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Preface

I

n 1995, the most traumatic event in my life to that
point occurred. My wife and the mother of our two sons felt

that she could no longer remain within our marriage, and so she left
that relationship to find another life.
In the ensuing months, as I struggled to adapt to the painful realities
of single-parenthood, I tried to learn everything I could that might
help me win back my wife’s love. Those efforts were not successful,
unfortunately, but one of the things I did back then has resulted in
this book — Enthusiastic Ideas: A Good Word for Each Day of the Year.
I began to keep a notebook. Not a journal exactly, just a notebook
in which I would write down truths and principles I needed to be
reminded of. I remember writing to myself that if I ever expected my
wife to come back, I would need to offer her the gift of certain unconditional things: love, security, listening, acceptance, and several others.
At first, my list of “gift words” was fairly short, but it didn’t take me
long to think of a number of other qualities that I should be prepared
to give, if I got the chance. And as the list grew, it began to be clear
that these were not just things a husband should want to give his wife
— they were gifts that all of us should want to give to those we love.
After that, the list started evolving into a more general list of “positive words.” No longer looking for just “gift words,” I included other
words that might be looked at in a positive way. At the height of
this word-collecting period, I could hardly read a book or an article
without checking to see if it contained any words I hadn’t thought
of. I don’t recall ever actually going through the dictionary, but it’s
hard to imagine that many good words eluded my search. I was pretty
thorough, if not methodical. By the time things settled down, I had
over eight hundred nouns, each of which I thought was suggestive of
something worth including in a human being’s character and conduct.

I posted my list of words on a website I was maintaining back then,
and I still chuckle when I remember some of the comments I received
from readers: “Henry, what’s with this crazy list of words? What can
anybody do with just a list of . . . words?”
Well, I happen to believe that words are very special things. I love
them, I respect them, and I believe that getting “thinky” about the
words we use is a very healthy exercise.
So I’ve written a book that gives you a single positive word to think
about every twenty-four hours: a good word every day. Like my other
books, this one is a daybook. There is a short, one-page reading for
each day of the year, and what I’d like you to do is read the book at
the rate of one page per day. Sure, you can browse ahead or go back
and review. That’s fine. Just promise me you’ll really meditate on no
more than one page each day. If you’ll try this habit, you might like it.
With a few of the words, you may wonder what’s so positive about
them. I’ve written, for example, about things like abstinence, admonition, and apologies. Words like these don’t belong in the “positive
mental attitude” lexicon, do they? Maybe not, but let’s give them a fair
chance. Like people, some words wear their positive qualities on the
surface, while others aren’t seen to be good without a deeper look. As
J. R. R. Tolkien liked to say, “All that is gold does not glitter.”
And, yes, since I collected over eight hundred words, I have enough
for more than one year. A second volume of these readings is not only
possible; it has already been written. Next year, More Enthusiastic Ideas
will be coming to a bookstore near you, unless God has other plans.
Over the years, I have profited as much as anyone from writers and
speakers in the “positive mental attitude” genre. We do need to think
more positively, and doing so is a great help. But the only positive
thinking that matters is the kind that results in our doing what is
right. And if better self-esteem is what we want, then we need to start
living not only with strength but also with honor. I hope you’ll agree.
Finally, may I caution you never to use the expression “mere words.”
Words are never “mere.” They are strong and beautiful. Use them
carefully, for language is both a powerful gift and a serious stewardship. Say nothing you will not be pleased to meet on Judgment Day.
GPH

Enthusiastic Ideas

The written word preserves what otherwise might
be lost among the impressions that inundate our lives.
Thoughts, insights, and perceptions constantly threaten
to leave us before we have the opportunity to grasp their
meaning . . . Reflection slows matters down. It analyzes
what was previously unexamined, and opens doors to
different interpretations of what was there all along.
Writing, by encouraging reflection, intensifies life.
— Helena Hjalmarsson

January 1

Beginnings
The tragedy of life is not that it ends so soon,
but that we wait so long to begin it.
W. M. Lewis

W

ith the dawning of every new day we’re given the
opportunity to make new beginnings. And though

we often take it for granted, the clean slate that is offered to us each
morning is one of the best things about our sojourn in this world.
Why is it that we so rarely seize this advantage? Why are there so
many days in which nothing is improved and nothing new is begun?
Perhaps we don’t want to be like the dabblers, those unhappy
folks who never follow through and are constantly starting over. But
the thing that’s dishonorable about the dabbler is not that he makes
new beginnings; it’s just that he fails to do his best and finish his
work. Starting over is necessary for him because he frequently gives
up and quits trying. But if yesterday’s work was the best we could do,
then there is nothing dishonorable about seeing today as a fresh start.
And if yesterday we failed to do our best, then a new beginning is
even more important. We should see today as a chance, after all this
time, to start being what we’ve always intended to be.
It may seem ironic, but there is a sense in which those who make
the most progress in life are those who go back to the beginning every
day and start over. We do need to be persistent, but improvement is
the main thing we need to be persistent about. Those who finish life
well are those who make a habit of beginning anew every day.
But we shouldn’t make new beginnings just for our own sakes —
we should view them as gifts to our loved ones. Indeed, there are few
gifts that bestow any more honor on those around us than to give ourselves to them each day as persons of renewed commitment, eager to
explore new territory and build new habitations for the heart. There is
in every one of us a better person than our acquaintances have known
us to be in the past. Today — this very day — we can begin to be that
better person. We can make a fresh start that will do our families and
our friends much good.
Are you in earnest? Seize this very minute!
What you can do, or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius,
power, and magic in it. Only engage, and then the mind grows heated.
Begin, and then the work will be completed.
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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Excellence
No one ever attains very eminent success by simply doing what
is required of him; it is the amount and excellence of what is over and above
the required that determines the greatness of ultimate distinction.
Charles Kendall Adams

W

e show gratitude for the gift of life when we
strive for the highest and best that is within us.

Against the powerful pull of mediocrity, we must exert our best effort.
“Good enough” is simply not good enough. In the giving of ourselves,
we need to give nothing less than our personal best.
The concept of “excelling” is a noble one. It’s unfortunate that we
so often think of it in competitive terms, as if the thing that we’re to
surpass is someone else’s performance. But in the highest sense, excellence has to do not with comparisons to other people but our relationship to an objective standard. Just as there is such a thing as beauty,
there is such a thing as excellence, and we ought to value it greatly.
Even when we do think of excellence in comparative terms, the
thing that we ought to compare ourselves to is our own past effort,
not that of some other person. What matters most in life is not how
many other people we surpass, but how often we excel what we have
previously done. The best lives in the world are lived by those who’re
always looking to improve themselves, not for competitive advantage
but for the inherent value of greater and greater excellence.
Since life is a growth process, we need to see the pursuit of excellence as a continual effort, an ongoing work. There will surely be days
when the quality of our efforts is disappointing, perhaps grievously or
tragically so. But those who truly wish to excel will not be defeated by
individual disappointments. As long as life lasts, there is at least some
of our story that remains to be written, and we should determine that
the next part will be better than any we’ve written yet.
A commitment to excellence is possible for every one of us, no
matter how insignificant we may think we are. Pursuit of the best is
not just for the high and the mighty; it’s for every living soul. Indeed,
we are never more noble than when we confer our best effort on the
simple daily duties that are the stuff of ordinary life.
Great works do not always lie in our way, but every moment
we may do little ones excellently, that is, with great love.
Francis de Sales
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Principles
There are principles that govern human effectiveness — natural laws
in the human dimension that are just as real, just as unchanging and
unarguably “there” as laws such as gravity are in the physical dimension.
Stephen R . Covey

A

s we grow in wisdom, we come to see the value of
living a principled life. Indeed, the worth of the contribu-

tion we make as we live in the world depends upon the faithfulness
with which we adhere to true principles. Positive contributions are
not made by those governed by moods and trends, but rather by those
guided by integrity to proven principles.
Principles are the precepts of honor and effectiveness in human
conduct. Analogous to the laws by which the physical cosmos is ordered, principles are the laws by which the moral universe is ordered.
They have been known by the wise in all cultures throughout time,
and their truth and value have been borne out in the experience of
every person since the human race began. “Honesty” is a principle.
“Kindness” is another. “Courage” is yet another. The list of principles
is long, but it is not mysterious or hard to come by. Each of us carries
it within our conscience. Somewhere deep down, we know what is
right, and we know what will be effective in the long run.
Principles are permanent. The laws of right and effective conduct
do not change. They are inherent in the nature of reality. Civilizations
may rise and fall, but there will never come an age when things like
“thankfulness” and “unselfishness” have lost their value. The laws of
moral conduct are no more apt to be altered than the laws of physics.
Principles are dependable. Because they are unchangeable, principles can be counted on. They are stable, trustworthy guidelines for our
conduct. “If one can be certain that his principles are right, he need
not worry about the consequences” (Robert Elliott Speer). Without
knowing the future, we can act with integrity to principles and have
confidence that our actions will lead us in exactly the right direction.
Such dependability is extremely important in our uncertain
world. We desperately need more security than is provided by the
fads and fashions of pop culture. It’s a dangerous world that we live in
— too dangerous to trust anything less than permanent principles.
If the roots are deep, have no fear that the wind will uproot the tree.
Chinese Proverb
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Awakening
A single event can awaken within us a stranger
totally unknown to us. To live is to be born slowly.
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

L

ife is always filled with the promise of awakenings.

In the case of some of us, we have slumbered through life to such
an extent that we’re desperately in need of being awakened. Others
have lived their lives more fully and may seem already to have been
awakened. In either case, however, we need to be stirred. Within each
of us lie deep reservoirs of untapped potential. We’ve hardly more
than begun to be the persons we’re capable of being, and on even the
most ordinary day something extraordinary may happen that will
wake us up and show us a wider realm of possibility. There is always
the “danger” that this will happen to us.
Sometimes our awakening is the result of a great event. Births,
marriages, and deaths come to mind, of course, but great awakenings
are often produced by events much more unusual and unexpected
than these. In fact, one of the most pleasurable aspects of life is the
anticipation that around the very next corner may be a surprising situation that will stir us with such hope that we will never be the same.
At other times, we are awakened by a great person. Before our
lives are over most of us will cross paths with one or two individuals whose influence upon us is so profound that they can be said to
have opened our eyes to the lives we were meant to live. When we
look back, we can see that our encounter with these people resulted in
nothing less than a transformation of our character.
Awakenings are almost always to our benefit, at least eventually,
but it’s a fact that they often come to us in circumstances surrounded
by sorrow. The boldest and brightest new days we’ll ever see will
often follow dark nights of destructive storm. But storms, perhaps
more than anything else, force upon us new perspectives. And having
passed through sorrow, we find ourselves awakened, opened up, and
more completely alive. The sorrow passes, but the awakening remains.
These things are beautiful beyond belief:
The pleasant weakness that comes after pain,
The radiant greenness that comes after rain,
The deepened faith that follows after grief,
And the awakening to love again.
A n o n y mo u s
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Aspiration
It seems to me we can never give up longing and wishing
while we are thoroughly alive. There are certain things we feel
to be beautiful and good, and we must hunger after them.
George Eliot

O

ne of our most marvelous endowments is the ability to aspire to greater things than those we’ve

known in the past. Unlike

other creatures that are bound to what
“is,” we are able to contemplate what “can be.” We are capable of envisioning values and ideals that reach higher and higher.
Being careful about our aspirations is important for the simple
reason that they determine the quality of our lives and the worthiness of our achievements. Whether thoughtfully considered or not,
our ideals are the things we move toward. James Allen said it well:
“Whatever your present environment may be, you will fall, remain,
or rise with your thoughts, your vision, your ideal. You will become as
small as your controlling desire, or as great as your dominant vision.”
It makes good sense to purify and elevate our aspirations daily.
We need to exercise the freedom we’ve been given and dream of ends
that are more honorable than those we’ve pursued in the past. In regard to our vision of the future, we need to implement the concept of
“continuous improvement.” As the days go by, we should be improving not only what we do but also what we’re trying to do.
Unfortunately, we are surrounded by forces that would rob us
of our aspirations. We must resist these forces with all our might.
When cynicism and discouragement threaten to drag our dreams into
the gutter, we must defend our dreams. It takes a tenacious character to hold on to ideals that are mocked by our enemies, and when
our dreams are unappreciated by our friends, it takes an even greater
determination to stay the course. But if we ever let go of the things we
long for, it should only be to exchange them for higher longings.
So we need to appreciate the importance of our aspirations. We
need to improve them. We need to hold on to them. But above all, we
need to desire them. The highest things that we hope for ought to be
pursued with a heart that is desperately hungry. We’re not really living
if we don’t let ourselves long for certain things with all our hearts.
To love the beautiful, to desire the good, to do the best.
Moses Mendelssohn
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Tenderheartedness
The prudence of the best heads is often defeated
by the tenderness of the best hearts.
Henry Fielding

A

mong the virtues valued in our age, tenderheartedness is one of the most undervalued. In the minds of

many, toughness is the key to success in the real world, and tenderness
is seen more as a weakness than a strength. The truth is, however, tenderness can solve a much wider range of problems than its opposite.
In the history of our world, the people who have exerted the greatest
real power — power to build, rather than destroy — have always been
people with tender hearts, hearts full of grace and kindness.
The word “tenderheartedness” can mean two different things,
both of which are valuable. In modern usage, tenderheartedness often
means compassion. It denotes that one is easily moved by another’s
distress. In this sense, the person with a tender heart is one who can
be touched by someone else’s suffering and is willing to respond with
mercy. Surely, this is a prime virtue to include in our character.
But tenderheartedness can mean something else: it can mean
that a person has a tender conscience. Unlike the individual who has
allowed his conscience to become hard and insensitive, the tenderhearted person has a conscience that still works. When it is pointed
out that he has erred, he is “touched” by that fact. His heart is still
tender enough to feel genuine, healthy remorse for his failings. And
like other kinds of tenderness, this tenderness of conscience is a potent force, a strength with impressive capabilities. It allows the person
who possesses it to do something that the tough are rarely able to do:
take steps of honest growth and personal improvement.
There are few gifts we can give to others that are more beneficial
than tenderheartedness. Whether it is tenderness of compassion or
tenderness of conscience, this is a quality that can do powerful, lifechanging good. It can move mountains — mountains at which the
“strong” can only curse. And one of the most remarkable things about
it is that, while life lasts, it is never out of our reach. Even the hardest
heart can become more tender if it’s willing to make that choice.
When death, the great reconciler, has come, it is
never our tenderness that we regret, but our severity.
George Eliot
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Wholeheartedness
Purity of heart is to will one thing.
Søren Kierkegaard

T

hese days, we’re pulled in so many different directions, a total commitment to anything seems impossible. Conflicting values and multiple priorities have become so

common that our minds are in danger of going numb. Somehow we
must rediscover the meaning and value of “wholeheartedness.”
The popular concept of wholeheartedness is that of energy and
enthusiasm. When we say that someone did something wholeheartedly we usually mean that it was done exuberantly. But while wholeheartedness includes the idea of energy, there is more to it than that.
In its highest sense, the word means singleness of purpose. The “whole”
heart is the “single” heart — it’s the heart supremely fixed on one thing
and not torn or divided among competing loyalties. The wholehearted
person has considered the options, made a decisive commitment to
one of them, and is now willing to sacrifice all else to the passionate
pursuit of one great objective. Few and fortunate are those among us
who have learned the power of this kind of commitment. Those who
do what they do with all of their hearts live life at a level the rest of us
can only imagine.
But life is complicated, isn’t it? As G. K. Chesterton noted, “The
perplexity of life arises from there being too many interesting things
in it for us to be interested properly in any of them.” Although each of
us should have some “one thing” that is our ultimate passion, we don’t
have the luxury of thinking about that thing every waking moment.
Meals have to be provided, clothes have to be washed, and the roof
has to be repaired. Still, we can be more wholehearted in our living.
We can give our full attention to each thing in its turn, doing as the
Zen maxim advises, “When walking, walk. When eating, eat.” Being
fully “present” in each moment is a discipline that can save our sanity.
W. H. Auden said, “Choice of attention, to pay attention to this
and ignore that, is to the inner life what choice of action is to the
outer.” Full, healthy human character is impossible unless we exercise
the ability to choose our thoughts. And wholeheartedness means that
having chosen, we give ourselves completely to the choice we’ve made.
One man, two loves. No good ever comes of that.
Euripides
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Conscientiousness
Trust that man in nothing
who has not a conscience in everything.
Laurence Sterne

F

ew of life’s pleasures rival the deep satisfaction that
comes from being conscientious. The knowledge that (a)

we’ve done what is right, and (b) we’ve given our best effort to what is
right has to rank somewhere near the top of life’s most lasting contentments. The old adage contains a truth we need to reconnect with:
“The softest pillow is a good conscience.”
Conscientiousness deserves a better reputation than it has. It
tends to be confused with perfectionism, and the conscientious are
often accused of having too many scruples and not enough spontaneity. But submitting our work to the standards of conscience is not a
sign of psychological weakness. It’s a sign that we care enough about
the world to make the best contribution that we can.
Those who are conscientious are governed by conscience in everything
they do. Even when “it doesn’t matter” and even when “no one else will
know,” they are careful to do what they believe is right. The conscientious steer by true-north principles. They are more concerned with
enduring values than with shortcuts and quick fixes.
Those who are conscientious are diligent in what they do. They value
quality — quality in character and quality in workmanship. They are
thorough, and yes, even scrupulous. Moved by conscience, they take
wholesome pride in jobs that are well done, and most of them have
gotten used to being called persnickety and old-fashioned.
The bottom line is this: if we wish to have the confidence of others, we must be conscientious. People may say that perfectionism is a
hang-up, but when it comes time to put their trust in somebody, they
still look for someone who does things the way they ought to be done.
When we’re sitting back in 24-B, we want the pilot to be the most
conscientious person on the plane. So how confident are those who’re
riding on your conduct today? Can they count on your conscience?
Is your conscience clear, with nothing to fear
As you punch the clock each night;
When you leave the job, do your pulses throb
With the thought of a task done right?
Frank A. Collins
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Straightforwardness
Nothing more completely baffles one who is full of tricks and duplicity
than straightforward and simple integrity in another.
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing

H

ow refreshing it is to deal with those who are
straightforward! In a world where we often have to

wonder if we’re being told the whole truth, it’s like a breath of fresh
air when we encounter those faithful folks who actually are what they
want others to believe they are. At least this experience is refreshing
if we ourselves are honest. If we’re not, those who refuse to leave the
path of truth are probably sources of great frustration to us.
Straightforwardness can best be understood by looking at its opposite: deviousness. “Devious” comes from a Latin word which meant
“away from the road.” The devious person is willing to go “out of the
way” to get what he wants, following a secret, crooked path if necessary. Skilled at winning people’s confidence (at least superficially), the
devious operator shows only as much of himself as is “expedient.”
By contrast, the straightforward person stays on the high road
of openness and honesty. He has no hidden agenda and no desire
to manipulate the course of events. There is a simple strength about
this person: the strength of truth. There is also a certain peace and
relaxation. Not having told the truth selectively (with some parts told
to some people and other parts told to others), he has no need to keep
track of which version of himself he has presented to which person.
He is the “real deal,” known by all to be dependably open.
There are few things more valuable than a reputation for straight
dealing, and such a reputation ought to be one of our highest priorities. Yet it can’t be gained by devious means. We can’t depend on the
clever use of personality to conjure up the image of character. Smoke
and mirrors will not suffice, nor can we always “spin” the truth to our
advantage. We must simply be what we wish to appear to be. That’s
straightforwardness, and that’s what people want from us.
The most agreeable of all companions is a simple, frank person,
without any high pretensions to an oppressive greatness — one who
loves life and understands the use of it; obliging alike at all hours; above all,
of a golden temper, and steadfast as an anchor. For such a one we gladly
exchange the greatest genius, the most brilliant wit,
the profoundest thinker.
C h a r l e s C a l e b C o lt o n
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Character
Unless the vessel is clean,
what you pour into it turns sour.
L at i n P r ov e r b

C

oncerning character, it’s important to understand
that good character comes from our decisions, not

from our circumstances. Those who spend their lives waiting
for their ship to come in, thinking that their true character can’t be
developed until they get their big break, are turning one of life’s great
priorities upside-down. Choices concerning our character should
come first, not last. If and when we do get the circumstances we’re
hoping for, if our character isn’t what it ought to be those circumstances will turn out to be seriously disappointing. “Unless the vessel is
clean, what you pour into it turns sour.”
But if it’s important to think rightly about our character with regard to the future, it’s also important to do so with regard to the past.
There is a Jewish proverb which says, “A man is what he is — not
what he used to be.” This is a double-edged truth. On the sobering
side, we need to admit that good character in the past is no substitute
for good character in the present. What we are is what we are, not
what we used to be. Having been a good person at some point in the
past doesn’t give us a lifetime exemption from any further effort.
The other side of this truth, however, is encouraging. If our
character has been bad in the past, that fact does not doom us to
having the same character forever. We’re not inherently bad; we just
need to change for the better. If we do, then our character is what it is,
not what it used to be. Character comes from our decisions, not from our
circumstances. And freedom of the will means that better decisions are
ours for the making every single day that we live in the world.
Compared to the things we typically spend our time working
on, the building of solid character needs to get more of our attention.
What we are (our character) is a good deal more important than what
we have (our possessions). It’s even more important than what we do
(our accomplishments). When the final tally is made, what we will
want more than anything is to have had hearts that were true and just.

What lies behind us and what lies before us
are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

January 11

Renewal
Inside myself is a place where I live all alone,
and that’s where you renew your springs that never dry up.
Pearl S. Buck

N

one of us has enough inner strength to last a lifetime. We simply can’t make it. If we are to keep going, we must

be “renewed” fairly often. And this process must take place deep inside
of us — in that place where, as Pearl S. Buck said, we “live all alone.”
Physical renewal is important, as is emotional renewal, but even more
important is a thing that may be called character renewal. The choices
we’ve made in the past concerning our principles, our values, and our conduct will “dry up” if they’re not refreshed, improved, and strengthened.
There is little excuse, really, for not tending to our renewal. We
are surrounded by resources to prompt us and help us. The world of
nature is the most obvious one, of course. Even the casual observation
of the land, the sea, and the heavens tends to have a refreshing effect
on us. Indeed, natural things are so powerful that if we had regular
contact with them our renewal would almost take care of itself. But
there are many other things that should have a similar effect: friends,
books, music, and laughter are just a few. If we interact with these
things with any thoughtfulness, we will find ourselves being rejuvenated. Our outlook will be refurbished and our energy replenished.
The people who have the greatest impact for good in our world
are those who see themselves as being “new.” Like anyone else, they
reach the point of exhaustion from time to time, but unlike others,
they make a point of regularly starting over. They know how to turn
to a fresh page and begin writing something new. And as the years go
by, they feel themselves getting “newer” rather than “older.”
If we’re not doing what these people do, we need to be reminded
that the only alternative to renewal is decay. For human beings, there
is no middle ground. Either we’re developing or we’re deteriorating.
And those around us, especially our loved ones, would dearly love to
see us developing! They would be delighted to know that our inner
light is growing stronger and brighter as time goes by.
We die on the day when our lives cease to be illumined
by the steady radiance, renewed daily, of a wonder,
the source of which is beyond all reason.
D a g H a mm a r s k j ö l d
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Perspective
The last thing one knows is what to put first.
Blaise Pascal

P

utting first things first requires not only discipline;
it requires wisdom. We can’t give priority to the things of first

importance if we don’t know what they are, and it’s wisdom that provides this information. And where does wisdom come from? Usually,
it comes from what we call “perspective,” the ability to see things from
a wider angle and take in more of the reality that is confronting us.
There may be times when our wisdom is blocked by a bold-faced lie
or an outright untruth, but more often the problem is that we don’t
see enough of the truth. We need to gain a more comprehensive view.
It may seem strange, but some of the situations that we see the
least adequately are those that we’re closest to. It takes better vision
than most of us are blessed with to see what’s immediately in front of
us. We need to back up and look at our circumstances from a more
objective distance. Doing this is often the single best thing we can do
to improve the quality of our decision-making.
I once knew a man who had served in the Air Force in Colorado
Springs, Colorado. He said that there was a certain road in the area
that had always intrigued him. It looked as if it might go to some
interesting place, but he never knew where it went until one day when
he was in the nearby mountains, looking down on the area. From this
higher and more complete vantage point, he could see that the road
he’d always wondered about actually went to the city dump!
And that’s the way it often is with us in our assessment of what’s
important from day to day. Some courses of action which look intriguing from our present viewpoint may be seen, from a wider angle,
to go nowhere but to the “dump.” So Norman Cousins was right
when he said, “What was most significant about the lunar voyage was
not that men set foot on the moon but that they set eye on the earth.”
Our perspective won’t ever be infinite or perfect, and neither will our
wisdom, but when we back up as far as we can and see as much as
possible, it’s amazing what truths suddenly become apparent.
Climb up on some hill at sunrise.
Everybody needs perspective once in a while,
and you’ll find it there.
R o b b S a g e n do r p h
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Responsibility
Duty done is the soul’s fireside.
R o b e r t B r ow n i n g

Y

ou’d be hard put to name a better feeling than the
feeling of knowing you’ve done what was right. The

simple knowledge that we’ve acted with integrity, doing to the best of
our ability the thing that most needed to be done, is not only one of
life’s greatest pleasures, but it’s also one that’s widely available. This is
a “fireside” anyone can enjoy at the end of the day.
It’s never entirely accurate to say we had no choice but to do a
wrong thing. Responsibility literally means “response-ability,” the
ability to respond. As free moral agents, we’re able to choose our
response, no matter what the circumstances may be that confront us
and call for a decision. We’re never responsible for doing that which is
impossible for us; we’re only held accountable for doing what we can
— and nothing that’s truly within our duty is ever out of our reach. “I
ought, therefore I can” is how Immanuel Kant put it.
Most of us want to be treated as responsible people. But the key
to responsible treatment is being responsible. A reputation for responsibility has to be gotten the old-fashioned way: it has to be earned.
And having been earned, it has to be maintained carefully. When we
violate the principles of responsibility and accountability, it takes a
long time to repair the damage we’ve done to our name.
We lift a great burden from the shoulders of others when we
accept the idea of our own responsibility. When those we deal with
every day know we can be counted on to do what’s right and to be accountable for our own actions, they can rest easy in their relationship
with us. It’s a magnificent gift when we can say to others and mean it,
“I will hold up my end of our duties. You can count on me.”
“Responsibility” is often looked at as a negative word nowadays,
along with “obligation,” “duty,” and similar words. But doing our duty
need not be a dreary business. If we choose, we can listen appreciatively to the voice of conscience. It’s mostly a matter of how we see
life itself: is it something to be refused or something to be received?
I slept and dreamed that life was joy,
I awoke and saw that life was duty,
I acted, and behold duty was joy.
R a b i n d r a n at h T ag o r e
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Exhilaration
Suddenly I feel myself transformed and changed; it is joy
unspeakable. My mind is exhilarated; I lose the memory of past
trials; my intelligence is clarified; my desires are satisfied. I grasp
something inwardly as with the embracement of love.
H u g h of S t . V i c t o r

N

ow and then we experience an excitement so intense that we call it “exhilaration.” It may not happen

often (and it might not be good if it did), but occasionally we are so
alive and engaged in the moment that the event remains stamped in
our memory forever. These are the “mountaintop” experiences in our
lives, those times when our senses and our sensibilities seem to have
been electrified. It’s good that we’re able to experience such moments.
The ability to be exhilarated is a thing to be thankful for.
Unfortunately, we tend to fall “asleep” as we get older, and in that
state we fail to be exhilarated by things that should touch us deeply.
We let our minds and hearts be dulled by the duties of daily living.
We lose our openness to the wonder of the world. And consequently,
we forget what it’s like to tingle with childlike amazement.
This does not have to happen, however, and we do ourselves a
favor when we make sure that it doesn’t. But not only that, we do others a favor as well. We all know how enjoyable it is to live and work
around individuals whose senses are alive and whose minds are awake;
we can be individuals like that if we determine to do so.
Of course, there are some moments so exciting that they would
stir anyone up, even the most jaded. Dangerous moments, for example, are thrilling. (Winston Churchill commented one time that
“nothing in life is so exhilarating as to be shot at without result.”) Life
doesn’t deliver such extraordinary exhilaration very often, and there is
more to life than the mere seeking of thrills. But when these rare moments come along, they do have the healthy effect of waking us up.
It’s a mistake, however, to think that exhilaration can only be
experienced on the mountaintop. In truth, much of what is commonplace can be intensely pleasurable — and the good life will elude us if
we can’t taste the tang and the tartness of what is right before us.
Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a
clouded sky, without having in my thoughts any occurrence of special
good fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n
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Discipline
He that would be superior to external influences
must first become superior to his own passions.
Samuel Johnson

L

ife presents us with no greater challenge than
when it asks us to discipline ourselves. There aren’t

many good things that can be accomplished without self-mastery,
but this kind of discipline is as difficult as it is important. To learn to
discipline ourselves effectively, we must usually pass through a painful
apprenticeship. Most of us will fail frequently before we master the
ability to channel our abilities in consistently good directions.
Too often, we spend our training energies learning nothing more
than how to do what we want to do. Having learned that, we then
insist on the right to do what we want. But as Aristotle pointed out,
“What it lies in our power to do, it lies in our power not to do.” The
highest form of discipline is the ability to refrain from doing what we
might do in order to achieve goals consistent with what we ought to
do. Just because a thing can be done, that doesn’t mean it should be
done. Discipline knows the difference. It’s able to subordinate impulse
to principle. It knows what to put in — and also what to leave out.
Things like self-esteem and self-respect are high priorities with
most people. In view of that, it’s ironic that self-discipline is not valued any more than it is. Folks who’ve been down the road far enough
to know what works in life and what doesn’t all report that it’s impossible to like ourselves if we don’t discipline ourselves. Abraham Joshua
Heschel, for example, said, “Self-respect is the fruit of discipline; the
sense of dignity grows with the ability to say no to oneself.”
So the ability to govern ourselves is critical. But as we said at the
beginning, it’s very difficult. It’s not a skill learned overnight, but one
that comes from growth and training. We need to get in the game and
start learning discipline, but we also need to be patient with ourselves.
The main thing is to choose what we want from life. This sounds
simple, but there aren’t many people in the world who have done it.
We can have nearly anything we want, but not everything we want.
Some choices have to be made. Some things have to be given up.
Don’t let your life be marred by things you’re too weak to let go of.
Discipline is remembering what you want.
D av i d C a m p b e l l
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Humaneness
A jeweled pivot on which our lives must turn is the deep
realization that every person we meet in the course of a day
is a dignified, essential human soul and that we are being
guilty of gross inhumanity when we snub or abuse him.
Josh ua Loth Liebman

A

ll of us are “human,” but how many of us have
learned to be “humane”? We should not only conduct

ourselves in an honorable way; we should also treat others honorably,
with the dignity and compassion they deserve, since they are creatures with the same nature as we. It is no small feat to deal with those
around us, consistently and genuinely, as human beings — beings who
are not simply mineral, vegetable, or animal . . . but personal.
True, there is a sense in which we speak of treating animals
humanely. When we use the word in this way, we refer simply to the
kind, merciful, and compassionate treatment of animals. This kind
of humaneness is by no means unimportant. In fact, how a person
treats animals is one measure of that person’s character. The Book of
Proverbs contains this statement: “A righteous man regards the life of
his animal, but the tender mercies of the wicked are cruel.”
Yet in its highest sense, humaneness refers to the treatment of
other human beings in a “human” way. It means that we never lose
sight of their value as persons. And in the end, the willingness to do
this usually comes from our having experienced enough failure and
sorrow that we’re able to empathize and treat them humanely despite
their misjudgments and mistakes. “Through the portals of sorrow
we can enter into the suffering of others. Our human compassion is
kindled. Our sympathies are awakened” (Sidney Greenberg).
With the means of travel and communication that are available
to us now, the world has become a smaller place. Not many days go by
that we’re not reminded of the larger world that we’re a part of. These
reminders should make us more humane. “There is no feeling in a
human heart that exists in that heart alone — which is not, in some
form or degree, in every heart” (George MacDonald). Whoever we are,
you and I have much in common. I should treat you accordingly.
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
— the law of nature, and of nations.
E dm u n d B u r k e
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Admiration
To love is to admire with the heart;
to admire is to love with the mind.
Théophile Gau tier

T

o be able to admire — and to admire things that are
truly admirable — is a character trait worth cul-

tivating. And

mind you, being “able to admire” is a trait that has to
be cultivated. If there are few things that we admire, or if the things
we admire are not really very worthy, it’s probably because we’ve not
worked on keeping our hearts open and we’ve not educated our hearts
to appreciate the better things that life has to offer.
Sometimes we’re like the stupid tourist who came out of the
Louvre in Paris bragging that he didn’t see “what was so great about
all that stuff.” To him, the doorman simply replied, “Don’t you wish
you could see what was so great about it, sir?” By our failure to admire
certain things, we make more of a comment on ourselves than on the
things about which we express our low opinion.
Have you ever given much thought to what the forces are that
mold and shape your life the most? Are you, for example, shaped
mainly by the love you have for the things you like, or is your life
more the result of a reaction against things you don’t like? In all
honesty, which has been the principal force in molding your character: your admirations or your hostilities? These are probing questions,
ones that probably make most of us shift a little uncomfortably in our
seats. This uneasiness is evidence of a feeling deep inside us that we
ought to give our admirations more priority than we do. These worthy
things ought to be given a chance to move us more powerfully.
The fact is, we inhabit a universe full of good things to admire.
If we want to be powered by a great love for good things, there is no
shortage of such things around us. And many of these things come
in the form of people. So find some things to love and some people to
admire. A few years from now, you’ll be very glad you did.
To be glad of life because it gives you the chance to love and to work and to
play and to look up at the stars — to be satisfied with your possessions but not
contented with yourself until you have made the best of them — to despise
nothing in the world except falsehood and meanness, and to fear nothing
except cowardice — to be governed by your admirations rather than by your
disgusts . . . these are little guideposts on the footpath to peace.
Henry Van Dyke
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Servanthood
They who give have all things;
they who withhold have nothing.
Hindu Proverb

M

uch more than occasional acts of service, what
we need is a spirit of servanthood. Although acts of

service are good in and of themselves (and we don’t have the spirit
of servanthood if we don’t actually serve), we would be helped if we
worked more on having the heart of a servant. In a positive sense, we
need to see ourselves as servants, thinking more often of what we can
give than of what we can get. We need to have the attitude and the
mindset of one who is in the world to serve and not to be served.
To “serve” means to “help.” It means to do something that somebody else needs to have done. The servant is first and foremost a giver,
an individual whose primary role is to provide and to please.
Learning to have this outlook as our primary way of thinking is a
challenge. It’s a challenge because from childhood we’ve been acquiring the habit of self-centeredness. We started out in life thinking
that the world existed to serve our needs, and many of us have never
grown much beyond that pattern of thought. To learn another way of
thinking requires going against the grain of a lifelong disposition.
It’s easy, however, to tell whether we’ve learned the spirit of
servanthood. The test is simply this: how do you react when someone
treats you like a servant? If when treated like a servant you resent it,
you probably don’t really see yourself as one, whatever words you may
have spoken about the “nobility” of serving others. True servants don’t
object when others see them as being what they actually are!
Albert Schweitzer, who knew the meaning of servanthood if
anyone ever did, once told a graduation audience, “I don’t know what
your destiny will be, but one thing I know: the only ones among you
who will be really happy are those who will have sought and found
how to serve.” Schweitzer was right, of course. And yet we need to
be careful. The kind of serving that will make us “really happy” is not
rendered for that reason. In our finer moments, we don’t serve for the
emotional payoff we get. We serve because that’s what life is about.
Be ashamed to die unless you have
won some victory for humanity.
Horace Mann
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Spontaneity
Some desire is necessary to keep life in motion,
and he whose real wants are supplied must admit those of fancy.
Samuel Johnson

O

f all the fuels that can fire us up, one of the most
wonderful is spontaneity. Of necessity, we spend the

greater part of our time “taking care of business.” Things like food,
clothing, and shelter have to be provided, along with an increasing number of other basic needs. But life can’t be about these things
entirely, and the desire (often a very strong one) to break out of our
routines and do something unplanned and unpredictable is not a bad
desire. It must be managed with wisdom, admittedly, but there’s no
denying that spontaneity can be a potent force for good in our lives.
It’s an unfortunate person who is so busy being “productive”
that he can’t be diverted from that once in a while. In the words of
George Santayana, “To condemn spontaneous and delightful occupations because they are useless for self-preservation shows an uncritical
prizing of life irrespective of its content.” And not only that, the truly
productive people are almost always those who know how to blend a
little humor and impulse into their recipe for living.
The benefit and the pleasure of spontaneity are two reasons to
keep up with our regular work. If we procrastinate our regular duties,
we may find that we stay in emergency mode most of the time, doing
things at the last minute that absolutely can’t be put off any longer.
In that mode, it’s almost impossible to indulge the desire to do things
spontaneously. But those who’ve kept up with their normal work have
the luxury of being able to lay it aside when a spur-of-the-moment
impulse strikes them. It’s a nice reward for having been diligent.
We need to appreciate the spontaneous people who enter our
lives. These free spirits can be exasperating at times, but the truth of
the matter is, we’re fortunate to have their influence upon us. It’s a
privilege to be “inconvenienced” by the person who drops by in the
middle of the morning to say, “Let’s go get a cup of coffee.”
As we said, spontaneity must be managed with wisdom. But true
wisdom can laugh. It can giggle. It can appreciate a change of plans.
And — believe it or not — wisdom sometimes has no plan at all!
It is a bad plan that admits of no modification.
Publilius Syrus
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Realism
The very greatest mystery is in unsheathed reality itself.
E u do r a W e l t y

T

ruth, we are often told, is stranger than fiction.
I would agree, as long as we use the word “strange” to mean
“wonderful,” i.e. “producing a sense of wonder.” Compared to what we
sometimes wish to be real or prefer to be real, what is real is almost
always more full of wonder. As a writer of some of the twentieth
century’s greatest fiction, Eudora Welty knew what she was talking
about: “The very greatest mystery is in unsheathed reality itself.”
A commitment to reality is a good thing. We’d be better off if we
made such a commitment more seriously. But doing that isn’t always
easy. For one thing, it takes humility. Reality is a thing that we must
bow before with a certain amount of reverence. In addition, a commitment to reality also takes courage. “Realists do not fear the results
of their study” (Feodor Dostoevsky). Once we sign on to follow the
truth, there’s no telling where it might lead us before we’re done.
But there is one other thing that should be said about realists.
Contrary to the popular stereotype, realists are usually people of
action. There is a certain type of individual who, under the guise of
“realism,” is always saying, “It won’t work.” He never has a better plan,
but he knows that the one that has been proposed is going to fail. But
that’s not realism — it’s laziness. As Sydney J. Harris said, “An idealist
believes the short run doesn’t count. A cynic believes the long run
doesn’t matter. A realist believes that what is done or left undone in
the short run determines the long run.” The genuine realist is always
willing, with both humility and courage, to act. He’s willing to do the
best thing that he knows to do at the present moment.
What we all want in life is to have people who’ll deal with us
realistically. We want to be accepted for what we are, even with our
blemishes and blunders. But if we want that, shouldn’t we deal with
others in the same way? Real people, like real life, don’t always conform to our wishes. If they did, they wouldn’t be as “wonderful.”

Nothing which is at all times and in every way agreeable to us
can have objective reality. It is of the very nature of the real that it
should have sharp corners and rough edges, that it should be resistant,
should be itself. Dream-furniture is the only kind on which
you never stub your toes or bang your knee.
C. S. Lewis
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Feedback
Because of its value, some people have called feedback
“the breakfast of champions.” But it isn’t the breakfast; it’s the
lunch. Vision is the breakfast. Self-correction is the dinner.
Stephen R . Covey

F

eedback is the thing that lets us know how we’re
doing. The word has some other scientific and technical defini-

tions, but in the realm of human relationships, feedback is simply the
information that comes to us from outside our own minds and tells
us what the results of our actions have been. If an employee receives
a performance appraisal from his supervisor, that’s feedback. If a student gets an exam back with a grade on it, that’s feedback. If a friend
tells you that she was offended by something you said, that’s feedback.
Without feedback, it’s almost impossible to know whether our
actions have achieved the result we were hoping for. We may have our
own ideas and impressions about what we’ve done, but those impressions can be seriously out of touch with the real facts. Even the most
objective people among us need the benefit of external feedback,
information from outside ourselves that can help us see if there are
any adjustments we need to make in what we’re doing.
If we know what’s good for us, we will appreciate, rather than
resent, those who give us feedback. There is even a sense in which
we ought to make good use of the feedback we get from enemies. If
a comment is made that contains some truth we need to hear, we’d
be foolish to disregard the truth just because of where it came from.
Indeed, our enemies will sometimes come closer to telling us the truth
than will our friends, who don’t want to jeopardize the relationship.
Too often, our lives languish for lack of feedback. We hide from
it, preferring the comfort and security of our own self-image. And
consequently, we stay stuck. We don’t make the progress that could be
made if we opened ourselves up to outside information about where
we really are right now. Too embarrassed to be told, “You’re still a
beginner,” we doom ourselves to the permanent status of beginner.
Building character and competency is a process, and one of the highestleverage things we can do in this process is to regularly seek 360-degree
feedback. It takes humility to ask for and receive it. You may have to take
oxygen to get through it. But understanding it and acting wisely with
regard to it can powerfully impact your time and quality of life.
Stephen R . Covey
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Imagination
The necessity of loyalty between friends, the responsibility
that the strong owe the infirm, the illusion of ill-gotten gain, the rewards
of hard work, honesty, and trust — these are enduring truths glimpsed
and judged first through the imagination, first through art.
Michael Dorris

I

magination was given to us not only for our entertainment; it was also given for our instruction. It’s

a silly person indeed who, disliking fiction, says that he only enjoys
books that are “true.” Not only can imaginative works convey truth,
they can often do so much more powerfully than an argument or an
exposition. It is no accident that the most influential teachers the
world has ever known have engaged our imaginations with stories.
None of us has grasped any more than a minute fraction of the
totality of what is real. If we were good enough with words to describe in detail every single thing we know to be true, the books we
might write would still contain only an infinitesimal part of what
there is to know. Deep down, we know this. We know that there is so
much more. In our heart of hearts, we feel the tug of great things that
lie just outside the boundaries of our present knowledge. We sense
their existence, but we can’t quite capture them with our words.
Imagination, I believe, is the tool that’s been given to us by which
we can reach beyond what we know is true and touch things we only
have an inkling are true. Joseph Roux said it this way: “That which we
know is but little; that which we have a presentiment of is immense; it
is in this direction that the poet outruns the learned man.”
We need to take better care of our imaginations than we sometimes do. For one thing, we need to be more careful what we feed
them. Much that we might imagine is not worth imagining, and we
ought to steer clear of all that is sordid or selfish. But beyond that, we
need to nurture our imaginations. If we allow them the exercise they
need, they’ll grow and become strong. In time, they’ll take their place
among our best friends. And, as we’ve said, they’ll not only entertain
us; they’ll teach us. As folks who’re both thoughtful and imaginative,
we’ll learn a lot more than we could with either tool alone.
You ride astride the imaginary
in order to hunt down the real.
Brey ten Brey tenbach
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Camaraderie
It must be obvious to those who take the time to look at human life
that its greatest values lie not in getting things, but in doing them, in doing
them together, in all working toward a common aim, in the experience of
comradeship, of warmhearted one hundred percent human life.
W . T. G r a n t

W

e often underestimate the goodness that is generated when people work together on something

they’re all passionately committed to. Call

it “synergy” or
whatever you like, there is something very special that takes place
when two or more people make a mutual assault on a challenge that
would be too much for any of them individually. When the undertaking is dangerous or physically threatening, the spirit of “camaraderie”
is especially deep and meaningful, but we don’t have to be soldiers
sharing a foxhole under enemy fire to experience the benefits of this
phenomenon. There are many other ways we can be comrades.
The main ingredient necessary for the spirit of camaraderie is a
common vision or purpose. To be bound together beneficially, a group
must have a goal that is not only held in common but is also felt to be
very important by the group. When two or more people are committed to a goal that is greater than any differences that might separate
them, powerful things are likely to take place. When a group has a goal
greater than its differences, you’d be wise to stand back. It’s coming
through, and if you’re an obstruction, you’re likely to be mowed down.
The wonderful thing about life is that there is no shortage of
good goals that can weld us together. And not only that, we can be
members of more than one group, committed to more than one goal.
These days, most of us live and work in locales where there are
many other people. We find ourselves being with other human beings
whether we want to be or not. But the really good things in life won’t
come to us unless we move beyond physical closeness to actual camaraderie. It takes a conscious choice on our part to connect healthily
to those who jostle up against us from day to day. Good, mutually
beneficial relationships are there for the making, and we ought not to
be content to occupy physically adjoining spaces. With at least a few
of these people, we need to become comrades.
A crowd is not company.
O l d S ay i n g
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Craftsmanship
Criticism comes easier than craftsmanship.
Zeuxis

I

f we have to admit that we spend more time critiquing the work of others than we do improving our own

craftsmanship, that’s not a good thing. Most

of the worthwhile things that human beings are called upon to do require some
skill and ability. It’s a fact that other people often fail to do their work
as skillfully and ably as might be expected, but even so, pointing out
that fact is rarely the most productive thing we could be doing with
our time. Sharpening our own skills is usually the better choice.
If the word “pride” can ever be used in a good sense, it’s probably
in the phrase “pride of workmanship.” Pride of workmanship is the
pleasure that the craftsman has when he finishes a piece of work and
knows that it’s the very best he can do. It’s one of life’s best feelings,
actually. And it’s sad that so few people ever experience it.
The quality of our craftsmanship could certainly be improved in
the many specific things we do — our work, our hobbies, our community involvement, and so forth — but there is an even more important
sense in which we are practicing a craft. A human life as a whole is a
thing that has to be made or created. In an overall sense, we are each
“building” something that will eventually be finished. Whether the
finished product will be one we can feel good about depends, to a
large extent, on how active we are in improving our craftsmanship.
As we give ourselves to our family and friends and coworkers,
it’s a gratifying thing to know that we’re giving them the very best
handiwork we’re capable of producing. Surely, some of our peers are
people who mean so much to us that we wouldn’t ever want to give
them anything but our best. But in truth, there is no one we’ll ever
meet who doesn’t deserve the best that we can offer them.
And so let’s aspire to being people who know how to craft a
human life that’s worthy of appreciation. It’s a daunting challenge,
without a doubt, and it will consume vast reserves of both patience
and diligence. But crafting an honorable life is not impossible.
If a great thing can be done at all, it can be done easily.
But it is that kind of ease with which a tree blossoms
after long years of gathering strength.
John Ruskin
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Winsomeness
A person or action which can be described by the [Greek] word kalos
is not only good; he or it is also beautiful. It therefore has in it the idea of
goodness which is winsome and attractive. Very often
the best translation of it is “lovely.”
W i l l i a m B a r c l ay

W

insomeness is one kind of goodness: it’s the kind
of goodness that is “attractive.” When someone is

charming or delightful, we’re attracted to them. We’re pulled toward
them. The pull is not a physical force like gravitation or magnetism,
yet it sometimes feels that compelling. (Antonyms like “repulsive” or
“repellent” share the same metaphor, of course, only in reverse. People
with these qualities push us away from them.) “Winsomeness,” then,
is attractive goodness, goodness that pulls with the power of likability.
In ancient times, the Greeks had a special word for this kind of
goodness: kalos. In contrast to agathos, the normal word for “good,”
kalos meant that which was fine or admirable or praiseworthy. If
something was kalos, it was not only right and correct from a technical
viewpoint, but it was also delightful. And these are two very different
kinds of goodness, aren’t they? We all know people who are scrupulously correct, but their rightness doesn’t have much warmth or beauty
to it. We know others who are no less concerned to do the right thing,
but their goodness is also lovely and inviting. They are winsome.
It’s interesting that our English word “winsome” comes from
the Old English wynn, which simply meant “joy.” When we say that
a friend has a “winning” smile, we don’t just mean that their facial
expressions can win us over but that their goodness gives us great joy.
Are you working on your winsomeness? I hope so. And I hope
you’ll see it as something more than just a personality trait. In reality,
it’s a character trait. Real winsomeness has a much higher goal than
“how to win friends and influence people.” It’s not a technique to use,
but a gift to give. It’s the imparting of daily grace to those around us.
A sweet attractive kind of grace,
A full assurance given by looks,
Continual comfort in a face,
The lineaments of Gospel books;
I trow that countenance cannot lie
Where thoughts are legible in the eye.
M a t t h e w R o y do n

January 26

Urgency
We cannot put off living until we are ready. The most salient
characteristic of life is its coerciveness; it is always urgent, “here and now”
without any possible postponement. Life is fired at us point blank.
José Ortega y Gasset

I

n very many cases, whatever is worth doing is not
only worth doing well; it’s worth doing right now.

When we know there is some good thing to be done and it would be
best to tend to it immediately, procrastination is a dangerous, opportunity-wasting thing. In matters of conscience, at least, we would be
better off if we were people whose inward character had more urgency. As Gasset pointed out, “Life is fired at us point blank,” and it’s
usually a mistake to duck or run away.
Much has been written about the bad habit of letting our lives
be tyrannized by relatively trivial things that demand our attention,
while more important matters go undone. To whatever extent we can
distinguish between “urgent” and “important,” we do need to resist
the tyranny of things that are urgent but not important. I don’t deny
that. But when I recommend urgency as a positive character trait, I’m
saying that we ought to grant a greater urgency to the things that are
important. Our view of what’s urgent needs to be adjusted.
Almost everybody has had the experience of being given a gift
by somebody who couldn’t wait for us to open it. When we said,
“Thanks, I look forward to finding out what it is,” they said, “Go
ahead! Open it! Open it!” Do we mind that kind of urgency? Are we
put off by it? Certainly not. And the point is that we ought to be giving our very selves to our loved ones with that kind of eagerness.
Whether or not we show a healthy measure of urgency in our
hearts probably depends on how we see life in general. The most
delightfully urgent people I know happen to be people whose basic
response to life is “Yes!” Whatever difficulties they may have to endure, their overarching attitude toward their place in the world is one
of gratitude. I’m no more naive about the brokenness of our world
than you are, but I submit to you that there is still much grace to be
found . . . and to be acted upon. The right response is a hearty “Yes!”
The day is short, the labor long, the workers are idle,
the reward is great, and the Master is urgent.
Mishnah

January 27

Gladness
Life is short and we never have enough time
for gladdening the hearts of those who travel the way
with us. Oh, be swift to love! Make haste to be kind.
Henri-Frédéric Amiel

I

f there is anything that is both important and urgent,
“gladdening the hearts of those who travel the way
with us” would certainly qualify. Given the amount of gloom

that hangs around most people’s lives, we never have a greater privilege than when we have the opportunity to impart a little gladness.
In discussing the synonyms glad, happy, cheerful, lighthearted,
joyful, and joyous, the American Heritage Dictionary makes this comment on gladness: “Glad often has reference to the strong feeling that
results from gratification of a wish or from satisfaction with immediate circumstances.” We make others glad when the things we do for
them fulfill a significant longing or desire that they have, especially
the longing to be treated with love, respect, and kindness.
Being glad ourselves and giving gladness to others don’t require
much in the way of raw materials. For gladness to occur, it isn’t necessary for some great event to transpire or for some magnificent gesture
to be made. Small things can provide great gladness, often better than
large ones, and there aren’t many days when we don’t have numerous
chances to give and to enjoy commonplace gladness.
Perhaps one of the deepest sources of gladness should be the
knowledge of our own personal identities. Simply put, we ought to be
glad to be who we are. Despite our disadvantages, each of us enjoys a
set of circumstances that we can rightfully be thankful for. Our individually unique families, our distinct physical and mental characteristics, our geographical places to live and work — all of these things,
and many more, are “pastures” that we should be reluctant to trade for
any of the “greener” ones that belong to someone else.
Not everything in life gives gladness, of course. But the things
that don’t are very often those that deepen our gratitude when the
darkness finally disappears. What we want are hearts that can feel the
whole range of things that need to be felt, each in its rightful time.
In heaven above,
And earth below, they best can serve true gladness
Who meet most feelingly the calls of sadness.
W i l l i a m W o r d s wo r t h

January 28

Laughter
Keep me away from the wisdom which does not cry,
the philosophy which does not laugh, and the greatness
which does not bow before children.
Kahlil Gibran

W

e need to accept the fact that there are some
things in life to which laughter is the right
response. Sometimes we act as if we thought laughter were nothing

more than a concession to weakness, and that whenever we’ve indulged in a bit of laughter we need to return to a serious state of mind
as quickly as possible. But that’s simply not true. We may occasionally
laugh when laughter is not appropriate, but even so, there are some
things that laughter is the right response to. Not to laugh at things
that should produce laughter is as unhealthy as it is foolish.
When we encounter something that should cause laughter to
bubble up spontaneously inside of us and that doesn’t happen, what
is the cause? There might be many reasons, some of which would
be perfectly understandable, but very often the culprit is simply our
pride. We take ourselves too seriously. Our notion of “dignity” or
“maturity” is such that it won’t let us laugh. But that’s unfortunate. As
Kahlil Gibran observed, “the philosophy which does not laugh” is not
a good philosophy to build our lives upon. It’s one to be avoided.
It’s a curious fact that sometimes we may be feeling quite mirthful on the inside but no one could tell it by looking at our faces. I
suggest that it’s a healthy exercise to work on letting physical laughter
break out from inside us more often. It’s good to feel joyful, but it’s
even better to express that feeling with good, physical laughter!
But what about our relationships with others? Wouldn’t it be a
good thing if laughter were allowed to enliven our relationships more
often? If it would, then here’s a good gift we can give to those whom
we love. In our relationships with them, we can do our part to create
an environment where it’s as safe to laugh as it is to cry. Good relationships can’t be made from laughter alone; they also require some
sorrow. But on the other hand, if others aren’t sure what our response
would be if they ever laughed out loud, that’s not good either.
Where is home? Home is where the heart can laugh
without shyness. Home is where the heart’s tears
can dry at their own pace.
Vernon G. Baker

January 29

Anchorage
Few delights can equal the mere presence
of one whom we trust utterly.
George MacDonald

A

n “anchor” is a heavy object attached to a vessel by
a cable and cast overboard to keep the vessel from

moving, and “anchorage” is the condition of being at
anchor in a safe place. If it’s important for ships to find anchorage when they need it, it’s even more important, in a figurative sense,
for people to find places where they can be anchored. And the kind of
anchorage we need more often than any other kind is the safety and
security of a relationship in which there is trust. When the weather is
stormy, we need someone whose trust will keep us from drifting.
It’s a rare person who hasn’t been seriously betrayed somewhere
along the way. And that being true, the tendency is for us to retreat
from trust. Having been hurt, we’re tempted never to cast anchor in
anyone else’s harbor ever again. But that’s a temptation we must resist
by all means. We never do ourselves any greater damage than when
we turn away from trust. There is no avoiding our need for anchorage.
Rather than fretting about the scarcity of trustworthy people in
the world, we’d probably do better to work on our own trustworthiness. It’s as true with trust as it is with many other things: it is more
blessed to give than to receive. A reputation for trust is not a weak
reputation to have, but rather one of great strength. There’s no greater
honor we can aspire to than the honor of being known as persons
who’re both trustworthy ourselves and also eager to trust others. We
ought to want others to think of “anchorage” when they think of us.
Anchorage is, in fact, a gift that can be given. It’s a thing we can
deliberately choose to extend to those around us. And we ought not
only to give it freely, but appreciate those who’ve given it freely to us.
If it’s been a while since you’ve thanked someone who has extended
significant trust to you, today would be a fine day to do that.
When people trust us, we are changed forever. Having had someone who gave us anchorage during a storm that could’ve destroyed us,
we are never the same afterward. It’s a gift that keeps on giving.

The comfort of having a friend may be taken away,
but not that of having had one.
Seneca

January 30

Steps

A glimpse is not a vision. But to a man on a
mountain road by night, a glimpse of the next three feet
of road may matter more than a vision of the horizon.
C. S. Lewis

T

o be willing simply to take steps may seem like a
small thing, but it’s actually a very courageous

thing and also one that’s very wise. Often we don’t know
what lies on the distant reaches of our path ahead, but if, as C. S.
Lewis suggested, we have “a glimpse of the next three feet of road,”
then we have the information we need to take the only step that can
actually be taken: the one immediately in front of us. The determination
to take this step is what makes progress possible in the real world.
Greatness of human character lies not so much in the skill to do
hard things as in the discipline to do easy things in hard moments.
If we miss the good life, it won’t be for lack of intelligence or inborn
ability; it’ll simply be that we failed to take steps we could have taken.
Looking back at our past, each of us can see that we are where
we are today as a result of the steps that we have or haven’t taken
previously, not many of which seemed very significant at the time.
The taking of small steps has a cumulative effect. One thing leads to
another, and the first thing we know, an entire human life has been
brought into being. It’s important, therefore, to take our steps decisively, rather than to live by denial and default.
It would probably be difficult to overestimate the value of our
example when we consistently take the steps we know we should take.
Whatever we do, others are watching, whether we know it at the time
or not. We confer a benefit on those around us when we give ourselves to them as persons who have the courage to take steps.
We’re all trying to move forward in life, aren’t we? As we try to
do that, it’s not uncommon to encounter obstacles. But the hindrance
represented by these obstacles is often out of all proportion to the
size of the obstacles themselves. Not infrequently, the greatness of the
difficulty lies in our unwillingness to take some simple step that we’re
quite capable of taking. And that’s a difficulty we can do away with.

Many of our fears are tissue-paper thin, and a single
courageous step would carry us clear through them.
Brendan Francis

January 31

Redemption
Evil can never be undone, but only purged and redeemed.
D o r o t h y L . S ay e r s

T

he anonymous Latin-speaking proverbist who originally said Errare humanum est (“To err is human”)
packed a good deal of sad meaning into a few words. We

do err, don’t we? All of us do. And when we’ve done so, our hearts are
later broken when we see our failures honestly. When our failure is
one of great or tragic proportions, our sense of sorrow can be deadly.
In its most literal sense, the word “redeem” means “to buy back.”
More generally, its meaning is “to set free or rescue.” When we speak
of redemption, what we have in mind is really the coupling of two
basic ideas: deliverance and restoration. To have failed and then to experience redemption is to be given one’s life back. It is to be “bought
back” from the sentence of death by someone else’s grace.
It is a deeply held belief of mine that we live in a world where
there is such a thing as redemption. If I didn’t believe that, I’m not
sure that I would judge human life to be worth continuing.
The gift of redemption, of course, is never unconditional. Indeed,
one of the main objects of our existence ought to be discovering what
the terms of our redemption are. And not only discovering them, the
joyful embracing of them ought to be the mainspring of our happiness, even if it is through great suffering that we are to be redeemed.
If you’ve ever known serious defeat and then been pulled back
from your deadly, downward spiral by someone else’s grace, you know
what it’s like to have life breathed back into your lungs redemptively.
Shouldn’t we all be wanting to be the agents of such grace for others?
One of my favorite scenes in all of Peter Jackson’s magnificent
screenplay of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings is the one where Lady
Arwen, cradling an apparently dying Frodo in her arms, prays that he
might be spared: “What grace is given me, let it pass to him.”
Whatever grace has been given to us (and it is much), can we not
be willing, if not eager, for that grace to be passed to those around us?
Would we not die, if by our death someone else could live? And if you
think others don’t deserve the grace by which they could be redeemed,
let yourself be reminded of this: neither do you and neither do I.
No creature that deserved redemption would need to be redeemed.
C. S. Lewis

February 1

Conviction
The enemies a person makes by taking a stand
will have more respect for him than the friends
he makes by being on the fence.
A n o n y mo u s

C

onviction is “the state of being convinced.” If we’re
convicted (i.e., convinced) that a certain belief is accurate and that
the belief is very important, then we hold it in our hearts deeply and
steadfastly. A conviction is more than a whim, a guess, or an opinion.
It’s an element in a person’s deep-down belief system, a part of that
person’s very principles. And people of strong conviction would rather
die than compromise the principles they are convicted of.
It should be obvious that we could do with a lot more conviction
in the world. Too often, we find that people don’t really believe anything strongly enough that their ideas would qualify as convictions.
And not only that, what convictions we do have are often those we’ve
picked up from the social media and entertainment outlets. So most
of us would profit from periodically going back and reexamining our
basic principles. Do we really believe what we say we believe? Are we
willing to make these things a matter of conviction or not?
Conviction doesn’t guarantee the truthfulness of a belief, of
course. Even if we’d die for what we believe, that doesn’t mean we’re
not mistaken. “Martyrdom has always been a proof of the intensity,
never of the correctness of a belief ” (Arthur Schnitzler).
All else being equal, however, it is better to be people of conviction than not to be. The only alternative is to spend our lives sitting
on the fence on every question — never sure, never taking a stand,
and never having the respect of any thoughtful person.
Perhaps we’d do better if we quit paying so much attention to how
our convictions are paying off at the present moment. Having convictions requires certain qualities of character, and one of them is trust.
Another is patience. Another is longsuffering. Just because a principle
seems to be headed for defeat right now, that doesn’t mean it’s not
worth standing up for. It’s natural that we want to be on the winning
side, but conviction is content if it is just on the side of wisdom.

Hope is not the conviction that something
will turn out well but the certainty that something
makes sense, regardless of how it turns out.
V á c l av H av e l

February 2

Stature
Be free, all worthy spirits,
And stretch yourselves, for greatness and for height.
George Chapman

I

n the literal sense, a person’s stature is that person’s
physical height. The word comes from the Latin stare (“to

stand”), and so stature is how tall a person stands. But we often speak
of someone’s “standing” in a metaphorical sense. If, for example, a
doctor enjoys a high “standing” in the medical community, that would
mean he’s highly regarded for integrity, professionalism, technical expertise, and so forth. So aspiring to significant “stature” is more than a
matter of wanting to be seven feet tall physically. It’s wanting to have
a character that has some greatness to it, rather than one that is petty
and small. And surely that is something we should aspire to.
The average human being is capable of a greater character than
most people realize. When it comes to personal growth, most of us
settle for less than we should. We need to reach for more than we do.
In the words of Chapman’s encouragement: “Be free, all worthy spirits
/ And stretch yourselves, for greatness and for height.”
But why should we do this? Certainly not for reasons that stem
from selfish ambition. No, we need to grow toward our greatest stature because that’s what life asks of us. It’s a privilege to be the persons
we are, and it’s a privilege to live in the world we inhabit. We have a
poor concept of stewardship indeed if we’re so complacent and indifferent that we don’t care whether we realize our potential or not. If
nothing else, a failure to grow is a failure to be grateful.
But make no mistake: achieving “stature” or “standing” does require growth. There are no quick fixes, no miraculous three-day plans
that will get the job done. Learning to stand tall is a process that not
only takes time; it takes a prodigious amount of work.
People of stature are often applauded by their peers. But if we’re
serious about standing as tall as we can, we need to be careful in the
matter of applause. Applause is usually given to those who’ve done
things outwardly that are impressive. But real stature is an inward
quality — it’s a matter of character. All the “standing” in the world
doesn’t mean a thing if we don’t have the character to go with it.
Stature comes not from height but with depth.
Benjamin Lichtenberg

February 3

Trust

The best proof of love is trust.
Joyce Brothers

I

n a sense, trust is the most generous gift one person
can give to another. All of us know that we fall short of being

completely trustworthy; even if we’re generally faithful to our commitments, there have been at least a few times when we’ve let others
down. And so, when someone extends trust to us, we know they’re accepting some risk. In order to benefit us, they’re allowing themselves
to be made vulnerable. And that’s a very generous thing to do. Not
only is trust the “best proof of love,” as Joyce Brothers puts it, it’s also
the costliest gift that love can bestow.
Trust is never more beautiful than when it’s given as a conscious
choice. There are some individuals who are so naturally easy to trust
that we find ourselves comfortably drawn in the direction of trusting
them. At some point in our relationship, we simply wake up and realize that we’ve come to trust them. But there are others who, for whatever reason, are not so easy to trust, and when we make the conscious
choice to trust them anyway, that’s a very beautiful gesture indeed.
We may as well admit it: it takes strength of character to give the
gift of trust. In very many cases, the question of whether we will trust
another person is not so much a question of their character as it is a
question of our own. If you look at your list of relationships and you
see that there aren’t many people you trust, you may think you’ve just
had the bad luck to be surrounded by an unusual number of traitors.
The more likely explanation, however, is that you just haven’t developed the internal character to engage in the act of trust.
It’s true that we pay a price for trusting other people, but the
price of weakness and lack of trust is even higher. To be mistrustful is
to be miserable. “You may be deceived if you trust too much, but you
will live in torment if you do not trust enough” (Frank Crane).
And not only does mistrust make us miserable, it also erodes our
integrity. Doubters and cynics (those who make a big deal about how
few people there are in the world who can be trusted) are very rarely
people you’d want to go into business with. So how about you and
me? Do we trust others? If not, they probably can’t trust us either!
He who mistrusts most should be trusted least.
Theognis

February 4

Trustworthiness
Put more trust in nobility of character than in an oath.
Solon

U

ltimately, the only thing that will make people
feel safe in their interaction with us is the trust-

worthiness of our character. There

are times when our commitments will have to be backed up with oaths, vows, contracts, and
collateral, but the bottom line is that if our inward character can’t be
trusted, these external things aren’t enough to make people rest easy
in their dealings with us. They’ll know that if our commitment to
them ever becomes inconvenient, we’ll manage to find something in
the fine print that will let us set aside our obligation to them.
But speaking of contracts and so forth, people who are truly
trustworthy don’t mind signing such guarantees. Honorable people
don’t object to having their word bound by social and legal safeguards,
and you should be leery of the fellow who acts offended when you ask
him to back up his word with a contract. Indeed, even with promises
we make to ourselves, it’s often wise to strengthen private promises
by placing them on record in some kind of public way. It’s not bad to
have friends who can come and say, “But didn’t you make a promise?”
But the question of commitments that we make to ourselves
raises an important point. One of the things we need most in life is
confidence in our own integrity and reliability. We need to be able
to trust ourselves, knowing deep inside that we will do whatever we
commit ourselves to do. If our past record is such that we ourselves
don’t have any confidence that we’ll follow through, it’s not realistic
to expect that others will find us trustworthy. So the best thing we
can do to be seen as trustworthy by our peers is to practice the daily
discipline of making and keeping commitments to ourselves.
Whatever discipline it takes to build trustworthiness, that’s a
discipline we need to adopt. There are few gifts we can give to others
that will be any more appreciated. And trustworthiness is not just a
gift; it’s an obligation. We owe it to others to do as we say we’ll do.
I would be true, for there are those who trust me;
I would be pure, for there are those who care;
I would be strong, for there is much to suffer;
I would be brave, for there is much to dare.
H ow a r d A . W h e e l e r

February 5

Privacy
The human animal needs a freedom seldom mentioned,
freedom from intrusion. He needs a little privacy quite as much
as he wants understanding or vitamins or exercise or praise.
Phyllis McGinley

T

he person who’s never alone is a person who’ll find
it hard to grow in character. We certainly do need

contact with other human beings, and we even need what might be
called companionship (more about that tomorrow), but it’s a fact that
we also need privacy. We need times of solitude to reflect, meditate,
and grow. We need some quiet, private spaces in our lives. And if it’s
true that we need such spaces, it’s also true that it’s hard to find them.
More and more, our lives are lived in such a way that solitude — at
least significant solitude — is a rare commodity.
Robert Lindner wrote, “It is in solitude that the works of hand,
heart, and mind are always conceived, and in solitude that individuality must be affirmed.” By now, the record of the human race is clear:
positive contributions to the world are not made except by those
who’ve spent time alone, growing strong in the seasons of life.
Privacy is not the end goal of life, however, and nothing that
we’ve said here is meant to take away from the importance of interaction with others. But as Emerson said, “Isolation must precede true
society.” If we intend our connections with others to be beneficial, we
must first learn the benefit of solitude. Little good will come from our
circle of relationships if we haven’t grounded ourselves in the virtue of
valid principles — and that is almost always done in private.
There are no friends we should appreciate any more than those
who’re secure enough in their relationship with us that they’ll honor
our need for privacy. And more than that, those friends are especially
valuable who, when we’ve taken them into our privacy and confided
to them some part of our solitude, can be trusted to keep our private
matters private. A friend who’ll guard the gate to the innermost chambers of our heart is a friend indeed. But the crucial question is not
whether we have friends like that; it’s whether we can be friends like
that to others. Those who need us, need us to keep safe their secrets.
Count him not among your friends
who will retail your privacies to the world.
Publilius Syrus

February 6

Companionship
True happiness is of a retired nature, and an enemy to pomp and noise;
it arises, in the first place, from the enjoyment of one’s self; and, in the
next, from the friendship of a few select companions.
J o s e p h A dd i s o n

O

ur happiness needs a little privacy, but it also needs
“the friendship of a few select companions,” as
Addison says. The qualities of character that we nurture in private
are not meant for our benefit alone; they’re meant to be used and
enjoyed within the context of relationships with others. Whatever we
are within the privacy of our own hearts, that person should touch
and influence other human beings in widening circles of contact. And
those who occupy the innermost of these circles are our “companions.”
The word “companion” is actually a colorful word. We get it from
the Latin companio, which was a compound of two words: com (“together”) + panis (“bread”). A companion, then, is someone with whom
we “break bread,” that is, a close associate or comrade. Looking at it
from a slightly different angle, our companions are those who “accompany” us on the road that we have to travel. They’re our “company.”
Companionableness. What are the qualities of a good companion?
Well, as we suggested in yesterday’s reading, one of them is a respect
for our privacy. Good companions enjoy our company, but they also
honor our solitude. But there are other traits as well, and almost all
of them are virtues of character: sympathy, understanding, sense of
humor, kindness, enjoyment of life, curiosity, and many more.
Companionship. Companionable qualities may be delightful, but
they’re not much good unless they’re used. And so what we need more
of in the world is not merely companionableness; we need more actual
companionship. We need — all of us do — to engage actively in the
conduct of companionship. It takes work and it’s not always convenient, but the value of it is worth more than diamonds and rubies.
Whoever you are, there’ll be those around you who need you to
“accompany” them in some way. They need your companionship. And,
in truth, you need theirs too! It’s a fact: human beings are social creatures, and we need a few good folks with whom we can “break bread.”

Good company and good discourse
are the very sinews of virtue.
I z a a k W a lt o n

February 7

Beauty
God has given us the Morning Star already: you can go and enjoy
the gift on many fine mornings if you get up early enough. What more,
you may ask, do we want? Ah, but we want so much more — something
the books on aesthetics take little notice of. But the poets
and the mythologies know all about it.
C. S. Lewis

S

omewhere within each of us, there is a desire for
beauty. In fact, this is one of our deepest desires, whether we

recognize it as such or not. And it’s not just that we want to see or
hear or touch particular things that are beautiful within our world:
“We want something else which can hardly be put into words — we
want to be united with the beauty we see, to pass into it, to receive it
into ourselves, to bathe in it, to become part of it” (C. S. Lewis).
Isn’t this why we’re drawn so powerfully toward personal beauty?
However much we may be moved by the beauty of things like sunrises
and songs and stories, the beauty of certain persons acts on us even
more magnetically. And it’s not just their physical beauty that pulls us
toward them; it’s almost always a combination of inward and outward
traits that blend together and make us want to know them — and
to be known by them — at the deepest possible level. The beauty of
these individuals is merely a marker, a pointer. It points us toward
something we have a built-in need for. We may not be able to define
it or describe it, but we know for a fact that we’ve met people who stir
within us a desperate longing for something we’ve never experienced
in its fullness or perfection. Let’s call this thing Beauty.
But as we all know, beauty is not the only thing in the world;
there is also much ugliness. And so we have a choice to make: will we
give in to the ugliness that taints our lives or will we resist it? I’d like
to encourage you to resist it. When faced with a choice, choose beauty.
Learn to appreciate it, and educate your taste for it. Make it one of
your core values, and exhibit it in your character. Love it, and share its
sharp, piercing wonder with others who love it as you do.
Spend all you have for loveliness,
Buy it and never count the cost;
For one white singing hour of peace
Count many a year of strife well lost,
And for a breath of ecstasy
Give all you have been, or could be.
Sara Teasdale

February 8

Tranquility
Calm’s not life’s crown, though calm is well.
M at t h e w A r n o l d

I

f our inward character is one that can be called
“tranquil,” then we have something to enjoy. Our indi-

vidual characters are the result of our choices, of course, and we may
not have made choices that have led us in the direction of tranquility.
If we haven’t, perhaps we ought to consider doing so. A calm, peaceful
state of mind is not the highest goal that should claim our attention,
but rightly considered, it’s an honorable thing, worthy of our pursuit.
We say that it’s not the highest goal in life simply because there
are many things that would be worth sacrificing our tranquility for.
For example, suppose a house is burning down and there are young
children inside who need to be rescued. No one in his right mind
would say, “Well, I’d like to get involved, but I prefer not to disturb
my peace of mind.” No, we would gladly sacrifice the feeling of tranquility in that moment in order to achieve a higher goal. So peace of
mind is like any other kind of peace: what we want is peace, but not
peace at any price. Feelings are fine, but life involves a number of considerations more important than how we feel at the present moment.
Come to think of it, one of the things that’s more important than
the enjoyment of tranquility is being an agent who influences others to
enjoy that quality. We live in times that are agitated, and most of those
whom we meet need a greater measure of calmness in their lives. The
best reason for pursuing tranquility ourselves is so that we can have a
peaceful influence on those we love.
There is no possibility of being tranquil, however, if we look for
it in the wrong places. It doesn’t come from diets, exercises, selfhelp seminars, faddish lifestyles, or hip philosophies: it comes from
having characters that are aligned with true-north principles. As La
Rochefoucauld said, “When we are unable to find tranquility within
ourselves, it is useless to seek it elsewhere.” In a world of disturbing
ups and downs, tranquility must come from truths that don’t change.
To live in the presence of great truths and eternal laws,
to be led by permanent ideals — that is what keeps a man
patient when the world ignores him, and calm
and unspoiled when the world praises him.
Honoré de Balzac

February 9

Caution
Be cautious. Opportunity does the knocking for temptation too.
A l B at t

W

hen we’re confronted with difficult or dangerous circumstances, we need to be cautious. There are

forces at work in the world that will destroy us and our loved ones if
we don’t watch out. In the living of a human life, it pays to be careful.
It is possible, obviously, to be overly cautious, and if that’s your
problem, today’s reading may not be very helpful to you. But from
my observation, those with that problem are in the minority. The
swindlers of the world haven’t reported any downturn in their business lately; you don’t hear them complaining that people in general
have become too cautious. No, I think P. T. Barnum (“There’s a sucker
born every minute”) would be tickled to death if he were alive today.
We need to exercise caution in our beliefs. When we’re forming our
basic beliefs, convictions, and even our opinions, we need to doublecheck for accuracy. “Opinions should be formed with great caution
— and changed with greater” ( Josh Billings). It’s easier to verify the
truthfulness of our ideas and principles than it is to rebuild what we’ve
destroyed by acting on false information that we carelessly accepted.
We need to exercise caution in our relationships. Of all the damage
that carelessness can do, none is more heartbreaking than the damage we do to other people. To a greater or lesser extent, everything
we do impinges on someone else, and it’s not sufficient, when we’ve
hurt someone, to brush the incident aside with a simple, “I just wasn’t
thinking.” That’s the whole point, isn’t it? We should have been thinking. We owe it to those around us to use caution in our conduct.
When we’ve been careless, we can’t expect the laws of the universe to rescue us. Those laws operate with a terrible predictability:
the crop that we reap will always be the same one we sowed. If we sow
incautiously, it’s foolish (and also a bit arrogant) to expect the “law of
the farm” to be set aside just for us, as if we could make poor choices
and still get the results that would have come from better ones. And
in the real world, poor choices can be disastrous, not only for us but
also for those who are affected by our actions. It pays to be careful.
The sower may mistake and sow his peas crookedly:
the peas make no mistake, but come up and show his line.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n
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Participation
To say yes, you have to sweat and roll up
your sleeves and plunge both hands into life
up to the elbows. It is easy to say no,
even if saying no means death.
Jean Anouilh

L

ife calls us to make a decision: will we participate in
it or merely observe? Will we take part in the great drama

or be content to sit among the spectators? Quite a lot depends on our
decision. If we choose to be active in the living of life, good things are
more than likely to happen. If, on the other hand, we decide to remain
passive and uninvolved, it’s less likely that we’ll enjoy life’s goodness.
Whether we’ve studied philosophy or not, most of us understand
the difference between “subjective” and “objective.” Subjective things
have to do with ourselves and the life that’s “inside” us, while objective
things are those that have their existence “outside” of us. Regarding the
objective world, Paul Goodman has said this, “It is by losing himself in
the objective, in inquiry, creation, and craft, that a man becomes something.” Outside of our own minds and experience there lies a marvelous world to engage, to inquire after, and to be involved with. And we
aren’t really living a human life if we’re not participating.
Going back to the analogy of life as a drama or play, isn’t it true
that each of us has some part, some role to play in the story? Surely
we do, and the world loses some degree of goodness every time we
back away from playing the part we’re uniquely equipped to play.
Does participating require more effort than being an observer?
Yes, it does. Does it involve more risk? Without a doubt. That’s why,
as Jean Anouilh said, “It is easy to say no, even if saying no means
death.” But who wants death? It’s worth whatever it takes to overcome our inertia, break the bonds of gravity, and say yes to . . . life!
The word “life” can be used in many different ways, and there is
a sense in which the laziest, most passive person in the world is still
“living.” But in a greater sense, that person is not really living; he or
she is doing no more than “being lived.” And in the end, that kind of
life has in it more to regret than to rejoice about.
The notion of looking on at life has always been
hateful to me. What am I if I am not a participant?
In order to be, I must participate.
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

February 11

Standards
Pray to God we may have the courage and the wisdom and the vision
to raise a definite standard that will appeal to the best that is in man,
and then strive mightily toward that goal.
H a r o l d E . S ta s s e n

L

iterally, the word “standard” means “rallying place.”

On the battlefield, a standard is a flag or banner which rallies the
troops to their cause. In ancient times, to be the standard-bearer was
an important responsibility: the flag could not be allowed to fall.
Then the word came to be used figuratively to mean an acknowledged measure of comparison, a criterion. Today, we often think of a
standard as an expected level of conduct or performance. We speak of
moral standards, ethical standards, business standards, and so forth.
A nation needs a worthy set of standards, and so do individual
people. If we have no rallying point in our lives and if there’s no minimum level of honor to which we hold ourselves, then we’re simply
adrift, and nothing very good will come from our activity. Living with
no standards produces more mediocrity than it does excellence.
We ought to be careful in selecting our standards. In the marketplace
of ideas, there are all sorts of standards to choose from, many with a
flashy appearance but little long-term value. It pays to be careful.
There ought to be some standards which we refuse to compromise.
There comes a time in life when we’re tempted to barter with the
devil, so to speak. But there ought to be some things that are simply
not negotiable. We may back up and back up and back up, but eventually honor must assert itself and say, “No further!”
We need to be improving our standards constantly. Some of the best
work we ever do is that of upgrading our standards. None of us has a
perfect set of standards yet, and so we need to be working continually
on their quality, aligning them with principles of time-tested value.
In many homes there are two sets of dishes: one for everyday use
and another for special occasions. Most of us also have more than one
set of standards, and while meeting our highest standards may not be
possible every instant, those standards can certainly be met more than
once or twice a year. We should use our “good dishes” more often!
You must regulate your life by the standards
you admire when you are at your best.
J o h n M . T h om a s
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Courage
I am tired of hearing about men with the “courage of their convictions.”
Nero and Caligula and Attila and Hitler had the courage of their convictions
. . . But not one of them had the courage to examine their convictions
or to change them, which is the true test of character.
Sydney J. Harris

T

oday, as we celebrate Abraham Lincoln’s birthday,
let’s meditate on the value of courage. There can be

little question that Lincoln’s place in history was secured by the courageous coupling of his character and his well-informed conscience.
Courage is a quality of such basic importance that from ancient
times it has been counted as one of the four “cardinal” virtues: justice,
wisdom, courage, and moderation. The word “cardinal” comes from the
Latin cardo (“hinge” or “axis”), and these virtues are cardinal in that all
the other virtues hinge on them. They’re the necessary foundation on
which all the other virtues must be built, and there is even a sense in
which courage is the prerequisite for the other cardinal virtues. There
are great difficulties in the practice of any good human trait, and it
is courage that enables one to overcome these difficulties. Without
courage, nothing else can be accomplished. As James Matthew Barrie
put it, “Courage is the thing. All goes if courage goes.”
And yet it should be equally obvious that courage must be balanced by other virtues or it becomes an evil thing. As Sydney J. Harris
pointed out, many of the most sinister figures in world history have
been persons of courage, but their courage was not informed by justice
and equity. It is no great thing to act courageously if our actions are
not governed by a conscience grounded in valid principles.
And so, as Harris suggests, what we need are folks with “the
courage to examine their convictions,” and also the courage “to change
them, which is the true test of character.” Abraham Lincoln was oldfashioned enough to believe that there are objective standards of right
and wrong, and for all his courage, he also had humility. On more
than one occasion, he took a position that varied from his previous
policies, based on his growing understanding of the requirements of
rightness for himself and for his nation. We’re indebted to his example, and we need to be more Lincolnesque in the living of our lives.
Without justice, courage is weak.
Benjamin Franklin

February 13

Breakthroughs
In life it is more necessary to lose than to gain.
A seed will only germinate if it dies.
Boris Pasternak

A

“breakthrough” is a major achievement, one that
opens the door to much further progress. It’s important in life to take whatever steps we can take, however small, and we
ought not to underestimate the value of ordinary progress. But isn’t it
exciting when a big step can be taken? On those occasions when some
significant barrier or obstacle is overcome and we find ourselves in the
presence of a whole range of new possibilities, that’s when we’re glad
we kept going when it would have been easy to give up.
As can be seen from the word itself, “breakthroughs” involve
“breaking through” limits. The limit might be what we think is possible. It might be what we’ve been able to do before. It might be what
we presently know or understand. Or (and this is perhaps the most
common limit of all) it might be what we feel in the mood to do.
Limits come in many shapes and sizes, but they all have this in common: they keep us from going anywhere but where we are right now.
When we have a breakthrough, we burst out of our limits and
move ahead into new territory. The barriers are broken, and we learn
that what we previously were limited from doing, we now can do.
We’d all like to enjoy breakthroughs more often, but we don’t
because we’re not willing to pay the price. Despite the fact that they
hinder us, limits do provide a certain amount of comfort and familiarity. And people who’re not willing to experience the discomfort of
“breaking through” are doomed to stay where they are. We have to
lose certain things in order to gain others, and the loss can sometimes
be so dramatic that it feels like death. But we can’t have it both ways
at once. As Pasternak observed, “A seed will only germinate if it dies.”
Perhaps that’s why people with the pioneering spirit aren’t very
common. For all our talk about wanting progress, most of us are
content to stick with what we’ve already got. But thank goodness for
those who’ve got the courage to break through limits! Let’s appreciate
them for the scary, unsettling sacrifices they’ve been willing to make.
One doesn’t discover new lands without consenting
to lose sight of the shore for a very long time.
André Gide

February 14

Romanticism
Life is a romantic business. It is painting a picture, not doing a sum;
but you have to make the romance, and it will come to the question
how much fire you have in your belly.
Oliver Wendell Holmes

R

omanticism is a spirit that the world needs more of,
and today is a good day to think about that. “Life is a

romantic business,” as Holmes said, but too few of us approach it that
way. Too few of us see romance as anything more than the doing of
special things by sweethearts and spouses. In our daily lives, we fail to
feel the power of romanticism in the older, and more general, sense.
“Romance encompasses so much more than the spark of love
between sweethearts,” wrote Thomas Kinkade. “[To be romantic] is
quite simply to allow yourself to fall in love with life — all of life —
and experience it fully, openly, passionately, and purposefully.” I agree.
And to sweethearts, I would say this: if you find no evidence of romanticism in your lover’s life outside of his or her interaction with you
personally, watch out. You’ve probably got an unromantic lover trying
to splash on a little romance just to win you over. It will pass!
But I digress. Let’s get back to something more fitting for
Valentine’s Day. It’s a fact, isn’t it, that we could do with a little more
romantic love. While there’s more to the romantic spirit than the way
it expresses itself in love, we should try to keep love from being anything less than romantic. The thoughtful things we do today ought to
be spread out a little more evenly throughout the year. It takes work
to keep the romantic fires burning, but it’s well worth it.
But to tell the truth, something else must be said. When a man
and a woman pledge their love in marriage, something deeper than
romantic love must guarantee the relationship. Romanticism may be
the icing on the cake, but the cake must be cooked with ingredients
that are delicious and healthful in their own right.
Love as distinct from “being in love” is not merely a feeling. It is a
deep unity, maintained by the will and deliberately strengthened by habit . . .
[Spouses] can retain this love even when each would easily, if they allowed
themselves, be “in love” with someone else. “Being in love” first moved them
to promise fidelity: this quieter love enables them to keep the promise.
It is on this love that the engine of marriage is run:
being in love was the explosion that started it.
C. S. Lewis

February 15

Predictability
Our peculiar dangers are those that surprise us
and work treachery in the fort.
Henry Ward Beecher

P

redictability is one of the least appreciated of all
character traits. It’s one of those virtues that operate below

the surface, and as long as it’s there, we tend to take it for granted.
When someone conducts their relationship with us in such a dependable way that we never have to worry whether they’ll do as we’ve
come to expect, we may simply think that’s the way life is supposed to
be and fail to appreciate that we’re actually being given a gift. It’s not
until we have to deal with someone who’s erratic and unpredictable
that we remember to give thanks for our more dependable friends.
Some of life’s most difficult tests come as the result of unpleasant
surprises sprung on us by other people. It’s hard enough to exercise
wisdom and strength when problems march up and challenge us in
broad daylight. But, as Beecher said, it’s even harder to deal with
dangers “that surprise us and work treachery in the fort.” And it’s not
only difficulty that is worsened by unexpectedness. Grief is that way
too. “Unfamiliarity lends weight to misfortune, and there never was a
man whose grief was not heightened by surprise” (Seneca).
So aren’t you grateful for the “count-on-able” friends you have?
Mine are valuable to me, and I try to thank them for their gift of
predictability. Knowing what to expect takes a great deal of the stress
out of life, and never having to worry that you’re going to be harmed
or hurt by the fluctuations in someone else’s behavior is a blessing.
In short, then, predictability is a simple, but important, part
of friendship. Spontaneity is a wonderful thing, to be sure, but the
things we want people to do spontaneously are good things. What we
don’t want are unfulfilled promises, broken commitments, frustrated
expectations, and uncertain performance of duty. Life has enough ups
and downs as it is; it will test us with enough surprises on its own.
In the midst of these uncertainties, we need friends who are steady,
those who are comfortably and confidently predictable. And since
our friends also need that kind of friendship, it wouldn’t be a waste of
time for us to move our own predictability up a notch or two.
The shifts of Fortune test the reliability of friends.
Cicero

February 16

Eloquence
The eloquent man is he who is no beautiful speaker,
but who is inwardly and desperately drunk with a certain belief.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

N

ot many ordinary people would say that eloquence
is a characteristic they desire to possess. It sounds

like something that would be of interest only to public speakers, but
let’s take a closer look at the word. The American Heritage Dictionary
says that the “eloquent” person is “persuasive, fluent, and graceful in
discourse.” It seems to me that all three elements of this definition
suggest some things we’d all do well to be interested in.
Persuasiveness. When you stop to think about it, a large part
of the talk that any of us do on a given day consists of persuasion.
From the big issues down to the little details of life, we spend a lot
of time trying to influence others. So if eloquence helps us be more
persuasive, then it’s a thing we all can use. But the kind of eloquence
that is most persuasive is not the flowery kind that we imagine great
speakers using. As Emerson said, the eloquent person is the one who
is “inwardly and desperately drunk with a certain belief.” We will all
become more eloquent, and therefore more persuasive, when we start
believing more deeply the things we say we want others to believe.
Fluency. Fluency is facility in the use of language. And isn’t that
something that we all ought to value? Language is a wonderful and
powerful gift. We show appreciation for this gift when we take the
time to learn how to use one or more languages easily and effectively.
Gracefulness. There is enough crudeness in the world already.
Wouldn’t it be nice if there were a little more gracefulness in the way
we speak to one another? Pindar, the Greek poet, said, “A thing said
walks in immortality if it has been said well.” We do those who must
listen to us a favor when we season our speech with a little grace.
“Eloquence,” according to Richard Cecil, “is vehement simplicity.” I like that definition. It suggests that we’re eloquent when we
know what we want to say, we believe it passionately, and we say it
simply and straightforwardly. Eloquence, seen in this way, is not just
for the orators among us. It’s for everybody else too.
True eloquence consists in saying
all that should be said, and that only.
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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Adventure
Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.
To keep our faces toward change and behave like free spirits
in the presence of fate is strength undefeatable.
Helen Keller

W

hat do we do when we’re presented with situations that are strange and unexpectedly diffi-

cult? Do we back away from them? Like a lazy river meandering
down the course of least resistance, do we do that which is easiest?
There is a sense in which we can say that courage is the main
quality that life requires of us. The word “courage” comes from the
Latin cor (“heart”). To have courage is to have “heart,” and that’s
assuredly what we need. We need to be brave-hearted rather than
faint-hearted, willing to take life as it comes and deal with it honorably. Life holds little good for us if we’re always retreating.
Courage, however, is a different thing than some people imagine.
The truly courageous are never foolhardy — that is, they don’t throw
themselves unnecessarily into difficult spots. And when it comes to
true adventure (as opposed to recreation or entertainment), the wise
don’t go looking for it. As Louis L’Amour wrote, “What people speak
of as adventure is something nobody in his right mind would seek
out, and it becomes romantic only when one is safely at home.” Real
cowboys don’t make a big deal about being “adventuresome.”
But when adventure comes calling, we need to be ready to enter
into it openly and actively. Too often, we turn away from adventure
for no better reason than that it would be too much trouble to deal
with. We’re comfortable in our familiar habits, and so we stay put. Yet
we miss much of the tang of life by our reluctance to be bothered. “An
adventure is only an inconvenience rightly considered. An inconvenience is only an adventure wrongly considered” (G. K. Chesterton).
There is nothing life can do to hurt us as much as we hurt ourselves by our unwillingness to embrace life and live it fully. There are
certainly times to be passive, but when the time to be active arrives,
we don’t help ourselves or anyone else by defaulting and doing nothing. Lives that make a difference are lives that go forward!

Live venturously, plucking the wild goat
by the beard, and trembling over precipices.
V i r g i n i a W oo l f
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Impartiality
I am a great foe to favoritism in public life, in private life,
and even in the delicate relationship of an author to his works.
Joseph Conrad

W

hen the time comes to act fairly and justly, we
should be guided by impartiality rather than

favoritism. If

a crime has been committed in the neighborhood,
for example, I may be eager for the criminal to be brought to justice.
But what if the criminal turns out to be my son? I should be no less
willing for the law to be applied in that case than if the culprit was
anybody else’s son. What’s fair is fair, regardless of who is involved.
Yet we sometimes veer off into misconceptions about impartiality. In these days of “tolerance,” we sometimes think that everybody
should be treated the same regardless of whether they’ve done right
or wrong, and that, most assuredly, is not what impartiality is about.
Thomas Fuller said it well: “He is not good himself who speaks well
of everybody alike.” Impartiality doesn’t mean that the innocent and
the guilty should be treated alike. It just means that if two people
have done equally well, they should be equally praised — and if
they’ve done equally poorly, they should be equally blamed. When
right and wrong are opposed, justice not only allows us to take sides,
but it requires us to do so. Impartiality is not the same as indifference!
To be truly impartial, we must apply the same set of standards
to everybody. It takes courage to do that, but it must be done. When
called upon to make distinctions and render judgments, we’re tempted
to apply a more lenient list of rules to our friends than to our enemies. And what’s worse, we’re tempted to apply an easier standard
to ourselves than to anybody else, even our friends. Nevertheless, the
temptation to play favorites has to be resisted.
As tough as it may be to look at things impartially, that’s what
justice requires, and without justice, no society or community can last
very long. Yes, justice is willing to take extenuating circumstances into
account, and justice is also willing to extend mercy when that will
produce a greater good. But special cases like these notwithstanding,
fairness still demands that the same rule book be allowed to govern
the game, no matter who happens to be playing.
Justice is impartiality.
G e o r g e B er na r d S h aw
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Safety

Not a gift of a cow, nor a gift of land, nor yet a gift
of food, is so important as the gift of safety, which is declared
to be the great gift among all gifts in this world.
P a n c h ata n t r a

I

f we have friends with whom we are safe, we have one
of the most valuable treasures in the world. In rela-

tionships where we find safety, we’re not only free to be the persons
we are right now, we’re free to grow and to become more than the
persons we are now. Nothing is more liberating — or motivating —
than to have friendships that provide a safe harbor for our souls.
In safe relationships, there is no fear of betrayal. We don’t have
to worry whether commitments will be kept. And neither is there any
fear that our private selves will be exposed to those outside the safe
confines of the relationship. We’re free to be intimate, to peel back
even the deepest layers of our hearts, and to share the most sacred
parts of our inner world. We can do these things because we’ve been
made to feel secure. We’re not haunted by the possibility of dismissal.
This kind of relational safety is a wonderful thing indeed, but
we shouldn’t misunderstand what it means. Those with whom we’re
safe won’t hurt us, but that doesn’t mean they won’t hurt our feelings.
The more faithful a friend is, the more that person will be willing
to say what we need to hear, the bitter as well as the sweet. In a safe
relationship, painful tidings will be delivered gently, but they’ll still be
delivered. “Faithful are the wounds of a friend” (Book of Proverbs).
What it boils down to is this: those with whom we’re safe are
those who’ll deal wisely with us — with our faults as well as our
finer qualities. The safety in which we rejoice doesn’t mean that our
shortcomings will be condoned; it means that we’ll be consoled and
encouraged and enlightened. When we fall, there’ll be strong arms to
catch us and keep us from doing further harm. The very best will be
believed about us — and when we’ve done less than our best, safety
means that loving allowance will be made for our growth.
Oh, the comfort, the inexpressible comfort of feeling safe
with a person, having neither to weigh thoughts nor measure words,
but pouring them all right out, just as they are, chaff and grain together;
certain that a faithful hand will take and sift them, keep what is worth
keeping, and then with the breath of kindness blow the rest away.
Dinah Maria Mulock Craik

February 20

Presence
Take care and say this with presence of mind.
Terence

P

resence of mind is a hard thing for busy people to
achieve. The more we try to do, the less we think about our

doings. Most days find us rushing through a crowded agenda, and we
have little opportunity to concentrate. Our minds are pulled forward
so urgently by the next thing that has to be done, they don’t get a
chance to dwell fully on the words and deeds of the current moment.
Consider Terence’s statement quoted above: “Take care and say
this with presence of mind.” How much of what any of us have said
in the last twenty-four hours has been said “with presence of mind”?
Probably not more than a small fraction. Frankly, most of our words
are said while our minds are on “automatic,” and most of our deeds
fall into the category of “going with the flow.” If you don’t have that
problem, then you’re living on a level that most of us haven’t reached.
But what is “presence of mind”? Might it not mean that we not
only think consciously about what we say and do, but also savor these
things as they are happening? Assuming that what we’re doing is what
we ought to be doing, we miss a great opportunity if, as we act, we
don’t consider and enjoy our actions, gratefully aware of (1) ourselves,
(2) our deeds, and (3) those with whom we may be interacting. Life is
made up of moments, and if we’re not “present” in these as they pass
by, then there is simply no other happiness we can enjoy.
When we fail in the matter of presence one of the more tragic
aspects of the problem is that others fail to receive from us the acknowledgment they deserve. In these days of multi-channel communications, it’s rare to communicate with anyone, even face to face, and
feel that you have that person’s undivided attention. We’re torn and
divided. We’re simply not present for one another anymore.
But try it, even once or twice a day, and see what a great difference it makes. As you interact with someone, honor that person by
being fully and completely present for them. Say by the attention you
devote to them, “I am aware of you. I am conscious of you. I am taking thought for you, and in this moment, I am at your service.”
The greatest gift you can give another
is the purity of your attention.
Richard Moss
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Glory

When I found I had crossed that line,
I looked at my hands to see if I was the same person.
There was such a glory over everything.
Harriet Tubman

W

e’ve all had them now and then: those experiences
in which everything around us came alive and

seemed to shine with a strange and wonderful glory.

Harriet Tubman, one of the great abolitionists of the Civil War period, described such an experience to her biographer, Sarah Bradford.
When, in 1845, she first escaped from slavery and found herself in
free territory, Tubman said she had to check to make sure she was the
same person: “There was such a glory over everything.”
In its literal sense, the word “glory” has to do with “brightness”
or “brilliance.” That which is glorious shines brightly. But we use the
word figuratively to describe things that “shine” in that they possess
“majestic beauty and splendor” (American Heritage Dictionary). Harriet
Tubman, for example, experienced a joy that made everything around
her seem more beautiful than she’d ever known it to be before.
It’s no coincidence that the sun, which shines with visible glory,
figures prominently in many of the situations that we later describe
as glorious. In particular, the rising of the sun at dawn is a thing
that we’re moved by. “Full many a glorious morning I have seen”
(Shakespeare). “Oft when the white, still dawn / Lifted the skies and
pushed the hills apart / I have felt it like a glory in my heart” (Edwin
Markham). And, to be fair, the moon has its own glory too. “Lo! the
level lake / And the long glories of the winter moon” (Tennyson).
But whether it’s some shining, shimmering thing in nature
that touches us with glory, or, as in Harriet Tubman’s case, it’s some
unusual event or circumstance, glory is a good thing to get a taste of.
And like it or not, how often we’re conscious of glory has more to
do with us than with what happens to us. We’re surrounded by glory
almost all the time. But there are certain people who’re more receptive
to it than others. It may be the openness of their hearts or the eagerness of their outlook, but glory seems to be their frequent companion.
O what their joy and their glory must be,
Those endless sabbaths the blessed ones see!
Peter Abelard

February 22

Leadership
He that would be a leader must be a bridge.
Welsh Proverb

I

t would be hard to think of George Washington, who
was born on this day, and not think of leadership. If

it hadn’t been for his ability to blaze a trail, both literally and figuratively, our nation might easily have been lost trying to find its freedom. We wouldn’t have to stretch our imaginations much to believe
that the availability of his leadership at that time was providential.
When history judges a person to have been a leader, that person
is almost always someone who helped his contemporaries get through
a time of change. And the more gut-wrenching the change, the more
valuable were the services of the individual who led others through
the transition. Great leaders don’t waste time wishing for more favorable circumstances in which to demonstrate their skills or display their
wisdom; they recognize that if circumstances were completely favorable, their services would scarcely be required. Hard work during hard
times is what leadership is primarily about.
We are, unfortunately for our nation, quickly losing touch with
the real-life facts of the Revolutionary War. Far removed from the
bloody traumas of that period, comfortable in freedoms which have
been the norm all our lives, and uninterested in reading our history
books or honoring our heroes, we live as if things have always been
the way they are now. We forget the horrifying chasm over which
George Washington led us — from what once was to what now is.
But however valuable his service was, George Washington was
not primarily interested in being remembered as an individual. He
would not have wanted our freedoms to depend on any continuing
influence by him down through the years. Like all great leaders, he
wanted those whom he led to be enabled and empowered. He might
have wanted to be remembered, but more than that he would have
wanted us to move ahead, no longer needing his active assistance.
And so, on his birthday, let’s honor Washington wisely. Let’s acknowledge with gratitude the bridge that he led us over, and then let’s see if
we can’t find some chasms that our own neighbors need help crossing.
The final test of a leader is that he leaves behind him
in other men the conviction and the will to carry on.
W a lt e r L i p p m a n n

February 23

Diversity
The glory of creation is in its infinite diversity.
A n o n y mo u s

I

t’s hard to look at the world we live in and not be
intrigued by its intricacy. Rather than being one homoge-

neous substance throughout, it’s made up of billions and billions of
separate entities. This world’s not a vanilla pudding; it’s a tossed salad.
And what a diverse salad it is! You could spend twenty-seven lifetimes
studying the earth and not even list everything that’s here, much
less describe how every thing is different from every other thing. If
variety’s the spice of life, we’re surrounded by spice, aren’t we? And
shouldn’t we be grateful for it? The diversity of our world is a part of
its strength and beauty, and meditating on that is a helpful exercise.
As persons, most of us would be stronger and more beautiful if
there was more diversity in our character. There is a sense, of course,
in which simplicity is beautiful, and we’re not recommending here
that any of us try to become complicated, difficult, or hard to figure
out. Our point is just that variety can be a valuable thing, in ourselves
just as it is in the world at large. Our characters will be better if they
include various elements that reinforce one another and round us out.
One thing that can add diversity to our own characters, obviously, is to become interested in and respectful of other human beings
who differ from us in significant ways. As Charles Dickens has one
of his characters say in Martin Chuzzlewit, “Them which is of other
natures thinks different.” Our own thinking is strengthened when we
learn how to view things from the perspective of people who stand at
a different spot, and come at things from a different angle than we do.
This doesn’t mean that every viewpoint is equally helpful or accurate;
it just means that our thinking needs to be fertilized and enriched by
input from sources outside our own present patterns of thought.
How many different kinds of people can you enjoy working with?
How various are the situations in which you can be comfortable?
How diverse are your tastes? Your habits? Your ideas? If your answer
is, “Not very,” you’re missing out on much of the world’s amazement.
So jump into the tingling waters of diversity and go for a swim!
The heavens rejoice in motion, why should I
Abjure my so much lov’d variety?
John Donne

February 24

Admonition
A friend is one who warns you.
Arabian Proverb

T

o “admonish” is to reprove someone mildly or kindly
but seriously. If a friend admonishes you, for example, that

means that he or she cautions you or counsels you against a certain
course of action. Because it has a distinctly “disciplinary” ring to it,
admonition doesn’t strike us as a particularly positive thing, but it’s actually a better thing than most people give it credit for being. Success
in this life often comes down to whether we’re willing to be warned or
not, and so being open to admonition is one of the key components of
the good life. And as far as friends are concerned, a faithful friend will
never fail to admonish us when admonition is in our best interest.
Receiving admonition is certainly not the most pleasurable thing
we can imagine. And if we judge things merely by whether they give
us pleasure, admonition may not rank very high. But the momentary
pain of having it pointed out to us that we’re headed down the wrong
road is well worth accepting, simply because it helps us avoid a much
greater, and perhaps disastrous, pain later on. As Shakespeare pointed
out, “Better a little chiding than a great deal of heartbreak.”
We need to work at being people who receive admonition in the
proper spirit and give admonition in the right way. When we’re being
warned, we need to hear the admonition with openness, humility,
courage, and an eagerness to act on every bit of truth we’re hearing.
And when we’re doing the warning, we need to muster all the wisdom
we’ve ever learned. It takes good judgment, honest love, and considerable skill to achieve a balance between courage and consideration, but
without that balance, admonitions often go unheeded.
Yet whether we’re fortunate to have friends who’ll admonish us,
we all have a conscience, and that’s precisely what our conscience is
supposed to do: warn us. We need to ensure that our consciences are
well educated and that their warnings are based on reality. But more
than that, we need to listen to our consciences. If we don’t, the time
will come when they’ll give up. They’ll quit trying to get our attention, and eventually they’ll abandon us. Let’s not let that happen.
If conscience smite thee once, it is an admonition;
if twice, it is a condemnation.
N at h a n i e l H aw t h o r n e

February 25

Favor

A favour well bestowed is almost as great an honor
to him who confers it as to him who receives it.
Richard Steele

F

avor is one of the most gratifying things in life.

Whether we think of it as an attitude or an act, it’s always a
delightful thing. As an attitude, it’s a gracious, kind, and friendly
way of thinking about somebody else. And as an act, it’s a deed that
reflects such an attitude. When we “do a favor” for someone, we do
something that shows our “favor” for them personally. And as Richard
Steele suggests, a favor “well bestowed” (with honesty and courtesy,
for example) is “as great an honor to him who confers it as to him
who receives it.” Favors, whether big or little, are a part of the grace of
life. Without them, this world would be infinitely more dreary.
It would be an honorable thing to develop a basic disposition of
“favor.” That is, it would help us to learn to look on life “favorably.”
Yes, there are things that have to be dealt with that cannot — and
should not — be looked upon with favor. In fact, there are many such
things, and it’s foolish to pretend that they’re better than they are. But
there is also much good in this world, and we have a choice to make
as to which we’re going to spend the bulk of our time thinking about.
When we’re determining our basic inclination or orientation, I believe
it’s wise to decide to be as favorable as possible. It can be our desire to
think and act as favorably toward others as wisdom will allow. And
when the evidence is ambiguous, we can give people the benefit of the
doubt. We can “favor” the more positive scenario.
We have it within our power, every day of the week, to show
kindness to other human beings, and by doing so, to show them favor.
We can live in such a way that doing a favor is more than a random
act that we engage in — favor can be an integral part of us. It can be
one of our principles, a part of the fabric of our character. When that’s
the case, we’ll find ourselves bringing a welcome happiness into the
lives of all who deal with us. And not only that, by having gratitude
as a settled part of our character, we’ll begin to appreciate how much
favor others show to us, and even the ordinary affairs of daily living
will be warmed with some colors that are quite wonderful.
How beautiful a day can be when kindness touches it.
George Elliston

February 26

Usefulness
A useless life is early death.
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

W

anting to be useful is an important part of our
nature. We may be easily distracted from that desire — and

some folks seem to have suppressed the urge altogether — but still it’s
true, we want to feel that we’re of use to somebody. Times of enforced
idleness, such as periods of illness or disability, are rarely the times we
remember as the happiest points in our lives. “It is a great misfortune
to be of use to nobody” (Baltasar Gracián).
In regard to this “misfortune,” however, there is something we
need to be aware of: it is never actually the case that we are “of use
to nobody.” We may feel useless sometimes, but that feeling is never
entirely consistent with reality. My father, for example, who just
celebrated his ninetieth birthday, struggles with feelings of uselessness
from time to time. Physically, he’s quite limited in what he can do,
and it’s often hard for him to see any real purpose for his continued
existence in the world. Yet in truth, he continues to be useful to others
in ways that he’s not aware of. If nothing else, his example of steadfastness and good cheer is of great value to all who know him.
It’s an obvious fact, of course, that our usefulness can be diminished by circumstances beyond our control. But usually, what is diminished is only our preferred and customary way of being useful. What
we need to do is let go of the past and have the humility to switch
gears. We need to adjust ourselves to new ways of being useful — ways
that may be less congenial to us but are no less valuable to others.
In the real world, there will be few days when we can’t do
something that somebody else needs to have done. We can be useful
if that’s what we want to be, and it’s a great thing to set that as our
goal. An even greater goal, however, is to combine usefulness with grace.
We can diminish the amount of drabness in the world by (1) doing
what needs to be done, and (2) doing it in such a way that delights
and encourages those whom we serve. Pragmatism and practicality are
commendable qualities in their own right, but they’re nothing short of
astonishing when they’re clothed with the added quality of grace.
The difference between utility and utility plus beauty
is the difference between telephone wires and the spider’s web.
E dw i n W a y T e a l e
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Sufficiency
No, ‘tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide
as a church door; but ‘tis enough, ‘twill serve.
William Shakespeare

S

ufficiency is no small thing. If

what has been provided is
“enough” or if it’s “adequate,” then we shouldn’t look down on it
or fail to be thankful. If we’ve gotten to the point where we feel that
what is “sufficient” is somehow less than we deserve, then our affluence is probably hurting us more than it’s helping us. And if, in our
work, we feel insulted when someone describes our output as “sufficient,” then we may have gotten too high-minded for our own good.
To be sure, excellence is a worthy ideal, and nothing said here
should be taken as a recommendation for mediocrity. The person who
is content to do less than his best needs to get off his derriere and
start doing better. But if I’ve done my best and my best is sufficient,
then I shouldn’t see my effort as anything less than honorable. For all
the talk done by those who promise excellence, the world could do
with a few more folks who actually deliver sufficiency!
In my estimation, some of the greatest people who contribute to
the world are those who quietly go about the business of supplying
“sufficiency” in all their relationships. They don’t have press agents.
They don’t get standing ovations. And they don’t receive the awards.
But they do what their more prominent peers often don’t do: they
deliver the goods. Adequately and dependably. Day in and day out.
Our talk of “excellence” is often a substitute for “sufficient” work.
If you hear someone saying they’re too talented to work for the minimum wage, you’d expect they might be making much more than that.
All too often, though, that person has put less in the bank, when all is
said and done, than the minimum-wage worker has. As Aesop told us
long ago, the tortoise often gets to the goal faster than the hare.
So how is it with us in our own lives? All of us have people
(friends, family, coworkers, neighbors, etc.) whose lives are affected
by what we do. Our relationship with these people is such that they
depend on us to supply certain things that are needed. If we wish to
supply more than what’s “sufficient,” that’s fine — but our loved ones
shouldn’t have to worry about receiving any less than that either!
Enough is as good as a feast.
J o h n H e y wood

February 28

Keys

Open sesame!
The Arabian Nights

L

ocked doors are mysterious, and the keys that open
them have a romantic aura about them. I once came

across a collection of keys on a brass ring in an antique store, and it
was all I could do to keep from buying them. Even without knowing
what doors they would have opened, I still found the keys fascinating.
Keys are like that. They are powerful, and they are interesting.
The most important keys, of course, are not those that are
physical; they are the intangible ones that unlock invisible doors: the
doors we all have to go through to get from one “room” in our lives to
another. When we have trouble getting these doors open, it’s nice to
have a friend who can provide the key. And these keys come in many
different forms, don’t they? Sometimes it’s a word of encouragement
that opens the door, or perhaps an insight from our friend’s thinking.
It may involve a recommendation given by our friend to a third party.
Often, it’s simply an act of kindness or service by our friend that provides the key to progress. Each key is important in its own way.
Friendship also involves the mutual keeping of another kind of
key. Close friends confide in one another in valuable ways, and in a
faithful friendship, these special, private truths cannot be divulged
without the permission of the other friend, who, in effect, holds the
“key.” In the words of Christopher Smart’s poem: “‘Tis in my memory
lock’d / And you yourself shall keep the key of it.”
Perhaps the most amazing kind of key, however, is the one that
opens the door through which someone else discovers their real life!
It’s shocking to think about, actually, but we can sometimes assist
other people in finding out who they are and where they should be
headed. Looking back, most of us can identify friends who helped us
in that way, and we should be willing to pass the favor along whenever
we can. In fact, there aren’t many higher things that we can aspire to.
Simply being people who have the effect of “opening up” those around
us, that is a character and a reputation worth working to maintain.
He opened us —
who was a key,
who was a man.
G w e n do l y n B r oo k s

February 29

Hands

I have met people so empty of joy that when I clasped their frosty
fingertips it seemed as if I were shaking hands with a northeast storm. Others
there are whose hands have sunbeams in them, so that their grasp warms my
heart. It may be only the clinging touch of a child’s hand, but there is as much
potential sunshine in it for me as there is in the loving glance for others.
Helen Keller

O

ur hands are more than just another part of our
bodies. If our bodies are the instruments through which we do

our work in the world, it’s our hands, especially, that do that work.
The Book of Ecclesiastes, for example, says, “Whatever your hand
finds to do, do it with your might.” Something that has been accomplished by an individual is that person’s “handiwork.” A disadvantage
in our work is said to be a “handicap.” And, of course, something that
helps us do our work is described as “handy.” No part of the body is
more closely linked to the doings of human beings than the hands.
Have you ever noticed how much hands say about a person’s
character? The hands reveal hardly any less than the face. I once met
an artist, in fact, who did nothing but hands. She sculpted hands,
drew them, painted them, photographed them, and even wrote poems
about them, as I recall. Children’s hands and aged people’s hands.
Rugged hands and delicate hands. Friendly hands and hostile hands.
The whole gamut of human feeling and experience was powerfully
and beautifully portrayed by these hands, artistically rendered.
Most of us have clear memories of hands we’ve known in the
past. Can’t you remember your grandmother’s hands? The hands of
your piano teacher? Your baseball coach? These images should remind
us: we’re remembered for what we do and not just for what we are.
Having healthy, functional hands is not a thing to be taken for
granted; it’s a sober stewardship. With these physical extensions of
our will we can do either good or evil, and we’re responsible for the
choices that we make. What we “hand” down to our descendants
needs to be something that will invite thanksgiving rather than regret.
And there is not a one of us who can’t do this. No matter who we are,
we can do worthy work. With our hands, we can work what is good
and honorable and useful to those who are coming along behind.
Enough, if something from our hands have power
To live, and act, and serve the future hour.
W i l l i a m W o r d s wo r t h

March 1

Sportsmanship
Everyone admires a good loser — except his wife.
A n o n y mo u s

F

ailure comes in many different forms. In

any situation,
there is more than one test we might fail, more than one way in
which our conduct might fall below the level of acceptability. Today,
let’s think about the test of “sportsmanship.” At first glance, you
may not think “unsportsmanlike conduct” is one of the more serious
crimes that a person might commit, but don’t be so quick to dismiss
it. If you’ll just observe what happens around you for a few days, you’ll
see that a good bit of what causes friction among people comes down
to a simple failure on somebody’s part to play fair and to be a good
loser or a good winner. Sportsmanship has to do with some fairly
significant issues — such as justice, honor, and respect for others.
Playing fair. There would be a lot less stress in the world if we’d
all remember what we learned on the playground about old-fashioned
fairness. Despite our sometimes tortured legal arguments, it usually
isn’t all that hard to figure out what’s fair. We may, for one reason or
another, find it difficult to do what is fair, but knowing what a good
sport would do isn’t as complicated as we make it out to be.
Being a good loser. I once heard someone, probably a coach, say,
“Don’t criticize a poor loser — a poor loser’s still a better opponent
than any kind of a winner.” Maybe so, but all joking aside, the problem
of people acting dishonorably when they end up losing something
they tried to gain is a very serious problem. And we’re all guilty of it
from time to time. If we wanted to make a positive contribution to the
world, each of us could do that by resolving never again to act spitefully or vindictively when we’ve lost something we wanted to win.
Being a good winner. In a sense, being a good winner is harder
than being a good loser. When we’ve lost, we have to be good sports
to keep from being further shamed. But when we’ve won, it’s hardly
considered a sin if we indulge in a little well-earned gloating. So as
winners, the incentive to good sportsmanship is simply our sense of
respect for those on the other side. But what an incentive that should
be! Without respect for others, our winnings aren’t worth a dime.
Win as if you were used to it;
lose as if you enjoyed it for a change.
A n o n y mo u s

March 2

Amazement
The true scientist never loses the faculty of amazement.
H a n s S ely e

W

e use the word “amazement” in a different way
than it was originally used. In its older sense, amaze-

ment meant bewilderment or perplexity (the kind of feeling one has
when lost in a “maze”). Shakespeare used the word this way in Act
IV of King John: “I am amaz’d, methinks, and lose my way / Among
the thorns and dangers of the world.” Today, however, to be amazed
means to be in a state of extreme surprise or wonder. Most of us
already know that, but is there anything about this word that would
make it a good word to meditate on? I think there is.
There is some value and virtue in keeping our hearts open to
the extent that we can be amazed. If we’ve seen so much, or perhaps
grown so tired, that nothing amazes us anymore, then I believe we’ve
suffered a sad loss. As far as the objective reality around us is concerned, there is very much in the world to be amazed about. Several
times a day, most of us encounter something that should fill us with
surprise and wonder. If our antennas are not up, however, the astonishing qualities of these things will be lost on us.
I would even go so far as to say that we are benefited by being
amazed in the older sense, at least once in a while. Many of us have
gotten so confident in our modernity that it would do us good to suffer some occasional bewilderment or perplexity. It’s healthy to get lost
in a “maze” sometimes — and thus to be reminded of our fallibility.
Amazement is certainly one of the keys to learning. As Hans
Selye said, “The true scientist never loses the faculty of amazement.”
We need to keep our childhood curiosity and sense of wonder as long
as we can. When we lose it, we quit learning new and useful things.
Beyond the learning value of amazement, however, we’re simply
healthier, more interesting people when there is some amazement in
our lives. If I could choose only one life to live, I’d rather be a country bumpkin any day, easily and enjoyably amazed at the simplest of
things, than to be a sophisticated man-about-town who’s outlived his
enthusiasm for the wonders of the everyday world.
As Tammie glow’red, amazed and curious,
The mirth and fun grew fast and furious.
Robert Burns

March 3

Reinforcement
What reinforcement we may gain from hope . . .
J o h n M i lt o n

N

one of us is so strong that we don’t need some occasional reinforcement. In particular, we need the kind of

reinforcement that comes, as Milton suggests, from hope. As the days
come and go, our energies wane, our commitments weaken, and our
courage fails. Fairly frequently, we need to receive a reinforcement of
hope. We need to be buttressed with fresh strength.
But here is what I want you to think about: the best kinds of
reinforcement are those that add a different kind of strength than what
was already there. As in the physical world, the things that do the best
job of reinforcing are those that add strength from a different angle.
Older and younger. Do you want some serious reinforcement in
your life in a hurry? Just go find somebody whose chronological age is
very different from your own. Interact with them. Listen to them.
Men and women. A major part of the beauty and mystery of life
is the difference between the unique strengths of men and women.
To be truly strong, masculine strength needs to be reinforced by what
men can learn about strength from women, and vice versa.
Rich and poor. One reason for our weakness nowadays is that we
cut ourselves off from any real contact with anyone outside our own
social and economic niche. But “inter-niche” contact is reinforcing.
Each of us is a unique being, made up of strengths not found in
any other person in exactly the same combination. What that means
is that all of us have the ability to add reinforcing strength to other
people’s lives. Because we’re different, the strengths we impart to
one another will always come from a different “angle” than what was
already in that person’s life. And ultimately, that’s why our gifts have
been given to us, whatever they may be. Our endowments are not for
our private enjoyment alone; they’re meant to be used in the work of
reinforcement. And we use our various gifts best when we use them
“to charm, to strengthen, and to teach.”
But the great Master said, “I see
No best in kind, but in degree;
I gave a various gift to each,
To charm, to strengthen, and to teach.”
H e n r y W a d s wo r t h L o n g f e l l ow

March 4

Selflessness
A man cannot enter into the deepest center
of himself . . . unless he is able to pass entirely
out of himself and give himself to other people
in the purity of a selfless love.
T h om a s M e r t o n

O

ne of the great ironies of life is that we find ourselves by losing ourselves. If we’re so obsessed with what

we’ve accumulated for our own enjoyment that we won’t let go of any
of it for the sake of others, the result is not a richer life but a poorer
one. (Think of Scrooge on Christmas Eve.) On the other hand, if we
put less emphasis on what is ours and embrace the idea of sacrifice,
what we find is that we’ve gained more than we’ve given away. (Think
of Scrooge on Christmas morning.) We find what we’re looking for
only after we start looking for something else. We get a “self ” not by
self-centered-ness but by — believe it or not — self-less-ness.
If we haven’t come to terms with it already, it’s high time we recognized that we’re happiest when we’re giving ourselves away. That’s
just the nature of the reality that we happen to be a part of, and we
can no more change it than we can amend the law of gravity. To try,
as many do, to gain happiness by selfishness rather than selflessness
is an effort doomed to failure. C. S. Lewis said it this way: “What is
outside the system of self-giving is not earth, nor nature, nor ordinary
life, but simply and solely Hell. Yet even Hell derives from this law
such reality as it has. That fierce imprisonment in the self is but the
obverse of the self-giving which is absolute reality.” Selfishness is an
assault on reality, and reality can’t be successfully assaulted.
This doesn’t mean we have no self-interest at all. It would be
an unhealthy person indeed who had no concern for his own wants
and needs. But selflessness means that we’re willing to sacrifice for the
good of others and that our own desires are filled up only when we’re
willing to pour them out. There aren’t going to be any good things in
the world if somebody doesn’t do some giving, and if we want a share
of the goodness, we’re going to have to participate in the giving. The
world being as it is, there is no serious gain without significant loss.
Every man brings an egg and every one wants
an omelette — but without breaking his own egg.
That poses a most difficult situation.
Frank Mar

March 5

Clarity
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

T

here is too much fuzziness in most of our lives. What
should be sharp and clear is often indistinct and cloudy. We need
to bring some clarity to the business of living — and also of loving.
Clarity in our thinking. Since our actions are the consequence
of our thinking, we need to think clearly. Sometimes, however, we
don’t work very hard at doing this, even on important subjects. Alfred
North Whitehead once spoke of a certain philosophy as “an adventure
in the clarification of thought.” If you know the philosophy of which
he spoke, you may doubt whether it made things any clearer, but still,
his expression, “an adventure in the clarification of thought,” is interesting. How long has it been since you’ve embarked on an adventure
like that? How recently has your thinking been clarified?
Clarity in our relationships. Sometimes our relationships lack
quality because they’re ill-defined. We haven’t made the effort to
know the other person clearly, and we haven’t given them the chance
to know us clearly — so things are a little foggy. How much better it
would be if we clarified things with openness, humility, and courage.
Perhaps we find it difficult to think and speak and relate to others clearly because we don’t experience things clearly ourselves. And
maybe that’s because so much of our experience now is “synthetic.”
Cut off from the clarity of things in the natural world, our minds are
fed primarily by the flickering images on computer monitors, televisions, and movie screens. As wonderful as these media are, they can
never present more than a vague representation of original reality. Out
of touch with sharply defined reality itself, it’s no surprise that our
thinking loses a bit of focus. So we would do well to “clear up” our
intellect and our imaginations more often by directly experiencing the
creatures and creations that call to us outside our doors. Things that
are clear in themselves can help keep our minds clear.

There is a poignancy in all things clear,
In the stare of the deer, in the ring of a hammer in the morning.
Seeing a bucket of perfectly lucid water
We fall to imagining prodigious honesties.
Richard Wilbur

March 6

Innovation
We are more ready to try the untried when
what we do is inconsequential. Hence the remarkable
fact that many inventions had their birth as toys.
E r i c H off e r

D

elightful things often occur when we’re willing
to try something new. Perhaps that is why children’s lives

are so full of joy: their natural sense of playfulness encourages them
to turn things upside-down and inside-out. Young people’s lives fairly
bristle with innovation, and the discoveries they make are often of
benefit even to those much older than themselves.
As grown-ups, we often find it hard to get the right balance
when it comes to innovation. Sometimes we go to the extreme of
worshiping whatever is new, and we foolishly toss overboard anything
that has any age or tradition to it. When we’re in this mode, we need
to be reminded that there’s nothing inherently valuable about newness; its value depends upon its context, and we need to think twice
before we smash a tradition that can’t be recovered once it’s destroyed.
Yet we often go to the other extreme as well. We become so wedded to the status quo that we reject innovations that would be truly
helpful. The apple cart becomes so sacred that we dare not touch it.
Yet, as Frank A. Clark suggested, “Why not upset the apple cart? If
you don’t, the apples will rot anyway.” It would be foolish to blindly
apply that thinking to every situation, obviously, but there’s no denying the value of the question itself: why not upset the apple cart?
Even in our personal relationships, there is a sense in which we
need to be wholesomely innovative. No matter what the problem or
project, if others can count on us to bring a fresh and helpful perspective to the undertaking, that’s a very fine reputation to have.
Whatever may be our individual talents and abilities, these were
meant to be used — energetically and even innovatively. If we’re actively engaged with life, we’ll make some delightful discoveries in the
course of trying out new approaches to old problems. We’ll be willing,
at least once in a while, to experiment . . . just like the curious child
who says, “I wonder what would happen if you did it this way?”
I will work out the divinity that is busy within my mind
And tend the means that are mine.
Pindar
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Inventiveness
The most gifted members of the human species
are at their creative best when they cannot have their way.
E r i c H off e r

O

ne of the most amazing things about us is our ability to find solutions when we’re faced with prob-

lems. Nearly every day we see evidence, either in our own lives or
those of others, that the old adage is true: “necessity is the mother
of invention.” When our path is blocked, we find an alternate route.
When we’re frustrated, we find a way to make progress. When no
tool exists that will serve our purpose, we invent a new tool. We’re a
creative species, and it seems there is no end to our inventiveness.
Unfortunately, human beings have not always used their inventiveness to good ends. Many of the most harmful contrivances in the
world have been conceived by geniuses whose creativity was allowed
to run loose, unfettered by true principles or worthy values. And so we
need not think that inventiveness is a good thing all by itself. If true
goodness is to result from our ingenuity, our creative powers must be
harnessed and disciplined. When we answer the call to be inventive, it
must be in the pursuit of goodness only and never evil.
The world would be a better place, for example, if we would use
less of our inventiveness to get what we want for ourselves and more
of it to help supply the needs of those around us. If we could manage
to be even half as ingenious and clever in helping other people as we
are in helping ourselves, the world would be improved radically.
And speaking of our relationship to others, the most inventive
force in the world is love. Whatever it is that needs to be figured out
or accomplished, love will find a way. It doesn’t really matter what the
hurdle is, if a person is in love, the hurdle is likely to be cleared.
Since the things and the people we love cause us to be so inventive, we need to be wise in deciding what those things are. Almost
inevitably, we move in the direction of our aspirations, creatively getting around every problem that stands between us and what we want.
So, as the old-timers used to say, we need to be careful what we want,
because we’re apt to get it. Our inventiveness can be counted on to get
us to our goals; the only question is whether our goals are worthy.

Our inventions mirror our secret wishes.
L aw r en c e D u r r ell
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Creativity
Man unites himself with the world
in the process of creation.
E r i c h F r omm

W

e’re born into a pre-made world, but within that
world we have the ability to make many new

things ourselves. The cynic might say that we can’t make anything really new; we can only do new things with the raw materials
that were already here. But what wonderful reorderings of the raw
materials we’re capable of! Our creativity is a truly fascinating force.
Because it’s so powerful, our creative urge needs to be carefully
managed. Among those who’re seriously involved in creative work, we
often hear it said (by artists, musicians, writers, etc.) that the only reason for their work is to allow the creators to “express themselves.” But
in a world where we’re all connected to one another, that should never
be the case. Not everything that a person might “express” needs to see
the light of day, and before I create anything, I need to ask myself the
question: will this expression of myself make a positive contribution to
those around me or will it pollute them? Will it help or will it hurt?
Our ability to create happens to have a rather serious stewardship
attached to it, and in our present culture, there may be some doubt
about whether we’re handling that stewardship responsibly. “We live
at a time when man believes himself fabulously capable of creation,
but he does not know what to create” ( José Ortega y Gasset).
When we take a wise approach to the creative act, however, magnificent things can be accomplished. Our creativity can bring a much
needed freshness to our own lives and those of others. And not only
that, we have it within our power to create things that will continue to
do good long after we’re gone from this world. Few of us are going to
be remembered by succeeding generations, but the question of what
we’re going to leave behind is still significant. We’re at our best when
we’re using our creative powers to do lasting good. It doesn’t matter
whether the history books are going to give us the credit for it; it only
matters that we’ve created something good that will continue to live.

Creativity is not merely the innocent spontaneity of our youth
and childhood; it must also be married to the passion of the adult
human being, which is a passion to live beyond one’s death.
R o l l o M ay
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Work
Every man is a consumer, and ought to be a producer.
He fails to make his place good in the world unless he not only
pays his debt but also adds something to the common wealth.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

T

echnically, “work” is simply toil or labor — it’s physical or mental effort or activity. But I’d like to suggest

that we’d profit from thinking of work in a higher sense. The best
concept of work is that which sees it as more than mere labor — it is
labor that adds value to the world. When we’re working, we’re adding
“something to the common wealth,” as Emerson put it. We’re repaying our debt to the world, first, by replenishing the resources that
we’ve taken out of it and, second, by adding some value that wasn’t
there before. The result of our work is that something in the world
has been improved in some way. Some worth has been created.
It’s unfortunate that we so often limit the word “work” to the
work that we’re paid to do. When we speak of the “workplace,” we
usually mean the realm of money-paying jobs and careers. But the
work that a human being does over the course of his or her lifetime
involves a good bit more than that person’s vocation. In fact, much,
if not most, of the value that gets added to the world is added by the
things that people do when they’re not “at work,” and we need to quit
thinking that the only folks who’re working are those who have “jobs.”
In regard to our work, one of the best things we can do is dedicate it to one or more persons whom we love. It’s no coincidence that
writers usually dedicate their work to someone; great power comes
from having a special someone “for” whom we’re doing our work. But
we don’t have to be a writer to benefit from this power. Whatever
work we’re doing, we can see ourselves as doing it for someone else.
Good work is a blessing to be appreciated, not a burden to be
resented. It’s a privilege to have the opportunity to add value back
to a world that has given us so much. And if we’ll think of our work
rightly, there’s a good chance we’ll want to enter into it appreciatively,
enthusiastically, and energetically. Adding value by giving honest effort
is a thing we’ll find satisfying and, yes, even enjoyable.
Work! Thank God for the swing of it,
for the clamoring, hammering ring of it.
A n o n y mo u s
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Restraint
Liberty exists in proportion to wholesome restraint.
Daniel Webster

I

f we think that freedom means the absence of any
restraint, then we’re headed straight toward one of

life’s greatest disappointments. It’s nothing but naive to think
we can indulge every desire in any way we please, express ourselves
with reckless abandon, disregard the rules of every game we play in,
and still be remembered for having made a worthy contribution to
the world. Listen to me: life doesn’t work that way, and if we think it
does, we’re bound to have our hearts broken sooner or later.
It doesn’t matter what kind of power is under consideration,
whether in nature or in human relationships, power has to be restrained. Out-of-control power is never anything but destructive, and
the greater the power is, the more damage it will do if it’s not regulated, made to stay in bounds, and balanced by other forces.
If raw, unrestrained power did as much good as any other kind, a
strong boxer could win every bout by simply rushing into the ring and
throwing as many wild punches as possible. But as anybody knows
who’s ever been in a boxing match (or any other kind of difficult
human situation), merely flailing away doesn’t get the job done. To
keep from getting your head knocked off, you’ve got to husband your
strength, restrain your impulses, and keep punches under control.
In the living of a human life, there is no way around our need for
restraint. We need some external restraints (laws, rules, requirements,
etc.), and we need some internal restraints (training, discipline, selfcontrol, etc.). We even need to have some friends who’ll restrain us.
We need these things, because without them we’d often go too far.
Rarely is it wise or beneficial to do, say, or think, all that might
be done, said, or thought. More is not always better, and there’s an
undeniable beauty in things like reserve and understatement. So we
need not only strength, but also wisdom. We need not only freedom,
but also government. For those times when we can’t see for ourselves
that “enough is enough,” we need the help of limits, those signposts of
various kinds that simply say, “Here, but no further.”

Ah, men do not know how much strength is in poise,
That he goes the farthest who goes far enough.
J a m e s R u s s e l l L ow e l l
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Development
Those who won our independence believed that the final end
of the State was to make men free to develop their faculties.
Justice Louis Brandeis

F

reedom is not given to us for selfish indulgence; it’s
meant to be used in reaching our potential. This is as

much true of our civil freedoms as it is of those that are more personal
in nature. Even the laws under which we live are for the purpose of
creating conditions in which we can flourish and “develop [our] faculties,” as Brandeis put it. Not many people realize that’s what freedom
is for, and many who realize it don’t take full advantage of it, but
freedom is for the purpose of helping us grow. It’s not about doing
whatever we want; it’s about becoming all we’re capable of.
There is a sense in which human lives have to be “unfolded”
or “unpacked.” They don’t come already put together, and to say (as
the label always says when you’re in a hurry) that “some assembly is
required” is a considerable understatement. So “development” is the
word we often use to describe what has to happen if a person’s character is going to become all it’s capable of being. It’s as if many things
are wrapped up in us that have to be unpacked.
Like many of the most worthwhile things, the development of
character takes time. It’s not work that can be done in one day. In fact,
when we see it properly, we recognize that it’s a lifetime process. No
matter how long we live, our character still needs some development.
But haven’t we all seen a tendency in our lives to stop developing
at some point? Indeed, the challenge of avoiding stagnation is one of
the major challenges we face. It takes extraordinary commitment and
discipline to keep on developing as long as we are in this world.
Rather serious issues are at stake, however. The choice that confronts us is, as someone has said, “Develop or die.” Our endowments
are wonderful. Our resources are abundant. Our potential is so vast
that it seems unlimited. But none of these things can be neglected
without frightful consequences later on. If there’s a law that’s clearly
written on every page of nature’s book, it is this: use it or lose it.
In every animal . . . a more frequent and continuous use of any organ gradually
strengthens, develops and enlarges that organ . . . while the permanent disuse
of any organ imperceptibly weakens and deteriorates it, and progressively
diminishes its functional capacity, until it finally disappears.
Jean-Baptiste Lamarck
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Satisfaction
He is well paid that is well satisfied.
William Shakespeare

M

any things we may not have, but if we have what
gives us satisfaction, we can give thanks. No two of

us are exactly the same, and so no two of us are going to be satisfied
by the same things, but the world we live in is so wonderfully varied,
there is something to satisfy everybody. What we need to do is make
up our minds to be satisfied with our own satisfactions. Rather than
being seduced by the advertisers and entertainers to want things that
wouldn’t be satisfying even if we had them, we’d do better to bow our
heads and give humble thanks for our own real satisfactions.
It’s a common misconception that satisfaction is the same as
apathy or indifference, but it’s not. Genuine satisfaction doesn’t mean
complacency; it means contentment. Satisfaction still leaves room
for growth, and it knows how to aspire to greater things. But it also
knows how to enjoy and be honestly grateful for present benefits.
What it comes down to is this: things don’t have to be perfectly satisfying in order for them to be pleasantly satisfying.
It’s an old suggestion, but it still contains a lot of good sense:
simple things are often the most satisfying. As I am writing this, for
example, the morning sun has just climbed above the horizon and
warmed the waiting world with a golden glow. As I look up from my
writing desk and take in the view outside my window, I see something
that is satisfying in a simple way. Whatever else I may not have on this
day in my life, I have enjoyed something that should content my soul.
But life isn’t just about being satisfied; it’s about giving satisfaction to others. It’s not always possible to do that, of course, but when
it is, we should be eager to do it, even if it means going the extra mile.
Sacrificing to see that others are satisfied is one of life’s privileges.
You may never have thought about it, but your own satisfaction is
a contributor to the satisfaction of those around you. It’s one of life’s
most refreshing joys to know and work with people who are at peace
within themselves, and so we do everyone we deal with a favor when
we choose to be satisfied. Not apathetic, mind you. But satisfied.
Let a man’s talents or virtues be what they may, we only feel
satisfaction in his society as he is satisfied in himself.
William Hazlitt
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Truth
The ideals which have lighted my way,
and time after time have given me new courage
to face life cheerfully, have been kindness, beauty and truth.
Albert Einstein

T

ruth is not a figment of weak people’s imaginations;
it’s a strong and noble reality. Many of those who today

think it’s intellectually unsophisticated to talk about truth wouldn’t be
qualified to carry the briefcase of a man like Einstein, who not only
talked about it, but honored it, sought it, and used it to noble ends.
We may as well admit it: we fight hopelessly if we fight against
truth. Reality is unassailable. In the short term we may get away with
operating on the basis of falsehood, but eventually the truth will assert
itself. As Edgar J. Mohn colorfully said it, “A lie has speed, but truth
has endurance.” So philosophically, we ought to avoid untruth. But
not only philosophically, we ought to avoid untruth personally. It simply does no good to deal in deceit. “Every time you try to smother a
truth, two others get their breath” (Bill Copeland). So it seems smart
to go ahead and commit ourselves to truth.
Doing that, however, requires more of us than we might think.
Truth is not always easy to find, and the reason is one we may not like
to confront. “We do not err because truth is difficult to see. It is visible at a glance. We err because this is more comfortable” (Alexander
Solzhenitsyn). For every time when we haven’t looked hard enough
for the truth, there are hundreds of times when we’ve run away from
truth that was in plain view. Our difficulty is not so much ignorance
as it is cowardice. So a commitment to truth is a test of our bravery.
A fearless commitment to truth is one of the great components
of moral human character. As far as I can see, it might even be the
greatest of all. No matter what other virtues may adorn us, without a
commitment to truth, everything else turns to the dust of death.
But we don’t honor truth by paying lip service to it; we do it by
submitting to it. That means that we must follow it, rather than try to
lead it. There’s just no calculating the good that can happen when we
expend our energies in the service of truth — or the damage that can
be done when we employ our powers trying to subvert the truth.
I have one request: may I never use my reason against truth.
Elie Wiesel
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Life

Life is a hard fight, a struggle, a wrestling with the principle
of evil, hand to hand, foot to foot. Every inch of the way is disputed.
The night is given us to take breath and to pray, to drink deep at the
fountain of power. The day, to use the strength that has been
given us, to go forth to work with it till the evening.
Florence Nightingale

T

o live — that is, to be fully alive — is a test of the
highest powers within us. The thing that can truly be

called “life” can’t be reached by taking the course of least resistance. It
can only be enjoyed by those who’re prepared to grasp it with decisiveness and determination. With anything less than that, we find that
we’re not really living. We’re just passive puppets who’re “being lived.”
Most of us can probably sympathize with Jules Laforgue’s sentiment: “Oh, how daily life is!” It keeps coming at us, one day after
another, one moment after another. Continually, continually, continually these appear, as if marching to an inexorable drumbeat. One is
no sooner done with one than another presents itself before us. And
every single one of these days and moments asks to be used to a good
end or effect. If we default and do nothing (at least nothing worth
doing), the unused increments of our lives begin to pile up behind us,
creating a sad monument of negligence and lost opportunity.
So the gift of life — and it is a gift indeed — must be received
properly. We must appreciate it, certainly, but beyond that, we must
use it. It is to be employed as well as enjoyed. And the best employment of life is to use it defending and enhancing the lives of others,
helping them to have a greater measure of life in all its dimensions.
When we live responsibly, we live with a recognition of our connection to other people, and even to the other living creatures that
share our habitat. Except under rare circumstances, human life is not
a solo affair; it’s a communal effort. We’re living at our best when we
seek to relate ourselves rightly to the “unimaginable whole” of which
we are each a part. And what a delightful whole it happens to be!
Life is a roar of bargain and battle, but in the very heart of it
there rises a mystic spiritual tone that gives meaning to the whole.
It transmutes the dull details into romance. It reminds us that our only
but wholly adequate significance is as parts of the unimaginable
whole. It suggests that even while we think we are egotists
we are living to ends outside ourselves.
Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.
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Discussion
No discussion between two persons can be of any use,
until each knows clearly what it is that the other asserts.
Lewis Carroll

W

hen we discuss things, we often err by talking
when we should be listening. Taking it for granted

that we understand what the other person is saying, we’re primarily
concerned with whether they understand what we are saying to them.
Understanding is not as important to us as being understood, and so
our discussions often fizzle out ineffectively. What could have been a
dialogue between two inquirers, and therefore an exercise in understanding, becomes a pair of monologues between two talkers, both of
whom are in a defensive crouch rather than a learning posture.
Our English word “discuss” comes from a compound Latin verb:
dis- (“apart”) + quatere (“to shake”). It means, literally, to shake apart
or break up. But the thing “shaken apart” is not one’s counterpart in the
discussion — it’s the subject being discussed! To discuss something means
to examine it closely by exchanging ideas and viewpoints. When two
people discuss a matter, they speak to one another about it in an effort
to ascertain truth or reach agreement. A discussion is a “talking over”
of something. It’s a consideration of a topic by means of conversation.
Discussion is a great help in clarifying our thinking. “Reading
makes a full man, meditation a profound man, discourse a clear man”
(Benjamin Franklin). We learn not just by thinking but by conversing,
and most of us need to go through the give-and-take of a few discussions before we can see a subject clearly. “As iron sharpens iron, so a
man sharpens the countenance of his friend” (Book of Proverbs).
But there is another, more important, reason why discussions are
valuable: they help us along the path to common understanding. It is
by discussing things that groups of people meld their visions into a
shared vision, and their commitments into mutual commitments.
Discussions can sometimes turn contentious, as we all know, but
they don’t have to do so. And when they’re conducted respectfully,
as among friends, they are truly one of life’s great joys. Debates and
defenses have their place, no doubt, but discussions have theirs too.
The more the pleasures of the body fade away,
the greater to me is the pleasure and charm of conversation.
P l at o
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Pondering
First ponder, then dare.
H e l m u t h v o n M o lt k e

I

t’s true that most of us need to be more adventuresome, but it’s also true that we need to ponder our

deeds before we do them. As

von Moltke says, the correct order
of action is: “First ponder, then dare.” And the more consequential the
dare, the more profound should be the pondering that precedes it.
“Ponder” comes from the Latin pondus (“weight”). It means to
consider something carefully. When we ponder, we “weigh” an idea
in our minds, thinking how significant it is or, if the thought is one
of action, what its outcome might be. Pondering is more than casual
thinking — it is thinking with painstaking care and thoroughness.
There is no better way to build credibility than to be a person
who ponders things. And in fact, we shouldn’t have much credibility if
we don’t consider things carefully. If we’re known to act rashly, we’ll
not be those whom our friends turn to in time of need or difficulty.
Our carelessness will keep us from being as trusted as we’d like to be.
The notion that ideas can be “weighed” in our minds ought to
be of more than passing interest. Contrary to what many seem to
think nowadays, not all ideas are equal and interchangeable. Some
have more weight than others; that is, some are more true, significant,
helpful, beautiful, and so forth. The challenge in thinking is to discern, by pondering them, which ideas are weighty and which are not.
When we’re making decisions, we need to let the weighty ideas count
for more, and pay somewhat less attention to the lighter-weight trivia.
And the same principle applies when we’re weighing our words.
Being a person who ponders things may sound pretty dull, as if
that person never did anything but think. But the truth is, life is never
dull when we’re in a receptive state of mind. Those who take the time
to ponder the world and its happenings find that surprises often break
into their reveries. When we ruminate and meditate and cogitate, we
open the doors of our minds to . . . who knows what?
Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary,
Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore —
While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,
As of someone gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.
Edgar Allan Poe
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Advice
Four eyes see better than two.
A n o n y mo u s

I

t’s a foolish person indeed who doesn’t appreciate the
value of advice. When we’re looking at a situation that calls for

a decision, not any of us sees every single thing that can be seen. We
need the extra vision that comes from other sets of eyes, and to the
extent that we let our viewpoint be enlarged and improved by other
people’s perspectives, our decisions will tend to turn out better.
There are some, no doubt, who go to the opposite extreme and
take the advice of everyone they meet, without regard to whether the
advice is good, bad, or mediocre. But the person who takes everyone’s
advice is just as foolish as the person who doesn’t take anybody’s. At
some point, we have to take responsibility for our own choices, heeding good advice and disregarding that which is not so good.
But therein lies the trick! If we could always tell the difference between good and bad advice, we probably wouldn’t need any advice. As
John Churton Collins said, “To profit from good advice requires more
wisdom than to give it.” So each of us needs to grow in wisdom — the
wisdom that’s required both to recognize and act on good advice.
The most common mistake we make is disregarding any advice
that conflicts with our preferences and preconceived ideas. Whoever
agrees with our preferred course of action is “wise” and his advice is
“good,” while the fellow who warns us that we’re on the wrong road is
usually written off as someone who “just doesn’t understand.”
But sometimes the best advice is that which is the most uncomfortable. And not only that, the best advice sometimes comes from
unwelcome sources, perhaps even our enemies. Yet if we know what’s
good for us, we’ll learn to profit from helpful advice, regardless of
where it comes from or how little we may want to hear it.
In my experience, the best advice usually has to be sought out.
It doesn’t come looking for us; we have to take the initiative. Because
they desire to be courteous, many of our wisest friends won’t speak
frankly about our circumstances unless we ask them to. And as we all
know, asking for advice can be hard. But in the long run, we only hurt
ourselves if we keep silent when we should be asking for help.
I not only use all the brains I have but all I can borrow.
W ood r ow W i l s o n
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Quietness
True silence is the rest of the mind and is to the spirit
what sleep is to the body, nourishment and refreshment.
William Penn

O

ur need for quietness seems to increase with each
passing day. It’s a loud world we live in, in more ways than

one, and we can’t stand loudness without some periods of relief.
Torturers have always known that it’s possible to drive a human being
insane by subjecting him to incessant noise, even if it’s no more than
the dripping of water. We have an irrevocable need for quietness: our
minds and hearts need stillness and silence in order to rest. And not
only that, but they need these things in order to grow. “I cannot be
the man I should be without times of quietness. Stillness is an essential part of growing deeper as we grow older” (Charles R. Swindoll).
Our need for quietness, however, shouldn’t send us into the
woods or up to the mountaintop, there to live apart from any other
living being. Quietness, like physical sleep, is a necessity now and
then, but it’s not the ultimate goal of life, and we can’t allow our
enjoyment of things like meditation to detract from our responsibilities to others. As Morton Kelsey suggests, “What we do with our lives
outwardly, how well we care for others, is as much a part of meditation as what we do in quietness and turning inward.”
Yet there’s no denying that we need more quietness than we usually get in these days of urgent activity. The busier our lives become,
the more discipline it takes to eke out times of solitude and serenity.
It helps, I believe, to acknowledge the virtue of quietness. “Happiness
is the harvest of a quiet eye” (Austin O’Malley). We’re too quick to
dismiss the ideal of quietness, and its twin ideal of simplicity, as being
outdated, and we need to get back to appreciating their goodness.
Quietness, to be frank, is an aspect of maturity — physically,
emotionally, and even spiritually. Both the perception of its value and
the discipline of its practice are things that require growth. And like
most forms of worthwhile growth, quietness calls for commitment.
If only I may grow
firmer,
simpler,
quieter,
warmer.
D a g H a mm a r s k j ö l d
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Enhancement
Good is all that serves life, evil is all that serves death.
Good is reverence for life . . . and all that enhances life.
Evil is all that stifles life, narrows it down, cuts it to pieces.
E r i c h F r omm

F

ew things, if any, get better all by themselves. To

the
contrary, most things deteriorate unless somebody does something now and then to enhance them. To enhance means to augment
something for the better, to make its value or its beauty greater. And
that, really, is what our work in this world is all about. It’s not just
maintenance; it’s enhancement. By the work we do, we have the privilege of improving the things we deal with. And it’s a fine thing to be
known as individuals who enhance whatever we touch.
Appreciation for improvement. One of our major goals for personal growth ought to be the acquiring of a character that appreciates improvement. We must learn to see the value of working toward
betterment. We must gain a greater vision of what can happen when
we commit ourselves to adding value to all we deal with, little by little.
Enhancement of everything. With an appreciation for improvement, we then must be active enhancers. It’s more than an attitude;
it’s an active endeavor. We might even say it’s a way of life. In this way
of life, we don’t merely walk past that piece of litter on the sidewalk;
we pick it up and place it in the nearest trash can.
Gratitude for grace. The people who are the most active enhancers are usually those who are possessed of a deep sense of gratitude
for the grace that has been shown to them personally. And that’s no
coincidence. In the end, that’s the great motive for helping others: the
realization that we ourselves have been helped beyond our merits.
Sometimes, it’s surprising what enhances life. Just as certain
herbs and spices only release their full zest when they’re crushed or
rubbed together, we may find that the flavor of life is enhanced by
events that may, at first, seem to be only irritants. When we view life
with a basically appreciative attitude and respond to those around us
with grace and respect, even our differences can make life more zestful. But then, it’s not life that’s being enhanced — it’s we who are.
[My wife and I] sometimes had those little rubs which
Providence sends to enhance the value of its flavors.
Oliver Goldsmith
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Potential
There are admirable potentialities in every human being.
André Gide

P

otential has to do with possibilities. It means we are
capable of growing, developing, and learning to use powers that
are, at present, only latent within us. And the fact is, every human
being has some potential. That’s true because no human being is presently using all of the powers that he or she is capable of using. We all
have room to grow, and we need to be encouraged by the fact that our
potential for growth is greater than we’ve ever imagined.
There is a sense, of course, in which it’s better to have as little
potential as possible. If we define potential as unused ability, then it
would be a compliment if someone said we had very little of that!
But most of us do have at least a few powers that we’ve not yet
learned how to use, and so one of the most important items of business in life is reaching forward to the realization of our potential. In
fact, the quality of our lives depends more on this than it does on the
enjoyment of things we’ve already accomplished. There is always some
impulse within us that’s wanting to make progress. Apathy, indifference, complacency, and the like are deadly enemies of ours, and we’re
not happy, really, unless we’re striving toward our full potential.
And yet, there’s a consideration even more important than our
own growth, and that would be the growth of those whom we love.
We never use ourselves more worthily than when we do things that
assist our loved ones in reaching their potential. Indeed, we do them a
great favor when we even help them to see their potential more clearly.
And there aren’t many joys in life greater than watching someone
reach a potential we’ve helped them to see and develop.
The fulfillment of potential, whether it’s our own or somebody
else’s, almost always requires sacrifice. The weightlifter’s motto, “No
pain, no gain,” is pertinent to far more than physical training. There is
nothing worth having in life that doesn’t have a price tag, and the cost
of realizing our potential often consists of letting go of the comforts
of our present condition. We can’t have tomorrow and today too —
either we pay the price and grow, or we stay stuck right where we are.

The important thing is this: to be able at any moment
to sacrifice what we are for what we could become.
Charles DuBois
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Seasons
Sing a song of seasons!
Something bright in all!
Robert Louis Stevenson

J

ust as the year falls into four natural divisions —
spring, summer, autumn, and winter — it is good for

us to lead lives that are “seasonal.”

Nowadays many of us
are cut off from any significant contact with nature and its recurring
periods, and if we’re not careful, we will fall into the habit of doing
the same thing all of the time, twelve months a year. But just as nature
does a different kind of work in the spring than it does in the fall, we
need to vary the pattern of our living. Our human years need to be
characterized by seasons, so that we enjoy some rhythm and variety.
To begin with, it would help us to recover our appreciation of
the natural seasons. The qualities that distinguish the four seasons
are truly refreshing. Yet if we even notice these qualities, it is often
only to complain: if it is hot or cold, dry or rainy, we speak as if these
variations were undesirable. But they’re not undesirable; they’re the
changes that can give structure and pattern and texture to our lives.
We need to taste the seasons more consciously and appreciatively.
Taken as a whole, our lives also fall into seasons. There is the
spring of youth, the summer of early adulthood, the fall of late adulthood, and the winter of old age. All of these present special opportunities and challenges. Each is to be enjoyed and used wisely.
But young or old, it’s good to follow the natural seasons each
year, enjoy them, and adapt to their differences. If we’ll lead a summer-like life in the summer, a winter-like life in the winter, etc., we’ll
find ourselves not only relishing life more but also being more productive. Respecting the seasons is a good way to get more out of life.
Today, it’s good to be reminded that spring is the “first” season.
It’s a time of new beginnings and new growth. As greenery starts to
emerge from the gray of winter, who can help but be reminded of the
opportunity this gives us to renew our commitment to life? So whatever good thing you can begin — or renew — today, let it live in you!
In our hearts those of us who know anything worth knowing know
that in March a new year begins, and if we plan any new leaves,
it will be when the rest of Nature is planning them too.
J o s e p h W ood K r u t c h
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Examination
Before we set our hearts too much upon anything,
let us examine how happy those are who already possess it.
F r a n ç o i s d e l a R o c h e fo u c a u l d

M

any of life’s regrets come from not having looked
at things carefully enough. It frequently happens that

we acquire possessions or become involved in activities that end
up bringing us more grief than happiness, and it would have been
relatively easy to see where they would lead if we’d examined them
beforehand. That boat you thought you had to have, for example. Did
you even ask anyone how much time it would take to maintain it? As
La Rochefoucauld points out, before letting ourselves be disturbed by
desire for something, we ought to “examine how happy those are who
already possess it.” We ought, in other words, to look before we leap.
“Fine print” is usually boring to read, but it’s often helpful to read
it anyway. And the more important the contract, the more wise we are
to read the fine print. But we don’t often do that, do we? We assume
too much. We take too many things for granted, without examining
them, and then later, when we realize what we’ve gotten ourselves
into, we wish we’d inspected the situation a bit more carefully.
As little as we examine some things, however, there are others
that we examine too much. For instance, most of us spend far too
much time inspecting and analyzing business that is not our own. A
“busybody” is a person who meddles or pries into the affairs of others,
and that’s exactly what we catch ourselves being and doing sometimes. In fact, I have a friend who, based on his observation of human
nature, has formulated the following rule: our interest in any topic is
inversely proportional to that topic’s bearing on our own conduct.
A far more productive use of our time would be to engage in
self-examination. When Socrates said that “the unexamined life is not
worth living,” he wasn’t talking about making someone else’s life more
worthy by examining it! Our progress in life depends on our being
willing to scrutinize ourselves. The flaws are there waiting to be seen,
and they are correctable — but only if we submit to self-scrutiny.
When we see men of worth, we should think of becoming
like them; when we see men of contrary character,
we should turn inward and examine ourselves.
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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Politeness
Manners are the happy way of doing things.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

I

f something may be done in more than one way, politeness means choosing the more gracious way of doing

it. Nearly

everything we do has an impact on somebody else, and
being polite is simply one way of making our impact as pleasant as
possible. For example, the act of chewing one’s food can be accomplished with one’s mouth open or closed. But the inside of the human
mouth, especially when there’s food in it, is not a very attractive sight,
and so to make our table mates’ experience more pleasant, we spare
them the sight of our open mouth. George Washington, who learned
early about how human influence works, wrote this in his copybook
when he was sixteen years old: “Put not another bite into your Mouth
till the former be Swallowed, and let not your Morsels be too big for
your Mouth.” That’s a “happy way” of doing things at the table!
The rules of etiquette are not arbitrary, and before we discard
them, we might do well to consider that these are time-tested ways
that have been proven to have some value. The fact that some people
carry them too far doesn’t mean they have no usefulness at all.
Some people who flout the conventions of politeness do so
because they think their rudeness projects a certain kind of strength
or bravado. But the truly strong don’t need to be impolite. As Eric
Hoffer observed, “Rudeness is the weak man’s imitation of strength.”
Nor is politeness insincere or pretentious. “Politeness is the art of
selecting among one’s real thoughts” (Madame de Staël). Not everything we truly think needs to be spoken out loud, and even when
tough truths need to be communicated, politeness will make us want
to balance our courage with a healthy measure of consideration.
The bottom line is this: politeness looks out for the other person’s
best interests. It wants the other person to have as pleasant an experience as possible. So good manners are just a way of showing courtesy
and kindness to those around us. And while the difference between
the polite and the impolite may sometimes seem too small to be significant, that’s not an argument for discarding the idea of politeness.
In fact, it may be the little acts of politeness that matter the most.
Never come between anyone and the fire.
Wabasha
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Choice
You choose, you live the consequences. Every yes, no, maybe,
creates the school you call your personal experience.
Richard Bach

E

ach time we make a choice, taking one fork in the
road and not the other, an interesting thing hap-

pens. On the one hand, our lives expand. As we move forward along
the path we’ve chosen, new elements are added to our experience that
weren’t there before. But on the other hand, our lives contract. The
path that we didn’t take is no longer a possibility. Whatever might
have been if we’d chosen that option is something we’ve now let go
of. Some similar choice might open up in the future, but it will be a
different choice, at least slightly. Once choices have been made, those
exact choices never come to us again. When we choose our path, we
open our hands to certain things and we let go of others.
None of us is happy with every choice we’ve ever made. Now
and then, we all make decisions that yield unexpected consequences.
But there are two points to keep in mind about that. One is the point
made by Richard Bach above: “Every yes, no, maybe, creates the
school you call your personal experience.” The wonderful variety in
life — the exquisite particularity of each individual — comes largely
from the combination of all our choices, both the painful and the
pleasant. Not many of us have complexions that are flawlessly perfect,
and we don’t have a personal track record that’s perfect either. In both
cases, we must learn how to be comfortable in our own “skin.”
But the second point is that we should have the maturity and
discipline to act with honor concerning our choices. The man who
says, “I’ll honor this contract as long as it doesn’t stand between me
and something else I might want in the future” is probably not a
fellow we’d want to go into business with. We all want to deal with
people who honor their choices, and we need to do the same thing
ourselves. In the end, it helps to know that life is made better, not
worse, by things like trust and honor. We can’t always be hedging our
bets, running away from risk, and trying to get out of inconvenient
arrangements. Choices made and promises kept are the stuff of life.

Life does not give itself to one who
tries to keep all its advantages at once.
Léon Blum
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Efficiency
There can be no economy where there is no efficiency.
Benjamin Disraeli

B

y definition, efficiency reduces waste, and for that
reason it’s an essential habit to acquire. When our

resources are scarce, it’s obviously important to minimize waste, but
when they’re abundant, as they are for most of us nowadays, it’s no
less important to use those resources efficiently. When we’re plentifully supplied with raw materials to do our work, it’s harder to see the
need for carefulness, but abundance is never an excuse for waste, and
we should always get the most good that we can out of every moment,
every dollar, and every ounce of our strength.
I would suggest that the area where efficiency and good stewardship are most critical is the area of personal talents and abilities.
Since these are intangible qualities, it may be harder to see them as
“resources,” but that’s exactly what they are. Think, for example, about
a trait like intelligence. The more intelligent a person is, the more that
person should use his or her intelligence efficiently, that is, wasting as
little of it as possible on unworthy pursuits. “Be pleased, O God, to
grant unto me that great freedom of mind that will enable me to . . .
manage the common affairs of life in such wise as not to misemploy
or neglect the improvement of my talents” (Susanna Wesley).
It is often pointed out today, by teachers like Stephen R. Covey,
that “efficiency” must always be governed by “effectiveness.” We may
climb life’s ladder with all the efficiency in the world (good technique), but if, when we get to the top, we find that we’ve had our ladder leaning against the wrong wall (wrong vision), we’re in trouble.
Working efficiently and effectively requires the old-fashioned
quality of wisdom. There’s no shortcut to it — except our willingness
to listen and learn from the wisdom of those who’ve gone before us.
The thing to remember is that we’re only here for a short time.
We have only a limited number of days to make the contribution that
we were put here to make. And so it’s common sense, at the very least,
to work as efficiently as we can. If by working efficiently, we can reach
the end of our lives having done more good than by working any other
way, that’s a pretty sound argument for learning how to be efficient.
The possession of efficiency — the power to do.
N i c h o l a s M u r r ay B u t l e r
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Fascination
Youth, large, lusty, loving — youth, full of grace,
force, fascination, do you know that old age may come
after you with equal grace, force, fascination?
W a lt W h i t m a n

N

o matter who we are or where we may be on life’s
pathway, fascination should characterize us. We

should, on the one hand, be people who enjoy being fascinated by the
assortment of wonders around us, but on the other hand, we should
take such an approach to life that our lives end up having a little
fascination of their own. “Being fascinating” doesn’t qualify as one of
the major goals in life, obviously, but the fact remains, if a human life
is well lived, fascination will be one of its by-products.
If something “fascinates” us, what does that mean? It means that
it holds our interest with intense attraction. It spellbinds us. Think of
the snake charmer using music and movement to hold the unbroken
attention of a cobra. Think of the hypnotist mesmerizing his subject
or the orator enthralling his audience. That which fascinates us intrigues us. It does more than pique our interest; it rivets our attention.
But what is it that really fascinates us? I like Calvin Miller’s
suggestion: “Joy intrigues.” Isn’t that it? Aren’t we most powerfully
intrigued by those who, despite the ups and downs and the occasional
unhappiness of life, drink deeply of a joy that seems to be theirs no
matter what? I think we are, and I think our fascination with joy is a
significant clue to many of the greater mysteries of the human spirit.
So we don’t become fascinating by imitating the ways in which
other people are fascinating; we do it by entering deeply and enthusiastically into the experience that happens to be our own. One of the
most fascinating people I’ve ever met was a lady who lived in the same
retirement center as my father for a while. She was 104 years old, had
never been married, and had been retired from her job as a school
teacher for over forty years. Her fascination came not from having
done anything offbeat, but from having wholeheartedly lived the life
that was hers to live. And so the question is not what we’ve done; it’s
how joyously we’ve let our years be used up, whether many or few.
There’s a fascination frantic
In a ruin that’s romantic;
Do you think you are sufficiently decayed?
Sir William Schwenck Gilbert
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Expectation
Expect people to be better than they are;
it helps them to become better. But don’t be disappointed
when they are not; it helps them to keep trying.
M e r r y B r ow n e

O

ur expectations are powerful forces that act on
other people’s lives. High expectations pull people upward;

low expectations drag them downward. So it behooves us to be careful
what we expect of others. What we expect is very often what we get.
But the suggestion that we should expect the best in those
around us is often met with cynicism, if not outright mockery. “It’s
naive to expect the best,” some would say. I well remember a teacher
in college who told me, “Gary, nobody ever went broke underestimating the ignorance of the human race.” He said it humorously, tonguein-cheek, but I’m afraid there are a number of people who would
say that and not be joking at all. In fact, most people seem to think
cynicism is the safest path to follow: “Expect the worst, and then if
anything better than that takes place, you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”
Whatever safety there may be in cynicism, however, I know of no
world-class performers in any field who take that approach. Can we
imagine, for example, a Vince Lombardi ever telling his football players, “Now, guys, I don’t really expect that you’re going to play up to
your potential, but if it turns out that you do, that’ll be okay. I’ll take
it as a pleasant surprise”? No, high achievers around the world have
always expected the best of themselves and of everybody else too.
In fact, it’s not naive to expect the best of others. The best that
others can offer may not be flawlessly perfect, but whatever their best
is, they’re capable of offering that, and it’s not unrealistic to expect it.
“Great expectations” (to borrow Charles Dickens’s phrase)
motivate us. They give us energy to “go for the good stuff.” And so
it makes a lot of sense to do three things: (1) nourish high expectations of ourselves, (2) surround ourselves with friends who’ll keep our
expectations high, and (3) influence others to expect higher things for
themselves. In every possible way, it’s wise to encourage hope in the
hearts of our fellow travelers. It’s among the greatest of all gifts.
A master can tell you what he expects of you.
A teacher, though, awakens your own expectations.
P at r i c i a N e a l
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Appreciation
It takes a heap o’ livin’ in a house t’ make it a home,
A heap o’ sun an’ shadder, an’ ye sometimes have t’ roam
Afore ye really ’preciate the things ye lef ’ behind,
An’ hunger fer ’em somehow, with ’em allus on yer mind.
Edgar Albert Guest

I

t’s sad how little we appreciate some things until
we’ve lost them or they’ve been left behind. By defer-

ring our appreciation until we’ve been deprived, we miss out on so
much of the day-to-day enjoyment of appreciation. It would be so
much better if we paid the price to gain a sense of gratitude right now.
Appreciation is the last link in a chain that starts with the conscious effort to count our blessings. It has never been said better than in
the words of the old hymn: “Count your many blessings, name them
one by one.” This means consciously focusing our minds on the things
that are valuable to us. And though this sounds simple, it is no small
task in these busy days. We rarely have the time to leisurely and luxuriously reflect on each of the good things in our lives — but we need
to take the time to do so. When we do, it’s likely that we’ll be struck
by how sadly our lives would be impoverished if we didn’t have these
things, and that awareness then leads to the last link in the chain — appreciation. So remember the sequence: (1) meditation on our blessings,
(2) awareness of their importance, and (3) appreciation of their value.
Out of all the things we ought to appreciate, of course, the greatest are the people around us. In the words of psychologist William
James’s famous statement, “The deepest principle of human nature is
the craving to be appreciated.” In our heart of hearts, we all know that
this saying contains a great insight. And if we know how much we appreciate being appreciated, that’s all the more reason for us to go out
of our way to appreciate others. They need it as much as we do.
Disliking things is easy, isn’t it? It requires little effort and little
character. But finding worthy things to like and then fully appreciating them requires more of us. That being true, let’s set ourselves
a goal: let’s aspire to be people who’re defined by both the goodness of the
things we love and the depth of our appreciation for every one of them.
The question is not what a man can scorn,
or disparage, or find fault with, but what
can he love and value and appreciate.
John Ruskin
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Morale
Morale is faith in the person at the top.
A n o n y mo u s

I

n most of the groups that we’re members of, great
things depend on the morale of the group. If those who

make up a group are collectively discouraged, depressed, negligent, and
unwilling to work, it’s not likely that good things are going to result.
But if they’re confident, cheerful, disciplined, and eager to contribute,
there aren’t many goals that can’t be accomplished by the group. In all
collective endeavors, very much depends on morale.
Leaders need to understand and accept the fact that morale
among the “troops” is largely a matter of whether the troops believe
the leaders know what they’re doing. Great morale comes from leadership being trusted — trusted to lead successfully in the direction of
goals that are held by all to be good and important.
But if “morale is faith in the person at the top,” many people
would say, “Morale is not my responsibility; I’m not the person at the
top.” If we think that way, we’re probably taking a somewhat limited
view of our lives. We’re probably only thinking of one or two of our
relationships, such as work or school. But in the larger reality, all of us
are members of dozens of different relationships, and every one of us
has the responsibility for leadership in at least some of these.
Think of a relationship, however small, in which others look to
you for leadership. How is the morale? Is the relationship encouraged
or discouraged? Could you make a difference by leading differently?
Sometimes without realizing it, the thing that we share with others is our fear, rather than our courage. But folks usually have enough
fears of their own. So Robert Louis Stevenson gave good advice when
he said, “Keep your fears to yourself, but share your courage.”
We need to value good morale enough to promote it and protect
it. And doing that often doesn’t require the taking of big steps; it only
requires that we take small steps in the right direction. Those who’re
following us just need to know that genuine progress is being made.
When enthusiasm is inspired by reason; controlled by caution;
sound in theory; practical in application; reflects confidence; spreads
good cheer; raises morale; inspires associates; arouses loyalty,
and laughs at adversity, it is beyond price.
Coleman Cox
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Eagerness
We act as though comfort and luxury were the
chief requirements of life, when all that we need to make
us happy is something to be enthusiastic about.
Charles Kingsley

R

unning out to meet life eagerly is a wise and beneficial thing to do. Whatever we do, we do it better when we

do it eagerly rather than reluctantly. Obstacles are overcome more
easily, cooperation from others is gained more freely, and satisfaction
is experienced more deeply when eagerness is a part of our approach.
If we take an honest look at our lives, however, many of us will
have to admit that we’ve let the daily forces grind down our eagerness
to the point where there’s little left of it. Perhaps we’re not yet at the
point of despair or outright rebellion, but we find ourselves merely
tolerating life rather than living it. We’re “going through the motions.”
As G. K. Chesterton remarked, “There is a great deal of difference between an eager man who wants to read a book and the tired man who
wants a book to read.” Just so, there is a big difference between the
person who has a life to live and the one who merely has to live life.
But we can do better, can’t we? We can rebuild our reserves of
enthusiasm and eagerness. It may take time to get back in touch with
the principles that produce excitement, but it’s worth working on,
starting today. And one of the best reasons for doing so is that we
honor others by being eager. Our general attitude toward life comes
through in our dealings with those around us, and when we’re living
our lives eagerly, others experience that eagerness as a welcoming,
enthusiastic approach to them personally. It’s like giving them a hug!
Deep down, eagerness is always a product of gratitude. Those
who are enthusiastic are those who appreciate the gift of life. Without
diminishing their difficulties, eager people put the emphasis on their
opportunities — and they show thankfulness for these opportunities
by embracing them. With each new day, we get a chance to recharge
our attitude and take another run at life’s requirements. While some
folks greet the rising sun with a groan, others are rarin’ to go. When
we decide which it’ll be, we make a very important choice.
Wake up with a smile and go after life . . .
Live it, enjoy it, taste it, smell it, feel it.
Joe Knapp
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Justice
The just hand is a precious ointment.
L at i n P r ov e r b

O

nly those who’ve been treated with serious injustice can fully understand what a “precious oint-

ment” justice is. Frankly, there

aren’t many things in life more
valuable than the simple treasure of fairness. And no matter who we
are, we’d do well to examine ourselves honestly from time to time, and
make a new commitment to this virtue, which is one of the greatest.
But when we’re meditating on justice, which is the more profitable question to ask: whether we’ve received adequate justice from
others or whether we’ve done adequate justice to others? In a culture
where we almost compete against one another for the status of “greatest victim,” we seem to be concerned mainly that others haven’t given
us what we deserve. But if our lives as a whole were to be taken into
consideration, would we really want what we deserve? Before we say
yes, we should probably reconsider. “Use every man after his desert,
and who should scape whipping?” (Shakespeare). If we ever really
got what we should get, most of us would prefer to go back to the
unfairness that we thought was so intolerable. H. L. Mencken was
right when he said, “Injustice is relatively easy to bear; what stings is
justice.” To tell the truth, what most of us want is mercy, not justice.
So perhaps we should spend a greater portion of our time questioning our own doing of justice. Here, most of us ordinary folks will
find lots of room for improvement, especially when we consider that
we may do injustice as much by what we leave undone as by what we
do. A few days’ trial of Benjamin Franklin’s rule (“Wrong none by
doing injuries, or omitting the benefits that are your duty”) will show
us how challenging it is to make a real-life commitment to justice.
Above all, however, we must be careful not to limit our defense
of justice to those who make a favorable impression on us. If we have
a most-common failing in the matter of justice, it’s probably that we
show favoritism in dispensing it. But to be true, justice must be “blind,”
in the honorable sense. Everybody deserves to be treated fairly.
Do justice to your brother (you can do that, whether you love
him or not), and you will come to love him. But do injustice to him
because you don’t love him, and you will come to hate him.
John Ruskin

April 1

Amusement
Anyone without a sense of humor
is at the mercy of everyone else.
William Rotsler

O

n this day every year, practical jokes are traditionally accepted, and even encouraged. Today of all days,

“anyone without a sense of humor is at the mercy of everyone else.”
Some of us need more than one such day a year. We tend to take
ourselves too seriously, like Queen Victoria of England, who would
cut off anyone guilty of being humorous in her presence with the stiff
reply, “The Queen is not amused.” Thus the Victorian Age, for which
she is known, is remembered for some good things, but amusement is
not one of them. The Queen, apparently, was not a comedienne.
Not many of us would like to find that we have a reputation
for being a “stuffed shirt.” We like people who have the ability to
be amused, and we’d prefer to be thought of that way ourselves. Too
often, however, we let the weighty issues of life drag us down into a
place where there is no amusement. So we need a day once in a while,
like today, when a bit of humor is forced upon us. “Humor,” as Jan
McKeithen said, “is a hole that lets the sawdust out of a stuffed shirt.”
The ability to be amused and to amuse others are abilities worth
cultivating, if they’re not a part of our character right now. It may
seem contradictory to talk about “working on” our amusement, but
that may, in fact, be what we need to do. We may need to make some
conscious decisions to loosen up and learn how to be both the amuser
and the amusee. Doing so pays great dividends. The breaking-in period may be uncomfortable, as with a new pair of shoes, but eventually
the capacity for genuine, healthy amusement will be worth acquiring.
Amusement is a part of what makes for rich relationships with
other human beings. If we want our relationships to be multi-layered
and many-dimensioned, we need to aspire to having more than
one kind of influence. We need, certainly, to work on being able to
teach, inspire, and encourage. But, personally, I also want to be able
to amuse. And those whom I count as my dearest friends are those
whom I know I can amuse now and then. How about you?
We cherish our friends not for their ability to amuse us,
but for our ability to amuse them.
E v ely n W au g h

April 2

Anticipation
There is something new every day if you look for it.
Hannah Hurnard

O

ne of our most remarkable endowments is the
ability to foretaste pleasure. The literal meaning of

“anticipate” is to “take before,” and we have it within us to look ahead
(at least a little way) and take enjoyment from our experiences before
they arrive. To make this choice and welcome the future with joy is an
act of courage. It is also an act of considerable wisdom.
Not everything about the future will be pleasant, of course. But
even so, anticipation is a wise choice. As a positive character quality, anticipation gives us a more constructive outlook. By believing
the best and acting on our hopes, we find a better future than if we
expected the worst. For this reason, Albert Schweitzer, who spent his
adult life dealing with life’s rough edges, said, “My knowledge is pessimistic, but my willing and hoping are optimistic.”
How then can we heighten our anticipation and relish our
future? Although it seems contradictory, the primary thing we can do
is pay more attention to what happens in the present moment. As I
write these lines, for example, it is early spring and the trees outside
my window are beginning to bud and blossom. It would be difficult to
look at these things thoughtfully and not anticipate (or “take before”)
the greater, more fully developed beauty they’ll have tomorrow morning. So whatever death and decay there may be, let’s also see the evidence that many good things in the world are moving, growing, and
reaching forward. If we “taste” deeply the present truth about these
things, our minds will tingle with anticipation for what lies ahead.
Even when we have no idea what will happen tomorrow, there
are still reasons for us to anticipate it. The intriguing mystery of it
all — the very possibility that tomorrow’s path may take a surprising
turn — ought to energize us. If life could be completely planned and
programmed, we would be safe perhaps, but in our hearts we know
that we want more than safety. Like the inquisitive, once-upon-a-time
children we used to be, we want to learn more than we know and do
more than we’ve done. There’s a bit of the adventurer in all of us.
Still round the corner there may wait,
A new road, or a secret gate.
J. R. R. Tolkien

April 3

Peacefulness
In our rough-and-rugged individualism, we think of gentleness as weakness,
being soft, and virtually spineless. Not so! . . . Gentleness includes such
enviable qualities as having strength under control, being calm and peaceful
when surrounded by a heated atmosphere, emitting a soothing effect on those
who may be angry or otherwise beside themselves.
C h a r l e s R . S w i n do l l

P

eace is almost universally praised, but the peacefulness that leads to peace is not always admired. People

who have adopted the character trait of peacefulness are often seen as
being weak rather than strong. But genuine peacefulness is anything
but weak. In fact, conflict is an easy thing compared to constructiveness. Bridges are much easier to blow up than they are to build.
To be sure, if a person were to pursue peace at any price, that
would not only be weak but weak in the worst possible way. There is
no honor in sacrificing our principles merely to appease an enemy, and
Dag Hammarskjöld, who served an illustrious career as SecretaryGeneral of the United Nations, was correct when he gave this advice:
“Never ‘for the sake of peace and quiet’ deny your own experience or
convictions.” But whether we’re honest enough to admit it, it’s often
not our principles that have to be sacrificed to establish peace — it’s
merely our personal preferences and privileges.
The real test of whether we have a peaceful character is not how
well we deal with adversaries who have cooperative attitudes, but how
diligently we work with those who don’t. Peacefulness requires more
than the ability to reconcile with a dear friend after a minor disagreement. As Yitzhak Rabin once said, “Peace is not made with friends.
Peace is made with enemies.” And so, as Thomas à Kempis said, “To
be able to live peaceably with hard and perverse persons, or with the
disorderly, or with such as go contrary to us, is a great grace.”
It should be obvious that if peacefulness is to characterize us,
we’re going to have to learn patience. Establishing constructive, if not
friendly, relations with those with whom we have serious disagreements calls for the highest and best within us. And we can’t let ourselves be discouraged when our efforts don’t yield immediate results.
Peacefulness is costly, and the cost spreads out over many years.
Peace is a daily, a weekly, a monthly process, gradually changing opinions,
slowly eroding old barriers, quietly building new structures.
J o h n F. K e n n e d y

April 4

Expediency
No man is justified in doing evil on the ground of expediency.
T h e odo r e R oo s e v e l t

E

xpediency is an unusual word in that it’s often used
in two different senses, one negative and the other

positive. In addition to their denotation, or explicit meaning, many
words also have a connotation, a more indirect meaning consisting of
a positive or negative “aura” or “atmosphere” that surrounds the words.
“Expediency” has two basic meanings, but these two meanings have
two different connotations. One is negative, and the other is positive.
The first meaning of “expedient” is “serving to promote one’s
interests,” and this meaning does not give us a good feeling. This
kind of expediency is the kind that we associate (whether rightly or
wrongly) with politicians. Pontius Pilate, for example, apparently decided to go ahead and have Jesus of Nazareth executed because it was
politically expedient. But as Theodore Roosevelt argued, “No man is
justified in doing evil on the ground of expediency.” And with regard
to this kind of expediency, William Morley Punshon summed it all
up this way: “Cowardice asks, Is it safe? Expediency asks, Is it politic?
Vanity asks, Is it popular? Conscience asks, Is it right?”
But the second meaning is “appropriate to a particular end or
purpose,” and this meaning not only has a positive connotation, but it
contains an idea that’s very valuable for us to think about. Used this
way, the word “expedient” means that which is fitting, proper, beneficial, or helpful. And in this sense, we ought to consider the expediency of every action that we contemplate engaging in. Whatever the
decision, the crucial question for an honorable person is not simply “Is
this permissible from a legal standpoint?” but more important, “Will
this help? Will it do good? Is this the very best that I can do?”
Laws are important, and we can’t do without them. But laws are
no more than a minimum standard for us to go by — within the law,
we must also be concerned with what is expedient. The fellow who is
willing to do “anything the law allows” is not the fellow you want for
a next-door neighbor. But our neighbor shouldn’t have that kind of
neighbor either! So we’ve always got to ask, “Is this beneficial?”

“All things are lawful,” but not all things are helpful.
“All things are lawful,” but not all things build up.
F i r s t L e t t e r of P a u l t o t h e C o r i n t h i a n s

April 5

Conscience
Conscience is the impulse to do right
because it is right, regardless of personal ends.
Margaret C. Graham

N

ot a day goes by that our conscience doesn’t test
us. Some of the tests are big while others are little, but we are

always having to ask the question, “Will I do what my conscience
is telling me is the right thing to do, or will I do something else,
something perhaps that will be easier or more pleasant?” These tests,
however insignificant they may seem, are important for two reasons:
(1) they demonstrate what kind of character we presently have, and
(2) they move our character even further along the path of goodness
or evil. Every time we say yes or no to our conscience, we add a little
more evidence to the record that will eventually be our legacy.
Joy. If you’ve never experienced the joy that comes from saying
yes to your conscience, you really ought to try it. “A good conscience
is a continual Christmas” (Benjamin Franklin). I’ve lived in the world
long enough to have enjoyed many of its pleasures, but I’ve yet to find
one that compares to the good feeling of going to bed at night knowing that you’ve done what your conscience said was right.
Stability. There is no way to tell what any of us will have to deal
with before our lives are over. If we haven’t already done so, some
of us may experience significant and unexpected hardship, and we
may think we can’t find anything steady to hang on to. But a clear
conscience is an amazingly stable thing, despite the twists and turns
of life in this vale of tears. “There is one thing alone that stands the
brunt of life throughout its course, a quiet conscience” (Euripides).
We admire those who, in the great moments of history, have
taken a heroic stand based on conscience. Most of us will never stand
in the spotlight of history, however, and even if we did, our moment
there might not be the most accurate measure of our character. What
is more telling, perhaps, is whether we listen to our conscience in our
quiet, private moments. The thing we want to do in those moments is
simply and purely what is right — just because it’s right.
I cannot and will not recant anything, for to go
against conscience is neither right nor safe. Here I stand.
I can do no other, so help me God. Amen.
Martin Luther

April 6

Constitution
[Our nature] is constituted for the practice of what is good.
Mencius

I

f most nations have a constitution, so do each of us
personally. In its most literal sense, the word “constitution”

means the composition of a thing, and when it’s used in reference to
a human being it usually means that person’s physical makeup, as in
the phrase “a man with a strong constitution.” I’d like to use the word
in a broader sense, however, and suggest that all of us have some sort
of general constitution. Thinking not just of our bodies but also our
characters, all of us have come to have some kind of constitution.
If we said, for example, “She’s made out of pretty strong stuff,” we
wouldn’t just mean the physical components of that person’s body.
We’d mean that she had a strong character. So at this point in your
life, what kind of constitution do you have? And what kind do I have?
We start out in life with a number of good things going for us.
Potentially, we all have the makings of a strong constitution, and I
agree with Mencius’s statement that our nature “is constituted for the
practice of what is good.” Along the way, however, most of us have let
some less-than-desirable “stuff ” get into our constitutions, and not
only that, we have failed to develop the good potential that was there
all along. So we need to be encouraged to be careful about our constitutions. They need to be cared for, protected, and enhanced.
Even physically, we need to adopt lifestyles that contribute to
a stronger, rather than a weaker, constitution. Socrates, for example,
said, “A man should inure himself to voluntary labor, and not give
up to indulgence and pleasure, as they beget no good constitution
of body nor knowledge of mind.” There happens to be an intricate
relationship between character and physical condition, and we need to
nurture both sides of our makeup so that they interact healthily.
When you compare yourself to others, you may think you don’t
have a very strong constitution. But if you were suddenly thrown into
the midst of certain circumstances, you might surprise yourself. All of
us are made of stronger stuff than we realize. It pays to be grateful.
By my physical constitution I am but an ordinary man . . . Yet some great
events, some cutting expressions, some mean hypocrisies, have at times
thrown this assemblage of sloth, sleep, and littleness into rage like a lion.
John Adams

April 7

Fairness
Fair play is primarily not blaming others
for anything that is wrong with us.
E r i c H off e r

F

airness can’t be separated from personal responsibility. It would be unfair of me, for example, to blame you for

something that was my responsibility. In fairness, I can’t ask you to
accept any more responsibility than is actually yours. And, of course,
the converse is also true: I can’t ask you to accept any less responsibility than is yours. Fairness and personal responsibility go hand in hand.
We all prefer to live in nations, communities, and neighborhoods
where justice prevails, but large-scale justice will never prevail in those
areas if ordinary, small-scale fairness doesn’t prevail in our everyday
dealings with those around us. “A man who deals in fairness with his
own, he can make manifest justice in the state” (Sophocles). So it’s a
helpful exercise to ask ourselves from time to time: if everyone in the
world treated people exactly as I do, what would the world be like?
Out of all the things we might want to be known for, fairness
would be one of the most admirable. Whatever else might come to
people’s minds when they think of us, if they think of fairness, that’s a
reputation we should be glad to have. In fact, if we ever had to choose
between being loved and being respected (for things like fairness),
being respected would be the better choice. If those who know us can
take it for granted that, come what may, we can be counted on to do
what’s fair, then that ought to give us a very good feeling.
In the long run, it’s foolish to deal unfairly with anyone. Doing
so is morally wrong, of course, and that ought to be reason enough to
keep us away from it, but the fact remains, unfairness is also foolish.
It doesn’t work. Eventually, it always proves to be ineffective. We may
take advantage of somebody today and think we’ve gotten away with
it, but sooner or later that person will realize that we’ve been unfair,
and the repercussions at that time will outweigh any short-term benefit we may have received from our injustice. In the matter of fairness,
as in all others, the law of the farm rules. We reap what we sow.
Since nothing is settled until it is settled right,
no matter how unlimited power a man may have,
unless he exercises it fairly and justly his actions
will return to plague him.
Frank A. Vanderlip

April 8

Godliness
The difference between worldliness
and godliness is a renewed mind.
Erwin W. Lu tzer

I

f ideas have consequences, and they clearly do, the
most consequential of all our ideas is the idea of
God. Once we choose how we’re going to deal with this idea, a very

different kind of life begins to unfold than any that would have come
from any other choice. Nowhere does life ask any more basic question
than when it asks what we’re going to believe about God.
Today, think with me about the concept of “godliness” as a
character trait. Let’s attempt to set aside our personal preferences and
predispositions, and ask what would really be involved in this trait.
(1) Openness to the idea of God. “The finest fruit of serious learning should be the ability to speak the word ‘God’ without reserve or
embarrassment” (Nathan M. Pusey). The godly mind is receptive to
the possibility that God may be more real than we’ve ever thought.
(2) Commitment to the truth about God. ‘A’ can’t be ‘A’ and ‘Not A’
at the same time. Either it’s true that God is an objective reality or it’s
not true. If God is, in fact, an objective reality, then rightly understanding the nature of that reality should matter to us greatly.
(3) Adoption of the virtue of godliness. Godliness will certainly
show up outwardly, but it’s primarily an inward matter, a matter of
the heart. Godliness means seeing all worldly things from a godly
perspective. It means that God is our basic frame of reference.
Among the people I know, the person who demonstrates the trait
of godliness with the greatest integrity is a woman whose “renewed
mind” is nothing short of a marvel. Independently and against daunting odds, she has chosen to open herself honestly to the idea of God.
She is not only passionate in learning what’s true about God, she follows whatever facts she discovers with a you-can-count-on-it dependability almost unheard of in this day of convenience and compromise.
Because of her godliness, I trust her . . . I learn from her . . . I love her.
Thy soul was like a star, and dwelt apart;
Thou hadst a voice whose sound was like the sea:
Pure as the naked heavens, majestic, free,
So didst thou travel on life’s common way,
In cheerful godliness.
W i l l i a m W o r d s wo r t h

April 9

Instruction
Learn from others what to pursue and what to avoid,
and let your teachers be the lives of others.
D i o n y s i u s C at o

I

t’s a simple thing, but it’s very hard to adopt: the
willingness to be instructed. If any instruction needs to

take place, it’s more satisfying to our pride to be the instructor than
the instructee. Most of us would agree that straightening out someone
else is far more comfortable than being straightened out ourselves.
But if we don’t adopt the willingness to be instructed, we cut
ourselves off from most of the learnings that can make our lives useful
and enjoyable. “Learn from others what to pursue and what to avoid,”
Dionysius Cato said, and his advice is good. When others try to share
with us the wisdom they’ve learned from the mistakes they’ve made,
common sense says we ought to be “instructable.” We need to learn
from the mistakes of others because, as the old saying goes, none of us
is going to live long enough to make them all ourselves.
There certainly are times, however, when our own experience can
be a powerful teacher, and at such times, we need to be just as open to
instruction as we are when someone else is teaching. That’s especially
true when our experience is the painful kind. “Those things that hurt,
instruct,” said Benjamin Franklin. But too much of the time, pain’s
lessons are lost on us, and we have to repeat those lessons later.
If someone pointed out to us how many times a day we’re in the
position of either instructing or being instructed, we’d probably be
surprised. The fact is, much of life consists of these two interactions,
and so the more we can learn about what makes a good instructor and
a good instructee, the more advantage we have in many ways.
When was the last time you willingly let yourself be instructed?
If the honest answer is that it has been a long time, you may be older
than you realize . . . or you may simply have let your mind grow old
before its time. We may not want to hear it, but instructability (or the
lack of it) is one prime indicator of how much life we’ve got left in us!
Every act of conscious learning requires the willingness
to suffer an injury to one’s self-esteem. That is why young
children, before they are aware of their own self-importance,
learn so easily; and why older persons, especially if vain
or important, cannot learn at all.
T h om a s S . S z a s z
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Recognition
Recognition of the individual affirms respect
for human dignity and the uniqueness of each person.
Charles Colson

I

t’s a delightful thing to be a person who “recognizes”
other people. Contrary to the thinking of the chronically com-

petitive, it doesn’t take anything away from us to acknowledge others
and their accomplishments. We don’t lose anything by the recognition
of those around us; we gain a great deal — almost as much, in fact,
as those whom we recognize. “Appreciation is a wonderful thing: it
makes what is excellent in others belong to us as well” (Voltaire).
Basically, recognition means that we “notice” someone, but when
we use the word, we usually mean the favorable noticing of that
person. When we give recognition, we’re acknowledging that we’re
aware of, and we appreciate, the good qualities of another person.
And shouldn’t it be obvious that that’s a good thing to do? As Charles
Colson reminds us, recognizing another individual is an affirmation of
our “respect for human dignity and the uniqueness of each person.”
One of the most universal of human traits is the need to be appreciated. Some individuals, of course, allow that need to become obsessive, and their lives turn out to be no more than a quest for approval
and praise. But even the most emotionally healthy among us need
some appreciation. We need to know that there’s at least someone who
recognizes our individuality and our efforts to do good works.
Nowhere is recognition more important than in the marriage
relationship. Oliver Goldsmith wasn’t overstating the case much when
he said, “All that a husband or wife really want is to be pitied a little,
praised a little, appreciated a little.” It’s such an easy, enjoyable thing
to honor our mates with recognition, but it’s often neglected.
Yet whether in marriage or in other relationships, few things are
more motivating than recognition. When specific praise is given to
someone in a way that is thoughtfully appropriate to them personally,
great good comes from that, almost without exception. So let’s recognize one another. Let’s do it thoughtfully. And let’s do it regularly!
If you want people to understand that you value their contributions
and that they are important, the recognition and praise you provide
must have meaning that is specific to each individual.
T om R a t h
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Respect
When I approach a child, he inspires in me two sentiments:
tenderness for what he is, and respect for what he may become.
Louis Pasteur

N

one of us has ever met a human being who didn’t deserve some respect. Faults and foolish decisions shouldn’t be

respected, of course, and evil character can’t be condoned. But our desire should be to give as much respect as we can. In the case of almost
everybody, what they are, even right now, should be met with some
“tenderness,” and when we consider what they may become, “respect”
is not too strong a word to describe what we should feel for them.
Respect means showing regard for and esteeming others. To respect
other people is to hold them in honor and to treat them accordingly.
As C. S. Lewis liked to say, there is no such thing as an “ordinary”
human being. No human being ever existed who didn’t have unimaginably glorious possibilities, and that fact ought to elicit our respect.
Respect means not violating or interfering with others. Whatever
closeness may develop between human beings, it’s still true that individuals have boundaries that need to be respected. Respect means not
violating another person’s privacy or interfering with their free will.
There will be occasions when we’re not sure how much respect
to extend to a particular person. There’s no denying that the offering of respect requires wisdom and good judgment. But if we err,
wouldn’t it be better to err on the side of extending too much respect
rather than too little? In the grand scheme of things, it does much less
harm to respect a person more than he or she deserves than it does to
withhold respect that is due. Indeed, most of us know from our own
experience that having someone love us, trust us, and respect us more
than we know we deserve is a powerfully motivating thing. It makes
us want to rise to meet the expectations of those who respect us.
We probably underestimate how much depends upon respect in
our relationships with others. It’s valuable in every relationship, and
absolutely essential in some. And it’s exceedingly hard to replace if it’s
ever lost. So we dare not take it for granted. We dare not act in ways
that make respect more difficult, either for us or for those around us.
He removes the greatest ornament of friendship
who takes away from it respect.
Cicero

April 12

Comfort
Let me come in where you are weeping, friend,
And let me take your hand.
G r a c e N o l l C r ow e l l

L

ife is hard, and if we have the eyes to see, we see
all around us people needing comfort. The sources

of
discomfort are as numerous and varied as the people who are hurting,
but the end result is much the same: people need comfort. Considering
the vastness of the need, it may be discouraging to think how little
difference for good any of us can make in alleviating the suffering
that’s in the world. But the vastness of the need may not be the thing
we need to concentrate on. Wouldn’t it be better to concentrate on
those few individuals whom we can comfort? In their lives, at least, we
can make a difference, and they deserve that we give it our best effort.
Grief. Many of those who need our comfort are those who are
grieving the loss of something valuable to them. Whether it’s a loved
one they’ve lost, or something else (such as a relationship, a hope, or a
dream), it hurts to lose things. Grieving people need our comfort.
Hardship. If there are sorrowful things in the world, there are
also difficult things that have to be dealt with. And while the need
for comfort during hardship may not be as poignant as the same need
during grief, it’s no less real. Struggling people need our comfort.
Fear. When people don’t know what’s going to happen, but they
suspect it’s not going to be good, fear is the emotion that results.
And fear, in its many forms, can be one of life’s most debilitating and
dehumanizing experiences. Frightened people need our comfort.
Our word “comfort” comes from the same root as the word “fortify.” Its literal meaning is “to strengthen.” I believe it does us good to
recognize the strengthening, fortifying power of comfort. To comfort
someone is a truly remarkable thing. When we comfort, we often do
no less than pull the comforted one back from the brink of despair, or
even of death. It’s a doable thing, and we need to do it more often.
Those who can sit in silence with their fellowman, not knowing
what to say but knowing that they should be there, can bring new life
in a dying heart. Those who are not afraid to hold a hand in gratitude,
to shed tears in grief, and to let a sigh of distress arise straight from
the heart can break through paralyzing boundaries and witness
the birth of a new fellowship, the fellowship of the broken.
Henri J. M. Nouwen

April 13

Affirmation
Speak the affirmative.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

T

o affirm something is to say “Yes!” to it. The opposite of
a denial, in which we state what we don’t believe, an affirmation
is a positive, firm declaration of what we do believe. When we affirm
things, we maintain that they’re true. And I want to “affirm” that
maintaining what we believe is something we should do more often
than refuting what we don’t believe. In debating terms, we should find
ourselves more often in the affirmative than in the negative.
Affirmation is constructive, while negation is reactionary. When
we’re denying things, we’re reacting against a position that someone
else has taken, and to a certain extent, that means we’re merely responding to someone else’s agenda. It’s much more proactive to affirm
things that we ourselves believe are worthy of belief.
Certainly, some negation is necessary in life. Only a naive person
would think otherwise. But every moment we spend having to deny
falsehoods is a moment lost from the more important work of building up the positive contribution we want to make in the world. Like
some household chores, negation is work that occasionally has to be
tended to, but those with an affirmative outlook on life will always be
eager to get back to the business of saying “Yes!”
There are at least two things we should want to affirm as often
as we can. In the realm of ideas, we should take delight in affirming
things that are true. And in the realm of personal relationships, we
should take delight in affirming things that are positive. Whatever
falsehoods need to be refuted, it should bring us great pleasure to
declare truthful concepts and admirable qualities in others.
When we engage in the act of affirmation, we are saying “Yes!”
to life and all the good things that are in it. And even in a broken,
imperfect world, there are still many such things that should claim
our attention. Yes, there are some things in life to be against, but the
things we can be for are far greater. Let’s not fail to affirm them!

Affirmation of life is the spiritual act by which man
ceases to live unreflectively and begins to devote himself
to his life with reverence in order to raise it to its true value.
To affirm life is to deepen, to make more inward,
and to exalt the will to live.
Albert Schweitzer
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Relaxation
You will break the bow if you keep it always bent.
Greek Proverb

I

n a world where “managing multiple priorities” has
become a survival skill, we find ourselves ceaselessly

busy. Rarely

do we relax, and even when we do, we book a time slot
for it in our day planners, as if relaxation were simply another item
to check off our agendas. Plainly, we are a driven people. But what is
it that drives us? Whatever it is (and truthfully, there are dozens of
different possibilities), we need to be exceedingly careful these days.
Unrelieved activity will kill us. The bow will break if it’s always bent.
Is it productivity we’re concerned about? There are doubtless many
good things to be done nowadays, but those who know the most
about real productivity understand the need for adequate downtime.
Relaxation doesn’t take away from our productivity; it adds to it.
Winston Churchill said, “I found I could add nearly two hours to my
working day by going to bed for an hour after luncheon.”
Do we feel guilty when we’re doing nothing? I remember a conversation years ago with the girl who ended up graduating with the highest academic average in our college class of several thousand. She had
dropped by my apartment one afternoon, and greeted me with the
usual, “Hi, whatcha doing?” When I said, “Nothing,” she was aghast!
“Don’t you feel guilty?” she said. “Not at all,” I replied, and I went on
to introduce her to the concept of “creative inactivity.” I believed then,
and I still believe today, that we need to get over the idea that relaxing
by doing nothing is morally wrong. Having worked, we need to relax!
It’s certainly true that doing something different is often the best
way to relax. Anatole France went so far as to say, “Man is so made
that he can only find relaxation from one kind of labor by taking up
another.” I’m not sure we can only find relaxation by taking up another kind of labor, but even so, France’s general point is well taken.
I’m still confident, however, that there are times when it’s not
only not wrong to do nothing, but nothing’s the most beneficial thing
we can do. And if we can’t ever — at any time, under any circumstance — bring ourselves to do that, we need to ask ourselves, “Why?”
He does not seem to me to be a free man
who does not sometimes do nothing.
Cicero

April 15

Lawfulness
The law is the last result of human wisdom acting
upon human experience for the benefit of the public.
Samuel Johnson

I

f we ever got to the point where we thought of “law”
as a totally negative word, that would be unfortu-

nate. The fact is, “law” is not a bad word. We need to rehabilitate the
idea behind it and think of the entire subject more appreciatively.
The principle of law can be abused, of course, and when it comes
to specific laws, there will always be some that need to be repealed.
But as a basic concept, law ought not to be despised. All things
considered, it’s good to have laws. We’re better off with them than
without them, even when keeping them is inconvenient or expensive.
Sometimes we ask too much of law. Forgetting that the purpose
of law is limited, we try to make it do things it can’t do. Disappointed
with the results, we then become cynical about the value of law.
Yet we’re too quick to be critical. Martin Luther King Jr. was right:
“Morality cannot be legislated, but behavior can be regulated. Judicial
decrees may not change the heart, but they can restrain the heartless.” Law can’t be the only tool we use to build a good society, but it’s
certainly one tool, and it’s foolish to try to do without its help.
People who have made lawfulness a part of their character are a
pleasure to work with and to live next door to and to be friends with.
A willingness to be bound by the rules makes a person dependable. We
tend to trust those who can be counted on to honor the law’s restraints;
with them, the possibility of unpleasant surprises is much less fearful.
So if we appreciate this trait in others, we need to adopt it ourselves. We need to steer clear of the arrogance and unpredictability
of lawlessness and develop a genuine appreciation for legal limits.
As noted above, those aren’t the only limits we need, but all of us do
need them to some extent, and we ought to appreciate them as far as
they go. In one way or another, most of us would like the world to be
“a better place.” The rule of law can help bring about that result, but
we’ll enjoy little of its benefit if we ourselves don’t obey the law.

I sometimes wish that people would put a little
more emphasis upon the observance of the law
than they do upon its enforcement.
C a l v i n C oo l i d g e
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Goodwill
People don’t care how much you know
until they know how much you care.
A n o n y mo u s

I

t takes a person of unusual honesty to confront the
question of goodwill. It’s easy to say that we care about

people and we have goodwill toward all, but it’s a rare person who
can say those things and not be twisting the truth. Aren’t there a few
individuals whom it would give us some secret pleasure to see hurt?
Not a lot, of course, just a little bit . . . just to give them a taste of their
own medicine . . . just to see that justice is done. It would, after all, be
“for their own good,” wouldn’t it? Because we “care” about them.
The unvarnished truth is this: most of us ordinary folks have at
least a trace of malevolence (“ill will”) in us. Where there should be
benevolence (“good will”), there is too often a residue of spite or vindictiveness. We say we “don’t mean anybody any harm,” but we harbor
the thought that harm is exactly what some people have got coming
to them — and it wouldn’t hurt our feelings much to see them get it.
It’s my considered opinion, however, that ill will is not a way of
thinking that’s natural to us. It’s a perversion, a warping of our better
instincts. I agree with Václav Havel, who said, “Time and time again
I have been persuaded that a huge potential of goodwill is slumbering
within our society. It’s just that it’s incoherent, suppressed, confused,
crippled, and perplexed.” So we need to be honest about it when we
see that our goodwill has been “suppressed, confused, etc.,” and be
relentless in rooting these interferences out of our hearts.
Whether our will toward others is good or ill, will is something
we can change. If we’ve gotten into the habit of thinking hurtful
thoughts about others, it may take some practice, but we can change
our “ill will” into “good will.” We can determine to be benevolent.
But as we work on our goodwill, let’s make it better by making it
more specific. Generic goodwill toward the human race is of relatively
little use. What we need is an active, practical goodwill toward the
people we actually have to deal with from day to day!
You cannot add to the peace and goodwill
of the world if you fail to create an atmosphere of harmony
and love right where you live and work.
T h om a s D r e i e r
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Progress
Were it not for the nonconformist, he who refuses to be satisfied
to go along with the continuance of things as they are and insists upon
attempting to find new ways of bettering things, the world
would have known little progress indeed.
Josiah William Gitt

C

ommitting ourselves to constant progress is one of
the best gifts we can give to those whom we love.

Right now, not a one of us is everything we ought to be, and our loved
ones suffer, to some extent, from our shortcomings. They would be
delighted to see day-to-day evidence that we’re making progress in
becoming the persons that we’re capable of being. But not only that,
they’d be delighted to see evidence of a commitment on our part to
make everything we touch at least a little better, if we possibly can.
A commitment to progress involves a certain amount of risk,
however. It will probably make us somewhat of a nonconformist. As
Josiah William Gitt notes, little progress would have been made in
the world up to now if it weren’t for that out-of-step fellow who “refuses to be satisfied to go along with the continuance of things as they
are and insists upon attempting to find new ways of bettering things.”
If all we want is comfort and familiarity, progress will probably not be
the result of our efforts. “Progress always involves risks. You can’t steal
second base and keep your foot on first” (Frederick B. Wilcox).
When it comes to something better than the status quo, most of
us could do with a little more desire. Things don’t usually get better,
at least significantly better, unless someone really wants them to, and
so we need to lose our fear of words like aspiration and passion. In a
healthy sense, we need to be discontent with the progress that has
already been made — and eager for the progress that’s still ahead.
Whether the need for improvement is in our inward character
or the outward things we deal with, a commitment to progress is an
act of both faith and hope. In defiance of those who say, “It’s no use,”
we must trust what we know about the possibility of progress. Going
forward isn’t easy, and setbacks are sure to be suffered along the way,
but faith and hope say, “What needs to be improved, can be improved.”
Progress begins with the belief
that what is necessary is possible.
Norman Cousins

April 18

Unity
There can be no unity, no delight of love,
no harmony, no good in being, while there is but one.
Two at least are needed for oneness.
George MacDonald

O

ur concept of unity is often quite superficial. We

tend to equate unity with identity or sameness. We envision
“oneness” as an environment where everybody walks, talks, and even
thinks alike. But real unity, that is, unity between or among persons, is
never that bland. Whatever else they might be able to do, clones can’t
enjoy unity. “Two at least are needed for oneness,” as MacDonald says.
The first thing we need to see about unity is the power for good
that comes from being unified. It’s nothing short of astonishing to
behold the potency of ordinary people who stand together. As Homer
remarked in the Iliad, “Not vain the weakest, if their force unite.”
But the second thing we need to see is the seriousness of the
consequences of disunity. When Ben Franklin, at the signing of the
Declaration of Independence, reminded his fellow signers, “We must
all hang together, or most assuredly, we shall all hang separately,” he
spoke a more universal truth than he may have realized. There are, in
fact, many ways to “hang separately” in the world, and many of them
are the sad result of people not having the sense to “hang together.”
But unity, whether in families, neighborhoods, or nations at large,
is not the instantaneous product of a moment of enlightenment; it’s a
goal we gradually, and sometimes painfully, work our way toward. It’s
the fruit of honest commitment and long-term investment.
In any relationship where we don’t presently have the unity we’d
like to enjoy, the answer is not merely to try harder (although most of
the time we certainly need to do that). We must change not only the
quantity of our effort but the quality of our thinking. Our perspective must be altered, preferably by being elevated, so we can see how
things look “from the balcony.” And before we blame all of the alienation on the other people in the relationship, let’s stop to remember
that, as somebody said, “it takes two to tangle.” It’s not just the other
people’s thinking that needs adjusting. Our own does too.
We can find common ground
only by moving to higher ground.
Jim Wallis
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Frankness
The Macedonians . . . had not the wit
to call a spade by any other name than a spade.
Desiderius Erasmus

F

rankness is often a virtue, but it’s one that can easily be perverted. When it’s important that clear communica-

tion takes place, plain speaking is to be preferred over any other kind,
and Benjamin Disraeli was right when he said, “There is no wisdom
like frankness.” But how many of us have this wisdom? How many of
us have the skill to speak candidly and straightforwardly without losing control of our words and speaking rudely, or even cruelly?
Like many other similar traits, frankness is only good if certain
conditions are met, and in this case, the first condition to be met is
truth. When anything less than the truth is being communicated,
frankness loses a bit of its luster, to say the least.
But a second condition to be met is kindness. Confucius said,
“Straightforwardness, without the rules of propriety, becomes rudeness.” The courage that drives us to be candid must be balanced with
the kindness that makes us courteous. We should speak frankly, yes,
but we should also be considerate of those who have to listen to our
communications. We need to be strong enough to be tactful.
It’s one of the commonest things in the world for unkindness
to be excused as mere candor. Tennessee Williams said, “All cruel
people describe themselves as paragons of frankness.” And Marshall
McLuhan echoed that thought when he said, “It is the weak and confused who worship the pseudo-simplicities of brutal directness.”
So we need to check not only our techniques but also our motives
— honestly and without self-deception — when we speak frankly. It
may sound like an overstatement, but I believe it’s true: love is the only
healthy reason for telling the truth. Frankness will only be commendable
in us when we use it to convey truth with charity and good judgment.
But finally, what about those times when we are the recipients of
someone else’s frankness? What if they speak rudely and with a lack
of love? Well, in that case, as long as what we’re hearing is truth, we
need to profit from it, regardless of the source or the delivery method.
An enemy who tells the truth contributes infinitely more
to our improvement than a friend who deludes us.
Louis Fortin
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Design
. . . He stops upon this threshold
As if the design of all his words takes form
And frame from his thinking and is realized.
Wallace Stevens

H

ave you considered how much of the quality of
your life depends on your “designs”? Think for a mo-

ment about the meaning of the word. Apart from its more common
use, “design” can mean “a reasoned purpose, an intention.” It’s often
used in a negative sense (“He has designs on his neighbor’s wife”), but
it can also be used positively. Our designs are our intentions with regard to the future, and, as I say, much that is important to us depends
on these designs. High-quality lives don’t come from inferior designs.
What happens outwardly in our lives is the manifestation of
what is going on inwardly. Just as a house is the manifestation of what
was on the blueprint from which it was made, which in turn was the
manifestation of a design in the mind of the architect, our lives are
the outworkings of our inward values and goals. If we’re unhappy
with what has been manifested in our lives, we can always change our
designs, and when we do, other things will begin to be manifested.
We owe it to those around us, especially our loved ones, to be
more purposeful in our designs. Those who’ve entrusted themselves to
us in friendship and love need to know that we’ve carefully considered
the alternatives and made wise choices in our designs. Haphazard living doesn’t just hurt us; it hurts others too. We need to be careful.
Ultimately, our designs will turn out to be useless if they run
counter to the principles of goodness and honor. We can’t operate
from selfish or destructive intentions and expect our outward lives to
be blessed by abundant joy and satisfaction. We do not live unto ourselves alone, and the laws of human behavior and interaction can’t be
ignored with impunity. Our designs — that is, what we plan to be and
do — must harmonize with the good of those around us, and even
with the overarching purposes of the whole creation of which we’re a
part. If they don’t, our designs are doomed to be inconsequential.
Direct, control, suggest, this day,
All I design, or do, or say,
That all my powers with all their might,
In Thy sole glory may unite.
T h om a s K e n
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Collaboration
Collaborating in the very private way of love
or the highest kind of friendship . . .
E l i z a b e t h H a r dw i c k

O

ne of the most delightful things about intimacy is
the collaboration it makes possible. When individuals

draw close to one another, they not only enjoy being together, but they
enjoy working together. Good work is pleasurable enough on its own,
but it’s even more pleasurable when it’s the result of collaboration.
Laboring with congenial coworkers is one of life’s real treats.
Not everyone, however, is equally good at collaboration. There
are lots of people who can operate, but they can’t seem to co-operate!
Collaboration is, in fact, a higher skill. It takes a stronger, wiser person
to participate productively in joint undertakings and collective efforts.
Yet when a group is made up of those who know how to collaborate, the “synergy” that results multiplies the effect of the work exponentially. Working in the spirit of true collaboration, two people can
produce far more than twice what either of them could do alone. And
not only that, there’s a good chance their combined work will be more
valuable than it would have been as the solo project of either one.
Some types of work are more suitable for collaboration than
others, of course. The Mona Lisa, for example, could not have been
produced by a committee. Yet even in the realm of artistic endeavor,
teams of workers are often helpful, and even essential. When was the
last time you heard the director of a great movie win an Oscar and not
have a list of people to thank? The fact is, very few works of any kind
are able to be completed in the real world without collaboration.
I believe that most of us want to collaborate. Some of us may
work a bit better on our own than we do with other people, and some
of our projects may require less help than other projects do. But deep
down, we’re social creatures who thrive on togetherness. We experience a fundamental satisfaction when we collaborate. And I believe
we enjoy the “together” aspect of work because we realize we’re connected to a reality that’s bigger than any of our individual works.
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 Frankf urter
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Methodicalness
You know my methods, Watson.
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

W

e may not care to become as methodical as

Sherlock Holmes, but most of us could stand to
be a bit more methodical than we are. Especially when dealing with the more important matters in life, we need to have trained
ourselves how to proceed in a careful, orderly manner. In most of the
more significant areas of life, there is just no way around the fact that
being somewhat methodical is conducive to getting better results.
Ralph Waldo Emerson observed, “There is always a best way of
doing everything, even if it be to boil an egg.” But the best way to do
something isn’t always apparent to the casual observer, and so if being
methodical helps us to find the best way, then the more important the
activity is, the bigger the benefit we get from being methodical.
But while there’s some virtue in being methodical ourselves,
there’s a danger in being too judgmental of other people’s methods.
None of us likes to be micromanaged (“directed or controlled in a detailed, and often meddlesome, manner”), and when someone has been
given a job to do, we’re wise to let them choose their own methods for
getting the desired result. Each of us works in a somewhat different
way, and what may seem like a foolish lack of method to us may turn
out to be more methodical than we thought. Shakespeare’s line may
be appropriate: “Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t.”
All of those who have to deal with us from day to day deserve
the very best we can give them. And if being at least a little more
methodical would help us give them our best, then that’s a trait we’d
do well to adopt. This is true, especially, of heads of households. Who
wants to live in a household where the head of it is totally chaotic,
never knowing what’s going on or what comes next?
The human mind is an amazingly ingenious instrument. It can
not only see what needs to be done; it can figure out a method by
which it can be done. We need to appreciate the creativity and methodicalness of our minds and use these qualities carefully. If “madness” is the norm for us, we might try introducing a little “method.”
While Honey lies in Every Flower, no doubt,
It takes a Bee to get the Honey out.
Arthur Guiterman
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Recreation
People who cannot find time for recreation
are obliged sooner or later to find time for illness.
John Wanamaker

W

ithout sufficient “recreation” of the right kind,
we exhaust our ability to serve and contribute

to others. It’s

a fine thing to want to give ourselves to good works
that benefit those around us, but we don’t have an infinite supply of
energy and motivation. These things have to be replenished on a fairly
regular basis, and if we don’t take care of that, we sicken and die.
Perhaps it would help us to consider the meaning of “recreation.”
As the spelling of the word indicates, recreation is a re-creation of ourselves. When we’ve been used up, recreation is that which “makes us
over again.” It rejuvenates us, sending us back to our work refreshed.
But although the above sounds simple, it involves a sobering
thought. So much that passes for recreation these days is anything
but refreshing. Sometimes we pursue it with such a frenzied obsession
that it leaves us more drained than when we began. But quite frankly,
even in moderation, some of the things we call recreation today are
destructive. They drag us through the sewer of human experience and
leave us, not uplifted and invigorated, but diminished and degraded.
Thoughtful observers have long argued that there’s a link between recreation and character, both on the individual level and that
of society, and I, for one, agree with the statement of Lin Yutang: “We
do not know a nation until we know its pleasures of life, just as we do
not know a man until we know how he spends his leisure. It is when
a man ceases to do the things he has to do and does the things he
likes to do, that the character is revealed. It is when the repressions of
society and business are gone and when the goads of money and fame
and ambition are lifted, that we see the inner man, his real self.”
The irony is that we defend our recreational imbalances as an
effort to “enrich” our experience in the world. Yet enrichment takes
place only up to a certain point, after which the law of diminishing
returns sets in. Whether it’s unrelieved work or unworthy recreation,
what we get back is not enrichment — it’s impoverishment.
A poor life this if, full of care,
we have no time to stand and stare.
W i l l i a m H e n r y D av i e s
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Praise
The acknowledgment of effort has to be tailor-made. People pick up on
canned compliments, especially if they hear the same things being said to
other people. Nothing is more effective than sincere, accurate praise, and
nothing is more lame than a cookie-cutter compliment.
Bill Walsh

P

raise is potent. It’s productive. It makes a difference for good.
And while it’s true that our words to others must take the form of
criticism now and then, when it comes to sheer power, criticism is no
match for praise. “Praise can give criticism a lead around the first turn
and still win the race” (Bern Williams). And yet, as Bill Walsh’s comment reminds us, if praise is to be of any benefit, it must meet certain
criteria. Our praise of others must be “tailor-made” for them.
Specific. When was the last time you felt really encouraged by a
compliment that you knew the giver had handed out to four other
people in the room in the exact same words in the last ten minutes?
Accurate. When was the last time you felt really encouraged by a
compliment that you knew, and maybe the giver knew, was false? If
you’re a liar, does it make you feel good to be praised for honesty?
Sincere. When was the last time you felt really encouraged by a
compliment that you knew was an attempt to butter you up by somebody trying to get on your good side? To be of benefit, praise must not
be a “technique.” It must truly be about the recipient, not the giver.
When the power of praise is being discussed, however, it never
fails that some individuals will say this: “Well, yes, I know that praise
in general is powerful, but personally, I don’t matter enough to anybody that my praise would make any difference.” But if we think that,
we need to think again. Even if there was not a single human being
who knew us enough to want to hear our praise in particular (and
the truth is, most of us have far more than one or two such people),
we ought not to underestimate the good that can be done by praising those with whom we have no special relationship. Even with total
strangers, “random acts of praise” can be truly remarkable, both for the
recipient and the giver. Just try it and see. Find something that you
can specifically, accurately, and sincerely praise about the next person
you meet in public today, and see what happens. It’ll be good!

The applause of a single human being is of great consequence.
Samuel Johnson
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Introspection
If we hope to move beyond the superficialities
of our culture — including our religious culture — we must
be willing to go down into the recreating silences,
into the inner world of contemplation.
Richard J. Foster

M

any of us suffer from an insufficient amount of
self-examination. We don’t engage in “introspection”

often enough; that is, we don’t “look within” ourselves — or if we do,
we don’t consider very carefully what we see there. It’s an amazing
fact, actually, that we can not only think, but we can think about our
thinking. We can stand at a distance and observe our own thought
processes. And that’s a wonderful ability which we ought to use more
often. So today, let’s turn our thoughts inward and “introspect.”
Paying attention. The first way we can be introspective is simply
to pay attention to what we’re thinking. That sounds simple and it is,
but we don’t often do it. We plow through our daily agendas so furiously that our thoughts run here and there without our giving them
any more than passing notice. And as a result, all manner of unhelpful
and unworthy “stuff ” sneaks in and takes up residence in our minds.
Listening. It’s a rare moment that we’re not talking, either verbally to someone else or inwardly to ourselves. But great good comes
from learning how to turn off the chatter and just listen. In particular,
we need to listen to our consciences. Often, our consciences have
crucial things to say to us, but we can’t hear them because there’s too
much noise. We desperately need to acquire the habit of listening.
Correcting. Paying attention to our thoughts and feelings, and
even listening to our conscience, is not enough, however, if we don’t
make the corrections in our thinking that these exercises indicate need
to be made. One of our greatest endowments is the freedom we have
to make deliberate adjustments in the way we think. This freedom is a
marvelous gift, and we ought not to waste it or lose its benefit.
In truth, there’s no substitute for introspection. Without it, we’re
lost. And mark it well: if we’re not examining ourselves inwardly,
being busy is no excuse. That just means we need to do it all the more.
Half an hour’s listening is essential except
when you are busy. Then a full hour is needed.
Francis de Sales
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Abstinence
Discipline is the basic set of tools
we require to solve life’s problems.
M. Scott Peck

S

ometimes it is both wise and beneficial to say no. Not
everything we might have the urge to do can be done with honor,
and when a deed can’t be done honorably, those who know how to
abstain enjoy a distinct advantage over those who don’t.
In most people’s minds, abstinence is what prudish people
practice when they refrain from sexual activity or the consumption of
alcohol. Certainly those who choose to be temperate in these areas are
being abstinent (and there might be many reasons for doing so, some
better than others), but these are only two examples of abstinence.
Abstinence means the all-around ability to discipline ourselves and
subordinate our urges and appetites to the priority of our principles.
We need to get beyond the mocking, condescending stereotype that
some folks have of this concept. It involves a good deal more than
prudishness, and it’s a much stronger and more valuable practice than
many people seem willing to admit. Without the ability to abstain,
we’re hopelessly adrift on the sea of life, at the mercy of whatever
hormonal winds happen to be blowing at the moment.
Not only will there be things we ought to say no to as a matter of
principle, there are at least two other times when we might consider
abstinence. One is when we’re faced with a choice between good, better, and best. There is nothing silly or uptight about abstaining from
one course of action because we want to pursue a path that’s relatively
higher. That’s where excellence comes from! But the second is when we
abstain from something simply to build up our self-discipline. Just as
it’s a good idea now and then to do something we don’t want to do —
simply to stay in practice — it’s a healthy exercise once in a while to
abstain from something we really want to do.
Our emotions and our appetites are good things. They can serve
us well and contribute to the quality of our lives. But these things
don’t serve us well unless they’ve been trained to do so. Much that is
good about life in this world depends upon freedom, and there is no
freer person than the one who has learned how to use the word “no.”

Rule your mind or it will rule you.
Horace
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Thrift
Men are divided between those who are as thrifty
as if they would live forever, and those who are as extravagant
as if they were going to die the next day.
Aristotle

T

o be “thrifty” is to “thrive.” In fact, the two words come
from the same root. Thrifty is what we must be if we ever hope
to thrive, and in a sense, thriving may be defined as the quality of life
that we, in fact, enjoy when we’re thrifty. The word “thrifty” has to
do with the careful management of money, time, and other resources,
and it specifically denotes the person who is industrious, saving, and
otherwise diligent in conserving the means at his disposal.
As Aristotle remarked, we tend to go to extremes in the matter
of thrift: either we’re obsessed with it and turn ourselves into misers,
or we’re careless about it and spend our resources without any conservation at all. When the question is whether to spend or save, balance
is hard to achieve, as it is in most things. But we can at least improve
our balance in this area, and to that end, here are two basic ideas.
(1) Economy. Thrift comes down to the question of managing
the raw materials that we have to work with in life. If we’re not good
stewards of these resources, we won’t be able to do as much good with
them as we should. So we need to be economical. In other words, we
need to learn self-denial and restraint, we need to avoid waste, and we
need to practice the principles of wise conservation.
(2) Wise economy. As good as it is, economy is not the ultimate
good in life, however, and so we need to strive for wise economy. If we
don’t, our thriftiness will actually result in a diminishing of the good
that we’re capable of doing. Especially in the matter of love, our primary concern ought not to be conservation. Love is often extravagant,
and expressions of love shouldn’t be rationed out as if they were in
limited supply. Love takes great delight in spending and being spent!
The essence of thrift, then, is the wise conservation of resources.
Concerned about more than the selfish desires of the present moment, thrift takes thought for the needs of others, both now and later
on. Thrift’s primary motive is to do as much good as it can today —
and if possible, it wants to do even more good tomorrow.

It is thrifty to prepare today for the wants of tomorrow.
Aesop
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Amends
Little said is soon amended.
M i g u e l d e C e r va n t e s

T

he only way to avoid having to make amends is to do
nothing. If we’re actively involved with life, doing our best to

do as we should, we’re going to make some mistakes, and when we
do, amends will have to be made. Looking at it one way, the less we
say and do, the fewer apologies we’ll have to make. “Little said is soon
amended,” as Cervantes said, and there is definitely some wisdom
in that. But on the other hand, life is about more than the negative
avoidance of mistakes; in a larger sense, it’s about the positive use of
our abilities to accomplish as many good results as we can. We can’t
give up or stop trying. Making amends is just one of life’s necessities.
In its most basic sense, to make amends is to “mend” a situation that has been “broken” by an error that we’ve committed. And,
of course, to “mend” something is to “repair” it. Thus the American
Heritage Dictionary defines “amends” as “reparation or payment made
as satisfaction for insult or injury.” So when we make amends, we “repair” what we’ve damaged, making “reparation” for our wrongdoing.
To make amends honorably, we must do a good bit more than
offer an apology, though that’s the obvious starting point. Even at the
level of apology, we must do more than express regret that someone’s
been hurt. We must (a) acknowledge the wrongfulness of what we’ve
done, (b) commit ourselves to change (that is, promise that we would
never do the same thing again, even in the same circumstances), and
then (c) make restitution for the damage done, to whatever extent
that may be possible. Obviously, many wrongs do damage for which
no perfect restitution can be made, but we should never fail to try. If
we’ve gotten out of the blaming mode and into the amendment mode,
the question we’ll always ask is, “What can I do to make it up to you?”
Making amends is one of the most difficult things in life, but
it’s also one of the most important. If we can’t do it eagerly, we can
at least do it willingly. And just as important, the making of amends
is something we should do regularly. Timely amendments are a part
of the maintenance that keeps our relationships working. If we value
these relationships, we’ll spare no effort to fix them when they break.
Keep your friendships in repair.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n
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Sources
If there is but little water in the stream,
it is the fault, not of the channel, but of the source.
J e r om e

O

ur “sources” are the single most important determinant of our lives. Whether we like the quality of life

we have right now or not, the quality of our lives is no mere coincidence; it’s the result of a sequence of things that can be traced back to
certain sources. And if there’s anything about our lives that we’d like
to change, going all the way back up the line and reexamining our
sources is the most productive, and responsible, thing we can do.
Although it’s true that external circumstances have a bearing on
our happiness, our real quality of life is produced, not by our circumstances, but by our character. To whatever extent circumstances hurt us
or help us, character hurts us or helps us even more. But our individual characters didn’t just happen to us; they’ve come, as we’ve said,
from certain sources. Consider three of the most important of these.
Principles. Our principles are the ultimate sources from which
our characters flow. Consider, for example, this principle: “All human
beings are answerable to an objective moral law that rules the universe.” It makes a gigantic difference whether that principle is true or
false. Surely all would agree that it’s important to decide whether or
not a principle like that would make a good source for our thinking.
Values. Our values are the things we appreciate more than others,
and here again, our decisions are important. For example, which do
we like more: beauty or ugliness? Which would make a better source?
Goals. Our principles and our values usually produce some goals
that we want to reach. Good lives can’t come from any source other
than good goals. So it’s vital that we select goals of the highest quality.
Whatever the sources of our individual characters are, it is to
be hoped that we’ve chosen these sources carefully. If we have, then
these are sources, no doubt, that we believe are good. And if that’s
true, then we need to value our sources and honor them. Above all, we
need to live with consistent integrity to our sources — so that the excellence of “where we’re coming from” will radiate to those around us.
. . . showing them a light that is so lovely
that they want with all their hearts to know the source of it.
M a d e l e i n e L’ E n g l e
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Persuasiveness
The persuasion of a friend is a strong thing.
H om e r

P

ersuasion is an activity that we engage in more
often than we might think. Indeed, much of what we

do on an average day consists of persuasion in one form or another.
Anytime we say or do anything to try to influence someone else’s
thinking or acting, we’re engaging in persuasion. When a politician
makes a campaign speech or a salesman makes a sales presentation,
they’re obviously trying to persuade, but so is the schoolboy who’s
trying to get a pretty little girl to “like” him. In truth, there’s not much
we do that doesn’t involve at least some element of persuasion.
Most of us have far more influence than we think we do. We
persuade others sometimes without even realizing that we’re doing
so. And since our influence can have far-reaching consequences, we
ought to give some careful thought to the matter of our persuasion.
If we want to influence others, I believe the single thing that
adds the most to our persuasiveness is this: we must be honestly and
deeply persuaded ourselves. Cicero, the great Roman orator, said, “There
is no better way to convince others than first to convince oneself.” It’s
a waste of time to try to persuade someone else to a belief that we
ourselves accept only halfheartedly. Passion is what persuades!
But our character is also important. Even if our convictions are
passionately held, if our character is out of sync with our convictions,
our hypocrisy will become evident (eventually) and people won’t be
persuaded. What we are speaks every bit as loudly as what we say.
There are all kinds of ways to persuade people, some of which,
unfortunately, play upon motives that are less than honorable. It may
be tempting to use whatever works, but I believe most of us would
rather appeal to the highest and best instincts within those around us.
“We must approach them on their noble side,” as Henri Amiel said.
When it comes to persuasion, perhaps it’s best to concentrate on
quality rather than quantity. Both in the content of our persuasion and
the methods that we use, let’s not fritter away our influence on trivia.
To persuade someone to another viewpoint is a serious thing. We need
to pick our battles wisely. And when we persuade, let’s persuade.
One thought driven home is better than three left on base.
James Liter
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Reminders
The older we grow, the more we find things hard to forget
and the less we find things easy to remember.
A n o n y mo u s

O

f all the amazing things about our memories, one
of the most amazing is their selectivity. Some things

we remember, but others — indeed, most others — we forget. Who
has ever been able to explain the difference? As Oliver Wendell
Holmes observed, “Memory is a net; one finds it full of fish when he
takes it from a brook; but a dozen miles of water have run through
it without sticking.” But although so many things will inevitably be
forgotten, there are some things so important that we dare not forget
them. And for that reason, reminders are an essential part of life.
But why is it so important to remember some things? Well, give
some thought to this statement by Michel de Montaigne: “Memory
is a wonderfully useful tool, and without it judgment does its work
with difficulty.” We need to remember some things because without
our memory of those things, our wisdom and judgment are impaired.
Every day that we live we’re called upon to make decisions based
upon our judgment, and some of these decisions are of profound consequence. We will err in making the judgment calls that come our way
if our minds can’t remember the things in the past (both the good and
the bad) that would impart wisdom to our decision-making.
A journal is a good place to write down things you don’t want
to forget: just bits and pieces of anything that you know you need to
remember in order to be more wise in the future. Another good place
for reminders is a calendar. On my calendar, for example, I record
the days when anything personally important happens, so that I can
always go back and remember those days. There is a Chinese proverb
that says, “The palest ink is better than the best memory.” So whatever needs to be remembered, it’s a good idea to write it down.
The most valuable things to remember, of course, are the things
that form the foundation of our character: our principles. You’d think
a person would never forget his principles, but the fact is, we often
do — if we haven’t made provision to be reminded of them. So do
whatever it takes, in the way of reminders, to keep a grip on yourself.
Remember who you are!
Lewis Carroll
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Vigor
Iron rusts from disuse; stagnant water
loses its purity and in cold weather becomes frozen;
even so does inaction sap the vigor of the mind.
L e o n a r do d a V i n c i

A

vigorous mind is an asset. To

see why that’s true, we need
to understand what the word means. It comes from a Latin verb
which meant “to be lively,” and it conveys the idea of active strength.
When we say that a person is vigorous physically, we mean that he or
she is energetic and agile in the exercise of their strength, and similarly, when we speak of a person’s mental vigor, we refer to the active
use of their mind. A vigorous mind is a lively mind! It’s one that is
eager to work and inquisitive and courageous. A mind like that is an
asset, and it needs to be nourished and kept active.
Think with vigor! We often get poor results from our thinking
because we’re so lazy about it. Not having been fed properly and exercised regularly, our minds have lost their childhood vigor. But that’s a
problem that can be corrected. We can start thinking more actively.
Speak with vigor! Whether it’s written or spoken, language often
has to be used vigorously in order to be effective. Yes, there is a time
and place for soft words, but I would say that our communications fail
more often from being too bland than from being too vigorous.
Live with vigor! I wholeheartedly agree with Justin Wilson, the
Louisiana comedian and cook, who is known for saying that everybody ought to live with “great vigorosity,” and also with Emeril
Lagasse, another great Louisiana cook, who’s always urging us to
“Kick it up!” As we pass through this world, we don’t want, as somebody said, to fail to taste the fruit for lack of courage to shake the tree.
None of us has an infinite supply of vigor, however, and so we
have to make some choices. We can’t say a vigorous “Yes!” to some
things if we haven’t said a definite “No!” to other things. And maybe
that’s where a good part of vigor comes from anyway: the ability to
focus and the willingness to make a choice. If we’re going to follow
Justin Wilson’s advice and live with “great vigorosity,” we’re going to
have to make up our minds who we are and what we won’t do.
Men must be decided on what they will
not do, and then they are able to act with vigor
in what they ought to do.
Mencius
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Release
Courage is the price that life exacts for granting peace.
The soul that knows it not, knows no release
From little things;
Knows not the livid loneliness of fear,
Nor the mountain heights where bitter joy can hear
The sound of wings.
Amelia Earhart Pu tnam

A

ll of us need release from certain things. We find
ourselves enslaved to harmful habits. We are hindered by limitations and problems that block our path to progress. We’re oppressed
by anxieties and insecurities. All of these things, and many more, tie
us down and keep us from exercising our freedom to live as we should.
And it’s likely true, as Amelia Earhart Putnam wrote, that, because of
our lack of courage, the “little things” bind us the most. The greater
things can’t be enjoyed as long as we hold on to these little ones.
Release is a powerful concept. If we could think more often in
terms of that metaphor, or paradigm, we’d probably be more effective.
Think of an undesirable habit, for example. Which would probably
have the greater chance of helping you in the short term: thinking of
the task of “gaining” something difficult that you don’t have right now
(a better habit, a virtue that you need, etc.) or thinking of the freedom
that would come from “letting go” of the thing that you don’t want?
In my own mind, I try to envision the things I’m attempting to get rid
of in my character as a “big bag of rocks.” It’s both easy and exciting to think of just putting down the bag of rocks and not carrying it
around anymore. That’s “release” — and it’s really quite wonderful!
But let’s get the focus off ourselves. Wouldn’t it be a fine thing to
be people who serve the role in other people’s lives of helping them
enjoy more freedom? Surely it would, and that’s one of the best gifts
we can give to those around us. Often, all it takes to help others find
release is an encouraging word. “A positive word releases positive
energy and becomes a creative force” (Robert Harold Schuller).
Whether in our own lives or those of others, release often comes
down to the difference between faith and fear. So let’s be people who
choose faith over fear, and also help others to make that bold choice.

It is cynicism and fear that freezes life;
it is faith that thaws it out, releases it, sets it free.
Harry Emerson Fosdick
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Purposefulness
The great and glorious masterpiece
of man is to know how to live to purpose.
M i c h e l d e M o n ta i g n e

P

urposefulness includes two different, but equally
important, ideas. First, the purposeful person is one who is

guided by deliberate intentions and goals, rather than the impulses of
the moment. But second, the purposeful person follows his or her
intentions with determination and perseverance. In other words, if we’re
purposeful, we plan our work (deliberate intent) and then work our
plan (determination). Both of these parts of purposefulness are essential. Neither can be left out if we expect to get good results.
The beauty of purposefulness is that it gives us something good
to work toward. Although most of us spend a good deal of time trying
to move away from certain things, there really is a greater power that
comes from having something positive that we passionately want to
move toward. And purposefulness gives us exactly that. It identifies
the thing we most deeply want to say “Yes” to, and then helps us move
in the direction of that vision. Purposeful people aren’t just against
things; they’re for things — and they’re powerfully for them!
To be helpful, however, purposefulness must balance two traits
that are sometimes hard to balance: steadfastness and flexibility. We
need to pursue our purposes with determination, certainly, but we also
need the wisdom to know when to modify our intentions, or even to
change them altogether. Purposefulness shouldn’t make us pigheaded.
William Arthur Ward listed the following as the Four Steps to
Achievement: “Plan purposefully, prepare prayerfully, proceed positively, and pursue persistently.” Something like that four-step program
will have to be adopted if we’re going to contribute in a worthy manner to the world in which we live. In the absence of purposeful planning and execution, we’re at the mercy of our external circumstances.
If we don’t live deliberately and intentionally, we can’t expect much
more than to be tossed back and forth by every breeze that blows.
Those around us should be able to expect more of us than that. They
should find us to be people who know what our destination is and are
purposefully moving toward it.
The secret of success is constancy to purpose.
Benjamin Disraeli
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Paradigms
But whether they shift us in positive or negative directions,
whether they are instantaneous or developmental, paradigm shifts move us
from one way of seeing the world to another. And those shifts create powerful
change. Our paradigms, correct or incorrect, are the sources of our attitudes
and behaviors, and ultimately our relationships with others.
Stephen R . Covey

S

ome of our beliefs are more basic than others. The

larger and more important the subject, and the more fundamental
the concept, the more a belief falls into the category of a “paradigm.”
Paradigms are beliefs that constitute the “lens” through which we see
the world. They form our worldview, our basic perspective on what
kind of reality we’re living in and how that reality works.
For example, some people work from the perspective that we’ve
been created by a God to whom we’re accountable, while others work
from the viewpoint that there is no such God. Our belief on that
subject is one of our most important paradigms. Or consider another
example. Some people believe that we’re capable of exercising freedom of will in our actions, while others accept the perspective that
everything that happens was already determined before we were born.
Whichever position we take, that position is one of our paradigms.
Few of us are probably aware of the extent to which we’ve unthinkingly picked up our paradigms from other people. To say that
we’ve gotten a paradigm from someone else is not necessarily to say
the paradigm is untrue. But we do need to be careful, don’t we? If,
when it comes to our most basic beliefs, we tend to just “go with the
flow,” we’d better make sure that we’re in a very good flow!
The main thing is not where we got our paradigms, but whether
they’re true. At all costs, we must do our best to bring our perspectives
into alignment with reality. Quite fortunately, we’re not stuck with the
set of paradigms we have right now; we can exchange them for better
ones. And doing this — improving our paradigms — is a part of the
main business of life. It’s also a very powerful thing to do!
In the words of Thoreau, “For every thousand hacking at the leaves
of evil, there is one striking at the root.” We can only achieve quantum
improvements in our lives as we quit hacking at the leaves of attitude and
behavior and get to work on the root, the paradigms from
which our attitudes and behaviors flow.
Stephen R . Covey
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Doing
Things won are done;
joy’s soul lies in the doing.
William Shakespeare

O

ur nature is such that we derive a deep satisfaction
from “doing.” We are workers, and despite our occasional

complaints to the contrary, we basically enjoy the act of working. It’s
not just that we enjoy the accomplishment of “having done” certain
things, and it’s not just that we enjoy the rest and recreation that come
after we’ve engaged in “doing” — we actually enjoy the doing itself, at
least under normal circumstances. There is a deeply felt, wholesome
sense of rightness that comes from being in the midst of doing.
The joy of doing, however, depends to a large extent on whether
we’re doing our best. The old saying that “anything worth doing is
worth doing well” is a reminder that there is some worth or value
in well-doing, and a part of the worth is the joy that comes from it.
Simply put, it feels good to be actively involved in high-quality work.
Yet even doing our best is not enough. It’s also important to
inquire whether what we’re doing is good and right. As Gore Vidal
commented, “There is nothing more debasing than the work of those
who do well what is not worth doing at all.” So we must make sure
our doing is aligned with principles of proven worth. Unprincipled
work, no matter how high the quality, is much better off left undone.
But, as Montaigne said, “Saying is one thing and doing is
another.” In the present age of information, we are inundated with
words. Talk is everywhere. But as someone long ago said, “Talk is
cheap,” and we need to be careful not to let talk substitute for doing.
The joy of doing comes not from promising to do but from doing
what we promise, so we need to follow through and do what we say.
If there’s another problem that’s characteristic of our age, however, it’s that we often rush through our doing so hurriedly that we
lose out on any enjoyment that it might provide. How much better
it would be if we did our “doings” more thoughtfully. If we’d take the
time to “taste” the things we do, we’d often find them very gratifying.
Let us, then, be up and doing,
With a heart for any fate;
Still achieving, still pursuing,
Learn to labor and to wait.
H e n r y W a d s wo r t h L o n g f e l l ow
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Providing
He that can work is a born king of something.
T h om a s C a r l y l e

T

o continue living in the world, certain basic things
have to be provided: food, clothing, and shelter.

When we do honest work to provide these things for ourselves and
our loved ones, we do an honorable thing. And though it’s been a
long time since the daily necessities had to be grown, caught, or made
by very many of us with our own hands, it can hardly be denied that
there is still an elemental satisfaction in doing these things personally
and directly. “There is,” in the words of Marianne Moore, “no pleasure
subtler than the sensation of being a good workman.”
In the 1940s, Harlan Hubbard and his wife, Anna, left the elite
social life of Cincinnati and took to the Ohio River. Eventually, they
settled in a little cove called Payne Hollow, building a house with the
rocks and timbers they found there and living forever afterward on
what they could provide with their own hands. Theirs was no experiment, like Thoreau’s sojourn at Walden Pond, but a committed way
of life from which they never looked back. On May 7, 1999, I had the
privilege of visiting Payne Hollow. The artist to whom the Hubbards
gave the property when they died still lived there, single-handedly
maintaining a working homestead as Harlan and Anna would have
wanted. Payne Hollow is to me a wonderful symbol, a monument to
the wholesome pleasure of working and . . . providing.
Jacques Barzun said, “Work is something that engages the heart
and the mind as well as the hand, something that involves the surmounting of difficulties for results that are deemed important to the
worker.” When we work to provide for our own needs, and especially
when we use materials we’ve garnered from our own surroundings, we
come into contact with a satisfaction that’s as old as our oldest ancestors. And we’re the losers for not enjoying it more often.
Work itself is not a curse, and manual labor is a far better thing
than most people suppose. “Thou, O God, dost sell us all good things
at the price of labor” (Leonardo da Vinci). Today, let’s reconsider the
quality of our own work. Let’s recall the pleasure of providing.
No race can prosper till it learns there is as much
dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem.
B oo k e r T. W a s h i n g t o n
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Motherliness
When God thought of mother, he must have laughed
with satisfaction and framed it quickly — so rich, so deep, so divine,
so full of soul, power, and beauty was the conception.
Henry Ward Beecher

S

ome human attributes are typically found in women
more often than in men, and “motherliness” is one

such trait. Indeed, motherliness

is so closely associated in our
minds with the feminine disposition that it stands as one of the defining characteristics of femininity. The natural tendency to love and
cherish, to nourish and nurture, and to encourage and support are so
bound up with being a woman that these skills are usually thought to
come as part of a woman’s “original equipment.”
But notice carefully the word we’re meditating on today: it’s not
just “motherhood,” but “motherliness” that we want to think about.
Motherhood is the biological fact of being a mother, and it may or
may not be accompanied by motherly attitudes and actions. Usually
it is, but not always. And so we properly pay tribute to those women
who’ve not only borne children, but having done so, have also given
their children (and perhaps others) the great gift of motherliness.
Motherliness is not just a trait; it’s a virtue. It’s something to
be admired and praised. Yes, it does come naturally to most women,
but the actual following of motherly instincts on a day-to-day basis
requires choice. It requires work. And it requires no small measure of
sacrifice. Those mothers who have gone beyond motherhood into the
realm of real motherliness are to be honored in the very highest way.
In some parts of the world, May is the month when “Mother’s
Day” comes around. This is a day to remember our mothers for their
greatness — and if they’re still living, to express our appreciation to
them personally. Fortunately, greatness as a mother doesn’t require a
woman to have achieved many of the things that the world admires;
“success” (at least in the usual sense) is simply not necessary. And
that’s a good thing because not many of our mothers had any realistic
chance to make a mark that the world would notice. But oh, how they
loved us! And if today we had little else in life but the love our mothers gave up their lives to give us, we’d still be wealthy, wouldn’t we?
A rich child often sits in a poor mother’s lap.
Danish Proverb
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Mastery
Let no one or anything stand between you and the difficult task;
let nothing deny you this rich chance to gain strength by adversity,
confidence by mastery, success by deserving it. Do it better each time.
Do it better than anyone else can do it. I know this sounds
old-fashioned. It is, but it has built the world.
Harold H. Curtice

M

astery gives us a satisfaction that mediocrity can
never provide. Yet too few of us have tasted the joy of

mastery. We’ve dreamed about hundreds of things. We’ve dabbled in
many things. And maybe we’ve even progressed to the intermediate
level in several things. But few of us have paid the price to gain the
level of mastery in any single realm of endeavor. We’ve not invested
the years of patient sweat and sacrifice that it takes to reach the state
of consummate skill and genuine expertise. But those who have done
so enjoy a gratification that is truly one of life’s special treats.
Mastery doesn’t mean pride. When Curtice suggests that we do
something “better than anyone else can do it,” what he’s talking about
has nothing to do with arrogance, competition, or prideful self-sufficiency. He’s just urging us never to be content with anything less than
improvement. In any activity, mastery means the constant desire to increase the excellence of the art, craft, science, or whatever it may be. If
how we do a particular thing is no better than it has already been done
(including by ourselves), then we’ve probably not done it as excellently
as it might be done. Mastery is always pushing the limits.
Mastery doesn’t mean perfection. In the world as we know it, it’s
not possible to achieve absolute perfection in any endeavor. But that
doesn’t mean mastery is not possible. Flawlessly perfect houses can’t
be built by anybody, but that doesn’t keep us from distinguishing
people who’ve become master carpenters from those who haven’t.
The most important kind of mastery, however, is self-mastery. We
needn’t think that, just because we’ve mastered our job, our work, or
our craft, there is no need to master ourselves, for therein lies the real
mastery, and without it, no other mastery will be found praiseworthy.
We should every night call ourselves to an account:
What infirmity have I mastered today? What passions opposed?
What temptation resisted? What virtue acquired? Our vices will abate
of themselves if they be brought every day to the judgment.
Seneca

May 10

Longings
There is not a heart but has its moments of longing,
yearning for something better, nobler, holier than it knows now.
Henry Ward Beecher

A

ll of us have longings, but not all of us acknowledge them or honor them. We may not think about it very

often, and even when we do, we may not be able to put our feelings
into words, but every one of us has a “strong, persistent yearning or
desire” (American Heritage Dictionary) for circumstances more perfect
than those that presently surround us. And it’s not only better circumstances that we long for; I believe we also long for a more perfect
character. Whether we look outside ourselves or inside, what we see
leaves much to be desired. And so we desire to improve, longing for
what we’ve seen so far only in our dreams and aspirations. Wouldn’t it
be wise, then, to acknowledge our longings and even to honor them?
Many of the things that motivate us to do worthy work stem
from our longings. For instance, even our intellectual curiosity, our
desire to understand the nature of what is real, is a form of longing.
“Philosophy,” wrote Plato, “is a longing after heavenly wisdom.”
In Antony and Cleopatra, Shakespeare had Cleopatra say, “I have
immortal longings in me.” The notion of “immortal longings” is one
that has occurred to many of the wisest people who’ve ever lived. It
does, in fact, seem reasonable that our yearnings are a hint of our true
nature, a suggestion that we’re connected to a larger, more enduring
reality than the one that we experience in space-time with our physical senses. The writer of the Book of Ecclesiastes affirmed that we’ve
been created by a God who “has put eternity in [our] hearts.”
If we had no longings, we’d be an impoverished people. We’d
be flatter, duller, and less capable of significant contribution. After
all, a major part of what we have to offer others is our aspiration, our
yearning to move forward. So our longings are not to be regretted or
avoided. Although they may sometimes be so poignant as to be painful, they’re usually pulling us in a direction that we need to go. There
is a certain beauty to our wistfulness, and good things often come
from letting our longings be felt — and even allowed to grow.
I long to be filled with longing;
I thirst to be made more thirsty still.
A . W . T oz e r
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Pursuit
Look round the habitable world: how few
Know their own good, or knowing it, pursue.
John Dryden

T

wo questions test our character at its deepest
level. Marcus Aurelius was not mistaken when he said, “The

true worth of a man is to be measured by the objects he pursues.” So
it’s important at regular intervals to ask ourselves these two questions:
What are we pursuing? and How are we pursuing it?
The “what” of our pursuit. Some things are wrong to pursue, morally and ethically, and these endeavors can’t be made worthy by any
amount of excellence in the manner or method of their pursuit. Yet
even within the realm of what’s right, we need to be careful about what
we try to achieve. The “good” is often the enemy of the “better” and
the “best,” and we ought to care enough about the quality of our lives
to pursue the very best that we can. Even more important, however,
we need to be cautious in the criteria by which we judge what is good,
better, and best. By some criteria, for example, it would be better to
pursue becoming a doctor than becoming a nurse, but by other (equally
valid) criteria, the person who has become a nurse has pursued a goal
no less praiseworthy than that of the doctor, despite the doctor’s higher
social and economic profile. To be completely accurate, we’d have to
say that a person’s true worth is measured not only by the objects he
pursues but also by the reasons for which he pursues them.
The “how” of our pursuit. Even with admirable pursuits, we need
to make sure that we pursue them in a principled way. Contrary to
popular belief, the end does not justify the means, and we are never
excused from wrongdoing simply because we had an honorable objective. And not only should the pursuit of our goals be principled; it
should also be passionate. “The roots of true achievement lie in the
will to become the best that you can become” (Harold Taylor).
It’s important, then, for us to pay attention to our pursuits. Not
many good goals can be reached by merely “going with the flow.” It
takes deliberate, conscious choice to keep ourselves pointed in the right
direction — and in whatever direction it’s right for us to be pointed, it
takes character to fire up our pursuits with principle and passion.
Every calling is great when greatly pursued.
Oliver Wendell Holmes
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Seeing
A fool sees not the same tree that a wise man sees.
William Blake

T

here are few of us who wouldn’t be helped by an
improvement in our vision, our ability to see. Too

often, we see (i.e., experience) things without learning anything. We
see them, but their importance escapes us. We notice them, but their
wonder is wasted on us. There may be nothing wrong with our eyesight, but truly, “a fool sees not the same tree that a wise man sees.”
Depth of vision. At times, we don’t see deeply enough, that is, we
don’t take the time to look below the surface. And not taking the time
is really the heart of the problem, as anyone knows who has wrongfully judged another person by making a hasty assessment on the basis
of a first impression or a superficial acquaintance.
Breadth of vision. When we don’t see what we need to see, sometimes the problem is not so much incorrect seeing as it is insufficient
seeing. John Ruskin wrote, “Not only is there but one way of doing
things rightly, but there is only one way of seeing them, and that is,
seeing the whole of them.” Factors like perspective and scope are critically important. Just as there are times when we need to look more
deeply, there are times when we need to back up and take a wider
view. It’s often amazing what can be seen from a distance!
If we need to see more deeply and more broadly, one of the best
ways to learn to do so is to listen attentively when other people tell us
what they see. One reason the fool doesn’t see the same tree as the
wise man is that the fool won’t pay attention when the wise man is
describing what he sees. The fool never learns a deeper, broader vision
because he’s ignorantly content with what little he sees on his own.
In the end, it’s a combination of motive and experience that allows
us to improve our seeing. We have to want to see more than we do
right now, but even with that desire, we have to have our understanding prepared by certain experiences before we can be struck by the full
significance of the things we encounter. The longer we live, the more
we’re able to recognize certain truths that have been “right before our
eyes” for many years. That’s one reason life in this remarkable world is
such a never-ending adventure in seeing.
People only see what they are prepared to see.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n
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Independence
Nothing is more desirable than to be released from an affliction,
but nothing is more frightening than to be divested of a crutch.
J a m e s B a l dw i n

I

ndependence, properly defined, is a state worth striving for, but frankly, it requires more courage and in-

tegrity than we might now possess. Desiring “to

be released
from an affliction” is easy, as Baldwin suggests, but “nothing is more
frightening than to be divested of a crutch.” Independence involves
not only an enjoyable freedom but also a sobering responsibility.
One popular misconception of independence is that it means
complete self-sufficiency, without the need to depend on anyone else
for anything at all. But if that’s what independence is, then none of us
will ever experience it. In the real world, nobody is self-sufficient, and
we need to have the humility to confess that fact. If we can’t see how
often in the past we’ve had to be helped by other people, we’re either
blindly arrogant or arrogantly blind. Like it or not, we all have needs
that can’t be supplied by the unassisted work of our own hands.
Another misconception is that independence means absolute autonomy or self-rule. But again, in the real world this kind of independence is impossible. If we’re looking for a life in which we don’t have
to be subordinate to the authority of any other person in any role or
relationship whatsoever, we’ll probably be looking for a long time. In
the many different relationships in which we find ourselves participating, sometimes we have to lead and sometimes we have to follow.
Truly independent people have the ability to follow as well as to lead.
Independence simply means taking personal responsibility for our
own lives. As we grow beyond dependence, we quit expecting others
to hand us happiness on a silver platter, and we begin paying more attention to our character than our outward circumstances. This kind of
independence is a huge step in the right direction for us. And yet, as
desirable as independence is, and as preferable as it is to unhealthy dependence, independence is not the summum bonum of life. Tomorrow,
we’ll talk about an even higher goal.
True independence of character empowers us to act rather than be acted upon.
It frees us from our dependence on circumstances and other people and is a
worthy, liberating goal. But it is not the ultimate goal in effective living.
Stephen R . Covey
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Interdependence
Extreme independence is as destructive
to a relationship as total dependence.
James C. Dobson

I

nterdependence is a higher value than independence.
If we can’t see that, perhaps we’ve been confused more than we realize by the various misconceptions of independence that are so much
in vogue today. Yet misguided independence can hurt us every bit as
much as the unhealthy dependence which we’re so eager to avoid.
Interdependence is a cooperative relationship in which individuals yield some of their independence to others in a relationship for
the purpose of achieving a mutual goal or realizing a shared vision.
It involves trust, commitments, and collaboration, and it’s based on
the understanding that the great challenges of life call for a bit of
“together” work now and then. Interdependence produces what has
been called “synergy,” an effect produced by the joint action of two or
more people which each would be incapable of producing individually.
One person brings to the work certain qualities or abilities, others are
supplied by another person, etc. — and in the end, a result is reached
that marvelously multiplies what any of the parties could have created
alone. So interdependence goes beyond independence. To the courage
of independence, interdependence adds humility — the humility to
recognize when we can do more together than we can do separately.
Interdependence, as many have noted, is a choice that only
independent people can make. It requires a strength of character not
possessed by those who’re still bogged down in blaming and evasion
of responsibility. So if we’ve outgrown dependence and come to see the
value of independence, that’s good. But it’s even better if we’ve come to
appreciate the synergistic power of interdependence. Indeed, one of the
major measures of our personal maturity is the extent to which we’ve
learned to live and work interdependently. If we’re not there yet, we
should at least make sure that we’re growing in that direction!

On the maturity continuum, dependence is the paradigm of you — you take
care of me; you come through for me; you didn’t come through; I blame you for
the results . . . Independence is the paradigm of I — I can do it; I am responsible; I am self-reliant; I can choose . . . Interdependence is the paradigm of we
— we can do it; we can cooperate; we can combine our talents and abilities
and create something greater together.
Stephen R . Covey
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Fantasy
Fantasy is a natural human activity. It certainly does not destroy or even
insult Reason; and it does not either blunt the appetite for, nor obscure the
perception of, scientific verity. On the contrary. The keener and the clearer is
the reason, the better fantasy will it make. If men were ever in a state in which
they did not want to know or could not perceive truth (facts or evidence),
then Fantasy would languish until they were cured.
J. R. R. Tolkien

I

t is too bad that “fantasy” is so often used as a derogatory term. As a category of literature, it is looked down upon

and considered unworthy of the effort of any truly gifted writer. And
as an intellectual activity, it is almost laughed at, as if those who enjoy
fantasy (whether of someone else’s making or their own) are somehow
suffering from a case of arrested development. Yet fantasy is not only
a legitimate intellectual and artistic endeavor, the ability to enjoy it is
one of the most delightful of our human endowments. It’s one of the
channels through which joy comes to us: joy in the high, pure, otherworldly sense. Those who’ve never had their hearts pierced by the
sharp, sweet joy of the “perilous realm,” have missed one of life’s most
ennobling pleasures, and one of its most refreshing experiences.
Eudora Welty made a helpful observation about fantasy when
she said, “Fantasy is no good unless the seed it springs from is a truth,
a truth about human beings.” Those who say they prefer stories that
are “true,” need to understand that the power of fantasy comes from
nothing less than its truth. For all its strangeness and wonder, the
genuinely fantastic rings true — exactly true — to what we know is
in our hearts, both the good and the bad. But it does not stop at the
truth of what is; it beckons us to believe in the bright truths of what
can be. It suggests that what we experience in the mundane world is
not all that will ever be, and it’s not all there is to reality even now!
Of the many gifts that have been given to us, fantasy is one of
the greatest. That it’s not always used well or wisely is obvious, but
that is no more than can be said about any of our powers. Rather
than relegate fantasy to the nursery, we would do better to honor it as
adults and school ourselves in the wisdom of its joy. Like education,
fantasy is much too good to limit to the young.
I now enjoy the fairy tales better than I did in childhood:
being now able to put more in, of course, I get more out.
C. S. Lewis
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Will
“Where there is a will, there is a way,” says
the proverb. That is not entirely true; but it is true
that where there is no will, there is no way.
T h om a s S . S z a s z

W

ithout a sufficiently sturdy will, we can’t be effective in any worthwhile endeavor. If our intellect

and our emotions are the “legislative” parts of our minds, then our
will is the “executive” part. It executes our decisions. It carries out the
dictates of our conscience. It even brings into being the creations of
our imagination. And if, for some reason, our will is lazy or not strong
enough to do these things, then all the finest thinking, discerning, and
desiring that we might do would amount to very little in the end.
We often speak of our will as being “free,” and there are some
important senses in which that is true. In a strict sense, however, our
will is not absolutely free. It is always attached to an object or purpose
that is determined by the other parts of our minds. As Joyce Cary put
it, our will “is simply the engine in the car — it can’t drive.” Or to go
back to our government analogy, the will doesn’t make the laws; it
just carries out the instructions that have been given to it. It should
be obvious, then, that we need to be careful what instructions we give
to our wills. If our thinking is carefully maintained, then our wills can
serve us well. Otherwise, great damage is likely to be done.
Most of us know that the will doesn’t always come through for
us. Yes, it can be very strong when the choice is “what I want vs. what
you want,” but it can be amazingly weak when the choice is “what I
ought to do vs. what I want to do.” When my alarm goes off at five
in the morning, and it’s time to get up and write, I wonder where the
strong will is that showed up so quickly when I “discussed” matters
with the idiot who cut ahead of me in the line at Starbucks.
The fact is, if we don’t deliberately train our wills, they won’t be
helpful. If undisciplined, our wills will be too strong in some areas and
too weak in others. So training and conditioning our wills to help us
is one of the most important parts of becoming mature, and Anatole
France was certainly right when he wrote, “An education that does
not cultivate the will is an education that depraves the mind.”
The will to do, the soul to dare.
S i r W a lt e r S c o t t
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Humor
There’s nothing like a gleam of humor
to reassure you that a fellow human being
is ticking inside a strange face.
E v a H offm a n

L

ightheartedness and laughter are pretty good
signs that there is some life in us. Our exteriors may

be
buttoned-up and businesslike, but a little humor cracks the façade and
lets it be known that there’s a little impish vitality in there after all.
“Humor is the sunshine of the mind” (Edward Bulwer-Lytton).
In the physical world, of course, sunshine is not the only kind of
weather that we need, but isn’t it wonderful when we happen to have
the benefit of it? Similarly, in the emotional world, we take a special
delight in the “sunshine of the mind.” Isn’t it pleasing when humor
breaks through the clouds of a “rainy” set of circumstances? Isn’t it
agreeable when something funny is said, when something hilarious
happens, or when something comical catches us by surprise?
It would be hard to overestimate the value of the gift we give
when we show others “a gleam of humor.” For most people, life can be
a bit difficult, and without a dash of funniness once in a while, it can
be almost impossible. So it doesn’t matter who the folks are who have
to deal with us regularly; they would enjoy, if not some laughter, at
least a little pleasantness coming from our side of the relationship.
It might be a mistake, however, to suddenly decide that we’re
going to start being “humorous.” If that hasn’t been our habit in the
past, it might be more beneficial simply to start being more observant of the things that happen around us that are comical. Genuine
humor can rarely be planned or programmed. As Erma Bombeck
said, “Humor is a spontaneous, wonderful bit of an outburst that just
comes. It’s unbridled, it’s unplanned, it’s full of surprises.”
Ordinary life contains all the humorous sunshine that any of us
needs, if only we have eyes and ears to receive it. Indeed, professional
humorists get their best material by just watching and listening as the
“mad, mad, mad, mad world” goes by. And I’m guessing, if something
funny didn’t happen to you today, you just weren’t paying attention.
There is one word in America that says it all,
and that one word is, “You never know.”
Joaq uín Andújar
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Inquiry
Free inquiry, if restrained within due bounds, and applied
to proper subjects, is a most important privilege of the human mind;
and if well conducted, is one of the greatest friends to truth.
T h é odo r e - A g r i p p a D ’ A u b i g n é

P

eople with high-quality lives tend to be those who
(A) ask good questions, and then (B) work hard to
find the answers. Inquiry is a conspicuous habit of almost all suc-

cessful people. There is really no substitute for it. Either we “inquire”
or we “expire” without having learned what we needed to know.
Carefulness in our inquiries. It’s not enough to ask questions; we
need to ask good questions. Contrary to what the “enquiring” tabloids
seem to think, some questions are a waste of time. Just as there is junk
food, there is also such a thing as junk knowledge. And not only that,
but some things are simply none of our business. So we need to be
careful in deciding what the things are that we’d like to inquire about.
Diligence in our inquiries. Assuming that our questions are worth
seeking an answer to, we also need to understand that hard work and
persistence may be required. Accurate answers to our questions are
not always easily found or quickly understood. So if there’s something
worth knowing and we say that we want to know it, we need to be
willing to pay the price. Inquiries take time and energy.
Charles Sanders Peirce said, “Do not block the way of inquiry.”
If we don’t watch out, we may find ourselves doing that, either for
ourselves or for others. There is something a little frightening about
new knowledge, and we’re often tempted to resist inquiries that may
lead in disturbing directions. But truth, even uncomfortable truth, is
always preferable to untruth. We must be courageous.
A healthy measure of old-fashioned inquisitiveness can add
immense value to our lives. Curiosity may have killed the cat, and, as
we’ve suggested, there are things we ought to have the good sense not
to inquire into. But even so, we shouldn’t fail to recognize the good
that can come from good inquiries. There are vast treasuries of knowledge waiting to open up to us. We need to ask, ask, and ask again!
I keep six honest serving-men
(They taught me all I knew);
Their names are What and Why and When
And How and Where and Who.
R u d ya r d K i p l i n g
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Illumination
There are very few human beings who receive the truth,
complete and staggering, by instant illumination. Most of them
acquire it fragment by fragment, on a small scale, by successive
developments, cellularly, like a laborious mosaic.
Anaïs Nin

T

o be “illuminated” means to be “enlightened.” In our
language, light is very often used as a metaphor for knowledge or
understanding; so when we speak of “illumination,” we are saying that
someone has “seen the light.” A previously unrecognized truth has
“dawned” on them. What was dark is now “as clear as day.”
Illumination is a more important thing than we sometimes give
it credit for being. If our character accumulates from our conduct,
and our conduct grows out of our thinking, then it’s a matter of great
importance whether our thinking is accurate or not. If we’re “in the
dark,” we may imagine that we “see” some things that are not actually
there. Even a little “enlightenment” can help us to see what is really
there and what is not — and once we accurately judge the nature of the
reality we’re dealing with, our actions can be appropriate to that reality.
But as important as it is for our minds to receive illumination,
most of us find that gaining greater light on significant subjects is a
gradual, and sometimes painstaking, process. On very rare occasions,
we may get some tremendous flash of insight that opens up entire
vistas of understanding all at once. But more often, our understanding
grows slowly. Most of us get a more accurate view of reality, as Anaïs
Nin suggests, “fragment by fragment, on a small scale.” The process is
well worth it, however, even when it seems unbearably slow.
Whether big or small, those moments of illumination — someone has called them “A-ha!” experiences — are delightful when they
occur. They happen to be some of life’s happiest turning points. It isn’t
really possible to plan when these moments are going to take place,
but we can certainly make a difference by being open to illumination.
If we have an honestly receptive mindset, life’s experiences will prepare us for moments of understanding, when the time is right. As the
saying goes, “When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.”

What in me is dark
Illumine, what is low raise and support.
J o h n M i lt o n
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Confession
It is not wrong actions which require courage to confess,
so much as those which are ridiculous and foolish.
Jean-Jacques Rousseau

E

very time we’re faced with the need to make a confession, we find out two things: how much we value

truth and how much courage we have. When we’ve done
a wrong deed or made a mistake, a confession is simply an acknowledgement that the error is ours and we take full responsibility for it.
If the truth is that we made the mistake, a decision not to confess the
error is a decision to give untruth a higher priority than truth. So in
deciding whether to confess, we find out how much we value truth.
But even if we’ve decided to tell the truth, it still takes courage to do
that. So our courage is tested as well as our commitment to truth.
Some confessions take more courage than others, of course.
Certain mistakes might be considered so understandable that we
would almost gain a greater standing in other people’s eyes by confessing them. Other things we might do, however, as Rousseau suggests, would be viewed as being so “ridiculous and foolish” that other
people’s estimate of our character would be adjusted downward in
ways we would find very painful. Confessions that get us sympathy
are comparatively easy to make; it’s the ones that get us well-deserved
shame that take both courage and a commitment to truth.
As long as we’re engaged in the business of living, we’re going
to have to make confessions from time to time. As Daniel Webster
remarked, “There is no refuge from confession but suicide; and even
suicide is a confession.” Once done, a deed can never be undone, obviously, but the honest confession of our faults restores to us a virtue
and an integrity that are the only honorable substitutes for innocence.
Having done wrong, we can at least do what’s right about our wrong!
Most of us would say we prefer reality to illusion or deception.
Yet by covering up or excusing our mistakes, aren’t we saying we prefer others to have a favorable impression of us, even if it’s inaccurate,
rather than an unfavorable impression that’s based on truth? Wouldn’t
it be better to come clean and take a stand for reality?

For him who confesses, shams are over
and realities have begun.
William James
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Altruism
If I am virtuous and worthy, for whom
should I not maintain a proper concern?
Confucius

W

e’re not fully human if we don’t recognize our
connection to other human beings. There is a sense

in which the human race can be thought of as a family, and family
members have important reasons to treat one another unselfishly and
with benevolence. For one thing, family members are attached to one
another in such a way that whatever one does affects all the others. In
the human family, we need to recognize that each of our own actions
has some impact on our siblings. If nothing else, we have to share the
same living space, the same habitat. To misuse the world which is our
home or to take too much out of it, just for our own indulgence, is to
be shamefully selfish. To fail to help the helpless is to withhold good
things from the family of which we ourselves are a part. Connected as
we are, how can we not be concerned about one another?
“Altruism” means selflessness. It’s an active concern for the welfare of others. When we choose to be altruistic, we’re making a choice
to be humane and helpful. “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” (Confucius).
There is a danger, however, in saying that we “love humanity.” That kind of sentiment can be so vague and general that, for all
practical purposes, it’s useless. Dostoevsky said, “In abstract love of
humanity one almost always only loves oneself.” We’d do better to
love actual persons — real ones, like those who live in the house next
door or work in the office down the hall — rather than “humanity.”
If we’re not as altruistic as we should be, we need to start growing
in that virtue. Yet there’s no denying that it’s hard. It demands a great
deal of us. Just because we don’t think we’re doing any harm to anybody, that doesn’t mean we’re doing the good that we should do. In the
words of Roy Masters, “Loving what is right is different from hating
what is wrong and feeling right about it.” And frankly, the more affluent we are, the more we need to be warned: altruism isn’t a philosophy
— it’s a lifestyle that results in the positive blessing of other people.
To hoard is worse than to steal.
Jewish Proverb
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Teamwork
The human body is probably the most amazing example of teamwork
anywhere. Every part needs the other. When the stomach is hungry, the eyes
spot the hamburger. The nose smells the onions, the feet run to the snack
stand, the hands douse the burger with mustard and shove it back into the
mouth, where it goes down into the stomach. Now that’s cooperation!
Joni Eareckson Tada

T

eamwork is the result of people doing things that
complement, or complete, one another’s work. It

doesn’t matter whether a group is formally organized and called a
“team” or not; the identifying characteristic is still the same: people
do things, each helping the other, that accomplish a common goal. Joni
Eareckson Tada’s analogy of the parts of a human body working
together to get a hamburger is apt. Something similar to that always
takes place when individuals pool their talents and function as a team.
Teamwork requires maturity. We won’t function well on a team
if we haven’t grown up enough to get past selfishness and “itsy-bitsy
thinking.” If our skill set contains only two responses to frustration —
fight or flight — then we aren’t yet mature enough for teamwork.
Teamwork is difficult. The benefits of teamwork are amazing, but
they aren’t free. There is a price to be paid. We have to determine that
we’ll learn how to cooperate and work through difficulties and challenges to the team. Patience and perseverance are absolutely essential.
Teamwork requires humility. Teamwork isn’t for prima donnas or
peacocks. It’s for people who have enough humility to contribute to a
worthy endeavor in whatever way they can, whether they’re in the spotlight or not. Teamworkers are content for the team to get the credit.
In moments of success, we dare not forget that what has been accomplished has been, almost always, the result of collaboration. Rarely
do we bring any project to completion without the help of some kind
of team, whether large or small, and acknowledging that fact ought to
be something we’re eager to do. Teamwork happens to be a good thing.
It’s a privilege to be part of something bigger than our solitary selves.
Success is a ruthless competitor for it flatters and nourishes our weaknesses
and lulls us into complacency. We bask in the sunshine of accomplishment
and lose the spirit of humility which helps us visualize all the factors which
have contributed to our success. 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.
Samuel Jones Tilden

May 23

Finality
Great events, we often find,
On little things depend,
And very small beginnings
Have oft a mighty end.
A n o n y mo u s

B

eginnings are often good, but endings are sometimes
better. Especially when “small beginnings” turn out to have a

“mighty end,” we should be grateful. Finality shouldn’t be something
we shy away from. It’s a better idea than many people think.
We need to be people who appreciate the value and importance
of finality. Yes, there is an excitement about new undertakings, and no,
we don’t want to rest on our past achievements. But let’s not be afraid
of the old saying that “all good things must come to an end.” Most
good things are begun for the very purpose of reaching some end. If
the end is honorable, should we be sad about reaching it?
There is a sense in which finality is a virtue, and both our character and our conduct need to possess that virtue. When our friends
think of us, for example, they need to be able to think of finished
things, not things begun and hastily abandoned. They need to know
that we’re well acquainted with the concept of closure.
Similarly, our agreements and commitments need to have a
certain finality about them. No matter how great our potential may
be, indecisiveness can diminish, if not destroy, the service that we have
the opportunity to render. Our friends need to know what they can
expect from us. They need to know that we can be counted on.
Each of our lives is moving toward an ultimate finality — death.
Any evaluation or verdict that might be passed upon our work right
now would only be an interim report; it’s only when “finality” has
been reached that the true tale can be told about any of us. So it’s
wonderful if we started out with great advantages, and it’s delightful
if we’re enjoying great blessings in the present. But what matters most
is whether we follow through and complete the work that is ours to do in
the time that’s allotted to us. If the final chapter of our personal history is disappointing, the rest of it will be seriously lacking in value.
Every advantage in the past is judged
in the light of the final issue.
D e mo s t h e n e s

May 24

Moderation
Whatever is enough is abundant in the eyes of virtue.
Seneca

W

e’ve all heard that “enough is enough.” And yet,
properly appreciated, enough is a good bit more than enough.
Just the right amount of a thing (think of salt in your gravy) can do
far more good than either too little or too much, and so “enough” is
not simply something to accept; it’s something to be thankful for. As
Seneca said, “Whatever is enough is abundant in the eyes of virtue.”
“Moderation” is the trait of avoiding extremes. That which is
moderate is just right, neither too much nor too little. And so, to return
to the cooking illustration, the moderate chef is the one who has both
the knowledge and the discipline to put just the right amount of each
ingredient in the pot to produce the best of all possible results. When
he sees that he’s about to put too much or too little pepper in the
gumbo, he moderates his actions, not because he’s weak or cowardly
or colorless, but because he knows that the right amount will be much
more delicious than any other amount. Moderation is an act of grace!
Some things, of course, should never be moderated. You can’t put
too much integrity into your life, for example. When something is a
matter of principle, moderation is indeed a sign of weakness. And so
Thomas Paine was quite correct in this observation: “Moderation in
temper is always a virtue; but moderation in principle is always a vice.”
That said, it is true that principles have to be balanced with one
another, and balancing our principles does involve a certain kind of
moderation. Moderation will teach us how to balance courage and
kindness, decisiveness and patience, strength and gentleness, etc.
If we’re honest, however, most of us know that we need to learn
moderation in regard to some things we have trouble controlling, such
as “speaking our mind” and “using physical force.” A certain measure
of these things is necessary sometimes, but used excessively or illadvisedly, they can do great harm. If we had no ability or inclination
in these areas, being moderate about them would be automatic. But
the fact is, we do have the ability — and because we’re free to choose,
we have to learn the valuable, but hard to master, skill of moderation.

Moderation is a virtue only in those
who are thought to have a choice.
Henry Kissinger
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Spirituality
I am certainly convinced that it is one
of the greatest impulses of mankind to arrive
at something higher than a natural state.
J a m e s B a l dw i n

S

pirituality starts from the premise that total reality consists of more than the tangible, material

phenomena that we experience with our five senses. Of
course, this idea may be right or wrong, accurate or inaccurate, but in
any event, this is where spirituality starts: with the belief that physical
reality is not all there is — there is also a spiritual reality that surrounds or pervades us. And not only is there a spiritual part of reality,
but most spiritually minded people believe that the spiritual part is
more enduring and should be given greater priority than the physical.
The question posed by spirituality is no trivial question. If reality
does have a spiritual dimension, ignoring or dealing irresponsibly with
that reality would be foolish at least, and quite possibly disastrous.
Spirituality deserves quite careful consideration and also, if we deem
it to be valid, a wise decision as to what we’re going to do about it.
These days, we often hear people speak, with obvious satisfaction, of being “spiritual but not religious.” What about that possibility? For some, the phrase simply means they don’t participate in
“organized” religion, and in that case, Jonathan Swift’s remark may be
appropriate: “What religion is he of? Why, he is an Anythingarian.”
But there is a deeper issue, and it has to do with whether there’s any
substance or validity to religion of any kind at all. If true religion
(whether “organized” or not) consists of dealing rightly with God,
then the question of whether to practice it depends on whether one
believes there is any God to be dealt with. If God does, in fact, exist,
then it would seem hazardous to leave religion out of our spirituality.
These daily readings are not spiritual. They’re simply about positive words and worthy character traits. Yet any list of positive words
that left out “spirituality” would be incomplete, wouldn’t it? When
it comes down to it, few of us are card-carrying materialists. In our
hearts, we believe in spiritual realities — and we’re the nobler for it.

Great men are they who see that
the spiritual is stronger than any material force.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n
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Religion
Religion . . . is in essence the response
of created personalities to the Creating Personality, God.
A . W . T oz e r

S

ome definitions of religion are so all-encompassing
that they’re useless. A definition that includes everything

actually includes nothing, so for today’s reading let’s work with
something like the traditional definition of religion, summarized well
enough by the American Heritage Dictionary: “belief in and reverence
for a supernatural power recognized as the creator and governor of the
universe.” Religion, in other words, consists of the thoughts, words,
and deeds that are involved in a person’s relationship with God.
This definition leaves room for the possibility of false religion. If
God does not exist, for example, then a person’s “relationship” to that
non-existent God would have little point. But even if God does exist,
a person might misapprehend the nature of that God or otherwise fail
to properly relate to God’s being, in which case that person’s religion
would be based on unreality. So it doesn’t always happen, but ideally,
religion is what we do when we’re rightly relating ourselves to God.
There couldn’t be a weightier issue than the question of God.
Considering the consequences of being mistaken, “religion” deserves
our best thinking, certainly no less than the concept of “spirituality.”
When we’re faced with the need to do some hard thinking, however,
it’s tempting to dodge the issue and wave religion aside as a matter
of mere tradition, as if one tradition were as useful as another. But
traditions are not simply interchangeable. Many of us, for example,
hold the tradition that all human beings are equal. Is that tradition
no more accurate or useful than its rival tradition, that some races are
superior to others? By the same token, after we’ve described a certain
religion as a tradition, we’ve still got work to do to determine if that
tradition is based on fact or fiction, realism or delusion, honor or error.
Alexander Chase said it well: “More and more people care about
religious tolerance as fewer and fewer care about religion.” Isn’t it time
to start caring about this thing that we seem to need so desperately?
Religion that is merely ritual and ceremony can never satisfy.
Neither can we be satisfied by a religion that is merely humanitarian and
serviceable to mankind. Man’s craving is for the spiritual.
Samuel M. Shoemaker
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Facility
All things are difficult before they are easy.
T h om a s F u l l e r

E

ase should never be the primary thing we seek in
life, but in a limited sense, it’s a good thing and

one that’s worth striving for. “Facility” is

the quality of ease.
When we do something with facility, that means we do it effortlessly,
with little difficulty. The world-class figure skater, for example, has
spent thousands of hours practicing her skill and can now perform
feats of immense difficulty with an ease and grace that are beautiful to
behold. Consider three words that have to do with this kind of ease.
Facile. Though this word can sometimes be used with a negative
connotation, it can also be used positively to mean that something is
done “in a relaxed manner.” Isn’t that something worth working for? I
believe it is. As a public speaker, I work at that difficult craft in order
to be able to speak to my audiences in a way that is “facile” or easy.
Facilitate. To “facilitate” is to make a process easier, and a “facilitator” is one who removes the difficulty from an activity. I suggest
that we should all equip ourselves to become facilitators in one way or
another. It’s a high compliment when someone says, “Thanks for your
involvement; the work went much more smoothly with your help.”
Facility. Those who have acquired “facility” in a given work
are those who have gained aptitude or fluency in it. It is “ready skill
derived from practice or familiarity” (American Heritage Dictionary).
If, as the saying goes, anything worth doing is worth doing well, then
working with facility ought to be our goal in whatever we do.
When we run into obstacles in our various and sundry pursuits,
we often make matters worse, rather than better, by acting in frustration. When a screwdriver doesn’t seem to be working, we often pick
up a hammer — and use it in anger! But while it’s quite natural to
want our work to be easily done, we need to understand that a difficult apprenticeship often has to be served first. As Thomas Fuller
said, “All things are difficult before they are easy.” Facility, fluency, and
effortlessness in our work are good goals that contribute to quality results, but they usually mean learning to work smarter as well as harder.
When you encounter difficulties and contradictions,
do not try to break them, but bend them with gentleness and time.
Francis de Sales

May 28

Farsightedness
Rashness succeeds often, still more often fails.
N a p o le o n B o na pa r t e

W

hen we fail to look ahead, we often make decisions that do harm — and they’re apt to be harmful to others as well as to ourselves. To avoid the problems

of rashness, we need to acquire a bit of “farsightedness,” the quality
of thoughtfulness with regard to the future. None of us has a crystal
ball that’s completely accurate, but that doesn’t mean we can’t look a
little distance beyond the present moment and adjust our conduct accordingly. It’s simply a fact that those who consider the likely consequences of their actions have less trouble in life than those who don’t.
One aspect of farsightedness is planning prudently for the future.
This simply means doing what Harvey Mackay suggested in the title
of one of his books: Dig Your Well Before You’re Thirsty. Some people
may go to an extreme here, obsessing about the future and refusing
to spend any resource they fear they may need later. But many of us
have the opposite problem. We make no effort to anticipate future
needs and provide for them in advance. We’re not as “provident” as we
should be, and the quality of our lives suffers as a result.
You may not have thought of it, but one way to foresee the future
is to take a long, hard look at the consequences of certain actions in
other people’s lives. In the long run, none of us can beat the odds.
When we see the law of cause and effect operating in someone else’s
life, it’s foolish to think we’d get any different harvest if we sowed the
same kind of seed. None of us is exempt from the law of the farm.
Laurence J. Peter liked to say, “If you don’t know where you’re
going, you’re probably going to end up somewhere else.” Often, it
takes no more than pausing to “stop and think” to see that where we’re
going is not where we want to go. We don’t have to be fortunetellers
or perfect prognosticators of the future to foresee that some actions
are inadvisable. We just have to learn to press the “pause button” once
in a while and consider the question of consequences. For every person who suffers from too much caution and too much conservatism,
many more of us suffer from too little foresight. We need to become
people who are known to be wise, shrewd, judicious, and thoughtful.
The prudent man looks where he is going.
T h e B oo k of P r o v e r b s

May 29

Results
The wise man, knowing how to enjoy achieved results
without having constantly to replace them with others,
finds in them an attachment to life in the hour of difficulty.
Émile Durkheim

I

t’s good not only to work toward better results in
the future, but also to find happiness in results that
we’ve already reached. We should certainly value the getting

of actual results (as opposed to merely talking, for example), but we
shouldn’t be so preoccupied with the future that we forget to relish
the results that are already ours to enjoy. There’s much left to do, but
after all, some things have been done and we should enjoy them.
In fact, there is a sense in which we should be willing for others
to judge us on the basis of the results we’ve achieved up to now. The
real evidence that demonstrates our character is not our “shoulda,
woulda, couldas,” but our established, accomplished, and verified
results. If we’re “selling” anything else, we’re just selling “vaporware.”
In the real world, it’s worth striving to be people who get results.
Talk is cheap, as we’ve often been reminded, and so we must do more
than talk about what needs to be done — we must do what needs to
be done. I like the way the irrepressible Pat Croce put it. He said,
“Neil Armstrong is not remembered for having circled the moon, although he did that; he’s remembered for having landed on the moon.”
It may be true that we get so few results today because we’ve
been conditioned to be so impatient. Having come to expect quick
fixes and thirty-minute solutions in the world of entertainment, we
have a dangerous tendency to insist on instant results in everything
we do. “[Television] has spread the habit of instant reaction and
stimulated the hope of instant results” (Arthur Schlesinger Jr.). Yet
few worthwhile things in this world come quickly or easily.
If we’re willing to work, however, we can work in faith — not
faith in ourselves, but faith in what we know about the reliability of
true-north principles. If (a) our principles are correct, and (b) we work
with diligence, then the results are surely going to be worthwhile.
It is only by risking our persons from one hour
to another that we live at all. And often enough our faith
beforehand in an uncertified result is the only thing
that makes the result come true.
William James

May 30

Togetherness
Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,
That wants it down.
Robert Frost

T

here is a “together” instinct in nearly all of us. Some
people may be able to tolerate being alone more than others, but
very few can say they have no need whatsoever for the experience of
togetherness. We’re communal birds — and we tend to flock together.
Yet in these days of radical individualism, some folks shy away
from togetherness, fearing it will smother their individual identities.
But while some forms of togetherness might do that, authentic togetherness never obliterates the individual. Kahlil Gibran wrote, “Let
there be spaces in your togetherness,” and that’s good advice. It’s the
rhythm of togetherness and separateness that makes life exciting.
It also needs to be said that the best kind of togetherness is
outward-looking rather than inward-looking. “Love,” said Antoine de
Saint-Exupéry, “does not consist in gazing at each other, but in looking outward together in the same direction.” The more “together” we
are, the more we’ll derive pleasure from things that are external to the
relationship. There is no self-centeredness or self-infatuation when
people are truly together. Their combined vision simply gives them a
better view of all that can be experienced and enjoyed “out there.”
Togetherness takes character, maturity, and hard work. Although
our instincts usually run in the direction of togetherness, its actual
practice in daily living doesn’t come naturally. It requires conscious effort to build wholesome relationships and then to enjoy them healthily. Like all other valuable things, togetherness has a price tag.
The main thing togetherness requires, of course, is love. By love
we don’t mean the silly, sentimental thing that masquerades as love
nowadays, but a solid, enduring commitment to the highest good of
those around us. This kind of love has affection as one of its ingredients, but it also includes some other things: a desire to give rather
than get, a willingness to sacrifice, and a readiness to go the extra mile
for the sake of those with whom we’re together. If togetherness is the
dough that makes the bread, love is the yeast that makes it rise.

Love puts the fun in together . . . the sad in apart
. . . the hope in tomorrow . . . the joy in a heart.
A n o n y mo u s

May 31

Hospitality
What is there more kindly
than the feeling between host and guest?
Aeschylus

H

ospitality means we welcome guests with warmth
and generosity, and being hospitable means we make
a habit of showing hospitality. Both “hospitality” and “hos-

pitable” come from the Latin word for “host.” When a host receives a
guest with friendliness, something special happens. There is nothing
“more kindly than the feeling between host and guest.”
It is possible, of course, to be hospitable anywhere at any time
(perhaps buying someone’s meal in a restaurant), but when we welcome guests into our own homes we engage in a very special act. An
even higher form of hospitality is when we welcome into our homes
strangers who are in need. Indeed, the ancient Greek word for hospitality was philoxenia, which meant “love of strangers.” Almost anyone
can be hospitable to friends, but it takes more character to show the
same welcome and kindness to those who aren’t well known to us.
But hospitality, whether at home or elsewhere and whether toward
friends or strangers, is always an outgrowth of benevolence, which
means “good will.” It is an outward practice, certainly, but it begins
on the inside, with a heart inclined to show kindness. “Where there is
room in the heart there is room in the house” (Danish proverb).
Few things are more discouraging than to be “welcomed” into
a home when the host’s heart is closed to us. So we need to guard
against that inconsistency and receive our guests with genuine hospitality. “It is nothing won to admit men with an open door, and to
receive them with a shut and reserved countenance” (Francis Bacon).
Real, down-home hospitality does have a way of being inconvenient. It’s no surprise that those who love their lifestyles more than
they love their neighbors find it bothersome to share their homes. But
for those who know that it’s “more blessed to give than to receive,”
hospitality is well worth the sacrifice that it usually requires.
Hospitality is a test for godliness because those who are selfish
do not like strangers (especially needy ones) to intrude upon their
private lives. They prefer their own friends who share their lifestyle.
Only the humble have the necessary resources to give of themselves
to those who could never give of themselves in return.
Erwin W. Lu tzer

June 1

Mannerliness
Good manners are the technique of expressing
consideration for the feelings of others.
Alice Duer Miller

S

howing consideration for others is easier when we
have some precedents to follow. If, for example, someone

did us a favor and we had never in our lifetime seen or heard anyone else respond considerately to a favor being done, we might have
trouble figuring out how to respond appropriately ourselves. In such
a situation, it’s a big help to know that saying “thank you” has been
proven over a long period of time to be a considerate response. Being
able to fall back on a useful precedent is a great relief. So in the final
analysis, that’s what good manners are: ways of “expressing consideration for the feelings of others” that time has proven to be valuable.
Mannerliness amounts to making others as comfortable as possible in our presence. But making others comfortable requires that we
be comfortable within ourselves, and so Alexander Pope wrote, “True
politeness consists in being easy one’s self, and in making everyone
about one as easy as one can.” True mannerliness is always an outgrowth of personal integrity, principled behavior, and peace of mind.
Most worthwhile things take learning and practice, and mannerliness is no exception. If, as Alice Duer Miller writes, good manners
are the technique of expressing consideration, that technique needs
to be acquired. Good intentions are not enough — we have to learn
what are the time-tested ways of showing our good intentions.
Going to the trouble to learn and practice mannerly ways is one
way to say “I love you” to those around us. Especially when we’re in
a country or a culture different from our own, it takes extra effort to
find out how consideration can best be shown in that environment,
but making that extra effort is how we show that we truly care.
In a busy world, we need to make sure that things like good
manners don’t become casualties of our busyness. In fact, it can be
argued that the busier and more stressed out we are, the more we need
to be mannerly. The “technique of expressing consideration for the
feelings of others” is a skill that we should never be too busy to use.
Life is not so short but that
there is always time for courtesy.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

June 2

Tests
Is life worth living?
Aye, with the best of us,
Heights of us, depths of us,
Life is the test of us!
C o r i n n e R oo s e v e l t R o b i n s o n

N

ot many days go by that do not present us with
some kind of test, whether large or small. Once

in
a while, the tests are quite large indeed. And then, perhaps two or
three times in our entire lives, we find ourselves meeting the biggest
tests of all, the ones where our characters are assayed in the hottest
fires they’ll ever experience. Do we resent life’s tests and resist them?
Wouldn’t it be better if we welcomed the feedback they give us?
One of the interesting aspects of our lives is that we can’t always
tell which tests are the biggest ones. Many of the most significant trials of our character don’t seem like any big deal at the time. It may be
years before we can see that the way in which we made a certain choice
(or failed to make it) was the passing or failing of an important test.
The school of life is no ordinary school: we often don’t know which are
the minor quizzes and which are the major exams . . . until later.
Could I give you a little friendly advice? Pay big attention to the
little tests! You’ll do better on the big ones later if, up until then, you’ve
been doing right by the little ones. Don’t save up your willpower for
the conspicuous occasions when you think everything is on the line;
spend it freely on the daily choices that, in their cumulative effect, will
either make or break your character. For most of us, the first test of
the day arrives when the alarm clock goes off. Pass that test, and you’ll
be well on your way to handling the rest of the day’s decisions, whatever they may be. Fail it, and you’ll find your bigger choices being
harder than they have to be. So take the little tests seriously.
What tests demonstrate, of course, is whether we’re strong or
weak. One good thing about them is that in the very act of being
tested we can grow stronger. But we ought to be careful about the
kind of strength we aspire to. The strength to serve, more than the
strength to get our own way, ought to be our aim. That’s the real test.
What we can do for another is the test of power;
what we can suffer for is the test of love.
B . F. W e s t c o t t

June 3

Training
Meekness is love in school,
and temperance is love in training.
D w i g h t L y m a n M ood y

I

t takes “training” (1) to be good at what we do, (2) to
enjoy worthwhile pleasures, and even (3) to exercise

honorable character traits. Love, for example, seems to be a
fairly spontaneous thing, but even it has to be schooled and trained.
As Moody says, meekness is its school and temperance is its training.
The word “training” is actually an interesting word. Its basic idea
is that of following. A railway “train” is a succession of cars that follow
one another in a line, the “train” on a wedding gown follows wherever
the bride goes, and so forth. So to “train” something is to teach it to
follow obediently. The difference between a concert pianist’s fingers
and mine is that by long discipline and government hers have been
taught to follow the dictates of her mind very precisely. I might hear
the same notes in my mind and even order my fingers to play them —
but my fingers are unruly. They haven’t been taught to follow.
Much more important than any kind of physical training is the
training of our minds and spirits. To be constructively useful, these
helpers have to be trained. Specifically, they have to be trained to
serve the interests of our principles and our conscience. And really,
that’s what life consists of, isn’t it? It’s a training ground where we
learn the disciplined use of our endowments. As C. S. Lewis said,
“If you think of this world as a place intended simply for our happiness, you find it quite intolerable: think of it as a place of training and
correction, and it’s not so bad.” And on this point, I also like what
Aldous Huxley said, “Of the significant and pleasurable experiences of
life only the simplest are open indiscriminately to all. The rest cannot
be had except by those who have undergone a suitable training.”
But whether or not we recognize it, we are training ourselves. By
our habitual practices, we are ingraining certain traits within us, for
better or worse. And mark it well: if it’s by nothing more than negligence and laziness that we’re training ourselves, we need not think
that we’ll eventually enjoy the benefits of a better kind of training.

A man can seldom — very, very seldom — fight
a winning fight against his training.
M a r k T wa i n

June 4

Planting
To own a bit of ground, to scratch it with a hoe, to plant seeds,
and watch their renewal of life — this is the commonest delight
of the race, the most satisfactory thing a man can do.
Charles Dudley Warner

T

here is an elemental, age-old joy that comes to us in
the act of planting. No matter how urbanized our culture

becomes, it’s not likely we’ll ever outgrow the pleasures that were a
part of our ancestors’ agricultural way of life. Getting our hands into
the soil, planting seeds, watering them, and nurturing the greenery as
it begins to grow, these are joys that have a rich heritage in our hearts.
Planting is almost pure happiness, and we need to do more of it.
Planting is an act of faith and trust if ever there was one. No one
would ever plant anything if he or she weren’t willing to take a risk.
Planting is based on the confidence that there are things we can do
today that will make a difference for good tomorrow, and anytime we
plant a seed, we make a statement about the future: we may not know
many things about it, but we’ve chosen to point ourselves in that
direction, and we believe the future’s worth making an investment in.
By far the best planting we ever do, however, is not agricultural
but personal. When we make new beginnings with other people,
either by entering into new relationships or doing things that reinvigorate old ones, we are “planting” in the very highest sense. And
we should enjoy this to the extent that it becomes an observable part
of our character and conduct. We should want to be people who’re
known to do a lot more planting than we do uprooting.
The exciting thing is that it’s never too late to do some planting.
We may have done little of it in the past. We may even have blighted
things that were planted by someone else. But the more life has gone
badly for us in the past, the more it’s “planting time” right now.
The results that can come from planting good things in our
relationships with others are truly amazing. A bountiful harvest can
come from even modest plantings, if the seeds are sown in love. The
soil doesn’t even have to appear particularly promising. We just have
to believe that the timeless laws of growth have not yet been repealed.
Plant a word of love heart-deep in a person’s life.
Nurture it with a smile and a prayer, and watch what happens.
M a x L u c a do

June 5

Devotion
Devotion is not a thing that passes, that comes and goes,
as it were, but it is something habitual, fixed, permanent that
extends over every instant of life and regulates all our conduct.
D o u g l a s V. S t e e l e

D

evotion and love are closely related, but devotion
adds an important element that’s not always found

in love. Both

love and devotion have to do with attraction and attachment, but in contrast to love, devotion tends to be more selfless
and more settled. In situations where love might fluctuate, based on
whether it was getting what it wanted, devotion would remain steady.
As Douglas V. Steele says, it’s “something habitual, fixed, permanent.”
The joy of dedication. Giving oneself to a particular end, not just in
affection but in dedication, is one of the most intensely joyful experiences open to us. But when was the last time you pledged yourself to
pay close and loyal attention to some honorable “devotion”?
The joy of fidelity. Hardly less than the happiness that comes from
dedication is that which comes from fidelity or faithfulness. If you
haven’t tried it lately, try devoting yourself to something with steadfastness and allegiance. Be someone somebody else can count on.
One of the saddest things in life is to see people who’ve never
learned the joy of being devoted to something outside of themselves.
Yet our culture is sometimes so self-centered we find ourselves having
to fight that tendency. We become so engrossed in getting the world
to operate as we want it to that we pay less and less heed to the larger
concerns of life. So we need to be warned. As George MacDonald
said, “There is one kind of religion in which the more devoted a man
is, the fewer proselytes he makes: the worship of himself.”
But even when we do practice a little devotion, there is another
tendency we have nowadays, and that is to devote ourselves more to
ideas and abstractions than to real, flesh-and-blood people. There is
nothing wrong with being devoted to a worthy cause, of course, but it
takes more character, and it should be a higher priority, to be devoted
to some actual persons, whether many or few. Causes can surely be
helped by our devotion, but people can be literally transformed!
There is a difference between devotion
to principles and devotion to a person.
O s wa l d C h a m b e r s

June 6

Initiative
This one makes a net while that one stands and wishes.
Would you like to make a bet which one gets the fishes?
Chinese Rhyme

I

once heard initiative aptly defined as “doing what’s
right without having to be told.” The word “initiative”

comes from the Latin initium (“beginning”). To “initiate” something
means to begin it, and to show “initiative” means to begin it without
a lot of external prodding and persuasion from other people. When
it comes to doing what’s right, those with initiative don’t sit back and
wait for someone else to lead — if need be, they lead the way themselves. Consider that there are at least three elements in initiative.
Enterprise. People who show initiative are first of all enterprising,
that is, they’re able to envision worthwhile endeavors and then undertake these ventures eagerly. They’re imaginative and creative, but more
than that, they’re energetic in getting started and enthusiastic carrying
out their plans to completion. Initiative and enterprise, then, are the
qualities of the true “adventurer,” the person willing to “venture.”
Determination. Nothing very good comes from initiative if those
who show it don’t have the determination to persist and persevere.
There aren’t many significant ventures that don’t encounter at least a
few obstacles, and so initiative must include the ability to keep going
in the face of discouragement. Perhaps we need another word to express this concept: we need not only initiative but . . . finishiative.
Self-motivation. The last element of initiative is the quality of
self-motivation. For every person who can carry out quality work
under the influence of someone else’s motivation, there are relatively
few who can motivate themselves. But this, in the end, is the main
ingredient of initiative. Initiative means we’re powered by a fire within
our own hearts, one that burns brightly from the inside out.
If initiative is not a part of our character (or if it is, but we’re just
too lazy to show it), the consequences can be more damaging than we
might think. It may seem a small thing to see a worthy opportunity
and just do nothing, but that’s exactly how things in our lives start to
get dilapidated. I have forgotten who said it, but it’s true: taking the
course of least resistance is what makes both men and rivers crooked.
Seize opportunity by the beard, for it is bald behind.
Bulgarian Proverb

June 7

Victory
The spiritual life is indeed a life of struggle; but it is also
a life of well-grounded hope. Hope is grounded in freedom,
and freedom is grounded in all the high purposes and powers of spirit,
human and divine. The last word of spirit is Victory.
E d g a r S h e ff i e l d B r i g h t m a n

I

t’s not hard to find forces that would discourage us
and defeat us, if we let them. These forces are everywhere

around us, and sometimes it’s hard to keep from giving in. But one of
the marvelous things about human life is that we are personal beings
blessed with spirits and wills that are free. We don’t have to give in.
No matter what happens, it’s always within our power to act on
the basis of conscience. There is no external force strong enough to
make us violate our conscience, and when we deliberately choose to
act with honor, basing our thoughts and words and deeds on the best
principles we know, then we’re victorious in the highest sense of the
term. No matter what the circumstantial outcome, if we’ve courageously put first things first, then the victory is ours. Whatever it was
that threatened us, that force has failed to break our integrity.
It would be hard to overstate the importance of decisiveness in
doing what’s right. In all the things that matter, victory depends on
being able to make radical choices . . . and make them stick.
Those who demonstrate the quality of decisiveness are valuable
to us as examples. We need more of them. Those who show us that
life’s hardships can be overcome by the maintenance of integrity are
“encouraging” to the rest of us. To “encourage” means to “impart courage to,” and that’s what people do for us when they refuse to compromise their own integrity for any foe — they give us courage.
Perhaps you’ve heard someone of strong character described as
having an indomitable spirit. Isn’t that what we all really want, deep
down? We want to have minds and hearts that are so fixed on our
principles and ideals that we can’t be beaten by any foe that bars our
way. And the truth is, we can have exactly that kind of spirit. Any
of us can. We just need to have something to reach out for — some
“cathedral” to build that we would sooner die than give up building.
He who bears in his heart a cathedral to be built
is already victorious. He who seeks to become sexton
of a finished cathedral is already defeated.
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

June 8

Approval
Adapt yourself to the things among which your
lot has been cast and love sincerely the fellow creatures
with whom destiny has ordained that you shall live.
Marcus Aurelius

I

t’s worth making an effort to approve as many things
as possible. There is a time to approve and a time to disapprove,

no doubt, but we ought to have characters such that we derive a
greater joy from approving than disapproving. We ought to be on the
lookout for things that are praiseworthy, eagerly searching them out
so that we may affirm them. Disapproving of things only when there’s
no honorable alternative, we ought to jump at the chance to approve
everything in our experience we possibly can.
Granted, there are some things that can’t be approved without
sacrificing our principles, and nothing here should be taken to imply
that we should do that. That being said, however, I think it’s true that
many of the things we find ourselves disapproving on an average day
are things we haven’t taken the time to understand. Too many of our
rejections are based on superficial investigation, insufficient awareness, and snap judgments, and so we often need to listen and learn
a good bit more before we decide either to approve or disapprove.
“Understanding,” as André Gide said, “is the beginning of approval.”
If there’s something worse than hasty disapproval, however, it’s
the demon of excessive, insincere, or unmerited approval. I, for one,
don’t believe B. F. Skinner was mistaken when he wrote some years
ago, “The simulated approval and affection with which parents and
teachers are often urged to solve behavior problems are counterfeit. So
are flattery, backslapping, and many other ways of ‘winning friends’.”
But where are you and I? Chances are, we’re at the other extreme:
we fail to approve that which should be approved, rather than vice
versa. If we’re imbalanced on one side or the other, it’s probably on
the side of criticism. So we need to work on approving the things that
are, in fact, excellent. And not only that, whatever the things are of
which we may approve, we need to work on expressing our approval.
Do not keep the alabaster box of your love and tenderness
sealed up until your friends are dead. Fill their lives with sweetness.
Speak approving, cheering words while their ears can hear them
and while their hearts can be thrilled by them.
Henry Ward Beecher

June 9

Stability
Flash powder makes a more brilliant light than the arc lamp,
but you can’t use it to light your street corner because it doesn’t last
long enough. Stability is more essential to success than brilliancy.
Richard Lloyd Jones

I

n the long run, stable people do more good in the
world than those who’re unstable. If we waffle and

waver, we won’t accomplish anything very significant, even though
we have the best of intentions. As they say down South where I grew
up, “Mean to” don’t pick no cotton. So we need a good dose of stability added to our characters: we need to resist frivolous or unhelpful
change, we need to be constant and steadfast in our purposes, and we
need to be dependable enough that others won’t hesitate to rely on us.
Intellectual stability. It’s a fine thing to be open-minded. But our
minds are like our mouths: we open them in order to close them on
something solid. If after a lifetime of study, we still don’t know anything for certain, then we’ve probably taken the wrong approach.
Volitional stability. Intellectual stability ought to lead to volitional
stability, or stability of the will. At some point, we must become
people who know how to make decisions and make them stick. A
stable will is absolutely vital; without it, we can’t keep commitments.
Emotional stability. Our feelings can be expected to fluctuate,
and indeed, it would be a much less interesting world if they didn’t.
Nevertheless, we do need to be stable enough that our emotions don’t
overthrow our convictions or keep us in a constant state of doubt.
As you can see, all of the above are types of inward stability.
This is, by far, the most important kind. “It is not the outward storms
and stresses of life that defeat and disrupt personality, but its inner
conflicts and miseries. If a man is happy and stable at heart, he can
normally cope, even with zest, with difficulties that lie outside his
personality” ( J. B. Phillips). What we seek in life is not the absence
of any storms that would batter us from the outside; we seek inward
characters that are grounded in stable, trustworthy principles. And
make no mistake: our principles are a matter of our own choice.
Those who are the happiest are not necessarily those for whom life
has been easiest. Emotional stability is an attitude. It is refusing to yield to
depression and fear, even when black clouds float overhead. It is improving
that which can be improved and accepting that which is inevitable.
James C. Dobson

June 10

Momentum
Hope is an adventure, a going forward
— a confident search for a rewarding life.
Karl Menninger

A

s we try to go forward in life, it helps to have a
little “momentum” — an impelling force or impetus

that fills our sails with wind and promotes our progress. Momentum

is the thrust that comes from hope. It’s the energy
and enthusiasm that are generated when it begins to appear that our
actions may have an exciting, desirable outcome after all.
Momentum is one of the most helpful, and delightful, things in
life. Athletes, for example, know how powerful it can be. In a critical
contest, to have momentum on your side is to be almost unstoppable
— and to know that momentum is on your opponent’s side is to be in
a difficult position indeed. In a similar way, we can be helped tremendously in all of our everyday affairs by the power of momentum.
Most of us interact with other people regularly, and we’re involved in a number of collective endeavors where people have to work
together to accomplish shared goals. In these kinds of interactions,
we need to strive to be individuals whose involvement lends positive
momentum to whatever activities we attach ourselves to. We can be
people whose presence in any group helps to give hope and positive
energy to that group’s undertakings, whatever they may be.
Momentum, whether in our private lives or in group endeavors,
is not simply something we have to sit passively and wait for. It’s not
something that happens to us as much as it’s something we create
by our own decisions. Yes, external events do sometimes impart a
welcome momentum to our projects, but more often than not, it lies
within our power to water the soil out of which momentum grows.
The best momentum creator, as most of us have experienced, is
action. When there’s an unpleasant thing to be done and we feel the
wind blowing against us, we have only to get started and suddenly we
feel the wind at our back, helping us. “It is only when I dally with
what I am about, looking back and aside instead of keeping my eyes
straight forward, that I feel these cold sinkings of the heart. But the
first broadside puts all to rights” (Sir Walter Scott). Try it and see!
Action is the antidote to despair.
Joan Baez

June 11

Approachableness
The main motive for “non-attachment” is a desire
to escape from the pain of living, and above all from
love, which, sexual or non-sexual, is hard work.
George Orwell

B

ecause it sometimes hurts to let others “approach”
us, most of us have a tendency to make ourselves

somewhat difficult to get to. Often, escape

seems easier than
engagement, and so we withdraw. Call it protectiveness, unwillingness
to work, or even lack of love, the result is much the same. We forfeit
the opportunity to be of service to those who share our space.
Thoreau wrote, “For an impenetrable shield, stand inside yourself.” To keep others away, we don’t have to erect any artificial barriers; all we have to do is “stand inside ourselves.” There are none more
unapproachable than the self-oriented, the self-absorbed, and the
self-serving. So for the sake of approachability, we need to extend our
vision and our concern to include the needs of those around us.
Given the ever-present possibility of rejection, it’s always hard
for people to approach others, even under the best of circumstances.
Making any kind of significant overture to another human being is
scary. So when someone needs to approach us, we ought not to make
the matter any more difficult or daunting than it has to be. We ought
to be receptive to the overtures of others and make their approach as
easy as it can be. Wouldn’t we want them to do the same for us?
Connections to other human beings, and the communication
that must be a part of those connections, are important. They’re worth
opening ourselves up to. Whatever dangers may go along with being
approachable, the downside of being unapproachable is even greater.
When we make it hard for others to reach out to us, we lose the personal connections we need in order to live lives of service.
The best motive for making ourselves open and approachable is a
simple, and yet powerful, quality of character: grace. No one who ever
approaches us is perfect, and no one ever approaches us in a perfect
manner. But are we ourselves so perfect that we’ve forgotten our own
need for grace? The last time we needed to approach someone, have
we forgotten how glad we were that they showed us compassion?
To be social is to be forgiving.
Robert Frost

June 12

Exploration
Originality is unexplored territory.
You get there by carrying a canoe
— you can’t take a taxi.
Alan Alda

E

xploration is inconvenient. To see, to experience, or to do
that which is original, we have to go to places that aren’t always
easy to get to. Consequently, many people don’t make the effort. They
may enjoy reading National Geographic, and they may even dream of
what it would be like to be an explorer, but basically, they’re willing to
leave the blazing of new trails to bolder, more romantic souls.
Yet there’s a sense in which we should all be explorers, and in
fact, the day we cease to be explorers is the day we begin to die. Our
minds need to be stimulated and invigorated by the regular infusion
of fresh information. We need to expand the borders of our knowledge. Fairly often, we need to feast our eyes on some new territory.
But it doesn’t do any good to explore new territory if we don’t
let the significance of what we see sink in and make us more wise.
We have eyes, but unfortunately, we don’t always see. We have ears,
but sometimes we don’t hear. So we’d do well to ponder the words
of Marcel Proust: “The only real voyage of discovery consists not in
seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes.”
Explorers have a reputation for being restless people, never content and never satisfied. But exploration isn’t necessarily incompatible
with contentment. We can, and should, derive deep satisfaction from
the sights we’ve seen many times and still tingle with excitement
when we catch our first glimpse of things that are strange to us.
At this late date, there’s very little unexplored territory left in
the world, at least from a physical standpoint. But most of us would
have to admit we’ve left a great deal of territory unexplored “in here,”
inside our very selves. This is valuable territory, and its exploration
yields rich treasures and rare delights. It’s the final frontier, really. But
discovering terrain we’ve never seen within ourselves before — and
more important, doing what’s right about our discoveries — calls for
the finest courage that any human being is capable of showing.

Explore thyself. Herein are
demanded the eye and the nerve.
H e n r y D av i d T h o r e a u

June 13

Allowance
Unless you make allowances for your
friend’s foibles, you betray your own.
Publilius Syrus

I

f nobody made any allowance for anyone else, it
would be a tense world, wouldn’t it? Mistakes are a

fact
of life, and if every one of them had to be fully rectified, life would
soon grind to a miserable halt. None of us can stand up to a zerotolerance audit of our performance. There needs to be some ease,
some slack, in our relationships. We need others to make a reasonable
allowance for our less-than-perfect efforts to get things right.
Making allowance for others doesn’t mean we condone wrongdoing or we’re indifferent to matters of excellence and quality. It doesn’t
mean we’re neutral as to whether things turn out for the better or the
worse. Allowance is not the same as apathy.
Neither does making allowance mean we’re weak. Quite to the
contrary, it takes extraordinary strength and self-discipline to make
the kinds of allowances that need to be made. People who never make
allowances are not strong; they’re weak in the worst sort of way.
What allowance does mean is that there is more to any situation
than we are aware of. When what appears to be a mistake has been
made, there is almost always more than one possible explanation
for what has happened. When we make allowance for others, we’re
willing to give them the benefit of any possible doubt, both as to
what happened and why. Until the facts make it impossible for us to
maintain a more positive view, we put the best possible interpretation on
the facts as we know them. And even when the facts demand a negative
verdict on someone else’s conduct, making allowance for them means
showing as much mercy as wisdom will let us show. Allowance means
safety: it means we make it safe for those around us to stumble.
But we need not only to allow for others’ less-than-desirable
traits — we should also “allow” those that are praiseworthy. In fact,
“allow” comes from the Latin allaudare, which meant “to give praise
to,” and the older meaning of “allow” was to honor or praise. So think
about this: if we want others to allow (in the modern sense) for our
bad deeds, shouldn’t we allow (in the older sense) for their good ones?
He deserved to have his merit handsomely allowed.
Samuel Johnson

June 14

History
To understand a man, you must know
his memories. The same is true of a nation.
A n t h o n y Q uay l e

E

very individual is a unique combination of memories of the past, actions in the present, and hopes

for the future. Each of these is important in its own way, but
let’s think for a moment about the significance of our memories. A
person’s history can’t be changed any more than a nation’s can, but it’s
still important to pay attention to it. “History is the ship carrying living memories to the future” (Stephen Spender). The living memories
of our personal past need to be cared for and kept alive.
Unfortunately, we tend to neglect the facts, stories, objects, and
images that have gone into our personal archives. We don’t study
these things as we should. If we did, we’d have a better understanding
of who we are — and a better grasp of what our role is in the world.
But if there are those of us who neglect our personal histories,
there are many more of us who neglect the history of our country and
the history of the world. Will Durant, a man who certainly earned
the right to comment on the value of history, said, “Most of us spend
too much time on the last twenty-four hours and too little on the last
six-thousand years.” This shortsightedness costs us dearly. We not
only lose the humility that comes from seeing the larger reality of the
world; we also lose the wisdom. People who never get outside of their
own experience in the present moment make many needless mistakes.
We should be aware that when we give ourselves to others, we
are giving them a person with a past, a history. It’s an even better gift
when we give them a person who appreciates the past.
If we haven’t lived so that our personal histories are rich and
good and worth remembering, we need to start doing that. Today, we
can begin building histories that will be a joy to be connected to later
on. But for most of us, there are already many things in our past that
can enrich us when we remember them. These are things we should
meditate on from time to time, humbly and respectfully. Lest we lose
touch with our roots, we need to remember where we came from,
from whom we came, and what we’ve done in getting to the present.

A people without history is like wind on the buffalo grass.
Sioux Proverb

June 15

Fatherliness
Becoming a father is easy enough,
but being one can be rough.
Wilhelm Busch

J

ust as it’s possible to be a mother without being
motherly, it’s possible to be a father without being

fatherly. Fatherliness

is a set of attitudes and actions that most
men find themselves inclined toward, but this inclination has to be
accepted, disciplined, and put to good use. Being a good father is not
something that happens automatically. It’s a matter of choice.
Frankly, the present age is a tough age in which to be a father. No
longer are there any social norms that tell a father what to do. Many
fathers are disoriented and discouraged. And not only that, but now
that it’s somewhat easier for a mother to survive economically without
the assistance of a husband, the role of the father in a family is coming to be thought of as unessential, if not altogether undesirable.
But if it’s a difficult time, that doesn’t mean it’s a time for
complaining. When the going gets tough, the tough get going. We
need to accept responsibility for the fact that, to a large extent, we
men have created the present situation by our failures in the past, and
rather than resent today’s challenge, we need to rise to meet it. As
painful as growth can sometimes be, whatever moves us in that direction should be seen as a good thing, not a bad one.
Words like “responsibility” and “accountability” are of key importance. In the past, we have wanted the benefits of fatherhood without
the responsibilities of fatherliness. We’ve checked into and out of our
families’ lives so often that it’s no wonder our children have questioned whether we loved them dependably. In our “manly” strength,
we’ve spoken so thoughtlessly that any objective observer might question whether we’re familiar with the word “consequences.”
But words and deeds do have consequences, and we need to take
responsibility for them. Yes, our wives and our children are often forgiving, and they’ll probably survive our carelessness. But why can’t we
live so that some really positive consequences are set in motion? Why
can’t we give our children the gift of honest-to-goodness fatherliness?
What a father says to his children is not heard
by the world, but it will be heard by posterity.
Jean Paul Richter
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Building
There is no past we can bring back by longing for it.
There is only an eternal now that builds and creates
out of the past something new and better.
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

W

e can’t live in anything but the present moment,
but the present moment ought to be used build-

ing things that will have some value in the future.

Specifically what is to be built will differ from person to person,
depending upon the interests, abilities, and opportunities of each
individual, but in one way or another, all of us need to be engaged in
the work of building. It’s hard work, of course — much harder than
tearing down. But building is what we ought to be busy doing.
Actually, building is an activity from which we instinctively
derive satisfaction. The world in which we live is such that a certain
amount of building has to be done by us, even for our bare survival,
and our natures are such that this necessary work is something we
find joy in doing, if we think about the matter rightly. Whether or not
we acknowledge the fact or do anything worthwhile about it, most
of us have a deeply ingrained tendency or need to be building something. And no small part of our happiness depends on whether we
have a healthy means of satisfying our building impulse.
To be builders, however, we have to rise above cynicism. Defying
those who say that nothing we do will make any difference, we have
to believe that at least some of the building we’re capable of doing in
this world is worth the effort. Despite short-term discouragements,
we have to trust that, in the long run, it does some good to do good.
And not only that, but we must be willing to build for the benefit
of others. “The fate of the architect is the strangest of all,” wrote
Goethe. “How often he expends his whole soul, his whole heart and
passion, to produce buildings into which he himself may never enter.”
But finally, think about this: of all the things any of us can build,
none is more beautiful, or important, than love. Even if in the past
we’ve torn down more than we’ve built up, today can be well spent if
we build a bigger love in our hearts than has ever been there before.
And ruin’d love, when it is built anew,
Grows fairer than at first, more strong, far greater.
William Shakespeare
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Orderliness
Sure there is music even in the beauty, and the silent note
which Cupid strikes, far sweeter than the sound of an instrument.
For there is a music wherever there is a harmony, order, or proportion;
and thus far we may maintain the music of the spheres.
S i r T h om a s B r ow n e

W

ho would disagree that there is a “music” made
by things like harmony, order, or proportion? We

don’t have to be neurotically obsessed with neatness to appreciate the
beauty — and even the value — of balanced efficiency and harmonious arrangement in the world around us. Freedom and spontaneity are
wonderful things, but none of us would want to live in a world where
total confusion and unpredictability were the norm. The marvelous
spontaneity we so deeply enjoy in nature is supported and made possible by a larger pattern of orderliness. So most of us are glad to live in
a cosmos (from the Greek kosmos, which meant “order”) rather than a
chaos (from the Greek khaos, which meant “emptiness”).
Our habitations. Deep down, wouldn’t most of us rather live and
work and play in spaces that are made more comfortable by a reasonable amount of order? Surely we would, and the work that’s required
to maintain a little orderliness in our habitations is worthy work.
Our lifestyles. Just as unmaintained spaces become chaotic and
uninviting, so do our lifestyles when we default on our “housekeeping”
chores. It doesn’t take long for the chaos to creep in. So what about
your manner of life? Is it overdue for some serious reordering?
Our characters. Since other people see our lifestyles, we may try
to keep them somewhat orderly. But our characters, like our back
yards, can’t be seen so easily, and there, we may not be as careful. But
in truth, our “back yard” speaks volumes about who we really are, and
nothing is sadder than a run-down character, rank with “weeds.”
Nowadays, we ought to make up our minds that we’re simply not
going to let words like “orderliness” have a negative connotation to us.
Orderliness doesn’t do away with spontaneity; it’s the very thing that
makes freedom such a delightful possibility. As in nature, so it is in
our own lives: order is what gives us a playground on which to play.
Some people regard discipline as a chore.
For me, it is a kind of order that sets me free to fly.
Julie Andrews

June 18

Subordination
Subordination tends greatly to human happiness.
Samuel Johnson

B

eing subordinate to someone else isn’t necessarily
something to resent or be embarrassed about. In life

there happen to be many hierarchies, and as we live and work within
these arrangements, it’s no disgrace to occupy a lower rank than
someone else or to be subject to the authority of someone else. Being
subordinate may be more or less difficult, depending on how both we
and those to whom we’re subordinate conduct ourselves in a given relationship, but there’s nothing inherently wrong with the principle of
subordination itself. Our social world is no different than the natural
world in that hierarchies are necessary: the normal operation of living
systems can’t occur without them. So we need to work our way toward
a healthy, wholesome concept of subordination.
We ought to make life as pleasant as possible for those to whom we’re
subordinate. By the manner in which we relate to those whose leadership we are to follow, we can make their lives either heaven or hell.
Anyone can carp and criticize those who have the duty of decisionmaking. That’s easy. But it takes more character to be helpful to those
who have to make the decisions, and that’s what we ought to aim for.
We ought to make life as pleasant as possible for those who are subordinate to us. There may be many relationships in which we’re under
someone else’s authority, but sooner or later, we’re going to end up
in other relationships in which we are in the lead and others will be
subordinate to our role. When that happens, we need to govern our
attitude and behavior in such a way that others find it a pleasure to
carry out their responsibilities under our leadership.
In whatever relationships we find ourselves, our goal always
ought to be to give subordination a good name, rather than a bad one.
Doing that requires hard work, and it requires more strength and selfdiscipline than many of us have right now. It’s not going too far to say
that one of the major tests of our character is whether we’re willing,
with the right attitude, to be subordinate to others. If we’re so powerhungry that we demand no less than equal authority in every relationship, then we’ve disqualified ourselves from any true leadership.
No man is safe above but he that will gladly be beneath.
T h om a s à K e m p i s
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Havens
. . . then we learn that the storms of life have driven us,
not upon the rocks, but into the desired haven.
George MacDonald

S

ome of the happiest “havens” in life are those we
would never have found had not some “storm” driven

us there. If necessity is the mother of invention, it’s also the mother
of discovery. When we have to, we find out where there is refuge,
safety, and sanctuary. At other times, we’re in desperate need of finding a haven and we have no idea where to look, but the very haven we
need appears anyway. Either way, storms are not to be regretted if they
result in our finding a pleasant port that we never knew about before.
We need to appreciate the extent to which other people have
provided rest and refuge for us. There aren’t many of us who’re not indebted to friends who’ve given us shelter in the midst of some storm,
sometimes at significant personal sacrifice. The worst thing we could
do would be to take those havens for granted — and the best thing we
could do would be to provide for others what has been provided for us.
For a human being, the ideal haven would not be a place of
inactivity and indolence. And when it comes to relationships, those
that provide the most helpful havens for us in troubled times aren’t
necessarily those where everybody agrees with every word we say,
strokes our ego, and tells us to just sit back and relax. Even when we’re
in pain, there are times when we need to be confronted with honest
truths that can cause us to grow and make progress. A true haven provides safety, yes, but the safety should be used constructively. Repairs
need to be made, and then our ship needs to put back out to sea.
Wherever we are, in whatever “place” we may find ourselves, we
need to see our circumstances as some sort of a haven. We may think
our present situation is undesirable. We may worry that it leaves us
open to certain dangers. But whatever difficulties it may be our lot to
experience, it’s almost always the case that those difficulties protect
us from some other, perhaps more dangerous, difficulties. In the real
world, contentment often comes down to seeing and appreciating the
haven-like aspects of our current condition, whatever that may be.

All places that the eye of heaven visits
Are to a wise man ports and happy havens.
William Shakespeare
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Instancy
The keen spirit
Seizes the prompt occasion —
Makes the thought
Start into instant action, and at once
Plans and performs, resolves and executes.
H a n n a h M oo r e

I

nstancy is urgency or immediacy in our actions. It

is,
as Hannah Moore tells us, the thing that “makes the thought start
into instant action.” It’s not only planning but performing, not only
resolving but executing. And what a powerful virtue instancy is! It
takes dreams, kind intentions, and loving impulses off the drawing
board and injects them into real life, where they can do some good.
Not everything should be done instantly, of course. Some things
should not be done at all, and we need to guard against the rashness
that would do right now what, on later reflection, would clearly be
seen as foolish. But even when something needs to be done, wisdom
often indicates that now is not the best time to do it. So there is a time
to be instant and a time to wait. We can’t let our lives be tyrannized by
the pressure of all those things that are only superficially urgent.
Nevertheless, when we know full well that the time to do a certain
thing is now, instancy needs to be the quality that our character demonstrates. It’s an exceedingly dangerous thing to ignore our conscience
when it’s urging us to act. Every time we say “no” to our conscience, we
make it that much harder to say “yes” to it in the future.
But instancy, or the lack of it, not only has consequences for us;
it also affects those around us, especially our loved ones. We probably have no idea how many difficulties we create for others when we
put off doing things that should be done instantly. Instancy, then, is a
great gift we can give to those who have to live and work with us.
There is a beauty possessed by instancy that delay can never hope
to attain. Our lives are made up of moments, or “instants,” and when
we use these well, we honor them. Acting with integrity in each moment of choice, we express appreciation for the gift of life — and we
show by the use of our freedom that there are things worth pursuing.
But with unhurrying chase,
And unperturbèd pace,
Deliberate speed, majestic instancy . . .
F r a n c i s T h om p s o n
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Cycles
What is so rare as a day in June?
Then, if ever, come perfect days;
Then Heaven tries the earth if it be in tune,
And over it softly her warm ear lays.
J a m e s R u s s e l l L ow e l l

A

“cycle” is a period of time during which a series of
regularly repeating events occurs. There is, for example, a cycle that takes place as our hearts beat. First one thing happens, then another, then another, etc. — all in an orderly sequence,
until the cycle is finished, at which time the cycle repeats itself. This
happens over and over and over again as long as we live.
As the spelling of the word indicates, “cycle” is closely related to
“circle.” Cyclical things are circular: their ends are connected back to
their beginnings, and they go around and around. Some of the cycles
that we invent are tedious and tiresome, but those in the world of
nature should never grow old to us. They are marvelous.
If you live in a climate where there is a marked change of seasons, be glad. The cycle of spring, summer, autumn, and winter is a
thing of wonder, and its wonder ought not to be lost on us.
There are many things in the world, like the seasons, whose
enjoyment stems mainly from the fact that we don’t have them all the
time. To enjoy something, not have it for a while, and then see it come
around again is one of life’s most pleasant experiences. As the seasons
cycle through their yearly round, we are refreshed, replenished, and
reminded of things we would forget if we didn’t have the seasons.
Today, of course, it’s in our thoughts that summer has come
around again. Here is a season that most of us find it easy to enjoy,
and this, it seems to me, is because summer is tied in so many of our
minds to the intense happiness of childhood. I, for one, couldn’t agree
more with Edith Wharton, who said, “Summer afternoon — summer
afternoon; to me those have always been the two most beautiful words
in the English language.” In the cycle of the seasons, summer will
come around again next year, just as it did last year. But on this day of
this year, summer’s just beginning. Let’s welcome it with high spirits.
In those vernal seasons of the year, when the air is calm and pleasant,
it were an injury and sullenness against Nature not to go out, and
see her riches, and partake in her rejoicing with heaven and earth.
J o h n M i lt o n
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Meditation
Only in quiet waters things mirror themselves undistorted.
Only in a quiet mind is adequate perception of the world.
Hans Margolius

I

t takes a certain amount of quietness and stillness
for important truths to make an impression on our

minds. But

modern life, much to our detriment, tends to make us
fidgety and frantic. Neither quiet nor still, our minds are usually racing, moving at full throttle from one item on our agenda to another,
or from one interesting entertainment to another. We think about
many, many things, but rarely do we think about any of them meditatively. We don’t give ourselves a chance to reflect and ponder and consider. And as a result, a number of important thoughts pass through
our brains without any real chance to take up residence there.
To “meditate” means to think about something quietly and at
length. “Meditation,” as William Grimshaw said, “is the soul’s chewing.” Indeed, one of the synonyms for meditate is “ruminate,” which
means to “chew” something over in our minds. But sometimes, we
meditate by just quietly reflecting, without any words or mental action
at all. Often, this is the most helpful kind of meditation. It’s a beneficial thing simply to grow quiet and . . . listen. We can be powerfully
reminded of important principles when we are receptively still.
Meditation is important because that’s where we usually see the
meaning and significance of what we know. Without meditation, we
may have much information in our minds, but there’ll be little wisdom in our hearts. It takes meditating on matters to move from the
question “What?” to the more important question “So what?”
But we can’t have the benefits of meditation without making the
sacrifice that meditation requires. For one thing, genuine meditation
requires a discipline that has to be learned. But not only that, it takes
being willing to let go of some of our activities in order to have the
time to meditate. We can’t have it both ways, and it’s foolish to try.
If, like the lake that has the boon
Of cradling the little moon
Above the hill,
I want the Infinite to be
Reflected undisturbed in me,
I must be still.
Edna Becker
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Reverence
Does not every man feel that he is himself made
higher by doing reverence to what is really above him?
T h om a s C a r l y l e

I

s there anything “above” us?

Are we answerable or accountable to any power or personal supremacy that it would be right
for us to give “reverence” to? Historically, most human beings have
thought so, but it’s not a question that ought to be answered on the
basis of tradition alone. It’s an issue for each individual to confront,
and it’s the most crucial question, by far, that anybody ever asks.
The fact that we have the capacity for reverence is an interesting
thing in itself. No other flesh-and-blood creatures have this power.
Only we can admire and be in awe, or extend honor and esteem. Only
we can worship — lovingly and purely. And these qualities are no
small gift: of all the things that set us apart from the lesser creatures,
the capacity for reverence is the most distinctive. “Without feelings of
respect, what is there to distinguish man from beasts?” (Confucius).
If we wish to deepen the quality of reverence in our lives, I would
like to suggest that we look first at our speech. Reverence resides principally in the heart, of course, but it’s a fact that we can sometimes
encourage our hearts to change by adjusting external things like our
words. We live in a time when reverential, or even respectful, speech
has become almost old-fashioned, even among religious folks. We’ve
become shockingly rude. I believe we’d gain some good things in our
lives if we’d recover a certain modesty and reserve when we feel the
urge to speak of things above us, and I agree with Nietzsche’s opinion:
“Concerning great things one should either be silent or speak loftily.”
Yet in the end, it’s obvious that reverence must be more than
words, or even feelings or sentiments. Reverence is a right orientation
to, and a real-life relationship with, all that is above us. If, for example,
there really is a God, then reverence would be a worshipful manner of
actually dealing with that objective reality. So let us reconsider the concept of reverence. Let us learn again the wholeness that can only come
from humility toward that which is higher and greater than we are.
Let knowledge grow from more to more,
But more of reverence in us dwell;
That mind and soul, according well,
May make one music as before.
Alfred, Lord Tennyson
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Essentials
Make it clear. Make it simple.
Emphasize the essentials.
C h a r l e s R . S w i n do l l

S

ome of our greatest improvements in life come from
cutting through the clutter and getting back to

the essentials. In

the round of daily ideas and activities, some
things matter much more than others, and it’s important to give the
best of our time and energy to the deeds that are going to make the
most difference for good. But that’s hard to do. Trivia creeps into our
lives at an astonishing rate, and it takes more discipline than most of
us possess to keep the clutter at bay and stay focused on our priorities.
So now and then, we’re greatly helped by a good “housecleaning” —
one in which we get rid of “things” we don’t really need.
If something is essential, that means we have to have it. We
can’t do without it. The real difficulty in life, however, is being honest enough to identify what’s essential and what’s optional. It takes a
person of uncommon honesty to see the difference between what he
really needs and what he merely wants. If we want something badly
enough, it’s fairly easy to convince ourselves that we have to have it.
Yet even when we’re willing to be honest and courageous, we
need to understand that what we think is essential depends on what our
standards are. Our standards come from our principles and our values,
and the truth of the matter is, we’re sometimes dangerously careless
in deciding these things. We casually pick up our principles, and the
standards that go along with them, from the media, the popular culture, and the people around us. As a result, we find ourselves defining
the “essentials” as cars, clothes, cologne, and Caribbean cruises, and we
spend 90% of our time on things that are 10% essential to real life.
Life can be complicated. The surface appearance of some things
can be deceiving, and as long as Hollywood and Madison Avenue are
with us, there’s going to be some confusion over what matters in life
and what doesn’t. So fairly often we need to call a halt to the commerce. We need to slow down and listen. If we’ll listen, our hearts and
our consciences will tell us what the essentials have always been.
It is only with the heart that one can see rightly;
what is essential is invisible to the eye.
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
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Nourishment
Any deep relationship to another human being requires
watchfulness and nourishment; otherwise, it is taken from us.
Paul Tillich

T

hings that are physically alive need nourishment
or else they die. Most of us, somewhere along the way, have

neglected a houseplant or two and seen the sad results. But there are
some intangible things that need nourishment too, such as our relationship with those around us. Your relationships with other people
may not need physical nutrients (although there’s a lot to be said for
eating good food with good friends), but they do need emotional and
spiritual nourishment. And the consequences of malnourished relationships are far sadder than the loss of any physically living thing.
Relationships need to be fed huge helpings of love and appreciation and concern. They also need the nourishment that comes from
time and energy and service. And above all, of course, love itself needs
to be nourished. “Love is a tender plant; when properly nourished, it
becomes sturdy and enduring, but neglected it will soon wither and
die” (Hugh B. Brown). The love, however, that usually needs to be
nourished is not the love that others have for us but our love for them.
It’s a selfish mistake to make our relationships totally dependent on the
quality of love that other people show to us. Without being condescending or patronizing, we can grow better relationships by nourishing the love we show to them. Amazing transformations in relationships
can take place when we feed the affection that’s in our own hearts (or
even used to be there), regardless of the immediate response.
Wouldn’t it be a fine thing to be known as somebody who nurtures and nourishes, rather than somebody who depletes and destroys?
Indeed it would, and in truth, that’s a reputation that’s within the
reach of every person on the planet. Many things we may not be able
to do, but we can be people who nourish our friends and neighbors.
Nourishment never goes out of style. There’ll never be a time
when it’s not needed. The more we nourish those who cross our paths,
the more they’ll enjoy being nourished. It’s an everyday opportunity,
really, and a lifelong privilege. Let’s not miss the pleasure of it.
The more the heart is nourished
with happiness, the more it is insatiable.
Gabrielle Roy
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Thinking
As soon as a man does not take his existence for granted, but beholds
it as something unfathomably mysterious, thought begins.
Albert Schweitzer

I

t’s hard to see — I mean really see — things and not
be moved to think about what we see. Observation natu-

rally leads to contemplation. What is this thing that I see? Is there
more to it than appears at first glance? How did this thing come to
be? What is its purpose? Is it to be used? Enjoyed? Learned from?
What is there about this thing that I should be glad to know?
The world in which we live is so wondrously and brilliantly
multifaceted, one lifetime is too short a time to see and think about it
all. Every day that the sun comes up, we’re surrounded by things that
beckon us to observe them gratefully and consider them thoughtfully.
If we ever catch ourselves being bored, there can be only one explanation for that: we’re simply not paying attention to what’s around us.
The ability to think about things is one of our unique endowments. Of all the species in the world, we alone can think rationally
about the nature and significance of what we experience. And this
ability to think about what we experience adds a whole new depth to
our enjoyment of the world. “Thinking,” as Lord George Noel Gordon
Brown described it, “is the magic of the mind.” Not only can we enjoy
things, we can enjoy the fact that we are enjoying them!
Unfortunately, we often miss the benefit of thinking by trying to
bypass the work that’s involved in it. But there aren’t any shortcuts to
the enjoyment of a fully human life. It takes thinking, and “no amount
of energy will take the place of thought. A strenuous life with its eyes
shut is a kind of wild insanity” (Henry Van Dyke).
Because we have the gift of language, we also have it within our
power to share the good things that come from thinking. Our lessthan-honorable thoughts should not be shared, of course; they’re usually better off left unexpressed. But once in a while, most of us have a
good thought, a helpful thought, a beautiful thought. And we never
give a better gift than when we share the best of what we’ve thought.
If, instead of a gem or even a flower, we could cast
the gift of a lovely thought into the heart of a friend,
that would be giving as angels give.
George MacDonald
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Coaching
[The best coaches] pay great attention to providing
real-time feedback on their players’ performance . . .
Without immediate and precise feedback, the learning
process ends and mediocrity is sure to emerge.
James M. Kouzes & Barry Z. Posner

I

f we’re seriously interested in improvement, coaching is one of the most valuable things we can obtain.

Whatever the activity may be in which we’re trying to improve, none
of us sees enough to see our own doings objectively. Even if I were to
watch a videotape of my own golf swing, for example, I could not see
all the flaws in that swing that a skilled coach could see. I would need
the eyes of a coach to help me see the things I need to do differently.
In a word, I need the feedback that only a coach can provide.
Feedback is uncomfortable to receive, of course, and so many of
us avoid being coached. We struggle along, trying to improve without
any outside help. And that’s unfortunate because there are almost
always people available to us whose feedback would be quite valuable.
Do you aspire to be a person who can coach others? If you do,
that’s a noble aspiration. But be advised that coaching is one of the
hardest things in the world to do well. To start with, you’ll never be a
good coach if you don’t have the humility to be coached yourself. But
beyond that, you’ll need knowledge, wisdom, good judgment, common sense, compassion, fairness, gentleness, firmness, respect, trust,
and many other hard-to-acquire qualities. Perhaps no job in the world
requires more different, and more demanding, skills than coaching.
In the end, coaching comes down to teaching, and there’s far
more to teaching than simply imparting information. Anyone can impart information, and anyone can tell other people what they should
do. But not everyone can teach, and not everyone can coach. Both
of these, by means of accurate feedback, help others to see what it’s
so hard to see with our own eyes: how we can perform to the best of our
ability in ways that best serve the goals of the team.
I believe effective leaders are, first and foremost, good teachers. We are in the
education business. Whether in class or on the court, my job was the same: to
effectively teach those under my supervision how they could perform to the
best of their ability in ways that best served the goals of our team. I believe
the same is true for productive leaders in any organization.
C o a c h J o h n W ood e n
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Benevolence
That best portion of a good man’s life,
His little, nameless, unremembered acts,
Of kindness and of love.
W i l l i a m W o r d s wo r t h

R

eal greatness often goes unrecognized. The standards
by which greatness is judged are often such that individuals with
nothing more than a bit of outward glitter make the headlines while
others with deeper, more enduring qualities are written off as nobodies. Benevolence, for example, is one of the time-honored qualities of
truly great character, but because it’s usually quiet and unassuming,
benevolence doesn’t usually land people in the spotlight of greatness.
It’s a great quality, but its greatness often goes unrecognized.
In its most literal sense, benevolence means “good will.” It’s
the opposite of malevolence, which means “ill will.” But in practical
terms, benevolence means more than simply wishing someone well.
It’s an active thing that moves us to go ahead and do the helpful thing
we feel inclined to do. The benevolent person is not the one whose
heart is warmed by generous feelings for the human race, but rather
the one who gets up and actually does a good deed for the member of
the human race who lives next door to him.
The major components of benevolence are compassion and kindness, and these qualities are sorely needed in the broken world we live
in, are they not? Against the rising tide of indifference, cynicism, and
non-involvement, we need to hold on to hearts that can be moved by
the sufferings of other people, and we ought to learn how to help others in the gentlest, kindest way possible.
If we’re going to be benevolent, we’re going to have to choose to
be so. As Mencius said, “Benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and
knowledge are not infused into us from without.” These things are
virtues we must choose to include in our character.
Learning to be benevolent requires practice, and not many days
go by that don’t present us with opportunities to do that. What are we
waiting for? The good that comes from showing goodwill is too good
to save up for the big situations. Benevolence is an everyday quality!

Do not wait for extraordinary circumstances to do
good actions; try to use ordinary situations.
Jean Paul Richter
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Neighborliness
The love of our neighbor in all its fullness simply means
being able to say to him: What are you going through?
S i mo n e W e i l

N

eighborliness involves both an attitude and an
action. It is both a spirit and a state of living. When we live

neighborly lives we recognize that we are, for better or worse, connected to those around us, and we honor that connection by being
willing to share one another’s sorrows and joys. To be a neighbor is to
be able to say, as Simone Weil suggests: What are you going through?
Our neighbors are not simply those for whom we’d like to have
a fond feeling, and they’re not just those whom we’d prefer to deal
with if we could arrange our circumstances to suit ourselves. No, our
neighbors are the folks with whom we’re called upon to deal in our
actual circumstances. George MacDonald said it succinctly: “Your
neighbor is the man who is next to you at the moment, the man with
whom any business has brought you into contact.” These are the real
people who are sorrowing and rejoicing around us. They are the ones
to whom we must be able to say: What are you going through?
Neighborliness has to be shown by us personally. We can’t hire
it done, and, worst of all, we can’t expect the government to do it.
Hubert H. Humphrey, who as a politician believed that government
should spend great sums to cure social ills, knew as a human being
what all of us should know: “The impersonal hand of government can
never replace the helping hand of a neighbor.” As tempting as it is to
let society take care of our neighbors, that’s our job as individuals.
Angelus Silesius said, “What you wish for your neighbor, that
you ask for yourself. If you don’t wish his good, you ask for your own
death.” We can’t neglect others without hurting ourselves, but neither
can we help others without uplifting ourselves. Somewhere deep inside, most of us know this to be true. We just need to act on what we
know. We need to renew our appreciation of the old-fashioned virtue
of neighborliness. What are you going through? has always been one of
life’s most important questions. Let’s learn to ask it every single day.
While the spirit of neighborliness was important on the frontier
because neighbors were so few, it is even more important now
because our neighbors are so many.
Lady Bird Johnson
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Newness
How endless is that volume which God hath written
of the world! Every creature is a letter, every day a new page.
Joseph Hall

O

ur everyday world presents us with unlimited opportunity to experience newness. The list of new things

awaiting our discovery is endless, and the supply of fresh wonders
is inexhaustible. When we grow stale and tired of our lives, it’s not
because we’ve exhausted the opportunities that are available to us; it’s
because we’ve ceased to see the newness of each day as it comes to us.
New things are refreshing to us, of course. Even a new perspective on something old can give us fresh courage and determination.
But newness is not an inherent, unqualified good. A thing is not
good simply because it’s new, and we need to guard against the sort
of obsession with newness that some folks seem to have. These folks
want nothing but “the latest thing,” and they have no use for anything
that’s old or traditional. For them, all that they need to know about
something is that it’s new. But that’s an unfortunate, and even dangerous, way to live. Those who worship newness as if it were a god lose
the time-tested value of many things that are no longer new, and they
become guilty of what C. S. Lewis called “chronological snobbery.”
That said, however, there are plenty of things that are both new
and good, and it does us good to discover them. Our families and
friends find us to have a more refreshing influence on them when
we’re energized by the frequent discovery of things we never knew or
appreciated before. We do those around us a favor when we stay fresh.
But we shouldn’t just look for new things to experience; we
should also work on the renewal of ourselves. In a sense, we need to
become new people each day. And that takes work. Concerning love,
for example, Ursula LeGuin said, “Love doesn’t just sit there, like a
stone; it has to be made, like bread; remade all the time, made new.”
Newness often surprises us. When we are the tiredest and we feel
that everything has grown drearily old, something delightfully new
can break through the gloom. Make a habit of watching for it!
When old words die out on the tongue, new melodies
break forth from the heart; and where the old tracks are lost,
new country is revealed with its wonders.
R a b i n d r a n at h T ag o r e
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Reformation
I’ve never met a person, I don’t care what his condition is, in whom
I could not see possibilities. I don’t care how much a man may consider
himself a failure, I believe in him, for he can change the thing that is wrong in
his life any time he is ready and prepared to do it. Whenever he develops the
desire, he can take away from his life the thing that is defeating it. The
capacity for reformation and change lies within.
Preston Bradley

W

hen we look honestly at ourselves, we often see
the need for some reformation. So far, we may have

made some progress in becoming the people we aspire to be, but for
most of us, there’s still plenty of room for improvement. Some things
about us may be so much out of their proper shape that they need to
be “re-shaped” or “re-formed.” In some of our personal characteristics,
we may need a drastic makeover . . . or a radical “reformation.”
One of the most wonderful things about this world is that reformation is always a possibility for us. Change for the better is always
within our reach, and as long as life lasts, we’ll never face a situation
in which there’s not some step we can take to improve our character.
Unfortunately, we lose many of our best opportunities for
reform by thinking of it primarily as something that other people
need to be concerned about. Mark Twain spoke for a lot of us when
he said, “Nothing so needs reforming as other people’s habits.” Ask
most people to name the world’s greatest reformers and they’ll name
historical figures who have led society to change, but while we’re
certainly grateful for reformers like that, I think there’s another kind
of reformer who deserves some credit: the individual who has seen the
need to change himself and has seized the opportunity to do that. The
humble self-reformer may not be extolled in the history books, but I’ll
wager that his or her influence on the world is nothing less than great.
It’s often frightening to reform ourselves, and that’s probably why
we don’t do it more often. But maybe we need to rethink our concepts
of safety and security. These things don’t come from staying with the
status quo. They come from bravely shaping ourselves in the likeness
of true-north principles — and then reforming ourselves as often as
we need to, as we learn to see those principles more clearly.
Only in growth, reform, and change, paradoxically
enough, is true security to be found.
A n n e M o r r ow L i n d b e r g h
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Survival
A nation without the means of reform
is without the means of survival.
E dm u n d B u r k e

W

hether we’re considering nations or individuals, there is no survival without the ability to

change. None of us has figured out how to get things exactly where
they need to be and then how to keep them there forever afterward.
We might think we’d like it if no changes had to be made ever again,
but in the real world, there is the constant need to change. If we
couldn’t do that, we wouldn’t survive for very long.
Our English word “survive” is a colorful word. Literally, it means
“to remain alive,” and it comes from the Latin verb supervivere, which
was formed from super (“over”) and vivere (“to live”). If we’ve survived
something, that means we’ve lived “over” it — that is, we’ve continued
to live despite the thing that threatened to extinguish our life.
But these days, there is, I think, an interesting irony with regard
to survival. Unlike our ancestors who had to work the land diligently
to provide food, clothing, and shelter, we have the technology to
provide these things with a minimum of physical labor on our part.
But as Guy Frégault said, “Mere survival is an affliction. What is of
interest is life, and the direction of that life.” And ironically, the less
attention we have to pay to the sweat-of-the-brow survival issues of
our ancestors, the more our own survival, in the deeper sense of real
life, seems to be in doubt. I agree with Charles Lindbergh who wrote,
“I believe that for permanent survival, man must balance science with
other qualities of life, qualities of body and spirit as well as those of
mind — qualities he cannot develop when he lets mechanics and
luxury insulate him too greatly from the earth to which he was born.”
So will we survive? Will we live? Will we grow? Well, whether
we’re thinking of bare physical survival or survival in some greater
sense, we won’t survive if we don’t decide to. Life is tough, and the real
survivors are those who’re possessed of enough stubbornness that they
refuse to be defeated. Every day’s a test. And most days, it’s do or die.

Victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror,
victory however long and hard the road may be;
for without victory there is no survival.
Winston Churchill
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Consideration
Quaker to a burglar: “Friend, I would do thee no harm
for the world, but thou standest where I am about to shoot.”
A n o n y mo u s

I

s there ever a time when it would be out of place to
be considerate? Well, perhaps. Consideration means that we try

to avoid hurting the feelings of others, and as important as that often
is, there are some occasions when feelings shouldn’t be the primary
concern. For example, a person who would refuse to do justice because
he didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings would have a confused set of
values. Nevertheless, it’s probably true that we err more often in the
opposite direction. Even when it is in order, we fail to be considerate.
Actually, the word “consideration” can be used in two ways. First,
it means to “consider” something, to give careful thought to it or ponder it. But second, we speak of “showing consideration” to someone,
and by that we mean being courteous or kind to them. Yet doesn’t the
second kind of consideration grow out of the first? When we show
consideration to those around us, isn’t that because we’ve thought
about them? Yes it is, and that’s why consideration is so greatly appreciated. It’s an action by which we say, “You matter enough to me that
I have thought about you. I have taken the time to consider you.”
Emerson said, “Consideration is the soil in which wisdom may
be expected to grow.” I think that’s true in both of the senses above.
Obviously, thoughtful concentration is what produces one kind of wisdom, but listen: there’s also a wisdom (maybe a better one) that comes
from thoughtful concern for the people we’re connected to.
But just as being considerate gives us wisdom, it takes wisdom to
show consideration. It’s a mistake to think that having generous feelings toward someone is enough to tell us how to treat them. Charles
Seymour wrote, “Consideration is not merely a matter of emotional
goodwill but of intellectual vigor and moral self-sacrifice. Wisdom
must combine with sympathy.” So the ideal is both wise consideration
and considerate wisdom, and these are truly wonderful traits to learn.
Your greatness is measured by your kindness —
Your education and intellect by your modesty —
Your ignorance is betrayed by your suspicions and prejudices —
Your real caliber is measured by the consideration
and tolerance you have for others.
William J. H. Boetcker
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Democracy
Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible,
but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary.
Reinhold Niebuhr

W

hat is democracy?

It’s government by “the people,” and its
operative principles are social equality and respect for the individuals within a community. In a democracy, the people choose who
will govern them, as opposed to monarchies, dictatorships, etc., where
the leaders come to power by inheritance or brute force.
Reinhold Niebuhr’s comment, quoted above, should be carefully
considered. It’s the ability of human beings to act justly that makes
democracy possible. But it’s the likelihood that some rulers will turn
out to be unjust that makes democracy necessary. It’s the best safeguard against tyranny. In the real world, it’s certain that some citizens
are going to undermine the common good, but if these folks are public officials, in a democracy “the people” can turn them out of office.
Equality, of course, is one of the central tenets of democracy.
Over the years, millions have emigrated to the United States longing
to live in a land where they would be given a fair chance to get ahead
in life and where their voice would be heard right alongside anyone
else’s. We rightly treasure this freedom and this equality.
But I fear that our concept of equality needs to be refreshed and
reconnected to its meaning in the minds of our forefathers. Equality
means that every person has an equal right to be heard — it does not
mean that any one idea is as true as any other, and it certainly doesn’t
mean that all ideas are equally helpful to society. Democratic societies
give their citizens the equal freedom to speak; it does not, however,
protect them from speaking foolishly. So the freer we are, the harder
we need to work at speaking wisely . . . and then acting responsibly.
Democracy is a bold experiment, without a doubt. It’s based on
faith, and faith’s always dangerous because it allows for some pretty
serious disappointments in the short run. But democracy believes,
rightly it seems to me, that more good than harm will come — in the
long run — from trusting the common folks with a voice and a vote.
Today, we celebrate the good that has come from that trust.
Democracy assumes that there are extraordinary
possibilities in ordinary people.
Harry Emerson Fosdick
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Calmness
The idea of calm exists in a sitting cat.
Jane Pauley

T

he calmness of a cat is remarkable. Crazy

things may
be going on in the immediate area, but a cat can look upon the
entire scene with an aloofness and imperturbability that are amusing
and marvelous. If we had some of that calmness, wouldn’t it be nice?
For most ordinary folks, calmness doesn’t come naturally. Our
tendencies seem to run in the direction of anxiety and agitation, so
the quality of calmness probably won’t be ours unless we cultivate it.
There are principles we’ll have to learn and disciplines we’ll have to
practice. Bit by difficult bit, we’ll have to gain the ability to be calm.
We live in a distinctly uncalm age, and when people nowadays
see the need for more calmness, they often have no idea where to
look for it. Stewart L. Udall had some good advice for us all when he
wrote, “If you want inner peace, find it in solitude, not speed, and if
you would find yourself, look to the land from which you came and
to which you go.” It may be hard to find any solitude now, at least the
kind that contributes to calmness, and we may have little time to appreciate where we’ve come from or to ponder where we’re going, but
these things are vital. They’re vital not only to our calmness but to our
strength and our ability to withstand the stress of constant change.
Calmness is one of the best gifts we can give to others. You may
think you have little to offer to others, but if you’ll work on acquiring
a calm spirit, the example of that will be a powerful influence on those
who know you. In this troubled world, we need more people who’ve
paid the price to acquire some calmness. Calmness can preach a powerful sermon even when few words are spoken.
Calmness, of course, shouldn’t be the highest value in a human
life. There are times when honor calls us to lay aside quietness and
enter into struggle and conflict. But if calmness is not the summum
bonum of life, that doesn’t mean it’s not important at all. As Matthew
Arnold said, “Calm’s not life’s crown, though calm is well.” Balanced
and complemented by other values, calmness is one of life’s very good
things. It’s a good thing to have — and a good thing to give away.
He is a first-rate collector who can,
upon all occasions, collect his wits.
George Dennison Prentice
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Timeliness
How many things by season seasoned are
To their right praise and true perfection!
William Shakespeare

W

e probably underestimate the extent to which
things are either helped or hurt by their timing.

The old adage “timing is everything” may be an exaggeration, but it’s
certainly true that timing is critical. At exactly the right time, a certain thing may prove to be powerful, popular, or productive — while
at any other time, the very same thing would fall noticeably flat. So
what are some ways we could profit from pursuing timeliness? What
does this quality mean when it’s applied to our character and conduct?
Timeliness means being prompt. Two identical thank-you notes,
one written within twenty-four hours and the other written six weeks
after the fact, will have two very different effects on the recipient.
Why do we let procrastination drain the goodness out of so many of
our well-intended actions? Promptness pays huge dividends.
Timeliness means being punctual. Two of your employees are very
similar in most ways, but one is always at work on time while the
other is chronically late. Which one are you going to think of as being
more mature and responsible? Two of your friends are very much
alike, but one frequently keeps you waiting past the agreed-upon time.
Which one are you going to describe as being more courteous?
Timeliness means being predictable. It’s not enough to get the job
done, and it’s not enough to deliver the product — the job needs to
be done on schedule, and the product needs to be delivered on time!
Those on whom our actions impinge need to know what to expect
from us; they need to be able to depend on our timeliness. So predictability, as simple as it seems, is a great gift we can give to others.
In nothing, however, is timeliness more important than in our
words. Whatever needs to be said, it usually takes some wisdom to
know when to say it, and if we don’t exercise that wisdom, the encouraging benefit of our words may be lost on those to whom we speak.
It’s one of life’s greatest challenges to learn timeliness in our speech,
but when we do, once in a while, say precisely the right thing at exactly the right time, what a marvelous thing of beauty it is to enjoy.
A word spoken in due season, how good it is!
T h e B oo k of P r o v e r b s
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Prudence
No one tests the depth of a river with both feet.
Ashanti Proverb

P

rudence means being careful. It means using wisdom,
good judgment, and common sense in deciding one’s course of
action. When the harmful consequences of a plan’s failure would be
greater than the helpful consequences of the plan’s success, prudence
will say, “Don’t do it.” In the game of Russian roulette, for example, a
person has a five-out-of-six chance of winning. But that sixth chance
is so dire that a prudent person would not play the game at all. It’s
prudence that keeps us from “courting disaster,” as the saying goes.
Some other less-than-desirable traits often masquerade as
prudence, of course. “Prudence is no doubt a valuable quality,” wrote
Robert Cecil, “but prudence which degenerates into timidity is very
seldom the path to safety.” So whenever we say we’re being prudent,
it’s often worth asking whether we’re being that or just plain timid.
And not only that, there are many times when prudence should
not be the governing factor. From the standpoint of common sense,
doing the right thing is often very imprudent, and many of the noblest deeds in the history of the world would never have been done
had their doers allowed prudence to decide the question. Robert
Hall summed it up nicely in this way: “In matters of conscience, first
thoughts are best; in matters of prudence, last thoughts are best.”
But properly understood and wisely exercised, prudence is a very
good thing indeed. It would be a coward who never considered anything but the counsels of prudence, but it would be a fool who never
consulted prudence at all. Prudence should always be given a seat at
the table when significant matters are being decided.
In the end, I think the best way to look at prudence is to see it
as something that helps us in the areas of restraint and reserve. In this
age of uninhibited excess, we need to get reacquainted with some
things like simplicity and understatement. It may be trite, but it’s also
true: less is sometimes more. Prudence can help us to get that “more” by
putting the brakes on our runaway trains of thought.

Tell not all you know,
believe not all you hear,
do not all you are able.
I ta l i a n P r o v e r b
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Marriage
A wedding anniversary is the celebration of love, trust, partnership,
tolerance, and tenacity. The order varies for any given year.
Paul Sweeney

I

t takes many kinds of character strength to make a
marriage work, not the least of which is commitment.

In any given marriage, the combination of character traits is blended
differently; some marriages have a greater portion of love, some of
partnership, and some of tenacity. But all successful marriages are
built from the raw materials supplied by character. Personality may
have gotten the thing started, but character is what keeps it going.
A good marriage is no accident, and when one has been built,
it’s a thing of admirable beauty. Love stories are always refreshing,
of course, but the most refreshing are those that have stood the test
of time. Think of your grandparents, for example. Without knowing them, I’d venture to guess that they were married for quite a long
while, despite difficulties that had to be overcome, and that their
relationship is something you find it encouraging to think about.
It’s not stretching the truth to say that an effective marriage is
one of the highest achievements a human being is capable of. Those
who’ve paid the price to be worthy marriage partners have done
something that requires far more substance than it would take to win
the World Series or the Nobel Prize. If you know someone who has
helped to build a good marriage, let them know they’re a bigger hero
in your eyes than those who usually make the evening news.
Marriage is what we might call a dynamic relationship: within
it, things move and change and shift. You can’t be in the marriage
relationship without being changed — and without changing the
person you’re married to. The question is not whether we’ll grow, but
whether we’ll make that growth positive rather than negative. So may
we commit ourselves, today and every day, to two important things:
(1) growing toward greater health in our own character, and (2) growing toward a more healthful influence on the spouse to whom we
promised ourselves, the one who’s being affected by everything we do.
You don’t marry one person; you marry three: the person you think
they are, the person they are, and the person they are going to become
as the result of being married to you.
Richard Needham
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Stories
God made man because he loves stories.
Elie Wiesel

A

ll of us are writing stories, and we’re surrounded
by stories that other people are writing too. As

Thoreau said, “Wherever men have lived there is a story to be told.”
Our stories may not be written down with pen and ink, but even
so, we’re all engaged in events that, were they to be written, would
constitute quite a chronicle. The tales we’re telling by the unfolding of
our human lives are immensely and endlessly interesting.
In its most basic sense, a “story” is a sequence of events. To have
a story, you must have more than an idea, a truth, a theme, or a thesis.
You must have some events, some happenings, and these must be successive: that is, they must be linked together, one leading to another.
But the truly fascinating thing about stories — and it’s the reason why
we like stories so much — is that the telling of a sequence of events
can often reveal to us (or remind us of ) ideas and truths that are outside our limited world of time and space. A plot is a powerful thing!
C. S. Lewis, who was very wise when it came to the magic of
stories, said it this way: “In life and art both, as it seems to me, we are
always trying to catch in our net of successive moments something
that is not successive. Whether in real life there is any doctor who can
teach us how to do it, so that at last either the meshes will become
fine enough to hold the bird, or we be so changed that we can throw
our nets away, and follow the bird to its own country, is not a question
for this essay. But I think it is sometimes done — or very, very nearly
done — in stories. I believe the effort to be well worth making.”
So we should love stories. We should love to hear them, read
them, and tell them. And as for those stories we ourselves are living,
we should be careful about them. Nothing is sadder in old age than to
look back on a life that, if a truthful storyteller were to tell it, would
be a hurtful story, an embarrassing story, or a shameful story.
But if our own stories are important, we should also be interested
in other people’s stories. The tales that are unfolding around us every
day are well worth paying attention to. You just never know when
somebody’s else’s tale might be better than any you’ve heard so far . . .
But that is another story.
R u d ya r d K i p l i n g
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Compensation
There are comforts and compensations that one who
has not suffered knows nothing of — like the lamps
that nobody sees till the tunnel comes.
A. W. Barbour

I

n many ways big and small, life has a way of making up
for the things that have been taken away from us. We

hardly ever suffer loss in one area without finding that our capacity
for joy has increased in another area. It’s the bitterness of loss that
allows us to savor the taste of other things, and like “the lamps that
nobody sees till the tunnel comes,” we see certain joys more clearly.
It’s good for us to learn to appreciate life’s compensations. To some
extent, we all do appreciate the touches of grace that make up for
our losses, but we need to appreciate them more consciously. If you’ve
been wiped out financially but still have your health, don’t take it for
granted. Enjoy your health! Savor it! Don’t let a drop of it go to waste!
It’s also good for us to find ways to be a part of life’s compensation to
others. If your next-door neighbor has suffered some misfortune, you
may be absolutely helpless to do anything about that misfortune, but
your neighborliness may be a part of the way in which life is going to
compensate them for their loss. Almost certainly, there is going to be
something you can do, in some other area, to brighten their life.
And finally, it’s good for us to compensate others for the generous things
they do for us, or at least to try to do so. Granted, some people shower us
with such kindness that we could never repay them adequately, but it’s
still a good idea to try. If we put our minds to it, we can almost always
find some means of saying, “Let me make it up to you.” My father,
for example, was a watchmaker. He repaid many a kindness by fixing
somebody’s watch, free of charge, the next time it quit running.
We need to respect the fact that our world is governed by moral
laws as well as physical ones. In the long term, if not in the short,
wrongs tend to be righted. If we’ve been so foolish as to mistreat
those around us, justice will eventually stand up and defend those
who’ve been our victims. They will be compensated — and so will
we. The medicine that we dispense to others had better have a good
flavor, because sooner or later, we’re going to get a taste of it.
This is a world of compensations.
Abraham Lincoln
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Familiarity
That song is best esteemed
with which our ears are most acquainted.
William Byrd

T

here is a wonderful delight that comes from things
that have grown familiar. New things are delightful too,

of course, but with new things, it takes a while to get to know all of
their nooks and crannies so that we can enjoy them fully. In the case
of familiar things, however, knowing them well allows us to enjoy
them at a deeper and richer level. For example, I’ve enjoyed many
books the first time I read them, but I wouldn’t take anything for the
great books that have become familiar to me. Each time I read them
again, I love them even more. I “get” things that could never have
been appreciated on the first (or even the second or third) reading.
To my way of thinking, there is a down-home kind of goodness that attaches itself to familiar things. E. B. White, who was a
master at describing ordinary, everyday things, said, “Familiarity is
the thing — the sense of belonging.” Even with inanimate objects,
there is a rich sense of rightness in handling things that we’ve grown
accustomed to through long usage. This morning, I fried my breakfast
bacon and eggs in my favorite cast-iron skillet. I’ve used it thousands
of times. I know every little scratch on its surface. Its handle fits my
hand as if it were made for it. And while a new skillet might have its
own attractions, it would take a long time to love it as I love this old
one. As Shelley said, “Familiar acts are beautiful through love.”
It’s tempting to let our eyes roam here, there, and everywhere in
a never-satisfied quest for the extraordinary. But while it’s good to be
excited by the new from time to time, most of our attention needs to
be paid to the familiar. Let’s not despise or overlook the value of the
commonplace things in our lives: all the objects, the events, the places,
and the people who are well known to us. I’ve been around a little
bit, and I can tell you, there is nothing in this world any better than
“the old familiar faces” (Charles Lamb). Familiarity need not breed
contempt — in the grateful heart, it can breed great contentment.
I embrace the common, I explore and sit at the feet of the familiar, the low.
Give me insight into today, and you may have the antique and future worlds.
What would we really know the meaning of? The meal in the firkin; the milk
in the pan; the ballad in the street; the news of the boat.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n
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Wholeness
Not only is there but one way of doing things rightly,
but there is only one way of seeing them, and that is,
seeing the whole of them.
John Ruskin

W

ith most things, you can think of the whole or
you can think of the parts. Sometimes it’s necessary to

identify and examine the parts, but that analysis doesn’t do much good
if we forget the whole situation the parts are a part of. The “trees” may
be interesting, but it’s dangerous to lose sight of the “forest.”
As finite beings with limited powers of observation and understanding, we’re not going to see the complete whole of anything we
deal with. But even so, there’s great wisdom in always trying to see as
much of reality as we can. Many, if not most, of our mistakes come
from taking into account only a part of the truth, so we help ourselves
greatly when we take the time to understand more of the subject, to
hear more of the evidence, and to see more of the picture.
Not only should we try to see more of the whole of things, but
wholeness itself is a characteristic worth valuing. We should appreciate
it, honoring and giving thanks for things that are whole and healthy.
We should aspire to it, making wholeness in all things one of our ideals. And we should contribute to it, playing a positive role in making
the things around us more whole rather than tearing them apart.
Wholeness is even something we should seek within ourselves,
and “integrity” is the word that describes this kind of wholeness.
Integrity is oneness or unity between our character and our conduct.
When our outer practice is in harmony with our inner principles, then
we experience a wholeness that is one of life’s best possessions.
But in the most important sense, personal wholeness does not
come from trying to integrate or unify the various parts of ourselves;
it comes from taking our rightful place in relation to the larger reality
of the world outside of ourselves. There is no wholeness without a
peaceful conscience, and there’s no peacefulness of conscience without
doing our simple, individual duty to the world that is our home.
You exist but as a part inherent in a greater whole.
Do not live as though you had a thousand years before you.
The common due impends; while you live,
and while you may, be good.
Marcus Aurelius
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Moments
We do not remember days; we remember moments.
C e s a r e P av e s e

I

n our memories are the snapshots of many magical
moments. I don’t know how many moments can be stored in one

person’s memory, but I know it’s a lot. My father, who at this writing
is ninety years old, has a mental photo album that contains enough
snapshots to entertain him long past the point when he will need to
be entertained! And his has not been an unusual life. Like all of us, he
has simply lived in a world where, as the days go by, there are lots of
likable, “momentary” things to save up and enjoy later.
Good moments are things to savor. Occasionally, we’re aware
“in the moment” that something special is happening, and we should
consciously taste every drop of the event as it unfolds. More often,
though, it’s only later that we recognize a moment’s goodness, and
when we do, we ought to enjoy that memory’s taste with zest and
gratitude. The memory may be of a private moment or of one shared
with others. Either way, good moments are meant to be relished.
One of the most thoughtful things we can do for others is to
make a few moments for them. While it’s true that the best moments
in life are often unplanned, spontaneous occurrences, it’s also true
that, if we’re on the lookout, we can sometimes find an opportunity to
make a moment memorable for someone else. It doesn’t always have
to involve a grand gesture or a costly gift; it just takes doing something that says, “I’m aware of you. I acknowledge you. I honor you.”
Extraordinary moments, in fact, tend to be made out of very ordinary
materials: ice cream cones and park bench kisses, midsummer walks
and late-night thunderstorms — things like these are what moments
are made of. We don’t have to look far; we just have to look.
The truth is, moments, and the memories that bring them back
to us, are windows that look out onto another world. Bound as we are
by time, our lives come to us sequentially, one moment at a time. But
with each moment, especially the ones that bring intense joy or sorrow, we get a glimpse of something beyond the walls of the workaday
world, something that calls to us. Our best moments, then, are those
in which we answer the call . . . to dream, to grow, and to live.
Eternity was in that moment.
William Congreve
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Therapy
Fortunately [psycho] analysis is not the only way to resolve
inner conflicts. Life itself still remains a very effective therapist.
Karen Horney

N

owadays, the word “therapy” suggests no more to
the average person than “psychotherapy” or profes-

sional counseling. But

the word “therapy” is too good a word to
limit to clinicians and counselors. To engage in therapy simply means
to give help that is healing or curative in nature, and that’s something
every one of us needs to be busy doing from time to time.
By the time our lives are finished, each of us will have become
one or the other: a helper or a hurter. As far as our peers are concerned, there’s not much in between. So it’s good to aspire to being
a helper. If others can say they find us to be good “therapy,” we will
have been paid a high compliment indeed. It’s worth preparing our
character and our conduct so that such a thing can be truthfully said.
The ability to help heal people when they’ve been hurt is not
acquired accidentally. Healing is an art that requires skill, wisdom,
and compassion, among other things. So if we want to be able to help
those around us, we need to elevate therapy to the status of a goal in
our lives. We need to start learning the tools of that worthy trade.
The therapeutic power of words is nothing short of amazing. Of
all the things that human words can do, none is more impressive than
their ability to heal. Sometimes even very serious emotional wounds
can be helped by a seemingly simple balm: a word of encouragement,
an expression of appreciation, or a suggestion of hope and confidence.
But if the words of others can be therapeutic — and they surely
can be — then our own words can have that effect too. There may be
times when someone we know needs to see a professional “therapist,”
and at times like that, we may feel we don’t have much to offer in the
way of help. But for every time when a friend needs professional help,
there are many more times when a friend will need to hear the healing
words that we can speak to them. Yes, it takes wisdom, and wisdom
requires work, but we can learn to use the gift of language in such a
way that those who hear our words are helped — and even healed.
Words of comfort, skillfully administered,
are the oldest therapy known to man.
Louis Nizer
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Ease
He flies through the air with the greatest of ease,
This daring young man on the flying trapeze.
George Leybourne

H

aving learned how to do something easily is one
of life’s most wonderful satisfactions. Especially

when the thing was very difficult or awkward to begin with, there is
a wholesome gratification that now comes from being able to do it
easily. And not only do we enjoy what we ourselves can do easily, but
we enjoy the ease with which others can do difficult things. Just last
evening, I watched again the amazing performance of Michael Flatley
and his troupe in Lord of the Dance. Irish step dancing is no easy thing,
but Flatley and his friends do it with such joyous, exuberant ease that
the result is enthralling, especially to those who know how hard it is.
In each of our lives, there are a number of helpful things we need
to be able to do, and we should be willing to pay the price (in terms
of discipline, sacrifice, and hard work) to do these things graciously
and easily. Most good things are hard before they’re easy; that’s just
the way the world works. So we have to persevere through our various
apprenticeships and not give up until we’ve gained the mastery.
When the word “ease” is mentioned, however, many people think
not of learning to do difficult things easily but of avoiding difficulty
altogether. Some seem to envision a “life of ease” as a life where nothing difficult or unpleasant ever has to be done. And unfortunately,
our culture seems to be headed in the direction of worshiping that
kind of ease. But as W. Somerset Maugham said, “Any nation that
thinks more of its ease and comfort than its freedom will soon lose its
freedom; and the ironical thing about it is that it will lose its ease and
comfort too.” That’s just as true for individuals as it is for nations.
But properly defined, ease is something we should pursue. We’ll
probably do more of the things we ought to do when they’ve become
easy for us. But when we see people who can do those things easily
right now, it would be foolish to want their skill without accepting the
work that went into getting that skill. The “life of ease” is not one of
lazy leisure but one of easy action — a life where good deeds aren’t as
difficult as they used to be. Getting to that point is anything but easy.
A life of ease is a difficult pursuit.
W i l l i a m C ow p e r
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Reliability
Life is like a game of cards. Reliability is the ace,
industry the king, politeness the queen, thrift the jack.
E dw a r d H ow e

S

imple reliability is a far more valuable, and powerful, trait than many people realize. It may well be the

ace in life’s game of cards, as Edward Howe says. If people can’t safely
and consistently rely on us, then whatever other admirable qualities
we may possess, they won’t be of much use in the long run. Reliability
is a major ingredient in the glue that holds everything else together.
Fact. Those who have to deal with us should be able to count on
our reliability in matters of fact. That is, they should be able to take it
for granted that we’ll deal truthfully with them, whether in word or in
deed. It takes many years of honesty to build up a reputation for that
kind of reliability, but there’s no more worthy goal we could have.
Follow-through. For every person who says he’ll do something,
there aren’t many who can be relied upon to do it, come what may.
These days, absolute dependability in the performance of one’s commitments is a rare quality. Everywhere we turn, people are making
excuses for a failure to honor their obligations. But if follow-through
is rare, that only means it will be more valuable when we acquire that
trait. “Doing what we say” will distinguish us as being different.
Friendship. There have probably been few friendships that have
not been tested at some point by adversity or conflict, and friendships that can stand the test are both refreshing and strengthening.
Wouldn’t it be good to give our friends the gift of reliability? Wouldn’t
they appreciate knowing that they can count on our friendship?
As Edward Bulwer-Lytton suggests in the quotation below, those
who are “of consequence” in the world are those who can be relied
upon. It’s true, just being reliable won’t win you the Nobel Prize, and it
won’t get you nominated for “Person of the Year” at any of the major
magazines. But being honest in what you say and do, reliable in the
performance of your duty, and faithful in each of your friendships will
make you a great person in most of the ways that matter very much.
A man is already of consequence in the world when it is known that we can
implicitly rely upon him. Often I have known a man to be preferred in
stations of honor and profit because he had this reputation: when he said he
knew a thing, he knew it, and when he said he would do a thing, he did it.
E dw a r d B u l w e r - L y t t o n
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Steadiness
Steady, boys, steady.
D av i d G a r r i c k

F

or every time when we need to change, there are
many more times when we need to hold steady. And

for every person who is hurting himself by being unadaptable, there
are many more who are hurting themselves by being unsteady.
The main ingredient in steadiness, obviously, is self-control. No
matter what course we’ve charted for ourselves, it’s inevitable that
some contrary winds are going to blow against us somewhere along
the way. Without a certain amount of self-control, we’re simply not
going to make it to our destination. To keep fluctuations, deviations,
and vacillations from undoing us, we have to be able to enforce the
dictates of our will. Our “self ” must be governed and controlled.
A lack of self-control, and therefore steadiness, is what keeps
most people from getting where they ought to go. They may know
how to “talk the talk,” they may have occasional flashes of inspiration
and bursts of energy, they may even have enormous intelligence and
talent — but without steadiness, they won’t have many actual accomplishments to their credit when all is said and done. Despite all they
could have done, they will have done less than the good ol’ boy who
may not have known many things, but he knew how to keep putting one foot in front of the other, steadily. But that’s not a very new
insight, is it? In the fable of The Tortoise And The Hare, Aesop tried to
teach us long ago that “slow and steady wins the race.”
If you have a few friends who possess steadiness, you have one
of life’s genuine treasures. Those who are “steady of heart, and stout
of hand” (Sir Walter Scott) deserve our highest esteem. But we ought
to do more than just want steady people around us; we ought to be
steady people ourselves. The steadiness that comes from being able to
control ourselves will help to steady the lives of those who deal with
us. We may never know exactly how, but holding a steady course in
our own “little” lives really does help the bigger world around us.
Be his my special thanks, whose even-balanced soul,
From first youth tested up to extreme old age,
Business could not make dull, nor passion wild:
Who saw life steadily and saw it whole.
M at t h e w A r n o l d
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Pity
Pity melts the mind to love.
John Dryden

A

s feelings and attitudes go, pity is a bit odd. We’re not
sure whether we think it’s a good thing or a bad one. In general,
we’d say pity is a virtue, but it’s a virtue with a mixed reputation.
If we heard someone being described as “pitiless,” we wouldn’t
think the person had received a compliment, and if someone said,
“Don’t just stand there — for pity’s sake, help him,” we wouldn’t see
that as anything but an honorable appeal. But when we’re on the
receiving end, pity’s not always something we appreciate. As Balzac
said, “The response man has the greatest difficulty in tolerating is pity,
especially when he warrants it.” But should we resist or resent pity? Is
it anything more than pride that keeps us from appreciating the pity
that a caring friend (or even an honest enemy) might extend to us?
Pity is not condescending, or at least it doesn’t have to be. If our
present situation is one which another human being might naturally
respond to with concern and regret, it really doesn’t matter whether
that person is “above” us or “below” us. When pity is a reasonable
response to some circumstance of ours, we ought to receive it humbly
and gratefully. And when someone else’s circumstance calls for our
pity, we ought to feel that honorable sentiment without any condescension. If you’re suffering today, I’ll probably be the one suffering
tomorrow. It’s a waste of time to ask who is “superior” to whom.
Most of us understand, however, that in order to be genuine, pity
must be more than a feeling; it must involve real, active compassion.
“We may have uneasy feelings for seeing a creature in distress without
pity; for we have not pity unless we wish to relieve them,” said Samuel
Johnson. So authentic pity is a sorrow for someone else’s condition
that urges us to help them, if we can. In the New Testament, James,
the brother of Jesus, wrote, “If a brother or sister is naked and destitute of daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Depart in peace,
be warmed and filled,’ but you do not give them the things needed
for the body, what does it profit?” So today, if there is any pity to be
shown, let’s make sure it’s the kind that serves as well as sympathizes.

What value has compassion that
does not take its object in its arms?
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
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Reliance
It’s a vice to trust all,
and equally a vice to trust none.
Seneca

I

f it’s important to be reliable, it’s also important to
be reliant. Although we need to be wise in choosing people to

rely on, we need to be willing to rely on those whom we choose. Never
trusting anyone at all would not be a virtue. It would be a vice.
To be sure, our ultimate reliance should not be placed in any
human being or group of human beings. In the larger sense, Asher
Ben Jehiel was giving good advice when he said, “Don’t rely on the
broken reed of human support.” God alone should be our final trust.
And not only that, there is another clarification that needs to be
made: reliance on other human beings doesn’t mean that we’re naive
about the possibility of being disappointed by them. We can make allowance for human error and still not be as cynical as H. L. Mencken,
who, true to his usual form, said, “No man is worthy of unlimited
reliance — his treason, at best, only waits for sufficient temptation.”
People don’t have to be perfect for us to rely on them. We know that
mistakes will be made and, yes, even that treason will be committed,
but relying on others can still be a wise thing to do. For one thing, it
multiplies the amount of work that can be accomplished.
When we make the choice to rely on somebody, we give them a
gift. By trusting them to do something, knowing in advance that the
result may be far from perfect, we say to them: “I am willing to rely
on you. I am willing to make myself vulnerable to you. I hope you’ll
venture boldly in your effort to get the job done, knowing that if you
make mistakes, I’ll help you fix them. Even if you fail me seriously,
that won’t be the end of the world. I accept the risk of trusting you.”
So can we not set ourselves the goal of being both reliable and
reliant? Can we not make the voluntary choice, occasionally, to rely
on the help of our friends and neighbors and coworkers? There’s no
doubt that relying on others is going to hurt us now and then, but
even so, there’s more to be gained by reliance than by refusing to rely.
In this world, things don’t always turn out as we expect, but even in
an imperfect world, I believe reliance is still a gift worth giving.
Love all, trust a few.
William Shakespeare
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Righteousness
To be individually righteous is the first of all duties, come what may
to one’s self, to one’s country, to society, and to civilization itself.
J o s e p h W ood K r u t c h

I

n today’s reading, I want to ask you to reconsider
your concept of a very important word: righteous-

ness. The popular concept of this word is that it is a religious word
meaning little more than self-righteousness. If someone said they were
striving to be righteous, most people would think they were in danger
of developing a holier-than-thou attitude. But as the spelling and the
etymology of the word suggest, righteousness (“right-wise-ness”) has
to do with what is right. To pursue righteousness is to set oneself the
goal of thinking and acting rightly in all of one’s dealings. And this, as
Joseph Wood Krutch reminds us, is “the first of all duties.”
Actually, the core concept of righteousness is justice. And what
is justice? It’s doing what is fair — and the fairness is judged not by
our own opinions but by the objective standards of equity that people
have held to throughout history. I like Benjamin Disraeli’s definition:
“Justice is truth in action.” When we act with justice, we’re acting in
concord with timeless truth. And to do that is to act righteously.
We need to have more faith in the ultimate victory of righteousness. To act against what’s right is to fight against reality, and to do
that is to doom ourselves to failure. Sooner or later, right will predominate; nothing can prevail against it. “God’s mill grinds slow, but sure”
is the way George Herbert put it. And so Abraham Lincoln spoke
wisely when he said, “Let us have faith that right makes might, and in
that faith let us to the end dare to do our duty as we understand it.”
These days many of us live in affluent societies. As far as the
“creature comforts” are concerned, we have much to be thankful for.
But prosperity (and even the opportunity to become prosperous) has
a dangerous tendency: it nudges us in the direction of a self-centered,
materialistic view of life. In the mad rush to enjoy ever more of the
possessions and pleasures of this world, the importance of things like
righteousness may be left behind. So we need reminders — I need
them as much as you do — that in the final tally of all our deeds, the
only thing that will matter is whether we did what was right.

God takes notice of clean hands, not full hands.
L at i n P r ov e r b
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Transformation
The future enters into us, in order to transform
itself in us, long before it happens.
Rainer Maria Rilke

A

ren’t you glad we can choose to be changed?

If we
couldn’t envision a better future and then decide to do things
that result in a transformation from one quality of life to another, we’d
be stuck right where we are. It’s a marvelous ability, this ability to undergo change. We ought not to (a) underestimate the extent to which
we can be transformed, or (b) underappreciate the decision-making
ability that can set those changes in motion.
The positive transformations that take place in our lives are good
not only for us but for our loved ones. Right now, none of us has a
finished character, and we need to be changing and growing in the
direction of realizing our full potential. When we submit ourselves to
positive change, and even actively seek it out, we are showing one of
the highest kinds of love to the other human beings who know us.
The importance of emotion. Carl Jung argued that there “can be
no transforming of darkness into light and of apathy into movement
without emotion.” I believe he was right. Real transformation must involve the heart as well as the head. In particular, we must learn to look
ahead and “taste” the joy that will come from making good changes.
The importance of solitude. One reason we rarely experience any
significant transformation nowadays is that we spend too little time
alone. “Solitude,” said Henri J. M. Nouwen, “is the furnace of transformation.” We’d open the door to positive change more often if we’d
get away from the crowd and go someplace conducive to reflection.
Don’t discount the possibility that before this day is done something you think, something you do, or something that happens to you
will trigger a large transformation in your life. Will the change be for
the better or for the worse? Well, that depends on what you choose to
think, what you choose to do, and how you choose to respond to what
happens to you. Although I don’t know you personally, I do hope that
the ways in which you allow yourself to be transformed will be truly
and lastingly good, not only for you but for those around you.
Even a thought, even a possibility,
can shatter us and transform us.
Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche
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Power
All power is of one kind, a sharing of the nature of the world.
The mind that is parallel with the laws of nature will be in the
current of events, and strong with their strength.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

I

f we wish to be powerful (at least in the good sense),
there is something we must understand. Power comes

from having our character and conduct aligned with true-north
principles. Over the long haul, the “laws of nature,” as Emerson
referred to them, can’t be safely defied or successfully ignored. Both
our goals and our means of getting to them must respect what is real.
They must be in sync with truth and reality: the way the world really
works. If they’re not, our “power” will prove impotent sooner or later.
No human being is a law unto himself. We’re each connected to and
surrounded by a larger reality of people, things, and forces. When
our actions rightly relate us to the world in the larger sense, we gain
power; but when our actions put us at odds with the world that we’re
a part of, we lose power. It’s pretty simple, actually.
Responsibility. To be aligned with reality, we must accept this
fact: the power that comes from rank is weak if it doesn’t accept the
responsibility that goes with rank. Authority is a trust, a stewardship.
It must always exercise its power for the common good.
Passion. If we don’t care deeply about the things we care about, we
ought not to be surprised at our lack of power. John Stuart Mill said,
“One person with a belief is a social power equal to ninety-nine who
have only interests.” So which do you have: beliefs or mere interests?
Humor. It may seem ironic, but we lose power when we take
ourselves too seriously. I’ve always liked Eric Sevareid’s observation:
“Next to power without honor, the most dangerous thing in the world
is power without humor.” We’re more effective when we can chuckle.
The most powerful power, of course, is the power that serves.
There is far more power in the open hand than in the clenched fist.
So let’s appreciate the concept of power. Let’s gain it for the right reasons and use it in the right ways. Some kinds of power may corrupt,
but principled power doesn’t do that. It ennobles those who possess it.
In every community, there is work to be done.
In every nation, there are wounds to heal.
In every heart, there is the power to do it.
Marianne Williamson
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Planning
Our lives are not totally random.
We make commitments, we cause things to happen.
Wendy Wasserstein

T

hings don’t always turn out as we plan, but if we
don’t plan, we doom ourselves to nothing more

than drifting. Planning

is the process by which we decide what
we’re going to do and how we’re going to do it. If we couldn’t do that,
we’d be the helpless victims of circumstance. But the truth is, we can
plan. It’s a marvelous thing to consider, but we really can alter the
course of events in this world. By thinking and making commitments,
we can, as Wendy Wasserstein says, “cause things to happen.”
There is a sense in which planning is the hardest part of any
project. The construction of a high-quality house may have its own
difficulties, but conceiving the plan for that house is likely to have
been harder. Once things are well planned, the planning makes their
accomplishment easier. As Samuel Johnson said, “Many things difficult to design prove easy to performance.” We’d often make our work
easier if we’d go to the trouble of planning it wisely and creatively.
Most of us sell ourselves short. We rarely make plans that are big
enough to fire our imaginations. We’d be moved to greater effort if
our plans were on a grander scale. So Daniel Hudson Burnham said,
“Make no little plans; they have no magic to stir men’s blood.”
But the fact of the matter is this: we often don’t accomplish our
goals because we don’t follow through on our plans. Speaking of strategic
planning in the business world, Peter Drucker said, “What makes a
plan capable of producing results is the commitment of key people to
work on specific tasks.” If that’s true in the world of commerce, it’s
even more true in the ordinary world of everyday activities. A good
theoretical plan having been made, we need to commit ourselves to
the specific steps (“tasks”) that will turn the abstract plan into something concrete, something real. There’s a Persian proverb that says,
“Thinking well is wise; planning well is wiser; but doing well is the
wisest and best of all.” We ought to plan our work, and we’re fools if
we don’t. But eventually, we’ve got to work our plan.
Plans get you into things,
but you’ve got to work your way out.
Will Rogers
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Gifts
When the hand ceases to give,
the heart ceases to pray.
Irish Proverb

E

ventually, we all come to be seen by our peers as
being one or the other: givers or takers. If we’re givers,

we’ll sometimes do some taking, of course, and if we’re takers, we
might do a little giving once in a while. But by the time we’ve lived a
few years, other people can usually tell which trait is our predominant
one. We’re creatures of habit, and if we don’t adopt the habit of giving,
then the habit of taking will be the one that people will know us for.
The giving of gifts is one of the most important things we ever
do. And if those around us rarely receive any gifts from us, that is a
dangerous and hurtful situation indeed. In the words of the proverb
quoted above, “When the hand ceases to give, the heart ceases to
pray.” We can make no rightful claim to things like reverence and
gratitude if there is no evidence of giving in our lives. Nor can we say
we care about other human beings. As Frank Clark said, “You may
give gifts without caring — but you can’t care without giving.”
Not many days will go by in which we can’t find an opportunity
to give someone a gift. We ought to be eager to seize these opportunities — and creative in the ways in which we take advantage of them.
Whether large or small, our gifts should always involve the giving of
some portion of ourselves. That’s the very thing that makes a gift so
meaningful and important. A true gift always says, in effect, “I value
you enough to give up a part of my very self for you.” Measured by
that standard, the best gifts are those in which we devote our minds
and hearts to others. In fact, Richard Moss may be right when he
says, “The greatest gift to another is the purity of your attention.”
We ought not to underestimate the value of the gifts we’re able to
give. We may not be in a position to give gifts of any great monetary
value, but those aren’t usually the most beneficial gifts anyway. What
about the helping hand we could give? Or the encouraging word? Or
the smile or the friendly handshake? We dare not despise these good
gifts or fail to give them whenever we can.
Give what you have. To someone it may
be better than you dare to think.
H e n r y W a d s wo r t h L o n g f e l l ow
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Compliments
It is a great mistake for men to give up paying compliments,
for when they give up saying what is charming,
they give up thinking what is charming.
Oscar Wilde

B

ecoming a person who frequently pays compliments
to others is one of the healthiest things anyone

can do. Just

as our thinking has an effect on our behavior, it’s also
true that our behavior, including our speaking, has an effect on our
thinking. When we speak words of praise to other people, complimenting their good points, the effect on us is healthy — it’s refreshing, energizing, and uplifting. Granted, we don’t give out compliments
primarily because it makes us feel better, but the fact remains, it does
make us feel better. We’ll come a lot closer to thinking of others as we
should when we find ourselves speaking to them as we should.
To be sure, compliments must be sincere and unselfish in order to
be healthy. The other person may receive some benefit from a compliment that is selfishly motivated on our part, but the exercise is hardly
healthy for us. Indeed, flattery is one of the most corrosive things
imaginable. When we compliment someone for the primary purpose
of getting them to take more notice of us, we’re doing a despicable
deed. By our compliment, we’re pretending to say, “I am aware of
you,” when in reality what we’re saying is, “I want you to be aware of
me.” So the deed is not only despicable; it’s also dishonest.
When we’re on the receiving end of a compliment, however, it’s
a waste of time to wonder what the other person’s motives might be.
In general, it’s a good idea to accept others’ compliments humbly and
gratefully, giving them the benefit of whatever doubt there may be as
to motive. “A compliment is a gift not to be thrown away carelessly
unless you want to hurt the giver” (Eleanor Hamilton).
Compliments are powerful gifts we can give to those around us.
They’re powerfully encouraging and powerfully strengthening. And
not only that, when they’re genuine, they bring welcome joy and
delight, both to the giver and the receiver. Given the ease with which
compliments may be enjoyed, it’s a wonder that we don’t indulge in
them more often. Don’t we see how much good a good word can do?
A compliment is verbal sunshine.
Robert Orben

July 26

Professionalism
A professional is someone who can do
his best work when he doesn’t feel like it.
A l i s t a i r C oo k e

A

re you a professional? The American Heritage Dictionary defines a profession as “an occupation or vocation requiring training
in the liberal arts or the sciences and advanced training in a specialized field.” By that definition, medicine and law would be professions.
There is, however, a more general kind of professionalism that can
apply — and should apply — to almost every one of us.
Standards. Professionals hold themselves to higher standards of
excellence than amateurs. They’re never content to do mediocre work,
and even when they have the knack of doing excellent work easily,
they’re not content until the work is the very best they can make it,
within the time that’s available. Professionalism means working at the
highest level, constantly learning and continually improving.
Ethics. In a world where it sometimes seems that corruption and
unfairness have crept into every corner of the workplace, we need to
be reminded that it’s only the amateurs who cheat. The true professional is governed by the strictest ethics of his profession. He never
bends the rules for personal advantage. “The essence of a genuine
professional man is that he cannot be bought” (H. L. Mencken).
Self-discipline. Basketball great Julius Erving once said, “Being a
professional is doing all the things you love to do on the days when
you don’t feel like doing them.” In my line of work, for example, a
writer who can’t write except when he’s in the mood is, at least in that
respect, still an amateur. Professionalism means that we learn how to
put mind over matter. It means training the flesh to follow the spirit,
rather than allowing the flesh to run (and often ruin) the show.
We don’t have to make our living in one of the recognized professions to get the benefit of professionalism in our work. Whatever
we do, we can do it with the attitude of the professional rather than
the amateur. We can hold ourselves to higher standards, finer ethics,
and better self-discipline than those who are content to just get by.
If your work is worth doing, it’s worth doing with excellence. At
the end of the day, you wouldn’t want it any other way, would you?

Never let it be said of you that you lived an amateur life.
A n o n y mo u s
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Verve
One of the final challenges for human beings is to get old
with as much verve and gumption as possible. Old parents who
keep on being interested in life give a subtle kind of sustenance
to their children; they are givers of hope and affirmers of life.
Alison Judson Ryerson

V

erve and gumption. How much of these are you going to
have left by the time you get old, if you haven’t already gotten
there? Do you have any verve and gumption right now? These may
not be life’s most important character qualities, but they’re valuable in
their proper place and we should appreciate them for what they are.
Verve is a colorful word. Its sound almost gives away its meaning:
the expression of one’s ideas with energy and enthusiasm. Think of
old Red Skelton, for example. He never said anything profoundly new
or radically unique, but whatever he said, he said with verve. And as a
result, people listened — with engagement, interest, and delight.
If you and I don’t have much verve anymore (as we naturally did
when we were children), it’s worth wondering why. We might blame
it on circumstances that have beaten us down and sapped our energy.
But real verve doesn’t come from being surrounded by fortunate
circumstances; it comes from giving ourselves enthusiastically to the tasks
that are ours to take care of. “Satisfaction,” wrote Nikolai Berdyaev, “is
felt not by those who take and make demands but by those who give
and make sacrifices. In them alone the energy of life does not fail.”
People who live their lives and do their work with verve tend to
have a more powerful impact for good on the lives of others. So we’d
probably give our friends and family a gift worth giving if we started
expressing ourselves with a bit more energy and enthusiasm.
On the other hand, few things in life are sadder than to see
someone who no longer has any verve left. “The worst bankrupt in
the world is the man who has lost his enthusiasm” (H. W. Arnold).
Some of the things we need to do in life aren’t very effective if
they’re not done with verve (such as saying “thank you” or “I love
you”). Too many of us fall below the level of effectiveness because our
words and deeds are little more than lukewarm. Wouldn’t it be better,
really, if we decided to do life’s good things with a little more zip?

It don’t mean a thing, if it ain’t got that swing.
Ella Fitzgerald
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Favorites
I know what I like.
Henry James

O

ur “favorites” are the things, the occasions, and
the people whom we regard with special favor. Like

Henry James, most of us know what we like, and our favorites are the
things we like especially well. To have favorites is simply to have, as
Henry David Thoreau put it, “a sincere love for some things.”
The amazing variety that characterizes the human race is due,
in part, to the fact that we each have a unique set of favorites. “There
are,” as Horace wrote, “as many preferences as there are men.” Our
likes and dislikes may overlap with those of our closest friends to
some extent, but no two of us have exactly the same set of favorites.
And that’s good. It would be a much less interesting world if we all
regarded everything in life with exactly the same degree of favor.
It seems to me that we should take the time to consciously appreciate our favorite things more often. If there is something that
delights me in a special way, I ought to relish that thing and savor
its enjoyment intentionally. And if there is something that uniquely
pleases you, you ought to drink its enjoyment down to the last drop. It
does us a down-home kind of good to have familiar, favorite things —
and it does us even more good to appreciate them mindfully.
Nowadays, we hear a lot about “equality,” and that may cause
us to feel a little uncomfortable with the concept of favoritism. But
having favorites is not unjust, and it’s no infringement on equality. It’s naive to think that we can like everybody and everything
without showing any partiality at all. In fact, if we tried to do that, it
would take much of the value out of bestowing favor on anything. As
Moliére wrote, “Esteem must be founded on some sort of preference.
Bestow it on everybody and it ceases to have any meaning at all.”
What would be wrong, of course, would be to limit ourselves to
our favorites. Having favorites is fine, but we need to deal rightly with
things (and especially people) that we don’t like as well. And not only
that, we need to be willing to experiment. Who knows? There may be
some really good things out there that could become favorites if we
ever got outside of our preferences and gave them a chance.
Let us prefer, let us not exclude.
Joseph Roux
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Preservation
The fundamental idea of good is thus: that it consists in preserving life,
in favoring it, in wanting to bring it to its highest value; and evil consists
in destroying life, doing it injury, hindering its development.
Albert Schweitzer

A

s we live and work from day to day, the result of
our activity ought to be the preservation, or saving,
of some things worthy of being saved. We don’t always think

clearly about what is worth preserving, and our efforts at preservation
aren’t always successful, but it would be sad if nobody could say, at the
end of our lives, that there was any good thing that we had preserved.
Few of the good things in the world can remain unless somebody expends some effort to preserve them. And so when we lend our
energies to the work of preservation, we’re doing worthy work. “To
preserve and renew is almost as noble as to create,” said Voltaire.
Life is full of change, of course, and never more so than nowadays. There are times when things need to be replaced, removed, or
gotten rid of. But the purpose of these changes is not merely negative. Ideally, we set aside some things in order to have better things
which can be preserved. Thomas Babington was correct when he said,
“Reform, that you may preserve.” Reformation and preservation don’t
have to be enemies; they can be allies.
Specifically what it is that we preserve depends, of course, on
our values, so there is much to be said for refining and improving our
values. Most of us know what it’s like to look back and see things we
discarded in the past that should have been preserved. So we’re wise
if we work on improving our powers of judgment and discrimination.
We should want to be, in the well-known words of Abraham Lincoln,
“honorable alike in what we give and what we preserve.”
Are you a “preservationist”? Are there any good things that, by
your help, are being saved from destruction? If not, there may be some
little deeds you could start doing right now that would help preserve
the most important thing of all: the hearts of your fellow human beings. You have it in your power to help hold back the ruinous forces
that your friends and family members are struggling against. So do it.
Life is made up, not of great sacrifices or duties,
but of little things, in which smiles and kindness and
small obligations win and preserve the heart.
H u m p h r y D av y
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Intimacy
The great gift of family life is to be intimately
acquainted with people you might never even introduce
yourself to, had life not done it for you.
Kendall Hailey

I

ntimacy is the act of two people making themselves
known to one another in a very deep way. Sexual inti-

macy immediately comes to mind, of course, and there is certainly a
sense in which that kind of intimacy involves the deepest knowing
that is possible between two human beings. But there are other kinds
of intimacy that are hardly less important. As Kendall Hailey humorously suggests, there is even an intimacy among extended family
members that we should learn to be thankful for.
It’s sad to contemplate the fact that some people never allow
themselves to be known intimately by anybody. Even those who are
married sometimes fail to make themselves known — genuinely,
honestly, and deeply — to their spouses. Rollo May said, “Intimacy
requires courage because risk is inescapable. We cannot know at the
outset how the relationship will affect us.” Yet if it is fear that keeps us
from the generous joys of intimacy, we need to overcome that fear.
Perhaps it should go without saying, but we’ll say it anyway: we
shouldn’t be intimate with just anybody and everybody. Historically, the
major codes of morality in the world have always indicated that our
sexual intimacy should be limited to one person. But even with the
intimacy of close friendship, we shouldn’t give that private gift to any
but a few, and those few should be chosen with great wisdom.
A healthy human life requires some intimacy and also some
aloneness. Depending on our personalities, some of us need more of
one than the other, but to some extent we all need a balance between
making our personal selves known to others and keeping some distance between ourselves and others. On some other day, you may need
a reminder of the healthfulness of independence, but today, let’s be
reminded of the goodness of intimacy. Though it requires a courage
that sometimes seems beyond us, intimacy — with a few individuals,
carefully chosen — is one of life’s great privileges. Don’t miss it.
Our daily existence requires both closeness and distance,
the wholeness of self, the wholeness of intimacy.
Judith Viorst
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Constancy
No virtue can be great if it is not constant.
A l fo n s o M i l a g r o

I

n a world where the pace of cultural change is quickening, we should make sure that our character and

our commitments don’t change as often as our outward
conditions do. Whatever

virtues we may possess today, these will
be of little value in the long run if they don’t remain constant.
Constancy is a truly amazing gift when it’s given to others. Until
you try it, you may not believe the difference it will make when you
let those around you know that, from now on, they can count on you.
No matter what the relationships may be, when those who have to
deal with you find out they no longer have to guess what you’re going
to do, there will quickly be a change for the better in those relationships. When (a) your character is constant, (b) your commitments are
kept, and (c) your actions are “count-on-able,” you will start getting
thank-yous from people who appreciate what you’ve given them.
John Calvin said, “The word ‘hope’ I take for faith; and indeed
hope is nothing else but the constancy of faith.” It may be that this
statement sums up the major challenge before us these days: to
maintain the constancy of faith, that is, to hold on to the things that
we believe in, based on trustworthy evidence, when the momentary
appearance of things seems to call our confidence into question.
There is one kind of constancy that may seem to be inconstant,
and that is the constancy of growth. If we’re true to our principles,
constancy may sometimes require changes that have the appearance
of inconsistency. But there is no better constancy than holding fast to
conscience — making whatever changes are necessary as our conscience gets a better grip on the reality of right and wrong.
Perhaps above all, though, we need the constancy of love. Most
of us are at least a bit moody, and even if we’re not moody, we’re subject to the pressures of our changing circumstances. Can’t we make it
a point of honor to be constant in our love for those who have a right
to expect love from us? Try giving that gift and see what happens!
There are two sorts of constancy in love: the one comes from the
constant discovery in our beloved of new grounds for love, and the other
comes from making it a point of honor to be constant.
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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Concern
It is your concern when your neighbor’s wall is on fire.
Horace

O

ften, we have a dangerously naive concept of what
it is that we need to be concerned about. When it

comes to the truly big issues of life, we can be shockingly unconcerned, and at the same time, we can be enormously concerned about
things that are little more than trivia. In general, of course, we tend to
be too self-centered in our concerns, but even there, we can be naive.
We often fail to see how we hurt ourselves in the long run by being
so unconcerned about our fellow human beings in the short run. As
Horace said, “It is your concern when your neighbor’s wall is on fire.”
What would be a fair measure of how concerned we are about a
particular thing? Well, many people judge the level of their concern
by their thoughts. That is, they believe they are concerned about a
thing if they think about it a lot, or even if they intend to think about
it a lot at some point in the future. But the genuineness and greatness
of our concern aren’t measured by emotional intensity alone, although
that’s a part of it. It’s measured also by action. The things we’re concerned about are the things we’re doing something about.
So, in a sense, we need to give more consideration to our actions than to our thoughts. It is true that our actions grow out of our
thoughts, and in that sense, we need to be primarily concerned with
our ideas and principles. But having striven to have right thoughts, we
must then be even more concerned to carry out those thoughts in right
actions. Planning is crucially important, as all wise people know, but
for every person who fails for lack of planning, many more fail for lack
of execution. For that reason, then, we need to give a greater share of
our concern to the actual, day-to-day conduct of life. “Conduct is threefourths of our life and its largest concern” (Matthew Arnold).
We rarely, if ever, honor our friends and family any more than
when we show concern for them. And although concern is a gift of
great value, it’s a gift that all of us can give, whether we’re rich or
poor. It would be good if we gave it more often — with less worry
about what we have to do and more interest in what is good to do.
Grace refuses to put a ceiling or a floor
on concern for the neighbor.
Joseph Fletcher
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Nurturing
Countless times each day a mother does what no one else can do quite
as well. She wipes away a tear, whispers a word of hope, eases a child’s fear.
She teaches, ministers, loves, and nurtures the next generation of citizens.
James C. Dobson

W

hen someone engages in an act that has a nurturing effect on another person, one of the most
wonderful things in the world takes place. Nurturing is

wonderful both in its beauty and its benefit. It’s beautiful because it’s
an act of grace, and it’s beneficial because it makes the difference between life and death. Nurturing is among the highest of human acts.
Although women often have a more natural aptitude for nurturing than men, nurturing is not just a female responsibility. Just as
with other responsibilities, the responsibility to nurture is not limited
to those who find it naturally easy. Whether we’re male or female, or
young or old, we all have some duty in the matter of nurturing others.
“Nurture” comes from the same root as the words “nutrition”
and “nourish.” In its most basic sense, it means to provide that which
is needed for another person to survive and thrive. None of us is so
independent that we can do without sustenance from anyone else.
People need to be nurtured — and they need to nurture one another.
But like people, relationships also need to be nurtured. You can’t
nurture a relationship, of course, without nurturing the people who
are in it, but it’s helpful to think of relationships themselves as “persons” who need to be taken care of and given the proper nutrition.
Too much of the time, we’re interested in whether others are
nurturing us and not in whether we’re nurturing them. The quality of
our lives would be improved if we reversed this emphasis and started
being more concerned about nurturing those around us. Being a nurturer — or at least being a good one — requires work. To provide the
things that others need, we have to grow. We have to equip ourselves
with the abilities that are necessary to nurture and to nourish. But if
this work is important, it’s also satisfying. Indeed, there aren’t many
things in this world more nourishing than to nourish someone else.
Just as we are learning to value and conserve the air we breathe,
the water we drink, the energy we use, we must learn to value and conserve
our capacity for nurture. Otherwise, in the name of human potential we will
slowly but surely erode the source of our humanity.
E l a i n e H e ff n e r

August 3

Immediacy
Each day provides its own gifts.
Martial

L

iving with a sense of “immediacy” means that we deal
rightly with what is directly in front of us. If some-

thing is “immediate,” that means there is nothing between us and it.
The present moment is immediate: there are no intervening moments
that we have to live through to get to it. It is “right here, right now.”
Consider the wisdom of gaining a measure of immediacy in our lives.
The value of immediacy. Doing right now the thing that is best
suited to our immediate situation is the only way to taste the goodness
of life in its fullness. As Martial reminds us, “Each day provides its
own gifts.” Whatever tomorrow’s gifts may be, there is a span of time
between us and those gifts. Today’s gifts have already arrived, however. They are immediate, and their goodness shouldn’t be despised.
The importance of immediacy. If we don’t use a particular moment
to its best advantage, then we lose that moment, and it can never be
gotten back. The present is a precious commodity; it’s all we have.
And so to default, procrastinate, or otherwise throw away the immediate point in time is to throw away the only thing that truly belongs
to us in life. “Remember,” wrote Marcus Aurelius, “that the sole life
which a man can lose is that which he is living at the moment.”
The power of immediacy. Learning to live in the immediate moment is a powerful thing to do. If you’ve never tried it, you’d probably
be amazed at the good momentum it can set in motion in your life.
But not only that, it also increases our influence on others. The folks
who have a positive impact on other people aren’t usually guilty of
procrastination; they know that the time to act is almost always now.
There are few resolutions we can make that will make any greater
difference for good than resolving to live with a sense of immediacy.
Enjoying each moment as it passes, doing each moment’s duty as it
confronts us, and gaining the influence that comes from living immediately — these are things that we’d be foolish not to do. It’s worth
the effort to deal promptly and thankfully with what is immediate,
even when it’s difficult — and especially when it’s difficult.
The difficult we do immediately.
The impossible takes a little longer.
U n i t e d S tat e s A r m y

August 4

Tastefulness
Men, generally, going with the stream, seldom judge
for themselves, and purity of taste is almost as rare as talent.
F r a n ç o i s V o lta i r e

M

ention the word “taste,” and you’re likely to get
an argument going. Some folks believe that “there’s no

accounting for taste,” and that one person’s tastes are as valid as
anyone else’s. Others go to the opposite extreme and assume their
own tastes are the infallible standard by which everybody else’s ought
to be judged. Extremes and confused notions aside, however, there is
something to be said for the idea of “good taste.” There really is such
a thing, and most of us would do well to learn a bit more about it.
“Taste” is the ability to discern what is excellent or appropriate
and what is not. The fact that judgment has to be exercised doesn’t
mean the process is meaningless, nor is the process nullified simply because people sometimes use poor judgment. Some things are
important to attempt even though our attempts may be imperfect,
and acquiring the habit of tastefulness is one of them. Distinguishing
between the excellent and the inferior is a virtuous thing to try to do.
We owe it to ourselves to sharpen our taste and live life as tastefully as possible. Not many days go by that we don’t face some choices
between the tasteful and the not-so-tasteful. Having a good conscience
requires, in part, that we pursue what good taste would say is best.
But we also owe it to those around us to act tastefully. One part of
taste is knowing what is seemly or least likely to give offense in social
situations. Isn’t that a good thing to know? And if we avoided acting
in bad taste around others, wouldn’t that be a good gift to give them?
While there is obviously a subjective element in the enjoyment of
many things, concepts like “beauty” and “joy” aren’t totally subjective.
We miss the best part of life when we fail to acquire a taste for that
which is enduringly beautiful and everlastingly joyful. It’s one of life’s
great challenges to learn to approve the things that are excellent, but
when we rise to meet that challenge, we find that life has a depth and
a richness we never knew before. And not only that, but when we live
tastefully, our friends will enjoy being around us more too.
Beautiful things, when taste is formed,
are obviously and unaccountably beautiful.
G e o r g e S a n taya n a

August 5

Destiny
If thou follow thy star, thou canst not fail of glorious heaven.
Dante Alighieri

E

ach of us has a “destiny” in this world — maybe you’d
like to call it a “destination” — that is unique to us.

Although as human beings we have a good many things in common, we also have some things that set us apart, and among the most
important of these are our dreams and goals: the things we want to
accomplish while we live. Leaving aside for the moment the question
of our eternal destiny, let’s consider the value of seeing that we have
(or at least that we can have) a destiny to move toward in this world.
To begin with, destiny doesn’t mean determinism. It doesn’t
mean that what’s going to happen in our lives is inevitable or that
any specific path is the only one we’re meant or allowed to take. No,
in any realistic view of destiny, we see that both our destination and
our path are matters of choice. Almost always, the abilities and opportunities that have been granted to a particular person can be used
honorably in more than one way, and out of all the possible scenarios
that would be right from a moral and ethical standpoint, we’re free to
choose. Unfortunately, many people don’t choose. They just drift.
Let me put it this way: your destiny is the thing that will result if
you use your life in the way that is best suited to the unique person that
you are. Sometimes it’s hard to figure out what our goals should be in
that regard, and I agree with Jean de La Fontaine, who said, “A person
often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it.” But when a
person finally does lock in on whatever is the best possible thing they
can do to contribute to the world, the motivation that results from
that is so powerful it feels like the force of an irresistible fate.
Our destiny, therefore, is determined by the ways in which we
choose to think, day by day. Orison Swett Marden said it pointedly:
“Our destiny changes with our thought; we shall become what we
wish to become, do what we wish to do, when our habitual thought
corresponds with our desire.” We can’t think one way and then somehow arrive at a completely different destination. So you need to be
careful about your thinking, don’t you? If you keep on thinking as you
have today, what kind of destiny is that going to lead you to?
Destiny is simply the relentless logic of each day.
J e a n G i r a u do u x

August 6

Endurance
To endure is greater than to dare; to tire out hostile fortune;
to be daunted by no difficulty; to keep heart when all have lost it;
to go through intrigue spotless; to forego even ambition when
the end is gained — who can say that is not greatness?
W i l l i a m M a k e p e a c e T h a c k e r ay

G

reatness, as Thackeray reminds us, often comes
down to endurance. Not everything that is honorable

to
aim for is easy to achieve, and so we need to be able to hold up under
the hardship of worthwhile effort. If we can’t endure long enough to
“tire out hostile fortune,” then little good will come from our lives.
Resistance is simply a fact of life, and Catherine of Siena was
probably not exaggerating when she said, “Nothing great was ever
done without much enduring.” Having a long list of things that we
can do easily doesn’t make us a success in life. What counts is being
willing to do important things that we find difficult to do.
Sydney Harris made an interesting comment on endurance
when he said, “We can often endure an extra pound of pain far more
easily than we can suffer the withdrawal of an ounce of accustomed
pleasure.” If true, that’s a good argument for being careful about our
attachments. Our ability to endure can be seriously impaired by our
unwillingness to let go of things that have to be relinquished.
Don’t we owe it to those around us to be more enduring? Many,
if not most, of the stresses in our personal relationships come from
giving up too soon in the face of difficulty. So if not for our own sake,
then for the sake of others, we should learn to hold up and hold out.
But I think we should keep in mind that endurance is more than
grim determination. Although grim determination is something we
should be capable of when all else fails, most of the time endurance is
a finer thing than mere resignation to unpleasant reality. It’s a positive character quality, one that enables us to bear our adversities with
grace and gratitude. At times, endurance can even be a gentle thing.
“A profusion of pink roses bending ragged in the rain speaks to me of
all gentleness and its enduring” (William Carlos Williams). When we
endure, then, we bear hardness with a purpose that transforms us.
Endurance is not just the ability to bear
a hard thing, but to turn it into glory.
W i l l i a m B a r c l ay

August 7

Originality
The courage to imagine the otherwise is our
greatest resource, adding color and suspense to all our life.
D a n i e l J . B oo r s t i n

P

otentially, each of us can make the world a different and better place than it would be if we had

never lived here. No two of us are exactly alike. We’ve each been
endowed with a unique combination of personal qualities, and those
special endowments, coupled with the freedom of our will, make it
possible for us to (a) imagine good things that have never been in the
world before, and then (b) work to bring those new ideas to fruition.
When we do that — that is, when we make the unique contribution
to the world we’re capable of making — we’re being original.
There is no value, of course, in being different just for the sake of
being different. But the fact is, each of us has a separate, distinct role
to play in the world, and we ought not to be afraid to play it.
Despite our sometimes naive talk about being non-conformists,
most of us avoid any real originality as if it were the plague. Deep
down, we know that originality will not only distinguish us from the
establishment, it will also make us different from our peers, those
individuals with whom we desperately want to fit in. As Lorraine
Hansberry remarked, “Eventually it comes to you: the thing that
makes you exceptional, if you are at all, is inevitably that which must
also make you lonely.” We can’t have it both ways — we can’t be original and also be surrounded by people who understand our experience.
So originality takes courage. “To go against the dominant thinking of
your friends, of most of the people you see every day, is perhaps the
most difficult act of heroism you can perform” (Theodore H. White).
But if there were no such thing as human originality, the material
world would soon tire us out. It’s the courage of at least a few folks to
be original that adds interest and intrigue to life. So we ought to appreciate the value of genuine originality (as opposed to the pretended
or superficial kind). Now and then, we need to break out of the safe
confines of what “everybody else is doing.” The person who never
considers what anybody else is doing is a fool, obviously — but we’d
be equally foolish if all we ever did was what others have done before.

You don’t get harmony when everybody sings the same note.
Doug Floyd

August 8

Tenderness
Tenderness is passion in repose.
Joseph Joubert

T

o be tender, we don’t have to be weak. True tenderness
doesn’t indicate a lack of character or strength — it simply shows
that a person’s strength has been trained and is under control. When
we choose to deal tenderly with someone, we are disciplining our
strength, holding it in reserve, and applying it gently, with a genuine
desire to help as much as possible and hurt no more than is necessary.
Nor does tenderness indicate a lack of color in our convictions
or passion in our personality. “Tenderness is,” as Joubert described
it, “passion in repose.” A person can be quite full of fire, but that fire
doesn’t always have to be blazing out in every direction. When we’re
being tender, our passion is resting peacefully, so to speak.
For every time when we fail to be tough enough, there are probably ten times when we fail to be tender enough. Of the two extremes,
most people err more often on the side of too little tenderness. And
there’s a good reason for that: although being tough may be a bit
hard sometimes, it’s easy compared to the challenge of being tender.
In fact, it takes more strength to be tender than it does to be tough.
Those who brag about “telling it like it is,” regardless of anyone else’s
feelings, are advertising their weakness, not their strength.
A failure to be tender is actually a failure to be thankful. When
we show too little tenderness to someone else, we’re demonstrating
our lack of appreciation for the many times when others have shown
tenderness to us, despite the fact that we didn’t deserve it. And not
only that, we show a lack of understanding that we’re going to need
the tenderness of others in the future. So Bob Goddard’s advice is
good: “Resolve to be tender with the young, compassionate with the
aged, sympathetic with the striving, and tolerant with the weak and
the wrong. Sometime in life you will have been all of these.”
Tenderness is a test of our character. If we can be tender toward
those who are tender, that’s good — but almost anyone can do that.
The real challenge is to be tender toward those who are not tender.

The last, best fruit which comes to late perfection, even in the kindliest soul,
is tenderness toward the hard, forbearance toward the unforbearing, warmth
of heart toward the cold, philanthropy toward the misanthropic.
Jean Paul Richter

August 9

Conversion
The whole secret of the teacher’s force
lies in the conviction that men are convertible.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

W

hen you think about it, probably two-thirds of
everything we do involves some kind of effort

to get somebody to turn in a different direction than
they’ve been going. Persuasion, in

all its many forms, is one of
the main activities in most of our lives. A teacher tries to get students
to go in the direction of understanding a subject. A salesperson tries
to get a customer to go in the direction of buying a product. A lawyer
tries to get a jury to go in the direction of a particular verdict. A
mother tries to get a child to go in the direction of coming to the supper table. Every day, in almost every way, we’re all trying to influence
the “direction” of the other people with whom we come in contact.
If human beings weren’t capable of choosing to change their
actions, all such efforts would be meaningless. Nearly every interaction we have with one another presupposes the possibility of change.
Whether we’ve ever studied psychology in school or not, we all sense
that the human mind is comprised of three faculties: intellect (the
“knowing” part), emotion (the “feeling” part), and will (the “choosing
to change” part). To say that we have a free will is simply to say that
we’re capable of choosing to change — voluntarily and deliberately.
The word “conversion” is not necessarily a religious word. It just
means changing direction. “Conversion simply means turning around”
(Vincent McNabb). And isn’t it a wonderful thing that human beings
are convertible? Aren’t we glad that we can turn when we need to?
You’ve probably noticed that the greatest turnings in your life
have come at times when your past and present circumstances were
lined up in such a way that you were ready to be changed. William
James, the psychologist, said, “When the fruit is ripe, a touch will
make it fall.” And Thomas Paine said, “Time makes more converts
than reason.” Surely, we need to take this truth into account in our efforts to influence others. But in all honesty, which should we pay the
most attention to: turning other people around or turning ourselves?
It is so easy to convert others.
It is so difficult to convert oneself.
Oscar Wilde

August 10

Empowerment
Programs should attempt to empower people to soar, to sail, to step
bravely into the unknown, being guided more by imagination than memory,
and ultimately to reach beyond their fears and past failures.
Stephen R . Covey

T

he word “power” can sometimes have a negative connotation, but the basic idea of power is not at all

negative. In terms of human relationships, power is simply the ability to act. If the action is good, the power to do it can’t be all bad.
In our day, much has been written about “empowerment.” The
concept has become somewhat of a fad. But empowerment is too important to be dismissed as a passing trend. One danger of fads is that
we may hear about a concept nearly every day for a while and still not
grasp its real importance. Empowerment is a truly “powerful” concept. While the motivational speakers and seminar leaders have been
talking about it, have we really been listening? Do we really see how
important it is to empower the people who are around us each day?
When the University of Texas defeated the University of
Southern California in the 2006 Rose Bowl and won the national collegiate football championship, their star player, Vince Young, was an
immensely talented athlete with a “free spirit” — he could be exasperating, to say the least. But when Mack Brown, his coach, was asked at
what point Young’s abilities began to help the team, he said, “When
we quit nagging him and started supporting him.” I like that a lot.
Both at home and in the workplace, we all need to do a better
job of empowering others. We ought to want them to succeed at their
highest level, even if their achievements eclipse our own. And while
working wisely to help them overcome their weaknesses, we ought to
exert a greater effort to bring out other people’s strengths. Usually, our
job is to help supply them with the knowledge and skills they need —
and then step back and give them the freedom to do their thing.
Sadly, we sometimes do the exact opposite: we disempower people. But are we blind? Everybody would benefit if we learned to foster
environments in which people could do their best. Isn’t that obvious?

Your role, your assignment, your responsibility, your stewardship
is to create the conditions that allow people to flourish.
Blaine Lee

August 11

Curiosity
I am often amazed at how much more capability
and enthusiasm for science there is among elementary
school youngsters than among college students.
Carl Sagan

O

h, that we could keep the curiosity we had when
we were children! It’s such a shame to lose that sense of

wonder, that eagerness to open doors and peek into new worlds.
Would that we could somehow hang on to that openness to new life.
Curiosity can be unwisely exercised, of course. Some things are
none of our business and other things would be detrimental for us to
know. But tempered with a little good judgment, curiosity is a good
thing. Uncurious people may be safe, but they’re also ignorant.
Truly curious people are proactive when it comes to learning. The
things we need to know, or could profit from knowing, don’t usually
track us down and impose themselves on our thinking; we have to get
up and go look for them in likely places. Curiosity requires a bit of
energy. It’s not for the lazy or the indifferent. “Be curious always! For
knowledge will not acquire you; you must acquire it” (Sudie Back).
When we lose our curiosity, we stagnate. We become stale, uninteresting, and uninviting to our loved ones. “Curiosity,” as William
A. Ward said, “is the wick in the candle of learning.” So for the sake
of those around us, if not for our own sake, we need to keep ourselves
curious. Daily, we need to inquire into things that can make us grow.
The moment we quit growing, we begin to die. That’s as true in
the mental, spiritual, and emotional realms as it is in the physical. The
old adage warns us that “curiosity killed the cat,” and it’s certainly true
that foolish curiosity can get us into trouble. But wisely inquisitive
people tend to live longer and remain stronger. And it’s not hard to
guess why that’s true: curious people tend to be active. They’re folks
who are reaching forward — using their muscles, stretching their capabilities, and invigorating themselves with fresh information whenever they can. So while a cup of oatmeal each morning may be a good
idea, a cup of new knowledge every day is probably even better.
In spite of illness, in spite even of the archenemy sorrow,
one can remain alive long past the usual date of disintegration
if one is unafraid of change, insatiable in intellectual curiosity,
interested in big things, and happy in small ways.
Edith Wharton

August 12

Protection
Woodman, spare that tree!
Touch not a single bough!
In youth it sheltered me,
And I’ll protect it now.
George Pope Morris

I

t’s a fact: there are some things that deserve to be
protected. Some of these things are physical, but others are

less tangible. Whatever worthy thing there may be whose safety is
jeopardized by forces that would harm it unjustly, that thing needs to
be shielded and safeguarded. And when something needs to be protected, we can’t always expect someone else to see that it gets done.
Of all the things that need protection from time to time, people
are the most important. In the world as it is, there are all manner
of harms and hurts that threaten people. Whenever we can do so
without causing a greater harm, we need to defend one another. We
should offer to stand between other human beings and the things that
would hurt them, willing to take the hit ourselves, if need be.
A word of caution is in order, however. Although our intentions
are no doubt good, these days we’re often tempted to protect people
from experiences that, while difficult, would still be good for them to
deal with. A parent, for example, who “protects” his or her child from
any difficulty or unpleasantness (such as work, responsibility, or the
consequences of bad behavior) is not creating a safe child but rather an
emotional cripple. No, the things we need to defend people against are
not difficulty or unpleasantness, but rather danger, injustice, and evil.
Protecting people certainly involves risk. Often it involves serious
self-sacrifice. Now and then, it may cost the very life of the one doing
the protecting. But if we’re not willing to protect others, we shouldn’t
expect to be protected when our time comes, as it surely will.
There is no more worthy work in the world than that of protection. Do you long to be significant? Do you want your life to matter
and count for something? Then render the simple, but great, service
of offering protection. Any of us can do that. Even the least of us.
Small service is true service while it lasts:
Of humblest friends, bright creature! scorn not one:
The daisy, by the shadow that it casts,
Protects the lingering dewdrop from the sun.
W i l l i a m W o r d s wo r t h

August 13

Listening
The older I grow, the more I listen to people who don’t talk much.
G e r m a i n G . G l i dd e n

W

hom do you find it easy to listen to? The

dynamic
public speaker? The fascinating celebrity? The person with
plenty of personality and the gift of gab? Well, unfortunately, those
who are the easiest to listen to don’t always have anything that’s worth
listening to. And so Germain G. Glidden’s comment is a wise one:
“The older I grow, the more I listen to people who don’t talk much.”
I doubt if there is a greater gift we can give to others than simply
to listen to them — sincerely, openly, and respectfully. It’s been said
that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, but I have a hunch that
listening may be an even greater form. Those who deal with us every
day are paid a huge compliment when we just listen to them.
But if some people are easier to listen to than others, some truths
are also easier to listen to. Samuel Johnson said, “In order that all men
may be taught to speak truth, it is necessary that all likewise should
learn to hear it.” The truth, particularly the truth about character flaws
that we need to correct, is not always easy to hear. If we have friends
who care enough to tell us the truth we need to hear, we should count
ourselves blessed. And we should listen when they speak.
“While language is a gift, listening is a responsibility” (Nikki
Giovanni). There is a sense in which listening requires more effort
than speaking. It doesn’t seem to come naturally to us; we have to
choose to do it. Although a certain kind of listening may be easy, the
kind that really matters is active listening: the engaged, involved listening that grows out of an intent to learn. That kind of listening takes
discipline and practice. (And it requires the character trait of humility,
which isn’t in very plentiful supply in our culture.) But when we learn
the discipline of listening, we’re changed for the better in many ways.
While talking (or writing) may be a learning experience some of
the time, few of us learn as much when we’re talking as we do when
we’re listening. It can hardly be a coincidence that we have two ears
but only one mouth, and that ratio makes a point we ought to ponder.
There is a time to talk, obviously. But there is also a time to shut up
and listen — lest we fail to hear words we need to hear.
Listen, or your tongue will keep you deaf.
N at i v e A m e r i c a n P r ov e r b

August 14

Promptness
During a very busy life I have often been asked,
“How did you manage to do it all?” The answer is very
simple: it is because I did everything promptly.
Sir Richard Tangye

T

here may not be any other habit you could adopt
that would pay bigger dividends than the simple

habit of promptness. Doing

things (both the big and the small)
at our earliest opportunity is a practice that renders nearly everything
we do more effective than it would be otherwise. Promptness is a
powerful lever that increases our ability to lift more weight in our
daily activities. When we practice the habit of promptness, we find
ourselves improving in almost every department of life.
You might be surprised to learn how much a reputation for
promptness increases other people’s confidence in you. In the business
world, for example, nothing inspires trust in a person any more powerfully than delivering the goods on time, every time — and nothing
sabotages a person’s reputation any quicker than always being behind.
And in other areas of life, the same thing is true: people trust people
who do things promptly, not just occasionally but all of the time.
When we fail to act promptly, it’s usually because we’re avoiding
something that is (a) unpleasant, (b) difficult, or (c) both unpleasant
and difficult. But avoidance only makes matters worse. If an enemy
has to be met, it’s much better to take the initiative and march out to
meet him head-on, rather than cowering behind walls of postponement and procrastination. To use the analogy in Brian Tracy’s great
little book Eat That Frog!, if you have to eat a frog, the earlier in the
day you eat it, the better you’ll feel about yourself the rest of the day.
But like most habits, promptness has to be learned. It’s a matter
of discipline and training. If we’ve gotten into the rut of procrastination, we have to unlearn that habit gradually. We have to start small,
make some progress, and then build on our progress incrementally.
When we begin to act promptly in our dealings, what we find is
that the gift of promptness adds to the delightfulness of every other
gift we give to those around us. Whatever we’re able to give, giving it
at the earliest opportunity adds a powerful measure of grace to it.
He gives twice who gives promptly.
L at i n P r ov e r b

August 15

Feelings
It is as healthy to enjoy sentiment as to enjoy jam.
G. K. Chesterton

W

e do a good thing for our friends and loved ones
when we allow ourselves to feel things deeply.

However tempting it may be at times to avoid the feeling of certain
things, it’s usually better to feel them, at least for a while. People who
feel are simply more enjoyable to relate to than those who don’t.
It’s important not only to feel things but also to express our feelings. Unexpressed feelings aren’t nearly as beneficial as those that are
shared. We may not feel adequate to express our feelings wisely or
well, but the effort is still worth making. Usually, our good intentions
will be remembered longer than the awkwardness of their expression.
It’s important not only to feel our own feelings but also to feel the
feelings of others. As André Gide wrote, “The important thing is being
capable of emotions, but to experience only one’s own would be a
sorry limitation.” The literal meaning of the word “sympathy” is “to
feel with.” When we enter into the experience of those around us,
feeling their feelings with them, wonderful things begin to happen.
There’s no use denying that some feelings are “undesirable.”
Sorrow, for example, is a feeling we’d rather not feel. But many
thoughtful people have discovered that we can’t suppress some emotions without lessening our ability to feel any emotion. We can’t blunt
some feelings and still stay sensitive to others. Sam Keen was right
when he wrote, “The ability to feel is indivisible. Repress awareness of
any one feeling, and all feelings are dulled . . . The same nerve endings
are required for weeping and dancing, fear and ecstasy.” So we need to
hold on to the ability to feel, even when it’s painful to do so.
Our hearts were meant to do all three: think, choose, and feel. So
we impoverish ourselves and we harm our hearts when we fail to do
the third of these. And there is more than a little irony here. When
we avoid certain feelings, thinking that those feelings would hurt us
or somehow diminish us, what we find is that by saving our hearts we
have lost them. At last, our hearts are like life itself: it’s in the act of
yielding to loss that we finally find the thing we were looking for.
In a full heart there is room for everything,
and in an empty heart there is room for nothing.
Antonio Porchia

August 16

Scholarship
The office of the scholar is to cheer, to raise,
and to guide man by showing them facts amid appearances.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

S

cholarship, frankly, is not something most people
aspire to. The very word conjures up an image of the pedant,

obsessed with heaping together scraps of abstract learning, totally out
of touch with the real world. But what most people object to is a caricature, if not an outright counterfeit, of real scholarship. As Emerson
suggests, scholarship is something that can be seen in a positive light,
and there is a sense in which all of us need to be interested in some of
the same things the scholar is interested in.
Perhaps scholarship has a bad name because so many scholars are
content simply to know what they know. Genuine scholarship, however, is about doing as well as knowing. “A scholar without practice,”
wrote Saadi, “is a tree without fruit.” No scholar worth his salt will fail
to do the duties that grow out of knowing the things he has learned.
In a healthy sense, all of us need to take a more scholarly approach to life. That is, we need to have a healthy, eager respect for
what others before us have learned. We need to acquire good study
habits and increase in our ability to gather and arrange information
and knowledge. And we need to be people who do a little research
now and then, adding to the body of human knowledge by figuring
out a thing or two that maybe no one else has been aware of.
Yet scholarship is not just the collection and analysis of information; it’s the understanding and application of that information. We’re
not just looking for data; we’re looking for meaning. The question is
not just What’s the sum total of human knowledge about this subject? but
What’s the significance of what we know? and How can what we know
make us better people? Ultimately then, scholarship has to do with
character, both that of the scholar and those with whom he shares his
findings. Learning is about doing, and doing is about doing better as
each day goes by. In the words of Emerson quoted above, the work of
the scholar is “to cheer, to raise, and to guide.” Isn’t that something
that all of us would do well at least to dabble in from time to time?
True scholarship consists in knowing not what things exist,
but what they mean; it is not memory but judgment.
J a m e s R u s s e l l L ow e l l
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Empathy
It is profound philosophy to sound the
depths of feeling and distinguish traits of character.
Men must be studied as deeply as books.
B a lta s a r G r a c i á n

O

f all the subjects we might study, people are the
most profound. By far the most fascinating phenomenon

around us, at least within the terrestrial sphere, people really do have
to be studied in order to be known. It’s not easy. It takes both time
and hard work to understand the other human beings with whom we
cross paths. But the effort is well worth making, as anybody knows
who has ever had the pleasure of understanding even one other person.
“Empathy” is a word that describes the knowledge of other
people that we ought to strive for. While often used interchangeably
with “sympathy” (which we’ll discuss tomorrow), “empathy” is an important word in its own right. It’s a character quality made up of two
separate elements, both of which we need to work on.
Understanding. This is the first, and most obvious, component of
empathy. When we empathize with another person, that means we
listen to them and learn from them in a genuine effort to understand
their situation. And this kind of learning requires more than a proficiency in theoretical psychology. As Mark Twain said, “One learns
people through the heart, not the eyes or the intellect.”
Identification. Understanding another person’s situation does not,
by itself, constitute empathy. To have empathy, we must also identify
with the other person. In other words, we must be willing to stand
with them, as if the situation were as much ours as it is theirs.
That we have so little empathy ought to be the cause of great
concern. It ought to disturb us that we don’t know those around us
any better than we do. Unfortunately, however, we spend most of
our time worrying whether others understand us or not. This is a
misplaced priority. Almost always, “whether we understand” should
be dealt with before we turn our attention to “whether we’re being
understood.” In the matter of understanding and empathy, there really
is a sense in which it is more blessed to give than to receive.
That others do not know you is no cause for grief;
grieve that you do not know them.
Confucius

August 18

Sympathy
There is no greater loan than a sympathetic ear.
Frank Tyger

I

f “empathy” means understanding someone else, then
“sympathy” means feeling what they feel. It is “a fellowfeeling” (Robert Burton). Or in the words of Charles H. Parkhurst’s
familiar definition: “Sympathy is two hearts tugging at one load.” To
sympathize is to open our hearts to another person’s feelings. And
mark it well: sympathy is not limited to times of grief or emotional
pain. “Anyone can sympathize with another’s sorrow, but to sympathize
with another’s joy is the attribute of an angel” (Arthur Schopenhauer).
Hardly anything is more beautiful or valuable than sympathy.
Emerson was right when he said, “Sympathy is a supporting atmosphere, and in it we unfold easily and well.” And if we appreciate the
freedom that comes from being surrounded by sympathetic people,
shouldn’t we give that gift more often to those who need our support?
At least two cautions are in order. (1) None of us can ever feel
exactly what another person is feeling, and we ought not to pretend
that we do. The best that we can do is feel what they’re feeling as
nearly as possible. (2) We ought not to be condescending when we
sympathize. Especially when someone else has suffered a loss that we
think we’ve protected ourselves against, it’s hard not to feel (secretly)
a little superior to the person that we pity, as if they “had it coming.”
But we ought to guard against that kind of counterfeit sympathy.
True sympathy costs more than many of us realize. It often
requires more time and effort than can be conveniently given. Indeed,
it requires more than the giving of anything that we might “have” or
“possess.” We can’t sympathize by skimming off a little of our excess
emotion or affluence, giving that which we can easily afford to give —
without any sacrifice. No, sympathy means that we invest a significant
portion of ourselves in someone else’s situation, whether that situation
involves grief or gladness. It says, “Whatever you’re feeling, I’m willing to feel your feelings with you. And more than that, I’m willing to
put my heart at your service. I will do whatever will encourage you.”

Pity may represent little more than the impersonal concern
which prompts the mailing of a check, but true sympathy is the
personal concern which demands the giving of one’s soul.
Martin Luther King Jr.

August 19

Innocence
It is part of the kindness of God that amid all the change
there are things we can always count on. The unfailing regularity of the
seasons and the reliability of nature; the glory of the stars, the innocence of
the morning; the healing power of time and the sustaining power of hope; the
heart’s yearning for love and the soul’s hunger for prayer; the endless quest for
truth and the stubborn struggle for justice; the restless urge to create and the
valiant will to overcome — these are some of the things we can count on.
These are the things that hold in a slippery world.
Sidney Greenberg

T

hat which is innocent is fresh and untainted. It is unspoiled, not having been contaminated by evil or error or unworthiness. We ought to appreciate the things around us that come to us
with such freshness, such as “the innocence of the morning.” And we
ought to hang on to as much of our own innocence as we can.
To be innocent, we don’t have to be naive or gullible. As William
Blake wrote, “Innocence dwells with wisdom, but never with ignorance.” The evidence suggests that Jesus of Nazareth was the most
innocent adult who ever lived, but the evidence also suggests that he
was nobody’s fool. So, contrary to the popular misconception, innocence and simple-mindedness are not the same thing. Consider three
of the definitions of innocence in the American Heritage Dictionary.
(1) Uncorrupted by evil, malice, or wrongdoing. In this sense, innocence suggests purity. And frankly, in a world that is sadly degraded,
one of our main challenges is to remain as unaffected as possible.
(2) Not guilty of a specific crime; legally blameless. When a person is
innocent in this sense, it means that he stands before the law as one
whose cause is just. In a dispute, to be innocent is to be “in the right.”
(3) Betraying or suggesting no deception or guile. Artlessness is the
idea here. An innocent smile, for example, is one that is spontaneous.
In these days of “technique,” this kind of innocence is refreshing.
Aren’t all three of these concepts worthy of admiration? Without
a doubt, these kinds of innocence are more often found in children
than in adults. But wouldn’t it improve our adult lives if we retained
some of our childhood innocence as long as we live, rather than giving
it all up in adolescence? In at least the three senses above, the more
innocent we can keep ourselves, the better off we’ll be.

The great man is he who does not lose his child’s heart.
Mencius

August 20

Chivalry
The age of chivalry has gone. That of sophisters,
economists, and calculators has succeeded, and the
glory of Europe is extinguished forever.
E dm u n d B u r k e

H

as the “age of chivalry” gone or not? The

answer may
largely depend upon a person’s perspective, or at least that person’s definition of chivalry, but it is undeniably true that the emphasis
has switched from the knight-like How can I serve the greater good? to
the consumer-like What’s in it for me? And even at the level of plain,
old mannerliness, something has been lost that we may regret losing.
Chivalry has to do with the medieval institution of knighthood.
It refers to the principles and customs associated with that institution. Whether medieval knights did, in fact, idealize such qualities as
bravery, courtesy, honor, and service makes little difference, practically
speaking. Chivalry simply envisions a realm where these things were
important — and says they ought to be important to us still.
Concepts like chivalry are, of course, touchy topics nowadays. If
“chivalrous” means “characterized by consideration and courtesy, especially toward women” (American Heritage Dictionary), many modern
women would resent the very idea as demeaning. But one does not
have to hold a demeaning view of women to believe that at least a
few of the old-fashioned courtesies ought to be preserved. The knight
may no longer need to lay his cape over the mud so the lady can walk
across, but most men could do with a little more “knightliness” in
their behavior, not only toward women but toward other men as well.
There is, I believe, a larger sense in which all of us ought to be chivalrous, whether we’re male or female, young or old. And yes, I confess
to hoping there’ll always be a few women left who appreciate being
treated like ladies by the gentlemen with whom they have dealings.
The gist of chivalry is the spirit that the medieval knight was (at
least in our imagination) moved by: willingness to serve in the cause of
right and render help to anyone who needed it. It doesn’t demean anyone
to be served. And there’s no better service than the service of honor.
Some say that the age of chivalry is past, that the spirit
of romance is dead. The age of chivalry is never past, so long as
there is a wrong left unredressed on earth, or a man or woman left
to say, I will redress that wrong, or spend my life in the attempt.
Charles Kingsley

August 21

Reason
Reason may be a small force, but it is constant,
and works always in one direction, while the forces
of unreason destroy one another in futile strife.
Bertrand Russell

T

hese days, human reason doesn’t get the credit that
it properly deserves. Reason may be, as Russell suggested,

a “small force,” but it is an immensely valuable force. The fact is, we
won’t get very far in life without it, and we ought to devote more of
our energy to the training and exercise of our reason.
It is good that in recent years we’ve paid more attention to the
other parts of our minds, such as our emotions. After all, life is more
than just a problem in logic. But as we seek to keep reason in balance,
let’s not make the mistake of scorning it or despising it altogether.
Cut off from our other faculties, reason can be a dangerous thing, no
doubt, but the same caution is in order concerning our feelings and
intuition. “Reason, ruling alone, is a force confining; and passion, unattended, is a flame that burns to its own destruction” (Kahlil Gibran).
One mistake we make is using our reason to figure things out
when we haven’t first done our homework. Reason has to have accurate information to work with, and the more information it has, the
better it can work. So I agree with Alexis Carrel’s comment: “A few
observations and much reasoning leads to error; many observations
and a little reasoning to truth.” Reason can be very helpful when it
comes to seeing the relationship between things and drawing helpful
conclusions, but it is no substitute for the hard work of fact-finding.
Adlai Stevenson said, “In quiet places, reason abounds.” Most of
us today lead lives that are both busy and noisy. For reason to be of
much use to us, we need to turn down the “volume” of daily life to the
point where the voice of reason can be heard and meditated upon.
Especially in times of conflict and controversy, we need, as G. K.
Chesterton once said, to strengthen our arguments rather than raise
our voices. Shouting and name-calling can’t take the place of clear
thinking. So today, let’s do better by thinking better. Reason is only
one of our tools, but we’re foolish if we don’t use it where it’s needed.
Violence in the voice is often only
the death rattle of reason in the throat.
J o h n F. B o y e s

August 22

Charity
And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three;
but the greatest of these is charity.
F i r s t L e t t e r of P a u l t o t h e C o r i n t h i a n s

O

ver the past four hundred years, the word “charity” has changed its meaning. In the days of Elizabethan

English, when Shakespeare was writing and the King James Version
of the Bible was being made, charity meant love. In fact, it meant
the very highest kind of love, the kind that loves unselfishly, without
regard for return or repayment. But to most people today, charity only
means “giving money to a worthy cause.” So let’s see if we can’t resurrect, and learn from, the full meaning of charity in the older sense.
Almsgiving. Giving to the poor and the otherwise needy is
certainly involved in charity, and heaven knows we need more of it.
But while we need more of this kind of charity, we also need more
people who’ll engage in it simply for the good that it will do. As Dan
Bennett said, “Real charity doesn’t care if it’s tax-deductible or not.”
Forbearance. There is an English proverb that says, “He that has
no charity deserves no mercy.” Charity as mercy or forbearance is a
part of the older meaning of the word, and it would be good for us
to recapture a little of that old spirit. When those around us make
mistakes, we need to learn to treat their failings “charitably.”
Love. Here is the heart of charity, even in the two areas above.
It is love that prompts us to engage in acts of charity, whatever their
nature may be. And I suggest that the word “charity” is still a quite
beautiful word to describe the highest, most selfless kind of love.
Charity can be thought of as the glue that holds many other
important things in life together. Qualities like wisdom, strength, and
courage can easily get out of hand, and even do damage, if they’re not
enlivened, warmed, and motivated by charity. When we want to do
the charitable thing in a particular situation, it may sometimes tax our
judgment to ascertain what course of action we should take, but the
impulse to act charitably is always honorable. If we were moved by it
more often, the world would surely turn into a better place.
In necessary things, unity;
in doubtful things, liberty;
in all things, charity.
Richard Baxter

August 23

Depth
Hast thou entered into the springs of the sea?
Or hast thou walked in search of the depth?
T h e B oo k of J o b

T

here are depths of understanding that few of us
have fathomed — and even some that none of us

have fathomed. It’s

a much bigger world than any of us have yet
comprehended, and even in our own little personal worlds, there are
many things we’ve not yet explored or been able to explain. We need
to be impressed with how much there is to learn out there. How can
we fail to be inquisitive? How can we be content with what little
understanding we’ve been able to gain in the past?
We need to strive to be people who have some depth to us. Few
of us would feel flattered if someone called us shallow or superficial,
and yet that’s what many of us are. We don’t stand in awe of the
mystery of life, and we’re content to be uninformed and unacquainted
with the amazing intricacy of the world. What little knowledge we
have is often no more than the bits and pieces we’ve stumbled across
accidentally. We could do with a bit more depth, couldn’t we?
But there is a danger in depth, and that danger is pride. No
sooner have we gained a smidgen of depth, than others notice us
becoming smug toward the less experienced. Ever so subtly, we adopt
the swagger of the sophomore, the “wise fool.” We’re hardly past
the beginner’s stage ourselves, but already we feel superior to those
who haven’t been where we’ve been and done what we’ve done. The
antidote to pride, of course, is the recognition that compared to the
distance between us and God, the distance between any two of us is
so small that human pride is simply ludicrous.
Yet if we’ve learned the lessons of humility, can we not see depth
as a gift that we can give? Today, wouldn’t others, especially our loved
ones, appreciate it if we understood a thing or two that we didn’t
understand yesterday? But make no mistake: a healthy measure of
depth doesn’t usually come to the lazy or the negligent. In this world,
it takes work to end up being anything more than deeply superficial.
It is easier to perceive error than truth, for error
lies on the surface and is easily seen, but truth lies in
the depth where few are willing to search for it.
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

August 24

Improvement
Everything can be improved.
C. W. Barron

W

e live in a world of possibilities. Indeed, there

are few
things we deal with that can’t be taken and improved in some
way. Physical things are often raw materials that can be turned into
finished products. But other less-tangible things can also be improved:
problems can be solved, challenges can be met, potentials can be
fulfilled, and goals can be striven for. Nearly every situation we meet
presents us with an opportunity to improve something or other.
But what if it were otherwise? Have you considered what your
life would be like if nothing could be improved at all? Johann Fichte
said it well: “Humanity may endure the loss of everything; all its possessions may be turned away without infringing its true dignity — all
but the possibility of improvement.” It’s true, there can hardly be a
worse experience for any of us than the experience of despair. To lose
the hope that there is anything we can do that will make anything any
better, is to be about as close to death as we can be without dying.
I believe that our desire for improvement, and even our inclination to improvement, is not a coincidence. I agree with Andrew
Carnegie, who said, “We know that man was created, not with an
instinct for his own degradation, but imbued with the desire and the
power for improvement.” We are “hard-wired” to want to be better
ourselves — and to want to make the things around us better too.
But if our desire for improvement is instinctive, acting on that
desire is not automatic. It takes tremendous energy to overcome inertia and act in the direction of improvement, and this energy must be
exerted by our will. If we simply live by default, doing no more than
what is easy, then dilapidation and chaos are bound to be the results.
So from one standpoint, improvement is optional — a choice
must be made. But from another standpoint, improvement is not optional at all. Whatever alternative to improvement there may be, it is
not a safe alternative. Our only option is the option between life and
death. In our lazier moments, we might wish there were some third
way, but really, there is no safe middle ground. Failure to improve is a
failure to grow — and a failure to grow is a dire problem indeed.
He who stops being better stops being good.
O l i v e r C r omw e l l

August 25

Overcoming
The harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph.
What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly;
‘tis dearness only that gives everything its value.
T h om a s P a i n e

C

onflict and struggle aren’t pleasant, but if we
think about them in the right way, they are profitable. Some of the best things in life come to us while we’re fighting

to overcome difficulties. And yet, as we’ve suggested, these things
don’t come our way automatically; they do so only if we think about
our struggles in a certain way. It’s critical that we adopt a militant attitude toward our obstructions: the attitude of the “overcomer.”
There is something we need to be careful about, however. In
firing ourselves up to go out and fight “the enemy,” we must not make
the mistake of thinking that “the enemy” is other people. While it’s
true that the actions of others can make life more difficult, it would
not be the most productive use of our time to fight against them
personally, as if they were to blame for our problems. When the time
comes to fight, there’s much more to be gained by fighting against
difficulty in general, rather than attacking people personally. We can
be tough on problems and still be gentle with people.
But there are certainly problems to be dealt with, and we need to
deal with them actively and forthrightly. We sometimes avoid difficulty as if we thought that ease and pleasure were the main objects in
life. But these two things are not the highest human values, and there
are times when we need to sacrifice them for more worthy goals. It
is, in fact, through difficulty (rather than ease) and pain (rather than
pleasure) that we find our character and make our contribution.
So we need to stiffen our attitude and face our challenges, whatever they may be, with the heart of someone determined to overcome. Whether we do this or not is a matter of choice. Yes, we’ll lose
some skirmishes in the short run, but we can choose to fight with an
unconquerable spirit. And if we act with honor, doing with “true grit”
the very best that we know to do, then our heads need never be bowed
in shame. In this life, difficulty is inevitable, but destruction is not.
He said not, “Thou shalt not be tempested,
thou shalt not be travailed, thou shalt not be afflicted,”
but he said, “Thou shalt not be overcome.”
J u l i a n of N o r w i c h
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Impact
Let no man imagine that he has no influence.
Whoever he may be, and wherever he may be placed,
the man who thinks becomes a light and a power.
Henry George

T

he question is not whether we’ll have any impact
but only what kind of impact it will be. Impact, or

influence, is a fact of life. Those with whom we deal from day to day
are impacted by the choices that we make, and most of us would be
surprised to find out just how great the impact really is. Much more
than we admit, others are hurt by our wrong choices, and to a greater
extent than we realize, others are helped by our right choices. In an
interconnected and interdependent world, impact is unavoidable.
Today, ponder three things we must do in regard to our impact.
Slow down. Most of us would have a better impact if we simplified our lives and took more time for reflection. “If we really want
some things to count, if we genuinely desire some depth to emerge,
some impact to be made, some profound and enduring investment to
cast a comforting shadow across another’s life, it is essential that we
slow down . . . at times, stop completely” (Charles R. Swindoll).
Think. As Henry George pointed out above, it is the person who
thinks who has a chance to become “a light and a power.” So what are
our real principles, those that we would die for? What are the things
we value in life? How is it that we really want to impact others? In
the end, those who have a lastingly good influence are usually those
who’ve taken the time to think the matter through.
Act. No amount of slowing down and thinking, however, can take
the place of acting. If our impact is going to be what we want it to be,
we’re going to have to summon the self-discipline to do the beneficial
things that we know to do. Eventually, we’ll be answerable not only
for our aspirations and intentions, but for the things we actually did.
But finally, note that worthy impact does not come from what
the world calls “greatness” but from what the wise call “goodness.” If
the full truth could be known, it’s not the movers and the shakers who
change the world the most, but the down-to-earth folks who do good.
When I think of those who have influenced my life
the most, I think not of the great but of the good.
John Knox

August 27

Vigilance
O polish’d perturbation! golden care!
That keep’st the ports of slumber open wide
To many a watchful night!
William Shakespeare

T

he word “vigilance” means “watchfulness.”

It comes
from the Latin vigilare (“to be watchful”) and is akin to “vigil.”
When we keep a vigil, we stay awake to watch at a time when we
would normally be sleeping. If we said, for example, that a shepherd
kept a vigil over his flock, that would mean he watched over his sheep
by night, keeping a lookout for any danger that might threaten them.
To be “vigilant” in our own lives, then, is to be attentive. It is to be on
guard against problems that might do harm to us or our loved ones.
Vigilant people don’t sleepwalk through life — they’re wide awake.
Even with respect to literal, physical sleep, there is a time to sleep
and a time to refrain from sleeping. If it’s only anxiety that keeps us
awake, that’s not good. But Shakespeare spoke of a “golden care” that
might sometimes keep “the ports of slumber open wide.” Now and
then, there happen to be some worthy reasons to stay awake. When
a friend is suffering, it may behoove us to sit up and endure the long
night hours with them. Sleeplessness is not always an evil thing.
But even when we’re literally awake, we need to be more vigilant.
Our eyes, figuratively speaking, need to be more open and our minds
more awake. Not only will that help us spot potential problems, but
we’ll also learn a number of things in the process. In the words of
Yogi Berra’s famous quip, “You can observe a lot by watching.”
The best synonym for vigilance is “alertness,” and here’s the reason why: we may be awake, technically speaking, but if we’re not alert,
we’ll be undone by many situations that could have been mastered.
We probably underestimate the importance of vigilance as a
component of our character. But when we think about it for a moment, it’s easy to see how a lack of vigilance can keep our other qualities from being effective. Things like intelligence or courage, or even
skill, can go to waste if we’re paying so little attention to what’s going
on that we fail to take action when we need to. So today . . . watch out!
The battle, sir, is not to the strong
alone; it is to the vigilant.
P at r i c k H e n r y
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Singing
Song is not Truth, not Wisdom, but the rose
upon Truth’s lips, the light in Wisdom’s eyes.
S i r W i l l i a m W at s o n

H

aving a song in our hearts, if not on our lips, may
not be the most important thing in life, but it’s

more important than a lot of the stuff we seem to
value. Music

is not an inherent good; it derives its value from the
principles of those who compose it and those who enjoy it. But even
though it is not, by itself, truth or wisdom, it is, as Watson suggests,
“the rose upon Truth’s lips” and “the light in Wisdom’s eyes.”
Some of us are more musically inclined than others, to be sure.
And just as surely, not all of us have beautiful voices. But I’m going
to go out on a limb and suggest that there is some value in choosing to
sing once in a while, even if it doesn’t seem to come naturally. It’s healthy
to sing. It’s good for us. When we do it, however unmusical the result
may be, the act of singing nudges us in a number of good directions.
Our lives don’t have to be problem-free before we can enjoy the
singing of a song. An old Chinese proverb reminds us that “a bird
does not sing because it has an answer; it sings because it has a song.”
There isn’t a day in any of our lives when there aren’t some worthy
things to sing about. Whatever may be wrong with the world, it’s still
true that the good outweighs the bad. And in fact, a determination to
sing can be the noble taking of a stand against all that is wrong.
I believe it’s important for us to sing while we can. Whether we
recognize it right now or not, there is some wonderful “music” in all
of us. “Alas for those who never sing, but die with all their music in
them” (Oliver Wendell Holmes). There may be some songs we’ll need
to sing tomorrow, but we dare not let today’s songs go unsung.
If there is a conspicuous lack of singing in our lives (either our
own or the singing of others that we enjoy humming along with), it
would probably pay us to stop and wonder why. Think about hell, for
a moment. An environment where there was no music at all would
be an evil environment indeed, and to the extent that we never sing,
we may be headed in the wrong direction with our lives. If our songs
have been silenced, it may be that our characters have been crushed.
The devil doesn’t know how to sing.
F r a n c i s T h om p s o n
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Deliberation
The necessity of the times, more than ever, calls for our utmost
circumspection, deliberation, fortitude and perseverance.
Samuel Adams

N

o one would deny that we live in times that are
dangerous. Monumental problems face us, both individually

and collectively. There has never been a more interesting or exciting
time to be alive, but even so, living today is like walking through a
minefield. And if Samuel Adams could say long ago that “the necessity of the times . . . calls for our utmost circumspection, deliberation,
fortitude and perseverance,” the same could be said even more truly
today. Nowadays, to dispense with “deliberation” is to court disaster.
Interestingly, our word “deliberation” comes from libra, the Latin
word for a balance or scales. So the Latin verb deliberare meant to
“consider” something — that is, to “balance” the arguments for and
against a thing and make a reasoned judgment as to which position
outweighs the other. In English, then, deliberation means thoughtfulness in decision or action. If we do something deliberately, that
means we consider or plan it in advance with a full awareness of
everything that is involved. Deliberate things are done purposefully.
Given the challenges we face today, it sounds like a good idea
to live our lives more deliberately and purposefully. In the matter
of government, Justice Louis Brandeis said, “Those who won our
independence believed that the final end of the State was to make
men free to develop their faculties; and that in its government the
deliberative forces should prevail over the arbitrary.” Think hard about
that statement: the deliberative forces should prevail over the arbitrary.
Forethought, discussion, and wise decision-making must take precedence over moods and fads and impulses of the moment.
If the above is true of a nation, is it any less true of an individual? If our society can’t get by without weighing all the sides of
our national issues, can we personally survive if we don’t know how to
weigh the pros and cons of our own issues? If our culture can’t get by
without a healthy measure of intention and purposefulness, can any
of us get by privately without thinking and deliberating? Haphazard,
unintentional living has never taken anyone to a good place.
I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately.
H e n r y D av i d T h o r e a u
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Harmony
Dust as we are, the immortal spirit grows
Like harmony in music; there is a dark
Inscrutable workmanship that reconciles
Discordant elements, makes them cling together
In one society.
W i l l i a m W o r d s wo r t h

I

t is amazing that there can be any semblance of harmony in this world. Since there are so many “discordant ele-

ments” in the world, both outside and inside of us, it is a wonder that
there can be any kind of accord or consonance. But there can be. And
we ought to pursue the value of harmony more diligently than we do.
Sometimes, we’re a bit naive in our concept of harmony. Our
vision is out of harmony with what real harmony is like. For example,
we often act as if achieving harmony between individuals required
removing any differences between them. But differences shouldn’t
diminish harmony (unless people are separated by some actual evil).
In fact, harmony is impossible if everybody is singing the same note.
And when it comes to harmony within ourselves, we can be
equally naive. We suppose that perfect inner peace would mean the
absence of any difficulty, unpleasantness, or sorrow. But what about
God? Assuming that He enjoys perfect peace, does that mean there
are never any difficulties to be dealt with? Never anything but pleasure to experience? Never anything that breaks His heart? How silly.
God is not different from us in that He never encounters anything
alien — He’s different in His attitude toward what He encounters. So
Seneca was right: “Let tears flow of their own accord: their flowing is
not inconsistent with inward peace and harmony.”
But harmony doesn’t come without any effort or discipline. And
it’s a pity that we so rarely pay the price. True, the harmonies available
to us in this broken world are, at best, only an inkling of true perfection, but even so, we are the losers when we fail to exert ourselves in
the direction of harmony. All the discords and disunities in the world
notwithstanding, we can still learn to blend our voices better than we
have in the past, both on the inside and the outside.
Faith and love are apt to be spasmodic in the best minds.
Men live on the brink of mysteries and harmonies into which they never
enter, and with their hand on the doorlatch they die outside.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

August 31

Necessity
The beautiful rests on the foundation of the necessary.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

V

ery many of the best things in life come from our
effort to deal rightly, wisely, and honorably with
necessity. When there is something that has to be done, that need

provides an opportunity for the human spirit to soar. If, for example,
human beings had never had to get from one place to another, there
would be no such thing today as a Ferrari. And if human beings didn’t
have to have some kind of place to dwell in, the creations of Frank
Lloyd Wright would never have come into existence.
Now it’s an obvious fact that many people are content to serve
necessity with ordinary utility rather than use it to create extraordinary beauty. Homespun usefulness is certainly of great value, and we
ought not to despise it. But the fact remains, we owe many of the
grandest achievements of our culture to necessity. And it would perhaps take some of the dread and drudgery out of our own days if we’d
approach necessity more in the spirit of personal creativity.
A long time ago, Geoffrey Chaucer had one of his characters in
The Canterbury Tales say, “Hold it wise . . . to make a virtue of necessity.” Today, we hear a lot about the importance of “design.” In the
business world, it’s clear that the successful, thriving companies are
those that look at the same everyday necessities that everybody else
looks at and say, “What can we do to serve those ordinary needs in
extraordinary ways?” Wouldn’t it make sense to apply that same philosophy to the way we each deal with our own daily necessities?
But on a more serious note, dealing with necessity can often be
frightening, and sometimes even terrifying. One of the most paralyzing fears that comes upon us is the fear of suffering horrible, grievous
loss as a result of doing something that could not be avoided. It may
be, of course, that we’re simply deluding ourselves in thinking that a
thing is necessary. But if we’re frightened by a thing to which there is
really no honorable alternative, there is something that can encourage us: the knowledge that doing what is right is its own reward. It’s
always right to do what is truly necessary — and the softest pillow in
the world is the knowledge that we’ve done what was right.
What is necessary is never a risk.
Cardinal de Rey tz

September 1

Caring
If I had known what trouble you were bearing;
What griefs were in the silence of your face;
I would have been more gentle and more caring,
And tried to give you gladness for a space.
M a r y C a r o ly n D av i e s

F

ew of us can say we’ve never been ashamed when it
came to our attention that we failed to care for

someone whom we should have cared for. Whether

our
unawareness was innocent and inadvertent or the result of negligence,
it’s painful to find out that we’ve failed to care. So we’d do well to be
more inquisitive when it comes to others’ need for our caring.
Caring is a privilege. Caring for others would not be possible if
we had not been endowed with some very special gifts. While certain
animals “care” for their young in one sense, the kind of caring that
human beings are capable of requires a set of remarkable powers. It’s
a privilege to have been endowed with these powers, and if we ever
catch ourselves complaining about having to use them, then we need
to adjust our attitudes. Duty is simply the other side of privilege.
Caring is a pleasure. Out of all the happinesses — or perhaps we
should say joys — that human beings can experience, none is more
exquisite than that of caring. And I don’t mean simply the sentiment
of caring; I mean the act of caring. The words “It is more blessed to
give than to receive” encapsulate one of the most important truths that
our minds can grasp. It would behoove us to quit paying lip service to
that maxim and start learning that life really does work that way.
Indifference, which is a failure to care, is a horrible sin. I don’t
believe George Bernard Shaw was overstating the case when he said,
“The worst sin towards our fellow creatures is not to hate them, but to
be indifferent to them; that’s the essence of inhumanity.”
Not caring for those around us (especially those to whom we
have some special responsibility, such as our families) is a fate worse
than death. Yes, it costs us to care. Yes, sacrifices may be required.
And yes, it may come to the point where caring for someone even demands that we lay down our lives for them. But listen to me: whatever
the price of caring may be, it is nowhere near the cost of not caring.
To try may be to die, but not to care is never to be born.
W i l l i a m R e df i e l d

September 2

Objectives
Nothing is more terrible than activity without insight.
T h om a s C a r l y l e

I

t’s an unfortunate situation when we get so busy that
we lose sight of what it is that we’re trying to accomplish. But in these busy days, that can easily happen. We can

become so deeply involved dealing with the trees that we lose sight of
the forest. So it’s vitally important for us to take time out regularly to
review our objectives and remind ourselves of the purpose for which
we are engaging in all of this busyness. In the words of Thoreau, “It is
not enough to be busy. The question is: what are we busy about?”
Creating our objectives. If we’ve never consciously thought about
what our objectives are in life, then we need to do that. And in deciding what it is that we want to accomplish, we need to be careful in
making those decisions. Using our creativity and imagination boldly,
we need to formulate life-objectives that are based on our principles.
Clarifying our objectives. The more deeply we launch ourselves
into the business of living life, the more important it is to return to
our objectives periodically and clarify them. As we work on our goals,
we get a better idea of what it is that we really want to contribute
in life, and so we need to sharpen our objectives, continually making them more well-defined. And then, of course, circumstances in
life may sometimes indicate that we need to change our principles
and our objectives completely. In that case, we need to go back to the
drawing board and radically re-envision our purpose for living.
Committing to our objectives. Not even the best objectives can
help us if we don’t act upon them. So we need to commit ourselves to
our purposes in such a way that our commitment shows up in action.
Having planned our work, we need to work our plan. And our action
needs to be not sporadic but continuous — over the long haul.
Worthy goals and objectives are powerful things. And strangely
enough, some of the most powerful objectives are those that are impossible to achieve. It is not the possibility of perfect achievement but
the worthiness of the goal itself that provides the power to motivate
us. In this broken old world, there are many virtuous things worth beginning, even though we may not be the ones to finish them completely.
The question should be, is it worth trying to do, not can it be done.
A l l a r d K . L ow e n s t e i n

September 3

Reserves
Live full today, and let no pleasure pass untasted —
And no transient beauty scorn;
Fill well the storehouse of the soul’s delight
With the light of memory —
Who knows? Tomorrow may be —
Night
A n o n y mo u s

W

ith our emotions, as with our money, it’s wise to
keep some reserves ready. Admittedly, the point of life

is
not to see who can build the biggest savings account, and we do need
to resist the hoarding instinct. Eventually, everything we acquire will
need to be spent, but it’s rarely good to spend everything today, all at
once. There may be times when that’s the very thing we should do,
but usually, spending everything by impulse is foolish.
Think about this matter, first, with regard to money and material things. The person who spends everything he makes usually has
to impose on other people to bail him out when an unexpected need
arises. With no reserves, he has nothing with which to meet the crises
that are bound to come up occasionally. And not only that, he has
nothing with which to help other people when they’re in real need.
But think about this concept also with respect to things like
physical strength and energy. It’s worth making the effort to eat, exercise, and rest in wise ways, so that the normal demands of daily living
don’t take everything we’ve got. Not many weeks will go by that we’re
not presented with an opportunity to do some worthy work that goes
“beyond the call of duty.” Folks who have a little strength and energy
in reserve are able to seize those opportunities. Others are not.
The meaning of life, then, is to spend and be spent, and the
hoarding instinct is evil. So the wisdom of having reserves lies not in
the mere act of saving, but in the chance it gives us to spend them later
on things more valuable than the things we probably would have spent
them on earlier. Holding reasonable reserves takes wisdom, to be sure,
because it’s not always easy to know when to spend and when to save.
But we need to avoid both problems: never spending our reserves on
the one hand . . . and never having any reserves on the other!
Economy: save money in one store
so you can spend it in another.
A n o n y mo u s

September 4

Faithfulness
So faithful in love, and so dauntless in war,
There never was knight like the young Lochinvar.
S i r W a lt e r S c o t t

F

aithfulness is a virtue that’s easy to admire in others and hard to acquire for ourselves. The tales that tug

at our heartstrings the most powerfully are those that tell of people
who, at great cost, held true to their promises and duties. In the presence of great faithfulness, we’re moved to love and admiration.
Maybe it’s risky to rate the virtues, but there does seem to be a
sense in which faithfulness is a preeminent quality. “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” (Henri-Frédéric Amiel). The
principle of faithfulness deserves some priority in our thinking. And
if we’re looking for a good motto to live by, we could do much worse
than to pick the old Latin slogan: semper fidelis (“ever faithful”).
The importance of faithfulness is not limited to one or two areas
of our lives; it should govern everything we do, in every relationship. We should be faithful to our spouses, obviously, but that’s just
the beginning. Our children also deserve our faithfulness, as do our
parents. Our friends and our neighbors would like to be able to count
on us. At work, our employers (and if we’re an employer, then our
employees) need to know that we’ll keep our commitments. And yes,
our great institutions and our nation need our loyalty too.
It’s the fine print in our contracts that undercuts our faithfulness.
Often, when we think we’re being loyal, all we really mean is, “I’ll
keep my word, if I don’t change my mind” or “if I don’t get a better
deal” or “if what I’ve promised doesn’t become inconvenient.”
If you have any concept of God as a personal being, think about
the link between that concept and your faithfulness to other human
beings. Isn’t it a fact that our trustworthiness in social matters is tied
to our trustworthiness in spiritual matters? If, in a pinch, we would set
aside our commitments to God, wouldn’t it be foolish for other people
to expect us to keep our promises to them? If not even God can count
on us, then we’re simply not worthy to be trusted, period.
When men cease to be faithful to their God, he who expects
to find them so to each other will be much disappointed.
George Horne

September 5

Esteem

Man’s life would be wretched and confined if it were
to miss the candid intimacy developed by mutual trust and esteem.
E dw i n D u mm e r

I

n the end, it’s usually esteem that gives human relationships a chance to blossom and be joyful. If people

don’t regard one another with respect, if they don’t look upon one
another favorably, if they don’t see the very relationships themselves
as a privilege, then many of life’s best qualities are missed. As Edwin
Dummer said, our lives would be “wretched and confined” if we
missed “the candid intimacy developed by mutual trust and esteem.”
Unfortunately, very few people today exert any effort to esteem
those around them. If they ever think about the subject of esteem, it’s
usually only “self-esteem” that concerns them, or perhaps the question
of whether others esteem them as highly as they would like. Rarely do
we raise the issue of whether we are esteeming other people as highly
as they deserve. Yet that is mainly where the value of esteem lies.
I have a theory concerning the shortage of genuine esteem in the
world, and it has to do with the lifestyle of so many of us nowadays:
we live such busy, self-centered lives that we disconnect from those
around us and make very little real investment in the lives of anyone
other than our own families. And since our relationships cost us so
little in terms of time and effort, we have a good deal less appreciation
for others than we would if we invested ourselves more sacrificially
in them. As Thomas Paine wrote during the American Revolution
concerning the prize of political freedom, “What we obtain too cheap,
we esteem too lightly.” No less is true in the realm of human relationships. What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly.
In all of our relationships, esteem ought to be a more highly
valued commodity. We need to work on building mutual esteem with
those around us, and more importantly, having built it, we need to
maintain it. Esteem is fragile and needs our protection. It is far too
precious to be destroyed by “a moment’s reckless folly.” So when we’ve
learned to esteem others and we’ve lived so that they esteem us, let’s
be careful not to tear down what we’ve all worked so hard to build up.
Raised voices lower esteem. Hot tempers cool friendships. Loose tongues
stretch truth. Swelled heads shrink influence. Sharp words dull respect.
William Arthur Ward

September 6

Fervency
The effectual fervent prayer
of a righteous man availeth much.
T h e E p i s t l e of J a m e s

W

hatever it’s right for us to do, it’s helpful if we do
it fervently. Surely there is already enough halfheartedness

in the world — can’t we improve upon the status quo by being wholehearted? And since the word “fervency” comes from the Latin verb “to
boil,” can’t we boil a little more often and be a little less lukewarm?
Misguided fervency can, of course, be a dangerous evil, and the
uninformed zealot is a well-known source of trouble in any society.
Zeal, or fervor, without knowledge is rarely anything but destructive,
so we need to inform our fervency with things like accurate information and wisdom. In a perfect world, we would never be “all fired up”
about anything except on the basis of truth. As William James suggested, “The union of the mathematician with the poet, fervor with
measure, passion with correctness, this is surely the ideal.”
But the dangers of ignorant or unbalanced zeal shouldn’t scare us
away from the rightful use of fervency. We don’t solve the problem of
blind fanaticism by never being fervent about anything, but by opening our eyes, double- and triple-checking our facts, and always being
willing to be corrected. The person who thinks he is just too intelligent and rational to be fervent is being rather foolish. There is no
good reason why a person can’t be a mathematician and a poet too.
The fact is, we honor the ideas that we choose to be fervent
about. Julia McFolliard, under whom I studied oil painting as a young
boy, taught me by her passion to respect the discipline of art. And
Robert Winstead, my high school calculus teacher, pulled me into an
admiration for numbers by his eagerness for them. Similarly, we all
confer honor upon the causes that we devote ourselves to fervently.
But what can make us fervent about things in life? Well, many
forces can move a person to be fervent, but none does it better than
love. When we come to love a thing that is worthy of being loved, it
is no trouble at all to be fervent about it. Healthy, balanced fervor is
simply an outgrowth of having come to love a thing in a truthful way.
A lover flies, runs, rejoices . . . Love often knows
no limits but is fervent beyond measure.
T h om a s à K e m p i s

September 7

Performance
To lie down in the time of grief, to be quiet under the stroke of adverse
fortune, implies a great strength. But I know of something that implies a
strength greater still. It is the power to work under stress, to continue under
hardship, to have anguish in your spirit and still perform daily tasks.
G e o r g e M at h e s o n

I

n its most basic sense, to “perform” an action simply
means to “do” it. But there are some special meanings of the

word that we would benefit from thinking about. For instance, to perform can mean not only beginning something but carrying it through
to completion (The physician performed surgery). And it can mean
accomplishing something that was expected or promised (The contractor
performed all aspects of the agreement). Thinking of “performance” in
these ways, isn’t it clear how valuable it would be as a character trait?
You may not have thought about performance as having anything
to do with your relationships with other people, but it has a lot to do
with them. In fact, healthy human relationships are impossible if the
parties don’t do, or perform, what is necessary. In the real world, those
who can’t be counted on (1) to do what is expected, or (2) to carry
things through to completion are usually people with a long list of
ex-friends. In the words of Owen Feltham, “Promises may get friends,
but it is performance that must nurse and keep them.”
Paul C. Packer wrote, “It is our individual performances, no
matter how humble our place in life may be, that will in the long
run determine how well ordered the world may become.” If we want
to make a difference for good in the world while we live here, the
best way to do that is not to aspire to great deeds that will make the
evening news but simply to perform — that is, do our duties faithfully,
however simple or unimportant they may seem to be at the time.
We ought to be, as the old saying goes, “slow to promise and
quick to perform.” Commitments carelessly entered into often go
unfulfilled. But if we are careful in saying what we will do, then the
performance of what we said is a powerful thing, much more powerful
than the boasts and bluster of those who promise but never perform.
There is an ancient adage that warns, “Let not him who puts on his
armor boast like him who takes it off.” That’s well worth pondering.
An acre of performance is worth a whole world of promise.
W . D . H ow e l l s

September 8

Inspiration
I am one who, when Love inspires, attend,
and according as he speaks within me, so I express myself.
Dante Alighieri

A

lmost every day, most of us are surrounded by influences that could inspire us to do our work at a

higher level. When

we allow these influences to uplift us and energize us, those around us benefit from that as much as we do. When
our work rises above the humdrum to a level of high excellence, the
world becomes a better place, even if only in some small way.
While the word “inspiration” often has a religious significance,
we are using it here simply to mean “stimulation of the mind or
emotions to a high level of feeling or activity” (American Heritage
Dictionary). All of us know the experience, at least occasionally. A
time comes when, because of the season of the year, a piece of music,
a conversation with a friend, or any number of other “inspiring”
events, we are moved to accomplish something more excellent than
we thought we were capable of. Our emotions are stirred, our thinking is provoked, and our abilities surge to an unexpected strength. To
act under the influence of “inspiration” is one of life’s genuine joys,
and we ought to be grateful for the people around us who inspire us.
But the more important question is: to what extent are we having
an inspirational influence on them? As much as possible, we need
to be people whose influence is such that other human beings find
it easier to do good work with us than they would without us. Life’s
objective is not to be inspired by others but to be inspiring to others.
It would be a mistake to sit down and do nothing until we feel
inspired. As Ben Nicholas said, “Most of life is routine — dull and
grubby, but routine is the momentum that keeps a man going. If you
wait for inspiration you’ll be standing on the corner after the parade is
a mile down the street.” Nevertheless, it’s a wonderful experience when,
now and then, we feel truly inspired to do our best work. There is no
shortage of things that can inspire us, and we should open our hearts
up and let ourselves be inspired by them. Better yet, we shouldn’t wait
for inspiration to find us; we should go out and track it down.
Don’t loaf and invite inspiration.
Light out after it with a club.
J a c k L o n do n

September 9

Optimism
There is an optimism which nobly anticipates
the eventual triumph of great moral laws, and there is an
optimism which cheerfully tolerates unworthiness.
Agnes Repplier

A

n optimistic outlook is a result of having confidence that good is ultimately going to triumph
over evil. It is an attitude that imparts patience in the midst of

difficult circumstances, and also patience with less-than-perfect people.
Optimism doesn’t mean we’re naive about the reality of evil in
the world or the extent of the damage that evil has done. While it believes that one day everything will be fine, optimism is not so foolish
as to imagine that everything is fine today. Clearly, everything is not
fine, and genuine optimism looks at the facts with total honesty.
But is there any reason to believe that good will ultimately
triumph over evil? I believe there is, even if we limit ourselves to the
empirical evidence of human history and our own personal experience. If we consider the evidence, I believe we can’t help but see a
pattern: truth tends to outlast falsehood, and rightdoing tends to outlast
wrongdoing. The victories of evil in this world may be shocking and
justice may be long delayed, but facts are stubborn and truth is resilient. Eventually, good has the last say. Why this is so is another question (one that is very interesting, both philosophically and religiously),
but the pattern is undeniably clear. Right is more durable than wrong.
So we can make an intellectual choice to be optimists. In hours
of darkness, we can choose to hold on to what we learned while the
sun was shining. Maintaining our confidence that good will outlast its
enemy, we can stand our ground before the various onslaughts of evil.
Optimism is an important perspective in life not because it
makes us feel better but because it strengthens us and gives us courage. Life happens to be full of battles that have to be fought, and
as Dwight D. Eisenhower said, “Pessimism never won any battle.”
Backbone comes from belief — belief that, despite any number of
short-term setbacks, the long-term triumph of good is still sure.
The essence of optimism is that it takes no account of the present,
but it is a source of inspiration, of vitality and hope where others have
resigned; it enables a man to hold his head high, to claim the future
for himself and not to abandon it to his enemy.
D i e t r i c h B o n h o e ff e r

September 10

Intelligence
Intelligence is quickness in seeing things as they are.
G e o r g e S a n taya n a

C

ontrary to what many people think, intelligence
is not the exclusive property of people with a high

“IQ.” At best, the so-called “IQ tests” measure only one or two kinds
of intelligence, and it would do us good to see intelligence as a quality
that all of us can enjoy, in one way or another. As Santayana put it,
“Intelligence is quickness in seeing things as they are.” To grow in
intelligence means that we learn how to separate fact from fiction and
how to aspire to excellence in our activities, no matter what those activities may be. Each of us has a unique intelligence that can flourish.
It’s a good thing that educational experts are coming to realize that there are many more kinds of intelligence than we used to
recognize. Just because a person is not particularly adept at processing
certain kinds of mathematical or verbal data does not mean they lack
intelligence. It usually only means that their intelligence lies in other
areas. What each of us needs to do is identify our personal intelligences, aptitudes, etc. and develop these to their fullest extent.
But no matter what kind of intelligence we may possess, it’s important to recognize that intelligence alone is not enough. The critical
question is what we do with our intelligence once we’ve developed it.
As far as the practical living of life is concerned, educator John
Holt made a perceptive comment: “The test of intelligence [is] not
how much we know how to do, but how we behave when we don’t
know what to do. Similarly, any situation, any activity, that puts before
us real problems, that we have to solve for ourselves, problems for
which there are no answers in any book, sharpens our intelligence.”
Intelligence is given to us as a tool with which to solve problems, and
that’s exactly what we need to do with it, for the betterment of others.
If we could be known for only one thing, few of us would want to
be known for intellectual ability. But each of us has a mind, and truly,
a mind is a terrible thing to waste. Rather than waste it, we ought to
expand it gratefully. “A good mind possesses a kingdom” (Seneca).
Of work comes knowledge, of knowledge comes
fruitful work; of the union of knowledge and work
comes the development of intelligence.
V i n o b a B h av e

September 11

Tools

The expectations of life depend upon diligence; the workman
who would perfect his work must first sharpen his tools.
Confucius

T

ools are devices that aid in the accomplishment
of a task. Having the right tools for a particular job not only

makes the work much easier, but sometimes a job can’t be done at all
without the right tools. Tools are work multipliers. They take advantage of the laws of physics to increase the work that can be done by a
given action. You can, for example, pry something apart with a crowbar that you couldn’t pry apart with your hands, simply because the
crowbar uses the physical principle of leverage to multiply the force
exerted by your hands. Tools helps us do more work and better work.
But if physical tools help us, there are some other, intangible
tools that help us even more. Knowledge is a tool. Wisdom is a tool.
Talent is a tool, and so are experience, enthusiasm, and a host of other
human qualities of character and competence. With these, we can do
more work and better work than we could without them. And the
more important we believe our work to be, the more important it is to
acquire the tools that will aid us in doing that work.
All of us have some tools, of course, but the problem is, we don’t
have very many. We don’t have as many as we need and rather than
put more tools in our toolbox, we often try to make our difficulties
fit the tools we already have. “If the only tool you have is a hammer,
you tend to see every problem as a nail,” said Abraham Maslow. We
need to wake up to the fact that the world presents us with a variety
of tasks and challenges. And every time we get the chance, we need to
add new and different tools to those that are currently in our toolbox.
But whatever other tools we may have, whether literal or figurative, here is an encouraging thought: if at least we have our hands, we
should be grateful. Let us not undervalue our hands because they are
so familiar, for they are really quite extraordinary. With nothing but
our own hands, a world of good can be done — if we choose to see
their value and make full use of them while the opportunity is ours.
Take a look at those two open hands of yours. They are
tools with which to serve, make friends, and reach out for the best in life.
Open hands open the way to achievement. Put them to work today.
Wilfred A. Peterson

September 12

Belief

As the essence of courage is to stake one’s life on a possibility,
so the essence of faith is to believe that the possibility exists.
W i l l i a m S a lt e r

B

elief is the willingness to accept unseen realities,
not only in spiritual matters but also in those that

are more mundane. And

not only does it accept them in the
safety of the library, belief is willing to stake its life on the truth of its
convictions — out there on the front lines where the consequences of
being wrong are huge. It doesn’t do this blindly or foolishly, but the
fact remains, it does do it. To believe is (1) to be sure that a particular
possibility exists, and (2) to take a real stand, based on that surety.
First of all, let it be said that we do need to be careful in judging
the evidence. Richard Whately, who wrote so powerfully on the idea
of belief, offered this caution: “As one may bring himself to believe
almost anything he is inclined to believe, it makes all the difference
whether we begin or end with the inquiry, ‘What is truth?’”
But if some people are too gullible, others are too cynical. In reacting against blind, uncritical belief, let’s not overreact and refuse to
believe anything at all. Belief is not a vice but a virtue, a character trait
that opens the door to many of the best things this world has to offer.
So let’s be people who are willing to believe when belief is called for.
If you’re a person who won’t accept anything without empirical evidence, then you’ve made a choice that will limit you severely
before you die. If the only thing real for you is what you can “see,” you
won’t have rich relationships and the legacy you leave won’t be worthy.
Before you go any further, you’d do well to think about J. F. Clarke’s
observation: “All the strength and force of man comes from his faith
in things unseen . . . Strong convictions precede great actions.”
For the time being, the truly great realities almost always fall into
the realm of “possibilities.” But what shall we do: back away from the
evidence, retreat into the cramped cave of what we “know,” and simply wait for the end to come? No, we can be much bolder than that.
When there is reason to believe, we can be willing to believe. And acting on the basis of belief, we can move from mere living to real life.
Be not afraid of life. Believe that life is worth living,
and your belief will help create the fact.
William James

September 13

Fundamentals
Success is neither magical nor mysterious. Success is the
natural consequence of consistently applying the fundamentals.
Jim Rohn

A

lmost every activity in which we engage is made up
of smaller activities that have to work together.

Some of these smaller activities are more essential than others. The
ones that are most essential are known as the “fundamentals.” These
are the basics, the elements, or the ABCs of the activity. If you were a
beginner, the fundamentals are what a teacher would teach you first.
Right now, for example, I am trying to learn something I’ve
always wanted to be able to do: play the banjo in the style that Earl
Scruggs played it. If I work at it, I may eventually be able to play
Earl’s Foggy Mountain Breakdown, but for now, I am spending most
of my time learning the fundamentals of the instrument: finger rolls
with the right hand, chords with the left hand, etc. If I were so eager
to get to the exciting stuff that I rushed past the basics, that would be
a costly mistake. People often find the fundamentals of a subject boring, but they are very important. In any worthwhile endeavor, there is
no real excellence without mastery of the fundamentals.
The importance of the fundamentals has long been recognized
by athletes, whose paycheck depends on achieving peak performance.
To those who would like to play golf well, Jack Nicklaus said, “Learn
the fundamentals of the game and stick to them. Band-Aid remedies
never last.” And Lou Holtz, the football coach, gave this good advice,
“Build your empire on the firm foundation of the fundamentals.”
But the comment by Lou Holtz suggests an additional thought.
As can be seen from the word itself, the “fundamentals” are the “foundation” of an activity. Foundations are always important, but their
importance becomes even more obvious with the passage of time.
And in that respect, the foundation of a human life is like the foundation of a building. Shortcuts taken in laying the foundation may not
be noticeable in the early years, but eventually the faulty foundation
begins to crack and the entire structure is in jeopardy. So, my friend, if
your life has become shaky, you need to get back to the fundamentals.
The fundamental things apply,
As time goes by.
Herman Hupfeld

September 14

Civility
Be civil to all; sociable to many;
familiar with few; friend to one; enemy to none.
Benjamin Franklin

I

n our dealings with other people, there may be many
things we find it impossible to do, but we can at least
be “civil” to one another. To be “civil” is to act like a “civilized”

person. The word comes from the Latin civis (“citizen”), and it refers
to the behavior of those who live under a government in an organized
society or “city.” Historically, when people have lived in close proximity, they have found it helpful to treat one another in a “civil” way. So
basically, “civility” is courtesy. It’s the way people act who realize that
a group’s quality of life is greatly affected by the way its members treat
one another, as opposed to people for whom “might makes right.”
Civility does not seem to come naturally to us. Rising above
the behavior of animals involves the use of our freedom of will. It
takes deliberate choice and conscious effort. So we must (1) value the
benefits of civility, and (2) aim to make our communities places where
that is the norm. It won’t happen if we don’t make it happen.
But in the quotation above, Benjamin Franklin advised being
“civil to all,” and therein lies the real challenge. Almost anyone can be
civil to those who are civil in return, but it takes people of uncommon
character to practice civility to all, even to those who are uncivil.
Some would say that being courteous and mannerly to those who
dislike us is timid and cowardly, but John F. Kennedy was right when
he said in his inaugural address, “Civility is not a sign of weakness.”
Indeed, it takes far more strength to be civil than to fail to do so.
One of life’s great pleasures is to please others. If we had to compromise our principles to be pleasing, that would not be commendable, of course. But within the boundaries of moral integrity, there is
ample room to bring pleasure by being civil and mannerly to those
around us. Graciousness and generosity are habits well worth learning. When we act as civilized people, rather than as brute beasts, we
give a gift that’s as agreeable to the giver as it is to the recipient.
The ultimate aim of civility and good manners is to please:
to please one’s guest or to please one’s host. To this end one uses
the rules laid down by tradition: of welcome, generosity, affability,
cheerfulness, and consideration of others.
C l a u d i a R od e n
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Rectitude
The only shield to [a person’s] memory is the
rectitude and sincerity of his actions. It is imprudent
to walk through life without this shield.
Winston Churchill

R

ectitude may not be a commonly used word, but its
meaning is extremely important, both to our individual lives and to organizations and communities. The core

meaning of rectitude is simply “rightness.” To rectify something is to
straighten it out or make it right, and so rectitude is the condition or
quality of being right. It means correctness or moral uprightness.
Isn’t being right something we ought to aim for? I believe it is,
and by being right I don’t just mean being right in an intellectual
argument; I mean being right morally — doing in every situation the
thing that is right. Contrary to what many have been led to believe in
our day, there is such a thing as right, and what is right basically comes
down to doing what is just, as defined by the objective, immutable
standards of justice that all people are subject to. Thomas Aquinas put
it this way: “Justice is a certain rectitude of mind whereby a man does
what he ought to do in the circumstances confronting him.”
When we fail to do what is right, we damage the world we live
in, usually more than we realize, but we also hurt ourselves. Without
rectitude, we are severely wounded as human beings, as anyone knows
who has ever lived for any length of time with a bad conscience. As
Churchill observed, rectitude is a “shield” that we need to have. “It is
imprudent to walk through life without this shield,” he said.
If we don’t have rectitude, we don’t have anything worth having.
Without integrity, we are nothing. If we amassed all the wealth in the
world but sacrificed the principles of right conduct in the process, our
wealth would, in the long run, be nothing but cold comfort to us.
But finally, bear in mind that rectitude is the only way to have
any good influence on those around us. What we are speaks much
more loudly than what we say or do, and so let’s resolve to be people
of integrity. People of justice. People who simply do what is right.
The effective impact upon us of men of honor, rectitude,
and goodwill is to arouse kindred impulses within us. We begin
to detect in ourselves undeveloped capacities. The touch of the
heroic awakens in us the slumbering hero.
Charles Malcolm Douglas
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Discernment
The supreme end of education is expert discernment in all things — the
power to tell the good from the bad, the genuine from the counterfeit, and to
prefer the good and the genuine to the bad and the counterfeit.
Samuel Johnson

W

hen one thing is better than another, it is often
important to be able to tell the difference. Life

is full of choices, and some of them are so far-reaching that our lives
will never be the same after we make them. The character trait of
“discernment” is the “power to tell the good from the bad, the genuine
from the counterfeit.” When an important choice has to be made,
discernment is what enables us to judge things accurately. It is skill in
sizing things up — dexterity in distinguishing and deciding. Without
this skill, we make poor decisions, confusing the bad with the good.
There is no way around the fact that we sometimes have to assess
the character of other people and make decisions based on that assessment. When those occasions arise, we ought to be very careful. Some
people have a better character than they appear to have at first glance,
and unfortunately, some people have a worse character than they appear to have. In either case, Lord Chesterfield gave good advice when
he said, “You must look into people as well as at them.”
But think about this: “Beware of allowing the discernment of
wrong in another to blind you to the fact that you are what you are
by the grace of God” (Oswald Chambers). When judging things like
conduct and character, not even the keenest discernment would be
helpful if we weren’t willing to use it on ourselves. Judging our own
faults rightly is probably the ultimate test of our discernment.
When we are trying, as Samuel Johnson said, “to tell the good
from the bad [and] the genuine from the counterfeit,” we often find it
helpful to ask other people for their advice. And when we have access
to someone whose powers of discernment are better trained than our
own, we’d be foolish not to consult their judgment. But in the end,
we’re all accountable for our own choices between good and bad. If
we’ve failed to develop our ability to judge and to decide, we can’t
blame the consequences of our poor choices on others. So is improving
your discernment every day a good thing or a bad thing? You decide.
Ask for advice, but do what you think is best.
Greek Proverb
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Skill

Force has no place where there is need of skill.
H e r odo t u s

W

hen you think about it, many of our most common
mistakes in life are simply variations on one theme:
we resort to force when we should be using skill. We

find ourselves in a difficult conversation, for example, and lacking the
communication skills to deal effectively with the difficulty, we lose our
patience. Arguing, name-calling, threatening, and other brute force
tactics become a substitute for skill, and by their use, we admit defeat.
As much as we need skill, most of us go out of our way to avoid
the main thing that would teach it to us: difficulty. Very few skills
are learned sitting in an easy chair. As the English proverb said, “A
smooth sea never made a skillful mariner.” So why do we cling to our
comfort zone so tenaciously? Why do we decline difficult challenges
and opportunities? Are we lazy — or just not interested in the skills
that would come from diving into the deep end of the pool?
Some folks have the opposite problem, of course. They try to be
skilled at everything, unwilling to be outdone by anybody at anything.
But the effort to do that is a losing battle. We need to make some
choices in life and focus on the acquirement of a few definite skills.
Having done that, we ought to be comfortable with the skills we have
and not envy the abilities others may have acquired.
Sextus Propertius said, “Let each man pass his days in that
wherein his skill is greatest.” The concept of “division of labor” is one
of the great ideas in the world, and we should learn to be at peace
with that concept. I should be eager to do what I am skilled at, and
you should do what you’re skilled at, each of us doing whatever we do
for the common good, rather than for our own personal gratification.
Most of us underestimate the goodness — and also the happiness
— that can come from acquiring a few skills and then using them to
make a worthy contribution to the world. Even if we recognize that
we have some skills, we undervalue them. We think they don’t matter.
But when we passionately pour ourselves into our skills for the good
of others, great things are almost always the result. We’ve heard it all
our lives, but it’s still true: it is more blessed to give than to receive.
When love and skill work together, expect a masterpiece.
John Ruskin

September 18

Education
At present we educate people only up to the point where they can earn a
living and marry; then education ceases altogether, as though a complete
mental outfit had been acquired . . . Vast numbers of men and women thus
spend their entire lives in complete ignorance of the most important things.
Carl Jung

E

ducation is such an important concept, it’s a pity
we have such a limited view of it. We think education

is
synonymous with schooling, that it is only for the young, and that it is
only for the purpose of training someone with a vocational or technical or professional skill. We suppose that education is the concern of
the first stage of life only, after which one leaves education behind and
enters the second stage of life, that of work, always hoping that one
will make it to the third stage, that of retirement. And not only do
we limit education in these ways, but we also limit it by seeing it as
a slightly negative, or at least suspicious, activity. If a person pursues
lifelong education, he won’t be considered a “regular” guy.
But real education involves more than what we acquire in school,
and it gives us more than what we need to earn a living. Helen Keller
said it best, I think, when she said, “The best educated human being
is the one who understands most about the life in which he is placed.”
Education is the never-ending process of learning more and more of
what we need to live and thrive in our various situations in life, whatever those may be. It is acquiring not only knowledge but wisdom.
And most of all, it is learning how to judge matters accurately, so we
can make fruitful, productive decisions. “Education, properly understood, is that which teaches discernment” ( Joseph Roux).
We will never rightly appreciate education until we stop calculating what it can do for us and start considering what it can do to us.
Education is much more than memorization of the facts that need to
be known to ply a particular trade; it is the awakening of our imagination to new and better worlds. To be truly educated, then, is to be
deeply changed. With the expansion of our character and our competence, we become more forward-striving human beings than we were
before. At its best, education not only equips us; it excites us. It says
the same thing to us that Dr. Seuss said: “Oh, the places you’ll go!”
Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire.
W i l l i a m B u t l e r Y e at s
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Accord
“Ac-cord” (Latin, ad corda) means heart to heart. If two
persons like and dislike the same things, they are heart to heart
with each other. Similarly, “con-cord” means heart with heart,
and “dis-cord” means heart divided from heart.
E. Cobham Brewer

A

ccord is not always possible, and, in fact, it is not
always necessary. A world where everybody had the same

tastes and talents would be pretty boring, not to mention unproductive. Even deep differences of principle and value can be good if they
provoke us to grow. Nevertheless, accord is one of life’s sweet joys.
The words “accord” and “chord” are obviously related. “Accord”
means agreement, and in music, a “chord” consists of three or more
notes which agree or harmonize when sounded simultaneously.
Thus, accord is a kind of harmony, not of music but of mind. To be
in accord, two minds don’t have to think the same thing (that would
be unison, not harmony), but what they think has to be concordant
rather than discordant. People in accord are able to strike a chord!
It’s possible, of course, to be in accord with things other than
people. One of the most desirable kinds of accord is consistency between our actions and our principles, and perhaps even more important, between our principles and those that govern the universe. All
of us are interested in happiness, and Aristotle went so far as to say,
“Happiness is activity in accordance with excellence.” Discord, in any
form, tends to detract from the joy of life, and there is no unhappier
kind of discord than when our lives are out of sync with our principles
— or worse, our principles are out of sync with truth and justice.
It’s not often in life that we find individuals who are “heart to
heart” with us at a deep level. Yes, we may meet many whose convictions and interests overlap ours at some points, but we are fortunate if
we find even one or two people in a lifetime who are in accord with us
on most, or even many, points. What a joy, then, when we find those
few special people with whom we may truly harmonize. Have you
found them? I hope you have. Do you frequently let them know how
happy they make you and how grateful you are? You surely should.
To know of someone here and there whom we accord with,
who is living on with us, even in silence — this makes
our earthly ball a peopled garden.
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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Change
Change starts when someone sees the next step.
W i l l i a m D r ay t o n

T

he seeing of possibilities is one of our most valuable
human endowments. When the status quo is undesirable or

unacceptable, we are capable of envisioning other scenarios. We can
see other steps that might be taken. And, as William Drayton says,
that’s when change starts: “when someone sees the next step.”
The problem is, we’re not always willing to take the next step,
and so positive changes often stall before they have any chance to
benefit us. “Our dilemma is that we hate change and love it at the
same time; what we really want is for things to remain the same but
get better” (Sydney J. Harris). We will vote in favor of life’s improvement any day — as long as we can continue doing business as usual.
But, as with many of the other good things in life, change
requires a degree of balance and wisdom. Dangerous extremes lie on
both sides of positive change. On one side, there is the problem of
those who are too slow to change, failing to see the benefits of some
changes. But on the other side, there is the problem of those who are
too quick to change, failing to see the harm that change might do.
One of our main challenges in life, then, is to judge specific changes
on their own merits, neither minimizing them because we’re averse to
change or exaggerating them because we have an affinity for change.
The best changes in life are the big ones we’re willing to make
within ourselves. The world needs changing, no doubt, but the most
powerful way to change the world is to change ourselves. If when we
look around, the only thing we can see is the need for other people
to change, we are to be pitied. We need to change as much as they
do. And we miss the point if we think of ourselves as basically highquality people whose only need for change is to learn better ways of
responding to the dysfunctional people around us. High-quality people
don’t portray their sins as poor responses to other people’s failings; they
openly acknowledge them as being inexcusable and take full responsibility. They have the humility that makes a person willing to change,
and they have the courage that makes a person able to change. Highquality people not only see the next step — they actually take it.
The hearts of the great can be changed.
H om e r
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Harvests
Who loves a garden still his Eden keeps,
Perennial pleasures plants, and wholesome harvests reaps.
A mo s B r o n s o n A l c o t t

I

n bygone days, when more of us lived on farms, the
fall of the year was always associated with the har-

vesting of crops. There

is much to be gained from still thinking of
autumn that way. Life consists of doing positive, productive work and
then bringing in the harvest. We expend ourselves doing worthwhile
things, and then we enjoy the satisfaction of having done those things.
Of course, we’re not always so fortunate as to see the harvest of
the crops we have helped to cultivate. Sometimes our own life ends
before the harvest can be brought in. At other times, there must be a
division of labor: our work is to plant, and it is someone else’s to harvest. At still other times, we simply don’t know what the results of our
work are. As I write this book, for example, I labor in the hope that
someone’s life will be touched beneficially. Yet even if that turns out to
be true, I may not ever hear about it. It is entirely possible that some
readers may reap benefits that will be unknown to me personally. I
work, as we all must work, in the simple confidence that there will be
a harvest — whether or not I get to take part in it personally.
But sometimes we do get to enjoy harvests, and what a joy that
is. To have “planted” in the springtime, “cultivated” in the summer,
and then see our work come to fruition and be “harvested” in the fall
— well, that’s a very satisfying thing indeed. And if we enjoy winter, there’s a good reason why. A large part of winter’s pleasure is the
good feeling that comes from looking back on work that was not only
begun and worked on, but also brought to completion and harvested.
So in the unfolding of this year’s work, now comes the harvest
time. Now comes the season of ingathering, when the bounty of wellworked fields is laid in store. As the ancient writer of Ecclesiastes
said, “Nothing is better for a man than that he should eat and drink,
and that his soul should enjoy good in his labor.” Work itself is not a
curse, and honest labor is not to be avoided. It’s simply in our nature
that we want to do good work while the weather is warm, and then, as
the year turns toward fall, we want the happiness of a harvest.
Autumn is the bite of a harvest apple.
C h r i s t i a n P e t r ow s k y

September 22

Patience
The key to everything is patience. You get
the chicken by hatching the egg, not by smashing it.
A r n o l d H . G l a s ow

I

t is sad but true: we miss out on many of life’s greatest blessings by giving up too soon. We are not a people

noted for patience or endurance. Accustomed to television programs
where almost every problem can be solved within thirty minutes (the
really tough ones take an hour), we smash any “egg” that doesn’t hatch
immediately on our command. For too many of us, the idea of simply
waiting for an answer or a solution is out of the question.
There are some who have the opposite problem, of course. They
wait and wait and wait, failing to take action when action is truly
needed. This kind of patience is only a thin disguise for laziness or
cowardice. But for every person with that problem, I believe more of
us have the other problem: the problem of impatience. We act too
quickly, and our failure of patience costs us dearly.
Patience is a function of hope. Especially when we’re talking
about patience with other people, it is hope that moves us to be patient. When we appreciate the possibilities that lie within others and
when we’re willing to affirm their potential, we can patiently endure
their momentary ups and downs. Believing that others have a future
that’s worth fighting for, we can work — and wait — with them.
But there is something else that will make us more patient:
recognizing how patient other people have to be with us. And notice
that I put the previous statement in the present. It’s not enough to
see how patient others have been with us in the past; we need to see
how patient they still have to be with us. It’s bitter medicine, but once
we’ve swallowed it, we’ll forbear the failings of others much longer.
Patience has to rank as one of the preeminent qualities of character. With it we can conquer nearly any adversary; without it we are
vulnerable to nearly any foe. With patience, we enrich the lives of our
families and our friends; without it we diminish their opportunity to
grow. With patience, we find ourselves moving forward and becoming
more alive; without it, we shrivel up and shrink into a pitiful condition. Without patience, we lose most of what life was meant to be.
How poor are they that have not patience!
William Shakespeare
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Influence
A man leaves all kinds of footprints when he walks through life.
Some you can see, like his children and his house. Others are invisible,
like the prints he leaves across other people’s lives: the help he gives them
and what he has said — his jokes, gossip that has hurt others, encouragement.
A man doesn’t think about it, but everywhere he passes,
he leaves some kind of mark.
Margaret Lee Runbeck

I

nfluence is an asset that can quickly turn into a liability. If we don’t exercise good stewardship of our influence, it

can turn in the wrong direction, and when that happens, the very influence we thought it would be good to have becomes something we
wish we could get rid of. But we can’t get rid of our influence by wishing it away. If we’ve influenced others in a negative manner, we can’t
simply call a halt and decide not to have any more influence. There is
something we can do, however, and it’s the very thing we ought to do:
start working on the improvement of our influence.
But how do we do that?
First, we work on our own character. Whatever we’d like to influence others to be, that’s what we ourselves need to be. Talk is pretty
cheap, actually. Anybody can say what others ought to do. But if we
want to have real impact, we’re going to have to walk our talk.
Second, we work on our attitude toward those around us. When we
consider those who have influenced us, the point becomes obvious:
we are most influenced by those who believe in us. So if we want to
improve our influence on others, we need to start believing in them.
Influence is an undeniable and inescapable fact of life. We will be
influenced by others, and we will influence them. For better or worse,
others will be impacted by our actions — and the impact is probably
going to be greater than we estimate. So it makes sense to be careful. One of the most eye-opening exercises we can do is to imagine what
the world would be like if everybody was under our influence and followed
our example. Is that a world we’d be comfortable living in? If not, then
we need to make the appropriate adjustments immediately. We ought
never to do anything that would worsen the world if our personal
practice somehow became the public norm.
So live that your principles might safely
be made the law for the whole world.
I mm a n u e l K a n t
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Birth

Baby: Unwritten history! Unfathomed mystery!
Josiah Gilbert Holland

W

hen we’re born, something begins that will become many different things before it reaches
its ultimate goal. A human life is an awesomely intricate web

of realities. It involves attitudes and interests, emotions and understandings, abilities and achievements. It is a complex intertwining of
character and conduct, with layer upon layer of thoughts, words, and
deeds. Marvelous in its depth and texture, every person’s life is a story
with many plots, subplots, themes, and points of view.
What a wonderful thing to be a baby, just beginning to discover
what its history will be and determine how its character will unfold.
Babies do come with inborn traits and tendencies, but from any given
starting point, a thousand different paths could be taken. It’s thrilling
to be still in the early stages of that process, a time when no one really
knows what the outcome is going to be. As Yogi Berra quipped, “The
great thing about young people is that they have their whole future
ahead of them.” That may be a Yogi-ism, but it’s still an exciting truth!
Even if we’re old and advanced in years, we can still be people
who are on our way to new things, people who experience the excitement of “birth.” We can renew our commitment to the best things in
life and greet each day with the enthusiasm of new life, reborn and rejuvenated. There are decisions we can make that will revitalize us, and
when we make these choices, we’re able to give ourselves to others as
people who are fresh, rather than those who’ve gone stale.
Back when we were born, lives were initiated that will end up
being something or other, whether we make careful choices about ourselves or not. Even the laziest person, who lives completely by default,
is writing a story. But it’s a haphazard story, and it’ll be no joy to read.
How much better when the beginning of a life marks the beginning
of a process of improvement. All of us, even the most disadvantaged at
birth, have been endowed with wonderful gifts. The good life means
taking our birth-package of traits and circumstances and turning those
raw materials into a worthwhile product. It can be a difficult process,
without question, but being in the process is a privilege.
‘Tis virtue, and not birth, that makes us noble.
John Fletcher
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Longevity
If I’d known I was going to live this long,
I would’ve taken better care of myself.
Eubie Blake

I

t is ironic that in a culture so obsessed with youth we
also want to increase our longevity. We applaud every

advance in medical science that would delay death a few more years,
but then we suppose, ironically, that we would continue to be young
during those added years. But we can’t have it both ways, can we?
Consider a few ways our thinking about longevity is confused.
We value longevity, but we don’t value old age. Just as everybody
wants to go to heaven but nobody wants to die, it’s also true that
everybody wants to live a long time but nobody wants to be old. Yet
if we’re serious about increasing our lifespan, we need to start granting more honor to old age. Youth was never meant to be anything but
the beginning stage in life, and we shouldn’t try to hang on to it so
desperately. Old age is a good thing. It’s what a long life is all about.
We value longevity, but we want to quit working as soon as possible. I
agree with Carl Hubbell, who said, “A fellow doesn’t last long on what
he has done. He’s got to keep on delivering as he goes along.” It is
inconsistent to want to be both first and last among our peers: the first
to retire and the last to die. There’s a vital link between productivity
and longevity. If we want to boost our longevity, we need to think less
about the leisure of retirement and more about the usefulness of work.
We value longevity, but we don’t really know why. We have no
definite idea what we would do with a long life; we just know that we
want one. Consequently, those of us who end up living a long time
sometimes have little to show for it in the way of accomplishment.
“Often a man who is very old in years has nothing beyond his age by
which he can prove that he has lived a long time” (Athenodorus).
The point is, longevity does little good for us if it involves nothing more than additional years of living. What we should want is to
spend our years well — whether those years be many or few. A long
life is hardly worth aspiring to if it would not be spent making a principled, productive contribution to the world.
It is vanity to desire a long life
and to take no heed to a good life.
T h om a s à K e m p i s
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Ethicalness
Ethical living is the indispensable condition
of all that is most worthwhile in the world.
Ernest Caldecott

I

f we wish to enjoy the good life, ethicalness is not an
option; it’s a requirement. If we don’t discipline ourselves and

subordinate our impulses to ethical principles, then our life is nothing
more than a sandcastle that will be destroyed by the next high tide.
Ethicalness benefits us personally. A few years ago, I wrote a book
on the importance of taking God seriously. A radio show producer
who was considering having me on her program asked what benefit
my book would offer her listeners. “Just the benefit,” I said, “of going
to bed at night knowing that you’ve done what’s right about the biggest issue in life.” There are many subsidiary benefits of doing what’s
right, but in the end, doing what’s right is right because it’s right.
Ethicalness benefits our families. If you’d like to give your family
a remarkable gift but you can’t think of anything to give them, may
I suggest this: begin living in such a way that every member of your
family can count on you to do the honorable thing, no matter what.
You will be amazed how much your family will appreciate that gift.
Ethicalness benefits society. If you will live a life of personal integrity, your community will also appreciate it. Indeed, if you’re interested
in “community service,” there is no greater service you can render than
ethical citizenship, doing whatever is right toward those around you.
When you’re gone, you’ll be remembered as a person who could be
trusted — and there aren’t many better ways to be remembered.
We frequently hear it said these days that there is no such thing
as objective right and wrong and that such things are purely personal.
But no one really believes that. If there were nothing more to ethics
than subjective opinion and personal preference, society would soon
disintegrate, and the fact that everybody still uses words like “should”
and “ought” indicates that we know there are some universally binding rules. For ethical standards to be any good, they have to be binding on everybody. The sooner we admit that fact and start submitting
to those standards, the better our quality of life will be.
There is only one ethics, one set of rules of morality, one code:
that of individual behavior in which the same rules apply to everyone alike.
Peter Drucker
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Rejoicing
Gladness of heart is the life of man,
and the rejoicing of a man is length of days.
Ecclesiasticus

O

ne of life’s most delightful experiences is dealing
with people who do a lot of rejoicing. There are plenty

of things to grieve about, certainly, and the sorrowful side of life needs
to be given more attention than we sometimes give it. But there is
also much to be glad about. We don’t do this world justice if we don’t
recognize its joys and appreciate the grace they represent. People who
do appreciate that grace are refreshing to relate to. Their habit of
rejoicing restores our sense of wholesome balance and proportion.
It’s a well documented fact that rejoicing is conducive to better
health. A merry heart really does make for a long life, and that fact
ought to tell us something about our nature. We were built for joy.
Our minds and bodies were designed to run on the fuel of gladness,
and while we have an amazing capacity to endure grief, that capacity
is not unlimited. When we do not rejoice, death hastens toward us.
Rejoicing is one of the best ways in which we can honor other
people. If, despite the sadness in my life, I choose to relate to you
in a joyful, encouraging way, then by that choice I have said, “I care
enough about you to try to maintain a healthy perspective on life. For
your sake, I am willing to see the good as well as the bad.”
Rejoicing is, after all, as much a matter of choice as it is a matter of mood. We are not merely helpless victims of our feelings.
Confronted with grievous circumstances, we can consciously choose
to take a broader perspective. We have a will that is free, and we can
determine to live our lives rather than let them “be lived” for us.
Most of us miss a good many opportunities to rejoice. Failing
to count our blessings, we become blind to everything except our
problems. We focus so single-mindedly on certain kinds of emptiness
that we forget how full we are in other ways. Whatever heartaches we
may have, our heartaches are hardly ever the whole story, and if our
priorities are what they ought to be, then it will be no exaggeration to
say that “our cups runs over.” Today, let’s not miss the joy of rejoicing.
He is a wise man who does not grieve for the things
which he has not, but rejoices for those things which he has.
Epictetus
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Continuity
Continuous as the stars that shine
And twinkle on the milky way.
W i l l i a m W o r d s wo r t h

I

t’s important to be a person who creates continuity.
For every evil thing in the world that ought to be ended, I believe
there are also good things that need to be continued, and it usually
takes work on somebody’s part for that continuity to be achieved.
One generation does not pass down its heritage to the next without
effort and sacrifice. Those who exert the effort and make the sacrifice,
thereby ensuring that the best things in life continue, are to be honored, and each of us would do well to place ourselves in their number.
To be a person who helps create continuity doesn’t mean we are
opposed to change. There is no question that change is sometimes
beneficial. By definition, progress requires change. But the more our
lives are characterized by change, the more essential it is for some
things to continue. We could not long keep our sanity if everything
changed so completely that no day ever had anything in common
with the day that preceded it. There have to be some links between
yesterday, today, and tomorrow. Some things have to hold steady. We
need, then, to have the wisdom to see what those things are — and to
lend a helping hand in the honorable work of preserving them.
At the personal level, there are some things about ourselves that
need to continue, and one of the best kinds of personal continuity is
steadfastness, which means “continuing to try.” That kind of continuity
comes from a simple choice or determination. “Strength is the lot of
but a few privileged men; but austere perseverance, harsh and continuous, may be employed by the smallest of us and rarely fails in its
purpose. Its silent power grows irresistibly greater with time” (Goethe).
Without continuity, we can’t have any real goodness of character.
The person who is up and down and all around, never carrying any of
his good deeds over from one day to the next, is not a person who can
be counted on. Virtuous character, which is the only kind we ought
to be interested in having, requires that we do some things . . . and do
them again the next day . . . and keep on doing them every day as long
as we live. Continuity is what makes us count-on-able.

Character is simply habit long continued.
P l u ta r c h

September 29

Gallantry
Oh, say, can you see by the dawn’s early light,
What so proudly we hailed at the twilight’s last gleaming?
Whose broad stripes and bright stars, through the perilous fight,
O’er the ramparts we watched were so gallantly streaming?
Francis Scott Key

G

allantry can have several meanings, each of which
is interesting. The word comes from the Old French gale,

which meant “rejoicing.” So some of the meanings of “gallant” are (1)
exuberant or dashing, (2) stately and majestic, or (3) high-spirited
and courageous. Also, of course, gallantry can mean consideration and
courtesy, especially toward women. Let’s look at that meaning first.
Courteous attention to women. Frankly, I wish it were still possible
for a man to be gallant or chivalrous in this sense and his actions not
be taken as condescending. Shouldn’t it be possible for a man to pay
“courteous attention to women” because he honors them? But unfortunately, the hands of time can’t be turned back, and this kind of
gallantry is probably lost forever. It seems to me a grievous loss.
Stateliness and majesty. The “broad stripes and bright stars” that
were “so gallantly streaming” in Francis Scott Key’s song must have
been a majestic sight to his eyes. In today’s epidemic of informality
and casualness, don’t we still need to appreciate a few stately things?
Courage and nobility of spirit. After the previous night’s battle, the
flag that Francis Scott Key saw “by the dawn’s early light” was also
gallant in that it inspired courage. Mistakes may surely be made in our
choice of things to fight for, but we are in a sad state indeed if there is
nothing that stirs our gallantry, nothing for which we would fight.
I suggest, however, that the most important kind of gallantry is
not the kind that would face an external foe, but the kind that bravely
confronts adversaries that are more inward. For every hundred human
beings who would be gallant on the battlefield or in the midst of some
other physical crisis, there are far fewer who would show courage and
nobility of spirit where it counts the most: in matters of the heart.
Whatever other kinds of gallantry we need, we need this kind more.
To fight aloud, is very brave —
But gallanter, I know
Who charge within the bosom
The Cavalry of Woe.
E m i ly D i c k i n s o n

September 30

Parenting
As my fathers planted for me, so do I plant for my children.
The Talmud

A

ll of us have had parents (whether known to us or
not), and most of us will have become parents be-

fore our lives are over. Most

of us, therefore, will serve as some
sort of bridge between the past generations and those of the future. In
our finer moments, what we want is to be a worthy bridge: we want to
pass along to our children the best of the parenting that we received.
Doing this is not easy. Parenting is one of the most difficult
things any human being ever attempted. And having been told of
its difficulty, we may have tried to learn how to do it before we had
children, so that when we did have them, we’d know what to do. Yet
parenting is a thing mostly learned by doing it. Just as our parents did,
we find that we have to learn by trial and error.
Those who end up being good parents are those who are open
to feedback, correction, and learning while the process is going on. It
takes a commitment to being better parents as time goes by, always
being eager to learn anything new that can help us improve. But not
only that, good parents are those who realize that the clock is ticking.
The skill must be learned as we do it, yet we don’t have an unlimited
amount of time to get the hang of it. Our children are growing older
every day, and our parenting opportunities are getting fewer.
Many modern parents would do better if we quit trying to use our
children as adornments to our own egos and lifestyles and started seeing ourselves as expendable commodities meant to be used up for our
kids’ benefit. “Parents are,” as Peter Ustinov said, “the bones on which
children cut their teeth.” If we’re so full of ourselves that we can’t see
the sense in that, then we’ve got a ways to go before graduating from
parent school. Parents must be willing to spend and be spent.
The parent-child relationship is one of life’s primary learning
laboratories. It has important things to teach us about the rights and
wrongs of human relationships, and about what the good life is and
isn’t. It’s worth giving every ounce of the very best effort within us.
You don’t really understand human nature unless you know why
a child on a merry-go-round will wave at his parents every time around
— and why his parents will always wave back.
W i l l i a m D . T a mm e u s

October 1

Experience
The value of experience is not in seeing much, but in seeing wisely.
Sir William Osler

I

f we wish to make any positive contribution to the
world in which we live, experience is something we’ll
have to have. For one thing, without any firsthand experience in

dealing with the real world, we wouldn’t know what kinds of contributions need to be made. It takes a certain amount of hands-on involvement with the world before we begin to discern where the most
critical needs really are. As Sir William Osler says, it is experience
that teaches us to see wisely. But more than that, experience is where
we gain the skills necessary to help meet the needs we encounter.
Gaining experience is inconvenient at the very least, and often it
goes beyond inconvenience to outright pain. So we tend to shy away
from circumstances in which we might gain experience. But we ought
not to shy away from them; we ought to welcome them and enter into
them. Life has to be lived to be understood. If we don’t gain experience, we’ll never know anything more than the theory of living.
But to see wisely and to understand life, we have to do more
than simply pass through experiences in the world. As Aldous Huxley
noted, “Experience is not what happens to you; it is what you do with
what happens to you.” So we need not only to enter into the experiences that are available to us; we need to think about them, learn from
them, and drain from them every drop of wisdom that we can.
The wisest people in the world, however, are not simply those
who’ve learned from their own experiences; they are those who’ve
learned from the experiences of others. In particular, we need to learn
from the mistakes of others. We need to be willing to be warned. So
Virgil gave good advice when he said, “Believe one who has tried it.”
Whatever our work may be, we can’t delay doing it until we know
how to do it perfectly. Knowledge and skill are essential, but they can’t
be gained any other way than by experience. So having learned the
fundamentals of our work, and having heard the warnings of those
who’ve done it before, let’s dive in and get our hands dirty doing the
things that need to be done in the world. It’s a long and winding road
that leads to experience. No shortcut has yet been found.
The work will teach you how to do it.
Estonian Proverb

October 2

Coping
Success in life is not how well we execute Plan A; it’s how smoothly
we cope with Plan B. And for most of us, that’s 99 percent of the time.
S a r a h B a n B r e at h n ac h

M

ost of us are quite familiar with the concept of
coping. Coping is “the process of managing taxing circum-

stances, expending effort to solve personal and interpersonal problems, and seeking to master, minimize, reduce or tolerate stress or
conflict” (Wikipedia). In everyday language, that means doing the
best we can to get by in the midst of less than ideal circumstances.
All of us want a more peaceful world, and we tend to define peace
as the absence of stress. But that is unrealistic, at least in the world as
we know it now. Peace is not the absence of stress but the ability to deal
with stress in the right way. That’s what we should want.
Coping is one of the most powerful ways we can contribute to
the quality of our various relationships. Whether it’s in the home, the
workplace, or elsewhere, those with whom we interact from day to
day need the hope that comes from seeing others cope effectively with
difficulties. When we offer that example, we do a fine thing indeed.
But stress often takes the form of frightening circumstances, and
consequently, most of us despair of being able to cope because we
don’t see ourselves as having enough courage to face life’s fears. But I
think that approach puts the emphasis in the wrong place, and I agree
with Barbara Deming, who said, “Think first of the action that is
right to take; think later about coping with one’s fears.” When doing
what is right is our priority, we’ll find that our fears give us less trouble.
The ability to cope involves more than picking up a few handy
“coping skills” from a book or a seminar; it requires the growth and
development of our most inward character — and that takes both
time and hard work. As urgent as it is for us to be able to cope nowadays, there is no easy way to learn to cope. We have to grow up as
human beings. We have to acquire strength and resilience of character. And in particular, we have to attain unity of character — harmony
between our principles and our practice. If we are not at peace within
our own hearts, living consistently with what we say we believe, then
we will find it difficult, if not impossible, to deal with Plan B.
Integrity is essential if we are to cope with life’s difficulties.
Euripides

October 3

Pathways
To have his path made clear for him is the aspiration
of every human being in our beclouded and tempestuous existence.
Joseph Conrad

A

path is a wonderful discovery. It

indicates that the terrain
in which we find ourselves has been explored by someone else.
If we follow the path, we will arrive at a place that others have been
going to, although we may not know where it is or why others wanted
to go there. Consequently, when we find a path in an otherwise trackless wilderness, we feel both safety and mystery. It’s comforting to
know that the path may lead us out of the woods, but on the other
hand, the end of the path may not be a very comfortable place.
Pathways are promising. Our lives may be compared to a journey
through territory that is sometimes difficult, and even dangerous;
on such a journey, it is a comfort to have a path to follow. As Joseph
Conrad said, “To have his path made clear for him is the aspiration
of every human being in our beclouded and tempestuous existence.”
There are few things more frustrating or frightening than wanting to
get to a certain destination in life but having no idea how to get there.
A pathway may not end up where we thought it would, but at least
it gives us some direction. “There’s some end at last for the man who
follows a path: mere rambling is interminable” (Seneca).
Pathways call for caution. Although pathways can be helpful,
sometimes it takes a wise person to know when to follow a path and
when to strike out on one’s own. There is a certain safety in following the footsteps of others, but safety shouldn’t always be our main
objective. Many of the major contributions to this world have been
made by people who weren’t afraid to leave the beaten path and blaze
a trail of their own. As André Gide said, “The most beaten paths are
certainly the surest, but do not hope to scare up much game on them.”
Yet having a path to follow is often important, and we need to
appreciate the value of pathways. But if having a path is important, it’s
even more important to create a path that others can follow. Life in
this world is not about being served but about serving, and there are
few forms of service more profitable than pathfinding. To get through
a difficulty and leave a helpful path is a very thoughtful thing to do.
Pathfinder. A person who goes ahead and discovers or shows others a way.
O x fo r d E n g l i s h D i c t i o n a r y

October 4

Worth
Nothing worthwhile comes easily. Half effort does not
produce half results; it produces no results. Work, continuous work
and hard work, is the only way to accomplish results that last.
H a m i lt o n H o lt

G

enerally speaking, it is work that creates worth or
value. A violin is worth more than the pieces of wood from

which it was made because someone worked to take the raw materials
and add value to them. A business, if it had a good year, is worth more
at the end of the year than at the beginning because its employees did
work which added value to the company. Despite the ageless search of
mankind for the proverbial “free lunch,” there really is no such thing.
In the whole wide world of human endeavor, there are few exceptions
to the rule: it is work that creates worth. Rarely do we “reap” any more
from a human product than its maker “sowed” in the making of it.
But if human products have worth, so do human beings themselves, and here we need to be careful. There is a sense in which all
human beings have exactly the same worth. Created by the same
Creator, we each possess an equal inherent worth. But there is also an
acquired worth which we may have, and this depends on what we do
with what we’ve been given. Abraham Lincoln and Adolf Hitler both
had the same inherent worth, but most folks would say that Lincoln
used his life to acquire a more worthy character than Hitler. So each of
us needs not only to be grateful for our built-in value as persons; we
need to invest serious labor in building a worthy life while we live.
When we’re sizing up the character of others, we need to look
below the surface, since appearances can often be deceiving. But there
is another side to that truth: we ought not to use outward appearances
to deceive others into thinking that we’re worth more than we are. As
Aesop said, “Outside show is a poor substitute for inner worth.”
As we said at the beginning, it is work that creates worth. If we
want to be people of genuine worth, we’re going to have to work at it.
And we might as well admit that work requires sacrifice. To gain the
things of highest value, some lesser things will have to be given up.
Indeed, the very highest things may cost nothing less than life itself.
To gain that which is worth having,
it may be necessary to lose everything else.
Bernadette Devlin

October 5

Profitability
The successful producer of an article sells it for more than it cost him to
make, and that’s his profit. But the customer buys it only because it is worth
more to him than he pays, and that’s his profit. No one can long make a
profit producing anything unless the customer makes a profit using it.
Samuel B. Pettengill

P

rofit is one of life’s basic concepts. The root meaning
of the word is “an advantageous gain or return, a benefit.” Few of
us do anything for purely abstract reasons. Most of the work in the
world, including the good work, is done by those who stand to receive
some benefit from what they do, if it’s only the good feeling that
comes from knowing that one has done something worth doing.
But on the corporate (if not the personal) level, there’s no denying that many people today are ambivalent toward the idea of profit.
Somehow, a “non-profit” organization seems more virtuous than any
other kind. But clearly, it’s not the pursuit of profit that is objectionable — it’s the unprincipled pursuit of profit. There is nothing dishonorable about the making of a profit, either by an individual or a
business, as long as both the “buyer” and the “seller” receive fair value
in the exchange, as suggested by Samuel B. Pettengill’s words above.
Years ago, Justice Louis Brandeis described principled profitability in words that still hold true. Think about this: “While [continued
absence of profit] spells failure, large profits do not connote success.
Success must be sought . . . also in excellence of performance; and
in business, excellence of performance manifests itself, among other
things, in the advancing of methods and processes; in the improvement of products; in more perfect organization, eliminating friction as
well as waste; in bettering the condition of the workingmen, developing their faculties and promoting their happiness; and in the establishment of right relations with customers and with the community.”
But here’s a final thought, and one more important than all of
the above. To be “profitable” can mean two things: it can mean gaining something advantageous or beneficial, but it can also mean being
advantageous or beneficial. In this second sense, every single one of us
ought to strive to be profitable. That is, we ought always to be asking
the question: how profitable am I to those who are connected to me?

He profits most who serves best.
R o ta r y I n t e r n at i o n a l

October 6

Establishment
Choose to act — rather than delay.
Choose to build — rather than destroy.
Choose to persevere — rather than quit.
A n o n y mo u s

A

skyscraper must be able to bend or flex slightly
with the wind, but it can’t do that if it’s not estab-

lished on a solid foundation. In

a similar way, we must be
established as human beings. To “establish” a thing means to make it
“stable.” So to enjoy the benefits of establishment, we must be firm and
secure. Consider three areas where stability is especially important.
Principles. Our principles are our beliefs about what is real, and
about what kind of conduct people ought to engage in. These convictions determine every other thing about us, so it should go without
saying that we need to be careful. If we haven’t established what our
convictions are, then we’re at the mercy of every wind that blows.
Character. It takes a while for us to finally figure out what kind
of character we really want to have as mature adults, but eventually,
we need to have an established character. That doesn’t mean we can’t
grow or change, but it does mean that we know who we are and that
the character that we’ve chosen is stable, rather than wishy-washy.
Conduct. Based on the establishment of our principles and our
character, we then need to erect a consistent pattern of behavior.
People around us need to be able to count on some predictability in
our manner of living. Our lifestyle needs to be one that is solidly built.
All three of the above are important, but of the three, our principles are more basic than our character, and our character is more basic
than our conduct. In other words, our character is an outgrowth of
our principles, and our conduct is an outgrowth of our character. Too
often, we try to reverse these: we try to establish our conduct without
having established our character, and we try to establish our character
without having established our principles. But that procedure never
works, at least in the long run. Life’s great challenge, then, is first to
find out what the valid, true-north principles are. When we discover
these and establish ourselves upon them, both our character and our
conduct will stand firm. And out of them, good things will grow.
Character is the evidence that we are built on the right foundation.
O s wa l d C h a m b e r s

October 7

Solutions
To spend an hour worrying on our knees is not prayer.
Indeed, there are times when it is our duty, having committed
a problem to God in prayer, to stop praying and to trust
and to do the necessary work to arrive at a solution.
O l i v e r B a r c l ay

L

ife is full of puzzles and problems that need solutions. Indeed, most of our activities on an average day are in one

way or another efforts to find solutions — our work basically consists
of answering questions, filling needs, and so forth. Unfortunately,
we don’t always see that this is what our work is, and so rather than
patiently find solutions, we worry. We fret. We pray. We do almost
everything except “do the necessary work to arrive at a solution.”
How much better it would be if we threw ourselves gratefully and
productively into the seeking of solutions. There’s more than a little
truth in the saying that “a problem is only an opportunity in work
clothes.” Being faced with tough questions that need sensible answers
doesn’t have to be seen as onerous or oppressive; it can be seen as the
special work that only rational creatures have the privilege of doing.
We should be reminded, of course, that solutions are not good
in and of themselves. As Robert B. Reich noted, “Few ideas are more
dangerous than good solutions to the wrong problems.” It takes wisdom to see which problems really need solutions and which ones can
safely be passed over, but that is a wisdom we desperately need today.
I believe we need to live and work in the confidence that worthy
solutions can be found, at least to the problems that lie within our
responsibility as human beings. We may not personally find the answers, at least anytime soon. In fact, no one else may find them in our
lifetime. But eventually, there is no valid puzzle to which a solution
can’t be found, and it helps us to work with that kind of faith.
It’s an admirable aim to want to be a solution seeker. Certainly
we ought to seek solutions rather than create problems. But more
than that, we ought to be those who work at finding solutions and
not those who merely desire them. In the end, there isn’t any neutral
ground: if we stand aside and watch while others “do the necessary
work to arrive at a solution,” then we’ve become a part of the problem.
You’re either part of the solution or part of the problem.
L e r o y E l d r i d g e C l e av e r

October 8

Wit

Wit is a happy and striking way of expressing a thought.
William Penn

W

e normally think of wit as nothing more than the
ability to make a quick, clever remark. But there’s

actually more to it than that, and there’s a sense in which we all need
to aspire to a greater quality of wit. The word itself comes from a
family of words with the basic meaning of “seeing” or “knowing.”
For example, “unwitting” means unaware or not knowing. So “wit” is
the characteristic of the person who sees the truth of a situation and
expresses his or her observation in “a happy and striking way.”
Thinking about life. George Meredith aptly remarked, “The well
of true wit is truth itself.” We acquire wit only when we begin to
see how things really are in the world and how they are related. As
Madame de Staël put it, “Wit consists in knowing the resemblance of
things which differ and the difference of things which are alike.”
Seeing things from different perspectives. It’s a valuable trait to be
able to see commonplace things from different perspectives, and Mark
Twain, a true wit, said, “Wit is the sudden marriage of ideas which
before their union were not perceived to have any relation.” A good
example of what Twain was talking about was his own witticism that
“the difference between the right word and the almost right word is
the difference between lightning and the lightning bug” — familiar
things, seemingly unrelated, seen in a new and enjoyable way.
Enjoying the wit of others. Genuine wit allows us to revel in the
perspective of those around us, especially when their observations are
striking. “The wit of conversation consists more in finding it in others
than in showing a great deal yourself ” ( Jean de La Bruyère).
So wit has to do with some important things, such as thinking
and seeing and thoughtfully relishing conversation about life with
others. If it were only a matter of cleverness or entertainment, wit
would be relatively insignificant. The value of wit, however, lies not
merely in its enjoyableness but in its wisdom. As Dorothy Parker said,
“Wit has truth in it; wisecracking is simply calisthenics with words.”
Wisdom and wit are first cousins. We ought to appreciate them both.
What I want to do is to make people laugh
so that they’ll see things seriously.
William K. Zinsser

October 9

Nobility
They that deny a God destroy man’s nobility;
for certainly man is of kin to the beasts by his body; and if he be not
kin to God by his spirit, he is a base and ignoble creature.
Francis Bacon

N

obility, in at least one sense, is a quality that
should be important to us no matter what type of
society we live in. In cultures where there is a royalty or an aris-

tocracy, the nobles are members of the upper classes, the royals or the
aristocrats. But nobility can be used in a second sense. It can mean the
qualities of high moral character that are normally expected of the nobility, such as courage, generosity, or honor. Isn’t it obvious that all of
us should be noble in character, whether or not we are noble by birth?
We should always endeavor to think and act nobly because we
are personal beings, free moral agents who bear the stamp of our Creator.
Bacon was exactly right, and his words bear repeating: “They that
deny a God destroy man’s nobility; for certainly man is of kin to the
beasts by his body; and if he be not kin to God by his spirit, he is a
base and ignoble creature.” Beasts are not capable of nobility. We are.
Genuine nobility does not look down on anyone. In Cicero’s
words, “The nobler a man, the harder it is for him to suspect inferiority in others.” It is nothing but a cheap counterfeit of nobility that
fails to recognize the inherent worth of each human being it meets.
Many of the traits we most admire in others are traits that might
be called noble. For example, E. H. Chapin said, “Never does the
human soul appear so strong and noble as when it forgoes revenge
and dares to forgive an injury.” Other aspects of noble character are
integrity, altruism, benevolence, courtesy, humility, and gratitude.
But finally, we show ourselves to be noble when we rise above
discouragement and defeat. It is a part of the grandeur of our nobility as created persons that we can envision, and pursue, a future better
than our past. We can feel remorse for our wrongs. We can commit to
positive change. In short, we can do what is right — and when we do
that simple thing, we act with the greatest nobility in the earth.
Nor deem the irrevocable past
As wholly wasted, wholly vain
If, rising on its wrecks, at last
To something nobler we attain.
H e n r y W a d s wo r t h L o n g f e l l ow

October 10

Foresight
A prudent man foresees evil and hides himself,
But the simple pass on and are punished.
T h e B oo k of P r o v e r b s

W

e do ourselves, and also those around us, a huge
favor when we look ahead. Not all dangers can be fore-

seen, but some can, and it makes good sense to use what foresight is
possible for us. In the “wisdom literature” of ancient times, one of the
principal differences between the wise person and the fool is that the
wise person uses good judgment in protecting himself from problems
that he can foresee, whereas the fool pays no attention to warnings.
Unwilling to learn from the past, the fool is doomed to repeat it.
To be sure, some folks use foresight as an excuse never to do
anything that involves any risk. “Prudence,” said Tehyi Hsieh, “is
sometimes stretched too far, until it blocks the road of progress.” If
cowardice or laziness is our problem, we shouldn’t camouflage that by
calling it foresight. Prudence is a value and one that is quite important, but frankly, it shouldn’t always be the deciding factor.
The opposite extreme, of course, would be equally unhelpful.
Since foresight is not infallible, we must not place too much confidence in it. We may be able to see a little ways down the road ahead,
but usually we can’t see very far. Thus our sense of security and optimism can’t be based on our foreknowledge of what is going to happen; it must be based on our adherence to valid principles. Travelers
who have an accurate compass can get by without a road map.
What healthy foresight comes down to, therefore, is simply this:
(a) the wise observation of problems that have come up in the lives
of other people, and (b) the taking of commonsense measures to help
protect ourselves from those same problems. In that sense, our foresight is actually based on hindsight — we are willing to learn from
past experience in ways that can make our future much better.
Life often goes along quite comfortably, and we are certainly
thankful when it does. But foresight tells us that it may not always
be so. Happenings on some days may not be as favorable as they are
today. It’s a wise person then who takes reasonable precautions — if
not for his own sake, at least for the sake of his friends and loved ones.
Although it rains, cast not away the watering pot.
M a l ay P r o v e r b

October 11

Functionality
And let our people also learn to maintain good works,
to meet urgent needs, that they may not be unfruitful.
L e t t e r of P a u l t o T i t u s

F

unctionality doesn’t have a very warm and welcome
sound to it, does it? It sounds like business-speak or techno-

speak, rather than the kind of thing a poet or an adventurer would
talk about. But before you skip today’s reading, think a little further.
If something “functions,” it “works.” Functional things are helpful. So applying that idea to people rather than things, we might say
that functionality is the ability to do things that others find helpful.
The more functionality we acquire, the more helpful we can be.
I have long liked the metaphor of the toolbox, in which our
knowledge and abilities are our tools. The tools in our toolbox enable
us to be useful to others. On the other hand, if it seems that those
around us don’t find us helpful, it may be that we’ve never learned
how to do anything that anybody needs to have done. If we haven’t
worked to gain any functionality, we can’t contribute to the world.
Functionality has two main meanings, both of which are good.
Operative. If we say that an appliance, for example, is functional,
we might mean that it is in good working order. Although we are
people and not appliances, we ought to try to keep our personal systems functional — rather than letting them become dysfunctional.
Serviceable. The appliance we mentioned, however, might be
functional in that it is practical or handy. And here again, there is a
personal application. The happiest people in the world are those who
find ways to be of service. They know how to be “handy” to others.
We owe it to those around us to acquire as much functionality as
possible as long as we live. The more functions we can perform, the
more beneficial we can be, and that gets pretty close to the meaning of
life, doesn’t it? Although under many circumstances work can become
hard and unpleasant, work itself is not the problem and we ought to
consider it a blessing. “Work is not primarily a thing one does to live,
but the thing one lives to do” (Dorothy L. Sayers). So we ought to
want to be as functional as possible for as long as possible. As Richard
Cumberland said, “It is better to wear out than to rust out.”
To live is to function.
Oliver Wendell Holmes

October 12

Penitence
To repent is to alter one’s way of looking at life;
it is to take God’s point of view instead of one’s own.
A n o n y mo u s

T

he person doesn’t live who doesn’t need to make
corrections. Mistakes are a fact of life. We can’t even avoid

wrongdoing by doing nothing, for doing nothing is wrong in itself.
So from time to time, all of us will need to adopt a penitent attitude.
With a genuinely contrite spirit, we will need to alter our way of looking at life and “take God’s point of view” instead of our own. And
really, we need to do better than use the word “mistake.” Sometimes
the wrongs that we commit are more than just inadvisable; they are
evil. Penitence humbly faces that fact without evasion.
But we need to guard against three misconceptions of penitence.
(1) Penitence is not demeaning. Some people portray penitence as
nothing more than a grovelling, craven spirit, but that is a caricature
of penitence rather than a true picture of it. There is nothing demeaning about humility or contrition. Indeed few things are more noble.
(2) Penitence is more than remorse. While the penitent attitude
involves a broken heart, there is more to it than that. Sorrow is often
merely self-centered, but real penitence goes beyond sorrow to an
acknowledgment of evil and a commitment to make correction.
(3) Penitence requires action. As Tryon Edwards said, “Right actions for the future are the best apologies for wrong ones in the past.”
That doesn’t mean that verbal apologies don’t need to be made; it just
means that words alone don’t suffice. Penitence requires action.
One reason penitence is such a foreign concept to so many of us
is that our lives are so crowded and congested. Rarely are we alone,
and rarely are we quiet. The still, small voice of conscience can’t
compete with the loud, incessant drumbeat of our busyness. We are
simply too preoccupied with work and play to notice that some of our
doings are wrong — simply wrong. Perhaps we fear the pain of deep
penitence, but truly, it is the door through which we must pass if we
are ever to make any real progress in this fractured world.
In solitude, our heart can slowly take off its many protective devices
and can grow so wide and deep that nothing human is strange to it. Then we
can become contrite, crushed, and broken, not just by our own sins and
failings, but also by the pain of our fellow human beings.
Henri J. M. Nouwen

October 13

Soundness
You should pray for a sound mind in a sound body.
Juvenal

I

n a health-conscious culture, it may seem unnecessary to recommend the importance of “soundness,” but

there are some aspects of this subject that we tend to
overlook. Essentially, soundness

means healthfulness or wholeness,
and that’s a widely appreciated idea nowadays. But ironically, modern
culture ends up reducing human soundness to less than it should be.
For one thing, why should we want to maintain soundness?
What’s the motivation to seek “a sound mind in a sound body”? Here
we need to rise above the popular monistic or pantheistic concept of
reality which sees “all that is” simply as an amorphous mass of “oneness.” Yes, there is a wonderful unity to the “circle of life,” but the fact
is, human beings are discrete, distinct personal beings whose actions
impinge on one another. We seek soundness not to merge with impersonal existence or being, but to be of benefit to other personal beings. Soundness is not merely about us; it’s about others. Maintaining
ourselves soundly is a gift we can give to those whom we love.
Authentic soundness is always based on truth and reality. In the
long run, we won’t enjoy any significant soundness if we’re not willing
to (1) face the facts, (2) take necessary precautions, (3) make frequent
adjustments, and (4) do periodic maintenance and repair.
Not only that, but soundness requires avoiding that which is unsound and unwholesome. And that fact applies to the mental side of
life even more than it does to the physical. It’s a crazy world in which
we obsess about the physical environment, all the while polluting the
cultural environment with toxic filth, in the name of freedom of speech.
But soundness — real soundness — is not really an extra or an
option for us, at least if we want to contribute positively to the world
while we’re here. Soundness, or wholeness, is necessary if we are to do
the important work that the world requires. And so let’s pursue it as
an honorable goal. Let’s work to maintain sound minds in sound bodies not for our own personal benefit but for the good of our neighbors.
To meet the great tasks that are before us, we require all
our intelligence, and we must be sound and wholesome in mind.
We must proceed in order. The price of anger is failure.
E l wood H e n d r i c k s

October 14

Forbearance
Give us grace and strength to forbear and to persevere
. . . Give us courage and gaiety and the quiet mind,
spare us to our friends, soften us to our enemies.
Robert Louis Stevenson

T

o forbear is to restrain ourselves. It is to exercise
self-control in the face of provocation. When we are impacted
by someone else’s failing, there is a tendency for us to strike back.
Either we retaliate and “do unto them as they have done unto us,” or
we pursue “justice,” hoping they’ll be punished. To forbear, however,
means that we hold back. Because we judge that lashing out would be
counterproductive, we pursue a greater good by keeping our temper in
check. If necessary, we even forgo the execution of our rights, because
we understand the good that can often come from enduring a wrong.
Of course, a point may be reached at which forbearance would
cease to be a virtue. It takes wisdom to know when to forbear and
when to take action against an unfairness. But in the population at
large, there are probably more folks who act too quickly than there
are those who act too slowly. If your trouble is that you have an excess
of forbearance, then you have a problem that puts you in a minority.
Most of us have the opposite problem: an excess of irritability.
Showing mercy. The primary motive for forbearance is usually
mercy. There are times when we should refrain from meting out justice to someone because we have compassion on them. In such a case,
our heart should move us to tenderness, rather than toughness.
Making allowance. People don’t grow and they don’t learn to
overcome their faults if they’re not given a little space for trial and
error. So sometimes we forbear the failings of others because we see
that making allowance for them is conducive to their growth.
A failure of forbearance often comes down to a failure of gratitude. To be less than forbearing with others is to fail to appreciate the
extent to which they have been patient with our faults. And not only
that, we set ourselves up for a very strict accounting. If we’ve not been
merciful, mercy will not be shown to us when we need it the most.

Endeavor to be always patient of the faults and imperfections of others,
for you have many faults and imperfections of your own that require
forbearance. If you are not able to make yourself that which you wish,
how can you expect to mold another in conformity to your will?
T h om a s à K e m p i s

October 15

Resolve
It is a psychological law that whatever we desire to accomplish
we must impress upon the subjective or subconscious mind; that is,
we must register a vow with ourselves, we must make our resolution with
vigor, with faith that we can do the thing we want to do; we must register our
convictions with such intensity that the great creative forces within us will
tend to realize them. Our impressions will become expressions just in
proportion to the vigor with which we register our vows to accomplish
our ambitions, to make our visions realities.
Orison Swett Marden

N

ot many of the good things in life get done unless
somebody decides to do them. Decisiveness is often the

difference between those who make a positive contribution to the
world and those who don’t. But doing good requires more than simple
decisiveness: in addition to making decisions, we have to make them
stick. To finish what we start, we have to have the thing called “resolve.”
Deliberation. To deliberate means to “consider” something, and
that which is done deliberately is done “on purpose.” Since commitments carelessly entered into are often hastily broken, being more
deliberate is always the first step in learning to be resolute. Before
making decisions to act, we must consider them more carefully.
Earnestness. Having carefully decided to make a decision, we
must make it earnestly, with real determination and firmness of purpose. As Orison Swett Marden put it, we must “register a vow with
ourselves.” Our purposes will be realized “just in proportion to the
vigor with which we register our vows to accomplish our ambitions.”
Finality. Being resolute means making a commitment, and there
is a difference between making a commitment and “giving it a try.”
The person who acts with resolve is the one who knows how to add
finality to his or her intentions. Changes may be made as needed, but
resolute people are not merely at the mercy of every wind that blows.
When we fail to accomplish our objectives, our failure is more
often due to a lack of resolve than a shortage of luck or good fortune.
It isn’t circumstances that hold us back, nor is it the difficulty of the
goal itself. Usually, it’s our unwillingness to back up our decisions with
intense purpose. We try to do things without resolving to do them.
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

October 16

Heart
The widest thing in the universe is not space; it is the potential
capacity of the human heart. Being made in the image of God, it is
capable of almost unlimited extension in all directions. And one of the
world’s greatest tragedies is that we allow our hearts to shrink until
there is room in them for little besides ourselves.
A . W . T oz e r

I

t would be hard to think of a worse insult than to
say that someone was “heartless.” Few, if any, of the mean-

ings of “heart” have negative connotations; almost always, heart is
something we want to have. But we don’t work very hard at having
heart. And although our hearts are capable of quite amazing growth
and expansion, we don’t work very hard at having any more heart.
Compassion. One of the definitions of “heart” in the American
Heritage Dictionary is “capacity for sympathy or generosity; compassion.” In that sense, it seems we live in an age that is often heartless. Extraordinary calamities and catastrophes may call forth great
sympathy and generosity, but these qualities are often less noticeable
in our daily dealings with one another, where we are often too busy
to help or even to sympathize. “We allow our hearts to shrink,” said
A. W. Tozer, “until there is room in them for little besides ourselves.”
Courage. Another of the American Heritage Dictionary’s definitions of “heart” is “inner strength or character; fortitude.” We might
say, for example, that a person had the “heart of a lion,” and that
would mean the person had an unbreakable spirit, a spirit that would
never concede defeat inwardly, even though setbacks might be suffered outwardly. Having a greater heart in this sense is one of the
most important ways that we can prepare to live in the real world.
Hardships are a fact of life — and it takes a lot of heart to survive.
The word “heart” is one of the great “gift words” in the English
language. Learning to have more heart, in the sense of both compassion and courage, is a wonderfully thoughtful thing to do for those
around us, especially our families. We would make their lives more
enjoyable, to say the least, if we demonstrated frequent growth in our
capacity for sympathy and in the fortitude with which we face life’s
hardships. Can we not give this gift? Should we not do so? Yes!
Give others a piece of your heart, not a piece of your mind.
A n o n y mo u s
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Poetry
All men need something to poetize and idealize their life a little
— something which they value for more than its use and which is a symbol
of their emancipation from the mere materialism and drudgery of daily life.
T h e odo r e E . P a r k e r

T

here’s a good chance some of the people most important to you would appreciate it if you became a

little more poetic. No, you

don’t necessarily need to start writing
poetry, and you don’t even need to start reading more poetry (although
both of those practices have more to recommend them than you
might expect). You simply need to start living a life that is more poetic. In literature, as we all know, there is prose (think “information”)
and there is poetry (think “music”). Now, comparing the lives that
we lead to literature, aren’t there two different parts: the prosaic part
of life and the poetic part? Don’t our activities fall into two general
categories: business and beauty? The answer is yes. And the point is
that we all could do with a little more of the poetic.
One of the definitions of a poet is “one who is gifted in the
perception and expression of the beautiful or lyrical.” Christopher Fry
said it well: “Poetry is the language in which man explores his own
amazement.” Whether we realize it or not, we are being poetic — and
we are enjoying poetry — any time we (a) stop to notice that which is
beautiful or lyrical, and (b) express our enjoyment in honest ways.
But if there’s a dearth of poetry in your life, don’t excuse it by
saying, “I have too much important work to do, and besides, the
people around me aren’t very poetic.” Rainer Maria Rilke wrote, “If
your daily life seems poor, do not blame it on others; blame yourself,
tell yourself that you are not poet enough to call forth its riches.” The
world is full of poetry. There is simply no excuse for not enjoying it.
Whoever we are, we tend to become more poetic when we’re
under the influence of powerful thoughts and feelings, and what could
be more powerful than love? We’ve all been in love, and in love, we’ve
all felt at least a slight tug in the direction of the poetic. I happen to
believe the tug should be yielded to. There is much to be amazed at,
whether it’s love or just the wide world itself. When we’re amazed by
beauty or by virtue, we ought to let ourselves “sing” about it.
At the touch of love, everyone becomes a poet.
P l at o
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Personality
Few men are of one plain, decided color;
most are mixed, shaded, and blended; and vary as much,
from different situations, as changeable silks
do from different lights.
Lord Chesterfield

I

f you’ve ever watched people in a public place for half
an hour or so, you’ve probably been struck by the vari-

ety there is in the human race. Physically, no

two people are
alike; that much is obvious. But there’s an even greater variety in the
personalities that people project — and even in the personalities the
same people display in different situations. All these personalities are
produced as individuals take the “nature” they were born with and then
use that to interact with the external circumstances that come their
way. The results are a “mixed bag,” to put it mildly.
Hardly anybody is entirely pleased with his or her own personality, but even so, there’s a lot of wisdom in learning to accept the
personalities we have. We can adjust them and improve them, but we
ought not to despise them. Wishing we could exchange our personality for that of somebody else is largely a waste of time.
Rather than wishing we had a different personality, what we
ought to do is become more proactive in cultivating and enhancing
the ones we’ve got. We do that by getting out there amongst other
personalities and getting involved with their uniqueness. Eleanor
Roosevelt gave good advice when she said, “If you approach each new
person in a spirit of adventure, you will find yourself endlessly fascinated by the new channels of thought and experience and personality that you encounter.” And Carl Jung was also right when he said,
“The meeting of two personalities is like the contact of two chemical
substances: if there is any reaction, both are transformed.”
Just as our bodies are instruments through which we do our
work, the same is true of our personalities. Two people can do the
exact same work and end up making a very different contribution to
the world. Personality is what makes that possible. Viva la difference!
If you have anything valuable to contribute to the world
it will come through the expression of your own personality
— that single spark of divinity that sets you off and makes
you different from every other living creature.
Bruce Barton
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Vitality
Human vitality is so exuberant that in the
sorriest desert it still finds a pretext for glowing and trembling.
José Ortega y Gasset

I

t’s easy to admire those individuals who have great
“vitality.” It is an attractive quality. Coming from the Latin vita

(“life”), vitality is the trait of those who, whether young or old, seem
to have more life about them. They bubble with a liveliness that is
exciting to watch. We appreciate their spirit and their spunk.
But vitality is not only admirable; it is powerful. Those who have
vitality are more productive, obviously, but their work also tends to
be of a higher quality. Indeed, it is nothing short of astonishing to
think about what has been accomplished by vitality. When they have
been truly “alive” to their work, human beings have written breathtaking symphonies and invented life-changing innovations and shown
death-defying heroism. Vitality is a potent form of leverage.
But it is especially in our relationships that we need to value vitality. We bestow great honor upon others when we present ourselves to
them as individuals who are fresh and full of life. “I love you” comes
through loud and clear when we live life fully. “It is our uniqueness
that gives freshness and vitality to a relationship” ( James C. Dobson).
The work that people do in the world is as varied as the people
who do it. But whatever it is that we do, most of us could do it more
energetically and with more vitality. In the Book of Ecclesiastes, there
is this wise statement: “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with
your might.” We may fail or fall short (and the bigger our goals, the
more often that will happen), but we can at least give our best effort.
Each day tests us with questions like these: How much vitality do
we possess? How alive are we? How much energy can we put into our
projects? Clearly, we need as much vitality as we can muster if we are
to do work that is worth doing. But vitality is not a matter of genetic
makeup or environmental circumstances; it’s a matter of character.
And if it’s a matter of character, then it’s a matter of choice. So let
us choose to work with passion and energy. And when we fail or fall
short, let us have enough vitality to get up and get going once again.
Vitality shows not only in the ability
to persist but in the ability to start over.
F. S c o t t F i t z g e r a l d
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Relationships
I sincerely believe that the word “relationships” is the key
to the prospect of a decent world. It seems abundantly clear that
every problem you will have — in your family, in your business, in your
nation, or in this world — is essentially a matter of relationships.
Clarence Francis

O

ur lives are either blessed or cursed by the quality of our relationships with other human beings.

As long as we live in the world, our lives are going to be changed, for
better or worse, by the way we interact with those around us. That’s
just the way the world is put together, and it doesn’t do much good to
wish it were otherwise. To be human is to engage in “relationships.”
But really, we shouldn’t wish it were otherwise, even when our
relationships are frustrating. The fact is, we need to be connected to
beings like ourselves. “Heaven’s eternal wisdom has decreed that man
should ever stand in need of man” (Theocritus). We are communal
beings who would find it very, very difficult to live totally alone.
Sometimes we take a rather superficial approach to improving
our relationships. We read books, listen to recordings, and attend
workshops — all in the hope of finding better relationship “techniques.” But our way of relating to others is a function of our character, and so we improve our relationships by improving our character.
None of us does a perfect job of being a partner in any relationship. The most productive step we can take, therefore, is to accept
responsibility for our own actions, and upgrade the quality of our participation in each relationship. We can control only our own behavior.
Ultimately, the manner in which we relate to other people is a
product of our worldview and our understanding of the nature of
reality. If we say, for example, that we believe we’ve been created by a
personal God, that should make a significant difference in the quality
of our relationships. But if we mistreat those around us, then it is to
be wondered whether we really believe what we say we believe. The
kind of relationships we maintain is an indication of our true, practical convictions — not our theoretical ones. So if we want to improve
our relationships, we should start by asking ourselves what we really
believe about where human beings came from in the first place.
Our sociology reflects our theology.
Rebecca Manley Pippert
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Energy
The real difference between men is energy.
A strong will, a settled purpose, an invincible determination,
can accomplish almost anything; and in this lies the distinction
between great men and little men.
Alfred Carl Fuller

E

nergy is certainly one of the prime determinants of
achievement. Those who are energetic achieve greater deeds

than those who aren’t. Alfred Carl Fuller may have overstated the case
in ranking energy as the number one difference “between great men
and little men,” for one’s principles would surely rank higher than
one’s energy, but it can’t be denied that energy is essential to honorable character. Not even the best principles in the world will contribute anything of value if they’re not implemented with energy.
It is the combination of valid principles and high energy that we
should desire. Principles without energy are ineffective, and energy
without principles is destructive. Indeed, Augustine of Hippo gave
an interesting definition of sin when he said that “sin is energy in the
wrong channel.” But think of the power, the uplift, and the benefit
that result when principles and energy work together in “synergy.”
One of the truly wonderful things about our nature is that we can
increase our energy when we choose to do so. We do that, for the most
part, by adjusting our motives and our reasons for doing the things we
do. The higher (that is, the more unselfish) our motives, the more energy we have. So if we want to increase our energy, we need to enlarge
our desires and elevate our ambitions to a higher plane.
But another thing that influences our energy is the question of
for whom we do what we do. For example, try this experiment today
and see if it doesn’t give you greater energy: whatever you do, see yourself as doing it not for yourself but as a gift for those whom you love.
There is hardly a greater energy in the world than benevolence,
which comes from the Latin bene (“good”) and velle (“to wish or
will”). It is not only one of the most powerful forms of energy, but
it’s one of the greatest in terms of the good that it accomplishes. Not
much can stop us if we’re moved by genuine, old-fashioned goodwill.
Goodwill is no easy symbol of good wishes.
It is an immeasurable and tremendous energy,
the atomic energy of the spirit.
Eleanor B. Stock
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Mission
He who wishes to fulfill his mission in the world
must be a man of one idea, that is, of one great overmastering
purpose, overshadowing all his aims, and guiding
and controlling his entire life.
W i l l i a m B at e

N

ot everyone has gone through the exercise of writing out a “mission statement,” but everyone has a

mission nevertheless. Our mission is our main purpose for living.
It is the one thing we would most like to accomplish or achieve while
we’re alive. All of us have some such goal or reason for living. We may
not have thought about it much. In fact, we may not even be honest
enough to admit to ourselves what the real motivation is behind our
actions. But whether it is written or unwritten, and whether it is conscious or unconscious, all of us have a motive and we have a mission.
There is always some goal or interest that guides our doings.
It pays, then, to be careful about our mission. Rather than drift
through life with a mission that is given to us by our surrounding
circumstances, we ought to define our mission deliberately and make
it as worthy a mission as possible. Out of all the things that we might
live our lives for, we ought to decide what we’re going to live for. Our
mission ought to be one that we’ve consciously chosen after considering the alternatives before us. Virtually everything else about our
lives will be determined by this choice, so we ought to be careful..One
reason to think about our mission is that we hurt those around us, especially our loved ones, when we live aimlessly. Having a well-defined
and worthy sense of purpose within ourselves is one of the most positive steps we can take to improve our relationships.
But what about achieving our mission? What can we do to help
ourselves? Well, most of those who have fulfilled their mission would
say that single-mindedness is the key ingredient. We must be in passionate possession “of one idea, that is, of one great overmastering
purpose,” as William Bate put it. Rather than dabbling, we must learn
to focus ourselves and live with concentrated energy. And that is not
likely to happen if we don’t choose for it to happen. So as to your mission, what choices have you made? Are you pleased with your choices?

Make your life a mission — not an intermission.
A r n o l d H . G l a s ow
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Apologies
An apology is saying the right thing after doing the wrong thing.
A n o n y mo u s

I

n a perfect world, apologies would be unheard of.

But, of course, ours isn’t a perfect world. It’s a world of inadvertence, error, and, all too often, outright evil. Apologies are the
statements we make to others when we recognize that we’ve erred,
especially when our faults have caused damage or hurt to others.
When we apologize, we admit our error and take responsibility for
the wrongdoing. To put it in legal terms, we enter a “guilty plea.”
While an apology often includes an expression of regret for the
trouble or hurt that has been caused, a full apology is always more
than that. A dentist, for example, may say he is sorry that what he had
to do caused you to hurt, but that is merely an expression of sympathy,
not an admission of wrongdoing. When we have actually wronged
someone, however, our apology needs to do more than express sympathy. It needs to say, “I was wrong, and if I were presented with the
very same circumstances again, I would not do to you what I did.”
Some people think that apologies shouldn’t be made. They would
agree with the line in the old John Wayne movie when he said, “Never
apologize and never explain — it’s a sign of weakness.” It all depends
on our value system. If we put a premium on pride, apologies will look
weak, no doubt. Yet there are other value systems we might consider.
Like many other good deeds, apologies tend to lose their value
when they’re overused. Excessive apologies, therefore, are unhelpful and unappreciated. For example, if we committed the very same
wrong against a friend repeatedly, each time making a new apology,
at some point the friend might be tempted to say, “Look, I appreciate
your apologies, as far as they go, but wouldn’t it be better if you just
quit the behavior? That would be the best apology you could offer.”
Our friend would have made a point that is well worth pondering.
But wisely considered and honestly offered, apologies are a vital
part of any good person’s life. If we’re fully engaged in the living of
real life, we’re going to make mistakes on a fairly regular basis. When
we make them, it will often be necessary for us to apologize for them.
Doing so is not a sign of weakness. It’s a sign of true strength.
An apology is a good way to have the last word.
A n o n y mo u s
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Longsuffering
Hope has a thick skin and will endure many a blow;
it will put on patience as a vestment, it will wade through a sea
of blood, it will endure all things if it be of the right kind, for the joy
that is set before it. Hence patience is called “patience of hope,” because
it is hope that makes the soul exercise patience and longsuffering
under the cross, until the time comes to enjoy the crown.
J o h n B u n ya n

I

t is true, as John Bunyan said, that hope makes us more
longsuffering. When our minds and hearts are full of a vision

that is exceedingly important to us, and we deeply desire to see that
vision realized, we will endure whatever frustrations we may face on
the path to our goal. If our hope is sufficiently strong, no interference
or injury can break our spirit. Hopeful people know how to hold out.
The word “longsuffering” means the patient endurance of wrongs
or difficulties. Literally, it means that a person can bear a burden or
suffer a hardship for a long time before giving in to discouragement
or vexation. In one sense, it is the opposite of being “short-tempered.”
The short-tempered person has a short “fuse” — it doesn’t take much
to set him off. In contrast, the longsuffering person can bear up under
even the heaviest load for a very long time. When others have given
up or gotten angry, the longsuffering person is still holding out. And
he does so because he has not given up hope.
It would be to our advantage to spend less time avoiding the
hardships of life and more time learning how to endure them. As any
sailor knows, it isn’t always possible to avoid a storm, and the storms
that can’t be avoided have to be weathered. Just as a sailor has to ride
out a storm now and then, human beings have to be longsuffering.
Try as we may to find quick fixes, many of life’s most significant problems take a long time to be resolved. In the interim, while they are
being resolved, patient endurance is the quality that we need.
Without longsuffering, we won’t grow any stronger than we are
right now, either in our character, our conduct, or our competencies.
Strength comes from dealing with difficulty, and if we don’t have the
longsuffering to hold out while the difficulty is being dealt with, we
won’t get the benefit of the hardship. It’s holding out that helps us.
Strength is born in the deep silence
of longsuffering hearts; not amid joy.
Felicia Hemans
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Wishes
Hope is wishing for a thing to come true;
faith is believing that it will come true.
Norman Vincent Peale

F

or all our whims, we don’t have many real wishes. A

wish is more than a transient urge or a passing fancy. It is a real
desire or longing for something. It is a strong inclination based on
more than a mood. The things we wish for are things that bubble to
the surface as our inner character interacts with our outward circumstances. They are things we would really like to see come true. And as
Norman Vincent Peale suggests, faith adds the element of expectation. If we have confidence that our wishes are in fact going to come
true, then what we have is a combination of hope and faith.
Some people, of course, are nothing more than dreamers. Their
wishes never put on any work clothes, and nothing ever comes of
their intentions. But as long as we’re willing to back up our wishes
with hard work, there is a lot to be said for wishing big wishes. The
human heart is vast. Its capacity is almost infinite. And it’s a pity
that we so often content ourselves with wishes that are far below our
ability. So let’s let ourselves go, at least once in a while. Let’s wish for
some things that would stretch us to our limits . . . and even beyond.
While we’re increasing the size of our wishes, however, we also
need to give some consideration to their quality. Too often, our biggest wishes have to do with nothing more than our possessions and
our lifestyles. But we’ve been endowed with the ability to wish for
things that are much more important, things that have to do with our
character. So add to your wish list some items that would increase
your integrity. If a genie ever gave you three wishes, you wouldn’t
want to waste them on toys or entertainments, would you?
The bottom line is, our wishes need to be consistent with our
principles. It’s a dangerous game we play when we wish (however
privately) for the fulfillment of desires that are inconsistent with our
deepest convictions. So we should keep a close watch on our wishes,
lest they come true and we regret it. Or maybe we should simply say it
this way: we ought not to wish for things we wouldn’t pray for.
Anything large enough for a wish to light upon
is large enough to hang a prayer upon.
George MacDonald

October 26

Economy
Economy is half the battle of life;
it is not so hard to earn money as to spend it well.
C h a r l e s H a ddo n S p u r g e o n

T

he more resources we are blessed with, the more
important it is to practice economy. There is a sense, of

course, in which the opposite is also true: economy is especially critical
when resources are limited. But the well known principle of accountability says that to whom much is given, much is expected. The more we
have, the more responsibility we have to use our resources wisely, and
that is hard. As Spurgeon pointed out, earning money is not as hard
as learning to spend it well. Managing our resources (whether they be
many or few) so that the maximum amount of good is done, is one of
our principal challenges as mature human beings.
Sparing. To be economical, we must be sparing — in a good
sense. That is, we must exercise restraint in our expenditures. Economy
means knowing how to subordinate our impulses to our principles.
Frugal. There is a time and a place for luxury, obviously, but if we
are so attracted to luxury that we know nothing of self-denial, then
we’re on a slippery slope. Economy means being able to abstain.
Thrifty. An old Latin proverb says, “No gain is so certain as that
which proceeds from the economical use of what you already have.”
Economy means increasing our resources by eliminating waste.
Economy is essential if we are to remain free in our thinking and
in our living. One of the worst enslavements is bondage to a particular standard of living, the kind of bondage that occurs when we are
so tied to what we presently own that we can’t do without it. Most
of us these days are fortunate to have much more than we absolutely
need, and the truth is, we can do without much of our present abundance. We may think we couldn’t survive having “little,” but it would
only take a fire, a hurricane, a tornado, or an earthquake to prove
otherwise. If our abundance was suddenly wiped out, we would find
that we could survive, if we had to, on much less than we thought we
could. So it is a healthy exercise to live economically — spending less
than is within our power — just to stay out of slavery to our stuff.
He will always be a slave who does not
know how to live upon a little.
Horace

October 27

Exemplariness
He that gives good advice builds with one hand; he that gives good counsel
and example builds with both; but he that gives good admonition and bad
example builds with one hand and pulls down with the other.
Francis Bacon

E

xemplariness means setting a good example for
others. It doesn’t mean setting ourselves up as authorities

or
demanding that others pay attention to us; it simply means living in
such a way that others would be helped, rather than hurt, if they did
things the way we do them. Exemplary conduct comes from asking
and honestly answering the question, “What kind of world would it
be if everybody conducted their affairs just as I conduct mine?”
When we are trying to have an influence on someone else, it is
tempting to rely solely on words. Obviously, advice is an easier thing
to give than a good example, and that’s why most of us end up saying
so often to our friends and family, “Do as I say, not as I do.”
But if exemplariness is difficult and costly, there can be no doubt
that it’s worth the cost. As Aristotle observed long ago, ethos (our
manner of living) is a more powerful persuader than logos (our words)
alone. Influence almost always requires the use of words, but it can
rarely be limited to words. Real impact requires more — it comes from
modeling the principles and practices we wish others to adopt.
So all things considered, the most powerful and influential
people in the world aren’t the eloquent orators or the motivational
masterminds, nor are they the celebrities or the front-page newsmakers. More often than not, they’re just the ordinary, everyday folks who
quietly go about the business of living high-quality lives each day.
We have it within our power to give many gifts to those around
us, but no gift is more valuable than the living of an exemplary life. In
fact, nothing else will mean much if our manner of life is not what it
ought to be. If our lives are out of sync with the principles of goodness, no other gifts (least of all those bought with money) can make
up for the damage that we do. So why not improve our exemplariness?
Why not give our fellow human beings the benefit of an example that
can be honorably followed? Whether they ever say so or not, others
will appreciate it. Maybe not now, but eventually they’ll appreciate it.
The first great gift we can bestow on others is a good example.
T h om a s M o r e l l

October 28

Insurance
Only in growth, reform, and change,
paradoxically enough, is true security to be found.
A n n e M o r r ow L i n d b e r g h

M

ost of us crave security. We fear the prospect of inadequacy or insufficiency — physically, financially, socially, or in
almost any other way. And so we try to insure ourselves. Faced with
possible losses, deficiencies, and dangers, we try to guarantee that we
won’t come up short. Yet we tend to look for security in all the wrong
places, and our chosen forms of “insurance” turn out to leave us vulnerable still. As Anne Morrow Lindbergh pointed out, true security
is a paradox in that it comes from things that seem more threatening
than safe: things like growth, reform, and change. There is little real
insurance or safety inside our personal comfort zones. To insure our
greatest safety, we have to do some fairly risky and “unsafe” things.
The best kind of insurance is a kind that can’t be bought with
money: it is a matter of character. When we pay the price to build a
quality character on the inside — based on valid, true-north principles
— nothing that happens on the outside can do us any lasting harm.
The bigger question, however, is not how much insurance we
have, but how much we provide. In other words, how much security
do we add to the lives of those around us? It is a far finer thing to
work at making others feel safe than to worry about whether they’re
making us safe, and in fact we are safest when our focus is on others.
But whether it’s insurance for ourselves or for those we come
in contact with, true security calls for a long-term perspective. The
shortcuts in life that promise easy safety may be tempting, but in the
end, the only kind of insurance that will work is doing what is right
— and if you haven’t noticed, doing what is right is not always easy.
Acting justly won’t protect us from life’s ups and downs right now, but
if we’re thinking clearly, we won’t be concerned about that too much.
Our faith will be in ultimate justice, the eventual triumph of what
is right when all the facts are known. So anytime we have to choose
between what is right and what is easy, let us choose what is right,
although it is scary. In this case, the scariest choice is by far the safest.

Justice is the insurance we have on our lives,
and obedience is the premium we pay for it.
William Penn

October 29

Action
It is not the critic who counts, not the man who points out how
the strong man stumbles or where the doers of deeds could have done them
better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face
is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who strives valiantly, who errs and
comes short again and again because there is no effort without error and
shortcomings, who knows the great devotion, who spends himself in a worthy
cause, who at best knows in the end the high achievement of triumph and
who at worst, if he fails while daring greatly, knows his place shall never be
with those timid and cold souls who know neither victory nor defeat.
T h e odo r e R oo s e v e l t

T

here is something admirable about people who have
made action a component of their character, peo-

ple who have the willpower to do what they know they
should. Those

who have trained themselves not just to think but
to act at the impulse of their conscience are to be commended. They
may make some mistakes along the way, but even in failure they are
more to be commended than those who simply do nothing.
Two extremes are possible, of course. On the one hand, there are
those who act too quickly and with too little forethought. But given
the powerful pull of inertia (“the tendency of a body to resist acceleration”), there are probably more of us with the opposite problem: we
spend too much time in forethought and too little in action.
Memories of times when we took no action can be among the
saddest of life’s regrets. “The bitterest tears shed over graves are for
words left unsaid and deeds left undone” (Harriet Beecher Stowe).
But is it fair to talk of people who have made action a component
of their character? Yes, it is. There is a vital link between our character and our action. At the deepest level, our action (or the lack of it)
indicates what our character really is. If we say, for example, that we
think democracy is important but we rarely get out and vote, then the
truth is this: we don’t really think democracy is important. So we need
to take a hard look at our customary level of action. Good people may
occasionally fail to act as they should, but if self-examination shows
that inaction has become a chronic problem with us, there’s no use
telling ourselves that we have a good character.
We know what a person thinks not when
he tells us what he thinks, but by his actions.
Isaac Bashevis Singer

October 30

Consequences
I so love the Spanish proverb “God says, Choose what you
will and pay for it,” which stresses that life holds no easy answers,
that conscious choices are often costly ones. We must live with
and pay for their consequences. Understanding this,
we learn what it means to be fully human.
M a r s h a S i n e ta r

W

e often think of consequences in negative terms,
but the idea can also be positive. For every time that

someone says, “Do this or you’ll suffer the consequences,” there are
just as many times when it could be said, “Do this and you’ll enjoy
the consequences.” The word “consequence” simply means “effect” or
“result.” We live in a world where things happen in “sequence.” (One
thing leads to another, as the saying goes.) So the “consequence” of
an action is its “sequel,” the thing that follows it and flows from it.
Whether consequences are good or bad depends upon the quality of
the actions that produced them. In other words, we reap what we sow.
It’s important to see that consequences are inevitable. There is
no such thing as an action that doesn’t have any result, so it is never
entirely true to say, “This won’t make any difference.” Everything we
do makes some difference, for better or worse. We may not see the
results, but see them or not, we may be sure that our actions have
consequences. With our every action, we make the world a little bit
different than it would have been had we not chosen to do that deed.
So we must accept responsibility for the consequences of our
actions — especially as they relate to the people around us. “Keep in mind
that each of you has your own vineyard. But every one is joined to
your neighbor’s vineyards without any dividing lines. They are so
joined together, in fact, that you cannot do good or evil for yourself
without doing the same to your neighbors” (Catherine of Siena).
All in all, we can be glad that our actions have consequences. If
that weren’t true, we would have no power to effect positive change
in the world. So while it is sobering to know that every evil deed does
damage, let us be encouraged that good deeds have consequences too.
Nature imitates herself. A grain thrown into good ground
brings forth fruit; a principle thrown into a good mind brings forth fruit.
Everything is created and conducted by the same Master — the root,
the branch, the fruits — the principles, the consequences.
Blaise Pascal

October 31

Youthfulness
A youth without fire is followed
by an old age without experience.
C h a r l e s C a l e b C o lt o n

Y

outh shouldn’t be wasted living passively, without interest and engagement. “Youth,” as Robert Louis

Stevenson wrote, “is the time to go flashing from one end of the
world to the other, both in mind and body.” If we let our younger
years pass without putting any “fire” into them, we’ll suffer the tedium
of an old age that lacks the color and the texture it could have had.
If we’re now old, what’s our attitude toward those who’re still
young? Does it test our patience to tolerate them, with all their
clowning and their pranks and their mischief? If so, hardening of the
arteries has probably already set in, emotionally if not physically. We’d
do well to maintain gratitude and admiration for the young. Their
natural youthfulness should encourage us to maintain that quality as a
character trait. Youthfulness is too good a virtue to limit to the young!
Theodor Geisel (“Dr. Seuss”) probably did more to remind us
of the value of youthfulness than anyone else. “Adults are obsolete
children,” he always said. And obsolescence is not only unfortunate;
it’s unnecessary. Like Dr. Seuss, we can make the choice to maintain a
youthful outlook long past the point when we lose our physical youth.
Conventional wisdom says that as we get older we have to give
up things. No doubt that’s true in some ways, but there’s another side
to that story. It can be argued that the reason we get old is that we
give up some things we don’t have to give up, like the enthusiasm of
youth. There’s no holding back the passage of time, obviously, but it
is possible to stay youthfully interested in the world around us, and
those who’ve chosen to do so report very gratifying results.
Actually, it all comes down to love. We need to stay in love
with our surroundings, our privileges, and our fellow human beings.
Continued youthfulness amounts to the determined maintenance of
“romanticism” in our lives, the adventurous spirit which wants to taste
life deeply in all of its marvelous, intriguing, and sometimes frustrating variety. It means loving life even after we’ve come to know it fully!
Age does not protect you from love. But love,
to some extent, protects you from age.
Jeanne Moreau

November 1

Causes

When great causes are on the move in the world, stirring
all men’s souls, drawing them from their firesides, casting aside comfort,
wealth and the pursuit of happiness in response to impulses at once awestriking and irresistible, we learn that we are spirits, not animals.
Winston Churchill

A

“cause” is a goal or principle that one serves with
dedication. While our “cause-oriented” friends may be somewhat vexing at times, the fact remains: the ability to dedicate oneself
to a cause is an ability only personal beings possess. It is one of our
highest endowments, and we ought to appreciate this gift and use it
wisely. More of us need to be people who are dedicated to a cause.
In these days when nobody seems to care about much of anything (except whether their bank account is growing), indifference
and apathy are plagues upon our society. If those who care deeply
about causes can be annoying, they are also refreshing. The zealots
remind us of the power of passion, and they prick our conscience.
Do you have a cause you care about? Are you involved in it at a
significant level? Most people have more than one cause, and if they
are wise, they prioritize these, giving the lion’s share of their attention to the greater causes. Indeed, one mark of maturity is the wisdom
with which we prioritize our causes. In our world, there are more
things wrong than any one person can be actively concerned about,
and we have to pick our battles. We don’t want to be guilty of majoring in minors, or giving first-rate devotion to second-rate causes.
Most important, we must ensure that our causes are truly just and
morally right — and that requires a deep, extraordinary honesty.
But finally, there is one other thing that must be said. It is not
enough to be involved, and it is not enough to be involved in a cause
that is just. We must also make sure that our involvement is implemented in an honorable way. The end does not justify the means, and
we are not free to do “evil that good may come.” So once and for all,
let us lay aside the foolish notion that things like gossip, innuendo,
and mudslinging are excused if our cause happens to be a just one.
The more just the cause, the more aboveboard our tactics must be.
If a cause be good, the most violent attack of its enemies will not
injure it so much as an injudicious defense of it by its friends.
C h a r l e s C a l e b C o lt o n

November 2

Affability
[Sir Thomas] More is a man of angel’s wit and singular learning;
I know not his fellow. For where is the man of that gentleness, lowliness,
and affability? And as time requireth, a man of marvelous mirth and
pastimes; and sometimes of as sad a gravity; a man for all seasons.
Robert Whittinton

W

hen we make an honest effort to be affable, we
give to those around us a much-appreciated gift.

The trait of affability actually combines two traits: to be affable means
to be amiable or easy to speak to, but it also means to be mild, gentle,
or benign. The combination of these qualities produces a person like
Sir Thomas More, who was described by his friend as being a man of
“gentleness, lowliness, and affability . . . a man for all seasons.” Folks
like that are worth their weight in gold. They stir within us a response
made up of equal parts admiration and appreciation.
Probably, we respond to affability as we do because we somehow sense that when folks are gentle and pleasant to converse with,
they are extending kindness to us, and there aren’t many qualities we
respond to more gratefully than kindness. When people give us that
gift, there’s not much we wouldn’t do for them in return.
Affability certainly eases the communication process between
human beings. Especially when words need to be exchanged that will
be difficult to speak and difficult to hear, we listen more openly to
those who’ve learned at least a little “gentleness, lowliness, and affability.” Affable people add a touch of grace to their communications.
But I’d go even further: affability eases the process of living life
in general. Both those who give this gift and those to whom they give
it find that life is not so much a burden as a benefit. It’s simply a fact:
affable people experience life as being enjoyable in ways that completely escape those who choose to be cold and stand-offish.
So are you blessed to have family members or friends who could
be described as affable? If so, don’t undervalue them or underestimate
the advantage that it is, on your part, to be connected to them. Since
it’s the “squeaky wheels” (the grouches, the complainers, and the protesters) that get most of the attention, agreeable people sometimes get
overlooked and taken for granted. Let’s not do that.
An agreeable companion on a journey is as good as a carriage.
Publilius Syrus

November 3

Fire

But true love is a durable fire,
In the mind ever burning,
Never sick, never old, never dead,
From itself never turning.
S i r W a lt e r R a l e i g h

O

f all the enthusiastic ideas in the world, “fire” is
perhaps the most enthusiastic. The two words — fire

and enthusiasm — are almost synonymous. When a cause is worthy
of our enthusiasm, we appreciate and admire those who are “fired up”
about it, and those cold souls who have no fire, well, we pity them.
Most of the great accomplishments in human history have been
the result of a passion that burned in someone’s heart, and most
people understand that. What is not so widely understood is the link
between fire (enthusiasm) and learning. Lazy, apathetic people not
only fail to accomplish anything, but they also fail to learn very much.
Is it not the passionate people who are the real students? I believe so.
Indeed, I would go so far as to say that without enthusiasm we never
rise to an understanding of the really great truths about human life.
Unfocused and unrestrained enthusiasm can be quite damaging,
of course, and so we recognize the need for a person’s fire to be governed by valid principles and channeled by self-discipline. Sigmund
Freud was exactly right when he wrote, “If the fire rages uncontrolled
in a house, we call it a disastrous conflagration; if it burns in a smelting furnace, we call it a useful industrial force.” The very last person
you want to deal with is the fellow who has a fiery enthusiasm but no
acquaintance with the concepts of discipline and governance.
But when a person (a) burns with passion, and (b) knows how to
discipline that passion, there isn’t much he can’t do. That person will
move mountains quicker than ten thousand who know about mountain-moving but don’t care whether they get moved or not.
So being passionate is a mighty good thing. Sadly, many people
make the mistake of waiting for external circumstances to fire them
up. They waste their lives complaining that nothing ever really stirred
their interest. But the truth is: you have to strike your own match.
Success isn’t a result of spontaneous
combustion. You must set yourself on fire.
A r n o l d H . G l a s ow

November 4

Productiveness
The happy people are those who are producing something.
William Ralph Inge

A

t first glance, productiveness may not seem like one
of the higher virtues, but there is an undeniable
link between productiveness and happiness. There is no real

happiness for us in this world if all we do is consume that which others have produced. We need to be helping and contributing, working
and doing things that benefit somebody besides ourselves. When we
don’t do that, we find that life becomes a tedious, tiresome burden.
Some people make the mistake of defining productiveness only
in terms of highly sophisticated or technical work, as if the kinds of
things that day laborers do is not worthy of being called productive.
But there are many kinds of worthy work in this world, all of which
deserve to be appreciated when they are done well. More of us need to
think like Thomas Edison, who said: “I have friends in overalls whose
friendship I wouldn’t swap for the favor of all the kings in the world.”
To be productive, of course, we have to know how to do something that somebody needs to have done, so we all need to be expanding our skill set. The more tools we have in our toolbox, the more
chance we have to do work that is profitable to other people. And the
range of skills we might acquire is almost unbounded. There is hardly
anything you can learn how to do that wouldn’t give you a chance to
help someone around you, if you did it well.
Skills are not enough, however. The most skilled person in the
world won’t be productive if he doesn’t discipline himself to use his
skills responsibly. The lazy, unfocused person may inadvertently do
something productive now and then, but he will fall short of the potential that could have been reached if he had been more disciplined.
Productiveness often comes down to enthusiasm; those who
are enthusiastic tend to produce more than those who aren’t. But if
worthy work is to be done, enthusiasm must be matched by expertise.
There is simply no shortcut to excellence. We must undergo training,
accept discipline, and learn how to do what we do in a skillful way.
But when enthusiasm and expertise team up, be prepared: something
productive is going to take place, and many lives will be touched.
When love and skill work together, expect a masterpiece.
John Ruskin

November 5

Profoundness
Errors, like straw, upon the surface flow;
He who would search for pearls must dive below.
John Dryden

P

rofoundness has to do with “depth.” While some
thoughts are “shallow,” dealing only with what is obvious or
superficial (on the “surface”), others have more depth. And whether
we like to admit it or not, the more valuable thoughts tend to be the
deeper ones: they are not immediately obvious, but require that we
“dive below,” as Dryden put it. The person who never goes any deeper
than first impressions and outward appearances is bound to misjudge
many things and miss out on life’s richest experiences. So we ought to
aspire to “profoundness” — not so others will think we’re “deep” but
so we can see things as they are and not merely as they appear.
Profoundness requires extra effort. While it is easy to make snap
judgments based on insufficient data, it takes hard work to “dive
below” and discover what is really going on. But the extra effort is
worth it. The results are truth, right judgment, and fair conduct.
The more profound a truth is, the less likely we are to discover it
without serious thinking, and serious thinking usually requires some
quietness. “The greatest ideas, the most profound thoughts, and the
most beautiful poetry are born from the womb of silence” (William
Arthur Ward). In this busy, noisy age, it is hard to find the personal
quietness necessary for profound thoughts to reveal themselves to us,
but wonderful insights await the person who will take time for silence.
Our friends deserve that we deal with them at a level deeper than
outward appearances and surface judgments. What seems “obvious” to
us may not really be true, and so we give a great gift to those around
us when we do the work to dig a little deeper in our relationships.
But we could be more profound in regard to ourselves as well.
One definition of “profoundness” is “coming from the depths of one’s
being” (American Heritage Dictionary). In all that we do, we would do
well to act on convictions that lie deep within us. And not only that,
we would do well to look deep within ourselves. Strangers to our real
selves, few of us have ever plumbed the depths of our own character.
But doing that is the first great step on the road to growth.

Who looks outside, dreams; who looks inside, awakes.
C a r l G u s tav J u n g

November 6

Solitude
We have developed a phobia of being alone. We prefer the most trivial and
even obnoxious company, the most meaningless activities, to being alone with
ourselves; we seem to be frightened at the prospect of facing ourselves.
E r i c h F r omm

S

olitude is something many people avoid. To these individuals, solitude is anything but an “enthusiastic idea.” They do
not like to be alone, and they endure that condition only when they
are forced to do so by circumstances beyond their control. “What
a commentary on our civilization, when being alone is considered
suspect; when one has to apologize for it, make excuses, hide the fact
that one practices it — like a secret vice!” (Anne Morrow Lindbergh).
But rightly considered, solitude is not a bad thing. It is possible
to have too much of it, no doubt, but the basic idea of being alone is
not one we should automatically reject or run away from. It is in solitude we have the opportunity to ponder the world in which we live, to
meditate on our principles, and to adjust our lives so that they benefit
from a better alignment with our principles. These vital activities can
hardly be done on the run. They require solitude.
Jules Renard said, “Children love to be alone because alone is
where they know themselves, and where they dream.” It really is
true that we understood (and enjoyed) the value of solitude more as
children than we do as adults. So the art of creative solitude is perhaps
one of those things about our childhood that we need to recover. We
would do well to remember the daydreams that we dreamed . . . alone.
Many of those who pride themselves on being “people persons”
suffer from a social deficiency that comes from spending too little
time away from society. In the often-quoted words of Albert Guinon,
“People who cannot bear to be alone are the worst company.” It is
those who have deepened their character in times of solitude that
have the most to offer when they have the occasion to be with others.
Contrary to popular opinion, there is a huge difference between
loneliness and aloneness. Loneliness is painful, but aloneness need not
be so. Indeed, aloneness, wisely practiced, can be one of life’s most
rewarding experiences. So gather your courage, be bold, and try it!

Practice the art of aloneness and you will discover the treasure of tranquility.
Develop the art of solitude and you will unearth the gift of serenity.
William Arthur Ward

November 7

Proactiveness
I know of no more encouraging fact than the unquestionable
ability of man to elevate his life by conscious endeavor.
H e n r y D av i d T h o r e a u

F

reedom of the will is a truly marvelous endowment.
We often take it for granted, but the ability to choose our own
character and our own conduct is nothing short of remarkable.
By exercising our will we can, as Thoreau said, elevate our lives
“by conscious endeavor.” That doesn’t mean we are capable of doing
anything we want to do, nor does it mean we have it within our
personal power to solve every problem that confronts us. What it does
mean is that we can make a difference for good by our choices: we
can, by conscious choice, take steps in a better direction.
The pity is, we don’t do so more often. Rather than taking positive steps, we worry, we make excuses, we blame and accuse, we rail
against the unfairness of life. In short, we become “reactive” people.
Being “proactive” means acknowledging the freedom of the
human will by taking responsibility for our own character and
conduct — acting on our principles rather than just reacting to what
happens around us. Proactivity means “more than merely taking initiative. It means that as human beings, we are responsible for our own
lives. Our behavior is a function of our decisions, not our conditions”
(Stephen R. Covey). Truly, there aren’t many more worthy challenges
than the challenge of learning to be responsible, proactive people.
In this world, there is much that is beyond our control. Indeed,
most things are beyond our control, and there is no sense in denying
it. But proactive people are glad to exert a good influence wherever
they can, and they recognize that the one thing that always lies in
their control is also the most important: their inward character. We can
choose, by “conscious endeavor,” to elevate our character, and when we
fail to do so, blaming our low-quality character on our circumstances,
we default on the greatest responsibility of human life.

It’s not what happens to us, but our response to what happens to us
that hurts us. Of course, things can hurt us physically or economically and can
cause sorrow. But our character, our basic identity, does not have to be hurt at
all. In fact, our most difficult experiences become the crucibles that forge our
character and develop internal powers, the freedom to handle difficult
circumstances in the future and to inspire others to do so as well.
Stephen R . Covey

November 8

Equality
If this is God’s world, there are no unimportant people.
G e o r g e T h om a s

O

ne of the basic affirmations of Judeo-Christian
religion is that human beings are created in God’s
image. An important corollary of this principle is that all are equally

created in God’s image and therefore have equal value as persons.
And what this means is that everybody is important. “If this is God’s
world,” George Thomas says, “there are no unimportant people.”
Democratic societies emphasize the equality of all their citizens,
and this emphasis is one of the crowning virtues of democracy. In
our day, however, it seems that many have misunderstood what this
equality means. As Irving Kristol has written, “Democracy does not
guarantee equality, only equality of opportunity.”
That said, it is nevertheless vital that each of us deal with other
human beings as our equals, as far as the image of God is concerned.
Remembering that in God’s world there are no unimportant people,
we need to act accordingly. Neither you nor I will ever meet a human
being who is not as important to God as we are. There may be nothing about a person that is attractive or pleasing to us, and that person
may, in fact, have so irresponsibly wasted his life that he stands guilty
of serious negligence or wrongdoing. Still, he was created by God, and
we need to act on the basis of his worth, not his present condition.
We may as well admit that it is hard to do this. We may flatter
ourselves as being more “unprejudiced” than others, but in all likelihood, we simply have a different set of prejudices. Honesty compels
us to admit that we — all of us — find it difficult to avoid bias and
favoritism. And we find it easier to criticize the prejudices of others
than to correct our own. Equality is a hard principle to practice.
In the long run, there is only one thing that can give us the
power to practice equality in our dealings, and that is love. I speak
here not of the weak, sentimental attitude that many mistake for love,
but the strong disposition of will that disciplines us to act in the best
interests of the other person, whether it is easy at the emotional level
or not. This disposition will love others not because they are lovable
but because it is right to do so, they having been created by God.
It is only in love that the unequal can be made equal.
Søren Kierkegaard

November 9

Asking
Authentic men aren’t afraid to ask for help when they need it.
C h a r l e s R . S w i n do l l

A

sking is an activity both simple and difficult. Men,
with their pride and their stubborn streak, may have a little more
trouble with it than women, but to some extent all of us find it hard
to ask questions, especially when the question reveals an ignorance of
something that an “in-the-know” person wouldn’t have to ask about.
Even so, asking is a simple thing to do, and it happens to be one of
the most powerful ways we can experience personal growth.
Not every question is of equal value, of course, and only as we
grow in wisdom will we know which are truly the best questions. But
a lack of wisdom shouldn’t keep us from asking anyway. It’s only by
asking a lot of questions that we find out which ones are the most significant. We should never outgrow the enthusiasm for questions that
we had as children — even the “silly” ones like “Why?” and “What
if?” and “Are we there yet?” Such questions keep us moving forward.
Obviously, the willingness to ask requires humility. In the pecking order of worldly importance, those who don’t know are always
“beneath” those who do, and so we have to swallow our pride to ask a
question that says, in effect, “I am a novice, a beginner, a newbie.” But
in truth, asking is the only way to move beyond being a novice.
Yet even with humility, we won’t ask questions if we’re not
inquisitive and eager to learn. We live in a world of such fascinating
complexity, it is hard to imagine a person not being curious about it,
but many people are not. They drift through even the most intriguing experiences without seeing or hearing a single thing that elicits
a question from them. Consequently, much of life’s wonder escapes
them. How much better to be engaged with life and eager to . . . ask!
We all hurt ourselves in many ways, but nowhere do we hurt
ourselves more than in the questions we fail to ask. Many good things
we don’t have and many things we don’t know simply because we
didn’t ask. Whether it’s pride or some other thing that holds us back,
our failure to ask cuts us off from valuable knowledge that could open
doors and introduce us to worlds we’ve never known.

He who asks a question is a fool for five minutes;
he who does not ask a question remains a fool forever.
Chinese Proverb

November 10

Poise

The big things of life are never done by a fussy man.
Poise is one of the earmarks of mental strength.
Preston Nolan

P

oise is not a quality many people pursue nowadays,
but we would do well to appreciate its value. It

sounds like something from the Victorian Age, and these days, being
Victorian is not very high on anybody’s agenda. But let’s not be too
quick to poke fun at or write off a character quality like poise.
In its most literal sense, poise has to do with “balance.” If, for
example, a basketball is “poised” on someone’s index finger, it is in a
state of balance or equilibrium. As a character trait, then, poise means
that a person’s thinking is stable and not thrown “off-balance” by awkward or stressful circumstances. We often describe the poised person
as “assured” or “composed.” By contrast, the person without poise is
unsure, unstable, and unhelpful; he tends to panic and “lose his cool.”
In one of his poems, James Russell Lowell wrote, “Ah, men do
not know how much strength is in poise / That he goes farthest who
goes far enough.” There is indeed some strength in poise, and we
would do well to acquire it. Many good things come from the ability
to keep a “level head” when difficult situations arise and hard decisions have to be made. It is poise that tells us how many steps are
enough — and when taking even one more would lead to imbalance.
We live in stressful times, to say the least. As the rate of change
increases exponentially, we can never be sure how long anything
around us is going to stay the same. In this kind of environment,
nearly every day generates some new crisis that threatens to throw us
off-balance. Do we have enough poise to survive life as it now is?
Troubled times call for strong leadership, whether in nations,
communities, or families. And so if you are in any kind of leadership
position — if there is even one person who is under your influence —
then you need to work on increasing your poise. That doesn’t mean
being uptight, obsessive, or compulsive, nor does it mean never being
excited or passionate. It means knowing how to keep your balance.
The ability to keep a cool head in an emergency, to maintain poise
in the midst of excitement, and to refuse to be stampeded
are true marks of leadership.
R. Shannon
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Bravery
But the bravest are surely those who have the clearest
vision of what is before them, glory and danger alike,
and yet notwithstanding go out to meet it.
Thucydides

W

e show ourselves to be brave when we meet difficulty or danger with a determination to do what
is right, regardless of our fear. If we’re brave, that doesn’t

mean we don’t feel any fear; it means we refuse to let fear deter us
from acting rightly. Bravery means going out to meet the thing feared,
facing it down, and following our conscience.
If we need to be braver than we are (and most of us do), the way
to gain bravery is not merely to think about it. Like many character
traits, this is one that comes to us in larger quantities when we discipline ourselves to use whatever small quantity of it we may have right
now. It’s an active thing, rather than a passive one. As Aristotle said,
“We become just by performing just actions, temperate by performing
temperate actions, brave by performing brave actions.”
One of the finest gifts we can give to others is the gift of bravery
on our part. The world, including the circle of our personal acquaintances, desperately needs more people who’ll set an example of bravery
and thereby encourage others. “Courage is contagious. When a brave
man takes a stand, the spines of others are stiffened” (Billy Graham).
So if we’d like to make a much-needed contribution to the world, it
would be hard to give a better gift than that of our own bravery.
We should understand, however, that bravery is not just needed
by soldiers, law enforcement officers, and rescue workers. Our need
for it is not limited to situations in which our physical lives are in
jeopardy. To the contrary, we need it every day in all those situations
where doing the right thing involves some non-physical danger.
When duty calls, those who honor their conscience and act with
integrity are being brave in the very highest sense. And while our
nation is indebted to those who’ve fought for its freedom militarily,
the greatness of our country also depends on a host of ordinary heroes
who’ve had the boldness, day by day, to simply live honorable lives.
It is a brave act of valour to condemn death;
but where life is more terrible than death, it is
then the truest valour to dare to live.
S i r T h om a s B r ow n e
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Certainty
It is not certain that everything is uncertain.
Blaise Pascal

T

hese are the days when skepticism is fashionable. It

is
trendy to put “truth” in quotation marks and to celebrate ambiguity and paradox. But is it not possible that this movement has gone
too far? As Pascal said, “It is not certain that everything is uncertain.”
Postmodernism has rightly criticized the unwarranted optimism
of modernism, the assumption that we can understand everything,
figure out every problem, and fix everything that is wrong with the
world. And obviously, the more we know, the more we realize we
don’t know. But as George Iles said, “Doubt is the beginning, not
the end, of wisdom.” Humility about what we know, and even what
we can know, is the starting point in our quest, but at the end of the
quest, there are some great things that can be known with certainty.
Open-mindedness is thought to be an admirable quality, but I’ve
always liked G. K. Chesterton’s observation: “Merely having an open
mind is nothing. The object of opening the mind, as of opening the
mouth, is to shut it again on something solid.” Having an open mind
serves little purpose if it does not result in some dependable learning.
Life does not always proceed smoothly. There will be times when
uncertainty seems to overwhelm us. But at such times we should not
make the mistake of believing that the foundations of life no longer
exist. Darkness can play tricks on our thinking, and I greatly appreciate the fatherly advice that a favorite teacher gave me at a time when
I was very confused and discouraged. “Gary,” he said, “when the darkness closes in, don’t forget the assurances that were given to you while
the sun was still shining.” During tough times, we have to hang on to
the certainties that our reason has previously found to be trustworthy.
All of us have our uncertainties, and that is only to be expected
in a world as perplexing as ours. But our friends and loved ones need
more from us than the constant raising of questions; they need us to
have some certainty and to shine a little light on the path they must
tread. If we can’t do that, then perhaps we should just do the courteous thing and remain silent. After all, people don’t need our doubts
and confusions — they already have enough of their own.
Keep your fears to yourself, but share your courage with others.
Robert Louis Stevenson
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Uniqueness
Every man is more than just himself; he also represents the unique,
the very special and always significant and remarkable point at which the
world’s phenomena intersect, only once in this way and never again.
Hermann Hesse

I

t may be trite, but it’s still true: each of us is unique.
Even “identical” twins are very different from one another. As
Hesse points out, each of us amounts to a unique intersection of many
different phenomena in the world. Our individual configuration of
traits will have happened “only once in this way and never again.”
Most of us accept our uniqueness, I suppose. Strictly speaking,
we have no choice but to accept it: it is what it is and there is not
much we can do about it, no matter how we try to conform to others.
But the challenge is to embrace our uniqueness enthusiastically and
appreciate it gratefully. Our individuality means there is good work
we can do that no one else can do in quite the same way.
But if we appreciate our own uniqueness, we also need to affirm
the uniqueness of others. Other people may be unique in ways we find
exasperating, but even so, the world would be a poorer place if the
special characteristics of any of its inhabitants were missing.
There is also a uniqueness that should be appreciated about life
itself. As the days of our lives go by, it would help us to enjoy the
uniqueness of each of those days, and indeed, each of the moments
within those days. Many of us (especially the more organized) tend to
plan and prepare our times of happiness. We schedule our delightful
occasions, and we often want them to be just like those we’ve enjoyed
before. But each day presents us with unique delights, and we should
not resist their one-of-a-kind appeal. “Seize from every moment its
unique novelty, and do not prepare your joys” (André Gide).
If any of us had been given the job of creating the world, we
would have made it more bland. Averse to irregularity and unpredictability, we would have made a “safe” world where sameness was the
rule. But oh, how boring such a world would have been! The uniqueness that pervades the real world may result in an awkward moment
now and then, but the advantage of uniqueness is well worth whatever
downside there may be. I, for one, wouldn’t have it any other way.

No two men are alike, and both of them are happy for it.
Morris Mandel
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Maintenance
‘Tis nothing for a man to hold up his head in a calm; but to maintain
his post when all others have quitted their ground and there to stand
upright when other men are beaten down is divine.
Seneca

I

n many situations, we hope to do more than maintain
the status quo, but in truth, “maintenance” is a more

worthy achievement than we might think. “Maintain”

comes from the Latin phrase manu tenere, “to hold in the hand.” So
to maintain something means to “hold” it, keep it, or continue it. And
frankly, there are many good things that need to be continued.
Another definition of maintenance is “upkeep” or “the work
of keeping something in proper condition.” And most of us have
experienced that there is a lot of that to be done in the world. Left to
themselves, things decay and suffer degradation. Without the worthy work of maintenance, none of the good things in life will keep
working. Think of your marriage, for example. If you don’t nourish it
frequently, it will die. If you don’t maintain it, it will degenerate.
Maintenance requires, first of all, an appreciation of the thing
that needs to be maintained. If you take your health for granted and
don’t recognize its value, you won’t do what’s necessary to maintain it.
If you’re not grateful for your house, you will neglect its upkeep.
But maintenance also requires constant vigilance and hard work.
The kinds of things that have to be done to keep things going often
don’t seem very exciting, but they must be done. If we don’t do them
faithfully, we are setting ourselves up for serious regret later on.
Of all the treasures that need to be maintained, the most important is love, and therein lies a considerable challenge, for love is,
of all things, the hardest to maintain. No, the maintenance of love
is not hard in the sense of being unpleasant or burdensome, but it is
hard because it is so fragile. Without maintenance, love that has taken
years to create can be ruined by one season of thoughtless negligence.
Love is difficult to sustain, not because it is a positive emotion, but because
it is a complex one. Hate is easy to maintain for a lifetime because it is a
simple one. Love might be compared to the building of a tall and elaborate
sandcastle, taking many hours of painstaking effort, cooperation, balance, and
persistence; and hate might be compared to the foot that comes along and
with one vicious or thoughtless kick destroys in a moment what has been built up.
Sydney J. Harris
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Duty

There is no right without a parallel duty, no liberty
without the supremacy of law, no high destiny without earnest
perseverance, no greatness without self-denial.
Francis Lieber

D

oing our duty probably sounds like a dreary chore,
but properly conceived, our duties are among our

highest privileges. And in a culture where freedom often pushes
duty aside, we need to be reminded of the need for duty. Without a
sense of duty, our freedoms will soon get away from us.
Most of us engage in what T. S. Eliot called the “endless struggle”
to think well of ourselves. We want — in fact, we need — to be able
to see ourselves in a favorable light. But how can we do that? There
is only one way, really, and that is by paying serious attention to our
conscience and doing our duty. Goethe was exactly right: “How shall
we learn to know ourselves? By reflection? Never, but only through
action. Strive to do your duty, and you will know what is in you.”
There is no better gift we can give to our loved ones than to discharge our responsibilities faithfully, not only to them but also to others. When people know we can be trusted to do what we should, no
matter what, their relationship with us is surrounded and supported
by trust. Not needing to wonder what we might do (or not do), our
family and friends can relax in their relationship with us.
Chauncey Wright wrote, “What a fearful object a long-neglected
duty gets to be.” I agree. There is nothing so tiring as the constant
hanging on of some responsibility we’ve been putting off. If you have
ever finally stepped up to a duty and done something you had been
procrastinating for a long time, you know the wonderful feeling of
freedom that results. So there is much to be said not only for doing
what we should, but for doing it in a timely fashion — today.
On special occasions, duty can be a “big” thing, but more often it
is ordinary. It consists of doing the many “little” things that each day’s
work places before us. So if you think you can default on your daily
duties but still have the character to do what is right when the big occasion arrives and you are in the spotlight, you are sadly mistaken.

Character may be manifested in the great moments,
but it is made in the small ones.
P h i l l i p s B r oo k s
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Boldness
The way of a superior man is threefold: virtuous, he is free from anxieties;
wise, he is free from perplexities; bold, he is free from fear.
Confucius

T

he willingness to be bold, when need be, is a sign of
strong, mature character. We may wish it were otherwise,

but the world in which we live is full of danger and difficulty, and the
bold are those who will go out and meet these realities head-on. So if
we ourselves aren’t bold, we’re probably glad to know someone who is.
Boldness, like fire, must be handled with care. Great harm can
be done by “zeal without knowledge,” as we all know, but that is not
an argument against wise and disciplined boldness. The person who
never acts boldly because he always plays it safe will never know the
thrill of risk-taking and adventure in the service of a great cause.
Big problems often require bold solutions, and when bold action
is called for, we shouldn’t waste time looking for a risk-free way to do
what has to be done. David Lloyd George, the British prime minister
during World War I, said, “Don’t be afraid to take a big step if one is
indicated; you can’t cross a chasm in two small jumps.” Indeed, there
are times when the riskiest thing we can do is play it safe. “In difficult
situations when hope seems feeble, the boldest plans are safest” (Livy)
— and the “hardest” course often turns out to be the “easiest.”
Not only do individuals need to be bold, but there are times
when nations and communities do too. Especially today, when the
problems that confront the world are so immense, we can’t afford to
be timid or squeamish. Addressing the challenges of the American
people in his day, Theodore Roosevelt said, “If we shrink from the
hard contests . . . then bolder and stronger peoples will pass us by.”
Boldness requires a certain amount of character, obviously, but
it also builds character. Just as lifting heavy weights builds stronger
muscles, dealing boldly with difficulty makes us stronger spiritually.
That being true, I urge you to choose the more difficult deed whenever
you have the opportunity. Do it with all the boldness you can muster,
and you’ll find yourself growing in ways that may surprise you. Don’t
run away from choices that would require boldness. Welcome them!
When you cannot make up your mind which of two evenly balanced
courses of action you should take — choose the bolder.
W. J. Slim
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Joyfulness
There are joys which long to be ours. God sends ten thousand truths, which
come about us like birds seeking inlet; but we are shut up to them, and so they
bring us nothing, but sit and sing awhile upon the roof, and then fly away.
Henry Ward Beecher

I

f we are less than joyful, the problem is not that joy
is unavailable to us; it is that we do not choose to re-

ceive it. As Beecher suggests, there are many “joys which long to be
ours.” Like birds on our roof, they “sit and sing awhile . . . and then fly
away.” Joyfulness courts us, but it can’t gain admittance to our hearts if
we keep them closed — or if we’re just too busy to be bothered.
Have you ever thought of joyfulness as a virtue or a character
trait to be acquired? Many people think of it otherwise: they look
upon joy simply as a gift granted to the fortunate few, those who are
blessed with lucky lives. But on deeper reflection, what we see is that
joyfulness is a learned attribute. It is the possession of those who,
regardless of circumstances, have learned to think in such a way that
joy has a chance to enter their hearts. If we are not joyful, that makes
more of a comment on us than it does on our circumstances.
As important as it is, however, we defeat ourselves if we try
to track down joyfulness and capture it, as if it were a quarry to
be hunted for its own sake. “Enjoyment is not a goal,” wrote Paul
Goodman, “it is a feeling that accompanies important ongoing activity.” Like many other desirable things, joyfulness must be experienced
indirectly. It is the by-product of paying attention to other, more
important, things. We find joy while looking for something else!
But ultimately, those who are joyful are those who choose to be
so. Happiness (the experience of pleasant “happenings”) may or may
not be ours at a given moment, but joy is a stronger and deeper quality. Happy or not, there is no excuse for failing to make joyfulness one
of our personal attributes. And when we decide to practice the virtue
of joyfulness, we find many other valuable qualities coming our way,
such as courage and strength. Nehemiah made a wise statement to the
people of Israel long ago when he said, “The joy of the Lord is your
strength.” Indeed, of all strengths, the strength of joy is the strongest.

I cannot choose to be strong, but I can choose to be joyful.
And when I am willing to do that, strength will follow.
Tim Hansel
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Lovingkindness
Lovingkindness is greater than laws, and the
charities of life are more than all ceremonies.
The Talmud

W

e don’t use the word “lovingkindness” much anymore, but it’s still a valuable word. Basically, it means

the type of regard for another person that is characterized by tenderness, mercy, and grace. One dictionary says that it is “tender kindness
motivated by a feeling of affection.” Lovingkindness is a compound
word that joins two important qualities: love and kindness. It is love
that shows itself in kindness — and kindness that is enlivened by love.
Most of us acknowledge the importance of love, but in our love,
not many of us are as kind as we ought to be. Indeed, we’re often the
most discourteous and ungentle to those who are nearest and dearest to us: our spouses, our children, and our parents. When we find
ourselves “at home,” perhaps after a difficult day, it doesn’t do any
good to plead that we’re tired or that tenderness is not our personality.
Our loved ones deserve that we love them with consistent lovingkindness — and that means exerting the effort to be courteous and gentle.
“Kindness,” as someone has said, “is love in work clothes.” When love
doesn’t do the work necessary to exhibit lovingkindness, it’s being lazy.
Strictly speaking, love that does not show up in kindness is not
worthy of being called love. As Amy Carmichael said, “You can give
without loving, but you cannot love without giving.” Giving the gift
of lovingkindness doesn’t mean that love is weak or that it walks on
eggshells, fearful of doing anything the other person might not like.
There is certainly a time for tough love, but even then, lovingkindness
will make us gentle, unwilling to hurt the loved one any more than is
absolutely necessary. The rule in criticism is the same as in carving:
never cut with a knife what you can cut with a spoon.
In a world full of personal pain, we never give a greater gift than
when we show lovingkindness. “If instead of a gem, or even a flower,
we should cast the gift of a loving thought into the heart of a friend,”
George MacDonald wrote, “that would be giving as the angels give.”
Unless you can read other people’s hearts, you probably won’t know
how much they need your kindness — but love them kindly anyway.
Be kind; everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.
Ian Maclaren
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Absolutes
Absolute truth is indestructible. Being indestructible, it is eternal. Being
eternal, it is self-existent. Being self-existent, it is infinite. Being infinite, it is
vast and deep. Being vast and deep, it is transcendental and intelligent.
Confucius

T

hese days, the very word “absolutes” is enough to
make many people recoil. The idea that there is anything

that is fixed and objectively true is unpopular. Many people prefer to
say that truth is relative and subjective. Whatever we may say, however, all agree that there are some things that are absolute, and when
we think about it, what we see is that the current reaction against
absolutes is a reaction not against absolutes, but against the foolish
way some people have behaved in regard to their own knowledge.
Some people, for example, seem to think that any opinion they
have on any subject is a matter of absolute truth. Others overestimate
the evidence and adopt an air of certainty not warranted by the facts.
Still others don’t see the extent to which their present knowledge is
limited, while others have an attitude that is just plain bullheaded.
But if some people have been overzealous about absolutes, let’s
not “throw the baby out with the bath water.” A commitment to
certain absolutes is a vital part of human character. Without such a
commitment, we are unstable and undependable. With an “everything-is-relative” philosophy, no one can ever be sure what we might
do next, and even our most important relationships are on shaky
ground. How much better, then, if we lock our internal guidance systems onto the timeless truths and govern our conduct accordingly.
Facts are stubborn things, as someone has said. If a thing is
objectively true, we may deny it, suppress it, misrepresent it, or do any
number of other things in an effort to avoid it, but when we’re done,
the truth will still be there waiting for us to deal with. We will wear
ourselves out fighting against the truth long before our efforts have
any effect at all in wearing it down. So let’s be known as those who
are unafraid to stand for the absolutes, those facts that are sure and
stable. People who have dealings with us will appreciate the fact that
our personal character, grounded in absolutes, is “count-on-able.”
Truth is incontrovertible. Panic may resent it;
ignorance may deride it; malice may distort it; but there it is.
Winston Churchill
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Warmth
A warm smile is the universal language of kindness.
William Arthur Ward

A

lmost everybody thinks of warmth as a positive personal quality. Given the choice, we’d much rather deal with

people who are “warm” than we would those who are “cold.” Why
then do we put forth so little effort to cultivate warmth as one of our
own characteristics? One reason is that we often think we are demonstrating more warmth than we actually are. If we could see ourselves
as others see us, we’d immediately see the need for some adjustments.
So today, let’s consider adding additional warmth to our characters.
Notice that I said characters and not personalities. Warmth is a
quality that all should aspire to, but not everybody has to have what
is often called an “outgoing” personality. Genuine warmth is a deeper
character attribute, one that has more to do with attitude than personality. It means that we add three primary virtues to our character.
(1) Kindness. Warmth typically shows itself as courtesy, gentleness, and benevolence — a desire to give kindly help. As the Japanese
proverb says, “One kind word can warm three winter months.”
(2) Openness. We often use two words to describe those who are
warm: we say that they are “warm and welcoming.” In our personal
dealings, we must learn to be hospitable, inviting, and accessible.
(3) Concern. To be warm means to be truly concerned about the
other person. It means that we get out of the little box of our own
selfish interests and demonstrate a real desire to serve those around us.
The ultimate test of our warmth is whether we can show it to
those who don’t possess it themselves (and do so without being condescending or self-righteous). As Jean Paul Richter wrote, “The last,
best fruit which comes to late perfection, even in the kindliest soul,
is tenderness toward the hard, forbearance toward the unforbearing,
warmth of heart toward the cold.” Doing this is not easy, but when
we’ve learned this skill, we will have learned one of the most potent
sources of influence in the world. It may not be too much to say that
the privilege of influencing others comes mainly from our having
learned warmth of character. But it must be genuine and not pretended!
Warmth, friendliness, and a gentle touch
are always stronger than force and fury.
Denis Waitley
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Perceptiveness
A fool sees not the same tree that a wise man sees.
William Blake

W

e often do great damage to our relationships by
failing to be perceptive. As hard as it is to admit, a friend

who is admonishing us may be exactly right when he or she says, “You
just don’t get it.” And by the time we finally do “get it,” great harm
may have been done by our failure to see certain things.
To “perceive” means to “see” something, not with our physical
eyes but with our minds. Two people may “see” the same set of physical circumstances, but one may more fully understand the significance
of what has been seen. An experienced crime scene investigator, for
example, “sees” more at a murder site than a less perceptive observer.
As Charles Kettering said, “There is a great difference between
knowing a thing and understanding it.” So those who are perceptive
not only “look,” but they also “see.” And they not only “see,” but they
understand the meaning of what they see. They truly do “get it.”
The fact is, we can grow in our perceptiveness. If we lack discernment, we can acquire it. And doing so ought to be one of the
highest priorities of our life and work. “Perception of ideas rather than
the storing of them should be the aim of education. The mind should
be an eye to see with rather than a bin to store facts in” (A. W. Tozer).
But how do we learn to be more perceptive? Here are two ways.
Commitment to reality. There are none so blind as those who will
not see, and so to become more perceptive we must honestly want to
see things as they really are, and not merely as we wish them to be.
We must always want to know the truth — even the painful truth.
Practice, practice, practice. A baseball umpire gets better at calling
balls and strikes not by reading books but by getting behind the plate
and calling lots of pitches. So we get better at “getting it” by using our
perceptive powers over and over, always learning from our mistakes.
The power to perceive is especially important when it comes to
the higher and nobler things in life. In trivial matters, no great harm
is done if we can’t see the difference between good, better, and best.
But in matters of love, justice, and beauty, the ability to perceive what
is most excellent is an ability that no honorable person can lack.
The perception of beauty is a moral test.
H e n r y D av i d T h o r e a u
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Gratitude
Gratitude is the memory of the heart.
J. B. Massieu

T

his is the season for the giving of thanks. The harvest
is complete, provisions have been made for the winter months
ahead, and as the snows begin to fall, we take time for one of the
year’s most delightful customs, the tradition of Thanksgiving.
“Gratitude,” as J. B. Massieu defined it, “is the memory of the
heart.” Just as the intellect can recall truths that are positive and enriching, the heart can remember events that were joyful and blessings
that were needed. Gratitude is the appreciative remembrance of these
things. It’s the recollection of good things that came to us over and
beyond our merits. It’s the appreciation of grace.
Gratitude happens to be one of the most powerful gifts we’re
able to give to those around us. Not many of us can resist its power.
When someone expresses real appreciation for something we’ve done,
that expression is a gift that calls forth the very best qualities within
us. We respond to it with a healthy desire to be even more encouraging to others in the future. So why can’t we give that gift more often
to those people we deal with daily? They’d respond to our gratitude
in the same way we respond to theirs! By giving ourselves to them as
grateful individuals, we would have granted them a wonderful grace.
In truth, most of us are grateful to some extent. The problem is,
we either don’t make that gratitude known or we don’t make it known
in a timely way. As a Greek proverb puts it, “Swift gratitude is the
sweetest.” As powerful as the gift of gratitude is, it loses its potency
with every day (indeed, every hour) that passes between the reception of the benefit and the expression of our gratitude for it. So that
thank-you note needs to be mailed as quickly as we can get it written!
Nowadays, most of us would have to say that our lives have been
blessed bountifully. Whatever problems or needs we might have experienced, these are not as great as the good things we’ve been privileged
to enjoy. It’s a fact that we live in an age of affluence. But if we don’t
properly appreciate the manifold goodnesses that grace our lives, we
might as well be poor. Indeed, we are poor, in the very worst sense, if
our hearts aren’t storehouses of gratitude.

It is only with gratitude that life becomes rich.
D i e t r i c h B o n h o e ff e r

November 23

Genuineness
We wander but in the end there is always
a certain peace in being what one is,
in being that completely.
Ugo Betti

A

mong our acquaintances, those whom we value the
most are the folks who are genuine. We recognize that

there can be a huge difference between what a person appears to be
and what they actually are, and so we appreciate it when we have the
opportunity to deal with those who are the “real deal.” These are the
people (how refreshing they are!) whose words and actions have the
ring of truth. They deliver — their deeds live up to their advertising.
Genuineness is largely a matter of sincerity. If a friend is genuinely compassionate, for example, that means he or she truly does feel
compassion. Whatever’s on the surface, if a person is sincere you’ll
find that same quality no matter how deep you drill into their character. Sincerity means that what you see is what you get.
Wallace Stevens wrote, “The humble are they that move about
the world with the lure of the real in their hearts.” When all is said
and done, that’s what sets genuine people apart: they have the “lure of
the real” in their hearts. They prefer that which is actual to that which
is only apparent, even when the actual is less than perfect. And in
their dealings with others, those who are genuine offer only “the real.”
If we had to choose between an article that was authentic and
another that was counterfeit, most of us would choose the genuine
article. And so it is with people. We prefer those who are true and
trustworthy to those who are fake. We want “the real McCoy.”
Pretense is a tempting thing, however, and there are few of us
who’ve never engaged in it. We have a definite idea how we’d like
others to think of us, and it’s tempting to use smoke and mirrors to
generate that appearance. But if the conclusion we lead others to is
nothing more than an illusion, we haven’t accomplished very much.
It’s much better to be genuine. That doesn’t mean we don’t have
ideals and dreams. It doesn’t mean it’s wrong to put our best foot forward. What it does mean is that we’re deeply committed to truth.
Be what you are. This is the first step
toward becoming better than you are.
Julius Charles Hare

November 24

Travel

My heart is warm with the friends I make,
And better friends I’ll not be knowing;
Yet there isn’t a train I wouldn’t take,
No matter where it’s going.
E d n a S t . V i n c e n t M i l l ay

D

oes it make any difference in our character
whether we travel? I believe it does — or at least

it can.
Travel doesn’t automatically make one a better person, and there are
some obvious benefits to the stay-at-home philosophy. But those who
travel have an opportunity for personal growth that shouldn’t be underestimated. Going outside of the familiar places of our lives opens
up new insights and improves our perspective on what’s important.
To begin with, let’s understand that there’s a difference between
travel and “tourism.” While tourism may be better than no travel at
all, it’s not the most profitable kind. In the words of an old saying, “A
fool wanders, but the wise man travels.” Speaking of the older kind
of travel, that of the explorer or adventurer, Daniel J. Boorstin wrote,
“The traveler was active; he went strenuously in search of people, of
adventure, of experience. The tourist is passive; he expects interesting
things to happen to him. He goes ‘sight-seeing’.” The traveler, versus
the tourist, goes to unfamiliar, perhaps even difficult, places. Going
not to be entertained but educated, he leaves the beaten path, taking
the backroads — sometimes even alone. And he comes back with an
expanded view of what it is to be a human being in this world.
Travel must never be a running away from home or from ourselves, of course. As Thomas à Kempis observed, “No man safely
travels who loves not to rest at home.” And Lin Yutang spoke for all
travelers when he said, “No one realizes how beautiful it is to travel
until he comes home and rests his head on his old, familiar pillow.”
But love home as we may, the real value of travel lies in its disorientation. We rarely learn without being disoriented, and so the benefit
of travel is that it gets us out of our comfort zone. It breaks up the
ruts in our thinking, and it does so by surprising us, catching us offguard, and thrusting us into exploits we’ve never dreamed of.
If travel has taught me nothing more, and it certainly has, it’s this: you can
never know when some trifling incident, utterly without any significance, may
pitchfork you into adventure or, by the same token, may not.
S. J. Perelman

November 25

Eternity
We feel and know that we are eternal.
S p i n oz a

I

n deciding on our worldview, the question of “eternity” must be dealt with. Is reality limited to space-time con-

tinuums like the one we now live in, with its beginning and end, or
is there some reality that overarches all of this and extends infinitely
backward and infinitely forward? In other words, is there any reality
to which the word “forever” can be rightly applied? This is no trivial
question. It is one of the most basic questions that we must ask because it has to do with whether there is a God who has always existed,
and whether we will continue to exist after our earthly lives are over.
Contrary to popular opinion, science has not disproven eternity.
Wernher von Braun, a scientist of no slight stature, spoke for many
when he said, “Everything science has taught me — and continues to
teach me — strengthens my belief in the continuity of our spiritual
existence after death.” And the German poet Goethe, who was no
country bumpkin, said, “Life is the childhood of our immortality.” So
affirming eternity doesn’t mean that one is intellectually naive.
At the practical level, eternity is a vital question because it bears
on our values and principles. As with other elements of our worldview, our belief about eternity helps determine how long-term our
perspective is. Very different decisions about our conduct will result if
we see those decisions as having eternal consequences, and if our values are shaped by eternal truths, they will have a stability about them
that would be hard to maintain if we disbelieved in eternity.
Obviously, many people who say they believe in eternity don’t
really do so, or they wouldn’t conduct their lives so irresponsibly. But
if we are truly convinced that an eternal God is our Creator, and that
having been created by Him we will spend eternity either with Him
or away from Him, the impact of that conviction on our character will
make us the kind of people that others are pleased to deal with.
One thing is clear: if eternity waits for us beyond death’s door,
then we need to factor that into our thinking right now. Whatever
advantages we may gain for ourselves in time, if we’ve neglected to
invest in eternity, we will have missed all that really mattered.
No man is rich to whom the grave brings eternal bankruptcy.
Henry Ward Beecher

November 26

Transcendence
Humanity could only have survived and flourished if it held social
and personal values that transcended the urges of the individual . . . and
these stem from the sense of a transcendent good.
Arthur Peacocke

I

n yesterday’s reading, we considered “eternity,” so
today let’s think about “transcendence.” To transcend

means to “be greater than” or to “go beyond.” If one thing transcends
another, the first thing exceeds the limits of the second thing.
In the Arthur Peacocke quotation above, the point is made that
our survival has depended on people “transcending” their own selfish
desires, and that is certainly true. Where would we be if no one ever
looked beyond his own interests to the good of the community?
But there is a greater sense in which we use the word “transcendence,” and that is when we speak of some reality that is higher
than all of the material universe put together. Such a reality would
be radically “other” than the world in which we live, different from
all material things not only in quantity or magnitude, but in the very
quality of its being. A transcendent God, for example, would be more
than simply “everything that exists” and more than an abstract “force.”
He would be distinct from — and superior to — His entire creation.
But is there such a God? Consider the argument of the Apostle
Paul in the Acts of the Apostles, Chapter 17. Speaking to an audience
in Athens, Paul noted that the Greeks’ own poets had acknowledged
that we are the offspring of God. So if we know what we are, personal
beings, then whatever power was capable of producing us could not
have been any less a personal being than we are. Only a divine, personal Creator is sufficient to explain what we know about ourselves.
But such a Creator would be transcendent — that is, He would be
“above” and “beyond” us in every significant sense of those terms.
Now the phenomenon that we call “worship” has to do with both
eternity and transcendence. Worship is the recognition (in our hearts
and minds) of eternal, transcendent reality, and the acknowledgment
(in our words and deeds) of that reality. To worship is to stand in awe
before the majesty of what is above us. Amazed and humbled, we
honor the One who brought the world into being and gave us life.
Worship is transcendent wonder.
T h om a s C a r l y l e

November 27

Gravity
The most profound joy has more of gravity than of gaiety in it.
M i c h e l d e M o n ta i g n e

S

ometimes we err by being too serious, but at other
times we’re not serious enough. Prone to extremes, we

struggle to get the balance right from day to day. On other pages, we
have dealt with the problem of being too dour or gloomy. Wouldn’t it
also be in order to consider the opposite problem: a lack of gravity?
“Gravity” is a significant word, more so than is generally recognized in our breezy, casual age. It comes from the Latin gravis
(“heavy”). In physics, “gravity” is a force that results in what we call
“weight.” Figuratively, then, we speak of an important matter as being
“weighty,” and we say that a more trivial matter is on the “lighter”
side. If we say a situation is “grave,” we mean that it is very serious.
And so gravity, when applied to persons, means that one possesses
an admirable solemnity or dignity of manner. To possess gravity (or
gravitas, as it is sometimes called) means that we recognize when seriousness is needed and dignity is appropriate. And judging from the
flippancy with which some live their lives, it would appear that they
think seriousness is never needed and dignity is never appropriate.
Perhaps some shy away from gravity because they see it as being
inconsistent with joy. But as Montaigne wisely pointed out, “The
most profound joy has more of gravity than of gaiety in it.” The day
you learn the advantage of gravity over flippancy will probably be the
day you also learn the difference between happiness and joy. Gravity,
or dignity of manner, is not a killjoy; it enhances joy. And if we dispense with all formality and solemnity in our lives, the result is not
the carefree enjoyment of constant informality, but the boredom that
comes from dumbing everything down to the level of the casual.
There is a sense, of course, in which we ought not to be concerned about our “dignity” at all. If by dignity we mean the pride that
makes us want to appear “important,” then that kind of pride needs to
be gotten rid of. But the interesting thing is this: if we will acquire the
virtue of gravity, that virtue will naturally keep us from doing things
that would harm us or blemish the good name we have tried to build.
A healthy measure of gravity is a wonderfully protective thing to have.
Let not a man guard his dignity, but let his dignity guard him.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

November 28

Wisdom
Keep me from the wisdom which does not cry, the philosophy which does
not laugh, and the greatness which does not bow before children.
Kahlil Gibran

W

isdom, as we all know, is different from knowledge. Knowledge has to do with the accumulation of factual

information, while wisdom indicates how that information may be
used to its best advantage. There are two parts to wisdom, both of
which are important. First, wisdom perceives, discerns, and understands. It sees how a situation really is (analysis). But second, having
accurately assessed the situation, wisdom exercises good judgment and
discretion. It tells us what should be done about the situation (action).
In other words, wisdom gives us the best possible answer to these two
questions: What is going on? and What should be done about it?
Wisdom and prudence are closely related. As Norman Cousins
put it, “Wisdom consists of the anticipation of consequences.” It
looks ahead, soberly assessing the likely results of an action, and tells
us the safest way to go or the most advantageous path to follow. And
wisdom is able to do this because it has learned from the experience
of others and seen what usually works and what doesn’t. “From the
errors of others a wise man corrects his own” (Publilius Syrus).
The highest use of wisdom is surely in the area of morality.
Cicero observed that the “function of wisdom is to discriminate
between good and evil.” Wisdom may give us an advantage in lesser
matters, and for that we should be grateful, but more than anything
else, we should welcome the advice that wisdom gives us in regard to
what is right, just, and honorable. If wisdom doesn’t elevate our conduct to a higher, nobler plane, then we’ve not gotten its best benefit.
The challenge, of course, is to apply wisdom to ourselves. It is
easier to look at someone else’s situation and advise them what they
should do than it is to see our own situation objectively and apply
wisdom to our actions. Generally speaking, it is through hardship
and heartache that we learn to be wise in our own lives, and that is
why we ought not to avoid difficulty. If we despise the means through
which wisdom usually comes, we can’t truly say we desire wisdom.
People prefer happiness to wisdom, but that is like
wanting to be immortal without getting older.
Sydney J. Harris

November 29

Appropriateness
A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver.
T h e B oo k of P r o v e r b s

I

t is not enough to do the right thing; the right
thing must be done in the right way. Even when we’re

sure
we’re doing what is right, we must consider doing it appropriately. If
an action is permissible from the strict standpoint of right and wrong,
it still may not fit very well or be suitable for a particular person, place,
or occasion. If not, a more appropriate action should be sought.
In these days of personal independence and freedom, little
thought is given to the question of appropriateness. For many of us,
the “legal” question is all that matters: “If you can’t show me where it
is inherently wrong to do what I want to do, then I’m going to do it.”
And if someone should say, “Yes, but what you’re doing is not fitting
or suitable,” we would probably reply, “What is ‘fitting’ is totally subjective, so don’t bother me with that.” We operate right up to the limit
of the law, demanding the right to do anything the law allows.
But the strict rules of right and wrong can never tell us all we
need to know about whether we should engage in a specific action or
not. Consider, for example, the simple decision about what to wear to
a particular event or occasion. Perhaps you are considering wearing
something that might be considered unsuitable. Questions like Is this
against the rules? and Would I be punished for wearing this? will only get
you so far. At some point, you would need to ask Is this suitable for a
person with values and principles like mine? and Will this be beneficial to
others? and Will this help or hurt the credibility that I want to have with
those who are important to me? The fact is, those who never raise the
question of appropriateness are thinking of no one but themselves.
However important appropriateness is in general, it is especially
important in our words. “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in
settings of silver.” And let’s face it: with our words, timing is crucial.
So if we seek to give good gifts to those around us, we would
do well to consider the question of appropriateness, and I’m not just
talking about physical gifts. In one sense, everything we do is a gift to
those around us. So are we doing things that are suitable and fitting?
Are we giving appropriate gifts to those who have contact with us?
The excellence of a gift lies in its appropriateness rather than its value.
Charles Dudley Warner

November 30

Help

At bottom, and just in the deepest and most important things,
we are unutterably alone, and for one person to be able to advise or even help
another, a lot must happen, a lot must go well, a whole constellation of
things must come right in order once to succeed.
Rainer Maria Rilke

H

elping another human being is one of the highest
privileges that can come to us. Although opportunities

to try to help are plentiful, it is rare, as Rilke indicates, that everything
comes together in such a way that our help ends up being truly helpful. So we should cherish the times when we’re able to help someone,
exercising good stewardship of every opportunity that comes along.
When the opportunity to help presents itself, figuring out how to
help often taxes the wisdom of even the wisest person. It’s not always
easy to know how to help without making the situation worse. Only
wisdom can answer questions like “How?” and “When?” and “How
much?” But we only grow in wisdom by getting involved and making
an effort, so we should always be ready to help in the best way we can.
Over time, we will grow in wisdom and become better helpers.
We should never hesitate to hold out a helping hand — but neither should we hesitate to accept the helping hand of another. In fact,
it’s not likely that our help will be appreciated (and may not even be
accepted), if the other person sees us as being unwilling to be helped
by them. Others are willing to be influenced by us only when they
believe we are willing to be influenced by them. So it takes humility
not only to receive help, but also to give it. The helpfulness of many a
gift has been hindered by a lack of humility on the part of the giver.
It helps our humility to realize that all of us have had to be
helped at many points along the way. If our present situation is one
that we can be thankful for, we need to understand that we didn’t get
there on our own; we had to have help. And acknowledging the grace
that has been shown to us should make us better helpers of others.
Finally, sensitivity is the thing that, along with wisdom, distinguishes great help from the lesser kinds. So if we would help, we must
be willing to enter the other person’s heart and feel what they feel.
It is well to give when asked, but it is better
to give unasked, through understanding.
Kahlil Gibran

December 1

Zeal

Let a man in a garret but burn with enough
intensity and he will set fire to the world.
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

I

f a person is moved by zeal, then that person is a powerful force, even when acting alone. The human heart is

capable of intense concern. It can be fired with a fervor so hot that it
would sacrifice the gift of life itself in order to gain its goal.
Zeal, of course, is a good thing only if the object of its desire is
good. It’s a powerful tool, but in and of itself, its value is neutral. Zeal
takes its value from the use to which it is put, or the causes in which
its services are enlisted. If good can be accomplished by the heart
filled with zeal, so can evil; so it’s critical that we maintain vigilant
watch over the moral quality of our desires. The possibility that we
might come to the end of our lives and realize we’ve used our zeal
to achieve unworthy ends is a possibility we should want to avoid. It
pays to be careful about what we want while we live in this world.
Yet even when the things that we’re zealous about are good and
honorable, there is something else to consider: our zeal must not be
blind or unthinking. For example, it’s good to be patriotic, generally
speaking. But if patriotic zeal is blind and uncritical (“My country,
right or wrong!”), then we have something less than might be desired.
We need not only to support worthy causes, but we need to know why
we support them. Our enthusiasm needs to be an enlightened one.
And then, of course, our zeal must be disciplined. Like literal
fire, the fire of zeal must not only be stoked; it must be kept inside
the boiler. Our enthusiasm must be trained, channeled, directed, and
governed — or else it’ll do more harm than good. Zeal may be one of
the forces by which we do our work in this world, but it’s not the only
force. No matter how passionate we are, there’ll be times when our
zeal must be held in check while we employ some other, equally valuable, tool or character trait, such as patience or humility or courtesy.
But finally, the main use of zeal should always be the improvement of our own character and conduct. The world needs saving, no
doubt, but truth to tell, most of us could use a little saving ourselves.
Have therefore first zeal to better thyself
and then mayst thou have zeal to thy neighbor.
T h om a s à K e m p i s

December 2

Richness
Blood is an inheritance; virtue an acquisition.
M i g u e l d e C e r va n t e s

T

here are many ways to be rich. Physical, or financial,
wealth is what most people would think of first. But today, let’s
spend a moment thinking about another kind of richness: richness of
character. And for purposes of our discussion here, let’s do something
a little different; let’s define richness of character as having a character
sumptuously full of choice ingredients. What we should want in life is
to have a character that is not flat, one-dimensional, and monotonous,
but one that is rich, variegated, and deeply textured.
So what has to happen for our hearts to be “enriched”? Well,
first they have to be exposed to things that can enrich them. Whether
it’s different people, different circumstances, different challenges, or
simply different weather, we need to get out of our ruts and let ourselves come into contact with things that can add to the quality of our
character. If it’s nothing more than taking a different way home from
work once in a while, we need to go out of our way to see new things.
But exposure is not enough; we must let ourselves become
involved with things that can enrich us. Two individuals may go to a
social event and both be exposed to people they’ve never met before. One, however, may come away enriched while the other leaves
completely unchanged. What’s the difference? In both cases there was
exposure to enrichment, but in only one case was there involvement.
So we need to make sure the experiences that come our way don’t
simply wash over us; we must open ourselves up to them. Enrichment
can’t take place if we don’t let it work its magic on us.
Ultimately, however, there is no true richness of heart if there has
been no exposure to or involvement with the principles of rightness
and honor. No matter how richly textured they may be in other ways,
if our characters haven’t been made more worthy by the acquirement
of virtue, then we’re still paupers. To be rich, in the long run, simply
means to do what is right. It means faithfulness to valid principles.
Richness of heart, then, in this last, highest sense, is not the only
kind of richness to which we might aspire, but without it, none of the
other kinds matter very much. It’s what’s on the inside that counts.

Without the rich heart, wealth is an ugly beggar.
R a l p h W a l do E m e r s o n

December 3

Accountability
You can’t run a society or cope with its problems
if people are not held accountable for what they do.
John Leo

W

hen others refuse to be accountable for their actions, it’s easy to see the problem; it’s a bit harder

to see it, however, when we’re the ones who’re making
excuses. At times, we can be so subtle in dodging personal responsibility that we deceive our own selves into thinking that it’s somebody
else’s fault. Most of us jump into the “blame game” far too eagerly.
The word “accountable” means answerable. Since it contains the
word “account,” let’s use the metaphor of bookkeeping to illustrate it.
If I accept accountability, that means I’m willing to let other people
“audit my books.” I’m willing for my deeds to be examined against fair
standards of right and wrong, and if the audit shows that I’ve done
anything amiss, then I’m willing to compensate anyone who’s been
hurt and make restitution to the full extent of my ability.
Accepting accountability requires three things, at the very least.
Conscience. We must admit there are standards we’re answerable
to and then have the humility to be guided by those standards.
Commitment. We must discipline ourselves to demonstrate
integrity. That is, we must commit ourselves to doing what’s right and
maintain consistency between our principles and our practice.
Courage. We must be willing to accept the consequences of everything we do — and face the firing squad of full justice, if need be.
Accepting full and frank accountability for our own actions is one
of the best things we can do for those around us. It’s a gift of great
value, and one that’s made all the more valuable by the fact that it’s
so rare these days. When others know that we can be counted on to
do our best, and that when we’ve failed to do what’s right, we’ll spend
our time making restitution rather than making excuses, they will find
a peace and security in their relationship with us that can’t be found
any other way. It’s not a complicated matter, really. It’s just a bit of
basic morality, a fundamental principle of right and wrong.

A person may cause evil to others not only
by his actions but by his inaction, and in either case he is
justly accountable to them for the injury.
John St uart Mill

December 4

Learning
A man, though wise, should never be ashamed
Of learning more, and must unbend his mind.
Sophocles

T

here are far too many wonders in the world for any
of us to quit exploring. Even if we’re advanced in age and

reputed to be wise, there are still many good things left to be learned
— and some of these may be facts that will hurt us not to know. If
we’re truly wise, we’ll make a commitment to lifelong learning.
One thing that I’ve learned so far is that learning things can be
scary! New truths force us to reorganize our lives. They may require us
to part company with some thoughts and deeds that have previously
been a part of our security system. As George Bernard Shaw wrote to
someone once, “You have learned something. That always feels at first
as if you had lost something.” Our “comfort zones,” as we call them,
are good and we all need to have them, but we can’t stay inside them
all the time. On the inside of our comfort zones there may be a good
deal of coziness, but there’s very little learning, and learning is an
unavoidable necessity if there’s going to be any progress in our lives.
Actually, however, if we can learn to launch out into the realm
of new discovery, whatever comfort may be lost is often replaced
by a new kind of joy: “I find my joy of living in the fierce and ruthless battles of life, and my pleasure comes from learning something”
(August Strindberg). Those who’ve tried it report that an ounce of
new discovery is worth a pound of old, ill-informed comfort.
Learning is particularly important in our personal relationships.
It’s not too much to say that most of the relationship difficulties we
have stem from a failure to be open to new knowledge about other
people. We know each other so poorly, and relate to one another so
inadequately, because we’re content with what we already “know”
about others and are afraid to open our hearts to deeper learnings.
So to be learners we must humble ourselves before others, being
willing to ask and willing to be contradicted. Adopting these mental
postures is not easy, and it doesn’t happen by accident. Being a learner
calls for a commitment and a bravery that are nothing short of noble.
Learning is not attained by chance. It must be
sought for with ardor and attended to with diligence.
Abigail Adams

December 5

Endearment
But if the while I think on thee, dear friend,
All losses are restor’d and sorrows end.
William Shakespeare

I

f anyone has ever told you that you were “dear” to
them, you’ve been paid a high compliment. Yet regardless

of the reaction of others, the responsibility is on our side to acquire
characters that tend in the direction of endearment, rather than estrangement. Consider this point from four different angles.
Loved and cherished. To be “dear” to someone means they feel a
fondness and an affection for us. Are we easily loved and cherished?
Are our characters and conduct such that they encourage endearment?
Greatly valued. But “dear” can also mean “precious,” as in the remark, “In the fire, they lost many things that were dear to them.” Are
we dear to our friends in this way? If our friendship were lost to them,
would they lose anything of significant value in their lives?
Highly esteemed. The salutation “Dear Mr. Jones” is meant to
convey respect. When others begin a letter to us in that way, does it
take a stretch of their imagination to consider us with high regard or
esteem? Has our relationship with them been worthy of their honor?
Earnest and ardent. If somebody said that a certain person “dearly
loved golf,” that would mean his or her attraction to that activity was
more than casual. What about the passions of your life? Do you love
whatever you love in such a way that it’s dear to you?
It would be a hardhearted person who would say, “I don’t care
whether anybody finds me endearing or not.” And yet, many of us
may find that we go to the opposite extreme. Wanting to endear
ourselves, we say and do things that are not really very genuine, and
things that are not very natural to us, for no other reason than to gain
the favor of those whose approval we value. But hypocrisy, flattery,
and unctuousness are not endearing, no matter how skillfully they
may be employed. What people want is for us to be comfortable in
our own skins, to work hard at being the best “us” we can be, and to
extend ourselves to them naturally and honestly. When it comes down
to it, most folks find snapshots more endearing than glamour shots.
To me more dear, congenial to my heart,
One native charm, than all the gloss of art.
Oliver Goldsmith

December 6

Industriousness
Industry is a better horse to ride than genius.
W a lt e r L i p p m a n n

W

ould those who know you best say you’re a hard
worker? If not, then at least two valuable things are being

lost: (1) Your friends are losing the value of the contribution you could
make to their lives, and (2) you’re losing the unique satisfaction that
comes from being active and assiduous in your work.
Our English word “industrious” comes from the Latin industria
which simply meant “diligent.” To be industrious is to be dynamic and
productive. It is not only to work but to be hardworking. And all too
often, it’s a quality that characterizes the few rather than the many.
In all fairness, it is true that some people go overboard when it
comes to work. As Clarence Day wryly remarked, “The ant is knowing and wise; but he doesn’t know enough to take a vacation.”
But that’s not the tendency in most of our lives. Most of us could
add a little more industriousness to our characters and not be hurt by
it at all. And that’s what we will want to do when we see our work as
it relates to our fellow human beings. When we realize that with our
work we honor not only the work itself but also those for whom we do
it, we’ll naturally want to give it more effort.
That’s why it’s important for each of us to find two things. First,
we need to find work we can truly see as being our own work: work
that taps into our individual endowments and calls forth our greatest
passion. And second, we need to identify the people who can most
greatly profit from this work. We need to know for whom we’re working and dedicate our work to them in all conscientiousness.
Some people, frankly, give work a bad name. They put it off and
run from it as if it were a dreaded disease. From their dislike of it,
you’d think that hard work is undesirable, that it’s something to be
done only if there is no other choice, and not a minute longer than it
takes to get it over with. But this is a serious, and most unfortunate,
misconception. Honorable work and the industriousness that goes
with it are two ingredients in any reasonable recipe for the good life.
If your friends call you a hard worker, please don’t be embarrassed.
Labor disgraces no man; unfortunately, you
occasionally find men who disgrace labor.
U ly s s e s S. G r a n t

December 7

Questions
He who is afraid to ask is ashamed of learning.
Danish Proverb

I

n our relationships with others, we should be willing
to ask the questions we ought to ask. That is, we ought,

in the matter of questions, to aim for two things: (1) the good sense to
see that some things are more valuable to know than others, and (2)
the gumption to go ahead and ask the better questions. Both of these
are important — more so than you might think.
Knowing what the good questions are. One of the most fascinating
aspects of human nature is the amount of interest we bestow upon
trivia. To be sure, there are times when we need to relax and be entertained by trivia, but it’s not good if our curiosity never goes beyond
that. We live in a magnificent world that invites all manner of worthy
questions, but all too often those questions go unasked. As Emerson
noted, “The sun shines and warms and lights us and we have no curiosity to know why this is so; but we ask the reason of all evil, of pain,
and hunger, and mosquitoes and silly people.” If the quality of what
we know depends on the quality of the questions we ask, then we’ve
got a real, practical need to sharpen our sense of priorities.
Having the humility and courage to ask. Even the best things we
could know will remain forever in the realm of mystery if we can’t
bring ourselves to do what learners do: ask. It’s such a simple thing,
but most of us find that it can be difficult. Sometimes we’re too proud
to let it be known that we don’t know certain things, and at other
times we just don’t have the courage to ask. But in either case, the
progress we need to make is impossible if we don’t open up and ask.
So it’s good to have good questions and it’s good to go ahead
and ask our questions, rather than remain ignorant. Yet as undesirable as ignorance is, there is something even worse, and that is a lack
of integrity. Asking a question should mean not only that we want to
know the truth about something; it should also mean that we want
to do what’s right about that truth. Living a quality life requires more
than curiosity — it requires action. If we never get around to using
the good answers that have been given to our questions, we forfeit
many of the best things in this question-filled world.
He who asks questions cannot avoid the answers.
C a m e r oo n i a n P r o v e r b

December 8

Willingness
There is nothing so easy but that it becomes
difficult when you do it with reluctance.
Terence

I

t’s sad that we let so many good days be ruined by
that common killjoy: reluctance. Activities that might

be
quite satisfying (indeed, activities that at one time were satisfying) are
now seen, for one reason or another, as being required, and so we approach them unwillingly. With our resistance and reluctance, we drain
every drop of joy out of our daily round of duties. It hardly ever occurs
to us that the problem lies with our personal concept of duty.
We tend to draw a pretty hard line between obligation (“have
to”) and pleasure (“want to”). We think in terms of work (“have to”)
and play (“want to”), and we even divide life itself into two main segments: employment (“have to”) and retirement (“want to”). We hack
away at our “to do” lists as if happiness and delight were things that
could only be enjoyed later. Yet there is no law in the universe that requires us to see “have to” and “want to” as opposites, and the mere fact
that something is necessary doesn’t mean we can’t do it willingly. “The
man who does something under orders is not unhappy; he is unhappy
who does something against his will” (Seneca).
Many wonderful doors open to us when we learn the simple
habit of willingness. We can consciously open our hearts and minds
to the things that are ours to do, even those that are obligatory, and
when we do, everything takes on a much better appearance. This
doesn’t mean we try to trick ourselves into thinking that everything
we have to do is easy or pleasant. It just means we give these things
the full assent of our will — and also remember why we’re doing them
and who the folks are who benefit from them.
When we go to bed at night disagreeably “tired,” the thing that
has tired us out is usually not our work or our responsibilities — it’s
running away from our work and our responsibilities! A reluctant, unwilling, I-don’t-want-to-do-this mindset is one of the most exhausting things that anybody can endure. So get rid of it. Make a different
choice. Embrace the things that you must do, and you’ll find an energy
surging up inside you that you’ll have great fun putting to good use.
A willing mind makes a light foot.
T h om a s F u l l e r

December 9

Workmanship
He who considers his work beneath him
will be above doing it well.
Alexander Chase

I

sn’t it ironic that we sometimes think we’re too good
to do good work? We dismiss inferior workmanship with

remarks like these: “My time is too valuable to waste on menial work”
or “That’s not my job” or “Let somebody do that who hasn’t got anything better to do.” When, as Alexander Chase suggests, we view our
work as “beneath us,” then we’re “above doing it well.”
Whatever work we’re called upon to do, however, we need to
see our workmanship as an extension of our character. “By the work
one knows the workman” ( Jean de La Fontaine). And there is a sense
in which we demonstrate our character most vividly in the doing of
“little” things, those that “don’t matter.” It’s the person who is faithful in that which is least who’ll also be faithful in that which is much.
None of us likes to deal with people who only do their best when the
spotlight is shining on them and they believe there’s opportunity for
significant praise. We need to be careful not to be that way ourselves.
Not only that, but when we’ve done less than our best, we ought
not to blame our poor workmanship on external circumstances. When
our work has been less than skillful, it does no good to say, “I could
have done better if I hadn’t gotten such bad breaks.” That would be
like Abraham Lincoln saying, “I would have been a great president if
there hadn’t been a war going on.” A good workman never blames his
tools, and “A bad workman never gets a good tool” (Thomas Fuller).
There really are few joys in life more deeply satisfying than the
knowledge that we’re constantly improving the quality of what we do.
It feels good to do good work, and it feels even better to know that
we’ve done better work today than we did yesterday. But high-quality
lives, and the good workmanship that grows out of them, don’t just
happen. Continuous improvement requires conscious effort. It requires
paying honest attention to where we are, daily examining the worthiness of our goals, actively learning things that we don’t yet know, and
never ceasing to pull our performance up to the level of our ideals.
No fine work can be done without concentration
and self-sacrifice and toil and doubt.
Max Beerbohm

December 10

Challenges
The ultimate measure of a man is not where
he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where
he stands at times of challenge and controversy.
Martin Luther King Jr.

W

hat our friends know of us while the sun is shining
is one thing — what they find out about us when

the darkness closes in may be something very different.

It doesn’t take a person of very great character to reflect a bit of glory
when there is beauty and brightness all around, but let a person be
tested by hardship or pain and then, if there’s no light coming from
inside that person’s heart, the darkness will be dark indeed.
Challenges show us our weaknesses. All of us have some of these,
of course; there is no use denying that we do. But we may not pay
adequate attention to our weaknesses until some crisis makes us aware
of them. And to that end, challenges are good for us. Whatever helps
us see the areas where we’re vulnerable is a thing to be thankful for.
Wise people want to know, as soon as possible, where they need to
shore up their defenses, and challenges offer us that opportunity.
But challenges also show us our strengths. Just as we each have our
weaknesses, we each have our strengths also. And just as challenges
force us to look honestly at our weaknesses, the same challenges may
surprise us by bringing to light some strengths we didn’t know we
had. “Within us all there are wells of thought and dynamos of energy
which are not suspected until emergencies arise” (Thomas J. Watson).
When we have to take one of life’s hard “exams,” we may not make a
perfect score, but often we do better than we ever thought we could.
So, when all is said and done, what’s the main thing that we want
from life? Is it simply ease and pleasure? If that’s all we want and
we’re unhappy when we get anything else, then we probably have our
sights set too low. The fact is, there are several things, such as character growth, that should have a higher priority than ease and pleasure.
And if the goodness of something is judged by what it does for our
character, we’d have to say that challenges and tests, however difficult
or unpleasant, should be placed in the good category.
Our prayers are answered not when we are given what we ask,
but when we are challenged to be what we can be.
Morris Adler

December 11

Love

Take away love and our earth is a tomb.
R o b e r t B r ow n i n g

T

he Latin phrase sine qua non meant “without which
not.” When we say that something is the sine qua non of some-

thing else, we mean that the first thing is absolutely essential to the
second. The second thing could not exist without the first.
Is it too much to say that love is the sine qua non of human life?
Honestly, I don’t think that’s an overstatement. Many things may be
taken away from us, many “essential” things we may have to get along
without, but take away love, and what is left is something less than
a human life. By this I do not mean that we have to be loved to be
human — I mean that we must love. We ourselves must love some
personal being outside of ourselves. There is nothing any more deeply
embedded in our nature than the need to love. Whether or not love is
acknowledged, appreciated, or reciprocated, the great happiness of life
is to love. It was no one less than Friedrich von Schiller, who wrote
the poem Ode to Joy and was a leader of German Romanticism, who
said, “I have enjoyed the happiness of the world; I have loved.”
I came of age on the Mississippi Gulf Coast not far from the
Louisiana Creole country. In those lands, there is a beautiful proverb
which says, “Tell me whom you love, and I’ll tell you who you are.”
Today, and every day, let’s meditate on those whom we love — let’s
resolve to love them more purely, strongly, tenderly . . . and lovingly!
It should be said, of course, that we do sometimes take love too
seriously. It’s a force far beyond what any of us mere mortals can
handle, and we ought to see the humorous side of our “assaults with
the intent to love.” We ought to just admit, as some wise person said,
that “the game of love can’t be played with the cards on the table.”
Still it’s the most wonderful thing this side of heaven, isn’t it? It
deserves nothing less than our best effort. We ought to honor it and
receive its grace with gratitude. We ought to quit trying to make it
be our slave, and instead allow it to be the heart-piercing, two-edged
sword that it has always been in the realm where it came from.
Make your service of love a beautiful thing;
want nothing else, fear nothing else and let
love be free to become what love truly is.
H a d e w i j c h of A n t w e r p

December 12

Doors

Hope opens doors where despair closes them.
A n o n y mo u s

I

t’s one of the finest things in life to be a person who
opens doors for others. And no, we don’t mean physical

doors, although the courtesy involved in doing that old-fashioned
deed is a mighty fine gesture in itself. The doors we want to think
about in today’s reading are doors of opportunity. When we are instrumental in giving hope to someone, and perhaps even assist them in
pursuing their hopes, we’ve engaged in a powerful act of blessing.
One thing, at least, is certain: we can’t be door-openers for those
around us if we don’t keep hope alive within ourselves. If we give in
to the crushing forces of despair, we’ll get to the point where we don’t
believe that anything anybody does is going to make any difference
for good in the long run. It takes a kind of courage that could almost
be described as stubborn and defiant to maintain hope in the face
of discouragement. But when we do this and keep the fires of hope
burning, we do something that’s extremely valuable to those who
know us. When they’ve lost hope, we owe it to them to maintain hope
for them and hold the doors open that they’ll need to pass through.
Graham Greene once made the comment, “There is always one
moment in childhood when the door opens and lets the future in.”
Can we not take that thought and make use of it in our relationships
as adults? Very few of us can say that we turned out to be the people
we once hoped we might be. But life continues, does it not? And this
may strike you as an unusual thought, but I want you to consider that
you have it within yourself to help those around you to reopen the
doors of their childhood dreams. You can be a rekindler of hope.
But there is one last thing to think about: not only can we aid
others in passing through doors of opportunity, we can also open the
doors of our own hearts to them. And in the end, these are the doors
whose opening may be the most welcome. To live in this world is to
be a traveler. We’re all on a journey, and the road grows long. How
glad we are to meet those whose hearts are like a wayside inn, with
the doors open and a gentle voice saying, “Come in and be refreshed.”
My heart keeps open house,
My doors are widely flung.
T h e odo r e R o e t h k e

December 13

Posterity
Since it is not granted to us to live long, let us transmit
to posterity some memorial that we have at least lived.
Pliny the Younger

S

een against the backdrop of this world’s whole history, a human lifetime is a very brief affair. Pliny was

right: “it is not granted to us to live long.” But we can, as he suggested, leave some memorial that we have lived. We can make some
contribution to the world in which we’ve been privileged to live. As we
pass through the world, we can make some improvement, however
slight, in the world’s condition. Surely, that should be our desire.
To be sure, not many of us will make any mark that will be remembered after we’re gone. A very wise man wrote long ago, “There
is no remembrance of former things, nor will there be any remembrance of things that are to come by those who will come after” (Book
of Ecclesiastes). There is a sense in which we should forget the future
and be content simply to serve our own generation. Serving our own
generation, humbly and faithfully, is no small legacy to leave to future
generations. In itself, that’s a wonderful contribution.
But the fact is, none of us live entirely to ourselves. Each one of
us is a link in the chain of generations, and what we do is more than
just our own business. We’re linked to our ancestors in the past, and
we’re linked to our descendants in the future. We ought to want to be
worthy links and faithful stewards of what’s been handed down. “Let
us contemplate our forefathers, and posterity,” said Samuel Adams,
“and resolve to maintain the rights bequeathed to us from the former,
for the sake of the latter.” There ought to be in our hearts this wholesome two-fold desire: (1) to be a posterity our ancestors would be
proud of, and (2) to leave a legacy our descendants will be thankful for.
Not all of us are guilty of this, but I would say that, as a people,
we are in danger of losing touch with our ancestors. Nowadays, we
live with such a concentration on the ever-insistent “now,” many forget the names of their great-grandparents, not to mention their more
distant ancestors. If so, this is a tragic loss. We can’t disconnect from
the past and still have any proper regard for what will come after us.
People will not look forward to posterity
who never look backward to their ancestors.
E dm u n d B u r k e

December 14

Roads

On the old highway maps of America, the main routes were red
and the back roads blue. Now even the colors are changing.
But in those brevities just before dawn and a little after dark — times
neither day nor night — the old roads return to the sky some of its color.
Then, in truth, they cast a mysterious shadow of blue, and it’s that time
when the pull of the blue highway is strongest, when the open road is
beckoning, a strangeness, a place where a man can lose himself.
W i l l i a m L e w i s T r o g do n

I

t has always seemed to me that there is something
inexpressibly romantic about a road. Roads, after all, go

somewhere, and there aren’t many roads that don’t entice me, intrigue
me, and attract me to their end. As a loner whose work requires a
good deal of travel, I prefer to travel by the roads, preferably the back
roads, rather than by air. I know the time of which Trogdon speaks,
“when the pull of the blue highway is strongest, when the open road
is beckoning, a strangeness, a place where a man can lose himself.”
A road is not a bad metaphor for a human life, actually. The
expression “road of life” may be a bit worn-out, but it is nonetheless
true that our lives have many of the characteristics of a road. They
have their destinations, their distances, and even their detours. It pays
to pick our roads carefully — and travel them appreciatively.
One of the nicest gifts we can give to others is to be persons who,
wherever we “go,” go gladly and with a spirit of adventure. There are
already too many folks in the world who are treading their path resentfully. Can we not be zestfully different: people who motivate (and
amaze) our associates by actually enjoying the journey that we’re on?
Perhaps we don’t do this because secretly we wish our journey
could be exchanged for someone else’s. But there is no good way
to separate our “journeys” from our “selves.” The uniqueness of the
roads we’re on is what gives us the opportunity to make a peculiar
and worthwhile contribution to this old world. Individually, we need
to have the courage to follow our own roads with integrity and true
intent. “We can’t reach old age by another man’s road” (Mark Twain).
I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I —
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.
Robert Frost

December 15

Desire

Ah Love! Could you and I with Him conspire
To grasp this Sorry Scheme of Things entire,
Would not we shatter it to bits — and then
Remold it nearer to the Heart’s Desire!
E dw a r d F i t z G e r a l d

N

ot many people would, in their more honest moments, tell you they presently have all their

heart’s desire. In

many ways, this world is an incomplete world, a
world of dreams, even a “broken” world, we might say, where we feel
our hearts being stirred by longings and aspirations for a perfection
beyond the fragmentary happiness that seems to be our lot. We want
more than what we’ve known in the past and the present; for most of
us, the future is something we envision with desire, and even hope.
Some would say we’re too naive — we need to do away with our
desires and content ourselves with whatever is real right now. And, of
course, when deep desires are unfulfilled, they can feel very much like
pain, and so many people think we should protect ourselves from pain
by diminishing our desires. But truly, being people of desire is not a
thing to be regretted or avoided. When our desires are governed by
wisdom, humility, and respect for the dignity of other human beings,
we are at our best when we present ourselves to the world as people of
desire. If we’re not passionate, we’re not fully alive.
Bob Costas, the delightfully thoughtful television sportscaster,
made a wonderful statement one year at the beginning of the Winter
Olympics. Speaking of the glory of honorable competition and the
power of dreams that drive us toward excellence, he said, “We are
beaten only when we quit believing in what we wish we could be.”
Our dreams matter. Our desires are our dignity. And though we
often err by letting our desires be diverted into some very unproductive channels, it’s not usually our desires that are at fault, only our
discipline. We need our desires, and those around us need them too.
They need us to want better things. Higher things. Stronger things.
Bad will be the day for every man when he becomes absolutely content with
the life that he is living, with the thoughts that he is thinking, with the deeds
that he is doing, when there is not forever beating at the doors of his soul
some great desire to do something larger, which he knows that he was meant
and made to do because he is still, in spite of all, the child of God.
P h i l l i p s B r oo k s
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Openness
Sincerity is an openness of heart; we find it in very few people.
F r a n ç o i s d e l a R o c h e fo u c a u l d

E

mbarrassment is one of the commonest experiences
in the world. There are many things about ourselves that

we’re too shy to share, and when some of these things work their way
to the surface, we feel the flush of embarrassment. It’s not really a very
pleasant feeling, and so most of us avoid it. We avoid it by locking the
doors and closing the curtains of our hearts. And as a result, we get
to the point where we’re not as sincere as we need to be, if sincerity
is defined as “openness of heart.” Perhaps we’re not blatantly hypocritical or deliberately dishonest; we wouldn’t tell a lie or consciously
misrepresent ourselves. But there are vast stretches of territory in our
hearts that we simply do not reveal to others, sometimes even those
who are nearest and dearest to us. For every one of us who is too
open, there are ninety-nine of us who aren’t open enough.
Openness is probably close to the top of everyone’s list of things
they look for in both friends and romantic partners. “Anyone who
builds a relationship on less than openness and honesty is building
on sand” ( John Powell). But we need to be careful not to limit our
relationships to those who feel comfortable being open with us at the
present moment. All of us, to some extent, find it difficult to be as
open as we’d like to be, and what we need from one another is safety.
We need to extend to one another the security of relationships in
which the risk of openness is removed as much as possible, without
any pressure to be more open right now than is comfortable for us.
But openness can also be looked at from the opposite direction.
If we should open our hearts to let some things “out” (so that others
may enjoy them), we should open them to let some other things “in.”
Like the open mind, the open heart is open to input from outside
sources. It’s willing to be influenced. And though we should surely be
careful about the people and principles to which we open our hearts,
it would be a sad mistake never to open them at all. It’s a rare day on
which we can’t be bettered by someone else’s thinking. And it’s an
even rarer day on which we can’t be nourished by someone else’s love.
The beautiful souls are they that are universal,
open, and ready for all things.
M i c h e l d e M o n ta i g n e
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Vividness
Trusty, dusky, vivid, true,
With eyes of gold and bramble dew,
Steel-true and blade-straight
The great artificer
Made my mate.
Robert Louis Stevenson

W

ho are the people who have the most noticeable
impact on us? No two people are exactly the same, of course,

and there are many different kinds of influence, but I want to suggest
that “vividness” is a quality that often distinguishes those who impact
us from those who don’t. Their characters may come in a variety of
“colors,” but they are never murky or muddy gray. They are vivid.
“Vivid” is one of many words that come from the Latin vivere
(“to live”). In its most literal sense, to be “vivid” is to be “alive.” Just for
curiosity, let’s take three of the basic meanings of “vividness,” as outlined in the American Heritage Dictionary, and see how these meanings might apply, figuratively, to a person’s character.
“Perceived as bright and distinct; brilliant.” Vivid people are sharply
etched and delightfully distinguished. They’ve chosen to live their
lives with bright excellence, rather than dull, gray mediocrity.
“Full of the vigor and freshness of immediate experience.” Vivid
people don’t just think about life; they interact with it. And they bring
to their relationships the “freshness of immediate experience.”
“Evoking lifelike images within the mind; heard, seen, or felt as if
real.” Vivid people, like a vivid painting, inspire images and visions in
the minds of others that are vibrant with life as it really and truly is.
So what’s our conclusion here? That all of us need to have “lively”
or “outgoing” personalities? No, definitely not. The point, rather, is
that whatever distinctive characteristics each of us may possess, we
need to live our own characteristics vividly. Whatever we are, we need
to be what we are, resisting the temptation either to shrink back from
life or to try to be what we are and what everybody else is at the same
time. The choice should be made carefully, but it should be made
decisively: who are we going to be? Then, having chosen our colors, we
need to engage life with all the heart of a person who is . . . alive.
God does not ask for the dull, weak, sleepy acquiescence
of indolence. He asks for something vivid and strong.
Amy Carmichael
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Tolerance
The test of courage comes when we are in the minority.
The test of tolerance comes when we are in the majority.
Ralph W. Sockman

L

earning what tolerance is and how to put it into
practice is one of the more challenging require-

ments of wisdom. It’s not easy to distinguish the good kinds of
tolerance from the bad kinds, and it’s even less easy to implement
tolerance wisely in the practical affairs of everyday living. And so it’s
inevitable that we’re going to make mistakes, either in being too tolerant or not tolerant enough. And to top it off, we have to learn how to
tolerate those who have a different concept of tolerance than we do!
Sir James Goldsmith made this observation about tolerance:
“Tolerance is a tremendous virtue, but the immediate neighbors of
tolerance are apathy and weakness.” Real tolerance — the genuine
article as opposed to its popular counterfeits — is a strong and sturdy
quality. Never for a moment does it diminish the seriousness of some
of the issues that separate human beings, and it doesn’t limit its
kindheartedness to people who disagree over matters that it considers insignificant. Yet this is what many do today who hold the “pop”
concept of tolerance. If you think an issue is important that they think
is just a matter of opinion, then you’re being “intolerant,” but if you
dare to disagree with them on an issue that they see as important,
then you’ll suddenly see a different side of them, one that looks for all
the world like intolerance. So Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who wrote a
long time before our modern debate over tolerance, said, “I have seen
gross intolerance shown in support of tolerance.”
True tolerance (the kind that’s tough to learn) wisely balances
courage and consideration. It doesn’t sweep significant issues under
the rug, but neither does it break relationships over disagreements
that don’t require such a break. It knows how to say to somebody, “I
believe you are wrong, and I believe the issue about which we disagree
is extremely important — but I respect your dignity and worth as a
human being. Let’s keep working together wherever we can.”

Tolerance implies a respect for another person,
not because he is wrong or even because he is right,
but because he is human.
John Cogley
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Motivation
It seems to me we can never give up longing and wishing
while we are alive. There are certain things we feel to be
beautiful and good, and we must hunger for them.
George Eliot

I

s “motivation” something that we ourselves have any
control over? Some people apparently believe it is not; they

wait around hoping to “be motivated,” as if that condition were going
to drop down out of the sky and sweep them off their feet.
Certainly there are times when we’d like to be more powerfully
motivated, but nothing we do seems to help; the desired enthusiasm
for our goals remains elusive. Even so, we need to be careful not to
avoid responsibility for our own attitudes. The fact that some people
are motivated more consistently than others is not the result of their
having been born that way — it’s the result of choices they make.
For one thing, the quantity of our “motivation” grows out of the
quality of our “motives.” Higher, worthier motives produce a motivation that’s more forceful and long-lasting. Keith Yamashita, whose
expertise was in motivating large corporations to improve themselves,
said this: “All meaningful change starts with right aspiration.” He’s
exactly right, and his point is encouraging because aspiration is something we can do something about. If our motivation seems lacking, we
can reconsider what we are aspiring to. Elevating the quality of our
motives can increase the quantity (or power) of our motivation.
There really are few things more beautiful in life than to behold
someone who is moved energetically by high and worthy goals. Like
all of us, these people need encouragement from time to time. But
basically, they are motivated by a fire that burns from within, and they
don’t need constant goading to get busy. They’re a joy to work with, to
play with, and to live with. And deciding to be that kind of person is a
gift every one of us can give to those we care about.
I’d be less than honest, however, if I didn’t tell you something else:
greatly motivated people tend to be people who’re acquainted with
sorrow. They’re not people whose lives are in perfect equilibrium, but
rather they’re folks who know a bit about longings and broken hearts.
That’s where their passion comes from, and it’s not a bad thing.
Never let go of that fiery sadness called desire.
P at t i S m i t h

December 20

Words

Words were medicine; they were magic and invisible.
They came from nothing into sound and meaning. They were
beyond price; they could neither be bought nor sold.
N a v a r r e S c o t t M om a d a y

L

ife teaches two things to those who are willing to
learn: words are powerful and words are valuable.

The value of words, in fact, comes from their power to do good. As
symbols which convey thoughts from one mind to another, words are
capable of healing and helping. They have the power to impart hope.
They can instruct and encourage with a potency that’s often amazing.
But words can also hurt, as we all know. Out-of-control words
can do more damage in ten minutes than can be repaired in ten years,
and so wisdom counsels us to be careful in our use of language.
Yet in our carefulness, let’s not be so careful that we clam up.
As Judith Viorst said, “Brevity may be the soul of wit, but not when
someone’s saying ‘I love you.’ ” On the occasion when someone needs
to be uplifted by words we’ve got the power to say, that’s not the time
to be sparing or stingy. Instead, it’s the time to be lavish. We need not
have any qualms about being extravagant when it comes to encouragement. The more words we can speak to that end, the better.
The main test our words need to meet is the test of truth. Not
every truth needs to be spoken, obviously, but when we do speak, our
words should never be anything less than truthful. Even when our
intent is to inspire hope in someone else’s heart, we dare not twist the
facts to do so. Words that fail the truth test are always wasted words.
Images, including facial expressions and body language, convey
a certain amount of information about us to others, and our actions
are even more revealing. But in the end, it is words by which a human
being reveals himself or herself to another. Since that’s true, the words
we speak, or don’t speak, are quite important. By speaking, we open
the doors of our hearts to others; by not speaking, we leave those
doors closed. By speaking, we bestow grace and give ourselves away.
Let us, then, have the courage to do that. May we not hide from the
light of language, but employ words wisely and well. It is, after all, no
small thing to say to another, “I am willing to be known by you.”
Speak that I may see thee.
Ben Johnson

December 21

Rest

O rest! thou soft word!
autumnal flower of Eden! moonlight of the spirit!
Jean Paul Richter

A

t this time of the year, as autumn turns to winter,
it is a time for the land to rest. The fields have done

their work, the harvest has been gathered in, and now comes the time
of rest. The days are short, and the nights are long. The weather has
grown cold, and the land, perhaps, lies under a peaceful blanket of
quiet snow. It is the time of rest, the “moonlight of the spirit.”
Rest and winter, the season of rest, are not valued as they should
be. And this is all the more sad because we tend to be a people who
are more in need of rest than many. On most days, we are hurried,
harried, and harassed. We are driven by the incessant drumbeat of
activity. In our culture, extreme busyness is a badge of honor, worn
proudly by the important people — the movers and the shakers. And
so rather than look forward to the restfulness of winter, we resent
being forced to change gears and slow down. We do not properly appreciate what this cycle of the seasons was meant to do for us.
The arrival of winter brings with it the opportunity for more
thought and reflection. During the more active seasons, we don’t have
as much time to evaluate our actions. We’re so busy going that we
rarely consider whether our destination is any place worth going to. In
the winter, however, there is more time to consider our principles and
values, and to make the much-needed adjustments. This is a valuable
respite, a season to sit by the fire and ponder.
Quietude has a special beauty about it — and a unique strength.
There are few things that epitomize strength any more than a mountain, yet a mountain is a very quiet, peaceful thing. It is majestic in its
stillness. Its massive strength is quietly husbanded and not wastefully
or frivolously spent. So we should not begrudge that time of the year
when our own strength is to be held in reserve. The onset of winter
should remind us of the need for rest and replenishment, and for
quiet reflection on the meaning of our many activities. If not allowed
to rest, our “fields” will fail us, perhaps when we need them most. The
busier our summers are, the more we need our winters.
Take rest; a field that has rested gives a bountiful crop.
Ovid

December 22

Commonwealth
That which is not good for the beehive
cannot be good for the bees.
Marcus Aurelius

T

he concept of “commonwealth” is one of the most
beneficial ideas we can hold in our minds. Our word

“wealth” comes from the Old English wela, or “weal,” which meant
prosperity or happiness. Originally, “weal” (the opposite of “woe”)
referred to general well-being, not just to riches, and so the common
“weal” or “wealth” was the good of the community, the conditions in
which, together, the members of a society were able to enjoy the peaceful blessings of life. A government or nation could be described as a
commonwealth if it existed for the common good of its citizens — and,
more importantly, if the citizens themselves were committed to the
common good and not just to their own individual interests.
All of us are connected to other people. We are members of many
groups: families, neighborhoods, organizations, cities, and states,
to name only a few. We are communal creatures by nature, and we
thrive on relationships. Yet while most of us know our connections are
important, we need to ask ourselves how deeply we’re committed to
the principle of commonwealth. When it comes down to it, can we be
counted on to seek the common good? If the people we’re connected
to would be damaged by our getting what we want, is it certain that
we’ll sacrifice our wants in order to protect the shared benefit?
Words like “community” and “family” engender welcome feelings
in our hearts. But we need a commitment to our connections that
goes beyond feelings. Whatever groups we’re privileged to be a part
of, we need to serve those groups with a sense of personal responsibility to the “commonwealth.” The good life comes not to those who
take whatever they want, but to those who show their gratitude for
membership in the human race. And good relationships are built by
people who value them enough to nurture them. When the common
good is not served unselfishly, it soon becomes the common evil.
Whoever wishes to assert his will as a member of a community must not only
consent to obey the will of the community but bear his share in serving it.
As he 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.
James Bryce
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Felicity
How small, of all that human hearts endure,
That part which laws or kings can cause or cure!
Still to ourselves in every place consign’d,
Our own felicity we make or find.
Samuel Johnson

I

t happens, at least now and then, that everything
seems “just right.” While the snow falls outdoors, for example,

we sit cozily by the fireside with a small group of close friends. There
are mugs of hot apple cider. Holiday pastries are within easy reach.
Thoughtful conversation is sprinkled with laughter, and there is nothing in this moment except pure, wholesome camaraderie.
“Felicity” is a word that describes the cheerful contentment we
feel at such times. It’s a word that brings back the welcome memory
of our most treasured times. In its most basic sense, of course, felicity just means “happiness.” (It comes from felix, the Latin word for
“happy.”) But felicity is a special kind of happiness.
When we enjoy felicity we experience a “delightful” sort of happiness, a peace that has in it much gladness, cheer, and gaiety. The
dictionary defines felicity as “great happiness, or bliss,” but bliss probably sounds a bit over the top to most of us. We’d be more comfortable thinking of a happiness that is bright, sparkling, and festive on
the one hand, but also pleasing, calm, and balanced on the other. The
feeling is one of cheerful appreciation for our “just right” blessings.
Whether we use the word “felicity” or not, it’s obvious that this is
the kind of happiness that often comes to us at this season of the year,
especially when family and friends gather. And we perhaps wish that
our physical circumstances would line up in the same constellation
more often, so that felicity could be ours more frequently.
But truly, the sources of felicity are inside us. It is basically the
result of character, the by-product of principled living. On special
occasions, we’re most apt to be surprised by felicity if we’ve been cultivating a peaceful conscience on days that didn’t seem so special.
That discipline which corrects the eagerness of worldly passions,
which fortifies the heart with virtuous principles, which enlightens
the mind with useful knowledge, and furnishes to it matter of enjoyment
from within itself, is of more consequence to real felicity than all the
provisions which we can make of the goods of fortune.
James Blair

December 24

Festivity
A feast is made for laughter.
T h e B oo k of E c c l e s i a s t e s

O

ne of the things we enjoy most about this season is
its festivity. The special gatherings, the tinge of excitement,

and, of course, the much-anticipated meals come together in a way
that is really quite wonderful. And the food is of more than incidental
importance. In its most basic sense, “festivity” means “feasting,” and so
a festive occasion without food would be a contradiction in terms. But
the food is not so much the main ingredient of festivity as it is the
catalyst. What we enjoy most of all is what comes from the feasting.
Samuel Pepys sensed this when he said, “Strange to see how a good
dinner and feasting reconciles everybody.” It’s the human element, the
congeniality, that makes a feast “festive.”
We seem to have a built-in need for occasional festivity. Even
though too much feasting would not be good for us, it may be that
many of us suffer from too little. Our ordinary lives and the routine of
our work need to be punctuated by festivities. Now and then we need
— we really do need — to enjoy some mirth and merriment. As someone has said, “A life with no festivity is like a long road with no inns.”
Some seasons of the year involve holidays that are festive almost
by definition. These times come with the turning of the calendar
pages whether we make plans for them or not. But other festivities do
have to be planned, and there is great wisdom in giving these arrangements some priority. Lives in which no festivities are planned are not
“spontaneous.” They are dull and tiresome . . . and very often fruitless.
The idea of festivity happens to have an interesting companion,
and that is the concept of welcome. To say that others are “welcome”
is to say, quite literally, “It is well that you have come!” And is this not
the major part of any festivity? It’s the welcome presence of other persons who share our delight that turns a humdrum event into a festivity.
So as we feast during this season (however humble our fare may
be), let us not be ashamed to enjoy the festive meals that bring us
together at the table. But let us also learn the value of having festive
hearts. Let us be a people who know the meaning of Welcome! — a
folk whose merry hearts are able to enjoy a feast year-round.
Small cheer and great welcome make a merry feast.
William Shakespeare

December 25

Celebration
A holiday gives one a chance to look backward and forward,
to reset oneself by an inner compass.
Mary Sarton

O

nce in a while, it’s good to celebrate. Many of the traditions with which we celebrate this day of the year are English
in their origin, and the English have a special fondness for this sort of
thing, as we remember when we read Charles Dickens’s A Christmas
Carol. Blanchard Jerrold quipped, “If an earthquake were to engulf
England tomorrow, the English would manage to meet and dine
somewhere among the rubbish, just to celebrate the event.”
When we look up “celebrate” in the dictionary, we find something like this: “to observe a day or event with ceremonies of respect,
festivity, or rejoicing” (American Heritage Dictionary). Respect, festivity, rejoicing. All three of these suggest important thoughts.
Respect. At the heart of all good celebration is respect, and to
a great extent, it is tradition and history that give respect its power.
When we celebrate, we tip our hat to good things that’ve gone before.
Festivity. Celebration and festivity go together like fireplaces and
hot chocolate. Who could imagine celebrating anything important
without the presence of good food gratefully enjoyed by friends?
Rejoicing. When the work of the world and its worries have worn
us out, we need to be revitalized. The honest-to-goodness joy that
bubbles up from worthwhile celebration is one of life’s treasures.
For many, today’s date has a religious significance. Regardless of
the pros and cons of that, however, the traditional “homely” celebrations of this day are really quite wonderful, and we should not miss
the opportunity to relish their enjoyment.
When we celebrate, we grow in character by honoring something outside of ourselves. On this particular day, if what we honor is
nothing more than our connection to those around us, that’s no small
thing to celebrate. The act of honoring lifts us above the ordinary
and refreshes our outlook. Friendships are strengthened, families are
enriched, and our perspective is broadened. Days like today do us a
world of good. We ought to “keep” Christmas for all it’s worth!

In celebration the high and the mighty regain their balance,
and the weak and lowly receive new stature.
Richard J. Foster

December 26

Cheerfulness
Wondrous is the strength of cheerfulness
and its power of endurance.
T h om a s C a r l y l e

C

heerfulness is such a delight, we wish we could preserve it, like strawberries and peaches, to be enjoyed

later on. It seems a shame that good cheer is so plentiful during the
holidays yet so rare the rest of the year.
In a way, of course, it’s good that some seasons are cheerful while
others are more workmanlike. Shakespeare was right when he said: “If
all the year were playing holidays, to sport would be as tedious as to
work.” We need rhythms and cycles in life, not constant sameness.
Still, most of us could do with a little more day-in-day-out
cheerfulness, and the good news is that we can have it if we try. We
can cultivate a more hopeful way of thinking so that cheerfulness
becomes what Joseph Addison called “a habit of the mind.”
To do this, we need to train ourselves. We must learn to look at
life through a lens with a wider angle. True cheerfulness doesn’t mean
being a Pollyanna, foolishly or naively optimistic, and it doesn’t mean
denying the ugly realities of life. What it does mean is that we look at
more of the truth than that. Whatever uncheerful things there may be,
these things are not all there is to reality. There are also joyous things,
things that do much more than even the score. The cheer-giving
realities happen to be greater and more durable than their cheerless
counterparts. Montaigne was not wide of the mark when he said, “The
most manifest sign of wisdom is continued cheerfulness.”
It is true that some people, by their natural disposition, find it
easier than others to be cheerful (just as some find it easier than others to sing on key, hit baseballs, and program computers). But all of
us, whether “good-natured” or not, can maintain faith, and we can
exercise courage. We can learn the habit of looking at life more comprehensively. And at this season of the year, we can indeed preserve
the cheerfulness of the holidays and carry these joys with us into the
weeks of work that lie ahead. It’s just a matter of being thankful.

Since Time is not a person we can overtake
when he is gone, let us honor him with mirth
and cheerfulness of heart while he is passing.
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

December 27

Simplicity
Manifest plainness,
Embrace simplicity,
Reduce selfishness,
Have few desires.
Lao Tzu

S

implicity is easy to appreciate and honor, but it’s
quite difficult to maintain in our lives. For all of us

who
say we need to slow down and simplify our existence, very few actually
do that. There is clearly a “simplicity gap” in our lives.
During the holidays, most people stay fairly busy. In fact, the
season is often so hectic we breathe a sigh of relief when the festivities
are over. It’s even a “complicated” time of year: there are, it seems, too
many people to greet, too many gifts to make or purchase, too many
priorities that clamor for attention. The hustle and bustle are fun, of
course; there’s an air of excitement about it all. But for all its other
blessings, this is not a time that is noted for its simplicity.
Perhaps it is especially important at such a time to be reminded
of the beauty of simplicity. It has a dignity, a cleanness, and even a
power about it that are refreshing. Those persons are fortunate who
have disciplined themselves to be simple — even while being busy.
Distraction is one of our greatest hindrances in being personally
effective. There are so many trees, we lose sight of the forest, don’t we?
There is great value, therefore, in recommitting ourselves to simplicity.
Even if we don’t go as far as we should in cleaning out our clutter, it’s
a big step in the right direction to recognize our distractions for what
they are. There can be no real improvement if we’re not honest.
We’d probably do more to simplify our lives if we ever really
experienced the benefit of focus. The habit of concentrating on what
is most important is a high-leverage habit. When we turn off all the
noise, prepare our minds and hearts to do good work, and then get
down to the simple things that are our real business in life, wonderful
things result. So as this year winds down, let’s simplify. Let’s take a
paring knife to our principles, our values, and our priorities.
‘Tis the gift to be simple,
‘Tis the gift to be free,
‘Tis the gift to come down
Where we ought to be.
Shaker Song

December 28

Quality
If a thing is old, it is a sign that it was fit to live. Old families, old customs,
old styles survive because they are fit to survive. The guarantee of continuity
is quality. Submerge the good in a flood of the new, and the good will
come back to join the good which the new brings with it.
E dw a r d V . R i c k e n b a c k e r

W

here does “quality” rank in your scale of values?

If
you were an artist, for example, what would you want to be the
leading characteristic of your work: critical acclaim? public recognition? commercial profitability? quality of craftsmanship? These are
not mutually exclusive, of course; your work might be characterized by
more than one of these. But if you had to choose, which would it be?
It’s safe to say that “quality” is not held in high esteem by as
many people as it used to be. And that’s sad. Our lives would be the
richer if we regained a sense of quality’s importance. Consider the
superiority of quality to some things that seem to rank more highly.
Quality is better than newness. New things are exciting, without
question, and newness is a value. But as a society, we’ve become all but
obsessed with it, and quality has suffered. Too hastily do we cast aside
resources of proven quality in order to pick up on the latest thing.
Quality is better than quickness. In too many areas, our main priority is speed and ease of use. For example, we won’t bother learning
skills that take a long time to learn. And if the worth of something
is not immediately obvious to us, we’re in too big a hurry to give it a
deeper look. But quality is worth waiting for. It deserves our patience.
Quality is better than popularity. In the age of mass merchandising, we’re often content with what is offered to us by the big box
stores. Yet many quality “things” — whether products, ideas, or people
— never catch on with the public, and we should not neglect these.
To repeat, values are not always mutually exclusive. Something
might be of great quality and be new, quick, and popular too. But
we need to be careful. As old-fashioned as it sounds, we need to give
quality some respect. It’s worth the sacrifice of many lesser values.
Quality is never an accident; it is always the result of high intention,
sincere effort, intelligent direction, and skillful execution; it represents
the wise choice of many alternatives, the cumulative experience of many
masters of craftsmanship. Quality also marks the search for an ideal
after necessity has been satisfied and mere usefulness achieved.
Will A. Foster

December 29

Values

One of the great arts in living is to learn the art of accurately appraising
values. Everything that we think, that we earn, that we have given to us,
that in any way touches our consciousness, has its own value.
G e o r g e M at t h e w A da m s

P

roperly evaluating things is a wonderful skill. It
comes to most people only after they’ve gotten a little age on
them. It usually takes a few years of trial and error before we begin to
see which things in life are really more valuable than others.
All of us have some kind of value system, whether we’ve thought
much about it or not. From time to time, it’s important for us to
clarify what our personal values are. But it’s also important to remember that not all values are created equal. The trick in life is to value the
things that are valuable and to recognize the inferiority of all else.
To say merely that something is a “value” is not to say very much.
It is only to say that a thing is capable of being valued by someone.
But the crucial questions are these: How does this value rank in comparison to other values? What is the proper evaluation that should be
given to this thing? It takes wisdom to see which values are valuable!
There are, to be sure, some folks who like to say that all values
are subjective, that they are nothing but personal tastes. But very few
people really believe that. Adolf Hitler had a value system, but most
commonsense people understand that his value system was not just
subjectively wrong — it was wrong when measured against the objective standards of goodness. It’s not meaningless to say that Abraham
Lincoln’s value system was objectively better than Hitler’s.
If we live in a society where everyone is free to value things as
they wish, we enjoy a fortunate freedom. But freedom of thought does
not mean that all thoughts are equally valuable. Freedom just means
that if I choose to value a thing that has little intrinsic value, I am free
to do so — and to live with the consequences.
The freedom to value things according to our conscience should
encourage us to grow in the quality of our conscience, to learn to evaluate things more truthfully and skillfully. As this year closes, we’ll do
ourselves (and our relationships) a favor if we upgrade our values.

Civilization ceases when we no longer respect and no longer
put into their correct places the fundamental values.
R . P. L e b r e t
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Treasure
We should lay up in our minds a store of goodly thoughts which will be a
living treasure of knowledge always with us, and from which, at various times,
and amidst all the shiftings of circumstance, we might be sure
of drawing some comfort, guidance, and sympathy.
Arthur Helps

L

ife is full of treasure. Sometimes

its treasures are hidden,
and we don’t dig deep enough to find them. At other times, we
fail to appreciate the treasures we’ve already found. And on other occasions, we can be confused and misunderstand what is treasure and
what is not. But still, life is full of treasure, and we would do well to
ponder that fact and be grateful for it.
The word “treasure” refers to something especially precious or
valuable. We might think of a pirate’s treasure, his buried cache of stolen money and jewels, or perhaps the gold bullion carefully guarded in
the “treasury” of a national government. But the treasures that most of
us have the opportunity to deal with are of a different kind.
For one thing, we should, as Arthur Helps suggests, “lay up in
our minds a store of goodly thoughts.” Our minds and hearts can be
treasuries in the very highest sense if we do the work needed to make
them such. But it does take work. It takes thinking and identifying
the better things that are available to us. It takes meditating on these
things. And it takes choosing, moment by moment, to focus primarily on these things rather than those that would degrade us. This is
what Enthusiastic Ideas has been about: suggesting “goodly thoughts”
that we can lay up in our minds and make a part of the treasury of
our thoughts. When we do this regularly, one day at a time, we find
ourselves maturing in wisdom and growing in gratitude.
But finally, here is another thing: our best treasures don’t have to
be rare or extraordinary. Unlike gems or precious metals whose value
depends upon their rarity, treasures of the heart can be gathered from
sources that are plentiful. Let us not overlook the wealth of goodness
that surrounds us each moment. It’s good to have goals, and the nobler, the better. But goals are best achieved by those who count their
blessings along the way and do not despise their “ordinary” treasures.
Normal day, let me be aware of the treasure you are.
Let me learn from you, love you, savor you, bless you before you depart.
Let me not pass you by in quest of some rare and perfect tomorrow.
Mary Jean Irion

December 31

Endings
Great is the art of beginning,
but greater is the art of ending.
H e n r y W a d s wo r t h L o n g f e l l ow

A

t the ending of this year, it would be wise for us to
remember the importance of ending well. The year

will come to an end whether we end it wisely or not, but we will help
ourselves if we think carefully about “endings.” To end well, we need
a healthy combination of gratitude, humility, and optimism. We must
choose to be helped by our memories rather than hindered by them.
When life’s endings approach us, especially the bigger ones that
involve great change, we’re often unwilling for them to occur. We
often expend great emotional effort trying to keep change from taking place. But as Hannah Hurnard wrote, “If we try to resist loss and
change or to hold on to blessings and joy belonging to a past which
must drop away from us, we postpone all the new blessings awaiting
us on a higher level and find ourselves left in a barren, bleak winter
of sorrow and loneliness.” The gifts the future wishes to place in our
hands are greater than those the past has given to us, but many of us
will never know. Our hands can’t receive what the future has in store
if they’re still laden with the packages we’ve picked up in the past.
There comes a time when we need to let go of what we’ve been holding onto so tightly and open ourselves up to new possibilities.
There is a German proverb which says, “Beginning and end
shake hands with each other.” It is true: everything in life is connected
to everything else. Every beginning moves toward some ending, and
every ending is connected to some new beginning. The question is
not whether there shall be endings and beginnings, but only what
we shall do with them as they come to us. Whether our endings are
proper and our new beginnings are productive is not a matter of fate
or doom. Much depends upon the choices that we make. So let us use
well this last day of the year, learning what we should from all that is
now behind us. And tomorrow, let us release what has just ended and
grasp what will then be just beginning. Let us end today in such a way
that tomorrow will be our best beginning yet.
The old order changeth, yielding place to the new,
And God fulfills himself in many ways.
Alfred, Lord Tennyson

The word is half his that speaks,
and half his that hears it.
— Michel de Montaigne
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Appreciation . . . . . . Mar 28 (I)
Approachableness . . . Jun 11 (I)
Appropriateness . . . Nov 29 (I)
Approval . . . . . . . . . . Jun 8 (I)
Artistry . . . . . . . . . Aug 29 (II)
Asking . . . . . . . . . . . Nov 9 (I)
Aspiration . . . . . . . . . Jan 5 (I)
Assurance . . . . . . . . Aug 4 (II)
Attentiveness . . . . . Mar 27 (II)
Attitudes . . . . . . . . Sep 27 (II)
Authenticity . . . . . . Jan 26 (II)
Authority . . . . . . . Aug 24 (II)
Awakening . . . . . . . . . Jan 4 (I)
Awareness . . . . . . . . Apr 6 (II)
Balance . . . . . . . . . Oct 21 (II)
Beauty . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 7 (I)
Becoming . . . . . . . Sep 24 (II)
Beginnings . . . . . . . . . Jan 1 (I)

II = More Enthusiastic Ideas

Belief . . . . . . . . . . . Sep 12 (I)
Belonging . . . . . . . Dec 11 (II)
Benefit . . . . . . . . . . Sep 2 (II)
Benevolence . . . . . . . Jun 28 (I)
Betterment . . . . . . Dec 12 (II)
Birth . . . . . . . . . . . . Sep 24 (I)
Blessing . . . . . . . . . Feb 17 (II)
Boldness . . . . . . . . . Nov 16 (I)
Bountifulness . . . . . . Sep 3 (II)
Bravery . . . . . . . . . . Nov 11 (I)
Breakthroughs . . . . . Feb 13 (I)
Building . . . . . . . . . Jun 16 (I)
Calmness . . . . . . . . . . Jul 5 (I)
Camaraderie . . . . . . . Jan 23 (I)
Candor . . . . . . . . . Mar 11 (II)
Capability . . . . . . . . Sep 6 (II)
Carefulness . . . . . . Aug 31 (II)
Caring . . . . . . . . . . . Sep 1 (I)
Causes . . . . . . . . . . . Nov 1 (I)
Caution . . . . . . . . . . Feb 9 (I)
Celebration . . . . . . . Dec 25 (I)
Certainty . . . . . . . . Nov 12 (I)
Challenges . . . . . . . Dec 10 (I)
Change . . . . . . . . . . Sep 20 (I)
Character . . . . . . . . . Jan 10 (I)
Charity . . . . . . . . . . Aug 22 (I)
Charm . . . . . . . . . . Sep 11 (II)
Chastity . . . . . . . . Mar 25 (II)
Cheerfulness . . . . . . Dec 26 (I)
Childlikeness . . . . . Dec 20 (II)
Chivalry . . . . . . . . . Aug 20 (I)
Choice . . . . . . . . . . Mar 24 (I)
Circumspection . . . Apr 21 (II)
Civility . . . . . . . . . . Sep 14 (I)
Clarity . . . . . . . . . . . Mar 5 (I)
Cleanliness . . . . . . Apr 23 (II)
Closeness . . . . . . . Aug 16 (II)
Closure . . . . . . . . . Feb 24 (II)
Coaching . . . . . . . . . Jun 27 (I)
Collaboration . . . . . Apr 21 (I)
Comfort . . . . . . . . . Apr 12 (I)
Commendation . . . Mar 31 (II)
Commitment . . . . . . Jul 8 (II)
Commonwealth . . . Dec 22 (I)
Communication . . . Sep 20 (II)
Community . . . . . . Dec 22 (II)
Companionship . . . . . Feb 6 (I)
Compassion . . . . . Aug 22 (II)
Compensation . . . . . . Jul 10 (I)
Competence . . . . . . Jun 30 (II)
Completeness . . . . . Sep 15 (II)
Compliments . . . . . . Jul 25 (I)
Comprehension . . . . Jul 19 (II)
Concentration . . . . Sep 18 (II)
Concern . . . . . . . . . . Aug 1 (I)
Confession . . . . . . . May 20 (I)
Confidence . . . . . . . Jun 26 (II)
Confidentiality . . . . Sep 29 (II)

Connections . . . . . Mar 24 (II)
Conquering . . . . . . . . Jul 7 (II)
Conscience . . . . . . . . Apr 5 (I)
Conscientiousness . . . Jan 8 (I)
Consequences . . . . . Oct 30 (I)
Consideration . . . . . . . Jul 3 (I)
Consistency . . . . . May 31 (II)
Constancy . . . . . . . . . Jul 31 (I)
Constitution . . . . . . . Apr 6 (I)
Constructiveness . . . . Jun 9 (II)
Consultation . . . . . . Aug 9 (II)
Contemplation . . . . Dec 8 (II)
Contentment . . . . . . Sep 5 (II)
Continuity . . . . . . . Sep 28 (I)
Contribution . . . . . . Nov 3 (II)
Conversation . . . . . . Jul 23 (II)
Conversion . . . . . . . . Aug 9 (I)
Conviction . . . . . . . . Feb 1 (I)
Cooperation . . . . . . Sep 12 (II)
Coping . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 2 (I)
Correction . . . . . . . Aug 6 (II)
Counsel . . . . . . . . . . Jul 29 (II)
Courage . . . . . . . . . Feb 12 (I)
Courtesy . . . . . . . . Aug 23 (II)
Craftsmanship . . . . . Jan 24 (I)
Creativity . . . . . . . . . Mar 8 (I)
Credibility . . . . . . . Apr 12 (II)
Criteria . . . . . . . . . May 13 (II)
Culture . . . . . . . . . . Apr 3 (II)
Curiosity . . . . . . . . Aug 11 (I)
Cycles . . . . . . . . . . . Jun 21 (I)
Daring . . . . . . . . . Dec 15 (II)
Decency . . . . . . . . . Nov 1 (II)
Decisiveness . . . . . . . Jun 7 (II)
Dedication . . . . . . Aug 25 (II)
Definitions . . . . . . Mar 28 (II)
Delegation . . . . . . . . Apr 5 (II)
Deliberation . . . . . . Aug 29 (I)
Democracy . . . . . . . . . Jul 4 (I)
Dependability . . . . . Jun 25 (II)
Depth . . . . . . . . . . Aug 23 (I)
Design . . . . . . . . . . Apr 20 (I)
Desire . . . . . . . . . . Dec 15 (I)
Destinations . . . . . Dec 31 (II)
Destiny . . . . . . . . . . Aug 5 (I)
Determination . . . . . Oct 1 (II)
Development . . . . . Mar 11 (I)
Devotion . . . . . . . . . . Jun 5 (I)
Dignity . . . . . . . . . . Oct 5 (II)
Diligence . . . . . . . Nov 12 (II)
Direction . . . . . . . . May 6 (II)
Discernment . . . . . . Sep 16 (I)
Discipleship . . . . . . Aug 7 (II)
Discipline . . . . . . . . Jan 15 (I)
Discovery . . . . . . . . Jan 28 (II)
Discretion . . . . . . . Oct 15 (II)
Discrimination . . . . Nov 6 (II)
Discussion . . . . . . . Mar 15 (I)

Diversity . . . . . . . . . Feb 23 (I)
Doing . . . . . . . . . . . May 6 (I)
Doors . . . . . . . . . . . Dec 12 (I)
Dreams . . . . . . . . . . Dec 6 (II)
Drive . . . . . . . . . . Aug 18 (II)
Duty . . . . . . . . . . . Nov 15 (I)
Eagerness . . . . . . . . Mar 30 (I)
Earnestness . . . . . . . Aug 5 (II)
Ease . . . . . . . . . . . . . Jul 15 (I)
Economy . . . . . . . . Oct 26 (I)
Edification . . . . . . . Feb 25 (II)
Education . . . . . . . . Sep 18 (I)
Effectiveness . . . . . Sep 17 (II)
Efficiency . . . . . . . . Mar 25 (I)
Effort . . . . . . . . . . Aug 27 (II)
Elements . . . . . . . . Jun 13 (II)
Eloquence . . . . . . . . Feb 16 (I)
Emotion . . . . . . . . . Jun 27 (II)
Empathy . . . . . . . . Aug 17 (I)
Empowerment . . . . Aug 10 (I)
Encouragement . . . Dec 14 (II)
Endearment . . . . . . . Dec 5 (I)
Endeavor . . . . . . . May 19 (II)
Endings . . . . . . . . . Dec 31 (I)
Endowments . . . . . May 30 (II)
Ends . . . . . . . . . . . Apr 25 (II)
Endurance . . . . . . . . Aug 6 (I)
Energy . . . . . . . . . . Oct 21 (I)
Enhancement . . . . . Mar 19 (I)
Enjoyment . . . . . . Nov 28 (II)
Enlightenment . . . . . Oct 3 (II)
Enterprise . . . . . . . May 29 (II)
Enthusiasm . . . . . . Mar 30 (II)
Equality . . . . . . . . . . Nov 8 (I)
Equilibrium . . . . . Aug 15 (II)
Equity . . . . . . . . . . . Jul 17 (II)
Essentials . . . . . . . . . Jun 24 (I)
Establishment . . . . . . Oct 6 (I)
Esteem . . . . . . . . . . . Sep 5 (I)
Eternity . . . . . . . . . Nov 25 (I)
Ethicalness . . . . . . . Sep 26 (I)
Evidence . . . . . . . . Aug 17 (II)
Exactitude . . . . . . . Nov 20 (II)
Examination . . . . . . Mar 22 (I)
Excellence . . . . . . . . . Jan 2 (I)
Exchange . . . . . . . . Jan 15 (II)
Excitement . . . . . . Sep 23 (II)
Execution . . . . . . . . Jul 11 (II)
Exemplariness . . . . . Oct 27 (I)
Exercise . . . . . . . . . Feb 15 (II)
Exhilaration . . . . . . . Jan 14 (I)
Expectation . . . . . . Mar 27 (I)
Expediency . . . . . . . . Apr 4 (I)
Experience . . . . . . . . Oct 1 (I)
Exploration . . . . . . . Jun 12 (I)
Expressiveness . . . . . Dec 1 (II)
Facility . . . . . . . . . . May 27 (I)
Factualness . . . . . . Oct 11 (II)
Fairness . . . . . . . . . . Apr 7 (I)
Faith . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 24 (II)
Faithfulness . . . . . . . . Sep 4 (I)
Familiarity . . . . . . . . Jul 11 (I)

Family . . . . . . . . . . Jun 15 (II)
Fantasy . . . . . . . . . May 15 (I)
Farsightedness . . . . May 28 (I)
Fascination . . . . . . . Mar 26 (I)
Fatherliness . . . . . . . Jun 15 (I)
Favor . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 25 (I)
Favorites . . . . . . . . . . Jul 28 (I)
Fearlessness . . . . . . Aug 12 (II)
Feedback . . . . . . . . . Jan 21 (I)
Feelings . . . . . . . . . Aug 15 (I)
Felicity . . . . . . . . . . Dec 23 (I)
Fellowship . . . . . . . Jun 12 (II)
Fervency . . . . . . . . . . Sep 6 (I)
Festivity . . . . . . . . . Dec 24 (I)
Fidelity . . . . . . . . . . Jan 20 (II)
Finality . . . . . . . . . May 23 (I)
Fire . . . . . . . . . . . . . Nov 3 (I)
Firmness . . . . . . . . . Jun 4 (II)
Fitness . . . . . . . . . . Jul 30 (II)
Focus . . . . . . . . . . Apr 10 (II)
Food . . . . . . . . . . . . Sep 9 (II)
Forbearance . . . . . . . Oct 14 (I)
Foresight . . . . . . . . . Oct 10 (I)
Forgiveness . . . . . . . Mar 4 (II)
Fortitude . . . . . . . . Oct 10 (II)
Foundations . . . . . . . Jan 1 (II)
Frankness . . . . . . . . Apr 19 (I)
Freedom . . . . . . . . Feb 12 (II)
Freshness . . . . . . . . Dec 4 (II)
Friendliness . . . . . . Feb 14 (II)
Friendship . . . . . . . Jan 10 (II)
Frugality . . . . . . . . Feb 21 (II)
Fulfillment . . . . . . . Jun 16 (II)
Fun . . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 31 (II)
Functionality . . . . . . Oct 11 (I)
Fundamentals . . . . . Sep 13 (I)
Gallantry . . . . . . . . . Sep 29 (I)
Generosity . . . . . . May 18 (II)
Gentleness . . . . . . . . Feb 5 (II)
Genuineness . . . . . . Nov 23 (I)
Gifts . . . . . . . . . . . . Jul 24 (I)
Giving . . . . . . . . . . May 1 (II)
Gladness . . . . . . . . . Jan 27 (I)
Glory . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 21 (I)
Goals . . . . . . . . . . . May 3 (II)
Godliness . . . . . . . . . Apr 8 (I)
Goodness . . . . . . . Oct 13 (II)
Goodwill . . . . . . . . Apr 16 (I)
Government . . . . . . Jun 14 (II)
Grace . . . . . . . . . . . Nov 2 (II)
Graciousness . . . . . . Apr 8 (II)
Grandeur . . . . . . . Nov 19 (II)
Gratitude . . . . . . . . Nov 22 (I)
Gravity . . . . . . . . . . Nov 27 (I)
Greatness . . . . . . . . Nov 4 (II)
Growth . . . . . . . . . Jun 21 (II)
Guidance . . . . . . . May 10 (II)
Habits . . . . . . . . . . Jan 12 (II)
Hands . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 29 (I)
Happiness . . . . . . . Nov 15 (II)
Harmony . . . . . . . . Aug 30 (I)
Harvests . . . . . . . . . Sep 21 (I)

Havens . . . . . . . . . . Jun 19 (I)
Healing . . . . . . . . . Jun 18 (II)
Healthfulness . . . . . Jan 17 (II)
Hearing . . . . . . . . . . Jul 2 (II)
Heart . . . . . . . . . . . Oct 16 (I)
Help . . . . . . . . . . . Nov 30 (I)
Helpfulness . . . . . . . Mar 2 (II)
Heritage . . . . . . . . . Dec 9 (II)
Heroism . . . . . . . . Nov 11 (II)
History . . . . . . . . . . Jun 14 (I)
Holiness . . . . . . . . . Sep 4 (II)
Home . . . . . . . . . . May 8 (II)
Honesty . . . . . . . . . Feb 28 (II)
Honor . . . . . . . . . . Feb 11 (II)
Hope . . . . . . . . . . . Jul 15 (II)
Hospitality . . . . . . . May 31 (I)
Humaneness . . . . . . Jan 16 (I)
Humility . . . . . . . . Nov 25 (II)
Humor . . . . . . . . . May 17 (I)
Ideals . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 20 (II)
Ideas . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 19 (II)
Identity . . . . . . . . . Mar 1 (II)
Illumination . . . . . . May 19 (I)
Imagination . . . . . . . Jan 22 (I)
Immediacy . . . . . . . . Aug 3 (I)
Immunity . . . . . . . . Jul 12 (II)
Impact . . . . . . . . . . Aug 26 (I)
Impartiality . . . . . . . Feb 18 (I)
Importance . . . . . . . Apr 9 (II)
Improvement . . . . . Aug 24 (I)
Inclusiveness . . . . . . Jun 23 (II)
Independence . . . . . May 13 (I)
Individuality . . . . . . May 9 (II)
Industriousness . . . . . Dec 6 (I)
Influence . . . . . . . . . Sep 23 (I)
Ingenuity . . . . . . . . Jun 19 (II)
Initiative . . . . . . . . . . Jun 6 (I)
Innocence . . . . . . . . Aug 19 (I)
Innovation . . . . . . . . Mar 6 (I)
Inquiry . . . . . . . . . May 18 (I)
Insight . . . . . . . . . Nov 27 (II)
Inspiration . . . . . . . . Sep 8 (I)
Instancy . . . . . . . . . . Jun 20 (I)
Instruction . . . . . . . . Apr 9 (I)
Insurance . . . . . . . . Oct 28 (I)
Integration . . . . . . . Jun 22 (II)
Integrity . . . . . . . . Apr 13 (II)
Intelligence . . . . . . . Sep 10 (I)
Intensity . . . . . . . . Sep 13 (II)
Intentions . . . . . . . Sep 25 (II)
Interactiveness . . . . . Oct 6 (II)
Interdependence . . . May 14 (I)
Interest . . . . . . . . . . Mar 3 (II)
Intimacy . . . . . . . . . . Jul 30 (I)
Introspection . . . . . . Apr 25 (I)
Intuition . . . . . . . . . Sep 1 (II)
Inventiveness . . . . . . Mar 7 (I)
Investment . . . . . . . Jan 22 (II)
Invitations . . . . . . . Aug 21 (II)
Involvement . . . . . . . Feb 6 (II)
Inwardness . . . . . . . Jul 10 (II)
Journeys . . . . . . . . . Dec 2 (II)

Joviality . . . . . . . . . Dec 17 (II)
Joy . . . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 13 (II)
Joyfulness . . . . . . . . Nov 17 (I)
Judgment . . . . . . . . . Jun 8 (II)
Justice . . . . . . . . . . Mar 31 (I)
Keeping . . . . . . . . . Jun 29 (II)
Keys . . . . . . . . . . . . Feb 28 (I)
Kindness . . . . . . . . Apr 27 (II)
Kinship . . . . . . . . . . Jun 5 (II)
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)
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