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INTRODUCTION

Of course you know at the outset that the title of this book exaggerates. It implies that each of the 1,001 quotes in this book will, of themselves, change the life of the individual reader, whoever you are. Such a collection is an obvious impossibility. Even if I knew what you in particular needed to hear to change your life, and even supposing I were lucky enough to find a thousand quotes that all conveyed personalized messages to you with life-changing urgency, still some of those quotes would leave your next-door neighbor absolutely unmoved. As Emerson said: “Take the book, my friend, and read your eyes out, you will never find there what I find.” So while I cannot possibly compile a thousand quotes that will really change your life, my hope is simply that somewhere in this book, you may find at least a few quotes that speak to you where you are right now.

And perhaps you will want to speak back to some of them. I hope that you won’t agree with all of the quotes in this book; I don’t. To do so would be contradictory, since some of the ideas here conflict with others; in fact, I’ve deliberately juxtaposed some of these quotes to highlight the contrasts between them. But just because two quotes contradict each other, does that necessarily mean that you can’t agree with both of them? As Thomas Mann put it, “A great truth is a truth whose opposite is also a great truth.” And please don’t assume that the authors I play off against each other would necessarily disagree with each other if we could bring them together to talk the matter over (although some almost certainly would). Often they are simply talking about different faces of the same stone. At other times they are talking about different things altogether, even when they use the same words. Words are slippery things, and all readers are hereby advised to be on their guard.

The quotations in this book come from all sorts of people. Many of them are famous; others were well-known once, but may be forgotten by most people now; a few are just ordinary folks. The quotations were chosen primarily for the thoughts they expressed rather than the person who expressed them.

Unfortunately, many of these quotations don’t do justice to the author’s thought. All quotation distorts to some extent simply by the act of taking some words and leaving others, and with tight limitations on space, it is inevitable that you are not getting the full meaning of most, if not all, of these ideas. It is to be hoped that you get the ideas in a more concentrated and therefore more useful form, and that the additional layers of meaning created by bringing the ideas together compensate in some measure for what is lost from the original sources. Yet if I could hope for just one effect that this book would have on you, perhaps it would be that you might seek out some of these authors and read more of their work.

It’s a curious thing how often certain ideas have been expressed. As Terence said over two thousand years ago, “Nothing is said that has not been said before”—and Goethe, among others, proved him right by saying it again in his own way some eighteen centuries later. But Goethe adds a useful suggestion for benefiting from this phenomenon; he says, “All truly wise thoughts have been thought already, thousands of times, but to make them truly ours, we must think them over again honestly, till they take firm root in our personal experience.” That is what I hope you will do with these quotes.

And will they change your life? Do words ever really change our lives? That’s an old debate, one on which a whole separate book of quotations could be compiled. I believe that they do in a sense. Words that actually changed things themselves would be magic spells; in the world of natural cause and effect, words, like so many other things, work indirectly.

These words of wisdom can change your mind, your heart, and your choices if you let them—but many forces can interfere, including your own habitual thoughts and actions. So it is truer to say that the quotations in this book, with luck, can serve as a catalyst, but as for changing your life: reader, I leave that up to you.


1

LIFE IN THE UNIVERSE



Since man cannot help seeking the infinite, he now seeks the meaning of his life in an infinity of things.

Emil Brunner, The Divine Imperative



What are we doing here in the universe, and what’s it all about? What is life, and does it have a meaning?

The quotes in this chapter are intended primarily to evoke thought or feelings that may in turn affect your life. They come from sages and scientists, poets and priests, and an assortment of other people who have something to say about the nature and meaning of human existence. Some of these quotes come from sacred texts, others from atheists. My hope is that many of them will carry their meanings across the lines of religious affiliation—and if not, there are plenty of other quotes for you to mull over.

I make no promise that this chapter will answer all of the questions mentioned above, but often it’s enough just to raise the questions. Most of us spend most of our lives thinking about our immediate needs—a necessary perspective, but a limiting one. To step back and ponder the bigger picture once in a while is to awaken a faculty that is quintessentially human, and to open ourselves to being a little bit more than we were before.



The usual approach of science of constructing a mathematical model cannot answer the questions of why there should be a universe for the model to describe. Why does the universe go to all the bother of existing?

—Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes

Neither is there a smallest part of what is small, but there is always a smaller (for it is impossible that what is should cease to be). Likewise there is always something larger than what is large.

—Anaxagoras, pre-Socratic Greek philosopher

Our life is an apprenticeship to the truth, that around every circle another can be drawn; that there is no end in nature, but every end is a beginning; that there is always another dawn risen on mid-noon, and under every deep a lower deep opens.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson, Essays

There is no bliss in anything finite.

Infinity only is bliss.

The Infinite rests in its own greatness.

—Chandogya Upanishad, Prapathaka, Hindu scripture

In the plan of the Great Dance plans without number interlock, and each movement becomes in its season the breaking into flower of the whole design to which all else had been directed.

—C. S. Lewis, Perelandra

We are a way for the cosmos to know itself.

—Carl Sagan on Cosmos, quoted in Rolling Stone

We are not human beings having a spiritual experience; we are spiritual beings having a human experience.

—Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, French philosopher

It takes three things to attain a sense of significant being:

God

A Soul

And a Moment.

And the three are always here.

Just to be is a blessing. Just to live is holy.

—Abraham Joshua Heschel, Polish-born American theologian

To live is so startling it leaves little time for anything else.

—Emily Dickinson

To live is the rarest thing in the world.

Most people exist, that is all.

—Oscar Wilde, The Soul of Man

I think I’m here for a purpose.

I think it’s likely we all are,

but I’m only sure about myself.

—Jim Henson

Every man has been made by God

in order to acquire knowledge and contemplate.

—Pythagoras

Loving one another is our only reason for being.

—Dolly Parton, My Life and Other Unfinished Business

Life is the art of drawing without an eraser.

—John Christian, quoted in Reader’s Digest

Life is a verb!

—Charlotte Perkins Gilman

Life is a quarry, out of which we are to mold

and chisel and complete a character.

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

Life is the art of drawing sufficient conclusions from insufficient premises.

—Samuel Butler, Notebooks

Life is a tragedy full of joy.

—Bernard Malamud, as quoted in the New York Times, January 1979

Life is a screen which separates us from the mystery of things.

—Victor Hugo, Les Misérables

Realize that life is glorious, and that you have no business taking it for granted. Care so deeply about its goodness that you want to spread it around.

—Anna Quindlen, A Short Guide to a Happy Life

I don’t want to live. I want to love first, and live incidentally.

—Zelda Fitzgerald

All animals except man know that the principal business of life is to enjoy it.

—Samuel Butler, Notebooks

The purpose of life is not to be happy, but to matter.

—Leo Rosten

Socrates had it wrong; it is not the unexamined but finally the uncommitted life that is not worth living.

—William Sloane Coffin

While I enjoy the friendship of the seasons

I trust that nothing can make life a burden to me.

—Henry David Thoreau, Walden

Living is like licking honey off a thorn.

—Louis Adamic

Everything lies in the moral courage with

which the apparent injustice of life

is faced and mastered.

—José Martí

I like living. I have sometimes been wildly, despairingly, acutely miserable, racked with sorrow, but through it all I still know quite certainly that just to be alive is a grand thing.

—Agatha Christie

There will always be something worth living for while there are shimmery afternoons.

—Olive Schreiner, The Story of an African Farm

Life is better than death, I believe, if only because it is less boring, and because it has fresh peaches in it.

—Alice Walker, in a speech at Grace Cathedral, San Francisco, March 16, 1982

Without music, life would be a mistake…

I would only believe in a God that knew how to dance.

—Friedrich Nietzsche

Music is essentially useless, as life is.

—George Santayana

Life is a gamble at terrible odds—if it was a bet, you wouldn’t take it.

—Tom Stoppard

The question, ‘Is life worth living?’ has been much discussed; particularly by those who think it is not, many of whom have written at great length in support of their view and by careful observance of the laws of health enjoyed for long terms of years the honors of successful controversy.

—Ambrose Bierce, The Devil’s Dictionary

To live is like to love—all reason is against it, and all healthy instinct is for it.

—Samuel Butler, Notebooks

Believe that life is worth living, and your belief will help create the fact.

—William James

If life has no meaning, why shouldn’t we create a meaning for it? Perhaps it’s a mistake for us to look for meaning in this world, precisely because our primary mission here is to create this meaning.

—Naguib Mahfouz, Sugar Street

The world is made of stories, not of atoms.

—Muriel Rukeyser

Is it so small a thing to have enjoyed the sun, to have lived light in the spring, to have loved, to have thought, to have done?

—Matthew Arnold

Life is to be lived, not controlled, and humanity is won by continuing to play in face of certain defeat.

—Ralph Ellison

Clinton: I believe that life is for living, don’t you?

Sebastien: It’s difficult to know what else one could do with it.

—Noël Coward, Nude with Violin

A just conception of life is too large a thing to grasp during the short interval of passing through it.

—Thomas Hardy

The love of life is necessary to the vigorous prosecution of any undertaking.

—Samuel Johnson, The Rambler

Faith is the great motive power, and no man realizes his full possibilities unless he has the deep conviction that life is eternally important, and that his work, well done, is a part of an unending plan.

—Calvin Coolidge, in a speech in Washington, D.C., July 25, 1924

I care about life, but then there are things I care about more than life. For that reason I will not seek life improperly.

—Mencius

He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.

—Friedrich Nietzsche

The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy.

—Albert Camus, referring to the struggle of the mythological figure who was condemned to roll a stone to the top of a hill, only to have it roll to the bottom again every time he reached the top

Perhaps the best I can do is to pray that the youth of today will have the ability to live simply and to get joy out of living, the desire to give of themselves and to make themselves worthy of giving, and the strength to do without anything which does not serve the interests of the brotherhood of man.

—Eleanor Roosevelt, “What I Hope to Leave Behind,” in Pictorial Review

The art of living is not best understood by highly industrialized communities, where men are too busy to think, and where the cult of efficiency makes them reluctant to waste time, as they put it, by considering whether their standards of value correspond with the nature of things and with their own best selves.

—William Ralph Inge, Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral

Our inventions are… but improved means to an unimproved end, an end which it was already but too easy to arrive at.

—Henry David Thoreau, Walden

It is very easy for us to get lost in the mundane world and forget about our connection to spirit. Yet without that connection we are basically the walking dead.

—Sobonfu Somé

Oh that man would seek immortal moments!

Oh that man would converse with God!

—William Blake

The most direct means for attaching ourselves to God from this material world is through music and song. Even if you can’t sing well, sing. Sing to yourself. Sing in the privacy of your own home. But sing.

—Nachman of Bratslav

Music is the soul of life asking each of us to join its chorus.

—Marva N. Collins

All one’s life is music, if one touches the notes rightly, and in time.

—John Ruskin

Joy comes from God. Who could live and who could breathe if the joy of Brahman filled not the universe?… from joy all beings have come and unto joy they all return.

—Taittiriya Upanishad

Joy is not in things; it is in us.

—Richard Wagner

Every name imposed by us onto God falls short of God.… God is inaccessible light, surpassing every light that can be seen by us either through sense or through intellect.

—Thomas Aquinas

We have created man, and we know what his soul whispers within him, for we are nearer to him than his jugular vein.

—The Koran, 50, 15

Nobody is worthy to be loved. The fact that God loves man shows us that in the divine order of ideal things it is written that eternal love is to be given to what is eternally unworthy.

—Oscar Wilde, De Profundis

Dwelling deep within our hearts and the hearts of all beings without exception, is an inexhaustible source of love and wisdom. And the ultimate purpose of all spiritual practices… is to make contact with this essentially pure nature.

—Lama Thubten Yeshe

He who loves brings God and the world together.

—Martin Buber, At the Turning

The world will never starve for want of wonders; but only for want of wonder.

—G. K. Chesterton, Tremendous Trifles

Wonder… is essentially an ‘opening’ attitude—an awareness that there is more to life than one has yet fathomed, an experience of new vistas in life to be explored as well as new profundities to be plumbed.

—Rollo May

The divine Force, which inhabits every being,

every thing,

every place,

may be intensely realized when

man takes the trouble to invite it to reveal itself.

—Alassane Ndaw

God passes through the thicket of the world, and wherever his glance falls he turns all things to beauty.

—John of the Cross, Spanish Carmelite mystic

Most people in our culture suppress their reactions to beauty; it is too soul-baring.

—Rollo May

I have a terrible need of—shall I say the word—religion. Then I go out and paint the stars.

—Vincent Van Gogh

The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead: his eyes are closed.

—Albert Einstein

I have long thought that anyone who does not regularly gaze up and see the wonder and glory of a dark night sky filled with countless stars loses a sense of their fundamental connectedness to the universe.

—Brian Greene

There is no question that the elegance of the universe is one of its most remarkable properties.

—Carl Sagan to Edward Wakin, “God and Carl Sagan: Is the Cosmos Big Enough for Both of Them?,” U.S. Catholic, May 1981

The heavens declare the glory of God: and the firmament sheweth his handiwork.

—Psalms 19:1

The morning wind forever blows,

the poem of creation is uninterrupted;

but few are the ears that hear it.

Olympus is but the outside of the earth everywhere.

—Henry David Thoreau, Walden

The happiest man is he who learns from nature the lesson of worship.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

If objects for gratitude and admiration are our desire, do they not present themselves every hour to our eyes? Do we not see a fair creation prepared to receive us the instant we were born—a world furnished to our hands that cost us nothing?

—Thomas Paine, Age of Reason

Gratitude is heaven itself.

—William Blake

Heaven is not a place, and it is not a time. Heaven is being perfect.

—Richard Bach, Jonathan Livingston Seagull

Seek not afar for beauty; lo, it glows

In dew-wet grasses all about your feet

In birds, in sunshine, childish faces sweet,
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