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Foreword

Change your thoughts and you change your world.

~Norman Vincent Peale

I can’t remember how long it’s been since I first heard those words. “Change your thoughts and you change your world.” It’s a simple enough phrase, but wow—those words are packed with power. They have been something of a lifelong mantra for me. Change your thoughts and you change your world. When times are tough, when I feel so frustrated by disappointments and not reaching my goals, I repeat those words in my head and make a conscious, almost physical effort to change course, recalibrate, and steer my little ship of self in a fresh, more positive direction.

The other day I was speaking to a group of women in the financial industry and one woman asked to what I credited my long television career. I had to think for a moment. I have been blessed in the television business. I started working at the CBS station in Atlanta when I was still in college and interviewed then-President Jimmy Carter on live TV when I was only nineteen years old. (I don’t know which was more exciting: Interviewing the President or having ABC’s White House Correspondent Sam Donaldson asking me afterward what he said! You could have shot me and my tombstone would have read, “She died happy.”)

Even when my career took some unexpected tough turns, I somehow managed to pull myself and my career back together, pick up the pieces and start over. But what was the secret to my long and still successful career? As I pondered the question, I realized there were probably three qualities that have worked in my favor—and the good news is anyone can develop them. I have an extraordinary capacity for hard work, an insatiable curiosity, and a (sometimes) ridiculous ability to look on the bright side. All of us can work hard, put in a few more hours at work, and try a bit harder to master a challenge. Contrary to the old saying, curiosity didn’t kill the cat or anyone else. Learning new things, exploring topics about which we know nothing—that’s what gives life its zest. But finding the bright side? Well, how does one do that when you’ve lost a job, gotten a dire diagnosis, or seen your personal life shattered?

For me, finding the silver lining in life’s clouds was something of a coping mechanism. As a little girl, my mother battled chronic illness. I remember when school was dismissed, I’d hear other kids see their moms’ cars in the pick-up line and complain their playground time was cut short because “Mom is here already.” I was thrilled when my family’s station wagon was among the cars. It meant Momma was having a “good day.” Later when she died (I was twenty at the time), I was able to find gratitude in the knowledge that she was no longer in pain.

When I started my television career before I graduated from the University of Georgia, I had to deal with plenty of naysayers. How would you respond to a woman who said to you, “You have no business being here and are taking away a job from someone who is qualified?” I will never forget that moment in front of the vending machines at Channel 5. I stammered out a reply along the lines of “Well, the boss is giving me this chance and I hope to prove him right.” I also resolved to make the most of the opportunity as long as it lasted. Who knows, the boss might be persuaded the female reporter was right!

Later when my career was derailed, I discovered that while I couldn’t control what happened in my life, I could control how I let it impact me. The Greek Epictetus said it quite elegantly, “Ask not that events should happen as you will, but let your will be that events should happen and you will have peace.” I must confess I only made that discovery after wallowing in depression and self-pity for a time.

It is NOT easy to do. How many times have you not gotten the job? Haven’t you felt kicked in the teeth when denied opportunities, been frustrated when someone not nearly qualified enough got the green light instead? Maybe health problems have rearranged your family’s life. It just isn’t fair! I know I’ve felt that way. It isn’t fair. But here’s the thing. I’ve given birth to three children and at no point was there ever anyone in the delivery room looking at that newborn and saying, “Kid, from here on out, it’s all fair.” Life just doesn’t work that way.

Some people don’t seem to be affected by that. Just as there are those who can walk through a field of poison ivy and never have the slightest discomfort, there are some people who can be hammered by all of life’s negatives and still remain unscathed. I am not one of them. Deny me entry to the club, and part of me wants to sob in the corner wondering why I’m not good enough. But the bigger part of me has realized it’s no fun going to a pity party. The better I get at resisting the temptation to give in to sorrow, frustration, or stress, the more successful I seem to be both personally and professionally.

Was this real—or was this something I was imagining? I have spent the last several years researching these kinds of values: gratitude, respect, resilience, and faith. What is it that makes some people more resilient? How are some people able to let the difficulties of life roll off them like water off a duck’s back? Why do some people just seem stronger? The answer is in this book’s title—Think Positive. Recent scientific studies have proven that a positive attitude actually has measurable benefits. Grateful, positive people report they have better lives and more positive memories. People who can recall positive events have been proven to be more resilient, even in the most difficult of situations. People who keep track of the “good things” in their lives are healthier, more active, more productive—and held in higher regard by those around them. There’s peer-reviewed proof of this!

What’s more, people who are able to “accentuate the positive” are smarter, better able to make cognitive associations and connections. They solve problems faster and more correctly. Kids who summon up positive memories do better on tests.

But how do you summon up positive memories when you’re in a really tough spot? Plenty of people are right now. The collapse of financial markets wiped out jobs and life savings. Retirements have been postponed and homes foreclosed upon. Terror scares have changed the way we travel and the way we look at people from other countries.

Change your thoughts and you change your world.

Let’s face it. It isn’t always easy. When things aren’t going your way, those peppy little sayings—Count your blessings instead of sheep, When life gives you lemons, make lemonade, and If you see it, you can be it—are just plain annoying. Maybe they make good needlepoint pillows for the family room couch, but somehow when you’re in the midst of a really difficult situation in life, trite sayings just don’t help much. But this book will.

This wonderful new volume of 101 inspirational stories, Chicken Soup for the Soul: Think Positive is filled with the experiences of real people living everyday lives with real problems—yet they’ve found the inner strength to overcome those challenges or just ways to make their lives more meaningful. Their examples can help you find the keys to think positively, enhance your own life, and provide that little bit of motivation that will help you get over the speed bumps of life.

In fact, the tale of the Chicken Soup for the Soul series is a great example of thinking positively. I fell in love with the series when it debuted years ago—but I love the story of how it came into existence even more. I cite it often in speeches as a great example of perseverance. Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen were convinced their little collection of inspirational stories had the power to make a meaningful difference in the lives of readers. Trouble was—they couldn’t find a publisher who agreed with them. They took their book to publishing conferences and literally hundreds of publishers ignored them. Finally they found a small publisher who would print a few thousand books for them and they started selling Chicken Soup for the Soul from the backs of their cars as they drove around making speeches and doing book signings. Eventually the book, that wonderful “little engine that could,” turned into a worldwide bestseller and Chicken Soup for the Soul became a publishing phenomenon, one of the most successful lines of books in history.

You just gotta believe. Like JB, the foster kid in the movie Angels in the Outfield. Every night the little boy went to bed with the hope that tomorrow would be the day he found a family. “It could happen,” JB would say as he snuggled under the covers. In true Hollywood form, the movie ends with JB being adopted by the baseball coach George Knox, played by Danny Glover.

JB never gave up hoping that “it could happen.” The founders of Chicken Soup for the Soul never gave up on their dream of changing lives through inspiring stories. George Patton said “Courage is fear hanging on one second longer.” I like to paraphrase General Patton by saying “Success is failure trying one more time.” Most of us don’t succeed because we give up too soon. Did you know the average customer has to be pitched five to seven times before he will make a purchase? The average salesman gives up after two or three attempts. Want to read the ultimate tale of persistence? Pull out your kid’s copy of Green Eggs and Ham. Count up how many times Sam I Am offers up that plate of green eggs and ham. Sixteen tries! As we all know, when he finally gave it a taste, he liked it after all!

It could happen for you too. You just gotta believe. The stories that follow will help you summon up that extra bit of energy and positive attitude that you need to help you reach your potential. They already have for me.

Change your thoughts and you change your world. I didn’t know until I did a computer search that those were the words of Dr. Norman Vincent Peale. Did you know he too suffered from self-doubt? After his manuscript for The Power of Positive Thinking was rejected for the umpteenth time, he tossed it in a wastebasket, where it was retrieved by his wife Ruth. It went on to publish 20 million copies in 42 languages. Ruth Peale, who died in 2008, was quoted as saying of her husband, “I don’t have as much self-doubt as he did.”



You’ll love James Scott Bell’s story of how the now-bestselling author first met the “father” of positive thinking. Bell tells how meeting Norman Vincent Peale influenced his life and helped him get through the anxiety of being a lawyer turned author.

Got a dream you want to pursue but afraid to give it a shot? Just do it. When unemployment hit both her and her husband, Debbie Acklin was terrified to start a new business but circumstance had backed her into a corner. Starting from scratch, she made up flyers advertising computer training, rented out a space, and fielded enough clients to launch a successful new business. Her example has me strategizing how I can extend my own fledgling yarn business into something more.

Health issues are something every family must confront but it’s not always easy to see the blessing in such unfair adversity. My cousin Dan has fought a long, painful and incredibly brave battle against multiple sclerosis. His repeated hospitalizations have cheated him of many of the experiences a young man in his twenties should get to enjoy, but it hasn’t robbed him of his ability to make a positive difference in the lives of others. His most recent hospital stay was a tough one, prompting friends, many of whom now live far away, to visit and share reminiscences of Danny’s impact on their lives. The mom of one friend recalled how even during sleepovers, Danny would always say his prayers before going to bed. What a blessing for his family to know their son’s sheer “goodness” was apparent to all. The chapter “Health Challenges” is filled with similar stories in which unforeseen medical misfortunes changed lives but also offered opportunities. People like Shawn Decker, a hemophiliac who contracted HIV from a childhood blood transfusion. Instead of turning bitter, Shawn is upbeat and grateful for life. Now a leader in the HIV community, he’s coined the term “positoid” for people in his situation.

Sometimes the magic is in the moment. Surveys show nine out of ten of us say we are “extremely pressed” for time (and the other ten percent were too busy to talk to the pollster, I bet!) The stories in the “Every Day Is Special” chapter remind us that sometimes there’s nothing better than an average mundane day. Elaine Bridge used to treat herself to a special coffee on Fridays and always had an upbeat attitude on those days. Then she realized she could have that fancy coffee and that positive attitude any day of the week. Why not make every day a special day?

Heather Gallegos had gone to the local track a bit reluctantly for her morning run when she was confronted with an incident that underscored how an ordinary day can turn out to be anything but. When a man collapsed on the track in front of her, she administered CPR compressions for eleven minutes until paramedics arrived. As she put it, it was “Enough time to save his life. Enough time to change mine.”

They say God never gives you more than you can handle, but you have to marvel at the strength and resilience of the people who share their stories in the chapters called “Role Models” and “Overcoming Adversity.” Are you living the life you were meant to live or does something feel “not quite right?” Shannon Kaiser was a young woman who seemed to have it all—except she didn’t feel that way. In the “Moving Forward” chapter she describes how she dissected every aspect of her life and really honed in on what she felt would give her the meaning it lacked. You’ll be stunned at just how incredibly fate intervened and helped her reach her goals.

You all know the emphasis I put on gratitude and giving thanks. Jane McBride Choate’s story on how a gratitude journal helped when her husband’s business hit on hard times will probably encourage many of you to try the technique. As I’ve written in my own books, weaving gratitude into our daily lives empowers us to lead happier more productive lives. This powerful book ends with a chapter on “Gratitude,” with inspiring examples of how the power of “thank you” can make an incredible impact.

As you read along, dog ear the stories that particularly resonate for you. You’ll want to refer back to them on those days when you’re feeling like “life” is getting the better of you. I also suggest you keep a pencil and paper handy to jot down the questions you might find yourself asking of you. Each of these 101 stories has a lesson of unique benefit. What you take from the stories might be different from what I learn or what a friend might discover from the story. As you go through the book, you’ll begin to see a pattern to your scribbles. The questions you write—and the answers you offer to them—can provide a template to help you live your own life more authentically and more fully.

Are you living the way you feel you are meant to?

What are the benefits that come from your own adversities?

What blessings have happened this day, this week?

Who serves as a role model for you? Have you told them?

How can you celebrate the mundane and the ordinary?

What is it your life lacks that would give it greater meaning?

Share this book with family and friends. Give a copy to someone who needs a boost. And when you need a reminder that life is filled with blessings, benefits, opportunities, and joy return to this book. You’ll find you’re looking ahead with grateful, positive happy eyes that recognize all the good in your life now—and to come. I’m just positive of it!

~Deborah Norville
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Think
Positive

Words that
Changed My Life

Words have the power to both destroy and heal.
When words are both true and kind,
they can change our world.

~Buddha
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The Day I Met Norman Vincent Peale

Four things for success:
work and pray, think and believe.

~Norman Vincent Peale

“Why are things so bad now?” Cindy, my wife of twenty-eight years said. “Why does it have to be so hard?”

I didn’t have an answer because I felt exactly the same way.

We were sitting in our family room that morning, sipping our coffee. Cindy had just suffered a major setback in her real estate work. Another agent had done something unethical, cutting her out of a commission she’d earned. It looked like things were heading toward litigation, with all the attendant stress.

And I, a writer of thrillers, was facing the biggest hurdle of my career—a jump to a new market that was anything but guaranteed.

So we sat there for a moment in silence, and then this popped out of my mouth. “We have to be more Norman Vincent Peale-ish.”

I hadn’t mentioned his name in awhile, but now it seemed exactly right. Because once, some thirty years before, his words delivered me from a very dark time in my life.

I was acting then, living in Hollywood, working sporadically, auditioning, going through the rounds. If there’s any profession that is full of defeats, it’s acting. Rejection is your constant companion, doubt your chatty next-door neighbor.

One dismal summer day in 1979 I was standing on the corner of Hollywood and Vine. I’d just come from an audition and was heading back to my apartment. I paused on the most famous crossroads in Hollywood as a bus drove by and spewed a stream of black exhaust my way. A wave of despair washed over me. What was the point of all this? Like in the old Peggy Lee song, I wondered, “Is that all there is?”

Feeling more than a little desperate, I walked down to Pickwick Bookshop on Hollywood Boulevard. I went to the religion section, thinking maybe what I needed was a recovery of my faith.

After high school, I’d gone on to college. It wasn’t long before I was into many of the things I’d heard happen at “party schools.” Sundays were not for church, but sitting at the beach drinking beer. Now, three years removed from graduation, I was hoping that I could find in a book some relief for the darkness I felt crushing my spirit.

As I scanned the titles I saw the name Norman Vincent Peale featured prominently. I’d seen the movie One Man’s Way, the biopic about Dr. Peale. Well, I reasoned, they made a movie about the guy; he must have something going on.

So I bought The Power of Positive Thinking, went back to my apartment, and started to read. I followed the steps Dr. Peale laid out at the end of each chapter. Some months later I moved to New York to study acting and work in the theatre. I found lodging at a rooming house on West 23rd Street, took a job as a temporary typist, volunteered to move scenery at an Off Broadway theater, and generally fell into the pattern of the city. Which meant a lot of hurrying around and more than a little urban anxiety.

At some point I remembered that Dr. Norman Vincent Peale had been a preacher in New York at Marble Collegiate Church. I wondered if he was still alive. (This was in the days before the Internet and Google!) I looked up the church’s address in a phonebook and went by to inquire about Dr. Peale. They told me he was not only still alive, but preaching every Sunday—at nearly eighty-two years of age.

The next Sunday I was there. It was March 9, 1980. I was in the balcony as Dr. Peale delivered his sermon entitled “You Can Win Over All Defeats.” I remember being struck by how deep and resonant and expressive his voice was. Especially when he said, “There’s an invulnerability that flows out of faith. I love that word. Invulnerability! And undefeatable! That’s what you are! You think I’m building you up too much? I do it on the basis of the Bible that says, ’This is the victory that overcometh the world’—that means anything in the world.”

I purchased a tape of the sermon. I still have it. On the label is a note I scribbled in ink: “The day I met him.”

After the sermon I’d gone to his office, hoping I could shake his hand. A nice secretary said if I’d wait, Dr. Peale would be happy to meet me. I could hear his dynamic voice booming as he spoke to someone on the phone.

Presently, Dr. Peale marched out with a smile as his secretary brought him over to me. I introduced myself and he pumped my hand. “Well I am certainly glad to meet you!” he said.

We conversed for a few minutes. He asked me about my interests and work. It struck me that Dr. Peale was the living proof of the value of his philosophy. He had the energy and enthusiasm of a man half his age. When he spoke, he looked me in the eye and for that moment I felt he was treating me as the most important person in the world.

Life took its twists and turns. I got married, moved back to Los Angeles, went to law school, started raising a family. I also began to write. Through those years I’d occasionally re-read Dr. Peale’s books and remember fondly his voice resonating from the pulpit.

Now Cindy and I were in this long period of challenge. During those weeks and months we would constantly remind each other to “stay Peale-ish.” It wasn’t always easy to be positive, but being Peale-ish got us through many a dark day.

And then our prayers were answered.



After many weeks of uncertainty, Cindy’s controversy was settled with a simple conference call. She received just and fair compensation and the prospect of protracted litigation lifted off her shoulders.

My waiting stretched into months. And more months. The publishing industry was going through a challenging time. No one in the business seemed to know how it was all going to shake out.

It took a lot of reminding for me to stay Peale-ish during this time.

The day finally came when my agent called with the good news. The multiple-book contract I’d been waiting for had come through, and it was everything I’d hoped for.

After Cindy and I celebrated with a little jig around the family room, it struck me how crucially important that day was years ago when I walked into Pickwick Bookshop and found Dr. Peale’s book. Also the day I met him and heard him speak.

Whenever I need them, his words are right there waiting for me: “Invulnerability! And undefeatable! That’s what you are!”

~James Scott Bell
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Dancing in the Rain

Anyone who says sunshine brings happiness has never danced in the rain.

~Author Unknown

My husband and I had just finished having dinner at a local restaurant and were enjoying strolling through the stores in an adjacent shopping center. We went into a shop that sold handcrafted items in hopes of finding a few last-minute Christmas gifts. The scent of handmade soaps and potpourri teased our noses as we walked through the door.

There was a lot to see. Every shelf and wall was loaded with different crafters’ handiwork. As I walked through the store, I noticed a wooden plaque hanging unceremoniously on a wall. I turned to take a second look and remember shaking my head “yes” at the message printed on the plaque. Moving on, I enjoyed looking at other items in the store, but found myself being drawn back to the plaque.

Standing in front of the plaque, I felt a little like a child who, when digging through the sandbox, finds some unexpected treasure—a shiny quarter or a lost toy. Here among the other handmade items, I found a very simple, yet profound treasure hidden in a message. A message I needed.

“Life isn’t about waiting for the storm to pass,” the plaque proclaimed. “It’s about learning to dance in the rain.”

As I pulled my husband over and directed his attention to the plaque, I could see that he too appreciated the simple lesson the plaque shared. How often in our daily lives had we put conditions on our happiness? When we get the house paid off, then we can be happy. When things settle down with the kids, then we’ll be able to do more together. There is so little joy for the here and now in the uncertainties of the whens and thens.

Looking at the plaque, I found myself thinking back to a hot and muggy day the summer before, when I unknowingly lived the plaque’s message. Dark clouds had rolled in along the foothills of the Rockies, heavy with their burden of moisture. Rain began falling lightly by mid-afternoon, building to a downpour that filled the gutters with rushing water and then moved on as quickly as it had come.

Light rain continued to fall as I walked out to get my mail. Water was still running high through the gutters. I don’t know what came over me, but I suddenly felt compelled to do something a little crazy for my fifty-plus years.

I slipped off my shoes and stockings and began walking barefoot through the water. It was deliciously warm, heated by the pavement that had been baked by the summer heat.

I’m sure my neighbors thought that I had lost my last vestige of sanity, but I didn’t care. For in that moment, I was alive. I wasn’t worried about bills, the future or any other day-to-day cares. I was experiencing a gift—a pure and simple moment of joy!

The plaque now hangs in my living room, a Christmas gift from my husband. I walk past it multiple times each day and frequently pause to ask myself, “So, am I dancing in the rain?”

I think I am. I know I try to. I’m definitely more committed to taking time to pause and recognize and be grateful for the immense blessings that are all around me—the joys that were too often going unnoticed in my rush to future happiness. I celebrate more fully my dear blessings, such as a son with special needs learning to drive alone, the love of good friends and the beauty of spring. Yes, one step at a time, I am learning to dance in the rain!

~Jeannie Lancaster
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Each Day a Masterpiece

Very often a change of self is needed more than a change of scene.

~Arthur Christopher Benson

I never thought I would move back in with my parents after I graduated from college. In fact, all through my senior year, I told myself that moving from the exciting cultural metropolis of Los Angeles back into my childhood bedroom in the sleepy, small beach town where I grew up was out of the question.

So, I applied for fellowships to travel abroad. I poured hours into my applications—revising essays, collecting letters of recommendation, researching programs, practicing interviews. I made it to the final rounds for two prestigious fellowships, but ultimately was not chosen for either.

Refusing to dwell on my disappointment, I applied to graduate schools across the country. Four months later, my mailbox was filled with nothing but rejection slips.

It was now April. I had only a month left before college graduation spit me out into the Real World. I went online and searched for jobs in the Bay Area, where my long-distance boyfriend had one more year left as a student at San Francisco State. I figured I could get a job up there, live close to him, and enjoy the creative stimulus of a new city.

Then, weeks after graduation, my boyfriend and I broke up. My college friends scattered to all corners of the globe. I packed my belongings into my parents’ minivan and moved back home, feeling like a complete failure.

Don’t get me wrong. I adore my parents, and I understood how generous it was of them to let me move back home and take some time to find my post-grad bearings. When I left for college, they probably shared the same belief I did: that I was moving out for good. But instead of being grateful, all I could focus on was how I felt like a loser. I had a fancy college degree, yet here I was, back where I had started four years before. I was sad about the breakup with my boyfriend. I missed my college friends. I felt like everyone but me was out in the world doing exhilarating, impactful things.

After a few days of wallowing, I came across a popular quote: “Make each day your masterpiece.” I realized that I didn’t have to be living out on my own in an exciting new city to make my days masterpieces. I could start that moment. I taped up the quote on my bathroom mirror. I typed it into my cell phone background. I added it to the signature line of my e-mails. “Make each day your masterpiece” became my own personal motto.

What did a “masterpiece day” look like? I pondered this question. For me, a day that was truly a “masterpiece” would include time with my loved ones, time spent exercising and taking care of myself, time volunteering to help others, and time devoted to my passion of writing.

I used this knowledge to organize my days.

I shifted my mindset and began to see my time at home as a gift in that I was able to spend a lot of time with my parents. My role in the household no longer felt like that of a child; rather, my parents treated me as an adult, and our relationship matured into one of mutual respect and consideration. Nearly every day I visited my grandfather, who also lived in town, and soaked up his stories. I reconnected with a few close high school friends from whom I had drifted away during the past couple of years.

In college I had often been too busy or stressed to cook healthy meals or exercise very much. Now that I was focused on making each day a masterpiece, I carved out time for nurturing my health. I began waking up early and running every morning at the park nearby my house. I visited local farm stands and bought more fruits and vegetables and scoured the Internet for healthy recipes. Within two weeks, I felt stronger and more energized than I had in years. My morning exercise became my treasured time to think and stay in touch with my inner self.

I volunteered in classrooms, teaching writing exercises and tutoring kids in reading. I spent time at the nursing home visiting with senior citizens. I got in touch with my hometown’s volunteer center and helped out at beach clean-ups and fundraising events.

And I began to write for two hours every day. I knew I wanted to make a career as a writer, but my writing schedule in college was erratic—twenty minutes some days, none for weeks, then a whole weekend cooped up in my room with my laptop. Establishing a writing routine helped me more easily shift into the “writing groove.” Some days, the words flowed easily. Other days, I spent the better part of my two writing hours staring out the window and scribbling down disjointed notes. But my pages of writing began to add up. I wrote articles, essays, short stories. I even started a novel!

Some days weren’t as balanced as others. Tasks and problems popped up unexpectedly; not every day unfurled as planned. But as I lay in bed each night, reflecting on the day, I felt a deep sense of contentment and pride in myself. I really think the cliché is true that “things happen for a reason.” Looking back, moving home after graduation was the best thing I could have done. Now, as I prepare to leave for graduate school in a few months, I feel focused, rejuvenated, and happy with who I am.

I was not a failure—I never had been. I realize now that my negative mindset is what held me back more than anything. My “success” is not dependent on what other people think or what my peers are doing or what I feel like I “should” be doing. My life is a success when I am living by my motto and making each day a masterpiece.

~Dallas Woodburn
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Words of Wisdom

I don’t like that man. I must get to know him better.

~Abraham Lincoln

It was the first day after I gave up teaching in a classroom to become the high school student assistance coordinator. I asked the woman who was retiring from that job how she tolerated working with a principal who was extremely narrow-minded and negative in his approach to teachers.

Her answer was so amazingly positive and beautiful that I embraced it immediately. It spared me unending hours of frustration and became the solution for conflicts throughout my life.

She said simply: “I pray for him. It’s very difficult to dislike someone for whom you are praying.”

~Kay Conner Pliszka
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Two Strangers

Good fortune shies away from gloom. Keep your spirits up. Good things will come to you and you will come to good things.

~Glorie Abelhas

My charmed life has been full of humorous moments—tid-bits for laughable dinner table conversations with friends. I’ve noticed that often my life stories begin with the words “Guess what happened to me,” followed by stories of horrible dates or embarrassing situations. While comical and entertaining, none of these moments have held great significance or importance. I didn’t realize that a truly profound moment was heading my way one humid day in July when my car broke down in St. Joseph, Michigan.

A mere seven weeks before this breakdown, I left Michigan after walking out of a meaningless job, heading to Colorado to begin a new life and career at the age of twenty-six. I felt deeply that this was my chance to make my way in the world—living out a dream working with kids at the YMCA in Colorado Springs.

This dreamed “new life” never happened. Instead, I spent four of the seven weeks sick before facing the fact that the altitude did not agree with my asthma. Forced to leave what I thought was my new, exciting life, I faced the unpleasant reality of returning to my ho-hum existence in Michigan where my life status would read: twenty-six-year-old woman, single, unemployed, living at home with parents and no idea what to do with her life.



Driving 1,400 miles alone, sick and down-in-the-dumps was awful, although the word “awful” doesn’t fully describe how bad the reality was. The constant wheezing, shortness of breath, and heavy pain in my lungs caused me extreme discomfort and the medication I consumed made me constantly drowsy.

Relief appeared as I reached the Michigan border at about 10:00 PM. Tired and facing a four-hour drive, I pulled off in the town of St. Joseph, rented a room at a motel, and immediately went to bed. I hadn’t noticed the exhaust fan in my car was still running as I walked into the hotel. I definitely noticed when my car wouldn’t start the next morning.

At that minute, in the parking lot of the motel, I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. On top of all of the medical and mental stress heaped on me over the past seven weeks, I now had to tackle not only a physical breakdown, but also a car breakdown. I just wanted to be home. Home. But here I was—stuck, sick, tired of driving, mad at having to leave opportunity behind, and mad at the world. I’ve grown up listening to people tell me that, “God never gives us more than we can handle.” It seems in moments like these that He likes to push the envelope.

After a tow to the nearest dealership, I settled in the waiting room for a two-hour repair. That’s when I started talking to an older woman who sat a few chairs away from me. She had a friendly face lined softly with wisdom, and an approachable, motherly look.

“So you’re having some repairs done?” she asked with concern in her voice. I guessed she could see the frustration on my face.

“Yes,” I said with a sigh. “My car wouldn’t start. I have no idea what happened.” I leaned back in my seat, put my head back against the blank wall behind me and stared up at the dull, fluorescent lights on the ceiling contemplating how many hours I would be sitting there.

That’s when unexpectedly, unknown to me, and at the strangest time, my significant moment began to unfold. It began normally as this kind lady and I started to talk. She asked me to tell her about what happened to my car. I did, and then we settled into comfortable, casual conversation—the stuff you talk about with strangers in waiting rooms like vacations, the history of weather in Michigan, and places to eat. Then our conversation shifted from the obscure to more personal things. She talked about her struggle with feelings of guilt as she contemplated putting her eighty-five-year-old mother in a nursing home. I tried to sympathize and told her how my parents, themselves into their sixties, were talking about getting insurance in case one or both wound up needing nursing home care. We talked about life—real life. We talked about my trip to Colorado, my asthma, her home, her husband retiring, my parents retiring.

“Your car is ready ma’am,” said the service manager to the woman.

“Oh, thank you,” she said.

She stood up and I smiled at her. She wished me luck as she gathered her purse and car keys from the seat next to her. But then as she was about to walk away, she hesitated and then turned back to me.

“You know, I have to tell you something,” she said, and I could see a serious expression color her face. The brightness in her blue eyes dimmed a bit as she glanced at the floor and then looked straight into my eyes. “My daughter died a few years ago. It’s so hard even now to do just the simple things.” She swallowed hard, exhaled deeply and went on, “But every now and then I meet someone who reminds me of my daughter, and today, you reminded me so much of her.” She smiled with tears in her eyes and went on. “I believe that sometimes God puts people in my path to remind me of her and to show me that my daughter is still with me and that I can get through this. I’ve so enjoyed talking to you today.” A genuine smile covered her face. “When you get home I want you to hug your parents. They are very lucky to have you.”

I gulped down an enormous lump in my throat. I didn’t know how to respond. I felt tears of my own welling up in my eyes, and all I managed was to mumble a lame-sounding, “Oh gosh, thank you.” I was dumbfounded, confused, and most of all sad. I felt so moved by what she said, so touched by this revelation about her daughter and the whole-hearted sentiment she put into telling me this. I’m a person who normally hides my emotions, but that day I stood up and hugged her and said, “I enjoyed talking to you too,” and I meant it.

A few hours later, I pulled into the driveway at my parents’ house. My mom came outside with her usual broad, inviting smile, and she wrapped me in a huge hug—the kind that generates love and warmth that only a mom can give. I was home. I hugged my mom with all my might. Since that day I’ve never questioned why bad things, crazy things, funny things, or just plain everything sometimes happen to me. And I’ll certainly never ask “why me” when I have car trouble again.

~Maggie Koller
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Listen to Your Mother

The person who is waiting for something to turn up might start with their shirt sleeves.

~Garth Henrichs

My grandmother always said, “Can’t never could until he tried.” My mother took up the mantra and recited it to me many times during my childhood. She normally used it to try and coerce me into doing something I didn’t want to do. It was like waving a red flag in front of a bull. Irritating as it was, it took root.

Many years ago, my husband was downsized out of his job, leaving us with a single income—mine. We were a two-income family with two-income bills and two children to support. He had been given a generous severance, but that money would only last so long. Just when it looked like things couldn’t get any worse, they did. I lost my job too.

While my husband was out pounding the pavement, knocking on doors, making calls, and scanning the papers for another job, I stayed home and did my best to figure out how to make the most of every cent. It was often difficult to maintain a hopeful, positive attitude, but we did our best.

One day I took some milk from the refrigerator and noticed that it was lukewarm. We could not afford to call a repairman, so we just turned the refrigerator up as high as it would go and prayed for the best.



Anxious about our situation, I tried to think of something that I could do to earn some money. Even a little would help. Maybe we could at least get the refrigerator repaired. But what could I do? I, too, began searching the want ads, applying for anything for which I was even remotely qualified.

One day I had lunch with a former coworker who insisted that I would be great at teaching computer classes. I had used word processing software extensively at my former job and was definitely an expert, but could I sell that skill? Was it possible that people would actually pay me to teach them? The only teaching I had ever done was in Sunday School. I remembered my mother’s mantra—“Can’t never could until he tried.”

I wasn’t sure where to start. Finally formulating a plan, the first thing I did was check on the availability and the cost of a meeting room. After securing a room, I went down to the Chamber of Commerce and got a list of local business addresses. I typed the addresses into my home computer and printed them on labels. I then designed a brochure that could be mailed, advertising my class. I sat on the den floor, folded my brochures and stuck address labels and stamps on them. The next day I sat in my car and prayed outside the post office, then went in and mailed the brochures. We could not really afford to spend the money that all this had cost.

I was filled with self-doubt as I waited for responses. I had absolutely no experience in running a business, even a small endeavor like this one. I had no training experience. I just had a need and I remembered my mother’s words, “Can’t never could until he tried.” Well, “Can’t” was trying.

Every day, I waited eagerly for the mail. On the third day, I got my first response. I ran inside to show my husband. “Why haven’t you opened it?” he asked. I carefully opened the envelope to find a check and two registrations. I couldn’t believe it! I needed ten people to break even on my expenses. Over the next two weeks I got more checks and registrations in the mail. On the day of my first class, I had seventeen students.

I had rented computers, but could not afford for them to be delivered and set up. “Don’t worry, honey,” my husband said, hugging me. “You’ve got me. I’ll help you out. We can do it.” On the day of my class, he and I left early and picked up the computers. It took two trips to get them all to the classroom. We spent the next hour unloading, setting them up and installing the software. Then my husband left and there I stood, alone, waiting for my first student to arrive.

Over the next fifteen minutes, I made two trips to the bathroom, checked my hair and make-up three times, and had a small panic attack. What the heck did I think I was doing? These people were going to want their money back!

The first people walked in. I smiled, introduced myself, and checked them off my attendee list. One by one, my students wandered in and took their seats. I did my best to pretend I was busy getting set up, turning to smile nervously at the class a few times. Once everyone was present, I passed out the course sheets and began. Within minutes I was relaxed, guiding them through, answering all their questions. The hours passed quickly.

When my husband came to help me break down the computers, I ran to him excitedly. “They loved the class! They asked if I was doing others so that their co-workers could attend.”

“Great!” he said, a little dazed. I’m not sure that he thought I would succeed, but he had remained supportive.

Over the next months, I did several more classes. I discovered metered mail, set up a business phone line, and got a business license. I made enough money to cover my expenses and have a little left over each time. I wasn’t going to get rich, but I was helping keep us afloat, and that felt wonderful!

I will never forget the day that our new refrigerator was delivered. It was much larger than our old one. I paid for it with my training money. I could not have been more proud if I had been paying for a new car. Well, okay, that would have been a pretty big deal. Nevertheless, I had a tremendous satisfaction that I had tried and succeeded!

Eventually both my husband and I found full-time employment.



My new boss told me that the two things that made my résumé stand out were my training experience and the fact that I had run my own business, indicating that I could handle projects and work self-directed. I have been with that company for sixteen years.

Whenever I am handed a seemingly overwhelming project or I have to work with something new, I still hear my mother’s voice, “Can’t never could until he tried.” Thanks Mom!

~Debbie Acklin
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Just Show Up

Courage is being afraid but going on anyhow.

~Dan Rather

While walking in the woods near our home on Cape Cod, I met a man who taught me a three-word lesson that has altered my life.

His name was Morris and he seemed to be in his seventies or eighties. He told me, “I walk here every day, rain or shine.”

Noticing that I was wearing a neck brace and holding onto a tree with one hand and my cane with the other, he said, “So, is it hard for you to get around here?”

“Sometimes.”

He nodded in understanding and remarked, “But you still do it.” We seemed to form an unusually special bond on that day in the woods as we both spoke from our hearts.

“Frankly,” I said. “It’s harder for me to get here than it is to walk here. And that has nothing to do with needing a brace or a cane. It has to do with my thinking.”

“You get caught in maybe-I-will, maybe-I-won’t land. That’s the problem.”

“Yes!” I laughed at how perfectly he put that. “And that one second of debate is enough of a time gap for me to come up with a perfect excuse to talk myself out of it and press the button on the TV remote instead.”



Then he said the three magical words I now say to myself nearly every day: “Just show up.”

Later my husband, Bob, asked me what Morris meant.

“Well, here’s how I understand it. When the thought enters my brain, ’I should go exercise,’ I instantly start thinking about every single step it takes to get around to doing it. First I have to shower. Then I have to find something to wear. Then I have to find everything I need for safety. Then I have to—blah, blah, blah. I think what Morris meant was to scrap all of those thoughts. In other words, I should replace talking-myself-out-of-it thinking with the words: ’Just show up.’”

Bob started practicing Morris’s philosophy and it’s working for a lot of things. “I get overwhelmed at the computer with all the details I have to do,” he told me. “Sometimes I just avoid it, but that’s crazy. So instead of thinking about the big picture, I say, ’Just show up,’ and I do.”

Now, this new way of approaching things was working fine and dandy until a fellow named Kelvin and his wife, Amy, contacted me. They organize and operate the Cape Cod Challenger Club. They’ve read many of my newspaper columns. My topics often include disabilities. That’s why they got in touch.

Kelvin e-mailed, “We provide year-round athletic, recreational and social activities for physically and developmentally disabled youth on the Cape.”

He continued, “We pack the park with hundreds of people every Sunday during our baseball season. We would be honored if you would be our opening day speaker and throw out the first pitch.”

I held my head in my hands. Public speaking is my number one phobia. But I couldn’t say no. So I instantly had the altruistic and benevolent thought, “I hate you, Kelvin.”

The next day Bob went with me to meet Kelvin at Dunkin’ Donuts. “Please don’t make me give a speech,” I pleaded with this delightful young man who had the crazy notion that since I write stories, somehow that implied that I could form words—out loud.

“Just a few sentences?” he said.



I was able to buy time by licking the cream cheese off my bagel. Bob kept kicking my leg and touching his mustache, which I found out way too much later meant that I had a huge wad of cream cheese on my upper lip.

I reluctantly agreed.

In the middle of the night before my speech, I shook Bob awake. “What if I can’t talk and just hiccup for ten syllables instead of saying words?” (That did happen at our wedding.) “What if I can’t walk that day? What if I have a panic attack? What if...” And Bob sweetly silenced me.

He said, “You know there’s only one thing that matters.”

I knew.

And so, I decided to “just show up” for the opening game.

It went beautifully. And by that I do not mean I did a good job giving my speech. It means that I faltered and stammered and even went blank twice. Should I have been embarrassed? Of course not. All I had to do was look around at the children and their parents, teachers, volunteers—and the beautiful expectant looks on every-one’s faces. They were seeing someone disabled, like them, who simply got up there and tried.

I did the weirdest thing for my speech. I told the truth. Here’s what I said:

“I am so excited to be here today with you wonderful people of the Cape Cod Challenger Club. I’m honored that Kelvin and Amy invited me.

And... I’m also scared to be talking in front of such a large group. But I’ll tell you—I’m scared of a lot of stuff and I try to do it anyway.

So my message to you is this:

Winning doesn’t matter.

Being scared doesn’t matter.

The only thing that matters... is that we try!!

Now, who’s going to help me toss the first pitch?”

Many children, all disabled, raised their hands. “I will! I will!” They excitedly came running over to help me. I was very wobbly. My crew of helpers kept me from falling. I had the children hold onto my arm and the ball so that they also felt they were tossing the first pitch. And when we did, we all yelled, “PLAY BALL!”

Then someone handed me a huge bouquet of flowers.

You know, I found out that it wouldn’t have mattered if I lost my balance. It wouldn’t have mattered if I suddenly had trouble talking or any of the bad things that sometimes happen to me.

The only thing that mattered was that I just showed up—for the children’s sake—for the caregivers’ sake—and for mine.

Thank God I had that chance encounter in the woods that day with Morris. Although he told me he walked there every day, I haven’t seen him since.

And even though I know over forty people who walk that same path in the woods, not one of them has ever seen Morris. Kind of makes you wonder.

~Saralee Perel
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Finding the Real Me

He is a wise man who does not grieve for the things which he has not, but rejoices for those which he has.

~Epictetus

It started out as one of the best days of my life, and certainly, of my career. My staff and I had been named the number one unit in our company, and I was taking them out for a celebratory lunch. I worked with a wonderful group of people and we were proud of what our hard work and team spirit had accomplished during the prior year.

Lunch was fun, the food excellent, and the camaraderie at the table made me smile. I was proud of this group, who laughed, cried, and loved each other, and I felt blessed to be their leader. The weather was crisp, cool, and sunny, and I thought to myself “it just doesn’t get any better than this.” It was a perfect day.

After lunch, we returned to work. As I checked my e-mail, an urgent message popped up for a mandatory teleconference later that afternoon. We had these types of teleconferences quite a bit to cut costs versus expensive management meetings, so I thought nothing of it and continued to catch up on work and phone calls I had missed during lunch.

Two o’clock came—time for the teleconference. I put my phone on speaker so I could work and listen at the same time—multi-tasking as usual. I heard our associate director’s voice, usually so friendly and upbeat, take on a somber tone. He stuttered and stumbled, which was not like him, and finally gave us the bad news.

“You are all being relocated to Ohio, if you are willing to move,” he told us with a tremble in his voice, “and if you cannot move, you will be given a severance package, and sixty days notice.”

I felt numb. How could this be happening? Most of us had been at the company for years and had been told our jobs were some of the most secure in the organization. None of us, for various reasons, would be able to relocate, and there were no other jobs available within the company in our area, so it appeared my team and I would soon be out of work.

I had the heartbreaking task of sharing the news with my staff. As their leader, I had to be strong, upbeat, and courageous, but inside I was scared to death. While I gave them words of encouragement, I felt my world was slowly coming to an end.
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