.”

Years ago, I came across this quotation about insight: “A thought 
may be very commendable as a thought, but I value it chiefly as a win-
dow through which I can obtain insight on the thinker” (Alexander 
Smith). Of all our insights, those which allow us to know other 
human beings are the ones we should treasure the most. Abstract 
ideas can be powerfully useful, but the best insights I have ever had 
are those that help me to understand actual people a little better.

Often we gain insight as a result of difficulties and distresses. 
We must be careful, of course, because suffering can easily distort our 
thinking and lead us away from the truth. But if we maintain both rev-
erence and gratitude, pain can deepen our understanding of some very 
important principles. Those whose main goal is to avoid pain are cut-
ting themselves off from one of life’s most profound sources of learning.

Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote, “A moment’s insight is sometimes 
worth a lifetime of experience.” I have found that to be true. Having 
accumulated nearly seven decades of experience in this world, it is not 
unusual these days for me to get a new insight and say, “Knowing that 
one truth is worth every mile of the journey that it took to get there.” 
I am learning, after all these years, to see not only with my eyes and 
my intellect but also with my heart. And I wouldn’t trade the insights 
that are now coming to me for any other “sightseeing” in the world.

To be blind in the eye is better than to be blind in the heart.
A r a b i a n  P r o v e r b
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Enjoyment

If your capacity to acquire has outstripped your capacity to enjoy, 
you are on your way to the scrap-heap.

G l e n  B u c k

Many, if not most, Americans would have to plead 
guilty. We have an almost unlimited “capacity to acquire” but 

a shockingly small “capacity to enjoy.” With credit cards and one-click 
ordering, our purchasing power is almost mind-boggling, but once 
we’ve gotten it, all that stuff seems strangely unsatisfying. For “consum-
ers” like us, enjoyment never seems to keep up with acquisition.

So it is obvious: “having” and “enjoying” are two different things. 
Getting what we want does not guarantee we’ll have the power to 
enjoy it. Sometimes it is circumstances beyond our control that pre-
vent us from enjoying things that otherwise might have been enjoy-
able, but more often the non-enjoyment is our own fault: we don’t 
enjoy what’s ours because we don’t savor it consciously and mindfully.

Enjoyment is not an end in itself, of course, nor is it an unquali-
fied good. Whether it is good depends, for the most part, on the 
moral quality of the thing we’re enjoying. But even when the thing 
itself is good and honorable, enjoyment is more a byproduct than it is 
an object of direct pursuit. Like happiness, enjoyment usually comes 
to us while we’re busy paying attention to more important goals.

But I think there is a sense in which enjoyment should have a 
higher priority. As I suggested above, we should more deliberately 
savor the experiences we find ourselves involved in. Not just on special 
occasions but every day, we would do well to taste life more deeply. 
And we dare not wait until all our obstacles have been cleared away. “A 
contented man is the one who enjoys the scenery along the detours.”

So I ask you to join me in a commitment. Let’s resolve that we will 
truly enjoy whatever should be enjoyed each day. Our blessings must not 
be allowed to slip by unused, unappreciated, and unenjoyed. They’re 
only ours for a little while, so let’s not waste them. Let’s grasp the life 
that is ours individually, in all of its abundance and possibility, and open 
our hearts more fully to the goodness of “ordinary” things.

He prayed for all things that he might enjoy life; 
He was given life that he might enjoy all things. 

He received nothing that he asked for — but all that he hoped for.

A n o n y mo  u s
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Alertness

Public life is a situation of power and energy; he trespasses against his duty 
who sleeps upon his watch, as well as he that goes over to the enemy.

E dm  u n d  B u r k e

If, as Burke says, public servants need to be alert, so do 
the rest of us. Leaders may have a special responsibility in this 

regard, but life being what it is, none of us can afford to be caught 
sleeping while we’re supposed to be “on watch.” We need to be alert!

The word “alert” is interesting. It is one of several synonyms 
that denote mindfulness or heedfulness: aware, cognizant, conscious, 
sensible, awake, watchful, vigilant. In this list, the distinctive mean-
ing of “alert” is that it “stresses quickness to recognize and respond” 
(American Heritage Dictionary). Think about that for a moment. Isn’t 
it true that we often need to recognize certain things and then respond 
to them? And isn’t it good to be able, when the need arises, to respond 
quickly? That’s what alertness is: quickness to recognize and respond.

This life is full of good things we need to recognize and respond 
to (see yesterday’s reading on “enjoyment”), but it is also full of dan-
gers we need to be alert to. Dangers and threats should not become 
the main focus of our thinking, but it is a fact that we are threatened 
from time to time. In our daily lives, it sometimes seems as if we’re 
walking across a minefield. A failure to be alert can be disastrous, not 
only for ourselves but for our friends and loved ones.

“Drowsiness” is a problem for most of us. Even if you aren’t 
plagued with physical drowsiness, I expect you’re like me in that you 
are often mentally, emotionally, and spiritually drowsy. Important 
issues call for our wide-awake attention, but we retreat into a passive 
sleepiness that does nothing but make matters worse. At times we 
need someone who will shake us and shout, “Wake up!”

Whether it’s the good things or the bad that are under consider-
ation, we ought to pay attention to what is happening around us. Not 
a day goes by that does not contain great events and exciting possibili-
ties. Even the problems that often confront us represent opportunities 
for growth. But we won’t profit from any of these things or make a 
worthy contribution to our world if we’re not alert — which means 
that we’re characterized by quickness to recognize and respond.

Only that day dawns to which we are awake.
H e n r y  D a v i d  T h o r e a u
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Rights

All, too, will bear in mind this sacred principle, that though the will of the 
majority is in all cases to prevail, that will to be rightful must be reasonable; 
that the minority possess their equal rights, which equal law must protect, 

and to violate would be oppression.

T h om  a s  J e ff  e r s o n

A concern for the rights of each citizen is deeply 
embedded in the history of the United States. This 

has been a part of the strength of our culture. And while the bit-
ter partisanship of the present day seems to be tearing our society to 
pieces, the debate is still an important one: how can the rights of the 
many be beneficially balanced against the rights of the few?

In today’s reading, let’s do what we’ve done with many of these 
“enthusiastic ideas”: let’s view the idea of “rights” as a gift we can give. 
Regardless of public laws and social policies, how am I treating the 
human beings that I actually come in contact with? If those who in-
teract with me know I will bend over backwards to respect their rights 
and defend them against injustice, I will have given them a great gift. 
And if this is true anywhere, it’s especially true in our families.

Perhaps the greatest gift of all is when a person says, “Let me 
subordinate my rights to your needs. I am willing to sacrifice my per-
sonal prerogatives so that you can have what you need.” Some say that 
such a thing would be weak and timid, but the sacrificial yielding of 
one’s rights is one of the most transformative principles in the world. 
If you are a Christian, you will recognize that this is one of the main 
principles that made Jesus of Nazareth such a pivotal figure in history.

When rights are being discussed, it is frequently pointed out that 
rights must never be separated from responsibilities, and that’s the 
insight we should end our discussion with today. Joseph T. O’Callahan 
said it this way: “Many who think that they are taking life seriously are 
actually only taking themselves seriously. Who takes himself seriously is 
overconscious of his rights; who takes life seriously is fully conscious of 
his obligations.” So which do you and I think about the most?

If we’re concerned about the defense of our own rights, we need 
to understand that those rights will be taken most seriously by society 
when we take our share of the blame for what is wrong with society.

Rights that do not flow from duty well performed are not worth having.

M o h a n d a s  G a n d h i



December 1

Expressiveness

Whatever is felicitously expressed risks being 
worse expressed: it is a wretched taste to be gratified 

with mediocrity when the excellent lies before us.

I s aac  D ’ I s r a e l i

Expressiveness is generally held to be a valuable 
trait. If someone said, “She has a very expressive face,” that 

would usually be taken as a compliment. But, of course, expressiveness 
has no value of its own; it takes its value from what is expressed. If, for 
example, the thing someone wants to express is unwarranted irritabil-
ity and anger, we’d just as soon they leave it unexpressed. So what we 
want, as D’Israeli suggests, is not merely for things to be expressed, 
but for them to be “felicitously expressed” — and that would require 
both the content and the expression to be “excellent.”

But assuming that people have wholesome things to reveal to 
us, we do value expressiveness. All of us love to be in the presence of 
people who are willing to reveal their minds openly and honestly. We 
feel honored by being taken into their confidence, so to speak. When 
someone opens their “book” and lets us read even a little of it, we feel 
that we’ve been given the gift of that person’s true heart and soul.

That being true, shouldn’t we work on becoming more expres-
sive ourselves? Granted, it’s possible to go overboard in the matter 
of expressiveness. “A fool vents all his feelings, but a wise man holds 
them back” (Book of Proverbs). But for each person with that prob-
lem, there are probably many more of us with the opposite problem: 
we conceal things about ourselves that we should be sharing. We lack 
the courage to let others know who we are, and in our defensiveness 
we deprive our peers of one of the greatest gifts we can give.

To be delightfully expressive, we don’t have to be pretentious or 
strike a pose just for the sake of making an impression. In fact, we are 
most expressive when we relate to others naturally, without any con-
scious thought that we’re being expressive. Each of us is unique. Each 
of us is interesting. And while we all have room for growth, each of us 
has a “self ” that others would benefit from knowing right now. It has 
been there all along, but perhaps it’s been “ne’er so well express’d.”

True wit is nature to advantage dress’d, 
What oft was thought, but ne’er so well express’d.

A l e x a n d e r  P o p e



December 2

Journeys

Afoot and light-hearted I take to the open road, 
Healthy, free, the world before me, 

The long brown path before me leading wherever I choose.

W a lt  W h i t m a n

Journeys are enjoyable. They take us away from the ordinary 
and the familiar into strange territory that stirs up our imagination. 

Journeys plow up the dormant fields of our minds, making them ready 
to receive new thoughts and resolutions. They broaden our perspec-
tive and deepen our intelligence. Journeys are good for us!

If we want to improve ourselves for the purpose of having some-
thing more valuable to offer others, then journeys are things we need 
to be interested in. There is certainly a lot to be said for the comforts 
of home, but if all we ever do is sit by our fireside, our characters won’t 
be as richly textured as they could be. Stay-at-home characters tend 
to be somewhat flat in comparison to the more deeply dimensioned 
characters of those who journey. So at least once in a while, we need 
to get out of our houses and hit the road. When we get back home, 
our friends will appreciate the new persons we’ve become.

And speaking of home, one of the best things about journeys is 
that they teach us to appreciate our homes more fully. Thoreau went 
so far as to say, “Only that traveling is good which reveals to me the 
value of home and enables me to enjoy it better.”

The homes we return to are the very things that make our jour-
neys so meaningful. If there was no place where we belonged, no place 
where we were rooted, journeying would offer us no contrast and no 
interest. It’s the healthy, balanced alternation between homesteading 
and journeying that adds value to our lives.

Journeys, of course, don’t always involve physical travel. Indeed, 
the best journeys are not physical but spiritual. The persons we truly 
are, or at least the persons we were truly meant to be, are deep inside 
of us, and very few of us have done any more than just begin the jour-
ney that would take us to that place. Those who’ve been there say that 
this journey can be frightening, but they also tell us the discoveries are 
well worth the courage it takes to find them out!

The longest journey 
Is the one inward.

D a g  H a mm  a r s k j ö l d
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Welcome

Welcome is the best cheer.
T h om  a s  F u l l e r

It’s worth the effort to become a person who can be 
described as “welcoming.” Being such a person would mean 

that we are receptive and hospitable. When others interact with us, 
they sense that we’re open to them, ready to receive with pleasure what 
they have to offer. And when we consider what’s on the opposite end 
of this spectrum — aloofness, standoffishness, and resistance — who 
wouldn’t rather be known as welcoming? It’s the better path to fol-
low by far, especially since it brings out the best in those whom we 
welcome. When we adopt a receptive character, we tend to find that 
others have things that are quite wonderful for us to receive!

Would you like to have a gathering (it could be a party, a meeting 
at work, a social date, or whatever) where there is ample good “cheer”? 
Would you like for your gathering to be one where there is animation 
and enjoyment? Then make people feel welcome! As Thomas Fuller said, 
“Welcome is the best cheer.” Nothing does a better job of generating 
enjoyment in the hearts of other people than our being genuinely and 
truly ready to receive with pleasure what they have to offer.

It is a great honor to be welcomed, even in the humblest of 
circumstances. When I enter your space, whether it be your home, 
your office, or your picnic table, and you welcome me, I can’t help but 
feel that you have acknowledged me. You have treated me as someone 
worthy of your attention in the present moment. To be welcomed is to 
be treated with dignity. It is to be received with pleasure.

But not only do we honor others, we also learn from them by 
welcoming them. When we pay the price to become welcoming indi-
viduals, we find ourselves being enlightened and enriched. People re-
ally do have wonderful things to teach us. We need to welcome them.

Nothing adds more interest, adventure, and intrigue to our 
lives than welcoming all the people and experiences that come our 
way. When you arise each morning in a welcoming mood, you just 
never know what might happen. But whatever it turns out to be, the 
chances are good that it’ll be something you ought to be interested in.

Not many sounds in life, and I include all urban 
and all rural sounds, exceed in interest a knock at the door.

C h a r l e s  L a m b
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Freshness

He was as fresh as is the month of May.
G e off   r e y  C h a u c e r

When we cultivate the quality of freshness in our 
characters, the effect of that is extremely en-

couraging to others. As time goes by, particularly with the tir-
ing demands of life as most of us live it today, it’s not easy to keep an 
outlook of consistent freshness, but it can be done. And those who do 
it are refreshing to meet and work with.

Consider the opposite of freshness for a moment. Do we re-
ally want our lives to be characterized by words like these: staleness, 
mustiness, weariness, and exhaustion? Would we be content for our 
contribution to the world to be that, after having dealt with us, other 
people felt even more worn out than they were to begin with? If not, 
we need to make it a priority to maintain our freshness.

In one sense, the world around us is very, very old. But in another 
sense, it’s a fresh world every morning, and it’s a wise thing to let 
ourselves experience the world as being new rather than old. “For 
every man the world is as fresh as it was at the first day, and as full 
of untold novelties for him who has the eyes to see them” (Thomas 
Henry Huxley). It all depends on which perspective we adopt: will we 
see only what we’ve seen many times before, or will we see the many 
fresh things that have not captured our attention until now?

To stay fresh, we have to be growing and making some progress 
from day to day. Freshness comes from regularly taking the opportu-
nity to make things better, even if the improvements are only small 
ones. But as we all know, making regular progress requires discipline, 
determination, and even courage. These things may seem a bit burden-
some, but the dividends they pay are, in fact, wonderfully refreshing.

The ultimate key to freshness, however, is love. When we fall 
in love with people, the good things in the world around us, and life 
itself, we’ll be continually refreshed by the joys and insights all of these 
things present to us. But our love must consist of more than words; it 
must be real. We must be touched by an appreciation — an affection-
ate appreciation — for the wonders of life. When that’s the real truth 
about us, our characters will keep their freshness.

O spirit of love! how quick and fresh art thou . . .
W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e
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Loving

. . . bid me love, and I will give 
A loving heart to thee.

R o b e r t  H e r r i c k

Being a loving person requires more character than 
we sometimes suppose. While it’s occasionally right to speak 

of “falling in love,” genuine love in the deepest sense involves much 
more than fortunate circumstances and feelings. In real love, the mind 
and will are every bit as active as the emotions, and the showing of 
love calls for the highest and best character within us. Consider what 
happens when we give “a loving heart” to those around us.

(1) We find joy in loving, even when being loved is not a possibility. 
Loving is more a matter of what we give than what we get, and love 
can be love even when it’s unrequited. Perhaps it seems silly to our 
modern sensibilities, but there really was some value in the medieval 
idea of “courtly love,” which held that the most intense love is the 
pure desire for that which one can never possess for oneself. “There is 
more pleasure in loving than in being loved” (Thomas Fuller). To be 
truly, and most helpfully, loving to those around us, we need to love 
them for their own sakes and not for what we can get out of them.

(2) We seek the true and highest good of the other person, even to the 
point of personal sacrifice. To give a loving heart to someone, we must 
truly want whatever is best for that person and be willing to place 
ourselves in the service of his or her best interests. Loving people are 
willing to subordinate their wants to the other person’s needs.

(3) We maintain loyalty to love, even when the feelings of love are 
absent. If love is to be meaningful, it must not be dependent on the 
fluctuation of our emotions. Feelings come and go, but the demands 
of the loving heart are more constant. In these days of disposable rela-
tionships, we need to recover the concept of durable, committed love.

Nobody who’s tried it would say that love is easy. It does indeed 
take character, and that is something we’re all still in the process of 
building. But perhaps even more than character, being a loving person 
requires courage. Holding on to the trust that’s required to make 
love’s sacrifices is more than a little frightening. It’s not for the faint-
hearted. But for the bold, being loving is the very nectar of life itself.

The loving are the daring.
B a y a r d  T a y l o r
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Dreams

Hold fast to dreams 
For if dreams die, 

Life is a broken-winged bird 
That cannot fly.

L a n g s t o n  H u g h e s

We need to hold on dearly to our dreams. Against the 
discouraging forces that tempt us to give up our dreams, we 

need to nourish them and cherish them. Certainly, we need to have 
the wisdom to refine our dreams and make sure they’re aligned with 
true principles, but if our conscience tells us our dreams are worthy of 
aspiring to, then we need to keep them burning brightly.

G. K. Chesterton said, “There are no rules of architecture for 
a castle in the clouds.” Those who are the most energized by their 
dreams are those who’ve permitted themselves the freedom to dream 
boldly. On the other hand, those who have limited their dreams to 
that which is “possible” tend to have little passion in their pursuits. If it 
could be known for certain that something was impossible, it would be 
foolish to try to achieve it, but in the real world, it pays to be very care-
ful about predicting the future. Rocket scientist Wernher von Braun 
said, “I have learned to use the word ‘impossible’ with the greatest cau-
tion.” It was that kind of thinking that got us to the moon and back!

But speaking of caution, we should also be cautious about this: 
we should make sure our dreams aren’t selfish or materialistic. Greed 
wears many disguises, and it takes a person of extraordinary hon-
esty to see when his dreams have slid off into covetousness. But the 
human heart is a powerful engine, and there are finer things for it to 
aspire to than the mere acquisition of more “stuff.”

Our dreams should grow as we do, and so we shouldn’t be afraid 
to add new dimensions to our dreams and even discover dreams that 
are altogether new. “The years forever fashion new dreams when old 
ones go. God pity a one-dream man!” (Robert Goddard). If it’s true, 
as the wise have always said, that we become what we aspire to, that’s 
an argument for dreaming jumbo-sized dreams in full, living color.

Do you want to know what I most regret about my youth? 
That I didn’t dream more boldly and demand of myself more impossible 

things; for all one does in maturity is to carve in granite or porphyry 
the soap bubble one blew in youth! Oh to have dreamed harder!

L e w i s  M u mfo   r d
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Stewardship

There’s no way we can escape accountability. We do make a difference 
— one way or the other. We are responsible for the impact of our lives. 
Whatever we do with whatever we have — money, possessions, talents, 
even time — we leave behind us as a legacy for those who follow. And 

regardless of our own scripting, we can exercise our unique human 
endowments and choose the kind of stewards we want to be.

S t e p h e n  R .  C o v e y

A steward is “a person who manages another’s prop-
erty, finances, or other affairs” (American Heritage 

Dictionary). In the literal sense, there might not be many of us who 
are in a position of stewardship, but in a larger sense, every one of 
us is a steward, and it makes a huge difference to think of ourselves 
that way. Valuable resources of time, talents, money, and possessions 
have been entrusted to us. These are meant to be used, not merely for 
our own gratification, but for the greater good of the world around 
us. And this being true, the great question of life is whether we’re 
discharging our duty to manage these resources wisely and well. 
Acceptable stewardship, the kind that will stand up under final in-
spection, asks us to accept three important principles.

(1) Trust. The resources that are at our disposal have been en-
trusted to us. Strictly speaking, they don’t belong to us; they’ve simply 
been put into our hands for a while. We’re being trusted to use these 
things as they were intended to be used: for the common good.

(2) Responsibility. We are responsible for the choices we make. If 
our stewardship has not been honorable, no excuses will be accepted. 
Having been given a free will, we’re responsible for the results.

(3) Accountability. Whether you believe, as many of us do, that 
we’ll one day give an account of ourselves to our Creator, at least 
believe this: ideas and actions have consequences, and no matter what 
we do, there’ll eventually come a day of reckoning. This is true even 
regarding our own possessions. “The surplus wealth we have gained, 
to some extent at least, belongs to our fellow beings; we are only the 
temporary custodians of our fortunes, and let us be careful that no just 
complaint can be made against our stewardship” ( Jacob Schiff ).

Whatever is ours, there is really no safe middle ground: either 
we’ll use it unselfishly and sacrificially, or it will own us and destroy us.

All you are unable to give possesses you.
A n d r é  G i d e
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Contemplation

Nowhere can man find a quieter or more 
untroubled retreat than in his own soul.

M a r c u s  A u r e l i u s

At present, the word “contemplation” may have a 
slightly mystical sound to it, but it’s really not a 

word to be afraid of. When we “contemplate” we simply think 
about something very quietly and carefully. We go to that “untroubled 
retreat” in our own soul and turn the thing over in our minds, looking 
thoughtfully at the various facets of the subject we’re meditating on. 
Certainly there are many things worth contemplating, and we’re the 
losers if we don’t take the time to contemplate them well.

The value of contemplation lies in two directions: we come to see 
things with greater understanding and also to see them with greater 
appreciation. When we reflect thoughtfully on what we know, we not 
only see the true importance of certain principles, but we are moved 
to respond with gratitude to the grace that has been shown to us.

There is a danger, of course, especially for those whose nature 
tends toward contemplation. The danger is that we may spend too 
much time thinking and not enough time acting on behalf of others. 
Contemplation is wonderful, but if all we ever did was contemplate, 
we wouldn’t fill a very worthy place in the world. As Thomas Merton 
said, “No man who ignores the rights and needs of others can hope to 
walk in the light of contemplation because his way has turned aside 
from truth, from compassion, and therefore from God.”

But if we may fail by contemplating and not acting, we may also 
fail by acting and not contemplating, and that may be the more com-
mon problem for most of us. We rush through our days with such a 
focus on being productive that we take too little time to reflect on the 
meaning and purpose of the things we do. Even when we stop to do 
something as apparently thoughtful as reading, we don’t really medi-
tate on what we’re reading — we speed-read it and move on to the 
next piece of information. Is it any wonder, then, that we don’t grow 
any stronger in our spirits? Is it any surprise that we’re so shallow?

He [Thomas Hobbes] had read much, if one considers 
his long life; but his contemplation was more than his reading. 
He was wont to say that if he had read as much as other men, 

he should have known no more than other men.
J o h n  A u b r e y
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Heritage

Death has to be waiting at the end of the ride before you 
truly see the earth, and feel your heart, and love the world.

J e a n  A n o u i l h

Each of our lives reaches both backward and for-
ward. They reach backward to our ancestors, from whom we’ve 

received a heritage, and forward to our descendants, to whom we will 
leave a heritage. As the generations come and go, each hands down to 
the next a curious assortment of things, some of which are good and 
some of which are, perhaps, not so good. Even so, we need to under-
stand that both what we’ve received and what we leave can be consid-
ered as a “heritage.” Life didn’t begin with us, and it certainly won’t 
end with us either. Like it or not, we’re all connected.

Knowing that death is “waiting at the end of the ride” surely 
ought to make a difference in our concept of how to use our years. If 
when we’re gone there’s going to be some residue of our living, some-
thing our survivors will have to deal with, then it makes sense to work, 
while we still can, on leaving a heritage that’ll be easy and pleasant to 
deal with. Who among us wants to leave a horrible heritage?

Good heritages, however, aren’t forged accidentally or haphaz-
ardly. It takes more than simply going with the flow to get the kind of 
results we can feel good about handing down. Conscious choices have 
to be made, and deliberate discipline has to be exercised.

As we build up our children’s heritage, one thing that can moti-
vate us is to meditate on the heritage our forefathers have bequeathed 
to us. When we’re young, we tend to assume that, as adults, we’re 
going to do better than our parents did. But as we age, we begin to 
see that it will be no small accomplishment to end up doing as well as 
they did. To put it bluntly: most of us have some catching up to do if 
we’re going to leave a heritage as good as the one that was left to us.

Ultimately, the heritage we leave will grow out of our true values: 
we will hand down to others not what we said we valued, but what we 
actually valued. We need not think, for example, that we can sink our 
real passion into stocks and bonds and still leave a legacy of spiritual 
values to our children. Even now, they know what we’re really up to.

What thou lovest well remains, the rest is dross . . . 
What thou lovest well is thy true heritage.

E z r a  P o u n d
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Ladders

. . . charity’s golden ladder.
M a i mo  n i d e s

It would be a rare person who never needed to climb 
a ladder that someone else had put in place. As Bertolt 

Brecht put it, “Everyone needs help from everyone.” None of us is 
completely self-sufficient, and so it’s a very good thing that when our 
ascent toward the better things in life is more than we can manage, 
other people often provide the ladders we need. We should be grateful 
for that. But more important, we should always be on the lookout for 
opportunities to provide a ladder someone else may need.

Often, when we see a fellow human being desperately trying to 
get to a higher place but failing to do so, we’re content merely to feel 
sorry for them. But while pity has its place, a little help is worth more 
than any amount of pity. When our neighbor needs an assist that we 
can provide, if our compassion is real, it’ll show up in action.

When people find themselves frustrated, more often than not the 
problem is that they’ve lost the courage to keep climbing. That, in fact, 
is the basic meaning of “dis-courage-ment”: a loss of courage. At such 
times, the best ladder we can provide is not so much to help them as it 
is to help them help themselves. Benjamin Disraeli said, “The greatest 
good you can do for another is not just to share your riches, but to re-
veal to him his own.” We never help people any more beneficially than 
when we “en-courage” them by helping them discover (or perhaps 
rediscover) the greatness of their own inner resources.

Do you and I willingly offer ourselves as ladders upon which 
others can climb? A certain amount of humility is needed to serve in 
this way. After all, a ladder never gets much credit for the success of 
any undertaking, does it? But then, credit is not really the main issue 
in life. The main issue is progress, and if by standing on our shoulders 
someone else can see farther and climb higher, that’s all to the good.

“What do we live life for if it is not to make life less difficult for 
each other?” (George Eliot). When we’re measuring the heights to 
which we ourselves have ascended, we need to be careful in our mea-
surement of success. Wherever we are, if we’ve gotten there by abus-
ing, or even neglecting, other people, then we haven’t gotten very far.

He climbs highest who helps another up.
Z i g  Z i g l a r
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Belonging

All the lonely people, where do they all belong?
P a u l  M c C a r t n e y

Much of the sadness of life comes from knowing 
there are so many lonely people in the world. Too 

few of us are rooted in safe relationships. Too few of us feel that we 
belong to any certain place or group of people. The times are chang-
ing, and we’re in danger of becoming a world of strangers.

Yet there is still more belongingness to be enjoyed in the world 
than many people know about, and most of us have it within our 
power to help others have a greater sense of belonging than they 
presently enjoy. Indeed, one of the greatest acts of kindness is to help 
someone else feel more “at home.” The very least we can do is make 
them feel more secure in their relationship with us, but even with 
regard to their more general surroundings, it’s often possible to help 
people see that they “belong” to those around them more than they’ve 
been in the habit of thinking. It’s almost always true that people are 
wanted and needed more than they realize, and it’s a wonderfully 
generous thing to help them see this welcome truth.

We do the best job of encouraging others in this area when we 
are secure in our own sense of belonging. We can’t give what we don’t 
have, so we need to broaden our perspective enough to see the good 
ways in which we’re connected to those around us. We must learn to 
be comfortable and content in our own surroundings.

It can help us, as well as others, to see that the world is a big 
place filled with lots of interesting variety. When we think of belong-
ing, if we have only one picture in our minds of a place where we 
think we could belong, we’re probably going to be unhappy in the real 
world. The amazing truth is, however, that we’re much more adapt-
able than we think we are, and there are many, many different sce-
narios in which we might find the joy that comes from belonging.

The joy of belonging is within the reach of almost all of us, 
regardless of our external circumstances. Being a person who belongs 
is for the most part a matter of choice. Its requirements may be chal-
lenging, but they’re simple: awareness, acceptance, and appreciation.

Joy of life seems to me to arise 
from a sense of being where one belongs.

D a v i d  G r a y s o n
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Betterment

Burn from my brain and from my breast 
Sloth, and the cowardice that clings, 
And stiffness and the soul’s arrest: 

And feed my brain with better things.
G .  K .  C h e s t e r t o n

Getting better requires extra effort. The same thing is 
true in the realm of our private thoughts that is true in the realm 

of physics: unless outside energy is introduced into a system, it decays 
and becomes increasingly disorderly. Most of us have observed this 
law at work in our houses, yards, and automobiles. Left to themselves, 
they don’t get better and better; they deteriorate. And so it is with 
our characters. If we don’t work on them actively, they get worse. If 
we expect any meaningful “betterment” to take place, we must, as 
Chesterton says, burn from our brain and our breast any “Sloth, and 
the cowardice that clings / And stiffness and the soul’s arrest.”

But strangely enough, the first step on the path to improvement 
is to accept ourselves as we are. It may seem paradoxical, but the folks 
who make the most progress are usually those who are content, not 
those who are insecure and unthankful. “Be what you are. This is the 
first step toward becoming better than you are” ( Julius Charles Hare).

Most of us enjoy a great deal of freedom. But how often do we 
use that freedom to further the cause of betterment, both for ourselves 
and others? Unfortunately, we often use it in ways that degrade us and 
our neighbors. How much better it would be if we defined freedom 
positively as Albert Camus did: “Freedom is nothing else but a chance 
to be better, whereas enslavement is a certainty of the worse.”

It’s an admirable thing to strive for personal betterment, but it’s 
even more admirable to leave our “environment” better than we found 
it. Like the baby sitter who, rather than watch television, washes the 
dishes that she found in the sink, we ought to aim to improve every 
situation we deal with, even if it’s only in some small way. And when 
we’re dead and gone, may we have set such an example of betterment 
that even our memory will motivate others to strive for better things 
in their own lives. May our influence and our impact be for the better.

O may I join the choir invisible 
Of those immortal dead who live again 
In minds made better by their presence.

G e o r g e  E l i o t
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Remembering

If there is a single theme that dominates all my writings, 
all my obsessions, it is that of memory — because I fear 

forgetfulness as much as hatred and death.

E l i e  W i e s e l

Remembering is not only the key to many good 
things; it’s the preventive to many bad things. Some 

things are pleasant to remember, and we enjoy remembering them. 
But there are other things that are important to remember, whether 
we enjoy remembering them or not. We certainly need to be warned 
against forgetfulness, as Elie Wiesel tells us. But whether the memo-
ries are pleasant, important, or both, consider today that remembering 
is the foundation of some of the best things in the world.

Kindness. The kindest people in the world are those who are 
keenly aware of how kind others have been to them, while the cruel-
est are those who don’t seem to remember how much grace has been 
shown to them. To bestow kindness, we have to remember kindness.

Honoring others. Why are memorials erected if not to keep us 
from forgetting the worthy things others have done? Our friends and 
families may never have memorials built in their names, but we can 
honor them ourselves by always being able to say, “I remember.”

Character growth. None of us has a past that’s not checkered with 
failure. When we measure our past performance against time-tested 
standards of goodness and virtue, it may be painful to behold the gap 
between the two — but that’s what motivates us to narrow the gap.

Joy. Even when we think we’re enjoying something that exists 
only in the present moment, a significant portion of the joy almost 
always comes from the association of that moment with things that 
have brought us joy in the past. Joy and memory are kissin’ cousins!

As a rule, our basic orientation should be toward the future rather 
than the past. But that doesn’t mean the past is unimportant. If, as a 
people, we disconnect ourselves from the past, we risk making some 
very foolish mistakes. And the same thing is true of us as individuals. 
We dare not forget where we’ve been and what we’ve experienced. If 
we forget our past, the present can hardly lead to a better future.

A people’s memory is history; and a man without a memory, 
like a people without a history, cannot grow wiser, better.

I s a a c  L e i b u s h  P e r e t z
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Encouragement

Encouragement is oxygen to the soul.
G e o r g e  M a t t h e w  A d a m s

Who could survive without some encouragement? 
Not many of us, probably. There may be the hermit here and 

there who’s so self-motivated that the encouragement of other human 
beings is not needed, but most of us mortals need to know, at least 
now and then, that somebody sees something in us that’s worth af-
firming, supporting, and nurturing. The soul needs its own “oxygen.”

When we look back, most of us can see periods of remarkable 
growth in our lives that resulted from someone’s encouragement. That 
being true, you’d think we’d offer this gift to other people every time 
we had the opportunity. Unfortunately, when encouragement is called 
for, we often substitute criticism, as if that were the primary stimulant 
of growth. It’s a fact that constructive criticism is sometimes the thing 
that’s needed, and the friend who won’t tell us the truth when we need 
to hear it, is not really our friend. But we often get the proportion 
wrong. Our encouragement of others ought to outweigh our criticism 
by at least five-to-one. For every thing that needs to be dis-couraged, 
we ought to look for four or five things that can be truly en-couraged. 
“Correction does much, but encouragement does more” (Goethe).

Someone has said that “the small change of human happiness lies 
in the unexpected friendly word.” I have a hunch that the “unexpected 
friendly word” might be a more powerful boost to our happiness than 
all the planned and premeditated encouragement in the world. Who 
among us hasn’t had a bad day transformed by someone’s casual good 
word, completely unexpected and therefore all the more encouraging?

Encouragement is an act of hope, an investment in the future. To 
encourage someone is to make a statement concerning their potential; 
it says, “I believe in what you can be.” Encouragement plants seeds 
that can grow and bear fruit. When we encourage, we keep hope alive.

When we see what other people need, we’re often struck by a 
sense of helplessness. Much of the time, what is needed consists of 
things we can’t provide. But encouragement is something we can always 
provide. It’s the most doable thing in the world. It doesn’t take genius 
and it doesn’t take wealth. It only takes a caring heart.

Let us therefore animate and encourage one another.
G e o r g e  W a s h i n g t o n
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Daring

It is not because things are difficult that we do not dare; 
it is because we do not dare that things are difficult.

S e n e c a

Before anything can become easy, we must get to 
the point where we can approach it with a bit of 

boldness. Without confidence — indeed, without daring — even 
the simplest things can daunt us. One of the definitions of “daring” 
given by the American Heritage Dictionary is “to be courageous or bold 
enough to do or try something.” Isn’t that a quality we want to have? 
Dare we not do the things we should do and want to do?

Daring is not inherently a virtue, of course. Unlike honesty, for 
example, which is good in and of itself, daring is only relatively good; 
that is, it’s only good when it’s applied to a good cause. John Wilkes 
Booth, Abraham Lincoln’s assassin, was daring, but we’d hardly com-
mend him for that. So we need to be careful about the things we dare. 
Daring is desirable only when what we dare is good, and if we dare 
what is evil, we need not expect a good result. And not only that, we 
need to avoid rashly or impetuously daring things. There’s a world of 
difference between courage and foolhardiness. If we don’t dare wisely, 
we’re no more than a “daredevil,” one who is recklessly bold.

Henry Miller said, “Whatever there be of progress in life comes 
not through adaptation but through daring.” Can we not take that 
insight and use it to better our relationships? The thing we seek, in 
both our personal lives and our relationships, is progress, and if it 
takes courage to make progress, we owe it to those around us to dem-
onstrate courage. We give our friends, our family, and our coworkers 
a great gift when we dare, for their sake, to do what we know is right 
and good. And conversely, when we take the easy way out and default 
on our duties, we inflict actual harm on those around us. In an inter-
connected world, we do deeds of great goodness when we dare to take 
the high road every time.

It’s a plain fact, life often comes to us as a challenge. And if we 
back away from it, we shrink our stature and constrict our character. 
The abundant life is not for wimps. It’s for the brave, and “fortune 
sides with him who dares” (Virgil). There is no safe middle ground.

Not to dare is to dwindle.
J o h n  U p d i k e
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Sanctuary

Love consists in this, that two solitudes 
protect and touch and greet each other.

R a i n e r  M a r i a  R i l k e

Do you have someone who provides “sanctuary” for 
you? If you do, you should count yourself blessed. It’s not a 

thing to be taken for granted. To have even one other person who 
loves you enough to provide a safe harbor for your heart, a place 
where you are completely protected and safe, is a great treasure.

Why is the sanctuary of a safe relationship so important? I think 
it’s because we all need a place of rest, and we can’t rest if we don’t feel 
completely safe. Meeting the challenges of life is a healthy exercise, 
but it’s also exhausting; it depletes our resources. And so we need, 
often desperately, a place where we can rest long enough to be replen-
ished. The things that make someone else a sanctuary for us (trust, 
confidence, love, security, privacy, and so forth) are valuable because 
they give us breathing space. They make it possible for us to regroup.

If we’ve experienced the wonders of a safe relationship with 
another human being, the best way to show our gratitude is to pass 
the safety along to someone else, providing sanctuary for them. It 
takes a certain amount of character to do that, obviously. If we can’t 
be trusted with a confidence, for example, or if we don’t have the 
strength to extend unconditional love, we need not be surprised that 
others don’t feel entirely safe in our protection. But these are qualities 
we can grow in, and there isn’t a better reason to grow in them than 
the desire to offer other people a sanctuary in our hearts.

It’s a helpful exercise to make a list of specific things we would 
need to improve in, in order for others to find us safe. Do we need 
to work on our dependability? Do we need more wisdom and good 
judgment? Is our love lacking? Does our hope need refurbishing?

In the end, the thing many of us need is to work on creating a 
sanctuary in our own hearts, just for ourselves. After all, we may never 
find another person who provides the protection we need, at least 
fully. But there’s no reason why we can’t establish a quiet realm inside 
ourselves where we can rest and recover our strength.

Preserve, within a wild sanctuary, 
an inaccessible valley of reveries.

E l l e n  G l a s g o w
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Joviality

Crown’d with the sickle, and the wheaten sheaf, 
While Autumn, nodding o’er the yellow plain, 

Comes jovial on.
J a m e s  T h om  p s o n

Although we’re almost done with autumn for this 
year, it’s good to carry a little of autumn’s jovial-

ity into the coming winter. The quiet restfulness of the cold 
season will need to be punctuated with the gladness that is such a 
natural part of the harvest time. Indeed, it wouldn’t hurt us to partake 
of a little joviality throughout the year. “Jovial” travels in the company 
of words like these: playful, genial, cheerful, merry, and mirthful. 
These are good words. Shouldn’t they describe us more often?

To be fair, we should admit that we sometimes overestimate the 
importance of things like joviality. We shouldn’t expect to be in a 
jovial mood all of the time, and we shouldn’t see that sort of happi-
ness as the ultimate goal of life. But still, if it’s not the most important 
thing, neither is it totally unimportant. It has its place, and when it 
makes an appearance, we need to enjoy every bit of it. “Happiness 
makes up in height for what it lacks in length” (Robert Frost).

It comes down to our choice of perspective. There are certainly 
many serious issues in life that have to be dealt with, and they should 
be dealt with seriously. There are even some discouraging, depressing, 
and degrading realities in the world, and these can’t be ignored. But 
what should be our basic, overall perspective? Where should we put 
the greater emphasis: on things we despise or on things we’re thankful 
for? I believe we gain an advantage when we adopt the latter perspec-
tive, the thankful one, and since we’re in a particularly jovial season of 
the year right now, let’s enjoy it!

You may have noticed that joviality is contagious. If there are 
seasons and circumstances we enjoy, it’s a special treat to enjoy them 
in the company of others. There’s really nothing in life more pleas-
ant than shared joy. So at this time of year, we need to be grateful for 
those with whom we have the privilege of being jovial. Winter is just 
beginning. Before it’s over, we’ll need the memory of some mirth!

When large numbers of people share 
their joy in common, the happiness of each is greater 

because each adds fuel to the other’s flame.
A u g u s t i n e  of   H i p p o
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Passion

The hot place in a man’s consciousness, the group 
of ideas to which he devotes himself and from which he 
works, call it the habitual center of his personal energy.

W i l l i a m  J a m e s

Does everybody have a passion? Well, it depends on how we 
use the word. In one sense, it certainly is true, as the quotation 

from William James suggests, that everybody has one concern that is 
their most important concern. Whatever it is, that’s “the habitual cen-
ter of [that person’s] personal energy.” But looking at it from another 
direction, it’s also true that some people don’t have much passion, 
even about their “passion” in life. Even when it comes to their most 
important concern, they’re not very concerned about it. Their personal 
energy is not fired by anything very energetic.

Probably, most of us would say we’d like to be more passionate 
about the things that really matter. So how do we build passion? We 
do it, I believe, by meditating honestly on the value of the things we 
say we value. We need to get beyond our words and nice-sounding 
theories and really “buy into” the real value of our valuables. A man 
may say he loves his wife, for example. But if he never takes the time 
to meditate on just how precious she is to him, he may not relate to 
her very passionately. But let him regularly feed his mind on her true 
worth and value, and passion is bound to burn more brightly.

Some of us may be afraid of passion, as if it was always something 
to be denied and held back. Evil comes, however, not from being pas-
sionate but from allowing our passion to be used in the service of less-
than-honorable ends. Rightly used, passion is our friend. “The way to 
avoid evil is not by maiming our passions, but by compelling them to 
yield their vigor to our moral nature” (Henry Ward Beecher).

Passion is what propels us to make a worthy contribution to 
the world while we live. And when we see it as a force that helps us 
rightly relate to other people, we’ll want more of it than we have right 
now. Much more is involved in our passion than selfish desire and 
ambition. We honor those around us — and make things better for 
them — when we care deeply about the things we care about.

Without passion man is a mere latent force 
and possibility, like the flint which awaits the shock 

of the iron before it can give forth its spark.
H e n r i - F r é d é r i c  A m i e l
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Refreshment

Sunshine is delicious, rain is refreshing, wind braces up, 
snow is exhilarating. There is no such thing as bad weather, 

only different kinds of good weather.

J o h n  R u s k i n

In our natural environment, there are many rich 
sources of refreshment. From place to place, from season to 

season, and even from day to day, we’re presented with such an en-
ergizing variety of natural phenomena, it’s hard to avoid the conclu-
sion that these were meant to be refreshing to us. Variety is, after all, 
what refreshes us. A change in what we’ve been experiencing is what 
recharges us for new experience. And so, in nature, we’re given much 
variety, and consequently many chances for renewal and refreshment. 
We should not only be grateful for these, but we should experience 
them deeply and not let their rejuvenating power be lost on us.

Few of us would deny that we need to be refreshed nowadays. To 
say that modern life is exhausting is a considerable understatement. 
It uses us up, consumes our energies, and depletes our resources. But 
let’s not jump to the wrong conclusion. Words like exhaustion, deple-
tion, and the like aren’t bad words. Our main goal is not to see how 
rested we can be at the end of life. Whatever resources we’ve been 
given, these were meant to be used, and we should be willing to spend 
and be spent. One of my dearest friends is fond of saying, “If heaven 
is supposed to be a place of rest, I intend to be tired when I get there.”

Having exhausted ourselves in doing good things, however, we 
need to be refreshed. And while, as we’ve suggested, we’re surrounded 
by sources of refreshment, we need to seek these out. And we need 
not only to seek refreshing changes in our experience, but occasionally 
to seek the refreshment of solitude and quietness.

Ultimately, the kind of refreshment we most need can only come 
from personal relationships, and that’s why it pleases us so much to 
be in the presence of “refreshing” individuals. These people are worth 
their weight in gold, and we need to actively cultivate friendships with 
them. But even more important, we need to cultivate the qualities of 
refreshment in our own characters. We need to be refreshing people!

You find yourself refreshed by the presence of cheerful people. 
Why not make earnest effort to confer that pleasure on others?

L .  M .  C h i l d
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Childlikeness

There is small chance of truth at the goal where 
there is not childlike humility at the starting post.

S a m u e l  T a y l o r  C o l e r i d g e

Without a certain degree of childlikeness, we cut 
ourselves off from much of life’s goodness and 

wonder. Although maturity is a good thing in general (and we 
certainly wouldn’t want to avoid it), it often picks up some unhelpful 
traveling companions, such as cynicism, skepticism, and pride. These 
things can interfere with the quality of our lives, often tragically, and 
the only way to avoid them is to hang on to a healthy measure of 
childlikeness. Our children can teach us how to be better adults!

Trust. Although the natural trustfulness of children needs to be 
balanced by the wisdom that comes in later years, it can’t be denied 
that most of us adults would be improved by a more childlike open-
ness to the benefit of trust. Whatever losses there may be, there’s still 
more to be gained from trust than there is from mistrust.

Openness. Children are beautifully receptive. They’re open 
enough to give new things a chance. And as a result of their openness, 
children experience serendipity more often: the delightful habit of 
making fortunate and unexpected discoveries by accident. The open-
ness of the childlike spirit is the door to important kinds of learning.

Humility. Above all, it’s the humble tendency of the child that 
we should seek to regain. Granted, not all children are humble and 
self-will is definitely a thing that has to be outgrown, but even so, full-
blown pride is an adult trait, and maybe our worst one. When we see 
it taking hold, we need to go back and remember our childhood.

Isn’t it obvious, then, that there are some wholesome ways in 
which we might simplify ourselves? When the clarity of our hearts, as 
we knew them in childhood, begins to get complicated by grown-up 
suspicions and hypocrisies, we might cut out the clutter. The vanity 
that has attached itself to our characters could be trimmed away. Like 
it or not, the progress we need to make sometimes requires going back 
in time. Gaining good things often means recovering them.

Thy home is with the humble, Lord! 
The simple are thy rest; 

Thy lodging is in childlike hearts; 
Thou makest there thy rest.

F r e d e r i c k  W i l l i a m  F a b e r
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Reflection

Oh better than the minting 
Of a gold-crowned king 
Is the safe-kept memory 

Of a lovely thing.
S a r a  T e a s d a l e

The busier we are, the more we need the thing win-
tertime was made for: reflection. If we are people with 

crowded schedules, full of useful work, that is not necessarily a bad 
thing, but we need to take time for reflection. We need to pause and 
reconsider our values. We may need to improve our principles.

All of us have many riches in the storehouse of memory. And 
what better time than winter to look back and remember these? The 
“safe-kept memory of a lovely thing” should not be underestimated 
as to its value, but rather cherished and nurtured. “Reflect upon your 
present blessings of which every man has many,” Charles Dickens 
wrote, “not on your past misfortunes of which all men have some.” 
Good memories of the past are not the least of our present blessings.

But reflection is not merely the memory of good things in the 
past, nor is it simply the awareness of blessings in the present. It is 
the thoughtful enjoyment of these things. At the very least, it involves 
“counting our blessings,” as the old saying goes, but it also involves 
more. When we reflect on our blessings we . . . well, we cogitate on 
them, which means “to take careful and leisurely thought; meditate; 
ponder” (American Heritage Dictionary). To reflect meditatively on 
good days gone by is not only to touch the past but to caress it.

It is ironic that we spend so much time doing things to make 
ourselves happy and so little time thinking about what we’ve done. 
The truth is, it takes a certain amount of thinking to turn our activi-
ties into happiness. It really is true, as Socrates said, that “the unex-
amined life is not worth living.” So we would do well to reflect, to 
cogitate, and to consider. Doing so would enable us to relish some 
things about our past — and to revise some things about our present, 
so that they can, during winters to come, be reflected on with joy.

A string of excited, fugitive, miscellaneous pleasures is not happiness; 
happiness resides in imaginative reflection and judgment, when the picture of 

one’s life, or of human life, as it truly has been or is, 
satisfies the will, and is gladly accepted.

G e o r g e  S a n t a y a n a
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Community

Rain does not fall on one roof alone.
C a m e r oo  n i a n  P r o v e r b

We enjoy few benefits in life that are not shared 
benefits. “No man is an island,” as John Donne put it, and 

whatever we enjoy, we enjoy as joint recipients of these things. We 
may not be aware of or acknowledge our connectedness to others, 
and even if we do, we may not value it as we should. But our con-
nections are there nonetheless. We are, at the very least, members of 
the human community, and most of us are members of some smaller 
communities as well. Rain does not fall on one roof alone.

From time to time, a spirit of radical independence and indi-
vidualism sweeps over our society. It becomes the “in” thing to turn 
inward and worship at the altar of self-fulfillment. And frankly, the 
conditions of modern living tend to push us in that direction. Life 
these days, particularly urban life, keeps us so busy with activities in 
our own cubicle that we have little time to deal with any more than a 
few relationships with others. Not only that, but fear often drives us 
indoors, and we bar the doors against dangerous neighbors.

Granted, it would be wrong to go to the opposite extreme and 
give up our individual identity, as if we were no more than cogs in 
some large, impersonal wheel. There is a wonderful variety in human 
beings, and we ought to be grateful for our own uniqueness. But our 
personal uniqueness was meant to be expressed within the context of 
relationships. We are beings who thrive in community with others, 
and it would often help us to pay more attention to that fact.

Like it or not, we are linked to those around us. But wouldn’t it 
be better to like that fact rather than not like it? There is something 
very gratifying about the concept of community. When we see our-
selves as parts of something greater than we are, that’s a perspective 
that’s as encouraging as it is humbling. Life does not revolve around 
us — we are the ones who were meant to do the revolving! And when 
we do that rightly, we do it with gratitude for all the others who, with 
us, make up the constellation of the world’s communities. We can’t 
live in the world without touching others and being touched by them. 
The challenge is to appreciate what those touches have done for us.

I am a part of all that I have met.
A l f r e d ,  L o r d  T e n n y s o n
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Mirth

Teach us Delight in simple things, 
And Mirth that has no bitter springs.

R u d y a r d  K i p l i n g

The “mirth” associated with the present season is 
an example of one of the simplest and purest plea-

sures in the world. When we’ve worked hard for many months 
and accomplished some worthwhile things, and then we come to a 
well-earned time of gladness and gaiety, the pleasant satisfaction that 
results is a great part of the good life. It’s not a complicated thing. It 
need not cost any money. It’s just a simple pleasure, one of life’s treats.

The word “mirth” suggests lightheartedness and easy laughter. 
Times of mirth are those that dance and sing. They’re upbeat and 
effervescent. They lay aside, for a little while, the need for ponderous 
thought and take delight in the give-and-take of friendly, good-na-
tured banter. To be creatures capable of mirth is a marvelous thing!

The most “mirthful” times are often unplanned occasions when 
everything lines up just right to produce a few lighthearted moments. 
Unfortunately, we’re sometimes so anxious for everybody to “have a 
good time,” that we program all the mirth out of our get-togethers by 
our organization and regimentation. Sometimes, we need to loosen up 
and give mirth a fair chance to make its appearance.

There is, however, one thing we can do to plan for mirth and 
that is to clear the way for it in our hearts. We can choose to lay aside 
ill will and unfriendliness. Neither the grouch nor the grudge-bearer 
can enjoy much mirth, not even at a party or a traditional celebration. 
So if we’re guilty of grudge-bearing, this is a good time of the year to 
repent of our ill will and open our hearts to a little lightheartedness.

One thing we tend to forget, to our detriment, is that the mo-
ment for mirth is very often the present moment. Mirth is not a 
thing that we “get around to” after we’ve solved our problems. To the 
contrary, it appears at certain times — usually when certain people 
have gathered together — and then it disappears if we don’t have the 
good sense to enjoy it while we can. Mirth is not a thing that can be 
procrastinated. So don’t wait for next year. Enjoy the next few days!

What is love? ‘tis not hereafter; 
Present mirth hath present laughter.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e
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Merriment

Merry as a cricket.

J o h n  H e y w ood 

Just as “mirth” suggests lightheartedness and easy 
laughter, “merriment” suggests sociability and fond-

ness for good company. Merriment is usually a group activity. 
It’s true, we may speak of an individual being merry, as noted below, 
but typically, merriment is something people enjoy when they’re 
together. Indeed merriment can almost be defined as the enjoyment 
of togetherness. It’s the kind of cheerfulness that families and friends 
and comrades take such pleasure in at this season of the year, espe-
cially if they’re not able to see one another often at other times.

When people gather together, is it not a delight — a genuine joy 
— when the gathering is one of merriment? Not every meeting can 
be merry, of course; the purpose for some gatherings requires a more 
somber mood. But aren’t we thankful when a gathering is one where 
merriment is possible? Don’t we eagerly look forward to appoint-
ments and assemblies where merrymaking is on the agenda?

And even with regard to individual people, is it not a delight 
when we encounter someone who is merry? Too much of our time 
is taken up dealing with people who are surly and morose; it’s like a 
breath of fresh air to encounter those who, while having just as many 
problems as anyone else, choose to be merry. And can’t we see that 
those who encounter us would also prefer to deal with someone who 
is merry? Merriment is a gift we can give to those around us.

Although merriment is often serendipitous (we discover it unex-
pectedly while we’re looking for something else), it’s also a good thing 
that we set aside certain times for it and let that be the primary thing 
we’re looking for. We don’t need to apologize for the fact that we 
mark special spaces on the calendar and reserve them for merriment. 
There’d be little merriment in our lives if we didn’t arrange for it.

And so our traditional greeting at this time of year is wonderfully 
appropriate: Merry Christmas! It is wise and it is good that we desig-
nate these days to indulge our deep-down fondness for good company.

Heap on more wood! — the wind is chill; 
But let it whistle as it will, 

We’ll keep our Christmas merry still.

S i r  W a lt e r  S c o t t
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Tradition

Tradition is a guide and not a jailer.

W .  S om  e r s e t  M a u g h a m

Modern life is such that we don’t have much chance 
to remember how good tradition is, but tradition 

is a good thing nonetheless. Its value is too rarely recognized 
nowadays. Our culture seems to be dominated by those who see tradi-
tion as something to be destroyed, and even if that weren’t the case, 
the pace of change right now makes it difficult for traditions to sur-
vive the constant onslaught of new fads and fashions. But today, let’s 
pause to remember the value of customs that have been time-tested.

To be sure, blind adherence to tradition is not good. As T. S. 
Eliot said, “A tradition without intelligence is not worth having.” We 
need to think about our traditions, sometimes even critically. The 
person who never wants any tradition to be changed — not even if 
the change would improve it — is a person who has missed the point. 
Sometimes traditions have outlived their usefulness and need to be 
laid aside completely. But more often, our traditions need to be open 
to growth and adaptation. A very old oak tree is a “traditional” thing 
to be appreciated, but it didn’t get to be old by refusing to bend!

That said, most of us still need to be reminded about the value 
of tradition. For every person whose problem is uncritical adherence 
to tradition, there now seem to be many more who have the opposite 
problem: hypercritical rejection of tradition. We’re too quick to toss 
aside ideas and ways of doing things that our forebears found worthy 
of preservation. For us, history has had only two epochs: the Dark 
Ages and us. This is what C. S. Lewis called “chronological snobbery.”

But we impoverish ourselves sadly when we neglect the tradi-
tions that form the tapestry of our personal history. Not only our lives 
but also our characters are enriched by wise respect for tradition. And 
the wholesome enjoyment of customs that connect us to bygone days 
is one of life’s most rewarding experiences. So today, be truly radical. 
Dare to do something your great-grandparents might have done!

Few people have ever seriously wished to be exclusively rational. 
The good life which most desire is a life warmed by passions and touched 
with that ceremonial grace which is impossible without some affectionate 

loyalty to traditional forms and ceremonies.

J o s e p h  W ood    K r u t c h



December 26

Remembrances

Perhaps someday it will be pleasant to remember even this.
V i r g i l

Our characters are determined not so much by our 
ability to foresee the future as by our willingness 

to appreciate the past. Much that has happened in the world, 
and even in our own experience, needs to be remembered, and wise 
people are those who’ve learned which remembrances to hold on to.

Whoever we are and whatever kind of life we’ve led, it’s likely 
that some of our greatest treasures are in the form of memories. There 
are things in our past that need to be recalled from time to time and 
appreciated for their value. If we let go of these recollections, we also 
let go of our gratitude for them. And the good life is simply impos-
sible without generous measures of gratitude for blessings in the past.

Yet when we use the word “remembrances,” we often have in 
mind something more than mere memories. Remembrances are me-
mentos, physical objects that remind us of things that have happened 
and the people with whom they’re associated. It’s a good thing to be 
surrounded with remembrances of this sort. On my desk are three 
chinquapins brought back from a recent visit to my ancestral home-
land in Pike County, Arkansas. By my door stands a walking stick 
bought in a shop in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina. 
It does me good to pick up objects like these. The physical touch of 
them reconnects me to wonderful places and times and people.

“Remembrances” are also gestures that tell other people that we 
remember important things about them. If you send someone a birth-
day card, for example, they may thank you for the “remembrance.” But 
we can do a lot more than send birthday cards. Every day we are given 
many opportunities to do small, creative things that say to others sim-
ply, “I remember.” To remember people in this way is to honor them.

We need to be people who know what “remembrances” are and 
what their value is in our lives. If we’re so busy that we have no time 
to remember, or if we’re so “current” that the past means nothing to 
us, we’re in danger of losing the larger perspective that makes life 
meaningful. We must “remember” that “now” is not all that matters.

I cannot but remember such things were, 
That were most precious to me.

W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e
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Vision

The best vision is insight.
M a l c o l m  S .  F o r b e s

To be a person of vision is to lead a life of added op-
portunity. Vision (let’s define it as a combination of insight 

and imagination) opens doors that would otherwise be closed. Indeed, 
it opens doors that people without vision don’t even know about, since 
they can’t see them. William Shakespeare had more opportunity as 
a writer because he could “see” a kind of writing that had never been 
done. Henry Ford had more opportunity as a businessman because he 
could “see” a kind of manufacturing that didn’t exist. Helen Keller had 
more opportunity as a human being because she could “see” a way of 
living that nobody thought was possible. To be a person of vision is to 
lead — it bears repeating — a life of added opportunity.

Two kinds of vision are especially valuable.
1. The ability to see what should be done. This is the vision of those 

who have wisdom, discernment, and prudence. With it, we can distin-
guish between good and evil, wisdom and folly, helping and hurting.

2. The ability to see what might be created. Those with this vision 
have developed the qualities of imagination, creativity, and ingenuity. 
With it, we can envision works of art, industry, and education.

Actually, these two kinds of vision are related. It’s impossible, 
really, to separate the intellect from the imagination. As Mark Twain 
said,  “You can’t depend on your judgment when your imagination is 
out of focus.” Those who have an impoverished imagination often 
have a seriously disordered conscience, and by the same token, those 
whose imagination is not governed by conscience pollute the world 
more than they improve it. Intellect and imagination need each other.

The wonderful thing about vision, however, is that each of us 
can learn to have it. Vision doesn’t come from our ancestors or our 
environment; it comes from our character, which is always a thing of 
choice. So if we want to improve our character, and thereby improve 
what we can “see,” we must choose to change our perspective: “Look 
at everything as though you were seeing it either for the first or last 
time. Then your time on earth will be filled with glory” (Betty Smith).

A rock pile ceases to be a rock pile the moment a single man 
contemplates it, bearing within him the image of a cathedral.

A n t o i n e  d e  S a i n t - E x u p é r y
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Legacy

He who has gone, so we but cherish his memory, abides with us, 
more potent, nay, more present, than the living man.

A n t o i n e  d e  S a i n t - E x u p é r y

In at least some small way, all of us want to leave a 
legacy. We may not spend much time consciously thinking about 

it, but somewhere in our hearts there’s a desire to leave some gift or 
blessing to our survivors. We want, by the time our lives are over, to 
have made some contribution to someone else’s life. The thought that 
we might not even leave a trace of evidence that we were here is an 
uncomfortable thought to most normal people. We’d rather think our 
lives have meant something worthy of remembrance. We hope some-
thing we’ve done will linger in the minds of kindly people.

In a sense, each of us will leave a legacy. We can’t live in the 
world for any length of time and not change it in some way. So the 
question is not whether we’ll make a contribution but only what kind 
of contribution it’ll be. What we want is to leave this world without 
having to be ashamed of our legacy. We’re looking for joy, not regrets.

As we consider the legacy we’d like to leave, most of us would do 
well to simplify things. Rather than aspire to a grandiose legacy, we 
need to think more in terms of mementos a simple man or a simple 
woman would leave behind: an example of unselfish service . . . or 
trustworthiness . . . or hard work. Simple things make wonderful lega-
cies, and if you want some suggestions, just turn to the index of this 
book. Pick out a few items and commit yourself to them passionately. 
Determine that you’ll include them in the legacy you leave.

Bear one thing in mind, however. Legacies are not built tomorrow; 
they’re built today. In the end, you’ll not be pleased with your final gift 
if you put off working on it until a convenient time comes around. 
Live today — this very day — such that your legacy will be worthy of 
those to whom you wish to leave it. Nothing less than your best will do.

All mankind is of one author, and is one volume; when one man dies, 
one chapter is not torn out of the book, but translated into a better 
language; and every chapter must be so translated; God employs 

several translators; some pieces are translated by age, some by sickness, 
some by war, some by justice; but God’s hand is in every translation, 

and his hand shall bind up all our scattered leaves again for that 
library where every book shall lie open to one another.

J o h n  D o n n e



December 29

Time

Time lost is time when we have not lived a full human life, time 
unenriched by experience, creative endeavor, enjoyment and suffering.

D i e t r i c h  B o n h o e ff  e r

It’s helpful to think of time as a resource, one of the 
raw materials that have to be used in manufacturing 

a human life. Most resources in the world are limited, and that is 
certainly true of time. There is only so much of it (at least in any one 
person’s life), and when it’s gone, it’s gone. So the old-timers used to 
talk about “improving” the hours that are given to us, meaning that 
we need to use our time to good advantage, doing something profit-
able with the resource rather than letting it be wasted.

Time flies, as the saying goes. One of the best friends I ever had 
was an old black man with whom I worked on a road construction 
crew. Reflecting on how quickly his seven children had grown up and 
left home, Joe would shake his head and say, “Tempus sho’ do fugit.” 
How right he was. Time passes by relentlessly. Whether we “improve” 
it or not, it continues its inexorable march. The resource disappears.

These days, time seems in especially short supply. We are very 
busy, and we live our lives under intense pressure to deal with all the 
priorities on our ever-lengthening to-do lists. The fact that we’re now 
able to track those lists with trendy electronic gadgets really doesn’t 
change the reality of our situation. We are hurried and harried.

The truth is, we now live in an age when there are millions more 
options for the use of our time than ever before. Our challenge (and 
we’ll either meet it or self-destruct) is to let go of many things that 
we could do, many of which would even be good to do. Our survival 
depends on what we have the courage to say no to — and that, of 
course, depends on what we have the commitment to say yes to.

Because there’s not enough time to do all we dream of doing 
right now, it’s tempting to try to find substitutes for it. If our families 
need our time, for example, it’s tempting to offer money as a substi-
tute. Yet when time is the resource needed, there’s not much else that 
will do. So the questions stare back at us: Who are we? What can we let 
go of? To what people and to what good works shall we give our time?

Time is love, above all else. It is the most precious commodity 
in the world and should be lavished on those we care most about.

S y d n e y  J .  H a r r i s



December 30

Ultimacy

In the deepest heart of all of us there is a corner 
in which the ultimate mystery of things works sadly.

W i l l i a m  J a m e s

We are beings who yearn. We sense that we’re part of some-
thing much larger than ourselves, something that transcends 

our finite existence, and we yearn to know what that is. Not only do we 
yearn to know it, but we yearn to have whatever should be our rightful 
connection to it. In the larger web of reality, we’d like to think there is 
a harmony that might be possible, and we imagine what it would be 
like to enjoy such harmony. However many parts or pieces there may 
be to what “is,” it seems natural to suppose that these parts should be 
in sync — and that we ourselves should be in sync with them.

Yet we see around us far too much discord and violence to believe 
things are presently in sync. If things were ever right in the universe, 
they are not so now. Something has clearly gone wrong. And when we 
think about this, there is a definite sadness that we feel, a certain wist-
fulness to our existence. What “is” is out of kilter. The best recom-
mendations of the philosophers leave much to be desired. The most 
intense pleasures in the world seem, after a while, to be less than one 
might hope for. And the crowning monuments of human civilization 
eventually crumble into dust. The more honest we are, the sadder it 
makes us to think about all of this. Is there not anything that is com-
pletely satisfying? Is there not anything that is ultimately important?

Most of us need to think about the issue of ultimate importance 
more than we do. Unless we take the position that nothing is impor-
tant, we probably believe something is more important than anything 
else — and we owe it to ourselves and our loved ones to put that 
thing first in our lives, to the best of our present understanding.

Our main difficulty, of course, stems from our failure to distin-
guish between the creation and its Creator. If, as seems quite likely, 
we and this whole world have been created, that clears up the ques-
tion of ultimacy. It’s the Creator — and not anything or anyone in the 
creation itself — who should have our first and final love.

The human value is not the ultimate, but only the penultimate value; 
the last, the highest value is God the Father. He alone is the cause and 

the measure of all things, cause and measure of all valuations, 
cause and measure of all love.

K a r l  A d a m



December 31

Destinations

Ideals are like stars; you will not succeed in touching them with your hands.
But like the seafaring man on the desert of waters, you choose them as your guides,

and following them you will reach your destiny.

C a r l  S c h u r z

Much of the quality of life depends upon our desti-
nations, the goals toward which we travel. If we 

have no conscious direction, or if we’ve been careless in choosing our 
direction, our lives will be less than a human being’s life ought to be. 
As this year reaches the end toward which it has been moving, let’s 
spend the day reflecting on the ends toward which we ourselves are 
moving. And if those ends are less than desirable, let’s change them.

As can easily be seen from the words themselves, “destiny” and 
“destination” are closely related. Our destiny is the end of the road 
we are traveling, the port toward which we are sailing. For better or 
worse, our lives are going somewhere; the only question is whether 
our destination is one we’ve carefully committed ourselves to — based 
on our principles — or whether we’re just drifting with whatever cur-
rent happens to surround us at the present time.

The best destinations are not those having to do with external 
circumstances but those concerning our character. External goals are 
perhaps better than none at all, but the fact is, much that is required 
to meet external goals is beyond our control. If, for example, my cho-
sen destinations are to live in a certain place, marry a certain person, 
have a certain net worth, etc., I may be hindered from reaching those 
goals by factors I can do nothing about. But if my destination is to 
have a certain kind of character, the choices necessary to be that kind 
of person are always within my power. In determining our goals, it’s 
far better to be concerned with what we are than with what we have.

There is no better time for introspection than year’s end, and 
there is no better introspection than that which improves the qual-
ity of our destinations. Our inward characters are measured, in large 
part, by the worthiness of our goals. And at last, our destiny will be to 
enjoy or to endure the destination to which our choices have taken us.

Thoughts lead on to purposes; purposes go forth in action;
actions form habits; habits decide character;

and character fixes our destiny.

T r y o n  E d w a r d s



It is often wonderful how putting down 
on paper a clear statement of a case helps one to see, 

not perhaps the way out, but the way in. 
 

— A. C. Benson
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Knowledge . . . . . . . May 5 (II)
Labor . . . . . . . . . . Apr 15 (II)
Ladders . . . . . . . . . Dec 10 (II)
Laughter . . . . . . . . . Jan 28 (I)
Lawfulness . . . . . . . Apr 15 (I)
Leadership . . . . . . . Feb 22 (I)
Learning . . . . . . . . . Dec 4 (I)
Legacy . . . . . . . . . Dec 28 (II)
Liberality . . . . . . . . Feb 16 (II)
Liberty . . . . . . . . . Feb 22 (II)
Life . . . . . . . . . . . . Mar 14 (I)
Light . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 16 (II)
Likableness . . . . . . Nov 23 (II)
Limits . . . . . . . . . . Sep 26 (II)
Listening . . . . . . . . Aug 13 (I)
Living . . . . . . . . . . Mar 16 (II)
Longevity . . . . . . . . Sep 25 (I)
Longings . . . . . . . . May 10 (I)
Longsuffering . . . . . Oct 24 (I)
Love . . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 11 (I)
Loving . . . . . . . . . . Dec 5 (II)
Lovingkindness . . . . Nov 18 (I)
Loyalty . . . . . . . . . . Jan 23 (II)
Maintenance . . . . . . Nov 14 (I)
Making . . . . . . . . . May 7 (II)
Management . . . . . Mar 23 (II)
Mannerliness . . . . . . . Jun 1 (I)
Maps . . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 1 (II)
Marriage . . . . . . . . . . Jul 8 (I)
Mastery . . . . . . . . . . May 9 (I)
Maturity . . . . . . . . . May 2 (II)
Mediation . . . . . . . . Oct 2 (II)
Meditation . . . . . . . Jun 22 (I)
Meekness . . . . . . . . Nov 9 (II)
Mementos . . . . . . . . Jul 13 (II)
Memory . . . . . . . . Sep 30 (II)
Mercy . . . . . . . . . . Jan 21 (II)
Merit . . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 4 (II)
Merriment . . . . . . Dec 24 (II)
Methodicalness . . . . Apr 22 (I)
Meticulousness . . . Mar 10 (II)
Mindfulness . . . . . . Sep 16 (II)
Mirth . . . . . . . . . . Dec 23 (II)
Mission . . . . . . . . . . Oct 22 (I)
Moderation . . . . . . May 24 (I)
Modesty . . . . . . . . . Jul 31 (II)
Moments . . . . . . . . . Jul 13 (I)
Momentum . . . . . . . Jun 10 (I)
Morale . . . . . . . . . . Mar 29 (I)
Morality . . . . . . . . . Oct 4 (II)
Motherliness . . . . . . May 8 (I) 
Motivation . . . . . . . Dec 19 (I)
Motives . . . . . . . . . Apr 24 (II)

Movement . . . . . . . Apr 19 (II)
Music . . . . . . . . . . Feb 29 (II)
Naturalness . . . . . . May 16 (II)
Necessity . . . . . . . . Aug 31 (I)
Needs . . . . . . . . . . Oct 26 (II)
Neighborliness . . . . . Jun 29 (I)
Newness . . . . . . . . . Jun 30 (I)
Nobility . . . . . . . . . . Oct 9 (I)
Nostalgia . . . . . . . . Nov 26 (II)
Nourishment . . . . . . Jun 25 (I)
Nurturing . . . . . . . . . Aug 2 (I)
Obedience . . . . . . Mar 17 (II)
Objectives . . . . . . . . . Sep 2 (I)
Objectivity . . . . . . . Oct 30 (II)
Observation . . . . . . Jun 11 (II)
Oneness . . . . . . . . . Apr 4 (II)
Openness . . . . . . . . Dec 16 (I)
Opportunities . . . . . Sep 22 (II)
Optimism . . . . . . . . . Sep 9 (I)
Orderliness . . . . . . . Jun 17 (I)
Organization . . . . . Jun 10 (II)
Originality . . . . . . . . Aug 7 (I)
Overcoming . . . . . . Aug 25 (I)
Paradigms . . . . . . . . May 5 (I)
Parenting . . . . . . . . Sep 30 (I)
Participation . . . . . . Feb 10 (I)
Partnership . . . . . . Mar 14 (II)
Passion . . . . . . . . . Dec 18 (II)
Pathways . . . . . . . . . Oct 3 (I)
Patience . . . . . . . . . Sep 22 (I)
Patriotism . . . . . . . . . Jul 4 (II)
Peace . . . . . . . . . . May 25 (II)
Peacefulness . . . . . . . Apr 3 (I)
Penitence . . . . . . . . Oct 12 (I)
Perceptiveness . . . . . Nov 21 (I)
Perfection . . . . . . . May 14 (II)
Performance . . . . . . . Sep 7 (I)
Perseverance . . . . . . Jul 14 (II)
Persistence . . . . . . . Feb 18 (II)
Personality . . . . . . . Oct 18 (I)
Perspective . . . . . . . . Jan 12 (I)
Perspicacity . . . . . . . Aug 8 (II)
Persuasiveness . . . . . Apr 30 (I)
Philanthropy . . . . . Apr 16 (II)
Philosophy . . . . . . . Nov 5 (II)
Piety . . . . . . . . . . . Nov 18 (II)
Pity . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jul 18 (I)
Planning . . . . . . . . . . Jul 23 (I)
Planting . . . . . . . . . . Jun 4 (I)
Playfulness . . . . . . . Apr 1 (II)
Pleasantness . . . . . . Jul 27 (II)
Pleasure . . . . . . . . . Mar 9 (II)
Poetry . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 17 (I)
Poise . . . . . . . . . . . . Nov 10 (I)
Politeness . . . . . . . . Mar 23 (I)
Pondering . . . . . . . . Mar 16 (I)
Positiveness . . . . . . . Jan 16 (II)
Possibilities . . . . . . . Jul 21 (II)
Posterity . . . . . . . . . Dec 13 (I)
Potential . . . . . . . . . Mar 20 (I)
Power . . . . . . . . . . . . Jul 22 (I)
Practicality . . . . . . . Aug 3 (II)

Practice . . . . . . . . . Nov 21 (II)
Praise . . . . . . . . . . . Apr 24 (I)
Prayerfulness . . . . . Nov 17 (II)
Precision . . . . . . . . Oct 28 (II)
Predictability . . . . . . Feb 15 (I)
Preparation . . . . . . May 23 (II)
Presence . . . . . . . . . Feb 20 (I)
Preservation . . . . . . . Jul 29 (I)
Prevention . . . . . . May 11 (II)
Principles . . . . . . . . . . Jan 3 (I)
Priorities . . . . . . . . . Jan 18 (II)
Privacy . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 5 (I)
Proactiveness . . . . . . Nov 7 (I)
Productiveness . . . . . Nov 4 (I)
Professionalism . . . . . Jul 26 (I)
Profitability . . . . . . . . Oct 5 (I)
Profoundness . . . . . . Nov 5 (I)
Progress . . . . . . . . . Apr 17 (I)
Progressiveness . . . . Feb 23 (II)
Promises . . . . . . . . Apr 26 (II)
Promptness . . . . . . . Aug 14 (I)
Propriety . . . . . . . . . Aug 2 (II)
Prosperity . . . . . . . Sep 14 (II)
Protection . . . . . . . . Aug 12 (I)
Providing . . . . . . . . . May 7 (I)
Prudence . . . . . . . . . . Jul 7 (I)
Punctuality . . . . . . Oct 22 (II)
Purity . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 3 (II)
Purpose . . . . . . . . Mar 19 (II)
Purposefulness . . . . . May 4 (I)
Pursuit . . . . . . . . . . May 11 (I)
Quality . . . . . . . . . . Dec 28 (I)
Questions . . . . . . . . . Dec 7 (I)
Quests . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 2 (II)
Quickness . . . . . . . Apr 30 (II)
Quietness . . . . . . . . Mar 18 (I)
Rationality . . . . . . . Jul 16 (II)
Reach . . . . . . . . . . Oct 20 (II)
Realism . . . . . . . . . . Jan 20 (I)
Reality . . . . . . . . . May 12 (II)
Reaping . . . . . . . . . Sep 21 (II)
Reason . . . . . . . . . . Aug 21 (I)
Reasonableness . . . Aug 11 (II)
Rebirth . . . . . . . . . . Jan 2 (II)
Rebuilding . . . . . . . Jan 31 (II)
Receptiveness . . . . . . Jul 3 (II)
Recognition . . . . . . Apr 10 (I)
Recommendation . . Sep 19 (II)
Recreation . . . . . . . Apr 23 (I)
Rectitude . . . . . . . . Sep 15 (I)
Redemption . . . . . . . Jan 31 (I)
Reflection . . . . . . . Dec 21 (II)
Reformation . . . . . . . . Jul 1 (I)
Refreshment . . . . . Dec 19 (II)
Refuge . . . . . . . . . . . Jan 3 (II)
Regard . . . . . . . . . Nov 24 (II)
Regeneration . . . . . . Nov 7 (II)
Reinforcement . . . . . Mar 3 (I)
Rejoicing . . . . . . . . . Sep 27 (I)
Rejuvenation . . . . . . Feb 2 (II)
Relationships . . . . . . Oct 20 (I)
Relaxation . . . . . . . . Apr 14 (I)



Release . . . . . . . . . . May 3 (I)
Relevance . . . . . . . May 28 (II)
Reliability . . . . . . . . . Jul 16 (I)
Reliance . . . . . . . . . . Jul 19 (I)
Relief . . . . . . . . . . Apr 17 (II)
Religion . . . . . . . . . May 26 (I)
Remembering . . . . Dec 13 (II)
Remembrances . . . Dec 26 (II)
Reminders . . . . . . . . May 1 (I)
Renewal . . . . . . . . . . Jan 11 (I)
Repairs . . . . . . . . . . Aug 1 (II)
Reputation . . . . . . May 27 (II)
Reserves . . . . . . . . . . Sep 3 (I)
Resolve . . . . . . . . . . Oct 15 (I)
Resonance . . . . . . . Jun 17 (II)
Resourcefulness . . . Aug 26 (II)
Respect . . . . . . . . . . Apr 11 (I)
Respectfulness . . . . . Jan 14 (II)
Responsibility . . . . . . Jan 13 (I)
Responsiveness . . . Aug 14 (II)
Rest . . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 21 (I)
Restfulness . . . . . . . Jun 20 (II)
Restoration . . . . . . . Mar 6 (II)
Restraint . . . . . . . . Mar 10 (I)
Results . . . . . . . . . . May 29 (I)
Resurrection . . . . . Mar 21 (II)
Reverence . . . . . . . . Jun 23 (I)
Richness . . . . . . . . . . Dec 2 (I)
Righteousness . . . . . . Jul 20 (I)
Rightness . . . . . . . . . Jul 6 (II)
Rights . . . . . . . . . . Nov 30 (II)
Ritual . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 9 (II)
Roads . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 14 (I)
Roles . . . . . . . . . . Nov 16 (II)
Romanticism . . . . . . Feb 14 (I)
Roots . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 27 (II)
Sacrifice . . . . . . . . Mar 26 (II)
Safety . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 19 (I)
Sagacity . . . . . . . . . Oct 25 (II)
Sanctuary . . . . . . . Dec 16 (II)
Satisfaction . . . . . . . Mar 12 (I)
Saving . . . . . . . . . . Oct 29 (II)
Scholarship . . . . . . . Aug 16 (I)
Searching . . . . . . . . Oct 19 (II)
Seasons . . . . . . . . . Mar 21 (I)
Security . . . . . . . . . Apr 14 (II)
Seeing . . . . . . . . . . May 12 (I)
Seeking . . . . . . . . . Aug 19 (II)
Self-control . . . . . . May 22 (II)
Self-reliance . . . . . Nov 10 (II)
Self-respect . . . . . . Oct 17 (II)
Selflessness . . . . . . . . Mar 4 (I)
Senses . . . . . . . . . . Aug 20 (II)
Sensibility . . . . . . . . Jul 24 (II)
Sensitivity . . . . . . . Apr 28 (II)
Serenity . . . . . . . . . Feb 26 (II)
Seriousness . . . . . . Apr 22 (II)
Servanthood . . . . . . . Jan 18 (I)
Service . . . . . . . . . . Apr 7 (II)
Sharing . . . . . . . . . Sep 28 (II)
Significance . . . . . . . Jul 22 (II)
Silence . . . . . . . . . . Jan 24 (II)

Simplicity . . . . . . . . Dec 27 (I)
Sincerity . . . . . . . . Mar 20 (II)
Singing . . . . . . . . . Aug 28 (I)
Skill . . . . . . . . . . . . Sep 17 (I)
Smiles . . . . . . . . . . . Jan 6 (II)
Sobriety . . . . . . . . . Oct 23 (II)
Sociability . . . . . . . Oct 18 (II)
Softness . . . . . . . . . Feb 10 (II)
Solace . . . . . . . . . . May 24 (II)
Solitude . . . . . . . . . . Nov 6 (I)
Solutions . . . . . . . . . Oct 7 (I)
Soundness . . . . . . . . Oct 13 (I)
Sources . . . . . . . . . . Apr 29 (I)
Spirituality . . . . . . . May 25 (I)
Spontaneity . . . . . . . Jan 19 (I)
Sportsmanship . . . . . Mar 1 (I)
Stability . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 9 (I)
Standards . . . . . . . . Feb 11 (I)
Stature . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 2 (I)
Steadfastness . . . . . . Jul 20 (II)
Steadiness . . . . . . . . . Jul 17 (I)
Steps . . . . . . . . . . . . Jan 30 (I)
Stewardship . . . . . . Dec 7 (II)
Stillness . . . . . . . . . . Jul 25 (II)
Stories . . . . . . . . . . . . Jul 9 (I)
Straightforwardness . . Jan 9 (I)
Strategy . . . . . . . . . . Jun 1 (II)
Strength . . . . . . . . Mar 29 (II)
Striving . . . . . . . . . Jan 30 (II)
Study . . . . . . . . . . . Mar 5 (II)
Subordination . . . . . Jun 18 (I)
Success . . . . . . . . . Nov 13 (II)
Sufficiency . . . . . . . . Feb 27 (I)
Supportiveness . . . . Mar 8 (II)
Surprises . . . . . . . . . Apr 2 (II)
Survival . . . . . . . . . . . Jul 2 (I)
Sustenance . . . . . . Aug 30 (II)
Sweetness . . . . . . . May 20 (II)
Sympathy . . . . . . . . Aug 18 (I)
Synergy . . . . . . . . . Aug 10 (II)
Tactfulness . . . . . . . . Jul 5 (II)
Talent . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 6 (II)
Tasks . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 24 (II)
Tastefulness . . . . . . . Aug 4 (I)
Teachability . . . . . . Jan 25 (II)
Teamwork . . . . . . . May 22 (I)
Tears . . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 9 (II)
Temperance . . . . . . . Jul 26 (II)
Tenderheartedness . . . Jan 6 (I)
Tenderness . . . . . . . . Aug 8 (I)
Tests . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 2 (I)
Thanksgiving . . . . Nov 22 (II)
Therapy . . . . . . . . . . Jul 14 (I)
Thinking . . . . . . . . . Jun 26 (I)
Thoughtfulness . . . Apr 18 (II)
Thrift . . . . . . . . . . . Apr 27 (I)
Time . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 29 (II)
Timeliness . . . . . . . . . Jul 6 (I)
Togetherness . . . . . May 30 (I)
Tolerance . . . . . . . . Dec 18 (I)
Tools . . . . . . . . . . . Sep 11 (I)
Touch . . . . . . . . . . . Jan 4 (II)

Tradition . . . . . . . . Dec 25 (II)
Training . . . . . . . . . . Jun 3 (I)
Tranquility . . . . . . . . Feb 8 (I)
Transcendence . . . . Nov 26 (I)
Transformation . . . . . Jul 21 (I)
Travel . . . . . . . . . . . Nov 24 (I)
Treasure . . . . . . . . . Dec 30 (I)
Triumph . . . . . . . . . Jan 29 (II)
Trust . . . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 3 (I)
Trustfulness . . . . . . . Jan 8 (II)
Trustworthiness . . . . . Feb 4 (I)
Truth . . . . . . . . . . . Mar 13 (I)
Truthfulness . . . . . . Sep 10 (II)
Turnings . . . . . . . . . . Jan 9 (II)
Ultimacy . . . . . . . . Dec 30 (II)
Understanding . . . . May 4 (II)
Uniqueness . . . . . . . Nov 13 (I)
Unity . . . . . . . . . . . Apr 18 (I)
Unselfishness . . . . . . Feb 8 (II)
Uprightness . . . . . . . Sep 8 (II)
Urgency . . . . . . . . . . Jan 26 (I)
Usefulness . . . . . . . . Feb 26 (I)
Validation . . . . . . . Aug 28 (II)
Values . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 29 (I)
Variety . . . . . . . . . . . Sep 7 (II)
Versatility . . . . . . . Mar 18 (II)
Verve . . . . . . . . . . . . Jul 27 (I)
Vibrancy . . . . . . . . . Jan 11 (II)
Victory . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 7 (I)
Viewpoint . . . . . . . Jun 28 (II)
Vigilance . . . . . . . . Aug 27 (I)
Vigor . . . . . . . . . . . . May 2 (I)
Virtue . . . . . . . . . . Nov 14 (II)
Vision . . . . . . . . . . Dec 27 (II)
Vitality . . . . . . . . . . Oct 19 (I)
Vividness . . . . . . . . Dec 17 (I)
Voice . . . . . . . . . . . . Jan 7 (II)
Vulnerability . . . . . Apr 20 (II)
Waiting . . . . . . . . . Aug 13 (II)
Warmth . . . . . . . . . Nov 20 (I)
Welcome . . . . . . . . . Dec 3 (II)
Welfare . . . . . . . . . Mar 15 (II)
Wholeheartedness . . . Jan 7 (I)
Wholeness . . . . . . . . Jul 12 (I)
Wholesomeness . . . Mar 12 (II)
Will . . . . . . . . . . . . May 16 (I)
Willingness . . . . . . . Dec 8 (I)
Willpower . . . . . . . . . Jul 9 (II)
Wings . . . . . . . . . . . Jan 5 (II)
Winsomeness . . . . . . Jan 25 (I)
Wisdom . . . . . . . . . Nov 28 (I)
Wishes . . . . . . . . . . Oct 25 (I)
Wit . . . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 8 (I)
Wonder . . . . . . . . . Jan 13 (II)
Words . . . . . . . . . . Dec 20 (I)
Work . . . . . . . . . . . . Mar 9 (I)
Workmanship . . . . . . Dec 9 (I)
Worth . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 4 (I)
Worthiness . . . . . . . . Jun 3 (II)
Youthfulness . . . . . . Oct 31 (I)
Zeal . . . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 1 (I)
Zest . . . . . . . . . . . . Jan 19 (II)
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