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I’m dedicating this book to me. More specifically, I’m dedicating this book to my younger self. To the kid who was constantly scared, confused, and searching desperately for kindness, I’m writing every word of this for you, young Shola. Hopefully, this book will finally give us the healing that we both need.




 


INTRODUCTION


The most important decision we make is whether we believe we live in a friendly or hostile universe.


—ALBERT EINSTEIN


“Do you believe that we live in a friendly or a hostile universe, Shola?”


At the end of one of my virtual Zoom presentations, a participant in the session typed the Albert Einstein quote shown above into the chat box, followed by the question directed squarely at me.


Even though the question was challenging, I had an answer for her immediately. But before I get to my response to the question, it is important to note when the question was asked.


It was the summer of 2020. We were three months into a deadly global pandemic that was the source of fear, confusion, anger, and grief for many people. We were five months away from one of the most divisive presidential elections in American history. And, a few short weeks earlier, the brutal murder of George Floyd under the knee of a police officer had broken open the world unlike very few things before it.


Personally speaking, during that time, I was falling in and out of my own personal depression. My keynote speaking and consulting business that I worked tirelessly to build two years prior was on the verge of collapse (being dependent on gathering large groups of humans together in the same room is not the ideal way to make a living during a global pandemic). The exhaustion of simultaneously trying to rebuild my business and parent my two daughters—who were ten and seven years old at the time—while trying to pull off a bootleg version of homeschool for them almost destroyed my sanity and theirs. Not to mention, whenever I foolishly attempted to escape to the television or to social media for a break, I was greeted with the aforementioned George Floyd murder on endless loop, unceasing political melodrama, friends and colleagues who surprisingly revealed themselves as racists, rising COVID-19 death counts, and a nonstop stream of evidence that our world was more divided and uncivil than ever before. I felt trapped, incompetent, sad, alone, terrified, and defeated on a near-daily basis.


Yes, that all sounds horribly depressing (because it certainly was at the time), but context matters, and I wanted to ensure that you knew my state of mind when that question was asked to me. My answer to the question in the Zoom chat box was simple and quick: “Einstein was wrong.”


The Real Decision


I’m aware that nothing screams delusions of grandeur more than implying that you know better than one of the greatest minds in the world’s history, but what I felt in that moment four years ago is what I feel as I’m typing these words now.


The most important decision we make isn’t whether we believe that we live in a friendly or hostile universe. If that were the case, then I don’t know anyone on that day in 2020 (or today, for that matter) who believed that we lived in a friendly universe. The evidence to the contrary was so overwhelming that if the universe were on trial for hostility, the guilty verdict would be locked in before the jury’s DoorDash order arrived at the courthouse.


That’s why I’m not on board with the idea that deciding whether the world is friendly or hostile is the most important decision we can make right now. Once we make the decision that Einstein mentioned, then what? In my travels, I’ve encountered countless people all over the earth who have decided that the world is not simply “hostile,” but it’s an irredeemable dumpster fire as well. The common solutions that I’ve seen after making that decision are to complain about it to anyone who will listen, watch hours of cable news each day to reinforce how right they are about their stance, or fall into a fog of helplessness—none of which is particularly important or helpful.


The real decision is if we will actively create a universe that is friendly or hostile.


I know that sounds like I’m playing semantically with Mr. Einstein’s quote, but I promise that’s not the case. Decisions have the luxury of staying safely in our minds, away from the action that will give those decisions life. Sure, some decisions can inspire us to take action but not always—and that’s my concern. Even worse—in some cases, our decisions can delude us into believing that we’ve acted, when in reality, all we’re doing is talking and thinking about action. Simply put, deciding if we believe that we live in a friendly or hostile universe will not be nearly enough to meaningfully transform our discourse, our lives, and our world.


Action, on the other hand, means that we are doing something more than making this an intellectual exercise. We’re taking the hard step of pulling something from our minds and bringing ideas into the world where it can benefit us and others. In terms of our social discourse, many people have firmly decided that our current and common way of interacting with one another is unacceptable, but how many people are actively creating a kinder and more civil world through their words, actions, and behaviors?


I don’t have an exact number, but I can confidently say that it’s not enough. But how are we supposed to create a kinder world while sharing it with mean-spirited, hateful, and potentially dangerous people who want to do us harm? That’s what I want to address in this book.


First things first, though. This book is about action. It is not an understatement that I am obsessed with the need for us to become active participants in rescuing our discourse from the abyss. The common perception is that collective faith in the goodness of humanity is fading fast, and as more people choose to close their hearts and turn inward—or close their fists and swing them outward—the less chance there will be to create a friendlier universe. The only way to reverse this disturbing trend is to take uncommon action to fight for our shared humanity.


I think that I know exactly how to do this.


Transforming Our Discourse, Our Lives, and Our World


When it comes to honoring our shared humanity and transforming our discourse, our lives, and our world, there is one word that comes to mind: “civility.”


More specifically, we need to actively engage as many people as possible around the restorative power of civility, and we need to begin now. The willingness to unite our world by modeling civility—and encouraging others to do the same—is not only a courageous act, but it’s also an unusual one in these divisive times. I am calling this radical act “Civil Unity,” and I believe that it has the power to change everything.


To ensure that we are unifying behind the same idea, I define civility as the active demonstration of respect toward others and the ability to disagree without disrespect.


When I’ve asked my clients all over the globe why they are losing faith in the goodness of humanity, their answer is always the same: we don’t respect one another. And as previously mentioned, the evidence is overwhelming.


The best among us—teachers, healthcare professionals, grocery store employees, election poll workers, flight attendants, and public servants—are being viciously harassed, and in some cases physically assaulted, for simply doing their jobs.


Depraved social media trends that glorify bullying, violence, and hate are on the rise (if you can stomach it, type the “George Floyd challenge” into Google to see what was trending shortly after his murder in 2020).


Workplaces continue to cowardly turn a blind eye to toxic behaviors that are literally reducing the life span of their employees.


Bad faith actors who traffic in misinformation and disinformation are deepening our divisions, contaminating our discourse, and reducing the faith in the goodness of our fellow humans.


Political divisiveness that’s off the charts.


Racism, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, homophobia, and misogyny.


That’s just the everyday stuff. That doesn’t include the more extreme situations like the multiple wars raging abroad, mass shootings in our communities, and crimes against humanity occurring throughout the world on a near-daily basis.


Everything that I just mentioned are examples of how a lack of respect for our fellow humans is making the world a more hostile place, and I wouldn’t blame you for feeling helpless when you read this. But you’re not helpless. You have agency to do something meaningful to turn this around, but first I need to check the state of your heart and mind. When you think of the current state of the world, are you good with this being the price of admission for living at this time? If you’re a parent, is this the world that you want your children to inherit? Assuming that the answer to both questions is a resounding, “Hell no,” you are ready to engage in the heavy lifting that’s ahead to heal our world.


The lack of civility toward others is the primary reason why people believe that we live in a hostile universe. So dear reader, let me ask you this:


What are you going to do about it?


No need to look around—I’m not asking the collective “you.” I’m asking you. If you don’t know how to answer that question, the good news is that I’m writing this book to ensure that you have a clear answer to this persistent problem.


Why I’m Writing This Book and the Hard Questions about Civility


My sincerest hope is that the book you’re about to read will become the definitive guide on how to restore civility to our discourse. That isn’t hyperbole my friend; I’m dead serious about this.


To be clear though, this is not about the “Civility 101” silliness that will barely move the needle. If you’re looking for tips on how to smile bigger, have happier thoughts, and turn the other cheek when faced with cruel behavior that’s harming you and others, then we should kindly part ways now. I’m going to tackle the upper-level curricula in this book. Incivility is a formidable force that has defeated countless challengers who have stood in opposition to it, and we must bestow our fullest respect before engaging it in battle. Toothy grins, toxic positivity, and cringey team-building exercises that a sleep-deprived squirrel could devise won’t come close to slaying this beast.


To ensure that you are aware of what we’re dealing with, here are some of the most commonly asked questions about civility that I have received from all over the world:


How can civil discourse be maintained during disagreements about topics that are profoundly polarizing, such as abortion, gun control, or politics?


How can I be expected to be civil toward someone who has deeply wounded me—the drunk driver who killed my child, the relative who sexually assaulted me, the spouse who left me for my best friend, or the narcissistic parent who abused me? More importantly, why in the hell should I be civil to them?


How can I be civil when confronted with the hatefulness of intolerances such as racism, misogyny, anti-Semitism, homophobia, or Islamophobia?


How can I have a civil conversation with someone who isn’t tethered to reality? Do you know how hard it is to respect someone who believes in baseless dark web conspiracy theories?


It sounds like civility means that we just need to be agreeable, not rock the boat, avoid having opinions or keeping them to ourselves, and not taking a firm stand against the policies and people who are trying to harm me and my loved ones. What in the world is positive about any of that foolishness?


Tough questions, right? Believe it or not, these are only a sampling of what I’m hoping to address in the following pages. As mentioned, unifying our world around the power of civility is a radical act, and it’s not for the faint of heart. The challenges ahead require some very creative solutions, and we must be fully prepared for the labor that is ahead of us.


While true, I still haven’t told you the real reason why I’m writing this book.


OK, The Real Reason Why I’m Writing This Book


Yes, I do want this book to be the definitive guide to bring civility back to the world, but there’s more to it than that.


Nearly twenty years ago, I attempted to end my life, in large part because of the incessant incivility that was beating me down on a daily basis. It was one of the darkest periods of my life, and it never gets easier to discuss this publicly or privately.


I’m what many people refer to as a highly sensitive person or an empath. All of my life, I have felt things very deeply, and while this trait has numerous benefits, lately it just feels like a curse. I feel like the rudeness, incivility, and lack of kindness and respect in the world are slowly killing me. During the past couple of years, I have been more terrified than ever that those demons that tormented me into a suicide attempt two decades ago will revisit me again.


Before you dismiss me as a thin-skinned snowflake unable to navigate the harsh challenges of the modern world, please know that I’m not alone in feeling this way. We are currently in a mental health crisis, and the lack of civility is contributing to it in a major way.


During my speaking engagements—and, despite the fact that it kills a piece of my soul every time—I share the story about my suicide attempt from the stage. Like clockwork, within minutes of exiting the stage, I’m met by a line of people who fall into one of three categories: (1) they have a loved one who has died by suicide, (2) they have attempted suicide, or (3) they are strongly considering suicide based on how mean-spirited the world is today. It is beyond heartbreaking.


I’m writing this book to help them—and yes—to help me.


If you give a damn about creating the friendly universe that Einstein was talking about—and I’m assuming that’s the case, because you picked up a book called Civil Unity—then we cannot allow this to continue. We’re on the fast track to kill ourselves and destroy the planet if we do not wake up to this reality and start taking different actions.


I want to live in a friendlier world, but I’m tired, y’all. I’m tired of getting on flights and seeing passengers berate the flight attendants. I’m tired of going to my young daughters’ sporting events and seeing out-of-control parents cursing out the referees (who, as a reminder, are mostly volunteers!) as if it’s Game Seven of the NBA Finals. I’m tired of our elected officials being more interested in scoring cheap political points against “the other side” with a fifteen-second sound bite on social media instead of legislating like the mature adults they promised us they would be. I’m tired of hearing about the families who dread the holidays, the employees who hate going to work, and the people who are crippled with anxiety because they do not know how to disagree without disrespect.


In other words, I don’t want to live like this anymore, and as mentioned, I’m not alone.


Maybe the problem isn’t incivility, but instead, it’s a lack of understanding about the action we must take to create the friendly universe that Einstein was talking about. One thing is for sure—you will know exactly what to do to create a friendlier universe after reading the following pages.


I’ve waited my entire life to write this book, and I couldn’t be happier that it’s in your hands now.


My apologies to Mr. Einstein, but we’re way past deciding if we are living in a friendly or hostile universe. It’s now time to unite around the goal of actively creating a friendlier and safer—and quite frankly, better—world for all of us.


If you’re up to the challenge of making this happen, let’s begin.
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CHAPTER 1


What Is Civility, and Why Should We Care?


Don’t be a hard rock when you really are a gem.


—LAURYN HILL


I wish that I had a cool origin story like when Peter Parker was bitten by a radioactive spider and became the iconic Spider-Man.


Unfortunately, the origin of my civility story isn’t cool, heroic, or fun. It’s actually pretty cringeworthy, and I have actively—and unsuccessfully—tried to forget it for nearly four decades.


I was eleven years old when my dad accepted a professor position at a university in Greensboro, North Carolina, which meant that our family had to move from my beloved hometown of Amherst, Massachusetts. Even though we spent only a year in Greensboro before moving back to Amherst, those 365 days were transformative for me, and that year fundamentally changed how I viewed the world.


One day stood out from the rest.


We were about three weeks into the school year, and my fifth-grade teacher assigned our class a math test, and I remember having to urgently use the restroom. As a painfully shy kid who rarely advocated for his own needs (especially as the new kid in school), it was like an act of Congress for me to respectfully raise my hand and quietly ask if I could take the pass to use the restroom.


I still remember my teacher’s undisguised disgust at my question and then her flatly saying, “Sure … once you’re done with the test.”


Wait, what?! Done with the test? The test was five pages long! I wanted to stand up and yell, “Look, lady, you don’t get it. My bladder is about to explode like a Molotov cocktail if I don’t relieve myself in the next thirty seconds. Give me the damn restroom pass NOW!”


Yeah, there’s no way I’d ever say that.


So instead, I stared helplessly at the pages of unsolved improper fractions that needed to be converted to compound fractions as if they were schoolyard bullies getting ready to kick my ass. At this point, I had only three options: (1) brilliantly solve all of these questions in record time, (2) give up and turn in an empty test and get a grade of zero, or (3) pee in my pants. And as mentioned, I had only thirty seconds to decide before the decision was made for me.


I should mention that in addition to failing to advocate for myself, I was also indecisive. Those two less-than-useful personality traits pretty much set the table for the only predictable outcome of my dilemma: I peed in my pants while sitting at my desk. On a positive note, my light brown corduroy pants absorbed most of the pee. The bad news is that the remainder that was not absorbed by my pants formed a yellow puddle under my desk that slowly became noticeable by my classmates.


There are no words that I can conjure on this page to accurately describe how mortifying this was for my fragile eleven-year-old psyche. If it was possible to die from embarrassment, there is no question that the coroner would have placed a toe tag on me and marked the time of death as a puddle of my own urine pooled around my feet while taking a math test.


Once my teacher finally noticed my accident, she gasped in horror and demanded that I go to the restroom (a little too late for that, isn’t it?). Unfortunately, that meant that I needed to stand up from my desk in my pee-soaked, light brown corduroys and make a walk of shame that I will never forget as long as I live. The laughter was deafening, the experience was brutal, and, for the first time in my life, I literally—not figuratively—wanted to die.


As I ran to the restroom fighting back tears, for the first time, I asked the question that would shape the course of my life.


Why can’t we be kinder to one another?


That was the origin of my civility story. After that fateful day, I asked that same question almost every day for the next twenty years.


Living in Fear


Miraculously, I recovered from what should have been a fatal blow to my fifth-grade social life to make some great friendships while I was in Greensboro. Not to mention, some of the best food that I’ve ever eaten was enjoyed while I was there (hush puppies, in particular). Overall, despite an extremely rocky start, I loved my time there.


Still though, that year in Greensboro fundamentally changed me. In addition to “pee-gate”—if you have a better name for that catastrophe, I’m open to suggestions—it was in Greensboro where I was called a “nigger” for the first, and sadly not the last, time. As a quiet, polite, and friendly kid, it was very difficult for me to accept the idea that some people would be unkind to me because of something that was out of my control, like the color of the skin I was born in.


To be clear, this wasn’t something that was inherently wrong with Greensboro. Looking back on my childhood, I realized that I experienced similar behavior while living in Amherst, too, including one particularly traumatic episode.


One day, shortly before moving to Greensboro, I got off the school bus near my house in Amherst. After exiting the bus, two older boys led me into the nearby woods where they wanted to “show me something cool.” I will spare you the details of what happened next, but I will share that I was sexually assaulted by those boys, and it took me decades afterward (with the assistance of therapy) to help me to process that episode and how deeply I repressed it.


One thing that I do remember clearly was the decision that I made as I was forced into an unwanted sex act. I remember, as a young boy, consciously thinking to myself, “If I let them do whatever they want to me, they may appear to like me briefly.” At least that’s what I told myself in order to get through that encounter and allow me to sleep at night. It was only later when I realized that incident was the source of my bladder control issues, which ranged from wetting the bed multiple times a week to peeing all over the floor in my fifth-grade classroom in Greensboro. I have never discussed this story with anyone outside of therapy, but as a nearly fifty-year-old man, I decided that I finally need to own this story instead of it owning me.


In my formative years though, that story did own me. The realization that there are mean-spirited people in the world who derive a sick sense of joy from hurting other people scared the hell out of me as a young child. As a result, I began to live in fear of these people as I tortured myself with the same question over and over.


Why can’t we be kinder to one another?


After two decades of asking that question without receiving a useful response, I realized that I didn’t want to live in an unkind world.


So, I decided to leave it.


The Search for Civility, Acceptance, and Death


It’s a strange feeling to decide to end your own life.


I can’t speak for anyone else with suicidal ideations, but on that autumn morning when I decided definitively that would be the day that I would die by suicide, it didn’t feel like a major decision at all. I’ve spent more time agonizing over how to set my fantasy football lineup for the week than I did deciding if I should live or die. In my mind, I was already dead inside, so it only made sense to get on with the business of making it official.


What was I running from?


What was responsible for killing my soul and leaving me dead inside?


And what specifically was the pain that I desperately wanted to end?


Before I answer those questions, I need to explain a little bit about myself first. It’s also why I care so deeply about civility.


As mentioned in the introduction, I’m an empath—which is a fancy way of saying that I feel things very deeply. It may sound lovely to experience the emotions of the world so vividly, and it is, until it’s not. When I witness or experience heartless, violent, hateful, and cruel behavior, it eats away at my heart like a flesh-eating virus. This may sound strange, but I literally lose sleep over this stuff. Worse still, I have always held on more deeply to the things that hurt me than the things that brought me joy. I know that I’m not alone in this.


As the desire to end my life metastasized in my brain, I reflected back on a saying that I heard on television shows growing up: Sticks and stones will break your bones, but names can never hurt you. I despise that phrase with the fire of ten thousand suns. It hit me with a double whammy of awfulness, because it wasn’t true, and I felt a deep shame because I did let the words hurt me. If I knew how to get the words to stop hurting me, I would.


Fast-forward to the morning of my suicide attempt, and all that I could think about was the cartoonishly cruel treatment and mean-spirited words that I was dealing with from my workplace colleagues at the time. And on that fateful morning, I had reached my emotional limit for accepting unkindness. I grabbed my car keys from the hook near my front door and said quietly to myself, “I can’t live like this for another thirty years, another thirty days, or even another thirty minutes.”


I craved kindness, civility, and respect as much as I craved my next breath. And in the years prior to my suicide attempt, I went to some extreme lengths in hopes of receiving the kindness I desperately craved. Some of the more egregious examples included having friends who used me as the butt of their racist jokes, and I would force laughter out of my lungs in hopes of convincing them that I found their humor as funny as they did. I sat in silence as my classmates viciously and repeatedly mocked a kid with Down syndrome, because I didn’t want them to turn on me if I stood up for him. I let my boss punch me—yes, you read that correctly—because I failed to read her mind, and I immediately slithered on my belly to her office (figuratively speaking) begging for her forgiveness for making her so angry.


I could fill this entire book with examples of the soul-decaying things I did as I chased kindness and respect, but if you are anything like me, who wants to read that? You get the point. In addition, worse than being an empath, I was also a doormat. Worst of all, I concluded that the common denominator in all of these situations was me, which confirmed a belief that I spent my entire life running from: I must not be worthy of kindness.


This was the belief that effectively killed my soul.


So, instead of craving the kindness that was constantly eluding me, I started craving something easier and more realistic. Something that I could control. Death. Or more specifically, an end to the constant pain of not receiving kindness that my death would provide.


As an empath, I couldn’t ever dream of shooting myself in the head, slashing my wrists, or overdosing on pills, because I didn’t want to hurt any of my loved ones by finding me in that state. So instead, while driving down the 405 freeway in Los Angeles on the way to my toxic job, I attempted to drive my car off the freeway overpass to make it look like an accident.


For reasons I will never understand, the guardrail on the freeway held firm, and with extreme gratitude, I’m still here. Ever since my suicide attempt, I finally stopped asking myself the question that I first asked while shamefully hiding in my pee-soaked pants in an elementary school bathroom.


Instead, I have been single-mindedly focused on action—specifically, taking action to create a world where kindness and civility are the norm. If I must live in a world where I feel emotions deeply, then I will spend the rest of my life working to alleviate my emotional suffering and the emotional suffering of others.


That is what I believe the radical act of Civil Unity can do.


The Strength in Kindness


Civility is an interesting concept. For my fellow etymology nerds in the house, the root of civility comes from the Latin root civilis, which means “befitting a citizen.” Needless to say, being hateful, rude, homophobic, or a bully is not befitting of any reasonable citizen.


The beauty of civility is that it’s apolitical. It’s something that we feel strongly enough about that we will teach it to our children, whether we’re Democrat, Republican, Black, white, Latinx, Asian, transgender, cisgender, gay, straight, Jewish, Muslim, Christian, or atheist. Strangely, it’s the one thing in our divided world that we collectively agree is important, yet it’s the one thing that many of us consistently fail to do.


This failure is costly, because civility is the solution to society’s most pressing questions. Do we want less toxicity in our politics? Do we want a safer world to live in? Do we want a world free of hate and discrimination? Do we want to work in organizations that allow us to do our best work? Do we want our children to learn in schools that are kind and supportive? Do we want to live in a world that prioritizes our mental health and overall wellness? If your answer is yes, then steel yourself for the reality that uniting around civility is the only thing that will get us there. Everything meaningful in our world requires civility as its foundation. Yes, everything.


Unfortunately, for us, civility is not something that’s enforceable—it’s not like I, or anyone else, can make you do it. In that sense, it’s like flossing our teeth, exercising regularly, or choosing to stop watching cable news. It’s not something that you have to do; it’s only something that you should do if you care about maintaining your health. Until civility graduates from being a “should” to a “must,” we’re going to remain stuck on the sidelines while we watch our discourse continue to circle the drain. That’s why I’m screaming from the rooftops that this is a must, and it all starts with kindness.


At the heart of the civility that I’m advocating for is kindness. Many people use the words “kind” and “nice” interchangeably, but they are not the same things. “Nice,” by definition, means to be polite and agreeable—and hopefully, we can agree that this is a ridiculously low bar. Some of the meanest and most hateful people on earth can mutter a “please” or “thank you” once in a while.


Being nice certainly has its place, but in terms of meaningfully changing the world, it’s a fairly impotent practice. Nice people often avoid necessary behaviors that improve society, such as having difficult conversations, holding people accountable, honoring themselves, or standing up for others for fear of rocking the boat or appearing impolite. Not to mention, niceness is the birthplace of passive-aggressiveness. I’m sure you’ve encountered a “nice nasty” person like this in your life before: “Good job on the presentation that you delivered this morning. It was way better than the one you delivered last month. We’re all so happy to see that you’re finally improving. Bless your heart.” Ugh. We need to drive a few exits past niceness if we’re serious about bringing civility to the world.


Prior to my suicide attempt, I was the prototypical nice guy (thankfully, minus the annoying passive-aggressive traits). Afterward, I chose to leave niceness in my prior life and embrace kindness instead. Kindness is about demonstrating through our actions that we sincerely care about another human being. Kindness comes from a place of sincere benevolence, and it is significantly harder than sprinkling niceties around. It is kind to have a challenging conversation. It is kind to tell someone that their actions are harming another person. It is kind to be concerned about problems that don’t affect us directly. It is kind to take action to build a better world for everyone. Kindness, unlike niceness, is hard work.


On that note, can we put to bed the idea that kindness is weakness? In our extremely polarized world, kindness is one of the most surefire demonstrations of strength in existence. As humans, we are hardwired to fear people whom we perceive to be different from us. To overcome our evolutionary programming and offer compassion, goodwill, and altruism to others whom we perceive to be different from us is an uncommon act, and it’s something that the weakest among us lack the courage and conviction to do consistently.


In summary, nice is something that you do, whereas kind is something that you are. To engage fully in this work, we need to be kind.


So, let’s revisit my definition of “civility” that I mentioned in the introduction: the active demonstration of respect toward others and the ability to disagree without disrespect.


To ensure that there’s no confusion about it, I will take a deeper dive into the definition’s two parts.


The Active Demonstration of Respect toward Others


Respect is the lifeblood of every functional interpersonal relationship, but what if it was the consistent lifeblood of our interpersonal interactions?


Can you imagine a world where we are united on the goal of treating others with dignity, thoughtfulness, consideration, and courtesy, consistently? I can. In fact, I dream of that world every day. That’s what respect is, and I believe that we can do this regardless of our perceived differences or personal beliefs. Before continuing, it is important to preemptively address a thought that may have crept into your mind after reading the preceding sentence: What about people whom I don’t respect? Why in the hell should I offer civility to the assholes who are making the world a worse place? That is a fair point and one that will be unpacked in painstaking detail in this book—I promise.


Before we get there, I want to ensure that we’re operating from the same shared language when it comes to respect. Like most things, as my teenage daughters like to say, there are levels to this stuff. On that note, following are the levels of respect. My goal is to keep the barrier to participation extremely low by keeping this excruciatingly simple. Needless complexity will not serve us in this work, and I want as many people as possible to engage in this important effort. This is not meant to be an exhaustive list, so I’m listing only the most critical items. Bear in mind that this is just a start, and you are more than welcome to add anything that you feel is missing.


A word of caution, though—please don’t dismiss what you’re about to read as common sense. You might not believe this, but I’m typing this sentence on a flight from New York City to New Orleans, and there is a gentleman across the aisle from me who is using his iPhone charging cable to clean between his toes. He is literally flossing the cord between his toes with such vigor that any dental hygienist who witnessed his efforts would slap a gold star on his chest. In what universe is this OK?


Common sense is not that common, my friend.




Level 1 Respect—The Basic Skills


• Common Courtesy: Saying “please” when you make a request, “thank you” when someone does something for you, and sincerely saying “I’m sorry” when you make a mistake or hurt someone (intentionally or unintentionally).


• Being Honest: Telling the truth, keeping your word, and honoring your commitments and promises.


• Kindness: Treating others with compassion, fairness, and dignity.


Level 2 Respect—The Intermediate Skills


• Being Inclusive: Accepting and embracing our differences (race, religion, sexual orientation, physical ability, age, country of origin, gender, or socioeconomic status) and acknowledging the value and worth of others.


• Actively Listening: Listening attentively to others and being fully present when they are speaking and not swiping through your cell phone or interrupting them.


• Being Considerate and Self-Aware: Being aware of how your words and actions affect others and being mindful of others’ feelings and of your surroundings (the guy sitting across from me in Seat 2D hasn’t mastered this point yet).


Level 3 Respect—The Advanced Skills


• Resistance: The willingness to speak up against incivility, hate, or abuse.


• Honoring Boundaries: Respecting others’ privacy, personal space, and their stated boundaries.


• Disagreeing without Disrespect: The ability to stay respectful despite a difference in opinion.





Each level of respect jumps up in difficulty, and how far you choose to go in your civility practice will determine the level of respect that you will share with the world. As you already know, there is a sizable amount of folks who haven’t mastered the basics in Level 1. My challenge to you in this book is to consistently practice these skills until they become second nature. If more people simply did these nine things consistently, the world would become a more civil place, overnight.


Please note that a key part of my civility definition is the word “actively.” Yes, it is important to have kind and compassionate thoughts toward others, but if we are not actively demonstrating kindness and compassion, does it really matter what we’re thinking? One thing is for sure, though—a more civil world is an impossibility without actively operating from the foundation of respect. It is our actions that are either harming or helping the world, and the more people who are engaged in the latter, the better.
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