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Choose Your Attitude

I’ve never been a big believer in training manuals. While of course I know there’s a role for training, it isn’t someone’s training that makes me decide whether I want to work with them or not, it’s their attitude. 

When I come across someone whose attitude to a job is ‘I can do this, and if there’s something I can’t do, I’ll learn’, then I know I’ve found a person who will be good to have around.

The one thing you can choose in life is your attitude. American author and pastor, Charles Swindoll made this observation:



The longer I live, the more I realise the impact of attitude on life. Attitude is more important than the past, than education, than money or circumstances, than failures or successes, than what other people think, say or do. It’s more important than appearance, giftedness or skill.

We cannot change our past, or the fact that particular people will act in a certain way. Nor can we change the inevitable. The one thing we can do is to play as well as we can on the one string we have, and that is our attitude.



The remarkable and wonderful thing is that you do have a choice, every single day, regarding the attitude you will embrace for that day. And the choice you make will affect everyone you come across and all that happens during your day.

You can make a conscious effort to set the tone for the day that lies ahead of you, and you can do that best by spending just a few minutes quietly stepping back as the day gets going. You can’t choose all of the events in your day, but you can choose how you set out to deal with them. 

I say a short prayer every morning, usually seated in a quiet place, often with an inspiring passage or verse in front of me. If I’m pressed for time I might be saying that prayer as I get out of the shower or clean my teeth. I ask blessings for those who are in need, and I dedicate my day to being of use and service. That small moment of prayer guides my day. I’m not a believer in the ‘you pray – you get’ school of thought. I don’t think that prayer is about asking favours, expecting everything to go my way. I would rather think of it as ‘you pray – you give’, because to me there’s no greater joy than feeling, at the end of the day, that I might have made a positive contribution or helped someone make a difference in their life. 

It’s good to review things, to look at whether you might have done something differently for a better result, to ask yourself searching questions. But if you constantly berate yourself or allow yourself to feel that you can’t get anything right, then you will grind to a halt, and that doesn’t help anyone.



The Ultimate Qualification: NQGE



If I’m coaching someone I often make a little note in the margin of my notes as I’m listening to them relating their life story or experience. Pretty often, one of those notes might say ‘NQGE’. And what does NQGE stand for? Never Quite Good Enough.

NQGE has no place in a scientific or medical text book, it’s not a qualification recognised by any exam board, but it most definitely has a defining role in everyday life for lots of people today. So many of us have been brought up by those who thought they were doing the right thing or the best thing by pushing us on the one hand and minimising praise on the other. The result is often that we grow up berating ourselves for not doing better, no matter what we achieve. Even the best results end up being qualified with a ‘Could have done better’.

When I come across a case of NQGE, I encourage the sufferer to step back for a moment and reflect on where the message came from, and then to begin giving themselves a new message: MTGE, or More Than Good Enough.

I recently met a man called Chris who suffered from a serious case of NQGE. He was the first in his family to go to university and went on to achieve his doctorate before becoming a senior university lecturer. He was proud of his achievement, yet he suffered from a serious case of NQGE, which stemmed from the fact that he never heard his father recognise or compliment him throughout all those years of hard work. It was only after his father’s funeral, when his mother turned to him and said, ‘You were the light of your father’s life, you know, he was so proud of you,’ that he learned how his father had really felt.

It turned out that his father had never stopped telling his friends all about him – but he had never expressed those feelings to his son. Chris burst into tears. He needed a period of stepping back to reflect upon and reframe this before he could go forward in life reassured by the knowledge that he had been good enough after all.

Chris was lucky – he discovered that his father really had been proud of him, and that helped him enormously in re-evaluating his view of himself. But while positive messages from others are wonderful when we are lucky enough to receive them, we can’t count on them: the real work of reframing, of moving from Not Quite Good Enough to More Than Good Enough, has to happen within us.



One of the biggest obstacles to seeing yourself as good enough is the drive for perfection. Many of us feel that we should somehow be perfect, but since not one of us is perfect, to strive for such an extreme is a thankless task at which we are all bound to fail. It is better instead to strive for focus and self-discipline, which are possible, and to cultivate kindness, good humour, tolerance and compassion. If these wonderful qualities are what you nurture and develop in yourself each day, then you will be up to dealing with anything that comes your way, no matter how challenging.



At a packed communion service in the ancient abbey on the Scottish Island of Iona, that cradle of Christianity, the minister asked the congregation to put their hands up if they felt perfect or were leading lives of perfection. No one moved. He then asked the congregation to put their hands up if they felt broken, betrayed, resentful and in need of renewal and strength – at which a forest of hands went up.



No doubt all those who raised their hands at Iona that day were relieved to see how many others did so too. We all feel tired and resentful. We all know we are a long way from perfect. But if you can learn to feel good enough, you will be able to let go of so much frustration, pain and blame. 

It is quite possible to put aside resentment and other negative feelings. If something hurts or upsets you, refuse to let it affect all your actions and thoughts. By stepping back and seeing that it is a small issue in the wholeness of your life, you can usefully compartmentalise it and lessen its hold on you. 

Part of my personal journey has meant learning to accept that ‘perfect’ isn’t achievable – that most of the time, in this imperfect world, it is more than OK to settle for ‘good enough’, with the occasional ‘great’ or even ‘fantastic’. That’s been frustrating sometimes. I want to give any project, large or small, my absolute best, and it’s humbling to realise that even your best can’t manage everything or fix every problem. 

Perfectionists tend to want to be in control and to do everything themselves. But there is a joy in letting go of trying to get things perfect, and a large part of that lies in realising how much others have to contribute, and that a joint endeavour is infinitely preferable to going it alone. When you accept that perfect isn’t a realistic goal, it’s much easier to share, to delegate or even to step aside when someone else can do a job better than you can.

Singer Leonard Cohen, who seamlessly combines a Jewish background with being an ordained Buddhist monk, often expresses his lifelong support for the oppressed and the downtrodden in his songs, along with a gentle and humorous acceptance that none of us will ever be perfect.

‘Anthem’, written in 1992, sums up perfectly the value of not getting what you want, of getting it wrong and of imperfection. The chorus goes like this:



Ring the bells that still can ring

Forget your perfect offering

There is a crack in everything

That’s how the light gets in.



He expresses so beautifully this truth that I have so often felt – that not only is this platonic ideal of perfection impossible, it isn’t even desirable. There is a joy and beauty that comes through imperfection. I often refer to Cohen’s lyrics, because he expresses so clearly and wisely the need to resist self-aggrandisement and triumphal egotism. His music has a resonance for people who are struggling with anything in their lives, as most of us are at some point. And he reminds us, gently but insistently, that perfection, far from being perfect, is an illusion that can only disappoint us, whereas only the acceptance of imperfection will bring us as close to peace and harmony as it is possible to get. 

The plain truth is that perfectionism isn’t particularly easy to be around, but a positive attitude in a person who feels comfortable and at ease with themselves is deeply attractive; we are drawn to it like moths to a flame. How much more we learn about life and love and laughter when the perfect doesn’t work out!

There is one prayer that, over the years, has had the most resonance for me. It was first given to me by Ronnie Selby Wright, a great friend and mentor of mine, who was the Radio Padre during the dark days of the Second World War: 



Do not pray for easy lives.

Pray to be stronger men and women.

Do not pray for tasks equal to your powers.

Pray for powers equal to your tasks.

Then the doing of your work and the living of your life shall be no miracle.

But you shall be a miracle.

Every day you will wonder at the richness of life

Which has come to you through the Grace of God.



The message here is wonderfully empowering. There’s not much point in praying for things to be simple and straightforward, because a fair percentage of the time they just aren’t. But if you pray to be up to coping with whatever comes your way, you will discover inner strength, courage and confidence.

So ‘step back’ each day, and set your attitude for that day. Choose to bring smiles to the faces of the people you encounter, choose to be patient, understanding, kind and supportive, to yourself and to those around you.





Are we going to work together, or are we just going to have meetings?

Peter Drucker, management consultant,

educator and author





If you are here unfaithfully with us,

You’re causing terrible damage.

If you’ve opened your loving to God’s love

You’re helping people you don’t know and have never seen.

Rumi, Persian poet, theologian and Sufi mystic
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Take Stock – And Then Keep Going

I am a great believer in hanging in there when things get difficult. So if you feel that life is throwing up obstacles and you’re losing sight of your end goal, then ‘step back’, take a little time out, and take stock. It may feel like slowing down when you think you should be speeding up, but in fact it will help you immeasurably to move forward again in a more productive and enlightened way.

Stepping back in such circumstances will help you to see potential difficulties as opportunities rather than obstacles. It will give you the space to see a way round, and to be convinced anew that you should never stop trying, but instead can learn from everything that comes your way and prove to everyone, yourself included, just what you can do. Taking stock is not a cop-out – it’s the way to rediscover your conviction to keep going.

We all have tough times, when we just don’t have the answers. That’s when the wise and the brave and the determined just keep on going.

If you believe in yourself and in what you are doing, then giving up is simply not an option. Not that it isn’t tempting to chuck the whole thing in at times – whether that’s a job, a relationship, a project, a sporting or artistic challenge, or a business opportunity. When you feel down, uncertain, rejected and hurt, when giving up seems like the only choice, it takes real courage to keep going and do it anyway. 

There’s a lovely story about one of the world’s greatest violinists. When asked as an old man why he still practised between six and eight hours every day, he replied, ‘Because I think I’m getting better.’ I believe that if you stick at something long enough and with enough momentum, then you can’t help but succeed. Perseverance is everything. It is certainly the difference between failure and success in most endeavours. If you get knocked back, if your attempts to make changes don’t seem to be working, if your suggestions or requests fall on deaf ears or you don’t feel that you’re getting anywhere, then pause, ‘step back’, take a breath, gather your strength – but persevere. You will be so very glad that you did.

Disappointment and setbacks can be painful, but that needn’t mean you’re wrong. The important thing is not to let them stop you. Lick your wounds, get back up and try again. 


Sir Harry Lauder was a well-known and much-loved music hall entertainer before and during the First World War. He entertained the troops and was knighted for raising over a million pounds to help servicemen return to health and civilian life.

Sir Harry was playing in London in 1916, just before Christmas, when he received a telegram to say that his only son, Captain John Lauder of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, had been killed in action at Pozières. That night he put aside his grief and he went on stage and played to a packed house. Later, in the wake of his son’s death, he wrote the song ‘Keep Right on to the End of the Road’ which includes the lines, ‘Tho’ the way be long, let your heart be strong . . . tho’ you’re tired and weary, still journey on.’


There’s a passage written by US president Theodore Roosevelt for a speech he gave at the Sorbonne in Paris in 1910 which, for me, sums up the importance and the value of throwing yourself into the fray, being a participant in life, not a bystander, and keeping going, no matter what the challenges or hurdles.


It’s not the critic who counts; 

not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, 

or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. 

The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, 

whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; 

who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, 

because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; 

but who does actually strive to do the deeds; 

who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; 

who spends himself in a worthy cause; 

who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, 

and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, 

so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls 

who neither know victory nor defeat.


We’re all on a journey, and we can get so focused on the immediate future, the next step or two, that we forget it’s really about the long road, the road we have already travelled and the road that lies ahead, into the future.

Each time you ‘step back’, it’s important to think about how you are doing in the light of that big picture, where it’s working and what you should celebrate. It’s also important to appreciate the small, seemingly unimportant things which you so often take for granted. By stepping back regularly, you can appreciate the journey and where you have come from.

Stepping back gives you the clarity of vision to see that the long road is about continuing with your journey, wherever it may take you, until you have achieved what you set out to do. The long road is about looking back, and looking forward: looking back to enjoy how far we have come, and to remind ourselves of the lessons we have learned; and looking forward to relish what is yet to come, to develop and to improve.

When I look back, I look at what I did right, what worked, what was good that I could use again, which ideas are worth renewing, which approach to problem-solving worked, who helped with what and whether that is the role they’re best suited











OPF/cover.jpg
NORMAN DRUMMOND

Finding the way

‘Norman Drummond is an
important guiding influence
for all of us’ Sir Terry Wogan






