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FOREWORD


We learn through experience, either our own or others’. From others, we learn through reading, seeing, or hearing their stories. When you read a person’s stories, you see who they are and what they have done to be who they are in life. It is rare to have someone write in a way so that you not only see who they are and who they are becoming but also learn what you can do to become who you want to be.


Today information is readily available. You can do a Google search on any word or topic and immediately have millions of answers from all kinds of sources. A good friend of mine says, “Information is cheap, but insights are invaluable.” Information on its own only takes you so far, but when you get insights from a person who has applied that information—well, that is wisdom. When a person can give you wisdom, that is a gold vein in the mine of life.


What John shares with you in Win Today is pure wisdom. When you read and apply what he has written, you will have success in every area of life: personal, professional, physical, and spiritual. You will see how patience in small pursuits can yield big results. You will hear how life’s challenges and struggles yield strength and perseverance.


You will feel the emotion of having your life’s course changed in an instant and then the exhilaration of finding your life’s calling. You will see how God, family, friends, and mentors can help you chart the right course rather than the course you thought you should be traveling.


Win Today is more than a title; it is a challenge and statement. It is a challenge to seek after and live a life that is giving and grateful. It is a challenge to be a net contributor rather than a net consumer. It is a challenge to tap into your inner fire and let it burn brightly for everyone to see.


It is a statement that everyone has within them the ability to win, that they can succeed at whatever they choose to do. It is a statement that your potential is unlimited. It is a statement that life is about accomplishing dreams and that whatever you dream is possible.


Warren Buffett, talking to a classroom of kids, gave them this analogy:


If I said to you I am going to give you a car, in fact, you can choose whatever car you want. Would you take me up on that deal? Now before you agree, here is the catch: it is the only car that you can ever own. You can only have this one car the rest of your life. If you took the deal, how would you treat that car? Would you take it in for regular maintenance? Would you make sure the oil was changed regularly? Would you wash it and shine it? Would you have insurance on it? If it were the only car you would ever have, then most likely you would do all those things and more. Now I want you to know that your body and your life are the only ones that you will ever have. So take care of it like you would if you only had one car.


Win Today gives you what you need to care for your body and your life.


Keep smilin’,




Jeffery J. Downs


Author, Streaking: The Simple Practice of Conscious Consistent Actions That Make Life-Changing Results







 


INTRODUCTION


The future depends on what you do today.


—MAHATMA GANDHI


Wherever you go, you will find people dreaming of a big future.


You will hear people tell you how they intend to conquer the world. And there’s nothing wrong with big ambitions and even bigger dreams, but sadly in most cases, that’s all they are: dreams. Talking about what you intend to achieve will not lead to the fulfillment of your dreams.


Success is made up of small moments of action—not day-to-day actions but moment to moment. What you are doing right now makes a difference, and the compound effect of your daily actions can lead to incredible results, both good and bad.


• If you want to have a great marriage with your spouse, give a sweet compliment to your spouse every day.


• If you want to lose weight, track your food consumption every day.


• If you want to build your relationship with your son, call or text him every day.


Where do you begin? Think of an activity that, if performed, would have a profound impact on your personal or professional life. This simple activity, while seemingly small, will have a profound influence on your life when done consistently every day. The results of simple daily activities—when done consistently—will amaze you.


Winning today doesn’t have to be only a single activity. You can gradually create extraordinary results for your personal and professional life in many areas, but there’s one catch: you need to start today. Stop waiting for the perfect time to begin exercising or dieting. The only right time to start is today.


And if you start now and win today with consistency, you will look back in three or four months with awe at how far you’ve come. Your dreams will begin to look realistic, and the cumulative results of simple daily activities will turn into results that you never thought possible.


Turns out, the key to success is winning today.


Why I Wrote This Book


Life is made up of small moments that make life special. These small moments happen at the most unexpected times and will be etched into your memory forever. It’s not enough that you benefit from these special moments; you need to share them with the world.


That, my friend, is why I wrote this book. I want to unlock the memory bank and share with you the special experiences and lessons that have made a difference and that I hope can help you. The life experiences range from relationships with family and friends, faith, gratitude, and interpersonal skills to professional, financial, and health and fitness issues.


This book is my attempt to share those life experiences with you. In sharing these experiences, I hope you find that you are not alone—we all struggle with doubts, anxieties, and fears. I have made more than my share of mistakes and have had some epic failures along the way. But those mistakes and failures have made me who I am, and looking back, I wouldn’t have it any other way.


Twelve Simple Virtues and Skills That Will Change Your Life


This book is broken down into twelve simple virtues and skills that can have the biggest impact on your life:


1. Perseverance


2. Execution


3. Habits


4. Interpersonal skills


5. Health and nutrition


6. Mental health


7. Financial management


8. Faith


9. Family


10. Professional and goal setting


11. Sacrifice and generosity


12. Gratitude and love


You may not agree with everything—and that’s OK. Take what you can, tell me when I’m wrong, and keep fighting for the causes you were put on this earth for. And when you’re finished reading, I hope you share the stories that have made the biggest impact on your life. Your friends and family deserve nothing less.


Thank you for taking this journey with me.




 


PERSEVERANCE


Our greatest weakness lies in giving up. The most certain way to succeed is always to try just one more time.


—THOMAS EDISON




 


CHAPTER 1:


HOW DREAMS COME TRUE


The news was not unexpected.


Sitting in the office of the assistant dean of the law school during an interview for admission to law school, I was told that my admission was a near impossibility. The assistant dean was breaking the bad news with kindness. I was told that my application was strong, but the law school had thirty-six hundred applicants for only 160 openings in the class. I could read between the lines—my application was not going to be accepted.


I expressed gratitude for our interview, and then I shared my story. From as early as I could remember, I only had one dream. Even as a child and young adult, I prayed for the chance to attend the only college I ever wanted to attend. I told the assistant dean that my dream had come true, and no one was going to take that away from me. The assistant dean listened to my story in silence and, after some thought, responded, “I had no idea you felt this way about Our Lady’s University.”


The assistant dean made a small compromise. The assistant dean explained that occasionally, for financial or family emergencies, some students did not return to school, and if that happened, he would give one of those spots to me. That was more than I could ask. But the first day of school was only seven weeks away, and I knew the odds were slim.


Three days before school was scheduled to begin, I took a flight to my dream school. If a spot opened for me, I wanted to be at the law school and ready to take it.


Two days before classes were to begin, I went to the assistant dean’s office dressed in a suit and a tie at 8:00 a.m. I waited in the lobby of the assistant dean’s office for 3.5 hours, waiting to meet with the assistant dean. Late in the morning, a receptionist told me that the assistant dean did not have time to meet with me. I was not completely surprised, as I did not have an appointment, so I left and told the receptionist that I would return the next morning.


One day before classes were scheduled to begin, I returned to the assistant dean’s office at the law school. Again, I dressed to impress in a suit and tie and sat in the lobby of the assistant dean’s office from 8:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. Later that morning, the receptionist told me that the assistant dean did not have time to meet with me. Frustrated that the assistant dean would not meet with me, I realized my admission to my dream law school was not going to happen. But again, I told the receptionist that I would return the next morning.


The next day was the first day of classes, and the law school was humming with the activity of students scurrying from class to class in the hallway. For the third consecutive day, I arrived at the assistant dean’s office at 8:00 a.m. and waited in his lobby until the late morning.


After waiting for 3.5 hours, I accepted the reality that admission to my dream law school was not going to happen and pondered the thought of leaving. At that moment, I made a decision: I wasn’t going anywhere until I had a meeting with the assistant dean. The assistant dean would have to give the bad news to me face to face, and I wasn’t going anywhere until that happened.


At 11:35 a.m., the receptionist walked over to me and told me that the assistant dean would meet with me. Downtrodden and discouraged, I was ready for the bad news. I walked into the office of the assistant dean, shook his hand, and sat down. The assistant dean then told me something that I will never forget: “All of the students returned to school. We do not have an opening for you … but I’m going to open a spot for you anyway.”


The assistant dean handed me an envelope that contained an acceptance letter to my dream school and told me to walk across the hallway, as my first class was about to begin. Stunned by what had just transpired, I left the assistant dean’s office and walked into the classroom across from his office for my first class. That’s how my first day began.


It would have been easy for me to give up, go home, and accept my second choice for a law school. But that would have meant giving up on my dream.


Dreams can come true. But you can’t give up on your dreams, even when the odds seem impossible. Fight for your dreams. Never quit, and with some luck, your craziest, most impossible dreams might come true.


This is how dreams come true.


*  *  *


A Chance Worth Taking


On the morning of Election Day in 2014, my wife, Lisa, was dropping our boys off at their high school in Troy, New York. Just as our boys were about to get out of the car, Lisa asked them what they thought of her chances in the election for New York State Supreme Court Justice.


Our then-fourteen-year old son, Tim, responded, “It doesn’t matter, Mom, whether you win or lose. You’re a winner in my book.” After our boys got out of the car, Lisa pulled over to the side of the road, and tears began flowing. Two months of pent-up emotions finally came to the surface. That is how Election Day began.


As she was a heavy underdog, I tried to get my wife ready for defeat on Election Day. I assured Lisa, “You’ll be OK no matter what the result is, right?” and she responded, “I’ll be fine … but I’m not going to lose.” I did not have nearly as much confidence.


Truth is, it’s not about winning or losing. Tim was right—regardless of the result, Lisa was a winner for taking a chance, even when the naysayers told her that victory was impossible.


Reflecting back, I know that dreams can come true. But even if Lisa had been defeated, she would have shown our children what it means to take a chance, fight hard for a dream, and ignore the naysayers. And in my view, that lesson is invaluable.
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CHAPTER 2:


A CONVERSATION THAT CHANGED MY LIFE


Just a couple of weeks into my junior year at John A. Coleman High School in the fall of 1982, I was sitting at my desk in social studies class waiting for class to begin, when my teacher, Brother Armand, sat down across from me. With his face just a couple of feet away from mine, Brother Armand bluntly told me, “You are a loser, and you’ll always be a loser.”


Not a great way to start the day and more than just a little disturbing. But then Brother Armand explained, “You have more ability than anyone in this class, but you don’t give any effort. I’ll make a deal with you: if you give your best effort for our first exam and don’t do well, I’ll never ask you to study hard again, and I’ll leave you alone.” Fair enough, and I quickly agreed … but of course, I had no intention of studying for the exam.


An Epiphany for Yours Truly


On the night before the exam, I was sitting in my bedroom reading sports magazines (while I was supposed to be studying), and I was bored silly. With nothing else to do, I picked up my social studies book and read it for a couple of hours. This was far from my best effort, but it was still more studying than I had ever done for an exam.


On the day after the social studies exam, Brother Armand dropped the exam paper on my desk as he handed them out. My exam paper read at the top: A-. I was stunned. I had been a C and B student all my life, and I didn’t know what an A was. Was this some kind of cruel joke? I thought. How can this be? My friends and classmates had always told me that I was “stupid,” and I assumed they were right.


Later that afternoon I bumped into Brother Armand outside the front entrance of my high school. As he walked by me on the front steps of Coleman High School, Brother Armand looked at me and said something that I will never forget: “This is just the beginning for you.” I still thought he was nuts, but just maybe he was onto something.


A Shocking Result That No One Could Predict


A week later I had my first exam in the most difficult subject area: French III. I hated French in my first two years of high school, and it showed in my grades. I had been a C and D student in my first two years of French, and now I was on the verge of taking an advanced French class in a class full of straight-A honors students. I was horribly unprepared to begin French III, and my teacher was prepared to write me off.


Just before the first exam, my French teacher gave me an ultimatum: if I didn’t pass the exam, she would kick me out of her class. Ouch! I decided at that moment that I was going to prove her wrong, and for the first time in my life, I studied for the exam with a passion. On the night before the exam, I stayed up until 1:00 a.m. studying until I couldn’t hold my eyes open, but even with my hard work, I had no idea if I could pass the exam. I knew the odds were still stacked against me.


On the day after I took the French exam, my French teacher stood at the front of the classroom and told the class, “The top score on the exam is John Henry Fisher with a ninety-six.” I was dumbfounded. This couldn’t be right—this class was loaded with the top students in the school, and I had just beat all of them?


It dawned on me at that moment. My friends and classmates were wrong—I wasn’t stupid. OK, I knew I wasn’t a Rhodes scholar, but for the first time in my young life, I realized that I wasn’t dumb either. But more importantly, I discovered that when I gave my best effort, I could beat almost anyone.


How My Life Was Changed Inside Out


From that moment, I worked with a passion. Any goofing off was now taboo, and I gave the same effort in my other subjects that I had given on the French III exam. I was no longer the class clown or the life of the party, but I was determined and laser focused on my studies … and my world changed almost overnight. I finished the fall semester with one of the highest GPAs in my class, and as hard as it was to believe for everyone (except Brother Armand), I was now in the high honors of my class.


I never looked back. I now had a formula for success that couldn’t be beat—I knew that if I outworked my competition, I could not only compete with my peers, but I could beat them every time. And the results were shocking: I finished my first year of college in the top 3 percent of my class. And I went on to do well at one of the top colleges and law schools in the country.


A Little Note of Gratitude for Changing My Life


I now realize that I will never be the brightest person in the courtroom, and there will always be other lawyers with more intelligence and credentials than me, but no one will outwork me. And I never would have discovered this without the not-so-subtle challenge from Brother Armand in the fall of 1982. It just took one person to believe in me.


Among the special gifts in my life (which are many), I can’t think of any that are better. Thank you, Brother Armand and John A. Coleman High School, for changing my life.
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CHAPTER 3:


A STORY THAT HAS TO BE TOLD


A quick explanation for why this story was written. In sharing this story, my intention is not to disparage my father. I deeply love my father and appreciate and value the sacrifices that he made for my family and me. My father made me who I am.


Like every person, my father was not perfect. I am sharing one particular imperfection for the children—young and old—of alcoholic parents. I want you to know that your experience is not unique, and you are not alone. I hope sharing my story will help you overcome any feelings of guilt and shame that you may have today, even (for some of you) many years after your childhood.


This is why I feel compelled to share this story. Although my father is not alive today, my hope is that he would understand that this is a story that needs to be told.


*  *  *


Not Your Typical Meeting


This wasn’t your typical meeting. My mother, my three sisters, and I were meeting to discuss, for the first time, a plan for challenging my father into sobriety … and the meeting was long overdue. Alcoholism has many victims—family members who are witnesses to the devastating toll that the disease takes on the alcoholic and the less obvious damage that it has upon the alcoholic’s spouse and children.


Finally, after twenty-plus years, enough was enough. This meeting was a last-ditch effort to save my dad (and perhaps save our family) from the ravages of alcoholism that refused to ease their grip on him. Years of my dad going to Alcoholics Anonymous meetings seemed to accomplish little, and our pleas to get help fell on deaf ears. Dad seemingly felt comfortable with the status quo, and we knew an intervention had almost no chance.


A Shocking Epiphany


But on a wing and a prayer, my mom, my three sisters, and I took a chance. An intervention with an alcoholic takes planning, and the preintervention meetings with an addiction counselor focused on the impact that our dad’s alcoholism had upon each of us. When my turn came, I shared with the group—for the first time—a feeling that I had since my childhood: that I was the one to blame for my dad’s drinking.


The counselor nodded his head in understanding and, in a matter-of-fact way, responded that it is common for children of alcoholic parents to blame themselves. Children of alcoholic parents assume they are the cause of their parents’ alcoholism. In fact, I was told, it would be uncommon for the child of an alcoholic parent to think otherwise.
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