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CHOOSE YOUR ATTITUDE

Mary Jane pulled out a notepad and began writing:

There is always a choice about the way you do your work, even if there is not a choice about the work itself.

Then she thought about the words she had just written, and asked, “Why wouldn’t you have a choice about the work itself?”

“Good point. You can always quit your job, and so in that sense you have a choice about the work you do. But it might not be a smart thing to do given your responsibilities and other factors. That’s what I mean by choice. On the other hand, you always have a choice about the attitude you bring to the job.”

Lonnie continued, “Let me tell you about my grandmother. She always brought love and a smile to her work. All of us grandkids wanted to help in the kitchen because washing dishes with Grandma was so much fun. In the process a great deal of kitchen wisdom was dispensed. Us kids were given something truly precious, a caring adult.

“I realize now that my grandmother didn’t love dishwashing. She brought love to dishwashing, and her spirit was infectious.

“Likewise, my buddies and I realized that each day when we come to the fish market we bring an attitude. We can bring a moody attitude and have a depressing day. We can bring a grouchy attitude and irritate our coworkers and customers. Or we can bring a sunny, playful, cheerful attitude and have a great day. We can choose the kind of day we will have. We spent a lot of time talking about this choice, and we realized that as long as we are going to be at work, we might as well have the best day we can have. Make sense to you?”

“It sure does.”

“In fact, we got so excited about our choices that we also chose to be world famous. A day spent ‘being world famous’ is a lot more enjoyable than a day spent being ordinary. Do you see what I am saying? Working in a fish market is cold, wet, smelly, sloppy, difficult work. But we have a choice about our attitude while we are doing that work.”

“Yes, I think I get it. You choose the attitude you bring to work each day. That choice determines the way you are at work. As long as you are here, why not choose to be world famous rather than ordinary? It seems so simple.”

“Simple to understand, but more difficult to do. We didn’t create this place overnight; it took almost a year. I was a hard case myself—you might say I used to have a chip on my shoulder. My personal life was kind of out of control as well. I really never thought much about it, just assumed I knew how life worked. Life was tough, and I responded in kind—I was tough. Then when we decided to create a different kind of fish market, I resisted the notion that I could choose how I lived each day. I had too much invested in being a victim. One of the older guys, who also had been through some tough times, took me aside and explained it to me, one monger to another. I did some soul searching and decided I would give it a try. I’ve become a believer. A person can choose their attitude. I know that because I chose mine.”

Mary Jane found herself impressed with what she was hearing and also with the person from whom she was hearing it. She looked up to find Lonnie eyeing her quizzically and realized she had been daydreaming. “Sorry. I’ll give it a try. What else explains your success here?”

“There are four ingredients, but this one is the core. Without choosing your attitude the others are a waste of time. So let’s stop here and save the other three for later. Take the first ingredient and see what you can do with it back on the third floor. Call me when you’re ready to discuss the rest. Do you have our number?”

“It’s written everywhere in the shop!”

“Oh yeah. We aren’t shy, are we? See you later. And thanks for the yogurt.”

The Courage to Change

The demands of her job kept Mary Jane on a treadmill of activity for the next two days. That was her excuse, anyway. But her thoughts were often on her conversation with Lonnie and the idea of choosing the attitude you bring to work. She realized that even though she agreed with the philosophy of the fish market, there was something holding her back. When in doubt, get more data, she thought.

On Friday, she decided to ask Bill about the conference his boss had attended, the one about spirit in the workplace. It might be wise to learn more about his experience. That afternoon, she called Bill.

“Bill, how can I get up to speed on the spirit in the workplace conference the big guy attended?”

“What do you want to do that for? It was one of those ‘new age’ deals. They probably spent most of their time in hot tubs. Why do you want to waste your time on that?”

Mary Jane felt herself getting angry. She took a deep breath. “Look, Bill, when I took this job we both knew there was a lot to do. Now the stakes are higher, and the timeline is shorter. You are in this as deep as I am. Are you going to help me or give me a hard time?”

I can’t believe I said that, she thought. But it sure felt good!

Bill responded evenly; this confrontational approach actually seemed to make him more comfortable. “OK, OK. Don’t get all worked up. I have an audio tape from the conference on my desk that I’m supposed to listen to. I just haven’t had time. You take it and fill me in?”

“Sure, Bill. I’ll come by and pick it up.”

A Memorable Commute

The commute to Bellevue was bumper to bumper, but Mary Jane didn’t notice. She was mulling over her situation. When did I lose my confidence? she wondered to herself. Speaking up to Bill is the first courageous thing I have done in a long time. Two years to be exact, she realized, as she finally started putting the pieces together at the edge of her consciousness. Too much to think about. Feeling overwhelmed, she put Bill’s tape into the cassette player.

From the car stereo speakers came a deep, resonant voice that was mesmerizing. The tape was a recording of verse from a poet who took his poetry to the workplace, believing the language of poetry could help us cope with the issues of the day. His name was David Whyte. He would talk a while and then recite a poem. His poems and stories washed over her. Phrases jumped out at her.

The needs of the organization and our needs as workers are the same. Creativity, passion, flexibility, wholeheartedness …



Yes, she thought.

We crack the windows of our cars in the corporate parking lot in the summer, not to save the upholstery from the heat, but because only sixty percent of us goes into that place, and the rest of us stays in the car all day and must breathe out there. What would it be like to take our whole self to work?

Who is this guy? Then without warning, she filled with emotion as she heard David Whyte recite his poem Faith. He introduced it to his audience by saying he wrote it at a time when he had very little faith himself:





Faith

by David Whyte

I want to write about faith

about the way the moon rises

   over cold snow, night after night


faithful even as it fades from fullness

   slowly becoming that last curving and impossible

     sliver of light before the final darkness

but I have no faith myself

   I refuse to give it the smallest entry


Let this then, my small poem,

   like a new moon, slender and barely open,

     be the first prayer that opens me to faith

So this is what is meant by the statement, “When the student is ready the teacher appears.” The poem had created a moment of insight, and Mary Jane finally saw what was holding her back. With Dan’s sudden death and the pressures of being a responsible single mom, she had lost faith in her ability to survive in the world. She was afraid that if she took a risk and failed, she would not be able to support herself and her children.

Leading a change at work would be risky. She could fail and lose her job. That was a distinct possibility. Then she thought about the risk of not changing. If we don’t change, we could all lose our jobs. Not only that: I don’t want to work in a place with no energy or life. I know what it will do to me over time, and the picture is not pretty. What kind of a mother would I be if I let that happen? What
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