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Praise for Contagious Optimism

“No matter how difficult or easy your life may be at any given moment, it is possible to experience meaning and happiness. Read Contagious Optimism for yourself. Read it for your teams at work. Read it for your family. It will help you improve your life, your outlook, and your behavior.”

—Marshall Goldsmith, 
New York Times bestselling author of Mojo: How to Get It, How 
to Keep It, How to Get It Back If You Lose It


 



 



“Reading Contagious Optimism will allow you to appreciate and understand the principles that people of all races, religions, and socioeconomic backgrounds live by through their life’s adventures.”

—Daniel P. Tully, 
Chairman Emeritus, Merrill Lynch & Co., Inc.

 



 



“Filled with triumphant and fascinating stories from people all over the world as well as life coaches and other authors, Contagious Optimism offers you encouragement to trust yourself and forge ahead in the midst of confusion and fear. This book has a contagious vibration that sparks courage, self-love, and personal empowerment. Be prepared to open yourself to new perspectives that place you outside the box and into a place of trust and love!”

—Laurie Martin, 
author of Smile Across Your Heart: 
The Process of Building Self Love


 



 



“It is impossible to inoculate oneself against the contagion of optimism that pours out from the stories of the courageous men and women in this book who show us how we can soar and flourish in the very midst of life’s challenges. Read it and celebrate the human spirit!”

—Michael Bernard Beckwith, 
author of Life Visioning: A Transformative Process for Activating 
Your Unique Gifts and Highest Potential


 



 



“There has been one common ingredient throughout my personal and professional life—optimism. It has been a solid driving force and has never wavered. When you read David’s book, Contagious Optimism, you will better understand why it is so powerful... it empowers, motivates, and leads people to tremendous results.”

—James F. Mooney, 
Chairman of the Board, Virgin Media, Inc.

 



 



“Enlightenment, positive mind control, and many other capabilities exist in all of us. Once they are harnessed, we are able to do anything we put our minds to. Contagious Optimism is proof that people from all corners of the world have the ability to meet and exceed their goals despite the odds.”

—Bucky Dent, 
New York Yankees World Series MVP, Baseball Hall of Fame, 
and Manager

 



 



“In this age of increasing stress, at a time when our world seems to be falling apart, being optimistic is a revolutionary act requiring great faith and courage. We are at a time of great change, and there is a sign of hope: Contagious Optimism.”


—Jed Diamond, Ph.D., 
author of The Irritable Male Syndrome: Managing 
the 4 Key Causes of Depression and Aggression


 



 



“I consider myself a very positive person. Still, I learned a lot from the various Contagious Optimism contributors about ‘Positive Forward Thinking.’ I’m sure you will get a lot out of this book too. Why? Because it’s infectious. So buy this book and catch some optimism now!”

—Allen Klein, 
author of The Art of Living Joyfully: 
How to Be Happier Every Day of the Year


 



 



“Are you still looking at the glass as half-empty? Well, it’s time for you to latch on to something highly transmittable and genuinely rewarding: Contagious Optimism. Learn how you can experience true happiness and fulfillment despite life’s greatest challenges as you read the stories of those who have chosen to see that glass as half-full.”

—Chloe JonPaul, 
author of This Business of Children


 



 



“David Mezzapelle has taken the secret to a joyfully lived life and packaged it in a book that is indeed so contagious you can’t help but be infected. Once you are exposed to the power of kindness and positive thinking towards yourself and others, Contagious Optimism will be with you forever.”

—Will Glennon, 
author of Practice Random Acts of Kindness: 
Bring More Peace, Love, and Compassion into the World








To my family for teaching me the value of hard work, 
honesty, respect for others, and giving back to the 
community. To our Contagious Optimism team for your 
confidence in this project and your dedication to seeing it 
through. This has been a great endeavor and I look 
forward to continuing our mission.







FOREWORD

When David approached me to write the preface in his new book, Contagious Optimism, I wondered, “Why me?” As I pondered the answer it became very clear: “Why not me?” I’ve been positive and optimistic all my life. I’m a “glass is half full” type of guy.

It seems predetermined that I worked all my life with Merrill Lynch, which is noted for its motto, “Bullish on America.” I remember back in the 1950s when Bob Suydam, a Merrill Lynch partner, asked our class of future operations managers what philosophy we would espouse. He called on me for a response and I answered, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” He liked my positive attitude and that I lived my life like that in all endeavors—family, sports, business, etc.

Since I was a teenager I have been collecting positive, uplifting anecdotes that I try to live by. Examples include “I never met a rich pessimist” from Bill Schreyer and “The optimist finds opportunity in every difficulty, not difficulty in every opportunity” from Winston Churchill. One of the simplest and most important maxims for success was presented by Wayne Gretzky: “You miss 100 percent of the shots you never take.” The premise of Contagious Optimism is the same as many of these uplifting anecdotes—positive thinking, inspiration, and motivation but across many facets of life and compiled from people all over the globe.

Years ago a business magazine said I exude positive thinking so much that I even have The Optimist Creed framed on my  wall. This creed was written in 1912 by Christian D. Larson. His goal was clear: to attract good into your life and to share good with others. While this may have been written a hundred years ago, it still holds true today and is unaffected by time.




THE OPTIMIST CREED 


Promise yourself:

To be so strong that nothing can disturb your peace of mind.

To talk health, happiness, and prosperity to every person you meet.

To make all your friends feel that there is something in them.

To look at the sunny side of everything and to make your optimism come true.

To think only of the best, to work only for the best, and to expect only the best.

To be just as enthusiastic about the success of others as you are about your own.

To forget the mistakes of the past and to press on to the greater achievements of the future.

To wear a cheerful countenance at all times and to give every living creature you meet a smile.

To give so much time to the improvement of yourself that you have no time to criticize others.

To be too large for worry, too noble for anger, too strong for fear, and too happy to permit the presence of trouble.



As humans, many of us have principles we live by. Organizations generally have principles as well. At Merrill Lynch, we have five principles we call the “Five Commandments.”

These are Client Focus, Respect for the Individual, Teamwork, Responsible Citizenship, and Integrity. If you notice, all of these have a positive, uplifting connotation. None are negative, counterproductive, or pessimistic. Shortly after becoming chairman, I had these principles chiseled in our lobby floor at our world headquarters in New York and posted in every office around the globe in the local language. Our leadership teams are evaluated on how they interpret and carry out these principles. Similarly as humans, we have to act on our principles as well. Having them is not enough unless you live by them.

Reading Contagious Optimism will allow you to appreciate and understand the principles that people of all races, religions, and socioeconomic backgrounds live by and have exhibited during their life’s adventures.

 



Daniel P. Tully 
Chairman Emeritus, Merrill Lynch & Co., Inc. 
Hobe Sound, Florida





POSITIVE FORWARD THINKING

Once during an executive development session with a group of investment bankers, I was describing the process of helping successful leaders achieve a positive, long-term change in behavior. One banker asked, “How will this stuff help us make more money?” I replied, “This process will help you make more money, but that is not what is most important.”

I then got up the nerve to say, “My mission is to help you and the people around you have a happier life.” I looked at the faces of the executives, expecting some kind of challenge. Then I asked, “Does anyone have any objection to this mission?” No one objected. So far, no one has ever objected.

I feel the same way about this book. Contagious Optimism is inspired by the idea of “positive forward thinking” created by David Mezzapelle. Positive forward thinking is the ability to find the silver lining in every cloud no matter how difficult yesterday or today may be. David has since developed his idea into this great book of stories and tools for readers worldwide.

In today’s competitive world it’s difficult to remain optimistic and focused. Without a positive attitude we can face many obstacles to happiness. It’s easy to get caught in a “poor me” cycle if we dwell on the negative aspects of life and work—the fast pace of our lives, the constant barrage of emails, a 24/7 workplace, and so on.

That’s why we all need a little inspiration sometimes, and the uplifting message of Contagious Optimism does just that. If you are experiencing a difficult situation at work or at home, this book can help. Each chapter relates to a theme such as  goals, talents, relationships, finance, jobs, aging, wellness, relaxation, jealousy, and more. The sections are filled with the wisdom, philosophy, and experience of many contributors. In addition to the wealth of information and encouragement provided by professionals, there are stories included from a variety of contributors. These are real people sharing real solutions to real problems. And these stories make this book very intriguing!

No matter how difficult or easy your life may be at any given moment, it is possible to experience meaning and happiness. Read this book for yourself. Read it for your teams at work. Read it for your family. It will help you improve your life, your outlook, and your behavior. Enjoy!

Life is good.

 



Marshall Goldsmith 
Bestselling Author, Motivational Speaker 
Rancho Santa Fe, California






WELCOME

I can happily say that my life has been powered by the concept of “contagious optimism” long before I ever dreamed of writing a book or even establishing the concept. Having lived through challenging events and experiences, no different than many of you, I wanted to share how my contagious optimism has made it all worthwhile and continues to do so every day—for myself and for many others around me. The key was my ability to anticipate positive results in advance of them happening, thus making difficult circumstances surmountable. I call this “positive forward thinking.” The anticipation of the positive results I call “Life Carrots.”

So what is a Life Carrot? Quite simply, a Life Carrot is something great out in front of you that you can reach. This personal philosophy has made my life a pleasure no matter what obstacles have stood before me. When I experienced financial setbacks, I found opportunities. When I experienced loss and grieving, I found life. When I became engrossed in materialism, I found simplicity. When I experienced rainy days, I found sunshine. These are all positive results from negative situations.

I am fortunate to have been given the ability to radiate this optimism to others and to help them get through difficult situations in life with a smile and confidence in the future. Apparently my enthusiasm for positive thinking is contagious. I receive thank you messages daily from people who want me to know that I have added zeal to their lives.

One example took place several years ago in Jacksonville,  Florida. I was conducting interviews for a satellite office we were opening there. One of the candidates was a woman named Jennifer. Unfortunately Jennifer was not qualified for the position but I encouraged her to stay positive and gave her some good advice that would make her more marketable in the future. She thanked me profusely and her correspondence included one of the nicest thank you letters I have ever received. She mentioned that she was down about her unsatisfactory job search and financial situation before we met but that my contagious optimism had altered her frame of mind and outward demeanor for the better. I wrote her back and wished her well.

Seven years later Jennifer was reading the Wall Street Journal and saw an article about our company. She recognized my name and decided to track me down through our website. She wanted me to know how much our meeting had impacted her life and that she continued to have the sparkle of optimism that was generated from our interview seven years earlier. After her failed interview, but with her newly gained outlook, she was able to secure a part-time job to fund the balance of her college education while building work experience in the process. Ultimately she was able to land a position with another technology company and had been promoted several times over the years. She was now married and had children. I was touched that our brief time together had such a profound impact.

Many people ask me to bottle this optimism. I frequently receive calls from people I have known for years, and others I just met briefly, letting me know they are “psyched.” They are sharing with me their positive outlook that they didn’t have before we met.

Over the years many friends, family members, colleagues, and teachers have asked me to write about positive forward thinking in order to help people worldwide feel good about  themselves and to find optimism in any situation. In summary, that is how Contagious Optimism was conceived.

For people in a good state this book will help you appreciate what you have and how you got there. Some people lose sight of that and need a little boost once in a while. For people in a bad state this book will help you realize that not far away is something real, something tangible, which makes today worthwhile and necessary. To better illustrate, each of the following chapters breaks down common themes in our lives and how optimism and positive forward thinking can make those themes a pleasure as well as a means to something greater.

Each chapter contains a series of essays written by a wonderful team including lay people, life and career coaches, medical professionals, wellness experts, financial experts, social workers, and spiritual professionals (across a variety of faiths). The purpose is to allow the reader to benefit from the uplifting stories, outcomes, and advice offered by our Contagious Optimism team.

I am confident that this book will help you achieve a positive outlook and appreciation for today, no matter how difficult it may be. This book will help you find balance in your life and lift that proverbial weight off your shoulders.

Thank you for reading. Stay positive and make it contagious!

 



David Mezzapelle 
Jupiter, Florida






CHAPTER ONE

TALENT

Ignore thinking that you are bad at something.

Nothing is impossible and you can learn anything in the area where you wish to excel.

Lacking talent only means you have the ability to recognize what needs practice.

 



My parents always reminded me that practice is the only way to excel at something such as sports, hobbies, music, school, etc. They also reminded me that shortcuts are just a means of cheating yourself, only further delaying the attainment of your goal. The true leaders in any field have exhausted what is necessary to understand the subject and then have developed the necessary skills that led them to their pinnacle point. We all have that capability and simply need to apply ourselves.

Many before us have paved the path that provides us the wisdom and insight to carry on. We can take advantage of their legacies to build our own talents. There is always going to be the next Mickey Mantle, the next Pavarotti, the next Ronald Reagan, etc.

If you dream to be great at something, but lack the skills to reach that dream today, this is a good thing. Your mind and perhaps your body recognize the need to practice in order to improve those skills. No excuses! Just patience, persistence, and perseverance.

 



David


“I believe that true talent is being able to cut it when the chips are down.”

—Kim Solomito, Watermill, New York

 



“I don’t admit to failure because I believe an admission of failure is a concession to defeat. I embrace the idea that I haven’t yet succeeded.”

—Joel Heller, West Chesterfield, New Hampshire






NEVER, EVER GIVE UP 

TINA MONTEZ

First, you have an opportunity. Next, based on that opportunity, you create a vision. And when you execute that vision, you meet your opposition. It is here on the battleground, facing the opposition, that success is either realized or relinquished.

R. H. Macy started seven businesses that failed before finally hitting it big with his store in New York City.

After his first audition, the casting director told Sidney Poitier, “Why don’t you stop wasting people’s time and go out and become a dishwasher or something?” Poitier went on to win an Oscar and become one of the most highly regarded actors in entertainment.

Jimmy Denny, manager of the Grand Ole Opry, fired Elvis Presley after just one performance, telling him, “You ain’t goin’ nowhere son. You ought to go back to drivin’ a truck.”

Walt Disney started a number of businesses and went bankrupt several times. He kept plugging along, however, and eventually built Disneyland.

Bill Gates dropped out of Harvard and the first business that he cofounded, Traf-O-Data, flopped. Undaunted, Gates went back to work and created the global empire that is Microsoft.

When E. E. Cummings did not find a publisher for his book, 70 Poems, he got the money from his mother and published the collection himself. The dedication, printed in uppercase letters, read, “WITH NO THANKS TO...” followed by the list of publishers who had rejected his manuscript. Perhaps this  was Eddie’s way of illustrating that nobody loses all the time.

Who could ever forget the Nike commercial in which basketball legend Michael Jordan recounts, “I have missed more than 9,000 shots in my career. I have lost almost 300 games. On 26 occasions I have been entrusted to take the game-winning shot and I missed. I have failed over and over and over again in my life. And that is why I succeed!”

Michael is right. If you are encumbered with the fear of failure it will thwart your efforts, neutralize any enterprise, and make success impossible. The next time a failure attempts to form a stranglehold on you, keep this list handy and remember that sometimes failure is the first step toward success.


CONTAGIOUS BY EXAMPLE

 



 



When you think you’re failing at something, read a biography on one of your favorite people in history. You’ll find that their path to success was filled with bumps as well.






ACHIEVEMENT BY MIND AND WILL 

ALAN MALIZIA

The human mind is a wonderful gift and a powerful tool. It can lead us to success or failure. It can exalt or humble. It can strengthen or weaken us in the face of adversity. Maxwell Maltz in his book, Psycho-Cybernetics, recounts an experiment carried out at the University of Chicago that proved the power of imagined experience:

A number of people were divided into three groups, then were tested on shooting basketball foul shots. The groups were given the following instructions:

Group 1—Do not practice foul shots for 30 days.

Group 2—Practice foul shots every day for 30 days.

Group 3—Practice foul shots only in their mind (imagined experience) for 30 days.

After the thirty-day period the three groups were tested again and their results, compared to their initial performance, were as follows:

Group 1—Showed no improvement at all.

Group 2—Showed 24 percent improvement.

Group 3—Showed 23 percent improvement.

It’s interesting that Group 2 had been practicing for a month and Group 3 had not touched a ball for a month. The above are effective examples for the topic at hand: talent seeking. The first is of the mind and the second of the will. By mind, will, steadfast effort, and faith one can accomplish that which one sets out to accomplish.

Our minds are capable of great things: self-awareness, appreciation of beauty, talent to analyze and create or look to tomorrow. Dr. Norman Vincent Peale, the famed minister and writer, tells a story in one of his books, You Can If You Think You Can. Dr. Peale’s college professor, a strong and imposing man, yet quite approachable, was very influential in his students’ development. His goal was to inspire his students to be confident and stand firm in the face of life’s obstacles. The world then, as it is today, was challenging. On entering class from time to time, as a test to his students, he would write one word on the blackboard: CAN’T. Without missing a beat all that had been instilled in them came forth in a unified shout, “Erase it!” He would reply, “Erase what?” The students, even louder would respond, “You know! Erase the ’T!” And when he did, CAN’T became CAN.

When I was stricken with polio at the age of four the one thing I wanted to do most was walk. Although I was initially paralyzed, enough of my strength returned to allow me to do just that. In time, with the aid of leg braces and crutches, I was on my feet again. When life knocks you down, the only thing to do is get back up. As a handicapped person, falling was an unavoidable fact. My memory of being paralyzed was motivation enough not to stay down for long. I brought this attitude with me to all aspects of my life.

Ever since Russia successfully put a satellite into Earth orbit, namely Sputnik in 1960, I dreamed of being an astronaut, as most of the ten-year-olds of my time did. I read all I could on the subject, never missed a space launch, manned or unmanned, joined a model rocket group that participated in national competitions, and entered the annual school science fair emphasizing space science or rocketry. My passion directed me to major in mathematics in college and eventually to secure a job as a Systems Analyst with a company that designed and  built helicopter and jet flight simulators to train naval pilots.

Obviously my disability did not allow the dream of being an astronaut to come to fruition. However, there are alternative ways to participate in any field of endeavor. I’m sure there were those who would have sacrificed much to be the first to set foot on the moon. Yet without the support of scientists, engineers, and technicians, no one would have had the privilege to represent mankind in the historic effort.

I finally had achieved all that I had sought after for so many years. Or, so I thought. In actuality, the monotonous work involved was not what I had expected. My job yielded no sense of fulfillment. Endless research, flow charts, and computer syntax errors were on the menu of each tedious day. I began to realize my dream had become a nightmare. I never enjoyed the moment of admiring a completed project before embarking on another. Just because something strikes our fancy doesn’t mean it is in our blood. An attractive want is not necessarily our true need. With government contract cuts, and a mutual agreement between me and the dream field I chose, I parted from the company.

While still at my job, my mom encouraged me to accompany her to a new girl’s recreation basketball league meeting. She was interested in managing and I could be her coach. I had become interested in sports during my later years in high school and in college, but had no opinion with regard to the ability of girls in athletics. I am not chauvinistic by any means; however, skepticism was in the back of my mind.

After our first practice I was a changed man. The level of play was challenging to coach and the kids were great. I finally found what I was looking for: feedback. Immediate return from my efforts. Win or lose, the teaching and learning exchange between player and coach was very fulfilling. The same passion I put into my earlier scientific interests was applied here with  equal energy. This program became the stepping-stone to a successful career in education as a teacher and athletics coach on the high school level. Despite coaching a number of sports, the one that was most successful was girl’s volleyball.

By the time I retired we had won four state, one county, numerous city and division championships and regularly qualified for postseason play in Connecticut even though we were the smallest school in our conference. In 1988 we won what would be our last state championship. What I treasure most was the lasting relationships developed with my players over the course of each season. Many, to their own credit, received individual honors as well as athletic college scholarships. There were many challenges and setbacks, but the difference between success and failure is the difference between faith and doubt.

Bishop Fulton J. Sheen, the great Catholic preacher, writer, and television personality in the 1950s, once wrote the following: “Believe the incredible and you can do the impossible.” His thought was based upon the biblical account of Matthew 14: 22–33. A summary of the passage states, “Christ during a storm at sea was walking on the water as He approached the boat which held the Apostles. Peter, inspired by this sight, stepped out onto the sea to meet Christ. Peter then looked around and about him and saw nature raging. In a momentary lack of faith, Peter took his eyes off Christ and began to sink.” If our faith is strong and our love stronger, fear, doubt, and failure have no place.

One day at school I received a letter from a most unexpected source. My doctor who had treated me for polio as a child wrote that my success as a volleyball coach had reached him down in Florida where he had retired. His note read: “I always knew you would accomplish what you set your mind to. You proved that to me while at the hospital convalescing from polio.” Among being named coach of the year in Connecticut  in 1988 and inducted into the Connecticut Women’s Volleyball Hall of Fame, his letter is cherished the most. He was with me when things were the worst. His congratulations validated all that was achieved from polio to this moment.

Whatever it is that you choose to do in life know that your mind and will are the tools to see you to success. Know that the passion with which we put forth effort will ensure that we leave no stone unturned in the pursuit of the goal. Be prepared to face hardships, obstacles, frustrations, and endless adaptations to the constant emergence of Murphy’s Law that seek to block you from reaching your goal. But remember, “You can if you think you can,” and the true value in any achievement can only be measured by the level of struggle one must endure to attain it.


CONTAGIOUS PRACTICE

 



 



In striving for your goal, take a “hand to the plow” attitude. Be focused straight ahead with your eye on the target. It is mind over matter. You will not MIND the deterrents that attempt to discourage you, because you will not allow them to MATTER.






I NEVER FAIL 

JOEL HELLER

I never fail in life. I know that sounds conceited, but it is true. I don’t always succeed in everything I attempt, but I never fail. I have learned that if we believe in failure we are holding ourselves back from success. One of the definitions of failure is “a person or thing that proves unsuccessful.” I have had many experiences and outcomes in life that meet the definition of failure but I never admit to it.

If we admit to failure we are overlooking success. We are provided with an opportunity for growth and learning each time things don’t turn out as we would like. Each time we do not succeed we are given an opportunity to evaluate our goals and our actions. We can learn from what worked well and what we can change to have different outcomes. By always evaluating the steps we take to achieve a goal we are continually learning how to improve in our lives. When things don’t turn out as planned I ask myself one question: “What could I have done differently to impact the result that was achieved?”

I have learned that this is a powerful and effective exercise. Instead of focusing on the outcome, focus on the decision-making process and actions taken. By shifting your focus, you make yourself a better person and embrace success. By undertaking an honest assessment, we discover what skills we need to develop, what strengths we possess, and how to plan better.

By focusing on what we can do better or differently we grow as individuals. Life is about learning, improving, and making  positive steps forward. I don’t admit to failure because I believe an admission of failure is a concession to defeat. I embrace the idea that I haven’t yet succeeded.

You may be asking, “Why do you make the distinction between lack of success and failure?” I make the distinction because when I don’t succeed in something I embrace the challenge of improving my skills so that I am successful in the future. When we are learning to ride a bike, do we give up the first time we fall and skin our knee? No, we keep getting back on the bike until we master the balance and coordination needed to roll around the neighborhood. We are not failures; we just haven’t succeeded yet!


CONTAGIOUS INSIGHT

 



 



Today you should make it a point to embrace the world in the same way you did when you were learning to ride a bike. You didn’t stop until it was mastered. You didn’t give up because you fell.






TALENT BUILDING 101 

DAVID MEZZAPELLE


“Luck is opportunity meeting preparation.”

—Unknown



Please don’t tell me that you don’t have what it takes to be the next golf sensation, musician, athlete, executive, or anything else. Contrary to what you think, you absolutely do have what it takes. I know it with 100 percent certainty.

There is no secret or special formula for building talent. There is no “right place at the right time” luck that is required. Building talent is one of the few tools for success that is not contingent on anything other than hard work. Your talent is the direct result of the hard work and practice you put in. Sure, there are some people that may excel faster. Sure, there are some people that get the unfair advantage of knowing someone already in the field. All that just falls in line with “the grass is always greener.” Forget all that stuff and start applying yourself. The more you make excuses that you are not cut out for the job, the more you prove you really just don’t want it in the first place.

There is one tool that is equally important to practice. That tool is your brain. You need to convince yourself that you are improving as you move forward. You need to visualize yourself at the pinnacle of talent. Whatever it is you are working toward, picture yourself already there. It will materialize but not through  magic. It will materialize because you have the confidence to picture yourself reaching the goal, and at the same time you are taking all the physical steps necessary to get there. These are mutually inclusive steps that are surmountable.

There are many scholars, theologians, motivational speakers, athletes, philosophers, and industry titans that have proven this. It is not some oracle or quest. It is simply the art of applying your entire self to whatever it is that you want to succeed at doing. Good luck and don’t lose sight of the goal.


CONTAGIOUS COMMITMENT

 



 



Having a tough time getting to the top of your sport, career, relationship, etc.? Stop whining and stop blaming others. Acknowledge where you are lacking and prioritize what it takes to improve. The brain and body together will accomplish the rest.






DISCOVERING YOUR PASSION, DISCOVERING YOUR TALENTS 

MARINA TONKONOGY

Do you know what your talents are? If not, you are not alone. I didn’t know mine for a long time and, even now, I am sure I have not discovered all of them. As a child, I was not allowed to freely explore different activities. My parents didn’t want me to overexert myself, and, consequently, took my childhood away by confining me to a home prison. I was not allowed to attend afterschool classes, camps, physical education in school, and, sometimes, was even banned from other children’s parties. Having this childhood experience, I know very well what it is like not to be able to find out what you love and are good at. It feels as though a large part of your soul is missing and that you won’t be able to achieve inner peace until you find it.

Discovering my gifts as a psychotherapist and an educator allowed me to recover a large section of this lost piece. In addition, I enjoy writing and want to try acting, dancing, singing, painting, and anything else that would help me express myself in the world. Does that mean that I am gifted in all those areas? I don’t know. I may or may not be, but that is of little importance. I explore different things because there is a playful and curious little child in me that wants to come out and live her life to its fullest.

Talents are an essential part of who we are. When we are searching to find our true self, we are finding our talents along the way. And when searching for talents, we are getting closer to our true self. This search is not an easy one; it requires us  to take risks and to put our time and energy into something that may not bring immediate results. But it is significant because it brings us closer to who we truly are. Sometimes, it may even require us to deviate from an established path and to change our career. In my case, I abandoned the computer technology field and began a master’s program in Psychology. Turning my life around was frightening; however, had I not made that change, my life currently would be dull and devoid of meaning.

Our talents are directly connected to our passions. I believe it is possible to be gifted in something that you are passionate about. Talents give birth to passion, because talents are meant to be discovered and put into use. Our passions are the vehicles through which our talents try to come out into the world. When we have the courage to follow our passions, we will excel in what we do because we invest our whole energy into it. We work day and night in order to master the necessary skills without getting burned out. Confucius once said, “Find a job you love and you will never work a day in your life.”

You might say: “I can’t afford to spend time and effort on this talent search, and I can’t afford to quit my stable job because I have to support myself and my family.” Of course, we are restricted by external demands that life imposes on us, and we have to do what’s necessary to survive. But this life is not just about survival. It is also about joy and fulfillment, growth, and a search for meaning, inner peace, and giving back to the world. Under very difficult circumstances we should find the time to discover what we love. I know from experience that if we invest in this process, it will start working and new exciting opportunities will come our way.


CONTAGIOUS BY EXAMPLE

 



 



Make it a point to try something new, whether it’s painting, dancing, golf, tennis, pottery, art, cooking classes, wine education, etc. Also, make it a point to encourage others to do the same with you. You will broaden your horizons and build camaraderie in the process.






TAKING ON SOMETHING WAY ABOVE ME 

KIM SOLOMITO


“It’s not getting what you want. It’s wanting what you got.”

—Sheryl Crow



I never believed that what we saw was all there is. There is another dimension that we, as humans, can’t describe, understand, or relate to. For the scientific types, it doesn’t exist because it defies the laws of physics and the universe as they know it. Even the philosophy of metaphysics can only attempt to explain the fundamental nature of “being” and the “world,” but only on a plane that humans can decipher. For many people, myself included, we have faith in that other dimension. That faith is really an inner strength that allows people to believe there is so much more and it also motivates us to do amazing things. It allows us to be taught, allows us to learn, and allows us to build. It tells us that our mind, in conjunction with the universe, can do anything it wants as long as our faith and confidence is strong enough and not distracted from its mission—whatever the goal.

My first job was in a restaurant while I attended college. The boss was tough on me and only me. I performed, brought in the most money, had the largest number of repeat customers, and had never missed a day. When I asked him why he was so tough on me, he said that I have all the potential—not the  others. He wanted me to apply that potential to my studies and observe my professional and personal growth. And so I did! My passion and career focus was in horticulture and floral design. These were natural paths for me even though many people in my life thought they were way above me.

When I was twenty-six, I met a woman named Hollis who was on a metaphysical path of her own. She gave me a wonderful book, Way of the Peaceful Warrior, by Dan Millman. This book, along with many other forces in my life, drove me to excel even further at everything I did. I believe that you can recognize when something is right or wrong. Your inner self talks to you and tells you which path to take. It is up to you if you want to see and hear it. My inner self led me, with no doubt whatsoever, to the path I stayed on for more than twenty-five years and I could not be happier for it.

Rita, my mother, always said that she had no idea what I would be when I grew up, but she was certain that I would be happy. She felt that I had the ability to apply happiness and confidence to everything I touched. She also knew this ability would ensure my career, my relationships, and my hobbies.

Together with my wonderful husband Jon, we have built a successful floral business in the Hamptons in New York. We have wonderful friends, a terrific home, and what I consider the perfect life. It is not perfect in everyone’s eyes, but it is perfect for me. I smile every day for it and would not change a thing. I love my economy car and I love seeing mansions every day. Do I need a new car? Do I need a mansion on the ocean? Not at all.

My point to all of this? Anybody can do anything, anytime. A person can be talented or become talented. Either way it will happen if you let it. There is no reason for anyone to ever consider themself a failure. You need to know you have “it” in order to achieve “it.” Without that belief it just  won’t happen. I took on many things “way above me” from starting a floral shop, to building that perfect centerpiece, to mastering yoga. Each one of those endeavors took study, practice, repetition, “homework,” perseverance, and persistence. It also took significant patience because some things come more naturally than others. But I achieved them all and have the scrapbooks and track records to look back on with pride. Even my reputation as the “wild flower lady” in the Hamptons was a term to describe the uniquely beautiful and innovative style of my work.


CONTAGIOUS ACTION

 



 



Take on anything you want that is above you. Do it with confidence in yourself, belief in the universe, and your ability to succeed. It will happen.






INTERVIEW: DAVID DI FRANCESCO, THE LIVING WARRIOR 

SUSAN YOUNG

How many times have you asked yourself the questions, “What do I want to be when I grow up?” “How do I master a talent?” or “How can I be number one?” These are questions that require a great deal of self-knowledge. In my interview with David Di Francesco, David reveals the elements required for selecting a profession or mastering a talent that gives your life meaning and purpose. David is the founder of The Living Warrior, a world-renowned program for training the body and mind.

David says that the original thought that we dreamt about as children seems to be the best fit. It is learning to trust yourself, listening to your voice, and going ahead with your dreams. He says, “You’re going into your fear. You’re going into the unknown but at some point your passion and your desire outweighed that fear.” David’s original desire was to heal people.

He explains that each of us has some aspect of ourselves that needs to find a way to be expressed. You have to ask your heart, “What is the end result I desire out of my profession? What talents am I trying to master?” Physical and mental training are critical in finding yourself and your passion.

David says, “There has to be some reward and fulfillment. There has to be something that says, ‘Okay, I feel like I’m being adequately rewarded to make this worthwhile.’ What is that for you?”

In my interview with David you will discover the journey he  has taken and the lessons to be learned when you follow your passion. Below are some highlights of that interview:

Susan: “In my heart of hearts I always knew I wanted to be in communications but I became an accountant. It’s totally not me and I’ve been miserable ever since.”

David: “The people that I’ve worked with, whether they’re in the midst of a career transition, thinking about it, or actually having already done it, what I found to be the best fit seems to be the original passion and the original thought that they dreamt of as children.

“It was learning to trust themselves, listening to their voices, and going ahead with it. They had no understanding that they were going to be successful or that they were going to be able to financially take care of themselves.

“You’re going into your fear. You’re going into the unknown but at some point your passion and your desire outweighed that fear.”

Susan: “How about living in regret?”

David: “Regret is a major element that can blur your original dreams and goals but it is not a rock wall, it can be overcome.”

Susan: “So tell me about your journey. I always start with anchoring where you are and what it is you do.”

David: “I am a physical trainer and coach. I get people ready to become Navy Seals, FBI, CIA, Rangers, Secret Service, policemen, firemen, and even athletes. I work with people worldwide. I get them ready for deployments and different task units as well.”

Susan: “Doesn’t the military or these other professions train these people?”

David: “I work with people who want to pass the test to enter the Academy. I also work with people that are already on board but need to be trained for a new deployment, which  is usually an advancement in their career. For example, I work with people to train for food and sleep deprivation, cold-water immersion and all sorts of things related to sports as well.

“Here’s the critical part that connects all this together: The physical performance of the human body is predicated on the beliefs and the thoughts going on in the mind. These are mental training techniques that tie in with the physical.”

Susan: “In terms of the people you work with, what do you believe is the key to making them look good and feel good about themselves and their decisions—and act accordingly to sustain them?”

David: “I found that in order to get people successful about their bodies, I had to get them successful about their minds and their belief systems. I can tell how you feel about yourself by how I see you, how you look, etc. Your physical body is an outward expression about how you feel about yourself. I’ve never seen it otherwise. The physical nature cannot exist differently, or at least not for very long, with what you are believing about yourself.”

Readers are welcome to contact me to obtain the rest of this interview. It is motivating, inspirational, and something I recommend reading to everyone that is trying to achieve the best in themselves in order to meet a goal or obstacle.


CONTAGIOUS INSIGHT

 



 



To be physically healthy you need to be mentally healthy as well. To start, believe in yourself and consider that mind exercise is just as important as physical exercise.






TALENTS AND ACHIEVEMENT 

LISBETH CALANDRINO

I think we all have many talents, but talent isn’t enough. There are many talented people in the world who have achieved very little. On the other hand, there are many not so talented folks who have soared to amazing heights. I think they call them “overachievers.” In my mind, overachievers are the survivors of this world; always knowing on some level they must continue to achieve if they are going to remain competitive.

One of my friends is eighty-five and just hired me to become her life coach. At first I laughed when she approached me. What did she have that was unfinished? Our conversation informed me it wasn’t a question of unfinished business; it was a question of new business. Recently diagnosed with cancer, she felt the need to hurry and learn more things. Her Facebook account needed tending to and her LinkedIn experience was just starting. I don’t know how much talent my friend has, but I do know that she is always living life to the fullest.

Talent is a funny thing and in many ways, holds people back. Talent can make people feel satisfied with mediocrity. Talent is not the end of the world, but can be if it is left to fester and grow mold. I remember a friend told me his wife was a Rockette dancer at Radio City Music Hall. After further investigation, I found out she had auditioned for the Rockette summer program when she was seventeen. She didn’t get the job but had been talking about it as if she had been on tour all these years. Ah, more talent left to grow mold.

The real talent worth having is the talent to be inquisitive and mindful. Wondering about the world and taking every possible opportunity to create excitement and meaning. I don’t remember anyone ever saying I had talent. The only talent I had in high school was annoying teachers and talking too much. Despite my inability to stand out from the rest of the students, I never worried about the future and that seemed to be a problem for the teachers. Once I got out of high school and through my first year of college, I realized my life’s journey was about the journey itself.

I was brought up in a very competitive household and my dad expected the best from me. In his mind, education was the key and my job was to fulfill his dreams. Fortunately, my dreams were the same as his and learning is one of my core values. I always feel better when I’m learning. Some days I have the desire to compete with what I’ve learned and other days I just enjoy doing.

As I age, I find myself most interested in the importance of my life on earth. My mother gave me this opportunity of life and I often wonder if I have fulfilled my purpose. I believe the key to living life to the fullest is to always be recognizing opportunities and following your own path. To enjoy every minute, whether it’s writing a novel, giving a speech, or petting the kitties, it’s your life.

There will always be more to come—if that’s what you’re wanting. Every day is to be enjoyed, every thought to be cherished. Instead of making every day count, make every breath and every thought count. Remember that if you do what it takes today, tomorrow will take care of itself.


CONTAGIOUS PRACTICE

 



 



Do what you can to the best of your ability, and then do one more thing!
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