

		

			[image: Cover of Your 12 Inner Strengths: A Guide to Your Best Life Through the Power of Virtues by Stacey A. Thompson]

		


	

		

			

				[image: ]

			


		


	

		

			Copyright © 2025 by Stacey A. Thompson


			All rights reserved. Unauthorized reproduction, distribution, or transmission of any part of this book, through photocopying, recording, or via electronic or mechanical means, is prohibited without prior written consent from the publisher. Brief excerpts may be used for reviews or other noncommercial purposes as permitted by copyright law. For permissions, reach out to permissions@thrivinglifemedia.com. We appreciate your respect for the author’s rights.


			The information in this book is intended for educational and inspirational purposes only. Neither the author nor the publisher provides psychological, legal, or professional advice. Readers should consult a qualified professional for such assistance.


			 “Verse Fifty-Four” from TAO TE CHING by Lao Tsu, translated by Gia-Fu Feng and Jane English, translation copyright © 1972 by Gia-fu Feng and Jane English, copyright renewed 2000 by Carol Wilson and Jane English. Used by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, an imprint of the Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC. All rights reserved.


			First Edition: October 2025


			ISBN: 979-8-9995540-0-0 (Paperback)


			ISBN: 979-8-9995540-1-7 (Ebook)


			Library of Congress Control Number: 2025918833


			Cover and interior design by Melissa Williams Design


			Published by


			

				

					[image: ]

				


			


		


	

		

			For my mother, Priscilla,
with all my love and gratitude.


			~


			In loving memory of


			my dear friend Kathie Heckler,
Uncle Robert May, and Aunt Ann Rice:


			Your remarkable courage, perseverance,
and hope inspired us all.


		


	

		

			Cultivate Virtue in your self,


			And Virtue will be real.


			Cultivate it in the family,


			And Virtue will abound.


			Cultivate it in the village,


			And Virtue will grow.


			Cultivate it in the nation,


			And Virtue will be abundant.


			Cultivate it in the universe,


			And Virtue will be everywhere.


			–Tao Te Ching, Lao Tsu, translated by
Gia-Fu Feng and Jane English
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			Introduction


			What does it mean to live your best life? You may think it means achieving personal and professional goals, enjoying loving relationships, and finding fulfillment in your work. You might say it’s also about growing through challenges, maintaining good health, and pursuing a meaningful calling. No matter how you define it, bringing out the best in you—your inner strengths such as courage, purposefulness, gratitude, and creativity—can help you live your best life.


			Yet limiting beliefs and complacency can prevent you from achieving what you instinctively know you can do. To rise above these mental barriers takes strength of heart and mind.


			Think for a minute: What would you do if you were braver? What possibilities might open up if you chose to forgive? What could you accomplish if you wholeheartedly committed to something? How would more gratitude and joy affect your life?


			I designed this book to guide you in exploring and cultivating 12 inner strengths or virtues—terms I use interchangeably—that can overcome barriers to living your best life.


			When you take the helm of your life, guided by these empowering, timeless virtues as your beacon of light, you will navigate life exceptionally! You will live proactively instead of reactively, deepen your relationships, and achieve what matters to you.


			You already embody virtue. However, it’s natural for people to express particular virtues more strongly than others. For example, you may be naturally compassionate but wish you could be braver. You achieve goals, yet struggle to handle obstacles. You tend to focus on what’s wrong instead of what’s right.


			As you build your inner strengths—compassion, perseverance, hope, gratitude, and others—they will flow more naturally through your thoughts, choices, and actions. Yet cultivating these strengths requires consistent, thoughtful effort, hard work, and the courage to be uncomfortable.


			Henry Ward Beecher, an American Congregationalist clergyman, pointed out, “Our virtues are like crystals hidden in rocks. No man shall find them by any soft ways, but by the hammer and by fire.”1 He reminds us that our virtues, like crystals, may not be easy to find. Fear and self-doubt can keep them buried, so we must dig deep to bring them to light. Through dedication and practice, we become increasingly skilled at unearthing these precious stones or inner strengths. With each strength we reveal, our character deepens, sharpens, and we begin to align with our best self.


			Why does this matter? Because a shining character helps us make wiser choices, face challenges with resilience, and build lasting relationships.


			The What and Why of Virtue


			Virtue, by definition, is the moral excellence of a person. Morally excellent people have a character made up of virtues valued as being “good.” They are honest, respectful, and kind, for example. They do the right thing and don’t bend to impulses or desires. Instead, they act in accordance with their values and principles. Of course, we’re not perfect, and the pull of temptation can be intense. That makes pursuing virtue an even more worthy endeavor! In fact, research shows that these character strengths are universally valued and recognized as the foundation of a moral and thriving life.


			Yet, how often do we think to build our “character muscle”? Just like any skill we learn, cultivating virtue takes deliberate practice. As we do, we combat self-absorption, greed, laziness, envy, and the many other vices that diminish our potential. Chiseling out these crystals—these inner strengths—could attract what’s missing in our lives. We may have a breakthrough in an area where we’re stuck, discover a new purpose, or heal a relationship.


			With a habitual disposition of virtue, we naturally become more courageous, grateful, creative, and resilient. We shape our lives to create enduring benefits for ourselves and, consequently, for others.


			The opposite of virtue is vice. Vices are behaviors that have negative consequences. Common vices include gluttony (overindulgence in food or drink), arrogance, envy, and greed. But as we know, vices are not easy to overcome.


			Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung said, “Neurosis is a substitute for legitimate suffering.”2 Legitimate suffering comes from trauma, neglect, loss, feelings of inadequacy, and unresolved anger. Facing our pain is difficult work, and it may at times feel easier to escape through self-defeating patterns that can lead to neurosis. But living an inauthentic life—one that is not true to our values, beliefs, or desires—can be even harder to bear. I’ve faced this struggle in my own life.


			In my 20s, I began shopping too much because of persistent anxiety. I used shopping as a crutch for coping with disappointment, insecurity, and sadness. Shopping made me feel better. But the more I shopped, the more shame and guilt I felt. The internal void I was trying to fill with things led to a dysfunctional cycle, lowering my self-esteem and keeping me stuck in mediocrity.


			My compulsive shopping came to a head when my therapist asked me to gather up all my recent purchases. I wasn’t sure what her motivation was, but I agreed. I pulled out all the clothing, decorations, kitchenware, and more I had recently purchased and placed them on my bed and furniture. My heart sank as I looked at the items sprawled out everywhere. There were so many things, some still with the tags months after I had bought them. At that moment, I realized how deeply unhealthy my behavior was.


			Years later, through therapy, courses, and personal development books, I realized that I had been attempting to soothe negative feelings rather than learn how to cope with them.


			Realizing I had a shopping problem and disliking the person I had become was the first step in healing. I had become acutely aware that excessive shopping was costing me my well-being and potential.


			Although my anxiety has not gone away, I’ve learned to manage it better. I take prescribed medication along with supplements and channel my uneasiness, worry, and fear into healthier activities. Instead of shopping, I focus on creative projects, exercise, watch movies, or spend time with family and friends.


			I am also kinder to myself. Instead of asking, What’s wrong with me? I tell myself, It’s okay—it’s just a little anxiety. I will manage it. Thinking this way helps me embrace my feelings rather than denying them through a bad habit.


			Unknowingly, I had applied the virtues of commitment and compassion—specifically, self-compassion—to my own healing process. I committed to behaviors that supported my well-being rather than harming my life. Self-compassion helped me realize that anxiety wasn’t a character flaw but a treatable condition. By strengthening these virtues, I was able to replace my shopping vice with a meaningful mission: to inspire and educate people in practicing virtues so they can live their best lives.


			Are you facing a challenge? If so, I hope my story encourages you to draw on your inner strengths to help overcome it. When you consciously apply virtues to a difficult situation or harmful habit, you will create positive change.


			Why Cultivate Virtue?


			Is your life everything you want it to be? If the answer is “No” or “Not quite,” you can use virtues as a personal development tool to help make your life all it can and ought to be.


			Here’s a sampling of what’s possible when you practice virtues:


			

					
Courage moves you past fear to fulfill your true potential.


					
Forgiveness helps you let go of grudges and heal the pain.


					
Gratitude shifts your perspective and boosts happiness.


					
Integrity keeps you true to yourself and honest with others.


					
Perseverance enables you to push through obstacles and achieve goals.


					
Purpose guides your decisions and helps you find meaning.


			


			I promise you, the more you make virtue a habit, the more you’ll positively change your life. For instance, if you cultivate the virtue of love for your partner by listening more attentively, planning a date night, or regularly saying “I love you,” then love grows in your life. Most likely, it’s because your partner will feel more loved and return that love. You’ve not only learned to give your love more, but you’ve also strengthened your relationship.


			With virtue as a source of goodness and strength, you’ll bring out your personal best. But it takes repeated virtuous acts—kind acts, courageous acts, honorable acts, and forgiving acts—to truly embody virtue.


			As you grow your inner strengths, you’ll face challenges, but the journey will reward you unexpectedly. Personal growth can be uncomfortable and even painful, yet always worthwhile.


			How to Read This Book


			You’ll find 12 virtues or inner strengths in this book, one for each month. I have intentionally not labeled the virtues by month, so you can start anywhere. You can begin with a virtue that resonates with you or take a progressive, month-to-month approach. Either way is effective.


			Throughout the book are stories of people who emulate virtue. These people have moved past fear to achieve a vision, turned their suffering into service, or created a stronger sense of self. Their experiences reveal the transformative power of cultivating virtues.


			Each individual has a different story to tell. They come from diverse backgrounds: some are educated, some are not; some are poor, some are not; some are still living, others have passed; some are famous, while others are not so well known. They include an Olympian swimmer born without lower legs, Holocaust survivors, a spiritual leader, an actor, parents, activists, and more. They are heroes in their own right, some having experienced enormous challenges and devastating circumstances. Still, virtue helped them rise above their obstacles and become role models to many.


			As a movie lover, I have included characters from films who exemplify virtue. Movies have a way of creatively illustrating virtue in times of adversity and triumph.


			I hope all these stories inspire you on your journey to creating your best life.


			At the end of each chapter, you’ll find ways to cultivate each virtue and strengthen its presence in your everyday experiences. Some practices are actionable, whereas others are more reflective. I encourage you to keep a journal or notebook while you explore each virtue and complete the practices. You’ll experience a sense of accomplishment, and writing things down reinforces your progress while creating a way to reflect later.


			If you try just one practice from this book and it helps you, then I’ve accomplished what I set out to do: to help you experience the meaningful difference that practicing virtues can make. That difference will take many forms, but I take a stand that you will thrive and live purposefully with virtues as your inspiration.


			Also, while you read about virtues and put them into practice, be kind to yourself. The goal is not to attain perfection. We all make mistakes! We’re all susceptible to temptations and impulses. Instead, the goal is to take small steps to create positive change. Whether you write a gratitude letter or take a single step toward a goal, no accomplishment is too small. All of it is there to help you grow over time. But be sure to stretch yourself! No worthy endeavor comes without stepping out of your comfort zone.


			Let’s Begin


			I am deeply grateful that you picked up this book. Your decision to read it tells me you want to access your inner strengths to become the best you can be—and we all have this capacity! As Lao Tsu says in his poem at the beginning of this book, when you cultivate virtue within yourself, it takes root in your life and naturally expands to your family, community, nation, and even the world.


			I wish you much success in living your best life through the power of virtues.


		


	

		

			CHAPTER 1: Commitment


			Commitment is an unshakable devotion to a worthy endeavor, gracing life with purpose and meaning.


			At any point in life, we can start fresh. We can commit or recommit to something we want, something that matters to us. We may already be working on fulfilling a dream—but doing so half-heartedly—or maybe we haven’t yet identified a goal that lights us up. Whatever the case, once we commit to something, declaring this promise into existence becomes an elixir for a better life. Our sense of purpose strengthens. We have a clear direction. Success is possible.


			But as we know all too well, what we pledge to do can be tough to carry out. Life can pull us in too many directions. Days, months, even years go by, and we still haven’t written that book, left that unfulfilling job, or had the children we’ve always wanted. Unforeseen accidents, illnesses, relationship endings, and financial difficulties can get in the way. Fear, procrastination, and ambivalence also present roadblocks to achieving what we want.


			Even with these challenges, we can stay true to our commitments through passion, sacrifice, and perseverance.


			Committing to What You Want


			Committing to something we feel passionate about can make us unstoppable. Take, for example, Jessica Long. She was born in Siberia, Russia with fibular hemimelia, a rare condition that caused missing bones in her lower legs and feet. Jessica’s mother, just 16 at the time, feared she couldn’t provide the care her daughter needed. After some persuasion, she made the difficult decision to place Jessica in an orphanage with the hopes of adoption.


			In 1993, when Jessica was 13 months old, Steve and Beth Long of Baltimore, Maryland, adopted her, along with a boy named Joshua. At 18 months, Jessica underwent a bilateral lower-leg amputation to improve her mobility with prosthetics. The adoption agency had warned the Longs that life would not be easy for Jessica, but Beth responded that while Jessica’s life wouldn’t be easy, she knew it would be amazing.


			Beth and Steve kept their promise. They encouraged Jessica to try gymnastics, rock climbing, and ice skating. Jessica particularly enjoyed swimming, fondly remembering spending time in her grandparents’ pool. Pretending to be a mermaid, she felt capable and free in the water.


			Swimming became Jessica’s passion. Since she excelled at it, she joined her first competitive team at the tender age of 10. Her earliest success came when she won three gold medals at the 2004 Paralympic Games in Athens, Greece, an incredible achievement for a 12-year-old.


			Over the years, Jessica faced many trials, including 25 surgeries on her legs, an eating disorder brought on by competition’s mental and physical toll, and the lingering pain of abandonment. What helped her heal was scaling back her training schedule and seeing a therapist. Coaching a girls’ swim team also helped her find balance and purpose beyond swimming.1


			At 33, Jessica is a 17-time Paralympic gold medalist, including a gold medal she won in the women’s 100-meter butterfly at the 2021 Tokyo Paralympics. She has 30 Paralympic medals, making her one of the most accomplished American Paralympians in history.2


			Jessica’s dedication to her love of swimming and her parents’ determination that she have an amazing life became a recipe for greatness.


			So often, the passion we feel for our commitments drives their success. Just as Jessica loves swimming, my brother-in-law Carlo Lucatino loves helping those affected by autism and, consequently, has made a positive impact.


			Carlo is a hardworking entrepreneur with three children. His oldest son, Giancarlo, has autism. Carlo’s passion for helping find a cure for autism has fueled a 15-year commitment to raising money for Autism Speaks, which supports people with autism and their families.


			Driven by his values of giving back and spending time with family, he, his wife, and sister-in-law created a bocce tournament that ran for five years. Despite his hectic and demanding schedule, Carlo—along with his team—rallied family, friends, colleagues, and businesses to participate in the tournament.


			Over two hundred people sponsored or participated in a joyful and charitable day of bocce. With his sheer enthusiasm for the cause, Carlo increases his donation goal year after year. Through the annual autism walk and bocce tournament, he and his team have raised over $100,000 for Autism Speaks.3


			Few people would question Jessica’s and Carlo’s commitment to their passions. This level of conviction—this “all-in” mentality—allowed them to achieve extraordinary results and lasting personal fulfillment.


			The What and Why of Commitment


			We often describe commitment as an agreement or pledge to support a cause or person and to take action on its/their behalf. Think of marriage, where saying our vows is the action behind our promise. Similarly, we commit to our careers when we show up to work each day, perform well, and express our loyalty to the organization. As parents, we make an enduring commitment to nurture and guide our children.


			But why is commitment so important? Committing to a cause we believe is worthy or to a person we love gives our life direction and meaning. We choose not to be at the mercy of our life circumstances but rather the captains of our ships. We dedicate ourselves to a course, so we are now accountable for the destination and for facing each storm with resilience.


			Just as we devote ourselves to positive endeavors, we can also commit to harmful ones, such as excessive drinking, remaining in a toxic relationship, or dwelling on negative thoughts. Although we may not recognize these behaviors as commitments, they indeed reveal where our devotions lie. So, it benefits us to recognize both our positive and negative commitments. Because once we’re aware of them, we can start to change.


			Declaring Your Commitments


			Expressing a desire for something comes naturally, but genuinely committing means acting boldly on its behalf. We must take these actions not just when we have time or feel like it but consistently despite our busy schedules and personal comforts.


			Here are examples of genuine commitment backed by action:


			

					I am committed to being the best parent possible, so I eat dinner with my kids, ask questions about their day, and do fun things with them.


					I am committed to better mental and physical health, so I exercise regularly, eat right, and meditate.


					I am committed to preserving this beautiful planet, so I recycle, volunteer for cleanups in my community, and use less plastic.


					I am committed to this creative project, so I find time each week to work on it, even if only for an hour.


			


			Personal commitments like these can give you a sense of purpose, an aliveness that opens up new possibilities for an exciting journey ahead. You feel inspired and hopeful when you declare your intent to pursue a dream.


			The challenge you face now is whether you’ll have the perseverance and grit to fulfill this dream. Once you say, “I want a life I am proud of, so I need to stop drinking,” or “I want to paint, write, or play guitar,” you have pledged to a specific outcome. By declaring and acting on your commitment, you have bridged the gap between your current reality and your aspirations.


			Practice Declaring a Commitment


			Let’s identify a commitment that resonates with you. You certainly have a few already, perhaps to your partner, faith, community, and career. Consider deepening an existing commitment or creating a new one that will bring you fulfillment. This commitment doesn’t have to be monumental, but it should be meaningful and exciting to you. Ask yourself:


			

					What matters most to me and why? (Understanding why you are choosing a specific commitment boosts your motivation.)


					Does it excite me enough to dedicate myself to it wholeheartedly?


					Can I adjust my schedule to prioritize this commitment?


			


			Support your commitment with a SMART goal—one that is Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and Time-bound. For example, if your commitment is to educate and inspire people to live healthier lives, your SMART goal might be:


			“I will become a certified wellness coach to gain credibility for my future health coaching business by [month/year].”


			This goal is specific and measurable (certification as a clear outcome), achievable and realistic (within your reach), and time-bound (with a set completion date).


			Next, create action steps for your SMART goal. Then, identify one step you can take this week to advance your commitment.


			Creating a Compelling Vision


			Congratulations! You chose a commitment to focus on and took action on its behalf. If you haven’t decided on a commitment, don’t worry. Your attention is now in this direction, and that focus will help you eventually discover a commitment. Now, ask yourself: What vision is so compelling that it will keep me moving forward with my commitment, no matter what?


			Let’s say you have a dream of starting your own business. You’ll want to create action steps like raising money, talking to people in your industry who have achieved success, writing a business plan, etc. These steps can present potential roadblocks, such as your self-imposed limitations, which may include thoughts of not being good enough or not having enough time to achieve your goal. Criticism from others can also get in the way. In short, you can become stuck in your fears and unable to move forward.


			To achieve a commitment or dream, something greater needs to drive you beyond your fears and circumstances. That something is a “compelling vision.” A compelling vision is a clear and specific mental picture of your desired outcome that energizes and inspires you enough to take consistent action on its behalf. In other words, your vision connects you to your passion for what you want. When you face fear, discouragement, and even failure, this vision renews your excitement and helps you persevere.


			Ken Blanchard and Jesse Lyn Stoner, authors of the international bestseller Full Steam Ahead! Unleash the Power of Vision in Your Work and Your Life, define a compelling vision through three essential components: “Knowing who you are [purpose], where you’re going [picture of the future], and what will guide your journey [values].”4 These components work together to empower you in achieving your goal.


			They explain that knowing who you are means having a clear purpose—one that matters to you and excites you enough to keep going during tough times. The second component, where you’re going, means having a vivid picture of your desired outcome. Your focus is not on how you’ll get there but on the outcome itself. They emphasize that this vision should be proactive rather than reactive and something you want to create, not just something you want to avoid.


			The final component, what will guide your journey, centers on your values, such as integrity, creativity, kindness, adventure, and courage. These values shape your priorities, actions, and behaviors. The authors suggest identifying a few core values, ranking them by importance, and consistently upholding them since they form your life’s foundation.5


			Sculptor Michelangelo had a compelling vision. He saw an angel in the marble he was about to carve and wanted to set him free.6 A vivid picture in his mind’s eye propelled him to create the statue of David. Michelangelo took a chisel to the stone, and the realization of his vision began to unfold. Whatever obstacles he encountered, he would not let them overshadow his fierce image of David, a masterpiece of Renaissance sculpture.


			Here are more examples of compelling visions:


			Martin Luther King, Jr. famously shared his vision at a 1963 rally in Washington, D.C., that one day the United States would truly live up to its founding idea: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.”7


			On that sunny day, he boldly expressed a compelling vision of a socially just, free, and nonviolent nation to about 250,000 people. Consequently, he inspired millions to join the Civil Rights Movement.8


			Karen Armstrong, an acclaimed scholar and bestselling author, made a heartfelt wish during her prizewinning 2008 TED talk. She asked for help creating, launching, and publicizing a Charter for Compassion, inspired by the Golden Rule: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” Her vision for a more compassionate world inspired thousands to help turn it into a reality, resulting in the Charter’s unveiling in 2009. An organization of the same name emerged to bring compassion’s principles to life.9


			One way the organization carries out its mission is through “Compassionate Communities.” Any individual, group, or organization can apply compassion to challenges in their communities such as homelessness and food insecurity. Since 2019, Compassionate Communities have formed in more than 50 countries, and over 121 city governments have become Compassionate Cities.10


			Alexandra Scott exemplifies how even children can have compelling visions. Before her first birthday, doctors diagnosed Alex with neuroblastoma, a type of childhood cancer. She received a stem cell transplant at four years old. After the transplant, she said to her mother, “When I get out of the hospital, I want to have a lemonade stand.”11 Her vision was to raise money to give to the doctors to help other kids with cancer, inspired by the care she received.


			With her brother’s help, Alex raised an incredible $2,000 from her first lemonade stand and donated it to her hospital.


			Alex’s moving story of generosity inspired others worldwide to hold lemonade stands and donate the proceeds to her cause. By the time Alex lost her brave battle with cancer at age eight, she and others had raised over $1 million for cancer research.


			Alex’s legacy of inspiring generosity lives on through “Alex’s Lemonade Stand Foundation for Childhood Cancer.” The Foundation has raised over $300 million—and counting—for childhood cancer research in pursuit of a cure.12


			You can create a compelling vision for your life and call upon it often to rekindle your excitement, especially when obstacles arise.


			In contrast, without a vision, circumstances may dictate your life instead of you choosing the path that’s right for you. With an ideal picture of who you want to be and what you want your life to be about, you can bring what you want to life.


			Practice Creating a Compelling Vision


			Imagine yourself in the future, having realized your commitment. Despite roadblocks, you stayed true to what you wanted. How has it impacted your life and others? Hold onto that feeling and create a compelling vision—a clear and specific mental picture of a desired outcome that energizes and inspires you enough to pursue what you want. Refer to this vision when challenges arise or your motivation wanes.


			Your compelling vision can be a phrase written in the present tense that describes the best possible outcome. For example, let’s say your commitment is to be in the best health of your life. Your compelling vision might be, “I am healthy and strong, having achieved my ideal weight through exercise and managing stress with monthly massages, daily meditation, and weekly yoga classes.” Alternatively, if you seek a romantic partner, your vision might be, “I am in a loving relationship with someone who shares my same values and wants in life.”


			Find a vision that puts a fire in your heart and burns hot enough to help you succeed. And don’t be afraid to make it grand! Write it down, review it often, celebrate milestones, and let it motivate you to hit that home run when life throws its curveballs.


			Shifting Your Priorities


			Do you spend time on what truly matters to you? Think about it for a minute. What matters most to you may not be getting enough—or any—of your attention while days, weeks, and even years pass. Family and career obligations can sideline you from your precious aspirations. “Shoulds” and “musts” take over your life. When you have downtime, you just want to watch a movie, read a good book, or have dinner with a friend. You need an escape to decompress and have some fun!


			Many of us say we want something badly, yet a gap exists between what we want and how we actually spend our days. This gap is where living out our commitment stalls. What can help? Realigning our priorities with our commitments so there is no gap.


			In his book Emotional Chaos to Clarity, Vipassana meditation teacher Phillip Moffitt says that cultivating mindfulness—being present and aware of one’s thoughts and actions—can help align priorities with commitments. Moffitt explains that mindfulness clarifies priorities by encouraging reflection through questions like, “Do I have clear priorities? Do I want to set any? Am I living by them?” By observing their priorities, individuals can see whether their daily lives truly reflect them.13


			Living by your priorities helps you focus on what means the most to you. Say, for example, you dream of writing a book about a topic you love. You’ll need to carve out alone time for this goal, time away from family and friends. They may push back, triggering feelings of guilt that could undermine your efforts.


			Shifting priorities to complete the book may mean saying “No” to a friend who wants to go to happy hour, giving up your favorite Netflix show, taking a year off from the bowling league, or delaying a vacation. How else can your dream happen?


			Moffitt writes, “Over time, and with consistent practice, you can develop a habit of continual awareness of your priorities. By ‘continual’ I don’t mean that you are mindful of your priorities every single moment of your life but that you periodically check in with your priorities—it could be daily for some and weekly for others—and reappraise them in the context of what’s really going on in your life.”14


			Although it can be challenging to say “No” because you feel selfish or don’t like letting people down, it’s impossible to do it all. Spending time on your dream of becoming a coffee shop owner, accomplished musician, or author is not selfish. Instead, it’s your way of honoring what speaks to your heart.


			Fortunately, our deepest commitments tend to drive us on a soul level (if we know what we truly desire). So not only are we highly motivated to make them a priority, but the universe rallies behind us as we journey forward.


			Patanjali, the Indian sage behind the Yoga Sutras (2nd century BCE), an ancient text on yoga philosophy and practice, described the changes that occur when we commit fully to something:


			When you are inspired by some great purpose, some extraordinary project, all your thoughts break their bonds: Your mind transcends limitations, your consciousness expands in every direction, and you find yourself in a new, great and wonderful world. Dormant forces, faculties, and talents become alive, and you discover yourself to be a greater person by far than you ever dreamed yourself to be.15


			Have you ever had things happen unexpectedly, seemingly out of nowhere, once you made a commitment? Did resources or people show up in support of your mission? Did you see a book, photo, or poster on your project’s topic as if it were calling out to you? You may refer to these occurrences as serendipity or divine intervention. However you refer to them, these are the dormant forces coming alive for “your extraordinary project” or “great purpose.”


			I experienced some of these forces while writing this book. After I committed to writing the book consistently, instead of sporadically over the years, my mind buzzed with ideas. One day, while at my computer, inspiration struck: a scene from Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory could beautifully illustrate the virtue of integrity. Later, as I took a break and turned on the TV, Willy Wonka appeared!


			Another example happened while I was editing the chapter on hope. Music is a muse for me, so I like hearing it in the background as I write. When I glanced at my computer screen to see the name of the beautiful song playing, to my surprise, it was “Hope Has a Place”16 by Enya.


			I interpret these moments as the universe confirming that I am on the right path and that I am precisely where I belong.


			In the same way, your commitment flourishes as you adjust your priorities and the universe responds. Your talents burst forth, breaking you out of mediocrity. Your mind opens to new ways of thinking, creating solutions to your obstacles. You become greater than you ever imagined!


			Each intentional action—creating a compelling vision, shifting your priorities, and breaking free from limiting beliefs—affirms to the universe, “Yes!” It’s a resounding “Yes!” to fulfilling your commitment and being the mighty person you are.


			Practice Shifting Your Priorities


			Think about how you spend your time. Do you spend most of your hours on obligations and not enough on your treasured desire? To help shift your priorities in favor of your commitment, ask yourself:


			

					Where can I free up more time for my commitment? Could I wake up earlier, watch less TV, or take a break from social media?


					Can I eliminate or delay another project?


					How do I effectively communicate my priorities to others for potential support?


					Can I save money each week to fund my mission, like by cutting back on Starbucks drinks or eating out less?


			


			Explore specific ways to adjust your time, energy, and finances to support your commitment. As you make these adjustments—whether that means carving out alone time or asking for support—you may feel guilty. Remind yourself that prioritizing what you want to improve your life isn’t selfish—it’s an act of self-care.


			Honoring What’s Right for You


			We can spend so much of our lives committed to what we don’t want! It may sound counterintuitive, but we often stay in jobs we don’t like, unfulfilling relationships, or other situations that no longer serve us. We might feel stuck and unable to move forward in any direction. Cartoonist Charles Schulz illustrates this struggle in his March 15, 1981, Peanuts comic strip.


			Charlie Brown stands outside of Lucy’s psychiatric booth. She leans on her elbow and says, “Maybe I can put it another way . . .” She props her feet up and continues, “Life, Charlie Brown, is like a deck chair . . .”


			He asks, “Like a what?”


			She replies, “Have you ever been on a cruise ship? Passengers open up these canvas deck chairs so they can sit in the sun . . .” She points to her left and he looks. She says, “Some people place their chairs facing the rear of the ship so they can see where they’ve been . . .” She points to her right and he looks. She continues, “Other people face their chairs forward . . . they want to see where they’re going!” She points to him and asks, “On the cruise ship of life, Charlie Brown, which way is your deck chair facing?”


			She rolls her eyes as he replies, “I’ve never been able to get one unfolded . . .”


			PEANUTS © 1981 Peanuts Worldwide LLC. Dist. By ANDREWS MCMEEL SYNDICATION. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.


			Like Charlie Brown, we might find it challenging to “unfold our deck chairs.” We neither look back at where we’ve been nor look ahead to where we are going. We’re stuck because of fear, self-doubt, and the comfort of familiarity. Or, life’s circumstances are on top of us. We’ll deal with it later. But these obstacles often leave us directionless.


			Reflecting on what you value and want can help you open your “deck chair” and choose a path. Much easier said than done!


			But to stay stuck can be more painful than the self-introspection and facing the truth needed to move forward. Once you understand what’s keeping you stuck, you can claim your allegiance: work on or leave the relationship, find the benefits in an unfulfilling job (at least for now), or seek a more meaningful one.


			The key is acknowledging what isn’t working and honoring what’s right for you. Once you’ve chosen your new path or commitment, the test is to see it through. That entails more than a willingness to act—you must sacrifice, defend, and persevere for your commitments.


			Sacrificing for Your Commitments


			Some meaningful endeavors will be painful to achieve—at times, you’ll think you can’t go on another minute. You’ll feel drained, disheartened, and frustrated because you’ve spent money, time, and effort to make things work. But sacrificing for what matters to us honors our deepest values. Nelson Mandela exemplified extraordinary sacrifice for his compelling vision: freeing South Africans from the injustices of apartheid.


			Mandela’s vision was evident at the Rivonia Trial, where the South African government accused him and fellow anti-apartheid activists of treason, sabotage, and conspiracy to overthrow the state.17


			In his acclaimed speech at the trial, he declared his willingness to die for a democratic, free society where all people could live as equals. Two months after his speech, the judge sentenced Mandela to life in prison. He served 27 years.18


			Nelson Mandela took a brave and unwavering stand for freedom. Through his struggle and leadership, he helped free millions of fellow South Africans from the misery of oppression. He eventually became South Africa’s first black president and inspired the world.


			Mandela’s sacrifice was extreme. For most of us, sacrifice might mean losing relationships or business partnerships. We may have to give up time with family and friends. However, like Mandela, we can navigate our journey with determination and resilience to achieve what matters most to us.


			Defending Your Commitments


			Saying to someone or a group, “No, I disagree!” is brave, especially if what we say isn’t the popular opinion. We might shrink away in self-doubt or fear when faced with opposition. Or, we can speak the truth about our beliefs, risking the potential fallout. The latter takes courage. We must be brave enough to stay true to our commitments without altering or distorting our beliefs and values to avoid the fallout.


			People will oppose our views, and when they do, hearing what they have to say and then defending what we believe in—from a kind place—protects our integrity. When people criticize or judge our choices in life, it’s tempting to get defensive or feel disheartened. We want to feel validated, respected, and seen for who we are, especially by our loved ones. But if we resist distractions from others’ opinions, trust ourselves, and stay true to our path, we will fulfill our purpose.


			Computer graphic artist, photographer, and author Zero Dean said it well: “Not everyone will understand your journey. That’s fine. It’s not their journey to make sense of. It’s yours.”19


			Staying true to our commitments guides us in living our best lives.


			Persevering for Your Commitments


			Breaking promises to others undermines trust in relationships. Likewise, breaking promises to ourselves weakens self-trust.


			Uncertainty, criticism from others, entrenched bad habits, neglected priorities, and numerous other challenges will test our commitments and may derail our progress. Yet, with a deep resolve to persevere, we become unstoppable.


			Persisting in our creative passion, dream businesses, or whatever speaks to our authentic selves brings fulfillment. We’ll always cherish the decision to honor what feels right for us, even when others try to dissuade us or we face setbacks.


			Staying true to our commitments is not just a choice but also a promise to our future selves. Later in life, we will be grateful that we chose to fight for what was right and true for us.


			Commitment’s Rewards


			Deeply committing to something you value matters. By declaring a purpose, you gain self-respect because you have clear priorities that inspire and motivate you. You create a stronger sense of self because you’ve chosen a path aligned with who you are—your values and passions. You are happier because you are making a valuable contribution to the world.


			If you think about your relationships, committing half-heartedly will yield ordinary results. But committing fully to a person creates a deeper, more fulfilling connection.


			Beyond personal fulfillment, your commitments elevate your life in extraordinary ways. They give you direction, open up new possibilities, and grace your life with meaning and purpose. You also inspire and touch others. How rewarding!


			Taking a stand for what you truly believe in is the most important work you can do in this life.


			Practice Honoring What’s Right for You


			Picture yourself in your elder years, sitting outside on a warm summer night while sipping a cool drink. As you relax, reflect on your life, not with judgment, but with gratitude and peace. You feel a sense of well-being and contentment. Now, take a deep breath and ponder these questions:


			

					What is one commitment you pursued that brought you joy, purpose, and meaning?


					What sacrifices did you make for this commitment? How did you defend and persevere for it?


					What commitment(s) didn’t you pursue that you wish you had?


			


			Be sure to acknowledge the effort you’ve made to honor your commitments. This exercise might also reveal opportunities that—if embraced now—could help you avoid future regrets.


		


	

		

			Chapter Summary


			Commitment is an unshakable devotion to a worthy endeavor, gracing life with purpose and meaning. We sacrifice, defend, and persevere to honor our commitments and stay true to what’s right for us. In doing so, we turn our aspirations into realities and shape the course of our lives.


			Complementing virtues: Loyalty, Perseverance


			Commitment transcends: Aimlessness, Procrastination


			Remember this . . .


			

					Commitments give us purpose and vitality. We feel excited and hopeful when we declare our intention to pursue something meaningful. Our choice to fulfill this dream, no matter what, becomes the honorable test before us.


					A compelling vision—a clear and specific mental picture of what we want—energizes and inspires us to uphold our commitments, especially when facing adversity.


					Being aware of our positive and negative commitments helps us shift our priorities and align our precious time and energy with what we want most.


					Honoring our commitments means defending them, making sacrifices, and persevering through challenges. When we take these actions, we may face criticism, envy, self-doubt, and disappointment but the rewards are profound growth and fulfillment.


			


		


	

		

			CHAPTER 2: Love


			Love is an enduring and deep affection, expressed through words and actions, bringing us joy, comfort, and strength.


			Roman philosopher Cicero once said that gratitude is the parent of all virtues. If so, then love is the most celebrated of all virtues.


			Giving and receiving love are life’s most sacred gifts. When we love others, we feel deeply connected to them, even as one person. American poet E. E. Cummings expresses this sentiment in the title of his best-known love poem, “[i carry your heart with me(i carry it in].”1 He begins the poem by describing how he carries another’s heart with him, holding it in his own.


			Whether this depth of love, as Cummings communicates so well, is for a partner, parent, friend, or pet, we cannot escape the peaks and valleys of the emotion. One moment, we feel euphoric and happy; the next, we feel angry, insecure, or heartbroken. Still, we love.


			The What and Why of Love


			We can describe love in many ways. It is deep affection, trust, and respect—the kind shared with family and friends. We can define it as nurturing and guidance, like the love between a parent and child. We can also understand it as a romantic bond, a mix of attraction and deep attachment.
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