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INTRODUCTION


THE UNEXPECTED SILVER LINING


It all began nearly thirty years ago when my then-boyfriend (now husband), Anthony, and I got engaged. Suddenly and unexpectedly, I found myself in a difficult relationship with my fiancé’s mother, Roseanne. Up until this point, Roseanne and I had a heartfelt friendship going. We were both bold Italian women who shared similar personalities—a feisty, competitive side offset by a passionate side of love and family. We spent a lot of time together without Anthony. Yes, he was the common thread that brought us into our friendship, but we genuinely had a blast together. Our special bond strengthened as we spent hours cooking Italian food for pre- and post-game tailgating for Anthony’s college football games. His mother’s amazing, authentic Italian cooking flair always drew a crowd of players, families, and friends. She was famous for her irresistible chili that we enjoyed eating out of white Styrofoam cups, and on special occasions when she cooked chicken Parmesan and eggplant Parmesan, she really stole the show.


One of my best memories is when she invited me to fly with her to an away game. She paid for my flight, which was an incredibly generous act of love, and the entire trip we were like two giggly, amped-up teenagers going on an adventure, poking at each other on the plane, running through the airport, and miraculously making it to the game without a hitch.


As you might imagine, it was shocking for me when, within a few days of my engagement to her son, my relationship with her took a drastic and negative turn. There wasn’t a specific incident, but the wedding planning process put a strain on everyone in the family, and soon sparks were flying about expectations, expenses, and preferences that quickly led to frustration and then arguments. Distrust began to circle every conversation about the wedding. No one could agree on anything in the planning process—not the number of guests, the venue, which family would contribute financially toward which line-item detail, and so on. What should have been a blending of families became the exact opposite, and I could see our two families gradually being torn apart.


I jumped into the victim role. I believed I could not possibly be at fault in all these planning decisions. For instance, I remember getting incredibly angry and upset about the guest count. We had allowed for seventy-five guests on each side, but Roseanne wanted more guests because of unique family dynamics. I refused and became so angry that I drove two hours to where Anthony lived to convince him in person that this was a horrible situation and he needed to help me hash it out. Things got so tense that at every point of contact with Roseanne, my angry, self-defensive mode kicked in, which, as you can imagine, made matters worse for everyone, not just me.


Ultimately, Anthony and I had a great wedding day, and with the stresses of the wedding planning process behind us, I assumed that our families would naturally return to those happier times I so cherished prior to the wedding. Unfortunately, this was not the case. The strife with my now mother-in-law continued past our wedding day. The entire situation was awkward and uncomfortable for all our family members.


A week after our wedding, my husband and I moved thousands of miles away so he could begin his career as a military officer. Other than phone calls a few times a month, we didn’t have much contact with our families. Without resolution in these fundamental relationships, whenever there was a call or visit, I became physically sick with anxiety. I was an emotional wreck because of the festering and unresolved negative sentiment between our families.


One evening, my mother-in-law called. True to form, I immediately went into my defensive mode. Chest pressure kicked in with a “here we go again” mentality. But rather than spiral into my usual negative emotions, something different happened this time. Some part of me said, “That’s it! I’ve had it with all this!”


The entire situation had reached a tipping point for me, and I jumped up from our sofa furious with all the nonsense that kept us from being a big happy family. At that moment, I decided I would make it my life’s mission to reverse this horrible situation. I fully committed myself to doing everything I could to have the loving, peaceful family life I so desperately wanted.


The question was, how? I didn’t have a clue as to how to fix the emotional wound spreading through our families, especially between Roseanne and me.


The answer came to me one day while sitting in church, praying for all the strife to end: I needed to forgive everyone, including myself, and let go of the need for control. I needed to start within myself by forgiving. I had to change first to see the change in others. I had to stop waiting around for something external to happen, and instead, I had to become a better person.


Wait a minute, what? I remember thinking. This isn’t what I came here asking for. I am not the problem! I came in search of the easy way to peace, not to be told I have to change! The answer seemed way too hard and even unfair. Then, for some reason, I just knew that it was the right solution. My shoulders relaxed as I accepted in my heart of hearts that if I wanted resolution, I would have to take an honest look at myself and see where I needed to make changes to become a better person. I had character flaws, and that was the only thing that I had total control over. The strain in my relationship with my mother-in-law wasn’t going to be resolved overnight, and it wasn’t going to be resolved through a single conversation about reconciliation. We were much too far past that point. At the moment, praying in church, I decided to take it upon myself to do all I could to mend my friendship with Roseanne, and I would just have to hope it would be well received and reciprocated. But the only thing I truly had power over was myself, and that was where I would begin.


Without much to go on, I began by asking myself the simple question, Where could I have behaved better? Maybe if I were a better person in general, we could have avoided much of the strife. I thought about how the debate over the number of guests had spiraled unnecessarily out of control. If I had just been open to compassionately understanding the reason for adding a few more guests, we could have had a peaceful solution. If I had approached our conversations with humility, I wouldn’t have felt the need to be right all the time and there would have been less arguing. If I had been more grateful, I would have been much less selfish and more inclusive, thus making everyone feel important.


Over time, I began to invest in myself, little by little, with small daily actions that I thought would build my character. I made these decisions intentionally and took the small actions deliberately. I soon found that these opportunities surround all of us every day and in every way—we just have to open our eyes to them. I didn’t have an idea of how changing myself little by little would impact the situation. I just had faith that, as my character improved, I would be navigating from a point of goodness, and this goodness would then be contagious. Either way, I would feel right in my own skin, knowing I had done my best to avoid negatively influencing any situation. Whenever there were family events like holidays and special occasions, I re-committed to pursuing my peace mission. I learned that those uncomfortable and at times unnatural “harder right over easier wrong” decisions always paid off, and not just for myself, but for everyone around me. To my joy and relief, when I presented myself with authentic good will, that good will was received and returned.


Without my knowing it, three incredible things began unfolding. First, I was growing in integrity and character to such a degree that I was excelling not just with interpersonal relationships, but in other areas of life, such as my academic studies and my career. Life began to fall in my favor, so to speak. I got promotions at work, I got a scholarship for nursing school, and my friendships grew in number and deepened in authenticity. Second, I was restoring relationships from the ground up, and this time they were built with a foundation based on values and virtues that could weather any storm: unconditional love, unconditional commitment, and unconditional trust. Third, my personal journey became contagious. My family, friends, and coworkers were all growing in trust, humility, love for one another, and faith in our relationship.


My guiding force was that I truly and deeply believed in the process of peaceful relations and forgiveness. Once I began implementing this new mindset, never once did I regret taking action to avoid conflict or strife to pave the way for happiness. Soon, I began going out of my way to make peace. I wanted it to be the real deal. I wanted everyone to feel loved, valued, and special, the way I felt family relationships should be. I didn’t expect any of those feelings in return, but as trust grew, our love began to grow and we all experienced tremendous happiness. We were all living our authentic E.P.I.C. selves and it was creating a living synergy. E.P.I.C. means Excellence Personified in Character, and it’s what this book is all about.


My family and I all worked in our own unique ways over the course of many years to make this happen. We all became more trusting, more humble, more loving, more honest, and much wiser with decisions as they related to the entire family, not just to us as individuals. We became a loving family. Never in a million years would I have expected to reach our current mutual level of authentic unconditional love. Originally, I was just looking for respectful peace and love. And frankly, if peace were the only outcome, that would have been amazing.


I know my situation was not unique. The vast majority of us have experienced some form of strife in a personal relationship. Perhaps with a parent, spouse, partner, sibling, friend, or coworker. I have learned firsthand the slow unfolding of the healing process, and it has shown me that every ounce of effort that you invest in yourself and in your character development carries the added bonus of having a positive influence on those around you. When you become actively aware of the impact your character has on your life, you understand that becoming the best version of yourself will deliver amazing results in your personal and professional relationships, your career, your special interests, and your physical and mental well-being. By being aware of where you are in relationship with your virtues, you’ll see where they are helping or hurting you.


In order to understand my own journey, I have studied personal character for more than twenty years. I’ve read dozens of books on individual virtues, moral development, and self-improvement approaches. I’ve read scientific research papers and philosophical manifestos from ancient and current philosophers. I’ve gathered as much material as possible in person and through taking courses. I’ve studied a range of religions. The message is loud and clear: good character delivers happiness and personal success; poor character creates negative situations and outcomes.


Our personal character is built upon virtues such as faith, charity, honesty, wisdom, and more. Unfortunately, the term “virtue” can be intimidating. Perhaps that is why we don’t talk enough about virtues, yet we have an intimate relationship with them. Virtues are woven into our human nature and provide us with direction as we interact with our world, especially in the decisions we make that govern our personal lives. You use them all day, every day. I truly believe virtues were designed for our benefit. For example, when we grow in honesty and wisdom and other virtues correctly, our character will be “good” and we will experience more positive outcomes in our lives. When virtues are misused, when we lack honesty or wisdom, our character will be “poor” and there will be more negative outcomes in our lives.


It’s like a number line with 0 at the center, negative numbers to the left, and positive numbers to the right. Perhaps when we’re born, we’re at 0. Then as we interact with our virtues, we make choices throughout each day as to what kind of person we want to be, and we move up and down on the number line. If we make good choices with our virtues, we improve our personal character, but if we make bad choices, we weaken our personal character—just as I did with my mother-in-law.
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For example, someone who was regularly dishonest would be on the negative side of the scale and might consistently find themselves in negative situations. But if they shifted that virtue to the positive side, little by little every chance they got, they would most likely find their life situations improved and they would experience more positive outcomes.


The goal of E.P.I.C. living is to live in such a way that your virtues are to the right. Keep in mind that life is a journey and this is a process; allow yourself the flexibility to shift up and down the number line as you learn and grow. When we make good choices with our virtues, we experience happiness and personal fulfillment. When we make poor choices, we feel the negative effects. I trust that as you experience more happiness, you will want to continue to grow in virtue.


E.P.I.C. IN ACTION


Let’s look at the virtues involved in my personal experience with my relationship with my mother-in-law.


Faith: After my epiphany moment in church, I transformed from having zero faith and hope in reconciling with my mother-in-law—a full-blown “no way” attitude—to knowing that with the strength and guidance of faith, there was hope. Throughout this personal E.P.I.C. journey, faith was my driving force. Without faith in myself and my ability to develop my personal character, none of this could have happened. And best of all? My faith became contagious.


Charity: I gradually transformed my feelings of ill will and anger to feelings of kindness, laughter, and joy, and then ultimately to unconditional love. I transformed from being selfish and wanting control of the relationship to loosening this grip by actively engaging and sharing life experiences together and then ultimately establishing precious family moments and traditions as a whole family.


Honesty: I gradually transformed from protecting myself with a “don’t trust anyone” mindset. I had convinced myself there was always an element of dishonesty in every situation. To change, I slowly allowed myself to trust others. I knew that if I didn’t begin unraveling this stronghold of distrust, there was no way to grow. Slowly, members of both families realized the more honest we were with ourselves, the more we trusted one another. This created an unwavering level of trust, the most fundamental element of all healthy relationships.


Wisdom: Through reading and researching, I gradually transformed my lack of knowledge about how to resolve and restore relations. I taught myself about positive interpersonal communication and used these new-found skills in a practical manner. Over time, I grew in wisdom and understood that the peace I wanted was a work in progress. It would take time and be based on all my actions, good and bad.


Prudence: I gradually transformed from making reckless, impulsive decisions that I knew could hurt feelings to consciously making the harder right decisions that would avoid hurt feelings at all costs. Quite frankly, this was not comfortable in the beginning. With practice, however, my good intentions led to more peace and happiness.


Perseverance: I gradually transformed from distancing myself during times of conflict to diving in and seeking the peaceful solution at any personal cost. I refused to stop fighting for my goal of a peaceful and authentic loving family relationship. Before long, we all worked toward this goal, and I learned with certainty the contagion of the E.P.I.C. journey.


Courage and Fortitude: I gradually transformed from being fearful and nonconfrontational to opening up conversations and discussions and taking action as I sought resolutions. I knew all along that this would require me to be vulnerable in ways I wasn’t familiar or comfortable with. The process of being vulnerable and standing up for the greater good was the first step in the entire E.P.I.C. journey.


Gratitude: I gradually transformed from self-pity and victim-hood to being appreciative for all that I had (health, family, friends, career). I realized I had the opportunity to make a positive difference in my life and in the lives of others. Without this one situation—the strife with my mother-in-law—I would not have grown into the person I am today with the amazing personal successes I’ve experienced along the way. I thank God for giving me the opportunity to grow so deeply by using the potential all humans share to become people of character. Perhaps even more importantly, I learned how the human soul craves goodness, peace, and happiness. Each and every one of us can grasp it as we pursue happiness.


Humility: I gradually transformed from pridefully insisting my views were the only right ones to taking a hard and honest look at myself and my behaviors. I realized that I was engaging in the same behaviors that I so quickly accused others of harming me with. I realized it was wrong to make assumptions and began apologizing as we moved toward forgiveness.


I transformed from thinking and believing I was in a hopeless situation to actually embarking on a journey of personal development. I held myself responsible for making the necessary changes to become a better person. Improving my relationship with my mother-in-law held many trials and setbacks, but over time, it transformed from that miserable low point to tolerable, fun, and ultimately amazing. Our fighting spirit that at one time created so much strife now was a key component of our successful outcome.


E.P.I.C. AS A BLUEPRINT FOR LIFE


E.P.I.C. can be used as a blueprint for life. No matter where you are or what you’re doing, virtues are involved. Excellence in virtue will guide you toward what all humans seek: happiness and personal fulfillment. Consciously navigating our lives in terms of virtue applies to who you are and what you do. Ask yourself, How can I be a better mother, father, sister, brother, neighbor? How can I be a better student, teammate, employee? How can I be a better healthcare worker, CEO, artist? How can I better handle myself in a struggling relationship, personal crisis, community crisis, global crisis?


The opportunities to live E.P.I.C. are endless. My hope is you will achieve new levels of happiness and personal fulfillment, not just for you, but for all those around you when you embark on the journey of excellence in personal character and choose to be E.P.I.C. This book will show you how and why excellence in personal character will positively change your life, as well as the lives of those around you.


There are three main sections to this book. The first describes what E.P.I.C. is, why personal character resonates with all of us, and how—throughout the course of history and across cultures—character remains a crucial key to personal fulfillment and happiness. The second section is the heart of the book, where we take a close look at the building blocks of personal character—the virtues—and ways to grow these virtues and become more E.P.I.C. The third and final section is the how-to, which is chock full of techniques to implement E.P.I.C. into your life. The final chapter, Become the CEO of Your Life: E.P.I.C. Life Blueprint, offers a practical takeaway for how to be E.P.I.C. in all areas of your life.




Part One


The E.P.I.C.
Philosophy




CHAPTER ONE


DEFINING E.P.I.C.


Epic, awesome, amazing, over the top, the best thing ever . . . The word “epic” originally meant a long piece of poetry that told the tale of heroes and their journeys. Those epic journeys transformed the heroes and their lives and the lives of the people around them, often in profound ways. It’s easy to see how that original meaning has led to today’s more playful slang usage of, “Whoa, that’s epic!”


Your life can be epic if you’ll take the focused, intentional steps to make it so—every single day. It doesn’t happen in a flash. It requires deliberate action—little pieces all strung together. Small decisions and actions taken over and over again. No matter who you are or what you want to achieve, you can use my Excellence Personified in Character approach to life—the E.P.I.C. approach—and easily apply it to your life.


Think about Tom Brady, the epic quarterback who played with the New England Patriots for twenty seasons, appearing in ten Super Bowls, and getting seven Super Bowl wins. How many times has he thrown a football? Hundreds of thousands. How many quick steps has he taken with his feet? Millions.


How about Microsoft’s Bill Gates? How many programming keystrokes, late nights, rewrites of code when something didn’t work? Millions? Almost certainly.


Megan Rapinoe, Lindsey Horan, Alex Morgan, and all the other members of the World Cup–winning USA women’s soccer team—millions of miles run, kicks taken, goals defended, drills practiced. Every action accomplished one move at a time. Every action prompted by a deliberate, intentional decision.


Tolstoy’s War and Peace, published in 1869 tops out at close to six hundred thousand words—all of which were written by hand, one by one, strung together to make a whole.


That’s how you transform your life into an epic one. You take consistent, endless, intentional small steps. Each run, each rep, each written word has a chance to be better than the one before. But they’re not always better, and this is part of the process. How many missed throws, program glitches, botched kicks, or scratched-out sentences have those same epic individuals produced over the course of their outstanding lives? Countless.


The point is, they didn’t stop. They stayed committed. They persevered: one step at a time, one rep at a time, one word at a time, day after day after day. Eventually, they became epic.


Obviously, most of us aren’t athletic powerhouses or programming geniuses or literary legends. That doesn’t really matter—you’re here to become your most excellent self, not someone else’s idea of what you should be. What I discovered in my own life and while raising five children is that when we focus E.P.I.C. on the virtues in our own individual, unique characters, we become happier, more connected with others, and unstoppable as we pursue our dreams.


Your character, your morals, your values all play crucial roles in the quality of your life, and they will shape the course of your life more profoundly than any material item you own or even any relationship you engage in.


So how do you improve those characteristics? How do you become excellent in your own life? You practice. There are opportunities all day, every day. You learn to recognize that every decision you make and every action you take can change you. Millions of small, seemingly inconsequential decisions and actions add up to the person you are right now. But who do you want to be a week, a month, a year, ten years from now? E.P.I.C. asks you to consider the decisions and actions you can take to become that person. Sometimes this means making the decision to do something more difficult, yet better for all involved.


I can promise you that if you commit to a pursuit of excellence, you’ll experience a personal and powerful shift from the ordinary to the extraordinary. The E.P.I.C. “you” will flourish. And as you flourish, you’ll notice a simultaneous transformation in the world around you. When you live as a person of excellence, amazing results show up in every aspect of your life.


WHAT IS EXCELLENCE?


The concept of excellence is simple: it’s going above and beyond average. In E.P.I.C., it’s consciously working toward becoming a better person. Ask yourself this: Have you or would you consider applying the concept of excellence to define the person you are, to be the best version of yourself? Can you commit to taking little steps, over and over, with the understanding that they will add up to big changes? Are you willing to explore seven core virtues (gratitude, faith, honesty, perseverance, charity, wisdom, and prudence) to see how you express them in your life, where you can improve, and, more so, with excellence?


I’ve undertaken this journey to improve myself by applying excellence to my virtue system, and I’ll admit that it presents challenges that I fail and others that I conquer. But I’ve embraced this mindset as a challenge to live life as the best person I can be, as defined by the core virtues that we all share. The E.P.I.C. mindset involves giving more than just a basic effort. It requires taking personal development to the next level, and thereby implementing excellence in the classroom, on the field, in the workplace, at home, and with friends. Being aware of your moral compass is a core component of your personal growth and development as you journey through life.


All humans possess an in-born momentum of forward progression that we can call a purposeful growth. We move toward change with gaining and achieving, all in hopes of the ultimate goal of happiness. The majority of people use this forward motion as the grounds on which to improve, grow, learn, excel, and achieve.


But far too many people put off what really matters in pursuit of the things they want to achieve. Don’t wait until some ideal time comes along to start this process. The ideal time is now, and you’re never too young or too old to put this into action. Begin now and make E.P.I.C. a part of your life journey.


The momentum of forward growth and the application of excellence can be combined to enhance your virtues. Applying the concept of excellence to molding your personal character means that you—not society, not someone around you—will define who you truly are.


Improvement calls for small, consistent, regular steps toward becoming our best selves—rather than aiming for some grand and sudden transformation.


E.P.I.C. grew out of my deep desire to improve my personal moral character. I wanted to be a person of integrity for my children and my husband, and the rewards for stretching in this direction have been priceless. My soul is filled with a restful ease knowing that, most of the time, I challenge myself to consistently choose the harder right over the easier wrong, and I’ve never once regretted those hard decisions. Part of the process involves seeing which virtues are impactful in each situation and which are less so, and acting accordingly.


LET’S TALK ABOUT VIRTUES


All humans possess virtues, or character traits, which are by definition morally sound and good. These are embedded in the fabric of our human nature. The term virtuous describes a person who both possesses these qualities and applies them in daily life. As individuals, we vary in our level of virtuousness.


The wide range of virtues have been studied and researched throughout history. Lists of virtues vary and are often based on what any given person decides is the most important. Some of these lists contain only three items, while others are pages long. In my research and study, I have focused on seven virtues. You’ll see that within the discussion of each virtue, other virtues are included, because in the end, they are all intertwined. You will connect with some virtues immediately, and with others not so much—or perhaps not at all. I encourage you to find connections even where you think there may be none, and challenge yourself to strengthen them as you develop your inner discipline of excellence, step by step, day by day, decision by decision.


And remember: This lifelong process involves awareness, learning, trial and error, and the willingness to start again, over and over, every single day. Little steps, little reps, lead to long-term transformation. Practice builds your knowledge base and an openness to growing and developing throughout your life. The goal is to keep yourself on the E.P.I.C. path. If you step off it for a moment, and we all do, just get right back on, because the path will lead you to happiness and personal fulfillment.



WATCH OUT, IT’S CONTAGIOUS!


Whether you’re aware of it or not, you are an influencer. You don’t have to be a social media mega star, Nobel Peace Prize winner, or CEO of the Year. Everyone in your immediate vicinity is impacted by your emotions and actions.


The social proximity effect is a phenomenon in which we begin to mirror the people around us. First semester freshman year, when my daughter came home for Thanksgiving break, she had a few new mannerisms like hand gestures, facial expressions, and body movements distinctive of her roommate. They began to dress alike, listen to the same music, and even crave the same foods. Their individual interests and viewpoints were contagious.


Psychologists have coined the term “emotional contagion” to describe the transfer of your emotions to those around you. Just as you can catch a cold or a mannerism from someone, so too can you actually catch positive and negative emotions from them. An infectious personality is a term used to describe how someone’s personality can rub off on those around them. You might also call that person charismatic. They leave an impression. How many times have you been in a room when someone walked in and changed the entire atmosphere based on their mood, whether it was in a positive or negative way? The reality is that you too are impacting those around you, whether you know it or not, and whether you like it or not. You’re an influencer.


With this in mind, you can now knowingly and consciously spread a positive impact to those around you, which is exactly what E.P.I.C. living will do. While you may be the primary beneficiary of E.P.I.C. living, the impact you will have on others reaches far and wide. It is what I call virtue contagion. As you elevate the caliber and quality of your life with E.P.I.C., so you will simultaneously be doing the same for those around you.


THE MARRIAGE OF EXCELLENCE TO VIRTUES IS E.P.I.C.


e.p.i.c is a choice. It is for each of us to embrace regardless of race, religion, socio-economic class, education, etc., and excludes no one. Arguably, the fabric of our human character is virtue-based. Embracing and growing these traits will deliver peace and happiness, in the same way that avoiding them will deliver negative outcomes. Your investment in E.P.I.C. is 100 percent up to you. Only you can create the image of excellence that applies to you, the E.P.I.C. you.


E.P.I.C. is personal. We all have unique, personalized visions of ourselves, of how we think we appear to the world. Visualize what E.P.I.C. looks like for you, and begin your personal journey at that point. Be honest with yourself. You will have strengths in some areas and weaknesses in others. Also understand that “success” is a personal definition. For example, I may think that getting a B+ in a challenging subject at school is excellent, and you may think getting an A+ in that same subject is excellent. Don’t measure yourself against others; measure yourself against your own personal goals and visions.


E.P.I.C. is a process. It isn’t instantaneous, nor should it be. This is a growth mindset that requires key personal attributes like self-discipline, grit, self-confidence, courage, creative approaches to challenges, and the adaptability to continually develop and grow. We learn as we go. Enjoy the process and learn to view E.P.I.C. as a lifelong journey, not a destination.


E.P.I.C. is NOT perfection. Excellence and perfection are completely different. Excellence is living up to your fullest potential. Perfection is flawlessness, with the notion that there is an endpoint. Excellence and character-based living is a process, and there is no specific endpoint. As we strive toward perfection, we are driven by excellence, and we enjoy happiness and personal fulfillment along the way.


The E.P.I.C. journey begins with looking at yourself and seeing where your virtues are now in your life. I don’t know if virtues are embedded in our actual DNA, but it seems as if they are. Whether we’re aware of it or not, we use virtues every day as a means to navigate our lives, especially as they relate to interpersonal relationships. As you refine and improve these virtues, you will see a positive and noticeable shift in all areas of your life: personal, social, professional, academic, and recreational.


I experienced this shift, and it looked something like this:


The greater my faith, the greater my inspiration and motivation. I grew in personal fulfillment with my relationships and myself, and I became happier.


The greater my honesty, the more trust I received, and the more authentic my relationships grew. I became personally fulfilled in all areas of my life, and I became happier.


The greater my love for myself and others, the more genuine was the love I received, and in turn, the more I gave. I reached my goal of personal fulfillment, and I became happier.


The greater my wisdom, the more positive impact I had on my life and those around me. I achieved success with long-term and short-term personal goals, and I became happier.


The more I practiced prudence, the better decisions I made that positively impacted myself and those around me. With this, I achieved much personal fulfillment and I became happier.


The more I faced my fears with courage, the more my anxiety and worry subsided. I increased in self-confidence and challenged myself to achieve what I once thought was impossible, and I became happier.


The more I pushed to persevere, for myself and for my family, the more I achieved personal goals and aspirations, the greater my success, and the happier I became.


The more I focused on being grateful, the more I appreciated every aspect of my life, big and small. The greater I grew in humility, the happier I became. 




CHAPTER TWO


WHAT IS CHARACTER?


It is your character, and your character alone, that will make your life happy or unhappy.


—John McCain


From childhood on, we’re taught the difference between right and wrong, good and bad. The value of these considerations stays with us as we navigate throughout life. Wise or good decisions are beneficial to you and ultimately lead to happiness. Unwise or bad decisions lead to unhappiness, as there is often a negative consequence attached to those decisions.


We are most often taught the differences between right and wrong as they relate to our personal behavior. This knowledge underlies the most fundamental understanding and goal of becoming a person of good character. It sets off a process of growth and development that starts in childhood and remains with us through adulthood. This understanding is at the core of our human nature and serves as a key in our pursuit of happiness.


Consider how we guide children to be a good friend, a person who is honest, loyal, loving, generous, and humble. We help them avoid being a bad friend who lies, doesn’t keep their word, hates, cheats, and is selfish or boastful. We teach children that there may be times when it’s hard to be a good friend if we’ve been hurt, but we should persevere and never lose our faith and belief in being a good friend. Now, let’s reflect upon our own lives with this same wisdom.


Society as a whole supports the benefits of good character. Think about popular children’s movies that portray the challenges of sticking to integrity, choosing to be the good guy instead of the bad guy (e.g., Harry Potter, with Harry versus Lord Voldemort, and The Lion King, with Mufasa versus Scar). Why are these blockbuster movies? It’s because as humans, we connect with a soul-filled happiness to the good guy (or lion) and what they represent. We identify with their qualities of moral character. It’s worth mentioning that although these movies may seem targeted to younger audiences, they in fact appeal to audiences of all ages. As I watched these movies with my children, I was thrilled with the message my children were being taught. In addition, the movies gave me the opportunity to look at my own behavior with fresh eyes.


The outer wrappings of the movies change, but the core message is always the same. If you are a person of good character, you will be able to withstand intense challenges and, in the end, live a happier, more personally fulfilling life.


TRANSPARENCY: YOUR CHARACTER STANDS OUT


Media outlets have no problem publicizing the misconduct of influential people who lack good character. We hear about business executives, such as Bernard Madoff and his $65 billion fraudulent Ponzi scheme that robbed tens of thousands of investors of their life savings and pension plans, and who ultimately landed in federal prison for 150 years. Famous athletes who continually lie about taking illegal performance-enhancing drugs, like road cyclist Lance Armstrong, who won the Tour de France seven times before being disqualified for doping. Eventually, he admitted to the allegations and was stripped of all seven titles. The list goes on, and journalists and media platforms will not let anyone forget the ripple effect of negativity that transpires as a result of the publicly exposed lack of integrity.


These accounts are offset by many positive examples of sound moral character. The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation was created in 2000 by Microsoft cofounder Bill Gates and his then spouse, Melinda Gates, to fulfill grants and advocate for efforts to eliminate global inequalities and increase opportunities for people in need worldwide. The foundation’s work to eradicate malaria has increased the quality of life for millions of people in sub-equatorial countries. Jimmy Carter (US President, 1977–1981) won the coveted Nobel Peace Prize in 2002 “for his decades of untiring effort to find peaceful solutions to international conflicts, to advance democracy and human rights, and to promote economic and social development.”1 Carter’s level of influence was able to effect great change within governments. Rapid-response concerts, such as Hope for Haiti Now, The Concert for Sandy Relief, and multiple concerts after Hurricane Katrina, are performed by top musicians to raise funds for people in need after natural disasters.


In 2010, celebrity chef José Andrés founded the World Central Kitchen (WCK) after the devastating earthquake in Haiti. Andrés believes that “food can be an agent of change in distressed communities,”2 and he tirelessly strives to prove this. Since 2010, WCK has served over fifty million meals worldwide as emergency food response for those communities in need after a natural disaster. His excellence in the virtue of charity has been contagious, and other celebrity chefs have joined the efforts of WCK, such as Rachael Ray, Guy Fieri, Marcus Samuelsson, and Tyler Florence. In 2019, Chef Andrés was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize for his humanitarian efforts.


On the other hand, negative examples often become public spectacles. This gives us hope that people will continue to call out those who flagrantly lack good character. In the heart of our human soul, we seek happiness and goodness and will fight for justice to maintain moral standards that make our world a better place.


At the end of the day, what all of these lessons and examples teach us is relatively straightforward. Can you answer to yourself that in the future you will make the best decisions possible, even if they’re the harder choices? We all slip up, but two steps forward, one step back is a great start and will get you far. Will you take responsibility for the person you are and the person you can be? Choose the path of desirable character and you can achieve an inner sense of personal fulfillment. Choose the path of less desirable character and your personal fulfillment will be compromised.


So how do we do this? We choose to grow in our moral character. We know exactly what moral character is, because it is virtue-based and we all live virtue-filled lives. The question is to what extent we value the benefits of these virtues and use them to the best of our ability. No one is perfect and we all have strengths and weaknesses, which is good because this helps us to better understand and put into perspective the values and benefits of choosing that good path.


When it comes to our personal character, we are unique, one-of-a-kind individuals. But the building blocks of our character are the same: virtues. We use virtues all day, every day—virtues such as honesty, charity (love/giving), faith (believing in yourself, others, a higher power), knowledge (learning new skills and information) and wisdom (making better decisions), perseverance (seeing things through to the end), prudence (reasoning with skill and caution), and gratitude (being thankful and humble). Together these virtues and the ways in which you use them or ignore them shape your moral character.


THE BASICS OF CHARACTER


When people grow positively in virtues and become more honest, more humble, more loving, and wiser, they grow in moral character and live a life filled with happiness and greater success in the fulfillment of their personal goals and aspirations, whatever those may be. They find more opportunities across all areas of their lives, and their personal relationships improve, as does their physical and emotional health. And when we see these virtues being misused with dishonesty, ill will toward others, selfishness, pride, and so on, we see a lack of moral character. This brings negative consequences such as unhappiness, less personal fulfillment, and challenges with personal relationships. These differences aren’t exactly as black and white as I have presented them, but this generalization makes a point. If you look at the virtues and how they are integrated into your life, you will see that you are using them all day, every day. Doesn’t it make sense to grow in them positively and use them to your advantage to create a happier and more fulfilling life versus misusing them and being left at a disadvantage?



CHARACTER SHAPING; CREATING YOUR CHARACTER


I happen to be a fan of taking college courses. Any chance I get to enroll in a local college course, I try to jump right in. And what I particularly love is seeing classmates in their seventies and eighties busy taking notes, asking fascinating questions. I’ve had the good fortune to take a few Continuing Studies classes at Stanford University. These classes are open to anyone who chooses to enroll. One of my favorites was a Sports Nutrition class where my peers’ ages ranged from young nannies to a gentleman who I believe was in his mid eighties. He attended every class and was active with class participation. The growth mindset enables us to continue to learn and take advantage of the malleable nature of our brains and embrace new knowledge. We can embrace character development with this same enthusiasm. We can continue to shape our personal belief system and moral values for the rest of our lives. Just like what we can learn in college, the opportunities to reshape our lives are nearly limitless and it’s never too late to start. The key is that you have to go after it to get it.


Character is shaped by a variety of influences in your life, including life experiences, your viewpoints and perspectives, and, most importantly, those who surround you. Character is adaptable and at the end of the day, you have the final say on who you choose to be. Character is a key component of your identity. Building and evolving in character takes time, unfolds little by little, and is incredibly rewarding.


THE INFLUENCE OTHERS HAVE ON YOUR CHARACTER . . .


Young children are taught viewpoints by their parents and guardians. They trust these adults, and when you add their naturally observant nature to this, their character takes shape. As they reach adolescence, kids spend more time with peers and have new and different viewpoints influencing the development of their identity. Peer pressure plays its role too, often challenging their moral compass, like when parents are in utter disbelief that their “perfect child” was suspended for skipping school. One of the first questions we parents ask is, “Who were you with?” We want to know the influencers.


As adults, even though we are better equipped to stand our ground to defend our character, we can still be swayed by those we spend the most time with. At times, my viewpoint is overruled by the general consensus in my family, and I find myself shifting to their viewpoint. For example, when the kids were younger, going to church was a fiasco and often met with resistance. Much to my dismay, we began skipping church occasionally. I was influenced.


COVID-19: WHEN BAD THINGS HAPPEN


Halfway through my writing this book, the first case of COVID-19 was reported in the United States. Two months later, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a pandemic. Panic and fear took hold as the world shifted, country by country and state by state, into lockdown. The scope of death, skyrocketing unemployment, financial ruin, and food and basic supply shortages became incomprehensible.


Extreme crises and stress like this can bring out the best and the worst in us. Oftentimes, the situation becomes a reflection of our character. Personally, I have seen and experienced much of “the best” of our human nature during this pandemic. For all that COVID-19 has taken away from us, for many it has given us something even more powerful: the virtue of fortitude with the fierce and instinctive drive to fight for what matters most—people. COVID-19 also unleashed the virtue of charity, as we passionately fought for the well-being of one another.


Immediately, communities and families began working together to protect one another from contracting or spreading COVID-19 and to ensure basic needs were met, such as food and water, personal protective gear, shelter, and financial assistance. All over the country, individuals worked to offset unexpected shortages of essential items. Breweries and distilleries converted beer and vodka into the alcohol used for hand sanitizers. Sport helmet manufacturers re-tooled to supply medical professionals with clear face shields. People of all ages—from children to the elderly in nursing homes—worked tirelessly making homemade face masks to replenish shortages in hospitals. Gatherings of people on roadsides and in parking lots supported the emotional needs of healthcare workers, cheering them on as they traveled to and from work. These are all examples of virtues such as charity, perseverance, fortitude, gratitude, and faith in overdrive.


The ALL IN Challenge was an idea of Michael Rubin, founder and executive chairman of Fanatics. He, along with Alan Tisch and Gary Vaynerchuk, created this foundation with the goal of raising tens of millions of dollars to fight food shortages and feed those in need. Their strategy? With their many ties to people in film and music and sports, they were able to encourage these celebrities to donate some of their most prized possessions to the cause. They raised money by allowing people to enter sweepstakes for a chance to have a personal experience with the celebrity, such as going to dinner, attending movie premieres, and taking sporting lessons with the pros. The items could be bid on auction style or by entering in the sweepstake, making the challenge open to everyone. Incredible acts of the virtue of charity were displayed in the personal character of all involved.


Emily Fawcett is a registered nurse working at Lenox Hill Hospital in New York City, the first epicenter of COVID-19 in the United States. Emily and I met fourteen years ago. I had posted a “babysitter needed” ad on the job board at Darien High School. She was a junior and the only one who answered my cry for help. Emily was a godsend to us then, and she is a godsend to the many patients and coworkers at Lenox Hill during this pandemic. Emily started the “hope huddle” at the hospital to celebrate the success stories of those patients who survived COVID-19. Her goal was to spread positivity and offset the war zone–like experiences of emergency-room nurses. Soon the hope huddle grew hospital-wide. Emily drew strength for herself, her patients, and her coworkers from her personal character, and from the virtues of charity, faith, hope, perseverance, and gratitude.
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