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Introduction

Collected on these pages are quotations from some of the world’s greatest thinkers on living life well. Some are funny. Some are spiritual. Some are encouraging. Some are provocative.


And some contradict each other: Have many friends—or only a few. Work with intention toward your goals—or let life take you by surprise. Tread cautiously—or enjoy your mistakes. Listen to others—or rely on your own judgment.


The point of this book is not to give you a fixed itinerary as you make your way on the road of life but rather some bright stars you might use to find your own way.


Following each quotation is a sentence or two to help you think about the idea expressed in the quotation. This daily reading may include a question for you to answer, a statement for you to accept or reject, or a pledge for you to make.


Each new day, you are invited to read a quotation and consider the discussion. Do you agree? Disagree? Is this a new thought for you to consider, or does it confirm something you already believe? Is the message a call to action, or an opportunity for contemplation?
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January 1




Little things


“One resolution I have made, and try always to keep, is this: To rise above the little things.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] JOHN BURROUGHS [image: fig_1_2.png]



The faucet is leaking, we forgot our best friend’s birthday, we walked out of the house with mismatched socks—all these things, and so many more, can ruin our day. But only if we let them.

We can’t think big thoughts all the time, but we can keep the “little things” in their proper place and not let them dominate our thoughts.


I’m going to take a deep breath—or maybe two or three deep breaths—and remind myself that as annoying as the minor problems of everyday life are I’m not going to fret about them so much.






January 2




Things change


“Sometimes our fate resembles a fruit tree in winter. Who would think that those branches would turn green again and blossom, but we hope it, we know it.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE [image: fig_1_2.png]



When our lives seem difficult, we are tempted to believe that things will never change. This, in turn, makes it harder for us to take the steps that might create the change we want.

When we look back on our lives, we can see that we’ve had both good and bad times. Somehow, we survived the bad times, and things eventually got better. The passage of time helped, but we also acted in ways that moved us to a happier place.


My life is filled with ups and downs. If today is a bad day—or this week is a bad week—I know it’s not forever, and that I will come through it.






January 3




Self-talk


“People don’t just get upset.

They contribute to their upsetness.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] ALBERT ELLIS [image: fig_1_2.png]



It’s not the events in our lives that upset us. It’s how we think about them. If something bad happens, we may complain and fear we’ll never feel better again.

But someone else in the same situation might say, “Gee, that’s too bad, but I know I can handle it.” The same event, two different perspectives. We can’t control many of the things that happen to us, but we can control how we react to them.


I’d like things to go my way, but, really, there’s nothing that says they should. I need to remind myself that I have all the tools I need to improve my mood—and my life.






January 4




Keeping perspective


“When I hear somebody sigh that life is hard, I am always tempted to ask, ‘Compared to what?’”

[image: fig_1_1.png] SYDNEY J. HARRIS [image: fig_1_2.png]



We like to compare our lives to those of people we think are richer, smarter, happier, better looking, more famous. Why don’t we have a house like the couple’s down the street? Why aren’t we doing better at work? Why can’t we find the love of our life?

We forget that there are plenty of people who look on us with envy. They would really like to have our job or live on our block or enjoy our personal freedom. When we hear them talk about the things we take for granted, we remember that we have it pretty good after all.


It might sound corny, but it does help to “count my blessings” so I can pay attention to all the good things in my life.






January 5




Making others happy


“Happiness is a perfume you cannot pour on others without getting a few drops on yourself.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] RALPH WALDO EMERSON [image: fig_1_2.png]



There is a reason we do volunteer work, bring flowers to a friend in the hospital, or buy a special gift for someone we love when we’re out shopping: It makes us happy. Sometimes, in fact, being kind and considerate to others actually benefits us the more than the people we’re helping.

Even if our activity starts out as a chore or an obligation, as opposed to something from the heart, it can become a joy to us, as well as to those who benefit from our efforts.


Is there something I can do to delight another person today? It doesn’t have to be big or spectacular. A simple message expressing how much I appreciate someone’s friendship can be very powerful.






January 6




Just one thing


“Nothing is particularly hard if you divide it into small jobs.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] HENRY FORD [image: fig_1_2.png]



The pile of papers on the desk keeps getting bigger. The dishes in the sink seem to be multiplying on their own. We’ve got too much to do at work and at home, and it all seems overwhelming. We toss and turn through the night, wondering how we’ll ever get it all done.

But if every time we walk into a room we take care of just one piece of paper or wash just one dish, gradually that pile of papers will get smaller, and the dishes will be cleaned, and we’ll be able to sleep again.


Instead of panicking over how much I have to do, I’m going to pick one thing and do it. When it’s done, I’ll pick something else and do that.






January 7




Vision


“You got to be careful if you don’t know where you’re going, because you might not get there.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] YOGI BERRA [image: fig_1_2.png]



Do we have a clear vision of where we want our lives to go? Or do we just react to things as they happen? Sometimes we need to do a little of both. Without an idea of what we hope to be and accomplish, we may not achieve our full potential.

On the other hand, when exciting opportunities present themselves, sometimes the best thing to do is go with them, whether or not they fit perfectly into the plan we’ve made for ourselves.


I can spend a little time today thinking about how my daily activities fit with my goals. Am I spending too much time on distractions and not enough time on the things that will help me get where I want to go? Am I open to new opportunities when they present themselves?






January 8




Difficult times


“I ask not for a lighter burden but for broader shoulders.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] JEWISH PROVERB [image: fig_1_2.png]



Learning to handle problems is like lifting weights: The more we do, the stronger we become.

None of us wish for problems, of course, but when they come along—and we all must face problems in our lives—we can take solace in knowing that we are gaining coping skills that will help us in the future.


I have learned a lot from the most difficult times in my life, and I am a stronger person as a result.






January 9




Smiling


“Sometimes your joy is the source of your smile, but sometimes your smile can be the source of your joy.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] THICH NHAT HANH [image: fig_1_2.png]



Physiologically, it’s been shown that smiling can make you feel happy, even if you are forcing the smile deliberately.

Regardless of the science, it makes sense to smile, whether you feel like it or not. A smile energizes your brain as well as your muscles. And you don’t want your face to settle into sadness—or worse—when no one’s watching.


As silly as it may seem, I’m going to remind myself to smile regularly today, and then I’ll see what happens.
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January 10




Day by day


“How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] ANNIE DILLARD [image: fig_1_2.png]



Next week, next month, next summer … that’s when the good times will come. But right now we’re just trying to get through today, and maybe tomorrow, and, with luck, the day after that.

Let’s not miss our lives while they’re happening. We can make choices about what we want to do right this moment. Sure, the garbage still needs to be taken out and work has to be done, but even in the rush of the everyday we can take time to appreciate what we have.


I’ll give myself a few minutes to appreciate a beautiful sunrise, the comfort of my warm bed, the sheer joy of a baby’s laugh, or even the pleasure of solitude—whatever my life holds today.






January 11




Making opportunities


“Opportunity is missed by most people because it is dressed in overalls and looks like work.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] THOMAS EDISON [image: fig_1_2.png]



Other people get all the breaks, don’t they? Or so we tell ourselves. While it’s true that sometimes others really do get a break, we could do a lot more to create our own breaks if we really wanted to.

Did we skip an opportunity to get some training because it was scheduled after work hours? Did we pass up a chance to try something new because we were nervous about whether we could do it? Maybe it’s time to roll up our sleeves and work a little harder or longer.


How can I create my own opportunity—at work or in my personal life? What steps do I need to take?






January 12




Laughing at yourself


“Angels can fly because they take themselves lightly; devils fall because of their gravity.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] G. K. CHESTERTON [image: fig_1_2.png]



We are at the center of the drama that is our life and, like hammy actors, we sometimes play our role with excessive amounts of emotion, self-importance, and shouting.

We’d be a lot more effective—and a lot more fun to be around—if we thought of our lives as a comedy. A comedy with a moral, perhaps, and filled with gentle laughter rather than howls—a comedy that recognizes that there’s more to the world than what we do or think.


I recognize that the things I do—my accomplishments and my mistakes—are not insignificant, but are also not likely to shake the world. That can help me keep things in perspective.






January 13




A balance in life


“There are as many nights as days, and the one is just as long as the other in the year’s course. Even a happy life cannot be without a measure of darkness, and the word ‘happy’ would lose its meaning if it were not balanced by sadness.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] CARL JUNG [image: fig_1_2.png]



Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we never had a problem or a bad day?

And yet the sunshine after a storm is often brighter and more pleasurable than the sunshine after a string of cloudless days. Happiness that follows a troubled time can be more intense—or at least more appreciated—than happiness in the midst of an easy time.


If I feel like things are not going well right now, I’ll think about how good it’s going to feel when I get through this—and I will get through this.






January 14




Stages


“Start by doing what’s necessary, then what’s possible, and suddenly you are doing the impossible.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] ST. FRANCIS OF ASSISI [image: fig_1_2.png]



One step at a time, one step at a time—that’s all we can do. But it can be more than enough. There are things we have to do each day: go to work, care for a child, clean the house. And there are things we do because we want to: volunteer for a community organization, host a party for a friend, plant a garden.

We bustle about happily doing all that we need to do, plus the things that bring pleasure to ourselves and others. If we thought about it, we might be stymied by the amount of work involved, but by simply doing things we somehow transform ourselves into superheroes.


Instead of thinking about how I can’t possibly do something I want to do, I’ll just start doing what I can and see where it leads.






January 15




Making changes


“They say that time changes things, but you actually have to change them yourself.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] ANDY WARHOL [image: fig_1_2.png]



We often think of time as a powerful healer. Sometimes we wish we could just go to sleep and wake up six months or a year later, so that we wouldn’t have to suffer through what we’re suffering now.

But time doesn’t change things. It’s the work we do while time is passing that changes things. The good news is, we don’t have to wait six months or a year or even a minute to start this work.


If I know I’ll feel better about something six months from now, what can I do today that will help me feel at least a little better now?






January 16




Creative thinking


“The best way to have a good idea is to have lots of ideas.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] LINUS PAULING [image: fig_1_2.png]



We are much more creative than we give ourselves credit for. The problem is that we often censor our ideas too quickly: No, that won’t work. Can’t afford that. Wouldn’t enjoy that.

If we can have the courage not to censor our ideas, we might surprise and delight ourselves.


I will free my mind today and see how many interesting ideas I can come up with. Even if it turns out that none of them have practical value, I will still benefit from the creativity that is unleashed.






January 17




Sleep’s value


“Early to bed and early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] BENJAMIN FRANKLIN [image: fig_1_2.png]



It’s lovely to sink into a warm bed, close our eyes, and let the world fall away. A good night’s sleep helps our bodies and minds recover from the stress of the day.

When we go to bed early, we can wake up early. And when we wake up early, we have a jump-start on the day. We can use the time to write in a journal, take a quiet walk, or meditate—things hard to squeeze in once the day gets busy.


I’ll make a “date” with myself to go to bed early tonight, snuggling into my own cozy bed and enjoying the luxury of sleep.






January 18




Giving your all


“Throw your heart over the fence and the rest will follow.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] NORMAN VINCENT PEALE [image: fig_1_2.png]



To keep from being disappointed, we sometimes lower our expectations or avoid taking chances. There can be good reasons for this, but it can limit what we experience.

When we follow our heart, even at the risk of disappointment and pain, a world opens up we might not otherwise have entered: a job that takes us in new and exciting directions; friends we wouldn’t have guessed would “fit” in our lives; experiences we didn’t expect.


What excites me? How can I open my life to it?






January 19




Laughter


“Laughter is the sun that drives winter from the human face.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] VICTOR HUGO [image: fig_1_2.png]



Even a baby responds happily to the sound of laughter. “I can’t just make myself laugh,” we say when someone chides us for being grumpy. But we can. Every day is full of amusing moments—if we take time to notice and appreciate them. When all else fails, we can laugh at ourselves.


I will laugh wholeheartedly today.





[image: fig_21_1.jpg]





January 20




Keeping friends


“People, even more than things, have to be restored, renewed, revived, reclaimed, and redeemed; never throw out anyone.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] AUDREY HEPBURN [image: fig_1_2.png]



As we go through life, we make—and lose—many friendships. “We grew apart,” we say when a friendship we valued drops away. We stop seeing friends who were once close to us because our lives have gone different directions.

But it can take only a little effort to keep “lost” friends in our lives. Perhaps the friendship has changed. The person we used to talk to every day is now someone we see only once or twice a year. But our life is richer for keeping this person in it.


What friend have I not talked to in far too long? I will reach out today, by phone, letter, or email.






January 21




Letting go


“Pick battles big enough to matter, small enough to win.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] JONATHAN KOZOL [image: fig_1_2.png]



The flip side of “don’t sweat the small stuff” is fighting for the things we care about. At the same time, we should try to avoid battles we have absolutely no chance of winning.

In general, things that help us be the person we most want to be are the things worth fighting for. Those that don’t have much impact—or that may even detract from our best self—need to be let go.


Of the possible battles I may face today, which really matter? And of those that matter, which will make the biggest difference if I fight them?






January 22




The miracle of life


“The miracle is not to fly in the air, or to walk on the water, but to walk on the earth.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] CHINESE PROVERB [image: fig_1_2.png]



To be born, to grow, to walk among the wonders of nature, to live a life of dignity, humor, and grace—this is the miracle of existence.

The complexity and possibility of our lives should fill us with awe. We should never take the miracle of life for granted.


Today I will remember how extraordinary even my ordinary life is.






January 23




Laughing in adversity


“Life does not cease to be funny when people die any more than it ceases to be serious when people laugh.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] GEORGE BERNARD SHAW [image: fig_1_2.png]



How can we laugh and have fun when so many bad things are going on around us? Isn’t it wrong to enjoy ourselves when others are going through difficult times?

Laughter is a gift that can help us through difficult times. We shouldn’t be ashamed of smiling when life seems bleak.


Laughing may not solve my problems today, but it may very well help me cope with them.






January 24




Simpler times


“Firelight will not let you read fine stories, but it’s warm and you won’t see the dust on the floor.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] IRISH PROVERB [image: fig_1_2.png]



The most luxurious homes are no more comfortable in a snowstorm than a warm, dry cabin in the woods. The niceties of life mean little when our needs are simple: warmth when we’re cold; food when we’re hungry; sleep when we’re tired.

We wish for so many things that we think will bring us happiness. Yet we often find ourselves looking back fondly on simpler times.


What small things in my life bring me pleasure? I will recognize them today, and be thankful for them.






January 25




Kindness


“Three things in human life are important.

The first is to be kind.

The second is to be kind.

The third is to be kind.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] HENRY JAMES [image: fig_1_2.png]



Doctors pledge to “first, do no harm.” We can go one step further: First, we will be kind. Let us approach every situation looking for ways to be kind to others. Even if our kindness isn’t returned, we will be better for setting an example and living up to our principles.


Today I will do at least one kind thing for someone else.






January 26




Thankfulness


“Let us rise up and be thankful, for if we didn’t learn a lot today, at least we learned a little, and if we didn’t learn a little, at least we didn’t get sick, and if we got sick, at least we didn’t die; so, let us all be thankful.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] BUDDHA [image: fig_1_2.png]



Doesn’t it seem as if the people with the most problems are often those who are most thankful for what they have? Facing a crisis tends to make us appreciate the things we take for granted.

Our challenge is to appreciate what we have, even without a crisis to prompt us.


I will start and end today thinking about how fortunate I am, right here, right now.






January 27




Spreading joy


“The best way to cheer yourself up is to try to cheer somebody else up.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] MARK TWAIN [image: fig_1_2.png]



When we help others cope with their problems, it somehow makes our own seem less pressing. The advice we give—count your blessings; this, too, will pass; what doesn’t kill us makes us stronger—can’t help but affect our own thinking.

If we distract others from whatever it is that’s weighing on them, we’ll be distracted from our own burdens as well.


Do I know someone who’s struggling? What can I do to help?






January 28




Giving


“In charity there is no excess.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] SIR FRANCIS BACON [image: fig_1_2.png]



“Give until it hurts,” the saying goes. But true, selfless giving—of ourselves as well as our possessions—should never hurt. The more we freely and willingly give to others, the more we give to ourselves.


I will offer myself in some way that is helpful to others, without resenting the time or effort it takes.






January 29




Courage


“Courage is doing what you’re afraid to do. There can be no courage unless you’re scared.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] EDDIE RICKENBACKER [image: fig_1_2.png]



There may be some who never fear failure, but we don’t know them. We do, however, know a few people who, even when they’re afraid of falling flat on their faces, put their shoulders back, take a deep breath, and do their best.


It’s okay for me to be afraid. I can admit this to myself and others and still tackle the things that frighten me.






January 30




Good deeds


“Humankind’s ladder to God is a ladder of deeds.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] SHOLEM ASCH [image: fig_1_2.png]



Talk about the importance of faith and morality is, in the end, just talk. It’s what we do that matters.

Virtually every religion has some version of the Golden Rule: Behave towards others as you’d like them to behave towards you. Given this fact, it’s surprising how seldom we see the Golden Rule in action.


What one thing can I do today that will directly reflect my beliefs?






January 31




Strength in adversity


“Adversity draws men together and produces beauty and harmony in life’s relationships, just as the cold of winter produces ice-flowers on the windowpanes, which vanish with the warmth.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] SØREN KIERKEGAARD [image: fig_1_2.png]



We see it after every major disaster: People opening their hearts, their homes, and their wallets to help others. On a smaller, more personal scale, friends help each other in times of adversity—and even strangers rise to acts of heroism when the situation demands it.

We all have within us the desire and ability to help others. It’s too bad that we forget this until adversity strikes.


If I would help someone in a disaster, why can’t I help someone right now, when there is no disaster? What small thing can I do for someone today?
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February 1




Thinking and spirituality


“Zen does not confuse spirituality with thinking about God while one is peeling potatoes. Zen spirituality is just to peel the potatoes.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] ALAN W. WATTS [image: fig_1_2.png]



People are thoughtful, which means that we rarely allow ourselves simply to be in the world without thinking about it. Seldom do we look at a beautiful sunset without turning to someone to say, “Isn’t that a beautiful sunset?”

There is value in simply taking in the world and what it offers without comment or even thought. To feel the warmth of the sun on your skin, to breathe in the spring air, to hear the birds in the early morning.


I will close my eyes and allow the world—and what is beyond—in for one moment without cataloging or analyzing what I experience.






February 2




Limits


“I’ve learned that you can’t have everything and do everything at the same time.”

[image: fig_1_1.png] OPRAH WINFREY [image: fig_1_2.png]



We want everything right now. If we need to lose weight, we want a pill that will make the pounds drop off instantly. So much easier than eating less and jogging. We want a promotion, true love, a new house … we want all of it without a moment’s delay.

The process, the “putting in our time,” is often as important as the end result. That promotion means more when we know we’ve worked hard to earn it. Love is truer when we’ve made an effort. We enjoy the new house because it wasn’t just given to us. The weight is more likely to stay off if we’ve learned how to diet and exercise.
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