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Introduction 

Man’s mind, once stretched by a new idea, 
never regains its original dimensions. 

—oliver wendell holmes 

We  lov e  b o o k s , and we bet you do, too. We especially love 
books that inspire, heal, and transform lives. It has been our long-

held dream to put into your hands a work that carries the essence of what 
we believe to be most valuable about a book: its potential to change your 
life. This collection of stories is the fulfillment of that dream. 

We’ve all found that life becomes richer when we’re reading a great 
book. You go to sleep at night feeling that your time on Earth is more 
valuable, your experience here more worthwhile. You wake up seeing 
yourself, other people, and the world differently. This is real magic—and 
in this book you will read story after story about the effect of this magic 
on people’s dreams, goals, careers, and relationships. 

Working on this book has been magical as well; it has changed 
our lives profoundly. In the course of bringing it together, we were 
exposed to powerful new insights and discovered new worlds to explore. 
It is our great hope and highest intention that this book will do the same 
for you. 
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HOW IT BEGAN 

It all started with a fascinating conversation. Twenty-five transforma-
tional leaders, business consultants, and authors had gathered at Jack’s 
house to discuss ways we could work together to make the world a better 
place. During a lunch break, a number of us were sitting in the living 
room when the subject of books came up. Several people mentioned how 
difficult it was, with the thousands of books being published every year, 
to know which ones were really worth reading. Others mentioned how 
much they loved to read and how reading had transformed their lives, 
but unless a book was recommended or referred by someone they re-
spected, they often didn’t make the time in their busy schedules to read. 

Gay picks up the story: “As I listened to our friends talk about their 
love of books, a question suddenly flashed through my mind: What were 
the books that had transformed the lives of these remarkable people sit-
ting around me? Everyone in the room had written books (and some, 
such as John Gray and Jack, had written best sellers that had sold in the 
tens of millions), but what were the books that had changed their lives? 
My wife, Kathlyn, was sitting beside me, and I leaned over to whisper to 
her, ‘Wouldn’t it be great if we could read all the books that the people in 
this room considered most valuable?’ Her eyes widened in agreement, 
and in the next moment I asked the intriguing question out loud: ‘What 
was the book that transformed your life?’ 

“What happened next was wonderful to behold. We all listened in 
fascination as one person after another told of a book that had changed 
his or her life. One striking thing was the look on everyone’s faces. They 
absolutely glowed as they talked about their special books and told stories 
of the profound changes these books had inspired in their lives. What was 
truly remarkable, though, was that we found we hadn’t read many of 
each other’s favorite, life-changing books! In fact, we hadn’t even heard 
of some of them. This discovery had an electrifying effect on the group; 
it was as if we had opened a door to a roomful of new treasures.” 

That conversation led to a yearlong journey in which we conducted 
in-depth conversations with dozens of inspiring people—some famous, 
others less well known, but all doing valuable work in the world. You 
can see from the names listed in the Contents that they come from 
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many walks of life: politics, medicine, healing, psychology, business, 
entertainment, the arts, sports, and more. What they have in common is a 
passion for reading and a personal experience of the life-changing power 
of books. 

THE POWER OF TRANSFORMATIONAL READING 

What is it that gives certain books the awesome power to change lives? 
Noted author Deepak Chopra once said that reading has a special trans-
formational power because “it gives you the opportunity to pause and re-
flect.” Opportunity for reflection is a rarity in today’s world, dominated 
as it is by visual media such as television, which fires a constant stream of 
images at you point-blank. And even if you are nimble with the mute 
button, the silenced visual stream still requires continuous mental pro-
cessing. This is not the case with books: When you hold a book in your 
hands, you’re in charge of the pace at which you read and the images you 
choose to form. You can stop and digest concepts and try on different 
perceptions and feelings. 

But even that doesn’t guarantee transformation. As our friend Bernie 
Siegel writes in his story in this book, “To be honest, I really don’t be-
lieve any book can change your life—only you can. Look, two people 
read the same book: One is inspired while the other is bored. It’s the 
person—not the book—that creates the transformation.” When time for 
reflection is combined with the willingness to be transformed by what 
you read, the possibility for real growth is created. 

This is why a book can have different effects if read at different 
points in one person’s life—and why two people can learn different 
things from reading the same book. In the following pages you will find 
stories that illustrate situations like these, as well as many other examples 
of that most powerful of combinations: books plus people open and will-
ing to receive the ideas contained in them. 

Motivational speaker and author Charles “Tremendous” Jones once 
said, “You will be the same person in five years that you are today except 
for two things: the people you meet and the books you read.” With that 
in mind, we are excited to help you meet 55 people who have had an 
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influence on today’s world—each in their own unique way—and to 
introduce you to the books that have profoundly shaped their lives. We 
know that you will be inspired by their stories and moved to read many 
of the books they write about. And whether you’re exploring books new 
to you or finding hidden treasures in old favorites, we are confident that 
you will also find your life transformed for the better. 

May this book bring you all the delight reading provides—from the 
joys of entertainment to profound insights and inspiration. Happy reading! 

—Jack Canfield, Gay Hendricks, and Carol Kline 
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acquelyn Mitchard  

Jacquelyn Mitchard is a critically acclaimed New York Times best-selling author.

Her first novel, The Deep End of the Ocean, was the first book selected for 

Oprah’s Book Club and was made into a film starring Michelle Pfeiffer. She has 

written five other novels and three children’s books. A newspaper reporter since 

1976, she now writes a nationally syndicated column for Tribune Media Services 

and travels to promote awareness of colorectal cancer, which took the life of her 

first husband, award-winning reporter Dan Allegretti. Jacquelyn lives on an old 

farm south of Madison, Wisconsin, with her husband Chris Brent and their seven 

children, who range in age from 4 months to 22 years. ■ 

A few years ago, on my birthday, a simple box arrived in the mail from 
my dear friend and agent, Jane Gelfman. When I opened it and saw what 
it contained, tears welled up in my eyes. It was a first edition of the book 
that I loved more than any other: A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. The copy 
was inscribed lovingly by the author, Betty Smith, to her own agent, and 
tucked inside were letters she had written, preserved just as they were 60 
years ago. At this point, even my children, gathered around the dinner 
table, grew misty eyed. They knew how I felt about this book, its author, 
and its heroine. 

Some months before, I had herded my three teenaged sons into a 
budget screening of the newest movie production of Little Women. They 
entered that theater as willingly as accused felons being led to jail while 
TV cameras rolled—their coats hunched over their faces, lest they en-
counter anyone they knew. 
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Afterward, however, they realized why Little Women was required 
reading in our house full of little men, along with a couple of other 
“girl” books, including National Velvet and, of course, A Tree Grows in 
Brooklyn. My son Dan, who, before puberty and Limp Bizkit hit simulta-
neously, was known to us as “the sensitive one,” said as we got into the 
car, “I get it. When you were a kid, you wanted to be Jo March, didn’t 
you, Mom?” 

I had to admit it—I did want to be Jo, the brilliant young heroine of 
Little Women, growing up with a gentle, endlessly patient mother and a 
brave, wise, and superbly educated father; surrounded by books, piano 
music, genteel poverty, and noble breeding, in a large house shaded by 
old trees and with handsome boys next door. But I knew, and my chil-
dren knew, I was Francie Nolan, the plucky, resourceful star of A Tree 
Grows in Brooklyn. 

Like Francie, I’d been an urban child; I recognized the Brooklyn tree 
that Betty Smith describes in the book’s epigraph: 

“. . . Some people call it the Tree of Heaven. No matter where its seed 
falls, it makes a tree which struggles to reach the sky. It grows in 
boarded-up lots and out of neglected rubbish heaps. It grows up out of 
cellar gratings. It is the only tree that . . .  survives without sun, water and 
seemingly, without earth. It would be considered beautiful, except that 
there are too many. . . .”  

There were trees like that on the West Side of Chicago, too. I’d lived 
in an apartment there when I was small. My aunt and uncle lived down-
stairs and my grandparents lived one building over. Everyone was either 
a plumber or a bricklayer. Our family, though always employed, 
definitely aspired to the lower-middle class. But I was the daughter of 
parents who never finished high school: a mother devoted to books and 
to my only brother and me, and an alcoholic father who worked so long 
and played so hard, we barely saw him. Our extended family was large, 
sometimes raucously loving, and sometimes raucously violent. The 
laughter was often too loud; the songs beautiful, but the words often 
slurred. Books were a shelter and a friend to me when that shelter wasn’t 
available in real life. 

My mother sought that shelter, too. Long before Oprah, she read the 
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great books: Anna Karenina, The Brothers Karamazov, and Crime and Pun-
ishment. She didn’t realize that she was too uneducated—that those 
books were not meant for her. She always brought home the very best 
things to read from the library. She gave me the message that nothing was 
off limits for me, that the circumstances of my birth would not contain 
me, and that as long as I could learn, I could never be a prisoner of my 
circumstances. 

One day when I was 12 she gave me A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. Since 
that day, I’ve read it 11 times. I have a tradition of reading it before every 
book that I write. A work of fiction, it’s a beautiful portrayal of urban 
poverty, and very gritty. We think of it as a book for little seventh-grade 
girls, but it isn’t. It’s a book in which there are terrifying things: alco-
holism and child abuse and children in terribly dangerous circumstances 
caused by neglect. 

Yet Francie’s mother, Katie, makes Francie’s life a stable place 
and points her toward education—in Francie’s case, secretarial school, 
though she wants to be a writer. Katie teaches her that education is the 
only way to leave behind the kind of life in which she’s grown up—the 
life of a tree forcing its way through the cracks in the cement, surviving 
on not much more than its own fierce will to live. Her mother was the 
person who best understood Francie’s life ambitions and how difficult 
they were going to be to achieve. I was struck by how understanding 
her mother was of Francie as she matured—it reminded me of my own 
mother, who was the same way with me until she died when I was 19. 

Francie Nolan did grow up to be a writer. Reading her story as a 
child, I felt she was showing me that education was my way to have what 
I wanted, too, and that I was going to have to fight for it. I always knew 
I wanted to be a writer. I learned quickly, as Francie did, to embellish the 
sometimes sad—and, to me, shameful—realities of my own life. I made 
up some startling expeditions and some glamorous relatives. (We did ac-
tually have some glamorous relatives, but they didn’t speak to us.) And 
like Francie, I eventually learned from wise teachers and compassionate 
peers to “tell the truth and write the story.” 

Had it not been for Betty Smith’s consummate understanding of 
mourning and shame, pride and love, and hard work as the only sure pas-
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sage to dignity, I might not have ended up a writer of fiction; I might 
have ended up a pathological liar. I might have ended up not a woman 
who cherishes many friendships and enjoys some respect for the validity 
of her word, but a person mistrusted and alone. 

So many times I’ve turned to A Tree Grows in Brooklyn for its wisdom 
and simple, clear, pure-water understanding of real life. There is no book 
that has inspired me more as a writer, as a person, and as a mother. Betty 
Smith’s portrayal of a girl with her hands outstretched toward the key, 
the word, the message, the love that would make great the grit of her life 
is for me a mirror within a mirror. Like Francie’s mother Katie, I was 
widowed early and poignantly. 

A year after my husband’s death, before my own first novel, The 
Deep End of the Ocean, was finished and before anyone knew it would be 
published to acclaim and then blast off as the inaugural book of Oprah’s 
Book Club, I decided to adopt a baby daughter. The most polite response 
to my news was: “Have you snapped your cap entirely?” 

After 18 months of grim, by-the-fingernails survival, which included 
the necessity of meeting a magazine deadline on the night of my hus-
band’s death, I finally had the hope of some freedom, some hard-earned 
time for myself. Why would I take on another lifelong burden? And how 
would my four children, still stricken by grief over the loss of their dad, 
like having to share the only parent they had with yet another needy soul? 

They had no father, I was reminded. What I needed was a social 
life, a little fun, maybe even a husband; not another child. But I was not 
deterred. And when I first saw her—dark and big and bold—I knew she 
must be given a name that would comprise the sum total of what she 
would certainly face, and what she dared hope: the rumblesome brothers, 
the unscheduled departures and disappointments of a mother sliced thin 
as waxed paper, the necessity for allowing trust and love to grow among 
caring and kindly grown-ups beyond the core of our family. 

I knew what to do: I named her Francie Nolan. And so she has grown 
up, another of those lush trees that seems first destined to be regarded as 
a weed, lifted from the most ragged streets in El Paso to a great green 
farm in Wisconsin, where she has learned to tie her shoes, ride a two-
wheeler, and tell a dramatic whopper—all well before her time. 

Our Francie has heard countless times the story of how she came to 
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have her unusual first and middle names. She knows what book the name 
comes from, the shape of its cover, the yellow capital letters that make up 
its words. But she is not yet old enough to read it; not yet old enough to 
ache as Francie Nolan questions her regret for not having let her soldier 
lover know her body fully, only to be consoled by her mother’s under-
standing; or to feel the family’s fears over the wild brother, Neeley; or to 
hear the sound of fights and song in the streets. 

Some day, in her turn, she’ll read the book. For now, she refers, in her 
child’s reckoning of common phrases, to the character Francie Nolan as 
her name-“saint.” As a writer, I call Betty Smith mine. 



<K
enny Loggins  

Musician Kenny Loggins, winner of multiple Grammy Awards, is one of the most

successful songwriters and performers in the world. With a career spanning 

more than 30 years, Kenny is a musical powerhouse, attaining 12 platinum-plus 

albums and 14 gold albums. He has written and recorded songs for movie scores, 

including the Academy Award–nominated “For the First Time” from the film One 

Fine Day. His song “Conviction of the Heart” was declared the unofficial theme 

song for the environmental movement. ■ 

The silence was driving me crazy. I was vacationing with a girlfriend in 
the Poconos, but I was having a miserable time. Just days ago, Jim 
Messina and I had finished recording Sittin’ In, our first album. For 
months, I’d been high as a kite, buzzing with the energy and euphoria 
that comes from the flow of creativity—expressed in my case through 
music. Now I was coming apart. I had completed a lifelong goal and had 
nothing to replace it. The nothingness was terrifying. 

I cut the trip short, and we headed back to California. At home, 
things just got worse: I couldn’t sleep, and after a while, I couldn’t hold 
any food down, so I stopped eating. That was when I just climbed into 
bed. I spent weeks there, unable to leave the house, firmly in the grip of 
an emotional breakdown. 

In an effort to distract myself from my pain, I reached for the book 
on top of the stack by my bed. It was Siddhartha, by Hermann Hesse. I 
opened it and started reading the story of a young Indian man on his path 
to enlightenment. 
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I read it twice through. Reading Siddhartha was the only time I felt 
calm—actually, the only time my hands stopped shaking—so I just sat 
there in bed and read and read. That’s mostly what I remember from that 
period of my life: just devouring that book. 

When I finished Siddhartha the second time, I reached for another 
book. Paramahansa Yogananda’s Autobiography of a Yogi was next on 
the stack: another story of someone in search of a higher truth. I don’t 
remember if I’d purchased these books or someone had loaned them 
to me, but there they were by my bed, waiting to ignite my spiritual 
path. 

The combined impact of the two books was compelling. I realized 
that although I’d had success on a level that I thought would make me 
happy and complete, when I was left with just myself, I’d come 
unglued. Reading those books made it clear to me that I needed a 
stronger spiritual dimension in my life. They described a peace that I 
was searching for and inspired me to take action to find it. I called a 
friend who taught meditation, and not long after, I finally got out of bed 
and learned to meditate. 

It immediately affected my writing. The meditation, the books, and 
the breakdown itself all made me much more empathetic; there was a new 
level of compassion in my music. I knew what a rough time was and I 
knew what peace was, and this new awareness imbued many of the songs 
I wrote after that—from “Celebrate Me Home” all the way through 
“Conviction of the Heart” from the Leap of Faith album. If you look at 
the songs from that period, you can trace the evolution of someone feel-
ing more and more connected to other people and to life. 

Reading Siddhartha and Autobiography of a Yogi helped me see every-
thing in my life—performing, writing songs, relationships—in a more 
spiritual light. In the beginning of Siddhartha, the main character leaves 
home, seeking enlightenment. After a long search, trying every conceiv-
able avenue, he becomes disillusioned and bitter and finally gives up. At 
one point, he actually runs from the traditional sources of enlightenment. 
He ends up living by a stream, and it’s the sound of the stream that trig-
gers a spiritual transformation and opens his heart. Every morning and 
every night Siddhartha hears the stream, and it speaks to him. The stream 
becomes both his path and his enlightenment. 
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Now I see that my stream is my music, which has become my pri-
mary spiritual practice. I still meditate today as a way to calm down, to 
catch my breath. It has helped to keep me grounded through all the ups 
and downs I’ve experienced in the last 30-plus years. Yet the main thing 
I’ve leaned on in times of trouble has been my music. 

My songs have become messages to myself from my Spirit. Every 
time I perform, I get onstage and sing them not only to the audience 
but also to myself. I go into my center—and into the moment. Going 
into each moment, which singing and performing forces me to do, is 
like a meditation. I have to be clear about the note I’m singing, the 
word I’m singing, right now. Whenever my mind starts to wander, I 
have to bring it back to the note, to the feeling within the note, and the 
word. 

Through this practice, the stage has become the place where I best 
communicate with my higher self and with others. I’ve become aware of 
an internal voice that speaks to me when I am out there. It constantly fo-
cuses me back on “this moment, this moment, this moment, this note, this 
note, this note.” The pivotal element of performing has become how 
present I can be, and from that place, how much I can allow my heart and 
my spirit to be available each night I go on stage. 

I remember the night I first realized the power of this experience. I 
was about two songs into the show, and I couldn’t seem to make the con-
nection. The audience response was okay but bland. All of a sudden, to 
my right, I saw two eyes lit up like lights. I looked over, expecting to see 
a fan—you know, the male–female thing. Instead, I saw a young girl, 
about 10 years old, whose face was radiant. She was just pouring love at 
me. I looked in her eyes, and my heart opened. 

As I sang, more eyes lit up, and then more and more. Each time I 
looked around, I saw another pair of eyes light up—children, women, 
guys, older people—it was like candles coming on all throughout 
the audience. All of a sudden, about three quarters of the way through 
that song—I was singing “It’s About Time”—I got a standing ova-
tion. Everybody had caught on fire. I felt totally connected to those 
people, and my heart was completely open. My inner voice said, This 
is where you are headed: to live with an open heart. There was an “of 
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course” feeling about it. This is where I had been going my whole 
career, my whole life. 

When you get there, when the heart opens, you know: This is what 
life really is. All that other stuff is a big overlay of fear. In the end, it 
comes down to experiencing inner peace; whether gained from the music 
of a stream or from the music of the heart, it makes no difference. 



<C
atherine Oxenberg  

Award-winning actress Catherine Oxenberg is the daughter of HRH Princess

Elizabeth of Yugoslavia and the granddaughter of the former Regent King of 

Yugoslavia. She began her career as a model and has been featured on the cov-

ers of Cosmopolitan, Glamour, and Interview. She has appeared in numerous 

films and television programs and is best known for her role in the popular tele-

vision series Dynasty. She and her husband, actor Casper Van Dien, and their 

family were recently featured in the reality series I Married a Princess. ■ 

In 1991, I was going through a particularly difficult time. I had already 
experienced the high of being on the hugely popular television series Dy-
nasty, and had then suffered through the crash of leaving the show. I’d 
also had my first child—a daughter I’d named India—and I was strug-
gling to redefine myself in all areas of my life. My priorities had shifted 
so much. As a single mom, I needed to maintain my career, but it was no 
longer what fueled my ambition. The things that had motivated me be-
fore seemed less important, and I was trying to figure out where to find 
the passion to go forward again. What’s more, I was still struggling with 
an eating disorder. I was bulimic—and had been from quite a young age. 
Although I’d fought against it most of my life, I had never been able to 
conquer it. 

I was clearly in transition. Feeling that I needed to reshape my vision 
and put the present moment in context, I did what I often do in those sit-
uations: I looked back over my life to see what had gotten me from point 
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A to point B. Understanding that process usually helps me to figure out 
what to do next, but this time, I wasn’t coming up with any answers. 

Then, a book came into my life. My daughter’s father, who was still 
my good friend, was an avid reader; he was always recommending books 
for me to read. One day, he gave me The Power of One, by Bryce Courte-
nay. This book, which is a work of fiction, literally transformed my life. 
It changed the way I approached my future by giving me a new perspec-
tive on my past. It helped me understand the significance of some of the 
key events in my life—especially the role of a certain person in shaping 
my path. 

The Power of One is the story of a young boy, called Peekay, growing 
up in South Africa during World War II. At the age of five, while travel-
ing home alone from boarding school, Peekay is befriended by Hoppie, 
the conductor on the train, who is also a champion boxer. The ebullient 
young Hoppie has a passionate drive to be a world champion, and during 
Peekay’s two-day journey, Hoppie instills the same commitment to 
become a boxer in Peekay’s heart and mind, along with a powerful set 
of values. The interaction with Hoppie—though brief—defines who 
Peekay becomes as a human being, illustrating “the power of one”: the 
power one human being can have in a person’s life. 

When I read this, I suddenly realized that my life had been touched 
in the same way—though I had never really understood it till just that 
moment. When I was 13 years old, my mother was engaged to the fa-
mous actor Richard Burton. He was the only male figure in my childhood 
who talked to me as if I were an adult, and we had many fun times, just 
the two of us. 

Richard and I were always doing creative things together. He taught 
me Shakespeare, helping me rehearse for my role in the school play 
as Mustard Seed—one of the naughty fairies in A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream—practicing my lines with me and giving me a deeper under-
standing of iambic pentameter, as well as Shakespeare’s genius. I even di-
rected him in a home movie, casting him as the evil king and my mother 
as the evil queen in a story I’d made up. Richard and I loved to work for 
hours at a time creating giant, six-foot crossword puzzles. We’d invent 
the clues and the answers and make them fit together. Everything we did 
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was imaginative, cooperative, and fun—and deeply nourishing to me. 
I’d never had an interaction like that with an adult. He was probably the 
only person in my childhood who gave me 100% of his attention for any 
length of time. The quality of his love, expressed through his attention 
and interest in me, is what inspired me to follow in his footsteps and be-
come an actress. 

I also wanted to be like Richard because I wanted to treat people the 
way he did—except when he was drunk. Even at that age, I could see 
what he was going through with his alcoholism and thought, I wonder if 
it’s possible to be a great artist and not be consumed by your darkness. Yet in 
spite of his addiction, his soul called my soul to action, igniting some-
thing in me that said, That’s what I want to be in my life. 

I was 16 the next time that I saw Richard. He and my mother had 
broken off their engagement long before. It was 1977 and I was in New 
York. Richard was performing in Equus on  Broadway. To make the  play  
more interactive, they had some of the audience sit on risers right on the 
stage. Richard had arranged for me to sit up there, and at the end of the 
performance, after he took his first bow, he came over to where I was sit-
ting. He took my hand and led me out to center stage so I could take a 
bow with him. 

I was so embarrassed! At that point in my life, all I could think about 
was that I was five pounds overweight. I was also too startled and over-
whelmed by the clamor of the applause to understand the significance of 
what was happening. 

That was the last time I saw Richard. Now, as I read The Power of 
One, I suddenly understood my relationship with him in terms of one in-
dividual’s power to change the course of a person’s life—even through a 
passing encounter. In my case, I was lucky to have more time to spend 
with Richard than Peekay had with Hoppie. Still, it was only in retro-
spect that I could appreciate his gift to me: He was interested in me—in 
what I had to say and in my creative process—and he treated me as if that 
process matched his. Richard inspired in me a self-respect, a dignity, and 
a belief in myself as a creative being that I’d never had before. I saw then 
that his gift had led to the many magical successes I’d enjoyed as a young 
adult—including my admission to Harvard and my debut as a model via 
a 10-page spread in Vogue—and later, my role in Dynasty. 
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Looking back, I could also see that Richard was my angelic guide— 
pointing the way to what I could do. When he led me out onto the Equus 
stage, he was handing me the audience; it was a real passing of the torch. 
The Power of One helped me understand that in that moment, Richard 
had symbolically passed me the baton in what I now considered a kind of 
spiritual relay race. 

I’d come to the end of that leg of the race, and it was time for new in-
spiration. Whom could I turn to? As soon as I asked that question, I 
knew the answer: I had to honor myself as my own best guide. I thought 
again of Peekay, who ultimately learned that “the power of one” is the 
power to believe in yourself so deeply that you can prevail against any 
opposition. I saw that I had to access my own wisdom and my own 
magic, and connect to a higher source within to take my life to the next 
stage. 

The first thing I did involved my battle with bulimia. Since India’s 
birth, I had been trying so hard. Now that I had another life I was re-
sponsible for, I knew I had to stop throwing up—but I just couldn’t. I 
had spent time in therapy. I understood the root causes of the disorder, 
but that had never set me free, and since Richard had never fully con-
quered his alcoholism, I’d reached the end of his ability to guide me. I 
was on my own. After reading The Power of One, I checked myself into 
rehab and stayed for six weeks. 

Rehab helped dramatically, but didn’t completely free me. I saw 
that I needed to deliberately sculpt what I wanted my future to look 
like—to become more fully the captain of my own ship. I wrote down 
a plan and made a commitment: For the next six months, I would 
read that plan out loud, morning and evening. I would create my own 
future. 

After a few days of reading my plan, my inner voice became very 
loud, saying that if I didn’t stop throwing up, I was going to die. There 
was a great deal of emphasis on the word die. Something inside me just 
snapped, and I felt I got it! That day, I stopped throwing up. That whole 
compulsion ended, effortlessly and spontaneously, and I started on the 
next leg of my journey. My new proactive approach to my future has led 
me to a far more joyful life, one based on creativity, family, love, and ser-
vice to others. 
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This entire shift began with Courtenay’s book. Reading it, I realized 
for the first time what an amazing gift Richard had given me with his 
nourishing and loving attention. He had shown me the power one person 
has to change another’s life, just by believing in that person deeply. 
Richard was the power of one for me at a young age. Today, I know that 
I am my own power of one. 



<J
im MacLaren  

Jim MacLaren, a Yale graduate and a former all-American lacrosse and football

player, has survived two nearly fatal accidents, losing a leg in the first and be-

coming an incomplete quadriplegic as a result of the second. After the first acci-

dent, he went on to become a top marathoner and Ironman triathlete, racing 
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toral candidate and recently established the Choose Living Foundation. (For 

more information, visit www.jimmaclaren.com.) Jim has appeared on Oprah and 

recently received the 2005 Arthur Ashe Courage Award, which is presented an-

nually to individuals whose contributions transcend sports. ■ 

In 1985, I was 22 years old and living in New York City, my future spread 
out and glittering before me. That spring, I’d graduated from Yale with a 
degree in theater studies and had moved to New York to pursue an acting 
career. Physically, I was still at the top of my game. I had been a six-foot-
five, 285-pound defensive lineman on the Yale football team, and because 
I was fast for my size, I’d been an all-American lacrosse player as well. 
My athletic abilities were a source of great enjoyment and pride for me. 

Then, in the space of a minute, my whole life changed. One day as I 
rode my motorcycle down Fifth Avenue, I was hit by a bus. I was thrown 
89 feet, though I don’t remember a thing. When I came out of my coma 
three weeks later, my left leg was gone below the knee. 

I dove into physical rehabilitation. Although it was painful, I pushed 
myself not only to walk but also to run. Within a year, I was running 10-K 
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road races and later ran the New York City and Boston marathons, 
breaking the records in both for amputee runners. Encouraged by my 
success, I decided to compete in triathlons. That meant swimming 2.4 
miles, biking 112 miles, and running 26.3 miles—a full marathon—all in 
one day. Again, I trained intensely and soon I was breaking records once 
more. I loved the feeling of passing two-legged competitors, showing the 
world what a disabled athlete could achieve. 

Fast-forward eight years. I had become the fastest one-legged man 
in the world. When I wasn’t training or competing in marathons and 
triathlons, I traveled all over the country giving talks to various groups 
about persistence, determination and overcoming obstacles. Then the 
unthinkable happened—again. 

I was in San Diego, competing in the bicycle portion of a triathlon. 
The streets were closed to motor traffic, but as I rounded the corner on 
my bike—racing to break my own record—I was hit by a van that had 
somehow gotten to the wrong place at the wrong time. 

Unlike my first accident, this time I saw the vehicle coming. As the 
grille of the black van loomed toward me, I heard the sound of the driver 
hitting the accelerator instead of the brake. Then I blacked out as I was 
hit and flung across the street, smashing my head into a signpost and 
breaking my neck. My next memory is of coming to in the ambulance on 
the way to the hospital and noticing I couldn’t feel my arms and legs. 
When I woke up after surgery in the hospital, I learned the devastating 
news: I was an incomplete quadriplegic. Although I still had some lim-
ited nerve activity that allowed me a small amount of movement, I would 
never walk again. 

That was 12 years ago. As soon as I was able, I once again threw my-
self into physical rehab. Within 6 months I was living on my own. Since 
the accident, I’ve had physical challenges most people can’t imagine. I 
have what I consider a “tragic gift”: limited mobility and full sensation. 
As a result, I deal with constant pain, due to extensive nerve damage. I 
wake up every morning feeling like wet cement that’s plugged into the 
wall: heavy, electric, and painful. On a good day, with 3 hours of agoniz-
ing effort, I am able to get out of bed, bathe, dress, and feed myself. I 
work out as often as I can, talk on the phone, write and answer e-mail, 
and drive a van specially outfitted with hand controls. In spite of the 
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pain, I enjoy engaging in this daily ritual and in these activities that 
stretch my mind and body. But on a bad day . . . well, you don’t want to 
know about a bad day. 

Yet even with these limitations, today I am still a motivational 
speaker, as well as a doctoral candidate in mythology and depth psychol-
ogy at Pacifica Graduate Institute. I was recently presented the 2005 
Arthur Ashe Courage Award and appeared on Oprah Winfrey’s show. 
Obviously, these aren’t automatic outcomes for someone who becomes a 
quadriplegic; I could easily have become bitter and sorry for myself. I 
owe the initial redirection of my energies—the rechanneling of my fierce 
need to do and accomplish—to a book I read shortly after my second ac-
cident as I struggled to build my life yet again. 

I found the book in December of 1993. I had just been released from 
rehabilitation at Craig Spinal Cord Institute in Englewood, Colorado, 
and had returned to Boulder, where I was living at the time. It was a 
snowy afternoon and I was at a beautiful, brick walking-mall. It was the 
first time I remember being by myself since the accident, and I was using 
a manual, or nonpowered, wheelchair. (Even though I don’t have the use 
of my triceps, I can move my arms a little.) As I pushed myself slowly 
through the mall, I saw a bookstore and decided to go in. This proved to 
be difficult, as there was a little incline leading to the store’s entrance. I 
started to roll backward but managed to stop myself. It was a huge phys-
ical and emotional victory when eventually I was able to push myself up 
into the store. My hands were cut from the ice on the rims of my wheels, 
but I hardly noticed. 

Inside, I looked around. It was one those wonderful bookstores with 
brick walls, comfortable sofas, a fireplace, and wood floors. I wheeled 
myself over to the bookshelves. Being in a wheelchair was still new for 
me; I was adjusting to the fact that my eye level was now at four foot five 
instead of at almost six foot five like before. I came upon a display of new 
releases. Next to each book was a tag that explained briefly what the book 
was about. 

I was instantly drawn to one book, The Passion of the Western Mind: 
Understanding the Ideas That Have Shaped Our World View, by Richard 
Tarnas. Described as an explanation and discussion of Western thought 
from the Greeks to the present, the book had a number of glowing 
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reviews on its cover. I saw that Joseph Campbell—one of my favorite 
authors—was one of the scholars who had written an endorsement: 
“The most lucid and concise presentation I have read . . . of  what every  
student should know about the history of Western thought.” I managed 
to pull Tarnas’s book off the shelf on my own—another victory—and 
began reading. 

Before the second accident, I’d read philosophy and books on self-
knowledge—including works by Campbell, Krishnamurti, Socrates, and 
Plato—and the concepts had started to make a lot of sense to me. I had 
even incorporated them into my speeches, but I was really speaking from 
my head, not my heart. I was a 27-year-old guy with one leg, trying to be 
superhuman. As I spoke about Krishnamurti and self-knowledge, I was 
picking out the woman in the audience whom I was going to ask out to 
dinner that night. My speeches definitely affected people, but in those 
days it was probably more important to my psyche that they come up to 
me and tell me how amazing I was. I wasn’t as deep as I could have been. 

Now, as I read the first pages of The Passion of the Western Mind, I 
felt the stirring of a new level of interest and curiosity about these con-
cepts. The book triggered a desire to understand my own belief system 
and how it connected to the universal issues of being human. I took the 
book home and began to study it. 

Since becoming a quadriplegic, I have sometimes been asked, “Why 
do you think you had two accidents?” When I answer, “Maybe I finally 
needed to sit down,” I’m only partly joking. Over the next few weeks, as 
I read Tarnas’s engaging and thought-provoking book, the ideas in it— 
which before had engaged me only on an intellectual level—began to 
settle into the depths of my psyche and my spirit. Socrates says, “The un-
examined life is not worth living.” From the moment I was put into this 
chair, its gift has been to make me go inside myself. The Passion of the 
Western Mind shaped that process and was the catalyst for me to really 
begin examining my life. The book lit me up and made me eager to learn 
more about the history of religion, philosophy, and psychology. I saw 
that all these disciplines centered on humankind’s search for meaning, 
which suddenly seemed relevant to my own situation. My life had 
changed so abruptly and completely and I was still scrambling to make 
sense of it all. What was the meaning of my life now? 
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Reading the book, I discovered that I wasn’t as alone and different 
from everyone else as I had thought. Although my situation was cer-
tainly more extreme, I saw that human beings have been searching for 
life’s meaning for a very long time: It’s been humankind’s central quest. I 
even had the thought that many of my earlier achievements might actu-
ally have been distractions. Now—because of my physical limitations— 
I had an opportunity to focus deeply on the one thing in life that was 
most worth doing. 

I credit The Passion of the Western Mind for inspiring me to begin my 
graduate studies. My first step, after finishing Tarnas’s book, was to en-
roll in a writing workshop at Naropa University. During the workshop, I 
was amazed at what came out of me. I discovered a whole new side of 
myself—one that was sensitive, introspective, and expressive. My body 
had been effectively taken away from me—in two installments—but my 
mind and heart were more than intact, and I used them to explore the 
depths of my own personality and being. 

After that, I began attending Pacifica Graduate Institute, studying 
world religions, mythology, and depth psychology, which is the study of 
the deep, archetypal elements of our psychology. Over the years, as I’ve 
taken more classes on mythological archetypes, I’ve seen that my strug-
gles to live with my constant pain and my frustrations with my limita-
tions are my journeys to the underworld—where I battle inner demons 
and fight for my life. I return from these journeys with more wisdom 
about the human condition and more compassion for others’ wounds. 

When people hear my story, they sometimes comment that I am a 
modern-day Job: How much can one man take and still love God and the 
life he is dealt? But I don’t look at it that way anymore. After a lot of 
study and soul-searching, I have come to the conclusion that Job’s trou-
bles were not God’s way of testing Job’s love for Him, but a way to bring 
Job closer to God—and to force Job to come to a deeper understanding 
of himself. In this same way, my accidents have brought me closer to 
God and to a place inside myself where I am finding peace and a fulfill-
ment that go beyond outer achievements. 

So many things in my life have changed in the last 12 years—and re-
markably, some for the better. In the old days, when I was only an am-
putee, if I didn’t get in the 20-mile run or that 100-mile bike ride, I felt 
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guilty. Today it’s enough to engage with another person, to meditate or 
write or speak or learn something, for me to feel good about the day. If I 
simply reflect on my life, the day, this moment, or the beauty of the sun 
that I’m sitting in right now, I am satisfied. I have become a more loving 
human being since that snowy afternoon in Boulder when I first found 
The Passion of the Western Mind. 

I can only speak from my own experience, but there are two things I 
do know: One, we can never know what our lives are going to look like, 
and two, as long as we accept what happens to us and move forward, we 
will always be okay—maybe not in the way Merriam-Webster defines 
okay—but in the larger sense. For I have no doubt that unless we fight it, 
we are always moving toward a better, more whole state of being. 



<W
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Wyland, the world’s foremost ocean artist, has been a pioneer in the marine art

movement since 1981. This painter, sculptor, and muralist is one of the most 

prolific artists of our time. To date, in addition to his spectacular paintings of a 

wide variety of marine life, Wyland has completed more than 93 of his landmark 

murals, the renowned Whaling Walls, throughout the United States as well as 

Canada, Japan, Australia, Mexico, France, and New Zealand. It is estimated that 

more than one billion people are exposed to Wyland’s art each year. There are 

approximately 500,000 collectors of his work in more than 30 countries, and 

perhaps more than any other artist, he has raised the planet’s environmental 

consciousness with regard to the oceans and their inhabitants. ■ 

I was born and raised just outside Motor City—Detroit, Michigan. Con-
sidering that my life is dedicated to making the art of the ocean visible for 
the whole planet, my birthplace seems a mistake. I’ve always felt I should 
have been born on the West Coast, closer to the whales and other marine 
life I’ve come to love so well. But in truth, it hardly matters where I was 
born, since my love affair with the ocean actually started with a book— 
The Silent World, by Jacques Cousteau. 

I was around 13 years old when I read it. Even then, I knew that I 
wanted to be an artist. At the age of 3, I had painted my first murals— 
on the back of the headboard on my parents’ bed. I would slide under-
neath the bed with the paint and brushes and paint these detailed 
landscapes of the world of dinosaurs. Later, my mom let me set up a 
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studio in our basement, and I spent hours there painting. It was a way for 
me to relax after sports and schoolwork. 

I didn’t go out looking for The Silent World; a friend of mine just 
handed it to me. I had no idea that I would find it so compelling. The 
book was first published in 1953 and has sold more than five million 
copies in 22 languages. Cousteau is mainly known for his films, but 
his writing is tremendous. Using words, he paints an incredibly vivid 
picture of the undersea world. I believe Cousteau was able to do this be-
cause he knew that world so well. He had an emotional bond with the sea; 
people often say it was like his mistress. His descriptions of his encoun-
ters with marine animals are powerful, too. He writes about swimming 
with sharks and manta rays. At the time his book was published, most 
people feared the undersea world, but he made it very clear that the 
most dangerous animals in the sea were not the sharks or whales, but us. 

Cousteau transported people into the marine world in a way that 
nobody else had. I immediately fell under the book’s spell and couldn’t 
put it down—I was up until two, three o’clock in the morning reading it. 
When I finished, I knew I wanted to be just like Jacques Cousteau. Some-
day, I vowed to myself, I too will be an ocean explorer and diver. 

After I read The Silent World, I began to lobby my mother to take 
our family on a vacation to California to visit her sister, my Aunt Linda. 
It took a year of pushing, but when I was 14, we finally went. When I saw 
the ocean for the first time at Laguna Beach, my budding interest in it, in-
spired by Cousteau’s book, blossomed into a full-fledged passion. As we 
stood on the beach, the waves crashing onto the rocks and the sand, I 
looked out to the horizon. A few hundred yards out from shore, I saw 
two black backs covered with clusters of yellow barnacles, accompanied 
by magnificent sprays of water blowing up into the air. I was looking at 
living whales for the first time. I couldn’t see the entire body of each 
whale—only their backs as they surfaced to blow. But that was enough 
for me. I was ecstatic. I had never seen an animal that large in the wild. I 
felt as if I were seeing something very rare and beautiful—as if it were a 
miracle to be there when they swam by. Words alone can’t describe how 
this first sighting affected me; I can only say I’ll never forget what I saw 
that day. I was changed by each and every detail of it. I told myself that 
one day I’d live here. Sure enough, 10 years later, I moved to Laguna 
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Beach and painted my first Whaling Wall mural not more than a hundred 
yards from the very place I’d seen those gray whales. 

When I returned to Detroit, I began painting ocean scenes. Over 
time, I found that when I painted the marine creatures, I grew closer to 
them and understood not only their anatomy but also their spirit. I re-
member thinking about dinosaurs becoming extinct, and being afraid the 
same thing was going to happen to the whales. Soon, I became passion-
ate about wanting to play a role in preserving the oceans and the marine 
environment. 

I came up with my own way to accomplish this. At the time, mem-
bers of Greenpeace were going out in small Zodiacs and putting them-
selves between the harpoons and the whales. My method was different. I 
wanted to draw attention to the delicate beauty of these creatures by 
painting them and then sharing my art with others. I believe that if people 
see the splendor in nature—in this case the undersea world—they’ll 
work to preserve it. 

Reading The Silent World had other life-changing effects, includ-
ing introducing me to diving. Cousteau, along with a French engineer 
named Gagnan, invented the aqualung, or scuba (self-contained under-
water breathing apparatus), and he was one of the first people to swim 
unrestricted: without an air tube connected to a remote oxygen source. 
In the book, he shares his experience of that remarkable underwater free-
dom in this beautiful description of his first scuba dive, taken in the 
Mediterranean Sea in June of 1943: “At night I had often had visions of 
flying by extending my arms as wings. Now I flew without wings. . . .  
From this day forward we would swim across miles of country no man 
had known, free and level, with our flesh feeling what the fish scales 
know.” 

Although The Silent World is mostly text, it has one great photo of 
Jacques Cousteau diving. That photo, combined with Cousteau’s de-
scription, intensified my desire to learn to dive. When I started a few 
years later, it was everything Cousteau said it was—and more. Diving 
has become a spiritual experience for me. Like Cousteau, I feel that I am 
actually flying underwater. Each dive has its own magical moments. 

I think diving has an even greater power for me because of the physical 
limitations I had as a small boy. Born with a severe clubfoot, I underwent 
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11 major surgeries before the age of five and was continuously hobbled 
by a corrective cast that prevented my swimming. I wasn’t able to go into 
the water like everybody else; I could only dream about and imagine it. 
When all the casts were finally off and we took our first vacation to Cass 
Lake, I couldn’t wait to get in the water. The very first time I jumped in, 
I was swimming well; it felt so natural. In fact, I’m more comfortable in 
the water than out. I’m more of a sea mammal, I guess. 

It’s amazing how important a book can be. Before I read Cousteau, I 
mostly read books about all kinds of art; I was inspired by artists such as 
Salvador Dali and Robert Bateman. And although I loved the water, I 
hadn’t made a connection to the ocean. Reading The Silent World, art and 
nature came together for me. It was “the barnacle that broke the whale’s 
back” and changed the course of my life. Cousteau inspired people to re-
spect, love, and protect the ocean and its inhabitants with his artful use of 
words. Today, I do the same thing with a paintbrush. 
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It has been 16 years since I first read Stephen Covey’s The 7 Habits of 
Highly Effective People. If you asked me today how I came upon it, I 
would probably say that it floated down to me from the sky with lights 
glowing all around it and landed in my hands after much prayer. Perhaps 
that will give you an idea of the enormous effect this book had on me and 
how it has shaped my life since then. 

What actually happened was that a colleague from work recom-
mended I read it. At the time, I was in my early twenties and worked for 
a software company. It was a decent job and I was good at it, but it didn’t 
really express who I was. I was searching for my purpose, my passion— 
for who I wanted to be in the world. I still felt defined by who I had been 
in school and who I thought other people wanted me to be. 

The woman who recommended Covey’s book was a senior person 
at my office. She was 15 years older than I was and I had a great deal of 



28 / Y O U ’ V E  G O T  T O  R E A D  T H I S  B O O K !  

respect for her: Not only had she been in corporate America much longer 
than I had, but also there was a groundedness and peacefulness about her 
that I wanted in my own life. Everyone at work, including this woman, 
saw me as a professional, a mover and a shaker. She wanted to add value 
to my life and felt that this book would do that. 

When I heard the title, I became very excited. “Highly effective” 
was what I wanted to be. At the time, I felt I was only “partly effective.” 
All the self-help books I’d read before were affirmation books, spiritual 
books, or daily meditation books. I had never read an intellectual, 
cognitive-learning-type book. It was my first “big girl” book! 

To be honest, I was slightly intimidated by the idea of reading 
Covey’s book; just contemplating it was a big step for me. In school, I 
hadn’t been a huge academic success, and at that point, I hadn’t yet rec-
ognized my true gift of speaking and communication. All I knew about 
myself were my academic challenges and limitations. I had heard opinion 
after opinion and label after label, none of them inspiring. Inside, I be-
lieved myself to be someone bigger than who I’d been told I was, but at 
age 23, I didn’t yet have any tangible evidence of that. 

I bought The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People on the day I left for 
a business trip to Spokane, Washington. I remember sitting in bed in my 
hotel room early the next morning, reading the part of the book in which 
Covey asks you to go through a meditation with him. He asks you to 
imagine yourself walking into a parlor. You smell the flowers and hear 
the organ music. You walk down the aisle of this parlor. (He kept using 
the word parlor, which I found strange.) You see the faces of people sit-
ting in the chairs, and they’re all people that you know, including the 
ones you love the most. Everyone has a look of reverence on his or her 
face, a look of appreciation, and a look of sadness as well. You’re not 
quite sure why they’re there. You walk up to the front of the room and 
see a casket. Looking into the casket, you come face-to-face . . .  with 
yourself! You are at your own funeral! 

At this, I felt a shock ripple through my body, but kept reading. 
Covey goes on to explain that there are four people who will speak: a 
family member, a friend, a work colleague, and someone from your civic 
circle. What will they say about you at your funeral? What kind of friend 
were you? What kind of sister were you? What kind of coworker were 
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you? What kind of neighbor were you? He finishes the section by saying 
“begin with the end in mind.” 

The whole thing was so incredibly startling to me. I had never once 
thought about my life in that way. I wasn’t bad or mean, but I knew that I 
was essentially selfish and self-absorbed; my agenda was Lisa-driven. I’d 
always been a giving person, so I could mask it very well, but underneath 
it all, I was into living my life right now. I wasn’t into leaving a legacy. 

A couple of hours later, as I was driving to a meeting with my clients 
outside of Spokane, I suddenly became consumed with emotion about 
that part of Covey’s book. I began to cry and couldn’t stop. I realized in 
my heart that I wasn’t living the way I wanted to be remembered. If I died 
that day, on that road—which because I was crying so hard was very 
possible—I wasn’t sure what they would say about me at my funeral. Al-
though I wasn’t leaving any blatantly horrible impressions, I wasn’t leav-
ing my best impressions, either. I was deeply upset at the unconscious 
way I was living my life. 

The other thing that struck me was that there were so many things I 
still wanted to do. Not physical things like start a business or travel to 
Africa or Jamaica, but things I wanted to do and be with people—like sit 
with my mom and paint her toenails or laugh hysterically with my dad 
until both our stomachs hurt. I wanted them to have those memories, but 
I was too busy for those kinds of things at the time. 

I cried for the entire two-and-a-half-hour drive. When I got to the 
client’s office, I immediately went into the bathroom and put on a fresh 
coat of makeup. My shirt was stained with brown spots from my founda-
tion, which had dripped off my face with my tears. I couldn’t hide those 
spots or the puffiness of my eyes—and I couldn’t hide my excitement, ei-
ther. I needed to share what I had discovered in reading Covey with 
someone else because it was so big; it couldn’t stay inside of me. So I told 
my clients about the funeral exercise in Covey’s book and what it had 
meant to me. It sparked a great conversation about how we were living 
our lives. For the last 16 years, I’ve been sharing that same lesson in one 
form or another with everyone I meet. 

I flew back to California and started trying to live the way I wanted 
to be remembered. It was a two-step process. Before I could do my 
mom’s nails or laugh with my dad, I felt I had to stop doing things that I 
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wasn’t proud of. They weren’t terrible things, but they weren’t what I 
wanted to leave as my legacy. I had been throwing lingerie parties on the 
weekends to earn extra money. While it was a great venture and people 
had a lot of fun, when I really went to my core, I didn’t want to be re-
membered as the person who sold a lot of lingerie to young women. So I 
dissolved that business. I also had a talent for writing steamy romance 
novels, but I put aside any idea of pursuing that occupation. It was simply 
another thing I didn’t want to be remembered for. 

Some things were easier to let go of than others. It took me a long 
time to give up my unhealthy relationships with men. I started by looking 
inside myself for the reasons behind these behaviors. What was it that 
made me feel I needed to have three guys all chasing me at the same time? 
Eventually I got to the place where I could say no to a gorgeous guy if I 
knew he wasn’t right for me. I was more and more aware of the long-
range effects of my behavior on all levels. 

I think the most important thing The 7 Habits of Highly Effective 
People gave me was the permission to write my own life. Before I read the 
book, I hadn’t let myself “stand inside” the gift of speaking that God had 
given me. But I could tell that I had something special to give by the way 
people reacted to me when I spoke. As part of my job, I trained the staff 
members of alcohol and drug recovery agencies to use the company’s 
software. Everyone was so afraid of computers at that time—this was 16 
years ago—that I always gave them a little inspirational session before I 
started the software training. No one ever wanted the motivational part 
of the training to end—including me. 

Giving inspiration made me feel more alive than anything else. 
Every time I did a motivational session, I felt this little person inside me 
just screaming, “Yes, yes, YES!” When I sat down at the computer to 
start the software training, I felt that little person die. My clients began to 
ask me, “Can you give us a second motivational session at the end of the 
day?” I realized that they didn’t want training for the computers—they 
wanted inspiration to deal with what was waiting for them at home. Af-
terward they would tell me with tears in their eyes how much I had 
helped them. 

I thought of that when I read the passage in The 7 Habits of Highly 
Effective People that says “Begin with the end in mind.” I knew that when 
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I went to my grave, I wanted people to say, “She was a great speaker.” So 
I quit my job and began my speaking career. The first thing I did was to 
sit down and start writing. For 15 days, all I did was write. When I was 
done, I had written five speeches. Then I went back to those same clients, 
the alcohol and drug recovery agencies, and said, “Can I come speak 
to your clients and your staff?” They all agreed and allowed me to do 
staff motivational sessions as well as client sessions. From the start, my 
speeches were always well received, and my confidence in myself grew. 
It was the beginning of the successful speaking/consulting/coaching 
business I have today. 

I still feel the effects, both professionally and personally, of “attend-
ing my own funeral” so many years ago. In fact, every important decision 
I’ve made since reading Covey’s book has been based on that one ques-
tion: How do I want to be remembered? Today, I am literally writing my 
eulogy with the way I live my life. Of course, I’m not perfect. I’ve fallen 
short on many things, but I can honestly say I have no regrets. If God 
took me home tonight, I would leave here dancing. 
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I should have been walking on air. In 1992, the Walt Disney Company 
had made me their National Teacher of the Year. The attention was over-
whelming: phone calls, letters, media requests—wave after wave of ac-
colades and praise. I smiled for the cameras, but inside I was absolutely 
miserable. I felt like a sham and a failure. 

At that time, I was 38 years old. I had been teaching for nine years, 
the last six of them at Hobart Boulevard Elementary School, which is in a 
very rough neighborhood in Central Los Angeles. Over 90% of the kids 
in my fifth-grade classes were (and still are) from families living below the 
poverty level. Nobody speaks English as a first language, and everybody 
is on free breakfast and lunch programs. At Hobart, I had been trying 
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new things with my students and had been successful at getting them to 
come to the classroom at 6:00 am for a before-school math clinic. Not 
only did their math scores shoot up, but also many of them discovered 
that they loved math. They also showed up in large numbers for my 
lunch-period lessons in playing various musical instruments, and they 
were wild about our after-school theater program. 

I knew that the kids grew a lot during their time in my classroom, and 
that their experiences gave them a chance to see much more of what was 
possible for them. But I also knew that when they went off to middle 
school, many of them went right back into gangs and drugs. This knowl-
edge ate me up inside. In addition, there were plenty of other kids whom 
I felt I should be reaching but wasn’t. I felt I wasn’t successful at all. 

I also discovered the dark side of acclaim. The Disney award brought 
me new fame and exposure. I was horrified by the many people—some of 
whom had never even met me—who sent me hate mail, who left notes on 
my windshield, and sometimes even smashed and dented my car. Many 
didn’t like that I upset the status quo, while others felt it was unfair that I 
should be singled out for recognition. Between my own internal sense of 
failure and these hurtful incidents, I was a wreck. 

In those days, my favorite book was The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn, and it’s still one of my favorite books. I love how Huck and Jim 
make a trip down the river, running away from the racism, violence, and 
hypocrisy of society. At the end of that book, Huck has a chance to go 
back and be civilized, but he refuses, saying, “I been there before.” In-
stead, he decides to “light out for the Territory.” In my youth, I used to 
think, Yeah, you tell ’em, Huck. Screw the world, because people aren’t worth 
it. Walk your own path. But now as a teacher, Huck wasn’t giving me the 
answers I needed. I understood why Huck would run, but his solution 
didn’t fit my situation. I was in my classroom; I wasn’t supposed to be 
running away. I was left with the bleak option of continuing to give it my 
all—though my all was clearly not enough—while battling the angry 
and venomous tide that swirled around me. I soon felt that I couldn’t do 
it anymore. 

One night, I was sitting in bed, bemoaning my fate, when my beauti-
ful, brilliant wife, Barbara, said, “Maybe it’s time for you to read this 
book again.” And she handed me To Kill a Mockingbird. 
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I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep, so I took the book and went into 
my study to read. There, in my gym shorts and T-shirt, I sat up all night, 
reading. 

I had read To Kill a Mockingbird several times before and loved it. 
When I was a teenager, I’d always thought that book was about a trial 
and the search for justice for Tom Robinson, the innocent black man ac-
cused of raping a white woman. Of course, the book is about that, but 
that night I realized it’s about much, much more. And it was in the char-
acter of Atticus Finch that I found the answers I was looking for. 

Early in the book—something I’d never noticed in my previous 
readings—when Atticus is handed the case, his children ask him, “Are 
we going to win the case?” Atticus says no, very quietly. Yet Atticus 
doesn’t run; he doesn’t light out for the Territory. He goes into the court-
room and fights anyway, knowing that he is going to lose, knowing that 
the town despises him—they spit at him, they terrorize his children, and 
so on. But Atticus has a personal code of behavior. He doesn’t do things 
for anybody else. In his code, you stand up and defend innocent people, 
even if everybody disagrees with you. You fight the good fight. The par-
allels to my own situation hit me like a thunderbolt—the classroom was 
my courtroom! 

Excited, I kept reading. Soon I found another passage that went off 
like a small bomb inside of me and forever changed the way I taught my 
classes. In this passage, Atticus comes home from work one day, and 
Scout, his young daughter, asks him, “Do you defend niggers, Atticus?” 

He responds, “Don’t say nigger, Scout.” 
She says that everybody in school uses that word and is criticizing 

Atticus. Atticus explains that he is defending a Negro, much to the town’s 
displeasure. “Then why are you doin’ it?” she asks him. 

Atticus answers, “For a number of reasons. The main one is, if I 
didn’t I couldn’t hold my head up in town . . . [and] I  could never ask 
you [or Jem] to mind me again.” 

Reading that passage, I understood suddenly that this book wasn’t 
only about a trial but was also about the raising of children—and that the 
number-one rule in raising children is to be a role model. I saw that if I 
wanted to be a truly great teacher, I had to be the person I wanted my stu-
dents to be. If I wanted them to work hard, rather than lecture them, I 
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had to be the hardest worker they had ever seen. If I wanted them to be 
kind, I had to be the kindest person—even and especially when times were 
bad and others were unkind. If other teachers were mean to me, it didn’t 
matter. That wasn’t what I did. It sounded so simple, but I knew it 
wouldn’t be easy. Still, it was what I had to do to become the teacher I 
wanted to be, and I resolved to do it. 

In the final section of To Kill a Mockingbird, Atticus and  the sheriff  
wrestle with the dilemma of Boo Radley’s fate in the presence of Jem and 
Scout. Boo, a mentally challenged man, has saved Atticus’s children from 
a physical attack by a loathsome man who lives in the area. The sheriff 
wants to hush the facts of the situation up, because he knows that the 
attention—even though it is positive—would be terribly damaging to 
the extremely shy Boo. But Atticus insists that the truth be told no matter 
what the consequences. He has worked to instill in his children a deep re-
spect for the truth and is afraid his children won’t understand the sub-
tleties of the situation. Then Scout pipes up, saying that they have to 
hush it up, otherwise it would be like “killing a mockingbird”—a bird 
that never harms anyone—which they have talked about earlier as an ex-
ample of a true sin. Scout’s comment signals to Atticus that his small 
children have learned a more important and more complex lesson: that 
doing the right thing in the larger context trumps all other considera-
tions. They have an even deeper understanding of right action than he’d 
realized. This passage had a profound effect on me, teaching me to have 
faith in my students’ ability to understand and achieve even beyond my 
hopes for them. 

I finished the book as the sun was coming up. With tears streaming 
down my face, I closed the book and stared out the window, my mind 
whirling with insights but my heart calm and peaceful at last. The book 
was the same book I had read so many times before, but I was not the same 
person reading it. All the life experiences I’d been through had made me 
see the world differently. Reading To Kill a Mockingbird that night af-
fected everything in my life, but most especially it affected my teaching. 
Although the change didn’t happen in one day, it started that day. 

I decided to begin teaching ethics and moral development in my 
class. In those days, I, like so many young teachers, made the under-
standable mistake of focusing mainly on academic excellence: If you can 
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improve a child’s math test scores from 60% to 90%, then you feel you are 
a good teacher. That’s a wonderful thing, but does it help to create good 
people? This is the bigger issue, and it’s one that is not often discussed 
because it’s far more difficult to achieve. It’s not hard to raise students’ 
math scores. What’s hard in this time, in my students’ neighborhoods 
where there is gunfire every night, is to teach kids to be good citizens. 

I started reading everything I could on Atticus, which led me to the 
work of social scientist Lawrence Kohlberg. Kohlberg delineates six lev-
els of moral development that explain why people do what they do. To-
day, I use this simplified version of Kohlberg’s model in my classes: 

1. Level one: We do things because we want to avoid trouble 
2. Level two: We do things for a reward 
3. Level three: We do things to please other people (i.e., to 

stroke our own egos) 
4. Level four: We do things to obey external rules 
5. Level five: We do things to be considerate of others (because 

we care about others’ feelings) 
6. Level six: We do things to live by our own sense of what is right 

When I present this information to my kids, they get it! They 
walk around identifying the different levels: There’s level-three behavior! 
There’s level-five! Everyone in my class understands that becoming a 
level-six thinker takes a lifetime, but it is something we aim for. Atticus is 
the model of morality and of living a level-six life. I use other examples 
of “acting from level-six” from a wide variety of sources—including 
The Shawshank Redemption and Death of a Salesman—to inspire my stu-
dents to act not for recognition but for the fulfillment to be found in do-
ing what is right. 

A number of years ago, I had a clear demonstration that my students 
were absorbing this lesson. I was in class one morning, teaching math, 
when the mother of a first grader in the school—not a woman I knew— 
came to the classroom searching for somebody. The day before, the 
woman’s child had been beaten up on the way home from school. The 
child had been kicked and terrorized. While a group of kids stood around 
laughing, an older girl had come by and, seeing the situation, had picked 
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up the little girl, brushed her off, and walked her home, leaving her at her 
door. The mother was going from class to class trying to find the student 
who had helped her child, so she could thank her. As they listened to the 
mother’s story, my class of 32 kids was looking around to see if anyone 
would come forward, asking each other, “Did you do it? Do you know 
who did it?” Nobody knew. I looked around, too. I noticed that one of 
my students, a girl sitting in the back of the room, had been working in-
tently on her math homework the whole time and had not lifted her head 
once. That struck me as odd, since this girl hated math! When the mother 
left, she looked up and our eyes met. She gave me a look that said, Don’t 
say anything. She was clearly displaying level-six behavior. That student, 
who went on to attend an Ivy League college, is still in touch with me to-
day, but we’ve never discussed that incident. 

The final aspect of the personal transformation I experienced after 
reading Mockingbird was the knowledge that no matter how many times I 
failed—and I fail all the time—I wouldn’t quit. Today, I don’t even think 
about it—ever. This is where I make my stand. Atticus would never leave 
the town, never leave the courtroom. For the same reasons, although I’ve 
been given incredible offers to leave my school for enormous sums of 
money, I refuse. If I take them, I’m lost. I tell the children that Room 56 
is an important place, a place where we can create opportunities for them 
and change their lives. If I leave, what does that say to them? What does 
that say to the hundreds of former students who continue to give me un-
believable support? 

Still, there are times I ask myself, Is it worth it? The answer? Not al-
ways. There are days when it is definitely not worth it, and days when I 
really question whether it’s worth it, but in the end, this is what I do. It’s 
what all teachers do. The difference between the good teachers and the 
others is that the good teachers don’t give up. Just one more lesson I 
learned from Atticus. 
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“You’re so stupid!” my boss screamed at me. “If you can’t do any better 
than that, don’t come back here tomorrow!” 

His face was bright red, the veins in his neck as thick as ropes. Like 
many powerful motion picture producers, my boss—let’s call him 
Oscar—had a reputation for screaming. As his executive assistant, I was 
a handy target. Terrified, I fled to the bathroom, closed the door of the 
stall, sat on the toilet, and broke down crying. I was so unhappy. What 
was wrong with me? And I was so angry! What was wrong with him? 

But mostly, I was so scared. How was I going to stand up to him? 
In 1981, I hadn’t had much practice at standing up to people— 

especially if they were angry. My marriage had recently disintegrated be-
cause every time my husband got angry, I got quiet. But my retreat into 
silence only made him yell louder. Finally, I could cope with his rages no 
longer and I left. 

Now, here I was with a rageaholic boss, having jumped out of the 
proverbial frying pan only to find myself plunged right into the fire. As I 
realized that, I started to giggle, my sobs punctuated with hiccups of laugh-
ter. Isn’t that always how growth happens? We recreate the circumstances 
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we can’t handle over and over until—finally—we choose a different way to 
behave that solves the problem. I recognized my situation and knew it 
was time to change. I knew it because of a book I was reading. 

When I Say No, I Feel Guilty, by Manuel Smith, was one of a number 
of books I picked up after my divorce, looking for guidance and help. 
There were a number of questions on the book’s cover—including ones 
asking if people walked all over you or whether your requests for raises 
were unsuccessful. My answer to each of these was yes. I knew these 
weren’t good answers. Is there help for me? I thought. 

I bought the book and soaked up its “Bill of Assertive Rights,” 10 
statements that set out healthy personal boundaries—such as having 
the right to stop justifying your behavior with reasons and excuses, the 
right to change your mind, the right to say “I don’t know,” and even the 
right to make mistakes—and take responsibility for them. The author 
concludes this list of rights by reiterating the title of the book: You have 
the right to say no, without feeling guilty. 

I couldn’t believe what I was reading. Page after page gave me explicit 
instructions on how to please myself before pleasing others. It said that I 
had the right to choose my own happiness first. That I could say no. And 
more importantly, that I had the right not to explain why I was saying no. 

All my life I had been a people-pleaser. I thought everyone had to 
like me and approve of me, or I was doing something wrong. But this 
book suggested that my first responsibility was to myself. And that trying 
to please everyone else was an impossible task doomed to failure anyway. 

I eagerly absorbed these lessons. But you can’t train yourself to 
do something new without attracting to yourself the circumstances in 
which to actually do it. So here I was, sobbing in the bathroom, an angry 
boss waiting by my desk like a disturbed wasp ready to sting me into 
submission. 

I knew I had to fight. I armed myself with my “Bill of Assertive 
Rights” like a housewife with a spray can of Raid. What was the worst that 
could happen? I could get fired. So what? I had survived getting divorced 
from my husband, so I guessed I could survive getting divorced from my 
boss. I knew for sure I would not survive being yelled at every day. 

I washed my face with cold water. I took several deep breaths. Then 
I headed for my Big Confrontation. 



40 / Y O U ’ V E  G O T  T O  R E A D  T H I S  B O O K !  

He was sitting at his desk as though nothing had happened. Didn’t he 
know this was a life-changing event for me?! No. He didn’t know. 

I walked into his office and said, “Oscar, could I talk to you for a 
minute?” 

He nodded and I shut the door. 
“Oscar,” I said, “I respectfully request that you please not yell at me 

again. I just had to go cry in the bathroom for half an hour, and this isn’t 
effective time management for you or for me.” 

Poor dear, he looked completely taken aback. I don’t think anyone 
had ever asked him not to yell at them. 

“Oh, you shouldn’t mind that, Chellie,” he said. “I like you. I think 
you do a good job. The yelling doesn’t mean anything.” 

“It means something to me,” I said. “It’s very upsetting and makes 
me cry. So I’d appreciate it very much if you didn’t do it again.” 

“All right, all right,” he muttered, shuffling some papers on his desk. 
I went back to my desk in shock. I had asked him not to yell at me, 

and he had said, “All right.” He hadn’t fired me. I was dazed and amazed. 
I couldn’t believe it was that easy. 

Three weeks later, he yelled at me again. I cried in the bathroom 
again. Same routine: sob, laugh, wash face, deep breath. I remembered a 
quotation from Shakespeare: “Once more unto the breach, dear friends.” 

I walked back into his office and said, “Oscar, could I talk to you for 
a minute?” 

He nodded, and I started to close the door. The door hadn’t shut be-
fore he started apologizing. 

About four months later, he yelled at me one more time. I yelled back 
at him. He never yelled at me again. 

But not getting yelled at is not the same as getting ahead in your ca-
reer. I had more work to do with the principles outlined in When I Say 
No, I Feel Guilty. 

One day, in a cost-cutting measure, they fired the office gofer (the per-
son at the bottom of the company roster who would “go fer” this and “go 
fer” that). They weren’t going to hire a new one, and the rest of us were 
anxious about who was going to get the gofer assignments from then on. 

I decided that it wasn’t going to be me. I knew that if I started doing 
any of the gofer’s tasks, I would get all of those jobs. Respect for me 
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would disappear, along with any dreams of advancement. I realized that 
if I was asked to do this work and refused, I might get fired. But if the 
price of working there was that I had to be in the lowest dead-end job, 
then getting fired would be a blessing. Every night I read from Smith’s 
book and practiced how I would say no. 

Several days later, Oscar and an up-and-coming young producer 
(who later produced many fine motion pictures) had a meeting scheduled 
at MGM. The young producer always drove the two of them to these 
meetings, and the gofer would pick up Oscar after the meeting and take 
him to his next appointment. Oscar knew someone had to be given this 
assignment, but he didn’t want to make the choice. He just walked out of 
the office saying, “Somebody’s going to have to pick me up at MGM at 
five o’clock.” 

The entire staff froze. 
The young producer knew then that he had to pick the new gofer. He 

turned around, saw me, and said, “Chellie, pick Oscar up at five o’clock.” 
My heart pounding, my throat dry, I looked him straight in the eye 

and said, “No.” 
Nothing else, just no. Smith’s book said not to give your reasons for 

saying no, or the conversation would degenerate into an argument over 
the validity of your reasons. I knew better than to think I would win an 
argument with this producer. So I didn’t give him anything to work with. 
I just said no. 

He was totally taken aback by this, and he laughed. “You have to!” he 
said. “Pick Oscar up at five o’clock!” 

I said no again. Smith calls this technique “broken record”—just re-
peat your position. 

He stared at me for a long moment. I could see the wheels turning in 
his mind: Should he fire me? I held my breath. 

Then the producer turned to a young man seated near him and said, 
“Fine. Then you do it.” 

That young man said, “Okay.” And he became the office gofer from 
then on, until he was fired six months later in another cost-cutting effort. 

You know what happened to me? 
The next morning, Oscar walked directly to my desk. 
“Good morning, Chellie,” he said with a smirk. 
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“Good morning, Oscar,” I replied, straight-faced. 
“Will you do me a favor, please?” 
“Sure.” I nodded. 
“Will you call Jerry for me?” he asked. Jerry was a bigwig at MGM. 
“Yes,” I said, and reached for the phone. 
“Whew!” he exclaimed, and mimed wiping his brow. “Thanks!” 
Laughing, I said, “You’re welcome,” and we had a great day, work-

ing as a team with spirit and energy. From that moment on, I got better 
assignments and more respect from everyone in the company. 

My career path shifted not long after that, and I left Oscar’s office to 
take a position managing a bookkeeping service. With my new ability to 
stand up for myself and what I believed in, I grew the business from 2 
employees to 13. Then I bought the company. I designed a workshop to 
help others have wealth in their work and serenity in their spirit. In order 
to help others as I had been helped, I wrote a book, and then a second 
book. From very humble beginnings, my life has exploded with passion, 
purpose, and prosperity. I say yes when I want to and no when I must, 
without feeling guilty. 

It all began on that long-ago day when, sobbing in the bathroom, I 
remembered the lessons I had learned from a book. Some people sneer at 
self-help books, saying that they don’t really help anyone make lasting 
change. I smile to myself whenever I hear that—because I know better. I 
was drifting on a gloomy highway to nowhere, and a book showed me 
how to shift gears, turn left, and speed up the freeway to success. Now 
every day is a glorious ride in the sun. 
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In 1950, when I was 18, I lived in Limerick, Ireland, and worked as a 
houseboy in a Jesuit residence. There I was, mopping floors, washing out 
bathrooms, and shining shoes, while the priests were drinking fine wines 
out of crystal glasses and tucking into prime rib with their silver knives 
and forks. I used to watch them and wonder, How is it that they can live 
this way and I can’t? 

I had just returned from England, where I’d had a similar position in 
a monastery, as well as a few stints as a manual laborer. I hadn’t been 
much of a student and felt there was little hope for me ever amounting to 
very much in my life. What misfortune of birth put me into the poverty 
class? I would say to myself. I’m intelligent and I appreciate some of the 
finer things in life, so why am I at the bottom of the human heap? It all 
seemed so hopeless. 

To top it off, like most young men my age, I was terribly interested in 
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the girls. Ninety-nine percent of teenage boys admit they think of nothing 
but sex—and the other 1% are liars. It’s a universal phenomenon, and yet 
this natural human urge was made out by the Church to be sinful. 
Though the clergy blabbed on about the love of God and what have you, 
it was really all about shame and punishment. Catholicism—at least in 
Ireland—seemed to me obsessed with the sins of the flesh. 

You had to swear you would never masturbate, touch yourself, or 
even have an impure thought. Otherwise you would end up burning in 
hell for eternity. You went to confession and did your penances, but you 
knew you were only postponing the inevitable: With that storm of im-
pure thoughts raging continually in your head, what were the chances 
that you’d die in a state of grace? Suffused with remorse and weary of 
feeling ashamed and of considering myself doomed in this world and the 
next, I began to question what I now saw as the Church’s dogma. 

My saving grace in life was that I’d always been a reader. As a young 
child, I learned to read all on my own, before I even started school. 
When I was about seven, I got my hands on a copy of A History of India. 
It took me a whole year to read it, and it just fascinated me—all the prac-
tices, the colors, the different religions, the variety of gods, the festive 
marriages, the ceremonies, and the strange foods. Then at 18, while I was 
working for the Jesuits, I came across a tattered volume about the life of 
Mahatma Gandhi. Because of my fascination with all things Indian, I 
gobbled up the book. 

What a man! Of course I loved how Gandhi pissed off the entire 
British Empire. We Irish have to admire the man for that because we’ve 
also suffered at the hands of the British. I read how Gandhi organized 
nonviolent marches and protests—risking his life to help the Indian peo-
ple overthrow British rule. The Brits had an empire stretching all the way 
from Ireland to India, and the Irish and the Indians were united in their 
resistance to it. That struck me as being so beautiful and awful, all at the 
same time. 

But the main thing about Gandhi’s life that absolutely stunned me was 
his spirituality. Here was a man who was a vegetarian, who dressed in sim-
ple clothing and talked in simple terms, and who was not afraid of death. 
He went to jail many times, sacrificed everything, and yet condemned no 
one. He never talked about hell or eternal damnation but loved all people 
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equally and believed in their fundamental goodness. I could not imagine 
a greater contrast with Catholic doctrine. For the first time, I glimpsed a 
difference between religion and true spirituality. 

But I wasn’t ready to make a big shift in my life. I would say that the 
book planted a seed in me, which came to fruition in its own good time. 
At that point in my life—age 21—I still lumped spirituality in with 
religion, so I left Ireland exclaiming, “A plague on all your houses,” and 
set sail for America, the land where I was born. On the ship, before even 
setting foot in New York, I went on a binge that lasted 30 years. I drank, 
womanized, and spent money like water. I lived just a crazy, wild life. 

In my late twenties, on one of my more outrageous adventures, I be-
came a gold smuggler and got to see India, the country that so fascinated 
me. I’d always wanted to visit, and I knew this was the only opportunity 
I’d ever get, so I took it. The country was everything I had imagined as a 
little boy. I went to funerals and watched the singing processions and the 
corpses being burned on the sandalwood, but I kept my distance because 
I was still wary of religion and ritual. The food and clothes and colors 
were all infinitely more intense than anywhere else I’d been. And the 
smell! There was a smell in the air like none other on Earth: a sweet 
aroma with elements of decomposition in it. 

While in Delhi, I visited Gandhi’s memorial. He doesn’t have a tomb 
because he was cremated and his ashes were spread all over India. It was 
a quiet, somber moment for me. Here I was, up to my eyeballs in hedo-
nism and profligacy, standing in front of a memorial to a man who was 
austerity personified. In honor of this man, I told myself, I’d better mend 
my ways. 

But I didn’t. I went back to my dissolute life until I was in my early 
fifties. Along the way, I destroyed a marriage with a wife and two chil-
dren. Then I remarried but still didn’t get on the straight and narrow for 
another 15 years. 

By then, I was in a horrendously bleak place in my life. Everything 
had gone wrong—my marriage and my career were on the rocks—and 
the drinking and the hedonism weren’t fun anymore. I took a trip to Ire-
land and stormed around the place in a vile mood, angry at the country 
and at the crazy-making religion it had been hosting for centuries. I was 
determined that everyone should get down on their knees and beg my 
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forgiveness, but nobody seemed inclined to say they were sorry. I nearly 
drank myself into an Irish grave. 

When I returned to the States, I made an appointment to see my doc-
tor because I was feeling so bad. I thought he’d diagnose some disease, 
but he just said, “You know, you’re drinking too much, smoking too 
much, and eating too much.” I said, “What’ll I do about that? Will you 
give me something for it?” He said, “Yes. I’ll give you a bill if you don’t 
get out of here and clean up your life.” 

That was the turning point. The seed that had been planted in me 
when I read Gandhi’s biography finally germinated. I made up my mind 
to be a better man and got sober. That was over 20 years ago. Today, I’m 
not exactly thin—I’m about twice the size of Gandhi because I still eat 
too much—but I don’t drink, don’t smoke, and don’t eat red meat. I’m 
quite a loving husband and father, still married to the woman I wed 40 
years ago. Life is good. 

What’s more, all my distrust of ritual and religion and fear of death 
are gone. I realize now that rituals are fine. People need a place and a time 
to get together, so we can celebrate and mourn. Both are important in 
community. And without all that fear about hell and sin and sinners, I’m 
curious about death. I’ve come to view it not as an ending but merely a 
transition. 

I have always aspired to Gandhi’s frame of mind, particularly his abil-
ity to forgive his enemies. I’ve come a long way toward that goal, though 
my brand of forgiveness is more in the vein of my fellow Irishman Oscar 
Wilde, who once said, “Always forgive your enemies; nothing annoys 
them so much.” Who knew that being sober could be so much fun? 
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The Victorian-style home I grew up in on the northwest side of Chicago 
boasted a massive floor-to-ceiling bookcase in the main hallway. Every 
day on his way to work, my father would stop for a moment, select a 
book, and be out the door. Back in the 1960s—before the advent of video 
games, cable television, and computers—the stories and ideas that fed 
our imaginations came from the many books in our home. 

Today, as I look at my own extensive home library, I see a collection 
that ranges from a rare and deeply prized first edition of the spiritual 
classic The Life and Teachings of the Masters of the Far East to person-
ally autographed copies from some of the numerous guests I have 
hosted on my radio show over the years. And though there are well over 
500 books lining the shelves, there is only one that I have read for the last 
36 autumns without fail: Instant Replay: The Green Bay Diary of Jerry 
Kramer. 

The little paperback is barely recognizable as a book. It’s been taped 
and retaped countless times, in an effort to keep the cover in place. The 
pages are severely dog-eared from dozens of late-night thumb-throughs, 
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and there are two “autographs” inside—Jerry Kramer’s in the front and 
Vince Lombardi’s in the back—scribbled by me when I was 10 years old. 

To a kid growing up in Chicago, the Green Bay Packers were the evil 
men to the north. I lived and breathed the Bears and was at home with 
names such as Sayers, Butkus, and O’Bradovich. To even speak the 
names of the Packers was considered a sacrilege on the playground. All 
through the years that the Packers regularly pounded the Bears, I man-
aged to hold my ground—until the summer day in 1968 when my dad 
needed a shave during our vacation. 

Every summer we went to Wisconsin and stayed just outside of Ap-
pleton in a little place called the Dreamland Motel. The name said it all. 
For those 10 days every year, life was a dream. Appleton seemed very far 
away from Chicago, and for a kid who spent most of his life in the city, it 
was life with no boundaries. We stayed up late, went fishing, shot a .22-
caliber rifle on my aunt and uncle’s nearby farm, and ran in the cornfield 
until we were exhausted. My dad and Uncle Ron had an ongoing bet 
every year about the upcoming football season—the Bear–Packer thing 
again—and it usually had something to do with a case of beer. 

The day before we drove back to Chicago, my dad went to the store 
for some supplies and returned with a book in his hand. “I didn’t buy this. 
It came with the razor,” he explained as he set it down. “I would never buy 
a book about the Packers.” There on the table sat the paperback edition 
of Instant Replay, attached to a Personna “Electro-Coated Blade” razor 
as a promotion. 

When we left the next day, my dad placed the book among some bags 
on the floor in the back of our 1959 Chevy Impala. While my sister and I 
fought for seat space in the back, I uncovered it. Without thinking, I 
opened the book to the black-and-white photo pages in the middle. 
There were Jerry Kramer and Fuzzy Thurston leading Jimmy Taylor on 
a classic Packer sweep. There was Kramer in the pit battling Merlin Olsen 
and Alex Karras. I gave in and began to read. 

On that warm summer day in 1968, as my dad headed the family car 
south for Chicago, I devoured Instant Replay. My life would never be the 
same. As I read, the lessons began to sink into my young subconscious 
mind. Although it was a book about football, it was also a book about 
life: about the will to win and do your best—and then find another level 
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to perform on. It was about going within yourself and digging deeper 
than you ever thought possible. And it was about teamwork and struggle 
and discipline and effort. 

Reading Instant Replay allowed me to relive the 1967 championship 
season from beginning to end with the most successful team (on and 
off the field) in the history of sports. I quickly learned the names that 
were verboten in our neighborhood: Forrest Gregg, Bart Starr, and Max 
McGee, not to mention the feared but respected name of a short Italian 
named Vince Lombardi. I observed these men in action, through the eyes 
of right guard Jerry Kramer. I felt like one of them, which is a tribute to 
the skill and candor of Kramer and his coauthor Dick Schaap. I began to 
think that becoming the best I could be should be the number-one priority 
in my life—no matter what I decided to do. It was pretty powerful stuff 
for a 10-year-old. 

As the years passed, Instant Replay became a must-read every fall. I 
applied the lessons of the book to my high school football career and was 
named cocaptain in my senior year. Leadership, commitment to a goal, 
and playing until the final tick of the clock gave me a pattern of discipline 
that moved me through college football, semi-pro and coaching careers, 
and a four-year tour of duty in the United States Coast Guard. Every fall, 
like clockwork, Instant Replay took me back to the Lombardi years and 
the oft-repeated themes of winning and losing and how important it is to 
challenge myself every day. These lessons became a part of me. 

In the late 1980s I connected with a former Chicago Bears player and 
cocreated a magazine called Pro Athlete Insider. As we were putting to-
gether an advisory board, one name immediately popped into my head. 
If there was an athlete who understood the importance of this project and 
what it would take to make it work, it was Jerry Kramer. 

After a lot of digging, I found Jerry Kramer’s phone number. He was 
living in Idaho. I steadied myself as I prepared to make the call. What 
will I say to him? How can I possibly thank him for being such an important 
part of my life? 

I dialed and held my breath. Then a husky voice barked, “This is 
Jerry.” 

“Mr. Kramer? I—my name is John and I . . .  uh, just wanted to 
thank you for writing Instant Replay. Because of that book—and the way 
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you blocked Merlin Olsen—I learned that I have talents and abilities that 
I might never have found. I was wondering if you would consider being 
part of a new magazine that makes sure ten-year-old boys know how im-
portant it is to dream big—even if they hate the Packers.” 

Jerry laughed. As I remember, that call lasted about half an hour. 
He invited me to a roast of Packer defensive end Willie Davis in Appleton 
the following weekend. As I drove north from Chicago, the memories 
came flooding back. Many of the old landmarks were gone: The Big Boy 
Restaurant on College Avenue had a new name, condos had replaced 
the Dreamland Motel, and a massive mall now stood where corn once 
grew. But none of that mattered because I was going to spend the eve-
ning with Jerry Kramer and the Packers. That trip was a turning point in 
my life. 

The roast was a glorious evening—listening to the tales of days 
gone by from a group of men I had only read about. Their humility and 
camaraderie were infectious. We stayed up late listening to war stories: 
how Max McGee and Paul Hornung sent Lombardi into fits of anger 
over their late-night forays into every town’s watering hole. Or the time 
that Jerry Kramer tried to tell Frank Sinatra how to sing. We relived 
the Ice Bowl victory over the Dallas Cowboys into the wee hours of the 
morning. 

The next day I drove farther north to Green Bay to attend an event at 
the Packer Hall of Fame as Jerry’s guest. It was Bear–Packer week, and 
as we all sat down at the long lunch table and introduced ourselves, it 
quickly became clear that I was the only Chicagoan in the room. The 
man next to me, sitting in a wheelchair and hooked to an oxygen tank, 
became animated and energetic as he described a lifelong dedication to 
the Packers. He vented his hatred of the Bears and Coach Mike Ditka, 
saying that if he could get out of his wheelchair, he would do unspeak-
able things to the Bears coach. Then he turned to me and said, “Where 
are you from, son?” 

To save my backside in hostile territory, I replied the only way I 
could: “Denver!” 

Since that day in Green Bay, Jerry Kramer became a real presence in 
my life. He has advised me on numerous projects, and we have collabo-
rated on a few. He visited me at my home in Upper Michigan, and one of 
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my fondest memories of Jerry is the warm summer evening when, after a 
day of golf and a great dinner, we drove lakeside singing John Denver’s 
“Some Days Are Diamonds” at the top of our lungs with the windows 
down. I’m sure the wildlife appreciated our harmony. 

As Jerry’s stay ended and he headed home, I realized that the dreams 
I held as a 10-year-old boy had indeed come true. Since 1997 I have 
hosted a talk radio show I created to remind listeners that life is just like a 
football game: If you are lucky, you get four quarters to play; you will be 
challenged on a daily basis to adapt to and overcome the obstacles life 
puts in our path; you need to create a good team to win; and having a 
great coach is all-important. 

Thousands of guests have brought their unique talents and perspec-
tives to my show, and we estimate that since the show began, we have 
given away over 5,000 books, ranging from New York Times best sellers 
to self-published works. There is something sacred that touches the hu-
man spirit between the covers of a good book—a place that only words 
on paper can find. When we read a book, our most essential trait— 
imagination—is given the opportunity to soar. And although the words 
in a book remain the same, their meaning changes as we grow from read-
ing them over and over again. 

There have been more than a few challenges in my life: a severe 
electrical shock at 19; a near-fatal auto crash at 27; the loss of every-
thing in a bad business deal at the age of 36, which forced my family to 
live in a motel for a year; an 800-mile walk from Upper Michigan to 
Chicago and back that started out as fund-raising venture and turned 
into a life-changing adventure; and the life-giving donation of a kidney 
to my daughter when I was 43. Through all that—and more—Instant 
Replay and the lessons it contains has gotten me through. If Jerry 
Kramer could endure all his operations and still play, I’d also heal from 
my injury. If Vince Lombardi could persist until he attained his goal of 
coaching a world championship team, I, too, could begin again no 
matter what. 

One could say that I am in the early third quarter of my life now— 
more than a few autumns have come and gone. I live 300 miles north of 
Chicago; my parents have both passed on. Jerry Kramer is in his early 
seventies, and some of the men whose names appear in Instant Replay 
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have, like my folks, gone to their next adventure. The game clock keeps 
ticking. 

Yet every fall, when the leaves begin to turn and the wind has a bit 
more snap to it, I pull out my tattered copy of Instant Replay. The mo-
ment my fingers touch those familiar pages, I am 10 years old in the back 
of my dad’s 1959 Impala and my whole life is ahead of me. 
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When my son Patrick was a toddler, I was always looking for ways to en-
tertain him and keep him busy. Sometimes videos would do the trick, but 
at that time there were few on the market for the very young child. The 
old adage “Necessity is the mother of invention” proved true: I was able 
to create a children’s entertainment property, and a new business, as the 
result of my early motherhood experiences. I felt that if the storylines 
worked with my son, they would work with all children—Patrick was an 
excellent focus group of one! And that is how Barney, the six-foot purple 
dinosaur, was born. 

Putting a team together and building the Barney series was the start 
of a wonderfully creative and exciting period in my life. Today, almost 19 
years later, Patrick has grown up—Barney has grown up—and we’ve all 
moved on to other exciting projects and endeavors. 
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Three years ago, our family took a trip to the Turks and Caicos 
Islands. Just before we left, a girlfriend told me about a book that she 
just couldn’t put down: The Power of Now, by Eckhart Tolle. “I am 
madly underlining everything,” she said. “It’s so fabulous. You have to 
read it.” 

I trusted my friend’s enthusiasm and decided to buy the audiobook to 
take along on the trip. My first day on the beach, I settled down with my 
tape player and earphones—and immediately I was hooked. It became 
my routine, and I looked forward, each day, to hearing the next chapters. 

The book was powerful. It wasn’t only what the author said, it was 
also how he said it: his voice, his manner of speech, his whole way of be-
ing. There wasn’t a wasted word; every sentence he spoke went straight 
to the heart. It felt so inspired. 

Early in the book, Tolle relates how, after years of depression, he 
reached a place of utter despair and said to himself, “I just cannot live 
with myself any longer.” In that moment, on the brink of suicide, he sud-
denly realized how odd that thought was. His next thought was, “If I 
cannot live with myself, there must be two of me: the ‘I’ and the ‘self ’ 
that ‘I’ cannot live with.” 

This intellectual breakthrough led Tolle directly into a radical ex-
perience of personal transformation. With the awareness of these two 
apparent identities—the “I” that was the consciousness observing the 
thoughts, and the “myself ” that was doing the thinking—he understood 
for the first time that he was not the content of his mind. When he 
stopped identifying with those thoughts and could observe them as sepa-
rate from himself, he found love and joy where before there had been fear 
and suffering. He writes that from that point on, there was a permanent 
undercurrent of peace in his life. 

Most of us remember hearing the phrase “I think, therefore I am.” 
However, what Tolle says, in effect, is “I am, therefore I think.” Tolle’s 
book helped me to understand that no matter what is going on in your 
mind, it’s not really who you are. Your mind is a tool of the self—a part 
of your being—but not the real you. The real you stands behind your 
mind—and is far greater than the mind itself. 

Hearing that, I had a glimpse of true freedom. I saw that I was no 
longer at the mercy of my mind: Even if fearful thoughts came into my 
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mind, I wasn’t fearful. I didn’t have to be gripped by emotions but could 
watch them come and go. 

I had always been drawn to inspirational books, and I thought that 
The Power of Now was a brilliant synthesis of many others I had read be-
fore. What Tolle said wasn’t new, but because it was presented in the con-
text of his own life story, it had tremendous clarity and power. It felt 
almost like a graduate course—as if all the other books I’d read had led 
me to this one special book. Still, my understanding and experience of 
Tolle’s principles were intellectual, not experiential. It took a personal 
drama of my own to make his concepts real. 

We returned home from our vacation, and for two weeks, everything 
went along as normal. Then one morning I received the type of call that 
every parent fears. 

“Mrs. Leach?” 
“Yes?” 
“It’s about Patrick.” 
I felt a sense of dread. It was his high school calling, and I could hear 

in the principal’s tone that the news wasn’t good. 
“What’s happened?” I said. 
“Your son has had a seizure. He’s on his way to the hospital.” 
I raced over to the hospital and ran inside. As you can imagine, I was in 

a state of extreme anxiety and fear. I kept thinking, What does this mean, a 
seizure at age seventeen with no outward signs that anything was wrong? 

The doctors performed a battery of tests and, after what seemed like 
an agonizingly long period of waiting, they informed me of the diagnosis: 
Patrick had a brain tumor. They said they were uncertain whether it was 
malignant or benign, and they would have to operate as soon as possible. 

My world turned upside down. All my former plans and priorities 
vanished from my mind, and I could only think over and over again: 
What’s going to happen to Patrick? How’s he going to handle this emotion-
ally? Is it cancer? Does that mean chemo? Does it mean a year from now he 
could be gone? I remembered conversations in the past in which people in 
crisis had talked about looking into the abyss—and now I understood 
what they had meant. My mind was gripped with the most powerful fear 
I had ever known. I felt helpless and vulnerable because the situation and 
outcome were totally out of my control. 
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So I began doing all the research I could—trying to understand the 
problem, locate the right surgeon, and so on. My mind was in turmoil, 
and it was almost impossible for me to sleep. I feared that at any moment, 
Patrick might have another seizure and need my help. At the same time, 
I realized that I had to create a feeling of normalcy, not just to keep my-
self sane but also to help Patrick, who was taking his cues from me. If I 
appeared upset or fearful, then I would send him a signal that he should 
be, too. 

In the midst of this trauma, I remembered The Power of Now and 
turned to it to help me create the best possible environment for us both. 
Every night, I listened to the tapes. Freed from the grip of fear by Tolle’s 
words and the sound of his calm, gentle voice, I was able to fall asleep. 
When I woke in the wee hours of the morning and my mind naturally 
turned to fearful thoughts, I put the earphones back on and listened 
again. I found great comfort in Tolle’s soothing spirit and in the book’s 
profound message: All fear comes from living in the past or the future, which 
are both in our minds—in reality, it is always now. As long as we stay with 
the Now, we have peace. Knowing this, we can choose peace at any moment. 

I began to experience this wisdom at a very deep level. My fear was 
based on what might happen in the future. It had no reality in the Now. If 
I stopped and asked myself, Is anything bad happening right this second? I 
realized that the answer was no. Patrick was alive, we were together, and 
in this moment, he was okay. Then I became peaceful, and grateful, and 
could go back to sleep. 

During the month that we were waiting for surgery, I practiced “be-
ing in the moment of Now” many times each day. On some level, I was 
always aware of Tolle’s message and the truth it conveyed. The future 
was too scary to contemplate, and the past was already gone. All we had 
was the Now. I learned to find peace in that moment and, stringing those 
moments together, I was able to convey a sense of peace and well-being 
to Patrick. 

And in the end, everything worked out fine. Patrick had no further 
seizures, the surgery itself went beautifully, with no complications or 
brain damage, and the tumor was benign. 

From my own experience, I think the truth and wisdom that Tolle 
brings forth can help anyone in a time of crisis, as well as in everyday life. 
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Emotions come and go, but we are not those emotions; they just pass 
through us. At any moment, we can choose to participate in fear and 
doubt, or we can turn to the Now and find peace. Then, from that place of 
peace, we can continue forward to deal with the situation at hand. Our 
life situation may be the same, but we can alter our response to it. 

After Patrick was given a clean bill of health, I experienced such pro-
found joy and gratitude that everything around me—even life itself— 
seemed to radiate and sparkle. I found myself living in the Now more 
and more and feeling increasingly centered and calm. In that state of 
calm, undistracted by thoughts and concerns about the past and future, I 
discovered something wonderful: the “I” behind the mind is part of one 
connected presence. That peace that I found in the moment of Now is 
at the core of every individual being and also the collective Being of 
everything that is. I was experiencing what all the great spiritual teachers 
throughout time have told us: We are all connected; we are all one. 

Today, the inspiration and wisdom I received in The Power of Now 
helps guide our work in the Shei’rah Foundation. My partner, Howard 
Rosenfeld, and I started the foundation to fund and support projects that 
promote an awareness of unity that celebrates diversity. The foundation 
works primarily with youth, funding media-based projects. One of our 
projects, called Chat the Planet, links up kids from all over the world via 
two-way TV, so they can talk about things important to them. On several 
occasions, Chat the Planet has connected college-aged kids in Baghdad 
with college-aged kids in Manhattan. They talked about dating, school, 
music, the war, and so on, and quickly became real people to one another. 

Young people easily see that beneath the variations of language, cul-
ture, and religious beliefs, we are more alike than we are different. There 
is no real separation. What we do to another, we do to ourselves—if we 
hurt another, we’re hurting ourselves. If more people could understand 
this simple truth, the global situation could change dramatically. 

Today I am doing all that I can to further awareness of Eckhart 
Tolle’s central message: that peace can be found in this moment of Now. 
It is empowering to know that we can rise above our thoughts of fear and 
doubt to a place of oneness and peace—a place in which we create a new 
reality, not only for ourselves but also for the world. 
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For many years now, I’ve found that some of the deepest shifts in my life 
have come when I have a book in my hand. When I read, I pause often to 
let an idea or a phrase resonate within me. Resonance, in this case, means 
feeling the vibrations of something in the sensitive instrument of the body. 

My first clear experience of resonance was on a physical level, dur-
ing a meditation retreat at a Zen monastery. On the retreat, a gong sig-
naled the beginning and end of the 40-minute meditation period we 
practiced at dawn and at dusk. The head monk invited us to let the vibra-
tions of the gong resonate within us as long as we could feel them. 
On the first day or two of the weeklong retreat, I heard the gong as a 
deep-toned “bong” that quickly faded within seconds. As the week went 
on, though, something quite remarkable happened. I grew more sensi-
tive in my mind and body, because of the hours of meditative practice, 
the quiet work of gardening (which was done in silence), and the long 
strolls in the forest that surrounded the monastery. With my increased 
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sensitivity, I began to notice that I could feel and hear the gong for 
longer and longer periods of time. By the end of the week I was savoring 
the subtle vibrations of the “bong” for minutes instead of seconds. I 
mentioned this awareness to the head monk, and he told me that the med-
itation hall had been constructed to enhance this experience. Indeed, the 
very wood used in the building had been carefully chosen by his mentor 
for its pleasing resonant qualities. 

I like to think transformational reading works in the same way. Each 
one of us can construct a resonant interior that allows us, with practice, 
to appreciate deeper and deeper levels of connection with the concepts 
and the music of the words. I believe that our sensitivity to resonance is 
cultivated simply by pausing as we read, to try on the concept we’re read-
ing about in our own body and mind. Once we open to it, this resonance 
has the power to shake loose old beliefs and stir the deep well of our be-
ing. This technique can produce dramatic results—even when reading 
books you have read before. 

I came across the teachings of Epictetus in my twenties. The title of 
his small book, The Enchiridion (Greek for “close to hand”), is often 
translated as Manual or Handbook. My own translation of it is The Book 
of Life, because I believe that its wisdom can be applied to everything es-
sential about human existence. Gathered by Epictetus’s students 2,000 
years ago from his oral teachings, The Book of Life is regarded by many 
as humankind’s first self-help book. 

I first read The Book of Life during an especially cerebral period of 
my life: as a graduate student. It made tremendous sense to me on an in-
tellectual level, and in the years that followed, I used Epictetus’s concepts 
in my practice and in my own life. It wasn’t until much later that I experi-
enced a whole-being shift from reading the same material. 

About eight years ago, in a time of deep sadness about the loss of my 
granddaughter, a child I’d loved and held in my arms nearly every day 
for the six months she was with us, I felt despair about ever being able to 
get out from under the cloud of grief that engulfed me. Weeks had gone 
by, and I couldn’t shake the sadness. I’d talked to friends, to counselors, 
to family, and still the sadness remained. Part of me knew I needed to 
dispel the fog of grief so I could be present for others who needed me, 
but knowing this was not enough to make it happen. 
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I was still in mourning when one day, seeing my ancient, battered 
edition of Epictetus on the bookshelf, I picked it up and read the first line: 

You can be happy if you know this secret: 
Some things are within your power to control 

and some things are not. 

I felt Epictetus speaking directly to me across the centuries and paused 
and resonated with what he was inviting me to do. I took a few deep breaths 
and let the wisdom of these simple words suffuse me. I felt a profound shift 
inside my mind and body. I realized that the fact of my loss was far outside 
my power to control. I could not control it or change it in any way! As this 
sank in, I realized where much of my recent stress and suffering had come 
from: I’d been expending massive energy trying to control the past— 
attempting to rewrite reality so that my loss had never occurred. I had been 
attempting to reinvent the past, and the exertion had exhausted me. 

Suddenly I saw that I’d been trying with every fiber of my being to 
control something I could not control. I cannot describe the serenity that 
rushed over me when I relaxed my attempt to control the uncontrollable. 

An even deeper understanding began to sink in. I realized that I had 
been engaged in a battle to control the emotions of grief and sadness in 
my own body. I saw that I had been trying to minimize them, to make 
them not be there, to get over them. Even my family and friends, with the 
very best of intentions, had been trying to talk me out of my feelings. 
They had told me that “time would heal me,” that “a brighter day would 
someday come.” They had meant well, but underneath their helpful plat-
itudes had been the unspoken message: Don’t feel what you’re feeling. 

I had been trying to control things that were fundamentally uncon-
trollable, and the cost had been the moment-by-moment disruption of my 
peace of mind. My inner experience since my granddaughter’s death had 
been somewhat like driving a car with one foot on the accelerator and the 
other on the brakes. I had felt nothing but an unsettling inner shimmy, 
and the rattle had unnerved my every moment. 

But now, with the help of Epictetus, I realized the pointlessness of 
trying to control my emotions. They have a life of their own, and they 
will last as long as they last. Applying the wisdom Epictetus conveys in 
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his first sentence, I relaxed my resistance, letting go of my effort to wish 
my feelings away. A whole-body, whole-being serenity began to spread 
through me, and it felt very, very good. The clouds of grief began to dis-
perse; I felt life begin to flow in me again. I still felt the sadness, of 
course, but now I was at peace with it . . . simply letting it be. For me it 
was the essential first step in moving beyond the devastating experience 
so I could be there for the other loved ones who were counting on me. 

That brief moment in time exerted such a powerful positive influence 
on me that it has affected the way I live my life and practice my profession 
ever since. Once I counseled a woman who had left an abusive marriage 
and a husband who sought to control nearly every move she made. Al-
though she was now out of the marriage, she had taken her own internal 
control mechanisms with her into her new life. She doubted her every 
move. Should I go back to school? Yes, but what if I fail? Should I go out 
with the man who’s been seeking me out at church? No, what if he’s just an-
other control freak? Her control-mind tied her in knots. 

I asked her point-blank: “What are you trying to control that’s in fact 
absolutely uncontrollable?” She blinked rapidly as she tried to cogitate 
the meaning of what I was asking. Suddenly she got it. “I’m trying to 
control the past and the future,” she said. “I’m trying to have my mar-
riage turn out differently, to succeed instead of fail. And I’m trying to get 
hold of the future and make a deal with it so I don’t ever feel that kind of 
pain again. No wonder I’m so wired I can’t sleep at night! No wonder I 
wake up tired.” 

Tired and wired . . . controlling the universe can definitely make you 
feel that way. I know, because I’ve been in exactly that same place. I’ve 
gone to bed wired and awakened tired, exhausted by the struggle to 
change the unchangeable. Thanks to Epictetus, though, I haven’t had to 
stay there as long each time. When I feel the high-wire tension of anxiety 
or the sluggish muddiness of a depressed mood coming on, I pause and 
let the first line of Epictetus resonate in me. I ask myself, What am I try-
ing to control that’s not within my power to control? I reflect on it deeply: 
What am I trying to change that’s unchangeable by me? 

I pause and ask myself those questions still. Even after so many years 
of feeling their gentle power in my life, they never, ever fail me. 
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In our family, John F. Kennedy was revered—he might not have been the 
Second Coming, but he was pretty close. My father, one of the few 
Democrats in our town, was the chairman of the local party for decades. 
There was a radio on top of our refrigerator, and I remember all of us 
listening to the election returns in 1956 when Adlai Stevenson, whom 
my parents also worshipped, lost for the second time by a landslide to 
Dwight Eisenhower. That was a dismal day for us. 

We were very excited about ideas at our house. We talked about issues 
such as poverty and equal rights, and from an early age I believed that 
everyone deserved respect and fair treatment. Like most kids, my three 
sisters and I learned by watching and listening to our parents. They 
showed us that principles were important, and that there were such things 
as values: Lead a life of purpose. Don’t embarrass yourself or your 
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family. Don’t cheat. Turn your homework in on time. Keep your word. 
In our family, there was definitely the concept that we do the right thing. 

So when I read Profiles in Courage by John F. Kennedy, I was already 
wired to appreciate its message. I read it on a spring day in 1962, sitting 
by Crystal Lake in my hometown of Averill Park, New York. I was 15 
years old, a sophomore in high school, and President Kennedy was still 
in the White House. As I sat there turning the pages, a whole new world 
opened up to me—one I had never imagined. It was a world of statesmen 
and of leaders rising above party and politics, and sometimes even the 
will of their constituents, to do what they thought was right regardless of 
the personal consequences. 

I had always been interested in politics, and as an Eagle Scout had 
studied local, state, and national government for merit badges. But now, 
as I read Kennedy’s famous book, I saw the moral conflicts behind the de-
cisions and events of history. Written in 1955 while Kennedy was still a 
freshman U.S. senator from Massachusetts, Profiles in Courage contains 
stories about a number of past U.S. senators and other public servants. I 
was especially impressed by the story of Edmund G. Ross, a young, 
newly elected Republican senator from Kansas, who cast the decisive vote 
in the impeachment trial of Andrew Johnson. Ross’s fellow Republicans 
had engineered the impeachment of the president in order to take over the 
executive branch. But in an incredible act of political courage—which in-
stantly doomed him to political oblivion—Ross voted for Johnson’s ac-
quittal. Despite tremendous political pressure, he did what he thought 
was right. What a hard thing to do, I thought, admiring his bravery. 

But the story that had the largest impact on my life is tucked away 
at the back of the book in the section called “Other Men of Political 
Courage.” There, Kennedy devotes, literally, just four or five paragraphs 
to John Adams of Massachusetts, the first vice president under George 
Washington and the second president of the United States. Kennedy be-
gins by describing how, during the Boston Massacre on March 5, 1770, 
British sentries fired on and killed five Bostonians. In the aftermath, the 
British captain and seven soldiers were indicted and charged with murder 
by the colonial government. 

At that time, John Adams was in his mid-thirties—an up-and-
coming young lawyer, and more importantly, a pre–Revolutionary War 
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patriot—a Son of Liberty. He, his cousin Sam Adams, and John Hancock 
were the three leading anti-British activists in the Massachusetts Colony. 
Nonetheless, when no lawyer was willing to defend the British soldiers, 
John Adams agreed to do it himself, even though those eight men repre-
sented everything he despised. 

Adams did a brilliant job of defending the soldiers in two trials and 
proved there was no evidence that his clients had maliciously and without 
provocation fired on the mob attacking them. He had accepted this unpop-
ular representation—and zealously championed their defense—because he 
believed in the rule of law. Adams wanted to prove that the people of Mass-
achusetts Colony and the 13 American colonies were capable of honorable 
self-government, and that meant even detested British soldiers could get a 
fair trial in hostile Boston. Eventually, the soldiers were acquitted. 

Adams won the case but paid a heavy price. He lost most of his law 
practice and many of his friends and was reviled in the press. Even his 
cousin ostracized him. From the start, he realized that this would happen, 
so his defense of the soldiers was an exceptionally noble and courageous 
act of conscience. 

This story opened my eyes to the world outside the little hamlet 
of Averill Park—a world of big ideas and people willing to take a stand 
for what’s important. I am convinced that I went on to become a lawyer 
because of this book, and specifically this one-page reference to John 
Adams’s gutsy defense of the Boston soldiers. 

Reading Profiles in Courage also made me take a harder look at my-
self. At 15, I was not a popular kid; I was overweight and always the 
last one picked. To make matters worse, I’d always thought that being 
“one of the guys” was the most important thing in life. Kennedy’s stories 
and commentary woke me up, helping me to see that popularity was 
ephemeral and not the true measure of a person’s character. 

Not long after that, I had a chance to put my new ideals into action. 
People’s defining moments are precipitated in many different ways; for 
me, it was seeing Billy Norman being teased. Billy, who was mentally 
handicapped, lived across the street from us. He was a little older than 
I, and as children, we had played together. He had a great tire swing in 
his backyard, and his father had an old DeSoto that we used to sit in and 
pretend we were driving. 
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The bullies in our public high school liked to make fun of Billy. 
They’d knock his books down, ruffle his hair, and pull his sweater up over 
his head—stupid stuff. The worst of them was a guy named George. I al-
ways hated the way they treated Billy, but I never did anything about it, 
maybe because George and the others were older and bigger than I was. 

Then, one day I saw George giving Billy a particularly hard time. 
Acting on impulse, I walked up to him and said, “George, you’re a real 
tough guy picking on Billy. You know, it doesn’t take much to make fun 
of someone who doesn’t have all of his faculties.” Then I said, “What if 
Billy was your brother?” I was afraid I might get popped in the nose for 
that one, but I didn’t care. I just had to stand up for what was right. 
George said something snide, but he and his buddies walked away and let 
Billy alone. 

Kennedy’s book influenced me again when I was elected student 
body president my senior year. As president, I had to appoint someone 
chief justice of the school’s supreme court. I chose my opponent, a senior 
who was ideally suited for the position, over my campaign manager, a ju-
nior, who had worked hard to get me elected. I knew many people would 
be mad at me, but I didn’t feel I had a choice: Again, it was just the right 
thing to do. 

From high school, I went on to college and law school and then had 
the honor of a lifetime—becoming a U.S. Supreme Court law clerk for 
Justice Byron White. I clerked for White, who was an extraordinary 
man, for 13 tumultuous months—from July of 1973 to August of 1974— 
during the Watergate era. I attended the Senate Watergate hearings and 
followed the dramatic developments as they unfolded. The Saturday 
night that Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox was fired, I thought I might 
hear tanks rumbling down the cobblestone streets of Capitol Hill where I 
lived. I heard the historic argument in the Supreme Court in which Spe-
cial Prosecutor Leon Jaworski battled for access to the presidential tapes, 
and I assisted Justice White in drafting a portion of the Supreme Court’s 
landmark opinion in United States v. Nixon, establishing that no person 
(including the president) is above the law. 

Imagine my excitement! I’d come from a small, rural town where my 
dad (an orphan who grew up in Hell’s Kitchen) owned the liquor store, 
my mom was a librarian, and my aunt was the postmaster. Now, I was at 
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the highest court in the land—the Supreme Court—a witness to history. 
All this inspired me to run for Congress six years later. I was trounced in 
the Ronald Reagan landslide in November 1980, and although it was a 
valuable experience, I ended up with a sour taste in my mouth because of 
the influence of money and the tremendous amount of fund-raising re-
quired for campaigning. Once I had a family, I decided that I’d rather set-
tle down and practice law. 

Over the last 25 years, I’ve handled civil cases ranging from environ-
mental, pharmaceutical, and constitutional law to antitrust, copyright, 
and securities. Every case gives me an opportunity to learn something 
new. I have taken on some unpopular causes as well. I’ve handled civil 
rights cases, represented maligned journalists who have been fired for 
doing their job, and just filed a brief in the Supreme Court, advocating 
the cause of Guantánamo Bay detainees. 

Inspired by Senator Ross, who gave the president of the United 
States he despised a fair trial, and by John Adams, who defended the 
British soldiers whose presence in Boston he found an abomination, I 
take on controversial cases because I, too, believe the highest principle in 
democracy is the rule of law. 

The day that President Kennedy was assassinated, I was sitting in bi-
ology class when the terrible news was announced. I rode the bus home 
and walked over to my father’s store in the village. I had never seen my 
father cry before. This war-hardened man, my hero—who was still a six-
foot-three, 190-pound specimen of steel—wept and hugged me. “They 
killed him! They killed him!” my dad kept saying as he sobbed uncon-
trollably. It felt as though my world was coming unglued, spiraling out 
of control. It was a very sad time for my family and the country. 

Yet today, despite the revelations of the darker side of Kennedy’s 
Camelot, the valuable legacies of his idealistic vision and spirit remain. 
The remarkable examples of nobility and integrity that Kennedy docu-
mented in Profiles in Courage have the same power to genuinely inspire 
that they did 50 years ago. On that long-ago day, my life was lifted to a 
higher plane, which has guided and directed my actions ever since. 
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I started my sports career as a baseball player. When I graduated from 
Wake Forest University in June of 1962, although I had plans to go to 
graduate school in the fall, I also wanted to play baseball. My father and I 
shared a deep love of the sport, which started for me the day he took me 
to my first game when I was seven. It had always been my dream to play 
professionally, and he had encouraged me in that goal. Driving home 
from my graduation that June, my father had been killed in a car accident. 
Though deeply saddened, I decided to “take a swing” at that dream any-
way. A week later, I signed a contract with the Phillies organization and 
was promptly sent to play for the Marlins, their minor league team in Mi-
ami, Florida. 

I hadn’t been in Florida long when one afternoon on a day off, I was 
browsing at Burdine’s department store in downtown Miami. I ended up, as 
usual, in the book section. I’d been spending a lot of my spare time reading 
baseball books by sports writers and sports historians. That afternoon, my 
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eye was caught by a book lying on a table of new releases. My attention was 
immediately riveted by the book’s cover. It was a photograph of a man with 
close-cropped, sandy-colored hair sitting in a ballpark, his leg propped on a 
stadium seat, a cigarette held in one large hand as he stared across the field. 
The book was titled Veeck—As In Wreck: The Chaotic Career of Baseball’s 
Incorrigible Maverick and was written by Bill Veeck himself. 

Everyone in the baseball world knew about Bill Veeck. He was the 
owner of teams in the big leagues—he owned the Cleveland Indians for 
a while, the St. Louis Browns, and the Chicago White Sox. Yet more than 
that, he was a legendary sports executive and was known as “baseball’s 
flamboyant promoter.” I had been fascinated with Bill Veeck for years, so 
I paid the $3.95 they were asking for the thick, hardcover book. You can 
imagine my pleasure when I opened the cover and noticed that it con-
tained Veeck’s signature. 

Standing in the store, I began reading. The first chapter was about 
one of baseball’s most bizarre moments: the day in St. Louis in 1951 
when Bill Veeck, as a publicity stunt, sent a midget named Eddie Gaedel 
to the plate to lead off in a real game. I remembered opening the newspa-
per when it happened and seeing the picture of Gaedel standing at home 
plate, his number 1/8 jersey hanging loosely on his miniature frame, 
the catcher kneeling behind him and the umpire hunched over in the 
background. As an 11-year-old, I had been wide-eyed with wonder at the 
daring of the stunt—Veeck had thrown a cream pie in the face of con-
vention, upsetting my notions about the solemn nature of the sport. I 
wasn’t surprised that the book would start with this famous caper, but I 
was startled to read that one of Veeck’s associates in this stunt was a man 
named Big Bill Durney. Bill Durney was the general manager of the 
Miami Marlins, the team I was playing for! 

That summer I studied Veeck’s book. His ideas and audacity in-
trigued me. So many things he’d done to promote baseball were outra-
geous, risky, or just plain silly, but always memorable. Veeck once said, 
“. . . In baseball, all [the fan] walks away with is an illusion; an ephemeral 
feeling of having been entertained.” He felt his job was to develop and 
preserve that illusion by giving fans more vivid pictures to carry away 
in their heads. To that end, he hired the famous midget as well as men 
in spacesuits, and had live lobster giveaways, lush firework displays, 
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tightrope walkers, flagpole sitters, exploding scoreboards, and more. One 
of my favorites was Grandstand Managers’ Night, in which a thousand 
fans sitting behind home plate held up YES or NO signs in response to 
questions of strategy posed by the team’s coaches, while the team’s real 
manager sat back in a rocking chair with a pipe in his mouth and a pair of 
bedroom slippers on his feet. 

Veeck attracted national attention for the novelty and sheer comedy 
of his gimmicks, but they had a practical side as well. Through his ef-
forts, he took many of his newly acquired teams from the edge of bank-
ruptcy to solid financial success, sometimes doubling game attendance in 
a single season. And under his management, Veeck’s 1948 Cleveland In-
dians team won the World Series and his 1959 White Sox won the Amer-
ican League pennant. 

Veeck was controversial—a lot of the other owners hated him—but as 
the years have passed, it’s become clear that he was unappreciated by the 
people around him because he was simply ahead of his time. We have Veeck 
to thank for introducing the use of players’ names on the backs of uniforms, 
and he was one of the first owners to break the racial barrier in baseball. 
In 1947, Veeck signed African-American player Larry Doby, only weeks 
after Jackie Robinson was hired by the Brooklyn Dodgers. Veeck’s vision 
changed the face of sports promotion, and he was a pioneer in many areas of 
baseball finances that are still in practice today. Veeck—As in Wreck is still 
the funniest, liveliest, and most influential sports book I have ever read. 

Playing for the Marlins, I saw quite a bit of Bill Durney. I made a 
point to seek him out and spend time with him. We talked about Veeck 
often, and at the end of the season, I told him, “More than anything else 
in the world, I want to meet Bill Veeck.” 

The summer season had been fascinating. I had thoroughly enjoyed 
being a professional athlete, learning about the game I loved. I knew my 
odds of becoming a big-league player were remote, but why not a career 
in the front office? That week, I drove back to my home in Wilmington, 
Delaware, unsure of what my future held exactly—though I knew I 
wanted to be in baseball. 

I’d been in Wilmington only a couple of days when I got a call from 
Bill Durney. “I’ve spoken to Bill Veeck,” he told me, “and he would be 
pleased to see you. Here’s his number.” 
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At the time, Veeck was in retirement, living in Easton, Maryland, 
which wasn’t too far from Wilmington. I picked up the receiver to call 
him but couldn’t bring myself to dial the phone. I did this many times as I 
tried to master my nerves and shyness. Bill Veeck. I was calling the Bill 
Veeck. Finally, I dialed the number Bill Durney had given me—I can still 
remember it: TA2-4545—and the man himself answered the phone! Star-
tled by the refined quality of his voice—I was expecting something 
brasher—it took me a minute to respond. I told him who I was, and he 
said, “I’ve been expecting your call. When are you coming down?” That 
was a Monday. He told me to come on Wednesday and gave me directions. 

Wednesday arrived—one of those clear, gorgeous September days 
so characteristic of the middle-Atlantic region of our nation. I took the 
highway south to Veeck’s estate on the Chesapeake Bay and drove up the 
driveway. There he was, sitting on the porch of the house he called Tran-
quility, sunning himself as he read a book. I knew that Veeck had lost 
a leg in World War II while he was in the marines, and wore an artificial 
leg. That day, his shirt was off, he had on a pair of khaki shorts—and the 
leg was off. I later came to know that Bill Veeck was never a man to be 
formal with visitors and that he was voracious reader who always had a 
book or manuscript in his hand. 

I got out of the car and joined him on the porch. Once we shook 
hands, I was his friend. That was Veeck’s way. I expected to stay maybe 
15 minutes, just to meet him, but he invited me to stay for lunch. Every-
thing about that day made a deep impression on me. I can even remember 
the menu—bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwiches served by his wife, 
Mary Frances. We talked about a variety of things. Bill Veeck had a re-
markable repertoire of interests and a great talent for conversation. At 
one point I told him I didn’t think I was going to make it as a ballplayer 
and asked his advice. He told me to learn to type, to take classes in adver-
tising, to train myself in bookkeeping and economics. Four and a half 
hours later, I finally left, little realizing the enormous impact this man 
was going to have on my life. 

For the next 25 years, Bill Veeck was a friend, a mentor, a hero. I 
never worked for him, but he advised and guided me through the early 
years of my sports career. It was his creative and original approach to 
marketing baseball—really to life itself—that shaped my own evolution 
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from player to sports executive and eventually to motivational speaker 
and author. 

When I stopped playing baseball, I did everything he’d told me to do 
that first day I’d met him (except the bookkeeping; I couldn’t make 
myself stay awake for that one), and by the time I was 24, I was the gen-
eral manager of my first baseball team, South Carolina’s Spartanburg 
Phillies. In the years that followed, I sought Veeck’s counsel on a regular 
basis, and he was always there for me until his death in 1986. Following 
his advice brought me national recognition and was the foundation for 
my career success both in sports and as a speaker. Bill was always talking 
me up to people. In fact, on two occasions, he even wrote about me in his 
syndicated column, giving me national exposure. Then, in 1969, he rec-
ommended that the owners of the Chicago Bulls hire me as their new 
general manager, which they did. In the space of 12 months, I went from 
managing a minor-league baseball team to becoming the general man-
ager of the Bulls! I was only 29 years old. That was the turning point of 
my professional life—my career literally took off after that. 

I cannot count the times I’ve asked myself, What would he do? What 
would he say? Yet Veeck’s influence went far beyond sports and promo-
tion. Being so close to him and seeing his unabashed devotion to his wife 
and family, his open and friendly attitude to everyone he met—fan, 
player, reporter, or owner—had a lasting effect on me. I emulated Bill 
in my marriage, my parenting, and in the open and honest way I try to 
relate to people. Over the years I have found that although I’ve emulated 
Bill, I have become more myself and have found a deep and lasting sense 
of self-worth. 

In 1994, I was asked to address a group of young people interested in 
sports management careers at a dinner in Miami, Florida, the same place 
I had started my career 32 years earlier! When I sat down to write my 
speech, my mind kept returning to Veeck and the myriad ways that he 
had affected my life. I came up with about seven or eight guiding princi-
ples I’d learned from Veeck and wrote them up. The speech was a great 
success. After that, I continued to add to the list and soon realized the 
material would make a powerful book. 

In 2001, after years of research interviewing the many people whose 
lives had been touched by Veeck, my book, Marketing Your Dreams: Business 
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and Life Lessons from Bill Veeck, Baseball’s Marketing Genius, was 
published. In the book, I listed the qualities of Bill Veeck that had so 
deeply impacted me: his passion and enthusiasm, his creativity and imag-
ination, his humor, originality, humility, and more. I wrote a chapter on 
each one of them. It was my tribute to Bill Veeck, allowing me to share 
with the world the insights I’d gained through my long association with 
him and also showcase the remarkable traits that had inspired and influ-
enced my achievements and goals. Veeck thought, worked, laughed, and 
loved like no one else—freely and unconditionally. He taught me by 
example, and my memories of him continue to guide me today. 

Looking back, it is hard to imagine the course my life might have 
taken if I hadn’t gone on that innocent shopping trip and picked up that 
book in Miami—if my path had not met and become intertwined with 
Bill Veeck’s unique and amazing trajectory. 



<L
ou Holtz  
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I once found a little bit of “magic” in a book, and it turned my life 
around. It was in 1966, when I’d gone to the University of South Car-
olina as a defensive coach under head coach Marvin Bass. My wife, Beth, 
was eight months pregnant with our third child, Kevin, and we had spent 
every penny we had in the bank on a down payment for a home. We were 
in the middle of a spring practice when I woke up one Monday morning 
to this headline: “Marvin Bass Resigns.” I immediately said to my wife, 
“I wonder if he is related to my head coach.” Of course, by the time I 
was halfway through the story’s first paragraph, I knew the subject of the 
headline was my head coach. 

I was flabbergasted. We had no idea Coach Bass was even contem-
plating resignation. According to the report, he had accepted a position 
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as head coach in the Canadian Football League. That afternoon, the as-
sistant coaches met with our university’s president, Thomas F. Jones. He 
told us he was determined to hire the best coach available. President 
Jones further warned us that whoever that person was, he might very well 
prefer to bring in his own staff as a condition of his employment. We im-
mediately understood that our jobs were in jeopardy. 

After an extensive search, President Jones hired Paul Dietzel. An un-
derstandable choice. Paul had been an outstanding coach at West Point; 
he had also coached Lousiana State University to a National Champi-
onship. Coach Dietzel and I didn’t know each other. Which was not good 
news for me. Like most head coaches, he wanted his staff to be composed 
largely of people he had worked with previously. Paul retained only two 
of Coach Bass’s assistant coaches. I wasn’t one of them. 

I was unemployed for over a month, a long time for someone like me 
who had worked since he was nine; I felt very defeated. Our savings ac-
count was down to four figures: around $10.95. With a growing family to 
support, I was feeling pressure. It would have been an unbearable period, 
if not for my wife. She could not have been more supportive or encour-
aging. Beth never complained. She went to work as an X-ray technician 
to help keep us in groceries. She also bought me the motivational book 
The Magic of Thinking Big, by David Schwartz, hoping it would help me 
feel less depressed. 

In his chapter on goals, Schwartz writes that anyone who is bored by 
life has probably forgotten his or her dreams. He invites readers to get 
back in touch with them. As a first step, we are asked to list all the things 
we have ever wanted to accomplish. I had a lot of time on my hands, so I 
took out a pencil and paper and divided my list into five categories: 

1. As a husband/father 
2. Spiritually 
3. Professionally 
4. Financially 
5. Simply for excitement 

It was with the fifth category that I let my imagination run wild. Here 
are some of the things I included: 
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1. Jump out of an airplane 
2. Land a jet fighter on an aircraft carrier 
3. Travel the ocean in a submarine 
4. Go white-water rafting on the Snake River at Hells Canyon 
5. Be on the Tonight Show, starring Johnny Carson 
6. Attend a White House dinner with the president 
7. Meet the Pope 
8. Go on an African safari 
9. Become a scratch golfer and play the top 50 golf courses in 

the world 
10. Run with the bulls in Pamplona (provided I was matched 

with a much slower person) 

And on it went. I had 107 goals on my original list. Suddenly, I was 
looking at my life differently and was excited about the future. When I 
told Beth that I was determined we do all of them, she said, “Gee that’s 
great, honey, but why don’t you add ‘I want to find a job.’ ” Good note— 
the list expanded to 108. 

So far, we’ve managed to achieve 102 of those dreams—including 
dining at the White House and meeting the Pope. We’re still working on 
the others. From the moment I made that list, we became participants, 
rather than spectators, in our life. You do the same and you’ll find you 
don’t want to spend much time sleeping; you’ll be afraid you might miss 
something! 
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Once, when I was a young man, I set myself a goal and never gave up— 
ever. Everyone told me I couldn’t do it, but in the end, I reached that 
goal. Although I wasn’t a great student—or at five feet six inches and 165 
pounds, a great football player—I ended up not only graduating from 
the University of Notre Dame (my childhood dream) but also making 
the final tackle as the last game of the season ended! As people chanted 
“Ru-dy! Ru-dy!” I was carried off the field on the shoulders of my team-
mates in triumphant glory. 

You can rent Rudy, the movie based on my life, and see it all in living 
color. But there’s one detail that was left out: At a crucial point in my 
journey I read a book that accelerated my progress toward my dreams. 
This is that untold story. 

I came from a large blue-collar family in Chicago. I had trouble in 
school and didn’t know until later that I had dyslexia. As a kid, I had vi-
sions of being somebody—a police officer, an astronaut—and I’d think, 
I could be that. I’d see myself doing heroic things, such as hitting a home 
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run in Yankee Stadium or going to Notre Dame or, even better, playing 
football at Notre Dame. One of my favorite visions was being one of the 
Fighting Irish. 

But people would tell me, “You can’t do that. You aren’t smart enough. 
You aren’t big enough. You aren’t strong enough.” School was always 
difficult for me. I wanted to learn, but I couldn’t seem to—at least, not 
in the traditional way. I thought that since I couldn’t learn this way, I 
couldn’t learn at all, so I had no hope of getting into any college. No one 
ever told me there were other ways of getting there besides taking college 
prep classes and getting high scores on SATs and ACTs. 

I got tired of the noise of everyone telling me why I couldn’t, and 
why I shouldn’t, and why I wouldn’t. I felt like I was living in a box la-
beled “This is where you belong.” Well, that’s a self-fulfilling prophecy: 
if you hear it enough, you start believing it. I knew that if I didn’t change 
my friends or my environment or my circumstances soon, I’d end up 
somewhere I didn’t want to be. 

But it sure was hard to break out of that box. After high school, I 
went to work at a power plant. Most of the time, I wondered, Why am I 
doing this? Why am I here, working swing shift? This is not what I want to 
do. But what else am I going to do? Finally I thought, Enough! and signed 
up for the Navy. It was during the Vietnam era, and a lot of people were 
worried about getting drafted, but I said, “Well, I’m going to control this 
deal by volunteering instead of having someone else tell me what to do.” 

With that one crucial shift in thinking, my whole attitude began to 
change. I saw that by taking control of things, you get better options. 
Military life was good for me, though it certainly was tough. Boot camp 
was a real eye-opener. I was glad I had good parents who had taught me 
a lot about character, because that’s what kept me going in a tough envi-
ronment like that. I understood what it took to be part of the team—to 
play my role and contribute. When I saw that it wasn’t about becoming a 
star but about being part of something bigger than myself, things really 
began to fall into place. 

In the Navy, I’d proved to myself that change was good, and also that 
I could do something I’d thought was impossible—get out of that box! 
But when I finished my tour of duty with the Navy, I went right back to 
work in the same power plant, same swing shift, still thinking, I don’t want 
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to do this, but what else can I do? Then a good friend I was working with 
died. He knew my dream was to go to Notre Dame, and he had given me 
a Notre Dame jacket not long before, saying, “You were born to wear 
this jacket.” Now, with his passing, I understood that life is too short to 
hold back on your dreams. I knew I had to get on with it. 

A few days later I was in a bookstore, looking in the self-help section, 
when I saw a book called Psycho-Cybernetics, by Maxwell Maltz. I pulled 
it off the shelf, started reading, and found it was easy to read and made a 
lot of sense. I took the book home and read it cover to cover, and then 
started again at the beginning. One message stood out for me: You are in 
control of your destiny. Your mind is very powerful; what you think is 
your reality. 

The book made it clear that I hadn’t gotten what I wanted in my life 
because I didn’t believe I could do it. I had never really done the work in 
school, never buckled down and studied, because I had thought that the 
fact that it was difficult for me meant I couldn’t do it. Now I understood 
that just because something is a struggle doesn’t mean you can’t do it. It 
just means you’ve got to find a different way of doing it. 

With this understanding, I made up my mind, and things started 
happening—fast. Although I was already 23, I immediately headed for 
Notre Dame with the attitude, “I’m going to do this, period, end of sen-
tence,” and new opportunities were created just by my showing up. I 
went without a game plan. Maltz said if you take action, the plan will un-
fold in front of you. You can develop your game plan as you move to-
ward your goal. Sometimes it’s better not to have everything all laid out; 
focusing too much on how you think it should go can cause you to miss 
opportunities. 

It took a lot of courage for me to leave home without my family’s ap-
proval, to leave my job and move toward the dream. But I packed my 
bags and showed up in the middle of the night at the University of Notre 
Dame. I knocked on the door of the faculty residence hall and said, 
“Now, tell me how to get here.” 

The man who answered the door was a priest who was the former 
president of Notre Dame. He was kind to me, as were the two other 
priests he called in to help, and they set me up in a dormitory for the 
night. Looking back, I was in what I now call “the God loop,” where 
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people come into your life and help you. The priests knew I was dis-
traught, because no reasonable person shows up at the door in the middle 
of the night, asking how to get into Notre Dame. But once they started 
talking to me, they knew I wasn’t crazy. They saw that I was just a very 
passionate young man, filled with desire and determination. That got 
them caught up in my journey and made them want to help me. They told 
me to start by going to Holy Cross Junior College, which was right 
across the street. They said, “Doing well at Holy Cross will help you get 
here.” 

Finally, instead of people saying I couldn’t do it, I had people giving 
me a positive step I could take. This encouragement made it possible for 
me to do the hard work I hadn’t done before. They weren’t guaranteeing 
anything, but they were making what had been impossible possible. My 
attitude changed: I knew I could make it happen now. I had hope. 

At Holy Cross, I made good progress just by going to class and pay-
ing attention, asking a lot of questions and focusing. I had never done 
that in high school because I didn’t believe it would make any difference. 
People had only told me why I couldn’t do it. Psycho-Cybernetics cleaned 
up that area of thinking for me. Now I knew that those people could not 
determine my reality. Only I could do that—by making sure my thoughts 
always affirmed my belief in myself. 

And it worked. I eventually transferred to Notre Dame and became 
one of the Fighting Irish, even if my role was mainly to give others 
someone to practice against. I had a small part to play, but I gave it every-
thing I had, and believed in its value. My moment of glory, when it came, 
was every bit as fulfilling as I ever imagined it would be, just like in the 
movie. 

Today people look at me and see that they can reach their goal, what-
ever it is—being a doctor, a lawyer, a good mother or father; being a 
better writer, actor, or businessperson. In the years since the movie came 
out, I’ve gotten countless calls from people saying, “I stuck in there 
because of your movie. I wanted to quit—it got tough—but I just kept 
going one more time.” 

I learned from Psycho-Cybernetics that it’s all in what you think. I 
wasn’t a great athlete, but I knew I could be part of a great team. To this 
day, they haven’t made a movie about Joe Montana, one of the greatest 
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football players in the world—yet they made a movie about Rudy. Why? 
Because what people want to see—even more than the greatness in 
others—is the greatness possible in themselves. Every one of us uses our 
mind to create our life. My story can be your story—if you are willing to 
swim against the stream, fight against the odds, and believe you can be 
whatever you want to be. 
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In 1997, I was arrested for impersonating a police officer. I wasn’t behind 
the wheel or on a two-wheeler with blue and red flashing lights. Dressed 
in plain clothes, I flashed a police badge as a disguise to gain access to pri-
vate homes I was stealing from in broad daylight. Worst of all, I didn’t 
steal because I needed the money. I stole for the sheer thrill of it. 

As I entered the Los Angeles County Jail that day, the terrible conse-
quences of my actions came crashing down on me. I was leaving my in-
nocent family behind in a state of devastation. My wife and daughter 
were forced to move in with my in-laws, and my wife had to stand by and 
watch our home, our car, and our family life slip out of her grasp. The 
horrible choices I’d made had destroyed our life together and damaged 
my child’s future. A year and a half would go by before my wife would 
even write to me. 

Those thrills cost me everything that mattered. The four-bedroom 
house filled with laughter was gone. No more glowing fireplace with 
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crackling logs or inviting aromas of a home-cooked meal; no sweet 
daughter to tuck in at night and read a bedtime story to. I could no 
longer sit on the front-porch swing with my wife and have a nightly 
calm-down talk under a billion brilliant stars. Gone was the bond of trust 
and the comforting closeness of my wife and daughter—the two people 
I loved most. 

My new home was a musty, square jail cell—a dingy, depressing 
room with dull gray paint peeling like a bad sunburn, and big brown 
armor-plated bugs crawling out of every corner. The jail, which felt like 
a giant concrete tomb, held 350 men, each with an unstable attitude rang-
ing from anger and hate to greed and lack of self-control. 

The day I first walked into that stale room, my only possession was 
tucked under my arm—a blanket. I was wearing the rest of my capital: 
one pair of socks, a T-shirt, jumpsuit, and one pair of much-too-small 
boxer shorts because processing wasn’t the time to be choosy about sizes. 

All the bunks were occupied, so I scouted out a spot on the floor, 
away from most of the traffic and chaos, and moved in. I rounded up a 
foam mat and made house with my blanket. Exhausted and emotionally 
drained, I collapsed onto my bed. 

The following day, a short, slight man woke me. “Would you like a 
book to read?” 

Looking up at him, I mumbled, “Sure . . .  thanks.” To this day, I still 
don’t know his name. 

That was the day I was fortunate enough to receive a copy of Chicken 
Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul. During the days and weeks that followed, I 
read it from cover to cover scores of times. I read that book so often that 
I could recite some of the stories as if they were favorite poems. 

One day, a nearby inmate asked me who I was talking to. “Oh, I’m 
sorry,” I said. “I didn’t realize I was talking. I guess I was reading out loud.” 

This old man stared at me with a look of intense interest before he fi-
nally said, “Would you start that story over?” 

At first I was embarrassed, not knowing how to respond. Suddenly, I 
heard myself say, “Sure I will.” I began to read to the inmate I knew as 
Old Man Sam. 

As I read, I looked up at one point and saw deep emotions reflected in 
the old man’s eyes. A chain reaction occurred, and I found myself crying 
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with him. It was a wonderful release, a tremendous feeling to share so 
deeply with this stranger who was now my friend. A great change took 
place in my heart at that moment. I felt a fulfilling happiness, and a kind 
of peace surrounded my spirit. 

Within the hour, Old Man Sam had rounded up seven buddies. Like 
Sam, they were much older than I. Soon, Sam had me reading stories to 
them, and within 30 minutes I was crying right along with those men, too. 

What’s happening? I thought to myself. We were sharing real emo-
tions with one another without judgment. These were tough characters, 
too—some of the most street-hardened men in that concrete warehouse 
of 350 souls. 

As the days passed, the group, now known as “The Circle,” grew 
from 7 to 15. My readings continued. Every day, the circle of men sat 
quietly for two full hours. During those readings, we could escape the 
madness and hatred that seethed around us. Every once in a while I’d 
look over at Old Man Sam, and he’d flash me a big, beautiful smile. 

About a week later, our reading session had to be cut short because of 
an important announcement. The housing deputy shouted, “Canteen 
items will be delivered this evening to those who ordered earlier in the 
week!” (The canteen was where we bought snacks and supplies.) There 
was an immediate flurry of activity throughout the room. Most of the 
men I’d been reading to, including Old Man Sam, scattered like giant ants. 

I sat back, paying close attention to what was taking place. Every jail or 
prison has a crowd of bullies. I saw that all of the bullies in the room were 
conducting serious business with selected inmates. Some of those being 
bullied were from The Circle—one was Old Man Sam. As I watched, I no-
ticed the bullies were taking the identification wristbands from the older, 
defenseless guys—some of whom were mentally or physically challenged. 

As The Circle members regrouped, I realized what was happening. 
Their heads hung low. Sam and the other bare-wristed men stared at the 
floor, withdrawn—some crying silently. Sensing fear and tension, I 
waited for a few moments before asking, “Where are your wristbands?” I 
looked at Sam, waiting for an answer to confirm what I had pieced to-
gether. Then I noticed a red hand-shaped mark on his left cheek. 

“Who slapped you, Sam?” Sam raised his left hand to cover the welt 
on his face. In tears, he looked at me and said, “Don’t ask!” Then he rose 
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and walked off, followed by half of The Circle. Filled with anger, I 
planned my next move. 

When the canteen supplies arrived, Old Man Sam’s last name was 
called, but he didn’t move from his bunk. Instead, the bully who had 
stolen his wristband answered to Sam’s name, made his way to the front 
of the crowd, showed the wristband, and collected two plastic trash bags 
full of supplies. Then he casually walked away. 

Passing by without a word, this giant of a guy dropped the wristband 
on Sam’s bunk. Sam slipped the tattered band back over his bony hand 
and then rolled over and faced the wall. In that moment I realized what an 
awful time the people I’d robbed must have had—their homes invaded, 
their personal belongings stolen. Seeing Sam’s anguish, the full extent of 
what I’d done hit me for the first time. 

I couldn’t watch any longer. Running to the front of the dorm, where 
a deputy stood observing the canteen distribution, I let the cat out of the 
bag. As the next bully approached, I tipped off the deputy as to what was 
taking place. When the man advanced to the front to collect what was not 
his, he was checked, busted, and taken away. After an emergency count, 
the deputy knew that what I’d told him was true. Each member of The 
Circle was reassigned to a safer housing unit. At least three dozen men 
moved out—including Old Man Sam. 

Late that night, nine thugs had a “talk” with me about my ending 
their “Fund Circus.” When they were done, I reported to the front of the 
dorm in dire need of medical attention. X-rays showed a broken right 
hand, fractured right wrist, shattered right cheekbone, and broken nose. 
What the X-rays couldn’t find, my nerve endings pointed out. But 
through all the pain, I felt a huge smile in my heart. 

Soon after I was taped and bandaged and my hand set in a cast, I, too, 
was reassigned. The first face I saw was Old Man Sam’s. He and most of 
The Circle couldn’t believe my condition—neither could I. But what up-
set me most was that I’d lost my book. Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul 
had helped me spiritually and had been the catalyst for the true rehabili-
tation I’d experienced. 

Old Man Sam knew how I felt but suggested that I wing it. So from 
my memory, I recited some of the stories that had touched me deeply. 
The Circle grew quickly to 20. 
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One day, all of us in The Circle were sitting together. We had just 
started to tell personal stories about our lives when we were interrupted 
by a stir at the front of the dorm. “Someone just moved in,” we heard. 
Suddenly I recognized a familiar face—it was the leader of the gang of 
thugs who had broken my bones and blackened my eyes. 

“Oh God!” I yelled. Reaching into my locker, I grabbed a razor and 
concealed it in my left hand. It wasn’t much, but it was all I had to protect 
myself through a second round. The mountain of a man walked right up 
to our circle and looked into my eyes. He stood in front of me for what 
seemed like forever. Finally I said, “What? What do you want?” 

“It took a lot of courage to do what you did,” he said to me. 
“No,” I said, “what I did was the right thing. It had to do with being 

a good man. Have you come to beat on me some more?” 
Staring down at me with unreadable eyes, he reached behind his 

back. I tensed, but when he brought his hand back into view, it held a 
book. He said, “This belongs to you. I saw you reading it. I found it the 
night I hurt you, and now I want to give it back.” 

Handing me my book, this giant man apologized for beating me up. 
We stood there in silence for a few seconds, and then he continued, “Do 
you mind if I join The Circle? I’d like to listen to you read.” 

I was shocked—not only because he wanted to join us but also be-
cause I was willing to let him! 

The 10 minutes that followed were the strangest of my life. As I sat 
there, dumbfounded, with blackened eyes, my hand in a cast and a nose 
that throbbed with every beat of my heart, I opened my book to the story 
“My Bag Lady Friend and Me” and began to read aloud. The opening 
quote by Hubert Humphrey was exactly what I needed to hear at that mo-
ment: “The greatest healing therapy is friendship and love.” 

As I read, I noticed a change taking place in the newcomer’s fea-
tures and posture. Something seemed to be causing pain in his heart. 
With a sad, worried look, he slumped forward in his seat. I continued 
to read. Then abruptly, he stood up and interrupted me. “Name’s 
Allen. . . .  I’m sorry for hurting all of you . . . and stealing from you,” 
he said. 

It was he who showed courage that evening, apologizing personally 
to each man he had abused. Allen even gave each of them a hug. The way 
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he stood up and said he was sorry helped all of us, especially me. In the 
months that followed, I began mailing apology letters to my victims. In 
those letters I wrote a little about what had happened in the Los Angeles 
County Jail and how Allen’s words led me to send my apologies. 

Two days after Allen’s courageous act, I was transferred to the 
prison where I would serve out my sentence. The Circle had become so 
addicted to hearing stories from Chicken Soup for the Prisoner’s Soul every 
day that I decided to leave the book behind. I felt it was intended to be 
read daily, to those without hope. I chose Allen to be the book’s keeper. 
When I handed it to him, he vowed he’d read it himself, and find some-
one who would read it out loud to the group. 

Before I left, Allen was already at work making a protective cover for 
the book. He’ll take care of it, I thought. And he’ll take care of the guys 
around him, too. I don’t know what more you could say than that about 
the power of a book. 
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By the time I read Deepak Chopra’s The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success, 
I had already created a lot of success in my life: I was the cohost of a na-
tionally syndicated talk show and had my own venture capital business— 
and I was only 11 years old. Still, I wasn’t where I wanted to be. 

I didn’t understand how the whole “success thing” worked. It seemed 
so unreliable. I saw so many good people who worked hard and didn’t 
get anywhere. I wondered if there were any rules you could follow to 
guarantee success. My own achievements had come from a combination 
of creative ideas and a lot of hard work, but I wanted to go further. 

Starting out, I had a lot of things going against me: I grew up 
in a South Chicago housing project. My mother had left my father 
and was working at three jobs to support herself and her five kids, despite 
being sick a lot of the time. We were very, very poor and also on public 
assistance. 
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By the time I was six years old, my mom had had two heart attacks. 
Even though I was just a kid, I wanted to help her not have to work so 
hard. So I went out, found oversized rocks, and painted them. Then I 
went around knocking on people’s doors and selling them as paper-
weights, bookends, and door stoppers. I went all over the neighborhood, 
finding as many doors as I could to knock on, and I ended up making 
$50. It was the first money I had ever earned. I felt so rich. I remember 
taking my mom out to a sit-down restaurant to eat. 

That was my first business. The next year I started another: selling 
homemade lotions door to door. Being in business, I thought I should 
have a business card, so I cut out a piece of cardboard and wrote my 
name on it. I started to write that I was the president of my company, but 
I thought people would get me confused with the president of the United 
States. Then I heard someone introduced on TV as “the twentieth-
century CEO.” I didn’t know what a CEO was, but the man looked im-
portant and successful, so I wrote down 21st Century CEO because I’d be 
doing business in the twenty-first century. 

Not long after I made my cards—I was around eight years old—I 
met a businessman who worked with my mother. When I gave him my 
card, he laughed and said, “I can see you want to go into business.” He 
told me he had a think tank that came up with ideas for businesses and the 
government, and he suggested I start a similar group with my friends to 
get some businesses started ourselves. 

I liked that idea a lot, so I created a club called UNEEC, which stood 
for Urban Neighborhood Economic Enterprise Club. I got about 15 of my 
friends, all around 8 to 12 years old, to say they’d join. I called around 
and got the Ramada Inn on the south side of Chicago to give us a free 
meeting room. I also arranged with someone to provide transportation 
for us. Then I started inviting local business professionals to talk to us 
about business, kind of like a career day. 

We met so many wonderful people who gave us great business ad-
vice. We called it our Business 101 class, and it made us really want to 
start a business. We were ready, except for one thing—we had no money. 
So I went out and started raising money. I talked to the same people who 
had come to give us advice and asked them to introduce us to others who 
might make small, not donations, but investments. 
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I’d say, “We’re going to offer you an ROI, or a return on your in-
vestment.” A lot of people laughed, but there were others who really be-
lieved in us. That was the beautiful thing. Eventually we were able to 
raise $15,000. We knew people in our neighborhood who sold drugs and 
made a lot of money, but I explained why this wasn’t a good idea in the 
business terms I’d learned. I said that drugs give you a lot on the front 
end but not a lot on the back end. They understood what I meant right 
away. Our business club started companies like lemonade stands, cookie 
companies, comic book companies, and roving mini-marts, which did 
really well. My friends ran most of them, while I continued to raise 
money for new businesses. 

Then, when I was nine, my oldest brother, Andre, got a job in Las 
Vegas. Since my mom was always working, he took me there to live with 
him. I kept working on the club back in Chicago, raising money over the 
phone. I had been doing that for two years when one day, at some event 
we were at, I met a lady who was the producer of a live radio and TV 
show called Backstage Live that reached more than 12 million people 
every week. I walked up to her and said, “Hello, ma’am, how are you?” 
and I gave her my little spiel about our business club. 

She told me they usually interviewed celebrities, but she wanted to 
have me as a guest on the show because she liked me. So she and her part-
ner interviewed me on Backstage Live. In the days following the interview, 
they received such a great response that they asked me to be a regular guest 
cohost. Because of my age, the Las Vegas media began to notice me. I was 
even interviewed about my business club on NBC during the Olympics. 

On one hand, I loved being a host on the show, but on the other, I 
was frustrated because the businesses weren’t taking off the way I wanted 
them to. They were growing slowly, but I wasn’t sure if I was on the right 
track. I wondered about what more I could do to be a success—what was 
it that made one person succeed while another person failed? Soon, I felt 
restless all the time and began thinking, Why can’t I feel happy and calm? 
I felt stuck and wasn’t sure where to turn. Then one day I saw a book An-
dre had brought home: The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success. I grabbed it 
and started reading. 

In the book, Chopra writes about the importance of harmony and 
being in tune with the laws of the universe and of nature. That made 
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sense to me. Most of the people I knew who grew up poor didn’t under-
stand what they were doing wrong. If you’re a good person, you think, 
“Isn’t that enough to make me successful?” But you can be doing a lot of 
negative things that are self-sabotage tactics and not even know it. 

I learned from Chopra that there are laws governing life and the uni-
verse, and that you have to cooperate with them to be successful. Take the 
law of gravity—it doesn’t matter if you’re wonderful, beautiful, smart, or 
positive, if you walk off the roof of a building, you’re going to go down. 
Or if you put your finger in an electric socket, it doesn’t matter if you know 
the laws governing electricity or even believe in them; you’re going to get a 
shock. If you don’t know those laws, it can be difficult to get ahead. 

For me, the most important law Chopra wrote about was the “Law of 
Least Effort,” which says it’s not just about hard work; it’s about finding 
your true purpose and your true area of excellence. I was actually of-
fended when I first read about this law. I said, “He’s a fool! I saw my 
mother work so hard. How dare he say it’s not about hard work!” But it 
was when I followed the Law of Least Effort that my real success began. 

The book said that the Law of Least Effort works when you follow 
your own nature—what is natural for you. If you know and follow those 
things, it becomes easy to live your life’s purpose. I thought about that 
and came up with a few questions that helped me figure it out: What 
comes easy to me but harder to others? What would I want to work on 
for a long time—even if I was never paid for it? And on the basis of those 
answers, what I could do to help the people around me?” 

When I asked myself these questions, the idea for my next business 
came easily. I started Farr-Out Foods, a food company for kids. Our first 
product was syrup. I used the same recipe my grandmother made for us 
on the stovetop back in Chicago, when we hadn’t been able to afford to 
buy syrup. This business fit the three criteria perfectly: It was easy for me 
because first of all, it was targeted to kids, and I knew what kids liked and 
what attracted them to buy things. Plus, I liked to cook, so coming up 
with food products came naturally to me. Second, it was really interest-
ing and enjoyable for me to work on, and third, it definitely helped kids, 
who always love syrup! And sure enough, it was a great success. I ended 
up doing $1.5 million in sales with the company and then selling it for 
over a million dollars, which made me a millionaire by the age of 14. 
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I got so excited seeing that the law worked. Before I read Chopra’s 
book and learned about that law, I had tried so many other things that I 
put a lot more effort into that didn’t gel. Now I had a formula I could 
count on. 

Many times over the past 10 years, I have used the Law of Least Ef-
fort and the other spiritual laws that Chopra wrote about—through all 
my business ventures, from Kidztel, which sold prepaid calling cards for 
kids, and Innercity Magazine, which I owned, to a show I produced on the 
Vegas strip and the new real estate brokerage I just opened in Las Vegas. 
In fact, my own book, Reallionaire: Nine Steps to Becoming Rich from the 
Inside Out, was inspired by many of Chopra’s ideas. 

The term reallionaire means someone who has real wealth—the kind 
that is more than money. For years, it confused me to see all the people on 
television who were famous, who had all the money in the world, who 
lived in mansions. One day you’d see them on Lifestyles of the Rich and 
Famous—and then you’d see them the next day on Access Hollywood or 
Extra going into rehab, committing suicide, or getting arrested for some-
thing crazy. Reading Chopra’s book, I realized that those people had 
built more in their outer world—money and popularity—than what they 
had built for themselves in their inner world, so it had created a lopsided 
success. 

Today, at 21, I am trying to teach others what I’ve learned: that it’s 
important to be rich from the inside out. For that you need to follow the 
law—the laws of the land and the laws of the universe. This is what has 
made me happy and peaceful, which is what I call real success. 



<L
ouise Hay  

Louise Hay is known as one of the founders of the self-help movement. Her first

book, Heal Your Body, was published in 1976, long before it was fashionable to 

discuss the connection between the mind and body. In 1984, You Can Heal Your 

Life was published and soon became a New York Times best seller. More than 30 

million copies have been sold, introducing Louise’s concepts to people in 33 dif-

ferent countries. Louise now heads Hay House, a successful publishing com-

pany. In addition, the Hay Foundation and the Louise L. Hay Charitable Fund are 

two nonprofit organizations established by Louise that support many diverse or-

ganizations, including those dealing with AIDS, battered women, and other chal-

lenged individuals in our society. ■ 

I began with parking spaces and green lights. Back when I was just start-
ing to understand that we create our reality with our thoughts, I thought, 
Well, let’s put this into practice. And silly as it sounds, I found that if I 
really put my attention on getting a parking space or a green light when I 
needed one, I would get one! It blew my mind. 

When I saw that you could literally change your life if you were will-
ing to change your thinking, the idea just exploded within me. I had had 
a rough upbringing and was somebody who had never gone to school 
much. In fact, I was a high school dropout and had never really studied 
anything—but when this concept was presented to me, I just had to learn 
more about it. 

So I began to take classes in manifesting what you want in your life at 
the Church of Religious Science. In the course of my studies there, I 
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came across a little book that has meant so much to me. The Game of Life 
and How to Play It, by Florence Scovel Shinn, helped me crystallize my 
own thinking and moved me forward on the path to where I am today. 

Florence began teaching in 1926, the year I was born. A real pioneer, 
she was a powerful woman who put herself out there in a bold way that 
was very unusual for women of that era. But she was absolutely commit-
ted to the teachings. Although her ideas were still totally unknown to the 
general population, Florence was strong and confident about them. She 
made declarative statements with great power and understanding. All the 
way back in 1926, she was saying, “If you don’t realize that thoughts cre-
ate things, you are behind the times.” I read that, and I thought, Oh yes, 
yes, yes. I wanted to emulate her, gain the insights she had, and under-
stand where she was coming from. 

The many biblical references in her writings didn’t mean a whole lot 
to me because I’ve never been a Bible person, but I got past those by us-
ing the word universe or life instead. As I practiced speaking these new 
beliefs and using spoken affirmations to influence what was happening in 
the world, I saw that “demonstrations,” as we called them, happened, and 
life started to shift a little bit this way, and a little bit that way. 

Gradually, I formed an understanding of how affirmations work, and 
how our mental beliefs affect our physical bodies, and I began to practice 
and teach what I had learned. My first book, Heal Your Body, written in 
1976, was a tiny 12-page pamphlet of healing affirmations for a wide 
range of ailments. My second, more detailed book, You Can Heal Your 
Life, was published in 1984. I’ve heard from thousands of people who 
have used this knowledge for good in their lives. And I’ve benefited 
tremendously myself. For example, when my cancer was diagnosed years 
ago, I considered all the treatment options and decided to develop my 
own intensive program of affirmations, visualization, nutritional cleans-
ing, and psychotherapy instead. Within six months, I was completely 
healed. 

From the very start, Florence inspired me by demonstrating the 
power of thought and word to manifest what people desired. She used to 
say she would “speak the word” for them. If a woman needed an apart-
ment, she’d say, “Infinite Spirit, open the way for the right apartment.” 
That would be literally all she said. And if the woman was smart, she 
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would go away and repeat that over and over again. And doors opened 
miraculously for people. 

Yet Florence was always working for harmony. She would often 
speak the word for harmonious relationships for people, but the results 
she sought would always be good for all the parties concerned, not just 
the person asking for help. If somebody wanted to get married to a cer-
tain person, Florence wouldn’t ask for that specific outcome; she would 
simply ask for the perfect relationship for the person who wanted to get 
married. 

Florence’s books are very much like mine in that she gives lots and 
lots of examples, so there is something for everyone. You can find your-
self in her books and then find an answer just for you. What more could 
you want? I also love the fact that she was simple, because I’ve always 
been a simple person, too. Intellectuals have a terrible time with me be-
cause they say, “Oh, she’s so silly; it’s so simple.” But simple works! 

I’ve always been for the beginner, for the ordinary person. That’s 
where I come from. To this day, all I want to do is improve the quality of 
people’s lives. How can I help you make a better life? Let’s do it simply, 
and easily. 

I’m almost 80 now and have been sharing these ideas for a long time. 
From the moment I set my foot on the spiritual pathway, my life has 
never been the same. Life has decided what it wants me to do, and I’ve 
done it. I take action, but really I have the sense that life is living me. 
What I notice these days is that if I need something, it just comes to me, 
and often in the most mysterious—or as Florence would say, magical— 
ways. 

The Game of Life and How to Play It started me off in the right direc-
tion. I never had a chance to meet Florence, as she was gone before I be-
gan to study. But she taught me that you have to jump in with both feet 
and trust in these truths and practice using them. I believed and I trusted, 
and now I know—it works! It doesn’t matter where I go or what hap-
pens; I’m not concerned about life because I know that whatever lies be-
fore me is good. 
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For most of my life, I’ve considered myself a happy person; I’ve always 
had a loving family, wonderful friends, good health, and creative work 
that I enjoy. Yet one night in October 2004, I found myself in a state of 
total and utter despair. 

Over the course of the previous 12 months, I had worked incredibly 
hard making six movie-length television specials and I was totally ex-
hausted. On this particular night, I had just hung up the phone after talk-
ing to my mother, and I was deeply concerned by her emotional state. My 
father had died six months earlier. My mother and father had had the 
most beautiful love affair that I’d ever seen, and now my mother had ba-
sically collapsed to her knees with grief. She was feeling terribly alone in 
the world. She hadn’t seen anyone in days and was so lonely she didn’t 
want to go on. I had been trying to make her feel better, but nothing I 
said seemed to help her at all. I was a long way away, so I couldn’t be with 
her and was terrified that she wouldn’t be alive in the morning. I had 
never felt so completely powerless. 
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I was in a really bad way. My daughter, who was 23 at the time, came 
to me and asked me what was wrong. When I told her, she said, “You 
really need to read something that I have.” She went off and came back 
with this old, tattered book. It was The Science of Getting Rich, by Wal-
lace Wattles. Handing it to me, she said, “The last page of it is missing, 
but you’ll get the idea.” I couldn’t imagine how this book could help: 
What did getting rich have to do with helping my mother? 

Although I could barely see the words for the tears in my eyes, I be-
gan reading. With each sentence I read, my eyes widened. I had never 
read anything like this before. 

The book, as it turns out, is about getting rich—not only in terms of 
money but in every possible way, including relationships and health. As I 
read, it became clear to me that what Wattles was presenting was actually 
the science of life. He wrote The Science of Getting Rich in 1910 for the coal 
miners in his area, so the book is quite short and the language is simple. He 
doesn’t get into philosophies or theories. He doesn’t explain why or how it 
works. He just says, “Do what I say and your life will completely change.” 

I was barely breathing as I turned the pages. Deep within, I knew that 
every single thing he said was true: This was the Truth, with a capital T. 

The next morning—after I checked on my mother, who, though still 
miserable, seemed to be slightly better than the night before—I began 
doing research on Wallace Wattles. I read about his life and every single 
thing he had ever written. Then I wanted to find out who his mentor was. 
My research led me back through history, century after century, reading 
book after book after book. Within just a few weeks, I read dozens of 
books. What I discovered in my search was the secret to having every-
thing I wanted in life: money, health, love, success. When I applied this 
knowledge that I now call “The Secret” to every single aspect of my life, 
my life was completely transformed. 

The longest chapter in Wattles’s book is on gratitude, and it’s also the 
chapter that had the most impact on me. Wattles writes that gratitude 
enables us to create more of what we want in our lives. He says you must 
focus on all of the wonderful things you have in your life and not on the 
things that you don’t have, and then practice being grateful for all those 
wonderful things. 

It sounds simple, but I realized I had been doing the opposite in my 
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life. I didn’t spend much energy on the things that were going well. In-
stead, I focused on my problems: not having enough money, not having 
enough time, being under stress. After reading Wattles’s book, I com-
pletely changed my thinking habits. In the area of finances, instead of 
worrying about the money that I didn’t have, I was grateful for the money 
that I did have. I also imagined the money that I wanted to have—another 
important component in creating wealth. 

If my goal was to have more and more money, I knew I had to 
experience—in my mind, body and heart—what it felt like to have a lot 
of money as though I had it already. For me, that would mean feeling 
that I could give money away. As a test of this theory, I decided to draw 
some money out of my not-very-big account to give away. 

I withdrew $500 in 50-dollar bills and walked down the street, look-
ing for total strangers to give money to. As I walked, I looked at each 
person I passed, thinking, “Who am I going to give it to?” The funny 
thing was that I wanted to give it to everybody! 

I gave away the first 50-dollar bill in a department store. I was going 
down an escalator and overheard the conversation of the couple behind me. 
The girl was saying that she really wanted to buy an outfit. Her boyfriend 
said, “Why don’t you buy it? It will look great on you.” She said, “Oh, I 
can’t afford it. It’s too much money.” Just as we reached the bottom of 
the escalator, I turned around, handed her the 50-dollar bill, and said, 
“Yes, you can.” 

You should have seen their faces. The two of them froze. The girl 
was the first to recover, and giving me back the bill, withdrew her hand 
quickly, saying, “Oh my gosh, I can’t.” 

I said to her, “Yes, you can, because you really deserve it,” and I put 
the note back in her hand and walked away. 

I can tell you that the person who received the most from that experi-
ence was me. I felt so wonderful. When I finished giving away the rest of 
the 50-dollar bills, I had never felt so wealthy in my life. Do you know, 
within 24 hours, $25,000 came into my life in a way I could never, ever 
have dreamed? All from doing the exercise of giving away $500, which 
had been inspired by Wallace Wattles. Since then, money has continued 
to flow into my life in a way that I can only describe as miraculous. And 
being grateful for the riches in my life has become automatic. 
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Using my new insights about life, I immediately worked out a way to 
help my mother. I knew I couldn’t teach her all of this—she was in such 
grief and despair, she couldn’t have heard the words. Instead, I asked her 
to do something very simple. I asked that every time she felt that awful 
fear and despair inside her, she immediately stop whatever she was doing, 
go find her little dogs—we called them the puppies—and pat them. I in-
structed her to pat the puppies for at least one minute. “Could you do 
that?” I asked. She said yes, she could definitely do that. 

Less than two days later, she called, saying she couldn’t believe what 
was happening. When the fear came, she told me, she remembered she 
had to go to the puppies. And every time she patted the puppies, that feel-
ing, that horrible despair and grief, left her. Now, she said, just beginning 
to walk to the puppies was enough to make the fear go away. Within a 
couple of days, just from doing that, she was feeling happier. And of 
course, as she began to feel happier, people started coming into her life. 

Within two weeks her house was full of people. Her friends were 
calling her all the time, bringing her flowers and presents, taking her out 
here and there. It worked, because she had stopped focusing on the nega-
tive and had begun focusing on the good things in her life. The only 
thing I had been able to think of that always made my mother feel good 
were the puppies. I knew that when my mother was patting the puppies 
she was thinking about the puppies and nothing else; she was simply en-
joying the puppies. So this was the perfect healing tool for her. Within 
one to two weeks, my mother’s life had totally turned around, just from 
patting these puppies. 

Seeing the power of this knowledge, I decided I wanted to share it 
with the world. Drawing on my experience in television production, I be-
gan putting all the elements together to create a worldwide film and tele-
vision event. Wattles’s book tells you how you can live the life that you 
want, without any limits, no matter who you are and no matter where 
you are now. “The Secret” encompasses all of the power of that knowl-
edge and brings it to the screen in the simplest and clearest form. It is 
“The Secret” to whatever you want and tells you how you can be, do, or 
have anything. 

I know that Wattles’s message can change people’s lives for the bet-
ter. It certainly changed mine. Reading The Science of Getting Rich was 
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the start of a huge shift in me. I have come to realize that I am so much 
more than this little physical body. I have control over everything in my 
life, and there is a power within me that can create whatever I want. All I 
have to do is to change how I think and feel, and the whole of my life, in 
every single area, will change—and that’s exactly what I’ve done. In 
every single area of life, I decided what I wanted, and that’s what I’ve 
gotten. 

Today, my whole life is so magnificent. The happiness I felt before 
has been multiplied many times over: I am surrounded by people I love, I 
have more than enough money, and my work is fascinating and fulfilling. 
The joy I have in just being alive and being able to be on this marvelous 
planet one day after another is incredible. Feeling this way—and know-
ing how simple it is to create the life you want—how could I not share 
“The Secret” with everyone? 
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Today, it’s become second nature for me to think big—really, really big! 
I have an attitude of abundance, and as a result, I enjoy a lot of prosper-
ity in my life. But it wasn’t always this way. In 1974, I was bankrupt and 
upside down. Then I read a book that totally changed how I looked at life 
and money. 

My parents came to this country as immigrants from Denmark. Be-
cause they lost everything in the Depression, while I was growing up I 
often heard them say, “Do you think I’m made of money? Money 
doesn’t grow on trees!” and other things like that. When a person has had 
those kinds of statements branded into their brain and etched into the 
fabric of their being, they start to buy into the idea that there’s a shortage 
in the universe. As a result, I created that shortage in my own life on a 
catastrophic level. After my bankruptcy, to get moral support I started 
driving from Long Island into Manhattan on Sundays to meet some 
friends and hear Dr. Norman Vincent Peale preach at his church on Fifth 
Avenue. Dr. Peale delivered a message of hope; something I needed 
badly at that time. 
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One week, after hearing Dr. Peale, my friends suggested we go up to 
Harlem to hear a minister named Reverend Ike. Reverend Ike was called 
the “money minister” because he talked a lot about financial abundance 
and had a flamboyant lifestyle. But what really got my attention was his 
claim that everything he had—his giant church with 5,000 people in the 
congregation each week, and his radio show with its huge audience— 
had come because it was exactly what he had visualized as a poor kid 
growing up in South Carolina. 

We drove to Harlem and went to his church. During his sermon, 
Reverend Ike talked about using your consciousness to create what you 
want in life. His message was really about abundance of all kinds, not just 
financial. He hit right on my spark plugs, and I started attending his 
church regularly. One Sunday soon after my first visit, Reverend Ike rec-
ommended a book that had been pivotal for him: Resurrection, written by 
Neville Goddard, better known as just Neville. I bought the book at 
church that Sunday and started devouring it that very night. I knew that 
if this book had changed Reverend Ike’s life, it could change mine, too. 

Since that first time, I’ve read Resurrection again and again. I’ve 
gotten hundreds of people to read it, and talked it through with lots of 
different people. Over the past 31 years, I’ve taken ownership of the prin-
ciples and have achieved all the results that I wanted back then, and 
much, much more. 

Neville taught that you should “start at the end and go forward.” 
That is, think of what you want to create in your life and start from there. 
Imagine that goal, focus on it, keep it clearly in view—and you will 
achieve it. Stephen Covey recently popularized a related concept— 
“Begin with the end in mind”—but Neville’s teachings are more spiritual 
in nature. He wrote about what he called “The Law: Imagining Creates 
Reality.” 

Neville learned The Law from his own experience. He grew up in 
Barbados during the Depression. As an adult, he lived in New York and 
worked as an actor. Years before he wrote Resurrection, he began to get 
glimpses of the power of his mind. At one point, he really wanted to go 
back to Barbados to see his family, so every night before he went to sleep, 
he visualized the drops of sea spray on the boat as he was arriving in Bar-
bados on a beautiful, sunny day. 
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Every night he visualized those drops, shining in the sun. A week 
later, he had the money for a round-trip, fully paid ticket to travel back to 
see his family. It came to him effortlessly, through what he called “mysti-
cal means.” 

When I read that, I said to myself, I can do that. I can visualize having 
best-selling books. I can visualize being happily married and having great 
kids. I visualized all of that, and over the years, that’s exactly what I’ve 
achieved. 

I started using Neville’s suggestion right away. Back then, I was giv-
ing sales training talks in small insurance offices, ideally four times a day. 
To get back on my feet financially, it was important to have a full sched-
ule of talks, so I started imagining my calendar filled with appointments. 
I practiced seeing and holding that vision. 

I had a very specific procedure. I’d put on some soothing music, like 
Pachelbel’s Canon in D. Then I would close my eyes and take ownership 
of the concept. By that, I mean I just went over the concept again and 
again until it became a part of my belief system. At night I’d lull myself 
to sleep with the thoughts such as I am going to have absolute prosperity. I 
am going to have a great day selling tomorrow. I am going to earn my way 
forward and get out of the depression I am in. I am going to wake up opti-
mistic, positive, hopeful, and helpful and make a difference in the lives of 
people around me. 

After a few days of doing this, I had the idea to print out a little post-
card with my picture on the front and the message that I was giving sales 
training talks to insurance agencies and a list of the companies I was talk-
ing to. I sent it out to every insurance agency in Long Island, Manhattan, 
New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. 

Over the next two weeks, my calendar got booked up for the rest of 
the year. I saw that it really did work; my calendar was full, and I wasn’t 
depressed anymore. While holding the image of the end result I had 
wanted, I had acted on the ideas that came. I just held to what Neville 
says: “You’ve got to affix to your thought to transform,” which has al-
ways reminded me of something Einstein once said: “Imagination is 
more important than knowledge.” 

Before I learned about the power of the imagination, my method of 
operating was basically to struggle and barely get along. I thought that 
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politics, the economy, and the media controlled the world. What I came 
to understand is that what really controls even those huge institutions is 
the collective imagination of individuals. Imagination is the imprint of 
the individual mind on the formless intelligence that brings what we 
desire into being. It is a form of spirit or God in action. 

Neville writes that resurrection isn’t just what happened to Jesus; it’s 
the resurrection of Christ’s consciousness within each and every one of 
us to enable us to manifest what we desire. It’s about changing reality, 
changing every circumstance for the better. When I read Neville’s book, 
I was introduced to an entirely new concept: having an idea permeate, 
penetrate, and fill the inner spaces of my mind, then go out into the uni-
verse and bring back the exact result that I keep sending it out after. I’ve 
proven again and again that it works. 

In fact, I’ve had to increase my imagining ability to keep ahead of the 
achievements in my life. And I find that the bigger I think, the more ef-
fective the imagining becomes. Today, I’m working on changing the fi-
nancial consciousness of the world. One of my personal goals is to help 
create a million millionaires who will each give $1 million back to their 
religious organization, charity, or nonprofit. My students have donated 
hundreds of millions of dollars so far, and very soon may blow past a bil-
lion. At this rate, within 10 years my students could give away over $1 
trillion. 

Neville inspired me to find abundance in every part of life and to 
keep that abundance flowing. For example, if you breathe in all that you 
can breathe in right now, that’s abundance. But if you hold it, you lose it. 
That’s why you’ve got to keep giving it away, so you can make room for 
more, because there’s always more coming in to inundate you. One of 
the most ancient texts in the world, the Upanishads, says this: “Out of 
abundance they took abundance, and still abundance remained.” 

This idea of “circulating one’s good” is the basis of tithing. Tithing 
10% of your income to the source of your spiritual inspiration is some-
thing both my wife Patty and I believe in. About six years after I first read 
Neville, we were refinancing a piece of real estate and taking $60,000 out 
of the new loan amount. We asked ourselves, “Is that income? According 
to the IRS, if it’s a loan, technically it isn’t income—but are we using it as 
income?” 
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We decided that the answer was yes, so we tithed on the full $60,000. 
That meant we had to write a check instantly for $6,000. Oh man, I was 
breathing hard as I wrote out that check! Tithing is so counterintuitive— 
how can giving away money create more abundance in your life? I was 
almost hyperventilating as I thought, I could go buy more real estate. I 
could do all these wonderful things with this. 

Remembering Neville’s words, I visualized writing big, powerful 
checks and having plenty of money, so I could do it with no concern. But 
as I walked out to the driveway and put the letter in the mailbox, I still felt 
the resistance. I can remember opening the mailbox and thinking, I don’t 
want to do this. I don’t want to do this. I’m giving away six grand to the 
church. What am I, nuts? 

But I did it, and just a few minutes later, the phone rang. It was the 
bank, calling to say they were giving us 2% off the interest rate on our loan. 
We were in shock. This would save us $2,000 a year, which on a 30-year 
fixed loan meant we’d get back $60,000—a tenfold return of our tithe. 

There was no apparent reason why the bank decided to give us the 
2% rate reduction. But they gave it. I can only believe it happened be-
cause, as I had learned from Neville, imagination is spirit in action, and 
the spirit in me had moved. 

Since that time, I’ve relied on this powerful law many times, and as a 
result I’ve filled my wallet, filled my future, and have had a fulfilling life 
and career. I never lost touch with the law, and today I feel that much of my 
success can be traced to Neville’s book. Resurrection contained the revela-
tion that resurrected my life: You create abundance—on all levels—with 
your own wonderful imagination. 
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At the beginning of each of the chapters in my books, there is a quote that 
captures the chapter’s message in seed form. If anyone went through and 
looked at those quotes, they would instantly know a lot about me. The 
cited books and authors—including Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of 
Motorcycle Maintenance, Fritjof Capra’s The Turning Point, Theodore 
Levitt’s Marketing for Business Growth, and Roberto Assagioli’s The Act 
of Will—tell the story of the many and varied literary influences in my 
life. But it is the quote from 100 Selected Poems by E.E. Cummings at the 
beginning of chapter three of my first book, The E-Myth, which reveals 
the book and author that had the most impact on me. 

I first read Cummings in 1955, when I was 19. After graduating from 
high school, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do, so I volunteered for mili-
tary service. This was just on the heels of the Korean War. Assigned by 
the army to be a company clerk, I was being trained at Fort Ord in Mon-
terey, California. In my barracks, I met a guy named Pat, who, before 
he’d been drafted, was in a Ph.D. program in Romance languages. We 
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often had long philosophical conversations—not a common activity in 
army life—and it was Pat who introduced me to E.E. Cummings. 

I had read poetry before. At synagogue school, I remember reading 
outrageous stuff from Allen Ginsberg and upsetting everybody—the 
rabbi, the kids, their mothers—but I had never been really moved by po-
etry the way I was when I first read E.E. Cummings. 

It was on one of my days off, when I’d left the base and was lying on 
the beach in neighboring Carmel, that I first opened a volume of Cum-
mings’s collected poems. I was immediately struck by the completely 
original way Cummings used language. All at once, I saw that words 
could be organized differently on the page than they normally were. And 
the way in which Cummings moved the words added layers of extraordi-
nary meaning—most of which I couldn’t discern, but all of which stirred 
me. The way the words were framed on the page, coupled with the fact 
that he didn’t use capital letters, suddenly showed me that you can shape 
what you say, the words you use, and perhaps the life you live any way at 
all. And there are so many original ways to do that. I felt breathless, 
inspired—dazzled by this sudden vision of possibilities. 

I studied the poem on the page in front of me. How had Cummings 
conceptualized that? It came to me that I didn’t think he had. It wasn’t 
an artifice; it wasn’t something that he had done to be clever. It was sim-
ply his inspiration using the shape, texture, sound, and juxtaposition of 
words to express a reality. 

Lying there on the sand, I began to think about my own reality. I 
was just on the cusp between being an adolescent and being a young 
man. It had become increasingly clear to me that being in the army was 
so completely the opposite of what I wanted to do and be, of who I was. 
Suddenly, reading Cummings, experiencing this whole new vivid way 
of expressing oneself and being in the world, I knew that I wanted to be 
a poet. 

Before entering the army, I had wanted to be a musician. I’d been 
studying and practicing music since I was 10 and was a very good saxo-
phone player. But when it was time to stop practicing and go to work— 
when it was time to be a musician—I couldn’t do it. I felt so ordinary 
compared with the remarkable musicians I idolized, who were icons of 
music. Technically I was good enough, but I’d set my standard as breaking 
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through, breaking out of the box—breaking out of my ordinariness. I 
felt too confined in my own imagination; I always had the feeling that 
there was something, just there, waiting, but I couldn’t get to it. My belief 
was that musicians such as Charlie Parker and Sonny Rollins got to it. I 
was no Charlie or Sonny, so I’d given up trying to be a professional musi-
cian, and because I didn’t know what else to do, I’d ended up in the army. 

Once I read Cummings, I saw that he had gotten to it, too, but 
through poetry. Cummings’s poetry gave me a glimpse of the unlimited 
potential to create and express oneself freely—at a time when I had ab-
solutely no possibility of directing my own life. In the army, I was com-
pletely under the control of the powers that be. To my surprise, instead of 
being unhappy with this limitation, there was a sense of surrendering 
to that, and in the months following my epiphany on the beach, I expe-
rienced myself as I was, right there in each moment. And because I 
couldn’t choose any one of the possibilities, they all remained open to me. 

In that state of surrender, I felt vibrant and alive; I felt a light shining 
on my days, on my minutes, my hours. The light was a feeling of intense 
presence, and I couldn’t tell what the presence was. There was no “men-
talizing” it. Even looking back now, I can’t say it was God, because that 
would just be my fanciful imagining of it. 

Reading Cummings had opened a door, and I had stepped through 
it. Although my choices were limited to almost zero in the army, there 
was at least one level at which I felt the infinite options available to me. I 
could create something as small as a tiny poem without any rules whatso-
ever, just as Cummings did. I could do that anywhere—stealing a few 
minutes for myself—and something magical would happen. 

So I wrote poems, but over time, the same thing happened that had 
happened with my music: I fell back into my old habit of feeling inade-
quate and ordinary. Despite the light I was experiencing inside when I 
wrote the poems, when I looked at them again, I didn’t believe that my 
poetry could have the heft, the weight, the brilliance of Cummings’s 
work. To produce poetry like Cummings’s, you had to be some amazing, 
unique, rare human being, and I knew in my soul that I wasn’t. I wasn’t 
strange enough, deep enough—whatever enough. 

When I finished my training in California, I was shipped off to 
Korea, and when I came home after the army, I entered what I call my 
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wandering Jew period. Although I was now in charge of my own destiny, 
I didn’t seem able to settle into any of the many paths open to me but 
went from one thing to another without any coherent plan for the future. 
My first job after the army was selling shoes in a women’s shoe store. 
Then I sold encyclopedias. Next I sold photographs door to door. In 
1960, I went to Europe with the woman who was going to be my first 
wife. I took my saxophone and played in Paris, Holland, Spain—all over 
Europe. After about a year, we ran out of money. Returning to New York 
City, we somehow managed to buy an old yellow taxi, which we drove 
from New York to California. I was a beatnik with a beard and saxo-
phone; driving through the South and through Texas, I often got stopped 
by cops. They’d say, “Boy, where are you going in this taxicab?” And I’d 
say, “I have no idea.” 

For many years, that was the story of my life. You could call me a 
free spirit. That sounds romantic, but mostly I felt I was a failure. Yet 
even though I was always lost—I was also always inspired by something. 
Inside there was a light, but there was darkness, too. I can still remember 
my first conscious experience of that light: the extraordinary sunlight on 
the beach in Carmel, the luminosity of Cummings’s poem, the richness 
and excitement of my imagination welling up and beginning to create po-
etry, only to eventually crash into the other part of me: the dark part I call 
the critic, who knew I wasn’t “enough.” This continuous alternation be-
tween the light and the dark has followed me throughout my life. 

When I was 50, I wrote The E-Myth: Why Most Small Businesses 
Don’t Work and What to Do About It, which became an international best 
seller. Like the rest of my life up until that point, the whole E-Myth phe-
nomenon came about by chance—a happy accident. Almost 10 years ear-
lier, I’d been visiting my brother-in-law. One day, he brought me with 
him to call on a client of his who was having trouble generating leads 
from the ads my brother-in-law had done for him. Listening to their dis-
cussion, I started thinking about what I would suggest the client do. I dis-
covered that I had a talent for seeing the causes of the problems small 
businesses faced—and the solutions to those problems! The many differ-
ent jobs I’d held had given me a unique perspective on the ways that hu-
man beings produced results, whether playing the saxophone or running 
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a business. I saw the need for fail-safe systems in order to master what-
ever one does. 

For two years I worked with my brother-in-law, and in 1977, I started 
my own consulting practice. Over the next seven years, I developed a 
theory I called the Entrepreneurial Myth, or E-Myth, and the practices 
to apply it. In 1985, my book was published, and after that, my career 
took off. Over the last 20 years, I have written six more books about 
the E-Myth and created an international consulting company: E-Myth 
Worldwide. I have achieved a great deal of success by any standard— 
except perhaps my own. 

Anyone who sees what I’ve done would say, “That’s silly, Michael. 
Look what you’ve accomplished,” but inside my heart, inside my mind, 
inside my body, I am still that teenager, still that wandering Jew. I feel I 
have never been brave, daring, or bold enough. I have never been outra-
geous enough. Now, though, at the age of 69, I am finally getting over it. 

A year and a half ago, I hired a CEO to manage E-Myth Worldwide, 
and I’ve been free to do whatever I want. I’m creating a brand-new com-
pany called Infinite Options. Our mission statement is to create new ven-
tures that transform the lives of people worldwide. 

One of the ventures I’m in the process of inventing is called Intense 
Experiences. IE creates two-and-a-half-day intense experiences. The 
first is on creativity; the second is on will; the third is on intention, and so 
on. These are productions unlike anything that’s ever been done. They 
are to personal growth what Cirque du Soliel is to a circus. 

Another of these ventures is designed to revolutionize the lives of 
entry-level employees in the food industry. Two hundred and fifty thou-
sand people leave the food industry every week; replacements have to be 
hired week after week after week. These are dead-end jobs for people 
with limited futures—and nobody cares. I am creating a venture that 
transforms that reality. And I absolutely know it can be done. 

These are just two of the daring things I have in mind. Through In-
finite Options, I’m finally going to be outrageous. When people tell me, 
“Yes, but . . . ,” I  don’t even want to listen to them, because at my age, 
what’s left but to be brave enough, bold enough, daring enough— 
outrageous enough? 
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Looking back 50 years to the book that transformed my life, I see that 
my life has come full circle since that day on the beach when I first read 
E.E. Cummings and glimpsed the passion, the extraordinary excitement, 
of being able to create whatever, whenever, and however I am moved to. 
Infinite Options is the fulfillment of that vision. 
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I grew up in Springs, New York, a town on the easternmost tip of Long 
Island, separated from most of the rest of the world by the vast expanse 
of the Atlantic Ocean. Maybe it was the feeling of living on the edge of 
the world that sparked my desire to explore and learn what lay beyond 
the infinitely stretching horizon. Or it might have been my job as a “test 
reader” for our next-door neighbor, Ed Packard, who was the cocreator 
and author of the wildly popular Choose Your Own Adventure book se-
ries for children. Each book, after an introduction to the story, gives the 
reader choices of how the story—which usually involves exciting adven-
tures in exotic locales—should progress. Depending on the reader’s 
choice, the plot unfolds in different ways and eventually leads to one of a 
variety of possible endings. As a reward for my feedback on his books in 
progress, Mr. Packard sometimes gave one of the books’ characters my 
name. I remember fantasizing for hours about the adventures described 
in those books! 
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Whatever its source, this childhood longing to travel and experience 
the unknown made me particularly receptive to the two books that would 
later transform my life. Those books—How to Make Millions with Your 
Ideas, by Dan Kennedy, and Vagabonding, by Rolf Potts—have com-
pletely changed the way I think about work and enabled me to create a 
life of adventure and meaning that I had only imagined was possible. 

Even as a kid, I questioned the assumptions about life that most peo-
ple around me seemed to accept without thinking: You go to school, get a 
9-to-5 job, get married, have kids, buy the house with a white picket 
fence, work 50 weeks a year for 30 years, and then retire. I don’t think 
there’s anything wrong with that, but I wanted something different. I 
knew I wouldn’t find it in Springs, so I asked my parents if I could go to 
private boarding school. We definitely weren’t wealthy, so paying for pri-
vate school was a stretch—but all through my childhood my parents had 
told me they could always find the money for education or books. They 
agreed to send me. 

At 15, I left Springs and the ocean behind and went to St. Paul’s 
School in the middle of the New Hampshire woods. It felt as though all 
the options in the world had opened to me. At East Hampton High 
School, for a foreign language I’d had the choice of taking Spanish . . . or  
Spanish. At St. Paul’s, I could choose from 15 different languages. I had 
been involved in martial arts for years, and so I began studying Japanese. 

I almost quit only one week later! It turned out that “conversational” 
Japanese also contained a healthy dose of reading and writing with 
ideograms, or “characters,” which gave me flashbacks of struggling 
through the alphabet with mild dyslexia as a child. After a sit-down pep 
talk with my teacher and six months of study, I landed in Japan through 
an exchange program and never looked back. It was my first time out of 
the country, and my introduction to Asia was nothing short of life-
changing. I experienced an entirely different culture, deepening my con-
viction that there were many other ways of living and enjoying life. I was 
excited and awed at the possibility of following my own interests and 
tendencies—though I knew it might be difficult and even scary at times. 

Back in Concord, I was browsing through a bookstore one day and 
noticed a little blue paperback face out on the shelf. The title, How to 
Make Millions with Your Ideas, caught my attention. Well, I thought, if 
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someone can tell me how to make millions with my ideas—which definitely 
aren’t going to fit well into the conventional jigsaw puzzle—the book will need 
some real plot twists. I opened the book and read a few pages. It wasn’t your 
typical get-rich-quick material: how to make a lot of money in any spe-
cific way, such as with the stock market or real estate. Instead, Kennedy 
outlines concepts that involve creativity and out-of-the-box thinking to 
produce success with any product or service. His ideas and examples 
really grabbed me—I had never realized that entrepreneurship could be 
so inventive and daringly unconventional. One concept stood out imme-
diately: informational marketing, or taking expertise and turning it into 
product. I shelled out the $15 they were asking for the book—at age 16 
that was a lot of money for me—and took the book back to my dormi-
tory. I read the whole thing in one sitting and dog-eared nearly every 
page. I was excited by the concepts but wouldn’t do anything with them 
until a few years later, when I was in college. 

I had managed to get accepted to Princeton University. Although I 
didn’t have the usual perfect SAT scores (I never even finished the test), 
I’d packaged myself in a way that appealed to the admissions office, 
and my parents, with the help of our extended family, had scraped 
together the funds to supplement the partial scholarships I received 
for tuition. To help cover my expenses, I got an $8-per-hour job work-
ing at the East Asian Library, which was basically an attic with zero 
ventilation and no air-conditioning. It was like working in a sauna but 
without the relaxation. I started looking around for alternative ways to 
make money. 

Remembering Kennedy’s book, I tried to think of an expertise I had 
that would be valuable to someone else. I came up with the idea to write a 
little book titled How I Beat the Ivy League. I planned to market it through 
guidance counselors all over the United States to the large number of 
college-bound high school students I thought would be interested in the 
topic. I ended up making an audiotape program from the book and spent 
a few hundred dollars—the last of my savings—to have it produced. I 
didn’t sell more than a handful. There I was with boxes of audiotapes that 
no one wanted to buy. Well, I thought, that didn’t work. But my years in 
competitive sports had made me philosophical about mistakes and failure: 
Getting your face put in the dirt was just part of the game. 
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Once again, I looked around for something I knew that others could 
benefit from. I inventoried my skills: good at languages, wrestler, kickboxer, 
captain of the judo team, knowledgeable about marine biology, could 
speed-read . . . speed-reading! That was it! My roommates and buddies 
were always asking me how I spent less than an hour on reading each 
night when they usually spent three to four hours. As a child, I’d had not 
only dyslexia but also dysgraphia (writing letters incorrectly), which had 
made school a challenge. When I transferred to St. Paul’s at 15, I knew 
immediately that I wouldn’t make it through the school’s extremely rig-
orous academic program if I didn’t learn how to read faster. So I went to 
the library and devoured everything I could find about how eyes actually 
take in and process visual information. It wasn’t hard to understand the 
mechanics, and when I analyzed how my own eyes moved across the 
page, I realized that my eyes were jumping around too much as I read. I 
developed exercises to smooth out the jumpiness and practiced them reg-
ularly. Within weeks, I could read significantly faster than 99% of the 
population and still absorb the information. 

I decided to give a three-hour speed-reading seminar on the tech-
nique I’d devised, which I named the PX Method: $50 per person and a 
money-back guarantee. I made up flyers and posters and put them every-
where. Thirty-two people showed up for the course and not one asked 
for their money back. I made $1,600 in three hours—a definite improve-
ment over my job at the East Asian Library! It was the first successful test 
of the principles I learned in Kennedy’s book. 

I turned to Kennedy’s book again a few years later. After college, I 
took a job in Silicon Valley during the dot-com boom—and lost it a year 
later, when the boom went bust. Once more, I was looking for a way to 
make a living and began thinking of a product I could create and sell. 
Drawing on my experience in sports, I worked with biochemistry Ph.D.s 
from top Ivy League universities to develop a nutritional product for ath-
letes that I could package and ship. The beauty of this plan was that un-
like my speed-reading seminars, the profits didn’t solely depend on my 
direct involvement—another key element of Kennedy’s formula. The 
product could be manufactured and then shipped automatically. 

My business took off. Within a year, I was making more money per 
month than I had been making per year at my Silicon Valley job! Before I 
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knew it, BrainQUICKEN had a client roster of over 80 world title holders 
in professional and Olympic sports, all swearing by our products. There 
was only one problem: I was miserable. I had fallen into a common entre-
preneurial trap: I was working 12-hour days and felt chained to my busi-
ness. I’d started the business as a means to an end—a vehicle for doing 
other things, which in my case meant traveling and learning languages— 
but now the business was running me instead of the other way around. 

I started looking for answers. I read and researched business books and 
systems. I stumbled onto economist Vilfredo Pareto’s 80/20 principle— 
80% of the output comes from 20% of the input. In other words, 80% or 
more of the results come from 20% or less of the efforts. After a very de-
tailed analysis, I realized that more than 95% of my revenue was coming 
from fewer than 10% of my accounts. I looked at where I was spending 
my time: I was running after the other 90% of the people who were only 
contributing marginally to the bottom line. When I stopped doing that, 
my workday immediately shrank from 12 hours to 6. 

I continued to streamline my business further. Soon I was down to 
two hours per day, and the time required of me was falling fast. I figured 
that if my goal was to travel extensively, I needed to make the company 
self-sufficient enough for me to be gone as often as I wanted. Long-term 
travel would be the “final exam” for my business, so I began looking for 
books on the subject. 

Most of the books I found were travel guides—listing places to stay 
and eat and sights to see on vacation. They were aimed at people who 
worked regular jobs and took a week or two off at a time. Then I found a 
book that made me look at my life, work, and goals in an entirely new 
way—Vagabonding: An Uncommon Guide to the Art of Long-Term World 
Travel, by Rolf Potts. 

Potts has crafted a book that is specific in its recommendations but 
still flexible enough to apply to a wide range of travel experiences— 
vacations, sabbaticals, or indefinite forays. Potts gives many practical 
pointers for all aspects of adventuring long term, including picking a des-
tination, financing travel time, and working and volunteering overseas, as 
well as readjusting to ordinary life. His idea that you don’t have to wait 
for retirement to start doing what you’ve always dreamed just made 
sense. I’d finally found another person who thought the way I did. 
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But more than that, Vagabonding presents a philosophy about travel, 
which Potts says isn’t about escaping ordinary life for a period of time 
but about discovering your life. It’s a lifestyle choice that may require a 
major shift in one’s priorities. I found Potts’s concept of voluntary 
poverty and simplification very interesting. It made me realize how much 
stuff I had accumulated that I just didn’t need—so many things I had 
were just taking up space on my “mental plate.” I ended up going 
through all of my earthly belongings and getting rid of 80% of them. As 
soon as I did that, it became easier to prioritize everything I did and enjoy 
everything I had. This process of simplifying my life was exhilarating— 
but was still only a warm-up for the big experiment. 

In 2003, taking only a small backpack—with Potts’s book in it—I 
bought a one-way ticket to Europe and left with no timetable for my re-
turn and no clear itinerary beyond my first stop: a friend’s apartment in 
London. The morning after I arrived, my friend left for work and I woke 
up at 10:00 am in the empty apartment and . . .  had a quasi–nervous 
breakdown! I literally bolted upright in bed and shouted out loud, “What 
the $%&@ am I going to do today?!” Although there was a whole city 
for me to explore, I felt completely lost without the routine of work— 
and thinking about work—to give my life structure and meaning. Re-
moving myself from my deeply engrained work habit forced me to take a 
long look at my values and priorities. Although I’d always worked, I’d 
never stopped to ask myself what I was working for: How much money 
did I need? What was I trying to accomplish? With this new opportunity 
to reflect on these questions, it became clear that (1) I hadn’t defined my 
goals clearly, (2) I often worked out of guilt—so I wouldn’t appear “un-
productive” to others, and (3) I had actually become overly regimented 
and fearful of the unknown. My habits, designed to help me succeed by 
brute force, were killing me spiritually and emotionally. 

Over the course of the trip, living life as a vagabond helped me to 
tackle all these issues and jump directly into self-knowledge and self-
development without the distraction of working for work’s sake. At 
first, I acted the part of tourist because I didn’t know what else to do— 
visiting museums, parks, landmarks—but it got boring quickly. Every-
thing changed when I shifted from “seeing” things—simply logging 
away memories—to doing things and learning things. By the time I left 
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London, the trip had taken on a life of its own. I had figured I’d be gone 
for 8 weeks, but I ended up visiting 16 countries over the course of almost 
18 months. 

The trip was a rediscovery process—working the way I had up until 
then, I’d let nearly all of my passions and interests atrophy. Traveling, I 
was able to revive old interests and create new ones: I trained with cham-
pion fighters in Oslo, learned to tango in Argentina, and snorkeled in 
Panama. What enabled me to do all of this was applying the principles in 
Vagabonding. And my business, set up along the lines recommended by 
Dan Kennedy’s book, functioned beautifully without me and continues 
to provide me the freedom to do what I really want to do. Using the in-
formation in these books has allowed me to fulfill my childhood dream of 
“choosing my own adventure” and has put a 24-hour smile on my face. 
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I have always been interested in the study of life—in all its forms. I grew 
up on a farm and constantly wandered around our pond, collecting sala-
manders and pollywogs, examining seed pods and plants. I was Artemis, 
the goddess of wild things, roaming the fields and observing life. In ju-
nior high biology class, when I saw my first time-lapse photography of 
the pollination of a flower, I was absolutely fascinated. I wanted to be a 
biologist, but I also had a deep appreciation of the magic inherent in na-
ture, in addition to the science. I was the type of kid who drew paper-doll 
fairies and sat all day in the lilac bushes with them, immersed in a fantasy 
world, making up stories of fairies and nature sprites. 

In my family, religion was a relaxed affair. My mother was raised 
Catholic but had bad experiences with the Church as a teenager. When I 
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was growing up, she told me that Nature was her church and she pre-
ferred to spend her Sunday mornings taking long walks in the woods 
around our home. My father, who attended the local Episcopal church 
every week, did so more from tradition and a sense of community than 
from any deep feelings of piety. I was given my choice of churches, and 
it was perfectly acceptable if I didn’t attend either. Religion was a per-
sonal matter in our household. 

When I was 13 years old, I often babysat to earn money. One day, a 
friend of my parents asked me to babysit for her grandchildren. I ap-
peared at the requested time, said good-bye to the departing adults, and 
began the usual child care routine. As I walked past a table in the hallway, 
I noticed a cardboard box lying on top of it. The unopened box was ad-
dressed to my parents’ friend, Mrs. Gretchen Carroll, and the words 
“Natives of Eternity by Flower Newhouse” were printed clearly on its 
side. Something about the box called out to me, but I kept moving. I put 
the kids to bed, and probably did the dishes—my mother had drummed it 
into me that I should leave any place I babysat in better shape than when 
I’d found it. At 13, I was the poster child for obedience, for minding my 
manners and being studious; I did not open other people’s mail. So you 
will understand how intense the call of that box must have been, for once 
the kids were sleeping and the kitchen was clean, I put aside my scruples 
and tore open the box to get to the book I knew was inside. 

When I saw the cover of the book, I literally stopped breathing for 
a moment. It was the most beautiful, most exquisite, most arresting thing 
I had ever seen. It was a painting of an angel, but it wasn’t like any angel 
I had ever seen before. It was a male angel with an amazing depth and 
strength in his face. He radiated such power and goodness that I felt I was 
looking at a divine being for the first time. 

Flower Newhouse, of the Christward Ministry in Escondido, Cali-
fornia, was a Christian mystic, and the book I held was a catalogue of ce-
lestial beings from the angelic realms, their portraits drawn from her 
direct experience. She could actually see the angels that inhabit our world 
and guide every facet of human existence. In her book, she describes the 
angels of the elements, of the directions, of birth and death, of every-
thing you can imagine. I sat for two hours, looking at every page, drink-
ing in the pictures and devouring the information about a realm that I had 
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only imagined and hoped might exist. And on some level I recognized 
those beings; I had no doubt that Flower Newhouse’s pictures and de-
scriptions were accurate. 

I could hardly contain myself. My heart was racing and I wanted to 
talk to someone about what this book meant to me. My whole world had 
shifted. Suddenly, I had language and pictures—evidence of a reality 
that I always felt was too good to be true—and I knew that life was not 
the way the adults thought it was. Clearly, there was a whole unacknowl-
edged dimension underlying our everyday physical existence. I had al-
ways believed this; now I saw that fairy tales were as real as the “real” 
world I was trying to fit myself into. 

When it was time to go home, I put the book back into the box and set 
it on the table. As soon as I got home, I told my mother what I had done 
and then told her all about the book. Seeing how profoundly moved I had 
been by reading it, she didn’t scold me, and said she would let Mrs. Car-
roll know what had happened. She told her friend, who apparently didn’t 
mind that I had opened her mail, because a week later, Mrs. Carroll gave 
me my own copy of Natives of Eternity, which I still have today. 

It was the beginning of an important relationship for me. Mrs. Car-
roll, in her fifties at the time, took me under her wing. For the next five 
years, she invited me over every week for a visit and a metaphysical chat. 
She fed me wonderful breakfasts and treated me as a special guest. Our 
conversations, which ranged over a wide variety of esoteric topics, were 
nourishing to me as well. These discussions laid the foundation for many 
things that happened later in my life. They were the underpinnings of my 
whole spiritual approach to life and medicine, instilling in me the under-
standing that consciousness, other beings, other worlds—things we can’t 
see with the five senses—are in fact a living, breathing reality. 

Becoming a doctor had never crossed my mind, but when I finished 
college with a degree in biology, I very quickly realized that getting an 
advanced degree in that field, which would lead to a life in research, was 
not what I wanted after all. After graduation, I spent a year at home, 
working at an office job and fretting about what do next. Finally a profes-
sor of mine advised me to go to medical school. 

One of my early rotations as an intern was the maternity ward. The 
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first time I saw a baby being born, I nearly fell to my knees in awe. I’d 
never had anything affect me that deeply. It was like the night I first read 
Natives of Eternity; I could hardly contain myself. When it came time to 
specialize, on one level I knew that I wanted to be an obstetrician and gy-
necologist, but my intellect kicked in immediately, saying, “Why would 
you want to do that? It has the worst liability insurance and the most 
night calls on the planet!” But as time passed, I realized that, for me, be-
ing with women in labor was like breathing. Sitting with women who were 
pregnant or had premenstrual syndrome or who had just miscarried—all 
of it felt so natural. It was just what I was born to do. 

I received standard Western obstetrical and gynecological training and 
began to practice, but as time passed, because of my exposure to spiritual 
ideas at a young age, I began to see my role as being a midwife not only for 
physical birth but also for the birth of who a person really is, in the greater 
sense. I felt that I could provide support in the process of the soul becoming 
embodied more fully. The biological way that spirit comes into matter 
is through conception, gestation, labor, and birth, but that is also a meta-
phor for the way that everything—whether ideas, novels, gardens, or 
relationships—is conceived, gestates, goes through labor, and is born. 

To give birth to anything, you must die to other things. And every-
one goes through a kind of labor when they are shedding an old skin and 
becoming something else. There’s always a time when a person wants to 
say, “I’m not doing this. This is too hard.” I’ve seen it countless times 
with women in childbirth: Just when they are fully dilated and ready to 
push, they’ve had it. “Okay, I’m done. I’m not doing this anymore.” 
That’s when someone has to be there to help them through the process, 
and that’s true whether a woman is birthing a baby or a deeper under-
standing of who she is. 

In my work, I often think of the angels of transition that I saw in 
Flower Newhouse’s book. It’s not hard to feel the presence of angels 
when a baby is being born. It’s enormously helpful to remember they are 
also present when someone is dying. The energy of death is very much 
the same as the energy of birth. Understanding that there are spiritual be-
ings helping on a deeper level is enormously comforting and calming in 
all transitions. 
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I learned all this on a physical level up close and personal in the de-
livery room, and now, instead of midwifing one woman in labor at a 
time, I can use that same knowledge to “spiritually midwife” women in a 
much more collective way, through my books, my PBS specials, my lec-
tures and newsletters. 

My message to women about the wisdom in their bodies is grounded 
in my belief that the body and the spirit are intimately connected. Many 
people have come to believe that their spirit or soul is one thing and their 
body is something else—something that needs to be taken care of by 
doctors. I’ve come to see that the place where women miss the connection 
of spirit and body most is in menopause. Hormonal shifts are nothing but 
boosts to your own soul’s labor and birth process. We say things such as 
“Your hormones are making you feel this or do that,” but that’s not it. 
It’s just your soul using the hormones to direct you to become more of 
who you are. The soul may use the irritability of too much estrogen rel-
ative to progesterone, but these hormones are in service to something 
much bigger, and that’s the part that people don’t get. Menopause is an-
other birth canal—a big one. It can be one of the healthiest and most 
wonderful times in life—if you don’t fall prey to the mind viruses that 
tell you that everything disintegrates after 50. It’s just not true. 

Flower Newhouse’s book and the relationship it inspired with Mrs. 
Carroll, a wise woman going through menopause, were major influences 
in my life. They enabled me to see through the illusion of the enormous 
mind–body split that’s embedded in us, starting almost before birth. To-
day, my job is to put those two things back together. My background 
on the farm, with all the earthiness and common sense that imparts, 
combined with my study of the realm beyond our senses, starting with 
Natives of Eternity, has made me what you might call a practical mystic— 
well suited for the work I have chosen to do. 
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For many years, I was a closet spiritual person. As a child raised by two 
metaphysicians, it was my experience that being spiritual was something 
to hide: It made you different, strange, even weird. Although my parents 
looked normal—they always dressed in J.C. Penney clothes—they were 
completely New Age. My mom was a professional spiritual healer and 
my dad an aerospace engineer who quit his job to write about his pas-
sion: model airplanes. They decided they could just pray for everything 
they needed. They were firm believers in the power of affirmations and 
visualizations. 

One year, when we needed a new family car, my parents bought a lit-
tle model car and put it on the dining-room table. My younger brother 
and I were four and six at the time, and my parents had us all sit in front 
of the little car and visualize it being full size in the driveway. And 
darned if they didn’t get it! Still, I resented time spent visualizing; I just 
wanted to watch Batman on TV. 

In the mid-1960s when I was growing up, New Age thinking wasn’t 
widespread. The other kids in the neighborhood made fun of me because 
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I used words like manifest and Divine timing—common expressions in 
our household. They’d laugh and roll their eyes, and wouldn’t let me 
play in their games. 

All this left me pretty confused. On the one hand, I believed in what 
my parents were doing—I couldn’t help it: I’d seen miracles. But I didn’t 
like being ostracized for being different. So as I grew older, I shunned 
anything “spiritual.” When I was in my twenties and most of my friends 
were rebelling against their Catholic or Baptist parents to embrace 
New Age beliefs, I rebelled against my New Age parents and became a 
Methodist! 

My life was pretty rocky at that point. I had gotten married very 
young and had two kids by the time I was 22. I had been attending college 
off and on since high school, trying out different majors—music, ac-
counting, journalism—but nothing stuck. I decided to give college one 
last shot, this time trying a psychology major and philosophy minor. 

These classes were different; they felt like therapy for me. And when 
the professors talked about existentialism, the study of the meaning of 
life, I knew that I had found my place. I read everything they suggested: 
Martin Buber, Soren Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, everything. Then one of my 
professors recommended Viktor Frankl’s book, Man’s Search for Meaning. 
It turned out to be a true eye-opener for me. 

An Austrian-born psychiatrist, Frankl was captured during World 
War II and sent to the Auschwitz concentration camp. Although he lost 
everything—his family, his home, a manuscript he was writing, and his 
freedom—he found that there was one thing that no one could take away 
from him: his right to choose happiness at any given moment. Frankl 
learned to extract happiness from the smallest things: a bird’s song, a 
sunset, a small flower growing next to the camp’s barbed wire fence. No 
matter how grim his situation, he learned to stay in charge of his emo-
tions. He was actually happy much of the time, and this was possible only 
because he understood that our happiness isn’t contingent on outside cir-
cumstances. It’s a matter of choice. 

I remember very clearly the day I first read Frankl. There was some-
thing about the energy of the book when I first saw it that magically at-
tracted me, and I couldn’t wait to read it. I sat under a tree on the campus 
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of Palomar College in San Marcos, California. As I read, I remember 
feeling my stomach unclench and become relaxed for the first time in a 
long time. Even though I was reading about really difficult, even horrify-
ing, situations, there was something about Frankl’s overarching attitude 
of optimism that gave me hope for myself and my children—and for the 
world’s future. 

I’d been living much of my life with an anxiety that went deeper than 
my superficial problems. For a long time I had been fighting an inner 
knowledge that my life’s purpose involved spiritual teaching. I had in-
herited my parents’ metaphysical gifts, but I had been rejecting them be-
cause I thought I’d be ridiculed if I openly taught spirituality. Keeping 
my life purpose at arm’s length had led to the same sort of anxiety that 
Viktor Frankl and other existentialists discuss. Yet I didn’t come to terms 
with that issue till some years later. 

The immediate influence of the book was to change my outlook on 
my current situation. My husband and I had divorced. I was working to 
rebuild my life as a single mother, and I felt very alone. Reading about 
Frankl’s experiences in the concentration camp humbled me and helped 
me put my issues into perspective. If he could survive life-and-death strug-
gles with grace, I thought, then I can certainly walk through my issues of sin-
gle motherhood in a peaceful way. 

When I faced a child custody battle, I clung to Frankl’s words as a 
way of staying positive. I knew that my thoughts would make a huge dif-
ference in the outcome, so I refused to even imagine losing custody. I 
kept a positive outlook, and eventually won the case. 

I often thought of Frankl when life seemed difficult. To this day, his 
ability to feel peaceful and happy while doing slave labor or sleeping on 
a cold, dirty cot helps me to locate an inner reserve of contentment. And 
like him, I’ve found that doing this always has some healing effect and 
improves the external situation, too. 

Another aspect of Man’s Search for Meaning that significantly changed 
my life was contained in a story Frankl tells about hiding in a building as 
part of an attempt to escape from the concentration camp. As he hid, he 
suddenly had a strong gut feeling to run—to get out of the building. 
To do so would ruin the escape and expose him to grave danger, but he 
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followed his intuition—which was very fortunate, because moments later 
the building exploded. Reading this strengthened my belief that, in addi-
tion to choosing happiness, what we need to do to prevail in life is to 
notice our intuitive impressions and follow them. 

This story eventually prompted me to come out of the spiritual 
closet—though in a roundabout way. For many years after college, my 
inner guidance had been urging me in this direction, but I was still resist-
ing. By that time I was a well-respected psychotherapist and had pub-
lished a couple of successful books on eating disorders. I was afraid of 
losing everything, as I had lost my friendships as a child, if I appeared to 
be too odd to people. But then, on July 15, 1995, I had a brush with death 
myself that reinforced the message of Frankl’s story. 

I was all alone one day in an empty parking lot in the most dangerous 
part of Anaheim when two men accosted me. One of them pointed a gun 
at me and they told me they wanted my car and my purse. As I stood, 
frozen with fear, I suddenly heard a voice in my right ear telling me to 
scream with all my might. There was no one there, and I knew immedi-
ately that it was an angel. For a split second, I hesitated. Common wis-
dom says that you shouldn’t scream if someone is holding a gun on 
you—plus there was no one to hear me; the area seemed deserted. But I 
listened to the voice and to my gut feeling—just as Frankl had when he 
ran from that building—and I screamed. The noise attracted the atten-
tion of a woman I hadn’t seen, sitting in her car on the other side of the 
parking lot. She leaned on her horn, and people rushed out of a nearby 
church and scared off the two men. Afterward, I got down on my knees 
in the parking lot and thanked God for saving my life. I said to God, 
“What can I do to repay you?” I received the same guidance I’d been 
hearing within for so long, which was to teach the things that I’d been 
raised with. I knew I was supposed to tell people about the power of the 
mind and spirit to heal us and to create the life of our dreams. The days 
of renouncing my spirituality were over. 

That night I went home and immediately called Unity Prayer Ser-
vice, a religious science prayer service, to ask others to join me in praying 
that I would forgive the men. I didn’t want to hold any fear in my heart. 
It worked. I love them now and believe they were the best thing that ever 
happened to me. 
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After that experience, I began to teach about the power of visualiza-
tion, of affirmation, and of intuition. Today my motto is “Follow your 
inner guidance at any cost.” I tell this to all my clients, because as Frankl 
experienced and as I’ve seen countless times myself, it saves your life in 
little and big ways. 
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We humans use only a small percentage of our full potential. The amaz-
ing achievements of geniuses such as Einstein, Mozart, and da Vinci give 
us a tantalizing glimpse of our own capabilities. Can you imagine what it 
would it be like to fully use our intelligence, creativity, and energy? As a 
teenager, I read a book that introduced me to this concept, changing my 
life forever. 

I grew up in Texas in the 1950s. My parents were eclectic, highly 
spiritual people, and they pursued their spirituality in ways that 
were definitely unusual for the time and place we lived in. My dad, an 
oil executive, was always studying spiritual things. When I was four 
years old, he taught me yoga. There were seven children in our family, 
and my dad would have us all on the mat doing yoga with him every 
morning. 
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My mother was ahead of her time, too. When I was 14, she opened a 
spiritual bookstore, in Houston of all places, very much like the well-
known esoteric bookstore the Bodhi Tree in Los Angeles. Although my 
parents shared their enthusiasm about the spiritual realm with us kids, 
they were wise enough to never force their spirituality on us. 

In the late 1960s, like most teenagers at that time, my bedroom was a 
black-lit lair, with incense burning and walls covered with posters of my 
favorite bands—the Beatles, Jimi Hendrix, the Doors, and so on. When I 
was almost 18, the Moody Blues album In Search of the Lost Chord came 
out, and one of the songs featured the sacred sound “om.” One day, 
when I was playing that particular track, my mother walked into my 
room and was instantly enthralled. She said, “Oh, what beautiful music! 
Can I listen?” And I said, “Sure.” She sat down and very quickly became 
completely still, a blissful expression on her face. I had never seen her do 
this before but assumed she was meditating. I felt a connection to her, and 
like a contact high, a calm contentment soon come over me as well. I 
closed my eyes and let myself float, hearing the music and being with the 
peace I felt inside. 

When I asked her about it afterward, she described her meditation as 
“going up into the light.” This experience made a deep impression on me. 
I thought, Wow, this is very cool. What other people are trying to achieve 
through drugs, Mom can do by just closing her eyes. 

While in my room, she noticed a Beatles poster of the Magical Mys-
tery Tour album on my wall, and she said, “Did you hear that the Beatles 
went to India to visit a man named Maharishi?” 

I said, “No; who’s that?” 
She replied, “Oh, you should find out about him. The Beatles spent 

time with him, and it had a huge impact on their lives and changed their 
music.” 

That was all she said—just a little hint and a suggestion to pique my 
interest. 

Then a few weeks later, I went to the bowling alley to pick up my 
brother, and a friend said, “There’s a samurai giving a presentation in the 
meeting room upstairs. You should check it out.” I went, but my friend 
had got it wrong. Instead of finding some far-out samurai warrior, I 
walked in on a seminar about Maharishi Mahesh Yogi and Transcendental 
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Meditation (TM). I remembered what my mother had said, and I was very 
intrigued. I listened to the whole talk and stayed for a while afterward. 
When I arrived home late, my parents thought I had been off getting into 
trouble somewhere. I said, “No, I went to this seminar on Transcendental 
Meditation.” 

My father was skeptical and said, “Yeah, sure, what did you hear?” 
I told him all that I’d heard—practically the whole 30-minute talk. 

He was satisfied that I had really been at the seminar and both my 
parents were pleased that I was so excited about something spiritual like 
meditation. 

Next, I read Maharishi’s book, The Science of Being and Art of Living. 
In it, Maharishi explains that we are using only 10% of our potential, but 
through meditation we can change this. We can develop an open mind, an 
open heart, and a healthy body. TM, he says, enables us to make a con-
scious connection to the Source that created us all, which allows us to use 
more of our inner potential and create our lives as we want them to be. It 
was the most thrilling thing I’d ever read. 

I began meditating right away and soon became fully involved in 
teaching TM. Eventually, I became Maharishi’s personal assistant and 
traveled with him for nine years. In that time, I began to experience 
everything that Maharishi wrote about in his book: a state of continuous 
blissfulness, more energy, and unbounded awareness. I felt one with the 
Source of the universe, with that which permeates all. I would spend as 
many as 10 hours in blissful meditation, sometimes having all kinds of in-
sights and illuminating experiences, and sometimes just luxuriating in 
long, deep, silent states. 

Then, at a certain point, I began to wonder, What are all these experi-
ences for? I have found my source, but now what? I realized that the purpose 
of my life was not just to find the source of love and creativity within 
myself but also to go back into the world from that inner place and bring 
peace, happiness, and fulfillment to others. The big questions became: 
What are my special gifts and talents? How can I make a difference? The 
last thing that I would have ever imagined is that I would become an 
expert on relationships. 

I knew I wanted to teach, but I didn’t want to simply teach what Ma-
harishi taught any longer. I wanted to find my own unique contribution. 
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The problem was that Maharishi taught the whole gamut, the whole 
range of spiritual information. However, there was one exception. He 
always made it very clear that he had no expertise in the area of sex and 
relationships. So that was the place where I could step out of his shadow 
and offer something new. 

Once out on my own, I started dating and soon got married. Having 
been a celibate monk for nine years, it was a giant leap for me, but love, 
sex, and marriage became the arenas in which I found my own individual 
form of expression and began to achieve mastery. All my years of medi-
tating and searching for the perfect relationship to God had trained me to 
look at relationships in an expanded, more spiritual way. 

Looking back, I would say that those nine years with Maharishi were 
about becoming proficient in the “science of being”—meditating to de-
velop my full potential—whereas my life since then has been about the 
“art of living”—applying that potential in all areas of my life. My spiri-
tual journey has brought me to a place where I use the insights I’ve 
gained to help millions of people love their partners more completely. 

Today, I tell my students that—just as in most areas of our life—we 
achieve only a tiny percentage of our potential in our relationships, too. 
We resign ourselves to experiencing just a few years of romantic 
passion—if that—before it fizzles out. But I’ve learned it doesn’t have to 
be that way; we can enjoy something so much more magnificent. Every-
thing I teach is intended to help people return to the Source, to the place 
of continuous creation and love, so we can maintain the romance in our 
lives indefinitely as we love each other fully. 



<P
hil ip Goldberg  

Philip Goldberg is a spiritual counselor, meditation teacher, and ordained inter-

faith minister who has a private practice in Los Angeles and offers lectures and 

workshops throughout the country. Phil has written 1 novel and 16 nonfiction 

books, including The Intuitive Edge: Understanding and Developing Intuition; 

Making Peace with God, about overcoming the psychospiritual obstacles to 

intimacy with the Divine; and Roadsigns: Navigating Your Path to Spiritual 

Happiness, which addresses the challenge of integrating deep spirituality 

with everyday life. His column, “Spiritual Wellness,” appears monthly in the 

e-newsletter Healthy Update. Phil is a founding director of the Forge Institute 

and the director of the Forge Guild, a consortium of spiritual leaders and teach-

ers from all paths and traditions. His Web site is at www.philipgoldberg.com. ■ 

It had been a bitter New England winter, both inside and out. In the pre-
ceding months, as antiwar fury rose with the death toll in Vietnam, the 
state of my soul grew as tumultuous as the state of the world around me. 
Beginning with my mother’s death two years earlier, through college 
graduation and relocation, falling in love and suffering heartbreak, at-
tending civil rights marches and peace rallies, I had desperately sought 
answers to the Big Questions. I wanted to know about the purpose of life, 
about death, about injustice and human suffering—and especially about 
the chances of finding lasting happiness or anything resembling fulfill-
ment. One by one, every purported source of truth and meaning had left 
me disillusioned. Not even the counterculture trinity of sex, drugs, and 
rock ’n’ roll had met my expectations. They had teased me with brief 
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interludes of ecstasy and transcendence—opening the door a crack to 
what might be possible before slamming it shut. 

A larger and far more promising door had recently been opened by 
friends who squeezed words such as meditation and enlightenment into 
their sentences next to groovy and other sixties jargon. Eastern philoso-
phy instantly resonated with me. Unlike religion as I knew it, it seemed 
to favor experience over belief and faith. A turning point came one day at 
the Museum of Fine Arts, in Boston, when I found myself in a gallery 
filled with Buddhist statuary. Alone inside the elegantly simple space, I 
gazed at the faces of the buddhas. They were stone and wood, but their 
wisdom, compassion, and unshakable serenity were palpable. Whatever 
those guys had, I thought, I want it. 

I plunged into the pursuit of nirvana with all the zeal and naïveté of 
youth, seeking teachings that promised tangible results. Each discovery 
was as exhilarating as listening to the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper album for the 
first time, but those glimpses of radiant light only made the darkness 
seem bleaker. Ordinary life seemed, in Shakespeare’s words, “weary, stale, 
flat, and unprofitable,” and I had become an insomniac trying to figure 
out my place in it. Slamming into a dead end, I sank into a cavernous 
despair. 

If I really want what those buddhas had, I concluded, I’ll have to 
renounce the mundane world. Claiming I had a personal emergency— 
which, in a sense, I did—I got someone to cover the classes I taught, 
stocked up on canned tuna, coffee, and Grape-Nuts, and holed up in my 
tiny apartment with a handful of borrowed books. I might as well have 
posted a sign on my door: “God or bust!” 

In my do-it-yourself retreat, I pondered the mysteries in books such 
as Vedanta for Modern Man and The Idea of the Holy. I tried my hand at 
one meditative practice after another. When I wasn’t doing those things, 
I plotted my escape from what I derisively called “real life,” with all its il-
lusions and false gods. I imagined a Thoreau-like existence in a cabin in 
the woods, or perhaps in a monastery. 

After a few nights of disciplined solitude, frustrated because my third 
eye hadn’t opened and I was still at two with the universe, I reached again 
for the borrowed books. I rejected one, then another, then came upon 
J.D. Salinger’s Franny and Zooey. I assumed this work of fiction had been 
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included either by mistake or as my friend’s way of giving me some 
entertainment. I opened the slim paperback with its identical front and 
back covers—title, author, and two horizontal green lines; no endorse-
ments, no description. I did not put it down until the morning sun lit the 
snow on my windowsill. I read it twice that night, once purely transfixed 
and once to study and underline. 

The saying “When the student is ready, the teacher will appear” ap-
plies to books as well as human beings. This one taught me by upsetting 
my naïve assumptions and turning my search for wisdom on its head. 

The youngest of seven siblings, Franny and Zooey Glass were, like 
Salinger’s Holden Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye, highly intelligent, 
overly sensitive, uncannily perceptive youngsters who couldn’t stand 
phonies and longed to make sense of existence. In “Franny,” the first of 
the two stories that comprise the book, the 20-year-old heroine is in a deep 
funk. “I’m just sick of ego, ego, ego. My own and everybody else’s,” she 
says, summing up the eternal spiritual dilemma for her boyfriend, a 
pompous Ivy Leaguer named Lane. An apparently talented actress, she 
announces that she’s quit the theater department at her college, appalled 
by her own ambition. “Just because I like applause and people to rave 
about me doesn’t make it right,” she says. 

Like me, Franny was disgusted by society’s rampant materialism and 
superficial values. Her ticket to transcendence, she hopes, is a thin book 
called The Way of a Pilgrim, about a Russian peasant who sets out to dis-
cover what it means to pray unceasingly, as the Bible implores. The pil-
grim discovers what has come to be called the Jesus Prayer. Franny’s 
description of it made me sit bolt upright, for it paralleled what I’d just 
read about mantras, a term that had recently been introduced to Western 
ears when the Beatles journeyed to India. “You get to see God,” Franny 
says of the practice. “Something happens in some absolutely nonphysical 
part of the heart—where the Hindus say that Atman resides.” Lane, of 
course, thinks she’s losing it. The story ends with Franny lying on her 
back, mouthing the pilgrim’s incantation. 

Finding words such as karma and chakras and quotes from The Up-
anishads in a best seller was eye-opening. I felt that Franny’s alienation 
justified my own and that I was on the right track—until I read “Zooey.” 
The message in this story was more disturbing and, as a consequence, 
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more transformative. Franny’s dark night of the soul continues in her 
parents’ New York apartment, where, like me, she has holed up with her 
book and her despair and her sacred yearning. Unlike me, she has com-
pany: her mother, Bessie, who is worried sick about her, and her slightly 
older, equally gifted and spiritually informed brother, Zooey. 

In “Zooey,” the Glass kids are exposed as smug, condescending 
smart-asses—and so was I. Their disdain for the shortcomings of ordi-
nary human beings is revealed for what it is: an ego trip, the antithesis 
of the compassion extolled by the holy books they revere. “You’re not 
kind,” Bessie flatly tells her son. Annoyed by her meddling and her offer-
ings of hot chicken broth, Zooey calls his mother stupid, but even he sees 
the wisdom in her observation: “I don’t know what good it is to know so 
much and be as smart as a whip and all, if it doesn’t make you happy.” 

In declaring the dignity of the ordinary, Salinger smacked me in the 
face with my own hypocrisy. Like Franny and Zooey, I was egomaniacal 
in my hatred of egomaniacs, arrogant in my scorn of arrogance, preten-
tious in my disdain for pretension. I began to question the authenticity of 
my quest. Was I, like Franny—in sixties parlance—really tuning in, or 
were we both merely dropping out? Was my meditation, like Franny’s 
prayer practice, “a substitute for doing whatever the hell your duty is in 
life”? How was our lust for enlightenment any different from material 
cravings? Was it really necessary—or even desirable—for a seeker of 
the Divine to renounce “the world”? These disturbing questions were 
like a whack on the head from a Zen master, a cosmic wake-up call: Snap 
out of it! 

In the final section of the story, Zooey scolds Franny for giving up 
acting—an obvious allusion to all worldly action. “The only thing you 
can do now, the only religious thing you can do is act,” he says. “Act for 
God, if you want to,” but act. He continues, recalling the time that he, at 
age five, was about to appear on a radio quiz show for child prodigies, 
and their late brother, Seymour, the family guru, told him to shine his 
shoes. Zooey balked: Not only could no one see the damn shoes but the 
audience and everyone associated with the show were morons. Shine 
your shoes anyway, insisted Seymour. Do it for the Fat Lady. Now 
Zooey tells Franny, “There isn’t anyone out there who isn’t Seymour’s 
Fat Lady.” And who is this Fat Lady? “It’s Christ Himself.” 
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I reflected deeply on this passage, taking from it the understanding 
that all beings are holy and ought to be treated as such. It reminded me of 
a precept I’d read, that one should perform even minor household tasks 
as if the Buddha himself was one’s guest. 

At the end of the story, Franny “lay quiet, smiling at the ceiling.” I put 
the book down and did the same. I finally knew that whatever life deci-
sions I might make, I would not be a hermit or a monk. Salinger’s bottom-
line message echoes that of many sages: Ours is not to turn our backs on 
worldly life but to lift the veil that keeps us from seeing it—all of it—as 
sacred. 

From that day forward, my life’s work has been to live an authentic 
spiritual life while remaining fully in this wacky, seemingly inhospitable 
world. To enjoy its pleasures, endure its pains, laugh at its absurdities, 
weep over its tragedies, and always do whatever my duty may be, how-
ever senseless it might seem, as if the world depended on it. It’s a chal-
lenge that never ends, no matter how much I learn, no matter how much 
I help others to do it, too. I still can’t think of anything more meaningful. 

The same copy of Franny and Zooey is on my bookshelf to this day, 
with its yellow pages, its stained cover, and its quaint 95-cent price 
sticker. As I perused my ancient underlinings before writing this story, I 
was struck by how few I would erase. What were revelations all those 
years ago are valuable reminders now. In fact, I think I’ll go back and 
give this one more polish—to make it shine. I owe it to the Fat Lady. 
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To be honest, I really don’t believe any book can change your life—only 
you can. Look, two people read the same book: One is inspired, while the 
other is bored. It’s the person—not the book—that creates the transfor-
mation. That power lies within each of us. That said, I do believe that an 
author’s insights, when combined with the reader’s inspiration and desire 
to change, can lead to a new life for the reader. 

The book that did that for me was The Human Comedy, by William 
Saroyan. I discovered Saroyan’s work at a point in my career when, as a 
physician caring for and counseling people with life-threatening illnesses, 
I was struggling with many issues. The wisdom so beautifully expressed 
in Saroyan’s writing helped me realize that to successfully treat my pa-
tients, I had to help them live—and not just prevent them from dying. 

It was 1978. I had been practicing medicine for about 15 years—and 
burying my own pain about the chasm that I felt existed between what I 
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was doing for my patients and what they truly needed. Once at a work-
shop I attended, I met a patient of mine who had breast cancer. I was there, 
unhappy as a doctor; she was there, unhappy as a person with cancer, but 
we were sharing our pain. She said, “I need to know how to live between 
office visits.” I didn’t know how to respond. My problem was that I wanted 
to care for my patients on all levels, but my training had been more me-
chanical; I didn’t know how to deal with their feelings—or my own. 

As a physician, you tend to bury your emotions. I painted a self-
portrait around that time that is very revealing. In the painting, I am 
completely hidden behind a cap, mask, and gown. I felt as though I had 
post-traumatic stress disorder. I knew if I kept everything locked up in 
me, it would cause me to become sick, so I was keeping journals to try to 
deal with it. I also had a lot of questions about death: Why would God 
make a world like this? What does it all mean? Why all the pain and the 
suffering? I was searching for answers. 

During that period, I read “The Daring Young Man on the Flying 
Trapeze,” a short story by Saroyan about an impoverished young man 
who dies of hunger. At the very end of the story, the young man lies 
down on his bed to die, and as his life slips away, he sees death as a tra-
peze to God. The Earth circles away, and he becomes airborne. Saroyan 
describes the young man’s death with three astounding words. He says, 
“he became un-alive, dreamless, perfect.” Boom! It hit me—maybe death 
wasn’t the worst thing that could happen to someone. 

Think about it. Noah didn’t argue with God about all the other nice 
people who maybe ought to get on the boat. My sense was that Noah 
knew he was the one who had the tough deal: everybody else was being 
recycled and getting a chance to start again, while he had to continue on. 
When I accepted the premise that dying wasn’t the worst thing that could 
happen, something important changed about the way I looked at death— 
and life—and it affected how I did my job as a doctor. 

After that short story, I read every book I could find by Saroyan. 
When I read The Human Comedy, everything turned around. The book 
opened me to death, life, and at last, to my own feelings—it helped take 
the lid off all the things I was holding inside. 

In The Human Comedy, a coming-of-age tale set in California during 
World War II, Saroyan portrays life as a human comedy. We’re here, he 
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tells us, to enjoy, to laugh, and to use our experience for growth, and for 
good. Most of us don’t see life that way, but Saroyan uses the various 
elements of his story—the war, the death of a parent and a brother, the 
way people help one another in times of need, the discussion a school-
teacher has with her students about leading a meaningful life—to help us 
see that while life has tragedy in it, it isn’t tragic. Through his characters, 
he tells us that death is not the end of life if we recognize that the love we 
give and receive is immortal. 

Saroyan says this beautifully in what to me are perhaps the most 
important words in his book: “But try to remember that a good man can 
never die. . . . The person of a man may leave—or be taken away—but 
the best part of a good man stays. It stays forever. Love is immortal and 
makes all things immortal. But hate dies every minute.” These words— 
plus the idea I took from the trapeze story that when we leave our bodies 
we become perfect again—have sustained me through many years of 
dealing with death and loss on a regular basis. 

Another of my favorite quotes from the book is about doctors. The 
main character, a young teenager named Homer, tells his elderly friend 
and coworker, “Doctors don’t know everything, Willie. They under-
stand matter, not spirit, and you and I live in the spirit.” That quote really 
struck me because I’d been facing that dilemma every day. My medical 
education had trained me to treat diseases and the body, and to write 
prescriptions—not to care for people’s spirits or get to know about their 
lives and their experiences. These Saroyan-inspired insights changed not 
only my thinking but also my practical approach to being a doctor. I 
started asking my patients about their lives, not just their symptoms. And 
I began forming support groups for people with life-threatening diseases, 
something that is common nowadays but up until that time simply hadn’t 
been done. 

The amazing result I found as a physician was that when you help 
people really live, it’s good for their health. They don’t die as predicted. 
When my patients began focusing on enjoying their lives and the time 
they had left, suddenly, I began to see what doctors call spontaneous re-
missions. The thing is, they’re not really spontaneous; they’re usually the 
result of somebody doing something different. But doctors who don’t 
ask for the story don’t understand what’s going on in their patients’ lives. 
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That human story is what Saroyan is talking about. I began asking 
patients, “What are you experiencing?” and then helping them deal with 
their experience. What I found was that if you did this, it made a differ-
ence in a person’s ability to fight his or her disease. 

When people can deal with the experiences they’re having, they 
can live their lives fully. And that often has a miraculous effect on their 
health. My favorite example of this was with a patient of mine named 
John. A landscaper all his life, he was nearing retirement and was very de-
pressed about it. He had developed an ulcer, which some people thought 
was caused by his depression. 

I removed the ulcerlike part of the tumor, but when the pathology re-
port came back, it showed there was cancer at the margins of resection. I 
told John that he had a cancer that we couldn’t cure through surgery; he 
needed more treatment. 

John said, “You forgot something.” (That was always his line.) 
I said, “What did I forget?” 
He said, “It’s springtime. I’m going to go and make the world beauti-

ful. When I die, I’ll leave a beautiful world.” 
John left the hospital saying he didn’t want chemotherapy or radiation. 

He didn’t show up in the office again until four years later, at which time he 
said, “I have a hernia from lifting boulders in my landscape business.” 

When he hadn’t come back to the office, I had assumed he was dead. 
Instead, his depression had gone away, because he had started living 
again. He didn’t go home to deny death; he’d gone home and fully em-
braced life. When we tested him again, he showed no sign of cancer. To 
make a very long story short, John died more than 20 years later, at age 
94. He spent the rest of his life making the world beautiful. I’ve seen it in 
many cases since then: When you start loving your life, your body chem-
istry changes. 

As my work with support groups grew, I began practicing medicine 
less and speaking and writing more. And as health care professionals be-
gan to listen to what I had to say, I stopped practicing altogether so that I 
could talk to them and help more patients that way. I am especially happy 
to lecture at medical schools. It’s like spreading seeds. Almost 30 years 
later, I’m still running support groups for people with cancer and others, 
with any afflictions, who want to come. 
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One of the questions that always comes up in our groups is why bad 
things—such as diseases—happen to people. Why isn’t the world per-
fect? I once wrote something called Understand Why because I had those 
questions, too. At the time, I wondered, why do kids die, why do kids 
have cancer, why, why, why? I wanted the world to be perfect. Then I 
came across a story that helped me tremendously: A rabbi, called the Baal 
Shem Tov, is watching Jews being slaughtered in Russia. He is heard to 
say, “I wish I were God.” 

A student turns to him and says, “You’d stop all this?” 
He replies, “No, I wouldn’t stop or change anything, but I’d under-

stand why.” 
Over the years, I have come to believe that a perfect world would be 

meaningless. We’re here to love and learn. That’s what this wisdom is 
about. Saroyan writes, “. . . And the world is full of people and full of 
wonderful life. All things are part of us. We have come here to enjoy 
them and to thank God for them.” 

When we do this—even if we are dealing with a life-threatening 
disease—the things we face become opportunities rather than problems. 
Though we know eventually all lives end, it makes our acts meaningful 
when we choose to experience life and love fully. 

I have learned to accept mortality. I will love this life until my tired 
body dies; then, as Saroyan says, I will leave that love behind in every life 
I have touched—an immortal part of me still on Earth. 
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The book that had the most influence on me as a writer—and maybe as a 
person—was a book called Inside Benchley, by humorist Robert Bench-
ley. Humor was greatly valued in my family. Other families competed on 
the basis of academic achievement; in ours, it was whether you could 
make other people laugh. As a kid, I was what you’d call a wise-ass little 
twerp. At school, I distinguished myself by not getting in nearly as much 
trouble as I would have if the authorities had been aware of everything I 
was up to, and was eventually elected class clown at Pleasantville High, 
class of 1965. 

Growing up, I was an avid reader and especially loved to read humor, 
but until I was 10 years old, I’d never found anything that really slayed 
me. That summer, my father, who was a big Benchley fan, gave me Inside 
Benchley. I immediately devoured it. As soon as I finished it, I sat down 
and read straight through the rest of my father’s Benchley collection, 
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probably half a dozen books. Because it was summer, I could spend all 
day just reading one after another of the short humor essays he had writ-
ten, mostly for Life magazine and the New Yorker. 

I just could not believe how funny they were. How could any grown-
up have been that silly and gotten away with it? It was a wonderful 
epiphany for me. What really struck me was that Benchley was so silly 
and yet at the same time so obviously smart. 

You could tell Benchley was a very well educated guy. I found out 
later that he went to Harvard and was also a widely respected theater 
critic whose reviews showed incredible erudition. In addition, he often 
wrote about events in the news. I was reading essays in the ’50s that had 
been written in the ’30s for the most part, so there were topics he wrote 
about that I wasn’t familiar with, yet I still loved his writing. He also 
wrote parodies of operas, of classical literature, of science—things that I 
recognized required knowledge and education, but he was making fun of 
them. He took a learned, adult world and turned it on its head. I thought 
that was so wonderful—and so funny. 

I probably didn’t get half the jokes, but I think kids’ sense of humor 
is underrated. They can get what’s supposed to be funny and even a sense 
of why it’s funny, even if they don’t actually recognize the allusion that’s 
being made. Sometimes when I go to a book signing, little kids will come 
up and tell me they’ve read a column of mine and I’ll think, “Oh my 
God, that wasn’t intended for you!” But clearly they got something out 
of it. 

Even at the age of 10 I understood enough to decide that if I could be 
like anybody, I wanted to be like Robert Benchley. Up to that point, and 
for some time after that point, I didn’t really write a lot of humor because 
you don’t write much of anything when you’re a kid—except for what 
you have to write, which is mainly book reports about books you haven’t 
really read. But when I finally reached the point where I wanted to write 
and I could choose what I wanted to write about, there was no question in 
my mind but that it was going to be short humor essays. 

I was very inspired by Benchley’s writing. He proved that humor 
didn’t have to be the stupid, Three Stooges type of comedy; it could be 
much more sophisticated. When I set about writing humor—starting in 
high school for the high school paper, and then in college for the college 
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paper—I admired Art Buchwald and Russell Baker and later Erma 
Bombeck and folks like that. I thought they were funny, but the person I 
wanted to write like was Robert Benchley. 

So when I picked targets, I tended not to write classic political humor 
or classic household humor, but just silly humor. I’d take a topic that is 
ordinarily addressed in a dry and serious manner, like science or some-
thing like that, and just go for it, which is what Benchley did so well. To 
me, his best voice was the voice of false authority: “Today, we’re going to 
explain how chemistry works.” Because he’d read a lot of authorities, he 
could mimic them beautifully, but everything he’d say would be absurd. 
That is my favorite voice to write in, and it’s definitely Robert Benchley’s 
voice. 

Today I have a whole bookshelf full of Benchley books. Like the 
Beach Boys, whose 25 best songs are continually repackaged—there are 
probably 78 Best of the Beach Boys albums—many of Benchley’s books 
contain a lot of the same stories. Though I don’t have all his theater re-
views, I have most of his humor writing that was ever anthologized. I’ve 
collected Benchley’s books for years, and now my wife seeks them out 
and buys them for me when she can find them. At this point, I think I 
have pretty much every book he’s ever written. 

There are a lot of really great humorists out there. But to this day, 
when I don’t want to be funny—when I don’t want to be the guy who’s 
thinking of a joke—and I want somebody to amuse me, the person I’m 
still most likely to pick is Robert Benchley. 
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Considering that I am a “woman of a certain age” who frequently wears 
conspicuous cherry-red hats with vivid purple party dresses, it is surpris-
ing that as a child, I wasn’t very childish. I was the eldest in a very serious 
family; we were very German in our thinking. Growing up, I was always 
concerned about responsibility, careful behavior, and doing what was 
right and proper—what would people think? 

In the mid-sixties, when I was in college, I found myself floundering 
as I tried to choose a major. According to my parents’ rock-solid tradi-
tional views, certain fields were more suitable for girls than others, and 
the premier career goal in their eyes would be teaching. But my natural 
bent was for the arts. I knew I had some aptitude in two areas: visual 
arts—particularly drawing and painting—and writing. Which should I 
choose? 

Ultimately, I compromised. I listened to my parents’ warnings that I 
was unlikely to build a secure career by drawing and painting, and chose 
to major in English, dreaming not of teaching, as my parents assumed, 
but of writing. 
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After settling on my major, I cast about for a minor. I chose 
philosophy—partly to confound my parents, who would view philoso-
phy as no more practical than fine art. To me, it sounded so delightfully 
esoteric, so sublimely nonutilitarian! This would be the perfect way to in-
dulge in an (exceedingly mild) rebellion! As it turned out, however, the 
exposure to the history of thought fueled my hunger to understand the 
nature of humanity and the meaning of life. It also introduced me to an 
author who would have an enormous influence on my life. 

In philosophy class we read widely, and I discovered C.S. Lewis. I 
enjoyed his famous Space Trilogy, which includes Out of the Silent 
Planet, Perelandra, and That Hideous Strength, both as great science fic-
tion/fantasy and as an allegory of one man’s journey to know the basic 
truth underlying all of life. On my own, I read more of Lewis’s work, 
and I grew to respect him as both a wonderful writer and a wise man. 
Then, a few years after leaving school, I discovered another of his alle-
gorical novels, The Great Divorce. This book came to mean more to me 
than anything I had ever read. 

After graduating from college, I ended up in the most traditional ca-
reer of all: that of a stay-at-home mom. This was entirely natural in those 
days, and I loved the life I had with my new family. But inside I was still 
seeking the truth about the meaning of life. The Great Divorce began to 
give me some answers. 

The premise of the book is deceptively simple. The story follows a 
motley group of travelers, first encountered as they are lined up at a bus 
stop in a dreary, gray town (later revealed to be Hell) awaiting the 
arrival of a magical bus. After a period of waiting, punctuated by 
arguments and physical altercations, some of them manage to board 
the bus.To everyone’s surprise, it soon becomes airborne and heads 
upward to an unidentified destination, a place eventually revealed to be 
Heaven. 

Over the course of the narrative, each of these travelers has the free-
dom to make an amazing choice: He can choose to extend his visit to 
Heaven for eternity—or he can return to Hell on the next bus. Each trav-
eler encounters a spirit, sent to meet him, who engages him in intimate 
conversation regarding his life on Earth and his imminent choice. 
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Though each encounter is different, the truth that is revealed in all of 
them is disturbingly honest and provocative. Each person is forced to 
make a choice and, more importantly, to justify that choice. 

The fascinating thing is that not everyone chooses Heaven! And the 
reasons why shed so much light on human nature. In the space of a star-
tlingly few pages, this book examines the best and worst characteristics of 
human love, the true nature and power of individual choice, and the eter-
nal, irreversible effects resulting from the exercise of free will. Via the 
unexpected vehicle of fantasy, Heaven is rendered real and infinitely de-
sirable. Hell is seen as a dreary, yet safe, refuge from the soul-stretching 
demands (and potential liberation) of Heaven. 

Whenever I read The Great Divorce (and I’ve read it many times), 
two particular characters always stand out for me. The angelic messenger 
offers both of them Heaven, saying, “You can have eternal joy in the 
most beautiful place in the world. All you have to do is let it happen.” But 
in order to remain in Heaven, there are things these characters would 
have to let go of—petty, foolish resentments and prideful feelings—and 
they don’t want to. So they refuse. They just can’t accept Heaven because 
it would require them to release something they are holding onto—even 
though it is only harming them! 

Shocking as it was to read this, I could see the same tendencies oper-
ating in my own life. If confronted with that choice, would I be able to let 
go of my need to control everything and everybody? Much as I wished 
the answer would be a resounding yes, I couldn’t be sure. I saw how dif-
ficult it is to let go of any mode of behavior you’ve lived with all your 
life, even though it can mean the difference between happiness and mis-
ery, freedom and feeling burdened, love and loneliness. I decided I didn’t 
want to end up in a “jail cell,” imprisoned by my own smallness yet hold-
ing the key in my hand. Over the years, this awareness has positively af-
fected many of the decisions I’ve made. 

Along with letting go of control, I knew I needed to lighten up. 
Lewis helped me have a better understanding of Christianity. I’ve always 
gone to church regularly and read the Bible, but the playfulness and the 
fantasy element he uses helped me to explore my faith from a different 
angle. It was a revelation to me that you could lighten up and investigate 
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things from a less somber perspective. The fate of one’s immortal soul is 
dreadfully serious, yet you can read The Great Divorce on other levels and 
be quite amused and entertained. 

The playful aspect of the book especially spoke to me because for 
years I had been trying to work my way back to the best parts of 
childhood—those lighthearted, carefree parts I’d missed the first time 
around. I thought of this often and looked for ways to bring more fun 
into my still quite serious life. But it wasn’t until my daughter and son 
were grown and I was heading into middle age that this desire blossomed, 
leading me to found the Red Hat Society. Who would ever have thought 
that super-responsible me would inspire thousands of middle-aged 
women to wear mismatched clothes and be silly together! 

Like The Great Divorce, the Red Hat Society is actually about much 
deeper things, such as love and acceptance and joy and mutual support— 
important, weighty things. When we started, it was a lark, pretending to 
be royalty and playing dress-up—rediscovering joys last known in 
childhood—but it wasn’t long before we realized we were also develop-
ing a powerful sisterhood with a huge capacity for support and caring. 

Now I see that for most of my adult life, in my post-stay-at-home ca-
reer as an artist and now with the Red Hat Society, I have simply been 
trying to play. The society’s message is: Just lay that burden down and 
come play! Have a wonderful day and let it be. If you loosen up and stop 
worrying about everything so much, who knows what glorious things 
will happen? Take some time for yourself with your friends, and redis-
cover the joy of plain old silliness and laughter. And if you do this with 
the same people several times, you are going to bond through that shared 
happiness and find you have a terrific support group. Those people will 
be the ones who will be there when you need them. 

I think Lewis titled his book The Great Divorce because there is a cer-
tain line of demarcation in life, and you have to decide whether you will 
step on one side or the other. You have to make a choice. And that choice 
might require a divorce from whatever is keeping you on the wrong side. 
In my case, I got a divorce from my controlling side. 

I marked this event in a small way that was very big for me. When the 
Red Hat Society began to grow, I said that if we ever grew to 10,000 
chapters, I would get a tattoo. I never believed it would happen, so I 
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thought I was safe! But within a very short time, it did happen, and 
everyone around me started reminding me of my promise. They always 
said it in a teasing way and assured me I didn’t really have to do it. But I 
kept thinking, But I said I would. Besides which, it was a silly thing to do. 
The perfect way to celebrate my new approach to life. Though I wouldn’t 
necessarily advise others to emulate this, on our very next business trip, 
my Vice-Mother—my right-hand woman and second in command— 
accompanied me to a tattoo parlor where we each got a tattoo on our hip. 
What design did we choose? Matching red hats, of course! 
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In 1958, I was 11 years old and my Southern-girl heart fell in love with 
my future husband. As things turned out, the hours spent practicing my 
signature as Mrs. Elvis Presley could have been put to better use. 

On a muggy summer day a year later, I stepped aboard the 
bookmobile—a traveling library in the back of a truck—and checked 
out the week’s reading. Settling into the cool grass underneath a shade 
tree, I picked up the thickest book, turned to the first page, read the first 
sentence, and fell head over heels. Today, over four and a half decades 
later, I’m still in love with Gone with the Wind. 

At the time, I was a preteen GRITS (Girl Raised In The South), 
belle-in-training, and shallow thinker. I was not particularly interested in 
the whole War-Between-the-States-historical-background thing against 
which the novel was set. Instead, I was enamored of the story for its ro-
mance (especially when it involved Rhett Butler) and Scarlett O’Hara, 
the coquettish main character. Both spoke to me in a way that girl sleuth 
Nancy Drew and nurse Cherry Ames did not. 
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Raised to be a Scarlett-like confection—sweet, stylish, coy, and 
coiffed—with a man-pleasing disposition, I was wide-eyed at the discov-
ery that Scarlett was actually an actress playing the part expected of her. 
By doing so, she could have her cake and eat it, too. Using her exterior to 
bedazzle the people around her, she was free to be a different kind of girl 
inside, an independent and strong-minded girl—a lot like the girl inside 
of me. Deep down, I wanted desperately to someday be a published 
writer. I had always loved to tell stories to anyone who would listen and 
spent hours writing gossipy diary entries, drippy fan missives to movie 
stars, and chatty correspondence with pen pals. But I kept this desire a se-
cret, feeling sure I wasn’t really smart enough. 

In any case, the writer thing was piddlin’ next to my passionate inter-
est in all things romantic and domestic. I was already in serious prepara-
tion mode for homemaking and motherhood. My role model for those 
vocations was not Scarlett, who spent scant time or thought on such 
things, but Harriet Nelson, star of the weekly TV show the Adventures of 
Ozzie and Harriet. From Harriet, I learned an apron need not match one’s 
dress color (except on holidays, when a theme apron was appropriate), 
and that housewifery could be a rewarding career choice. 

My own mama hadn’t taken that path. A college graduate, she was a 
full-time bookkeeper for my father’s business and was the mother of six 
children. What she wasn’t was at home, like all the other mothers in the 
neighborhood. She wasn’t at home like Harriett, wearing a darling, 
freshly ironed apron and greeting us after school with a plate of pimento 
sandwiches on white bread that she’d sliced into crustless triangles, and, 
on a tray, tall glasses of cold chocolate milk. Never mind that if Mama 
had been home, I’d have ignored her or that her skills were needed in 
Daddy’s business or that she was a happier person working outside the 
home. She wasn’t where I wanted her to be, and that’s all that mattered to 
me. Studying Harriet, I was preparing myself to be the stay-at-home 
mother I’d longed for. 

In Gone with the Wind, I learned from Scarlett that it was possible to 
be someone other than the person people assumed I was. Harriet pro-
vided an additional flash of epiphany: As long as there was food on the 
table and clean laundry in dresser drawers, Harriet’s day was a mystery 
to her family. Harriet was free to do what she liked. If I could combine 
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the lessons of my two mentors, I could find love and romance and be a 
wife, homemaker, and mama, yet secretly pursue my goal to become a 
writer. But for any of this to be possible, I’d first need the ideal husband. 
So I turned to Scarlett for direction. 

With Scarlett (was there ever a more beautiful name?) as the quintes-
sence of my social aspirations, I spent junior high and high school honing 
my Southern belle skills in the finer arts of small talk, flirting, and back-
stabbing. I dismissed math as too difficult to deal with and biology as un-
necessary to my goals, which freed up considerable time to prepare for 
marriage to a well-heeled guy. According to my Dear Diary entries dur-
ing those years, I was busily walking around the house balancing a book 
on my head; performing a specific isometric exercise while chanting, “I 
must, I must, I must increase my bust”; and practicing American Band-
stand dance moves while clasping my closet door handle. I read movie 
magazines and my mother’s Cosmopolitan (Cosmo to those in the know) 
and bought makeup at Woolworth’s—but only when the counter ladies 
were handing out free samples of Evening in Paris perfume. I spent hours 
talking on the phone to girls I wasn’t at the moment gossiping about (see 
Southern belle skills, above). I watched the movie Gone with the Wind a 
million times, which helped me fine-tune my impersonation of Scarlett 
and confirmed what I’d suspected: Scarlett was indeed smarter than most 
men (excluding my daddy, of course). 

Even so, seven years of emulating Miss Scarlett did little to prepare 
me for college admission, except to an institution of minimal higher 
learning, which was fine by me. Enrolled in the two-year “Mrs.” Degree 
program at the “University of Southern Hospitality,” my mission was 
to find my future children a daddy who could help them with their 
math homework. I was doing some serious heart-breaking and husband-
hunting when I got wind that outside the South, the times for women 
were a-changin’. 

Not certain what that meant, I was nonetheless certain I needed to in-
vestigate. Using award-winning theatrics and a river of tears, I con-
vinced my parents I should put my matrimony major on hiatus and 
transfer to an art school in New York City, where I would study fashion 
illustration and learn to shop wholesale. They finally said yes, but only if 
I promised to return to USH to complete my degree.Feeling a flicker of 



E L L Y N A N N E  G E I S E L  /  153 

guilt—which I shooed like a bothersome gnat—I crossed my fingers be-
hind my back and agreed. 

Up North, with my honeyed accent and fluttering lashes, I was a 
royal success with the men of Yankee-land, especially since my competi-
tion for beaux were braless women with no fashion sense at all, marching 
around demanding the same pay as the guys who were holding identical 
jobs. They were members of the new Women’s Liberation Movement and 
called their notion Equal Opportunity. The Scarlett in me called it Spin-
sterville, and as to their chanting for changes that might affect the wages 
of my future meal ticket . . . well, fiddle-dee-dee! to that. 

Although I was living at the epicenter of a man-eating movement 
that was fast becoming a national and political voice, I just shook my 
curls at the libbers’ rhetoric. What in the world were they thinking, em-
bracing some crazy idea that kicked the guys who were going to be our 
husbands below the belt? Remembering Gone with the Wind during those 
years upheld my confidence that like Scarlett, who single-handedly pur-
sued her goal of getting the money to pay the taxes on her beloved Tara, 
I didn’t need an organization to show me the way or to be my voice. I was 
the one in charge of my destiny: Anything I dreamed was possible, and if 
I just stayed positive and on course, I would be successful. 

So I kept my eye on the gold (forget brass) ring, which was to marry 
a man with a good job, so I could quit mine and become a full-time 
homemaker and mother. I was a woman on a mission when I met the fa-
ther of my future children. I knew he was “the one” on our first date, 
when he figured the tip for our dinner in his head. 

Three years later, I sashayed down the aisle, tiny-waisted (like Scar-
lett!) in a size 2 Priscilla of Boston wedding gown, cheeks pinched to the 
perfect hue of Blushing Bride Pink, and married my Prince Charming. 
With the arrival of a baby boy, and then 20 months later, the birth of our 
second bundle of boy, I recreated Harriet Nelson’s household in which 
to raise my family. Never mind that the year was 1975. I loved tending to 
the nutrition, laundry, and upbringing of my family and considered it my 
career. 

Fulfilled at home, I knew I was the antithesis of women’s liberation. 
But since I wasn’t protesting other women’s choices, nor asking anyone 
to make mine, I hadn’t anticipated the denouncing of my career by many 
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of my own gender. So when women’s lib dared to label my happy home-
making a giant step backward for womankind, I argued back that feminism 
was about women having the right to do whatever they wanted—including 
staying at home and burning dinner, not their bras! Still, ostracism hurt. 

So while other women broke glass ceilings, I did what I always 
did when overwhelmed with too many responsibilities or feeling blue, I 
mentally escaped to the calming familiarity of Gone with the Wind. The 
rereading of my favorite book was always comforting—its prose a re-
minder of languid summer days, cool grass under the shade of a tree, and 
the girl I once was. Within the solace of its pages, I spent time with trea-
sured and nonjudgmental friends and often learned something new about 
the history of the period, but as I grew older and more mature, I also 
detected flaws in previously flawless characters, especially that of my 
beloved mentor. 

Scarlett was often deceitful, sometimes morally reprehensible, and 
always a shameful parent. Yet she was the only figure among her surviv-
ing family and friends who could see the solution for saving Tara and 
act on it. She did this by resurrecting within herself ancient skills of 
survival—skills that had been bred out of her pampered sort. While the 
society in which she’d been raised collapsed, and the people within it lit-
erally died from their inability to save themselves, Scarlett’s gumption 
and vision alone saved her family’s future. Those same qualities were 
mine to resurrect, and I felt them stirring within me. 

Then one day, though I had never given much consideration to the 
woman whose imagination produced my favorite book, the author’s bio 
on the jacket cover suddenly intrigued me, sending me straight to my 
husband’s ancient set of Encyclopedia Britannica to learn more. 

Looking up Margaret Mitchell, I read she’d been a storyteller and 
writer her entire life (like me!). She wasn’t a student of note, and mathe-
matics were her undoing (mine, too!). She was spirited, flirtatious, and 
charming (me, me, me again!). Excited by our similarities, I continued 
reading. Divorced after a brief unhappy first marriage, I learned, she was 
a devoted wife to her second husband. When she was forced to endure a 
long convalescence after breaking her ankle, husband number 2 brought 
her piles of library books. Then, tiring of lugging books home, he pre-
sented Margaret with a typewriter, saying if she were to have anything 
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new to read, she’d have to write it herself. So in 1926, Margaret began 
Gone with the Wind. She completed the book 10 years later, but it lan-
guished in boxes because Margaret had so little confidence in her writing 
and wouldn’t show it to anyone, including a visiting New York publisher 
who was seeking new material to publish. Only when peeved by a catty 
remark made in her presence—“Margaret just isn’t the type to be able to 
write a successful book”—did Margaret retrieve her manuscript and give 
it to the editor to read. He was immediately smitten, and Gone with the 
Wind was published. 

Scarlett O’Hara’s creator became my new role model. Although I’d 
continued to write through my busy homemaking days, hardly a soul 
had ever read anything I’d penned, except those who received my annual 
family tell-all holiday letter. In 1995, that changed. I began entering writ-
ing contests. I wrote essays and a prize-winning children’s book and even 
had a short story published. When Noah, our firstborn, and then two 
years later, Gideon, our younger son, departed for college, I mourned. 
Our wholly emptied nest signified that their childhoods, as well as my ca-
reer as a full-time mom, were truly over. Kissing my first career good-
bye, I seized the opportunity to pursue a second career, that of a bona 
fide writer. 

So it was in 1999 that I purchased several old aprons to inspire me as 
I wrote an article about a piece of classic vintage clothing. I discovered I 
wasn’t the only one who felt a connection to this universal symbol for 
mothering. This revelation evolved into Apron Chronicles, a traveling 
exhibition of stories, portraits, and more than 200 vintage aprons. Every 
stage of this project has brought me unexpected joy and countless discov-
eries. It has changed my life—connecting me with a national community 
of people, each dear and precious, with an apron story to share. 

Today I am a vintage coquette, still married to Prince Charming, 
and a published author. My life has turned out to be everything I 
dreamed, and I’ve accomplished so much more than anyone, including 
me, expected. If a successful marriage, happy homemaking, and devoted 
motherhood had been my only achievements, I’d have called my life pur-
poseful and well lived. Yet it is my accomplishments in my second career 
as a writer that make me believe that when it comes to my potential, there 
is no limit. 
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I owe the attainment of my life’s goals,and the pursuit of those still to 
be envisioned, to the serenely clever Harriet Nelson, and to Gone with the 
Wind ’s two strong women, Margaret Mitchell and, of course, Scarlett 
O’Hara, that belle with balls, who taught me that anything is possible, 
because, after all . . .  tomorrow is another day. 
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Many people think the Waltons of television fame are fictional charac-
ters, but in fact they are as real as you or I. I would know—I’m one of 
them. I recreated my own family—my brothers and sisters, parents and 
grandparents, just as we were in the Depression years of the 1930s—in 
my books and eventually on the television series that became so popular 
all over the world. As a boy growing up in the Blue Ridge Mountains of 
Virginia, it seemed to me, and still does, that we had quite a good life. 

John-Boy, the aspiring writer of the Walton clan, was me. More than 
anything, I wanted to write books that people everywhere would read 
and enjoy. It began when I was six. My mother sent a poem I’d written to 
the Children’s Page of the Richmond Times-Dispatch, and they published 
it. My fate was sealed; writing was all that ever interested me from that 
day forth. 

In Schuyler, the mill town where we lived, there was no library. 
It was a community of working-class people who couldn’t afford luxu-
ries like books—especially during those years of the Great Depression. 
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Nevertheless, our family loved reading. We had two cherished volumes: 
A History of Beekeeping, which my father studied because he kept honey-
bees as a little sideline to supplement his salary, and the King James 
version of the Bible, which I read every chance I got. I loved the majesty 
of the language and the stories, which transported me out of the hills of 
Virginia to Jerusalem, Galilee, or Rome. 

When I was 13, Sister Sherman, a lay preacher from the Episcopal 
church, came to Schuyler. The first thing she noted was the absence of 
books, and so she persuaded the owners of the mill—they quarried and 
processed soapstone there—to set up a library for the town. The owners 
made available a small cottage next to the mill. Sister Sherman put up 
shelves and wrote to friends and churches in Richmond, Washington, 
D.C., and New York, asking them for books. 

When the boxes arrived, Sister Sherman allowed me to unpack them 
and put the books on the shelves. You can imagine the variety of books 
that came in: travel, fiction, poetry, reference. I was like a drunkard in a 
liquor store. I would take home stacks of books and consume them, 
everything from the Hardy Boys and the Bobbsey Twins to authors such 
as Henry James and Willa Cather. Each book I read changed my life to 
some degree, but it wasn’t until years later that I came across the one 
book that I feel has had the most profound impact on me. 

By then I was a young man of 26, living in New York City. I had taken 
the long way round to get there. Once I’d finished high school, I had been 
conscripted into the service during World War II and spent two years in 
Paris. Before the army, I had never traveled far from home—except of 
course in my imagination—and so in Paris, I had my first cosmopolitan 
experience of life. I learned to speak French and even saw the great writer 
Gertrude Stein on the street. I was in the audience for Edith Piaf ’s first 
concert after the end of the war. Her costar was Yves Montand! There was 
no keeping me down on the farm after that. When I returned to the States, 
I went to college and then to Manhattan, where I joined the writing staff at 
NBC (it was still the days of radio, before television). We wrote various 
things, including dramas for a show called The NBC Radio Theater. 

One day, the editor of the show assigned me a book to dramatize: 
The Time of Man, by Elizabeth Madox Roberts, published in 1926. The 
first thing that caught my attention was that Elizabeth Madox Roberts had 



E A R L  H A M N E R  /  159 

moved to New York from Kentucky and had written the book in a base-
ment apartment on West 96th Street. I, too, was a transplanted Southerner, 
living on 87th Street, practically in a basement, so I felt an immediate kin-
ship with her. 

When I began reading the novel, I discovered something wondrous 
and, for me, completely life-changing. Roberts’s characters spoke in a 
way that, while totally unique, was exactly what I had heard as a boy in 
Virginia. Something along the lines of “All my enduring life I’ve 
yearned to be in such a place as this.” It was the language of the mountain 
people: overtones of Elizabethan speech combined with the cadence of 
African-American speech, which has contributed so beautifully to the 
Southern accent. The novel’s language resonated with me and inspired 
me to later use the same linguistic style in my own work. 

I was also fascinated by the characters themselves. The central 
character in The Time of Man is a 13-year-old girl named Ellen Chesser, 
who lives in a family of itinerant workers. When we first meet her, she’s 
working with her mother and father, planting tobacco seedlings. I was 
immediately struck by Ellen’s marvelous imagination and sense of won-
der. Ellen’s mother is a character of great strength and perseverance. 
Many times throughout the story, she says, “We’ve got to keep moving 
on.” Moving on becomes a theme in the book—moving to some better 
place, finding some better life. 

At one point, Ellen comes under the influence of a carnival woman 
named Tessy, who tells her all these wonderful stories about her travels, 
and Ellen eats them up. I knew that eagerness. Like Ellen, I had been 
curious about the world. In that makeshift library of my youth, I some-
times found a National Geographic magazine mixed in with the books. 
Reading it, I wanted more than ever to see what was beyond the moun-
tain I called home. 

Then, when I was in basic training in Louisville, Kentucky, I met my 
own equivalent of Tessy. He was a fellow soldier who realized that I was 
not very knowledgeable about music and good books, so he took me un-
der his wing. He was appalled that I had never heard really good music— 
I was used to fiddle pickin’, what he called hillbilly music. One day he 
took me to a music store and asked them to play a recording of the second 
movement of a Tchaikovsky symphony so I could hear it. It was the start 
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of a different kind of education from the one I’d received in the Blue 
Ridge. Yet the solid foundation of my country upbringing kept me true 
to the values I cherished as I moved into this exciting and sometimes 
complicated new world. 

The Time of Man simply delighted me. It embodied the nobility I 
had always perceived in so-called common, ordinary people. I was elated 
by this newfound style and deep connection with another Southern 
writer. Roberts gave me permission to write in my own vernacular. Fi-
nally, I had found my voice—and my subject matter. Not long after read-
ing her book, I wrote and published my first novel, Fifty Roads to Town. 

I was floating on air for months after that. My career had been 
launched. After Fifty Roads to Town, I wrote Spencer’s Mountain and its 
sequel, The Homecoming, which is the book that The Waltons is based on. 
If I hadn’t come upon Elizabeth Madox Roberts’s novel, The Waltons 
would probably never have happened. Her work helped me portray the 
hill people, not as thick-browed, shaggy rednecks and hillbillies, but as 
the courageous, self-reliant, and honorable people I knew so well. 

Borrowing Roberts’s “pencil,” I was able to create a “real” fictional 
place. Faulkner had Yoknapatawpha County; I had Jefferson County. I 
knew that area and those people, and had such respect and love for them 
that I was able to come up with something universal; my stories seem to 
cross international, ethnic, and geographic lines. 

Over the years, I’ve found that people all over the globe relate to the 
Waltons and claim them as their own. I was in Vienna once and was inter-
viewed by a Viennese journalist who told me he had been puzzled about 
where Austrian kids thought Walton’s Mountain was located. When he 
asked some schoolchildren, they said, “Oh, it’s in the Black Forest.” 

The Waltons is still being shown in syndication. I sometimes get mail 
from people who say, “Thank you for the lesson you taught us last 
night.” I think, “My God, I didn’t mean to teach anybody.” I wasn’t try-
ing to get a message across; as Samuel Goldwyn once said, “Messages are 
for Western Union.” Then I realize that because I have written about 
such good, decent people, there are messages inherent in the stories that 
touch the viewer deeply. I suppose, like Ellen Chesser in The Time of 
Man, the Waltons simply appeal to the best in all of us. 
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The book’s cover read Space Cadet, by Robert Heinlein. What’s a space 
cadet? I thought. I was 10 years old, sitting on the floor in the Parkman 
Branch Library in Detroit, Michigan, looking at the books that were 
waiting to be reshelved. I picked up Heinlein’s book and started reading 
it. It’s the story of a group of boys, teenagers from Earth, Venus, and 
other planets, who want to join the Solar Patrol, a peacekeeping body for 
the whole galaxy. 

I was fascinated. It was the first time I truly understood that books 
can take you to other worlds. Up until then, the books I read were rooted 
in the everyday world I knew: dog and horse stories, stories about fami-
lies and people just like me in one way or another. Though I didn’t have 
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a horse—I was a city kid—I certainly had a dog, so those worlds were 
familiar, unlike this vision of an interplanetary Patrol that helped people 
all over the universe get along. Space Cadet introduced me to a whole 
new type of fiction—and to the experience of how life-changing good 
fiction could be. 

As an urban child growing up in a family that was not particularly 
happy, I spent most of my time at the library. Reading was an escape for 
me. The children’s librarians were always recommending books to me, 
and I spent many hours in my favorite spot on the window seats in the 
children’s room with my nose buried in book after book. Those wonder-
ful librarians cultivated my early love of books and showed me that 
books and libraries can open doors to other ways of being and thinking. 
I decided early on that being a librarian was the best thing I could ever 
do; I absolutely wanted to give that same gift to other children—and 
adults, too. 

I also observed the benefits of a reading life in my own family. My fa-
ther was orphaned early in the Depression and never went beyond the 
sixth grade in school. Yet he continued to read. As an adult, he ended up 
selling home improvements in Detroit, but his real love was American 
history. He was politically active and especially enjoyed reading the kinds 
of books that describe the way a country is created. Looking back, I can 
see that it was reading that made up for the formal education he’d missed 
and that truly defined who he became in his life. 

Reading was certainly an important element in the formation of my 
own values and character. In Space Cadet, Heinlein introduced me to the 
notion of honor and doing the honorable thing. At one point in the book, 
the main character, a boy named Matt Dodson, is taking a variety of tests 
that will determine whether he can become a member of the Solar Patrol. 
In one test, each candidate is given a milk bottle, a blindfold, and some 
beans. They are instructed to go into a room by themselves, cover their 
eyes with the blindfold and drop the beans into the bottle. 

When Matt is finished, he uncovers his eyes and is horrified to find 
that only one of his beans has gone into the bottle. He is terribly afraid it 
will disqualify him; still, despite the temptation to lie about his score, he 
reports his poor performance honestly. Matt asks the supervisor what 
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prevents someone from uncovering his eyes and dropping the beans in. 
The supervisor says that nothing prevents it—a clue that things aren’t 
always what they appear to be. Matt realizes (and I did, too) that what 
was actually being tested was his honor! And so he had done very well. I 
found that little incident so interesting that I’ve remembered it all these 
years. Indeed, the whole concept of honor, plus the idea that we don’t al-
ways know what we are being tested for, made a deep impression on me. 

Space Cadet also provided a vision of world peace I had never imag-
ined possible. I read it in 1958 at the height of the Cold War, when we 
were all feeling a deep anxiety about the threat of war. The idea in the 
book of people very different from one another—Martians and people 
from Earth and Venus—all trying to make one peaceful world was very 
appealing to me. I felt that no matter what someone looked like, everyone 
is part of the world and part of civilization and deserves respect and 
equality. 

These ideas, plus the notion of honor and doing the honorable thing, 
led me to be involved in many of the protest movements of my time. My 
first civil rights involvement was in 1960, picketing the Woolworth’s in 
Detroit in support of the early civil rights sit-ins in Greensboro, North 
Carolina. Woolworth’s wouldn’t serve blacks at the lunch counter, so 
four brave black men in Greensboro had sat down at the counter and re-
fused to move. They were arrested, of course, but then others came and 
sat at the counter, too. Like many around the country, we were doing a 
sympathy protest/picket line at a local Woolworth’s. This happened only 
two years after I read Space Cadet. I was probably 12. I didn’t go with my 
parents, but with a group of other teenagers—it was a little bit like the 
Solar Patrol. Although it was scary to go against authority, I felt empow-
ered by my actions and felt that the protest was the way to help the world 
be a better place. It was my small contribution to intergalactic harmony. 

I’ve explored so many worlds through reading since those days. Af-
ter Space Cadet, I soon branched out from science fiction to fantasy. I read 
The Hobbit and then The Lord of the Rings. I was hooked. Today I still 
enjoy the genre—among many others, of course. 

Initially, reading was a way for me to hide from a reality I didn’t 
like, but it quickly became a vehicle enabling me to know and embrace 
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many different visions of reality. Over the years, books have taken me to 
cities, countries—even planets!—I could never have traveled to on my 
own. I became a librarian so that I could share the gift of reading and 
inspire others to open books—to begin their own journeys of discovery 
and enrichment. 
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In 1978, I was at the top of my game: Famous Amos cookies were selling 
“famously” and I had just moved to Hawaii. It seemed that the struggles 
of my past were over—or at least on vacation. I lived in the most beauti-
ful place in the world and was just beginning an inner spiritual transfor-
mation that I hoped would match the great progress I’d made outwardly. 

I had spent my childhood living in poverty. When I was 12, my par-
ents divorced and I was sent from Tallahassee, Florida, to New York City 
to live with my aunt and uncle. Five years later, I dropped out of high 
school and joined the Air Force. When I left the service, I was hired to 
work in the mailroom at the William Morris Agency. Within a year, I’d 
become their first African-American theatrical agent, but life was still a 
struggle. I never seemed to have enough money to make ends meet. 
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All that changed when I started making a living baking chocolate-
chip cookies—a product I was introduced to as a teenager in my Aunt 
Della’s kitchen. Everyone who tasted my cookies loved them, and before 
long, I’d opened several dozen Famous Amos cookie outlets across the 
country. By 1978, business was booming. 

Yet even though things were going well, I didn’t feel I was really in 
control of my life. I had money, but something was still missing. Like 
most people, I’d been raised believing that I was at the mercy of other 
people and a victim of my outer circumstances. 

Soon after I moved to Hawaii, I heard Gerald Jampolsky speak at the 
Unity church I’d started attending. Then I read his book, Love Is Letting 
Go of Fear. It totally changed my belief system. Jerry showed me that 
everything really happens on the inside. He taught me that I’m solely re-
sponsible for how I feel and how I process experiences. In other words, 
he put me in charge of my own life, really for the first time. 

In Love Is Letting Go of Fear, he explains that we can’t be loving and 
fearful at the same time. In any given instant, we can be either in a state of 
love or a state of fear, and we get to choose which one. Well, if we have a 
choice, why in heaven’s name would we ever choose fear? Since our atti-
tudes and beliefs are directly related to the results we get in life, why would 
we ever want to be negative? It was the great “aha” moment in my life: 
Once I understood this—and began living this way—my spirit blossomed. 

I began to process things in a completely different way. Whatever the 
experience and whatever the situation I was involved in, I knew that if I 
was fearful, it was because I was not loving myself, not loving the situa-
tion, and not loving life. Fear comes from forgetting that God—Love— 
is the source of everything and that in the bigger picture, there is truly 
nothing to be afraid of. 

Today, even though I’ve been in the cookie business for 30 years, 
I still get challenged. For example, in August 2005, I opened a new cookie 
store here in Hawaii. We had some difficulties at the beginning and I 
started to worry that we might run out of operating capital. I found my-
self replaying all the old negative thoughts: What are we going to do if we 
run out of money? What are the investors going to say? 

With this negativity about the store running through my mind, I sat 
in a comfortable place and prayed. I asked to be reminded that God is all 
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there is, that He is love and that He is the source of everything. I immediately 
felt the peace and the comfort of “coming home.” It’s a practice I have— 
to align myself with love every day. I use love as a repellant, as a shield 
that deflects all that is not like love. Once I shift my attention away from 
the outside struggle and back to love, the outer situation usually soon 
clears up, as it did with the problems at the Hawaii store. 

There is no doubt in my mind that our attitudes and belief systems 
create the results we see in our lives. Not long after I met Jerry Jampol-
sky, he introduced me to a boy named Kerry, who was 9 or 10 years old 
and had sickle cell anemia. The doctors told him he’d never live to see his 
thirteenth birthday. But Kerry didn’t become fearful. He said to me, “I 
think life is like checking a book out of a library. When you’re born, you 
borrow your body. There’s a due date, but you don’t know when it is. 
Once the due date arrives, you just return the body.” 

It was an amazing experience to meet someone that young with such 
a powerful attitude. Kerry is 38 years old now. He’s still living with sickle 
cell anemia, but he’s not dying from it. He went to college, got married, 
and has two beautiful young boys. Kerry survived because he knew in-
stinctively to live life from a place of love. 

Jerry taught me that we have the power to let go of fear and choose 
love. We have the power to let go of anxiety and limitation and instead 
choose a life filled with peace and freedom. But it’s one thing to know 
this, and quite another thing to live it in the midst of a storm. People say 
knowledge is power—I disagree. It isn’t power until you use it, just as an 
automobile is not transportation until you drive it. 

I’ve learned that letting go of fear is just a decision I have to make 
again and again: Choose love. Choose love. Choose love. It’s what car-
ries me through each and every day with a smile on my face and peace in 
my heart. 
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I spent the first 30 years of my life “in my head.” Eight years in military 
school, four years at Harvard, and two years at the University of Chicago 
had made me intellectually astute, but at the cost of separating me from 
my body, my emotions, and my spirit. Military school and Harvard had 
been all about thinking and logic. My body was simply a container for my 
brain—and a vehicle to vanquish opponents on the sports field. Feelings, 
sexuality, and pleasure were to be repressed in the name of academic and 
athletic achievement. And forget fatigue, pain, loneliness, fear, and anger: 
One had to rise above all that. 

By the time I was a doctoral student in education at the University of 
Massachusetts Amherst in the mid-seventies, I knew something was 
missing from my life. Although I had done well, nothing was that re-
warding, and I wasn’t very happy. It was a great relief to find that many 
of my courses were focused on deepening one’s self-awareness, owning 
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disowned parts of the self, and discovering more authentic ways of being. 
I attended exciting courses with titles such as Values Clarification, As-
sertiveness Training, Communication Skills, and Gestalt Awareness, as 
well as the usual history and philosophy of education courses. As a 
result, I began rediscovering my previously buried feelings, learning 
how to pursue my true heart’s desires, and connecting more deeply with 
people and with nature. I also began to explore my emotions and my 
spirituality through participation in a variety of self-help and human 
potential groups. 

I had been feeling disconnected from my spiritual self and from reli-
gion for many years. My mother had been a Catholic but had left the 
church after divorcing my father when I was six. Because my stepfather 
was Presbyterian, I had grown up in the Presbyterian Church. Then, in 
high school, I’d had a deeply disturbing experience that had made me 
withdraw from religion altogether. 

Once a year, our community had Ecumenical Day, in which church 
members were encouraged to attend the services of a different denomina-
tion. When our minister asked me which church I was thinking of at-
tending, I said I was planning to go to a Catholic Mass. I had never 
attended Mass with my mother and I had always been curious about it— 
the chanting in Latin, the incense, the weekly confession, and commun-
ion. My minister’s reaction to this was intensely negative—you’d have 
thought I had said I was going to defect from the Presbyterian Church 
and go join up with the Antichrist. 

He took me into his office and launched into a 20-minute presentation 
about how Protestants were better people than Catholics and, because of 
the superiority of their doctrine, were rewarded more favorably by God. 
He even brought out a map of Europe that showed the gross national 
products and average per capita incomes of each country, and pointed 
out that all the predominantly Protestant countries such as Germany and 
Great Britain had much higher numbers than the Catholic countries such 
as Spain and Italy. He concluded by telling me that I would be much 
more successful in life if I were a Protestant and advised me to visit a 
Methodist or Lutheran church instead. 

I remember leaving that meeting completely turned off by the petty 
competitiveness, bigotry, and arrogance he had displayed. After that I no 
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longer trusted the messages of love, tolerance, and compassion that were 
the standard fare of Sunday sermons. By the time I had finished studying 
the history of religions at Harvard, I had pretty much become an agnos-
tic. I was no longer sure if there really was a God. I began to wonder if 
Karl Marx was correct when he had proclaimed religion was simply the 
opiate of the masses. As long as people had God and a promise of a bet-
ter life in the hereafter, they would put up with anything in this life. 

Looking back, I believe the fundamental problem was that my reli-
gious education, like most people’s, had been strong on dogma and non-
existent on how to create and experience a personal connection to a living 
God. No wonder I was spiritually shut down. 

During this period, a professor of mine lent me a book to read: Life 
After Life, by Raymond Moody, M.D. He told me he had read it in one 
sitting and it had profoundly affected him. I took the book home and read 
it that night. The book is about Dr. Moody’s personal research into clini-
cal near-death experiences. A medical doctor, Moody had become fasci-
nated with people who had clinically died but who had been revived 
several minutes later and could remember what they had experienced 
while they were “dead.” 

From his interviews Moody was able to discern a clear pattern to 
those experiences. After people died, they left their bodies, floated up-
ward, and were able to look down on their “dead” bodies. They were 
then transported through a dark tunnel (often while hearing a high-
pitched sound) toward a being of light that loved them unconditionally. 
Many Christians identified this being as Christ, many Buddhists as Bud-
dha, while agnostics and atheists simply saw it as a being of light. Next, 
in the presence of this being, the “dead” would often review their life 
with the purpose of seeing what lessons they could learn from it. In-
evitably, these people were told they had to return to their bodies, which 
they did, though reluctantly. 

What struck me most was a single comment from one of Dr. Moody’s 
interview subjects. He said that the being of light had asked him two 
questions before showing him a review of his life. The first was “What 
wisdom have you gained from this life?” The second was “How have you 
expanded your capacity to love?” Those two questions, more than any-
thing else in the book, deeply affected me. Rereading the book recently, 
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I was shocked to discover that these questions—which I had remem-
bered as the main premise of the book—were simply two sentences in the 
middle of a paragraph. They weren’t even a major theme that Dr. Moody 
was presenting, yet they have stuck with me and directed my life for over 
30 years. 

Reading that section of Moody’s book, I came to the conclusion that 
we are indeed spirits that transcend the flesh, that in fact there is life after 
this life on Earth, and that the main purpose of our lives on Earth is to 
deepen our wisdom and to expand our capacity to love. I remember 
thinking—probably because I was studying education at the time—Hey, 
there really is a final exam. There are two questions, and it’s a take-home test! 

That night, doing the best I could to review my own life, I saw that I 
had certainly not been focused on becoming wiser or more loving. My 
life up to that point had been about learning, but not about love and wis-
dom. I realized, as we say in the education field, that nobody was “teach-
ing for the test.” There were very few classes in any school or university 
called Extracting Wisdom from Your Experience or Learning How to 
Love Unconditionally. Instead, I had been mostly studying history, ge-
ography, mathematics, and biology—all useful, but not critical to the 
love, joy, and inner peace that had eluded me for so long. And while the 
churches were exhorting us to be more loving, kind, compassionate, and 
forgiving, nobody seemed to have an effective curriculum for teaching 
us how. 

As I reflected on what I had read in Life After Life, I just knew in my 
heart of hearts that there was indeed a spirit we call God, and that this 
force was not punitive but compassionate and loving. I understood that in 
a sense, we were all in school; we were all learning through our experi-
ences. Dr. Moody’s research (and later Dr. Kenneth Ring’s and Dr. Elis-
abeth Kübler-Ross’s research on clinical near-death experiences) had 
given us academic validation for what the mystics and the saints had been 
telling us throughout the ages. 

This profound little book literally changed the course of my life. 
After that night, I began to deeply pursue my spiritual practices of 
meditation, prayer, reading, and service to others. I dedicated my life to 
learning—and teaching others—about love and wisdom. First I did it 
through my workshops on self-esteem, relationships, and the principles 
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of success. Then I started gathering stories that I felt contained messages 
of love and wisdom that would inspire and enlighten others. These sto-
ries later formed the basis of the Chicken Soup for the Soul books. 

In my seminars, I often talk about my transformational experience 
reading Life After Life and the lessons I’ve taken from it. One night after 
I had spoken at a church, a man from the audience came up to me and told 
me about his near-death experience after a serious car accident. He said 
that before the accident, he had been a Christian in terms of going to 
Sunday services but had never felt very deeply connected to God or his 
church. A real estate agent, he had spent his life ruthlessly pursuing mon-
etary success. After his near-death experience, although he had remained 
a real estate agent, he said that he now saw his clients as people he was 
serving rather than people he was trying to make money from. 

He then shared something I thought was very illuminating. “You 
know,” he said, “even though I am a Christian, I don’t know for sure if 
there is a heaven or a hell like the ones they describe in church. I wasn’t 
there long enough to discover that. But I will tell you what I think hell is. 
Hell is standing next to Jesus Christ and having him watch you as you 
watch the review of your life go by, both of you seeing every incident in 
your life where you withheld love from another person. You can really 
feel the pain—yours and theirs—each time you withheld love or com-
passion from another person.” 

When I shared that story in a later speech, a man who had graduated 
from the University of Southern California (USC) came up to me cry-
ing. He said he had told his daughter he’d disinherit her if she married her 
boyfriend, who was attending USC’s archrival, the University of Cali-
fornia, Los Angeles. He admitted to not having spoken to his daughter 
for more than a year. Stories like these make it clear how much unneces-
sary pain we inflict on ourselves and each other when we withhold our 
love and acceptance. 

Today, because of Life After Life and the experiences that have 
flowed from it, I constantly strive to let people be who they are, believe 
what they believe, and pursue happiness in their own unique ways. This 
alone has removed a lot of stress from my life. In addition, I have great 
compassion for myself, my family, and my friends. I am far from perfect, 
but I keep coming back to the two questions I learned that night in a 
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dimly lit apartment in Amherst, Massachusetts: “How can I be more 
loving in this situation?” and “What wisdom can I learn from this expe-
rience?” The simple act of asking myself these questions, as well as my 
continued dedication to answering them, have made my journey infi-
nitely more rewarding than I could ever have imagined. 



<J
im McCann  

Jim McCann, CEO of 1-800-FLOWERS.COM, is a man with a knack for making

things grow. Starting with a single flower shop in Manhattan, he has grown his 

company into an international business with 3,500 employees and annual sales 

of $650 million. His entrepreneurial acumen and vision have been widely recog-

nized in the business community. Among his many honors are Entrepreneur of 

the Year awards by Merrill Lynch and Inc. Magazine. Jim is the author of Stop 

and Sell the Roses: Lessons from Business & Life. ■ 

I went to John Jay College of Criminal Justice for two reasons: one, 
because I wanted to become a New York City police officer, and two, 
because they let me in. I wasn’t much of a student, and to this Irish 
Catholic kid growing up in a blue-collar neighborhood in Queens, be-
coming a cop was something special. The “men in blue” were like the 
sheriffs and marshals in the Westerns I watched on TV. 

At John Jay, which was then part of the New York Police Academy, 
I studied psychology and was fortunate to have an inspiring linguis-
tics professor—smart, cultured, and kind. He introduced me to Claude 
Steiner’s work and lent me Scripts People Live, a groundbreaking book 
about Transactional Analysis, which is the study of how individuals in-
teract. It is a complex book with many advanced psychological concepts, 
but its underlying message—that the quality of our lives is based on our 
relationships—had a huge impact on me. 

As time passed, I realized I no longer wanted to be a police officer. 
Instead, I decided to devote myself to what had been my part-time job, 
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which was working in a home for troubled teenage boys. Although I 
loved the job, I wasn’t very good at it. For one thing, I was shy—hardly 
a qualification for working with tough, court-referred teenagers who 
were only a few years younger than I! 

Fortunately, my boss, a member of the Marianist Order named 
Brother Tom, was a terrific man and a wonderful mentor. I went to him 
one day and said, “I’m not the right person for this job. Things can get 
ugly quickly around here, and I’m not very good at controlling the situa-
tion. I think I should leave before things get out of hand and someone 
gets hurt.” But Brother Tom wouldn’t let me quit. He told me he saw my 
passion for the job and my big heart, and he said he’d work with me. 

As a result, I found myself talking to Brother Tom a lot. The first 
thing he did was to help me get over my shyness. He suggested I act like 
a host at a party. When you’re a host, he explained, you’re not thinking 
about your own needs and feelings; you’re concerned with how everyone 
else is doing. And when you’re giving to people in this way, the amazing 
thing is that not only are they happier but you’re happier, too. 

Claude Steiner had come to a similar conclusion. He found that the 
more a person creates social intimacy in his life, the more content he is. 
Brother Tom and I spent many hours discussing Transactional Analysis 
and Scripts People Live. I told him that reading Steiner had helped me rec-
ognize a fundamental truth about myself—that I am happiest when I am 
giving and receiving love. We talked about how this truth might apply to 
others, including the young men in my care. Suddenly the light went on: 
In spite of all their bluster and denial, every last one of these young men 
was the same as me; they just wanted to love and be loved. From that mo-
ment on, I knew how to handle them. 

At the time, there was a teenager living at the home named Joe. He 
was a quiet kid, but he had a volatile temper. He was a tough guy, as well 
as a disruptive influence in the house, and I had to go out of my way to 
find ways to connect with him. One of Joe’s quirks was that you could 
not touch him. If you even brushed up against him, he’d go wild. I had 
been reading about progressive desensitization in Steiner’s books, and I 
decided to apply this process to Joe. I made it a point to touch Joe all the 
time, almost imperceptibly at first, until he was used to it, and then grad-
ually more and more strongly until I could pat him on the shoulder or 
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even grab his arm. I would say, “Hello, Tough Joe,” and we’d make a 
joke about it. 

Joe had a beautiful head of hair, which he spent a lot of time comb-
ing. Eventually, Joe and I reached a point of connection where I could 
even mess up his hair. He’d yell, “Oh, dang, dude! Again?” and then 
storm off to the bathroom to look in the mirror and make himself pre-
sentable again. He made believe it was a big deal, but really he loved it. If 
anyone else had played with him like that, he might have killed them. But 
with me he was able to accept it as a standing joke, because he knew I 
cared about him. 

Joe and I both got a lot out of our interactions, and I saw very clearly 
what Steiner meant about the contentment that comes from loving rela-
tionships. The unique thing about Steiner’s approach is that he applies a 
mathematical economic model to relationships: You can actually mea-
sure, in mathematical units, levels, degrees, and frequency of social inti-
macy. The more social intimacy in a person’s life, the “richer” they are. 
It’s the only economic model where the more you give, the more you 
have. Seeing this helped me break through my old conditioning and my 
belief that giving means losing something. 

Transactional Analysis and “giving in order to receive” were 
not popular concepts in the neighborhood where I grew up. Queens 
was a tough place, and if you went around talking about your need to 
love and be loved, you could expect someone to come up to you with a 
bat and show you how much they loved hitting you! In my family, the 
way you showed love was through humor and making others laugh. 
Learning to directly express my feelings about others took a lot of 
practice. 

I worked for Brother Tom for 14 years and progressed from supervis-
ing a group of 10 boys to running the home with him, which consisted of 
group homes plus a main campus with up to a couple hundred teenagers. 
My contact with these boys taught me a lot more than I learned in col-
lege. They put me under a microscope and delighted in dissecting me 
mercilessly. If I was inconsistent, they’d immediately point it out. For ex-
ample, though I didn’t allow them to curse, I sometimes let out a curse 
myself. When I did, they were all over me about it. They forced me to 
be honest about myself and my motivations, which in turn helped me 
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become more perceptive about other people’s motivations. I consider 
them my professors of Transactional Analysis. 

During my last 10 years with Brother Tom, I ran a flower business on 
the side because work in a nonprofit didn’t pay a lot. It began when I 
bumped into a guy who was selling a flower shop in Manhattan. He 
agreed to let me work in the shop for a couple of weekends, to see if I 
liked it. I did, and so I scraped up the $10,000 purchase price and bought 
the store. Every year after that, I opened up a few more flower shops un-
til the business was so big I had to devote myself to it full time. 

I discovered that my former work running a nonprofit home for at-
risk youth had been good training for my new career in the retail indus-
try. Today, my job as CEO of 1-800-FLOWERS.COM is to find the right 
employees and then—as it was with the troubled teenagers—to get them 
to work in a group environment and to achieve more than they think is 
possible. I help them focus on their real goals and objectives, and encour-
age them all along the way. 

Our customers need care and encouragement, too. As florists, we’re 
in the business of helping them express themselves and connect to the 
people in their lives whom they care about. Again, it’s that most funda-
mental of motivations—to love and be loved, to connect. So I see my 
work, whether I’m managing people or selling flowers, as helping people 
build positive relationships. 

I owe a lot of my success, both in business and in life, to the main 
principle I learned from Claude Steiner’s book: We humans are different 
from any other species in that in almost everything we do, we seek out so-
cial intimacy. The jobs we choose, the hobbies we pursue, the taverns we 
frequent, and the sports we follow—are all attempts to acquire and de-
velop social relationships. I teach people in my organization to recognize 
their own need to love and be loved, and to accept, applaud, and encour-
age this instinct in themselves and in others. 

Focusing on the positive has become second nature to me now, but at 
first I had to unlearn the lessons my dad had taught me. My brother Chris 
is president of 1-800-FLOWERS.COM, and he and I have worked on 
this together. Dad was a good man, but he grew up in a time when the 
prevailing attitude was that it’s a tough world and you need to be tough 
on people. You should never smile at employees or give them a pat on the 
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back because, as he put it, “You’re paying them, damn it; they should 
do their jobs anyway.” As a result, my dad was always complaining that 
he couldn’t find good employees. What he never realized was that people 
will give their best if they have good relationships with the people 
around them. 

For years now Chris and I have gone out of our way to find things that 
people are doing well so we can brag about them and applaud them. It’s a 
simple formula, but it works: Everyone blooms with encouragement— 
including the one giving it. 
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It all started with a simple question: “Can you spare a nickel?” 
I was speaking at a church in Port-au-Prince, Haiti—which in my 

experience has to be the poorest place in the Western hemisphere—when 
I met a small, thin boy on the street. He told me his name was Jerry and 
then asked me for the nickel. When I asked him what the money was for, 
he answered, “So I can go to that store over there and buy me a roll. I 
haven’t eaten all day.” 

As I reached into my pocket for some change, he said, “Do you also 
have three pennies? For three pennies they’ll cut the roll in half and put 
butter on both sides.” 
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I handed him the eight cents, saying, “You’ll need something to wash 
it down with. How much is a Coke?” 

“Twelve cents,” he told me. 
As I gave him the additional coins, I shook my head in wonder. 

Twenty cents to feed a hungry child—not a nutritious meal, but a meal 
nonetheless. 

When I returned to my home in Oklahoma, I couldn’t get Jerry out 
of my mind. I knew there were countless hungry children all over the 
world, but Jerry had put a face on the problem and made it real for me. I 
began to wonder what I could do about it. I knew that here in America we 
had too much food—the grain elevators were overflowing and I’d just 
read that we were storing millions of tons of wheat. Wasn’t there a way 
to get some of our extra wheat to Jerry and the other hungry kids living 
in a country just 200 miles away? 

I was a minister at the time, and I began to go on television and talk 
about this idea, asking, “Why should children be starving to death while 
we have surplus wheat in America?” 

What happened next was a miracle and a test of faith all in one. 
Though I wasn’t making an appeal for action, the farming commu-

nity heard me and suddenly the wheat came pouring in—two million 
pounds in less than two months. The next thing we knew, my wife 
Frances and I had founded Feed The Children. We had no clue about 
running a nonprofit, but we didn’t have a choice. When you’ve got 
two million pounds of wheat waiting for distribution, you have to just 
dive in. 

It wasn’t the first time we’d felt overwhelmed at what was being asked 
of us. In the early years of our marriage, my wife and I left a church in 
Oklahoma City and went into a ministry with no visible means of sup-
port. Any money we received had to go directly into the ministry, so it 
wasn’t long before we were destitute. We literally had 90 cents between 
us. At that point, we felt that God had forgotten us. We had one child and 
another one on the way; we had house payments to make and a car to run. 
Things were really rough. 

We did what we always did. We prayed and read the Bible, but we 
drew strength from another book as well, Hudson Taylor’s Spiritual Se-
cret, a book I’d first read as a young man in 1960 and shared with my wife 
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soon after. Written by Hudson Taylor’s son and daughter-in-law, the 
book tells the inspiring story of a man whose faith was absolute. 

In the 1800s, Hudson Taylor founded the China Inland Mission. His 
unwavering trust in God, in spite of the trials and tribulations he went 
through, is nothing short of miraculous. He was sent to China to open a 
mission, and if you can be dropped anywhere in the world in a worse sit-
uation, I can’t think of where it would be. He could not speak the lan-
guage, and the Chinese did not exactly welcome him with open arms. 
Then, several months after his arrival, he received devastating news from 
England: The funds that had been promised him were no longer avail-
able. He was on his own with no money and no ticket home. 

But Hudson Taylor was undaunted. He had a phenomenal trust in 
God and knew that He was in charge, even in the hardest times. Taylor 
worked day after day in the most challenging conditions, and gradually 
his mission took shape. At the time of his death, more than a thousand 
missionaries were spreading the Gospel in China. They drew no salary 
and depended solely on Providence to supply their needs. Taylor’s mis-
sion never made an appeal for financial help, yet was never once in debt. 

Reading Hudson Taylor’s story inspired courage in us once again, 
and the next day we received some unexpected funds, which gave us the 
faith to keep going until our finances eventually turned around. To this 
day, whenever I face adversity, his book always reminds me that we are 
the instruments of a higher purpose and that God will take care of us. 
And each time, I am amazed by the way things work out. Over the years, 
I’ve read the book many times and given hundreds of copies to friends. 

Now, as we faced the monumental task of cleaning, bagging, and 
shipping the grain overseas, Frances and I read Taylor’s book again. As 
always, it gave us the strength to trust that—somehow—things would 
fall into place. And sure enough, along with the wheat, there was an out-
pouring of help. For example, a guy from Florida called and said, “I’ve 
got a truck that goes from Miami to L.A., and it comes back empty. 
Where’s the wheat?” Well, the wheat was only 17 miles off the highway 
in Texas, so the trucker dropped down, picked it up, took it over to Mi-
ami, and loaded it onto a boat. Then another man helped me ship a com-
mercial wheat grinder to Haiti, and he traveled down to the island to set it 
up. Everything came together in this way. 
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I’ve seen it countless times in my life—when God asks you to do 
something, He also provides the means to achieve it. I used to try to 
figure out how He was going to make it all come about perfectly, but I 
quit doing that a long time ago. His ways are not our ways; they’re totally 
beyond our comprehension. Frances and I have learned to simply trust 
that everything is exactly the way it should be. The result of this kind of 
faith is a deep experience of tranquility. 

You’ve probably been with people who, whatever is happening 
around them, exude an overwhelming calmness. Several years ago, I had 
the privilege of spending two days with Mother Teresa. We stayed in the 
same monastery in Armenia after the earthquake. She was carrying 
the weight of literally thousands of projects and responsibilities, and yet 
she was utterly at peace. Though I’m not a Catholic, one morning I ac-
companied her to Mass. The priest overslept, and we stood outside in the 
snow. Mother Teresa was wearing socks and sandals, but she didn’t 
complain or make any comment about the delay. She just waited out in 
the snow very calmly. 

I picture Hudson Taylor this way. He was left out in the cold in China 
with only a telegram that read “We’ll pray for you, but there won’t be 
any money coming.” And he accepted it and kept going. That was Hud-
son Taylor’s spiritual secret: to solve a problem by immediately handing 
it over to God. Hudson said to God, “I’m here not because the mission-
ary society sent me but because I have been appointed by You. There-
fore, I am Your responsibility—please take care of everything.” 

Life is like that: Just when we think we’ve got the world by the tail, all 
of a sudden a storm—unemployment, death, divorce—hits us. We’re 
left reeling, wondering how on Earth we’re going to handle the situation. 
But if we have built our life on a strong spiritual foundation, we know 
that even in adverse times, God’s master plan is unfolding and that, as the 
Bible puts it, “All things work together for good.” 

Once Feed The Children got off the ground, there was certainly 
never any shortage of work to do. I was once asked, “How do you deter-
mine where the need is?” to which I replied, “Take a map, turn out the 
lights, and throw a dart. Wherever it lands, that’s where the need is.” 
We’ve sent food to more than 100 countries, as well as to all 50 states. But 
our work is more than simply a campaign to end hunger. For example, by 
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feeding 70,000 children in the slums of Nairobi, we have revolutionized 
education in the city. The kids are motivated to go to school—we’ve 
doubled enrollment in some neighborhoods—and now our next step is 
to get adequate school supplies into those kids’ hands. Today, the inter-
national food delivery program started by two inexperienced people has 
become a thriving global literacy and education initiative. 

I truly believe that whether you’re a missionary, an insurance 
salesperson, a street sweeper, or the director of a hunger relief organiza-
tion, if you are working to help others with faith and trust, you become 
unstoppable. As Hudson Taylor’s life so beautifully demonstrated, when 
God calls us to do something, He opens a door that no one can shut. 
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For the last 16 years, I have been writing stories about love and life for a 
predominantly women’s audience. Many of my readers write to me that 
they love to curl up with one of my books as a way to relax and leave the 
everyday world behind. I have my own favorite way to leave the world 
behind—and come back a better person. I discovered it 30 years ago 
when I took a chance and accepted an invitation. 

I had never stepped inside a Protestant church in my life, so it was 
with some trepidation that I arrived at my first meeting of the Bible Study 
Fellowship. I had been raised Catholic, and although we read the Bible as 
part of the epistles and heard it as a part of the sermons at Mass, I had 
never sat down and just read a Bible. But I was in my early twenties and 
new to the area, and I wanted to be friends with the ladies in my neigh-
borhood. So when a nice woman down the street invited me to join the 
group, I put my concerns aside. At the very least, I thought it would be 
something interesting and different to do. 
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At that first meeting, I found a chair in the meeting room in the 
basement of the church and introduced myself. As I had feared, I felt so un-
comfortable just being in this church. Then the teacher stepped forward and 
introduced herself. To my surprise, her last name was Adler, my maiden 
name! It was as if God was saying to me, “You’re home. This is family.” 

That day, the group was studying the book of Nehemiah in the Old 
Testament. I began reading it and found myself simply enjoying the rich-
ness and texture of God’s words. But within a few meetings, I could tell 
that studying the Bible was having a deeper effect. Over time, it would 
have an overwhelming impact on my life, allowing me to feel a personal 
relationship with God. 

Shortly after that first meeting, on the advice of one of my neighbors 
in the study group, my husband Wayne and I both attended a workshop 
at the church. The workshop focused on how the conflicts we have in our 
youth follow us into our adulthood. It was designed to help us integrate 
our Christianity with our everyday life. During the workshop, partici-
pants were asked if anyone would be willing to make a promise to read 
their Bible every day. I made that promise, and for the last 30 years I have 
kept it faithfully. 

For many years, I read Bible verses—in no particular order—every 
day. Five years ago, I decided to start reading the Bible from cover to 
cover. I have read it through five times so far. 

Right from the start, I noticed my feelings about God becoming 
stronger and stronger—it was like falling in love. And the more I learned 
about Him, the more grateful and cared-for I felt. Like most young peo-
ple, I had a tendency to be self-centered, but over time, I gradually be-
came more compassionate and more understanding of others. 

I had a clear demonstration of this a few years later when my 
husband and I moved to a new area. We had a very difficult neighbor. I 
understand now that she had mental problems. At one point, we went 
through a terrible period when she felt I had done her some wrong. To 
this day, I can’t imagine what it would have been. But whatever it was, 
she was determined to make our lives miserable. Every day for a week 
there was something. Our house was bombarded with raw eggs. Then 
our garbage was turned upside down in the street. I hung laundry out on 
the line and clothes turned up missing. 
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I called the police, but they couldn’t do anything. We had no proof. I 
was so outraged. Our other neighbors had also had problems with her, so 
another woman on the block and I decided we would catch her in the act: 
We would dress up in camouflage and hide in the bushes, ready to leap 
out and confront her. 

As I was getting ready to go, Wayne said to me, “You know how you 
always say that God is in control? Well, He’s in control of this situation, 
too. Why don’t you just let it rest with Him?” 

He was right. What was I doing? I called my friend and said, “This is 
ridiculous. We can’t do this.” Then I sat down and started reading my 
Bible. But as we got ready for bed that night, I was still upset. I knew that 
there was probably going to be some incident, some new mess for me to 
clean up in the morning. I still felt so angry. I kept telling myself that I 
had to see this woman through God’s eyes and love her through God’s 
eyes. Finally I said, “Lord, I’m giving her to you. You take care of this 
situation.” 

At about 11 o’clock that night, after Wayne and I were both asleep, 
the phone rang. It was our difficult neighbor! She was calling to ask if my 
husband, who is an electrician, could help her. She said that their electric-
ity had gone off, and they couldn’t understand what was wrong. They 
had paid their bill and no one else was having a problem—they could see 
lights on in other houses in the neighborhood. My husband went over, 
and in a matter of about five minutes, he fixed it for her. We never had 
any problems with her again. 

I have no doubt that if I hadn’t been reading my Bible every day and 
doing my best to be the kind of person I felt God wanted me to be, I 
would have dealt with that situation entirely differently. Not only would I 
have tried to catch her red-handed, but I also would have retaliated— 
tried to hit back. Reading the Bible put my life in a much bigger context. 
I had an “alternative to self,” and could look to someone else for better 
solutions to my problems. 

To date, I have read five different versions of the Bible. Although 
I enjoy the different flavors of each, in essence they are all the same 
Bible—the same wonderful book that has given me a personal relation-
ship with God, which I count as the most cherished and transformative 
thing in my life. 
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Last summer I was asked to speak at a conference that marked the 
twenty-fifth anniversary of the Romance Writers of America. I was very 
honored to be asked. When I sat down to write my speech, I knew that 
I wanted to convey, especially to young writers, the importance of the 
words we use. I wrote, “If we do our job correctly, the reader will feel 
what we feel. If we cry, they will cry. If we laugh, they will laugh. If we 
put our hearts out on the page, the reader’s heart will link with ours.” 

The next morning when I opened my Bible, I realized this was just 
what God had done. He had put His words on the page so that we would 
know Him. He had laid His heart out there to connect with mine. 
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In the autumn of 1984 I summoned my courage and did something I’d 
wanted to do for as long as I could remember: move to Los Angeles. It 
was a giant leap of faith, because I had visited Los Angeles only once 
before. Ever since that visit, though, I’d felt a strong magnetic pull to 
live there. So with very little money and no job prospects, I left South 
Florida, my home for all of my 31 years. I was exhilarated one moment, 
terrified the next, and I kept alternating rapidly back and forth between 
those two feelings throughout my first month on the West Coast. 

I had only one friend in Los Angeles, Helen, but when I got there I 
found that she was busily packing to move to New York. That meant I 
had to find a place to live immediately. I found an apartment and got a job 
as a temp in a big public relations firm. The first three months went by in 
a blur. In between trying to keep up at work and trying not to get lost on 
my way home from work, my senses were on overload. 
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Unfortunately, the overload found its way onto my hips. I had been 
an avid jogger and fitness buff in Florida (as well as a former swimsuit 
model), but in L.A. the smog kept me from my usual workouts. Within a 
short time I gained 10 pounds. Soon the 10 became 20, and eventually my 
weight was up by 25 pounds. With the weight gain came the realization 
that I was depressed. And the more depressed I got, the more I comforted 
myself with chocolate. 

I loved living in Los Angeles and I was constantly scared to death. 
Could I make it? Would I make it? What would happen to me if I lost my 
job? Would I end up pushing a grocery cart along the street, like so many 
of the homeless people I saw? Would I ever find a new group of friends? 
Would I get lost on the freeway and end up in a bad neighborhood? 
These thoughts ran through my head constantly. Only chocolate seemed 
to quiet the constant negative barrage of fear-filled thoughts. 

One of my new friends, Stephen, suggested that I begin attending a 
weekly self-help group that he had found helpful. The groups were run 
by a psychologist named Esther, a sweet, grandmotherly type of woman 
whom I came to adore. I eventually began going to Esther for one-on-
one counseling sessions. One day she gave me a gift. It was a book enti-
tled Key to Yourself, by Dr. Venice Bloodworth. I opened the book and 
read a few lines. Instantly, I felt a shiver run up and down my spine and I 
got goose bumps. As I stood there, reading line after line of this magical 
book, the dark cloud of depression and fear I had been living under be-
gan to dissipate. I could feel layers of my old self—my anxiety about my 
future, my agitation and discomfort—peeling away until what was left 
was something I barely comprehended at first—the real me. This was my 
true self: optimistic, dynamic, and directed. As I continued to read, this 
experience intensified, and I had the overwhelming feeling that my life fi-
nally made sense and had purpose. It seemed to me that with this knowl-
edge, I now had access to creating the life of my dreams. 

Key to Yourself became my personal bible. I read parts of the book 
nearly every day. I highlighted passages, dog-eared many pages, and car-
ried it with me everywhere. Every time I read that book, I felt the pres-
ence of more light around me. I began to put into action the things I 
learned. I began working out again and to my great amazement even cut 
down on my chocolate habit. 
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The concept in Key to Yourself that really changed my life was this: 
thoughts are things—the thoughts you think create the reality you live in. 
At that point in my life this insight was the most amazing thing I had ever 
learned. It turned everything in my world upside down . . . or maybe I  
should say it turned it right side up. I realized I had always focused on 
what I didn’t want. Now, it became possible to change my thinking so I 
focused on what I did want. 

My favorite line from the book became: “Decree a thing and it will be 
established unto you.” The book also says not to tell the Universe how 
your desires should manifest, but to be open to be surprised by unusual 
delivery channels. I began to make decrees in every area of my life. 

Over the course of the next year I lost the 25 pounds I had gained, I 
found a full-time job that really suited me, I made new friends, and best 
of all, began to trust in myself and the Universe. My fears of becoming a 
bag lady permanently disappeared. I bought dozens of copies of Key to 
Yourself for my friends and family. My sister, Debbie, who went on to be-
come a highly successful workshop leader and best-selling author, found 
it to be as useful and important as I did. We both credit this book as the 
start of our search for spiritual and personal growth. 

Expanding on the concept that thoughts are things, the book explains 
that thought is actually the only reality, and that the conditions of your 
life are the outward manifestations of thought. If you take this idea seri-
ously and practice it sincerely, you become able to influence your health, 
your happiness, and your prosperity. If you are manifesting any undesir-
able condition, you simply change your ideas and a new set of conditions 
begin to appear. I applied this principle to everything in my life. It even 
worked on my chocolate issue! I changed my idea that chocolate makes 
me fat, and to this day I enjoy chocolate regularly without suffering 
“weighty” consequences. 

The author of Key to Yourself also recommends that part of each day 
be spent in silence. I began to practice this, and the results were so amaz-
ing that I have continued to enjoy a period of silent meditation each day 
since then. 

More than 20 years later, the lessons I learned from Key to Yourself 
are still with me. I begin each day with a meditation. I often decree what 
I want to have happen (though I still have trouble not telling the Universe 
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how it should happen). I feel that my life’s direction is my own hands, 
depending on the thoughts I choose to entertain. 

Would I recommend this book to everyone? You bet. Because as the 
author says: “It does not matter what your present condition may be, it 
rests with you to change it and have your future be exactly what you 
would have it be. We are entirely responsible for our success or failure, 
happiness or misery.” 

If you’re like me, you can benefit from hearing those wise words 
every day of your life. 
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As a child, I was the bane of the nuns at my Catholic school. A rebel, I 
constantly posed thorny questions, such as “How could God, who is so 
loving, condemn anyone to eternal damnation?” Or “Why would babies 
who hadn’t been baptized not go to heaven?” The nuns’ answers never 
satisfied my voracious need to understand the basics of life. It seemed to 
me that like their clothing, the sisters’ “mental habits” tended toward 
black and white as well! Still, I kept speaking up—wanting to know, 
wanting my questions to be heard. 

I found powerful validation for my inquisitive nature when I was in 
sixth grade. Visiting the library near my home in Arlington, Virginia, 
one day, I was drawn to a leather-bound volume of Dante’s Inferno. I 
pulled it from the shelf and sat at the wooden library table, engrossed in 
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Dante’s words. Despite the sophistication of the language, I could tell 
that he was asking the same questions I was—even going as far as attack-
ing the church! It struck a chord in me, strengthening my quest for the 
truth and real answers. It taught me that it was important to pay attention 
to my thoughts and feelings, especially the ones that gave rise to questions 
about reality. 

I went on to attend a Jesuit prep school. Here was an intellectually 
lively environment where my questions were finally welcomed. At the 
beginning of my time there, when I was just 14, I happened on a book 
that took the message I had received from Dante’s Inferno one step fur-
ther. I was looking around in a drugstore one day when my eye was 
caught by a paperback titled The Creative Process, edited by Brewster 
Ghiselin. It was a collection of essays and articles by a variety of people, 
both current and historical: Yeats, Einstein, Housman, and Jung, among 
others. I opened it to a chapter and began reading Henry Miller’s essay, 
“Reflections on Writing.” 

It was as if the hand of God came through the roof and hit me—I 
could not have been more struck by the words I was reading. Miller 
wrote about the importance of finding one’s own authentic voice, using 
the styles and influences of others as guides, but searching for the expres-
sion that is original and wholly your own. My passion for making sense 
of the world around me had found a new dimension. Not only did I need 
to come to my own conclusions about life but I also needed to express 
them in my own unique way. 

Dante had set the stage for this startling realization, and now 
Miller—whoever he was, for I had never heard of Henry Miller before 
that day—was pushing me to find my own destiny through the discovery 
of my authentic voice. I had no idea what that voice was, but I knew that 
I wanted to find it. 

In 1954, when this event occurred, paperback books cost very little. I 
handed over a quarter and left the store with The Creative Process tucked 
safely into a brown paper bag. I was on my way . . . somewhere. Looking 
back, I see that this book set me on the journey that eventually evolved 
into my life’s work. 

As time passed, I remained an avid reader. I found inspiration in a va-
riety of books, including Will Durant’s Pleasures of Philosophy (originally 
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titled The Mansions of Philosophy) and James Boswell’s Life of Johnson. 
Each book added a piece to the puzzle I was working on—the puzzle of 
where I was going with my life, what was important to me, what I wanted 
to do. 

When I was 19, my father died. The time for philosophy and purely 
intellectual pursuits was at an end. I stopped being a full-time college stu-
dent, enrolled in night school, and by day, started training as a salesman. 
The job itself was interesting; I threw myself into it and began the climb 
up the corporate ladder. During this time of my life, I was not actively 
seeking to know my inner voice. Instead, engrossed in the information 
and systems I was learning, I enjoyed absorbing the technical expertise of 
the men around me. It was gratifying to accomplish so much and feel my 
competence grow. What was even better was the opportunity for travel 
that came with my work. 

By the time I was 24, I was managing other salespeople and was 
based in the West, spending a lot of my time in San Francisco. In the six-
ties, San Francisco was a “yeasty” place, and I was exposed to a lot of 
culture and ideas that ran counter to the materialistic direction my life 
was heading. At one point a friend of mine asked me: “What are you do-
ing in this job?” I thought about it long and hard but didn’t have an an-
swer at that point. 

So while the question of my true direction in life simmered on the 
back burner, I continued working, traveling, and playing the role of the 
up-and-coming business executive. My sales territory expanded, and I 
began dividing my time between Las Vegas, San Francisco, Palm Springs, 
and San Bernardino. During that time, I met a young woman and we be-
came engaged to be married. Surprisingly, it was this relationship that 
catapulted me back onto the path I had started to walk in that drugstore 
in Alexandria almost 14 years earlier. 

Our wedding date was set, the arrangements had been made, the in-
vitations had been sent. We were going to be married in a distinctly indi-
vidual ceremony in Muir Woods in February of 1968. In December of 
1967, back in San Bernardino after a visit to San Francisco to see my fi-
ancée, I awoke one night with a start from one of those dreams that feel 
so real—in this one, my fiancée was telling me she didn’t want to get 
married. Relieved that it was only a dream, I was still upset and couldn’t 
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go back to sleep. I began to clean the house as I listened to Beethoven’s 
Ninth Symphony—anything to stop thinking about my nightmare. At 
8:00 am, just as the Chorale was reaching a crescendo, the phone rang. 
Instantly, I knew it was her—and I knew what she was going to say. 

I was heartbroken. The weeks that followed were dark and deeply 
emotional. I wrote pages and pages of letters to my ex-fiancée, pouring 
out my heart to her. It was obviously cathartic, but it was more than that. 
I explored my feelings, thoughts, everything I had experienced up to that 
point. Despite the pain I was in, I began to feel the power of being con-
nected to myself again. I was hearing my inner voice and pouring it out 
onto the page. I went as deep as I could, and then I remember one night 
simply surrendering, giving it all up and just sending out a plea: Help me 
out here. . . .  

The next day I walked into a bookstore and found a book that seemed 
custom-made for me. Reading Albert Ellis’s A Guide to Rational Living, I 
felt my despair begin to lift. Ellis pointed me toward a more useful, con-
structive way of being in touch with my innermost thoughts and feelings. 
It was the just the first in a long line of books that I read during that 
period—many of them about spirituality, Eastern philosophy, and 
religion—that brought me to a new understanding of my life, who I was, 
what I had to say, and what I wanted to do. 

Within a few weeks, I was clear that I didn’t want to work as a sales 
manager anymore. My rise to the heights of the corporate firmament was 
over. I resigned, much to the dismay of my colleagues and the executives 
at the company. They just couldn’t understand me. No one believed that 
I was taking a personal sabbatical—time off to find myself. They were 
sure I had found a sweeter deal somewhere else and did their best to woo 
me back, offering me more money, more perks, better titles. I looked 
around and realized that every one of them was a company man—not 
one had ever done what I was about to do. And I saw where it had led 
them: no family life, no time for other interests. I wasn’t interested. 

I knew then that I was making progress. To stand up and say, “No 
more; this is not for me,” even though I had no idea where I was going 
next, was a major milestone on the journey to find my own authentic voice. 

Around that same time, I began to discover I had an inner knowing, 
a silent guidance that I could rely on when faced with decisions and 
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choices. The more I trusted this guidance, the more automatic it became, 
and the next years of my life were marked by a continuous awareness of 
this inner knowing. I was led by my own promptings to relocate to San 
Francisco, find an apartment, find a job. All perfectly natural things to do, 
but it was the complete spontaneity and peace I felt while doing them 
that set them apart. During this period, I even returned to the world of 
marketing, starting the first Direct Response Marketing agency west of 
Chicago. I made a success of it, yet the whole time I knew that it wasn’t 
my life’s work. Even so, I trusted that I was moving in the right direction. 

The weekend I met my future wife, I had turned down an invitation 
to go out of town with friends—I had known that something was going to 
happen. 

Justine and I hit it off immediately, but it was months before we be-
came a couple. Then, one evening, Justine came over to see me, to discuss 
questions she was having about her spiritual life. She was a Jehovah’s 
Witness at the time and only wanted to talk about her version of the 
Bible. I reached behind me and pulled a copy of the Jehovah’s Witness 
New World Translation of the Bible from my bookshelf, saying, “You 
mean this one?” We talked late into the night, comparing interpretations 
of Bible passages. I found myself beginning sentences over and over 
again with “Yes, but how about looking at it this way . . .”  

That night was another turning point for me. Thus far in my life, I 
had made great strides in listening to my inner voice. Now, I felt that I 
was finally expressing that uniquely personal voice. My talent for look-
ing at an idea from all sides and articulating all the possibilities found 
fulfillment in our shared exploration of our fundamental beliefs. 

Nine months after that conversation, Justine and I began New Di-
mensions Foundation and created the radio program New Dimensions, 
which soon began broadcasting nationally on the National Public Radio 
flagship station KQED-FM in San Francisco. Today, more than 30 years 
later, we describe New Dimensions World Broadcasting Network on our 
Web site as “uncommon wisdom for unconventional times” and “a voice 
for positive change in the culture.” Every week I get to interview one 
of the greatest thinkers of our time and explore the deepest questions, 
issues, and mysteries facing humankind. 
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Since that long-ago day when I first read Miller’s essay, I have read 
every one of his books, as well as hundreds of other books by a wide va-
riety of authors about consciousness, spirituality, and philosophy. My 
long and often roundabout quest for the complete expression of my own 
voice—inspired by the chance reading of a single work—has led me to 
initiate dialogues that, according to our listeners, have awakened, in-
spired, and transformed many lives. 

Not a bad value for a quarter. 
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I was never much of a student—a C was a good grade for me—but read-
ing was always fun. In fact, the only honor ever given to me in high 
school was being chosen as a student librarian. Usually the position of 
student librarian had to be applied for, but apparently I had checked out 
more books from the school library than any other kid in the entire 
school. The teacher who ran the library said, “The least you can do, if 
you’re going to be constantly pulling books off the shelves, is to put them 
back on the shelves.” 

Because I was a shy, unathletic kid, my life was pretty quiet. But 
being bored wasn’t fun, and to avoid it, I’d daydream. Books are really 
useful for getting some color into daydreams. If you don’t read, you 
have the same daydream over and over again, but the more you read, the 
more channels you have on your internal “daydream TiVo.” Reading 
and daydreaming were my ways of escaping the dull, regimented life of 
school. 
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I remember checking out Don Quixote, by Cervantes, even though it 
wasn’t required reading, simply because I was curious about the guy who 
“tilted at windmills,” which I knew meant to fight for causes that others 
think are imaginary or not worth fighting for. How could a book written 
hundreds of years ago in Spain have produced one of the English lan-
guage’s more interesting expressions? 

I don’t read quickly and tend to read a number of books at once—the 
boredom factor again—so it took me a while to finish its thousand pages. 
Like many things in life, there was no way of knowing at the time the sig-
nificant effect Don Quixote would have on me. Cervantes wrote the book 
in 1605 as a satire on contemporary books about romantic chivalry. Ap-
parently, that was a big theme in Spanish literature at the time and he was 
poking fun at it, yet he wrote about Don Quixote with a great deal of af-
fectionate sympathy. One gets the sense that the author identified with 
the comical hero he’d created. Don Quixote was grossly incompetent, of-
ten doing more harm than good in spite of his noble intentions, and was 
clearly a daydreamer. (He seemed to have a large number of channels on 
his daydream TiVo, too.) What jumped out almost immediately was that 
Cervantes’s crazy knight, who never stopped trying even though he al-
ways failed, came across as a very likable, even admirable, buffoon. 

I reflected on how this applied to my own experience at school. Only 
a limited number of people can be really good students and be at the top 
of the class. That’s just the nature of competition. For every person 
who’s at the top in the class, there has to be someone who’s at the bottom. 
In theory, you’d worry about the people in the bottom half of the class, 
because they’re constantly being told for 16 years (assuming they go to 
university) that they’re not very talented. How could they ever have the 
confidence in themselves to be successful? And in fact, I had sometimes 
worried about my future prospects in light of my mediocre academic per-
formance. Yet after reading Don Quixote, it was clear that continuing to 
go for it—especially if you weren’t an A student—was the only way to 
even stay in the running. In short, one has to play to win. 

Over the years, I’ve seen the truth of this. More often than not, the 
people who have actually made huge successes of their lives are the ones 
who definitely weren’t at the top of their class. Yet, they’re the people 
buying the $5 million condos on the beach in Florida. 
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The reality, one could argue, is that academic ability is just one factor 
in success. So much else comes into play, such as persistence and hard 
work—the early bird really does get the worm and the turtle frequently 
does win the race. The Don Quixote world view is that huge benefits 
come from just showing up and being there to learn new things and ben-
efit from the fortunate things that may happen. To succeed, you have to 
be ready and willing to seize the opportunities that come along. 

After graduating from university, I decided to start my own type-
writer rental business, mainly so my business card would read “Bob 
Young, President.” My mother, who had been worried about her ne’er-
do-well son who couldn’t get a good grade to save his life, was very im-
pressed with my title, even though I was the executive of a business 
without any customers or revenue. But with my résumé, no one else was 
going to give me an interesting job, so it was up to me to think big and 
create my own high-risk enterprise. 

What I found was that although you might not be a genius, if—like 
Don Quixote—you put yourself out there, tilt at windmills, take on ad-
ventures, and are risk tolerant, good things will happen to you. Or at the 
very least, interesting things will happen to you. 

Experience has shown me that taking risks has specific advantages. 
One, you learn things faster than the people who don’t take risks. Two, 
you have a broader range of experiences. Three, you bump into more ob-
stacles sooner than the people who play it safe, and, four, you learn to get 
around those obstacles. So it’s not that you’re smarter than the other 
guys; you just get a better education—quicker. 

To be successful in business—especially in the computer industry, 
where there are so many brilliant people—I had to take more risks than 
the other guys took, because if we both played it safe, they were going to 
win. I might not win doing wild and crazy things, but at least I’d give 
myself a chance. 

This kind of risk-taking has worked out well for me. There’s an ex-
ample of this that they still talk about at Red Hat. When we were first 
starting the company, I remember sitting at a table with my partner 
Mark, considering our options. We had taken free products, including the 
Linux open-source code, which anyone could download, and made them 



B O B  Y O U N G  /  201 

into the Red Hat operating system, basically the same way General Mo-
tors assembles cars out of parts. 

The question was: How do you make money selling, in effect, a free 
commodity? In our case, we knew that if we could make our operating 
system popular, we could be very successful providing support, up-
grades, and other services for it. But we needed money now to pay the 
rent; could we wait that long for income? Mark felt we had no choice but 
to charge people up front for it, even though the parts were free. 

But I felt we had to give it away—and completely, with no require-
ment that they buy anything from us. It was a gamble, but it seemed to 
me the more broadly we could get people to use Red Hat, the more pop-
ular it would become and the more enthusiastically everyone would come 
back to us to buy products and services—especially the big Fortune 500 
companies. It wasn’t easy convincing him, but my partner eventually 
agreed to give our software away and trust that the big companies would 
very quickly require a reliable, trusted partner to provide a support sys-
tem with an 800 number and techs—and would hire us to do that. 

And that’s exactly how the thing has played out. Today Red Hat sells 
multimillion-dollar contracts to major global financial corporations, de-
spite the fact that these global corporations can download the current 
version of our software at no cost. These corporations understand full 
well that an operating system is an evolving piece of technology that 
every year will need to do new and better things than it did the year be-
fore. The real challenge for them isn’t making the operating system work 
today; it’s knowing that it will work for the new projects they’ll have 
coming out 12 months from now. 

Nowadays, this seems obvious, but it took quite a leap of faith at the 
time. In the early years, a lot of people took me aside and put a figurative 
arm around my shoulder, saying, “What you’re doing is really fascinat-
ing, Bob, but I hate to break it to you—you can’t make any money in the 
software business if you give away your software.” 

This was a case where doing things differently looked crazy, like tilt-
ing at windmills. But it was only by doing things differently that we fig-
ured out what did and didn’t work. 

My quixotic notion at that table over 10 years ago was inspired by 
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insights taken from Cervantes. Don Quixote might have been deluded 
and even dead wrong as he mistook country girls for princesses and 
windmills for threatening giants, but he threw himself into every en-
deavor with all the passion and conviction he had. He’d take any risk to 
do what he felt was right, and that gave me the confidence to do the same. 
Over time, as a member of a small team going up against giant corpora-
tions, I’ve come to look at risk as an asset. If, as an entrepreneur, you 
aren’t taking a chance on a different way of doing things, you’re almost 
certain to fail. The big, established competitors are always going to be 
able to do things the conventional way better than you can. And besides, 
doing business this way is a lot more interesting. 

The success of Red Hat fulfilled most of the goals I’d set out to 
achieve upon leaving university in 1976. Knowing that, my wife Nancy 
was recently kidding me, questioning why I was working so hard at Lulu. 
I gave it some thought and had to laugh at the answer: Cervantes’s script 
still applies. Lulu is trying to do for the publishing industry what Red Hat 
did for the software industry—give users more control of the technology 
available. To me, the current multibillion-dollar publishing industry sure 
looks like a great windmill, or giant, to tilt at. 
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I never wanted to call it craigslist. What started as a little list of places to 
go and things to do in San Francisco has grown into an effective interna-
tional Internet “bulletin board.” It’s somewhat embarrassing, but I’m 
getting over it. I wanted to call it s-f happenings, but my friends all told 
me calling it craigslist would help to make the Internet seem more 
person-to-person and less intimidating, which was one of the purposes of 
my sending out the list in the first place. 

In 1995, most people were still unfamiliar and uncomfortable with 
personal computers. The whole online phenomenon was just beginning, 
and the Internet was primarily used by computer types like me (who had 
grown up wearing a plastic pocket protector and thick black glasses taped 
together—the full nerd cliché). 

At that time, I worked for the Charles Schwab investment firm, 
and my major contribution was to evangelize the Internet as a way for 
brokerages to do business. I quickly saw that the Internet could be used 
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for so much more. I observed a lot of people helping each other out, and 
I figured I should do a little of that. 

And so I started my list and sent it around. At first I just listed cool 
events, usually involving arts and technology. Then people asked for 
more stuff, such as job or housing postings, though at that time we 
weren’t posting—it was just e-mails. Craigslist actually started as a little 
bitty e-mail list. People wanted more, so I did it. People wanted a little bit 
more and I did that. Soon I had too many people to send e-mails to, and I 
had to create a Web site: www.craiglist.org was born. 

People often ask me about my decision to make the list free. At 
craigslist there is no charge to post anything (except employers’ and 
apartment brokers’ listings), and it is noncommercial—there is no adver-
tising, especially banner ads. Doing this meant that I personally walked 
away from millions of dollars. That sounds like a hard choice to make, 
but people forget that I didn’t start craigslist to make money; I was work-
ing at another job that paid me enough money to live comfortably and 
buy all the gadgets I wanted. Since craigslist started out free, the big de-
cision was whether to charge anyone at all. We mean it at the site when we 
say we “give people a break.” Some things, I decided, shouldn’t be about 
money, and craigslist was one of them. 

Craigslist had been up and running for about five years when I 
started hearing about a book called The Cluetrain Manifesto. It was writ-
ten by four guys who each had written things on their own that I consid-
ered very intelligent. The Cluetrain Manifesto took my own deeply felt 
sense of what was true about the Internet and put it into words—concise 
and powerful words. In the first chapter, one of the authors, Christopher 
Locke, says that he believes the Internet has the power to finally make 
businesses “human” again. Just like ancient marketplaces, he says, the In-
ternet is full of the sound of everyday life: voices in conversation. He, 
along with the other authors of the book, describes the Internet as “the 
great conversation”—a gargantuan international party line that belongs 
to the people who use it. 

Reading the book made me consciously realize what craigslist was 
about. These ideas perfectly mirrored my own intentions for the site, 
reaffirming and strengthening them. The book validated what we had 
done so far and cemented my decisions for the future. I wanted to keep 
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craigslist human: a big network of people helping each other out. From 
the beginning, craigslist has always been about the people who use the 
site—not about the people who run it. 

The authors of The Cluetrain Manifesto have a lot to say about busi-
nesses that are not responding to the changes taking place all around 
them. If businesses aren’t in touch with the people they are serving, they 
won’t survive. In fact, the title comes from a quote about a firm in free 
fall from its position in the Fortune 500: “The clue train stopped there 
four times a day for ten years and they never took delivery.” I decided I 
wouldn’t let craigslist miss the clue train. So after reading the book, I 
made a commitment to stay directly connected to the people who use the 
site and became a full-time customer service rep at my company. 

Over the years, craigslist has remained true to my original vision. 
It’s really fairly simple. Basically, our customers run our site, and they do 
so by posting, by flagging, and by telling us what should be on the site. 
We get a lot of suggestions; we figure out which ones make sense and 
then we do them. Sometimes we’re not perfect. There are flaws, but 
things work out. 

I think the basic rule at craigslist is the Golden Rule. The one most 
people learn as kids—in my case I learned it simply by growing up in the 
family I did. Practicing the Golden Rule is not a big deal: It’s just the 
right thing to do. Yet, reading Cluetrain, which emphasized the human 
dimension of all Internet applications, made me see how genuinely im-
portant this view was. I wanted to practice it in my business, as well as in 
the rest of my life. 

There is a Jewish concept called tikkun olom, which is Hebrew for 
“fixing the world.” It’s a form of charity, of helping those in need. 
Craigslist was a vehicle to do that, and over the years, as the community 
spirit grew, we saw expressions of kindness and caring happening in 
small ways every day. 

Then, after Hurricane Katrina in 2005, we witnessed it on a large 
scale. Within hours of the hurricane hitting land, we noticed that there 
was a surge of traffic on our New Orleans site. We saw that people were 
making use of craigslist to help find relatives, to offer people housing 
and, later on, to offer people jobs. Initially, we decided that we should 
stay out of people’s way, let them use the site as they needed and simply 
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try to accommodate them. We added resources that made sense, such as 
links for Katrina relief and support, and we also created a Baton Rouge 
site. 

Many moving stories were posted after each of the big hurricanes of 
2005, but I remember one particular posting after Katrina that was a good 
example of the way craigslist was of service to people in need. It was 
dated September 6, 2005; the subject was “Success Story”: 

Out of desperation, I posted with the utmost doubt that this list would 
help. Within 72 hours I received notice from a reader who knew the ex-
act location of my parents. To make the success even more incredible, 
my parents are deaf and don’t really use the internet. Posting this request 
for info seemed futile. Thanks to CraigsList, one more family has been 
reunited. Many tears of joy are being shed tonight. It has been a rough 
time for us. Thank you sooooooooooooo much CraigsList. THANK 
YOU THANK YOU THANK YOU!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 

When I read things like this, it’s clear that craigslist has become a 
community service site in the most simple, human way possible— 
through people talking to people and helping each other directly. The 
great conversation of the Internet described in Cluetrain as “unpre-
dictable, messy and uncontrollable” is now allowing an unimaginably 
large number of people to interact every day. Like the authors, I believe 
this is a good thing and people will usually end up serving each other 
well, for my 10 years at craigslist have confirmed my belief that the over-
whelming majority of people are trustworthy and good. 
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Over the course of my career, I’ve learned that when the going gets 
tough, this tough woman . . . takes a  bubble bath. It was during an un-
usually long, hot bath in 1984 that I read a book that transformed my life. 

It was a cold, gray Sunday afternoon in February and I was still re-
covering from a terrible work meeting I’d led the previous Thursday. Just 
a month earlier, I had taken a position as Vice President of Human Re-
sources at a Silicon Valley high-tech firm. The corporate culture at my 
new firm was competitive, analytical and, frankly, intimidating. One 
member of the executive team was a retired military officer, and every 
one of them was a dominant alpha-male type. The company had never 
had a woman in middle management, let alone an executive. Remember, 
this was over 20 years ago, and the world was different. To intensify the 
challenges, I was also the first professional human resources (HR) leader 
they had ever hired—up until this point in their growth, the CEO’s for-
mer executive assistant had performed all HR functions. 

Going into the position, I had inherited a significant compensation 
problem and had called a meeting with the management team to discuss 
the salary demands the engineers had presented to me in no uncertain 
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terms. I told our top managers that we had to come up with a pool of 
several million dollars to stay competitive salary-wise. If we didn’t, I was 
convinced many of our most valuable engineers would walk across the 
street to a competitor and immediately get a 50% salary increase. To 
ensure that the engineers felt the new funds would be distributed fairly, 
I recommended that everyone agree to follow a loosely structured com-
pensation system. 

The ensuing uproar wasn’t pleasant. Each man tried to out-shout the 
others to recount his own nightmare story about a rotten HR manager 
rigidly following compensation guidelines, to his detriment. The general 
consensus, based on their own past experiences, was that like most HR 
leaders, I didn’t know anything. First, I was too eager to give away their 
hard-earned dollars; I wasn’t being firm enough with the employees and 
looking out for the company’s bottom line. Second, I was attempting 
to turn this open corporate culture into a bureaucracy on par with the 
government. Angered by their aggressive, attacking tone, I matched their 
intensity, and at my worst moment, loudly told them all to shut up. The 
disastrous meeting finally ended with an agreement to meet in a week to 
resolve the issue. 

I was shaken by the intensity of the meeting, which felt like a clear 
low point in my career. At the previous two companies where I’d worked, 
I had been adored! No one had ever yelled at me, and certainly no one had 
ever questioned my competence. I was convinced I had made a huge mis-
take in joining this company; I felt sure that they would have never 
treated a male executive in that way. I knew I had to get my act together 
and turn this thing around. 

That Sunday afternoon, as I ran a bath, I looked glumly through the 
bookcases in the furnished house I was renting during my relocation, for 
a book to read in the tub. I found a small volume by Gay Hendricks titled 
Learning to Love Yourself. Although I had never heard of Gay Hendricks, 
I thought to myself, I can certainly use that! 

I climbed into the tub, slipped into the blessedly hot water thick with 
bubbles, and opened the book. Within five minutes, I knew I had stum-
bled on something important. And as it turned out, the key to creating a 
happy life as well as satisfying work and career success resided in those 
pages. 
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I stayed in the bathtub for well over three hours and read the entire 
book. I had to refill the tub with hot water several times and even got out 
at one point to get a notebook and pen, so I could complete the numerous 
exercises in the book, which helped me uncover many self-limiting be-
liefs that operated beyond my awareness. 

As I did the exercises, I realized that I’d wasted a lot of energy focus-
ing on what I couldn’t control. I couldn’t control my gender, and I 
couldn’t control whether people treated me differently as a woman. So 
long as I put my attention on those issues, I was focusing on the changes 
I wished other people would make. This heightened my stress, because in-
side I had little confidence that these changes would occur. 

Another exercise asked me to think about an issue I was facing, and 
then to ask the question “How does this feel familiar?” Naturally I chose the 
compensation dilemma. Recalling the horrible meeting, I immediately was 
transported to my summers as a child, where I struggled to fit into the large 
pack of neighborhood boys. I tried to push my way in, but none of the boys 
wanted the girl to go with them. I desperately wanted to prove I was just as 
good as they were at collecting arrowheads, climbing trees, and riding 
horseback, and I was frustrated and hurt that they wouldn’t include me. 
Looking back, I realized that I had been very one-dimensional in my ap-
proach. I had attempted to become a part of their group by being nice and 
by becoming as skillful as they were. When that didn’t work, I withdrew 
into my own world and read a book. I realized that up until that moment, I 
had been following exactly the same pattern, including reading the book! 

I saw that I needed to create a new type of acceptance and a new 
method for pursuing it. I combined what I’d learned from the two exer-
cises: I put my attention on what I could control, how I communicated, 
and what actions I took, and I began to wonder how some of those 
powerful men got what they wanted. Instead of seeing my challenge as a 
gender issue that left me feeling resentful and somewhat victimized, I re-
defined the problem as something I could solve. I realized I needed more 
sophisticated people-influencing skills. 

I read on, stopping often to reflect and complete the exercises. I was 
surprised at the power of this little book. I wasn’t a stranger to the self-
help world. I had a Ph.D. in psychology and had done a lot of reading 
and inner work. And yet I still had a lot of learning ahead of me. 
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The hardest exercise in the book turned out to be the most construc-
tive in planning my approach to the upcoming meeting. I was instructed 
to “take something I don’t like and love it just the way it is.” I thought of 
the meeting that had gone haywire, and mentally surrounded it with the 
same quality of love I felt for my daughter. While I was doing this, I be-
gan to smile and feel happy. As my anxiety dropped, my creativity 
surged. Ideas began to bubble up, and I saw that what each of the senior 
executives really wanted was to be fully listened to, so his own money is-
sues could be healed. 

When I got out of the tub, I was as wrinkled as a prune but thor-
oughly exhilarated. I had a plan that I knew would create a breakthrough. 
The very next morning, I called on each of the executives separately. I 
listened to their concerns, heard their “HR horror story,” and forged in-
dividual connections. It turned out that the disastrous meeting was really 
a blessing in disguise, as my recovery strategy gave me an opportunity to 
lay the foundation for a solid relationship with each of them. 

Our second meeting was a high point in my career. Mrs. Fields 
Cookies was just taking off at that time, so before the meeting, I placed a 
platter of three dozen of her best chocolate-chip cookies in the center of 
the conference room table. I opened the meeting by making light of the 
debacle of a week ago, saying that at the last meeting they had thrown 
“rotten tomatoes” at me and at each other. I had gotten hit by some of 
them, and so if they were going to throw anything today, it was going to 
be cookies. “But,” I continued, “I hope that you will eat some first and 
sweeten your dispositions a little bit.” 

The men had come in “loaded for bear,” but my lighthearted, hu-
morous approach disarmed them completely—as did the knowledge that 
I knew their concerns and history from our personal interviews together. 
I felt so much more confident . . . and they  also felt more confident in me. 

The tool from Learning to Love Yourself that helped me the most— 
and has continued to help me throughout my life since then—is a tech-
nique called deep belly breathing. Just before the meeting started, I took 
a breathing break for two or three minutes that left me feeling centered, 
calm, and confident. I didn’t have a lot of anxiety about how my plan was 
going to be received. I just knew that it was going to work. 
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And it did work. They actually created a bigger pool of money for 
leveling salaries than I had asked for because they felt confident that the 
money needed to be spent. I had figured out how to give them the infor-
mation they needed, and it gave me credibility with them. That meeting 
launched me to a whole new level at work; it integrated me into the com-
pany. Before, I had been the person everyone was testing; now I was 
someone they respected. 

I had thought that I was strong—like steel—but in reading Learning 
to Love Yourself, I learned that I was more like a colander: I might have 
looked steely, but I was full of holes that were allowing my power and 
forcefulness to escape. 

The book also gave me a mantra that I used at work for many years: 
I want to be respected, not liked. I focused on developing the tough-
minded, pragmatic, and analytical side of myself rather than the charm-
ing, understanding and compassionate side I had already mastered. I saw 
that my usual MO was not going to cut it and could actually be a draw-
back; what I needed to do was to project a much more competent busi-
ness persona that also reflected my style as a woman. As time went on, I 
found that I enjoyed being assertive and powerful. Using what I learned 
from this book I’ve worked with more than a thousand executives, in-
cluding a hundred senior-level women, to discover new ways to leverage 
their strengths. 

Over the last 20 years, I have bought hundreds of copies of Learning 
to Love Yourself to give to friends and business colleagues, because of the 
almost miraculous effects I experienced after reading it. Even if you 
aren’t “in hot water,” this little book truly has the power to change the 
way you look at yourself and others. 
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My childhood was a struggle, marked by constant challenge. My father, 
fresh off the boat from Italy, and my mother, only one generation re-
moved, worked hard, chasing the American Dream. I had my own dreams 
of leaving my mark on the world, but my parents considered me a foolish 
child with unrealistic notions. Growing up, I was told repeatedly that 
people who do important things in life go to Harvard, to MIT. The mes-
sage was “ ‘Those people’ will change the world, but not you.” I was just 
a young girl of immigrant parents, with lofty ideas. They hoped I would 
snap out of it and marry well. But I kept saying, “Well, I want to be one 
of ‘those people.’ ” And inside—somehow—I knew I could be. 

In spite of the discouragement I received growing up, I always had 
an inner guide, a sense that I knew where I was going, even though I usu-
ally couldn’t articulate it to others. People would say to me, “How do you 
know?” and I’d say, “I just do. I know this is the right way to go.” Unfor-
tunately, I haven’t always been brave enough to follow this inner guide. 
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Life with my family was difficult. I didn’t think it could get any 
worse, but when I was 17, my mother, always troubled by depression, 
committed suicide. I left home, determined to leave the negativity behind 
and test my own instincts. I still felt I could find the path to greatness, 
even though the big fancy college I’d always dreamed of was not in my 
deck of cards. I had no road map but charged full steam ahead anyway, 
working hard and learning from my mistakes and successes. 

At first, I dabbled in entrepreneurial projects, but after a while, I felt 
I needed to understand the inner workings of corporate giants. I wanted 
to find out how they were achieving success and what their shortcomings 
were. In this way I hoped to learn what I believed others had already 
learned from attending universities. Taking jobs at the biggest companies 
that would hire me, including Siemens, MCI, and AT&T, I did well. I 
broke records in sales, received awards, and was promoted to positions 
usually filled by people who were much older than I—and who wore 
pants, not skirts. 

Although I am grateful for all the experience I gained in corporate 
America, it was not an easy time. It felt all too familiar: I wasn’t taken se-
riously because of my age, gender, and lack of education. In addition, my 
high energy, coupled with my constant questioning of procedures, was a 
challenge to the people in management above me. I was told repeatedly 
that “this is the way it’s always been done,” and I found the constraints 
on my creativity frustrating. I was puzzled by how these corporate giants 
stayed on top and continued to succeed. Despite my achievements, I felt 
empty and unheard. I didn’t feel that I was making a difference. 

Once again, I saw that I had to follow my own guidance in order to 
succeed. I couldn’t let the voices around me drown out the voice inside. It 
was right around this time that I found a book that illuminated this truth 
and strengthened my conviction about it. 

In 1993, The Alchemist, by Paulo Coelho, appeared in my life and be-
came a touchstone for me, a reminder that my journey was my own to 
travel. I was sitting in someone’s office at AT&T when I saw it lying on 
the desk. The title intrigued me. I had never heard the word alchemist be-
fore and had no idea what it meant. (I later learned that alchemists were 
the precursors to modern scientists and tried to find a way to turn metal 
into gold.) I asked, “Can I have this?” and my colleague said, “Sure. 
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Somebody left it here. Take it.” I didn’t know why I wanted it, but I fol-
lowed my inner prompting and took it home and read it. 

The book tells the story of a young man, a lowly shepherd, who 
dreams of living a life of great purpose. People keep telling him, “Your 
purpose is to tend sheep.” Some even become angry, asking him what’s 
wrong with being a “just a shepherd.” But he sees himself as more. When 
he shares his dream of crossing the desert to find the Egyptian pyramids, 
people think he is crazy. Feeling lonely and alienated from the others in 
his village, he decides to set out on his journey despite what others think. 
He doesn’t know how he’s going to get through the desert, but he knows 
how to take the first step, so he starts. Along the way, the shepherd meets 
many people, including an alchemist who becomes his greatest teacher. 

The author presents many lessons in this seemingly simple fable, but 
the one that stood out for me is that every person is on a journey, and the 
omens, as the author calls them, or signposts, for the journey can be seen 
only by that person. Other people can’t see them because it’s not their 
path. The journey and the choices made by the traveler may not make 
sense to anyone else, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t valid. 

The first time I read the book, I hung onto every word, highlighting 
sentences and writing in the margins. It validated everything I believed in 
about the need to be directed from within. For the same reason, it was a 
challenging book for me to read. Could it really be true that I should lis-
ten to myself? Trust myself? Even if my hunches went against prevailing 
wisdom and accepted authorities? 

Not long after I read The Alchemist, I put aside all thoughts of busi-
ness success and making my mark on the world. Now married and await-
ing the birth of my son, David, I was excited about this new chapter in 
my life. But when David was born, my excitement quickly turned to anx-
iety. Something was seriously wrong with my baby. He constantly cried, 
sometimes screaming in pain. For months we were in and out of hospi-
tals, but the doctors could not discover what was causing the skin rashes 
and breathing problems that tormented him. Finally, as David continued 
to fail, they told me, “We think you should let him go.” I had never been 
so scared, lost, and confused in my life. 

David’s early months had knocked me so far off my feet that I’d 
found myself listening to the nurses, doctors, specialists—everyone but 
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myself—and doing everything everybody was asking me to do. I be-
lieved that the professionals must know more than I, a first-time mom, 
even though I could see David was not getting any better and the answers 
they were giving me just didn’t feel right in my core. My instincts were 
telling me that I had to find the underlying cause of David’s myriad 
problems. 

Now at rock bottom, I felt that the doctors had given up and wanted 
me to do the same. I thought, Okay, that’s enough! I am going to do what I 
feel in my heart. I sat by David’s bed and I said, “God, if you let me keep 
him, I swear, I’ll make a difference. I don’t know what I’m going to do, 
but I will do something. Let me keep him.” That night in the hospital, I 
decided to follow my inner voice. I knew I would rather fight and lose 
than wonder “What if?” for the rest of my life. I was not going to give 
my power away any longer. No one could make my journey for me; only 
I could see the omens and hear the guidance that I needed. 

I took my baby home and began studying our daily life, looking for 
the cause of David’s suffering. I kept records of everything. Eventually 
I saw that he suffered most on Tuesdays, the day I cleaned the house. I 
started investigating the products I was using, and bingo—things began 
to become clear. The chlorine, ammonia, and other synthetic ingre-
dients in these products were triggering something or were somehow 
causing David’s shortness of breath and skin problems. When I threw 
them all away, David’s crying finally stopped and his health began to 
steadily improve. 

I went nuts trying to find cleaning products that would work like the 
name brands I had been using but that would not make David feel so sick. 
I couldn’t find anything. One night, in absolute frustration, I called my 
grandmother. She shared with me how women in her day made soap. As-
tonished, I asked her to come over and show me what she was talking 
about. It felt like I had gone back in time, as I stood in my kitchen mak-
ing soap with my grandmother. 

This led to hours and hours of research, gathering information and 
asking millions of questions, but finally I began to see my purpose. I felt 
strongly that I had a responsibility to other moms. I knew there were 
others out there like David—children and adults—who suffered from 
chemical-exposure diseases, skin irritations, and respiratory challenges, 
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who needed solutions. With the help of a group of remarkable people, 
I began the long process of creating cleaning products that were hypoal-
lergenic, nontoxic, and safe. 

Today Amilya’s Soapworks is competing successfully in the 
multibillion-dollar cleaning industry. My faith in myself and my desire to 
create something with a greater purpose—a company with products that 
are human- and Earth-friendly—are what have kept me going against 
frequently unthinkable odds. 

Since 1993, I’ve read The Alchemist from start to finish two more 
times. The book seems to magically reappear at difficult times in my 
life—once when I knew a divorce was in my future and again when the 
company required that I push myself further than I thought I could. 
Reading The Alchemist reminded me that I had to take another deep 
breath, listen to my inner voice, and do what I believed to be right. I 
didn’t know if things would turn out all right, but I had a strong feeling 
that if I jumped, a net would appear. And it did. Today my life is richer 
than I could have ever dreamed. Amilya’s Soapworks continues to grow— 
especially after my appearance on Oprah Winfrey’s show—the books 
I’ve written are selling and making a difference in people’s lives, and 
David and I are thriving. 

I still pull The Alchemist off the shelf whenever I need quick valida-
tion of my own wisdom or when I want to reconnect with its message: It 
isn’t always easy to live the life you were meant to, but the lessons learned 
and the rewards are immeasurable. 

This wonderful little book has also helped me to perform a kind of 
real-life alchemy: making something good out of the tough times I’ve 
faced. I see that everything in my life has had some value. In fact, I con-
sider all my “challenge cards” the most powerful cards I hold. I call 
them my aces. Nobody bet on me. I was like a big Clydesdale horse, 
trying to run in the Belmont. All I heard was, “Look, girlfriend, it ain’t 
going to happen for you.” That just made me work harder to prove them 
wrong. 

If I hadn’t read Coelho’s book, I might still be looking for validation 
from outside myself. I’d be going after the credential or the degree that 
said “You’re okay.” I’ve learned that the only place validation ultimately 
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can come from is within—and that’s the irony. The shepherd in The 
Alchemist went across the world and back again, only to discover that 
the treasure he sought was in his own village. It had been right there, 
where he started, all along. In the same way, I have learned that one of 
my greatest treasures—that small voice inside—is always right here 
when I need it, if only I choose to listen. 



<J
im Guy  

Jim Guy is the chief marketing officer of Cambridge Investment Research, Inc., a

national broker and dealer serving the needs of independent financial planners, 

headquartered in Fairfield, Iowa. ■ 

Fifteen years ago, I attended a business conference in Hawaii. It had been 
a busy day—I had gone to meeting after meeting, and now we were go-
ing out for the evening. I sat on the bed of our hotel room while my fu-
ture wife Helen was in the bathroom, getting ready to go. While I waited, 
I looked around for a newspaper or magazine to read but found nothing. 
I opened up the drawer of the nightstand. There was a Bible—no sur-
prise there—along with another book. The cover of the second book dis-
played a sunrise, the orange-and-yellow photo a backdrop to the words 
The Teachings of the Buddha. 

Intrigued, I picked the orange book up, opened the cover, and read 
that the Japanese Buddhist Society had placed it there. (I later learned 
that all hotel rooms in Hawaii are stocked with these books.) 

At that time, I knew nothing about Buddhism—except that I was 
drawn to statues of the Buddha. I had a few such statues, but aside 
from the pleasure I took in the tranquility that seemed to emanate from 
their various faces, I had only the vaguest sense of what the religion was 
about. 

Not that I was interested in religion. I was an agnostic—with an atti-
tude. I had been raised Methodist but had let it go as a teenager, rejecting 
what I considered a shallow understanding of reality. I didn’t buy it—the 
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set-up George Carlin describes as “the invisible old guy in the sky” who 
rewards or punishes humankind for good or bad behavior. 

My father was an atheist, though my mother had made him promise 
to never let us kids know. Only after I became an adult, after he knew 
that it wouldn’t influence or upset me, did my father tell me about the 
moment in his life when he rejected the idea of God entirely. 

He had been 11 years old. His father, my grandfather, the only person 
in his life he felt really cared for him, was ill with pneumonia. For days 
his condition had worsened, and now it seemed that he wouldn’t live 
from one hour to the next. All through that night, my father prayed. He 
remembers not sleeping, only praying, praying, praying that his father 
would recover. 

His father died. 
And my father came to a firm and bitter conclusion: There was no 

such thing as God. For the rest of his life, he had no use for religion— 
preferring to face the stark reality that this world was spinning on its own 
without the benefit of a kind and loving guardian to keep things on an 
even keel. 

My own life had been easier than my father’s. Growing up, I had both 
parents, siblings, a stable home, material comfort, and an adequate edu-
cation. As an adult, I had a good job and enough money, but I can’t say it 
made me happy. I was often tense and anxious and had struggled with 
depression from the time I was a young man. 

Once when I was about 19 or 20, I was moaning about something 
or other to my dad. He looked straight at me and he said, “Jim, life isn’t 
fair or easy or even very good. But you need to do the best you can with 
what you got.” His words haunted me for a long time, especially as my 
own experience of unhappiness increased. Dad died suddenly one month 
before my twenty-first birthday. Why was life so hard? 

Sitting on the edge of the bed in the hotel room, I began to read The 
Teachings of the Buddha. I was introduced to the Four Noble Truths and 
the Noble Eightfold Path. The First Noble Truth, “There is suffering in the 
world,” resonated inside me as if I had been struck like a bell. The deep 
simplicity of this statement felt like a solid place to rest, to begin. I had ex-
perienced all too well the truth of it. There was nothing here that smacked 
of rewards or punishments, sin or saintliness; only a calm acceptance of 
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present reality. I read the next three: There is a cause to suffering. There 
is an end to suffering. There is a path out of suffering. 

Each Noble Truth seemed to propel me into a deeper place inside. 
Like a massive staircase leading down to a still pool, the steps were wide 
and required a pause before going to the next one. 

I heard Helen come into the bedroom. With a feeling that felt suspi-
ciously like serenity, I closed the book, looked up with a smile, and said, 
“Ready to go?” 

Over the next few days, I read as much of The Teachings of the Bud-
dha as I could. I filled out the order card I found in the book and sent it in 
with a check for six dollars. The Japanese Buddhist Society sent me my 
own copy, which I still have today. 

Becoming a Buddhist was surprisingly easy for me. It didn’t require 
belief in a deity or regular attendance at a place of worship. I studied 
The Teachings of the Buddha as well as many other books about Bud-
dhism, and spent a lot of time contemplating the meaning of the ancient 
texts and trying to follow the Noble Eightfold Path, which led one out 
of suffering. I continued acquiring statues of the Buddha. I felt a more 
powerful connection to them as my spiritual life became stronger and 
stronger. 

I remember the day I realized that this contemplation of the Buddhist 
teachings, which had become a meditative practice for me, was actually a 
form of prayer. As an agnostic, prayer had been something that I felt was 
never going to be part of my life. Pray . . . to whom? And for what? The 
whole asking-God-to-do-something-for-me thing felt ridiculous. But 
that day, as I pounded along the endless path of the treadmill, sweaty and 
panting in a T-shirt and pair of shorts, suddenly I saw prayer as just 
an expression of my own spiritual nature, an emanation of the Buddha 
within. I almost laughed out loud with the lightness and joy this realiza-
tion brought to me. 

There are other, more practical, benefits that I feel as a practicing 
Buddhist. Helen, now my wife, tells me I am nicer. Feeling more able to 
cope with the depression that still comes up sometimes, I’ve stopped 
taking antidepressants. Working as an investment advisor and then as 
an executive of a large corporation, I often feel the pressure that comes 
with massive amounts of responsibility, but now I have a way to help 
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“unstress” myself. There is another dimension to my life—beyond the 
ups and downs of home and business—that simply makes my life richer. 

I often wish that I could have shared The Teachings of the Buddha 
with my father. I think he would have understood and embraced this 
path. I think this because the hardest Noble Truth is the first one. My fa-
ther knew the truth of suffering—had lived with the misery expressed in 
the first Truth all his life—but never lost sight of the value and goodness 
in life, and hadn’t been a miserable man or even an unhappy one. Con-
sidering life worth the struggle, he had come to accept the suffering in the 
world, though it never ceased causing him pain. 

I dream that for him, the other three Truths would have brought him 
the comfort of knowing that life can be a spiritual fight, which if well 
fought, perhaps along the Eightfold Path, can lead to the end of suffering. 

As for me, it seems a minor miracle that I was thrown a life 
preserver—in the form of a book about religion, of all things—as I 
floundered in the same rough sea that had knocked my father around. But 
that book led me to discover the art of happiness and brought me peace. 
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With all the failures and corporate ethical lapses in the news today, many 
people are wondering how to build strong companies while maintaining 
their integrity. Ten years ago, I was wondering the same thing. 

I found success at an early age. I owned my first health club at age 20 
and grew it into a six-club chain. By age 26, I had a million-dollar finan-
cial statement. However, my youthful enthusiasm was no match for my 
lack of experience and wisdom. I had over-expanded and was under-
financed, in addition to making a few dozen other mistakes, and by age 
30, I’d lost it all. 

During my thirties, I became serious about my faith and the values 
derived from that faith. I became a committed Christian; I intended to 
learn from my mistakes and apply biblical principles to my life and my 
business. There’s nothing like failure and humiliation to make you 
teachable. 

One day, at a resale shop, I noticed an out-of-print book and purchased 
it for five dollars. It was The Secret Kingdom by Pat Robertson. The 
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controversial founder of “The 700 Club,” Pat has a great personal story 
of overcoming obstacles to achieve success. His book illustrates ten prin-
ciples or values that the Bible teaches about life. Over the past ten years, I 
have applied those principles to my business with great success. Pat lists 
the principles in a different order and calls one or two by a different 
name, but the following descriptions relate my adaptations of them and 
how they have worked for me in my life. 

The first principle combines honesty and integrity. Honesty simply 
means to tell the truth. Not half-truths, subtle deception, the end justifying 
the means, and so forth. Tell people the truth as best you can. Integrity is 
doing what you say. Many of the current corporate ethical debacles 
would not occur if just these values were made part of business conduct 
and personal character. 

As I began to franchise my fitness concept, I applied these values to 
my decisions and the corporate culture we were creating. I was honest 
with prospective franchisees. I told them that this was only an opportu-
nity; they were going to have to work hard to succeed. I told them to ex-
pect us to do the right thing and to hold us to a level of correction, rather 
than perfection. As we worked together to build their local franchise and 
our international business, we were careful to always follow through on 
the agreements we made, so an atmosphere of trust was created. Our 
franchisees speak so highly of us that we have become the world’s fastest-
growing franchise—simply by word of mouth. 

This trust allowed strong relationships to be built and opened the 
way for another principle, the law of unity, to come into play: When two 
or more people agree to work toward a common goal, they can go much 
farther together than they can separately. While I personally cannot 
coach and counsel millions of women, ten thousand franchisees and I— 
working together—can. 

The next principle is that of greatness—which, surprisingly, is also 
called the principle of servanthood. The Bible says that he who would be 
the greatest among you would be the servant of all. Over the years, I 
have experienced the truth of this principle. As the CEO of my company, 
I see myself at the bottom of an inverted pyramid. On my shoulders rest 
hundreds of employees who rely on me for the resources to do their jobs. 
On their shoulders rest the thousands of franchisees who need training 
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and support, and on their shoulders are the millions of members who are 
getting in shape. Our focus has always been on service rather than on 
profit or company growth. We have an expression: if you serve, they will 
come. We have literally served our way to becoming the tenth largest 
franchise company in the world. 

The next principle, the law of use, states that if you don’t use what 
you’ve been given, it will be taken away. This law is illustrated in the bib-
lical story of the gold talents (quantities of precious metal). In this para-
ble, a man about to embark on a trip gives each of his servants a different 
amount of talents. When the master returns, he holds his servants ac-
countable for what they were given. The one who invested his talents the 
most wisely is praised and given more. The one who buried his talents 
has them taken away and is severely reprimanded. How many of us have 
talents and opportunities that we have been given and do not take advan-
tage of? 

This principle was pivotal in my career. Ten years ago, my wife Di-
ane and I owned two Curves locations that were successfully serving 
hundreds of women and providing well for us financially. Yet, we knew 
that millions of women needed these services. We had to make a choice: 
Utilize the opportunity of franchising and risk everything we owned 
once again, or just enjoy where we were. We chose to use what we had 
been given—investing our talents to help a larger number of people. 

The next principle is that of responsibility: To whom much has been 
given, much is expected. As Curves grew, we began to invest in research, 
education, and innovation. Our program and the competence of our in-
dividual franchisees continually improve so that millions of women can 
manage their weight and protect their health more effectively. We have 
underwritten college courses and associate degree programs and have 
created professional certifications in the areas of health and wellness. 
Two thousand franchisees earned college credit through our Curves 
University program during the past year. If people trust us with their de-
cisions about health and weight management, we’ve got to live up to that 
responsibility by continually educating ourselves and improving our 
methods. 

The principle of change advises us to expect change—and even em-
brace it. Although most people hate change, it is the nature of business. 
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Being “good enough” is never good enough for long. Over the past de-
cade, we have watched dozens of competitors try to copy what we have 
done. Understanding the principle of change, we have never rested on 
our laurels. Instead, we moved from an exercise business model to one 
that also provides weight management. We improved our equipment and 
training methods. We went international. Innovation is our company’s 
driving force as we welcome and work with change. I believe that Curves 
is the leader in the fitness industry today because we are willing to 
change. 

Another key to success that I learned from The Secret Kingdom is the 
principle of reciprocity, or giving back: If resources can flow through 
you to meet the needs of others, you’ll be given more resources. In other 
words, the more you give, the more you get. Diane and I decided long 
ago to give away more than we keep. As we saw how we were blessed, we 
encouraged our franchisees to give back to their communities. 

Last March, we held our ninth annual food drive and our franchisees 
raised more than eleven million pounds of food for their local food 
banks. Jay Leno of The Tonight Show mentioned us in his monologue, 
reading one of our newspaper ads that read, “Weight loss center has food 
drive.” Though it does sound funny, our March food drive is one of the 
most powerful examples of the principle of giving back I know: for nine 
consecutive years, the month of March has been our best membership en-
rollment month. 

To further model corporate giving, Diane and I offer a $1000 annual 
matching grant for franchisees who raise money for their local charities. 
That’s twenty percent of their annual royalty, offered in exchange for 
their helping people in need in their communities. Being able to let go of 
money keeps it from becoming overly important and helps keep our fo-
cus on service. As my friend Zig Ziglar says, “You can get anything in 
life you want—if you just help enough other people get what they want.” 

In case you think building this company has been easy, let me men-
tion the next principle: perseverance. If you are going to become compe-
tent at anything, you have to stick with it. In spite of losing everything I 
owned in the fitness business, I had a passion to help women protect their 
health. I like to tell people, “I’m not all that smart. I just made mistakes 
until there weren’t any left.” The key is to learn from those mistakes and 
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not repeat them. The race of life isn’t really won by the fastest runner— 
it’s won by those who get up the fastest after they fall down. 

The final two principles are the spiritual laws of miracles and domin-
ion. The law of miracles teaches us to expect extraordinary opportunity, 
help and joy, and the law of dominion teaches us that we are here to make 
the world a better place. I relied heavily on these two principles at a point 
in my life when other people might have given up. At age forty, after hav-
ing lost everything, I dared to dream that I could build the largest fitness 
franchise in the world—starting with no money, no credit, and no in-
vestors. I believed that I had a better solution to the weight management 
crisis than the experts, and so, with all the faith I had, I threw myself into 
making my dream a reality. I trusted that if I was working to make life 
better for others, I would certainly succeed. 

The Secret Kingdom helped me find the way to true success in busi-
ness and in life. It reinforced my belief that I was, and still am, endowed 
with the seeds of greatness; we all are. If you really, really understand 
who God is and who you are to Him, and you understand His character 
reflected in these principles, imagine what kind of life you could live— 
and what kind of business you could build. 
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From my earliest days, I swam in a calm sea of unconditional love and 
encouragement. My parents were devout Mormons and believed in con-
tinually affirming people’s worth and potential. They did this for each 
other, their friends, colleagues, and of course their children. It was a part 
of living by our religion. 

I remember, as a boy, waking up one night to find my mother stand-
ing by my bed. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, still half asleep. 
“Just affirming you, dear. Go back to sleep now,” she replied. 
And I drifted back to sleep to the sound of her words: “You’re going 

to do great on the test tomorrow; you’re the most marvelous son,” and so 
on. I became accustomed to this kind of loving interaction and have done 
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the same things with my own children. I saw very early in life how much 
we can affect each other, and ourselves, with our words and intentions. 

It was understood that I would follow in my father’s footsteps and 
join the family business after college, but that plan changed during my 
mission, a period of missionary work undertaken by every young Mor-
mon. I was 20 years old and serving in Great Britain when my mission 
president asked me to lead a seminar to train the local leaders of the 
church. The leaders were 40, 50, and 60 years old. I said, “I can’t do this. 
There’s no way.” 

But my mission president told me that he had complete faith that I 
could do it and eventually persuaded me to take it on. He helped me 
prepare for the event, and it ended up going extremely well. I found I 
experienced a great deal of satisfaction from extending myself and 
really helping other people change their lives. That, to me, was so much 
bigger than going into business that I knew that I’d found my calling— 
I wanted to be a teacher, helping people to have happier, more success-
ful lives. 

During my training for this profession, I soon discovered that my 
loving upbringing had one surprising drawback. Because I had been sur-
rounded by happiness for as long as I could remember, I never had to 
create it for myself. Unconditional love had been handed to me—a gift of 
my birth—and I had internalized it. The personal freedom this provided 
had become natural to me. So when I began teaching, I found it was 
sometimes difficult to explain the mechanics of things that were sponta-
neous for me. 

Luckily, another benefit of the way I’d been raised is that I have al-
ways been open to new ideas. Because I feel inwardly secure, I can afford 
to risk being vulnerable intellectually. This has allowed me to be open to 
completely new ways of thinking. Not surprisingly, this has made me 
particularly fond of books. They’ve had a tremendous impact on me 
throughout my life. 

Two books I read early in my career have had especially far-reaching 
effects: Man’s Search for Meaning, by Viktor Frankl, and A Guide for the 
Perplexed, by E.F. Schumacher. These books introduced me to the con-
cepts of personal responsibility and choice, providing a framework and 
giving me tools that have allowed me to help my students, and eventually 



S T E P H E N  C O V E Y  /  229 

millions of readers, to be more effective and fulfilled in their professional 
and personal lives—no matter where they are starting from. 

I read Man’s Search for Meaning first, around 1962. The biggest un-
derstanding that I gained from Frankl was that you have the power to 
choose your response to any given set of circumstances. Frankl did this 
in the death camps of Nazi Germany, where he was subjected to inhuman 
treatment on all levels: physical, mental, and emotional. At one point, the 
Nazis burned his manuscript—his life’s work. Instead of becoming de-
spondent, he changed his initial reaction from “Why me?” and “Why is 
this happening?” to “What is life asking of me?” The answer, in the case 
of his manuscript, was, “Rewrite it; make it better.” With this shift in 
thinking he could always find meaning in life, regardless of what was 
happening on the outside. 

Almost 10 years later, I read Schumacher’s book, A Guide for the Per-
plexed, which took the concept of personal choice to a more applied level. 
In the book Schumacher describes four levels of being. The highest level is 
characterized by the ability to be self-aware—that is, to be aware of being 
aware. This quality is the unique endowment of a human being. We’re not 
simply the sum of our experiences; we can reflect on those experiences and 
how they interact, and then make a choice based on that awareness. 

This idea has had a tremendous impact on my teaching, my writing, 
and my personal life, including the raising of my children. Even when 
they were small, my children knew they couldn’t get away with giving an 
excuse or blaming someone else. If they said, “Well, she did this and 
this,” I’d ask, “Why did you choose this response to that?” In our house, 
everyone knew that we always have the power of choice and that no one 
is a victim—ever. Each of us is responsible for our part of the equation, 
so we don’t blame anyone else for our situations. 

Sometimes a child would ask, “Well, what should I do?” I would in-
variably reply, “Use your R and I: resourcefulness and initiative,” and 
we’d figure it out together. It became a joke in our family: Dad thinks “R 
and I” is the answer for everything. I admit it, I do think using our inner re-
sources and creativity is the only way to respond to the challenges we face 
in life. Our resourcefulness and initiative—a gift of our self-awareness— 
empower us to most effectively answer Frankl’s question, “What is life 
asking of me?” 
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When I read A Guide for the Perplexed, I was teaching at Brigham 
Young University. I liked the book so much that I made it required read-
ing for my classes in Organizational Behavior and Management. I taught 
personal responsibility by having students write their own contracts with 
me, outlining what they were going to accomplish in the class, and, more 
importantly, what contributions they would make. Then they decided 
what kind of accountability system they would set up, so that they were 
accountable not only to their own conscience but also to the people they 
lived and worked with. 

Putting the responsibility for learning back on these students literally 
transformed their lives. They often gained a new level of mastery over 
themselves, not just academically but also in terms of getting exercise, 
eating right, and living by their consciences. Many of them were sloppy 
and undisciplined and knew they needed to do these things. And since 
they had to evaluate themselves and be accountable to the people around 
them, they knew they couldn’t scrape by in the old way—by simply 
playing the game and doing the bare minimum to pass. 

I once had a student who had gotten by for years on his popularity, 
his good looks, and his athletic prowess. One day he came in to ask me 
how he was doing in class. I said, “Don’t ask me. What does your con-
science say? What about the people you go around with? What do they 
say?” 

“Oh, you know . . . ,” and he gave me all these excuses for why he 
wasn’t doing well. I said to him, “Look what you’re doing. You’re telling 
me you are a victim of your circumstances. You’re doing the very 
opposite of what we committed to up front. I’d say that you deserve 
the D-minus you’re getting.” Later that student told me, “You can’t 
imagine the impact that had on my life, that someone would hold me to 
the responsible course in life.” And like so many others who discover the 
link between personal responsibility and effectiveness in life, he went on 
to get an education—rather than just good grades. 

Another important concept I discovered in A Guide for the Perplexed 
was the difference between convergent and divergent problems, a distinc-
tion I use constantly in my consulting work with organizations and indi-
viduals. I’ve learned that it’s vital to know which type of problem you 
have, as they require entirely different solutions. 
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With a convergent problem, you just need more information. Let’s say 
you have a problem with your car. You gather more data about what’s 
wrong, and eventually everything converges to the solution. As you gather 
information, you eliminate options—it’s not the fuel line, it’s not this, it’s 
not this . . . oh, here’s where it is. Eventually you come to the solution. 

But with a divergent problem, you’ve got to go deeper and discover 
the underlying values that are causing the divergence. More information 
will not solve the problem. Everyone has been in the situation of arguing 
with a partner, a spouse, or a child, and the more you talk to each other, 
the worse it gets. Both of you are treating it like a convergent problem, 
thinking, “I’ll just give you more information. If you just understand 
more, you’ll see I’m right.” But the real problem is that you’ve got values 
that are divergent. That’s what is causing the clash. So the first step in 
solving a divergent problem is to recognize that it’s a values—not an 
information—issue. Then, if you can find a bigger, higher value that 
both parties agree on, you can take a convergent approach. 

In my book The 8th Habit,® I talk about the idea of a “third alterna-
tive.” If you say to the person you’re arguing with, “Would you be will-
ing to search for a solution that is better than what either one of us has 
been proposing?” you change a divergent problem into a convergent one. 
It puts you both on the same side of the table—looking in the same 
direction—and then you can start sharing information in a creative way, 
rather than being defensive and protective. 

And to help my clients reach this convergent mode of functioning 
more quickly, I tell them that no one can make their point until they re-
state the other person’s point to his or her satisfaction. Doing this, they 
listen to each other with more empathy and are better able to look for a 
third alternative. 

A great number of things I teach today were inspired by Man’s 
Search for Meaning and A Guide for the Perplexed. The seeds sown by 
these books so long ago were able to sprout and grow in the fertile 
ground of intellectual openness that my parents had created in me. I am 
deeply grateful to them—and to Frankl and Schumacher, and my other 
teachers—for the resulting “harvest” I’ve been able to share with so 
many people around the world. 
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It was 1993. I was trying to lead my first large organization—a team of a 
couple hundred people. Although I had been in middle management be-
fore, this was my first executive position and I was charting my way 
through fairly turbulent waters: The previous guy in my position had 
been fired, his team was upset and somewhat junior, and we had lots of 
things to accomplish. What was worse, I didn’t think we had all the prin-
ciples and guidelines we needed to have in place in the organization. 

I knew how I wanted to lead, but I was still learning how to inspire 
others to take action. Sometimes I would dictate what had to be done, but 
this didn’t seem to motivate anyone to do it on their own. I was showing 
them how I did it, but I wasn’t teaching them how they could do it. At the 
time, I simply didn’t know how to express my vision in a framework that 
others could easily internalize and use. 

Plus, when I looked around, I often had the unsettling feeling that 
some of the other executives didn’t share my vision or my values. This 
came to a head when an important decision had to be made that would 
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affect a large number of employees. I was uncomfortable with the way 
the decision was being handled. 

I stewed about the situation for weeks and finally, one Friday after-
noon, I talked about the problems surrounding the decision with a col-
league who was also a personal friend. I knew he was having a difficult 
time with the same issue. He told me he had just read a book that had 
deeply affected him, and he recommended I read it, too. This was in the 
days before the BlackBerry and the Palm Pilot, so I wrote down the title 
in my day planner: The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, by Stephen 
Covey. 

The very next morning, I went to the bookstore and bought Covey’s 
book. It was a Saturday, so as usual, I was spending the day with my fam-
ily. Between driving the kids to baseball games, going to fast-food places 
to grab a meal, and hanging out together at home, I grabbed moments 
here and there to read the book. I found Covey’s material tremendously 
engaging and inspirational. Throughout the day, I felt moved to read 
things out loud to my wife and talk with her about them. 

One of the first chapters in the book, “Beginning with the End in 
Mind,” switched a light on in me. Covey asks, “When you leave this 
world, how do you want be remembered?” I immediately found a piece 
of paper and did one of the exercises: writing down what I wanted carved 
on my tombstone. It was exhilarating to think in such terms. 

The next thing that really hit me was Covey’s model that lays out the 
framework of urgent versus nonurgent and important versus nonimpor-
tant tasks. Action items can be classified into four different groups, or 
quadrants: 

1. Urgent (time-sensitive) and important 
2. Nonurgent and important 
3. Urgent and nonimportant 
4. Nonurgent and nonimportant 

I saw that quadrant 2 activities, nonurgent but important, were often 
passed over as people scrambled to get the urgent activities—both im-
portant and nonimportant—accomplished. 

The technology field is filled with people who confuse “action for 
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traction.” An “everything is urgent” energy propels most people through 
their days. You can be busy and exhausted, and feel good because you 
are getting so much done—yet totally lose sight of what’s important. 
The average tenure for most chief information officers is between two to 
three years, so there is a tendency for those folks to try to do the things that 
are immediate and not take on the big things that are really needed. They 
make people happy in the short term but end up taking the company off 
the edge of a cliff. I saw that Covey’s quadrants provided a way to keep 
the big picture alive in one’s everyday activities—at whatever level the 
person was working at the company. 

This idea wasn’t totally new to me. Even before reading Covey, I 
knew how to shut out the noise and do the things that mattered most. I 
think it’s in my core DNA; it’s just how I’ve always operated. But as a 
young executive, I was frustrated because I thought everyone should un-
derstand this concept and do it naturally. I didn’t value the process of 
building a context for people. 

I finished the book that night. I immediately decided to commit to us-
ing the tools myself in whatever way I could. But what excited me most 
was Covey’s framework of priorities. It was a clearly laid out formula I 
could use to inspire others to do these things for themselves. 

The next day I reflected on the best way to bring this information to 
the rest of the company. I had once worked for a boss who made us read 
a book every week and then report on it. We had to implement the au-
thor’s practices the next day. I didn’t want to force-feed the material to 
my staff in that way, so I made a list of people to talk to about it casually. 

On Monday morning, I “socialized it,” meeting with people one-on-
one to see if Covey’s ideas resonated with them. I’d say, “Hey, I was 
struggling with this, and in this book I read, there was a principle that 
really seemed to help.” I’d explain the principle and ask, “What do you 
think about that?” Most people responded positively as they saw how it 
pertained to their own situation. Over time, people began picking up The 
7 Habits on their own. Instead of being required reading, it simply spread 
from person to person by word of mouth. 

In fact, during my tenure at that company, a large number of the staff 
ended up implementing Covey’s ideas. As a consequence, the spirit of the 
team was high and we pulled off some major miracles. Unfortunately, I 
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was at an early stage in my management cycle and made the mistake of 
allowing that enthusiasm and loyalty to be tied to me personally, rather 
than to the company. So when I left, many of the employees left, too. I’ve 
made a point of never letting that happen again. I make sure that employ-
ees know that they don’t need me to succeed; they can implement 
Covey’s principles in any setting and get the results they want. 

Reading The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People changed the way I 
operated, both personally and professionally. It cemented my trust in my 
own instincts and gave me an effective method of sharing this valuable 
information with others. Today, I still take time out, usually on Sundays, 
to set my quadrant 2 goals and commit to getting them met for the com-
ing week. And “Beginning with the End in Mind” is the one principle 
that has guided my life more than any other. 

In my “fireside chats” with the team here at eBay, I talk about sitting 
on a park bench 20 years from now—when none of us will have titles and 
it won’t matter what positions we held. “When people see you,” I ask, 
“do they come up and give you a hug? Or do they run the other way?” 
We discuss how that’s all tied to beginning with the end in mind. 

I still work at these things myself. I have to, because by nature I’m 
driven—a perfectionist who is never satisfied. Covey’s principles have 
helped me learn how to enjoy my life more, as well as accomplish more. 

My big picture—what I want written on my tombstone—hasn’t 
changed much since that Saturday in 1993 when I first read Covey’s book 
and was moved to write it down: Maynard Webb: He made the world a 
better place . . .  and had fun doing it! 
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In 1966, Vietnam was heating up and I was a college senior, casting 
about for my next step. One day, while browsing in the university book-
store, I discovered Petr Kropotkin’s book Mutual Aid. Published in 
1902, Mutual Aid is about the evolutionary impact and importance of 
cooperation in both animal and human groups. This idea appealed to 
me greatly. It validated my own world view that compassion and coop-
eration are inborn and that these qualities form the natural basis for 
successful societies. 

Growing up, I always had strong feelings of compassion for both an-
imals and people. I liked it when people cooperated, and I shied away 
from aggression and dissension. I was a pacifist; the bully at my grammar 
school constantly—and unsuccessfully—tried to get a rise out of me. 
One day, he became so frustrated with me that he actually picked me up 
and dropped me in a garbage can. Still, I wouldn’t fight back. Even then, 
I knew that violence would just make things worse. There had to be a 
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better way. When I read Kropotkin’s book, I became aware that there 
were others, including scientists, who supported my point of view. 

Although I was inspired by Mutual Aid, it had no immediate effect 
on my life. I filed the information away in my head and resumed my 
somewhat bumbling search for clues to what my career might be after I 
graduated. 

That same year, Konrad Lorenz’s book On Aggression was published. 
When I read On Aggression, something deep in me snapped to attention. 
This is wrong, I thought. Wrong and dangerous. The book upset me be-
cause of Lorenz’s strong emphasis on the innate basis of aggression. 
Lorenz, a very famous ethologist (animal behaviorist) who went on to 
win the Nobel Prize, argued that there are very strong biological deter-
minants of aggression and that while it is modifiable, in many ways it is 
unavoidable. Animals, and by extension, humans, he wrote, are biologi-
cally programmed to fight over limited resources. On Aggression gener-
ated a lot of interest because so many people then used it as an excuse for 
aggressive behavior and ultimately for warfare: “See, it’s natural for us to 
be warlike. Animals do it, and they’re our ancestors.” 

Suddenly, all the diffuse ideas I’d had about what I might do—go to 
graduate school, get a job, go to Canada to avoid the draft—coalesced 
into a single intention: I will prove this guy wrong. 

The idea that I might like to study animals had been brewing in my 
mind for a while, so I decided to get a master’s degree in biology. Two 
years later, when I graduated and lost my student deferment, my draft 
notice came. I remember thinking: No more BS. It’s time to take a stand. I 
didn’t—and still don’t—believe in war. My path was simple; I wasn’t go-
ing to support the promulgation of more war. Rather than leave the 
country for Canada, I registered as a conscientious objector. 

If I hadn’t read Lorenz, I know I would have felt as strongly, but I 
don’t know if I would have acted as I did. I might have wrongly assumed 
that I had more comrades than I did in the compassion and cooperation 
camp. Now I knew that a frightening number of people subscribed to his 
theory that competition and warfare could be explained as simply being 
innate in our genes: It’s just going to happen, it’s inevitable, and you just 
have to live with it. Seeing that, I took a firmer stand. I thought that 
maybe the people who didn’t like war could really make a difference if 
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we spoke out. Part of Lorenz’s gift to me was the clarification of my own 
values and the firm decision to live my life by them. 

With the question of the draft settled, my quest to find the scientific 
refutation of what I considered Lorenz’s dangerously one-sided thesis 
began to take shape. Of course I knew that animals and people could be 
competitive and aggressive, but from my own observation and reading, I 
felt that somehow, in the course of evolution, this had to be balanced by 
compassion, cooperation, and fairness. Anyone who studies animal soci-
eties knows that you can’t have a wolf pack, for example, composed 
solely of aggressive, dominant alpha animals. There is always a spectrum 
of personalities and temperaments; you have to have dominant animals 
and you have to have more subordinate animals. I believed that the coop-
erative behavior displayed by the subordinate animals was as innate as the 
aggression displayed by the others, and I felt sure that the evidence for 
this could be found in the study of animal interactions. 

I enrolled at Cornell University Medical College in a Ph.D. program 
in neurobiology and behavior. By then, I had quite a few unambiguous 
resolves: I knew I didn’t want to go to war—in fact, that I wouldn’t go to 
war. I knew that I wanted to study animal behavior; I knew that I wanted 
to find the biological basis for the force of cooperation discussed in 
Kropotkin’s book. I also knew that I wouldn’t experiment on animals. 
This last one eventually caused me to leave Cornell, as it became clear 
that my goals were not compatible with the program there. 

I left Cornell looking for a situation in which I could study positive 
social behaviors and investigate the roots of the many positive traits I’d 
observed so clearly in numerous animals. I found a Ph.D. program at 
Washington University in St. Louis that was more in line with my goals. 
There I met professors, colleagues, and a mentor who supported and en-
couraged the direction my studies were taking me. 

In the course of graduate work, I spent time observing play behavior 
in wolves, dogs, and coyotes. At that time, studying play behavior was 
considered a waste of time. There seemed nothing significant to be 
learned from it, as it combined actions from mating, fighting, hunting, 
and so on. Yet my experience told me quite the opposite. It’s true that 
when you look at this behavior superficially, it makes no sense, until you 
realize that the animals are, in fact, playing by the rules. They are doing 
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things that can be explained only by the fact that they are behaving fairly 
and cooperatively, not competitively. People had overlooked what I found 
so obvious: Play behavior is really the place to look for the biological 
bases of cooperation, fairness, and trust—what I now call “wild justice.” 

After getting my Ph.D., I became a professor at the University of 
Colorado at Boulder, where I have been since 1974. For the last 30-plus 
years, I’ve conducted research focused on the cooperative nature of 
play—how animals play fairly; how they trust one another, forgive one 
another; apologize to one another; how they are nice to one another. My 
work, along with that of many others such as Jane Goodall and Michael 
W. Fox, has shown that it’s not always “Nature red in tooth and claw.” 
Animal behavior is a combination: Sometimes animals, including hu-
mans, are aggressive and assertive and warlike, and sometimes they are 
compassionate, empathic, and cooperative. Aggression is not inevitable 
or any more “natural” than cooperation. The research that I’ve done has 
a strong quantitative, empirical, statistical basis that supports that. 

In my mind the most important aspect of my contribution—the piece 
that finally balances Lorenz’s impact—is the major lesson that humans 
can learn from this work: We find the roots of cooperation, fairness, jus-
tice, empathy, and trust in the behavior of animals. These qualities are the 
gifts of our ancestors. In fact, today, research using functional magnetic 
resonance imaging technology is clearly showing very similar neurolog-
ical mechanisms in humans and other animals in terms of the neurologi-
cal basis of different behaviors—including fairness and cooperation. 

For many years, I kept Lorenz’s book on my shelf; just seeing it there 
gave me fresh resolve. Periodically, I even reviewed it just to make sure I 
hadn’t misread him. But each time I did, it only reinforced my feeling 
that I was doing the right thing. 

Sometimes a book can transform your life by filling you with revul-
sion and catalyzing you into action. Would I have found the same life’s 
work without any help from Lorenz? I don’t know. As a young man, I 
wasn’t always clear about what was true for me, but I was abundantly 
clear about what wasn’t true for me, the moment I read it. 
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In retirement, willingly or not, I occasionally reflect upon my 83 years of 
life. As a Holocaust survivor, there are many things that are painful to 
recall—one of them being the book I read as a teenager that completely 
changed my life. Mein Kampf, by Adolf Hitler, that irredeemably evil 
book considered the bible of Nazism, rearranged not only my future but 
the face of the world as well. I have felt its effects—both destructive and 
constructive—for more than 65 years. 

In the 1930s, Mein Kampf outsold all other books in Europe except 
the Bible. It was even popular in the small towns in Poland like the one 
where I grew up, especially in anti-Semitic circles. Knowing this, sheer 
curiosity drove me to get a copy of the book. I must confess, reading 
Mein Kampf at the age of 16, I understood very little of the geopolitics, 
world economics, or international treaties Hitler referred to, but his 
distorted characterizations of the Jewish people chilled me to the bone. 
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Hitler was shrewd enough to realize that to draw many people to 
his cause, he had to give them one issue to attract their attention—too 
many issues would only confuse them—so he chose his favorite: anti-
Semitism. It wasn’t hard to understand why my anti-Semitic neighbors 
were so eager to read Hitler’s book. Although my family’s history in 
Poland went back a number of generations, as Jews we were still consid-
ered aliens and subjected to frequent persecution. 

With Hitler fanning the flames of religious hatred, physical attacks 
on Jews markedly increased, even in my hometown. Life became less and 
less tolerable as time went on. I am often asked why my family didn’t 
leave. We tried but had few options: The democratic countries in the 
world refused to take Jews in. Our only remaining hope was to obtain a 
permit to go to Israel, the land of our ancestors. But that too turned out 
to be wishful dream, and like millions of other Jews, we were trapped 
when World War II started. 

I spent the next five years—from age 17 to 22—in concentration 
camps. For most of those years, I was imprisoned in camp Butzyn, 
in Poland, a satellite of the death camp Maidanek, and toward the end I 
was transferred to Flossenburg, in Bavaria, about 70 miles southeast of 
Nuremberg. 

I learned quickly that my survival hinged on staying relatively well 
and going to work every day, if possible. This, under the prevailing condi-
tions, was a tall order—indeed, too tall for many. Unlike millions of oth-
ers, I managed to survive, but there were many times I was in a bottomless 
pit of despair with nothing to hold onto but the tiniest shred of hope. 

Then on April 8, 1944, I lost my sight as a result of a terrible beating 
by two Nazi guards. I didn’t expect to survive in the camp after becoming 
blind, but I was lucky. My friend Eric, the barracks supervisor, who was 
not a Jew but a German national political prisoner, and Sigmund, my 
brother, who was imprisoned with me, protected me from the fate of 
most handicapped prisoners, which was instant execution. Their actions 
fulfilled the biblical injunction to “be your brother’s keeper” to the high-
est level. Because Eric was a German, the camp officers and guards 
trusted him. He used that trust to my advantage. He lied to them, made 
up alibis for me when necessary, and kept me out of their sight. Eric was 
fully aware of the consequences of being caught protecting a blind 
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inmate, and a Jew at that. His kindness and that of others in the camps, 
both Jew and non-Jew, are what kept me from giving up on the human 
race. 

On the day of our liberation, April 23, 1945, I was one of a group of 
hundreds of Jews from Flossenberg walking five abreast through the 
German countryside on a death march to an unknown destination. There 
had been 2,500 of us in that group when we’d left Flossenberg days ear-
lier, but about two thirds had died along the way. The remaining 800 of 
us were barely alive. When our Nazi captors fled at the sound of the ap-
proaching American troops, we realized that our long nightmare was 
over. Although I was grateful to be free, I soon became overwhelmed 
with feelings of self-pity. I am liberated all right, I told myself, but I am 
blind. Except for my brother, my whole family had perished; I was prac-
tically alone. I became very scared—I was more scared of life than I had 
been of death in the concentration camp! Even though I was one of the 
lucky few to survive, the horror that Hitler’s book had unleashed contin-
ued to have a devastating effect on me in peacetime. 

I began the long and difficult process of rebuilding my life. In De-
cember of 1945, Sigmund made an appointment for me to see Dr. Hans 
Vesseli, the head of the University of Munich Eye Clinic. After a thor-
ough examination, he only confirmed what four other doctors had al-
ready told me: My blindness was permanent and nothing could be done 
to change it. Dr. Vesseli, who was a Freemason and had been no fan of 
the Nazis, sensed my mood. “Bitterness and disillusionment won’t do 
you any good, my young friend,” he said. “Instead, resolve to prove to 
the world that Jews are not the evil beings Hitler made them out to be. 
Carry the torch of advocacy for tolerance and respect for human rights. 
Make it your legacy: a memorial to your loving family destroyed by the 
Nazis.” 

That little speech had a profound and positive impression on me. Yes, 
I was beaten and I was blind—but I wasn’t broken. I trusted that an 
unimpaired mind could overcome an impaired sense. I decided to dedi-
cate my life to replacing Hitler’s lies with the truth. 

Acting on Dr. Vesseli’s advice, I immediately enrolled in the college-
level rehabilitation school for the blind in Bavaria. I was the only Jew; the 
rest of the students were all ex-SS officers and soldiers. One Sunday after 
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lunch, we sat in the dining room socializing. Suddenly, a group started to 
sing Nazi songs. I immediately stood up and went to my dorm room. 
Two minutes later, one of the instructors came in to apologize for the in-
cident. “It is all right,” I answered calmly. “That bunch of Nazis have yet 
to learn that Hitler is mercifully dead, and that bigotry and prejudice no 
longer have a place in the post-war world. I and my fellow Jews do not 
remotely resemble the Jew Hitler depicted us to be in Mein Kampf. I have 
made it my mission to show the world this truth, and such incidents will 
not throw me off course.” 

It was this mission—inspired by Hitler and his hateful book—that 
gave me a strength and focus that helped me through the many chal-
lenges I faced in the following years. I graduated in 1948 with a degree in 
physical therapy. And again, it was Dr. Vesseli who helped me to find a 
job. Although there were Germans who murdered my family and de-
stroyed my eyesight, I can never forget there were also Germans who 
helped me: one who stuck his neck out to save my life in the concentra-
tion camp and another who helped save me from the bitterness and hate 
that threatened to engulf me, and then guided me in building a new life. 

A German Catholic young lady decided to take a chance with this 
blind Jewish physical therapist and married me, even though I was dedi-
cated to exposing the evils of some of her own countrymen. We estab-
lished ourselves in America and raised and educated our two sons in the 
Jewish faith, doing our part to secure the Jewish people’s continuity. 

Helen Keller once wrote, “The highest result of education is toler-
ance. No loss by flood and lightning, no destruction of cities . . . by  
hostile forces of nature, has deprived man of so many noble lives and im-
pulses as those which his intolerance has destroyed.” The Holocaust is a 
perfect example of this sad truth. It is why I continue to write and speak 
about human dignity and the evils that result from intolerance and disre-
spect of human rights. 

Not too long ago, I was invited to give a presentation about my Holo-
caust experiences to a class at a local high school. After the presentation, 
a student came up to me and said, “Mr. Edelman, my grandfather was a 
Nazi,” and started to cry. I reassured that young lady by saying she had 
absolutely no reason to feel responsible or to have any guilt feelings 
about who her grandfather was or for what he had done. I believe that 
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each new generation can overcome the mistakes of the past by choosing 
to treat all people with tolerance and respect. 

The negative effects of Hitler’s book are obvious. I still become emo-
tional when I think of the terrible things we had to endure as a result of 
his hate-filled words. But when I was finally free to create my own future, 
I had to choose how I would live with the scars of my ordeal. I could so 
easily have focused on the evil I had seen and become bitter and full of 
hate myself. Instead I chose to take my revenge on the author of Mein 
Kampf by showing the world how much this Jew could accomplish in life 
and contribute to society. My wounds that will never heal have created a 
fire in me that will never go out. 
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one toxic polluter in the country and thus began her life as an environmental ac-

tivist. Her work on behalf of the people and the aquatic life of Seadrift, Texas, has 

won her a number of awards, including: National Fisherman Magazine Award, 

Mother Jones’s Hell Raiser of the Month, Louis Gibbs’ Environmental Lifetime 

Award, Louisiana Environmental Action Network (LEAN) Environmental Award, 

Giraffe Project, Jenifer Altman Award, and the Bioneers Award. The recently re-

leased An Unreasonable Woman is Diane’s first book. ■ 

Fate sometimes presents itself if you’re quiet and listen hard enough. I 
was a woman familiar with quietness. I was, after all, a fisherwoman, a 
loner. I had just spent fourteen of the quietest days of my life on a shrimp 
boat in Lavaca Bay on a hunger strike, protesting a polluting chemical 
plant that wanted to dump fifteen million gallons a day of toxic waste into 
our “struggling-to-survive” Texas bay. 

My 14-day hunger strike had been yet another departure from my life 
as the original Texas gal whose first 40 years had been spent tending kids 
and tending gardens and patching shrimp nets when she wasn’t captain-
ing a 42-foot shrimp boat single-handed off the Gulf coast of Texas. 

Lately I hadn’t done any of that stuff, except of course being a mom. 
A few years back, the seemingly endless supply of shrimp and fish in our 
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bay had slowed to a trickle and no one knew why. Shrimping had hit rock 
bottom, the fisheries were in a crisis, and the town was dying. To make 
ends meet, I had tied up my shrimp boat, the SeaBee, and taken a job at 
my brother’s business, Froggie’s Shrimp Company. At least I could get a 
paycheck, managing the few shrimpers still left on their shrimp boats. But 
life’s never that simple, because, in addition to the fish and shrimp dying 
in droves, a series of mysterious calamities had struck our Gulf coast re-
gion: brown and green and red algae—thick as a shag carpet—had blan-
keted the bays, and dolphins, numbering in the hundreds, had beached 
and died in our inland waters. Plus, way too many people were getting 
cancer. What was going on? I connected the dots when a federal EPA re-
port came out, ranking Calhoun County, the county of 15,000 souls 
where I’d been born and raised, as first in the nation for toxins to the 
land—accounting for 51 percent of Texas’s total toxins. That sure was 
enough to catch my attention. Calhoun was also home to six large chem-
ical companies. I knew there had to be a connection. 

So my seafaring life vamoosed and I went landlocked for a while. I 
zeroed in on one of the chemical companies, demanding they stop dis-
charging chemicals into our bay, and became a full-fledged activist. I 
called meetings—not well-attended ones—for the next several, divisive 
years. Petitions and lawsuits followed. Eventually, with the support of 
pretty-near nobody, I began launching solo hunger strikes. 

There was plenty of backlash on a more personal side: corporations 
threatened countersuits, politicians declared me a maverick and a nut, the 
newspapers had a heyday with my solitary antics, and the local fishermen 
were flat-out embarrassed (and apathetic) and tried to avoid me at all 
costs. They didn’t approve of a woman making all that fuss and trying to 
shut down the chemical plant—the only other source of livelihood they 
had if the shrimping got too bad. Plus, associating with me might hurt 
their ability to do business, as the banks and local government were all 
aligned with the corporations. Then my brother, who owned Froggie’s, 
got alarmed that his fish house might lose business because of me, so he 
fired me. And another brother got hired on at the same chemical company 
I was fighting and stopped talking to me. My marriage was blinkity-
blinking worse than a neon café sign on its last leg. It was hard going all 
around. 
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I understood everybody’s anger. I hated that what I was trying to do 
could affect workers’ lives; I’m a working-class woman myself and I felt 
for those workers. But I knew that if we thought only in terms of short-
term economics, over time, we would all lose. I couldn’t let things continue 
the way they were. 

Home from my latest hunger strike, I went about my business as best 
I could, considering all the scorn I faced. I was encouraged by the success 
of my hunger strike, which had wrested an agreement from the chemical 
company to do an environmental impact study, but I felt overwhelmed by 
the enormous amount of effort still ahead of me. I was a woman “out 
front”—an unnatural and undesirable thing to be where I came from— 
with hardly a person on my side. How long could I keep this up? 

Then a few days later, out of the blue, a word popped into my head 
and wouldn’t leave. Myth. Now, why the heck was I thinking about that? 
The next day I took my mystery word and loaded my truck with my five 
kids and we all drove to a library 35 miles away. At the library, I loosed 
the kids like chickens from a coop and, with my baby in my arms, I 
strolled over to the library’s card catalogue and looked up my new con-
founding word. There, along with the word “myth,” was a name and a 
book title I’d never heard of: Joseph Campbell, author of The Hero with a 
Thousand Faces. 

The Hero with a Thousand Faces had something to say about the cur-
rent mess I found myself in, even though the book was a cross-cultural 
tracing of myths, humanity’s most ancient stories. Didn’t matter how old 
the stories were. Didn’t matter how dead the heroes—like Hercules and 
Theseus and Diana and Arthur—were. Because the Hero’s Journey—an 
archetype found in all the world’s mythologies—survives into modern 
times. According to Joseph Campbell, the latest incarnation of the Hero 
could well be sitting on a shrimp boat in Lavaca Bay staging a hunger 
strike. 

I liked that idea plenty. So I wasn’t just a fisherwoman with no 
resources or allies. I could be the bones and blood of the Phoenix Bird, 
whose mythical role was to burn totally and completely, and then be re-
born. It felt like my life was going up in flames—but if I were the Phoenix, 
what was there to get upset about? Everybody knows the Phoenix Bird’s 
path. If you’ve ever heard that pithy saying, what doesn’t kill you makes 
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you stronger—well, then, you’re tromping in its territory. Joseph Camp-
bell laid out the steps fairly pat in his book. He says when our day comes 
(and it surely will) and death closes in, there is nothing we can do except 
die and be resurrected, dismembered totally and then reborn. 

I liked what he said about being reborn, too. Once reborn, he says, 
“Where previously we found an abomination, we shall find a goddess.” 
Wasn’t I waking up to my own strength and goodness? “Where we had 
thoughts of slaying others, we shall slay ourselves; where we had thought 
to travel outward, we shall come to the center of our own existence.” My 
battle to save our bay was also changing me. I was “slaying” the person I 
had always been, and finding a deeper, more powerful way to be. “Where 
we had thought to be alone, we shall find the world.” My days of solitary 
sailing were over. I was no longer just my little bitty self; I felt connected 
to the world and the bigger picture. 

Applying Campbell’s words to my own situation changed my per-
spective radically. My mission to strike at the heart of the chemical com-
pany (a sort of mini-Death Star that dominated our small, rural, Texas 
county) contained many of the classic elements of myth. The shrimper 
who first gave me the news of our county’s pollution was not just a 
cancer-ridden fisherman taking chemotherapy every weekend in Hous-
ton; he was my sacred ally delivering “The Call to Adventure.” All the 
hurdles I had to clear—physical, emotional, and legal—were my version 
of “The Road of Trials.” A hunger strike was no longer about not eating 
or about winning something; it was a walk through grinding pillars of 
stone where I could be obliterated if I lost my courage or my focus. It 
was a test of my commitment. 

But the biggest shift was realizing that the battles I fought, which I’d 
always thought were outside me, were actually within me, and had been 
all along. Campbell says the Hero’s Journey takes place on many levels, 
including the level of the spirit. I realized I was also battling my own 
demons of low self-worth, pettiness, and fear. Some of the worst mon-
sters I faced were parts of my own psyche. 

For a fisherwoman whose closest link to spirit was the freshly netted 
dead shrimp, called ghost shrimp, that lay heaped on the back deck of her 
boat, this was heady stuff. All that I was doing took on a new dimension— 
a mythic dimension. My personality took a 180-degree turn and I became 
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fearless. Until that point, most of my activism had been solitary—filing 
lawsuits, sending petitions, and going on hunger strikes. I’d reluctantly 
called meetings, but only when it was absolutely necessary. All my life 
I’d hated to talk. I wouldn’t even get on the phone. At school, I certainly 
hadn’t raised my hand or spoken up about anything. But after discover-
ing The Hero with a Thousand Faces, I began talking in front of increas-
ingly larger groups on a regular basis. Since then, I’ve given speeches to 
groups of more than five thousand people. I’ve gone places and done 
things I never would have thought I was capable of. 

The most extreme example of this was when I decided to take my 
shrimp boat out and sink it in order to draw attention to the chemical 
company’s refusal to stop poisoning the bay. When I saw what I was do-
ing as a Journey—a hero’s quest to slay the dragon—my boat was not 
this big important thing anymore. The life of that bay was so much more 
valuable. I loved that boat, but I didn’t have a moment’s hesitation. Peo-
ple told me I’d go to prison over it, but all I said was, “Let ’em hop to it! 
Let ’em put me in jail.” 

I took my boat out in the bay and headed toward the shallower water 
near the chemical company’s waste pipes. I wanted my mast to stick up 
out of the water there—to mark the spot where the damage was being 
done. When the chemical company saw what I was trying to do, they 
called the Coast Guard. Soon, I had three Coast Guard boats chasing 
after me, trying to confiscate my boat. Men in uniform were shouting 
through bullhorns at me, saying I was a terrorist on the high seas 
and threatening to put me away for 15 years and fine me $500,000. It 
didn’t take long for them to board my boat and arrest me. 

But then a miracle of truly mythic proportions occurred: the 
fishermen—the ones who had been against what I was doing all this 
time—saw what was happening, and a bunch of them—more than 30 
people—got in their boats and came out into the bay. The long-standing 
racial tension between the Anglo, Vietnamese, and Hispanic fishermen 
was put aside as they all steered their boats back and forth across the bay 
in protest. The Coast Guard was flabbergasted. 

When the chemical company saw this, they knew I had them beat. 
They said to me, “What’s it going to take to shut you up?” And I said, 
“Zero discharge. You’ve got to recycle your waste stream.” And they did 
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it. That’s how I got the first plant to do zero discharge. A month later, 
another plant followed. Eventually, the county government and the work-
ers joined me in demanding zero discharge from all the corporations. It 
was a great victory, even though, on a larger scale, there is still such an 
enormous battle out there. Today, I’m trying to make zero discharge the 
national goal of the Clean Water Act, and I’m fighting for the environ-
ment on a more global level as well. 

If I hadn’t read The Hero with a Thousand Faces—if I hadn’t put my 
own face atop the body of the Hero—I don’t know if I would have been 
able to do all that I have done since then. Campbell’s book helped me tap 
into a larger source of energy, to do what needed to be done and avoid 
the burnout that activists can feel over time. I once gave a speech and at 
the end of it, I paraphrased a quote by George Bernard Shaw, saying, 
“Reasonable women adapt to the world and an unreasonable woman 
makes the world adapt to her.” Today I am proud to be the unreasonable 
woman I am—a Phoenix Bird burning and rising, over and over again— 
in service to the Earth. 



<G
ar y Erickson  

Gary Erickson is the founder and co-owner with his wife, Kit, of Clif Bar & Co., a 

leading maker of all-natural energy and nutrition foods. He is also a competi-

tive cyclist, jazz musician, mountain climber, wilderness guide, and the author 

of Raising the Bar: Integrity and Passion in Life and Business: The Story of Clif 

Bar Inc. ■ 

I was minutes away from selling my company. It was April 2000 and the 
negotiations to purchase Clif Bar—which I had started in my mother’s 
kitchen 10 years earlier—were complete. The executives from “Com-
pany X,” a huge multinational corporation, were waiting for us in San 
Francisco to meet with them to sign the contract. 

All the experts had told my business partner and me that we weren’t 
going to make it on our own and that we needed a large “money infu-
sion” to take Clif Bar to the next level. Our top two competitors had al-
ready been bought by multinational giants. The experts warned us that 
unless we sold our company, we’d be buried and end up with nothing. So 
we had followed their advice. In less than an hour, Clif Bar would be 
able to remain competitive, and my business partner and I would be out 
on the street with $60 million each—“more money than Carter has 
pills,” as my dad always said. I’d never have to work another day in my 
life. 

As I stood in the office, waiting to go and sign the contract, I started 
shaking and couldn’t breathe. I was having an anxiety attack, my first 
ever. I told my partner I needed to walk around the block. As I walked, 
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I wept, overwhelmed at what was taking place. Then halfway around the 
block I stopped dead in my tracks, hit by an overwhelming realization: “I 
don’t have to do this!” I started laughing and I instantly felt free. I had 
the thought, I’m not done yet. 

I sprinted back to the office. My partner was on the phone with our 
attorney. I said to her, “Send them home. I can’t sell the company.” 

My partner wasn’t happy about it, but she knew she couldn’t sell the 
company without me. I spent the next seven months in negotiations with 
her, arranging to buy her out. Although what I was doing made no finan-
cial sense, I had no doubt it was the right thing for me to do. 

There was a lot of turmoil in the company in the next few months be-
cause we had told everyone we were selling, and then we didn’t do it. 
Everyone asked, “Now what? You’ve told us Clif Bar couldn’t make it 
without the big money the big company would bring, and now you’re 
telling us we can make it?” The management team had been living with a 
lot of fear for years, and now, instead of going away, that fear got worse. 

Hardest for me personally were the stressful negotiations with my 
soon-to-be ex-partner. Although it was now clear to me that the right 
thing to do for Clif Bar was to remain private, she had been ready to take 
her half of the fortune and retire. I had derailed that outcome. I needed 
to buy her out but still have enough money to run—and grow—the 
company. It was tough going trying to hold everything together. 

Around that time, a woman named Leslie, who had been an assistant 
to someone who had recently left Clif Bar, came to me and asked if she 
could be my assistant. I had always liked Leslie and agreed immediately. 
One day, seeing the stress I was under, Leslie walked up to me, handed 
me a book and said, “You need to read this.” 

It was The Legacy of Luna, by Julia Butterfly Hill, the autobiograph-
ical story of a young woman who graduates from college and goes to 
Northern California, trying to figure out what to do next in her life. She 
wants to find her purpose and to be of service to the world. Settling 
in Humboldt, she hears about the local ancient redwoods that are 
endangered—and the tree-sitters who are trying to save them. The red-
woods in the area are massive trees, 200 or 300 feet high, that have been 
there for a thousand years. People who tree-sit climb the trees and don’t 
come down, even eating and sleeping up in the trees. Although Julia 
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wasn’t a declared environmentalist, she felt that she wanted to join this 
nonviolent protest to keep the loggers from cutting down those trees. She 
decided to tree-sit for a couple of weeks, the typical length of time that 
tree-sitters spent in the trees before others came to replace them. People 
often think she was some wild outdoors person who had spent a lot of 
time roughing it, but she wasn’t. To climb the tree, she first had to learn 
how to make the difficult ascent using ropes, safety lines, harnesses, and 
slipknots. 

The tree-sitting was even harder. Besides the primitive arrangements 
for eating, drinking, sleeping, and sanitation, the people who owned the 
property were unhappy that the tree-sitters were there, stopping the log-
ging operations. They often threatened to cut a tree down while a person 
was in it. They did everything they could to keep people from supplying 
food to the tree-sitters, and even tried to scare the sitters out of the trees 
by flying helicopters close to them. 

For the next two years and eight days, from December 10, 1997, to 
December 18, 1999, Julia lived in the tree called Luna, without ever leav-
ing it. She spent two severe winters up there—with winds blowing 50 to 
60 miles an hour, being pelted by hail and rain day after day—in a 
makeshift bivouac at the top of the 200-foot tree. She didn’t come down 
until she had secured a contract protecting Luna permanently. 

I remember how excited I was reading this book. I don’t read a lot— 
I prefer being outdoors, hiking, climbing, and cycling—but I couldn’t 
put The Legacy of Luna down. It helped me to truly understand the mo-
mentous decision I’d made not to sell my company—and the opportuni-
ties that choice had given me. 

Clif Bar was my tree. It was my chance to influence the world for 
good. I saw so many parallels between the events in my life and the book. 
Like Julia, I had taken the first step unaware of what I was really getting 
myself into. I had just wanted to create an energy bar that tasted good. I 
had no idea that Clif Bar was going to be the main focus of my life for the 
next 15 years—and probably much longer. 

Once I was involved with Clif Bar, I wanted to see it through, despite 
all the warnings. Julia stayed up in Luna because no one would take her 
place. The experienced tree-sitters, the experts, were saying, “Look, Julia, 
this is too dangerous. Just get down. You’re done; you did your thing.” 
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But she didn’t listen to the experts in her field. She said, “No, I’m not 
getting down. I don’t care that it might cost my life. I’m not getting 
down,” and she stayed. She used the tree as her office, calling people on 
her cell phone and working with lawyers to secure a contract protecting 
Luna. She did phone interviews with journalists all over the world. Peo-
ple came to see her, some of them, including Bonnie Raitt, Joan Baez, and 
Woody Harrelson, even climbing the tree to visit her. 

If I had signed away the company, metaphorically I would have been 
getting out of the tree—and then what? Clif Bar’s future wouldn’t have 
been protected and I would’ve been walking away from something that 
wasn’t finished. At that point, we were just getting to the “tipping point” 
of knowing what we were all about. Just like a kid growing up, a business 
needs time to figure out who it is. 

I knew I would have been selling out, in the same way that Julia 
would have been selling out if, a year after climbing Luna, she had said, 
“You know what? I’ve had enough,” and the tree had been chopped 
down. In the same way, if we had sold the company, Clif Bar would have 
been chopped down. We would have lost all the values that we were start-
ing to build into the company. My partner and I had told ourselves those 
values would somehow be carried on by the new owner. But I had been 
fooling myself. 

At the end of seven months of negotiating, my partner “left the tree” 
and received a deal that in five years would more than equal what she 
would have received from the near-acquisition. This was not my desired 
outcome, but she didn’t believe we would survive and forced me to buy 
her out. And we’re still paying off the settlement because we’re doing it 
all on our own—with no investors—but we’re getting much closer now. 
That huge debt has been like helicopters flying overhead, trying to knock 
us out of the tree. Every penny of profit has had to go to pay the debt off, 
so we’ve been strapped for the last five years. It hasn’t always been com-
fortable, but neither was Julia’s little platform as the months and years 
went by. 

But in the end, it’s been worth it. Today, we have become much more 
ourselves. Our values deepened tenfold after the company was taken 
off the market. At that point I made a decision. I told the Clif Bar team, 
“I’m not going to wait until the debt’s paid off to start going organic or 
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spending time doing community service, or donating 1% of all of our 
sales to charitable organizations or environmental groups. That’s what 
we’re committed to doing—and we’re going to do it now.” 

Julia Butterfly Hill didn’t stop when she had finally saved Luna. She 
started a nonprofit foundation, Circle of Life, to help educate people 
about the interdependence of all life. I was so inspired after reading Ju-
lia’s book that I contacted her. Today, I am a member of her foundation’s 
advisory board. 

And like Julia, I didn’t stop at simply staying at Clif Bar—that was 
just the first step. My partner had always resisted organics because they 
cost more. Today, we’re more than 60% organic. We also buy wind en-
ergy to offset the energy we use in our bakeries and offices, and last year, 
we helped fund a Native American wind farm in South Dakota. We use 
only 100% post-consumer recycled material for our boxes and all the pa-
per used in the office. Our food wrappers are still a problem because we 
just can’t yet achieve the protection and the 11-month shelf life that we 
need with a material that’s biodegradable or recyclable, but we’ve got a 
task force on it, and it’s just a matter of time. 

We’re doing all those things, and somehow, we’re able to keep grow-
ing. I call it “the grand experiment.” Instead of measuring our perfor-
mance by just one bottom line, we have five: Sustaining our Business, 
Sustaining our Brands, Sustaining our People, Sustaining our Commu-
nity, and Sustaining our Environment. It’s a business model that’s about 
more than just creating shareholder value. 

When I didn’t get off my “tree,” I didn’t really understand why; I 
just did it and knew it was the right thing to do. I’m grateful to Julia for 
helping me understand why it was the right thing—and where to go from 
there. 



< Mo Siegel  

In 1970, Mo Siegel founded Celestial Seasonings Tea Company with only $500
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of directors when the company became independent by buying itself back from 

Kraft. In 1991, Mo once again became chairman and CEO and then took the com-
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actively invests, travels, climbs the “fourteeners”—the 55 Colorado peaks that 

exceed 14,000 feet in height—and loves being a dad and grandpa. ■ 

I am a Colorado country boy, chiseled out of the snow and rock of these 
mountains. The year I was born, my father, who was raised in Chicago, 
moved our family to a dairy ranch on the side of a 9,000-foot-mountain 
pass in Colorado. The stormy weather at the ranch proved too harsh for 
the cattle, so that spring my father moved to us to Palmer Lake, a little 
mountain town at an elevation of just over 7,000 feet—still high by most 
standards—where I spent my childhood. 

When I was two years old, my mother was killed by a drunk driver, 
leaving my traumatized father to raise three young children alone. Al-
though my father, a self-styled Jewish John Wayne, was deeply religious, 
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he had always led an unconventional spiritual life. He’d married my 
mother, although she was a Protestant, and felt closest to God while rid-
ing horses in the mountains; he prayed by the rivers and spent little time 
in formal religious environments. At home his religious word stood 
supreme, at least in his presence. But like my dad and his father before 
him, I grew up curious about religion, unconventional in my ideas, and in 
quest of deeper spiritual meaning. As a consequence—and to the terrible 
annoyance of my dad—I asked a lot of questions about God and reli-
gion. During my formative years I was especially troubled by the appar-
ent conflict between science and religion over the subject of evolution. 

I spent my last two years of high school living at a Catholic monastery 
and attending their college prep school. I entered the monastery school 
as a confused agnostic and graduated as a searching Christian. At the 
monastery, one of the priests introduced me to the teachings of the bril-
liant Catholic theologian Teilhard de Chardin. Teilhard’s elegant writing 
on the relationship between religion and science propelled me to read a 
broad array of books on evolution. Before long, Charles Darwin became 
one of my life heroes, and his theories laid the foundation for my think-
ing on the subject. While searching bookstores for books on evolution, I 
also scoured the religion sections. I spent a number of years reading a 
wide range of religious books at an almost frenetic pace, ranging from 
Norman Vincent Peale to Taoism. The more I read on religion and sci-
ence, the more I was convinced that science reflected the divine nature of 
God, rather than contradicting it. I wanted to understand how the world 
was the way it was. The idea that the universe was created in 6 days, or 
even 6,000 years, was something that wasn’t working for me. I was rap-
idly moving toward centrist Christianity with a complete endorsement of 
scientific fact. 

It was in 1969 at age 19 that I first encountered The Urantia Book. A  
number of friends had praised its teachings on evolution, and that 
Christmas a girlfriend gave it to me. I was surprised at its daunting size: 
2,097 pages long. What confounded me the most was that the book con-
tained 875 pages on the life and teachings of Jesus, including the missing 
years of  his  life—from age 1 to 12 and  then  from  age 13 to approxi-
mately 30—not chronicled in the Bible. How strange and intriguing, I  
thought. Dinosaurs and Jesus all in one text. I didn’t read it right away; 
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instead, I lent it to a friend. But over the course of the next few months, 
people kept telling me about The Urantia Book. So late one night, after 
hearing, “You really have to read this book,” for what seemed like the 
hundredth time, I knocked on my friend’s door and told him, “I need my 
book back.” For the next year, I was absorbed in reading it—and I’ve 
been reading it ever since. Even today, I still host a weekly Urantia Book 
study group at my home. 

Initially, I found the foreword to The Urantia Book utterly confusing, 
but I kept reading anyway. What followed was a fascinating intellectual 
and spiritual adventure that shook up everything I thought I knew. The 
first two parts of the book describe God, the Trinity, the organization and 
structure of the universe, life on other worlds, life after death, angels, and 
other personalities, and heaven. When I read Part Three, I felt as though 
I’d won the lottery. That section deals with the origin and history of our 
world, starting from the origin of our sun more six billion years ago— 
when it spun out of the disintegrating Andronover Nebula—and ending 
with the birth of Jesus. From ice ages to saber-toothed tigers, from the 
first human family to the evolution of modern government; from the 
story of Adam and Eve to the birth of prayer—The Urantia Book pre-
sented a logical story of physical and social evolution. It was the bridge 
between science and religion that I had been searching for, and I was fi-
nally at peace with the subject that had consumed me for years. 

The fourth section of the book recounts the magnificent life and 
teachings of Jesus. Before I read The Urantia Book, I loved the story of 
Jesus in the New Testament, but I had always felt disappointed that it 
covered only a few years of his life. I wanted to know his entire life story 
and have it fit into a bigger context. Being born to a Christian mother, 
raised by a nonconformist Jewish father, and having spent two years in a 
Catholic monastery, my smorgasbord of religious education had taught 
me to question everything. How did the idea that Jesus was the only son 
of God relate to Moses, Buddha, and other prophets? And if you were 
born in India and had never heard of Jesus, would you really go to 
“hell”? When I read the section in The Urantia Book about Jesus, I was 
profoundly moved: Jesus—both the human being and the Son of God— 
came alive in the most superbly written biographical literature that I have 
ever come across. In addition to reframing Jesus for me, it made me far 
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more respectful and appreciative of my childhood training in both 
Judaism and Christianity. Simply put, Part Four transformed my life 
from one of doubt to one of faith, from one of insecurity to one of trust 
in God—with Jesus as the lens through which God becomes visible. As a 
spiritual adventurer, I was thrilled that the Jesus of The Urantia Book 
built on the Bible, and then took me a hundred miles farther. 

The Urantia Book changed three major things inside me. First, it 
made me examine my values and commit myself to doing something 
worthwhile with my life. After college, studying and peace marches were 
replaced by the ordinary tasks of living: making money and raising a 
family. After studying the teachings in The Urantia Book, I knew that it 
would feel selfish and wasteful to simply focus on material success. So, as 
a young man, when I began thinking of what I could do to make a living, 
I immediately turned to the health food industry. I was adamant that 
whatever product or service I sold should be healthy and make a positive 
difference in people’s quality of life. 

Growing up in Colorado, I had developed a love for hiking and 
spending time in the mountains. Not long after I read The Urantia Book, 
I decided to start collecting the herbs that grew wild in the canyons and 
valleys of the mountains around Boulder. With the help of friends, I col-
lected and dried 500 pounds of my first blend, called Mo’s 36 Herb Tea.® 

It was packaged in hand-sewn muslin bags and sold to a local health food 
store. This was the start of Celestial Seasonings Teas, which today is the 
largest manufacturer and marketer of specialty teas in North America. 

Like all businesspeople, I have had to make choices every step of the 
way. My materialistic side could easily have hardened me, forming me 
into one tough businessman. But the ideals I internalized from The Uran-
tia Book kept pushing me to choose good over greed and to care about the 
people I worked with as well as the people who bought our products. In 
fact, those ideas were the inspiration for the uplifting quotes we print on 
the side of our tea boxes and on our tea bag tags! 

The second thing the book did for me was instill the importance of 
family. One line in the book reads: “The family is man’s greatest purely 
human achievement.” Everything I have done since reading The Urantia 
Book—from my career to my mountain-climbing—has been influenced 
by my decision to put my family first. I vividly remember the moment 
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when I first understood the choices this commitment required. It was 
December 24. I was 26 years old and was sitting in the beautifully ap-
pointed office of the first billionaire I’d ever met. It was an important 
meeting: The billionaire and another executive in the company—also 
extremely wealthy—were talking to me about investing in Celestial Sea-
sonings. Although the offices were emptying as employees departed to 
celebrate Christmas Eve, these two men just wanted to talk to me. It was 
snowing like crazy and I realized I might get stranded at the airport if I 
stayed much longer. I thought, I’m going to miss Christmas with my wife 
and three young children . . . chasing after money! 

After a while, when the building was empty except for us, I asked one 
of the men where he was spending Christmas and what he was doing that 
night. He broke down and told me of his many divorces and how his chil-
dren hated him. It turned out that he had nowhere to go. The billionaire 
also had been through multiple divorces and had no one waiting for him 
at home. They were hanging around their luxurious offices, entertaining 
a 26-year-old kid—because they didn’t have anywhere better to go. The 
combination of the snowstorm, the two lonely men in that super-rich 
office, and the quote in The Urantia Book about human achievement and 
family hit me hard. I asked myself, What’s important in life? 

The answer was obvious. I stood up and said, “Excuse me. I’ve got to 
catch a plane.” I left them, those two sad older men, and went home to 
spend the holiday with my wife and kids. 

The third and most valuable thing that The Urantia Book did for me 
was to make God real. I once saw a sign on the inside of a friend’s front 
door that said “God is knocking on the door; let’s see whose face he’s 
wearing this time.” I loved that idea, but it wasn’t yet my experience. 
Finding God on an everyday basis—and in everyone I met—seemed an 
almost impossible task for me. After reading and absorbing The Urantia 
Book’s specific and detailed teachings about the real fragment of God that 
dwells within all of us, I slowly grew to trust that a very real part of God 
has been implanted in our minds to guide our decisions toward God. 
This part of God—the still, small voice of Christianity and Judaism, the 
Atman of Hinduism, and the Tao of Taoism—lives with us in our joys 
and our sufferings. Experiencing God as something real and tangible 
inside of me and inside of you, and not just some kind of wispy spirit, 
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was pivotal for me. This reality has shaped every single day of my life 
since that time. 

When I first heard people discussing The Urantia Book, they said it 
was a revelation, written not by human beings but by angels, which I 
thought was just the goofiest thing I’d ever heard. I ended up reading it in 
spite of all that. After I read it, I was not concerned about who had writ-
ten it or how it had been written, because it was so powerful. I’d wanted 
bold; I found bold. I’d wanted spiritual adventure, and I was on the ride 
of my life. I’d wanted truth, and the book was loaded with it. Since that 
time, I have looked into it deeply and I cannot find any author associated 
with the book. But that is not the point, because I love what it says and 
I’m a much better person because of its teachings. I’ve learned not to pick 
fights with the books I read—I’m appreciative and I grow from them. 



<D
oris Haddock (Granny D)  

Doris “Granny D” Haddock is a political activist, speaker, and author. Granny D

first gained national attention when at the age of 89, she began a 3,200-mile 

walk across the country to demonstrate her concern for campaign-finance re-

form. She walked through over 1,000 miles of deserts, climbed the Appalachian 

Range in blizzard conditions, and skied the last 100 miles into Washington, D.C., 

when a historic snowfall made roadside walking impossible. In 2004, Granny D 

ran for the United States Senate at the age of 94. Her book, Granny D: You’re 

Never Too Old to Raise a Little Hell, was published in 2001. Granny D still walks 

two miles a day before breakfast. ■ 

Born and brought up in the great state of New Hampshire, I am what you 
call a real Yankee. For most of my life, I was a working woman—I had 
jobs in various offices, and for the last 20 years before I retired, I worked for 
the Bee Bee Shoe Company, managing their costing department. Before 
1998, I wasn’t a political person, and I certainly never considered myself 
an activist—someone who instigated protests or started movements. 
What happened through the years was that if anything fell into my lap 
that I could do something about, I did. 

But in 1998, at the age of 88, I actually did become an activist, initiat-
ing an ambitious grassroots plan to promote something I believed in. It 
was the writings of another “older activist” named Peace Pilgrim that 
gave me the courage I needed to make my own plan a reality. 

The seeds for my activism had been sown many years earlier. In 
1960, my husband Jim and I were involved in an effort to stop a nuclear 
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bomb being exploded in Alaska because it was going to ruin an Eskimo 
village. We were very interested in this because we had been to that 
village. We had a lawyer friend who said, “If you want to put together a 
national petition, contact your friends in the various states and ask them 
to help.” 

So we found relatives or friends in every single state of the Union, 
called them, and asked them if they would do the same thing, try to find 
people or friends of theirs. It spread like that, and we were successful in 
stopping the planned explosion. 

My husband died of Alzheimer’s disease in 1993, and for the next few 
years I didn’t do much of anything. I had been his caretaker for the last 10 
years of his life, and I was very tired. One day in 1998, I was reading the 
Boston Globe and saw an op-ed article written by Common Cause, which 
is a watchdog organization that keeps an eye on what is going on politi-
cally in the United States. The article said that in the middle of the night, 
two members of the House of Representatives had added an appendix to a 
bill that was going to President Clinton the next day to be signed. The 
appendix was for $50 billion to go to a particular tobacco company. 

I was deeply troubled by this and decided to call Common Cause. I 
asked if the facts in the article were true. “And,” I wanted to know, “did 
you stop that money from going to the tobacco company?” 

They told me that the facts were true and that this time the appendix 
had been caught and made public, and it had been addressed. But they 
told me that they didn’t know how many of these things went through 
that they didn’t catch. 

I was horrified. “But this is corruption,” I said. 
I think they were surprised by my naïveté, “Well, what do you think 

is going on there? Of course it’s corruption.” 
I wanted to know what I could do about it. They said, “Well, if you 

can get people interested in passing the McCain-Feingold bill, it would stop 
the flow of that kind of money.” The McCain-Feingold bill, named for the 
two senators who sponsored it, was campaign-finance reform legislation 
aimed at reducing the amount of money that could be given to candidates 
during elections. It was hoped that this would eliminate the influence of 
money on our lawmakers once they were in office. Common Cause, along 
with many other groups and individuals, felt the bill was necessary because 
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the concerns of voters were being increasingly overridden by the money 
and clout of powerful industries and interest groups. 

I thought, Well, I can do that. I found a few friends to help me start a 
national petition, just the way my husband and I had for the Eskimo vil-
lage. We circulated our petition all over the country begging the Senate 
to pass the McCain-Feingold bill as soon as possible. After collecting 
thousands of signatures, we sent the signed petitions to all 100 senators. 

The senators began writing back cookie-cutter letters basically say-
ing, “Don’t worry about this. We’re taking care of it. We’re going to pass 
the McCain-Feingold bill next time it comes up.” But the next time it 
came up, it was filibustered. That’s what had been happening to every 
campaign-finance reform bill since the days of Watergate. They were just 
impossible to get passed. Representatives would pass the bills in the 
House, knowing full well they would never make it past the Senate. 

When McCain-Feingold didn’t pass after all of our hard work, I got 
quite depressed. My son who lived next door to me was concerned. He 
was driving to Florida for a fishing trip and thought I should come with 
him. I had a sister living in Florida at the time, so I decided to go. 

On the way down, in the middle of nowhere, we saw this old man 
walking along carrying a little pack with a cane. I said, “What in the 
world is that old man doing way out here?” 

My son said, “I guess he’s on the road again.” And he sang the first 
line of the Willie Nelson song. 

I knew my son was joking, but it got me thinking. “You know,” I told 
him, “here I am, eighty-nine years old, and I haven’t got anything left to 
do. I think I’m going to walk across the United States and wake this 
country up.” 

My son just said, “Well, people do that all the time, Mother. There’s 
no sense in doing it if you don’t have a cause.” 

“Oh, but I do have a cause: campaign finance reform!” 
He was alarmed, “You’re almost ninety!” But he could tell I was seri-

ous, and finally he said, “You can only go if you train for it.” 
Once I decided to do the walk, I got a little scared. How was I going 

to train? Could I really walk that far? I spent the whole of my vacation in 
Florida trying to work out exactly how I would do this mind-boggling 
thing I had committed myself to doing. 
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When I returned to New Hampshire, I told a friend of mine, a 
woman I’d been playing Scrabble with for many years and who went to 
my church, about my idea to walk across the country. She told me I 
should read Peace Pilgrim. 

Before I read her book, I had never heard of Peace Pilgrim. Al-
though she was not a young woman, she walked continuously for 28 
years, logging more than 25,000 miles. I was immediately intrigued by 
her story, and over the course of a few days, I read the book twice. I 
needed to know her strategy for walking across the country, whether she 
had problems, how she had trained. 

Peace Pilgrim started walking in 1953, at the same time that Joe Mc-
Carthy was conducting his witch hunts. She called herself simply Peace 
Pilgrim—she never gave her name or her age—and she walked for 
peace. She carried nothing with her, “walking until given shelter, fasting 
until given food,” but eventually had been supported by many different 
churches. What inspired me most was her simple philosophy: overcome 
evil with good, falsehood with truth, and hatred with love. She never 
wrote any books, just a few little booklets. After she died in 1981, a few 
people compiled all of her ideas and experiences in a book, Peace Pil-
grim: Her Life and Work in Her Own Words—the book my friend told me 
to read. 

I remember one particular passage that gave me special comfort. The 
book describes one cold night when Peace Pilgrim found herself in an un-
expected snowstorm, walking in snow up to her knees with no traffic on 
the road. She came to a bridge, climbed down under it, found a big carton 
with newspaper in it. She wrapped herself up in the newspapers and was 
able to survive the night. It convinced me that someone not of this world 
was protecting Peace Pilgrim—and would watch over me as well. 

Reading about Peace Pilgrim was just the thing I needed to help me 
go forward with my idea. If she could do it, so could I! I was only going 
3,000 miles—she had gone more than 25,000! Since I didn’t believe that I 
would be supported by churches or anyone else, I began training by 
carrying a 29-pound pack on my back with a sleeping bag, a bottle of 
water, and 5 pounds of trail mix (in case I ever found myself without 
food). I started slowly and walked a little farther each day, until I could 
walk 10 miles at a time. 
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I knew what I wanted to accomplish: I thought I could get attention, 
because no one had ever walked across the country by themselves at the 
age of 90. Once I had everyone’s attention, I could tell them how im-
portant the passage of the McCain-Feingold bill was. I wanted to stop 
this futile charade of introduction-then-defeat-by-filibuster, and I felt it 
would take a grassroots effort to somehow push the bill through. 

The day finally came to begin my long trip; I walked behind the Rose 
Bowl parade—and just kept walking. I left Pasadena, California, on Jan-
uary 1, 1999. For the next 14 months, I walked 10 miles a day, traveling as 
a pilgrim, without money, without bringing support of any kind. Com-
mon Cause sent a letter to all of their members on my walking route, 
telling them that I was determined and meant what I said. They asked 
their members to show their support. I was delighted when people turned 
up to help. Many carried water, others offered me food as well as places to 
stay at night, and some just walked with me. 

About a week after I left Pasadena, when I reached the desert, I real-
ized I was in trouble. I couldn’t carry enough water to get me through— 
it was too heavy. Dennis Burke, who was director of Common Cause in 
Arizona and later became the coauthor of my book, arrived at Twenty-
nine Palms, California, with a little camper. He had gotten word that this 
crazy old lady was going to walk across the desert and she would not sur-
vive. Everyone told him he had better get over there and do something 
about it because “she’s going to keel over on your watch.” 

When he arrived, he said to me, “I will follow you and bring you wa-
ter. And at night, you can sleep in the camper and not have to sleep on the 
ground with the snakes. You either can do this or you had better go 
home, because you’ll not survive the desert.” 

I had absolutely no intention of having a support car with me and 
wouldn’t have if he hadn’t insisted. But I knew he was right. 

So I made my way across 12 states, camping or staying in private 
homes, supported by people who believed in what I was doing. I talked to 
everyone I met about how we needed to take our country back. Many 
who saw me said that I reminded them of Peace Pilgrim. I felt as though 
she were with me on my walk, and even today I feel her influence in my 
life. I truly believe that we are “sisters in spirit.” 
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I arrived in Washington, D.C., on February 29, 2000. More than 
2,000 people, including some members of Congress, met and escorted me 
down the city streets toward the Capitol building. 

The publicity generated by my walk increased the number of calls 
coming in to Washington about the bill, putting more pressure on the 
House and Senate to pass it. Still, my work was far from over. For the 
next two years, I continued my lobbying. Then, in 2002, an unusual thing 
occurred: They voted on the bill in the Senate—first. It passed, which put 
the House in the position of really having to make it happen. On the day 
before the House started the debate on the bill, I took another— 
shorter—walk: Both Senator John McCain and Senator Russ Feingold 
walked with me to visit the leader of the Democrats and the leader of the 
Republicans—Feingold is a Democrat and McCain a Republican. It was 
a friendly gesture, meant to emphasize the bipartisan nature of the bill. 

During the weeklong debate, I walked around the Capitol building 
every day. On the last four days and nights, I walked all night long as 
well, stopping every two hours for a 10-minute rest. There was no one 
there but me and the chickens, but I did it, and the members of Congress 
knew that I was doing it—so this put pressure on them. Unfortunately, in 
the end, the bill that was passed was a terrible compromise. It really 
didn’t do what I had worked so hard for it to do, which is why I am still 
on my mission. 

I have 16 great-grandchildren—and it’s for them that I keep work-
ing. I want them to live in a country where our elected representatives 
can govern in the right way, independent of money from corporations 
and other special-interest groups. For the last few years, I have been 
speaking all over the country about the importance of public funding in 
our elections. 

You’re Never Too Old to Raise a Little Hell, my book about my walk 
and my fight to establish true political democracy in this country, is used 
today in college classes as an example of the Power of One. When I am 
invited to speak anywhere, I always mention Peace Pilgrim in my talks. I 
think she is one of the greatest examples we have of the Power of One. I 
am grateful to her for her inspiration and for the courage she gave me to 
do something that I believe will make a difference in this world. 



< Lois Capps  

Congresswoman Lois Capps took office in March 1998, succeeding her late 

husband, Congressman Walter Capps. Before joining Congress, Lois was a nurse 

and health advocate for the Santa Barbara School Districts and director of Santa 

Barbara County’s Teenage Pregnancy and Parenting Project and the Parent and 

Child Enrichment Center. She now draws on this extensive health care back-

ground as founder and cochair of the House Nursing Caucus and serves on 

numerous health-related caucuses, as well as the Subcommittee on Health. 

Lois earned master of arts degrees in religion from Yale University and in educa-

tion from the University of California, Santa Barbara, and received honorary 

doctorates from Pacific Lutheran University and Pacific Lutheran Theological 

Seminary. ■ 

My story begins with a journey back to the Sunday mornings of my 
childhood: my father, the pastor up in the pulpit, and I, sitting on the hard 
wooden pew in the front row under his gaze, listening as he preached. 
The texts he used were sometimes searing, like this one from St. Matthew’s 
Gospel (New English Translation): 

“. . . For I was  hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and 
you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited 
me in, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you 
took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.” 

When the righteous question the Lord, asking Him when they 
did those things for Him, He answers, “I tell you the truth, just as 
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you did it for one of the least of these brothers or sisters of mine, you 
did it for me.” 

And, He says to the others, the reverse is true: “. . . just as you 
did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.” 

My response to this and the many other spiritual injunctions of my 
youth was to make public service the focus of my life. Although I never 
dreamed I would have a career in politics, today I am a U.S. congresswoman 
representing California’s 23rd District, which includes Santa Barbara, my 
home. On my way to this surprising destination, I was a public health nurse 
and the wife of a professor and scholar who became a congressman. 

And while there is no single book that got me to where I am today, 
except perhaps the “Good Book,” as my father called it, I recently read a 
book that I feel could transform my future—and, I hope, the futures of 
over one billion people living in extreme poverty in the world today. The 
End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time, written by Jeffrey 
Sachs, provides an exciting and effective way to fulfill my humanitarian 
aspirations—political, medical, and spiritual. 

Those aspirations, as I’ve said, were formed by my upbringing. 
I come from Midwestern Scandinavian stock: My great-grandparents 
homesteaded in Iowa, and I was raised in Wisconsin. We were people of 
faith—clergy for two generations. I can recall hearing many reinforce-
ments of biblical texts that fell into the pattern of “to whom much is 
given, much will be required.” There was an unspoken expectation that 
we would serve others—through church work, teaching, and things like 
that. As a child, I took all this to heart, but I didn’t feel called to those 
professions. I was fascinated by the field of health care. Since no one had 
ever pursued a career in medicine in my immediate family, it was a way 
for me to strike out on my own yet still live a life of service. 

So I went to college and became a nurse. Not long after that, I met 
my husband, Walter Capps. Like me, Walter came from a traditional, Re-
publican, “God-fearing” household, and we shared many of the same 
goals and values. We ended up at Yale Divinity School—Walter to earn 
his Ph.D., and I to get a master’s degree. While we were in school, I 
worked part time as a visiting public health nurse in the communities 
around New Haven, Connecticut, where Yale is located. 
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This was during the early 1960s, the civil rights era. Walter and I 
heard Martin Luther King Jr. preach at Battel Chapel on the Yale campus. 
We were caught up in the spirit that motivated the Freedom Riders, both 
black and white, to ride buses through the South to protest segregation. 
When President Kennedy was shot, we immediately got into our car 
and drove to Washington, D.C., to join the throng of mourners making 
their way through the Capitol Rotunda. Along with many of our fellow 
Americans, Walter and I found the values and creeds of our upbringing 
stretched and challenged to include contemporary social justice issues. 
This led to political involvement. 

Despite my family’s emphasis on “helping those less fortunate,” it 
wasn’t until I was an adult that I was really exposed to poverty. I saw 
poor people in the emergency room where I worked in New Haven and, 
as a public heath nurse, was often in people’s homes and observed how 
they lived. Now as a member of Congress, I’ve traveled to India, South 
Africa, and the West Bank and seen people in “extreme poverty,” which 
Sachs defines as living on less than $1 a day. 

Today I understand that the intertwined challenges of hunger and 
poverty call for more complex responses than simply reaching in my 
pocket as the offering plate is passed. When my children were teenagers, 
we joined the pilgrimage to assist families living in the Tijuana dumps. 
Each day in my work as a school nurse, I saw children who came to 
school hungry and whose families lived in garages or doubled up in small 
apartments. Now as an elected representative, the faces of the homeless 
vets who gather around Santa Barbara’s Moreton Bay fig tree and the 
families seeking refuge in our local shelters strongly inform my life. 

I’m not alone in my concern. Americans are a generous people. Nat-
ural disasters, both at home and abroad always draw an overwhelming 
outpouring of support. Yet it’s astounding how few people know the tiny 
fraction of our national budget that goes to foreign aid. Most assume it is 
much larger than the .015% it is. As singer Bono made clear to the G8 
countries (Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, 
the United States, and Russia) in September 2005, if we all lived up to our 
pledge of .07%, we could greatly improve the quality of life on this planet 
for all of us, the rich as well as the poor. The world is so small today; 
we’re all in this together. As a global economy, we simply can’t afford ex-
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treme poverty in such a large percentage of the population. Plus, extreme 
poverty is the prime breeding ground for disease—it’s in the poorer 
countries that avian flu is most likely to spread and intensify. And it’s 
clear that poverty contributes to terrorism. This is a point of view fo-
cused on self-interest, but I know from my experience in government 
that until we look at it like that, it’s not going to be addressed effectively. 
Now, thanks to the work that Jeffrey Sachs and others have done, we fi-
nally have a chance to do just that. 

In The End of Poverty, Sachs—a world-famous economist, the direc-
tor of Columbia University’s Earth Institute, and an economic advisor to 
the United Nations—presents a plan to end extreme poverty by 2025. 
Over the past 20 years, Sachs has demonstrated a new way to create eco-
nomic development in a variety of crisis situations around the world—in 
Bolivia, Poland, Russia, and India. Most recently he’s been working in 
Africa. His formula has proved effective again and again: Don’t wait for 
governments to change but get permission to work on the level of the vil-
lage; take intensive steps, carefully attuned to the community’s specific 
needs and run by the villagers, with strong support from outside donors 
and experts. The results are life-changing. If you’re willing to provide 
intensive support for five years, you get a generation of girls going to 
school, so they stop having babies so young. You get roads being built so 
vehicles can deliver goods and services. You get potable water available 
to eliminate common diseases. It’s a comprehensive formula: These are 
just a few of the results you get from going into the village with a check-
list of specific things to do that empower the people living there. 

Sachs’s book is not light reading; it’s dense with statistics, charts, and 
graphs. But his conclusions are compelling, inspiring—and profoundly 
exciting. It has finally given me a way to come to terms with the scripture 
passages of my childhood—like the one from Matthew—and say, “We 
can do this.” Yet even more than that, it eliminates an aspect of helping 
others that I’ve always found troubling. Before, helping the poor was al-
ways in the context of “benevolence” and “charity.” There’s a dark side 
to both of those words, in my opinion—a feeling that “we who have so 
much can afford a few crumbs.” Now, with Sachs’s methodology, we can 
treat poor people with respect. We can look the person right in the eye 
and treat their poverty matter-of-factly. There is no blame or shame; 
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poverty is just a condition, like a boil, that can be treated and healed. And 
then the person is whole. It’s not the fault of those who are born into 
these terrible situations, and it’s not something that we do out of largesse; 
we do it because we’re human beings and it’s what we have to do. And 
now that Sachs has shown it’s doable, there is no excuse for not doing it. 

I know from my years of working in public policy that poverty is 
the linchpin. If we can eradicate poverty, so many other fundamental 
and chronic problems can be addressed. I have searched all my life for a 
methodology that can rise above partisan politics in the arena of interna-
tional policy. Jeffrey Sachs provides it. Knowing poverty can be treated 
in a scientific way—the way you would dress a wound or put on an 
antibiotic—we have a platform to work from. Knowing Sachs’s detailed 
research shows that economic growth spreads automatically from village 
to village, we have ammunition. It takes time and commitment, but it’s 
doable; it’s no longer pie in the sky. 

My story comes full circle with a personal dream. At the University of 
California, Santa Barbara, where my husband taught for 30 years, the Wal-
ter H. Capps Center for the Study of Ethics, Religion, and Public Life has 
been established. There, Sachs’s methodology could be taught, creating a 
generation of people skilled at eliminating poverty. And we could start by 
addressing the needs right in our own congressional district. I hope to see 
the day when extreme poverty will be considered a thing of the past. 

Recently, Nobel Peace Prize winner Archbishop Desmond Tutu vis-
ited Santa Barbara, where people filled a large hall to hear him speak 
about his Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which dealt with the af-
termath of apartheid in South Africa. The event ended with a question-
and-answer period. One person asked, “What do you think is the one 
thing we can do to bring peace to the world?” 

“End poverty,” Tutu said. And then he turned and walked off the 
stage. 

The End of Poverty has given us the tools to make this a reality. 
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