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	Introduction

	From this small coastal city on the Mediterranean, Latakia, the faint sound of the crashing waves still reached my ears on that summer day in 1970. I was eight years old, staying at my grandfather’s old house that looked out onto the historic port. It was a moonlit night, the glow creeping into that room with its open windows, and I was waiting for a new day to begin at dawn so I could go to one of the main seaside resorts in town with my mother and brother. There we would spend the entire day playing, swimming, and eating delicious food, and this would continue until the summer ended. We knew nothing of the world’s troubles, although my father, who was of Syrian descent, and my German mother were at war; each of them was trying to gain custody of us after they separated, and each insisted on living in their homeland, in the nourishing environment they had been raised in. Each refused to relocate with the other.

	In the end, they separated, and we grew up under the care of my grandfather, grandmother, and paternal aunt. We reunited with my mother only on those few summer days, until we received the painful news of the plane crash that took my mother when I was ten years old.

	 

	So life went on, and I was raised in my extended family’s house. It was a hub for all the family members with their various temperaments and backgrounds. I lived there until I finished high school, and then I traveled in search of a country where I could finish my university studies. I was keen to study engineering.

	Eventually, I received a scholarship at a university in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. This allowed me to begin a new phase of my life among a medley of students from various races and nationalities, people with varying personalities and different skin colors. This would be a new lesson for me in interacting with others in the university dorms. I spent my years in college studying in the winter and going to my grandmother’s house in Germany for the summer, until my university days ended, and I graduated from the Faculty of Engineering in 1986.

	My third life transition was when I began my career at a large real estate firm. My first task was to work on renovating and updating the first mosque ever built (Quba Mosque in Medina, Saudi Arabia). I had a salary and a modest dream of saving 10,000 riyals to build a family home so I could get married. I met my wife on my first summer trip after graduating, on a Friday, and married her on the following Tuesday. I was longing for a life of love, affection, companionship, and beauty after many years in the isolated, all-male university community. 

	I embarked on a new journey, climbing the ladder from an ordinary engineering position to a project manager over the course of seven years in the engineering field. Then company management decided to leave the field, and I was promoted to work at company management in the Business and Exclusive Services Division in 1993, followed by a completely different line of work in the Rations and Food Division. After just a few years, I was in the running to become the CEO of a holding company through which I had established a group of factories and businesses in five countries using data on various aspects. I worked through major challenges and trade-offs, including external ones, like pressure from competing companies and knowledge of the business environment in each country, as well as internal ones, like differences in attitudes between partners or financing challenges.

	The trajectory of these companies was a combination of extraordinary successes and excruciating failures. I faced major challenges and shouldered huge responsibilities that required a spirit of perseverance, defiance, and patience. These demands refined my understanding of the basic concepts of professional, personal, and familial success. They fostered within me many connections and realizations about the values, concepts, and laws of success and the results and outcomes of these varied experiences. I was constantly having conversations on this topic with my friends and in my little house with my wife and children. They came to learn about many of these concepts and experiences that I lived through, and I’ve been proud of their accomplishments over the years. Some of these lessons have been adapted into public lectures and discussions for youth and members of the community.

	Eventually, I felt that it was important to gather all of these ideas in a book so they could benefit more people—anyone interested in knowing the rules and laws of success as well as cautionary tales and reasons for failure.

	I also wanted to shed light on how real-life experience can show the factors that go into success and failure. By writing this book, I wanted to show the reader how necessary it is to reconsider the way we view cause and effect. 

	Simultaneously, I arrived at the conclusion that you must reprogram how you think about interacting with yourself to figure out what causes happiness and what goes into sustaining it long-term. I want this to be clear to the reader before it’s too late. I also wanted to discuss how important humanitarian and community-based activities that are done in service of others contribute to one’s happiness. The rewards that come from generosity, spreading knowledge and awareness, and making amends are hugely important to sustaining happiness. They are also an important element in building a cultural revival in collective work and making “building a better world” a reality. 

	This book is a collection of articles that I wrote over the years that have been compiled and organized into seven chapters. Chapter One is a summary of the concepts that any successful person must follow to guide them to excellence. Chapter Two shows the real-life experiences I’ve had that reveal the true factors and causes that contribute to success. Chapter Three includes bits of practical experience I’ve been through or run into over the course of many years of my life. Chapter Four explains and discusses the practices and assumptions that explain some of the outcomes we experience and see around us. Chapter Five is an application of the positive approach people must adopt when dealing with society and their surroundings to become an effective, sensitive, and socially responsible force for good. Chapter Six sheds light on some pitfalls that people might encounter on their journey toward success and a positive social and personal presence. And in Chapter Seven, I discuss the ingredients of happiness and the secret to preserving it throughout your life journey.

	 

	Ziad Rayess

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	



Chapter One
Concepts and Rules of Excellence


	 

	Virtue or Fairness?

	 

	A few years ago, I learned how crucial it is for people to be virtuous. I find that for people who work in public affairs or whose work requires them to interact with people of all backgrounds, it is not enough to work with others fairly or equally. Such people must adopt an attitude of virtue and benevolence, because it is unwise, even on paper, to treat people as they treat you (or sometimes harm you). Many of them are oblivious, and as long as they are unaware, their behavior becomes worse and worse. 

	At the same time, when I say “fairness is not enough,” I worry that these words contain a violation of Islamic law. One of my friends who is familiar with this topic recently informed me that there are several verses in the Quran that encourage us to follow this path. In fact, there are interpretations that require us to be virtuous in some situations even when others harm us.

	I want to draw the attention of people who work in public affairs, especially those who seek God through their work, to the fact that virtue in interacting with others is a duty, not a choice. By acting virtuously toward people, you can win their hearts and be generously rewarded by Almighty God. 

	 

	I find that this behavior is one of the main characteristics that make people in this field unique, thus allowing them to be truly impactful in their field. Behaving in a virtuous way toward others is also necessary for the general population, regardless of community or religion; this is a requirement for all human beings. 

	Simply behaving fairly only works when the person is a third party deciding an issue between two others. It’s not the right approach if the person themselves is one of the parties. Legally, all judges must be fair. But when it comes to you, a regular person, it is a legal requirement for you to be virtuous toward all servants of God, just like the requirements of charity, forgiveness, etc.

	 

	 

	Be Positive and Forbearing

	 

	It is important not to raise your positive expectations of others. Be a positive and proactive person, so you can participate in the social fabric, with all its good and evil. Fix things whenever possible. Forbearance toward others may involve pain when the needle pricks your skin, but the injection will give you peace and consolation. Then it will give you renewed motivation to keep going and be generous.

	I’ve seen that in order for society to flourish, it must have proactive individuals. Nothing is sustainable without self-compassion, the capacity for reasoned decision-making, and approaching others with a pure heart.

	Life always has moments of joy and happiness as well as many painful bumps in the road. These may be social, financial, professional, health-related, etc. But what is painful today will be in the past tomorrow. You must leave all concerns to God and make the decision from within to be happy and to seek paths to happiness. The most important of these is making others happy, in addition to promoting people’s positive traits. Good always exists, but sometimes it needs someone to coax it out and work to manifest and activate it.

	It would do us well to always remember the sugar cube in the following quote: “I put sugar in the tea, but I forgot to stir it. I took a sip, and it was bitter, but the bitterness of the tea did not mean that there was no sugar in it. As soon as I stirred the tea, the sweetness appeared; the sugar was there, but it needed to be mixed up.” In other words: there is goodwill and love in most people’s hearts, but it just needs to be woken up.

	Wake up the goodwill and love in your heart and in the hearts of those around you; you will then taste the sweetness of your life and discover goodwill in your surroundings.

	 What a generous sugar cube! It gave the tea everything it had, then it disappeared. People who are generous and do good are like this sugar cube: even if they disappear, they leave behind something beautiful. 

	Here are some examples:

	Throughout my life, I have often noticed how many small and frivolous disputes arise between siblings, friends, or even spouses. Each digs into their position for days or maybe months, despite their love for one another. But the desire to come out on top prevents either from reaching out to reconcile, forgive, and go back to being affectionate and happy. Eventually, the argument becomes water under the bridge, but not before a large chunk of days is lost, full of pain and sadness. 

	How beautiful would it be for us to make the first move toward compassion and forgiveness!

	 

	Respect and Affection

	Some simple actions and words can cause a massive shift in people’s interactions with others and bring them a new level of respect, affection, and appreciation for those around them. Some examples include the word “please,” meaning, “I respect you,” and the phrase “thank you,” which, the more I say it, means “I appreciate you.”

	Some things that encourage love and familiarity: 

	1. Greeting people you see in the street and shaking people’s hands, young and old. 

	2. Walking a guest to their car or the elevator and waiting until they leave. 

	3. Offering special holiday greetings and shaking people’s hands with care.

	4. Listening to the elderly and giving children your attention. 

	5. Offering others rides, especially elderly people or your wife.

	I have found that when you do these things or say these words, the other person will, at the very least, feel that the one reaching out to them in peace cares about them. They will feel that you respect and appreciate them, and that you’re giving them a bit of affection and love, regardless of their profession or status—even if they’re a server at a coffee shop or restaurant. Frank Byrne said, “Respect is love in plain clothes.”

	 It’s important for people to work on dedicating themselves to these actions and ways of speaking to the point that they become a habit. Yes, every mother, father, and educator, every one of us must dedicate themselves to these behaviors and ways of talking, and through practice, attention, and implementing them exceptionally well, they will become an unbreakable habit.

	It’s not enough to memorize and regurgitate the words or to list out arguments from ideologies we support. We must focus on practical application. Members of a single family must agree to remind each other to apply these ideas—not by shaming each other or becoming irritated, but out of the affection and love they share. This requires committing a bit of time each day to these simple behaviors, to the point that they become unconscious habits. These habits will make a real difference and have noticeable effects over time. You will stand out from those around you.

	Take the initiative. Never be stingy with a kind word; express your kindness and affection on every possible occasion, to people of every age, sharing with everyone around you. Eventually, this behavior should become second nature to you, which surely will benefit yourself first and others second.

	 

	 

	Giving Others Your Trust

	 

	In the course of my work, I have found that giving others your trust is one type of giving that brings happiness to the giver themselves. It seems that in general, there are two types of people: those who trust easily and those who prefer to be careful and check everything. This can be explained by several factors, including age, past experiences, education, etc.

	Both attitudes have pros and cons. It’s entirely common to discover that your trust has been misplaced. This could end in sadness and contention and even limit your interactions with others.

	However, if you take the other path and withhold trust constantly, you’ll draw into yourself and you won’t be able to make extraordinary accomplishments. Therefore, balance is paramount: keep all of your options open and lower your expectations of other people. 

	I remember a period of rapid development and expansion at the company which required us to appoint several department managers and project managers. In some cases, this failed, and we lost the trust that we had placed in them. We had to course correct and reevaluate while dealing with a continuous flow of work.  At this point, we had to be more careful, but we also knew very well that this was the nature of the job and that we should not overcorrect toward frustration and reticence. 

	You must keep the fire of self-compassion burning within you, first and foremost. This will keep a sense of injury at bay, as well as the vengefulness that comes with it. Secondly, if you are highly forbearing toward others, waves of peace will roll in and cleanse your soul. They will liberate you from feelings of hurt and pain. Our souls are like polished mirrors, ready to receive the positive effects of our experiences while preserving the love for goodwill and the feelings of happiness and contentment in our hearts.

	It’s not easy to sleep soundly and not hold grudges. But if it happens and you succeed in gaining that peace, you will be happy, invigorated, and elated in a way you’ve never experienced before. That will be the start of giving once again. At this point, you will truly be contributing to building up yourself and the community.

	 

	Discipline and Commitment

	According to everything I’ve studied and the research I’ve done, there are several keys to happiness. These include returning to the values you hold and relying on your habits, skills, and attributes, which God gave people so they could be successful.

	I want to discuss one of these major factors, namely discipline and commitment.

	I’ve found that this is a solid foundation for success. Some religious principles require discipline and commitment: God prescribed prayer at specified times throughout the day and night, fasting and breaking one’s fast at specified times, and alms of specific amounts on specific dates. There are specific timings, principles, and practices for hajj. All of these acts of worship are accomplished through behaviors and applications at specified times that you can’t avoid.

	Discipline is an integral part of daily life, and it is natural that people have goals and projects in their lives, be they professional, academic, social, or in any other realm of life. But however noble and ambitious the goal, it cannot be accomplished successfully unless you have enough discipline.

	No business establishment or community organization working in public service can be successful unless it clearly communicates the goals of the company or organization. Management must have as much discipline and commitment as possible. The commitment displayed by the board of directors of Merck pharmaceutical company in 1987 comes to mind. They were confronted with a disease called river blindness that was widespread in some areas in Africa. Studies showed that producing medicine was not profitable, because there was no purchasing power in the region, so it would not be beneficial to produce the medicine. Nevertheless, the board of directors resolved to continue scientific research to develop the medicine, produce it, and distribute it for free in the countries where the disease had taken hold. This decision was made because of the commitment to the company task of “humanitarian service”, which had been written when the company was founded:

	Not being committed to the message would have affected the researchers and employees at the company. 

	To be more disciplined, you must be more committed to the following principles:

	 

	1- Immerse yourself emotionally in the dream or goal you’ve set for yourself.

	You must live out this principle and keep it in mind every day, keeping enthusiasm alive within you always. Discipline without enthusiasm will fade after a few days, and there is a strong link between continued commitment and enthusiasm. You should continuously recall your goal and your destination.
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