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iMarcus Aurelius (121-180 ce) was a Roman emperor and Stoic philosopher renowned for his wisdom, integrity, and dedication to virtue. As one of the last “Five Good Emperors,” he governed during a time of political and military challenges, demonstrating remarkable leadership and resilience. His private writings, later compiled as Meditations, reveal a deeply reflective mind striving to live ethically and thoughtfully. Revered as one of history’s great thinkers, Aurelius’ philosophy emphasizes self-discipline, mindfulness, and living in harmony with nature, offering timeless guidance for those seeking clarity and purpose in life.


Gill Hasson has 20 years’ experience teaching and writing on a range of issues to do with personal and professional development, mental health and wellbeing. She is the author of more than 22 books; the bestselling Mindfulness, Mindfulness Pocketbook, Emotional Intelligence, Positive Thinking, the Sunday Times bestseller How to Deal with Difficult People, plus other books on the subjects of resilience, communication skills and assertiveness.iiiii
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ixPreface


The collection of thoughts and ideas in Meditations comes from the personal journals of Marcus Aurelius (121–80 ce) during the years he was Roman emperor – from 161 to 180 ce.


He set down his musings, observations and thoughts on the Stoic approach to life simply for his own benefit – to help him think, act and live well. Centuries later, his writings were organized for publication into 12 books with numbered sections to refer to individual “meditations”.


Marcus’s collection of personal writings offers insights into Stoicism, an ancient Greek school of philosophy aimed at helping people to be virtuous and to understand the world – how to relate to it and how to best live in it.


Stoicism teaches that virtue – being a good person – means living in harmony with the divine Reason (also referred to as God, Providence or the Universe) that governs nature and to accept with equanimity changes of circumstances or fortune, particularly any that are unpleasant.


A fundamental principle of Stoicism is the distinction between what is within our control and what is outside of our control. Stoics believed that, while we cannot control events – what happens to us – we can control how we respond to them: with courage, wisdom, temperance and justice.


The Stoics’ belief system did not revolve around a personal God. Instead, the Stoics took a pantheistic view, meaning that God is synonymous with nature or the universe itself; that God is not a person, but exists in everything and everyone. God is everything, and everything is God.


It was within the framework of Stoicism that Marcus strove to live his life. He searched for answers to metaphysical questions – questions about the nature of reality and existence: What is my purpose? How can I manage misfortune, difficulties and challenges? How do I live with the knowledge that someday I will no longer exist?


He also posed ethical questions: How can I be a good person and ensure that what I do is right?


Nearly two thousand years later, Marcus’s aphorisms – astute observations, thoughts and ideas embodying general truths – continue to offer insights and practical advice for our lives today. They encourage us to reflect on our actions and beliefs and so better navigate life’s challenges and find contentment and inner peace.


Throughout the Meditations – of which there are nearly 500, varying in length from one sentence to long paragraphs – Marcus returns to the same core themes and issues such as how to be authentic, interact with other people, live in harmony with nature, accept what cannot be controlled, cope with change, and come to terms with death and the brevity of life.


This book – Meditations: Timeless Wisdom Distilled by Marcus Aurelius – includes 101 of his meditations and covers all the key themes that are part of Stoic philosophy. The arrangement of the meditations follows the traditional division into books, which seem to follow a chronological order according to when and where Marcus wrote them.


With the exception of the introductory Book One, on each left-hand page you will find one of Marcus’s thoughts xior ideas, as translated from the original Greek text by the English Classical scholar George Long in 1862 and published under the title The Thoughts of the Emperor M. Aurelius Antoninus.*


On each facing page you will read a brief explanation of the meditation, with advice on how you can reflect on it in a way that is relevant to our lives today.


While Marcus’s meditations might not have all the answers, they still have resonance – almost two thousand years after they were written.xii





* George Long, The Thoughts of the Emperor M. Aurelius Antoninus (London: Bell & Daldy, 1862). Long’s translation has sometimes been modernized for the sake of clarity.





12Book One


3Book one of Meditations consists of Marcus Aurelius acknowledging and thanking the people who have had a positive influence on his life, with a focus on those who instilled in him the values characteristic of a good Stoic. His acknowledgements are a good introduction to the book’s themes.


In 1.3, for example, Marcus acknowledges that from his mother he learned “abstinence, not only from evil deeds, but even from evil thoughts; and further, simplicity in my way of living, far removed from the habits of the rich”.


In a number of the meditations in Book One, he expresses his gratitude to his teachers, who taught him, for example, “not to meddle with other people’s affairs, and not to be ready to listen to slander” (1.5). He writes that, from his teacher Rusticus, he had learned to forgive others who sought forgiveness (1.7); from his teacher Apollonius, that a person can stand firm but also remain flexible (1.8); and, from Sextus, to live in harmony with nature (1.9).


Friendship was important to Aurelius – he states that he has learned how to receive good deeds from friends without either being overly thankful or showing ingratitude by failing to thank them (1.8); “to look carefully after the interests of friends, and to tolerate ignorant persons, and those who form opinions without consideration” (1.9); “not to be indifferent when a friend finds fault, even if he should find fault without reason, but to try to restore him to his usual disposition” (1.13); and “to believe that I am loved by my friends” (1.14).


4Marcus also writes that he has learned “not frequently nor without necessity to say to anyone, or to write in a letter, that I have no leisure; nor continually to excuse the neglect of duties required by our relation to those with whom we live, by alleging urgent occupations” – in other words, not to be too busy to spend time with people who are important to him.


Marcus recognized the importance of “equal rights and equal freedom of speech” and of “a government which respects most of all the freedom of the governed”. He credits his uncle, adoptive father and predecessor, Emperor Antoninus Pius, with having taught him many things that would be important to his role as emperor. This includes the observation in 1.16 not to seek popular approval, to be firm and fair, and to listen to those who propose something that would benefit others.


Finally, in 1.17 Marcus Aurelius shows his gratitude for having good people in his life: “To the gods I am indebted for having good grandfathers, good parents, a good sister, good teachers, good associates, good kinsmen and friends, nearly everything good.”





5Book Two




62.8


‟ Through not observing what is in the mind of another a man has seldom been seen to be unhappy; but those who do not observe the movements of their own minds must of necessity be unhappy. „




______


7Not knowing what others think of you will rarely make you unhappy, but failure to know your own mind always will.


Self-esteem – your estimation of your worth – comes from two sources: what others think of you and what you think of yourself. Certainly, much of our happiness is dependent on what we think of how others perceive us. But being overly concerned about what other people think of you takes up time and energy, leaving you feeling insecure and anxious.


If you wouldn’t invite someone into your house, don’t let them into your head.


Instead, be aware of your own mind. If you know what’s important to you – your values and beliefs – you will stand firm; you will feel confident and content.




82.11


‟ Since it is possible that you may depart from life this very moment, regulate every act and thought accordingly. „




______


9What would be important to you if tomorrow were your last day? If you were to live one day as if it were your last, what worries and concerns would you let go of? Your mistakes? Your to-do list? What you do or don’t own? Your social media profile? Other people’s approval?


What really matters to you? Spend more time and thought on what’s important to you and less time on the inconsequential. Living as if each day is your last doesn’t mean that nothing else matters at all – the washing up still needs to be done, the bills still need to be paid, you still need to brush your teeth.
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