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From Seth: “To Adina Daniela, the love of my life, my best friend, my rock, and my favorite. Our life has been a wild ride of ups and downs, with failed plans and unexpected successes. Through it all I have treasured your love and support, and cannot wait to see where God takes us next.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Zero: Everyone Has an Opinion
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No one likes unsolicited advice. In fact, the act of offering good advice to someone who did not ask for it actually makes them more likely to not do the right thing just out of spite. Kind of makes sense why teenagers are always getting into trouble, right? So, in this book, we have to proceed with a little mutual understanding. 

First, I must pretend that you want to hear some of this advice. Maybe not all of it, of course, but I have to assume in good faith that you are someone who wants to get this random advice in the first place. Otherwise, you would not be reading this book. Unless a parent bought it for you and is making you read it. In which case, you have my sympathies.

Second, I must acknowledge that some of this advice will not be useful to you in particular. Most adults give their recommendations based on either it being something that worked for them in the past (that may or may not work in the present), or something they wished they had done (that could play out differently now). Regardless, no one is trying to trick you with their advice. I, like all adults, am just telling you what we learned either too late or just in time in our own lives.

They say opinions are like buttholes: everyone has one and they all stink. But I think it may be more accurate to say that opinions are like trying to share test advice to someone at a different school twenty years later: I have a lot of answers I now know were right for my problems, and I can only hope they fit some of your questions. 
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Chapter 1: Surviving Your School Years
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“Whenever people talk glibly of a need to achieve educational ‘excellence,’ I think of what an improvement it would be if our public schools could just achieve mediocrity.” 

-Thomas Sowell, American Economist

“In the first place, God made idiots. That was for practice. Then he made school boards.”

-Mark Twain (Samuel Clemens), American Author 

“Education is what remains after one has forgotten what one has learned in school.” 

-Albert Einstein, German Physicist  

Seek friends who are better than you

They say that you are the sum of your five closest friends. I’m not entirely sure the math works out, but it is true that being friends with people that are going nowhere in life will quickly take you with them. If they skip school, drink, slack off, and don’t work hard, you will be dragged down to their level eventually. Likewise, if you surround yourself with good, hard-working kids that are trying to make their lives better, you will benefit just from being around them. There is a strong instinct in young men to be loyal to their friend group. After all, 3000 years ago, these would be the people helping you hunt, keeping you alive, and making sure you had the meat and fur to survive the upcoming winter. However, that loyalty can be abused by bad, low-quality friends who will keep you from maturing and becoming a proper man.

I was lucky enough to have friends that not only wanted to play video games and watch movies, but read books and talk about theology and philosophy as well. I was the ‘bad friend’ of my group, wanting to be lazy and slack off when I could. But my group forced me to take breaks from the PlayStation and Xbox every now and then and try soccer, music concerts, and read classic British literature. Good friends will drag you up to their level and make you a better man for it. Find friends that make you better just by being with them. You cannot choose your family, but you can choose your friends, so pick ones that will push you into being a better version of yourself.

Men will have more family than friends 

You will most likely make some close friends by the time you leave school. Some may seem like lifelong “battle buddies” that you will be with forever. But realistically, you will lose most, if not all, of your friends once you get older. You only have so much time between work, family, and everything else you need to get done, and the same is true for all of them as well. Most men have only one or two close friends by the time they reach middle age. For a majority of men over the age of 40, they say that their wife is their best friend. Explains why divorce hits men so hard: despite whatever issues may be going on in the relationship, she might literally be his only friend.

What does this mean for you? Two things: one, enjoy your time with your friends while you have it. Don’t take it, or them, for granted. Sure, be a little rough, make some scars to go along with the memories, and just ‘hang’ when you need to. But don’t forget that this too shall pass. Two, don’t try so hard to impress them, or take it too personally if they move on from your relationship first. Learn from them, grow with them, and then be ready to move on. Your family is often there for life, so they should be your priority. As tragic as it may seem, the goal of having good friends is to help you through the hard times and make you into a better man to start a great family. This was always the plan, my man. That being said, try to maintain at least one or two of these relationships with someone who is going to help give you perspective on how your family life is going. If you have a good, optimistic friend who challenges you to be a better man, try to keep that friendship going, if possible.

You do not always need a girlfriend 

Whether it is just you falling in love, or peer pressure from all of your friends coupling up, you will likely feel really left out if you do not have a girlfriend at some point. While this is natural, and very useful as motivation for self-improvement, you don’t need a girlfriend right away. I had two semi-serious girlfriends from middle to high school, but because I was overweight and had no ambitions nor future prospects, both broke it off when their families didn’t like me. I was not good “son-in-law” potential, so they did the right thing and got me out of the picture. At the time, it hurt. To be honest, it hurt my ego just as much as my heart. However, family as the gatekeepers in relationships, especially early on, is how all social animals behave and for good reason. It forces you to square yourself away and be “son-in-law” material first.

You know how many dates I had in the military? Zero for the first four years. I spent that time ranking up, getting paid, doing classes, and getting jacked. By the time I started dating again, everything that their families might object to were long since gone. I had not only become “good enough,” I became someone that fathers and brothers were jazzed about their family dating. It’s not just about the potential, it’s about how much of it you can achieve. If you need to focus on being a better boyfriend prospect first, then take a break from dating and become that better guy. Think about what you offer to a relationship as a partner and make sure your “dating resume” matches the kind of woman you are looking for. Once you are squared away, there will be plenty of great women waiting for you on the other side.

Schools are mostly designed by women for girls

Hundreds of years ago, schools were mainly created by men for boys. Many of the early education institutions were either for the military or clergy: both male focused organizations. Once the idea of education being something that every person needed really became mainstream, women moved into many of these educational roles. Makes sense, as the average woman tended to have both the interest and temperament for a job like becoming a school teacher. However, boys and girls mature differently, with most adolescent girls about two years ahead of their male peers. Girls learn to speak faster, they start puberty sooner, and they socialize earlier and in more complex ways across every culture in the world. This likely helped them survive in a world that was much harsher and even more unequal thousands of years before. This is actually one of the reasons why girls like slightly older guys.

What that means for you is that finding schoolwork hard is normal. It was designed by a woman for what she remembers being age appropriate when she was in school as a little girl. That being said, don’t get discouraged and do not use this as an excuse to do poorly. Keep learning as much as you can, as those foundations will really help you when you catch back up with your female peers developmentally. This normally happens in your mid-20’s, or right after university. You know, when you don’t need school anymore. However, don’t use this as an excuse to not care about school. Don’t stress about being top of the class, but do work hard and learn as much as you can. Your future self will thank you.

Do homework during the “dead time”

I got a part time job when I was back in college after leaving the army. While the GI bill took care of my school tuition, I still needed money for basic living stuff. My then fiancé, now wife, got me a tutoring job near her work. Super sweet of her, but one problem: it was a three-hour round bus trip for only two hours’ worth of work. The pay per hour was generous, but that commute was killer and I almost turned it down. However, I remembered that I had homework to do every single week, that most of it was reading and note taking, and I now had a three-hour bus trip twice a week. What was once a reason to turn the job down, was now something that I could use to force myself to study. 

If you find yourself getting home from school and not wanting to start on your homework, I understand. You are tired, have been studying all day, and just want to relax. However, the homework is not going to get any easier. If anything, thinking about it in the back of your mind is going to make relaxing harder and less effective. How about this: get it (or most of it) done before you even get home. Do you have time on the bus? Start your homework. Do you have dead time between lunch and classes? Get work done. Do you have to wait at school for an hour before mom picks you up? Put down the phone and get your school work done. If you do this, you can return home and have some actual relaxation waiting for you. Even now as I write this, I have a three-hour round trip to work every single day. It is not fun. However, I get some of my best work done here with books read, outlines typed out, and research started long before I make it back home. Because of this, I rarely ever have to do any work once I step through my front door. Get into this habit of maximizing your dead time and then get that well-earned rest. 

Be careful of scammers

You may think that your personality determines what kind of job you have. This is partially true. There are more extroverted teachers and introverted programmers, for instance. However, sometimes opposite personalities can be found in the same job. Research on personalities and different jobs routinely finds that people who are very charitable and selfless are more likely to become pastors, but that very Machiavellian people are also more likely to do so. Why? Because the job has access to a lot of people who need help. Good people see that and want to help. Bad people see that and see an opportunity to exploit. 

This is by no means exclusive to churches. Far from it. Teachers, politicians, cops, and journalists are actually more likely to find people who love kids and want to help them, and psychos who love kids in all of the wrong ways. There are eight billion people on this planet, so just by sheer numbers, there are a lot of bad people who will take a job that makes them look good, solely for the opportunity to harm others. 

This is most true on the internet, where people lie and cheat all of the time due to being anonymous while having access to children. Likewise, this can be found in school where bullies want to maintain their authority. Mean girls lie and gossip to keep their rivals in check, while boys lie to gain unearned praise. Did your friend really get a PS6 from his uncle in Japan? No. Did he really see some super rare lost episode of SpongeBob on an old website? Nope. Did he really make it to second base with Stacy? Not on your life. With anyone important to your success, like your pastor, teacher, or friend, you need to verify just as often as you trust. Real trust should be earned through verification. 

Your teachers are not gods

You may have a great teacher, but you may also have a lot of bad ones. Considering how important the job is, you think it would have a better screening process. In the past, teachers tended to be among the most, or even only, educated members of a community. Many teachers during the early days of compulsory education (requiring children legally to go to school) actually were moved into poorer and less educated areas as their best was not even good enough for the role. Modern teachers are certified after attending university, so that sounds like a lot of qualifications too. However, the minimum standards for attending and graduating university has dropped consistently for the past few decades, with the average graduate being no more intelligent than the population in general (102 vs 100 IQ). Additionally, the certification organizations are a bureaucracy who care far more about maintaining their power and status than they do about children’s education. This is just the natural process for any large organization, especially one that is unaccountable to market forces (you can stop buying a bad product, but most people cannot quit a bad school). 

What all of this means is that your teacher is just a regular person. Maybe even less than average, depending on the case. If they are more interested in their political causes, social status, or working up the union ladder, then don’t take their word for gospel. Some will be well meaning, but wrong. Others won’t care either way and just collect a paycheck. Just do not use this as an excuse to leave the classroom empty headed. Educate yourself, if you have to. After all, “trust but verify” is the first step of replicating anything within the scientific method. As long as you learn to separate the good from the bad, even poor teachers can teach you something. As venture capitalist, Naval Ravikant, once said “The smartest people are self-taught; even if they went to school.”

Nor are your teachers devils

Remember how we talked about scammers and how the opposite temperaments can be drawn to the same profession? Well, it’s true in the case of teachers as well. Many teachers are people who have an inflated sense of narcissism and think they must indoctrinate all children with their special truth that only they happen to know in order to save the world. Or, some such self-important political nonsense. However, the exact opposite personality type, selfless folks who truly wish to pursue truth, are also drawn to the profession. You know, people who just generally like school and the idea of teaching. 

That being said, even they are ultimately humans. Teaching is one of those rare jobs where virtually no one can be perfect at it. That’s because it is not one skill set, but several: researching the field, making class materials, teaching the subject, interacting with students, testing the material, grading and evaluating, and finally counseling. Most teachers are good if they do two of those well and great if they can manage just three. How do I know? I have been a professor for more than a decade at this point. I love researching and writing classes, even brand-new topics, but still dread walking up to the front of the room every single class. Don’t get me started on how much I hate making tests and trying to get that perfect 75-80% class average every single time. It’s always stressful, and rarely fun. For me. I have plenty of colleagues who are the opposite and love teaching and quizzing, but hate doing any research or writing of their own, and prefer to just teach from packets every semester (gross!). I say all that to say this: be realistic with your expectations of your teacher. They’re only human after all. 

Be humble, as you know almost nothing

So, remember me telling you to question and vet authority, as many of the occupations that tend to have good people also attract some very bad characters? You might take that to mean that you are the one who can tell these two groups of actors apart and that you are the best judge of such things. I hate to break it to you, but you know almost nothing, and “future you” will cringe every time he thinks about how little he used to know. Being curious and cautious is the opposite of knowing it all. Blindly following could get you into trouble with bad actors. Blindly questioning will just keep you ignorant forever. Be humble and realistic about what you do and do not know. 

Two Psychology professors once wanted to understand why their freshmen tended to be the most certain and boastful about their knowledge, while their seniors were more cautious about what they definitely understood. What was going on? Well, the freshmen knew so little about the real world and their actual field that they did not even realize how little they knew. Quick! How many different kinds of bugs are there? How many can you name? Regardless of your answer, think about how many of the 900,000 known species you could actually learn about in just a four-year degree. Now, imagine that once you graduate, you learn that there may be as much as 30 million more species left undiscovered. Suddenly, you feel like you don’t know a lot, right? Feeling a little more humble, maybe? This is the process for all scholars, regardless of field. The previously mentioned Professors were named Dunning and Kruger and now the effect that shares their names is a reminder to stay humble, stay curious, and always be learning (even if its effect is slightly exaggerated on the internet). The truth is, the more you know, the more context you gain for what you still have yet to learn.

Getting angry is easy, but helps no one

You may have noticed that you cry, or get emotional in general, less than some of your female peers. You may be told at some point that this is a purely cultural phenomenon and that men are taught to hold in their feelings because of toxic masculinity, or some such societal reason. This is simply not true. Hormones literally affect how your brain processes and shows different emotions. The truth is, you may cry less, because your brain is prioritizing other emotions. Yeah, they never told you about that, right? Guys do feel emotions just as much as girls, but they are different emotions. Girls often report feeling sad, lonely, or afraid during puberty. Boys reported feeling... well you already know: horny or angry. Sometimes both. 

Contrary to the academic excuse, boys are often told to moderate their emotions by their mothers, not fathers, because moms see how either of those two emotions could get their sons into a lot of trouble or cause others a lot of pain. Historically, these two emotions were really useful for boys. One made them interested in trying to be kind and friendly, at least to pretty girls, while the other made them more likely to survive a bear or tiger attack. I hope you already know which helped in each of those respective scenarios. 

Regardless, you are not weird for not crying as much as some of your peers, nor are you repressed. You have emotions, but you are being told to moderate them because they are less useful, and more dangerous, than they were in the past. If you do cry, feel sad, or get lonely sometimes, that’s also normal. You are capable of every emotion, but some will just come more frequently than others. This is especially true as you get older and your hormones guide you to what was more useful 3000 years ago. Go easy on yourself, but do not give into the easy feelings that are just going to make a situation worse.

We are not disappointed you cannot do something; we are disappointed that you did not even try

Out of all the emotions that your parents can feel, disappointment may seem like the worst. Abandonment of injured, sickly, or underperforming children was sadly more common in the past when food was scarcer. Because of this, you have an understandable built-in fear of disappointing your parents. In fact, children that never feel this way, that disregard their parents’ feelings or even actively try to cross them, tend to do worse at school, in the job market, and in their romantic relationships. Your fear of disappointing them actually helps shape you into a better person. 

That being said, don’t beat yourself up or get discouraged for thinking you disappointed them when you really didn’t. You may think, especially from the example above, that parents are disappointed when you fail at something. Lose the soccer match, fail the math test, or mess up the table you were building and they are going to be upset. But in reality, disappointment often comes from feeling like you are not trying to get better, not that you are not perfect now. Think of it this way: did you practice before the soccer game? Did you do all of your math homework before the test? Did you measure everything twice before constructing the table? Did you try to succeed before you failed? A child who is trying, but failing, is a work in progress: a future success. A child who fails with little effort is, well, a failure. Which would you be more disappointed in? Always try your best, and fail forward where you can.

Your parents blame themselves for your failures

This is one that may not be true, depending on where you live, but for many children of parents from Confucius or religious backgrounds, your parents are under a lot of pressure to see you succeed. In Confucianism, children are seen as the direct results of the type of parenting they received. “Score cards” for your ability to perform your duties as a parent, as it were. If the child is successful, that is because you are a good parent. If they are a failure then, well... 

The same is true, if a little different, for most of the world’s religions, but especially so for Abrahamic ones: Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. God specifically tells parents that they must instruct their children on how to live, and that these children, in turn, will bless their parents. Children are a blessing from God himself, so if your kid turns out to be trash, well, what does that say about how God must feel about you, right?

Ultimately, it’s more complicated than that. Some kids get good instruction, but are little punks. Others, their parents are dirt bags, but the kids still square themselves away and become great people. Life is complicated. However, when you do well on a test, realize that your folks see this as their positive report card as well. Likewise, when you fail, well, they are going to take that a little personal too. Always try your best, for both or your sakes.

School bullying, sadly, comes from nature

I know you don’t want to hear it, but bullying is not some invention of sadistic Hollywood writers or the patriarchy or something. Bullies exist in most species as a way for people to try and outstrip influence or authority from their peers. For girls, it is often not the prettiest girl that is the bully, as she is often a target instead. Girls that are pretty, but not the prettiest, may target those they see as a threat (the actual prettiest), or those beneath them that they see as future threats (the late bloomer who is starting to come into her own after joining the soccer team, for instance). 

Sound familiar? Boys do the same thing, but targeting physical threats. The actual strongest guy is very rarely in charge, as those a little weaker, but still fairly dominant, will gang up to put him in his place. No, the real school bully is the guy smart enough to make friends, create alliances, and punish those that step out of line. In movies, it is often kids who are lonely, abused, or have family problems that are the bullies. I am sad to report that this is rarely true. They are often kids with something to offer their “followers,” in exchange for loyalty, like influence of their own. That means, most of these bullies do not get their “comeuppance” in the end. Truthfully, most of them go on to be successful in fields that require a lot of two-face-ness or back stabbing: actors and politicians, most likely. 

What this means for you is that if you are a bully, know that those who fail to properly keep this difficult balance are usurped by those who can. Even in chimpanzees and lions, it is common for the top bully to eventually die by the hands of the next top bully. It’s a dangerous game. Best to never play it. If you are getting bullied, get allies of your own, create a stalemate with the bullies, and then get back to your studies. They aren’t worth your time and will be long forgotten once everyone leaves school and becomes real adults.

Why your friends are always “joshing” you

What may appear as bullying initially, but is very different, is “joshing,” or the “poking fun” and “ball busting” that virtually all males across the world do. This universality means it is very likely not cultural, but built into our species. What benefit could humans have for calling each other “gay” and nut checking you when your hands are full with books? Yeah, it’s survival again. It’s always survival. 

Historically, a weak link could cause the downfall of an entire hunting party. If just one member is too soft, unsure of himself, too quick to anger, or is unwitty and incapable of joshing back with his peers, he could be a liability. It is in the group’s best interest to identify those weak links and get rid of them. It is a test of trustworthiness, character, and potential comradery. Hence, joshing around. 

Try to take it in stride, as they very likely do not hate you, no matter how personal some of their barbs come across. It is instinctual for them to poke and test you, like a velociraptor testing an electric fence for weaknesses. Show you can take a joke, keep your cool, and josh them back. This shows that you are not only not a liability, but are actually able to participate and work within the team’s framework. Now, there might actually be some real jerks and bullies that are busting your balls because they really do hate you. In that case, joshing back is still the best move, as it will display your sense of humor, wit, and backbone to other groups who may be watching, likely earning their respect instead. Test the fence, try not to take offence, and play offence. 

People flexing with Gucci 

My wife’s cousin wanted a present for his birthday, but after seeing the price tag, he was told he would just get money as a gift and would have to save up the rest of the cost on his own. So, what was it? A PS5? A computer? The complete One Piece Manga collection? Nope. A wallet. He has no money, hence asking his folks for the gift, so what did he want it for? It was a Gucci wallet that he knew the girls at school would think was cool. How much was this bit of flexing going to set him back? 500 dollars. Even with the birthday money, it would take months of saving up for something he would almost never actually use, and even the girls he was trying to impress would rarely get an opportunity to see.  

What was his strategy here? Well, women wear expensive clothes to impress other women and seem resourceful and a good friend to have. Men buy expensive clothes to impress... women, again. Male birds actually do this a lot, with the flashiest or prettiest bird getting the girl, because it shows his resourcefulness. Think of it from her perspective: if he has 500 dollars to waste on a wallet, how much more could he waste on me? Now, it’s not so cold and calculated. In actuality, it’s instinctual. No different than you liking her because she has nice skin and pretty hair. Her attraction is to signs of future safety and stability, and yours are to future healthy children. But the takeaway here is that the wallet is just a symbol. It represents potential. The wallet itself doesn’t actually matter. Save your money. Show your stability and resourcefulness in other, smarter ways. Invest it into learning a musical instrument or a useful hobby instead. Show off your potential. Chicks dig potential.

Your school clique does not define you post-graduation

To make friends and keep safe from bullies, you may find yourself in a school clique. Maybe the computer club, football team, or band. Regardless of who you pick, there is a temptation to turn them into your whole personality. If you join the goths, you just think that you have to be a goth forever now and make them, and whatever they like, the center of your entire identity. You can see this around a lot of cliques that form around some kind of activism or cause. They make it the only personality they now have, so whenever the group decides to be really interested in something, no matter how stupid, the whole group feels like they have to be 100% onboard as well. 

In middle and half of high school, I was a theater kid. Mostly Shakespeare. I still love the guy. Theater was classy, had history, pomp and circumstance, and most importantly... it had girls. Nerdy girls, which was the kind I was into. Whatever stupid thing they liked, I pretended to like just to keep in their clique. Their music became my music. Their fashion became my fashion. That is until they made me watch the musical “Rent.” It sucked. Like, really was the worst piece of garbage I had ever seen. The “villain” landlord was the only tolerable character at all. I realized at that moment, as the credits rolled, that I had to either pretend to like this monkey-poop-aids-fire of a musical, or risk losing my clique. I dyed my hair black, became emo, and got the heck out of the theater group. No regrets. Except for the black hair. Left the emos one year later, and dyed it again. Once you leave the school, the clique dies too. Don’t let them define you. 

Buy only what you need, invest the rest

My dad once installed a gravel walkway at a friend’s house. The original quote was for thousands of dollars, but my dad (being an engineer) said he could probably do it for less than half the price. With no theater productions to prepare for anymore, I was also roped in with the promise of at least enough money to buy the new RPG video game all of the magazines were raving about. Over the course of a few days, we measured and dug the walkway and then shoveled wheelbarrow after wheelbarrow of rocks to fill it in. About a week or so after we were done, dad asked me how much I thought I deserved for my labor. I told him that the game was 50 dollars, plus tax. He then told me that my cut was actually 300 dollars. Before I could start thinking of five other games I would like to buy, he made me a deal: I get the 50, plus tax, now and the rest of the 300 goes into stock in a local company. Being too tired from wheeling rocks around, I agreed. Over ten years later, my dad reminds me that I hadn’t cashed out yet and that he would do so and give me the money at my wedding. The (now) over 700 dollars paid for my wedding photos. 

Whenever you get money that you did not expect, be it a gift, on your birthday, or from some job you helped someone with, don’t spend all your money. Pick one thing you need or really want as a reward, and then put the rest away in a savings account. I know it sounds cheesy and like something your grandparents would say, but they know because the friends that did that survived the hard times. Set “future you” up for financial success. Buy only one thing you need, and give the rest to future you. This is a habit that will serve you throughout not only your childhood, but for most of your life. Fiscal responsibility is a key factor in both escaping poverty and keeping out of it later in life.

Drugs are (almost) never worth it

There has been a lot of debate around the decriminalization of drugs in the US and western world. When I was a child, great efforts were made to make kids afraid of drugs, but significantly more political will is now being spent to convince adults that they are actually OK. The reality is far messier. Alcohol is a type of drug that most cultures have incorporated into religious and social life, while others have been more stigmatized. What we can see from this example is that, even with the most cultivated and regulated version of a drug, some people do OK with alcohol and others do not. Some groups are more fun when drinking, others more violent and destructive. 

In general, many of the people wanting to legalize drugs are doing so either from an absolutist freedom standpoint (“let people be free to make even very bad choices”) or because they think that since they can handle it, others can too. Again, the reality is messy. If you can do drugs and not hurt yourself and your family, good for you. However, that does mean you are gambling on other people’s families. It should be telling that most places that totally decriminalized, are now trying to recriminalize most drugs. If you do not know until you try it, would you really want to put yourself and your family at that kind of risk? There is already a long since vetted drug option, alcohol, and even that is far from perfect. Ultimately, there are better ways to spend your money and less risky ways to have fun and reduce stress that put zero risk on your loved ones. Drink responsibly and just avoid drugs altogether. 

Hate actions, not people

Even those that claim to not believe in God, still must believe in a devil. Human civilization runs on having some evil that we fight against, be it some enemy country, ideology, or group that has it out for us. This tribalism is natural, but quite unhelpful in the modern world. Case in point: China is the most likely serious military threat to both the US and Korea, and they have a Communist government. We have both an enemy state and a proven bad ideology rolled up into one hate-able devil shaped package. So, should you hate Chinese people? Every one that I have personally met have been really nice people. Good food, good sense of humor, even a good appreciation for many of the cultural things I find interesting. It doesn’t seem to make sense to hate them, if I end up having more in common with them than some of my fellow countrymen. So, who do we hate?

No one, Lord willing. Instead, hate actions rather than just groups of people. When the Chinese government does something to put Americans, Japanese, or Koreans at risk, I hate it. That being said, the Chinese family running the café next door literally had nothing to do with that action. I should be mad at some general behind a desk, a politician trying to make a name for themselves, or a leader saber rattling with my government. By hating actions, rather than people, it also allows you to point out the bad actors in your own tribe and try to correct them, rather than attempt to justify their poor actions. When you see something you do not like, try to isolate what action is provoking your reaction rather than the individual. This can help you stay more consistent with your beliefs, level headed in your anger, and prevent you from becoming the devil that you hate.

Lean into your strengths, even for looks

There seems to be a mythological creature whom all parents truly believe in. This animal is not only good at every single academic discipline, but is also talented in sports, a musical instrument, social skills, and housework. This perfect “renaissance boy” is what every mom and dad wishes their little Billy and Jimmy to become one day. Preferably on the very first day of school. On the one hand, this makes sense. A perfectly well-rounded child, by nature of those diverse skills, has maximum opportunity to succeed in the future. The logic falls apart when you realize that humans are only human and even if they had given you the perfect genes to even try and be perfect at everything, your own personality and interests were likely to get in the way. 

So, what do you do? Find the stuff you are best at. Not things that are fun (although that helps too), but things that you have a genuine knack for that other people would be willing to pay you to do when you are an adult. I was two grades behind in math my final year of high school and one grade behind in science. In contrast, I had finished my English and History requirements two years early and had taken college classes in those subjects instead. I found something I was good at, and eventually found people willing to pay me for that skill set. The same is true for your looks. You want a perfect nose, eyes, chin, biceps, and pecks, but maybe you only have one or two nice features. Lean into them. Girls liked my blue eyes, so I wore clothes and glasses that showed them off. I could build pecs pretty easily due to my frame, so I focused on those. Eventually, I found a girl that liked those two things in particular. So will you. That fact that you are alive at all means that you have the genes to look good to somebody and the skills to attract someone, because your parents did just that. You just need to lean into those things and find that girl.

Dress yourself in the classics, not the trends

Take a look at photos of guys from the last 100 years. There are going to be a lot of different clothing trends, fads, fashions, and even brands that may no longer exist. However, you will likely also see some things that looked good 100 years ago, that still were fashionable 50 years later, and would still get you approval from your mom and a random girl on picture day today. It makes sense that young men care about clothing trends to some degree. After all, young women care about it a lot, so it could be a way of getting their attention and maybe even admiration. However, these trends change quickly, are likely expensive, and will make any photo you take with them instantly dated and cringy when your future children discover them. 

Classy looks, in contrast, tend to look good at any time. Clean slacks, nice shirts, maybe a light sweater here or there: these are all men’s styles that have stood the test of time and can be found in any color or cut imaginable. Find something that looks good on you, that fits your body type and shape, and in colors that bring out some of your features. Get your mom or a lady you trust to help you out. Don’t trust an older person’s opinion on current fashion? Well, they are helping you pick out classic fashion, so it doesn’t matter. Find something that works for you, that will still look good on you even into the future, and then buy two sets. Always buy two of something priced well that looks good on you. You won’t find that every day, you know. 

Focus on dental hygiene

Hygiene is important for anyone. Not only does it keep you healthy, but it signals to women two very important things: you can take care of yourself (so she doesn’t have to be your second mom) and that you are conscientious and can take some pride in yourself and your appearance. You probably already know this and take showers and change your clothes for this very reason. The key is to remember your dental hygiene. Brush your teeth, floss, and don’t drink sugar all the time. 

For one, it gets expensive to fix after you lose all of your baby teeth. Braces, fillings, and crowns are painful on top of costing you an arm and a leg.  However, there is another important reason to care about keeping your pearly whites shiny: it will help you deal with self-confidence. The mouthwash company Listerine was able to take advantage of the fact that it is hard to smell your own breath to make people self-conscious about it all the time. How do you know that your breath doesn’t stink right now! How about when talking to the cute girl in your class? How about your first kiss? How can you be sure? Better buy their product!

In reality, you just need to make healthy habits a part of your daily routine, and brushing at least twice a day is an easy way to start. If you know your breath is good, because you always take care of your dental hygiene, you will find yourself worrying a lot less, and feeling confident a lot more. Maybe you can have some mints as a backup for that first kiss, but otherwise, taking care of your equipment means never having to doubt it.

Humans are inherently selfish

In the film “Second Hand Lions,” one of the elderly gentlemen is giving some of his own DADvice to the young male main character. He tells him that because mankind is basically good, it is important to do good things. You know, keeping people’s faith in human goodness alive by being good. I remember watching this and thinking, “If mankind was basically good, then doing good would be nothing. It would be both expected and the norm. Doing good things is only special if humans naturally like doing bad things. This movie sucks.” 

OK, I definitely did not articulate it quite like that, but I certainly had that sentiment. Every person I knew had learned to lie without their parents teaching them how to. Every little boy was a perv sometimes, despite every adult in their life telling them not to be. Every little baby had to be reminded to share and not steal, because both came so naturally to him. People did do good things sometimes, maybe every single day. But it feels good to be treated nicely by a stranger because you know, from your own personal experience, that they have every ability and inclination to not be good. This choice to go against their nature is what makes being good seem special and worth praising. 

Everyone is a selfish jerk sometimes. This self-centeredness really helped babies not die at a time when resources, time, and attention from protectors may have been scarce. However, there is a reason that every single one of the world’s great religions preach that man is basically bad and needs to change themselves to do good. If it was already in our nature, we wouldn’t have needed reminding of it all the time. Selfishness is natural and most common, so it is not special. Be special. Do good.

People online are naturally jerks

Since mankind is naturally selfish and jerks, it would make sense that in places where people cannot see nor identify us, we tend to be at our most “natural.” That is to say when we are at our most jerk-like. You have undoubtedly seen people act their most extreme, hatefully, and ignorant when masked by the 1s and 0s of the internet. Online, no one knows you are secretly a dog in a penguin suit. As such, everyone feels freest to not only say things they would never actually say in person offline, but to lie their butts off in the process. 

I once saw a former classmate arguing with a random person online (as everyone seems to do now and again) over something stupid (as everyone seems to do now and again). He tried to win the argument by claiming to be an expert on the topic they were fighting about and mentioning learning it as his university. Having been in the exact classes he was talking about, I knew he was definitely not an expert because I was not one. Why lie about something so dumb where people can easily find out you are full of crap? Because they feel anonymous and like nothing they say matters online. They feel free to be jerks because there are no repercussions. 
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