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To my godmother, Mitzi Christian, who gave me a bluebird of happiness pin when I was a little girl and who actively nurtured my quest, always with grace and love

[image: image]





[image: p3.jpg]

EPIGRAPH

“Write it in your heart that every day is the best day in the year. No man has learned anything rightly, until he knows that every day is Doomsday…. We owe to genius always the same debt, of lifting the curtain from the common, and showing us that divinities are sitting disguised…. In daily life, what distinguishes the master is the using those materials he has, instead of looking about for what are more renowned, or what others have used well…. In stripping time of its illusions, in seeking to find what is the heart of the day, we come to the quality of the moment…. It is the depth at which we live, and not at all the surface extension, that imports.

“Then it flows from character, that sublime health which values one moment as another, and makes us great in all conditions, and is the only definition we have of freedom and power.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson
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FOREWORD

Since I can remember, I’ve enjoyed writing down thoughts, ideas, inspirations and practical tips I wanted to remember and put to use in my daily life. These became my grace notes. Whenever I read something, heard something, saw something, felt something or figured out something that rang a bell inside me, I wrote it down. I used little spiral notebooks or pads, anything handy.

But it wasn’t until I found myself in a wonderful paper-supply store in Paris in the sixties—you may not know it, but the French take their paper stores seriously—that I discovered the ideal vehicle for recording and preserving my grace notes. I inherited a love for beautiful paper from my mother but over the last few decades I’ve let this enthusiasm become something approaching an obsession (recorded in detail in Gift of a Letter). That mild spring day in Paris I went from the Right Bank to the Left Bank in search of four-by-six index cards. The smooth one-hundred-pound paper invited a fountain pen to glide across its surface. I could color-code my notes in pale pink, green, yellow and blue. Even the white cards had a grid of half-centimeter squares in pale lilac or blue. I became addicted to this geometric design that spares me from facing a blank surface.

I went on a binge. I bought up the French file cards in every store I could find. Paper is heavy. Every so often I had to stop at a café, sip café au lait, relax, dream up a few grace notes and then continue on my hunt. Nothing but a closed door stopped me from walking in. I was compulsive.

A few years ago I read somewhere that the author of Lolita, Vladimir Nabokov, though flexible about his writing schedule, was insistent on using lined bristol cards. While spiral notebooks are what I use to write my books, these cards are ideal for random thoughts.

During that Paris trip, the seeds of another idea began germinating. Since my days as an art student I’ve enjoyed going to museums and buying postcards of paintings and sculpture that I have been struck by. This habit has resulted in an accidental collection. This casual, spontaneous act evolved into the idea for a book, The Postcard cu Art, in which I reproduced many of the postcards I’d enjoyed selecting over the years. Ever since childhood I’ve loved sending cards to friends with a little scribbled grace note—a word of encouragement, a quote, a thought, an insight, a question.

Postcards and my French file cards are of the same size and I have been storing both in shoe boxes, which I have found both comforting and practical. Eventually I had a carpenter build cubbies in my home to store these labeled boxes, floor to ceiling, catalogued by artist, author, and idea. These treasured shoe boxes hold great sources of inspiration for me, and, of course, they are a rich mine of useful references for books and lectures.

Readers often ask me which one of my books I like best and which one was the most fun to write. Invariably it is the one I’m writing. I love the intensity of this mysterious creative process—I look forward to the challenges, the stimulation and the illumination. In Dr. Samuel Johnson’s apt words: “The process is the reality.” I too am process-oriented. I love the doing, the work. I enjoy abandoning myself to the project, not knowing how it will all turn out.

I have come to understand that there are no beginnings, that everything is interconnected, and I don’t like endings. While I enjoy seeking meaning in the unknown, I am particularly exhilarated by the ever-deepening journey of discovery and exploration.

The search for truth and beauty has been going on since the beginning of civilization. As we approach the twenty-first century, we reflect on what has already been expressed that may bring light, truth and life to our own experiences. Whatever has been said before can acquire new meaning through the unique filter of our own character, beliefs, values and consciousness. Wisdom is ageless and timeless—a reminder that human nature hasn’t changed much since the Stone Age. We have always needed to eat, sleep and bathe, but how we perform these daily functions defines us uniquely. How we think and feel, what attitudes we develop, reveal our values and character.

In the early eighties, over a lunch meeting with my literary agent and friend Carl Brandt, I discussed my desire to incorporate these random thoughts at the end of each chapter in the book I was planning. “Ah, Grace Notes,” said the wise Carl. Years later, in 1986, this book came out under the title Living a Beautiful Life, and my grace notes were published for the first time.

We reflect on our lives, drawing from the wisdom of the past and thinking about our hopes for the future. R.W.B. Lewis, in his Foreword to Cynthia Griffin Wolff’s biography of Emily Dickinson, tells us, “The story of modern literature bears recurring witness to the conversion of loss into gain, to radical deprivation leading to great creative accomplishment.”

As we try to envisage what the world will be like for our grandchildren and imagine who will inherit the good and bad we leave behind, we pause to think of those who have shaped our attitudes. We pay homage to those spirits who have expanded our potential for understanding the unique circumstances of our lives and who have given us hope and courage to be strong and live bravely. We will always be fascinated by the thoughts of others, and by the way they have expressed their truths and insights, because they are the real teachers. They have shared with us the truth as they have experienced it.

In 1959, my aunt, Ruth Elizabeth Johns, an international social worker, decided to take her three oldest nieces around the world. The summer before our odyssey she sent two cartons of books to New Hampshire where I was working as a camp counselor and tennis coach. I was sixteen, and I found her assignment daunting. The first book I picked up was The Wisdom of Confucius, by someone born in 551 B.C.! I had to put down The Great Gatsby I was avidly reading and pay attention. It dawned on me she didn’t want to waste her hard-earned money in taking around the world an undereducated design student who didn’t have a clue the world extended beyond Europe.

God bless her! Aunt Betty dumped a big load on me that July—fifty-four books, to be precise, and we were leaving in less than four months. That first evening, clutching Confucius, down at the counselors’ cabin by the lake, I watched the sun set listening to taps, the nightly bugle rippling across the water:


“Day is done, gone the sun,
from the hills, from the lakes,
from the sky…safely rest…
day is done.”



That still Saturday evening, I began to read this strange tome about Eastern culture. In the days that followed, I picked up one by one the many books of ancient wisdom she had sent. This extraordinary woman expanded my cultural boundaries, and the new horizons exhilarated me. Rather than leaving me feeling utterly confused and fractured, these volumes became the welcome missing links in my education. Gobbling them up, I began to feel more whole, and I finished the lot by our departure.

On the porch of that log cabin in New Hampshire started a lifelong quest, a wondrous journey. Sitting there, alone, without a teacher or translator, I let this information wash over me. I absorbed it into my mind and heart as much as I could. In the thirty-plus years since that evening, I have continued to read Eastern philosophy, which has confirmed what I already suspected, that we will never know, understand or have a firm handle on truth. But we can make of this inner search a lifetime quest.

Over the years I’ve encountered many of you walking along this same path—this journey with no beginnings and no endings, during which we catch glimpses of wholeness, a wholeness that is really holiness.

What a great help these models have been to me! Several quotes, as well as some grace notes, are worth reading over and over. Like favorite hymns, they will become familiar and comfortable, useful, timely, and uplifting. There are times when you feel a deep connection to something someone else says or expresses. Those thoughts seem more alive than reality. You say to yourself, “That’s what I think.” “That was written just for me.” You suddenly feel an extraordinary surge of energy and experience increased capacity.

Dr. Johnson believes that we don’t need to be informed, but reminded. Grace notes, like favorite quotations, will mean different things to you at different times in your life as your circumstances change. Some grace notes will be stimulating, some will be provocative, others will speak to you with a sense of urgency, while some may seem like a bland fortune in a Chinese cookie. Embrace them all as valid. Sometime, and perhaps now. When you read these messages, do so with the understanding that English forces us to choose a gender pronoun but that the underlying consciousness is of mankind, of humankind, all-embracing, and one.

Readers tell me that my grace notes give them energy, inspiration and ideas, often confirming and affirming their own values, tastes and style of living. Grace notes are a reminder that the way we are currently living could be improved by being totally present. Perhaps life isn’t bad after all and can be made more satisfying and sacred by changing our attitudes, focusing our undivided attention even on the smallest tasks.

These simple random thoughts and uplifting quotations, insights, practical tips and suggestions may at best stir you into action but at the very least they may produce a sense of wonder. My hope is that they will inspire you to create your own grace notes and more grace in your daily rituals. Grace notes really are ours to share. Everything good and positive that broadens our appreciation and appetite for life is our lifetime goal.

Grace notes remind us that it is often the little things, the small revelations, that make a great deal of difference in handling disappointment, frustration and loss. They help us celebrate moments of joy by enabling us to unearth the underlying goodness of things.

As I sit by a warm fire in the living room of our dear Connecticut cottage preparing this little book I realize what immense joy I am experiencing in the company of souls from all over the world going back several thousand years. But I also find sweet, quiet enjoyment in my own thoughts about things that have touched my life with grace.

In a spirit of openness and grace, use this little book in your own way. Open it up today and jump right in. Each day offers you a quotation to cherish and two of my grace notes. Now it’s up to you: I’ve left space for your own grace notes. This is just the beginning. If you’re in the mood, feel free to read a few weeks at a time, or stay in the day. Plan your grace ahead, if the spirit moves you, but above all be for yourself now.

It doesn’t matter how you choose to use this book as long as you make it work uniquely for you. What’s important is to feel that you’re part of the flow of this universal energy. In the back is an index so you can refer back to specific topics and in looking over these pages, relive your past grace.

Whatever today brings, try to make the most of it, making it the best day you can. I hope you will fill the day with many magical moments and grace notes and remember that everywhere, all of us are struggling and striving to do the same. In Emerson’s words we are seeking the divinities that are sitting disguised. Grace notes are multifaceted, rich. They are as scattered as shooting stars, as diverse as the sea and the sky. Some are wise and wonderful; some are intentionally vague and mysterious. Whether they are instructional, specific, questioning, inspiring or just plain fun, pay attention to them and how you react to them each day. If we focus on these tiny drops, adding our own plink, plop, splash, here and there, together we can add a touch of joy, a little grace to a world that is, yes, filled with great joy but also with terrible sorrow. In the New Testament, Philippians 4:8 encourages us to think:


“Whatsoever things are true,
Whatsoever things are honest,
Whatsoever things are just,
Whatsoever things are pure,
Whatsoever things are lovely,
Whatsoever things are of good report:
If there be any virtue,
and if there be any praise,
Think on these things.”



In the words and spirit of Mother Teresa, who once said she didn’t do great things but little things with a great deal of love, I wish you grace-filled days and joy.
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WINTER
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The life which is unexamined is not worth living.

PLATO
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Health enough to make work a pleasure,

Wealth enough to support your needs,

Strength enough to battle with difficulties and overcome them,

Grace enough to toil until good is accomplished,

Charity enough to see good in your neighbor,

Love enough to move you to be useful and helpful to others,

Faith enough to make real the things of God,

Hope enough to remove all anxious fears concerning the future.

—JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE





JANUARY 1
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Every man must find his own philosophy…. his attitude toward life.

LIN YUTANC

[image: image]

[image: square.jpg]   Resolve to live each day by the Golden Rule and use this time of fresh beginnings for renewal and enlightenment.

[image: square.jpg]   Set aside some books you want to read. Make a list in the order you feel they will be most useful to you. Take notes on cards or in a notebook to keep track of your journey.





JANUARY 2
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To be a philosopher is not merely to have subtle thoughts…. but so to love wisdom as to live according to its dictates, a life of simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and trust.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU

[image: square.jpg]   Before the year’s momentum builds, pause and reflect: What do you need to do in order to make the best and wisest use of your time, so that you may live in harmony with your beliefs and ideals?

[image: square.jpg]   Now is a good time to clean your home and office of last year’s clutter. Free yourself to be independent.

[image: image]





JANUARY 3
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Have patience with all things, but chiefly have patience with yourself. Do not lose courage in considering your own imperfections, but instantly set about remedying them—every day begin the task anew.

FRANCIS DE SALES

[image: image]

[image: square.jpg]   Make a pact with yourself, promising that you will have realistic expectations. The art of living takes time to develop and improvements will be significant if you are kind to yourself.

[image: square.jpg]   Set aside time each day to be by yourself. Let positive energy flow through you. Focus on this message and really listen to it. Let it become a part of you.





JANUARY 4
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I expect to pass through this world but once. Any good therefore that I can do, or any kindness that I can show to any fellow creature, let me do it now.

AUTHOR UNKNOWN

[image: image]

[image: square.jpg]   We all give of ourselves uniquely. Do what is most natural, what you feel is most you.

[image: square.jpg]   Call a friend today. Or write a postcard to someone you’re thinking about. Do it now. Try to live each day doing for others something that also enriches you.





JANUARY 5
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How often things occur by mere chance which we dare not even hope for.

TERENCE

[image: square.jpg]   When Peter married me he told me there would be many surprises. Be receptive and open to recognize these blessings.

[image: square.jpg]   Consider jotting down these serendipitous occurrences. Let them be the beginning of a long gratitude list.
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JANUARY 6
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In order to carry out great enterprises, one must live as if one will never have to die.

MARQUIS DE VAUVENARGUES

[image: image]

[image: square.jpg]   The people who inspire us the most are those who plant trees they will never see mature, and who live at full tilt every day, even on the day they die.

[image: square.jpg]   Dream big dreams. If you are considering writing an article, develop it into a book. If you are writing a book, think ahead to your next project. Fill your days with ambitious goals.





JANUARY 7
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The one fact that I would cry from every housetop is this: the Good Life is waiting for us—here and now!…. At this very moment we have the necessary techniques, both material and psychological, to create a full and satisfying life for everyone.

B. F. SKINNER

[image: image]

[image: square.jpg]   All we will ever experience is the present moment as we live it. Each moment is a microcosm of our whole life, who we are.

[image: square.jpg]   Take two minutes to breathe deeply and realize that tomorrow will not be better than today as if by magic. Where we are now is what we have to work with and is “the Good Life.”





JANUARY 8
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The warm familiar sense of my own existence, with all its exasperation, all its charm.

LOGAN PEARSALL SMITH

[image: square.jpg]   Embrace every minute because they are all interconnected, one with the other. They’re yours. This is your autobiography.

[image: square.jpg]   Use your energy positively. While you’re going through a frustrating time, isolate each problem so you may get back on track.
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JANUARY 9
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The most certain sign of wisdom is a continual cheerfulness….

MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE
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[image: square.jpg]   When you’re centered in the flow of your life you will experience contentment. You don’t have power over what happens but you can control your attitude.

[image: square.jpg]   Whenever you feel really upset, analyze why and don’t blame yourself. You can live with yourself a great deal better when you have a good disposition. Have a cookie and a cup of tea and spend a few minutes nurturing yourself.





JANUARY 10
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The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious.

ALBERT EINSTEIN

[image: image]

[image: square.jpg]   Even a genius doesn’t have all the answers. No one ever does. Keep moving in the direction of your goals. Some minor mysteries do get resolved.

[image: square.jpg]   Listen to the stirrings of your heart. Pay attention to your intuitions. Carry on a silent conversation with yourself. Don’t question everything but accept the good and run with it.





JANUARY 11
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Man’s happiness in life is the result of man’s own effort….

CH’EN TU-HSIU

[image: square.jpg]   Happiness is a by-product of a thoughtful, disciplined life. Aim at fulfilling whatever talents you have inherited and develop yourself to your fullest potential.

[image: square.jpg]   Take some psychological tests to determine your skills and put the pieces of the puzzle together to build on your strengths.
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JANUARY 12
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Curiosity is one of the permanent and certain characteristics of a vigorous intellect.

SAMUEL JOHNSON

[image: image]

[image: square.jpg]   The best way to enrich your knowledge and understanding of the mysteries of life is to be inquisitive. Ask many questions. Do not assume you know the answers.

[image: square.jpg]   Once you find you are interested in a subject, attack it. Go to the library and become a student. Knowledge is accumulated incrementally, each day.





JANUARY 13
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Life is a pure flame, and we live by an invisible sun within us.

SIR THOMAS BROWNE
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[image: square.jpg]   The storms of life don’t have to get inside us. A professor from Yale, William Lyon Phelps, advised his students to paint the walls of their minds with many beautiful pictures.

[image: square.jpg]   Carry your light with you wherever you are. In difficult moments, visualize a favorite place—a beach or a mountaintop. Keep this image until you are one with nature. Let yourself be transported to that beautiful spot.





JANUARY 14
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Lost time is never found again.

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

[image: square.jpg]   Learn to live by the motto “Do it now.” Never say to yourself or anyone else, “I’ve had a bad day.” You’ll never be able to go back and fix it. Make the best of all times.

[image: square.jpg]   Stargazing, doing nothing, is not “lost time.” “Lost time” is time you waste in negative thoughts. When you feel stuck, change your mood with some physical exercise. Don’t brood and let time drift by unproductively.
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JANUARY 15
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Tomorrow’s life is too late. Live today.

MARTIAL
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[image: square.jpg]   Future plans shouldn’t preclude you from living fully now. If today is all you’ll ever have, live it in a way that best expresses your love of life.

[image: square.jpg]   Each day concentrate on every single thing you do. This way, if there is a tomorrow, you can do the same. Each day you wake up, pretend that your lifetime has to be lived in this day. It works!





JANUARY 16
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Action! Action! Action!

DEMOSTHENES

[image: image]

[image: square.jpg]   Aristotle teaches us about active virtue. Once you have a clear vision of the right thing to do, move your feet.

[image: square.jpg]   Each day, jot down the little things you want to accomplish as well as your long-range goals. In this way, all your efforts will be focused in the right direction.





JANUARY 17
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Any disaster you can survive is an improvement in your character, your stature, and your life. What a privilege!

JOSEPH CAMPBELL

[image: square.jpg]   People who survive horrible events are best able to help others to cope until they too become survivors.

[image: square.jpg]   When your inner resources are challenged, remember those you admire whose courage and strength are an inspiration to you. Be brave and you will find strength.
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JANUARY 18
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No man is happy who does not think himself so.

PUBLILIUS SYRUS

[image: square.jpg]   By appreciating all the good times, all the fun moments, you live in the consciousness of a pleasant life. Be determined to live a happy life and no one will take it away from you.

[image: square.jpg]   To a greater degree than you might be aware, each of us has to determine just how happy we choose to be.
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Culture is to know the best that has been said and thought in the world.

MATTHEW ARNOLD

[image: image]

[image: square.jpg]   Life is far too short to ever know enough. The only way to gain knowledge is to have a steady diet of good (not escapist) literature.

[image: square.jpg]   Anytime a writer “speaks to you,” read anything by that author you can. If necessary, ask someone to do a search for you in a used bookstore. You’ll discover a reason for the connection—in time.
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To be what we are, and to become what we are capable of becoming, is the only end of life.

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

[image: image]

[image: square.jpg]   All that is expected is for us to be ourselves. Whenever we are true to our selves and live by our intuitive nature, we rely on our strengths, not our shortcomings.

[image: square.jpg]   Without telling anyone, write a personal statement about your life and what your goals are for the months ahead. Tuck it in your wallet.
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To know what we do not know is the beginning of wisdom.

MAHA STHAVIRA SANGHARAKSHITA

[image: square.jpg]   Wise men and women have an insatiable thirst for knowledge. It is this energy for life that ultimately makes someone wise.

[image: square.jpg]   Play a game with yourself. The rule is: Don’t assume anything. See everything as though for the first time. As you eliminate prejudices and labels, new insights will begin to emerge.
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Knowledge is the antidote to fear.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON

[image: image]

[image: square.jpg]   When we know, we have more courage.

[image: square.jpg]   In his Inaugural Address, Franklin Delano Roosevelt said, “The only thing We have to fear is fear itself.” Once we know the facts, no matter how brutally painful they often are, we can make intelligent decisions.

[image: square.jpg]   Self-knowledge is the key. If you don’t deceive yourself you are more likely to get to the truth. At the end of this day, rate yourself from one to ten on how truthful you’ve been. Fear increases with deceit.
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