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     We must make the choices that enable us to
fulfill the deepest capacities of our real selves.

    


    —THOMAS MERTON


   


  





   

    Purpose, Meaning, and Joy


   


   

    

     

      Purpose is the place where your deep gladness meets the world’s needs.

     


     —FREDERICK BUECHNER


     

      Meaning is strength. Our survival may depend on our seeking and finding it.

     


     —VIKTOR FRANKL


     

      This is the true joy in life, the being used for a purpose recognized by yourself as a mighty one.

     


     —GEORGE BERNARD SHAW


    


   


  





   

    Preface


    Goals, Flaws, Quotes,
and Self-Help Books


    

     Some random thoughts from the author


     Two Main Goals: to Be “Upbeat” and


“Inspiring”


     

      

       T

      housands of people whom I’ve never met have more influence on my writing than they could possibly imagine. These are the people who read my books and graciously take the time to tell me how their lives have been enriched. Few things in life are more powerful than positive feedback. It affects us in two ways: First, it affirms us—it tells us that we did something well, that our hard work was worth the effort, and that it was appreciated. Second, it encourages us to continue—to build on what we’ve achieved and to add to it. These are exactly the effects the phone calls, letters, and e-mails from people of all ages and walks of life have had on this writer.


     Two of the words that have been used most frequently by these readers are upbeat and inspiring. Since these happen to be two of my favorite words, as well as two of my main goals in writing, they’re always music to my ears. Another positive word that’s come up often is hope, as in, “You’ve given me hope.” These usually come from readers experiencing hard times: prisoners, people going through a divorce or other form of loss, and those coping with illness, addiction, or financial problems. While I make no effort or claim to be a therapist, it’s deeply gratifying to learn that my writings have helped other people. I pray that this book will also be upbeat and inspiring and offer hope.


     Confessions of a Flawed Author


     

      

       The common perception that good people have fewer flaws is wrong. It is not a matter of more or fewer flaws. It is the willingness to change them that counts.

      


      —LOUIS A. TARTAGLIA, M.D.


     


     

      

       A

       few years ago I was being interviewed on a Columbus, Ohio, TV station about my first book, Life’s Greatest Lessons. The interviewer said, “So, we finally get to meet someone who has it all figured out. I guess you’re just up and happy all the time. Tell us how you do it.” I laughed—not at the interviewer, but at myself. I told him the same thing I tell all the people who contact me: Like everyone else, I’m a work in progress. I have some major flaws that I’ve been working on for a long time, and I don’t claim to have it all figured out. But I’m a lot closer now that I was ten or twenty years ago, mainly because of the mistakes I’ve made and what I’ve learned from them. And I’m not “up and happy all the time.” I don’t think anyone is. Fortunately, I am most of the time simply because of two of the greatest truths I’ve learned along the way:


     

      	Every mistake is an opportunity to improve and grow.


      	It’s never too late to change.


     


     You’ve probably noticed that in the back of almost every book, including this one, there’s a page “about the author.” We usually learn about the writer’s education, career achievements, awards and honors, other books, and current pursuits. Everything is positive and impressive. But because of the nature of this book, I think it’s equally important to reveal up front some of the author’s weaknesses and struggles. The pain from them has helped me make better choices, find more peace of mind and joy, and lay the groundwork for writing this book.


     The first five chapters are about humility, patience, empathy, forgiveness, and giving. These are qualities in which I was sorely lacking for many years. They reveal the worst of my weaknesses and most difficult struggles. I write about these great virtues now, not because I claim to have them, but because I’m working on them, and because I seek the inner peace and joy that flow from them. On many occasions in the past I damaged my own life and hurt others because of pride, impatience, insensitivity, resentment, or just plain old selfishness. These were my personal demons for many years. In the last few decades I’ve made some progress in dealing with them, but still have a way to go. The process, though, has been incredibly rewarding, and I hope worth sharing with others.


     Someone who knows me from previous years is likely to pick up this book, see that the first chapter is about humility, and say, “He’s the last person who should be writing about humility.” While I would fully understand such a comment, I would disagree for one simple reason: Sometimes those of us who have made the biggest mistakes are the ones most qualified to share what we’ve learned from them. A case in point: I have a dear friend who almost ruined his life several years ago due to excessive drinking. He lost his wife, his home, his job, and most of his money. After hitting bottom, he finally admitted that he had a problem and started attending AA meetings. He slowly rebuilt his life. He stopped drinking, worked hard, saved money, remarried, and bought a new home. He retired a few years ago from a prestigious job in finance. No one is more qualified than he is to talk to others about the damage that can result from too much alcohol. And that’s exactly what he’s been doing for more than twenty years. He’s helped countless people correct the course of their lives. I hope I can do the same thing, but in a different way. I’ve never had a drinking problem, but I’ve had numerous battles with personality defects that have resulted in great pain, including the loss of friendship. Maybe my weaknesses and the attempts to correct them will help other people who struggle in similar ways. There are few things more joyous than overcoming weaknesses, no matter what kind they are. Celebrating triumphs of the human spirit, especially when it involves personal growth, is one of the great rewards of life.


     Since 1995 I’ve been speaking to teachers and students at all grade levels. I also talk to parents, people in business and government, and members of churches. These talks, no matter what the topic, always include some of my biggest mistakes and the lessons I’ve learned from them. I tell every audience, “I don’t have all the answers, and I’m not telling you that you should do everything I do. I just want to share with you some things that seem consistently to work most of the time. Try them out, tweak them to fit your needs, and discard the ones that don’t work for you.”


     I’m saying the same thing here to my readers. I don’t want to tell anyone else how to live his or her life. I just hope some of my own struggles and the discoveries that resulted from them will deepen your understanding about how life works and what’s essential for a life with purpose, meaning, and joy. And I hope they’ll be things that work for you, too.


     About My Coauthors and Their Quotes


     

      

       I love quotes because it is a joy to find thoughts one might have, beautifully expressed with much authority by someone recognized as wiser than myself.

      


      —MARLENE DIETRICH


     


     

      

       T

      his isn’t a book that comes from my great storehouse of wisdom—mainly because I don’t have one. It’s a book that comes from a great storehouse of wisdom that’s been passed down to us for thousands of years. Countless wise people have graced the earth both before us and in the present, and have left great treasures of advice on how to lead good and meaningful lives. These brilliant people, some famous and some not so famous, some long dead and some still living, are my coauthors.


     In my first two books I used hundreds of quotes from other writers. Many readers expressed appreciation for them and have shared with me the many ways in which they’ve been put to use. Most people, even those who aren’t fond of reading, seem to enjoy and value a good quote. We marvel at some wise person’s ability to make a statement of great meaning and impact while using only a few words. The beauty of these quotes is that they crystallize important ideas for us. They’re short, get right to the point, are full of common sense and wisdom, and are easy to remember. We treasure the insight expressed in these simple maxims.


     

      

       There are single thoughts that contain the essence of a whole volume, single sentences that have the beauties of a larger work.

      


      —JOSEPH JOUBERT


     


     I have again relied heavily on quotes from other authors. In fact, this book is built largely around the great wisdom that’s been handed down to us for generations. I firmly believe that all the important observations and statements regarding human behavior were made long before I came along. So there isn’t anything here that hasn’t been said before. But the observations are, I hope, organized and presented in a way that’s relevant and helpful. It’s always been my aim to shed new light on old truths and then apply them to life in the present. I hope you’ll find here some important reminders about what it takes to make the right choices, be a person of good character, find more purpose and meaning, and increase in wisdom and joy.


     My only regret about the quotes is that they’re not more gender sensitive. Many of them are old, and people long ago wrote about “man” instead of the human race. I couldn’t change them from how they were originally written, but do hope you’ll read them as insights and suggestions regarding all human behavior.


     About “Self-Help” Books


     

      

       W

      hen Life’s Greatest Lessons was self-published several years ago, someone told me that I needed to have a category for the book, and to write it in the upper lefthand corner of the back cover. I came up with “Personal Growth/Inspiration.” This seemed the most logical, since I originally wrote the book for young people whom I wanted to help grow personally. I also wanted to inspire them to become the best persons they could be. This category worked fine until I sold the book to Simon & Schuster. They sell a lot of books to bookstores, but none of those stores seem to have a section called “Personal Growth/Inspiration.” So my books end up in a section called “Self-Help.”


     This is one of the great oxymorons of all time, and a term that I’ve never liked, mainly because it contradicts itself. If people are going to help themselves, why would they want to read a book written by someone else? Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of helping yourself? You’d think that the people who run bookstores and appreciate written words so much could come up with a more fitting category for books like these. Please understand that I’m not knocking all the books you find in the “self-help” section of a bookstore. Many of them are wonderful. Some of the best books I’ve ever read were found in that section, and they’ve greatly enriched my life. They inspired me and helped me grow personally, but they didn’t really “self-help” me.


     Regardless of where you found this book, I hope it enlightens and inspires you to become a more complete person no matter what mistakes you’ve made, and no matter what stage of life you’re currently in. One of the great joys of life is knowing that there’s always room for increased self-awareness and personal growth. We can be better, happier, and wiser at any time we choose. I hope this book helps you in that joyful pursuit.


     

      

       It’s never too late to be what you might have been.

      


      —GEORGE ELIOT


     


    


   




  





    

     Introduction


     Five Reasons for Writing
This Book


     

      1. To Explain More Fully the Importance


of Choice


      

       

        “W

       e live by choice, not by chance” is the title of chapter four in Life’s Greatest Lessons. We considered using it as the title of this book because of the impact this simple truth had on so many readers. I recall vividly that while I was on a media tour for the book in January 2003, virtually every TV and radio host wanted to talk about the “choices chapter” first. You would have thought that I’d made some startling discovery that was going to dramatically change millions of lives. But the truth is that choices have been around for as long as humans have. It’s truly amazing how many people are either unaware, or forget, that they’re making choices almost all of the time—little ones that are unimportant, and big ones that can change our lives for good or for bad. This book is about some of those big choices.


      I explained in my first book that I was educated by the Jesuits at the University of San Francisco. If you’re unfamiliar with the Jesuits, they can probably best be described as a teaching order of Catholic priests, founded by St. Ignatius Loyola, who place great emphasis on philosophy, logic, ethics, and the free will. This is where I first learned the importance of living by choice. Rather than create us as mere puppets without a mind of our own, God gave us our greatest gift—the free will, or the power to choose. It’s one of those great lessons that you never forget.


      That great lesson was reinforced several years later when I discovered a marvelous little book that’s now considered by many to be a classic. It’s called Your Greatest Power, and was written in 1953 by J. Martin Kohe. The book opens with this sentence:


      

       YOU ARE THE POSSESSOR OF A GREAT AND
WONDERFUL POWER.

      


      A little further down the first page, Kohe points out that most people live in total unawareness of it:


      

       

        Millions of people are complaining about their lot, disgusted with life…and the way things are going, not realizing that there is a power which they possess which will permit them to take a new lease on life. Once you recognize this power and begin to use it, you can change your entire life and make it the way you would like to have it…filled with joy.

       


      


      Kohe points out that the most amazing thing about this power is that it’s accessible to everyone, regardless of age or position in life. It doesn’t require intelligence, education, achievement, or special talents. It’s given to all of us at birth. All we need to do is recognize it. What is this great power? Kohe answers this question on page nine:


      

       THE GREATEST POWER
THAT A PERSON POSSESSES IS
THE POWER TO CHOOSE.

      


      Whether you refer to it as “free will” as the Jesuits do, or “your greatest power” as Kohe does, it’s a fact of life: We really do live by choice, not by chance. In that first book I listed nine principal choices we make: our character, our values, how we treat others, how we handle adversity, how much we’ll learn, what we’ll accomplish, our belief system, our purpose, and our attitude. While these are important, there are many other choices we make daily that also help determine the quality of our lives. I want to share fifteen of those choices with you in this book.


      

       

        There are alternatives. Options. We cannot choose not to choose.

       


       —LEWIS B. SMEDES


      


      2. To Complete Some Unfinished Business


      

       

        I

       n the introduction to Life’s Greatest Lessons: 20 Things That Matter, I asked the question, “Why 20?” There was no profound reason, and I never claimed that they were the only great lessons life teaches us. They were simply some of the most basic truths about how life works that I wanted to pass on to my sons and to my students. What had begun as a letter to them eventually became a book for kids, then a book for people of all ages. Apparently, a lot of adults appreciated being reminded about the importance of good character and what I called “old-fashioned goodness.”


      When I wrote the original table of contents it had thirty life lessons, and I knew there were actually many more than that. But the book would have been too long, so I pared it down to the essentials. Some of those essentials are a good attitude, respect, hard work, self-discipline, kindness, honesty, laughter, and thankfulness. Now thirteen years have passed, and those ten great lessons that I left out remain as unfinished business. In addition, I’ve learned a few more (some very painfully) that I’d also like to pass along. The lessons in this book are a little different. They’re not as basic or obvious as the original twenty. They might be described as the ones we learn as we progress through the higher grades in the school of life. Some of these new lessons are also more challenging. We learn about virtues like humility, patience, forgiveness, empathy, and giving at a greater cost—the sacrifice of self. But when mastered, these and the other lessons included here bring even greater joy and deeper meaning to our lives.


      3. To Thank and Honor My Readers


      

       

        T

       here are no words in any language that could adequately express the depth of my appreciation for the hundreds of people who’ve written, called, and e-mailed me after reading both Life’s Greatest Lessons and Positive Words, Powerful Results. They’ve thanked me, shared their own insights and valuable lessons, made suggestions, sent me quotes and poems, pointed out useful books and websites, made me both laugh and cry, and have affirmed and encouraged me. It’s because of this encouragement that I went from being a self-published author to a Simon & Schuster author with a much wider audience. These wonderful people have also urged me to continue to “preach the gospel” of good character and to continue writing. These additional life lessons are for them.


      4. To Satisfy the Needs of a Teacher


      

       

        I

        spent thirty-five wonderful years being a teacher both in a high school and in a university. Though I left the classroom, I never wanted to stop teaching or, for that matter, learning. Fortunately, I’m now a traveling teacher, and my students include other teachers, kids of all ages, parents, business people, and members of churches. I still get to teach, but I don’t have to correct papers, turn in grades, or attend faculty meetings.


      The biggest change, though, is that I’m no longer required to do what teachers spend most of their time doing—preparing lesson plans. But old habits are hard to break. I continue to write new lessons simply because there’s so much to be learned and to be passed on. It’s what a teacher does. For several years I’ve been writing these lessons in a journal and other notebooks in the hope of eventually sharing them with others. Many teachers (from elementary school through college) who’ve been using my first book have asked me if there would be more great lessons. Now there are.


      Rabbi Harold Kushner, in his brilliant book When All You Ever Wanted Isn’t Enough, says that we are all teachers:


      

       

        We all teach, officially and unofficially, not only the classroom teacher or college professor addressing a group of students, but the experienced bookkeeper or factory worker passing tips on to the new arrival, because having an impact on another person, shaping his or her life in some small but vital way, is one of the most enduring satisfactions we will know. We teach because we need to share.

       


      


      Please join me and my fellow teachers in our efforts to make a positive impact while passing on more of the great lessons of life.


      5. To Explore the Sources of Wisdom


      

       

        T

       he first title I thought of for this book was “Wisdom Is Earned.” It was to be about more life lessons that lead to life’s ultimate prize. But my publisher and editor weren’t as keen on it as I was, for a variety of reasons. Because they know much more than I do about what works and what doesn’t in the book industry, I listen to them. We changed the key word in the title from “wisdom” to “choices,” and gave the book a more upbeat tone. The next-to-last chapter here is about wisdom, and I’m convinced that if we make the right choices we can attain it.


      For many years I thought wisdom was the result of a natural process: We get older, we get wiser. While there’s an element of truth to this common belief, it’s far from the entire story. Not all elderly people are wise, and some young people are wise beyond their years. Real wisdom is understanding how life works and living it well, regardless of age.


      I wrote Life’s Greatest Lessons the year I turned fifty. A lot of nice people read it, wrote to me, and told me I was wise. But I didn’t feel wise. I thought the book was based mostly on common sense. Although related, there’s a big difference between common sense and wisdom. There’s also a difference between success (the topic of that first book) and making choices that help us increase in wisdom (the topic of this book). I was feeling reasonably successful, but not nearly as wise as other people thought I was, and not nearly as wise as I wanted to be.


      A great friend told me several years ago that if he could be granted one wish he would ask for wisdom. I thought he was one of the wisest persons I knew, so his comment intrigued me. It also started me on a ten-year exploration of the sources of wisdom. It involved reading books written by and about wise people of the past and present, and talking and listening to all the wise people I could find. It also involved ten more years of living, making mistakes, and growing. In all, it was a great period of learning that I’m now pleased to share with others. I think all of us want to grow in wisdom.


      

       

        Wisdom is the result when we learn to make better choices.

       


       —ERWIN G. HALL


      


     


    




   





     

      Chapter One


      Humility


     


     

      LIFE IS A LESSON IN HUMILITY.


BE HUMBLE…OR BE HUMBLED.


      

       

        DEFINITIONS

       


       

        Humility: the quality or state of being humble. Not proud or haughty.

       


       —MERRIAM-WEBSTER


       

        Humility is to make a right estimate of one’s self.

       


       —CHARLES SPURGEON


      


      


      

       

        	RELATED WORDS/
VIRTUES

        	OPPOSITE WORDS/
FLAWS

       


       

        	Unassuming

        	Arrogant

       


       

        	Modest

        	Proud

       


       

        	Self-effacing

        	Self-centered

       


      


      1. Humility


      Life’s Greatest Lesson


      

       

        This is the greatest and most useful lesson we can learn: to know ourselves for what we truly are, to admit freely our weaknesses and failings, and to hold a humble opinion of ourselves because of them. Not to dwell on ourselves and always to think well and highly of others is great wisdom.

       


       —THOMAS A’KEMPIS


      


      

       

        T

       hink what the world would be like if everyone were a little more humble. Surely it would be a nicer place if we were more willing to admit that we don’t know everything, that we have weaknesses, and that we make mistakes. It would be even better if we’d confess that we’re wrong and say we’re sorry more often. And it would be better yet if we always treated each other with respect and dignity. A little more humility would make the world a much nicer place.


      Why is lack of humility such a problem? Because of a basic flaw that we all seem to share—we’re too often preoccupied with ourselves. It’s the human condition. We come into the world totally dependent upon others for both our survival and our comfort, and we begin thinking that everything revolves around us. In addition, we grow up in a society that reinforces this attitude by constantly reminding us to look out for “number one.” The problem with this is that if we all have a “me first” mindset, we end up making life more difficult for others, and ultimately for ourselves.


      Another reason lack of humility is a problem is that humility is so often portrayed as a weakness. Many people associate it with being meek and mild—even wimpy. But we have many examples from history that prove just the opposite. Humility is actually a sign of strength, and some of our greatest leaders have proven it. As a history major in college, I studied the lives of hundreds of people who helped shape this country. Many of them were humble. Here are a few of them.


      Three Humble Leaders


      

       

        Humility is a visible demonstration of concern ancompassion, as well as authenticity. Leaders who are to be followed must be leaders who understand the human condition, especially their own.

       


       —JOHN BALDONI


      


      

       

        A

       lmost all historians agree that Abraham Lincoln was both our greatest president and a remarkable human being. The key to his success was his ability to bring out the best in others. Men of enormous talent and equally enormous egos surrounded him in the White House. Instead of battling them, he acknowledged their talent, stroked their egos, praised their accomplishments, and helped them serve our country in a time of crisis. He was able to do this because he wanted to preserve our country and didn’t seek the credit or the accolades. Abraham Lincoln was a humble man.


      Historians also rank Harry Truman as one of our greatest presidents. I was so fascinated by Truman’s achievements and character, I chose him as the subject of my master’s thesis. For more than a year I was consumed by the story of this man who led us through one of the most critical periods in our history. That year culminated in one of the biggest thrills of my life—a week of research among the original documents in the Truman Library in Independence, Missouri, and a personal interview with the great man himself in his private office. We talked at length about momentous events and decisions pertaining to World War II and the postwar period. Without so much as a hint of pride, this highly esteemed president talked about all the people who helped him get the job done. When I returned to school to share the experience with my professor, he asked, “So how was the great Harry Truman?” I answered, “The great Harry Truman is one of the most humble persons I’ve ever met.”


      David Packard, one of the greatest and most influential business leaders in our country’s history, was also humble. The co-founder of Hewlett-Packard and the winner of several humanitarian awards, Packard was revered by both his colleagues and his competitors, not only for his vision and leadership, but for his kindness, generosity, and humble spirit. As a manager he scorned authoritarian rule and shunned the spotlight. He brought out the best in his coworkers by trusting them and encouraging their creativity, and he gave them credit for the success of the company. Humility is not taught in schools of business and management courses, but David Packard proved that it can be an effective leadership tool. He won the hearts and minds of those around him because of it.


      Will the entire world change for the better if one person becomes more humble? No. Will that one person’s world change for the better if he or she becomes more humble? Yes. When we become more humble we take some of the focus off ourselves, and become better persons in the process. We become kinder and more caring. And we improve the quality of life—our own and of those around us.


      When I wrote the first edition of Life’s Greatest Lessons in 1990 it contained twenty virtues and principles that I thought were the most basic and necessary for genuine success in life. Humility was not one of them. It would be today. It’s chapter one in this book for a very simple reason—I’ve learned a painful, yet valuable lesson: Be humble, or be humbled.


      

       

        For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.

       


       —LUKE 14:11


       

        After crosses and losses, men grow humbler and wiser.

       


       —BENJAMIN FRANKLIN


      


      In the process of exploring the relationship between humility and wisdom, I discovered the quotation by Thomas A’Kempis presented at the beginning of this chapter. A’Kempis was a great theologian and philosopher in Europe in the 1400s. He called holding a humble opinion of ourselves “the greatest and most useful lesson we can learn.” While this seems inconsistent with the current mores of society, some of the greatest psychologists, philosophers, and theologians of both past and present would support his conclusion. His simple yet profound statement had a major impact on me. So I copied the quotation into my journal directly below my personal mission statement, and I now read both of them every morning before doing anything else. Reading a quote about humility every morning won’t turn anyone into a humble person, but it reinforces a powerful idea, keeps a person focused, and helps immensely in the process.


      The Original Sin: Pride


      

       

        If pride turned some of the angels into demons, then humility can doubtless make angels out of demons.

       


       —ST. JOHN CLIMACUS


      


      

       

        G

       ood stories have a way of staying with us for a long time. That’s why the best teachers and speakers use them so often. For making an important point, they’ll beat a lecture any day. I can still vividly remember a story I was told by Sister Teresita, a wonderful nun who was my third-grade teacher. The story was about the beginning of time when God created heaven and earth. We were spellbound, especially by the part about angels and how glorious Lucifer, the head angel, was. He was God’s “main man”—the most beautiful, most powerful, and most intelligent creature in heaven. But Lucifer got carried away with himself. He decided he wanted to be more important than God, and tried to take over. In the battle of angels that ensued, Michael the archangel defeated him. Lucifer was banished from heaven, sent to hell, and became known as Satan, or the Devil. The point of the story was that he committed the first, or original, sin. It was pride. He was too impressed with himself. I remember thinking at the time, “What a dummy! He had a great thing going and then lost all of it. I would never have done anything that stupid.”


      Sister Teresita followed the Lucifer/Satan story with another downer about Adam and Eve. They had it almost as good as Lucifer did, and they got to live in a place called Paradise. They had everything they could ever want. All they had to do to stay happy and healthy forever was to stay away from one lousy apple tree. But the former Lucifer was still at it. Satan appeared to Eve as a serpent and told her if she’d eat the forbidden fruit she’d become like God and know everything. She convinced Adam of the same thing, they ate it, got caught, and were kicked out of Paradise. This, we were told, was the reason we had to go to school, work, suffer, and eventually die. I can still remember being totally bummed out by this story. “How could they be so stupid? Why did they have to go and wreck it for all the rest of us? I would have never done that.” I was angry at Adam and Eve for years.


      I don’t mean to make light of either of these stories, but to share my reaction to them from a third-grader’s perspective. Also to point out that the stories have stuck with me for more than fifty years. Some people take them literally, and some don’t. That’s not the issue. The real issue is that they both make their point clearly. That’s the reason they’ve been handed down for many centuries, and probably the reason St. Augustine said, “Pride is the commencement of all sin.” Self-centeredness leads to most of our problems.


      No one has written more eloquently about pride and its antidote—humility—than C. S. Lewis, the great English novelist and literary scholar. Rather than try to paraphrase his brilliance, I’ll let him speak for himself. He wrote the following gems in 1943 in his classic book, Mere Christianity. They speak loudly to all of us, regardless of our spiritual convictions.


      

       

        There is no fault which makes a man more unpopular, and no fault which we are more unconscious of in ourselves. And the more we have it in ourselves, the more we dislike it in others.

       


       

        The vice I am talking of is Pride, or Self-Conceit.

       


       

        Nearly all those evils in the world which people put down to greed or selfishness are really far more the result of Pride.

       


       

        It is Pride which has been the chief cause of misery in every nation and every family since the world began.

       


       

        The virtue opposite to it [Pride]…is called Humility. If anyone would like to acquire humility, I can, I think, tell him the first step. The first step is to realize that one is proud. And a biggish step, too. At least, nothing whatever can be done before it. If you think you are not conceited, it means you are very conceited indeed.

       


      


      A dear and humble friend recently told me that he wished he had paid more attention to the pitfalls of pride and the rewards of humility earlier in life. Don’t we all? We usually see pride as someone else’s problem, and aren’t aware of it in ourselves. Then we gain a better perspective and realize that everyone has a problem with pride to some extent. We become more aware of our own pride when we experience the emotional pain that it often causes for others as well as ourselves. Fortunately, pain can be a great teacher.


      It teaches us that when our hearts are in the wrong place, we often end up with the opposite of what we seek. When we’re preoccupied with ourselves, we think mostly about getting. But when we’re in that state, the attention, honor, and praise we want don’t seem to come. That’s because we unknowingly sabotage ourselves. We repel people when we’re full of ourselves. It’s only when we unselfishly give, and are not looking out for just ourselves, that the best things in life come our way.


      Humility in America?


      

       

        When science discovers the center of the universe, a lot of people will be disappointed to find they are not it.

       


       —BERNARD BAILY


      


      

       

        F

       or hundreds of years in this country, self-centeredness and self-promotion were considered rude. In fact, they were appalling to most people. If you were good at something you kept quiet about it and let others sing your praises. That was the polite thing to do. David Packard, cited earlier as a model of both humility and strong leadership, said, “You shouldn’t gloat about anything you’ve done; you ought to keep going and find something better to do.” This was an opinion shared by many.


      But there’s been a shift since the days of Packard. Both self-centeredness and gloating are on the increase. We’re much more likely to focus on, and glorify, the “self” than we were a few decades back, and in many circles it’s become the norm. How did we move from being relatively modest and gracious people to ones who often have a “me first” attitude and think nothing of bragging? Social critics point to a number of recent trends.


      One of those critics is Christopher Lasch. In his best-selling book The Culture of Narcissism, he says we moved from an “us society” to a “me society.” Lasch blames much of this trend on what he calls the “Awareness Movement.” He says too many people put too much time and energy into discovering their real selves, and that it eventually led to “self-absorption…to the dead end of a narcissistic preoccupation with the self.”


      There’s no doubt that many people did go a bit overboard in trying to become “self-actualized” during the 1970s. I was one of them, and I can understand in hindsight why it’s been labeled the “Me Decade.” But not all self-examination is bad, and many people benefited from their journeys. There were a number of other significant changes going on that contributed even more to our becoming a less humble society. Here are some of them:


      

       	Proliferation of the media, making it easier to bombard us with reasons to glorify ourselves


       	A new thrust in advertising urging us to worship the “self”


       	High-profile business leaders’ glorifying themselves and their lifestyles


       	Brash messages from celebrities in the entertainment world


       	Bragging and trash-talking by athletes


      


      Two Poster Boys of Braggadocio


      

       

        P

       eople who capture the attention of the media, often because their behavior is outrageous, sometimes become trend-setters. Here are a few examples from two important arenas within our society: sports and business.


      1. Muhammad Ali


      As I write this, Muhammad Ali is an elderly and disabled former world boxing champion. He’s also highly respected for many of his achievements. My point here is not to denigrate him, but to show how he changed the way many athletes behave. Until he came along, good sportsmanship, team play, and gracious winning were considered the norms in athletics. But when a world champion with an electrifying personality claims, “I am the greatest!” things begin to change. When he says later, “It’s hard to be humble when you’re as great as I am,” things change even more.


      Ali became world-famous, not only for his achievements in the ring, but for his poetry, predictions, wild antics, humor, and claims of greatness. People either loved him or hated him, but he got their attention. And because he could back up his often outrageous claims, he started a new trend: self-promotion. Suddenly it was acceptable to claim that you were the best, especially if you were good at something. Other athletes followed suit. Bragging and trash-talking your opponent not only increased, but filtered down to college and high-school athletics.


      2. Donald Trump


      Other celebrities discovered that the more you brag and the more outrageously you act, the more media attention you get. The practice also filtered into the world of big business. A number of CEOs and other executives also became darlings of the media. And some of them became more flamboyant as they garnered more power and attention. Lavish parties and conspicuous possessions were highly publicized. And getting your name out there could only help business. The poster boy of all this was Donald Trump. The more things he plastered his name on, the more the media loved him. He even got his own TV show. Part of his philosophy, expressed in his own words, is: “Toot your own horn.” He stated, “Subtlety and modesty are appropriate for nuns and therapists, but if you’re in business, you’d better learn to speak up and announce your contributions to the world. No one else will.”


      I don’t mean to imply that every athlete now brags like Ali did or that every executive operates like Trump does. There are still many humble people in both sports and business. But Ali and Trump learned how to play to the media, and received the publicity that comes with it. It’s what people see and hear, and many of them conclude that this is what it takes to be successful in any endeavor. Someone once said, “Image is everything.” And unfortunately, a large portion of society has bought into that concept.


      Obviously, times have changed. Now we’re bombarded daily with reminders that we can all be great. We not only can, but should, have it all. We need to have all the cool things, look cool, be cool, and let everyone know we’re cool. “If you’ve got it, flaunt it.” More and more people openly brag about their greatness. We see and hear many famous people toot their own horns. These are the superstars everyone seems to admire the most. The media can’t get enough of them because they’re the coolest of the cool. Why not try to be like them? The message is that we need to be brash and bold in order to succeed.
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