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Epigraph




The choice of a certain way of lifedemands from the individual a total change of lifestyle, a conversion of ones entire being, and ultimately a certain desire to be and live in a certain way.


PIERRE HODOT


















On the twentieth anniversary of Living a Beautiful Life and my twenty-fifth publication, I especially honor Carl Brandt and Toni Sciarra. You have been and continue to be invaluable to my inspiration as a writer. You have my deepest appreciation and love.












An Invitation





This is an invitation to you to live the good life. In 1986, my fifth published book, Living a Beautiful Life: 500 Ways to Add Elegance, Order, Beauty, and Joy to Every Day of Your Life, was published. This book was about eating, sleeping, and bathing, and all the little ceremonies, celebrations, and rituals we can create in our daily lives to make us happier, healthier, and more fulfilled and to live more beautifully. That was twenty years ago. The experience of writing that book and the response from readers profoundly changed my life.


Im humbled and grateful to learn from readers what a powerful impact this one book has had on their lives. And, while Ive written twenty books since then, Living a Beautiful Life seems to be a favorite of so many of my readers. In it I introduced the concept of grace noteslittle things we can do to make life more beautiful, more enjoyable, and more meaningful. When a publisher later asked me to write an entire book of grace notes, I leapt at the idea and ended up writing a book of meditationsgrace notes for our mind, heart, and soul.


Living a Beautiful Life is a contemporary philosophy, a way of dignifying our lives, of turning the ordinary, routine things we all do each day into mindful acts of tenderness and love. When we set a pretty table, we are adding sweetness to the pleasure of a meal. By paying careful attention to all the common things, we elevate our lives in every area, and, as a result, we find great happiness in what were doing. It makes perfect sense to find ways to take pleasure in the things we do every day.


Whenever we try to do things beautifully, we feel good about ourselves and make others feel good as well. Over the past two decades, Ive met hundreds of people who have become friendssome close friendsbecause of this one book. Now its time to expand and fulfill this basic philosophy. To live a beautiful life is our choice. I feel strongly that when we take care of the little thingsthe necessary and various partsthe big things, the whole of our lives, have greater significance and will be lived with more grace, love, and happiness.


The next step I invite you to take is You Are Your Choices: 50 Ways to Live the Good Life. I encourage you to read these fifty essays in any order you choosejust dive in and muse. The good life has no boundaries, only opportunities. Have fun. You are your choices. No one can put good thoughts in your mind but you. This book will challenge you. I urge you to join me on this quest. Well keep evolving as we stretch ourselves to bring out the best thats inside us. Well train our minds to think for ourselves.


Through study and concentration Ive become convinced there is only one right way to live this brief life. To live well, we should choose to think wisely and do what is right, appropriate, and true. When we agree to accept this invitation to live the good life, we will honor our lives by pursuing our own personal happiness as we help others toward this goal.


The ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle has influenced my thinking. He has expanded my consciousness so that I am aware and understand that not only is happiness the aim and purpose of life for all human beings, but the way we achieve this goal is through the choices each of us makes. Aristotle admits this personal responsibility is tough: Virtue, like art, constantly deals with what is hard to do, and the harder the task, the better the success.


Ask yourself, How can I live the good life? If this is your choice, you will pay closer attention to everything you choose to do as well as what you decide to give up or let go. The way things were is not the way things are. We are living in a world that demands our minds expand to greater awareness of reality. Aristotle teaches us about the Golden Triangle of the true, good, and beautiful. He points out there are right choices and wrong choices. The good life demands that we make the right choices most of the time, no matter how difficult they may be. The bad choice will not lead us to the good life. The good life is not only well lived but is the ideal that is pleasant and happy. As we examine how we can acquire all the things that are good for us and for others, well try to achieve more balance in our daily lives.


Say yes to this exploration of how to live more intelligently, with greater excellence and satisfaction. Do accept this invitation and we will be on our way.


[image: logo]

Stonington Village, Connecticut










1


Every Day, Commit Yourself to Experiencing the Good Life



I have never looked upon ease and happiness as ends in themselvesThe ideals that have lighted my way, and time after time have given me new courage to face life cheerfully, have been Kindness, Beauty, and Truth.


ALBERT EINSTEIN






In the twenty years since Living a Beautiful Life: 500 Ways to Add Elegance, Order, Beauty, and Joy to Every Day of Your Life was published, the greatest mind I have continuously studied for inspiration and insight is Aristotle. Born in Greece twenty-five centuries ago, this brilliant ancient philosopher has taught me more than any other thinker. We owe a huge debt to Aristotles teachings. They have had a profound influence on Western thought. His philosophical system of empirical observation, logic, and uncommon common sense, his rational inquiry into the right way to live, ring true today. His ideas are as practical as they are wise.


Aristotle was a student of Plato, who, in turn was a pupil of Socrates. These illustrious giant thinkers disagreed on many issues, but they all believed that it is not simply life that we should value, but rather the good life. Later, Seneca, the ancient Roman stoic philosopher and writer, agreed with Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle that to live is not a blessing, but to live well.


Many of my favorite thinkers have been led to the belief that the good life is the only life worth living. Ever since I went on a trip around the world in 1959, Ive been on a quest to learn the ideals of as many great minds from the past as possible. I intuitively sensed that life is to be savored and should be lived accordingly. I read the works of the sixteenth-century French essayist Montaigne, I read Tolstoy, the Buddha, and the nineteenth-century thinker Emerson, along with dozens of others. I read Albert Einsteinone of the greatest minds of our time. His words leapt off the page one day and my heart pounded in joy. Life is sacred, that is to say, it is the supreme value to which all other values are subordinate. Einstein picked up many of the threads of Aristotles teachings. Aristotle believed we should live by the Golden Triangle of what is true, good, and beautiful. When we grasp what is true and good, we elevate our lives to become beautiful.
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When we commit ourselves to live by these challenging three wordstrue, good, and beautifulwe transform our lives, because what is true, good, and beautiful represents universal values worth living for.


What is the good life? It is the life well lived, the happy life. Aristotle believed in and taught the virtues of happiness as the aim and goal of life; everything else was a means to an end. Happiness is the end. The good life is a life of moral excellence that leads to happiness. Ive come to share Aristotles deep conviction that there is only one right way to live for all people. Because we are all human beings, we all have the same basic needs and share common traits. To make a serious commitment to live a good life, with no time outs and no excuses, is a demanding discipline. Aristotle confesses that for any of us to live well is not easy.


We should not take life for granted for a minute, but far too many people take their entire lives for granted. As a result, they expect too little from themselves. Many people dont feel they deserve to be happy. We have to be hungry and thirsty for life abundant in order to fulfill our highest aspirations day to day. While some people just want to get by, we should choose to thrive. Coping isnt nearly as meaningful as thriving. We have to have a vision of unconditional love in order to become more loving. We have to have an understanding of contentment and happiness in order to achieve inner peace.


Who do you know and admire who lives his or her life well? How many of your family members and friends come to mind? There are educated, professional people who are not living the good life. We must all try to be more well rounded, to have more fun, to take more pleasure in the work we choose to do. There are certain things we must do to care for our basic needs. We need to train ourselves to take greater pleasure in whatever it is were doing.


We should laugh more easily, smile more often, and be more cheerful. Lifeto the wiseis not a burden to endure, but a precious blessing, a challenging adventure, to grow through. The opportunity to live well is a privilege. Wise Benjamin Franklin said that the noblest question in the world is What good may I do in it? Each natural catastrophe, every painful experience, all the terror and horror, are times to reach out to others with all of our inner resourcesour compassion, empathy, love, and generosity. There is always good in bad situations. We can train our minds to see the good and to do good in the darkest moments of our lives.


What is the good life? The good life is a happy life because when we are happy, we will be good. We will do good for others when we have found our own happiness. Good is good through and through. Good is necessary in the little things we think and do, and in the big things we try to accomplish.


Aristotle doesnt let us off the hook. He believes we have an obligation, a duty, to live as beautifully and as humanly possible. This means to obtain and possess, over our entire lifetime, all the things that are good for us. The good life for yourself should be your ultimate goal that should influence all of your practical thinking, your choices, and your actions.


You are unique. You ought to do what no others can do, fulfilling your needs in vastly different ways. Your destiny is not predestined. You create your destiny every day, not by chance, but by choice. Destiny is an achievement. The power to achieve it is in your choices. You have a responsibility to dignify your life through continuously making yourself better. You should aim high for the good of all. I agree that there are forces beyond our control, but we are never in a choice-less moment to do the best we can.


When were receptive to personal growth, to our ever-increasing, unfolding happiness, we are on our way, aiming our energies in the right direction. Were all capable of doing more good. Dare to live the good life now, right where you are, right in the good or bad situation you may be in. Affirm and reaffirm life by taking the high road. Devote yourself to life in all its manifestations, to raise it up to all its true glory. As thinking, feeling, loving beings, when we live up to our highest ideals and aspirations, we will be fulfilling our purpose.


Aristotle tells us we should try to develop a master plan for our lives. Socrates taught his students, An unexamined life is not worth living. Aristotle agreed and added, An unplanned life is not worth examining. Unless we have a plan for our lives, we wont know what we are trying to accomplish; we wont have a map guiding us to know where were trying to go or how to get there. Another key is to have the right plan. This requires our being thoughtful, thinking through what goals we have, and how we can go about achieving them. When we have a good plan, we tend not to spin our wheels. Our life will add up to something that is satisfying, productive, and happy when it has structure and discipline.


A well-lived life is not an accident. The challenges some of us will face in the future are unprecedented. We must be prepared. We are not saints. Were often tempted. We will not always make wise choices, and we will have to live with the consequences and hardships as a result. Nonetheless, we can recommit ourselves to the true, good, and beautiful. Never mistake your choice to live a good life for selfishness. This is what all of us ought to be choosing. By having a proper framework for right thinking and right action, we come to understand that we have a right to pursue personal happiness.


Life is a continuous progression in drawing from us our great potential. Ever unfolding, ever expanding, the good life is a big life that is rich, deep, and throbbing with opportunities to learn, to grow, to study, to teach, and to create. We have to stretch our imaginations to think fresh, new thoughts. We have to continue to be idealists, living by honorable and worthy principles. Practice envisioning things in their ideal form. Look for the greatest good all around you and inside you. Then, patiently pursue these great, noble ideals by your thoughtful choices. The people I most admire strive to do the right thing no matter how difficult or risky. Our choices should lead us to greater self-transformation.


Aristotle teaches us about the Golden Meanthe balance, the moderate position, between too little and too much. Be honest with yourself and learn the difference between your needs and your wants. All of our real needs are good for us. Many of our desires are also good for us, even though they may not be essential. We need food in order to survive. We may desire to have a truffle shaving or two on our salad or pasta, but truffles are not neededthey are, in moderation, for some of us, desired. By using the Golden Mean to poise ourselves between the two extremes of excess or lack, were able to achieve an ideal balance.


Were here by chance or by amazing grace, not by our choice. Here we are. We can choose to be our best selves and to become all were capable of becoming. When we dedicate ourselves to the practice of the good life, we approach our challenges with greater equilibrium and have a more positive, constructive attitude as we pursue excellence.





Trying to live well is not easy for any of us.


ARISTOTLE
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Be True to All Your Choices



Choose well.


HOMER






When we make a serious commitment to live a good life, we have to be mindful and truthful in all our choices. Our choices should be consistent with reality. It is not easy to always make the right choice, but we should put everything into perspective, weigh the situation from all different angles, make a well-informed choice, and not second-guess ourselves.


So many people have a terrible time making up their minds. Indecision drains energy, causes procrastination, and keeps us from moving forward with life. We become scattered and confused. There is no absolute certain choice. There is only the wise, good choice at the time. My editor Toni Sciarras father often said, If you wait until you have all the information to make a decision, theres no decision to be made. Choice by definition contains ambiguity. But once you make a choice, you are free to change it under changed circumstances or in light of new knowledge. Perhaps you married the wrong person for all the wrong reasons when you were too young and immature, or you took on a business partner you later learned was corrupt. Say yes to the best choice while remaining flexible. Stay attuned to whether your choice continues to be appropriate and in your best interest. There are some irrevocable choices; you cant undo every choice. All the more reason to choose well.


You are your choices. You and I have the power, the right, and the freedom to choose for ourselves how to best live our lives. It is here, in our choices, that we build our character and moral goodness. We will make mistakes. But when we do, I believe it is noble to admit we were wrong, that we judged incorrectly, and need to reconsider our choice. No one will ever fully understand your choices. Its not other peoples business to know the inner workings of your life, your marriage, your health, your finances, and your relationships. All you can do is be true to yourself in all your choosing. There is never a choice-less moment. If you genuinely try to make the best choice possible, the one that is in agreement with all the available facts, you will feel good knowing you are acting responsibly. You may have to choose to do something that you dont want to do, but you do it because it is the right thing to do.


Our power and strength lie in our ability to discipline our passions, to react in the right manner as we meet circumstances head on. You are choosing your ideal way of life, breath by breath, choice by choice.


We sometimes have to make tough choices that will improve a relationship or our finances or our health. Return to the Golden Mean for inspiration. Go to your center. Search your soul for guidance. Yes, you might need the money, but if the woman who offers you a job is rude, crude, and dishonest, you have to weigh the danger of having the job cost you too much. You could have good income but lose your souls integrity.


Even good news often has some disadvantage that has to be weighed. You may get a wonderful job opportunity that would require uprooting your whole family and moving to a different state or force you to leave them for weeks at a time as you travel all over the world. What about your spouse and children? Dont you have to be true to your word to be there for them physically, emotionally, and spiritually, as well as financially?


The practical wisdom of the Golden Mean helps us to weigh every situation more realistically. The first principle is to do good. Identify the greater good and know that the good deserves to be pursued.


The great philosopher and author, and my friend, Dr. Ren Dubos taught Peter and me that people make choices based on what they want to be, to do, and to become. The way we evolve and transform ourselves is through our choices. Choose well, and be true to all your good choices.





Life is the sum of all your choices.


ALBERT CAMUS
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Be ResponsibleSay No



The world is full of people that have stopped listening to themselves or have listened only to their neighbors to learn what they ought to do, how they ought to behave, and what the values are that they should be living for.


JOSEPH CAMPBELL






We sometimes forget that saying No! is a choice. Many decent, intelligent people have difficulty saying no to others requests or demands. Ive learned the power of no. I know how to make tough choices. In my New York office, on a stand on my desk next to the telephone, I keep a shiny fuchsia postcard with large block letters in whiteNO. If Im in the middle of a project that requires concentration, NO could mean I dont answer the telephone, preferring to listen to the answering machine when Im free. NO could be to turn down a decorating project because my plate is too full. NO could be not to think negative thoughts, which cause mental confusion and sadness. There are great benefits to NO. We have to get over the embarrassment of being honest with others, afraid well hurt their feelings. No one else will ever know our circumstances or why we make the choices we do. Frankly, in most cases, it is none of their business. This is our life and we have to answer to ourselves, choice by choice.


Last summer a journalist from the New York Times called me to inquire about The Five-Hour Rule I wrote about in Things I Want My Daughters to Know. He was writing a column on the etiquette of houseguests. What do you do when someone invites himself for the weekend? What do you do when you invite a friend who asks you if he can bring a friend, someone youve never met? How do you invite someone for just one night, not the whole weekend? I laughed and said, Say NO. I explained I was writing a book and houseguests are not an option. But what about the times when youre not writing a book under deadline, and you have to make these decisions? I again laughed and said, Id write another book.


Peace of mind is fundamental to living the good life. Our ability to say no is a major factor in our subjective well-being and our sense of satisfaction. Use NO as your teacher. Dont you usually know what feels right for you? Until you exercise your power to be honest with yourself and others, you are going to feel trapped, believing you have little control over your destiny. But you can make the choice to do what is right for you. You cant go through life making an effort, time after time, and not doing what is right for you.


Emerson wrote in his journal that he likes the sayers of NO better than the sayers of YES. When you are faced, point blank, with a spontaneous choice, it is your choice to make it crisply, clearly, and immediately. Nip things in the bud.


Leonardo da Vincis wisdom is helpful to us in our decisions: It is easier to resist at the beginning than at the end. If you arent able to say NO right up front, you end up becoming reluctantly involved. Then you have to back off awkwardly and painfully. Once I let people show me the blueprints and photographs of their house and a file folder full of the things they like, Im involved. A crisp NO wastes no ones time, energy, or money.


A publisher visited my husband, Peter, in his office several years ago and asked him if hed be interested in writing a definitive book about the history of the law profession in America. This book, Peter was told, would be a ten-year project and require hiring researchers. Peter clearly knew this was not how he wanted to spend the last decade or so of his legal career or his life. He did not say, Let me think about it. He said NO.



Every great mistake has a halfway moment, says Pearl Buck, a split second when it can be recalled and perhaps remedied. We must exercise the power of choice to say NO to our own self-doubts, our anxieties, our fears. NO is liberating.


You cant be in two places at once; you cant do two things at once well or with any satisfaction, and you cant do things if your heart isnt in them. When you say NO to something, someone else will gladly embrace saying yes. The universe will provide for everyone who makes sincere choices. Try to always keep what Emerson calls beautiful limits.


Value your freedom and independence. Think for yourself and act accordingly. What you dont do is as important as what you do. Whether you say no to something because it is not something you care about, because it is a conflict of interest, or because you dont really enjoy the people involved, learn to say NO. You will see that saying NO leads to the life you most want to live.





We do not generally suffer from others; we suffer from ourselves. I have shown you the way to liberation, now you must take it for yourself.


THE BUDDHA
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Stand on Your Own Two Feet



Each step upward makes me feel stronger and fit for the next step.


GANDHI






With the privilege of being an individual, we have the responsibility to shape and form our life through our choices. Be the person you are meant to become. Be a rugged individualist, a nonconformist. The secondhand thoughts and beliefs you inherited from tradition may very well not be the truth as youve come to know it.


You have to take a stand within yourself. Being tough minded, thinking things through for yourself, is the only way to be able to stand in the center of your essence and think challenging thoughts that bring out truth and clarity as you pursue your extraordinary natural talents. In Emersons essay Success, he laments, It is rare to find a man who believes his own thought or who speaks that which he was created to say. As nothing astonishes men so much as common sense and plain dealing, so nothing is more rare in any man than an act of his ownFeel yourself, and be not daunted by thingsThe light by which we see in this world comes out from the soul of the observer.


Who are some of your heroes throughout history? Who do you look to for inspiration and guidance? Who are some of the brilliant artists who have pointed the way toward transcendent beauty and divine thoughts of unity and love? What poets do you read and study? Who are the spiritual teachers who point the way for you? Who are your favorite presidents? Take a few moments to write down a few of your favorite people, your light bearers, those who have helped you to become a more critical thinker. As a fun exercise, write a few words, a sentence or two, next to the name of someone you greatly admire. For Aristotle, I write, The good life is the life of excellence, based on the principle of the Golden Triangle of what is true, good, and beautiful, the Golden Mean between the two extremes of too much and too little. Happiness is the aim, the goal, and the purpose of life.


Some of the people I most admire are original thinkers who have struggled to find the truth and wisdom from within their own essential nature, who have been guided by their intuition to be true to their higher self. Michelangelo taught us, To confide in ones self, and become something of worth and value, is the best and safest course.


Who are you in your core? What do you really think and feel? What do you accept as truth and what do you reject? I was so fortunate to be saved from developing a closed mind when I was taken around the world at sixteen and exposed to radically different cultures. My brilliant aunt was my guide; she saved me by taking me away from a preppy town in Connecticut and thrusting me into the dusty streets of Calcutta. Who I was on the Pan American flight going to Rome and who I was three months later, flying back from Hawaii, were two different people. I grew up fast. I immediately outgrew the petty prejudices, the shallow gossip, and the snickering. Westport, Connecticut, was no longer my whole world. I returned to my studies in New York and never went back to Westport.


This life-changing experience continues to grow in my consciousness each day and has for more than forty-five years. I feel Ive been able to accept personal responsibility for my life. I dont blame others or outer circumstances for my unrealized dreams or my unrealistic expectations. I know Im accountable for the choices I freely make in the training of my own mind through study and contemplation.


Many of us have been brainwashed while growing up. I often say that our task is to unlearn so much of what weve been taught. As we stretch ourselves into the originality of a new idea, we wont lose our sense of gravity. Well actually feel more security, more grounding in the truth. In Emersons well-known essay Self-Reliance, he tells us, Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind. Absolve you to yourself.


In the late 1980s, Peter and I spent many long weekends one summer in Bermuda, where we enjoyed our days writing. During these memorably fun writers workshops, I remember teasing Peter as we heard the local church clock bong twelve times, and he hadnt begun to write. Researching, eh, Peter? The weekends required writing, arising out of reading, as there comes a time when you have to put pen to paper. It is far easier to read great literature when you dont yet feel ready to plunge into a blank sheet of paper and express something fresh and new.


One of my favorite sayings of the ancient Chinese sage Lao Tzu is The journey of a thousand miles begins with one step. Challenge yourself to mentally step outside of your family and community, get away from the superficial chitchat in your head and go into the depths of your being to discover who you are, why you are here, what choices you should make to be able to put your innate talents to the best use. The author of The Little Prince, Antoine de Saint-Exupry, taught us, What saves a man is to take a step. Then another step. On and on and on, we must try with each step we take to listen to our own voice, really believe what we believe, live our own philosophy, and be true to who we are meant to become.


We are pure potential. Striving is our birthright. Were here to grow, to discover, to explore and develop our full powers. When we move onward and upward were more in control, we push our limits. The higher we climb, the more alive we feel, the happier we are, the more confident we become that our life has meaning. When
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