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			For Katherine, Christina, Patrick, and Christopher

			I love you all to the moon and back.
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			I’ve been thinking about how to live a meaningful life for pretty much all of my life.

			You see, I grew up in a family where people did really big things. They ran for President. They started programs that changed people’s lives. They gave speeches that moved the world. And they never ever gave up trying to make our planet a better place.

			Having come from all that, I’ve thought a lot about how I could create my own space, forge my own path, come up with my own thoughts and beliefs, find my own purpose and mission.

			Of course, the quest for a meaningful life is not mine alone. In fact, I believe that every single one of us is here on this earth for a reason. I believe it’s our life’s work to figure out who we are, what we think, what our gifts are, and how we can make a difference in this world.

			Figuring that out takes time and thought. A meaningful life doesn’t mean a perfect life. It means making mistakes. It means getting up and trying again and again. It requires strength, faith, hope, and love.

			It hasn’t always been easy to figure out what I, Maria, believe. Thinking and writing have helped me get there.

			This book has evolved from a weekly column I write for my digital newsletter, The Sunday Paper. The column is called I’ve Been Thinking—reflections that, I hope, can help us get above the noise of daily life by providing an inspiring path forward.

			For this book, I’ve added to those personal reflections memorable quotations and prayers that have spoken to me at different times in my life.

			My hope is that these words will help you chart your path to your own meaningful life. I hope the thoughts expressed here will give you material to meditate on—inspiring you to think, write, and reflect on what makes life meaningful to you.

			Because, let’s face it: Life is one hell of a rollercoaster ride. At times we feel totally in charge of the journey and love the ride. At other times we feel completely overwhelmed and want to get off. Throughout our lives, we’re by turns strong, then weak. We’re quite sure we know what we’re doing, and then we’re utterly and totally lost. We feel elated, and then depressed. We act powerfully, then feel like victims. We’re buoyed by courage, then scared out of our wits. We feel a part of a community, and then we feel totally alone. We take pride in our accomplishments, then want to crumble with shame over our mistakes.

			I have felt all of this. And what has helped me get through it is my faith, my family, my friends, and my writing.

			My writing comes from a place deep in my heart and my mind. Friends and family have often joked that I think too much and I should relax. But for me, thinking and then writing about my life and the world around me helps me to get clear and find peace.

			This book is meant to ignite your own reflections and to help you reach your own clarity. My thoughts may not be your thoughts, but they may get you to thinking. Some prayers that settle my soul may not do the same for you, but others may. While I use the word “God” to describe a force larger than myself, I know not everybody does. I’m just sharing with you what has helped me navigate my own life. As they say, “Take what you like and leave the rest.”

			This book has but one purpose: to get you to think about what constitutes a meaningful life for you. Just you. Because there is only one you, and you have only one life. Here’s to making it beautiful and meaningful.

			Love always,

			Maria

		

	
		
			
			
			Every morning, I start my day with this version of Saint Teresa’s prayer:

			May today there be peace within

			May you trust God that you are exactly where you are meant to be

			May you not forget the infinite possibilities that are born of faith

			May you use those gifts that you have received and pass on the love that has been given to you

			May you be content knowing that you are a child of God

			Let this presence settle into your bones and allow your soul the freedom to sing, dance, praise, and love

			It is there for each and every one of us.

			—Saint Teresa of Avila

		

	
		
			
				I Am Who I Choose to Become

			

			“I am not what happened to me. I am what I choose to become.”

			—Carl Jung

			There’s so much power and aspiration in that statement. Who you become as a person is up to you—up to your imagination, your will, your determination, your choices.

			Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve been fascinated by people’s life journeys. I’ve devoured hundreds of biographies and autobiographies, interviewed countless people from all walks of life—always intrigued by the way people negotiate their ups and the downs, the forks in their road, the hurdles they’ve faced. In other words, the choices they’ve made.

			And what I’ve learned is this: No one’s life follows a linear path. No one’s life is devoid of mistakes, pain, and regret.

			What I also know is that no one lives a perfect life. It doesn’t matter whether you were born into a famous family or not. No one is immune to some kind of struggle, whether it’s mental, emotional, physical, financial, or professional. Everyone has something to work through. And more often than not, that struggle is tough, scary, and lonely. But the good news is that each day gives us the opportunity to choose to begin anew.

			So today, start where you are—not where you wish you were, but where you are.

			I’m grateful for that realization, because I used to spend so much time beating myself up for choices I’d made that I thought were permanent—and regretting opportunities I was too scared to grab and thought would never come my way again. Or I deluded myself by focusing my attention only on an imagined future, fantasizing there would be a time when everything would magically be as I dream.

			But I’ve learned that living in either the past or the future keeps me up in my head, out of reality, robbing me of the present.

			So today, I choose to live in the present. My intention is to authentically be myself as I am today. I try to stay conscious of not judging myself and others. And what I’ve discovered is that all that time and energy I spent in the past and future I can now spend on my family, my friends, my purpose, and my mission—in other words, my actual life.

			One of my favorite sayings is often attributed to Ralph Waldo Emerson: “What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.”

			So today, start where you are. The past is gone. The future isn’t here. This day offers each of us a chance to be the person we want to be. Not the person we wish we had been yesterday or want to be tomorrow, but the person we already are.

			Dear God, I trust you will meet me right where I am. Help me to make choices that are good for me and those I love. Help me to become the person I’m meant to be. Help me to say and believe that today, I am enough and I am worthy. Help me to know that each day is a gift, and I can begin anew. Amen.

		

	
		
			
				Seeing the Jewel Inside

			

			“The most fundamental aggression to ourselves, the most fundamental harm we can do to ourselves, is to remain ignorant by not having the courage and the respect to look at ourselves honestly and gently.”

			—Pema Chödrön

			Are you looking at the gift wrap or the jewel inside?

			No matter who you are, no matter how old you are, the challenge is the same: How do we turn our focus away from the glittering gift wrap we think is us and focus instead on the jewel inside, the jewels we really are?

			It’s hard. I think about the marathon that is life and the endurance it requires. I think about how hard it is to deal with change—to grow old, to see your family change, your friends change, and your own prospects change. All of that sometimes makes it challenging to perceive the beauty within.

			The truth is, we all want someone to see the jewel that is inside of us. We all long to be seen as valuable, no matter how old we are. And we work hard trying to get others to recognize our value, our worth, so often giving them the power to decide if we are, in fact, jewels to be cherished.

			But that power is actually our own. It’s yours. Don’t give it away. I know, because I’ve given it away, and it’s challenging to get it back.

			I sometimes look in the mirror and wonder who that is staring back at me. But I remind myself that I watched both of my parents age before my eyes, and I loved them no less.

			So know this: You are a jewel. Don’t get discouraged when the gift wrap wrinkles or fades. There’s something precious inside.

			So I’ve made a decision that now, I’m going to do what I did for my parents: love myself no less as I age. Regard myself not with judgment and criticism, but with kind thoughts, loving thoughts, and then take those thoughts and reflect them out onto others. I’m going to see me—my spirit, my soul, my heart—now.

			Open your eyes. Look at yourself. See the beauty that is you.

			Dear God, I am humbled by the reality that despite my flaws, you love and value me, because I am no better or worse in your sight than anyone else. Teach me how to esteem and love and serve others as you have loved me. Amen.

		

	
		
			
				Working on “Intestinal Fortitude”

			

			“Failure isn’t fatal, but failure to change might be.”

			—John Wooden

			I’ve been thinking a lot about what they call “intestinal fortitude.” What exactly is it? How do you get it? And how do you cultivate, strengthen, and keep it?

			I do know that faith is at the root of fortitude. Strong unwavering faith is built out of small acts along the path of your life. Faith comes directly from your own personal beliefs: knowing who you are and that there’s a power greater than you at work in your life—whether you call that power God, Jesus, Buddha, Allah, Adonai, Mary, the Spirit of Lovingkindness, Universal Mind, or something else. That faith, that knowledge, is what helps you come back to yourself, back to your foundation, whenever life shakes you to your core. Now that’s fortitude!

			People with intestinal fortitude are calm in the storm. They exude a steady, strong, stable energy—the kind of energy you want to be around, follow, and cultivate within yourself. Internal strength with endurance. That means the strength to go on, no matter what.

			People who have such fortitude go through life with a strong and unwavering integrity. They don’t rage at people or call them names or bully and belittle them. They walk through life with a steadiness that’s beyond admirable. In fact, it often seems impossible.

			Lately I’ve been thinking that what we all need right now is a dose of that intestinal fortitude—because I don’t know about you, but these days the world feels pretty unsteady to me.

			I watch people scream at each other on TV—and not just on reality shows—and I think, “What the—?!” So many of us are at war with each other. What the—?! Someone running for the highest office in the land calls a female reporter a “bimbo” and people laugh. What the—?! Trash-talking is applauded, not reprimanded. What the—?! I watch a young reporter and a cameraman with their whole lives in front of them gunned down on live TV, and then I see their assailant tweet it out triumphantly on social media. You know what? Once upon a time, that young reporter could have been me! What the—?! What is happening to our culture, our discourse, our politics, our nation?

			Then I stop. Enough with the What the—! I make a decision. I turn my focus away from all that and instead focus on strengthening my own intestinal fortitude by renewing my own faith—so I can stay strong, stay centered, stay focused on the blessings in life instead of getting sucked into all that hysterical negativity screaming for our attention.

			If I cultivate my intestinal fortitude, then when someone calls me or someone I love a “bimbo”—or the next time I hear someone hurl a racial epithet or some other belittling or hateful slur—I will be ready to respond. And I will respond not out of anger or from a position of weakness, but from my newly developed intestinal fortitude. That’s where the strength is, where the faith is, where the love is, where the true power lives. It’s inside me, in my gut—and in yours, too: the strength to go on, no matter what.

			Dear God, help me speak from a place of calm, loving strength. Help me speak with positive intention, not intention to demean or diminish another. Help me to find the right words to do that, the right thoughts, the right tone. Help me to speak without fear. Help me to speak the truth with grace and lovingkindness. Amen.

		

	
		
			
				Life Is Yours to Create . . . and to Re-create

			

			“It’s your road and yours alone. Others may walk it with you, but no one can walk it for you.”

			—Rumi

			When we’re young, we spend a lot of time planning our lives. We look for someone to plan it with. We look for friends to complete it, kids to enhance it, careers to enrich it. We work hard at making all that happen. But life has a way of upending our carefully made plans, and all of a sudden, we can find ourselves having to redesign our lives all over again.

			There are examples of that everywhere you look. I have friends whose worlds were pretty much destroyed by addiction, but who then put the drugs down and learned for the first time how to live without destroying themselves and others. No matter how old they are when they stop, they learn the tools to turn everything around. I’ve also seen women leave abusive marriages and learn that being loved doesn’t have to mean being hurt. I’ve seen kids overcome poverty and be the first in their families to go to college. I’ve seen people who’ve lost everything pick themselves up and start over. I’ve seen people make huge life mistakes, but then recognize it, take responsibility, make amends to those they’ve hurt, and move on, stronger and better.

			In each of these cases, turning their lives around required the courage to face the fear of the unknown. It takes courage to push up against the way it is or the way it has been. It takes courage to push back and be creative with the gift of life. But that’s exactly what building a life of our own requires: thinking outside the box, being creative, being flexible, facing the fear of the unknown, stepping into it, and being willing to start over.

			Several years ago, I found myself having to re-create my own life. I had to step into the unknown and sit there. It was terrifying. I can’t tell you I enjoyed it, but I can say I learned that I could re-imagine, re-construct, and re-build my life. And every day I continue to do it.

			As Steve Jobs pointed out, life can either be limiting, safe, and secure or it can be wide open, creative, and sometimes scary.

			Your life is yours to create and then re-create. As Mr. Jobs said, “Everything around you that you call life was made up by people who were no smarter than you. And you can change it, you can influence it.”

			And once you realize that, he said, “you’ll never be the same again.”

			Dear God, you are the God of transformation. Help me to be brave. Help me to trust you and believe that I am here to write my life story in a way that brings glory to you and joy to myself and to others. Amen.
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