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Preface
Life beckons. How will you respond? This is

the central message and question of Spelling God

With Two O’s.

Through quotations, questions, brief essays,

anecdotes, and parables, this book examines important

values and themes of life. Spelling God With Two O’s

presents a collage of thoughts that creates a meaningful

philosophy by which to live. The basic point is that

compassion and social justice leads to a life filled

with happiness.

A good way to read Spelling God With Two

O’s is one chapter at a time. This gives you the

opportunity to focus your attention and deepen your

insights. Each theme can serve as a daily meditation.

I hope that you find this book a useful

complement to your spiritual practice. When everyone

lives in the spirit of goodness, how is it possible for

the world not to be a better place?



Ability
Every person is responsible for all the good within the scope of his
abilities, and for no more, and none can tell whose sphere is the
largest.

Gail Hamilton

What do you think are your greatest abilities?

There are as many kinds of abilities as there are varieties
of intelligence and physical prowess. The most important ability
we can acquire is in the social realm. It is the way that we interact
with others that is really important. The ability that counts is the
ability to bring out the best in others.

Some of us are born gregarious and are socially at ease.
There are those who are naturally fearful. Upon this comes that
which we learn from others and our own experiences.

Society requires people of many different social abilities.
There are leaders and there are followers; there are dreamers
and there are doers. Some receive the glory and others remain in
the shadows. What is most important is the way in which we add
to the over-all goodness of things, not the particular ability that we
possess.

Each of us is capable of contributing something in this
regard. And sometimes it is the person with less obvious abilities—
the quiet, the steady, the slow—who is really the exceptional
person. Our abilities develop with time and with practice. Certainly
some have more innate talent than others. But often the least
able, with practice, are capable of succeeding where the most
talented who are indifferent and careless often fail.

Ted Williams was one of the greatest baseball players of
all time. He had the remarkable ability to perform one of the most
difficult feats in all of sports: hitting with a rounded stick a small
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round object that is speeding and curving and dipping at upwards
to 90 miles per hour. He was the last player to hit over .400. This
means that at least four out of every 10 times he came to bat he
was able to hit the ball in such a way that he safely reached base.
This is truly an outstanding accomplishment.

Despite this, Williams had a difficult relationship with sports
writers, fans and even other players at times. He was aloof, even
indifferent, bordering on disdain. He didn’t care what anyone
thought of him. Some question whether he was more concerned
for his individual statistics than for the good of the team. He had
great physical skill but seemed to be lacking in social graces. He
is less of a paragon because he didn’t care much for those who
came to watch or for those with whom he played.

Acceptance
Nobody, as long as he moves about among the chaotic currents
of life, is without trouble.

Carl Jung

Where do you feel most accepted?

Nature is full of imperfections. So are human beings.
Perfection is impossible, and a person who strives for a flawless
life is plagued by feelings of inadequacy.

All of us have flaws and faults, but not everything can or
should be made better. The person who strives to correct
everything—a person unable to accept himself or others as they
are—is often overbearing and boorish.

To know what to change and what to accept is a difficult
yet vital task. Gaining that knowledge is a matter of practical
wisdom.

Some things can’t be changed. We are limited by our
abilities, backgrounds and finally by nature itself. So while we
honor and protect life we also live with the recognition that the one
thing all must accept is that our lives come to an end. What we
have we must lose. Birth, growth, decay: this is the natural cycle.
We are part of that ceaseless turning.

We can accept others and ourselves when we know that
winter, too, has a beauty of its own.

Once a woman went to a fortuneteller. The medium
predicted the next six months of the woman’s life. After that she
saw a blank, nothing at all.

The woman lived with increasing anxiety, counting off the
days one by one with dread.

When the six months were up, the fortuneteller died.
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Aging
You can judge your age by the amount of pain you feel when you
come in contact with a new idea.

Pearl Buck

What helps you to accept aging?

Time has its way with everything. All things fall apart. Even

galaxies are reduced to dust. Illness, accident and wear take their

toll in the steady abrasion that spares none. While modern

advances may reduce some of the ravages of time, still we grow

old. The challenge of being elderly is to avoid growing bitter or

angry.

As children we learn, as adults we are productive, and in

old age there is wisdom to be imparted to the young. The burden

that today’s elderly face is a world changing so rapidly that what

was once useful often is no longer so. It is easy for aged people

to be seen as irrelevant and therefore objects of scorn, reluctantly

accepted and viewed as a burden. However, the proper role of the

elderly is to show the way to what is important, to point to a life

of value.

There is wisdom to be gleaned from old people who have

lived wisely, there is courage to be gained from those who face

their own mortality courageously, there is joy to be learned from

those who never cease learning and find joy in existence.

John Quincy Adams, long retired from prominence in

American politics, was a well-known figure in his hometown of

Boston. When he was in his 80’s, he was feebly walking down the

street, his hands shaking, his feet shuffling.

“And how is John Quincy Adams today?” an admirer asked

as he stopped him to say hello.

“Thank you,” Adams said. “John Quincy Adams is quite

well. But the house in which he lives at present is becoming

dilapidated. It is tottering on its foundations. Time and the seasons

have nearly destroyed it. Its roof is pretty well worn out. Its walls

are much shattered, and it trembles with every wind. The old

tenement is becoming almost uninhabitable, and I think John Quincy

Adams will have to move out of it soon. But he himself is quite

well, quite well.”
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Appearance
Appearances are not held to be a clue to the truth.  But we seem
to have no other.

Ivy Compton-Burnett

What do you do to make your appearance more pleasing?

Infants are looked at, even before they can look back. As

children grow, they cover their nakedness. Choosing how we want

to be seen is a part of controlling our own destinies. So we pull

the shades and close the door. We avert our gaze, as a matter of

respect, away from the person shown in a manner not of his or

her own choosing. Being seen improperly can cause injury.

We present ourselves as we want to be understood.

Appearance is an announcement, an advertisement of yourself;

how you choose to appear to others is a reflection of your values.

There is no clear distinction between the you that others

see and the you that you believe yourself to be. Your self-image

is shaped by what you think others think you are. And much of

what others think you are is what they see of you.

Appearances can also deceive. There may well be a beauty

in the beast. But a total disregard of appearances is to

misunderstand our place in the world. We move about, others

come across us and they see us. People are as much a part of

the landscape as clouds and trees, buildings and streets. We

know that our souls are soothed by objects of beauty and are

assaulted by things that are ugly. What beauty you have, let others

see, thereby making their lives more pleasant.

When poet Louis Simpson was visiting his ailing mother in

Italy, he spent time at outdoor cafes doing what many do—people-

watch. Here is one of his comments on that experience:

“Italians are good-looking. Even the old ones who are thin

or fat or bent out of shape seem to remember when they were

good-looking. They care how others see them and try to make the

best of what’s left. Not like Americans who walk about in a cloak

of invisibility . . . as doctors, accountants, truck drivers. Italians

know they are being looked at; you can’t go through life trying not

to be seen; you are here definitely, a part of the universe, so you

should try to make as pleasing an impression as you can. You

owe it to others.”
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Appreciation
This day will not come again. Each minute is a priceless gem.

Takuan Soho

How do you show your appreciation?

We often fail to appreciate what a marvel the world truly is.

We look for the miraculous in tales of far off lands and in stories

of wonder working. But we really only need to open our eyes and

look around and our hearts will be filled with amazement.

In our relations with others we discover our humanity. It is

from those who hold us in esteem that we strengthen our own

humanness. And we, in turn, have great power over others for this

very reason. We all are fragile souls, which break easily in the

hands of the insensitive.

How easily we forget to tell others that we love them, that

we care for them, that we admire and appreciate them. Too often

we go without a word that can repair the injured; too often we

neglect to repair that which has been torn.

The opposite of thankfulness is taking something for

granted. It is as though we believe we will always be here, as

though our love will never end, as though the earth doesn’t depend

upon our care. Unless we concern ourselves with the fate of

humankind and the earth itself, that which is most precious slips

away. Unless we esteem that which we love, everything becomes

ugly and wasted. When we value the worthy things, we become

precious ourselves.

A teacher lay dying. At her side sat a student, a peach in

one hand, a book in another. He began to read to the teacher and

then picked up the fruit with his other hand. Just as he began to

take a bite, the teacher’s face flushed with exertion and in a

struggling voice she rebuked the student by saying:

“Don’t insult the gift you have been given. Before you eat,

hold the peach gently in your hands. Bring it to your nose and

smell its fragrant aroma. Let your eyes behold the beauty of its

shape and admire its warm color. Remember, the peach is the

culmination of centuries of nature and human cultivation working

together. It is a gift and a precious delight. Don’t spoil it with your

carelessness.”
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Audience
To have great poets, there must be great audiences, too.

Walt Whitman

What kind of audience are you?

Shakespeare describes seven phases of life and in each
we are on stage. There are scenes and there are roles to be
played. But if the entire world is a stage, who in the world is the
audience to which we play?

We are each other’s audience. One of the things it means
to be human is to be aware that others see us. And in that seeing
we judge. There is no way to get around this, for in reality the
stage and the audience are intertwined. One cannot exist without
the other.

There are different kinds of audiences. Some are hushed,
as they are thrown into the dark and are meant to be mere
spectators. Others audiences are vocal, as they cooperate with
the actors in the creation of the work.

There is a time and place for each approach. There is a
time to be a witness, to respectfully watch and listen. And there
is a time to be a co-creator. There are many ways to be a good
audience, but whatever the style, the best audience is an
appreciative audience. The good audience brings out the best in
the performer.

When movies were new and came to the countryside for
the first time, a man paid his money to watch the new form of
entertainment. He viewed it with great interest, especially the scene
in which a group of attractive women arrive at a swimming hole
and began to undress. Just as they begin to remove their clothes
a train passes by. One car after another flickers across the screen
until at long last the train was gone. Now the young women are

in the water.

The next day the man went to the movies again, arriving
in the early afternoon in order to see the first showing of the day.
He sat through the same movie not once, not twice but through
every showing until the theater closed. As he was leaving, the
manager asked him why he stayed through all the performances.

“Was the movie that good?”

“No,” he answered.

“Then why in heaven’s name have you watched it so many
times?”

“I figured once the train is going to be late.”

...10... ...11...



Beauty
If you have but two loaves of bread, sell one and buy hyacinths
to feed your soul.

Muslih-al Din Saadi

What do you do to make life more beautiful?

Sparrows are amongst the world’s most common birds—
ordinary, ever-present and, because of that, nearly invisible to
many. In Africa a group of musicians, led by a blind guitar player,
called themselves “The Sparrows.” The lead singer explained that
he chose the name to reflect the fact that where he lived sparrows
were rarities and considered quite beautiful. Because sparrows
are so commonplace in many places, their beauty is overlooked.
It takes a blind man to realize the beauty that is so abundant.

You don’t need to wait for the exotic birds to make their
resplendent appearance to take pleasure in nature’s beauty. It is
here, everywhere, everyday. Beauty is seeing the extraordinary in
the ordinary. It is all around, waiting to be seen, waiting to be
appreciated, waiting to touch our inner selves.

There is beauty in quiet, there is beauty in the pounding
surf; there is beauty in an infant’s wide eyes and there beauty in
the deep lines that come with old age.

We are the midwives, the lovers and the audience of the
beautiful. The world becomes luminous when we shine the light of
appreciation upon what is before us.

Long ago, people toiled in a field. They dug and ploughed,
weeded and watered so that they might eat when winter came. All
but one, that is. Each afternoon he went to the hillside, looked out
over the valley and played his wooden flute.

Everyone was angry with him for they felt that he didn’t do
his fair share of the work. But he continued to play to the wind and

the trees nevertheless.

When winter came, the group moved into a cave and lived
there huddled in the cold and dark. They complained about the
discomfort and the gloom. They grew tense with one another and
everyone was on edge.

Then one day they heard a song, as if a summer bird had
flown into the cave to keep them company. Now the cave seemed
to glow with light and the gloom was lifted. Their irritation with one
another gave way to amity. It was as though they could already
feel the warmth of the summer sun on their skin.

What they heard was the song of the flute. What they felt
was the warmth and the light made by the song of the musician
who had played in the hills. They gladly shared their food with him
for there was now enough beauty to take them to spring.
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Beneficence
It is another’s fault if he be ungrateful; but it is mine if I do not
give. To find one thankful man, I will oblige a great many that are
not so. I had rather never receive a kindness than never bestow
one. Not to return a benefit is a great sin; but not to confer one
is a greater.

Seneca

What helps you to be a more beneficent person?

What is it to be a good person but to assist others in
reaching their finer selves? What is it to be a decent person but
to give—without the desire for personal gain—to another person?
How can we save ourselves from ourselves but by walking side-
by-side, removing the stones from the rocky path, offering a hand
to the fallen?

Although we are born alone and our death is uniquely our
own, we live our lives in the midst of others. When we lift a hand,
we have to be cautious of our neighbor’s nose. When we fulfill our
appetite, we must be mindful that we are recipients of another’s
effort. Not to be cautious is to be a brute; to take from another
without giving back is to live an unrequited life.

We are dependent upon another for our drink and bread,
we rely upon others to teach us how to speak, we look to others
to learn how to live. We are the beneficiaries of others’ good
works and we will become the benefactors to others who we will
never see. For we not only inherit the earth from our forefathers
but we also make the earthly garden for our children and our
children’s children.

There was a woman who was searching for enlightenment.
As a result, she made a beautiful statue of the Buddha, full of fine
features and great expressiveness. Sparing no expense, she

covered the statue from head to toe with gold and carried it with
her wherever she went.

Years passed and eventually the woman decided to live in
a temple where she could continue to meditate and contemplate
upon life and its meanings and mysteries. In this temple were
many statues, each with its own shrine.

She wanted to burn incense for her golden Buddha.
However, she didn’t want the wafting perfume to reach any of the
other statues, so much more precious she believed hers to be. So
she devised a funnel through which the smoke would reach only
her Buddha. Over time this blackened the nose of the golden
statue, thereby making it especially ugly.
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Blessings
Just to be is a blessing. Just to live is holy.

Abraham Heschel

What has been your greatest blessing?

So much of life is about going and getting that we often
forget about staying and being. We exist, we are, and whatever
else we may become, we still are this now, a being in the present
moment.

In looking forward to something that is not yet, it is easy
to overlook the joy of existence; it is easy to neglect what we
have, as we anticipate something different or more. When our
focus is too much on becoming, we overlook simply being. Then
anxiety becomes a major emotion.

Planning, thinking about the future, wanting to have a
different life, hoping to be a better person—these are all necessary
to prevent stagnation and corruption. But at the same time hopes
and dreams can blind us to what we already have.

We are blessed because we exist; we are blessed because
we are something rather than nothing. A thousand hands have
blessed us with their touch. With every breath we inhale life, with
every swallow, we drink in the essence of the universe.

When we acknowledge the blessings we already have, we
are free to receive the blessings that are waiting to be born.

One of Mokusen’s adherents complained about his wife’s
stinginess. So Mokusen took it upon himself to visit his follower’s
wife. She welcomed the esteemed visitor into her home. They sat
for several hours exchanging pleasantries. Finally Mokusen came
to the point of his visit. He was now satisfied that he could make
his point. So he leaned closer to her and raised a clenched fist.

“What do you mean by that?” asked the startled woman.

“Suppose my fist were always like that. What would you
call it?”

“Malformed,” she answered.

Then he opened his hand flat and asked, “Suppose my
hand were always like that. What would you call it then?”

“Another kind of malformation,” she said.

“If you understand that much, you are a good person,” he
said. Then he left.

When Mokusen returned to his temple, the adherent asked
what had happened. The two sat for several hours before Mokusen
raised a clenched fist and asked his question. Then he displayed
a flat hand and asked his question again.

When the husband returned home, he and his wife worked
together amicably, helping each other to distribute as well as save.
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Change
Those who would be constant in happiness or wisdom must change
often.

Confucius

In what ways have you changed?

Change is the way of the world. All matter is built up and

torn down. Waters rise and fall again. Change can be a source of

hope, for what is not good today may be made good tomorrow.

Change can also be a source of anxiety, for what we love today

may be gone tomorrow. In this manner, memory and change stand

in opposition. Change is brought to us by nature and it is human

nature to bring memory to bear as a form of preservation.

We remember the past so that we may preserve that which

is good. We cultivate our values in the cradle of memory so that

what we cherish may flourish yet again.

What to change and what to preserve, what to let go of

and what to hold on to—these are matters of great judgment. To

hold on too long may only be obstinacy; letting go too soon may

be inconstancy. To keep for the sake of keeping may only be

stubbornness and fear; to move on before its time may only be

superficiality and fear. The former is the fear of losing, the latter

the fear of being hurt.

Nature imposes its changes upon us, but our good sense

chooses how much to keep and how much to shed. The inevitability

of change places the burden of choice upon us.

Two golfers were on a course together.

“Do you see those trees over there?” the older one asked

the younger. “When I was young I used to hit right over them.”

“Well then, so can I,” the younger one said. He walked up

to the tee, set his ball and swung, a beautiful, long shot but it

didn’t clear the trees. Instead, it hit the branches and fell to the

ground. He then turned to his friend and said in amazement, “You

could really hit over those trees?”

“Yes,” his friend said assuredly. “But when I was your age,

those trees were only 12 feet tall.”
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Character
So live that you wouldn’t be ashamed to sell the family parrot to
the town gossip.

Will Rogers

Whose character do you most admire?

Families lay the foundation for good character. It is from
those closest to us as children—parents mainly, but not only—that
we form the basis upon which we build our character. From those
who hold us closest, guide us (or not), support us (or not) and
love us (or not), we develop the habits of character, good or bad.
Without a solid and good foundation, without life-long habits of
doing good and caring about what is right, there will forever be a
weakness, like a house with faulty floorboards and misaligned
doors.

But weaknesses need not be fatal; they can, with proper
attention and correction, be compensated for, shored up and built
around.

We can’t change our foundation but we can develop new
habits. This is accomplished by finding people whose character
we admire, emulating their good traits and having faith in our
ability to do better over time. It is by believing that the kind of
people we are matters that we develop the character that we hold
in esteem.

An itinerant butcher left his meat on the block when he
went to buy lunch. Upon his return he saw someone trying to steal
some of the meat.

“What are you doing!” the butcher yelled.

The thief immediately put the meat in his mouth and stood
there without moving. Then he said, “If you just leave the meat
unattended, it is bound to be stolen. It’s much safer for me to keep
it in my mouth like I am doing than to tempt a thief to run away
with it.”

Children
We need to teach our children] not thrift but generosity and
indifference to money; not caution but courage and a contempt for
danger; not shrewdness but frankness and a love of truth; not tact
but love of one’s neighbors and self-denial; not desire for success
but a desire to be and know.

Natalia Ginzburg

What would you like most for a child to learn from you?

All the world’s children are our children. They depend upon
our good works and the world that we make. We are the guardians
of the earth and therefore must look after our world so that children
will have a life worth living.  Just as we are the beneficiaries of our
forerunners, we are the grandparents of all who come after us.

Always have a relationship with a child. When we look into
the eyes of a child who is open and vulnerable, we know what life
should be.

A child’s laughter is the light of the home and in that sound
we hear the voices of heaven. As we hold a child in our arms, all
that is good and precious in life becomes real.

A child is a fragile gift with which we have been entrusted.
Treat each one with care and tenderness.

A father and son were known for their stubbornness. One
day the father invited a guest for dinner and sent his son to the
city to buy some food. On his way back, the youngster met a man
coming in the opposite direction just as they were passing through
the city gate.

Both of them refused to give way to the other and they
stood there for a very long time. The father, impatient for the son
to return and for the meal to begin, appeared on the scene and
told his son, “You go home with the food and cook some dishes
for our guest. Let me stand here in your place.”
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Community
We forget that there is no hope of joy except in human relations.

Antoine de Saint-Exupery

In what ways does your community enrich your life?

Holding out hope for what can be, having a vision of the

future, possessing a sense of kinship with our surroundings,

knowing that we are a part and a piece—this is what bonds and

binds us to a meaningful life. When we feel tied to others, when

we treat people and nature with respect, we have formed the

basis of trust and caring in a shared life.

This is genuine community, a natural communion. Knowing

and accepting this restores us to ourselves. In gratitude we become

witnesses to the miracle of being. We know that we are something,

not nothing; that we are and that we have a rightful place in the

scheme of things.

Because we live with others, our character is cultivated in

our relationships and who we are is measured against the effect

it has upon others. What we emphasize and what we dampen

depends upon particular circumstances. That is why we need

constant education, insight, inspiration and support. Together we

seek the highest, attempting to create again and again the holy

ground that is always new and right here below our feet.

Two sages were studying, one in the living room and the

other in the attic. The sage downstairs had his daughter in a

cradle next to him. The one in the attic studied and meditated

alone.

Suddenly the infant fell from the cradle and cried bitterly.

However, because her father was in deep contemplation he didn’t

hear her wails. But the sage in the attic heard, and he rushed

downstairs. He picked up the baby and returned her to the cradle,

placed a blanket over her and soothed her with a sweet song.

Later in the day the second sage said to the father, “It is

amazing to me. Your mind is so constricted when you are involved

in contemplation that there is no room for anything else. I am not

like that. When I am deeply involved in thought, I can still hear the

noise of a fly crawling on the windowpane.”
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Conduct
The reputation of a thousand years may be determined by the
conduct of one hour.

Japanese proverb

What are most proud of having done?

Children learn the habits of morality—to be fair and not to

hurt others. Teenagers believe that there is no more to learn; they

know everything that needs to be known and more. Adults know

that nothing is so straightforward and maturity allows us to see the

subtleties and nuances of the moral life.

Maintaining our dignity in the face of life’s demands is no

easy task. We have to sort out what is truly good from that which

is self-serving or simply pleasing. We need to learn how to balance

our own good with that of others. We need to know how to make

the best choice when neither choice is good.

But to think that we are good and not do good is not to be

good at all. To love justice and not act justly is a false love. To love

kindness and not act tenderly is not to be kind at all.

Hard choices are never clear. There is an element of

uncertainty that plagues us. There are always reasons not to

sacrifice, not to be generous, not to act courageously. Yet it is in

the action that we will be judged.

Our knowledge will always be partial and we can never be

sure of the outcome. Yet there is no choice but to act, doing the

best that we can within the limits that we have.

Guests were visiting the home of a woman famous for her

graciousness and generosity. When the guests first arrived, she

set the table, then went to the garden where she gathered the

herbs and vegetables. She returned to the kitchen and cooked a

meal for them. When the food was ready, she put it on trays and

brought it to the guests. Later she brought down bedding from the

attic and made up the beds of everyone.

One guest said, “Thank you for all that you have done for

us. But wouldn’t it have been easier to have paid someone to

have helped you with all these chores?”

The woman responded, “Do you want me to hand over the

good deeds to someone else? And that I should pay them besides?”
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Contradictions
When a contradiction is impossible to resolve except by a lie, then
we know that it is really a door.

Simone Weil

Which contradictions do you embrace?

The world spins on opposites—the yin and yang of night
and day, positive and negative electrical charges, gasses and
solids. Chinese cuisine is built around bringing opposites together
as each meal ideally contains sweet and sour, salty and bitter.
Society requires both justice and mercy. These differences don’t
cancel out each other but rather constitute wholeness.

Opposites can be viewed as contradictions, and sometimes
they are. Life, though, would be poorer without the complement of
opposites, if there was no mind to balance heart, no hard to
balance soft. There would be no progress if there were no
discordant notes in the harmony.

Not all opposites are valuable. Sometimes it is the mid-
point between them that is sought. It is excess on the one side
and deficiency on the other that is to be avoided. Neither fool -
hardiness nor cowardice are virtues; neither thirst nor drunkenness
are desirable. There are opposites that need tempering and
compromise, where finding the mean is desirable.

Life is full of contradictions. Some need embracing; some
need letting go of. The universe is full of multitudes. Let in that
which complements your deficiencies and reject those that cancel
your uniqueness.

When the farmer’s horse ran off, the man was heartbroken.
What a disaster, he thought. But the village elder said, “What
makes you sure this isn’t really a blessing?”

The farmer was baffled by the comment but understood

what the elder meant a few months later when his stallion returned
not by itself but with a mare. So his broken heartedness turned to
happiness. But the village elder said, “ What makes you so sure
this isn’t a disaster?”

The farmer didn’t understand how this could be. The
household was far richer than before. More horses were sure to
follow. And the farmer’s son had learned to ride and loved the new
horse.

One day the son fell off the stallion and broke his leg in
several places. The farmer, of course, was very upset. But the
village elder said to him, “What makes you so sure this isn’t a
blessing?”

The farmer didn’t understand how this could be, having a
son who would be lame for life. He found out soon enough, though,
when an army of soldiers crossed the border and every able-
bodied man was called up to defend the homeland. The men went
in war and were engaged in a battle so fierce that every one was
killed. Only because his son’s leg was damaged did his son survive,
thereby being able to care for his elderly father.
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Conversation
The true spirit of conversation consists in building on another
man’s observation, not overturning it.

Edward G. Bulwer-Lytton

What do you bring to a conversation?

Some things aren’t spoken about because they are secrets
that need keeping; some people are quiet because they have
nothing to say. Some are silent because there are times in which
only silence allows us to hear the important things; some are
never quiet and their voices rattle like pebbles in an empty can.

While silence may lead to the gate of self-reflection, speech
opens the door of human relations. To be cut off from ordinary
conversation is to be cut off from the pleasures and benefits of
companionship.

In true conversation there are no roles but there are rules
of respect; in true conversation there is no domination, only equals
talking. A conversation is a free and open exchange—of thoughts
and feelings. It isn’t the building up of ideas that count as much
as weaving the fabric of human intercourse.

To converse is to belong with others. True conversation is
fitting into the heart of another and letting others into yours.
Conversation lifts the veil of isolation. Without conversation we
are disconnected from the human community; with conversation
we find a place where we belong.

Helen Keller was stricken blind and deaf at less than two
years old and was plunged into isolation. So frustrated by not
being able to communicate, she threw daily tantrums and became
an angry child.

Her life changed dramatically when Annie Sullivan became
her teacher. Sullivan taught Keller by finger spelling on her pupil’s

palm.  In her autobiography, Keller writes: “Suddenly I felt a misty
consciousness as of something forgotten—a thrill of returning
thought; and somehow the mystery of language was revealed to
me. I knew then that ‘w-a-t-e-r’ meant the wonderful cool something
that was flowing over my hand. That living word awakened my
soul, gave it light, hope, joy, set it free!

“Before my teacher came to me, I didn’t know that I am.
I lived in a world that was a no-world. I cannot hope to describe
adequately that unconscious, yet conscious time of nothingness.
I did not know that I knew aught, or that I lived or acted or desired.
I had neither will nor intellect. I was carried along to objects and
acts by a certain blind impetus. I can remember all this, not because
I knew that it was so, but because I have tactual memory. It
enables me to remember that I never contracted my forehead in
the act of thinking. I never viewed anything beforehand or chose
it. I also recall tactually the fact that never in a start of the body
or a heart-beat did I feel that I loved or cared for anything. My
inner life, then, was a blank without past, present, or future, without
hope or anticipation.”

Now Keller could converse and in that conversation become
connected to others.
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Courage
Cowards can never be moral.

Mohandas Gandhi

In what ways do you help others overcome their fears?

People can know what is right and even want to do what

is right but still not act rightly. Why? Because they are afraid. They

lack the courage to support their convictions.

We need courage to face the unknown; we need courage

to let go of irrational fears. We need courage to face our own

death and courage to allow others to help us through difficult

times. We need courage to let others in.

We need courage to be ourselves, to take responsibility for

our actions, to overcome the fear of rejection and disapproval. It

takes courage to openly listen to the voices of others, to admit

mistakes and then do what must be done.

Courage frees us to find new and better ways of being—

with others and with ourselves. The fear of letting go keeps us

prisoners of our own making. The courage to face what is, to seek

the truth in the reality of things, allows us to become free of

groundless fear.

A.J. Ayer achieved fame as an intellectual giant the field of

academic philosophy. He became a celebrity of sorts, and, at 78

years old, he was invited to attend a party hosted by a well-known

fashion designer. At the gathering, Ayer was talking with several

of the models when a young woman ran by, crying that a friend

was being assaulted in the next room.

Ayer rushed into the bedroom and found a man forcing

himself upon a young woman.

Ayer ordered him to leave the woman alone.

The hulking man responded, “Do you know who I am? I’m

Mike Tyson, the heavyweight champion of the world!”

Ayer quickly responded, “And I am the former Wykeham

Professor of Logic.” He quickly added, “We are both pre-eminent

in our field; I suggest we talk this over like rational men.”

As Tyson turned to engage Ayer, he forgot about the model,

allowing her enough time to escape to the other room and safety.
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Creativity
Art does not reproduce the visible, rather it makes it visible.

Paul Klee

What stimulates your creativity?

You are different from everyone who has ever been or will

ever be. You are not a reproduction nor are you cast in a mold,

and no mold can be made from you.

At birth you are not fully formed. You cannot know what

you will become since the self is the product of what is inherited,

what is given and what is made of both. In this way we are the

partial creators of ourselves.

There are tools you inherit and there is an audience for

whom you create. In relation to others and to the world around

you, you bring what is uniquely yours, your created and creative

self.

Creativity is discovering that which is most important in

your surroundings, then coaxing that reality into the visible through

finding what is unique in you and in others. Art is in making, in

doing, that is, it is in relating. There is music and dance, theater

and painting, poetry and prose, cooking and gardening and a

thousand other things. Creativity is also found in friendships and

in work, in family and in communities—all contributors to the art

of living.

All of us are creative; we all have the ability to see things

fresh and new. To be creative is to be original and to be original

is to find what is truly yours.

One day while in the country a thief descended upon

Buddha. He threatened the teacher with death.

“Will you grant me a dying wish?” the teacher asked.

The bandit agreed.

“Cut off a branch from that tree over there.”

With a flash of the sword it was done.

The perplexed thief asked, “What now?”

“Put the branch back on the tree,” Buddha replied.

“No one can do that,” the thief laughed. “You must be

crazy.”

Buddha said. “It is you who are crazy to think that you are

strong because you can wound and destroy. Children can do that.

But it is only the mighty who know how to create and heal.”
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Discipline
Communion and friendship and orderliness and temperance and
justice bind together heaven and earth and gods and people, and
that this universe is therefore called order, not disorder or misrule.

Socrates

What discipline would you like to further develop?

It is normal to want to have it all: eat what we want, play

when we want, possess both money and time, have fulfilling work

and meaningful relationships. But we can’t. Life imposes choices

upon us. With every choice we make we foreclose another

possibility. We must take one road and not the other. We can’t

turn time back and we can’t recover the road not taken. So we

reign in our impulses, we control our desires and we learn not

only to live within limits but also to make limits for ourselves.

Discipline is important for mastering the outer world; it also

applies to the inner, the spiritual, the moral, the relational worlds

we occupy. For example, we control our tempers so as not to

harm others; we think before we speak out of respect for those

who are receivers of our words; we judge before we act so we can

avoid harm and do good.

It takes the skill of a craftsperson to separate a gem from

a rock, then cut the diamond to reveal its beauty. Many diamonds

are never found or seen because of a lack of craftsmanship, the

discipline of many years. Without self-discipline, the jewels remain

hidden.

Bobby Jones, one of the greatest amateur golfers ever to

compete, began playing golf at age five. He was very good at the

game. His natural talent, love for the sport and hours of practice

led to him beat everyone at the local club by the time he was

twelve. Along with this came his hot temper, earning him the

nickname “Club Thrower.”

Jones was so good that at fourteen he entered, but lost,

the National Amateur Tournament.

A man named Bart worked in the pro shop and after the

tournament he took Jones aside.

“Bobby,” he said, “you were good enough to win that

tournament. But you’ll never win a tournament until you control

your temper. You miss a shot, you get upset, and then you lose.”

Jones knew that Bart was right. For the next several years

he worked on disciplining himself. It took seven years before Jones

was able to win his first tournament.

After that win, Bart said, “Bobby was fourteen when he

mastered the game of golf, but he was twenty-one years old before

he mastered himself.”
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Doing
Sometimes you have to act as if acting will make a difference,
even when you can’t prove that it will.

Michael Pollan

What do you consider most worth doing?

We live our lives with others—in families, in neighborhoods,

in communities, in social networks beyond seeing. We are affected

by the well-being of those around us. Their well-being is also ours.

When others are unhappy, it is difficult for us to flourish.

Our lives are stitched with that of others. Collaboratively

we make our lives. As surely as a fish must swim in water, we

must live with other human beings. And just as a fish will suffer

in polluted waters, our spirit will die in a land that is brutish and

cruel.

However, unlike fish, we are co-creators of our environment.

A fish isn’t responsible for the water, but humans cannot avoid

responsibility for the world in which we live. Each day we make

the world over by our words, by our thoughts and, most of all, by

our deeds.

With love and honor, in justice and in peace, in respectful

relations we come to realize the fullness of our humanity.

Hearing that a new doctrine even deeper than his own was

being taught, a teacher decided to go to the new sage in order to

decide for himself if the teaching was more profound than his

own.

The two met and the traveling scholar elucidated his points.

The host sat silently. At last the visitor came to the end.

“And now let me hear your philosophy,” the traveler said.

The host replied, “Avoid evil and do as much good as

possible.”

The visitor became angry. “What? I come all the way to

meet with you and this is all you have to say? You quote a little

jingle and I am supposed to take this seriously? Are you mocking

me?”

“No, of course not,” the host replied. “You are right. This is

a little jingle. But please consider that while every three-year-old

knows this verse, even the elderly sometime cannot live up to it.”
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Dreams
In dreams begin responsibility.

William Butler Yeats

What is your dream of a better life?

Dreaming and desire are twins, for desiring means wanting
that which is not yet. Proper desire moves us towards creating
better conditions not only for ourselves and our times but for
others in a time not yet arrived.

Dreams and desires are the beginning of better things. But
they can also be the illusions of the young, a wishful thinking.
When dreams are merely figments of the imagination, they become
impediments to the realization of those things that make life full
and satisfying.

There are also dreams that are egocentric. These take us
away from the relationships that provide for flourishing. We need
to tame our selfish desires so that dreams aren’t cudgels but
threads of responsibility, shared in a common quest towards peace
and justice and, therefore, happiness.

But when dreams are true, we assume the responsibilities
of camaraderie. These are the dreams that draw others in, the
dreams that both uplift and tie.

One night a man dreamed that he saw a treasure buried
under a bridge in a far off city. When he woke, he rushed off to
find the treasure. Now in the strange city he saw the very bridge
that had appeared to him in his dream. He was sure that was it
and under its arches he would find what he was looking for. He
stood on the bridge, not trying to attract attention to himself. But
he failed.

A policeman had seen him and now approached the man.
The man decided that the best thing to do was to tell the truth and

propose that he and the policeman share the hidden treasure.

The policeman burst out laughing.

“This is foolishness,” the policeman said. “I once had a
dream that in a house in a far off town there was a treasure buried
under the kitchen floor. I didn’t go running off to that town to find
this dream-treasure, did I?”

The man thought about what the policeman had said and
rushed back to his own town, the one described by the policeman,
and began to dig in the foundation of his own house, the one
described by the policeman.

And there, after many days of digging, he uncovered the
treasure he had been dreaming of.
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Emancipation
To change masters is not to be free.

Jose Marti y Perez

What holds you back from being your best self?

Can you be free if you don’t know yourself? Can you be

free if you don’t understand others? Can you be free if what

others think of you becomes more important than what you think

of yourself?

Can you be free if you are easily fooled, when you can’t

tell the difference between goodwill and false affection? It has

been said that ignorance is bliss, but can an ignorant person be

free or is the blissful person, rather, a prisoner of his own

ignorance? Without real knowledge we remain imprisoned by our

own past, prisoners of our own childhood.

To be emancipated is to be free from a past that places its

hand on your shoulder and says, “You can go no further; you can

do no better.”

Many live enchained by thoughtless customs, meaningless

rituals or the mindless acceptance of things as they appear to be.

Many live under the heavy weight of the carelessness of teachers,

the taunting of other children or the cruelty of parents.

To be free is to accept the past as unalterable, then leaving

it aside so that it is no longer an excuse or an obsession. The

emancipated person never says, “It’s not my fault; another made

me this way.”

Two monks on a pilgrimage come to a river. There they

see a young woman who wants to cross to the other side. She

tells the monks that the river is too swift and she doesn’t know

how to swim.

One of the monks, upon hearing her dilemma, places the

woman on his back and carries her to the other side. They bid the

woman good-bye and continue on their journey. But something

continues to bother the second monk and after many miles of

brooding, he says to his fellow traveler, “You are a holy man.

Surely it isn’t right to touch a woman, and one who isn’t a relative

on top of that. It is against our sacred orders.”

The monk who had carried the woman answered, “I set

her down miles back, but you, you still carry her around with you.”
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Empathy
Suffering and joy teach us, if we allow them, how to make the leap
of empathy, which transports us into the soul and heart of another
person. In those transparent moments we know other people’s
joys and sorrows, and we care about their concerns as if they
were our own.

Fritz Williams

What moves you to feel with another person?

Infants respond to the cries of other infants; toddlers are

upset when they see another in distress. Young children try to

soothe others who are hurt and adults wince when they see another

injured. This ability to identify with the inner life of another begins

at the dawn of self-awakening.

How lovely to find satisfaction in that which others have

enjoyed. This ability to find happiness in another’s joy is a wonderful

trait. And to taste another’s tears is crucial for the alleviation of

suffering and the move towards social justice.

Empathy is essential for ethical living. It frees us from the

bonds of isolation and, therefore, exaggerated fear. We know that

we aren’t alone, that we are intimately bound to the fate of others

and they with us. To participate in the pleasures and sorrows of

someone we love is to know one of life’s great satisfactions. To

feel the misfortunes of those we don’t know personally is the basis

of social justice.

An American teacher in China gave this assignment to his

students: write an essay about the happiest moment of your life.

One student composed a rhapsody about eating Peking duck while

visiting the capital city.

“It was like clouds disappearing,” he wrote.

The teacher gave the student great praise, but after class

the student came with a confession. He said that he had never

been to the capital and he had never had Peking duck. But his

wife had gone and she described the delicacy to him.

“She tells me about it again and again,” he said, “and I

think, even though I was not there, it is my happiest moment.”
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Envy
If you are always concerned about the doors in life that are closing
in on you, you’re never going to see the ones that are opening.

Roy Campanella

How do you try to control your envy?

To be envious is to measure yourself against another’s
talents, reputation or possessions. Jealousy is closely related to
envy. Here not only do you want these for yourself, but you also
want to take them away from the other person. Envy and jealousy,
therefore, are forms of power, ineffectual and harmful as they are,
because you want to deprive others of what they have.

Envy arises from feelings of inadequacy, a sense of
hollowness and unworthiness. Closing the gap between what others
have and what you want by having others lose what they have is
to bolster yourself at another’s expense, always a risky enterprise.

Envy is a hunger that cannot be filled. A sense of well-
being and happiness cannot be achieved at another’s expense.

The truth is that we can never be deprived, no matter what
others have. The world is wide and all the riches are before us.
Life is a treasure trove, and we will have what we need, if we look
in the right places.

“Once there was a bird that lived on the far side of the
mountain, a beautiful bird of many colors. People compared this
bird to a rainbow or glittering jewels. Whoever saw this bird had
their hearts filled with joy.

“The bird was happy whenever he looked at its own
feathers. But mainly the bird was sad because it had ugly feet,
feet covered with sores and scratches and scabs. Whenever it
looked down, it burst into tears. ‘So ugly,’ it thought. ‘I am ashamed
of myself.’ “

Here the storyteller stopped her story.

“That’s it?” the listener asked. “That’s the whole story?”

“No.” The storyteller continued, “My mother, who told me
the story, then asked me what advice I would give the poor bird.
I couldn’t think of anything. I was still a child. Then she said to me,
‘You should advise the bird to raise its eyes and look at its beautiful
feathers. The beauty brings happiness to others and it can bring
happiness to the bird itself. Don’t lower your eyes to look at your
feet. Look at your feathers and then look at the others who see
you. You make people happy. There is no reason to be ashamed.’”
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Evil
Every time has it own evil, but a human being can still be good.

Maria Dermout

How do you react when you learn about something evil?

Just as we judge the evils of times gone by, the future will
pass its judgment upon us—what we did, how we let it happen,
what we neglected. Certainly there is as much underserved great
harm today as in times past. But what we know is that even in the
worst of times there were people who spoke out, stood up and
continued to be good, kind and just.

Some periods make it easier to be virtuous than other
times. Yet even under the worst of tyrannies there are good people,
noble spirits who manage to express themselves, extend a hand
and open their homes and their hearts to those in distress.

It is when we are challenged that our character emerges.
It is then, under these difficult circumstances, that we attempt to
find the balance between our inner and outer beings.

Compassion is always at hand and the ability to express
loving-kindness is always present.

This is what life is for: to live with others in such a way that
love, peace and justice may find a secure home, no matter how
trying the times, even if that security lasts only for a day.

A soldier wanted to know if there really was a heaven and
a hell, so he set out of find a sage who could answer this profound
question. When he came to a teacher widely known for her wisdom,
the teacher asked with a hint of disdain, “Who are you to ask such
a question?”

“A soldier!”

“You call yourself a soldier? Come now. What ruler would

have such as you? You look useless to me.”

The soldier became so angry that he drew his sword and
held it above the teacher’s head.

“A sword?” the sage taunted. “It is probably so dull that it
can’t even cut a piece of paper. And you are so weak that you
probably can’t even swing it properly.”

As the soldier brought the sword up above his shoulder,
the teacher said. “Ah, here are the gates of hell.”

The soldier understood and brought the sword down and
put it back in the scabbard.

“And now you know that the gates of heaven have opened.”
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Faith
This is the greatest call of all,
The call to a faith in people.

Algernon Black

How do you maintain your faith in human possibilities?

Faith is an expression of hope for something better. More

than a wish, it is closer to a belief, but not quite. A belief is rooted

in the mind. Faith is based in the heart.

We act in faith when there is no guarantee, no certainty.

No one knows what kind of life an infant will have, yet people

continue to have children. No one can know how life with our

mates will turn out, yet we continue to have faith our relationships

will last a lifetime.

Faith speaks the language of the heart. It is an expression

of hope that goes beyond the conscious mind.

All that we hold precious rests upon a faith in people, their

potential not yet fulfilled. The evidence of history points us in a

different direction—the world is full of ugliness, brutality and

injustices. Yet there is also tenderness, kindness and concern and

that takes the bigger part of our hearts.

Without faith in ourselves we would hold ourselves cheap,

and without a faith in others we could never live as free people.

From a faith in human beings flows trust and good will. This is the

water that quenches parched souls.

Once a traveler came across an old woman who was

stooped over what appeared to be thin sticks. He asked the woman

what she was doing.

“I am planting orange trees,” she explained.

The traveler thought this was a waste of her time.

“Why do you bother?” he asked. “You are an old woman.

These saplings will take years before they will be old enough to

bear fruit. You will be long gone by then.”

“True enough,” she answered. “But I don’t plant these trees

for myself but for those who will come after me, just as those

before me planted the trees that bear the fruit that I eat today.”
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Foolishness
It is better to ask a question and be thought a fool for a day than
to remain silent and be a fool for life.

Chinese proverb

When do you risk appearing foolish?

There are degrees of foolishness, but two kinds of fools
are especially troublesome. One is the fool who doesn’t know he
is a fool. The other believes that she ought never act foolishly. The
first type learned nothing from life and the second learned the
wrong lessons.

The first lives on the edge of danger, imperiling himself
and others. The second type is afraid of taking risks, too concerned
about what others may think. This is the overly cautious and
conservative person, intent on fitting in, the person who doesn’t
experience life fully because she is afraid of being seen as stupid.

Living fully also means enjoying that which isn’t already
known; it means viewing the new and untried as sources of
knowledge and wonder.

There are also those who are fools in name only. In the
king’s court, it was often only the fool who was allowed to speak
the truth.

The daughter of a minister was about to marry. The pastor,
her father, didn’t have enough money for the occasion, so the
church voted an advance on his salary. They would deduct a
small amount each pay period over the next five years, until the
advance was repaid.

Being a proud man, the minister went to the board of the
church and said the following: “My friends, I want you to know that
I’m accepting your kind offer with the following understanding. If
I should live for another five years, that your good fortune. But if
I should die before this debt is repaid, well, that’s simply my good
luck.”

Forethought
He who exercises no forethought but makes light of his opponents
is sure to be captured by them.

Sun Tzu

What helps you to prepare for the future?

The past continues to accumulate and we are filled with
the anticipation of tomorrow. We live in the present but know that
this present was once yesterday’s future.

Sometimes the best preparation is to wait quietly, letting
things unfold in their own way. We can’t control everything, so
watchful waiting may be the right course. This is the unanxious
presence that can live with the flow. Here forethought is one thought
too many.

For other times and circumstances, forethought is required.
Preparation is practice, anticipation and making the right choices
so that the future can be one of fulfillment and flourishing.

When our ethical values become part of our fiber, we
prepare for better relations with those we love. When imagining
ourselves leading fair, kind, loving and decent lives, the kind of life
we wish we would someday have is more likely to become a
reality. We not only have prepared for that day but have coaxed
it into being.

A man came to have a suit made. The tailor laid out the
bolt of cloth, found his scissors and cut. The next week the
customer returned to try on the new clothes. To his dismay, the
suit didn’t fit properly.

So the tailor made the adjustments. He shortened the
sleeves and raised the cuff. The customer returned the following
week and tried on the suit once again. But it still didn’t fit right.
Now the shoulders hung wrong and the front buttoned too tight.
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The tailor took the suit back and made the adjustments
again. This went on for ten visits until, exhausted, the tailor got the
suit to fit correctly.

The tailor related this story to a friend one day in a café.
The tailor complained about how difficult the customer was,
demanding more and more adjustments.

“Well, maybe it wasn’t his fault,” his friend said. “I think that
maybe the fault was really yours. After all, it is better to measure
ten times and cut once than to measure once and cut ten times.”

Forgiving
The miracle of the change of water into wine at the feast of Cana
would not have seem so wonderful to the guests had they not
remembered that what was turned into wine had been water. To
forgive is to remember that what was water has become wine.

Felix Adler

Is there anything that you find unforgivable?

Forgiveness is a bet on the future. For to forgive someone
for the harm that he has done requires an act of faith, believing
in the higher nature of people. To forgive is to believe two things:
that people can have a change of heart and that they can learn
from their mistakes.

Forgiveness is a moral act when the person who has done
harm first admits her wrongdoing, is sincerely contrite and truly
wants to do better in the future. Repentance is a prerequisite for
being forgiven. And the belief in the high nature of the wrongdoer
is a requirement for the transformation to take place.

Forgiveness is possible when hearts are open on both
sides. When this happens, forgiveness becomes a spiritual bond.
Both parties reach a deeper part of themselves in this act of
mutual betterment.

In having faith in the regeneration of others we must, at
the same time, acknowledge that we too are in need of spiritual
renewal. Without admitting that we have made mistakes and have
harmed others we become smug. The power of forgiveness is the
recognition that each of us must move forward in the quest for a
more humane life.

A sage was deep in study when a thief broke into his
house.

“It’s your life or your money,” the thief said.
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“Please don’t disturb me,” the sage said. “Can’t you see
that I’m busy now? I’ll tell you where the money is. You’ll find it
in the drawer over there.”

The thief rifled through the drawer and took out all the
money he could find.

“But wait a minute,” the sage said. “I need to buy food
tomorrow, so please leave a little for me.”

The thief put back some coins and was about the rush out
the door when the sage interrupted him.

“You must thank the person who gives you a gift.”

The thief thanked the sage and ran off. However, it didn’t
take long before the thief was caught and brought to trial. The
sage was called as a witness.

“This man isn’t a thief,” the sage said. “I gave him the
money and he even thanked me for it.”

After serving a jail sentence for the break-in, the man went
to the sage and asked to become his student.

Fortune
Chance furnishes me what I need. I am like a man who stumbles
along; my foot strikes something. I bend over and it is exactly
what I want.

James Joyce

What helps you to see opportunities?

If our parents had never met, we wouldn’t exist. The odds
against our existence are far greater than the fact that we are
here. It is a miracle that we have this brief time, on this fragile
planet, so unlikely is our occurrence.

So, too, are the talents we have been given and the natural
tools we have at our disposal. We may win applause and accolades
for our accomplishments, but luck deserves its fair share of the
credit.

It has been said that the doctrine of chance is the bible of
fools. But understanding the role of luck makes us more tolerant
of those whose misfortune has been great. We are but builders
who work with the tools we have been given.

Often chance places before us what we need or, perhaps
more accurately, we can use what we find when we know how to
look. The world is overflowing and is ready for harvesting when
we are prepared. It is we who become available to the world.

We stumble along. And our genius is to discover just what
we needed when our foot strikes the right object.

Once there was a devout man who followed all the dictates
of his religion. One day it began to rain, and rain, and rain. First
the water filled the basement, then the first floor and finally forced
the man onto the roof of his house.

Rescuers came by in a rowboat and urged him to get on
board. He refused.
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“God will save me,” he said and returned to his prayers.

The waters continued to rise. A helicopter flew overhead
and lowered a ladder for him. But once again he refused, offering
the same reason. He resumed his prayers even more fervently.

The waters rose even more and swept him off the roof. His
body was later found downstream.

When he entered heaven, he met his Maker. He couldn’t
understand what had happened to him. How could God refuse to
save someone as pious as he?

“What do you mean?” God said. “I tried to save you. First
I sent a rowboat, then I sent a helicopter.”

Friendship
There are four persons who are foes in the likeness of friends: the
greedy, the person who does not act, the flatterer and the wastrel.
There are four friends who are sound at heart: the helper, the
counselor, the sympathizer and the one who is the same in
happiness and adversity.

Buddha

What do you bring to a friendship?

There is a tension in all good friendships between being

accepted for who you are and the willingness to be held to your

better self. Many settle for only the first aspect of friendship, for

it is a great gift to be loved unconditionally. But if this was all there

was to friendship, it would also be limited. We all need to mature

and develop into our finer selves and this is often achieved when

we are challenged.

A friend doesn’t judge or condemn—each of us has faults.

The great challenge of friendship is to discern between those

faults that are to be accepted and those that need to be overcome.

The ability to distinguish arises from the depths of self-knowledge

and the awareness of the others that comes out of true caring.

We grow in relation to those who believe in our potential.

Aristotle once said that in the prime of life our friends incite us to

noble deeds. We flourish in friendships because our friends coax

us into our higher selves.

We need correction without condemnation, incitement

without overbearance. Self-righteousness has no place in

friendship. Friends accept us not as we appear but as we can

truly be. They hold us up to our better selves in a way that we feel

not pulled but as though something has been made active within
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us and that we are being drawn out gracefully from within.

Two friends vowed that when they grew up they would

build their houses next to one another. And they did exactly that.

The difference between the two was that one married and had a

large family while the other didn’t marry and lived alone.

Each worked hard and was able to put away many goods

in their storage barns. As years past they added more and more.

“My friend has a large family and I have only myself to

feed,” one friend thought. “I will take some goods from my barn

and give them to her.”

The same day the other friend thought, “My friend has no

one to help him with his work. I have a family to help me. So I will

take some of the goods from my barn and give them to him.”

Neither wanted to embarrass the other, so under the cover

of dark they secretly went to each other’s barn to leave the goods.

Since they went by night, they didn’t see one another, but the next

morning when they went to their own barns they found them still

full.

Generosity
All my experience of the world teaches me that in ninety-nine
cases out of a hundred, the safe and just side of a question is the
generous and merciful side.

Anna Jameson

In what ways are you a generous person?

All too often we confuse possessions with satisfaction, as

though having is the same as happiness. Holding on and keeping

are instincts that come from the fear of not having enough. So we

store up and rationalize why it is that we need so much. But we

often remain unfulfilled, discontented, hardly knowing when enough

is enough. So we keep accumulating and we keep it to and for

ourselves.

Not having enough leaves us without the ability to explore

our potential, while the pursuit of having easily undermines the

higher ends of life and mars our character until it can no longer

be repaired.

Those things worth having are beyond purchase. It is the

generosity of spirit that creates the worthy goods.

We need to care for ourselves and one way to do this is

by being generous, by helping, by giving the benefit of the doubt,

by being expansive and charitable with our time, our efforts, our

concerns and our money.

There was a man who lived a humble life. His house was

no more than a hut at the foot of a mountain. One night, when the

man was out, a thief entered his home, only to discover that there

was nothing worth stealing.

Before the thief could leave, the owner returned.
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“You have come a long way to visit me,” he said. “For your

effort, you shouldn’t leave empty-handed. Please, take these

clothes as a gift.”

The thief stood in disbelief as the man removed all his

clothes and handed it to the intruder. Not knowing what else to do,

he took the clothes and left.

The man then walked outside and sat, naked, watching the

moon rise above the mountain.

“Poor fellow,” he said to himself. “I wish I could have given

him this beautiful night.”

Gifts
People who have given us their complete confidence believe that
they have a right to ours. The inference is false: a gift confers no
rights.

Friedrich Nietzsche

Which gifts do you most appreciate getting?

A gift may be bestowed with dignity or it may be presented
in a demeaning way. It can be conferred without expectations or
it can be granted with strings attached. The gift that causes a
person to feel diminished or causes indebtedness to the giver isn’t
a gift. Neither is the gift that is given to assuage a guilty conscience.
This offering is a disguised form of restitution, but restitution can
be a gift only when it is freely offered, not coerced by fear or guilt.

Some people give to feel better, to enhance their self-
image, to achieve prestige. The gift becomes an imposition. Behind
such gifts are the needs of the givers, not those of the recipients.

Just as gifts make demands upon the giver, there is a
correct way to receive a gift. To receive a gift in the proper spirit
is a sign of thankfulness and appreciation. Gift giving is a token
of concern. The acceptance of a gift from another calls upon us
to receive it humbly and without ostentation. This is to honor the
gift-giver.

It was a long way from one village to another. Between
here and there was a desert and sometimes people lost their way.

A woman set out one day and soon found herself taking
wrong turns. What should have been just an hour’s walk took
longer and longer. The sun beat down on her head.

A flock of cranes flew by and the woman asked if they
could provide her with shade. They agreed and spread their wings
over her until she reached her destination. As a reward she gave

...60... ...61...



each of them a crown made of gold.

Several months later the cranes appeared at the woman’s
door, bloodied and dirty. They explained to the woman that since
she had given them the crowns of gold their lives had been
miserable. People attack them wherever they go. They grab them
and try to take their crowns away.

“Please take them back,” they said as they handed her
their crowns.

The woman did as they wished.

“I have a better gift for you,” she said. And with that their
heads were encircled with feathers the color of gold.

These birds today are the crested cranes found in Africa.

Gossip
Gossip is what no one claims to like—but everyone enjoys.

Joseph Conrad

How do you handle gossip?

Being called a gossip is to be accused of speaking

disrespectfully. But there is something more to gossip than harmful

speech. Gossip can be seen more neutrally, as in the idle chatter

about trivial things. This is nothing more than chitchat that promotes

bonding in small groups. It is a necessary part of human relations,

not so different than the mutual picking of nits by chimpanzees.

Gossip can also be viewed more positively. Good friends

talk about other people. It is in that discussion that they compare

their own standards, their own values and their own behavior to

that of others. This is a good thing, when done properly. Gossip

is common talk, a type of news broadcast for small communities.

It is a commentary on our own lives, as it reveals how we assess

others. And it is a way of sharing information and judgments upon

others. It is talk about others—what they do and why they do it.

In gossip we set moral boundaries.

However, as with all judgments about others, gossip can

go wrong and turn into self-righteousness and cause unwarranted

harm. Sometimes the talk is malicious and comes from something

less than a clean conscience. The problem arises when gossip

smears another’s reputation unfairly. Once the harm is done it is

sometimes impossible to set right.

Once there was a man who gave no thought to what he

said. Anything that came into his mind came out of his mouth.

Mostly there was no harm in this, but every once in awhile he said

something about another person that wasn’t true. Or at other times
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he said something that was true but wasn’t anyone else’s business.

Many of his comments turned into malicious rumors. He lost friend

after friend, until no one in town wanted to have anything to do

with him. Distraught, he went to the local sage and asked why it

was that so many shunned him.

The sage handed him a pillow. “Take this,” he said. “I want

you to find the highest hill and when you are there, rip open the

case and shake out all the feathers. Tomorrow I want you to come

back for your next lesson.”

So the man went to a hilltop. He tore the case open and

shook out all the feathers. He watched the wind scatter them in

every direction. The next morning he returned to the sage. He

said that he had acted as he had been instructed.

“Good,” the sage said. “Now I want you to go back up to

the hill with this empty case and refill it with the same feathers.”

“That’s impossible. They have blown everywhere.”

“And your speech is like the feathers scattered on the

wind. Once your words have left your lips, they, too, cannot be

gathered again. From now on, be careful of what you say.”

Grace
Allowing an unimportant mistake to pass without comment is a
wonderful social grace.

Judith Martin

What is your greatest social grace?

The Three Graces of Greek and Roman mythology were
sister goddesses who dispensed charm, good humor and beauty.
Also known as the Charities, they presided over several other
pleasures of life, such as play and floral decorations. They brought
happiness through refinement and gentleness.

In Judaism grace is the spontaneous gift of affection, mercy
and compassion. In Christianity those who have been blessed by
God are said to have received God’s grace. In Chinese philosophy,
when the heart feels empathy, in particular for the oppressed, a
person has been touched by grace.

Gracious people are kind and their behavior is characterized
by tact. Graciousness may be superficial, but sometimes what is
on the surface is good enough.

A gracious person is a graceful person, someone who at
least attempts to not hurt others’ feelings with clumsy words or
thoughtless deeds. To live in grace is to walk lightly and leave the
world blessed by your presence.

Muhammad Jinnah and Mohandas Gandhi were political
opponents who engaged in difficult emotional, intellectual and
political arguments about the future of India on the verge of its
independence from Great Britain. In an attempt to reach a shared
vision on the future of the sub-continent, Gandhi invited Jinnah to
his home on top of Malabar Hill in Mumbai.

One day, at the end of their talks, Jinnah mentioned that
he was suffering from a rash on one of his feet.
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Gandhi immediately asked Jinnah to remove his shoe and
sock. Gandhi took his foot in his hands and said, “I know what will
heal you. I shall send it tomorrow morning.”

Next day a box of clay mixture arrived. For whatever reason,
Jinnah didn’t use it. When they met that evening for more talks,
Jinnah, not wanting to offend Gandhi, thanked him and told him
that he had used the medicine and it had relieved the pain.

Habits
Habits change into character.

Ovid

What habits would you like to cultivate?

You become good at something by doing it repeatedly.
This is the point of a musician practicing scales. She builds upon
her native talents, develops new skills, overcomes some of the
limitations of chance and nature. She is good because she has
practiced.

A person is good because he has practiced being good.
Imagine what a concert would be like if the musicians didn’t already
know how to play or play together or know the score. Similarly, a
moral person is the one who has made virtue a habit. It is the
person who acts justly and with compassion on a regular basis
and who can, when needed, make moral choices using good
judgment in unique circumstances.

With few exceptions, the person whose word you can trust,
whose loyalty is unquestionable, who you can depend upon to
treat you and others with respect, is the person who demonstrates
these same qualities in small measure on a daily basis.

Habits, however, are double-edged. Habits can make you
lazy. You go about life without giving any thought to what you are
doing. Habits can replace vigilance. We are no longer paying
attention, and without attention you find yourself in places where
habits no longer suffice.

On his day off, a cook prepared a meal at home. While
cutting the meat, he stuck a piece into his coat pocket.

His wife, who was watching him, said, “What are you doing?
Isn’t this our own meat?”

The cook replied, “You’re right. But I do this all the time.”
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Happiness
There is only one happiness in life, to love and to be loved.

George Sand

Where do you find your greatest happiness?

There is a life-sustaining happiness that comes out of living
a virtuous life. But there is another kind of happiness that has
nothing to do with virtue or duty or ethics. This is the happiness
found in the joy of existence. It is the happiness of fancy and
playfulness, the delight taken in simply being.

Happiness can be found in solitude or with others. Which
gives the greater joy is a matter of temperament. But whichever
way you find happiness, it must be accompanied by love, for
happiness is ultimately the love of life, the celebration of living.
This is what makes happiness meaningful and fulfilling.

True happiness can never be taken from us. The mark of
happiness is that you are more sensitive to the world in which you
live, that you recognize your dependence upon it, and that you are
filled with loving-kindness

The places of happiness are infinite, the sources never-
ending. We inhabit those places not because we have pursued
them but because our hearts have been open to receiving them.

One day the philosopher Diogenes was sunbathing when
the emperor himself, Alexander, came by. Recognizing the man
noted for his great honesty, Alexander asked if there was anything
he could do for him.

“Yes, there is,” Diogenes said.

“Just name it,” the emperor replied.

“Please move aside. You are in the sunlight.”

Hardship
No two of us have identical difficulties, nor should we be expected
to work out identical solutions. Each, from his peculiar angle of
observation, takes in a certain sphere of fact and trouble, which
each must deal with in a unique manner.

William James

What have you learned from hardship?

It is cruel to suggest that everyone needs to suffer and
experience hardship in order to learn life’s important lessons or to
suggest that hardship is somehow good for you. No one should
have to face ill fortune and depredations. But it is wishful thinking
to believe that anyone can go through life unscathed. At the very
least, mortality waits for each of us and for all those whom we
love. The challenge, then, is how we best deal with hardship.

Some are overwhelmed by hardship, becoming bitter or
worse. Some become morose and withdraw from others, falling
into the hole of self-pity. When things are most difficult, it is time
to take a step back but at the same time to reach out.

Something good can be fashioned out of most setbacks.
Life is like iron tempered by fire—we can be made stronger by the
misfortune. A setback may also set us on a different path and that
path may be a better one after all.

At seven a young boy and his family were forced out of
their home because of poverty; at nine his mother died. He
completed less than one year of school. He was fired from a job
at twenty-two. He borrowed money to become a partner in a small
business; his partner died and it took the young man seventeen
years to repay the debts he inherited in the business.

He ran for state legislature and lost. He went back into
business and this failed, too.
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His first love refused to marry him. He ran for United States
Congress twice and lost both times. He was elected to Congress
on his third try. Two years later he was defeated for that office
once again.

Only one of his four sons lived past eighteen. He then had
a nervous breakdown. He ran for Senate and was twice badly
defeated for that post. After his third and successful run, his party
nominated him as its presidential candidate. He won the national
election. Abraham Lincoln went on to become what many consider
to be America’s greatest president.

Hate
To enjoy the things we ought, and to hate the things we ought,
has the greatest bearing on excellence of character.

Aristotle

How do you respond when someone you love has been
violated?

Is it possible to love something and not be outraged when
it is attacked? How can you love justice when you do nothing to
defend the innocent from cruelty? How can you love the world and
not hate the conditions that assault its very core?

Only in a perfect world can that which we love remain free
from attack. In the less than perfect world in which we live, our
love must also have the component of hate.

Love’s by-product is indignation when what we love is
threatened. Indifference is the opposite of love. Not to be moved
by the hurt our loved ones endure is not to have really loved at
all.

When our love runs deep, so must our feelings against
those who attack it. Baseless hatred destroys even the strongest
person. But indifference to wickedness is contemptible. Hating
inhumanity helps maintain the love for those who inhabit this world
with you.

A band of thieves terrorized a neighborhood, robbing and
beating people as they saw fit. The townspeople went to the village
sage to seek his advice.

That night the sage offered this prayer: “May God destroy
the gang of thieves.”

His wife overheard this prayer and corrected him by saying,
“That’s the wrong prayer. You shouldn’t pray for the destruction of
the evil-doers but for the destruction of evil.”
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Healing
What wound did ever heal but by degrees?

William Shakespeare

What helps you get over hurt so you can repair a broken
relationship?

There are some things from which we can never heal,

some wounds from which we can never recover. The hurt is too

deep and the injustice too grave. There can be no healing, only

continued pain and rage.

There are also losses and traumas, though, from which we

think we can never heal but can. With time comes distance, with

time comes objectivity, with time comes perspective and a better

sense of what needs to be held on to and what to be let go of.

And at the end of our lives, an important task is to repair

the broken bridges of relationships. The task of the elderly isn’t to

do the work of the world but to point to a better way. It is the last

and perhaps most long-lasting legacy that can be given.

Strolling along the beach, a woman catches sight of a

young man who appears to be dancing at the water’s edge. The

young man bends down, straightens to his full height and then

casts his arm out in an arc. Drawing closer, she sees that the

sand is littered with starfish and he is throwing them, one by one,

back into the sea.

She says, “There are stranded starfish as far as the eye

can see. What difference can saving a few of them possibly make?”

Smiling, he stoops down and tosses another starfish out

over the water, saying, “It made a difference to that one.”

Heart
Have a heart that never hardens, a temper that never tires, and
a touch that never hurts.

Charles Dickens

What is closest to your heart?

Babies held close to their mothers’ hearts prosper. The
combination of body contact and the rhythmic pulse of the heart
is a primal source of comfort and security.

Adults also benefit from being held close to the heart.
Each of us desires to be close to someone. This means that we
are dear to someone; that someone cares for us.

The heart lies at the center of being human. It is the source
of feeling and the fountainhead of affection. From the heart issues
compassion and from compassion flow good deeds. And without
a beating heart there can be no life at all. This is why the heart
is often viewed as the seat of the sacred, the special place that
makes us human.

We love—who knows why? We know joy—does the reason
matter? There is tenderness—what love, what joy!

Infants are soothed by the heartbeats of mothers. That of
their fathers can as easily soothe them. We know that adults are
soothed by the heartbeats of companions. And while we may
reside in someone’s heart at a distance, it is most rewarding when
hearts are in close contact, close enough to touch one another.

Out of the window of her house, a woman could peer into
a room of the apartment next door. There she saw a toddler in the
center of the room. The child could barely stand on its wobbly legs
and as it stumbled from place to place it is giggling with delight.
She watched for many days until the toddler became steadier on
its feet and walked and ran with confidence.
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Soon after the woman had a child of her own. She
remembered the success of the child across the way, so decided
to imitate what she saw. She placed her child on the floor in the
middle of the room and walked away to another part of the
apartment. However, unlike the neighbor’s happy toddler, her child
sat still and cried with unhappiness.

What the woman didn’t know is that she hadn’t seen
everything in the other apartment. Out of sight was the child’s
parent who was kneeling on one knee, smiling, talking to the child,
and holding out her arms encouraging the child to come to her.
The toddler was rushing to get a hug from her mother.

Heroes
Through our heroes we announce to one another who and what
we really are.

Chaim Potok

Who is a hero of yours?

Every city has monuments to its heroes. There are statues
and plaques, books and songs dedicated to heroes. These are
figures, often larger than life, who are held up as examples of
society’s values in action. They are people to be admired, even to
be imitated.

But who can match what they have done? It is because
they are exceptional that they are singled out. Heroes are, by
definition, out of the ordinary whereas most of us are not
extraordinary. So these heroes, honored as they should be, present
to us an aspiration that is a bit too high.

There are other kinds of heroes that are more to our liking.
These aren’t the people we read about, not the people of
superhuman proportions, but ordinary people who rise above
themselves when times call for something more.

These are the little heroes, the people who show us what
we can be, little heroes whose names aren’t inscribed in history
books, whose images are long forgotten. These are the people
who write letters, talk to neighbors, share a thought, hold a hand,
touch a shoulder.

Each of us can be a hero. The material is ours to fashion.
And it is the little heroes who in the long run make the difference.

A beast once so terrified a village that people were afraid
to go about their daily routines. One woman had enough. This is
no way to live, she said to herself. We need to find someone who
will guide us, tell us what to do. So she ran to a neighbor and
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explained her idea to her.

The neighbor agreed and the two of them ran to another
friend’s house. Then the three ran to another house, then four and
so on. Now the entire village was together under one roof. No one
told them what to do, but together they decided on a course of
action.

They held each other’s hands and went into the street to
wait for the monster to appear. When it did, they shouted, “Now
you can’t hurt us!”

The monster took one step back.

Then they began to dance and the monster retreated a
little further. They sang together and the monster lowered its head
and backed away into distance until it disappeared over a far hill.

Now each year the villagers gather in the town square and
celebrate by joining hands, dancing and singing together. They
take this time to remember when they were afraid of the beast
and how they didn’t wait for someone to rescue them.

Honesty
I hope I shall always possess firmness and virtue enough to
maintain what I consider the most enviable of all titles, the character
of an honest man.

George Washington

What keeps you honest?

When accurate information is kept from someone, they are
less than free—less free to choose, to make mistakes, to be the
maker of their own lives. But knowledge is useful only if it is
accurate. This means that there is a strong obligation to provide
honest information to one another.

To be dishonest—to knowingly distort the truth—is to deprive
another of the ability to choose wisely. Citizens need a government
that reports the information honestly; the public needs honest
journalists who report as objectively as possible. Spouses need
honest partners and children honest teachers. Without this we are
objects of another’s ambitions.

Honesty is essential for intimate relations as well. Deceit in
personal matters distorts the relationship, thereby making one
person more powerful than the other. Dishonesty undermines the
basis of respectful relations and respect is the key to all good
relationships.

Complete honesty with those who have evil intentions can
lead to harm. And honesty sometimes needs to be tempered by
compassion. But more frequently than not, harm comes from not
being honest enough. Honesty needs to be the starting point. Any
exception needs strong justification.

A student, who is writing a paper on business ethics, goes
to her father to help her with the project.

“Well, let’s say that someone comes into a store that I own
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to buy a pair of shoes. I help her find what she wants, she is
happy with the price and now I take her to the cash register where
she takes out a one hundred dollar bill. I take it from her and give
her the proper change. She is happy with the purchase and I’m
happy to have made the sale.”

“And that’s business ethics?” his daughter asks.

“It’s some of it. She has the shoes she wants and the price
was fair.”

“What’s the rest of it?”

“This is the hard part. As I am putting the money away, I
find that it’s two one hundred dollar bills that have stuck together.”

“Is the question whether to notify her about the mistake?”

“No,” her father says. “The question is, Should I tell my
partner?”

Hope
If it were not for hopes, the heart would break.

Thomas Fuller

What helps you maintain your hope for the future?

Hope helps direct us towards the realization of the dreams

we hold. Without hope, our dreams—our valued goals—are mere

playthings, toys of our minds.

When hope is rooted in reality, in the recognition of our

limitations, it is based on what we have learned from experience.

Uprooted from reality, dreams turn into bitter disappointments,

even nightmares.

Hope is a source of courage, a means of overcoming

despair. For the opposite of hope is hopelessness. It is not possible

to live and enjoy life when overcome with deep melancholy.

Hope tells us what we might be. It is, therefore, a motivation

to overcome present travails. It uplifts and inspires.

At some point we must give way to the reality of things and

accept what is—our limitations, our mortality. But at the end, if we

have been true to our ourselves, true to our loved ones, true to

the things we have held dear, then our hope is directed elsewhere,

away from ourselves and towards the world we will never see. It

is for the future that isn’t ours that we retain our sense of hope.

The Liberty Bell, now enshrined in Philadelphia, is an

American icon, for it was rung in 1776 to summon that city’s

citizens to hear the first public reading of the Declaration of

Independence. Over the years a defect in the casting of the bell

became obvious. The crack grew larger and larger until the damage

was irreparable. It was last rung in 1846.
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In 1970, the president of the Procrastinators Club wrote to

White Chapel Foundry, in England, where the bell had been cast,

and demanded a refund.

The White Chapel Foundry, still in business, agreed to the

demand, provided that the bell could be returned in its original

package.

Humor
Looking stupid does the spirit good.

John Updike

What makes you laugh?

Although comedy can fall into slapstick and sheer silliness—

not bad qualities in and of themselves—good comedy can also be

a serious matter. Laughter can transform the spirit, lift you from

feeling low, restore you to a sense of liveliness so you can see life

in new and vital ways. This is why in classical theater two masks

were present, the mask of tragedy and the mask of comedy, equal

partners in entertainment in the deepest sense.

Humor arises because we can think about our own

condition, we can reflect upon our lives and imagine the future.

The joke, the funny story and the humorous quip comment upon

the absurdities that often confront us. They give us a new way of

seeing and therefore open up the possibilities of choice.

We laugh because laughter offers a protection against fear;

we laugh because laughing brings us closer to others; we laugh

to make the bitter sweet and in the sweetness find pleasure.

We laugh because laughter pricks the pompous and self-

important; we make fun of ourselves because fun needs to be

made.

A passenger sat in astonishment as she watched a man

mumble a few words, smile and raise one hand to no one in

particular. He then stopped talking to himself for a few moments

and began mumbling again. This went on for quite a while—

mumbling, smiling, raised hand, quiet—until the woman leaned

over to talk to him.
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“Excuse me,” she said, “but I couldn’t help noticing what

you have been doing. I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but is

everything OK?”

“Everything is fine,” she was reassured.

“Then, do you mind explaining to me what you are doing?”

“Whenever I take a trip I get bored. To keep myself amused

I tell myself jokes. That’s why I smile.”

“All right. That makes sense to me. But why do you keep

raising your hand?”

“Oh, that,” he said. “That is to interrupt myself because I’ve

heard the joke before.

Hunger
[When I write about food] I am really writing about love and the
hunger for it, and warmth and the love of it and the hunger for it
and then the warmth and richness and fine reality of hunger
satisfied. And it is all one.

M. F. K. Fisher

How do you satisfy your hunger?

We have bodies and therefore experience the world through

our senses. The higher needs of love and happiness are grounded

in our bodies’ needs. No wonder eating together is a central family

and religious ritual.

If our hunger isn’t appeased, we become filled with anxiety

and resentment. First our mouths, then our souls turn bitter. But

when we are fed with loving hands and tender words, then satiation

and love become one.

The hearth is the center of the home, the heart of the

family. In the stomach begins knowledge and in our mouths begins

life-long happiness.

To be led by hunger is to be shackled to the body’s

demands. But appetite ruled gently by discretion and reason leads

to freedom and enjoyment.

We begin with our bodies and we end with them. What we

do with them, how they contribute to the heart and the head—

that’s what leads to love and happiness.

“The most beautiful sound is made by the violin,” one friend

said.

“I disagree,” the second said. “It is the song of birds.”

“I have a different opinion,” the third one said. “It is a
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singer with a trained voice.”

The host listened carefully to the conversation as she

prepared dinner for her guests. As the discussion progressed, a

musician played beautiful melodies. Through the open windows

they could hear the chirping of birds in the trees, and when the

musician finished, a vocalist entertained them with lovely songs.

So they continued their discussion and time passed quickly.

Candles were lit. The discussion went on and the guests hardly

realized that they had arrived hours ago and not one morsel of

food had been brought to the table. Their stomachs growled, but

they were too polite to ask about the food. Finally, dishes were set

before them and the food was served.

The guests breathed a sigh of relief, then let out a chorus

of thanks to the host.

“I have been listening to your discussion about the most

beautiful sound,” the host said. “Don’t you all agree that the clink

of dishes in the ears of the hungry person is the sweetest melody

of all?”

Ideals
Ideals are not archaic things, beautiful and impotent; they are the
real sources of power among people.

Willa Cather

What are your sources of inspiration?

Ideals are beautiful but nothing more than pretty sounds if

they aren’t put into practice. Not that they can ever be fully realized.

If we claim them but do not try to live up to them, then it may be

worse than having no ideals at all. When we wrap ourselves in

illusion and pretense, we live a life of deceit and falsehood to

protect ourselves from the discomfiting knowledge that we are the

very people who injure the world.

Ideals exist in the heart, mind and imagination. They steer

us toward a better future; they present possibilities; they are ideas

and principles that serve as stars for a moral compass. The power

of ideals is to remind us of the essential values. They give a

distant view of that which already lies within us but has not yet

been realized.

Rabbi Isaac was deep in prayer. This, after all, was the

most sacred time of the year, the Day of Atonement, when fasting

and praying goes on for 25 hours. The day was almost over and

the rabbi felt in a way he had never felt before. He was nearly

certain that this time, through intense concentration, he was on

the brink of summoning the Messiah. He gathered his strength in

the face of weakness brought on by his great exertion. The task

was nearly complete.

Out of the midst of his piety rabbi Isaac became aware

that one of the congregant was wobbling on his feet. Sure enough,

the man fainted and hit the floor with a loud thud. It may have
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been hunger or it may have been more serious, perhaps a heart

attack or another life threatening event.  The rabbi immediately

concluded the service and declared an end to the fast. The effort

to bring about the coming of the Messiah had to be abandoned.

There was something more important to attend to.

Knowing
We must know how to use knowledge properly before we can fully
profit by it . . . A clever monkey may learn to drive a car, but he
is hardly a safe chauffeur.

Jawaharlal Nehru

What are your trusted sources of knowledge?

You can know something from the inside or from the outside.
The inward form is called “intuition,” while the outward is referred
to as “knowledge.” You need both in order to be well rounded. If
you rely only upon yourself, you fall into the error of self-
centeredness and that which flows from it—arrogance. Yet if you
only rely upon others for your knowing, then you dismiss your own
experiences and instincts. This leads to an excessive reliance on
authority.

Both paths to knowing are fraught with danger. Intuition
alone rejects the knowledge that others have acquired; yet
accepting knowledge without intuition is to reject deep feelings.
Others may have more knowledge than we do but be no wiser.

In our personal lives, years of contact with another may
lead to true understanding. But it may not. Even in long-term
relationships each partner may remain a stranger to the other.
With some we can bare our souls, feel understood and accepted.
This may happen all at once or slowly over time. We can know in
flashes, below the surface of articulation, or we can know
incrementally, as we learn from experience.

Some remain strangers even to themselves, not really
knowing what they feel, what they value, who they are. They rely
upon others to tell them. They refuse to know for themselves,
distrustful of their own knowledge.

Before setting out to buy a pair of sandals, a man took out
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a ruler and measured his feet. He wrote his size on a piece of
paper. But when we arrived at the weekly market he discovered
that he had forgotten to bring the measurements with him. He
selected a pair of sandals that appealed to him but was reluctant
to buy them.

“I need to be sure,” he told the seller and with that raced
back home. He retrieved the paper upon which he had written the
measurements and then ran back to the market only to find that
it had closed for the day.  He stood there dejectedly.

“What’s the matter?” someone asked him.

He explained his ordeal.

“I had to go home to make sure that I got the correct
sandal size. I can’t waste money getting something that doesn’t
fit.”

“I don’t understand,” the person said. “If you were
concerned, why didn’t you just try them on?”

The man thought this was a ridiculous question. He replied
indignantly, “I place more trust in my ruler than in myself.”

Learning
The [person] who is too old to learn was probably always too old
to learn.

Henry Haskins

What helps you to learn?

Every good teacher is a good learner; every good learner

develops trust in the teacher. Since learning is a drawing out, not

a pouring in, true learning occurs when your mind is open, when

you believe that the teacher’s aim is to benefit you.

Learning is a relationship between student and teacher,

student and subject matter. Learning, therefore, takes places in

two directions and each is influenced by the other.

It is the foolish person who thinks that there is nothing

more to be learned, who thinks he knows it all or thinks that no

one can teach him anything. There is always more to be known

and nearly everyone we meet has something to teach us.

To learn is to live; to live is to be curious.

Learning requires an interest, while a disinterest in learning

is to be indifferent to life itself.

To learn is to create, to find out what is originally your own,

to discover your talents and then to develop them. It is to uncover

what is unique about yourself and what you have in common with

others.

A ten year-old girl went to visit a noted teacher. The girl

demonstrated her considerable talents before the teacher and a

group of guests.

Everyone thought that she was exceptionally good,

especially for someone so young.  They said they she had a
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promising career in front of her. All but one guest, that is.

The dissenting guest said, “If one is too clever in childhood,

she will be unlikely to make any great achievement when she

grows up.”

The teacher quickly replied, “On that basis, it is clear that

you were a very clever child yourself.”

Liberty
So free am I, so gloriously free, Free from three petty things—
From mortar, from pestle and from my twisted lord,
Freed from rebirth and death I am,
And all that held me is hurled away.

The Therigatha

Which freedom is most important to you?

Liberty offers the opportunity to think as we choose and to

choose what we think. It is a beginning, not an end point; it offers

opportunities, not solutions. Liberty is a means to be used for

other ends. If liberty is to be useful, we have to know what is in

our best interests.

For liberty to be enjoyed, it requires an inner strength, one

that allows you to be open to others’ opinions but not so open that

you are unduly swayed by everyone’s opinions. Baseless fear and

holding yourself too cheaply make you a prisoner regardless of

how much political freedom there is.

Freedom is always something new, an opening up to

possibilities. Without liberty you cannot think honestly; without

honest thought you cannot be free; without the ability to feel

honestly you cannot use your freedom productively.

Freedom isn’t a condition but a tool, one that is never quite

adequate because there is always more waiting to be done.

Rabbi Eliezer was certain that his interpretation of ritual

law was correct. Other rabbis vigorously disagreed.

“If I am right, let the tree prove it.” With that a tree leapt

from its place in the garden.

“Trees cannot prove the law,” they said.
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“Well, then” Eliezer replied, “let a stream prove I am right.”

Just then the waters of the nearby brook flowed backward.

“Waters cannot prove the law,” the rabbis retorted.

“If I am right, then let the walls of this study house prove

it.” And the room began to shake.

“Walls prove nothing.”

Finally Eliezer said, “If I am right, let it be proved by heaven.”

And a voice filled the room saying, “Why do you continue to

dispute Eliezer, for all the matters of the law agree with him?”

Rabbi Joshua rose to his feet and said, “It is not in heaven

to prove the law,” implying that the law rests in human hands and

understood by human minds, not in any signs from heaven.

Many years later, when he was in heaven himself, one of

the rabbis who had been present in the room that day asked if

God had rebuked Rabbi Joshua for his impertinence.

“Not at all,” he was told. “In fact, God laughed with joy and

said, ‘My children have defeated me, my children have defeated

me!’ “

Listening
What matters deafness of the ear, when the mind hears? The one
true deafness, the incurable deafness, is that of the mind.

Victor Hugo

What helps make you a better listener?

To respect another person is to pay attention to her. It is
to stand back from another and let her speak freely. It is to stand
back enough from yourself so that you can hear properly. Careful
listening is paying attention to the inner life of another, hearing not
only the words but also the feelings behind the words. Listening
attentively is to enter the life of another respectfully.

Good listening requires setting aside your own eagerness
to reply too quickly or pointing out errors on the other’s part. Good
listening demands silence and an emptying out of yourself. When
you are too full of yourself, you cannot listen properly. When you
speak too soon, you can’t hear what the other is trying to say.

Listening requires effort. It is a skill not easily acquired.
What we think we hear may not be what is being said. We must
be open to another’s thoughts and feelings, listening not merely
with our ears but with our hearts, as well.

Respectful relationships are based on mutual listening, on
understanding without preconceptions. Good listening is attempting
to know what another is trying to say. Listening attentively is
perhaps the most difficult of all personal skills but decent human
relations demand that we develop it.

When he heard that there was a master teacher, the student
set out to find her. After many inquiries and missteps, he arrived
at her home.

The young man was invited into the house. He asked the
teacher a question, but before she could answer the student offered
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his own ideas and was on to another topic. He talked about his
life, his quest for enlightenment and his ordeals.

Later that afternoon, the teacher poured tea into the visitor’s
cup until it was full. Then, instead of stopping, she continued to
pour until it reached the brim and then ran down the side of the
cup.

The young man watched and the teacher continued to
pour.

“Wait a second,” he said. “Look at what you’re doing. The
cup is already full. You can’t get any more in.”

“Rightly so,” the teacher said. “And you are like the teacup.
You are filled with your own ideas. How do you expect to hear
what I have to say unless you empty your own cup first?”

Loss
We live by loving and leaving and letting go. And sooner or later,
with more or less pain, we all come to know that loss is indeed
a life-long condition.

Judith Viorst

What most helps you deal with loss?

There are departures and losses at every turn. These good-

byes haunt us throughout our lives. But to be a person who

welcomes life, not a person of anxious attachments, you must be

able to let go when the leaving is called for.

We aren’t pebbles in a stream—we are the stream itself.

The stream doesn’t create itself but is fed by the mountains and

the mountains by the sky. The water is bound by shores and

always flows away from its source only to return to its source.

Water changes but is always the same.

Loss can either cause us to lose faith in life itself or become

the place from which we mature. The acceptance of loss is the

first step to loving again. We lose things we once loved. And the

more we love the greater the loss.

If we believe that all we have had is lost, then we are

wandering in the territory of melancholy. We have to love our

losses, too. If not, we cannot find comfort in the love that we

already have.

Just as there is a sadness in the pleasure to be found in

the open hand that lets the bird fly off, there is pleasure in

remembering the joy of watching its flight.

On a visit to Japan, a woman stayed with the family of a

business colleague.
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“You’ve chosen the best time to be here,” the host explained.

“The cherry trees blossomed this week and tomorrow we are

going on a picnic to view them.”

The guest had heard a great deal about the cherry trees

of Japan. She had seen photos of the parks full of pink flowers.

Now she would see it with her own eyes.

The family packed a picnic. When they arrived, the park

was even more beautiful than the guest had imagined. There were

thousands of trees, all full of blossoms.

The family rolled out a blanket under one of the cherry

trees. The host explained that they would stay the entire day, well

into the night.

The visitor had expected to walk the promenades. But

instead, they sat under one tree, ate and conversed.

“We stay under the cherry tree,” the host said. “The flowers

last for only a week. So we stay here to admire the beautiful

flowers as they fall and die. How sad,” he said as pink petals

fluttered to cover the ground as though a soft blanket.

Loving
We cannot know whether we love God, but there can be no doubt
about whether we love our neighbor or not.

Mother Teresa

How do you express your love?

If anything can make us whole, it is love. It is loving hands

that can soothe our hurts. Without love life loses it beauty. Without

love we lose our taste for life.

Some things masquerade as love. One imposter is power.

When another does our bidding and conforms to our desires, we

can mistake this for love. It isn’t real love because it deprives

another of his or her uniqueness and flourishes at the expense of

another.

The line between lust and passion is a blurred line. One

distinction between the two is the presence of domination. Does

passion lead to the imposition of one will over another, the fulfillment

of your own desires irrespective of the other’s or is it a mutually

enhancing experience where both are better for the having?

Love builds up or it isn’t love; love leaves everyone better

and stronger. Love is an action of the heart. And the love grows

as each honors and respects the other.

We grow in proportion to the love we give. In this way, love

creates its own reality.

Two drunkards stumbled from the inn and fell to the ground.

One of them embraced the other and told him how much he loved

him. He clutched him even harder and drew him to his breast.

“I love you,” he said. “I really do!”

The second drunkard said, “You liar. You don’t love me. I
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don’t believe you.”

“No, it’s true, I love you.” And with that hugged him even

harder. “On my mother’s honor, I love you.” He swore by everything

he could think of.

The second drunk pried the first one loose, stood up and

said, “I’ll tell you why you don’t love me. You only say so. If you

loved me, you would stop squeezing me so hard. You have hurt

my shoulder and arms and yet you continue to hug me. This isn’t

love but hurting.”

Loyalty
Up to a certain point it is good for us to know that there are
people in the world who will give us love and unquestioned loyalty
to the limit of their ability. I doubt, however, if it is good for us to
feel assured of this without the accompanying obligation of having
to justify this devotion by our behavior.

Eleanor Roosevelt

To what are you most loyal?

Loyalty is being faithful to our commitments. It is the
constancy, firmness and holding fast to that which is closest to our
hearts. It flows from our values and our ideals and holds us to
them.

Loyalty is a source of trustworthiness. People know they
can count on us because we are firm in our convictions. We are
faithful to our colleagues, our family, our causes, our moral values.
We don’t waver with fads or fashion. We have given a part of
ourselves into another’s keeping.

Loyalty ties us to our companions. It is all too easy to walk
away when we don’t get our way; it is too easy to think only about
ourselves and what is good for us. Loyalty takes us out of ourselves
and places us in relationships.

When we are loyal, we make sacrifices. We don’t give in
to the temptation to look out only for ourselves. It is because we
are willing to stand fast that others learn to trust us and it is this
trust upon which deep and meaningful relationships are built.

King Yudisthira grew old and began his journey to the
Celestial City. Soon a dog that followed joined him at his side.
Along the way his brothers and his wife died. The king continued
alone until he reached heaven’s gate. As he stood at the portals
of immortality, Yudisthira made a request of Indra.
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“This dog has come all the way with me. He is devoted to
me. I cannot leave him outside.”

“You cannot bring a dog into heaven,” Indra said. “You
must leave the dog behind.”

“But where will he go? And who will take care of him? I
can’t desert him now.”

“Just to touch a dog is a sin,” Indra said. “So you cannot
enter heaven with a dog.”

“Then I choose not to enter heaven,” the king said. “I don’t
want immortality if it means casting off one so devoted to me. I will
never desert one who seeks my protection or is afflicted or is
destitute or too weak to protect himself. Nor will I ever forsake one
that is devoted to me. I will not abandon this dog.”

Indra understood and the king entered the Celestial City
with the dog.

Marriage
We take on the burden of our mate’s deepest needs when we
marry. For one of the tasks of marriage is to heal childhood wounds
and free each other from fear of abandonment.

Rosemary Daniell

What do you think is the most important part of marriage?

A good marriage rests upon mutual concern and support,

respect and cooperation. It is living in the life of another and

feeling his or her joys and sorrows as though they were your own.

There is an abiding desire to help another achieve his or her

highest and best self.

In a good marriage, each partner cherishes the other.

Marriage should be a means for the development of those personal

and social values that we prize so highly: cooperation, self-respect,

integrity and human dignity. An esteemed marriage doesn’t have

walls, only horizons.

Deep knowledge of another and real understanding of

another’s feelings develop with years of intimacy. This wondrous

thing grows out of true caring—a sharing of life’s joys and

successes, its sorrows and its setbacks. To be known in this way

is a priceless gift, so such understanding and acceptance is the

essence of the human heart.

A man was happily married for many years when his wife

died. On her tombstone he had written: ‘My light has gone out.’

He experienced deep sorrow for several years. Then he

met a woman and fell in love once more. However, he felt as

though he were betraying his late wife and didn’t know what to do.
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So he went to his good friend for advice. He knew that he was in

love, but what about the inscription on the tombstone?

“Do you think I should have it erased?” he asked.

His friend said, “Oh, no. But maybe you want to add

something underneath it. You can say, ‘I have struck another

match.”

Meditation
In this world few are born with knowledge; wisdom is the product
of earnest meditation.

Chronicles of Japan

What helps you to reflect on things most important to you?

Everyone needs time and space for reflection, a withdrawal

from the ordinary routine in order to gain new perspectives. To

engage in such a practice in a sustained and regular basis may

also shed light on matters that we can only know in such deep

moments of quiet contemplation. To step away momentarily, to

catch the breath—this is a boon to sanity and a balm to the spirit,

a wellspring of satisfaction, a connection to the surroundings.

In meditation we can hear our inner thoughts. In quiet

mindfulness, free from ordinary constraints and away from

demands, we get to know ourselves. In meditation we experience

the joy of existence.

We slow down so that we can see the smallest things and

hear the faintest sounds. In such meditation we hear the thoughts

that are within us that otherwise we cannot hear.

This is a time of promise, this is a time of hope, this is a

time of consideration. The wisdom of the past and the dreams of

the future stand eternal in this spot, in the timeless present.

As the boy grew older there were many things he wanted

to know. But no one had answers to his deep questions. He asked

his parents, he asked his teachers, he asked his friends—no one

could say. One day he decided to walk to the sea. He sat on the

sand alone and looked at the sky. He watched the water and

listened to the waves on the shingles. Then he closed his eyes.
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He sat still in the presence of the ocean. The sun warmed

his skin and he felt himself awash in the sounds around him.  He

then asked himself his questions. He repeated them over and

over.

When the sun set, he still didn’t have answers. But he felt

as though he were closer to understanding. From that day onward

he went to the shore every morning to sit in solitude. At first he

continued to ask himself the deep questions, but soon he stopped

asking. He sat in silence, just being.

Mortality
What is life? It is the flash of a firefly in the night. It is the breath
of a buffalo in the wintertime. It is the little shadow which runs
across the grass and loses itself in the sunset.

Crowfoot

What gives you comfort when you contemplate mortality?

Knowing that we are here for a brief moment can add to

the pleasures of life by fostering appreciation for what we have,

here and now. There is beauty in both sunrises and sunsets.

From the moment we are gathered from the stars we begin

on a path towards stardust once more. We come from the vast

unknown and we will return to it once again. Between the twin

mysteries of before we began and after we are gone, we love,

know despair and joy and are visited by grief. It is before the

unknown of death that we treasure the greatest mystery of all—

life.

Everything has its moment. We know that with every love

must come loss, that all we cherish will someday perish. So the

tribute we pay to those who have departed is to remember that

they have lived and that they aren’t truly dead when in our own

lives we give them immortality. When they are gone, we feel their

presence most intensely.

And the tribute we pay to life is to live in the knowledge

that ahead of us is all that is precious. And when our time comes

we, too, will take our place once more amongst the soil and the

sky, a part of all that has gone before and all that is yet to be.

Herodotus reports that when Xerxes, King of Persia,

gathered his armies for the invasion of Greece, he sat upon a hill
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overlooking the Hellespont. From there he could survey the forces

under his command.

“But when he saw the whole Hellespont hidden by his

ships, and all the shores and plains of Abydos thronged with

men,” Herodotus wrote, “Xerxes first declared himself happy, and

presently fell into weeping.

“ ‘For,’ he said, ‘I was moved to compassion when I

considered the shortness of all human life, seeing that all of this

multitude of men not one will be alive in a hundred years hence.”

Nature
We were bred of the earth before we were born of our mothers
. . . And something is shriveled in [a person’s] heart when he turns
away from it and concerns himself only with the affairs of men.

Marjorie Rawlings

In what ways do you feel connected to nature?

The ground and the air provide food for our bodies; flowers

and sunsets are food for the soul. Both are nutrients for human

flourishing.

Humans have a special place in the scheme of things

because we have the capacity for imagination, self-reflection and

reason. This gives us power that can be used for good or ill. A

beaver builds a dam out of instinct and changes the course of a

stream. People build dams out of choice and change deserts into

cities.

This power creates responsibilities that go beyond personal

virtue. They project us beyond the scope of our private space and

time. We take great care because of the power that we have.

We are part of the natural world and must act within the

limits this imposes. Creativity and responsibility together make life

meaningful for generations to come.

Two farmers fought over a piece of land, each claiming

that it belonged to him alone. They argued like this for days, then

weeks until it consumed all their time and energy.

Unable to settle the dispute themselves, they brought it to

a judge, who then said to them: “Both of you make a good claim

that the land belongs to you. Before I render my decision, I am

ordering you both to do the following: go together to this disputed
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place on a quiet day. Sit quietly, silently, and listen closely. Then

you will hear my verdict.”

The farmers were confused by the judge’s instructions, but

they were tired of fighting, so they agreed.

They went and sat without a word. Now they could hear

something. They weren’t sure what it was. But it sounded as if the

earth itself was whispering. They could hear a small sound. So

they put their ears to the ground and here is what they heard. The

voice said, “Both of you belong to me. Both of you belong to me.”

Pain
The pleasure of pain and the pain of pleasure define our destruction.
Our will to live stands as a lonely hero against the assaults of our
inner enemies.

Sherwin Wine

How do you best cope with pain?

No one wishes to have pain. And pain isn’t visited upon us

because we are wicked, although the wicked may bring a kind of

emotional pain upon themselves. Most often pain comes to us

unbidden—we don’t ask for it, we don’t want it and we don’t

deserve it.

Pain shared brings surcease. The greatest pain is

experienced alone, the pain made worse when others turn away,

when we are left without company or sympathy. Without others,

pain is unendurable; with others, pain is endowed with human

feeling and, thereby, meaning.

Pain can draw people together. We gather at a bedside,

we hold another’s hand. And when a friend confides in us his or

her pain, the friendship becomes stronger and deeper.

Pain shared is a form of healing. Pain held privately is

simply biology.

Pain is part of living. But it is in the sharing of pain that we

find inspiration and encouragement. We cannot conquer all pain.

But we must ensure that the pain that we encounter will serve us

on our journey. We must make life easier for one another.

A woman went to her friend to tell her about troubles she

was having. She had difficulty at work and she had just received

news from her doctor that was very upsetting. She was worried
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about her children and her elderly father needed care. All this

weighed very heavily on her and she was depressed.

For more than an hour she told her friend of her travails.

Her friend listened without a word.

“You are such a good friend,” the woman said. “Thank you.

When I first came, I had a terrible headache. Now I feel so much

better.” She took her friend’s hand in hers. “I don’t know where my

headache has gone to.”

Her friend smiled, rubbed her own forehead and thought,

‘I do.’

Patience
Patience is power; with time and patience the mulberry leaf
becomes silk.

Chinese proverb

How do you distinguish between patience and procrastination?

Often that which is most important can’t be rushed. There
is only patient waiting, like a parent who sits at a sleeping child’s

bedside and waits for the infant to open her eyes.

Patience is based upon trust, for the waiting person believes

that in the end things can be better.

We trust that after the winter snows there will be the burst

of spring; we will once more see green in the fields and smell the

fragrance of fresh flowers.

Procrastination and patience should not be confused with

each other. Procrastination arises from fear and lack of confidence,

while patience is an act of courage and faith. Patience isn’t the

lack of action but  rather it is an inner action, while procrastination

is the desire for no action at all, the indefinite postponement, the

refusal to take responsibility.

Patience means taking matters in small measure, knowing

that you are moving in the right direction even though the

destination is not yet in sight.

During a fierce battle, a soldier was shot through the jaw.

He received treatment on the battlefield and was lucky to have

survived. However, it left him with a severe disability.

After being discharged from the army, he became a

preacher. This was a strange choice for someone who had difficulty

speaking. Nevertheless, he attracted a congregation who attended
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services faithfully. The minister struggled to speak but no matter

how hard he tried, the jaw injury prevented him from being

understood.

When asked why they attended his sermons despite not

being able to understand a word of what he was saying, the

parishioners said they knew where he had been and what he had

seen and what he had endured. They waited patiently until the

day would come when they would understand what he was

attempting to convey.

Perfection
The perfect is the enemy of the good.

Francois Voltaire

Which of your imperfections do you accept?

The world isn’t perfect. Everything in it has elements of

imperfection. In a perfect world there would be justice, but we

know that this isn’t so. In a perfect world there would be no

conflict, but we know that this isn’t so. We know that our lives

aren’t perfect, but we are always hoping for it not to be so. We

want the biggest, the best, the smartest, the most attractive, the

most talented. Not only do we want to have more and better; we

also want what we have to be perfect. But the pursuit of perfection

can fill a life with disappointment and even despair.

Perfection may be obtainable for a fleeting moment, but it

is unattainable in a sustained way, so to pursue it as though it

could be a life-long condition is to bind us to feelings of inadequacy,

as there is never satisfaction but only disappointment. To demand

perfection is to reject everything that falls short. Nothing is good

enough and, therefore, unworthy. When perfection is the goal,

now is less than the best; the present is never good enough.

The person who demands perfection can only possess

what is dead. The good in life comes from recognizing that most

often good enough is sufficient. Doing the best you can and living

with compromise is all you can do and that is fine.

So we live, trying to improve, admitting mistakes, learning

to love, doing better and forgiving all at one time.

A man went to an exhibit of fine earthenware and porcelain.

He looked at hundreds of pieces as he walked from booth to
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booth. He admired a bowl and said, “Very good.” He looked at cup

and said, “Lovely.”  He held a vase in his hands and let out a sigh

of appreciation.

“This one,” he said to his friend after they had seen

hundreds of items,” is the best in the show.” His friend asked him

why he chose this particular piece out of the many that he had

admired.

“Most of the work here is exceptional,” he said. “Every

potter is a craftsman and artist. They really have created impressive

works of beauty. Some are good enough to be in museums. But

this one goes beyond technique. It is inspired.”

“Why is that?” his friend asked.

“Take a close look. This one has an uneven surface. It

even has small cracks on the lip. The glaze runs a little on the

side. That’s what makes it inspiring,” the man said. “This one

accepts the inevitability of imperfection. The others are too perfect.

In a way, they are beyond touch. There is something inhuman

about them. They won’t hold my attention for long. But because

of the imperfections in this one I feel the potter’s spirit and I am

connected to him. From this bowl I learn something about life.”

Pity
Where Mercy, Love, and Pity dwell
There God is dwelling too.

William Blake

What moves you to pity?

Few want to be pitied. Pity is viewed as a sign of weakness,

helplessness and shame. But truly there are times when we can’t

manage our own lives, when our suffering is too great for us to

handle alone.

What a mistake it is to believe that we can always be

strong or that we can always take care of ourselves or that we are

fundamentally flawed because we suffer. When we deny this

condition and shut out the solicitations of others we make ourselves

even weaker. We have kept others away and have deceived

ourselves into thinking that we are stronger than we really are.

When our wounds are great, pity can be a healing balm.

When our grief is too great to bear, pity goes straight to the

broken heart.

Pity is the empathy we have when we see another’s

suffering and want to offer comfort. It is being moved to sit by

another’s side, to hold a hand, to bring comfort with small gestures.

To be pitiless is to be unmoved by another’s suffering.

People without pity are themselves to be pitied. There we find a

stone where a heart should be.

One day a woman saw a poor man standing on a street

corner. His clothes were torn, he had no shoes and his feet were

covered with sores. He stood stooped, as if he could no longer

bear life’s burdens.
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She took great pity on him. As she walked by, she reached

into her purse and gave him some money to soothe the pain she

felt in her heart.

A few blocks later, she stopped and returned to the poor

man. He was shuffling down the street and she ran after him.

She said nothing to him, but took more money from her

purse and put it in his hand. She had realized that the money she

had first given him was to ease her own pain. Therefore, she had

to give him more money to help relieve his pain.

Place
Where you are is of no moment, but only what you are doing
there. It is not the place that ennobles you, but you the place; and
this only by doing that which is great and noble.

Petrarch

Where do you feel most at home?

It is impossible to imagine a person without a body. So,

too, it is impossible to imagine a life without a home, a place to

call one’s own.

Place puts us here, at this spot, at this time. It situates us

somewhere. We aren’t anywhere or somewhere but thiswhere, a

particular place. Not to be placed is to be a displaced person, a

person without a home, that is, an exile. To feel out of place is to

be detached, to be on the outside, to be dislodged, disconnected.

Only as we are rooted in particulars can we make sense

of our lives. We need a place for roots and a place of our own.

The important places are as much within us as they are

outside us. It is the sense of place that is most important; it is

where we find meaning, the unique location where our attachments

lead to our flourishing.

Our home is the world and our place is with others who

seek to make the Earth a place fit for all.

A man fell asleep and dreamed a dream that gave him

great joy. He had entered the realm of paradise. He walked from

place to place and everything that he saw, everything he smelled,

everything he heard pleased him a great deal.

Then, there, he saw a group of men who were in great

discussion and debate with one another. This was no surprise, as
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the men were all the sages from yesteryear, the famed ones the

man had read about and studied while on Earth. And, of course,

they were doing what they had loved doing on Earth: discussing

the most difficult and intractable problems of life.

The man was puzzled and asked them, “Is this the reward

of Paradise? This is the very same thing you did on Earth!”

The sages looked at the man and said to him, “Think

again. You believe that the sages are in Paradise. Quite the

contrary. Paradise is in the sages.”

Pleasure
The greatest pleasure of life is love.

Euripides

What gives you the most pleasure?

For some life is an ordeal to be overcome. Pain and travail
are welcomed as trials for the spirit. Some believe that joy and
pleasure are signs of moral weakness, traps to be avoided.

Truly life does have pain and everyone will know travail.
But these are punctuation marks in life’s chapters, not the story’s
meaning.

Some pleasures are intense but brief; some grow with
age. There are pleasures of the body and there are pleasures of
the spirit and the intellect. There are pleasures we enjoy alone
and there are those that are greatest when shared.

Others have rightful claims upon us, so our pleasures must
be measured against the lives of other people. Our pleasure can’t
be at another’s expense.

Between self-indulgence and indifference lies a life that is
both satisfying and enhancing. Too little pleasure leaves you dry
before your time, too much makes you sick.

Once there was a man who found a new pleasure. He tried
it out several times and enjoyed it a great deal.

He told a friend what he had discovered.

“I think you may like it, too.” And with that he described the
pleasure to him.

The friends didn’t see or talk to each other for several
months. But when they got together, the pleasure was the fist
topic of discussion. In fact, the second man couldn’t wait to talk
about it.
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“I don’t know what you found in it,” he said. “I liked it at
first, but then it made me sick. I had real trouble trying to put it
down. I’m never going to do that again. It was as though the devil
had gotten his claws into me.”

The friend was surprised by the comments.

“I still like the pleasure. It has added a great deal to the
enjoyment of life. You say that it was like the devil. For me it has
been like an angel.”

“I don’t know how you could do that everyday,” his friend
said.

“I never said anything about every day. Once a week is
enough and just a little, at that.”

One continued to find an angel, the other was too afraid of
inviting in the devil.

Prayer
I don’t know what prayer is.
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down Into the grass,
how to kneel down in the grass, how to be idle and blessed...

Mary Oliver

How do you express your deepest longings?

Prayer is a kind of song, a call into the unknown, from a
well deep within. Sometimes it is silent, sometimes plaintive;
sometimes it is a joyous shout.

Prayers can be thoughtful and they can be passionate.
Whatever forms the prayers take, they are always personal, drawing
us back into the elements of the universe so that we can ennoble
ourselves. We pray for strength, we pray for guidance, we pray
out of gratitude. Prayer connects us to creation; it is a song of
thanksgiving.

Prayer is an expression of sincere appreciation. For the
believer at a Shinto shrine, the pulling of the rope summons the
divine spirit; for the faithful who light candles on a holy day, it is
an act of humility. The actions can be described, but what remains
unseen is what is buried in the heart of the devout. And it is what
is in the heart that makes the bowing a blessing.

Each heart is individual; each of us has our own song to
sing. These are songs of the earth, music of the stars. One person
singing in the wild is bliss; one person singing to another is love.

“Master of the universe,” a shepherd called. “If you had
sheep I would watch over them without charge. Others pay me for
my work, but for you I would watch them for free.”

Overhearing this, a teacher said to him, “This is a foolish
prayer. The proper form is found in the book of prayers. Here, I
will teach you.”
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The next day the shepherd began to pray, but he had
forgotten what he had been taught. All that he had learned was
jumbled in his mind. So he didn’t pray at all that day since he had
been told that his usual prayer wasn’t acceptable.

When the teacher returned to the field the next month, he
asked the shepherd how his prayers were going for me. The
shepherd told him that he hadn’t prayed for many days now, afraid
that he was doing it wrong.

The teacher was stricken with remorse. He realized that
he had taken something precious from this watcher of sheep. He
begged the shepherd for forgiveness and told him to return to the
prayers he had recited before he had ever met him.

Pride
A proud man is not loved even in his own house.

Talmud

What are you most proud of?

There are two kinds of pride. One is the sort where we
take proper satisfaction in our accomplishments. The other is a
form of vanity, the smugness that comes with thinking too much
of our achievements. We rightly are proud of living consistently
with our moral standards. This is the proper place for pride. Pride
becomes a problem, however, when we publicly proclaim it.

We can also take too much credit for our achievements. All
are born with certain talents and limitations. We have no control
over whether the family into which we are born is loving or
indifferent, whether we have connections that lead the way to
success or have to rely only on our own abilities.

The vastness of the universe shows us how little we know.
Always our ignorance is greater than our knowledge. Even the
most intelligent, the best educated, the strongest and supremely
powerful are but footnotes in the scheme of things.

There is comfort in being reminded of our place in the
universe and our role in society. This acknowledgment puts us on
equal footing with others, for it says that I am no greater than
another and that no one is greater than I.

Pride is fine as long as it doesn’t lead us to believe that we
are more important than anything else. Pride is fine as long as it
doesn’t place us above that which is truly important.

A sage arrived in town at the behest of the village that
requested him as their spiritual leader. An official reception was
planned in his honor, clearly a lavish affair in keeping with the
importance of their new teacher.
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“Please show me to a private room,” the teacher said. “I
want some time alone before I attend the grand dinner.”

The teacher was ushered into a room and he closed the
door. One curious person couldn’t resist knowing what the sage
would do by himself for an hour, so he put his ear against the door
to eavesdrop. To his utter surprise he heard the teacher talking
out loud to himself.

“How do you do, our leader? How are you, learned teacher?
Nice to meet you, wise man,” is what was said over and over.

When the teacher was on the way to the reception, the
eavesdropper accosted him.

“I thought you would be deep in meditation and prayer,”
the eavesdropper said. “Instead you were talking to yourself. Can
you please tell me the point of your remarks?”

“I was afraid that when people greeted me I would feel
undue pride at the respect they were showing me,” the sage
explained. “So I addressed myself over and over with those same
titles of honor until I realized how ridiculous they were.”

Problems
It isn’t that they can’t see the solution. It is that they can’t see the
problem.

G. K. Chesterton

What is one of the central problems of your life?

We all have problems, some of which are of our own
making. Often we are unwitting contributors to the problems that
most plague us. These kinds of problems can’t be solved until we
admit that we are part of the problem.

One reason we won’t acknowledge being a source of our
own problems is that we have an image to maintain; we want to
be seen as good and reasonable people. To admit to being part
of the problem is to own up to being something contrary to our
ideal image.

We exist in both shadow and in light, holding twin natures
that compete with one another, contending for our character and
personality.

Goodness of character requires an honest look, an
embracing of our harsher side, not to esteem it but to shed light
upon it. Denying that we have a bad part drives it further into
darkened corners where it continues to lurk until it emerges beyond
our control.

We can best solve our problems when we don’t confuse
what we would like to be with what we really are. We become
better people by knowing the ways in which we also fall short. And
often it is with the help of trusted friends that we can see the
weaknesses we have.

Pope John XXIII used to tell a story about himself. He
said:

“It often happens that I wake up at night and begin to think
about serious problems and decide I must tell the Pope about it.
Then I completely wake up and I remember that I am the Pope.”
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Purity
Nobody is more dangerous than he who imagines himself pure in
heart; for his purity, by definition, is unassailable.

James Baldwin

How important is it to you to get things just right?

Bullies honor purity. They want everyone to value the same

things in the same way. For them there is only one single

acceptable thought. Fundamentalists of all kinds praise purity.

Purists want no ambiguity, no contradiction, no uncertainty. They

want to live in a world where there are no mistakes, no flaws—

and no margin for error.

But each of us is different. We are unique. We know this

on one level, but suddenly there is the burst of knowing, when we

are face-to-face with differences. We are distinctively ourselves.

What we see, what we feel, what we experience can never

completely be shared. No one else is like us, our tastes are our

own, our way of seeing is uniquely our own.

There is pain in the recognition of the “otherness,” including

the separateness and otherness of our soul mate. We are always

distinct, ourselves. But whatever the pain, it is the cost of maturity,

and with that maturity comes the fullness of being alive and the

profound satisfaction of being with others who are different, unlike

us and flawed. Each of us is unique, none is perfect. This is a

painful truth, but one we need to face in order to keep our humanity

alive.

A woman, concerned for her health, decided to eat only

organic and natural foods. She didn’t trust the labels in the markets

to ensure the purity of the produce, so she grew her own fruits

and vegetables. She became so selective in what she ate that she

became exceptionally thin.

Still not satisfied with the purity of what she consumed,

she decided to drink only distilled water. She bought a filter to use

at her home. However, when she measured the water’s purity, she

found that the tap water still contained trace levels minerals and

chemicals. Nothing she could do would totally remove these

elements.

So she decided to buy bottled water. There were many

brands in the markets from which to choose. Some waters came

from lands perpetually covered with ice, some from places that

had never seen snow. However, they all came in plastic containers

and she was convinced that chemicals leeched from the bottles

and contaminated the water even though she could find no traces

of the contaminants when she performed her tests.

She then decided to stop drinking water and substitute

other liquids instead. But whatever she tried it was the same

result. Nothing was ever completely pure. So she stopped drinking

altogether. In a short while, she died from dehydration.
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Purpose
In a world where there is so much to be done, I felt strongly
impressed that there must be something for me to do.

Dorothea Dix

What is the main purpose in doing what you do?

Some things we do without plan or purpose. They are

done just for the sake of doing them. But if there is something that

is important to us, we want to act in such a way that it is protected

and preserved. We want to promote what we love, we want to

enhance, encourage and support that which we value.

Each of us has a special talent: a quilter stitches, a gardener

cultivates, an architect plans, a builder constructs, a householder

nourishes. The art of living is taking our talent and making the

most out of it.

Life’s difficulties may become so burdensome that they

stifle the songs waiting to be sung. But when we reach out to

others to help them find their own songs, we find our own voices

lovelier than we ever imagined.

This, then, is our purpose: to discover our unique and best

self by helping others uncover theirs.

A husband and wife discovered an old metal teapot in an

antique market. First the wife picked it up and admired its shape

and design. Then her husband handled the pot, agreeing that the

workmanship was very good.

“It would look beautiful in our home,” the wife said and

they decided to purchase it. The next morning the wife joined her

husband for breakfast and found him drinking a cup of tea. The

pot sat on the table before him.

“Did you use our antique pot?” she asked in disbelief.

“Of course,” he answered. “It makes a wonderful cup of

tea. I’ll brew you some”

The woman was very upset and said to her husband, “But

we bought it to display, not to be used. It is expensive. I’m afraid

it will scratch.”

The husband disagreed. A teapot was to be used, not

simply admired. It wasn’t a decoration.

They finally agreed to put the pot on a shelf where they

could see it and bought another teapot to take its place.

Over time they purchased many teapots, some inexpensive,

some very dear. They put every one on a shelf where they could

be admired and the husband used all the pots but their first

purchase in which to make his tea.

The couple grew old and died. None of their children drank

tea and no one cared to have any of the pots. They sold them and

were happy with the money from the sale.
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Questions
Ask a question and be a fool for a day; don’t ask a question and
be a fool for life.

Chinese proverb

What important questions do you want to have answered?

It is risky to ask a question. It reveals your ignorance. And
for that very reason it is an act of courage. To ask questions about
your own character is most difficult of all.

Question yourself and change the world. Here is a series
of questions that belong on an ethical inventory:

1. Am I as honest, kind and considerate of colleagues and
friends as I am with family?

2. Do I respect the inner lives of others?

3. To what extent does wanting others to do things my way and
see things as I do motivate me?

4. Am I more (or less) sensitive to the needs of others today
than yesterday?

5. Do I welcome criticism from those whose judgment I respect?

6. Am I cautious or cowardly; am I frugal or stingy?

7. Do I care about the effect I have on others?

8. Am I more charitable and fair today than yesterday?

9. Do I rail against the evils of the world but deliver a thousand
cuts to those whom I meet?

10. Do I accept others’ weaknesses, granting them the right to
temporary self-deception when they suffer losses and
setbacks?

When a young girl asked her father why the sky was blue,
all he could answer was, “I don’t know.”

Being a curious child, a few days later the girl was ready
with another question. She wanted to know why the stars twinkle.

“I don’t know,” the father said again.

A few days later she wanted to know how pictures got
inside a television set and how grandma’s voice could be heard
on the telephone when she lived so far away.

Again the father, wanting to answer honestly, said he didn’t
have the answers to those questions either.

“Do you mind that I ask you so many question?” she now
asked.

“Of course not,” he responded. “How else are you going to
learn?”
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Reality
[We each have] the right to go on seeing the differences of the
world, and to see them differently from the rest.

Hortense Calisher

How important is it to know things as they really are?

How tempting it is to be fooled when the reality is too
difficult to take.  We distort reality because it is sometimes easier
to live with a lie than to confront the truth that may trouble our
conscience.

Reality can be so difficult that safety is sought in fantasy.
The real world becomes something to be endured at best and
avoided at worst. But the reality is that everything must change
and everything is related to everything else.

Reality isn’t a dynamic thing by itself. What we bring to it
makes it alive and important. What we bring to the world animates
it and ourselves. What we bring to it gives it value. A jewel is a
jewel because we give a rock value. Love becomes real when we
see the loveliness in another person.

When our hearts are open and we become vulnerable,
what was once hidden comes into view. This is wonder and joy,
sadness and sorrow. For we know that every birth presages a
death and for every wedding there is a funeral. The vividness of
reality strikes to the core and for that is all the more precious.

At a convention of baseball umpires there was a lively
discussion about the nature of a strike, that imaginary box in front
of the hitter in which the pitcher is to throw the ball. When is a
pitch a strike?

“Easy,” said the first umpire. “I call them as they are.”

“Wait a minute,” the second umpire said. “I call them as I
see them.”

The third laughed. “They aren’t anything until I call them.”

Reason
Conscience is our magnetic compass; reason is our chart.

Joseph Cook

Which part of you needs to be better developed, reason or
feeling?

Sometimes we are more passionate than thoughtful, at

other times more reflective than emotional. One approach isn’t

better than the other. Each has its rightful place and we are thankful

that the different ways of being are found in different measure in

different people. The complementary nature of reason and emotion

goes towards making a fuller appreciation of life’s experiences.

Emotions allow for close connections to others. They are

the basis of compassion and that in turn leads to sound human

relations. Reason is different—it is useful in solving problems in a

logical way. Reason is the basis of mathematics and science. It

gives us the ability to understand our environment in ways that

are useful to human flourishing.

Reason and emotion need one another. Reason without

emotion is cold-blooded and inhuman; emotions without the

steadying influence of reason lays itself open to unfounded fear.

To live in a world in which reason and emotion have been severed

is to live in a shattered world where the shards cut too deeply for

our own good.

Reason sheds light; emotions radiate warmth. Reason

provides logic; emotion provides the ballast of care. Intelligence is

the sum of both.

By the time Arthur Conan Doyle visited the United States,

in 1894, he was the world-renowned author of the Sherlock Homes
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detective stories. He often repeated this anecdote based on that

visit:

A cabbie dropped him off but instead of collecting the fare

asked for a ticket to Doyle’s lecture that night. Astonished, Doyle

asked the cabbie how he knew who he was.

The cabman replied: “If you excuse me, your coat lapels

are badly twisted downward, where they have been grasped by

the pertinacious New York reporters. Your hair has the Quakerish

cut of a Philadelphia barber, and your hat, battered at the brim in

front, shows where you have tightly grasped it, in the struggle to

stand your ground at a Chicago literary luncheon. Your right shoe

has a large block of Buffalo mud just under the instep; the odor

of a Utica cigar hangs about your clothes . . . And, of course, the

labels on your case give a full account of your recent travels—just

below the brass plaque reading ‘Conan Doyle.’ ”

Recreation
The bow cannot possibly always stand bent nor can human nature
or human frailty subsist without some lawful recreation.

Miguel de Cervantes

What is your ideal form of recreation?

Tung Chi-chang, a 16th century Chinese artist said that
every scholar must read 10,000 books and travel 10,000 miles. By
this he meant that to be truly educated you must read in order to
be familiar with the great traditions and you must travel so that
you broaden your own experiences.

This is good advice, but not everyone has the time or the
ability to read and travel this way. But Tung’s advice is still valid.
Recreation and holidays are opportunities for respite from the
demands of work. Recreation is the creating again—the renewal—
of our spirits; it is a school for the body, heart and mind.

A holiday is a holy day, a sacred day, for it takes us away
from the mundane. It sets work aside and provides another set of
experiences. It is a breaking open, a letting in by letting go. A
holiday is an extended Sabbath, a different form of meditation but
equally valid.

What a splendid time, away from the work-a-day world, a
time to travel with Tung Chi-chang to learn the ways of tradition
and nature, and to learn about ourselves.

“You always seem so relaxed,” a friend said. “I don’t know
how you do it.”

“I plan for it,” the woman said. She explained, “At dinner
we always have lively discussions about all sorts of things and
when we disagree we immediately look up the answer. When we
are finished eating, we turn on music and dance. A little later we
return to the kitchen where we wash and dry the dishes. Then
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there are games we play, after which the children do their homework
and study. When they are done, we dance again.”

“This doesn’t sound relaxing to me,” her friend said.

“Well, things go much easier when we do them together
and mix in play with work.” She hesitated a moment, then added,
“There is one thing more. Every afternoon I find a quiet place, lie
down on a comfortable chair, darken the room, cover myself and
take a nap. If anyone dares to disturb me, they had better watch
out!”

Redemption
It is his capacity for self-improvement and self-redemption which
most distinguishes man from the mere brute.

Aung San Suu Kyi

What do you do to redeem yourself when you’ve hurt another?

We try but sometimes not hard enough. We try and despite
our best efforts we still fail at being good enough. We want to help
but sometimes hurt instead. This is what it means to be human—
making mistakes, falling short and creating unintended
consequences.

No one is perfect, so no one behaves flawlessly. Being
morally deficient is part of the human condition. Many offenses
are small and incidental, and the harm done is minor. These are
often harms done out of ignorance. Some hurts we inflict, though,
are serious and persistent and issue from our character.

The road to redemption begins with the admission that we
fall short, again and again. We must admit our flaws, acknowledge
our mistakes and seek whole-hearted reconciliation with those
whom we have harmed.

Recognition, reparation, restitution—these are the essentials
of redemption; repair, release and wholeness are its fruits.

“What makes your teaching different than others?” someone
inquired.

“I haven’t succeeded in teaching my disciples never to do
harm, and only perform good deeds. However, I have managed to
make them different from other people. Most people perform their
good deeds in public and their transgressions in private. But my
disciples perform their transgressions in public and their good
deeds in private.”



...138... ...139...

Remembering
Deciding to remember, and what to remember, is how we decide
who we are.

Robert Pinsky

How do you make memory serve you?

We are born midstream in the river of human history. Each

child enters the world benefiting from advances made by others

or suffering from the horrors created by predecessors. This is the

human condition.

Some are born with a great deal and some with almost

nothing at all. Some are loved and some unwanted. Some go

through life easily, others struggle at every turn. Some are lucky,

while others are victims of misfortune. This is our personal condition.

We will never know all of human history. Most is lost in

forgetting. Nor will we know all of our personal history. Many

events simply slip away, while others may be repressed because

they are too painful to recall.

History is always changed in the light of interpretation.

Facts need to be understood and in that understanding some

things are now more important than ever. Other events recede

beyond the horizon. We bring to the past our own questions and

as we answer those questions remember differently. And in that

memory we become who we are.

Ferdinand Magellan sailed the world on behalf of the

Spanish crown. While attempting to subdue the local ruler in what

later became known as the Philippines, he died in a battle. His

crew buried his body at that spot and today stands a white obelisk

that memorializes the event.

On the monument’s eastern side the inscription reads, “Here

on 27 April 1521 the great Portuguese navigator Hernando

Magallanese, in the service of the King of Spain, was slain by

native Filipinos.”

On the opposite side of the monument, the inscription reads,

“Here on this spot the great chieftain Lapu Lapu repelled an attack

by Ferdinand Magellan, killing him and sending his forces away.”
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Repentance
As surely as the earth turns, we will do harm again. In the

silence of our hearts . . . there we must make a promise to
ourselves, a promise we must try to keep. This is the promise to
harm less often, speak less sharply, tear less cruelly. Only we can
repair the tears, mend that which we have torn.

Shuntaro Tanikawa

What do you do to make amends for the harm you have
caused?

Being human we harm one another. There is always the

need to repair, to put back what we have unrightfully taken from

others, to mend the tear in our relationships, to restore what we

have taken from the earth.

The harm we have done cannot stand without comment,

repair and restoration. Compensation must be provided, a gesture

from the heart, a genuine desire to make right the wrong.

Each of us must make amends. Only then do we have the

right to request forgiveness.

Repentance is an aspect of love—the love of another that

has failed, the love of humanity that remains unfulfilled, the love

of nature that is not fully expressed, the love of ourselves that has

not been realized.

To repent is to complete the incompleteness, to express

the unexpressed, to fill the emptiness.

Once a woman bought the most beautiful bird in the world.

However, despite the great care that she took, the brilliant colors

began to fade and the bird grew listless.

In desperation, she asked the bird what she could do and,

amazingly, the bird answered. The bird said that on the far side

of the ocean there was another bird much like itself. If the woman

found that bird, it would tell her what to do.

So the woman set out across the great seas. At last she

found the bird that she was looking for.

“My beautiful bird is dying,” she explained. “What shall I

do?”

The bird said that when she returned home she must open

the cage door and let the bird fly away.

At once the woman knew what a terrible thing she had

done. When she returned, she did as instructed. She opened the

cage door and the bird fluttered its wings. The colors returned.

“I am sorry, dear bird,” the woman cried.

The bird flew away, its feathers reflecting the sunlight. Once

again it was the most beautiful bird she had ever seen.
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Responsibility
The willingness to accept responsibility for one’s own life is the
source from which self-respect springs.

Joan Didion

For what do you feel most responsible?

No snowflake feels responsible for causing an avalanche;

no single straw feels responsible for breaking a camel’s back. And

no evil is carried out without the consent of good people doing

nothing.

We can’t be responsible for not doing what is impossible.

We do what we can and leave aside the rest. The difficulty is in

knowing what is possible and what is not, what is a matter of will

power—or lack thereof—and what is a result of external

circumstances.

We are accountable for how we live our lives. The burdens

of responsibility can make us too serious, drained of joy and

weighted down with responsibilities that really aren’t ours.

We need to take responsibility for our own lives, yet give

others the benefit of the doubt, allowing for their weaknesses. We

can’t be the conscience of the world, but we do need to be

responsive to our own conscience.

Indifference to those who depend upon us is never an

option. So we happily take on the responsibilities that are ours, in

hope that we leave the world a little better than we found it.

Guillaume Budé was a learned 16th century French scholar.

He gained his intellectual reputation by writing a treatise on ancient

coins and measures. He studied philosophy, theology, law and

medicine and became secretary to Louis XII.  He helped to found

the College of France and was the originator of the National Library.

He was also appointed the French ambassador to Pope Leo X, in

Rome.

One day, his servant ran to him and breathlessly told him

his house was on fire.

“Tell your mistress,” Budé calmly replied, waving him away.

“You know I leave all household matters in her hands.”
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Revelation
Minor things can become moments of great revelation when
encountered for the first time.

Margot Fonteyn

What have your learned about yourself that came as a
revelation?

Revelation is opening up, getting to the heart. Nature shows
us something complex yet seemingly coherent, a system in balance.
For some, this reveals the nature of the infinite, the divine, a
presence that gives meaning to everything contained therein. The
contemplation of nature may also reveal something about the nature
of humankind by showing us our place in relation to other creatures.

Revelation is the sudden knowing that is the breaking
through, the flash that is the awakening of eyes that have learned
to see anew and fresh. This is the bursting forth of the unexpected.
What is here now seems as though it wasn’t there just a moment
ago. We find ourselves before it in amazement.

There are revelations: the revelation that the courage we
need we already have within, the revelation that our small efforts
make a difference, the revelation that beauty is everywhere, the
revelation that the god that is within me needs the god that is
within you in order to appear.

A thirsty girl turned on the tap for water. As she watched
the glass fill, she wondered where the water came from. So she
set off to find the source.

She followed the pipe that came into her house, crossed
a bridge and continued to the countryside. There she found the
source of the water, or so she thought. She realized the reservoir
wasn’t the water’s ultimate source but was only the place that
held the water. The water came from elsewhere.

Many rivers flowed into the reservoir and she had no way
of knowing which was the true source. So she chose the largest
one and followed it. She walked and walked, always uphill, finding
other rivers that merged with hers. She traced the river until it
became a stream, the stream became a brook and the brook a
rivulet, until there was no more water to find.

Where was the water coming from? she wondered. What
was its source?

She had no answer and that night fell asleep, disappointed,
under the stars. She was awoken by the rumble of thunder and
before she could find shelter felt the rain upon her face.

She had her answer after all.



...146... ...147...

Self-care
Sitting down to a cup of tea [in prison] is something you choose
yourself and in which you realize your freedom . . . I drink it every
day  . . . I look forward to it, and consuming it (which I schedule
carefully, so it does not become a formless and random activity)
is an extremely important component in my daily ‘self-care’ program.

Vaclav Havel

What do you do to take care of yourself?

It isn’t possible to treat others well and respect them if you
don’t also take care of yourself.  It isn’t possible to love the world
when you don’t love yourself. After all, you, too, are part of the
world.

It is possible to love yourself too much, when you believe
that you are more important than others. While you may be the
center of the universe, you are not the beginning, the end or all
that there is. You have a part and you participate in the world’s
creation. Loving your part in that creation is to take care of yourself.

You need to care for yourself as you take care of others;
you need to care for yourself as your care for the earth. You don’t
care for yourself before you care for others, but you can’t properly
care for others unless you also care for yourself.

You best take care of yourself by caring every day and
caring in a regular way.

When a young man wanted to become a tree cutter he
went to the person who was known throughout the country for his
ability to cut trees properly.

First the student watched the teacher do his work. After
many weeks, the teacher allowed the student to do the work
himself. The student began his ascent, cautiously putting one foot
above another, pulling himself up carefully. The teacher watched

without a word. The student reached the top of the tree and began
to prune with his shears. Still the teacher remained silent.

The student put away his tool and began his descent. He
placed his feet carefully on the limbs below him. The teacher said
nothing. Finally when he was at the lowest branches of the maple
tree, the teacher shouted to him, “Be careful!”

How odd, an observer thought. So he said to the teacher,
“When your student was climbing up you said nothing. And when
he was pruning at the top you said nothing. Only when he was
nearly down did you caution him. I don’t understand. Can you
explain this to me?”

The teacher said, “When he went up, he watched his steps
closely. And when he pruned, he was aware of the danger he was
in. So he took great care. When he began to climb down, he
watched each step. But when he reached the final limb, he felt
safe and lost his attention. This is where most accidents occur.”
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Self-righteousness
In the process of trial and error, our failed attempts are meant to
destroy arrogance and provoke humility.

Jin Kwon

What keeps you from becoming self-righteous?

Wanting a better life means making judgments between
the blameworthy and the praiseworthy; judging is to distinguish
between sinners and saints, cowards and heroes, those who should
be punished and those who should be rewarded. Making ethical
judgments leaves us prone to being self-righteous, so certain are
we that we are correct in our judgments.

To be too certain in the judgments we make can cause
much harm. We often confuse our personal preferences with moral
choices, so we think that what we like or agree with is right and
good and those who disagree with us are not simply wrong but
stupid or, worse, bad.

Self-righteousness is poison for relationships for it makes
us intolerant. And it also blinds us to our own faults, as we become
self-satisfied and complacent. There is no self-correction. We are
convinced in our own rightness, in our own purity, and we become
victims of false pride. And as many religions point out, it is this
kind of pride that is a prime sin, as it undermines social solidarity
by elevating us into thinking we are better than others, no longer
an equal amongst many. Self-righteousness leads to intolerance
and self-righteous intolerance is but a small step away from
fanaticism

Concerned about the corruption in his kingdom, the king
goes to see an old and wise hermit.

“Please help me,” he begs the hermit. “My kingdom abounds
with corrupt men. I want to know who among them are honest and

who are not.”

The hermit asks the king to wait awhile. He enters his hut
and when he comes out, he hands the king a huge clay jar.

“Your majesty,” says the hermit, “you are holding a jar of
magical potion. To know who among your officials are corrupt,
make each one drink some. After imbibing this, a corrupt man will
grow horns on his forehead. The more corrupt he is, the more
horns he will have.”

The king leaves with the jar. Upon his return to the city, he
throws a party for all public officials. He asks the waiters to pour
a glass of the potion for each of his guests.

“Finally,” the king tells himself, “I will know who among
them are corrupt.”

Suddenly most of the guests start sprouting horns. Everyone
is shocked and terrified. The king explains what has happened.

“Hypocrites!” the king rebukes them. “You corrupt men!
Deceivers of the people! You pretend to be servants, yet all the
while you serve only yourselves! You deserve your horns! You
devils! You shall have no place in my kingdom!”

After the king finishes speaking, a waiter silently hands
him a glass. Thinking that it contains wine, he drinks from it.
 Soon, everyone starts laughing and making fun of the king. Ten
horns are growing on his forehead.
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Sexuality
Without sex and death humans may become as angels.

Alison Lurie

How do you show consideration in your sex life?

Sex is both a biological and a psychological need. The
object of our sexual desires, how much sexual contact we want,
and the manner in which we prefer to have sex is an intricate mix
of hormones and thought, biology and psychology.

If sex were only solitary, it wouldn’t be a human
preoccupation and the source of social tension. But since it
frequently involves another, someone who may not want what we
want when we want it or how we want it, we must find a way of
negotiating this most intimate of all human terrains. A satisfactory
sex life must be mutually satisfying and this requires delicacy,
forbearance, understanding and tact.

Passion should never replace decency nor desires
overwhelm respect. The only shameful acts are those that disregard
the integrity of the other person—the acts of force, violence,
humiliation and disloyalty.

Sexual expression is one of the ways in which we present
ourselves to others. In trust and in confidence we find our way
through the tangle of relationships and create those that are
mutually enhancing and fulfilling.

When a young man saw a woman in a park one day, he
was overcome with desire. This woman pierced his heart in a way
that he had never felt before. He watched her from a distance,
week after week, never daring to speak to her. He thought that his
motives and his feelings weren’t pure enough. He wasn’t worthy
of her.

Every week he came to the park where he knew she would
be. He stood by a tree, never speaking to her and wept with
unrequited love, as days became months and months years.

One day she came to the park with someone else. He
watched as the two of them talked. The next week the woman
came with the same man and they held hands. Not long after that
he watched them kiss.

The woman married the other man and the following year
returned to the park with her child. The man grew old, never
having spoken to the woman and never having married another.
He had been filled with desire and shame and died in loneliness.
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Silence
Without such times of solitariness we can never come to know
ourselves whole; we can never confront ourselves—our private
thoughts and feelings—because we are constantly diverted by the
responses which others demand of us. We need peace and calm
in order to make contact with the soft voices of our innermost self.

Joseph Chuman

How do you react to silence?

While there is the chatter in the mind, there is no true
silence as you are filled with thoughts, plans, analysis, agitation,
anxiety and unfinished business. There is no peace in this silence.

Lack of conversation doesn’t make for true silence. Quiet
may arise from not knowing what to say. It may reflect rejection
and fear.

The silence that is healing is the silence of tranquility. This
is an active stillness, not an absence of sound. This silence is a
self-possessed presence, a state of being that is a gateway to the
sacred. This silence is preparation for real listening, receptivity
and responsiveness.

In this silence we know ourselves as part of the weave that
no one has made; in this silence we know that we are part of the
spark of life, the pulsing current of the universe.

In silence we know we are of the grass and the trees and
we are never done. We will soon return to the brackets of eternity
that we were part of before we were born and into which we will
return when we leave this life.

Buddha had many disciples and even after they had finished
their studies with him, they would return periodically for further
enlightenment.

One day a former student arrived and asked, “Without
words, will you tell me the truth?”

Buddha remained silent.

The visitor sat with Buddha for a while, then left, saying,
“With your compassion I have cleared away my delusions and
entered the true path.”

Buddha’s primary disciple, Ananda, having witnessed the
interchange, asked,  “Tell me, blessed one, what has this person
learned?”

Buddha replied, “A good horse runs even at the shadow of
the whip.”
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Simplicity
The life of the spirit requires less and less; time is ample and the
passage sweet.

Annie Dillard

What can you do to simplify your life?

The heart of things is profoundly simple. The problem is
that we don’t know if it is the heart that we have or something
else. It is all too easy to be sure too soon. In trying to get to the
heart we may overlook subtleties, relationships and intricacies.
We may ignore the complexities that surround the core and thereby
distort reality. In the desire to achieve simplicity we may become
simplistic.

Simple people take everything literally and are therefore
naïve. Simplicity lies elsewhere—in paring away, leaving what must
be left and no more. Simplicity is the opposite of excess. It is
related to humility and the desire to do no harm.

In our cupped hands we hold water. In our arms we hold
the newborn and with our eyes we show love. We caress and with
our breath we give life.

Nothing is as profound as the wind upon the water or the
moon moving across the dark sky. Nothing is as simple and
surprising as the sound of birds calling to one another in spring.

A student lived and studied with a teacher for many years,
hoping to find enlightenment. Finally he told his teacher about his
dissatisfaction.

“I’ve been in your school for five years now and I’m no
closer to my goal than when I first came here to study. Why
haven’t you taught me the path to enlightenment?”

“But I have,” said the teacher. “Haven’t you seen that when
I am thirsty I drink and when I am hungry I eat?”

Singing
I don’t sing because I’m happy; I’m happy because I sing.

William James

What makes a song a favorite of yours?

Some of our strongest feelings are evoked by music: the

melodies of lullabies, tunes danced to, songs from movies or TV;

and the music of disappointment and romance.

Songs affect us in deep and surprising ways. They arrive

unbidden in the most unexpected places. While alone or in

conversation we may suddenly begin humming to ourselves. We

hear a familiar tune and we are flooded with feelings. The

combination of music and words is a potent mix that embeds itself

deep in our feelings.

Listening to a song that once was important recalls a time

and place otherwise forgotten. Lovers have their own songs, as a

way of sharing intimacy; children finding comfort in lullabies.

Some people are inhibited about singing in front of others.

They are self-conscious, afraid they will be judged unkindly. But

there is a joy that singing creates where there was no joy before

and for this there is good reason to overcome the inhibition.

Singing with others establishes happiness through harmony.

When we sing together, the chorus pulls those who sing off-pitch

to the right note.

The movie actor Charlie Chaplin enjoyed entertaining people

at parties by being a mimic. At one gathering he did an impression

of the most famous opera singer of the time, Enrico Caruso.  It

was a fantastic performance and the guests applauded

enthusiastically.
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“That was just incredible, Mr. Chaplin” one of the guests

said to him. “I didn’t know you could sing so beautifully. I can’t

sing at all.”

Chaplin responded, “I can’t either. I was only imitating

Caruso.”

Skill
Should a rider find that he is encountering very many stubborn, or
unwilling, or dishonest temperaments [in horses], he should
examine his own skills or find what it is that he is doing that made
him such a bad horseman.

William Steinkraus

What is your greatest social skill?

There are some people who always blame others when
they fail. Soured relationships are put at the feet of others. There
isn’t the willingness or ability to look at themselves, to see what
they have done and to learn from their mistakes. It is others who
are stupid or stubborn, mean or cruel.

How like the poor rider who blames the horse rather than
improving his own skills. Treated properly, most horses respond
well to riders.

The same with people. When our relationships turn bad,
when our friendships dry up, when we see humanity as degraded,
then it is time to examine our own skills. We need to learn how
to elicit the best in others and not their worst or ours.

It is easy to bring out the worst in others; it takes skill to
bring out their best. The happy person is the one who has learned
to properly ride this horse we call life. When we develop the skill
to walk and cantor, trot and gallop as the times call for, oh, what
a ride it is.

Walking down the street, a woman stumbled to the ground.
She quickly picked herself up and continued on her way. Again
she stumbled.

She said to herself, “If I had only known I was going to fall
a second time, I wouldn’t have gotten up so quickly.”
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Solving
At Harvard all problems are viewed as political and susceptible to
a public policy solution. At Yale problems are viewed as if they
were ethical and soluble only if we would all work harder to do
better. At Princeton all problems are viewed as personal, to be
solved by people taking long walks together.

A. Bartlett Giamatti

What is your preferred way to solve problems?

There is no one right way to solve problems.

Temperamentally, we may be more inclined to one way over

another. We approach situations as political, moral or personal

problems to be solved. The political interprets the world in terms

of power; the ethical solution favors building character and personal

rectitude; the personal favors tenderness and consideration.

No one approach is suitable to all problems. Truly there

are matters that need a redistribution of power—this is a good

way to redress social injustices. There are situations that call on

us to make a more determined effort to live consistently with our

ethical values—this is a good way to live with integrity. And there

are times in our lives when an open hand is the most appropriate

response—this is a good way to have lasting relationships.

Each of us reflects a style emphasizing one approach or

another. Understanding the need for political, ethical and personal

solutions helps relieve some frustration when dealing with difficult

issues. It gives us a greater appreciation for those who fail at

things that to us seem easy; and it makes us more ready to turn

to others to assist us with our shortsightedness.

In a Dorothy Canfield short story there is an old woman

who relates the time when, as a teenager, she lost her way while

taking a short cut home through a field of head-high corn. Minnie

became frightened and frantically ran through the field, unable to

find her way out.

“If I had the sense I was born with, I’d have known that

running my legs off in a zigzag was the worst thing I could do .

. . If I’d have stood still, and collected my wits, I could have looked

down to see which way my footsteps went and just walked back

over them to the path and gone on about my business.”
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Strangers
Under the cherry blossoms
None
Are utter strangers.

Issa

How do you make strangers feel welcome?
Most cultures have rituals that welcome strangers. There

are handshakes or bows; drinks and food are served. The stranger
is welcomed and brought in, at least temporarily.

Strangers can be threatening since we don’t know what to
expect from them. Differences are unsettling. We can count on
those we know; at least we think they are predictable. But we
don’t know what the stranger will bring. So when the stranger is
taken in, it is to make her one of us, like us, someone who
accepts our ways and no longer poses a threat to our security and
self-assurance.

But something precious is lost when we make over the
stranger into our own image. Strangers shed light on who we are
because they aren’t like us. The stranger holds before us another
way of being and therefore becomes a source for self-discovery.
From strangers we learn that ours isn’t the only way, that different
ways also serve.

We are all different from one another; it is our uniqueness
that makes us strangers. Yet no one is a complete stranger and
nothing is alien to us. We all share the same fate. There is only
one people and its name is humanity and there is only one world
and its name is Earth.

When a traveler arrived in a remote town, she found that
somewhere along the way she had lost her wallet. She now had
no money to pay for food or lodging.

A woman, seeing her forlorn look, asked if she could help.
The traveler explained her problem and was invited to have dinner

and to spend the night in the guest room.
The traveler accepted the generous offer and thanked her

for her thoughtfulness. She assured her host that she would repay
her. The woman insisted that she was glad to help and there was
no need for payment. Helping was reward enough.

A few years later, the traveler made a considerable fortune.
She then sent a check for a thousand dollars. The recipient didn’t
keep the money for herself, but instead donated it to a local
hospital.  A newspaper published the story but didn’t get the facts
right. It reported a sum of ten thousand instead of one thousand
dollars. The hospital director immediately contacted the original
donor and told her that the newspaper was going to correct the
story the following day, indicating the true and smaller amount.

“Please don’t do that,” the traveler said. “I’ll send you the
check for the amount printed in the newspaper and more. But
there is only one condition. I don’t want my name anywhere in the
hospital. But I would like the following inscription in the lobby: ‘I
was a stranger and you took me in.“
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Surrendering
What you say originally I can only hear originally. As you surrender
the sound on your lips, I surrender the sound in my ear.

James Carse

How do you know what to hold on to and what to let go of?

Love requires letting go—of control and demands, of power
and ego. For the sake of our loved ones we must let go. We can
be tied to our loved ones but they cannot be tied down by us.
Each must be the author of his own life, owning his own talents
in his own way.

We must surrender ourselves to our loved ones.
Surrendering is to give oneself over to another. It is to be open,
to speak gently, to listen fully. Surrendering is letting go of false
expectations and the willingness to be vulnerable. It is an act of
trust.

To love is to be open to surprise. When we turn ourselves
over to another we meet them in respect, for now we have
relinquished the desire to manipulate and the need for certainty.

The acceptance of uncertainty is to surrender to the limits
of life, the horizons of love. Surrendering to love is also to surrender
to death. It is the final acceptance that we do not belong to
ourselves alone but are forever part of the precious moment.

Once a man came to a master and asked, “What is the
secret of the great mysteries?”

The teacher said nothing.

The man asked again but received the same response—
nothing.

Exasperated by the master’s silence, the student burst out,
“Why are you holding on to the answer like that?”

“No,” the master said. “It is you who are holding on to it.”

Teaching
The ultimately important, indelible lessons—how to experience
life, how to express love—can’t be taught in the sunny arena of
school or a play group, but only by one who isn’t aware that she
is teaching, by one who suffers a perennial invasion of privacy.

Roberta Israeloff

What do you have to teach?

Everyone has something to teach—as parents, as friends,
as neighbors, as examples to those who we may never know.
Good teachers listen well and act respectfully. They teach not by
pouring in but by drawing out, not by harvesting but by cultivating.
Good teachers are like dew, not hail.

A good teacher is committed to honesty and truthfulness;
a teacher not dedicated to mutual respect can cause great harm.
Learning relies upon trust. Teaching requires a generosity of spirit.

A teacher is entrusted with the well-being of another and
must be worthy of that trust. A good teacher must be careful, for
it is the life of another with which she has been entrusted with the
life of another.

A hiker found himself hopelessly lost. Every path he followed
led him deeper and deeper into the forest. Every new path became
a road to disappointment. He grew hungry and tired. He slept on
a pile of leaves and began his search again. He seemed to be
utterly on his own and, he thought, more lost each day.

Then there appeared a man with tangled hair and clothes
that were no more than rags. He leaned on a crude walking stick.
Clearly this was a woodsman and certainly he would be able to
help.

“Now you can show me the way out,” the lost traveler said.
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The woodsman asked, “How long did you say you were
lost?”

“Three days,” he answered.

“Just three days? Look at me! I have been wandering for
ten years and still I can’t find my way out.” The traveler burst into
tears, completely dejected, feeling his hopes dashed.

“Now what am I to do? I was sure you were going to save
me. Now I see there is no hope.”

“But I still can help,” the woodsman said.

“How can you help me get out? You been lost for ten
years.”

“There is still something to be gained by meeting me,” the
woodsman said. “I can teach you one thing of great value. I can
show you which paths not to take.”

Things
A thing that is handmade is a useful object but also one that is
beautiful; an object that lasts a long time but also one that slowly
ages away and is resigned to so doing; an object that is not
unique like a work of art and can be replaced by another object
that is similar but not identical. The craftsman’s handiwork teaches
us to die and hence teaches us to live.

Octavio Paz

What things do you most cherish?

We clear away the brush to make space in which to live;

we displace rocks so we can have a place to grow food. We make

new things out of old. We reshape the world through tools, which

are also things transformed from one kind to another. Humans, to

a greater extent than other creatures, are toolmakers. But if we

used things without forethought, we would remain tool-making

animals, something less than human. With reflection we transform

ourselves as well as nature.

We treat things differently than we do living creatures,

especially people. Yet we all have objects that we treat with great

care. These objects have sentimental value; they are worth

something to us because we imbue them with our values and

memories.

There is much to be gained by taking the time to appreciate

what is before us — it opens a window on what is inside. This is

why handmade things are often most precious of all, for they

connect us with the hands of others. We can sense their very

selves in that which they have made. They and we form a bond

because we have in our hands what has been fashioned from

them.
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A child was born and family and friends were invited to

share in the joyous occasion. Small gifts were brought for the

infant.

“I have four things,” one guest said, as she put them before

the child one at a time. “First,” she said,  “ is a seashell, so to

learn to love the water. Next is an opened box, so to learn to love

the air. Third is a flower, so to learn to love the earth. And lastly

is a sealed bottle. This one comes with the instructions never to

open it, so to learn to love mystery.”

Time
Time is not a line but a dimension. You don’t look back along time
but down through it, like water. Sometimes this comes to the
surface, sometimes that, sometimes nothing. Nothing goes away.

Margaret Atwood

How do you best spend your time?

Time can be imagined as an arrow shooting in one direction.

It can also be conceived as a wheel. We begin at one point but

always return to our beginning.

Each image is useful. We begin as infants and proceed

through the stages of life. There is no turning back. But equally

true is that we begin in nothingness and into that same unknown

we are absorbed.

Time can also be imagined as a tipped, spiral staircase,

like that in the Leaning Tower of Pisa. As you climb to the top

there are spots in which to progress upwards you must walk

downward. This image reflects the way in which we live: we learn

from experiences, but our experiences don’t make us immune

from repeating similar mistakes. We become better people from

our living, but our flaws limit us.

We try and on our way to success we fail. We believe we

have succeeded only to find that our past is still with us. We climb

but return again to the past we thought was now gone. But each

time we return it is at a different level. We have a new perspective

and therefore a new understanding and, with that, the possibility

of behaving better.

When Julius Caesar came to power, the calendar and the

seasons were out of phase. So, in 45 BCE, upon the advise of an
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astronomer, the emperor added extra days to several months.

This also required adding temporary months to that year. The

Romans celebrated, as they believed that their lives had been

extended by the extra 90 days.

But Caesar’s adjustments weren’t exact enough. By the

16th century, the seasons and the calendar were mismatched again,

this time by 10 days. In 1582, Pope Gregory XIII proposed that 10

days be removed from October that year and that leap years be

subtracted from the last year of most centuries. Protestant countries

adopted the new calendar at their own pace. Britain, however,

didn’t get around it adopting the calendar until 1752. By that time

11 days needed to be eliminated. The day after September 2nd

became September 14th. Unlike the celebrations that met the

changes in the Roman calendar, this time the new calendar didn’t

go well with the people. Violent protests erupted in London and

other cities with ‘time rioters’ chanting, “Give us back our 11 days!”

Tolerance
There is so much good in the worst of us, and so much bad in the
best of us, that it behooves all of us not to talk about the rest of
us.

Robert Louis Stevenson

What are the limits of your tolerance?

Tolerance is a modest virtue. It is putting up with what you

can’t avoid. It doesn’t require much except leaving others alone.

It is a smaller virtue than appreciation and it is far from celebrating

differences amongst people. It is a neutral attitude that recognizes

that tastes differ, that each of us seems a little peculiar to each

other and that conformity is the hardening of social arteries and

imposed conformity is a social evil.

Since we all have our preferences and savor life in different

ways and are certain that our ways are natural and right, it is

impossible to like or to approve of everyone and everything they

do. Still it is possible be tolerant of them. You may never want to

meet them but you grant them the right to live as they choose.

You don’t envy them and may dislike them but you allow them to

live as they want. Not every way is worthy of appreciation but

everyone has the right to bad taste.

Some things shouldn’t be tolerated, such as bigotry and

crime. Attacks upon the innocent aren’t tolerable nor anything that

causes suffering. But most things we disapprove of don’t fall into

these categories. So tolerance has its important role to play. While

tolerance is not the highest personal value, it is one of the most

important social values, especially in a world in which people of

diverse backgrounds live side-by-side.

When his wife died, a widower went to a cleric to ask for
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a special prayer. The minister agreed. When the prayer was

completed, the widower asked,  “Do you think this will gain her

special merit?”

“Certainly,” the priest said. “Not only will your wife benefit,

but everyone will. Prayers are for all who live and have lived.”

“What about the person next door who prays to idols or my

neighbor who never washes? What about those boors who make

loud noises? What about all those who voted for the crooks we

now have in office? I could go on. These people surely aren’t

worthy like my wife.”

“The prayers are for them, too.”

“If everyone benefits,” the widower said, “then my wife is

no better off than the others. So, please recite a prayer that will

be just for her.”

The priest explained that no one was to be singled out for

blessings, but that all creatures were meant to benefit.

“I appreciate what you say,” the widower said. “It is an

admirable belief and you have convinced me of its merit. I have

learned something today and I accept it. But can you make just

one exception? I know a man who has been cruel to my family

and me. Just exclude him from your good prayers.”

“My prayers are to make him a more compassionate man

and for his wife to have good shelter and a better life.”

Trust
Let this be my last word, that I trust in your love.

Rabindranath Tagore

In what ways are your trustworthy?

Trust breaks down the walls of isolation. A trusting person

reaches and lets others in. A distrustful person is ever on guard,

always expecting the worst from others, keeping others at arms

length. A trustworthy person invites acceptance. People keep away

from the person who is not worthy of trust.

Trust breeds trust and distrust creates its own confusion.

A trusting attitude expects to find goodness and that expectation

often creates its own reality.

Good relations depend upon trust. We must be able to

count on another’s word, for words tell us about the world, they

orient us toward reality. If words are false and deeds mislead,

everything becomes suspect and uncertain, creating a life of

suspicion and danger.

Trustworthiness requires practice until it becomes habitual,

something done without thought. Yet we will be betrayed, we will

be lied to, we will be deceived, even by those we most trust. But

poor is the person who having stumbled on duplicity never trusts

again.

One day a farmer went to his barn to get an ax. He looked

on the wall pegs, he searched under the workbench, he picked up

the lids of all the barrels, but the ax wasn’t there. The farmer,

suspicious by nature, concluded that the ax must have been stolen.

As he watched his neighbor day after day he became

convinced that he had discovered the thief. The neighbor walked



...172... ...173...

like a thief, looked like a thief and even talked like a thief.

The farmer simmered in his anger, as he brooded about

his ax.

“I’ll catch him yet,” he said.

During harvest time, the farmer was pulling up his crop

when he felt something under his hand. He reached into the dirt

and there was his missing ax.  How did it get here? he wondered.

‘I could have dropped it here last season,’ he thought. He

mulled over that possibility. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It is that neighbor. I

know that it was my neighbor and he put it here, in my field, just

to fool me. I’m up to his tricks.’

Truth
All truth is good but not all truth is good to say.

African proverb

What helps you to be truthful without being hurtful?

The truth is difficult to come by. We each have our own
way of seeing and each of us has unique experiences that shape
reality into the truth we come to accept. But with patience and
courage, we get closer to an objective truth, if we are open minded
enough to admit unpleasant truths that challenge our deeply held
beliefs.

The most difficult truths to face are about ourselves. We
don’t want to hear unpleasant and unsettling things. Who wants to
know about one’s own failures and weaknesses? Does anyone
graciously admit errors about important matters?

We are convinced we have the truth. But we need to refrain
from imposing the truth when we are angry, full of greed, pride or
fear, or jealous. Truth needs to be in the service of humankind and
not a cudgel to beat others into submission.

Reality cannot be apprehended in its completeness. We
can only know part of the truth. Truthfulness, therefore, requires
humility, both in knowing what is true and in expressing what we
believe to be true. Humility keeps us open to new truths and it
keeps us silent if the truth causes more harm than good. Silence,
too, can contain the truth. There is always a way to be truthful
without being hurtful.

Six people were taken to a dark room and asked to describe
what was there. Taking turns, they came forward to feel an animal.

“This animal is like a snake,” the first one said, as he held
onto the elephant’s trunk.

The second ran her hand along the animal’s flank.
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“No, it is like a wall,” she said.

The third felt the elephant’s tail and exclaimed, “This animal
is like a broom!”

The fourth placed his arms around one of the legs.

“You all have it wrong,” he said. “This animal is like a
pillar.”

The fifth one stroked the tusk and said in annoyance, “Not
at all. It is like a pipe.”

The last person stroked an ear as it flapped. He was angry
and said, “I don’t know what you are all saying! This animal is like
a fan.”

The person who took them in said, “Each of you is wrong
and each of you is right. You are rightly telling what you have
experienced for yourself, but each has touched only one part of
the entirety. The elephant has all the features you have named
and more.”

Uniqueness
Paradoxically, our uniqueness as persons is made possible by the
ever-changing landscapes of our social interactions.

Tu Wei-Ming

What is unique about you?

From a distance all the trees in a forest seem to be the

same. A closer look reveals evergreens and fruit trees, climbers

and creepers. Still closer shows oak, rhododendron and pine. As

you stand in the forest you can see differences from one pine to

the next—no two trees are identical.

So too with people. From a distance, all people are alike.

But as we get to know them, we find infinite variations. For while

all humans share much in common, we each experience the world

in our unique way. Each is like no other because no two people

have the same DNA or social history. In that way there has never

been anyone like you and there will never be anyone like you

again.

Our uniqueness develops with our relationships. And good

relationships are those that cherish the differences, encourage the

differences and support the differences. By bringing out the

distinctiveness in each other, we hold each other precious.

We walk side-by-side, helping one another to know the

world in the way in which we alone can know. Side-by-side we

grow more thoughtful, grateful for the distinctiveness of the other.

What we prize is what is different, what is unique and special.

This is what it means to be cherished.

Two friends were at a sporting match. The sun was beating

down on a very hot day.
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At half-time one said, “I’m thirsty. I’m going to get some

water.”

As he got up to leave, the other one said, “And one for me

too.”

A short while later, the friend returned empty-handed.

“And where’s my drink?” he asked.

“The funny thing is after I finished my own drink I found

that you weren’t thirsty anymore.”

Values
Be occupied with that you really value and let the thief take
something else.

Mawlana Rumi

What do you most value?

A knife can kill or cut bread, a flame burn or illuminate.

Objects aren’t good or bad in and of themselves; they are good

or bad depending upon the use to which they are put. Something

is valuable because it contributes to personal and social well-

being.

There are things upon which no price can be put. They

aren’t commodities but things that are good in and of themselves.

They are intrinsically valuable. These are the matters that stir the

soul: love, beauty, nature. They stand eternal, beyond any

practically. These stand in a circle of sacredness, with a right to

their own existence.

Each of us is beyond valuing because we are human and

because we are human we value that which brings fullness to the

heart, removes clouds from the mind and contributes to the

sweetness of life. These are the things that cannot be bought or

sold, the priceless objects of life. They cannot be stolen but they

can be lost when our attention is elsewhere or squandered when

we lose track of what is truly important.

In order to support himself as a scholar, a poor man took

to selling books. One day the itinerant salesman knocked on the

door of a wealthy man, a person whose riches the bookseller

could hardly imagine.

“Can I interest you in one of my books?” he asked.
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The millionaire readily agreed. Instead of giving him $10,

the price of the book, he gave the bookseller a $100 bill and told

him to keep the change. Then he invited the scholar to share a

meal with him.

The table was set with fine china and candlesticks. When

it came time for coffee, the rich man offered his guest a cigar,

which he accepted.

“The very best,” he explained. He then opened the book

he had just bought, tore out a page, held it to the candle flame

and lit his cigar.

The scholar, without a word, took out the $100 bill he had

put into his pocket, held it to the candle flame and lit his cigar.

Waiting
Real work lies in knowing how to wait.

Jean Rostand

What is worth waiting for?

You cannot make time but you can take it. You can’t create

time but you can find it. And in a world that always makes demands

upon us—a world that is too much with us—an active waiting is

an important antidote to the commotion that pervades our world.

Watchful waiting bring us closer to others and to ourselves.

We breathe in deeply, we let out breath fully, we open our minds

and hearts completely. This is a letting in by letting go.

Set aside time each week, a Sabbath, a period when all

busy-ness is left behind. Let yourself wait, so you can properly

see and collect your wits.

Some things cannot be rushed. We cannot approach them

or force them but must let them reveal themselves in their own

way, in their own time. Waiting, too, is work, but it is the work of

insight, it is opening the door that lets the world in, it is the opening

to appreciation and gratitude. Waiting is an invitation to the

unexpected.

One night in an inn two people struck up a conversation,

only to discover that they were both on the same pilgrimage. They

decided that the next day they would continue on together. As

they approached a river, they saw a ferryboat pulling out of the

dock. It would be a long time before they would be able to cross.

The older of the two sat down on a bench to wait for the boat’s

return. The younger one, however, decided he could walk across

the water.
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He stepped into the river and, indeed, he was able to walk

on water. He turned back to his new friend and called, “Come on.

You can do it. You just need confidence.”

The elder shook his head.

The younger pilgrim continued to encourage the older one

but to no avail. The older one waited until the ferry returned and

took him across.

On the other side, the younger one asked, “Why did you

wait so long?”

“And what did you gain by hurrying? Had I known you

were like that, I would never taken up company with you.”

The elder continued on his own.

Wisdom
Wisdom ceases to be wisdom when it becomes too proud to
weep, too grave to laugh, and too selfish to seek other than itself.

Kahlil Gibran

In what way have you become wiser with age?

Wisdom comes with ripening. Not that all who are elderly
are wise—they may just be old fools, never having learned from
experience or too worn from life’s abrasions to find joy or too self-
important to listen to others. Aging can either focus you on yourself
excessively or offer you the chance to appreciate each moment.

Having difficulty with memory is endemic to the elderly.
However, for the most part, it isn’t brain deterioration that is at
play but the time it takes to absorb more data and to filter this
through a lifetime of information. The problem in retrieving names
of people, places and things is but a symptom of a widening focus
of attention. Names temporarily slip out of consciousness while
the brain makes sense of new information by putting it into
perspective. Difficulties with memory retrieval are not necessarily
a sign of decay; they are signs of the ripeness of years.

Wisdom is the ability to see a bigger picture by having a
wider and deeper view. By placing new information in the
knowledge gained from years of experience, you can sort the
important from the trivial, the significant from the insignificant.
Without this, there can be no wisdom, for wisdom is acceptance
of life’s contradictions, its changes and its limitation tempered with
compassion and equanimity.

In ancient Persia, Darius I took a tattered kingdom and
decided to expanded it to include parts of Asia and Europe.

The Scythians became aware of his plans and before Darius
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began his campaign, in 512 BCE, to lead his armies north of the
Black Sea, he received a message from his potential adversaries.
Darius opened the box that had been delivered and found, not a
written message, but several objects. Darius examined a mouse,
frog, bird, and five arrows and declared, “Our victory is assured.
These arrows signify that the Scythians will lay down their arms;
the mouse means the land of Scythia will be surrendered to us;
the frog means that their rivers and lakes will also be ours; and
the Scythian army will fly like a bird from our forces.”

As with any cryptic communication, there may well be
another meaning. His advisors thought so and spoke up.

“The Scythians mean that unless you turn into mice and
burrow in the ground for safety, or turn into frogs and hide in the
waters, or turn into birds and fly away, you will all be slain by the
Scythian archers.”

Darius contemplated this alternative reading and decided
that it was the more likely interpretation. So he ordered his forces
to retreat and managed to escape from Scythian territory unscathed.

Wonder
The white radiance of wonder shines from inside, which is where
the light is.

Adam Gopnik

What do you find wonderful?

Wonder and awe are similar emotions but create different
responses—the wonderful and the awful. The difference is that
wonder is full of surprise and admiration while awe is full of surprise
and fear. When what we experience is overwhelming and harmful,
it is awful. When what we experience opens us up to the beautiful,
it is wonderful.

Wonder stands before the mysterious, the vastness of the
earth, the infinity of the universe and the eternity of time. There
is the wonder of birth and the wonder of love. There is the wonder
of the turning of the seasons, the waxing and waning of the moon
and the twinkling of stars in the dark.

Some experience wonder in open spaces, others in the
intimacy of homes. Wonder strikes us before we have words to
describe and it leaves us uplifted.

This is where we start: the wonder of time is that it has no
beginning and has no end; the wonder of space—it, too, has no
beginning and has no end. In these mysteries we exist, who knows
why? And in these mysteries we will end, who knows when?
Bounded by these puzzles, aware of the mysteries, life is wonderful.

A family went on a trip to see the famous sequoias of
California. The daughter was eager to see the giant trees she had
heard so much about. When they entered the mountains and the
girl saw her first tall tree, she asked, “Is that it?”

“No,” her mother answered. “That isn’t a sequoia.”
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They went a little further and the girl asked, “Is that it?”

The father assured her that they hadn’t yet seen a sequoia.

Each time she saw a large tree, the daughter asked if that
was a sequoia and received the same answer.

Later that day her parents finally pointed and said, “There!
That’s a sequoia.”

The girl looked and gasped. For the rest of the trip she
kept quiet.

Eventually her parents asked her why she had remained
so silent after asking so many times about the sequoias. She
replied that she was astonished by what she saw. It had taken her
breath away and there was no more to say.

Work
The pitcher cries for water to carry
and a person for work that is real.

Marge Piercy

What is the work you love?

Blessed is the person whose work is a labor of love. Too

often, though, work is something to be endured. We work, not

because we love what we do, but work in order to live.  When we

love the work we do, our livelihood is a pleasure. We look forward

to the start of day. But when our labor is a chore, when it is simply

a means to something else, then we look forward only to the end

of the day.

While we may not be able to love the work we do, our

work can be endowed with meaning if we are working for people

and causes we love. And when work is meaningful, then some of

the love lost is restored. The love that we feel is infused in what

we do.

Some work is intrinsically demeaning. But most work is

neither intrinsically demeaning nor enhancing. What we do

becomes valuable when we make life easier for others; work

becomes pleasurable when we do something well; labor becomes

meaningful when it contributes to the greater good.  We may not

be able to love the work we do, but we may be able to love why

we do it.

Work we must, but what work we do, the way we do it, the

manner in which we relate to co-workers and those we serve is

more than a statement about our values: they are the values

themselves.
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Plato relates the following story: when spirits from another

world came to Earth, they were given a choice as to which bodies

to inhabit. They would then take on the work of that new person.

One assumed the body of a poet and wrote poems that became

famous. Another took the body of a civic leader and did the work

that brought peace to the land. By the time Ulysses was to return

to Earth, he found that all the fine bodies had been taken.

“There’s nothing more for me to do,” he said.

“Not at all, dear Ulysses,” said a voice. “The best has been

left to you—the body of the common person, doing common work

for a common reward.”
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