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To Sheena



Note to the Reader

When I saw Zach Walker’s number come up on my phone, my heart
sank a little. It was late and dark and I was flying down the highway in
the middle of Missouri, and I assumed that he was calling to tell me
that another of our friends—a classmate from our Basic Underwater
Demolition/SEAL training class, BUD/S 237—had been killed.

Walker and I were in the same training class in 2001 and 2002 in
Southern California. We’d shared a lot together, served together, and
suffered together.

After graduation, he went to the East Coast and I stayed on the West
Coast. I saw him for a few minutes in 2004. Walker was back from
Afghanistan, working in the training cadre, and I ran into him when he
came to San Diego for a few days of maritime operations training. It
was a busy day—we were both running in different directions—and
except for those few minutes, I hadn’t seen Walker in eleven years.

It wasn’t bad news about one of our friends, and for that I was
grateful. But Walker was calling me for help. And that wasn’t what I
was expecting.

In a class of tough guys, Walker was one of the toughest. A kid from
a Northern California logging family, he was the kind of guy who—
even standing in formation, clean-shaven, in a pressed uniform and
spit-shined boots—still seemed as if he was wearing a beard and had
just run out of the woods covered in mud and blood after wrestling a
mountain lion. It’s not that he was dirty in any way—;just that you
couldn’t shine the tough out of him.

Walker was also the kind of guy who would do anything for
someone he loved. People like to say that a lot: “He’d give you the
shirt off his back” or “He’d run through a brick wall for you.” Walker
wasn’t quite like that. If you really needed a shirt, he’d climb over a
brick wall, rip a shirt off of some pompous ass, climb back over the
wall, and give you the shirt you deserved and, he had decided, the
other poor bastard didn’t. He was motivated by a deep sense of justice.
He wanted to know what was fair, what was right. And he was willing
to fight for it.



What was also true of Walker—and was true of most of the guys in
my class—was that he could have lived quite happily two hundred or
even two thousand years ago. He had a truck, but didn’t need it. He
had boots, but could have gotten on fine in bare feet. And it’s not just
that he was capable of living without modern luxuries, it was also that,
even for a guy in his twenties, he had a moral sensibility with an air of
the ancient. He believed in courage. He believed in action. He believed
in loyalty.

If you’ve ever thought, “If I was ever in a really tight spot, I could
call .. .,” I hope you have someone in your life like Zach Walker.

He told me how bad things had gotten for him.

After six years in the SEAL teams, he went home to Northern
California. By then he had a wife and a son. He bought a concrete
pumper and started a business. He helped people out around town. He
raised his boy. He looked, to all outward appearances, to be fine.

One day he pulled into his driveway. He stepped out of his truck and
dropped to the ground. A sniper had an eye on his position, or so he
thought, and Walker lay prone next to his truck, breathing slowly in,
slowly out. He moved not at all, but for the blink of his eyelids. Hours
later, as the sun began to set, he sprang to his feet and bolted into the
house.

Walker is a guy who shouldn’t drink. He almost never could stop at
one beer, and even after one, you might find him on the pub patio,
standing on a chair and making a speech. Later you’d hear a thrown
bottle crash on the concrete as he emphasized a point. He was a guy
who almost always listened intently—maybe too intently—to what
was going on around him. But you put one beer in him and he went
deaf.

A few weeks after he landed back home a hero, his brother Ed drove
his truck into a tree. Ed was drunk when he killed himself. Walker, a
guy who always made connections, began to wonder: Did Ed die as
punishment for what I did in Afghanistan?

Home now, and his brother dead, he started to drink more. True to
form, Walker did little in moderation. Sitting in his backyard on the
weekend, he’d go through not a case but a cooler full of beer.

Then he told me about the night he got arrested. You know how
when a good friend starts a story and, five words in, you can tell where



it’s going? This wouldn’t be good. He was downtown. He’d been
drinking in a restaurant. He sees his wife pull up and he walks out to
get some money from her. A police officer asks him to hold on a
second. Walker says he’s just going to get some money from his wife
to pay his bill. He points at her in the car. The officer grabs Walker by
the shoulder. And here it gets messy.

They get the cuffs on Walker. Blood is trickling down his face, and
he asks in drunken clarity, “Can we talk for a minute about what’s
going on here?” No. They put him in the patrol car. They charge him
with a felony: resisting arrest. Walker is confused. He’s been drinking,
sure. But what has he done wrong?

His docs at the VA diagnose him with post-traumatic stress disorder.
But they don’t prescribe exercise or community service. They do
prescribe a raft of pills.

What’s going to happen in court? Walker was in the wrong. He’s
apologetic. But that’s not worth a lot. And the truth is, if it wasn’t this
incident with the cops, it would have been something else. Maybe
drinking and driving. Maybe he would have killed himself behind the
wheel like his brother. Or worse, maybe he would have killed someone
else. All things considered, there’s only one man at fault here, and it’s
Walker. Now the war-hero dad is an unemployed alcoholic on
disability who looks as if he’s on his way to jail.

We talk.

For a few years I’d had a bunch of thoughts—based on my
humanitarian work overseas, my time in the military, and my work
with veterans—about how people move through hardship to happiness,
through pain to wisdom, through suffering to strength. Our phone call
brought them to the surface.

It was late when I got home, but when I did, I put some of those
thoughts in a letter to Walker. He wrote back. One letter followed
another. We talked a lot. We kept writing.

This book is an edited set of those letters. They are letters to my
friend. But while his story is unique, what he’s up against—Iloss, fear, a
search for purpose—is not. In fact, what he’s up against is universal.
So, with my friend’s blessing—but with his name changed to protect
his privacy—I’ve collected these letters on resilience in the hope that
they might benefit you too.



LETTER 1

Your Frontline

Walker,

You told me you cleared your house last week. You got up around 0300,
grabbed a pistol, and went from room to room, closet to closet, crevice to
crevice, checking . . . for what, you weren’t sure.

Nobody was in the house, of course.

You’ve been doing that a couple of times a month. You’ve been waking
up in puddles of sweat. It would be tempting—very tempting—to imagine
that you’re just having bad dreams. It would be even more tempting to slap
a medical diagnosis on what’s going on and to let some doctor pump you
full of pills.

But you are my friend, and it’s not some nightmare memory of war that’s
really the problem, and you know it.

The problems at night may have a little to do with the past, but they have
a lot more to do with what you are choosing to do in the present.

You’re home now, and for the first time in your life, you don’t know what
you’re aiming at. You tried the concrete business. It went well for a while
and then blew up.

Before, you’d been a Navy SEAL. You were one of the world’s elite
commandos. You rolled out of bed every day with a sense of purpose, a
meaningful mission in front of you, and a team around you. You could walk
with your head held high. Now you’ve been diagnosed with a disorder,
you’re unemployed, you’re surrounded by friends like the marine who is
talking about “painting the ceiling with his brains,” and all the while you’re
passing the weekends with your cooler full of beer. You didn’t call me until
you’d been arrested, and now you’re looking at the prospect of having your
kids come visit you in jail.

So what do you do?

As a Navy SEAL, you understood the word “frontline” to mean the place
where you met the enemy.

The frontline was where battles were fought and fates decided. The
frontline was a place of fear, struggle, and suffering. It was also a place



where victories were won, where friendships of a lifetime were forged in
hardship. It was a place where we lived with a sense of purpose.

But “frontline” isn’t just a military term. You have a frontline in your life
now. In fact, everyone has a place where they encounter fear, where they
struggle, suffer, and face hardship. We all have battles to fight.

And it’s often in those battles that we are most alive: it’s on the frontlines
of our lives that we earn wisdom, create joy, forge friendships, discover
happiness, find love, and do purposeful work. If you want to win any
meaningful kind of victory, you’ll have to fight for it.

We did a lot of hard stuff together. We also had a lot of fun. This’ll be the
same. You have a lot more to do than read a letter: you have to raise two
children (with a third on the way), find direction in your life, support your
family. You have some day-after-day, hard-sweating work in front of you.
My hope is that if I put some of these thoughts on paper, they’ll help you on
this new frontline.

And before we start, I want you to know that you are one of the best
people I’ve ever known. I’m not telling you that to blow smoke or to puff
you up if you’re reading this late at night and are feeling down. I’m telling
you because I love you, and if somebody has a better heart or a deeper
devotion to friends and family than you, I haven’t met him. You inspired me
when we were in training, and you’ve motivated me to write down these
thoughts. Your wife is lucky to have you as a husband, your kids are lucky
to have you as a father, and I am lucky to have you as a friend.

I’'m disappointed that you aren’t living as fully as you can. I’'m
disappointed that all of your gifts—your tough energy, your street-smart,
solid intelligence, your kind heart, your vision, your belief in the power of
other people—have been lying fallow for too long. The world is a poorer
place because you aren’t fully in it.

The world needs what you have to offer. But because you’ve been
wrestling with these demons and have been churned and turned and
knocked around by your own pain—by the resistance that you’ve put in
your own path—we’re all weaker for it. And that, my friend, is bull. You’re
capable of more than you’re living right now.

I’'m hoping that as we knock these letters back and forth, they’ll help you
turn the pain you experience into the strength, wisdom, and joy you
deserve.



It’s all about resilience.

Resilience is the virtue that enables people to move through hardship and
become better. No one escapes pain, fear, and suffering. Yet from pain can
come wisdom, from fear can come courage, from suffering can come
strength—if we have the virtue of resilience.

People have known this for thousands of years. But today a lot of this
ancient wisdom goes unheeded.

In my work with other veterans who have overcome injuries and loss—
the loss of limbs, the loss of comrades, the loss of purpose—I have heard
one thing over and over again: their moments of darkness often led, in time,
to their days of greatest growth.

You can be tough on civilians, on people who “don’t understand” what
you’ve been through. But the battlefield isn’t the only place where people
suffer. Hardship hits in a million places. And lots of people, including your
neighbors, have suffered more than any soldier, and they’ve done so with
none of your training, with no unit around them, with no hospital to care for
them, and sometimes with no community to support them.

And when those people reflect on their suffering, they often uncover a
similar truth: that struggle helped them to build deep reservoirs of strength.

Not all growth happens this way. But a great deal of our growth does
come when we put our shoulder into what’s painful. We choose to, or have
to, step beyond the margins of our past experience and do something hard
and new.

Of course fear does not automatically lead to courage. Injury does not
necessarily lead to insight. Hardship will not automatically make us better.
Pain can break us or make us wiser. Suffering can destroy us or make us
stronger. Fear can cripple us, or it can make us more courageous.
It is resilience that makes the difference.

When people try to help other people, they often promise that they have
“new secrets” based on some revolutionary trick or the “latest scientific
research.” It’s true that current science has confirmed centuries-old insights
into resilience. But I don’t have any such promises. In fact, the only thing I
can promise you is that these letters will be imperfect.



Some of what I’ll share with you are old insights, often from people who
lived in another time altogether. I'll also share a few stories from my own
battles and from the great teachers and role models I met along the way.
The insights are often old because resilience is a virtue as old as human
existence. Since the beginning of recorded history, people have recognized
it as essential to human flourishing. For at least three thousand years,
people have been thinking and learning about how we become resilient—
how we make ourselves, our children, our families, our units, and our
communities stronger and wiser as we move through pain and hardship.

A lot of this, then, will strike you as common sense. But that’s the nature
of common sense: it’s built from ideas that have stood time’s test. These
ideas are accessible to all of us, and they live from one generation to the
next.

What worked for us in the SEAL teams, what works for Olympic athletes,
what worked for the Greeks two thousand five hundred years ago—much of
it is the same stuff, directed at the same human questions. How do you
focus your mind, control your stress, and excel under pressure? How do you
work through fear and build courage? How do you overcome defeat and
rise above obstacles? How do you adapt to adversity?

These are universal questions. Everyone has to answer them. We answer
them with practical wisdom, and that wisdom surrounds us. It is embedded
in our language, our art, our literature, our philosophy, our history, our
religion. But in an age of distraction, we’ve lost touch with practical
wisdom. Our wealth of common sense fails to become common practice.

Two thousand five hundred years ago, a soldier-poet wrote this:
Even in our sleep, pain that cannot forget
falls drop by drop upon the heart,
and in our own despite, against our will,
comes wisdom to us by the awful grace of God.

—AESCHYLUS

Aeschylus was an Athenian soldier who fought at the battle of Marathon.
At Marathon, he and his fellow citizens—the elite troops of their day—



repelled the greatest foreign invasion that Greece had ever seen. When
Aeschylus wrote about pain—the hard life of a soldier, or the anguish of
those he leaves behind—he wrote from experience. Listen to these words he
put into the mouth of a Greek soldier just returned from ten years of war:

Our beds right up against the enemy walls.

Rain from the sky, dew from the ground soaking us perpetually,
rotting our clothes, filling our hair with vermin.

I could tell you stories of winter so cold it killed the birds in the air.

Hard beds, soaked clothing, hair full of vermin—Aeschylus did not have
to learn about them from a book. He lived them. He did not romanticize
what it meant to go to war because he had been to war. Aeschylus knew
what it meant to live on the frontline.

He knew, in other words, that life is not easy and never has been. And
just as he was unwilling to glorify war, he was unwilling to romanticize
what it means to grow in wisdom. He knew how much it cost. And he
believed the cost worth paying.

Aeschylus knew—and you and I have to remind ourselves and teach our
children—that human beings can turn hardship into wisdom because we are
born with the capacity for resilience, and we can make ourselves more
resilient through practice.

To be resilient—to build a full and meaningful life of strength, wisdom,
and joy—is not easy. But it’s not complicated. We can all do it. To get there,
it’s not enough to want to be resilient or to think about being resilient. We
have to choose to live a resilient life.

When we’re struggling, we don’t need a book in our hands. We need the
right words in our minds. When things are tough, a mantra does more good
than a manifesto.

I’m going to try to divide each letter into brief thoughts. And I’'m going
to try to divide each thought further still until we get to some tightly wound
common sense that can be easily carried.

And on that note, if you find anything of value here, make it yours. The
value isn’t that a particular person said it or wrote it, but that you can use it.

So scribble notes in the margins. Underline. Highlight. Write down where
you disagree and write me back. Think about your own life as you read.



The point, after all, is not just to read. The point is to read in a way that
leads to better thinking, and to think in a way that leads to better living.

And because you’re my friend, there’s one thing I want to share with you
before we start down this path. It’s relevant to our friendship, and relevant
also to what we are trying to do now.

You know that when we were going through BUD/S, the most grueling
part of SEAL training, I was married. You may not know that by the time
you saw me in San Diego I was divorced.

Things weren’t going well when I was in BUD/S, and after a brutal day
of training, I often tried to race home and set things straight. I still feel
guilty about that. I think I could have been a better officer in BUD/S if 1
hadn’t felt the panicked pull of home the way I did then. Sometimes my
mind just wasn’t right. I’m sorry about that.

I won’t bore you with all the unhappy details here, but on Christmas,
2002, I came home to an empty house and just collapsed. Thank God for
work. I’d get out of bed, get a uniform on, and get in on time. When I came
home, I’d often fall straight into bed, and for the life of me I couldn’t get
out of it until the next morning.

Trash piled up in the kitchen. The dishes went unwashed. I never
seriously thought about killing myself, but I was so ashamed. When I look
back on that year of my life . . . there’s almost nothing there.

In time, I found some good in that experience. In a very practical way, it
made me a better officer and a better leader. When I had a guy wake me up
in the middle of the night in the Philippines because his wife said she was
leaving him, or when one of my guys in Iraq had a kid diagnosed with
autism back home—well, I think I understood better what they were facing,
and I hope that helped me to be of more help to them.

Now a husband and a father, I think I’m more solid and more grateful in
ways I might not have been had I never been hurt so badly.

On a deeper, maybe you’d call it a more spiritual, level, the whole
experience made me more empathetic. I’d seen a lot of tragedy before that
time. I’d worked with refugees in Bosnia and Rwanda, with slum dwellers
in India, with children of the street in Bolivia, with kids who’d been hit by
land mines in Cambodia. I think I was compassionate before, and I'd
always tried to be understanding. Yet even after being so close to misery in
so many different places, on some level I still thought of most people’s



struggles as man against the world, rather than man against the self. But
when you’re in bed and not tired and it’s bright outside and you can’t seem
to get your feet on the floor, you start to see that a lot of our most important
battles are the ones we fight for self-mastery.

Now, in comparison with what so many other people have suffered, I find
it a little embarrassing that something like this knocked me down so hard
and kept me on my ass for so long. But there it is.

Other things have been hard. I’ve lost fights, some of them physical. Like
you, I’ve lost friends. I’ve failed dozens of times to be the leader, friend,
husband, son, cousin, boss, and brother that I know I can be. But for all of
that, I don’t know that I’ve ever been knocked down as hard as the day I
walked into that empty apartment and collapsed on the floor.

I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. But in retrospect, I can see some good in
it. It’s made me stronger and better in a dozen ways.

I’ve been fortunate in other ways as well. I’ve been able to learn from
great examples of resilience: refugees who survived genocide, other Navy
SEALSs who endured the hardest military training in the world, wounded
veterans who have rebuilt purposeful lives in the face of devastating
wounds. The things I talk about in these letters are strategies I’ve used in
my own life, strategies I’ve seen others use, and I know how much they can
help.

We all need resilience to live a fulfilling life. With resilience, you’ll be
more prepared to take on challenges, to develop your talents, skills, and
abilities so that you can live with more purpose and more joy.

I hope something here can help you to become stronger. I look forward to
walking with you on this path.



LETTER 2

Why Resilience?

Of all the virtues we can learn, no trait is more useful, more essential
for survival, and more likely to improve the quality of life than the
ability to transform adversity into an enjoyable challenge.

—MIHALY CSIKSZENTMIHALYI

Walker,

Resilience is the key to a well-lived life. If you want to be happy, you
need resilience. If you want to be successful, you need resilience. You need
resilience because you can’t have happiness, success, or anything else worth
having without meeting hardship along the way.

To master a skill, to build an enterprise, to pursue any worthy endeavor—
simply to live a good life—requires that we confront pain, hardship, and
fear. What is the difference between those who are defeated by hardship and
those who are sharpened by it? Between those who are broken by pain and
those who are made wiser by it?

To move through pain to wisdom, through fear to courage, through
suffering to strength, requires resilience.

The benefits of struggling—of being challenged, afraid, pained, confused
—are so precious that if they could be bottled, people would pay dearly for
them.

But they can’t be bottled. And if you want the wisdom, the strength, the
clarity, the courage that can come from struggle, the price is clear: you have
to endure the struggle first.

2

You bear your struggles. And because they are borne by you, they can feel
pressing and heavy to you in a way that they are for no one else.

But you have to remember that while they are yours, they are not unique.
Your struggles are very much like the struggles of those who went before
you, and they are very much like the struggles of those who will come after



you. Every human being from the beginning of time has suffered pain and
hardship, difficulty and doubt.

And in the record of mankind’s struggles our forebears have left clues in
stories and philosophies and poems and plays and paintings and songs.

I like the way Nietzsche put it: look at those works “as experimental
laboratories in which . . . recipes for the art of living have been thoroughly
practiced and lived to the hilt. The results of all their experiments belong to
us, as our legitimate property.”

All of this wisdom belongs to us. It doesn’t belong to experts or
professional scholars or people who spend their days reading books. It
belongs to any one of us who is willing to go out and get it.

This wisdom comes from Aeschylus and Aristotle and Homer and
Confucius and Montaigne and many more. It’s in the Psalms and in ancient
Greek tragic plays. I’'m drawing on them not because wisdom becomes
wiser when it has a famous name attached to it, but because these people
came by their wisdom the way the rest of us do: by acting in the world, by
struggling, and by reflecting on their struggles.

They fought, worried, prayed, got involved in politics, scraped to find
work, lost people they loved, got sick, got injured, tried not to fear death. If
the wisdom they brought back from their struggles was extraordinary, the
struggles themselves were ordinary—your basic rubber-meets-the-road stuff
of life. It’s not too different from what you’ve been through, Walker.

I can’t speak for Aeschylus or Epictetus or Aristotle. But I am convinced
of this: they would have hated having their wisdom confined to classrooms
and textbooks. This is wisdom about how to live. And it’s your property as
much as anyone’s. It is yours. Take it. Use it.

“Culture” was originally a word for the tilling and tending of the land.
Later, people made an analogy and suggested that you could cultivate
yourself. So culture also came to mean the things that you could see, listen
to, read, learn, try, and practice in order to make yourself better and to live a
fuller life. A great scholar wrote that “the desire for culture is innate.” We
all want to touch and taste and hear and see the things that can make our
lives richer.

One of the things that was most striking to me in the military was how
many very smart people had been made to feel dumb as they became adults.



At some point in their lives they’d tried to cultivate their minds and found a
giant stop sign reading You’re Not Smart Enough to Enter Here. Their
response was, “Well, then screw you.” And the absurd result was that they
walked around mouthing abstract grudges against “professors” or “book
learning” or “colleges,” and all the while they’ve got a book of Seamus
Heaney’s poems next to their rack, stashed under a stack of porn.

We can do better. Everyone can learn. We can all cultivate our character.
People of action require a sound mind and a strong will as much as a
healthy body. “Any nation that draws too great a distinction between its
scholars and its warriors will have its thinking done by cowards and its
fighting done by fools.”

We all need courage and wisdom. Compassion and strength. We don’t
look back because life was better in the time of Aeschylus. In fact, in
almost every way, life is better today. But to realize the potential of the
present, we need to heed the wisdom of the past.

Whatever struggle we have gone through remains, at heart, a human
struggle. When we see our struggles in the stories of those who have gone
before us, we feel less alone. We begin to see that there are sources of
wisdom all around us.

When we first talked, I told you to get a copy of Homer’s Odyssey. Along
with the Iliad, it’s the first piece of literature in the Western world. It tells of
the journey of a man coming home from war: the beasts that threaten him,
the women who tempt him, the gods who curse him, the suitors who plague
his house, the friends he meets along the way.

I’ve never seen anyone more moved by the Odyssey than my friend
Mike, who served with me in Iraq. When Mike came home to a life without
purpose and without direction, one of his friends committed suicide. Mike
picked up Homer, and he discovered that, as long as there has been war,
warriors have found the journey home, the journey back to normal, as
trying as battle itself.

People have walked this path for thousands of years. They’ve earned
wisdom, and it’s waiting for you.

-3



At the same time, we have to be clear about what you can and can’t expect
from a guy like Homer. Homer wrote the Odyssey about Odysseus’s
struggle. There’s a lot you can learn from it, but you aren’t a Greek soldier
coming home from Troy on a wooden warship. Homer can offer you
insight, perspective, reflection. But you are going to have to live your
answer to your own life.

You know how, at the end of a book or a magazine article about training,
the author sometimes lays out a sample training plan that tells you how
many miles to run each day and what kinds of exercises to perform? Well,
there’s no training program at the end of the Odyssey. And there’ll be no
training program here.

Sometimes I’ll suggest and even insist on specific exercises that we
might do. But since I’ve been home, I’ve learned from working with
hundreds of veterans that no one can build your resilience for you. I can
point you in a certain direction, maybe draw you a map and give you some
ideas. I can’t carry you where you need to go.

For this to work, you’re going to have to take what you learn and build
your own program for your own life. No one can do that for you.

When Aristotle gave his great talks on the nature of the good life, which
were collected as the Nicomachean Ethics, he began by making one thing
clear: there is no simple equation for the good life. The discussion can only
be as precise as the subject matter allows.

Aristotle’s students were asking for rules, formulas, guarantees. He told
them there was no such thing: “We shall be satisfied to indicate the truth
roughly and in outline, since our subject and our premises are things that
hold good usually . . . The educated person seeks exactness in each area to
the extent that the nature of the subject allows.”

Math is a subject that allows for precision. If I ask you “What’s seven
times seven?” you know the exact answer: forty-nine.

But what if I ask you “How do you deal with fear?”

Life—and the subject of resilience—rarely allows for perfect precision.
Real life is messy. Attacking your fear can lead to courage, but there is no
equation for courage, no recipe for courage. It gets mixed up with anger and
anxiety, with love and panic.

This isn’t an excuse for sloppy thinking: the virtues have been the subject
of rigorous, disciplined thought from before Aristotle to today. But when



the question is “How do we live a resilient life?” we also have to be ready
to accept ambiguity and uncertainty.

There are strategies for dealing with fear and pain. There are strategies
for building a life rooted in purposeful work. There are strategies for
building a home that is happy even when things are hard. But the strategies
won’t reach into your life and resolve your fear or your pain. You have to
live your answer.

And look, Walker, nobody’s ever going to hand you a prize for resilience.
There is no certificate. No T-shirt. (And don’t even think about a tattoo.)
There will be no line to mark the point in your life at which you “got”
resilience.

With resilience, you and I are not in search of an achievement, but a way
of being.

Remember all of this when you go to live your own answer. You demand
a lot from yourself. In this case, you’re going to need to be patient, even
kind to yourself.

You won’t be able to judge most of what you do by a standard of
imperfect or perfect. Usually our standard will simply be worse or better.

But better sounds good, doesn’t it?

— 4

A masterful warrior carries everything she needs and no more, just as a
masterful painter uses all of the paint that she needs and no more, and a
master chef uses all of the ingredients that she needs and no more. In the
same way, a masterful philosopher will use all of the words that she needs
and no more.

I am not a mountain climber, but a few years ago I had the idea that I might
want to climb seriously, so I started to read and to train. I’ve climbed a few
glacier-covered mountains in the northwestern United States with
professionals. One of the things that you learn from professional climbers is
the discipline of packing well.

Tools are helpful when you climb. Your sleeping bag provides warmth,
your lantern provides light, and your gloves provide protection. Lose your



footing and your ax can save your life. Every tool has a purpose, and almost
any tool can be helpful.

Every tool also has weight.

Standing at sea level, an ax in your hand feels like a feather. At twelve
thousand feet, hours from the summit, an extra pound in your pack feels
like an anvil.

In the same way, words have value. The right words can right your
balance. The right words can light your way. But words also have weight.
In our life and work, we have to carry what is essential, and leave much of
the rest behind.

In these letters I’ve tried to strip these thoughts to their bare essentials.
You’ll decide which ones are worth packing for your journey.

— 5

One of the most famous scholars of the ancient world—and, I think, one of
the most insightful—was Edith Hamilton. This passage is from her to you.
“When the world is storm-driven and the bad that happens and the worse
that threatens are so urgent as to shut out everything else from view, then
we need to know all the strong fortresses of the spirit which men have built
through the ages. The eternal perspectives are being blotted out, and our
judgment of immediate issues will go wrong unless we bring them back.”

I want to call your attention to one of Hamilton’s phrases: “fortresses of
the spirit.” Cut off from the wisdom of the past, we can feel overwhelmed
by the incessant clatter of the present. But look: those who went before us
left us a gift.

— 66—

A truly new and original book would be one which made people love
old truths.

—MARQUIS DE VAUVENARGUES (1715-1747)

One of the good things about BUD/S, about training in and around the
ocean, about having to swim fifty meters underwater or having someone rip



your mask from your face and turn off your tanks when you are swimming
deep, is that it gives you a healthy appreciation for oxygen.

Surrounded by oxygen, we rarely notice it, though we desperately need
it. At a moment of exhaustion, we take a long, deep breath and we feel
better. Try it now. True?

The same can be said for wisdom. We are surrounded by an abundance of
wisdom that, if not as close as air, is almost as accessible.

Seneca was a Roman philosopher who wrote down his thoughts on living
in letters to his friend Lucilius. The problem, Seneca was told, was that a lot
of his advice was, well, obvious.

Seneca had a great response: “People say: “‘What good does it do to point
out the obvious?’ A great deal of good; for we sometimes know facts
without paying attention to them. Advice . . . merely engages the attention
and rouses us, and concentrates the memory, and keeps it from losing its
grip. We miss much that is set before our eyes.”

If a piece of wisdom has survived for generations—if it has helped make
sense of lives separated by vast distances of time and space—that’s a sign
that it works. The new has no special claim on the true. As you read through
these letters, you’ll find that I haven’t “uncovered” a secret formula or
“revealed” a hidden way. Instead, I’m just trying to direct your attention to
the wisdom about resilience that is already all around us.

7

So now, step back with me for a minute as I try to explain what we’re doing
here together.

These letters, the back-and-forth, the discussions, this is philosophy.

Today we think of philosophy as something that happens in a classroom
and nowhere else. We think of philosophy as a discipline of sitting and
thinking, reading and arguing. But there was a time when philosophy was
more than just talk.

During the Golden Age of Greece, philosophers were less interested in
sitting and thinking. They were more interested in thinking and living. As a
practical matter, the Greeks usually did not “read” philosophy in the way
that you are reading this letter—silently and to yourself. Reading
philosophy meant reading aloud to others; practicing philosophy meant
living in a community.



The emphasis was not on the words alone, but on the effect of the words.
Did a philosopher help people to examine their lives? Did that examination
lead to happiness, to flourishing, to meaning? If it did, it worked. If it
didn’t, then it didn’t matter how clever the words were.

Of the ancients who practiced this kind of life, one of my favorites is
Epictetus, who started life as a slave and ended it as the wisest philosopher
of his day. Here’s what he told his students about what they were trying to
do together: “A carpenter does not come up to you and say, ‘Listen to me
discourse about the art of carpentry,” but he makes a contract for a house
and builds it . . . Do the same thing yourself. Eat like a man, drink like a
man . . . get married, have children, take part in civic life, learn how to put
up with insults, and tolerate other people.”

The test of a philosophy is simple: does it lead people to live better lives?
If not, the philosophy fails. If so, it succeeds. Philosophy used to mean
developing ideas about a life worth living, and then living that life. It still
can.

The intention in reading and thinking and living this way is not so much to
build an argument as it is to open a door. There is no fancy talk here,
nothing that requires any specialized knowledge to understand. Philosophy
can be done in what my high school English teacher Barbara Osburg used
to call “simple nickel words.”

Philosophy should speak to the worries of ordinary people. And good
philosophy—hard, clear thinking—will address ordinary things in an
insightful way. It will show us new possibilities for living.

—8—

The question is not whether you have a philosophy. Everyone has a
philosophy. Some people live the philosophy, “I’m going to accumulate as
much money as I can before I die.” Some people live the philosophy, “I’ve
gotten good at one thing, and I don’t want to try anything new.” Some
people live the philosophy, “I’m going to keep my head down and not upset
anyone.”

Of course, when you spell it out like that, a philosophy can look a little
ridiculous. But that’s the point—we learn a lot about the philosophies we’re
living if we spell them out. Ridiculous philosophies, dishonest philosophies,



destructive philosophies have their tightest hold on us when they’re
invisible.

Then there are philosophies that work, that produce what they’re
supposed to produce: real happiness. Thoreau said that the best philosophies
“solve some of the problems of life, not only theoretically, but practically.”
We can tell a philosophy is working, he said, if it produces “a life of
simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and trust.”

The question is, are you aware of the philosophy you have—the
assumptions, beliefs, and ideas that drive your actions? Are you aware of
the way those assumptions, beliefs, and ideas add up to shape your life?
Can they stand exposure to the light of day?

—9

The worst form of stress is an absence of stress, because the feeling
that there is no life before death gives rise to a despairing feeling of
emptiness in the face of the void.

—BORIS CYRULNIK

There are a few things that human beings must do to live well: breathe,
sleep, drink, eat, and love. To this list I’d add: struggle. We need challenges
to master and problems to solve.

If we are trapped in a life where everything is provided for us, our minds
fail to grow, our relationships atrophy, and our spirits deteriorate.

We can last only a few weeks without food, only a few days without sleep
or water, only a few minutes without oxygen. Without oxygen, sleep, water,
and food, our minds and bodies begin to break down. If we go without any
of these for too long, we die.

I believe it’s also true that without some sense of meaningful struggle in
our lives, something inside us begins to break down, a part of us begins to
die. Yet it’s amazing how adaptable human beings can be. When we are
kept from doing hard and meaningful work (perhaps by living in a prison of
idle comfort, by drinking to excess, or by spending endless hours in front of
video games or the Internet), people still find ways to eke out an existence.
In the long run, though, deprivation of purpose is as destructive as



deprivation of sleep. Without purpose, we can survive—but we cannot
flourish.

When I was twenty, I lived and worked in a Bosnian refugee camp. All
the refugees had seen brutality and destruction. They had lost everything
they ever owned. Many had lost friends and family. And now they were
trapped in a camp, living in shacks, feeding on bread and rumors. Everyone
suffered. Because I was young, there was a lot that I probably didn’t see
accurately, and there was certainly a lot that I didn’t know. But I was struck
by one thing. It seemed that the people who were doing best in the camp
were often the parents and grandparents of very young children. They knew
that they had to wake up every day and be strong for someone else.

The people who had the hardest time were the young adults and older
teenagers. They felt that their lives had been cut short. They woke up every
day with no prospects for a job or for school. Marriage seemed to make
little sense. I remember them at a party in the camp’s common room:
downing their beers and then smashing the bottles on the concrete floor.
The war had made them aimless, and aimlessness hurts.

The teenagers who were doing the best were often those who found
something else to do. They volunteered in the kindergarten or coached the
youngest kids as they played soccer.

The people who did the best, in other words, found a way to live for
something at a time when a lot of people around them didn’t know why
they were alive at all.

Would you spend a weekend in the backyard with a cooler full of beer if
you knew that your neighbors needed you? You told me yourself that when
you started coaching you began to see more clearly and to live more
cleanly. You need to be needed. Everyone does. You need a worthy struggle
in your life.

And look, Walker, this isn’t a problem just for refugees or for you. In the
most prosperous moment in human history, tens of millions of people fail to
flourish for lack of noble work to do, for lack of meaningful, hard,
struggling engagement with the world.

We all need something to struggle against and to struggle for. The aim in
life is not to avoid struggles, but to have the right ones; not to avoid worry,
but to care about the right things; not to live without fear, but to confront
worthy fears with force and passion.



One of the reasons you are suffering right now is precisely because the
purpose of your struggle is unclear. What are you working toward? What
are you fighting for? Who are you going to be?

These are big questions, and you can’t answer them quickly or glibly. But
if you want to live a flourishing life, you will have to answer them. That’s
where philosophy can help.

What you will become is a result of what you are willing to endure. Are

you willing to work hard? To think hard? I know that you are. You always
have been.



LETTER 3

What Is Resilience?

There are some things which cannot be learned quickly, and time,
which is all we have, must be paid heavily for their acquiring.

—FERNEST HEMINGWAY

Walker,

I want to share a story written by a fellow veteran named Sophocles.

The Trojan War was the great war of the ancient Greek world, and at its
beginning, thousands of warships set sail to assault the city of Troy. On the
way, the Greeks stopped to rest on the island of Chryse. Sophocles wrote a
play about what happened there, and about the struggles of a man named
Philoctetes.

Philoctetes was a great archer, blessed with a magical bow that never
missed its mark. But at Chryse, he stepped by accident onto ground that was
sacred to the gods and a venomous snake bit his foot. His wound was no
ordinary wound. It festered and rotted and gave off a smell so foul that
other men could not stand to be near Philoctetes. His wound would not heal.

Odysseus ordered his men to row Philoctetes to a nearby deserted island
and abandon him there. The army set sail for war. Over the next ten years,
Philoctetes remained stranded on the island with a wound that never healed.
The pain was unrelenting and at times so sharp that he lost consciousness.

Alone and forgotten, Philoctetes brooded over his wound and cursed his
former friends.

In those same ten years, Odysseus and his warriors fought at Troy, but
even after all of their struggle, the war remained at a stalemate. They
consulted a prophet who predicted that the Greeks would remain powerless
to win without Philoctetes and his weapon.

Odysseus and a select unit returned to the deserted island with a simple
mission: get the bow and Philoctetes back. They found Philoctetes still
wounded and bitter, and they begged him to sail with them to Troy.

Enraged by his abandonment, Philoctetes refuses to help. He wants only
to go home to Greece, to be healed and left alone. At the moment Odysseus



is about to give up, Heracles—once a hero and now a god—appears from
the sky. He commands Philoctetes to fulfill his destiny:

Be certain that to you too it is owed to suffer this—
to make your life glorious after and through these labors.

Heracles tells Philoctetes that only if he lets go of his grudge and joins
the Greeks at Troy can he be healed.

Philoctetes chooses. He and Odysseus set sail—and eventually, as the
prophecy promised, the Trojan War was won.

Sophocles, who handed down this story, was more than a playwright. Like
Aeschylus, his older countryman, Sophocles had known war. So had the
people in his audiences. And when the Athenian audience came to hear the
retelling of the story in their open-air theater at sunrise—the time when
tragedies were traditionally performed—the spectators surely heard echoes
of their own sacrifices, and of the wounds that they and those they loved
had suffered.

The Athenians honored Sophocles for his ability to depict it all with such
honesty. After one of his most popular plays, they elected him to the office
of strategos, a very important post in Athens, which brought with it the
responsibility of leading troops in battle.

Perhaps this was simply a vote for a celebrity. But perhaps it also
reflected something deeper: the understanding that someone who could
write with such wisdom about the hardships of war and the responsibilities
of community could also lead with wisdom.

What is the wisdom in Philoctetes, a play Sophocles wrote toward the end
of a long life? We cannot hope to be victorious if we abandon those who are
wounded. As the poet Robert Bly wrote about this play, “The wounded man
knows something.” When Odysseus abandons Philoctetes, he abandons the
very person he needs to win the war.

In Philoctetes we find a man who, despite his pain, still has something
powerful to offer, something that will redeem his countrymen.

Sophocles’s play is not a fairy tale; it’s a complicated, messy work of art.
But I take two things from it.



First, as a community, we cannot abandon our wounded. They still have
something to offer—perhaps the very thing we need.

Second, our wounds and mistreatment—whether the ten-year
abandonment of Philoctetes or the much smaller wounds of our lives—do
not wipe out our obligation to serve. Being hurt by life does not diminish
our duty to others. Even wounded and mistreated, we owe to others the
labor that can make our lives glorious.

And keep in mind the one thing Philoctetes did during his ten years of
pain: he stayed alive. Suicide isn’t what warriors do, because the first
purpose of the warrior is to protect others; suicide makes that impossible. In
suicide, we take our pain, multiply it by ten, and hand it to everyone who
loves us. What was hurting us becomes hell for them. There is something
selfish about this.

This is hard to write, Walker. I’ve known some veterans who have
committed suicide, and you’ve known a few too. I say this not because I
want to criticize the dead, but because I want to help you. Suicide is not
what warriors do.

-2

There is only one road to true human greatness:
the road through suffering.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN

So, Walker, you remember in BUD/S when we all had to pass the Dive
Physics test? Remember how a group of us used to stay back in the
classroom and study, eating MREs while the rest of the class ran to lunch?
At night we’d study in the barracks. A lot of guys were more afraid of the
equations than they were of the ocean.

One of my proudest moments in BUD/S was when every person in our
class passed the Dive Physics test. The instructors went back and checked
the records. They couldn’t find a class in BUD/S history that had ever done
that.

So forgive the bragging. But I’'m proud of that. We took something that
looked complicated and made it simple so that all of our friends could be
successful.



I want to dig up some physics again.

When people hear the word “resilience,” they often think of “bouncing
back.” How many times have you heard that phrase?

And whether we know it or not, when we think “bouncing back,” we’re
thinking physics. When Isaac Newton published his great work on
mathematics and physics, the Principia Mathematica, in 1687, he did more
than explain some of the fundamental laws of the universe. He also set off
something of a physics fad: suddenly everyone wanted their thinking to be
as logical, as precise, and as clear as Newton’s. If there were laws that ruled
the orbits of the planets, surely there had to be laws that explained the
human mind, human actions, and human societies.

The problem is that most of life just isn’t as black and white as
Newtonian physics. And trying to treat human beings like variables in an
equation leads to some bad thinking.

You can still see the influence of this hunger for the precision of physics
if you look up “resilience” in the Merriam-Webster dictionary. One of the
first definitions you’ll find is this: “capability of a strained body to recover
its size and shape after deformation, especially if the strain is caused by
compressive stresses—called also elastic resilience.”

Resilience as elasticity. That’s a physics definition, but when most people
think of resilience as it applies to humans, they still have some variation of
this definition in their minds. They think that resilience means “recovery”
or “bouncing back” after stress. They think that resilient people are the
same before and after hardship.

If we limit our understanding of resilience to this idea of bouncing back,
we miss much of what hardship, pain, and suffering offer us. We also
misunderstand our basic human capacity to change and improve.

Life’s reality is that we cannot bounce back. We cannot bounce back
because we cannot go back in time to the people we used to be. The parent
who loses a child never bounces back. The nineteen-year-old marine who
sails for war is gone forever, even if he returns. “What’s done cannot be
undone,” and some of what life does to us is harsh.

You aren’t going to be the same man you were before your brother died.
Your parents aren’t going to be the same parents. You know that there is no
bouncing back. There is only moving through.

Fortunately, to be resilient we don’t need to go back in time.



What happens to us becomes part of us. Resilient people do not bounce
back from hard experiences; they find healthy ways to integrate them into
their lives.

In time, people find that great calamity met with great spirit can create
great strength.

Here’s one other way that thinking about physics leads to sloppy thinking
about life:

We know that physical objects in our lives tend to come to rest when
they’re overcome by friction. Strike a cue ball as hard as you want, and it
still eventually putters to a stop. It’s natural to think of ourselves in the
same way, to imagine human beings as objects that eventually, even
naturally, come to rest. And when we’re not at rest—when we’re struggling,
agitated, anxious—we think that something must be wrong.

But in human life there is no state of rest. Children grow as they sleep.
Our bodies—themselves host to tens of thousands of microscopic cells and
other living organisms that live and die every day—are in a constant state of
activity. At “rest,” we are still aging; at “rest,” our minds are organizing our
memories. When we exercise, it’s the period of recovery—time that looks
like rest—in which our muscles grow stronger.

And what is true for us as individuals is true for our community, our
country, our world. The forest does not rest, the sea does not rest. The
ground beneath us is always moving, shifting, even if we are not aware of
it. Your life moves forever in time.

So why this long discussion about rest?

Just to make this simple point: when pain hits you, it hits a moving target.
And since you’re already moving, what will change is not so much your
state as your trajectory.

Don’t expect a time in your life when you’ll be free from change, free
from struggle, free from worry. To be resilient, you must understand that
your objective is not to come to rest, because there is no rest. Your objective
is to use what hits you to change your trajectory in a positive direction.
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In Cambodia, I watched girls who’d lost limbs to land mines walk miles on
prosthetic legs. I saw young girls who were survivors of polio, whose legs
were bent and weak and shriveled, stand up in orthotics and walk proudly.
The disease hadn’t taken their dignity or their determination.

Most of those girls came from families who lived on less than one dollar
per day and were growing up in a culture where the disabled are often
viewed as a burden. The world had hammered those girls with hardship, but
they didn’t make any excuses.

I read a little Hemingway in high school—The Old Man and the Sea, the
short story “Hills Like White Elephants”—the usual stuff. At the end of
college, a year or two before I went to Cambodia, I dove deep into
Hemingway. I think I read everything he wrote. Everything. I read his
famous novels and his bad novels. I even read his very bad poems. I read
his books on hunting and bullfighting and war. I read the violence and the
allusions to sex, and I liked the simple, direct, disciplined language that he
used in his early work. I liked the way he wrote about food.

Like a lot of young guys, I was attracted to the macho in Hemingway, to
the adventure. I can still picture one trout-fishing scene where a guy
plunges his arm into an icy river. But the more I read and the older I got,
what made Hemingway endure for me was his compassionate sense for the
struggle in every good life. And when I saw those girls in Cambodia, it
reminded me of this: “The world breaks every one and afterward many are
strong at the broken places.”

That line of Hemingway’s is famous for good reason. What sticks in most
people’s minds is the phrase “strong at the broken places.”

It’s also important to remember his qualifier: many. Not all.

Not all of us are strong at the broken places. To be strong at the broken
places is to be resilient. Being broken, by itself, does not make us better.

Hardship can create a helpless person or a heroic one. Some people are
made stronger by suffering. Others are defeated. The difference is
resilience. So now let’s consider what separates those who are weakened by
hardship from those who are strengthened by it.

— 4



Resilience begins with you, Walker. It would be easy to pass over this point
too quickly.

Too often, when we talk about the challenges we face, that our children
face, that our coworkers and colleagues and friends and fellow citizens face,
we begin with a description of the world. We name and describe all the
things that have contributed to our difficulties. What we usually overlook
(or ignore) is what we have done to contribute to our situation. To put it
another way, at the center of everything that happens to you is you.

So let’s make an obvious point: you are the place you need to start if you
want to become stronger in the face of adversity.

5

Resilience is distinct from mere survival, and more than mere endurance.
Resilience is often endurance with direction. Where are you headed? Why
are you going there?

No one, of course, can give you your “why.” This letter certainly can’t do
that for you. You have to create your “why.”

Start by asking yourself: Where am I headed?

It’s not enough to want to be resilient. What do you want it for? What are
you enduring for? Philoctetes spent ten years marinating in his pain,
believing he had no direction. How many years will you spend marinating
in yours?

And—I know you know this—you aren’t a character in one of
Sophocles’s plays. Heracles isn’t going to come down from the heavens,
hand you a magic bow, and point you toward the right fight. Where are you
heading now? Where do you want to head?

—6—

The first step to building resilience is to take responsibility for who you are
and for your life. If you’re not willing to do that, stop wasting your time
reading this letter.

The essence of responsibility is the acceptance of the consequences—
good and bad—of your actions. You are not responsible for everything that
happens to you. You are responsible for how you deal with what happens to
you.



Even when we recognize the limits of our own power to shape the world,
we can still strive to be masters of ourselves. And that is more than enough
work to fill a whole life.

History is full of those who have tried to escape the burdens of
responsibility. At the extremes, some have even traded their freedom for
obedience to tyrants. One of my favorite streetwise philosophers, Eric
Hoffer, studied the reasons why people voluntarily give away responsibility
and join mass movements and mobs. One quote he collected came from a
young German who explained that he joined the Nazi party to be “free from
freedom.”

The desire to avoid responsibility can be overwhelming. That desire is so
great that it has fed some of the greatest epochs of tyranny and acts of
brutality the world has ever known. It is a desire so pervasive, so delicious,
that tyrants have been able to rely on it in every era of human history.
Responsibility is a heavy burden.

But responsibility also offers power. If we take responsibility for
ourselves, we become not victims, but pioneers. The victim falls prey to
fear and delights in blaming others. The pioneer forges his own path: more
difficult, but much more rewarding.

So you ask yourself: Am I willing to take responsibility for my life, in
word and in deed? If not, your chances of living a rich and fulfilling life are
almost zero. If so, you have the potential for a joyous journey ahead.

—7

Being resilient starts with a choice. Philoctetes must choose either to let his
pain consume him or to find strength in his pain and serve a purpose larger
than himself.

On all of our different frontlines, we will be faced with choices like this.
We can choose the path of excuses. On this easy path, we soon find
ourselves surrounded by the vultures that feed on excuses: blame, self-pity,
whining, wallowing. It’s a direction that leads to weakness, cowardice, and
a miserly spirit. Excuses are incompatible with excellence.

The other path is to move through pain and hardship, fear and suffering,
tragedy and trauma, so that we grow wiser and stronger. I know there are



times when you’ve chosen that path. In the face of pain, you’ve asked: Will
this break me or make me stronger? Will I get back up? Will I try again?

—8—

Resilience is a virtue. What is a virtue?

When we read the Greek philosophers, the word “virtue” shows up a lot.
The word that’s usually being translated is aréte. Aréte, however, meant
something slightly—but significantly—different from the word “virtue” as
we use it today.

Aréte really meant something closer to “excellence.” For the Greeks, no
part of life was considered “moral” life or “ethical” life. It was all simply
life. Just as a person could be excellent at running or pottery or writing
plays, he could also be excellent at making the kinds of decisions that today
we call “moral”: decisions about how a person, a family, or a community
can create and live a good life.

Even our word “virtue,” which comes from Latin, originally meant “the
excellences of a man.” Vir meant “man,” and a virtue was a character trait
that a man needed to live his life well. Today we recognize that men and
women all need certain kinds of excellences to live well. The key point is
this: a virtue is an excellence that we can develop like any other excellence.

When we think of a virtue as an excellence, it changes the way we look
at the world and at ourselves.

We begin to see that virtue is not necessarily something that we have, but
something that we practice. With practice, we may become better at
running, better at pottery, and better at writing plays. Without practice our
skills deteriorate.

Walker, you and I have done this before. We spent long hours together
learning to count our kicks in the pitch-black water of San Diego Bay. We
learned to navigate steep, briar-tangled mountains with a compass, a map,
and the stars. We spent days learning how to pull a trigger properly.

Resilience isn’t any different. Aristotle taught that we aren’t born with
virtue; we’re born with the ability to practice virtue. Practice builds habits.
Our habits are our character. When it comes to virtue, practice “makes a
very great difference—or rather, all the difference.”

You weren’t born with resilience, any more than you were born with the
ability to use a compass or aim a rifle. Resilience is an excellence we build.



We can practice it in the choices we make and the actions we take. After
enough practice, resilience becomes part of who we are.

I want to pause here to make an important point. When we understand a
virtue as an excellence that we practice, three other things will happen.

First, you will gain a great sense of power. You will recognize that you
have more ability than you thought to shape your character and, with it,
your fate.

Second, you will become more forgiving of others. Let me explain how:

Imagine a great runner. She is fast and agile. When she runs, her heart
pumps, her legs turn, her arms glide, and her feet strike the ground so
smoothly and cleanly that she seems to fly through the air. Now imagine
that on the day of an important race—after years of diligent practice and
successful competition—she blasts out of the blocks, sprints to the front of
the pack, establishes a commanding lead, and then crashes like a sack of
limbs on the track. The other runners pass her. She stumbles to regain her
footing. Maybe she’s bleeding, broken. She finishes last, or maybe not at
all.

Is she a bad runner? Of course not. She had a bad race.

The Greeks recognized that great people could fail terribly and still be
great. Wise people could sometimes be dumb. Courageous people could be
cowardly. Honest people could lie, and compassionate people could be
cruel.

Today, in a culture that should know enough to be forgiving of human
weakness, we often fail to remember that people are not great all the time.
People practice greatness. They perform with greatness. People practice
courage. They perform with courage. And then, one day, they don’t. This
does not make them cowards. It makes them human.

Third, we begin to see the power, fun, majesty, and beauty in virtue.
Virtue is not about what you deny yourself, but what you make of yourself.

In our culture, virtue is respectable, but boring. For us, virtue has come to
be associated with “not.” Virtue is about what you should not do. The
“virtuous man” is somebody you’d like to teach your kids’ Sunday school
class. But he might not be somebody you’d want to hang out with.

Speaking broadly, the ancients saw things differently. The virtues were
exactly what was required to live a full and exciting life. Someone who had
the virtues had energy and exuberance. He or she could fight with courage,



love with passion, seek adventure with spirit—could know what it takes to
create beauty and to live fully. The “wicked” were “those who haven’t
developed the knack of fine living—those who botch the business.” Put
most simply, to be virtuous meant that you were brilliant at being human.

We become what we do if we do it often enough. We act with courage, and
we become courageous. We act with compassion, and we become
compassionate. If we make resilient choices, we become resilient.

Let’s not breeze through that too quickly. “If we make resilient choices,
we become resilient.” It sounds simple, like stating, “If I put on shoes, I’'m
wearing shoes.” But there are three important points of emphasis here.

First, you can develop resilience. Anyone can do it. No one can do it for
you. You and you alone have to do the work.

Second, you can develop resilience. It’s possible to build virtues. It’s
possible to change your character. It’s possible, therefore, to change the
direction of your life.

Third, you can develop resilience. Resilience cannot be purchased or
given to you; you have to do the hard work of building excellence in your
life.
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Many virtues—Ilike courage or compassion—can be displayed in a moment.
If we see a fearful child stand up to a bully, we recognize it immediately as
a clear example of courage. Resilience takes longer. To endure pain and
then turn that pain into wisdom, or to endure hardship and grow through
that hardship, takes time. The fruits of resilience grow slowly.

Because of this, we learn best about resilience not when we focus on
dramatic moments, but when we take in the arc of whole lives. Resilience is
cultivated not so that we can perform well in a single instance, but so that
we can live a full and flourishing life.

—10—
Zach, do you remember the Stockdale Paradox?

They taught it to us in Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape school.
Before we went out in the woods to starve for a week, then get captured,



locked in small cages, beaten during interrogations, and blasted at night by
the sounds of crying children pumped through loudspeakers, they wanted us
to learn a lesson from Admiral James Stockdale, a pilot whose plane was
shot down over Vietnam in 1965. He endured seven and a half years of
captivity and torture as a prisoner of war. He organized a system of
discipline and coded communications for his fellow POWSs. He refused,
even under torture, to offer intelligence to his captors. For his resilience in
captivity and his leadership of his fellow prisoners, Stockdale earned the
Congressional Medal of Honor.

Stockdale observed that the POWs who broke the fastest were those who
deluded themselves about the severity of their ordeal. They imagined that
they would be freed next week, or next month, or by Christmas. But he
lasted unbroken for seven and a half years because, in part, he refused to lie
to himself.

Here’s how he explained the Stockdale Paradox: “You must never
confuse faith that you will prevail in the end—which you can never afford
to lose—with the discipline to confront the most brutal facts of your current
reality, whatever they might be.”

In the face of hardship, you have to maintain a clear focus on your harsh
reality. It does you no good to sugarcoat the facts. It does you no good to
fantasize about what might be. You have to maintain clarity about your
reality. The paradox, however, is that at the very same time you have to find
a way to maintain hope.

Walker, you used to ignore your own brutal reality. I remember you telling
me that you were working, taking care of the family, paying the mortgage,
getting stuff done, and drinking on the weekend. After one beer you’d be
bitching about all of the guys who’d come home from the war and were
whining about PTSD. You’d pretend that you had it all together. You were
lying to yourself.

Soon enough, reality kicks down your front door, and then you can’t
pretend anymore. Pain is real. And we do better dealing with it when we
acknowledge it. When we acknowledge pain, we shine a light on it. Pain
doesn’t like this. Pain prefers to slip quietly into your psyche and breed with
fear. Pain would rather lurk in the shadows and ambush you. Pain doesn’t
like to be seen or understood.



Stockdale said that you must confront the brutal facts of your reality.
When we stop running from pain and acknowledge it, we see it for what it
is. Often, under our gaze, it freezes in place. Then we can face it.

I love these lines from Archilochus, a Greek mercenary and poet:

Heart, my heart, so battered with misfortune far beyond your strength,
up, and face the men who hate us. Bare your chest to the assault of the
enemy, and fight them off. Stand fast among the beamlike spears. Give
no ground.

Pain comes in many forms. Fear does too. But some people would rather
face spears than face facts. Confronting your current reality requires
discipline and courage.

(Of course, none of us are perfect. Archilochus also wrote a great poem
about throwing down his shield and running away:

I threw it down by a bush and ran
When the fighting got hot.

Life seemed somehow more precious.
It was a beautiful shield.

I know where I can buy another
Exactly like it, just as round.

So don’t expect yourself to be perfect every time you act.)

Keep in mind, though, that there is a big difference between acknowledging
pain and wallowing in it. Wallowing in pain is a life trap, the quicksand of
achievement.

How do you know the difference between acknowledging pain and
wallowing in it? There’s no precise test. But if talking about or “examining
or “understanding” your pain has become an excuse you use to avoid doing
what you need to do, then you are probably wallowing.

Don’t wallow in pain. Confront it. Do it for yourself. Do it for your
family. Do it so that you can grow and create happiness. Now let’s begin.

»



LETTER 4

Beginning

Please, dear Lord, don’t let me f*** up.
—ALAN SHEPARD, first American in space, seconds before liftoff

Hey, Walker,

The other day you were telling me about all the things you’re worried
about, all the things you’re afraid might happen if you start the new job
you’ve been thinking about.

I said then, and I’ll say now: The choice you have to make isn’t really
about the job. The choice is about whether or not you’re going to live in
fear for the rest of your life.

You responded, “When you said I could feed my fear or be the
courageous Zach Walker you’ve always known, I basically heard you
calling me a pussy.”

Well . . . you have to choose. Beginning brings fear.

It doesn’t matter whether you’re launching yourself into space, standing
waist-deep in grab-your-bones-and-make-’em-shake freezing water on the
first night of Hell Week, sitting down to write a novel, applying for a job, or
thinking about starting your own business—you’ll feel fear.

You feel it now. That’s good. It tells you that you’re on the cusp of
something worthwhile. If you continue to live a good life, you’ll feel this
fear time and time again.

But the longer you hesitate, the hairier and scarier the fear becomes. The
longer you hesitate, the more likely you are to turn around and crawl back
under the covers.

Screw that, Walker. It’s time to begin.

. N
I’ve been afraid of beginning many, many times. I certainly haven’t

mastered that fear, but I'll offer you a few thoughts about beginning that
I’ve found helpful. First, when you begin, begin with humility.



Start with the humility to recognize how little you know.

I begin with humility, I act with humility, I end with humility. Humility leads
to clarity. Humility leads to an open mind and a forgiving heart. With an
open mind and a forgiving heart, I see every person as superior to me in
some way; with every person as my teacher, I grow in wisdom. As I grow in
wisdom, humility becomes ever more my guide. I begin with humility, I act
with humility, I end with humility.

That’s my humility mantra. I usually read it twice a day at the beginning
of the day. I feel a little exposed handing it to you like this. I wonder what
you’ll think of it. But I share it with you because I think that humility is the
virtue from which true, well-rounded, meaningful excellence begins.

If you start with humility, you see every person as your teacher. If you
start with humility, you recognize that you have something to learn.

Maybe you like it. Maybe you don’t. Maybe it just seems weird to you.
But this is what works for me. Something else might work better for you.

I remember talking with a boy in a refugee camp near Goma, just over the
border from Rwanda. It was less than a year after more than 800,000 people
had been slaughtered in the genocide. This boy was sixteen, and he was the
clear leader of a group of fifteen boys who had lived through disease,
hunger, thirst, and deprivation.

I asked him to tell me about the other boys. It may have been a quirk of
the translation, but he described each boy as powerful: “He is powerful with
making fire and cooking. He is powerful with the soldiers from Zaire—they
like him. He is powerful with singing.” And it struck me that one of the
habits of the truly powerful is that they have the humility to recognize the
power in everyone.

Arrogance is the armor worn by hollow men, Walker. Their bragging and
puffery is usually just a display meant to mask their own weakness.

Have the humility to admit to yourself that, of all the things you need to
know and don’t, one of the things that you don’t know well enough is
yourself. You perceive that something is missing in your life. It worries you
that you cannot name it or define it precisely.

Welcome to the club, mate.



That’s not an excuse for not starting, that’s the point of starting. If you
were whole, perfect, without need, desire, or fault, you wouldn’t have to
begin anything.

Of course you begin with doubts. We can be in awe of how much we
don’t know. “This feeling of wonder shows that you are a philosopher,” said
Plato, “since wonder is the only beginning of philosophy.”

Wonder at what you don’t know is the source of the wisdom you might
one day achieve.
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In Prometheus Bound, Aeschylus tells the story of Prometheus, the Titan
who stole fire from heaven as a gift for mankind and saved us from
extinction.

In punishment for his theft, the god Zeus orders Prometheus chained to a
mountain crag. Each day, an eagle lands on him and devours his liver; each
night, his liver grows back so the eagle can consume it again. Alone,
immobile, exposed to the elements, Prometheus stays full of defiance. (The
guy won’t stop fighting. Remind you of anyone?)

Prometheus is chained, but noble. He is tied down and tortured, but still
heroic. Prometheus is imprisoned, but his story is ultimately about the
salvation of humanity and the possibility of human progress.

Life places limits on all of us. Yet even under the severest limits, we can
still struggle valiantly, and in that struggle reach new heights of nobility and
wisdom.

This lesson is the foundation of the idea of tragedy, which Aeschylus helped
to embed in our culture. By “tragedy” I mean that Aeschylus saw all of us
—you, me, our friends, our neighbors, the men and women we served with,
our leaders—as imperfect creatures with mental, emotional, moral,
physical, and spiritual limitations.

But these limitations enrich our lives with precious possibility, just as
they enriched Prometheus with his strange grandeur. In a world without
imperfections, the virtues would not be required.

Joy is a practice we build in a world where we feel pain. Resilience is a
practice we build in a tragic world, where every one of us is limited in time,
knowledge, and ability.



Remember how much we used to laugh in BUD/S? It was extreme pain,
and yet it was a ton of fun—the best time you never want to have again.
There’s a line between tragedy and comedy, and it’s thin. There’s also a thin
line between tragedy and determination, between tragedy and optimism,
between tragedy and laughter. If you think about it, I bet some of the
funniest people you know have also been hurt badly.

It’s not a coincidence that the funniest president we’ve ever had, Lincoln,
also had the most tragic sense of life—as well as a lifelong bout with
depression. So did Winston Churchill, who was also known for his wit.
Recognition of the tragic character of life is part of what spurs art, energy,
comedy, courage. Would you love people the same if they could never die?

Edith Hamilton observed that the two greatest eras of tragic drama, the
Golden Age of Athens and Shakespearean England, were times of great
optimism, energy, trade, and exploration.

Far from being periods of darkness and defeat, each was a time when
life was seen exalted, a time of thrilling and unfathomable
possibilities. They held their heads high, those men who conquered at
Marathon and Salamis, and those who fought Spain and saw the great
Armada sink. The world was a place of wonder; mankind was
beauteous; life was lived on the crest of the wave. More than all, the
poignant joy of heroism had stirred men’s hearts. Not stuff for tragedy,
would you say? But on the crest of the wave one must feel either
tragically or joyously; one cannot feel tamely.

The other day, you told me that before you went to Afghanistan, you
weren’t sure that you really believed or understood that evil existed. You’d
never seen the kind of vicious cruelty you saw there. And you said that
when you came home, you were more sensitive to what was going on
around you. You paid attention to the news and saw pain in the world in a
way that you hadn’t seen it before, and that was hard—you were suffering,
fearful, sometimes paranoid.

Soon after I first got to Iraq, an assault team brought back photos from a
house they’d raided. It was a torture house, and one photo showed a room
full of human heads lying in a pool of blood. I felt the same way: evil is
real.



Remember Adam and Eve, who ate of the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil? What happened to them? They were banished from paradise and
cursed to sweat and scratch for a living. Was Adam’s choice a tragic one?
Was Eve’s? You can read reams of theology about the meaning of that
choice, but what I know is this: that choice was, for them, also a beginning.
The beginning of knowledge. The beginning of what it means to be human.

Now is, for you, a beginning. There is no going back to your pre-
Afghanistan world. That certainly wasn’t paradise, but it had some beauty
to it. This new world also has some beauty to it, even if—and maybe
especially because—it’s a world in which you’re newly aware of evil and
pain in a way you weren’t before.

Adam and Eve left the Garden and went out into the world: tilled the
earth, had children, made a life. The knowledge of real evil and the
experience of pain are always harsh. Often they’re also a beginning.

When we build resilience in our lives, we come to see that pain is not
something to be eliminated so that we can have joy, any more than fear is
something to be eliminated so that we can have courage. Courage
overcomes, but does not replace, fear. Joy overcomes, but does not replace,
pain.

When we realize this, we feel the moments when we meet our limitations
not as times to retreat, but as opportunities for happiness, meaning,
engagement, exploration, creativity, achievement, beauty, and love.
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Part of why I’ve thought about this stuff is because I’ve struggled so much
with it myself.

Rilke, in his Letters to a Young Poet, put it this way: “Do not believe that
he who seeks to comfort you lives untroubled among the simple and quiet
words that sometimes do you good. His life has much difficulty and sadness
.. . Were it otherwise he would never have been able to find those words.”

I don’t have it all figured out. I still often balk at beginning what I have
to begin. And one of the reasons I struggle is that I want to wait for the
world to change before I begin. I can complain about . . . anything, and I
can use the way of the world as a way to excuse my own cowardice.



Even writing these letters to you. I’ve left these thoughts sitting for
weeks. “Well, as soon as . . . then I’ll write to Walker.” Or, “After they
finally . . . then I’ll write to Walker.” It’s all whining and waiting. I let the
work pile up for no good reason whatsoever, waiting for the world to
change so that I can do what I need to do. It gets me nowhere.

When we accept what we cannot change—that some pain cannot be
avoided, that some adversities cannot be overcome, that tragedy comes to
every one of us—we are liberated to direct our energy toward work that we
can actually do.

No doubt you’ve read this famous prayer: “God, grant me the serenity to
accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can,
and the wisdom to know the difference.” One of the first times this prayer
was seen in print was in 1944, in a book handed out to Army chaplains and
soldiers fighting in the Second World War.

But the basic thought—the necessity of accepting pain in our lives—goes
much further back. There’s a version of the prayer in Arabic, written in
medieval Spain by Solomon ibn Gabirol, a Jewish scholar and poet. He
taught that wisdom and peace lay in “being reconciled to the
uncontrollable.” Ibn Gabirol knew tragedy: sickly and orphaned at a young
age, he lived to see the assassination of his closest patron and mentor.

The idea of courageously and wisely accepting the pain we cannot
change is not some piece of theological fluff. Such pain strengthened
soldiers who fought to a vicious victory when the fate of the world was at
stake, just as it comforted a young poet a thousand years ago who suffered
and still went on to compose works of lasting beauty.

The right acceptance of what must be accepted will allow you to begin
what must be begun.

We begin by accepting that we have problems, that we’re miles away
from perfect. But some people take this too far: they turn acceptance of the
world into an excuse for passivity in the face of their own failings, and even
in the face of evil. Yes, you have to accept some unpleasant, upsetting,
tragic facts about life. But you also have to accept your responsibility to act
in the world.

I like how Joseph Campbell explained this: “You can’t say there
shouldn’t be poisonous serpents—that’s the way life is. But in the field of



action, if you see a poisonous serpent about to bite somebody, you kill it.
That’s not saying no to the serpent. That’s saying no to that situation.”
So let’s accept what must be accepted, without letting our acceptance
justify inaction.
Don’t wait for the world to change. Kill the serpent.
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Remember Land Nav, when we were taught how to use a compass?

We learned that we could point a compass in a given direction, pick a
landmark along that bearing, walk to it, pick another landmark, walk to it,
and by doing so we could follow a bearing through a forest, through a
desert, over mountains, and—at the end of the day—we’d end up in one
very particular place.

But if, at the beginning of our journey, we decided to change course by
just a few degrees, and again we walked that new path through a forest,
through a desert, over mountains, then—at the end of the day—we’d end up
in a completely different place.

Great changes come when we make small adjustments with great
conviction.

You want to transform who you are right now and the role that you play
in the world—in your community, in your family, with your fellow
veterans. I know you, Walker, and you want to get all of this done
yesterday. You think that you can already see and hear and smell and taste
who you want to be—you feel a new life ready to burst forth. That’s good.
That you is out there, on the horizon. To get there, all you have to do right
now is make a slight change of course. Point yourself in a new direction and
start walking.

In my work with other veterans, I’ve seen how only a few degrees of
change—a slight reorientation of the spirit followed by consistent practice
on a new path—has helped people rebuild their lives. We pray in the
evening right before bed. We exercise. We sleep just half an hour longer.
We eat dinner twice a week with our friends and family. We forgive. We
take two minutes every morning to give thanks for those we love and the
happiness we enjoy. These are quiet changes in the context of all the things



we do in a day, and yet, applied consistently over time, they transform our
lives.

Here’s another way to think about it: Human beings are not caterpillars. We
don’t crawl into a cocoon and come out a different creature weeks later.
When people begin, they are often too hungry for immediate results. When
real transformation does occur in someone’s life, it usually happens through
evolution, not revolution.

Every time we make a choice to confront our fear, our character evolves
and we become more courageous. Every time we make a choice to move
through pain to pursue a purpose larger than ourselves, our character
evolves and we become wiser. Every time we make a choice to move
through suffering, our character evolves and we become stronger.

Over time, through a process of daily choices, we find that we’ve built
courage, strength, and wisdom. We’ve changed who we are and how we can
be of service to the people around us. What choices will you make today?
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At the start of many important endeavors, you’ll often think: How can I do
this? I don’t even know enough to begin. It’s a common excuse, and it’s
often a mask for cowardice. When we say that we don’t know what to do,
it’s often not information we’re lacking, but courage.

When we begin, we sometimes lack the skills, knowledge, and
experience to carry out even the most basic tasks. Of course we do. If we
had the experience we needed, we’d already be done.

Not knowing everything cannot be an excuse for not doing anything.
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You’ve heard it said that the journey of a thousand miles begins with a
single step. That’s true. It’s also how the journey to nowhere begins. Action
without direction rarely leads to progress.

You don’t need to know everything to begin, but you do need to know
something. Good intentions that are ill informed will not create good
results. So what do you need to know? Just this: enough to tell better from
worse.



You don’t need to know what perfect looks like, just what better looks
like. Better is your bearing. Better is enough to point you in the right
direction.

It’s like getting in a rowboat and setting out for a far shore. In the
beginning, you see it dimly, but that’s all you need. With effort and a steady
bearing, the far shore comes into focus. It grows clearer with every pull on
the oars.
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You are human. You are imperfect. You don’t begin with perfectly pure
motives. If you’re like most of us, your motives are probably almost
embarrassing next to the excellence you want to reach. You look in the
mirror and you know this to be true. And guess what?

It’s not a secret.

Get started anyway. Begin where you are. It’s the only place where you
can begin.

To begin where you are, you have to be where you are.

This sounds a little abstract. Maybe it is. I’'m only trying to point out that
to begin at the beginning you have to be at the beginning. Too often we
enter a new endeavor and imagine that we have more skills, more
knowledge, more ability than we actually do. Focus on the fundamentals.
We will fail if we expect to be good before we’ve even begun.

So start at the beginning. Approach each day as if you have something
new to learn. Your task is not to begin in a noble place, but to end up in one.
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Human motivation is rarely one thing. And where it is one thing, that one
thing is rarely simple.

Writers on spiritual life, from Saint Ignatius of Loyola to T. S. Eliot, have
spoken of “the purification of the motive” on the journey to wisdom. We
don’t start with the motives of a wise person. (If we had them, there’d be no
need for the journey.)

Instead, we begin with the selfish motives of a fallible person. Perhaps
there’s someone we want to impress. Perhaps we’re inordinately impressed



with ourselves. Perhaps we’re interested in the wrong kind of success, or a
false version of happiness.

It doesn’t matter. As long as we have enough wonder and humility to
start the journey and to correct ourselves when we go wrong, our motives
don’t have to be pure. Finding better, more selfless, more meaningful
reasons for what we do is exactly why we set out. And one day we can look
back and laugh at the foolishness we once carried. That’s the surest sign
we’re growing in wisdom.

One of the most famous spiritual journeys was made by Saint Augustine,
who lived in the fifth century. He wasn’t always a saint. He fathered an
illegitimate child with his mistress, and was known for the prayer “Grant
me chastity . . . but not yet.”

He was also a voracious reader of rhetoric and philosophy—not, at first,
because he wanted to live philosophically, but because he was brilliant and
ambitious and he wanted a plum job at the Roman emperor’s court. But
even after he’d won his dream job, he continued to read and study, and the
more he reflected, the more he realized there was a hole in his life.

At the age of thirty-two, he experienced a religious conversion and was
baptized. But it was not until two years later, when his teenage son
suddenly died, that he chose to give away his possessions and fully commit
himself to the spiritual life. Augustine went on to write some of the world’s
most profound books of theology—including the Confessions, the story of
his spiritual journey and the first autobiography ever written in the West.
When he reflected on all the selfish ambition he began with, and all the
false starts and doubts on his path, he could only say to God, “I have loved
you so late.”

It hurts to realize how much time we have wasted. It hurts to realize how
foolish we were when we began. And yet, the only thing that hurts more is
not beginning at all.

You don’t need to be a golden boy. You don’t need to be a hero. You don’t
need to pretend—to yourself or to anyone—that you’re showing up with
perfect motives.

If you wait to begin until you’ve mastered your intentions, you’ll never
begin. Selfish, silly, vain desires can create real growth when you subject
them to discipline.



Accept that you are imperfect and always will be. Your quest is not to
perfect yourself, but to better your imperfect self.
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Know this: anyone who does anything worthy, anything noble, anything
meaningful, will have critics. You are a man who does things that are
worthy, noble, and meaningful. You will have critics.

Some people try to live a life without criticism by shrinking themselves.
They try to make themselves invisible. And you know what happens then?
It’s not just that they diminish themselves, fail to live their best lives, and
squander their time. All of that happens, of course. But you know what else
happens? People criticize them for being invisible.

You can’t escape criticism. You can’t please everyone because very many
people are not pleased with themselves. People who hate something in
themselves are often harshly critical of others. And people who hate
something in themselves find it hard to see honor in someone else.

Fortunately, it works the other way as well. People who are confident of
their goodness have an ability to see the quality and potential in others. The
essayist Montaigne put it nicely: “The confidence in another man’s virtue is
no light evidence of a man’s own.”

Walker, it might give you some comfort to know that even Mother Teresa
had many people who hated her.

You know that I worked briefly in one of Mother Teresa’s homes for the
destitute and dying in Varanasi, India. I also had the chance to see her
briefly in Calcutta shortly before she died. You mentioned that experience
the other day, and I’m going to rewrite here what I wrote before about the
work she inspired:

In a humble building not far from the River Ganges in Varanasi, India,
Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity run a home for the destitute
and dying. Their mission is simple: help the poorest of the poor die
with dignity. Many of the patients are seriously physically ill, while
some are severely mentally ill, and together, they live in a small
concrete compound that is unadorned and true to the mission of the
sisters who have pledged to live just as the poorest of the poor do.



I had expected to see only adults in the home, but one boy lived
there also. Mentally and physically disabled, he had been abandoned
and for years before coming to the home he had begged on the street.
He squatted in the home just as he had squatted on the street as a
beggar, and he had squatted for so long that he could no longer
straighten his legs. He smiled often, but the only word he could say
was “namaste.” Each time he said it, he would offer the traditional
Hindu greeting and bring his hands together in front of his chest and
lower his head. The namaste greeting has a spiritual origin that is
usually understood to mean, “I salute the divinity within you.” . . .

I had expected to find an atmosphere of sorrow and penance and
heavy burden under the shadow of death in this home. This was a
place where people had come to die, and the dying were tended to by
sisters of the Missionaries of Charity, who express their faith by living
in absolute poverty and extraordinary hardship.

These sisters, I knew, washed everything by hand just as the poor
did. They owned three saris and a pair of sandals and nothing more.
But I saw that the sisters sometimes skipped and ran through the home.
They shared jokes with the patients. They laughed out loud. They did
work that most of us would consider onerous—cleaning vomit from
the face of a dying man—and they did it with a sense of great joy and
light.

People criticize this. And not just under their breath, Zach. They publish
articles. They write books. They go on television. And it started well before
Mother Teresa became famous.

When Mother Teresa was a young and unknown nun starting her work,
she faced serious criticism from the leaders of the community where she
was pulling dying people from sewers and giving them a place to die with
dignity—because people in the community felt that Mother Teresa was
implicitly criticizing them for not caring for their own poor.

You might have to read that twice to untangle their craziness. Why does
this make me so perversely happy? Because it’s so ridiculous. Mother
Teresa spent a lifetime doing some of the hardest and most needed work on
earth, and people who hadn’t spent a month doing anything like it criticized
her while entombed in their own comfort. Now, you’re not Mother Teresa



and neither am I. I’'m just using this example because it goes to show that
anyone who does anything worthy will attract critics. Begin anyway.

And let me make a note here about heroes. Read about them. Really study
their lives. Make sure that your kids do too. One of the problems with the
teaching of history today is that we often talk about heroes as if they were
never hated. Children come to think that to be heroic is to be liked a lot.
They then make the natural mistake of conflating popularity with
purposeful living. They should hear how heroes were criticized, see how
heroes were attacked, and feel how heroes suffered.

You have enemies? Whyj, it is the story of every man who has done a
great deed or created a new idea. It is the cloud which thunders around
everything that shines. Fame must have enemies, as light must have
gnats.

—VICTOR HUGO

Three more things about critics and criticism, Walker. First, many critics are
cowards. Not only do they snipe at lives that they are unwilling to live
themselves, but they’ll mouth off for years and never once have the courage
to sit down with you, face to face, and tell you what they think. If you let
them direct what you do, you are turning your life over to cowards.

Second, as with all fears, we have a tendency to imagine the worst. I like
how Thomas Jefferson put it: “How much pain have cost us the evils which
have never happened!” Are you going to let what someone might say
prevent you from doing what you must do?

Finally, of course there is such a thing as constructive criticism. Everyone
likes to say that they are offering constructive criticism. But you know
what’s really constructive? Work. There are simple standards for measuring
the worth of people’s critiques. Do they actually care about you? Do they
just talk at you, or are they willing to sweat with you? Have they put any
effort into what they are saying to you?

Someone who cares about you, sweats with you, and corrects you when
you need to be corrected is one of the most precious things in life: a true
friend.
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This is from George Garrett, a novelist and amateur boxer:

Most of the fighters I knew were wounded people who felt a deep,
powerful urge to wound others at real risk to themselves. In the
beginning. What happened was that in almost every case, there was so
much self-discipline required and craft involved, so much else besides
one’s original motivations to concentrate on, that these motivations
became at least cloudy and vague and were often forgotten, lost
completely. Many good and experienced fighters (as has often been
noted) become gentle and kind people.

Accepting our imperfections—accepting that we can start on the right
journey for the less-than-right reasons—does not take away our
responsibility to stop being selfish.

Selfish, silly, and vain desires can produce extraordinary achievements.
We don’t have to spend too much time looking at the ranks of the highest
achievers to find some ugly personalities.

What a selfish desire cannot do is produce meaning.

It’s possible for people of high achievement to remain selfish. It’s also
possible for people of high achievement to remain miserable. The happiness
of excellence, like every happiness, finds its highest expression when we
apply ourselves to a purpose beyond ourselves.

We can hope to leave behind our selfishness and our vanity. When we
consider, even for a moment, our own very, very small place in the sea of
the universe, the idea of being vain, of being selfish, seems irrational and
ridiculous. But irrationality—Ilike pain and fear—is not something we set
out to eliminate. It is something we can make use of, that can help us build
a meaningful life.

Great endeavors are usually fueled, at least in part, by an irrational
passion. Let’s not glorify irrationality, but let’s recognize that if you look
rationally at the odds of succeeding at anything worthwhile, you’ll often



end up with a rational decision to surrender. To go on anyway, you have to
be a little crazy.

Harness that crazy. That’s what some of the giants of history were so
great at—not at being more rational than the rest of us, but at putting their
crazy to work.

Isaac Newton spent just as much time obsessively decoding biblical
prophecies and predicting the end of the world as he did revolutionizing our
understanding of physics. Florence Nightingale revolutionized the practice
of health care even as she was racked with intense despair for much of her
life. She wrote in a letter, “Why, oh my God, can I not be satisfied with the
life that satisfied so many people . .. ? Why am I starving, desperate and
diseased on it?” John Nash, the founder of game theory, was a paranoid
schizophrenic; he said that “rationality of thought imposes a limit on a
person’s concept of his relation to the cosmos.”

I’m not telling you to go out and contract a case of clinical depression or
paranoid schizophrenia. I’m just reminding you that excellence is often
irrational. Greatness is often strange. Beauty is often odd.

So even if your irrationality doesn’t run to those extremes, remember: we
can seek to conquer what is selfish in us without eliminating what is unique
about us. To make the world excellent, great, and beautiful, we may have to
be a little irrational, a bit strange, and sometimes odd. That’s OK. Hold on
to that.

— 13—

You will fail. Especially in the beginning. You will fail. And that’s not just
OK, it’s essential. Without resilience, the first failure is also the last—
because it’s final.

Those who are excellent at their work have learned to comfortably
coexist with failure. The excellent fail more often than the mediocre.

They begin more. They attempt more. They attack more. Mastery lives
quietly atop a mountain of mistakes.

The exceptional artist throws away hundreds of photographs. The
exceptional writer wears out the eraser. The exceptional investor puts
money into losing ventures. If every risk you take pays off, then you
probably aren’t actually taking risks. We don’t want to excuse recklessness
and foolishness as “just taking risks,” but we should understand that those



who have built true excellence in their lives are always fighting at the edges
of their ability.

What distinguishes the exceptional from the unexceptional? A
willingness to fail, and an exceptional ability to learn from every failure.

I know some SEALSs who are no longer willing to step into a ring or a dojo.
Not because they weren’t strong and skilled. Not because they didn’t win
dozens of fights in their time—but because they did. They succeeded at
something and became paralyzed by their success. They’ve become so
attached to their reputation as tough, successful guys that they can’t handle
the thought of losing. They don’t want to fail in front of others. The risk to
the ego is too great. So they stop trying. They won’t start a new career or
even a new hobby. They won’t go back to school.

The success of their past should be the foundation of their present.
Instead, they’ve built their lives so that their past hangs over their future
like a guillotine and they aren’t willing to stick their neck out.

When I came home from Iraq, I thought a lot about taking up tae kwon
do. But I kept putting it off. I was a boxing champion, a Navy SEAL. What
was the point in learning a whole new discipline, beginning again, getting
my ass kicked for months in a row until I figured out what I was doing?

I finally got over myself and found a dojang and discovered that I was
right. I did get my ass kicked. I had the grace and flexibility of a drunk
elephant. Now it’s a couple of years later and I’m still not great. But I’'m
learning and having a great time at it.

Defeat is real. It is also temporary. We have to understand both. Faced for
what it is, absorbed and met without self-deception, defeat can offer
wisdom and motivation.

Begin even though you know that you will suffer failure and defeat along
the way.

— 14—
Move and the way will open.

—ZEN PROVERB



Remember that deciding is not doing, and wanting is not choosing.
Transformation will take place not because of what you decide you want,
but because of what you choose to do.

Do me a favor, Zach, and read this twice:

Until one is committed, there is hesitancy, the chance to draw back,
always ineffectiveness. Concerning all acts of initiative (and creation),
there is one elementary truth the ignorance of which kills countless
ideas and splendid plans: that the moment one definitely commits
oneself, the providence moves too. A whole stream of events issues
from the decision, raising in one’s favor all manner of unforeseen
incidents, meetings and material assistance, which no man could have
dreamt would have come his way. I learned a deep respect for one of
Goethe’s couplets:

Whatever you can do or dream you can, begin it.
Boldness has genius, power and magic in it!

—W. H. MURRAY, MOUNTAINEER AND WRITER



LETTER 5

Happiness

Walker,

You and I have been through rough times, and we spent the last couple of
letters talking about why rough times demand resilience. Now I want to talk
about something bigger and even more important.

You need resilience not just for the hard times. You need resilience if
you’re going to be happy.

So let’s talk about a funny thing. You ask most people, “Do you want to
be happy?” They say, “Yes.”

Then you ask, “What does it mean to be happy?” And you get blank
stares. You get some umming and aahing.

Now, not everything that is good, useful, or beautiful can be defined. Can
you define jazz, or ballet, or painting? I certainly can’t. So we shouldn’t be
surprised that we can’t come up with a set of words to describe the art of
living.

But “happy” is a word we throw around a lot. “The pursuit of happiness”
is etched into the American mind right there next to “life” and “liberty.”
And if we’re going to aim for something, work for something, then it might
do us good to spend some time thinking about what we’re aiming at.

And before we start, I want to be clear, Walker. I want you to be happy.
Are you?
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Are you happy?

It’s a question you probably ask yourself. I know it’s a question you ask
your wife. It’s a question she probably asks you.

But is it the right question? What does it really mean to be happy? (And
while this is true of everything that I write to you, it’s particularly true of
what I’m going to write about happiness: I don’t have the answer. And no
one but you will have your answer.)

The guys you liked hearing from before—Aeschylus and Sophocles and
Aristotle—had an interesting way of talking about happiness. Broadly



speaking, in the Greek world, to live well meant to live a flourishing life.
What does it mean to flourish?

You were a logger. You know trees. And it’s obvious to you when a tree is
flourishing. Provided the right soil, water, and sun, a flourishing tree grows
tall and strong. Its branches spread, its trunk grows thicker, its leaves come
in green in the spring, and it produces seeds and sap and deep roots.

You also know when a tree is suffering. You know when it’s dead or
when it’s close to dying. You don’t need to ask the tree how it feels. You
look at the tree and you know these things. The tree is flourishing or it’s
not.

Flourishing is a fact, not a feeling. We flourish when we grow and thrive.
We flourish when we exercise our powers. We flourish when we become
what we are capable of becoming.

Of course, people are more complex than trees, and it can be more difficult
to tell when a person is flourishing. But it’s not impossible—in fact, the
basic idea is the same. As Edith Hamilton put it, the Greeks often thought
of flourishing as “the exercise of vital powers along lines of excellence in a
life affording them scope.”

Let’s look at this idea in some detail. You exercise your vital powers.
Flourishing is rooted in action. That action might be meditation. It might be
cooking a meal or teaching a class. It might be putting your daughter to
sleep. But flourishing isn’t abstract. It’s a product of what we do.

You exercise vital powers. Vital to you. Vital to the world. You draw
from your strengths to do worthy work in the world.

You work along lines of excellence. You don’t just do things. You do
them well.

Aristotle, who did more than any other thinker to develop our ideas of
human flourishing, said that “happiness is a kind of working of the soul in
the way of perfect excellence.” It might be quality cooking, quality
saxophone playing, or quality lovemaking—a flourishing life is a life lived
along lines of excellence.

The Greeks recognized that true flourishing is not always within our
control. The tree needs good soil and good sun. People need a life that
affords them scope. Starving people find it hard to flourish.



Flourishing, then, isn’t a passing feeling or an emotional state.
Flourishing is a condition that is created by the choices we make in the
world we live in.

Few people think of happiness in this way anymore. You see that it took me
a couple of hundred words to break down what we mean by “a flourishing
life.” Aristotle and the Greeks expressed this idea in a single word:
eudaimonia.

Isn’t it interesting that we don’t have any commonly used word or phrase
for this idea in English? We find it hard even to say what it means to
flourish, let alone to actually flourish.
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And maybe here, Zach, is a good place to make a quick point about the
limitations and possibilities of language.

When you write a word—say, “swim”—it represents an experience but
isn’t, of course, the experience itself. If we use words to describe the
experience well—say, “in a cold black lake” or “on a warm blue beach”—
we gain a more precise idea of the particular experience. The obvious
limitation of language, however, is that no matter how well we write, our
words can only be clumsy approximations of life.

Here we’re talking about happiness, and we have a few different words
we can use—meaning, purpose, joy, pleasure—but no set of words can fully
capture something as simple, even, as rolling a piece of chocolate around on
your tongue. One consequence of this is that these letters in general, and
this description of happiness in particular, will never be as full or precise as
your own life. There will always be something missing.

At the same time, one of the great possibilities of language is that it can
draw our attention to parts of life that we might not have noticed on our
own. Ancient writers, both Western and Eastern, often wrote using
analogies. They did this because of what an analogy offers: an angle.
Analogies help us to consider things in a way that we might not have
considered them before. This can be extraordinarily helpful, and when
language is used in this way it seems not clumsy, but clever. No matter how
useful the analogy, however, we always have to remember that an analogy
offers an angle, not an answer. We have to live our answers.
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To say that someone is flourishing or not flourishing is different from
saying that someone is good or bad. An ill old man, in pain and dying at
home, might be dignified, just, and virtuous. Such a man might be an
example of what it means to die well; he could be a perfect example of
courage in the face of adversity—but it does not make sense to say that he
is flourishing when he is dying.

The difference is worth thinking about. We might want our children to
emulate the old man’s courage, but we would not want our children to be in
his condition. And here we begin to see one of the critical differences
between flourishing and being good. Flourishing is not a virtue, but a
condition; not a character trait, but a result.

We need virtue to flourish, but virtue isn’t enough. To create a flourishing
life, we need both virtue and the conditions in which virtue can flourish.
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If you ever need a reminder that life isn’t fair, Walker, just visit some
schools around the country. The other day, I visited a junior high school in
North St. Louis, a poorer part of my hometown. The whole time I was
there, I didn’t hear a single kind word from a teacher to a student, or a
single word of instruction. I heard a lot of yelling. I saw students who
skulked through the halls and teachers who could reach them only through
fear and threats.

Those kids simply don’t have the chances to flourish that I did. What
could they have done with the education I got? What would I have become
with the education they’re getting?

Good actions are not always rewarded. Good people suffer, and resilient
people do not always flourish.

Resilience is a virtue required for flourishing, but being resilient will not
guarantee that we will flourish. Unfairness, injustice, and bad fortune will
snuff out promising lives. Unasked-for pain will still come our way. I say
this not to discourage you, but to be honest with you. We can build
resilience and shape the world we live in. We can’t rebuild the world.



Let’s follow this strand of thought about the power of fortune for a minute.
When you read the Iliad, the Odyssey, or even the Old Testament, you may
notice one of the most striking differences between ancient and
contemporary life: the amount of time and effort that people put into
placating the gods or God. Think of the Greek army sacrificing oxen in the
shadow of the Trojan walls, Odysseus tossed in stormy seas at the mercy of
Poseidon, Abraham building altars to God in the desert with his own hands.
With prayer and sacrifices, rituals and rules, people tried very hard to please
the divine, because they believed that their lives depended on it.

This made a lot of sense. In the ancient world, survival and happiness
hinged on what nature and agriculture provided. There is a healthy dose of
realism that comes from life lived on the land, the kind of life you grew up
with. The hunter masters his skills, yet still loves a stroke of luck. The
farmer learns that despite his best efforts, pests descend. Despite his most
fervent hopes, the rains don’t come—and when they do, they can come in a
flood. Worse still, an evil man can reap a bounty while a good man (think of
Job) can suffer torments.

People who live close to the land tend to harbor a sense of realism about the
role of luck in their lives. Reynolds Price, a novelist and one of my college
teachers, put it well: “Scratch a farmer and find the tragic sense of life. You
can’t convince a farmer that life is just one big Coors beer bash . . . They
live according to the laws of sun, ice, and water.”

But those who are cut off from the land, except as a place to relax and
recreate, are often afflicted with urban idealism. More and more people
today live in a world of streets and houses and buildings and stadiums and
schools. Stores and shops provide their food. All of these have been built by
man, and it can lead us to an unnatural conclusion, even if we are unaware
of it: that man has the potential to create a paradise.

Human beings have produced wonders. We’ve cured diseases and
reduced hunger, charted outer space, expanded the prospects for long and
joyous lives. Were we to return to ancient Greece with all of our
technology, we would indeed seem godlike.

But we are not gods, and fortune is not ours to direct. Idealists forget this,
and they are more easily ambushed by life. Realists remember this, and
realism often accompanies resilience.



Fortune will play her hand. And when she stands between us and
flourishing, all we can do is live our best life.

One of the reasons why so much of the wisdom about resilience is in fact
ancient wisdom is that it comes from a time when human beings put less
stock in their power to control the world. And that’s why it’s still valuable
to us at those times—and there are many—when events seem beyond our
power to control.
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Think about all the different ways that you’re happy.

You have the happiness of eating good ice cream, the happiness of a
dinner with old friends, the happiness of a walk in the woods, the happiness
of a hard-won victory, the happiness of a prayer that brings you peace.

If we imagine a Mayan farmer, an ancient Burmese bricklayer, an
Egyptian scribe, a Roman chef, a Spanish monk of the Middle Ages, and a
modern American mechanic, we begin to see the wildly diverse beauty that
exists in human life. There are many different ways to live and, even in the
span of a single life, many different kinds of happiness.

Given how varied and beautifully diverse human life is, we could say that
there are as many kinds of happiness as there are colors: an infinite palette
of joy that colors our world.
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In fact, thinking about color can lead us to a good analogy for happiness.
The human eye can perceive millions of colors. Yet we know that we can
create this wide range of colors largely from just three primary colors: red,
yellow, and blue.

In the same way that an infinite variety of colors can be created from
three primary ones, we can think about the full range of happiness by
looking at three primary kinds of happiness: the happiness of pleasure, the
happiness of grace, and the happiness of excellence.

I think it’s fair to say that people who are flourishing usually have all
three kinds of happiness in their lives. Let’s consider them one at a time.
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The happiness of pleasure is easy to understand and easy to experience. We
find it in a plate of good food, in a crackling fire, in a sound night’s sleep
under a sturdy roof. Just as the primary colors have many shades, the
intensity of our happiness can be heightened or dampened depending, for
example, on the quality of the food we eat or the softness of our bed.

The happiness of pleasure is also shaped by our condition and our
context. You never had to go to Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape
school. I don’t know how you managed that, but I remember my week in
SERE well. You get dropped in the woods as if you’re behind enemy lines
—for us it was in the scrub desert mountains in winter—and you have to
evade capture. Then, when you do get captured, they put you in a POW
camp. (I know what you’re thinking: How’d you get captured, G? Well,
everyone has to get captured at some point.)

That whole week in SERE school, all I had to eat was half a carrot, half a
cup of rice water, and an apple. But man, that apple was good. That was the
sweetest, most satisfying, most succulent apple I’ve ever had. I loved that
apple. I think that apple might have even loved me, it was so good. And I
ate all of it. All of it except the stem and maybe a few of the seeds. Even the
core was precious. The happiness I took from that apple during a week of
starvation was completely different from the happiness of the apple I might
have tonight after dinner.

Some people—especially philosophers who get wrapped up in the life of
the mind—have a tendency to deny or degrade the value of this kind of
happiness. They refer to such pleasures as “animal” or “base” or “low,” and
they consider other kinds of happiness to be of a higher value.

One philosopher to argue for this view was John Stuart Mill. He believed
in “higher” and “lower” pleasures. Here’s the most famous thing he said
about pleasure: “It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig
satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the
fool, or the pig, are of a different opinion, it is because they only know their
own side of the question.”

Now, Mill was undeniably a genius. He was raised to be a genius,
subjected to a rigorous program of education designed by his father. It was
so intense, in fact, that he had a nervous breakdown when he was twenty
years old. Yet here, I think, you begin to see part of Mill’s blindness. So



much of his training, his suffering, and his pleasure was rooted in the mind
that he failed to understand the life of the body or to appreciate the value of
pleasure.

Those who deny that pleasure is real happiness have probably never gone
a few days without food or weeks without warmth. Much of the world goes
without the material things we take for granted: a bed to sleep in, a roof to
sleep under, suitable clothes to wear. And while we might call a roof a
necessity and candy a luxury, both provide real pleasure.

Let me share one story to explain why I think this way. I was in India. It
was night, and I’d been riding the overnight train to Bombay in the cheap
seats.

I’d often buy bread when I traveled, and that trip I had a loaf of bread
with me that I hadn’t eaten. I stepped off the train amid the hot, exhausted
rush of hundreds of other human beings and saw a kid—maybe he was ten
—Ilying under a blanket in the station. The children who lived on the streets
of Indian cities were some of the hungriest I’d seen. The boy was half
asleep. I walk over to him and gently tap his shoulder with the brown bag.
He barely opens his eyes, and it seems as if he’s thinking: Who’s this white
guy waking me up? Crazy dream? And then he realizes I’'m handing him
the bag, and he takes it in his hands and can feel that it’s bread. He looks in
the bag, and his mouth opens wide, and he’s looking at me with wild, happy
surprise.

Mill can call that whatever he wants, but it’s happiness. Real happiness.
And it’s just as good and real as the happiness of hard thinking.
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Walker, the second kind of happiness is harder for me to wrap language
around. I’m calling it the happiness of grace, but your pastor might throw a
fit because of the different meanings people ascribe to the word “grace.”

Without getting into the theological details, grace is often considered to
be a free gift from God that comes to us even though we haven’t earned it.
And there is a happiness that comes to human beings when we are grateful
for the gifts we have received. You might also call this the happiness of
gratitude.



Think of the sense of joy and peace that comes over us when we pause,
even for a moment, and genuinely say “thank you.” We may experience this
kind of happiness in prayer, reflection, or meditation. Some people
experience it on long walks. Others experience it when they see their
children smile or when they see their spouse soundly asleep.

This sort of happiness is often associated with a religious experience, but
it usually happens outside the context of organized religious life. In order to
say “thank you,” we have to thank someone or something. This means that
we have, at least at that moment, some kind of relationship that is larger
than ourselves. When we say “thank you” we acknowledge a rightness in
the world. The whole world might not be right, but we are thankful for at
least one thing that seems fitting.

In every civilization we find evidence that human beings have long
sought and long enjoyed the happiness of grace: the sense that there is an
order to the cosmos, an awareness of the gift of life, and an appreciation for
our own place in it.

Seneca wrote beautifully about this feeling, the awe at looking up and
realizing that the universe, as huge and complicated as it is, somehow
works. Maybe you’ve felt it deep in the woods or floating in your kayak on
the sea:

This swift revolution of the heavens, being ruled by eternal law, goes
on unhindered, producing so many things on land and sea, so many
brilliant lights in the sky all shining in fixed array . . . Even the
phenomena which seem irregular and undetermined—I mean showers
and clouds, the stroke of crashing thunderbolts and the fires that belch
from the riven peaks of mountains, tremors of the quaking ground . . .
these, no matter how suddenly they occur, do not happen without a
reason.
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Walker, you told me that some of your happiest kid memories were of
diving for abalone. Most abalone divers in California put on a fancy wetsuit
first. But not you—you’d dive off a rock in your Levi’s, kick until you were
fifteen or twenty feet under, pry the abalone off the seabed, and thrash your
way back to the surface on a single breath. Then you’d do it again. And



each time, you’d push yourself to dive deeper, hold your breath longer,
bring back more. This is the kind of thing that regularly gets people killed
—and you were doing it in jeans.

I have one question for you: What the hell were you doing?

If you’d needed food, you could’ve gone to the store. But, of course, you
weren’t doing it for food. You were doing it because it made you happy.
Because you understood what Aristotle understood: pushing ourselves to
grow, to get better, to dive deeper is at the heart of happiness. This is why
kids climb trees, and why it’s often a mistake when people yell at them to
get down.

This is the happiness that goes hand in hand with excellence, with pursuing
worthy goals, with growing in mastery.

And what’s key here, Walker, is that you were happy while you were
diving. It is about the exercise of powers. The most common mistake people
make in thinking about the happiness of excellence is to focus on moments
of achievement. They imagine the mountain climber on the summit. That’s
part of the happiness of excellence, and a very real part.

What counts more, though, is not the happiness of being there, but the
happiness of getting there. A mountain climber heads for the summit, and
joy meets her along the way. You head for the bottom of the ocean, and joy
meets you on the way down.

To be more precise, you create joy along the way. Some psychologists, like
Mihaly Czikszentmihalyi, talk about the concept of flow, the kind of
happiness that comes when we lose ourselves through complete absorption
in a rewarding task: “These periods of struggling to overcome challenges
are what people find to be the most enjoyable times of their lives. A person
who has achieved control over psychic energy and has invested it in
consciously chosen goals cannot help but grow into a more complex being.
By stretching skills, by reaching toward higher challenges, such a person
becomes an increasingly extraordinary individual.”

These moments of immersion, of engagement, of clear focus—moments
that can last for hours, occasionally days—are some of the best times of our
lives.

I want to be clear about this point. Pursuing excellence, stretching and
straining our minds, bodies, and spirits, isn’t like eating your vegetables.



I’m not talking about this pursuit because it’s good for you. I’m talking
about it because it’s joyful for you.

Let me quote one other bit about the idea of flow, from the psychologist
who first popularized the term: “Contrary to what we usually believe,
moments like these, the best moments in our lives, are not the passive,
receptive, relaxing times . . . The best moments usually occur when a
person’s body or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to
accomplish something difficult and worthwhile.”

You already know this. In your moments of growth, you feel fully
present, fully alive. You know those times when you look up and think, It’s
been eight hours? When you’re pushing yourself, absorbed, lost in time,
that’s happiness. It’s the happiness that resilience helps us to achieve.

Joy, like sweat, is usually a byproduct of your activity, not your aim.
Remember what comes first. A focus on happiness will not lead to

excellence. A focus on excellence will, over time, lead to happiness.
The pursuit of excellence leads to growth, mastery, and achievement.

None of these are sufficient for happiness, yet all of them are necessary.

The happiness of excellence comes from deep engagement with the world.
And when we’re engaged in service to others, we find that this happiness
takes on a whole new dimension: meaning.

It’s one pleasure to dive for abalone. It’s another pleasure to dive for
abalone to feed a hungry family. My grandmother-in-law knits. She’s great
at it, and I know that trying to master new patterns and products gives her
pleasure. I also know that knitting for a friend in hospice or for her great-
grandchildren provides her a deeper satisfaction that comes with doing
work that’s meaningful.

And that combination—outer service and inner growth—is one of the
most beautiful things we can create in a good life.

We can push that analogy between happiness and the colors a bit further. If
you lose one of the primary colors, you lose a big part of the color
spectrum. If you lose yellow, you also lose every shade of green.



In the same way, our lives lose something without all three kinds of
happiness. Those who do not have worthy struggles in their lives never
enjoy the pleasure of celebrating a hard-won victory. They don’t know the
satisfaction that comes from growth, or the happiness of friendships formed
when people help each other in hard times.

We can all think of people—whether they’re people we’ve been lucky to
know or people we know from history—who made great sacrifices in their
search for a purpose, because they knew that their lives wouldn’t be
complete without one.

One of those people was Hannah Senesh. When she left her native
Hungary to emigrate to Palestine, she wrote in her diary, “I’ve become a
different person, and it’s a very good feeling. One needs something to
believe in, something for which one can have whole-hearted enthusiasm.
One needs to feel that one’s life has meaning, that one is needed in this
world.”

She lived by those words. A few years later, at the age of twenty-three,
she volunteered to parachute into a war zone, sneak behind Nazi lines, and
rescue Hungarian Jews on the verge of being sent to Auschwitz. She
became a symbol of heroism and purpose to those who came after her and
learned her story.

I was one of them. I learned about Hannah Senesh as a kid in Sunday
school, and as you can see, her story stuck with me. The lesson I take from
her is that the pull of purpose, the desire to feel “needed in this world”—
however we fulfill that desire—is a very powerful force in a human life.
You don’t have to die in pursuit of excellence, Walker. We all want you
around for a while. But you do have to recognize that the drive to live well
and purposefully isn’t some grim, ugly, teeth-gritting duty. On the contrary:
“it’s a very good feeling.” It really is happiness.

Lots and lots of red will never make blue. In the same way, because
physical pleasure is fundamentally different from the pursuit of excellence,
the happiness of pleasure can never replace the happiness that comes from
the pursuit of excellence.



But people still try. When people lose the pursuit of something worthy,
they often try to replace that pursuit with some kind of pleasure.

We can pursue pleasures all we like. But having a lot of the wrong thing
doesn’t make it the right thing. Pleasures can never make up for an absence
of purposeful work and meaningful relationships. Pleasures will never make
you whole.

Some veterans come home from war and turn to alcohol or drugs: you’ve
been there, and thousands have been there before you. Why is it that the
toughest people we know—people who went without a soft bed, a home-
cooked meal, and comfortable clothes for months at a time—suddenly can’t
go a day without a bottle?

A lot of people think veterans turn to drink and drugs to forget what they
experienced in war. And some do. But that’s only a partial and distorted
truth. More often, veterans turn to drink and drugs to replace what they
experienced in war.

A veteran who comes home from war is returning from one of the most
intense experiences a human being can have. Even if he was not under fire
every day, he woke up every morning as part of a team. He started every
day with a purpose, and a mission that mattered to those around him.

Even in the middle of the desert, when it’s a hundred degrees at ten A.M.
and your nostrils are full of sand, there’s happiness. Real happiness. It
comes from working together, hurting together, fighting together, surviving
together, mourning together. It is the essence of the happiness of excellence.

The conditions might be miserable, the larger mission might be
misguided, but your purpose is usually clear every day, even if it is only to
bring your friends home with honor.

I have always had a preference for Spartan living, and in the military the
simplicity of your environment matches the clarity of your purpose. When I
was in Irag, we knew that our work was saving the lives of American
marines. We woke up every day to live a life that mattered.

When you come home from war, all of that—the adrenaline, the love, the
purpose, the pursuit, the nobility, the calling—vanishes. The happiness of
excellence, of purposeful endeavor, is gone.

At the same time, you’ve been laboring in an environment with few
pleasures. So you reach for a beer. You indulge in a meal. You make love.



The first night home, this is all good. Life is good. Life is very, very good.

But if you’ve been home for a year, and you are still drinking hard every
night, then you have a problem. And the problem, truth be told, isn’t what
happened in the war. The problem now is what you’ve decided to make of
your life since you’ve been home. Alcohol and drugs can soothe us, but
only temporarily. TV and video games can distract us, but they can’t trick
us into thinking we’ve found meaning.

You’ve lived this, Zach. People all around you are living the same thing
every day on their own frontlines. Athletes who leave the game because of
injury or the natural decay of their skills are living it. People who lose their
jobs are living it. Workers who retire and can’t think of how to fill their
days are living it. Elderly people who outlive their friends are living it.

What the hell, they all wonder, am I here for now?

But there is no purpose to be found at the bottom of a whiskey bottle. The
happiness of pleasure can’t provide purpose; it can’t substitute for the
happiness of excellence.

The challenge for the veteran—and for anyone suddenly deprived of
purpose—is not simply to overcome trauma, but to rebuild meaning. The
only way out is through. Through suffering to strength. Through hardship to
healing. And the longer we wait, the less life we have to live.

There is happiness in struggle.

I ran my first marathon when I was sixteen, and I came to love the fun
and struggle of long-distance running. Fifteen years and many races later, I
set a goal to run a three-hour marathon. I bought the right shoes, ate all the
right foods, did all the right training with some very fast friends. I even
picked a flat, fast course with the perfect conditions: Arizona in January. I
went to sleep every night for months thinking of the date circled on my
calendar.

I crossed the finish line in three hours . . . and twelve seconds. That
sucked.

I decided to try one more time. And I decided that if I was going to break
through the three-hour wall, I needed to do something harder, maybe a little
crazy. I couldn’t just “take” the time. I’d have to earn it.



I’d been reading about Emil Zatopek, one of the greatest runners of all
time—and one of the most intense. The training run I copied from his
regimen was the 80 x 400. He would run 80 times around a 400-meter
track, with a 60-second rest between each lap. And he’d run each lap at a
sprint.

I have no idea what the physiological value of that training was. I’'m not
sure if my body changed. But my mind did. I discovered I could run faster
and harder than I thought I could—faster and harder than I had in Arizona.
And when the next marathon came, I thought about Emil Zatopek, pushed a
little harder, and broke through that wall.

I like Zatopek because he’s a great example of resilience and happiness
working in tandem.

Emil Zatopek did not set out to be a runner. He was forced into his first
race in 1940, at the age of eighteen, by a coach at the Czech shoe factory
where he worked. Somewhere before the finish line of that first race, he
discovered that he wanted to win more than anything. “But I only came in
second,” Zatopek later remembered. “That was the way it started.” His life
had a direction.

Soon he was training insanely hard, developing a regimen and a running
style all his own. Where other runners paced themselves in training, he
sprinted. He ran in the snow and in his army boots, so that running 10,000
meters in clear conditions in track shoes felt like “a relief” by comparison.
Within four years, Zatopek was setting Czech records, then world records.
Asked the secret of his success, he responded: “Simple. I run, and run and
run.”

In the 1952 Olympics, after winning gold in the 5,000- and 10,000-meter
races, Zatopek decided on a whim to run his first marathon. His strategy:
find the fastest runner and keep pace with him. With a third of the race
done, Zatopek turned to his closest competitor at the head of the pack and
asked if he was running at the right pace. The leader replied, “Too slow,”
hoping to trick the Czech into exhausting himself. Instead, Zatopek sped up
—and crossed the finish line with a world record.

Emil Zatopek was never a graceful runner. His head lolled from side to
side as he ran, and his breaths came in gasps so loud his competitors could
hear him coming. He wore all the pain of running on his face. You can



imagine him in sight of the finish, pain clawing through his thighs, the
rhythm of his heart pounding in his ears, his lungs on fire.

That’s very real pain. And a very real pleasure. It’s a purpose and a
happiness only possible with resilience.

When we rob people of their pain—when we don’t allow them the
possibility of failure—we also rob them of their happiness.

We are meant to have worthy work to do. If we aren’t allowed to struggle
for something worthwhile, we’ll never grow in resilience, and we’ll never
experience complete happiness.
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It’s natural to ask: If we need all three kinds of happiness, why do we see
and hear so much about the happiness of pleasure and so little about the
happiness of grace and the happiness of excellence?

Today we are sold to at a frequency and intensity unmatched in history.
On television and radio, the sides of buses, fliers on our cars, entire sides of
buildings, billboards, mailings, targeted ads in our in-boxes—there are
fewer moments than ever before when our senses are not bombarded by
advertising.

Think of the happiness of pleasure from the perspective of someone
responsible for those ads. Happiness is attainable: anyone can buy it. And
those ads offer a vision of happiness that’s relatable—*“you’re so close”—
and vivid—*“it’ll feel so good.”

But pleasure has its limits. There comes a point of excess, a point of
exhaustion. And the constant pursuit of pleasure can actually distract us
from enjoying what we already have. Epicurus, maybe the greatest
philosopher of pleasure, understood this. “Not what we have, but what we
enjoy, constitutes our abundance.”

The constant promise of pleasure can blind us to the fact that there are
other kinds of happiness that we need for a full life. We begin to believe
that one more purchase, one more meal, one more trip, one more thing will
finally make us complete.

Why sell something no one can buy? The happiness that comes from the
pursuit of excellence cannot be advertised—because it is not for sale. It is
unsellable because we create it, or not, for ourselves.



Constantly pursuing pleasure puts too many lives out of whack. “Look at all
the shades of red I have!” people say. “I have auburn and burgundy and
cardinal and crimson and maroon and raspberry and rose and rust and . . .”
And you may be blind to everything else.

Excellence and grace are often missing from the stunted version of
happiness people want to sell us.
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Finally, Walker, it’s important to remember that all the talk about colors is
only an analogy, and every analogy has its limitations. Where on the color
wheel are your friends, your kids, your wife, your parents?

They are, of course, in everything. But you and I know it would be false
to say only that our kids make us more grateful, that our friends make us
more excellent, or that some of the people in our lives make it more
pleasurable. It’s true that they do these things, but there’s a happiness in our
relationships that is deeper, wider, and more profound than anything we’ve
touched on here. We can talk more about relationships and resilience later.
For now, I just want to make the point that these letters will have their
limitations: maybe the most important is our inability to adequately express
or theorize how crucial love is to happiness.



LETTER 6

Models

You know by instinct that it is impossible to “teach” democracy, or
citizenship or a happy married life . . . They come, not from a course,
but from a teacher; not from a curriculum, but from a human soul.

—JACQUES BARZUN

Walker,

My boxing trainer was a guy named Ariel Blair. His mother named him
Ariel, which, he often told us with a smile, meant “the Lion of God.”

When he was growing up in Washington, D.C., during the Depression,
most of the kids he played with couldn’t pronounce his name, so “Ariel”
became “Earl.” In his teens he worked odd jobs—cleaning an excursion
boat, shining shoes, washing dishes, busing tables. He joined the
(segregated) military at the end of World War 11, and when he came home
from the war he had several careers: in construction, cleaning and testing air
cylinders, as a mobile messenger delivering telegrams. When I met Earl he
was working in a warehouse during the day and teaching boxing at night.

You and Earl look pretty different. He’s a half century older than you.
He’s black. You’re white. He’s urban. You’re rural.

But you and Earl have more in common than a lot of people I know.
You’ve both had calluses on your hands since you were fourteen years old,
and you both instinctively distrust people who haven’t had to work as hard
as you. You’ve both lived hard lives, punctuated by tragedy. And you are
both very aware that your time on earth is limited. You both joke a lot and
laugh hard, but I don’t know many people who think as seriously about
what it means to live well. You both wake up in the middle of the night
wondering if you’re doing it right.

You both grew up in schools that didn’t know what to do with boys who
had more energy than patience. You managed to graduate from high school
—which Earl never did—yet both of you feel that you’re missing
something. Sometimes you think of yourselves as uneducated. You’ve both



been unfairly judged for it, and you’ve felt that prejudice rub against you
for a long time.

You share some fears. You’re both gifted with words, but afraid to write.
You’ve both built up stores of wisdom, but too often you’re afraid to share
what you’ve learned. Earl has to be coaxed to walk into a school and speak
to young people. You, a man who patrolled the streets of Afghanistan, are
afraid to travel to a city in the United States and talk with veterans who
want to hear your story.

And in this way, both of you—tremendously courageous men most of the
time—sometimes act out of fear when everyone needs you to stand with
strength.

There are elementary school children in Earl’s neighborhood who need to
hear some of his stories. They should hear about the time when Earl was on
Okinawa, “the Rock.” He complained about segregation in the Army and
was thrown in the stockade for insubordination. One of his friends slipped
out of the barracks at night and low-crawled to the fence line outside Earl’s
cell. Earl crawled out and they whispered through the wire. His friend told
Earl that he’d overheard the commanding officer say they were going to
find a way to provoke Earl when he was on a work detail, make Earl attack
one of the guards, and then they’d shoot him. They said, “That man will not
leave the Rock alive.” They also need to hear Earl tell his story about the
Jewish doctor on the base who didn’t want to see anyone punished on
account of prejudice. The doctor risked his own career, got Earl off the
Rock, and saved Earl’s life. He also—to hear Earl tell it—changed Earl’s
own prejudiced view of people who were Jewish.

A lot of men who live hard lives withdraw into themselves. For them, a
nod can constitute conversation. You and Earl both admire and appreciate
such men because you’ve spent a lot of time around them. But you also
recognize that these men, while they can set a great example, too often die
without sharing what they’ve learned.

You and Earl both became trainers. As soon as you made it back from
Afghanistan, you signed up to be a SEAL trainer. There are still many
frogmen who know how to think under fire and how to fight as a team
because of what you taught them.

Earl trained men to box, and perhaps more important, he trained them in
how to live well. Earl said he wasn’t a coach: “A coach makes you more
skilled, shows you how to be better at a certain activity—maybe it’s



running, maybe it’s throwing, maybe it’s boxing. But what’s the point? The
point is, after a coach coaches you, you can go and do whatever you want
with your new skill. You learn to run, you can go rob a store. You learn to
fight, you can go fight in the street. But that’s not what I’'m about. I am not
a coach with players, but a teacher with students. I teach my boxers not just
a set of skills, but a way of living.”

So I want to write about one of the first lessons about living I picked up
from Earl. It’s pretty simple. But if it were obvious, I wouldn’t have needed
Earl to teach me.
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I started boxing with Earl when I was nineteen. I was a sophomore in
college.

During the day, on campus, I studied Aristotle. Aristotle told his students
that “what is valuable and pleasant to a morally good man actually is
valuable and pleasant.” In other words, you know what the good thing is by
seeing what the good person does. If you want to know how to live well,
don’t make things more complicated than they need to be. Just look at a
model of someone who’s already living well. Start there.

After reading Aristotle in class, I’d drive into Durham and make my way
to a small boxing gym tucked in a corner of a rough neighborhood. There
Earl and I would train with Derrick.

Derrick, my training partner, worked in construction. He was six-two and
had the powerful build of a tall, fast fighter. He fought professionally. He
was a young guy at the time—twenty-six—but since I was seven years
younger, it seemed to me that Derrick had a whole planet of experience
underneath him.

When I asked Earl, “How do I throw a jab?” he said, “Watch Derrick. Do
as he does.”

When Earl let me start training on the heavy bag, he’d have me watch
Derrick. He’d say, “There’s your picture, Eric. Watch how Derrick works
the bag.”

Derrick was my model, and I learned faster by watching and imitating
him than I ever could have done by reading a book or listening to a coach
alone.



Earl and Aristotle. They both said the same thing: Find a model. Do as
they do.
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Walker, let’s remember that “stupid hurts.”

Human beings learn by imitating other human beings.

Probably the most complex intellectual feat any of us will ever achieve is
learning to talk. And we do it simply by listening to others, trying to do
what they do.

We survive because we imitate. We pass on cultures and languages and
common sense because we imitate. And what we imitate are not only skills
—how you ride a bike or climb a rope—but ways of being. How do you
talk to your neighbor? How do you carry yourself on patrol? How do you
press on when your body is begging you to quit? You watch someone else
do it, and you imitate.

What’s strange about the way most of us live is that we know how
important it is to have models. Everyone wants their children to look for
good “role models.” Yet once we become adults, we stop looking. That’s
just stupid. And it leads to a lot of unnecessary pain.

Karl Marlantes, a Vietnam veteran, wrote an excellent book called What
It Is Like to Go to War. It starts with this:

Any fool can learn from his mistakes. The wise man learns from the
mistakes of others.

—OTTO VON BISMARCK

When we did something dumb in BUD/S, remember how the instructors
would say, “Well, if you don’t want to be smart, then you better be hard”?
Then they’d make us do 237 burpees in the sand, or run in and out of the
ocean a dozen times.

The lesson was: Stupid hurts. Be smart.

That’s still true today, Walker. You’ve written to me a lot about your
brother Ed. You told me that after he died, “my world turned upside down”:



I didn’t know what else to do when I fell on hard times, but drink. So
drink I did, and did it often, and to extremes. I drank like a whale, not
a fish. I denied myself the ability to feel, and when drinking stopped
working I drank some more. When drinking more stopped working, 1
tried drinking even more. I would black out in my backyard and wake
up facedown next to my barbeque pit, then walk to the store to buy
more beer.

Now, Walker, what is that? Read your own writing above. How would
you describe it? I write this loving you, but this above is only one thing and
you know it. It’s stupid.

I have two brothers. Both of them, thank God, are alive and healthy. I
don’t know what it’s like to lose a brother. But I do know this: You are not
the first person to lose someone you love. You are not the first person to
lose a brother.

In all the times that you’ve written to me about Ed, you’ve told me about
what happened to you, what you did, what you felt, what you wished you
had done, what you failed to do.

Never once have you told me about someone you admire who learned
how to endure a brother’s death. In all this time, I’ve never heard you refer
to someone else’s story or struggle.

You’ve been trapped in your own mind and your own life and your own
story. Of course you didn’t know what to do. You’ve never had to do this
before.

But other people have had to deal with this. So learn from them.
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You’ve already done the hardest thing, Walker. You’ve started. You wrote:

I didn’t know that I was reaching out for your guidance and wisdom
when I asked you for that letter of reference, but I was . . . I now have
the strength to act on the wisdom you know I have . . . I will achieve
resilience through my hardship. I will persevere. The time for Zach
Walker to be the resilient man I know I can be and am is right now. Not
tomorrow, not in ten minutes, right this second.



So what’s next? What do we do first?

Let’s find a model. Now, how do we do that well?

If I sat down in your living room and placed a giant bag of jigsaw puzzle
pieces on a table in front of you and asked you to put all of the pieces
together, what’s the first thing you’d ask for?

(First you’d probably ask for a reason. “Why are you askin’ me to do a
puzzle, G?” But if for the moment you accept that you’re going to do the
puzzle, what would you ask for?)

I’'m guessing you’d ask for a picture. You’d want to know how all of the
pieces come together. You’d want to know what you’re trying to make.

Here’s the thing: life only hands you pieces. You have to figure out how
to put them together.

Your life doesn’t come with a picture of what it’s supposed to look like
on the box. You have to—you get to—choose that picture for yourself. And
you choose it by looking for a model of a life well lived.

“There’s your picture, Eric. Watch how Derrick works the bag.”

What’s powerful about this simple idea is that, over time, you’ll begin to
find models for almost any part of your life that you want to make
excellent. And because of this, in any well-lived life, you’ll likely not have
one model, but many.
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Let me tell you a bit about how I’ve used models in my life. In the summer
of 1994 I went overseas to work with Bosnian refugees. Bosnia had been
racked by vicious campaigns of ethnic cleansing. I lived and worked in
refugee camps, and it was in those camps that I tried to do my first
documentary photography work.

I wasn’t a great photographer. I certainly wasn’t anything close to being
professional, but after seeing how the refugees lived, I knew—in general
terms—what I wanted to do. I wanted to show people that even in times of
great hardship, men, women, and children can live with courage and
dignity.

I also knew that I wasn’t the first person to try to do this. So I read Let Us
Now Praise Famous Men, an unorthodox, deeply felt work of reporting and
photographs that brought the lives of Depression-era tenant farmers, in all



their struggle and pride, to the American public. I read James Agee’s
firsthand account of the farmers’ lives; I studied Walker Evans’s black-and-
white photographs.

I looked for other models too: Dorothea Lange’s iconic images of the
American Dust Bowl; Sebastido Salgado’s remarkable panoramas from
Brazil. I read Down and Out in Paris and London—a book George Orwell
wrote about his time living among those who had been forgotten.

Not everything I studied or read proved to be a good model for me. I
photographed in black and white, and so I studied Ansel Adams. I looked at
his work, bought his books, went to his exhibits, and . . . nothing. His work
just didn’t seem to be the right model for mine. He photographed
landscapes, I photographed people. He photographed from far away, I took
pictures up close. It’s not that I didn’t recognize the genius in his work. I
did. It’s just that it wasn’t the kind of genius that I sought to emulate. I
mention it because you should keep in mind that not everyone is, can be, or
should be a model for you—even if they are great.

Later, when I went to Rwanda, Bolivia, Cambodia, India, Mexico,
Albania, and Gaza, I tried to photograph like Salgado and Evans. I tried to
capture honest personal photographs of people living noble lives through
incredible trials. And I tried to do this in a way that would give others some
insight into, connection with, and respect for the lives of others.

What I produced was uniquely my own. Evans and Salgado couldn’t take
the photographs for me. And, over time, I developed my own style. I look at
Salgado’s work in Terra and it’s obvious how far away I am from his
excellence, but my own work was better because I had his model to aim at.

There’s no excellence in a vacuum. Look at the most original people you
can think of—the pathbreaking scientist, the profound artist, the record-
setting athlete—and you’ll find people who started by copying.

“Start copying what you love. Copy copy copy copy. At the end of the
copy you will find yourself.” That’s from Yohji Yamamoto, an influential
fashion designer. I’m guessing that this is the first time in recorded history
that one SEAL has given guidance to another by quoting a fashion designer,
but, hey man, what’s true is true.

What’s true is that the way to excellence starts by copying the excellence
around you. “Those who do not want to imitate anything, produce nothing.”



Salvador Dali said that, and if anyone should know about originality, he
should.

Before he wrote the symphonies that would revolutionize music,
Beethoven copied Mozart’s style. Before he pioneered cubism, Pablo
Picasso mastered the realistic style of the painters who came before him.
Before he wrote the dialogues that made Socrates immortal, Plato spent
nearly every day just listening to Socrates talk.

So copy, day after day. And one day you’ll take stock and find that what
started out as copying—whether it’s your writing, or your way of being a
dad, or your way of facing up to loss—has become something uniquely
your own.
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Now, let’s say that you look around for a while. You read, you talk with
friends and family. You search. How do you know if you’ve found a model?

It’s pretty straightforward: when you find yourself reflecting on
someone’s positive example to guide your thinking and your actions and
you begin to imitate him, then you have a model.

When you ask most adults “Who are your role models?” they hem and haw
and then, after a few moments’ pause, say, “My parents.”

If you push them on this, they will, revealingly, start to talk about
someone who was a role model for them when they were a child or a young
adult. They’ll tell you about how the person influenced their life many years
ago. But they rarely tell you about how they are modeling themselves after
someone today.

We don’t grow in courage or wisdom or resilience by thinking alone. We
grow in these virtues by observing how they are embodied in courageous,
wise, resilient people of flesh and blood, and by emulating them.

A model can be living or dead. A model can be someone you have never
met, or a person you live with. A model can be any age, any race, any
gender, someone who has achieved monumental greatness, or someone who
has lived a quietly honorable life. What all good models share is an
excellence that draws us to emulate them.
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The writer Hunter S. Thompson once set out to learn the secrets of F. Scott
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, the book he admired more than any other. So
he typed out the entire book for himself—because, he said, he wanted to
understand what it felt like to write a masterpiece, word by word.

That might strike us as more than a little crazy. The goal is to learn from
our models, not to make ourselves into identical copies of them. Yet I think
there’s some wisdom in Thompson’s practice. He was trying to get into the
mind of his model, to know how it felt to type a perfect sentence.

Over the past few weeks, Walker, you’ve been asking me to give you
some guidance about how you can become a leader in your town, how you
can organize people to clean up parks, to build monuments, to raise money
for good causes. You want to know what to do first, second, and then third.
And I haven’t really answered you.

Here’s why: It’s not because I don’t want you to become a leader in your
town, or because I think you can’t do it. It’s because you’re asking the
wrong question. The question isn’t, “What do I do?” The question is, “Who
do I learn from, and how do I learn from them?” Learn from a model, and
you’ll know what to do.

Remember the jigsaw puzzle? Who’s your picture? Who leads in your
community in a way that you admire? How are you going to learn from
them?

Thompson wasn’t trying to write The Great Gatsby. That book had
already been written. But he was trying, in a devoted way, to imitate his
model’s process. You won’t achieve exactly what your model has achieved.
But by learning the habits, disciplines, and practices that made their
accomplishments possible, you’ll find your way to accomplishments of
your own.

Rather than ask, “How can I achieve what they achieved?” try asking,
“How can I create myself as they created themselves?”
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After I was hit by the suicide truck bomb in Iraq, I felt—for a few days at
least—that I’d lost part of my hearing. When I went to the VA for a hearing



test, they told me I was fine. But the experience made me think about what
I’d do if T went deaf.

One thing I’d definitely do would be to read a biography of Beethoven.
When he was thirty-one, and it became clear that he was losing his hearing
for good, he thought long and hard about killing himself. He even sat down
to write a suicide note. But instead, the note became a testament to his
decision to keep living. He saved it among his papers, and it was only
discovered after he died of natural causes twenty-five years later. He wrote:
“Oh fellow men, when at some point you read this . . . someone who has
had misfortune may console himself to find a similar case.”

He’s telling us: I’ve been there. You’re not alone.

Think about all the ways models help us learn resilience.

Models offer hope. After an entrepreneur goes bankrupt, a soldier loses a
limb, or a mother loses a child, it may feel to each of them as if joy has
been permanently crushed from their life. But if they meet another business
leader, another soldier, another mother who has passed through similar
hardship and still built a meaningful life, they may come to see how much
is still possible. When we see what others have done, we begin to ask what
we might do. We begin to see a way through.

Models offer practical wisdom. The closer the model’s experience is to
yours, the more practical advice you may find. You can benefit from the
example of your model’s mistakes and learn from the example of your
model’s strengths. No one can speak to a wounded veteran like another
wounded veteran. No one can speak to a family that has cared for a
desperately ill child like another family that has done the same.

Even if we are unable to find someone who has struggled as we have
struggled, we still have no reason to feel alone. We have no excuse for
failing to learn. As long as we can read, we have access to models from all
of recorded history: biographies that are reservoirs of insight, stories of
human tragedy and human possibilities.

Literature and history are among our greatest resources in this regard. By
immersing ourselves in stories, we learn to exercise the moral imagination.
By putting ourselves in someone else’s shoes—by trying to see what she
saw and hear what she heard and feel what she might have felt—we expand
our sense of what is possible in our own lives. When we learn how to enter



into the stories and experiences of others, we’re learning some of what they
learned.

It takes humility to realize that your story is not unique. It takes empathy
to realize that the stories of others matter as much as your own. Reading
literature and history—starting to learn the stories of others as early as we
can—fosters those virtues.

Let me offer another thought for you. Think about what it means to have a
liberal arts education. The word “liberal” has, at its root, liber—the same
root, of course, as the word “liberty.” The idea of learning literature and
history is that they free you to see how you might live. They free you to live
a better life, informed by all of the accumulated knowledge and wisdom
available to you. They free you from living inside the narrow confines of
your own story.

-9

People can have one virtue without having them all. Those who are brave
might also be impatient. Those who are patient might also be unjust. And
even when people exercise one virtue in one context, they often fail to
exercise the same virtue in another. The disciplined athlete is the
undisciplined spender. The courageous soldier becomes the frightened
father.

We don’t choose our models in a spirit of passive, all-consuming
admiration, as a child does. We must choose actively, as an adult does.
We’re seasoned enough to know that no one exercises a perfect and
complete set of the virtues. We can select the qualities we want to emulate,
leaving aside the rest without regrets.

We can admire the profound wisdom of Plato without accepting or
ignoring his deep elitism, which held that many of us have no hope of
achieving wisdom at all. We can admire the freethinking genius of Thomas
Jefferson without accepting or ignoring his ownership of other human
beings. We can admire the audacity of Richard Wagner, a nearly self-taught
musician who became one of history’s greatest composers, without
accepting or ignoring his hatred of Jews.

We can admire without ignoring, because we are adults, and that is what
adults are capable of.
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As a kid, I loved Aquaman. I thought he was the best. I’m sure that you had
your own superhero too. As children, we like to believe in the shining,
flawless hero.

That belief is entirely appropriate to childhood. But in time we have to
“put away childish things.” Our lives change, and our models should
change with them. I’'m not still going around jumping off the couch wearing
Underoos and idolizing Aquaman. (Though truth be told, I’'m looking
forward to having kids old enough to jump off couches with me.)

The models you choose for your life should match the challenges you’re
facing. Right now, you might have a model for how to deal with your
brother’s death, a model for how to serve in the community, and a model for
how to be a father.

Over time, you’ll grow. Your sense of self will change. You’ll have new
challenges, and you will choose new models of excellence to help you meet
them. The model who was perfect at one time in our lives can turn
imperfect as our lives and our needs change. The model who taught us
courage may be ill suited when the times demand patience.

At each stage, we pursue different dreams, learn different ways of living
a good life, and pass through different trials. So we cannot hold inflexibly
to our models. We cannot make them into idols. And when times change,
we have to let go of our models with gratitude.

The most important thing to let go of—the thing so many of us struggle to

let go of—is the idea that our heroes are flawless. We have to put that idea

away, if only because such a view of heroes begins to limit our view of our
own lives.

If we believe that our heroes are flawless, we begin to believe that we,
being flawed, are incapable of heroism. In this way, a belief in the
perfection of others can inhibit our own growth.

Adult heroism is different. The adult knows that all heroic lives are, in a
sense, a heroic struggle to overcome our own limitations.

Believing in the perfection of heroes can hamper us in another way. When
we finally find out that our heroes are not perfect, but human, we can be



tempted to dismiss all that is heroic about them. Sometimes people do this
to comfort themselves. If no one is heroic, they think, then why should I
try?
Flawed heroes are still heroic. Every Achilles has an Achilles’ heel.
Your hero is flawed. So are you. Congratulations, you have that in
common. Now, make yourself similar in another way: go be heroic.



LETTER 7

Identity

Be less concerned with what you have than with what you are, so that
you may make yourselves as excellent and as rational as possible.

—SOCRATES

Walker,

We talked about this the other day, but I want to put it down in a letter so
that you can look at it again.

You were telling me about how the docs at the VA kept asking you how
you were feeling. You’d tell them that you were feeling good one day and
bad the next, feeling good in the morning and then bad at night. Then the
next day it was bad in the morning, better in the afternoon, and worse at
night. You were feeling bad, then better, but mostly still bad. You felt
trapped by what you were feeling.

And then I interrupted: “Walker, how you feel is not important right
now.” I told you to take out a piece of paper. We wrote down three words,
in this order:

FEELINGS
ACTION
IDENTITY

That is the trap that your docs and your choices have put you in. In our
culture, we teach people to put feelings first. It’s the first thing people ask
you, especially when they think that something might be wrong. “How are
you feeling?” It’s often a sucker’s question, because the next thing they do
is to help you to think about what you should do. “Well, if you’re feeling
this way, then .. .”

In the end, we tend to assume, without really thinking about it, that
everything starts with our feelings, that our feelings are in control. Feelings
lead to action. Action shapes our identity. So if you’re feeling angry,



jealous, frightened, gluttonous . . . well, you’ll be more likely to act that
way, and that’s who you become.

I told you that I was less interested in how you feel and more interested in
who you want to be.
We talked about this for a while, and here’s what you wrote to me later:

Good talking with you today, old friend. That said, I feel like
radioactive waste right now. I thought I made it through the worst of
my lows, but can’t help but think there’s a mighty shit storm building
up somewhere with my name spelled out in its clouds. A lot of what
you said today got me to thinking. Who am I? What do I identify myself
as? What type of man? It brought me back to who I was when I was in
the Teams. Thanks for clearing that up for me. It seems as though I
need a reminder every once in a while. Anything is possible, my friend.

Then, a few days later, you wrote to me that you’d made a decision: “I don’t
have to live in fear. I am in control of my mind.”

I asked you to write down those same three words in the opposite
direction. It’s the direction that holds the most promise for your life:

IDENTITY
ACTION
FEELINGS

You begin by asking, “Who am I going to be?” You decided to be
courageous again.

So what’s next? Act that way. Act with courage. And here comes the part
that’s so simple it’s easy to miss: the way you act will shape the way you
feel. You act with courage and immediately your fears start to shrink and
you begin to grow.

If you want to feel differently, act differently.

This ain’t complicated, my friend. But it’s amazing how many people get
it wrong for so long.

Let me tell you a little about someone who didnt get it wrong. In one of my
letters I mentioned Cato, the ancient Roman who died fighting against



Julius Caesar’s dictatorship. Cato was an inspirational figure for the people
who founded our country—George Washington even staged a play at Valley
Forge about his fight for liberty.

Cato was a man who decided at an early age what kind of person he
wanted to be—someone who was stoic, tough, self-sacrificing—and then he
set out very deliberately to become that person. He was born into a wealthy
family, and he could have chosen the easy life of luxury lived by most of
Rome’s young men as the Republic fell apart. Instead, wrote an ancient
biographer:

He built up his body by vigorous exercises, accustoming himself to
endure both heat and snow with uncovered head, and to journey on
foot at all seasons, without a vehicle. Those of his friends who went
abroad with him used horses, and Cato would often join each of them
in turn and converse with him, although he walked and they rode . . .

He would often go out into the streets after breakfast without shoes
or tunic. He was not hunting for notoriety by this strange practice, but
accustoming himself to be ashamed only of what was really shameful,
and to ignore men’s low opinion of other things.

In this translation of the biography, we read that Cato was “accustoming
himself.” The translator might have said that Cato was “training himself.”
He chose a noble identity and then used his actions to make himself into the
person he had resolved to be.

2

When you put identity first—when you start from your conscious choice to
be a certain kind of person—the way you think about achievement changes
too. You see that character precedes achievement.

I don’t mean that good things only happen to good people, or that there’s
no such thing as luck. I only mean that while what we accomplish is
sometimes beyond our control, we can always shape who we are. We can’t
promise achievement. But we can become the kind of people who are
worthy of achievement.

Here’s Washington’s favorite quotation from the play he put on at Valley
Forge: “’Tis not in mortals to command success, but we’ll do more . . .



we’ll deserve it.” It’s a fitting line for a guy who, in the winter of 1778, had
no idea if he was going to win the war.

This seems like obvious advice, until you realize how easy it is to get
caught up in measuring ourselves against others’ accomplishments. When
we look at other people, we see what they’ve done: the business they’ve
built, the family they’ve raised, the meal they’ve cooked, the race they’ve
won. It’s a lot harder to see how they’ve done what they’ve done.

But that’s what you have to look for, Walker, in your models and
mentors, and in yourself. Make yourself into the kind of person who is
capable of building the business, holding down the job, and teaching the
kid, and the results will come in time.
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Putting feelings in the right place doesn’t mean that feelings aren’t
important. I care about how people feel, and I know that you do too. The
technical term for someone who doesn’t care about how other people feel is
“jackass.” At the extreme, a person who doesn’t care about others’ feelings
is a sociopath.

Almost everyone who has ever written thoughtfully about ethics has
recognized that our feelings for others—beginning with empathy—are at
the heart of living well. A disciple once asked Confucius, “Is there a single
word that can be a guide to conduct throughout one’s life?” Confucius
answered, “It is perhaps the word ‘empathy.”” We can’t treat others as they
deserve unless we can feel what it’s like to be in their shoes.

But—and this is where ancient wisdom tends to diverge from modern
thought—all of this goes hand in hand with the belief that your emotions
can be harnessed and your feelings can be trained.

Plato had a nice way of thinking about this. When we think of the soul, he
writes in his dialogue Phaedrus, let’s imagine it as “a pair of winged horses
and a charioteer.” The charioteer, who controls the horses and steers the
chariot, is your reason. The two horses are our emotions: one, Plato says,
stands for our nobler emotions, such as our desire for honor, and the other
stands for our baser passions and appetites.

But notice: both horses are required to pull the chariot forward. Emotions
can drive us in a way that reason alone cannot. And we need the drive of the



emotions to live a flourishing life.

One of the beauties of Plato’s analogy is that he makes it clear that you are
not your emotions. There is a difference between feeling jealous, angry,
gluttonous, greedy, or slothful and actually being jealous, angry, gluttonous,
greedy, or slothful.

If you feel jealous, you’re human. If you are jealous, then you’re losing
control of your life; your horses are running wild.

The analogy works in another way as well: you can train your horses.

And you, my friend, have some serious horsepower to work with. Your
emotions run deep. It’s part of what makes you such a good friend and good
father. It’s part of what makes you so outrageously courageous and, on the
flip side, so prone to fear and even paranoia. It’s part of your rock-solid
sense of justice, but it’s also part of what makes you a little too quick to
fight.

If you want to think about harnessing your anger, you can learn
something from Gandhi. Gandhi, my friend, was an angry man. I know
you’re thinking: Really? The guy who spun his own clothing and told
everyone to practice nonviolence—he was angry?

Yes. Read a good biography of Gandhi and you’ll begin to understand
why. When he was a young man living in South Africa, he was thrown out
of a first-class train car reserved for whites. He was beaten by a stagecoach
driver for refusing to give up his seat to a European. Years later, in India, he
lived through the massacre of hundreds of peaceful protesters.

Here’s what Gandhi said about his anger: “I have learned through bitter
experience the one supreme lesson to conserve my anger, and as heat
conserved is transmuted into energy, even so our anger controlled can be
transmuted into a power which can move the world.”

So let’s talk for a minute about harnessing your horsepower.
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The horses run wild when we decide that feelings come first. We come to
believe that feeling a certain way demands acting a certain way. We start to
think of ourselves as passive: victims of whatever mood takes us.



Plato is telling us that it’s not that simple. We control our emotions as
much as our emotions control us. The way we feel is often a product of the
way we act. Our actions often create our feelings.

If you sleep for eight hours, you feel differently than if you sleep for two.
Everyone knows and accepts this. It’s also the case that if you, Walker, help
out the young Army Ranger you met who’s struggling to patch his life back
together, you will feel better afterward. You’ll feel stronger, more centered,
more purposeful.

Sleeping, eating, exercising—these actions shape how you feel. Acting
with compassion, courage, grace—these actions also shape how you feel.

Here’s where this gets tough. Imagine that a friend tells us, “I feel depressed
every morning.”

Society has taught us that we’re supposed to say, “I’m sorry you feel that
way.” And that’s a fine thing to say. But then we’re supposed to ask

wHY: “Why do you feel depressed?”

WHAT: “What makes you depressed?”

WHEN: “How long have you been depressed?” Sometimes we’ll even
ask

WwHO: “Have you talked with anyone about your depression?”

WHERE: “Is it only in your house? In bed? Do you feel better at work?”

The question we almost never ask, however, is the only one that really
matters:

How: “How do you do that? How do you make yourself depressed every
morning?”

That sounds like a harsh thing to say to someone who is down. It
certainly is a hard question to ask. The only thing harsher is to not ask the
question.

When we fail to ask that last question of people we care about—or when we
fail to ask it of ourselves—we fail to give the struggling person the thing he
or she needs most: control.

David Burns is a psychiatrist who’s pioneered a new way of treating
depression. Rather than taking the patient’s negative emotions for granted,
he challenges them. Rather than using drugs, he uses reason. He finds that



many of the painful things we believe about ourselves are wrong, or at least
exaggerated. Over time, through deliberate action and thought, we can
change how we feel.

A reporter went to a psychiatry conference and watched one of Burns’s
training videos:

The patient looks around frantically. She is sobbing, panicking,
overwhelmed by anxiety. She says she can’t breathe; her lungs are
about to collapse; her heart is about to stop. She feels like she is going
to die.

Listening to this . . . Burns calmly asks, “Do you think you could
exercise strenuously right now?” Terri doesn’t know; she just feels so
bad. “Why don’t we find out?” Burns suggests . . . and then asks her to
try some jumping jacks . . .

“Could you do this if you were dying?” he asks Terri. “Can you see
yourself in an emergency room doing jumping jacks?” Hesitantly, she
begins to laugh. Soon she’s belly laughing. The joy she feels surges off
the screen. Turning from the video to the therapists, Burns says that’s
the kind of dramatic change he wants them to achieve. Terri had been
experiencing five paralyzing panic attacks a week. She’s had only one
since Burns taped the session they’ve just viewed—and that was 20
years ago.

That change didn’t come from taking a pill or from taking painful
emotions for granted. It came from a simple action, jumping jacks, and a
simple question: If you’re really about to die, how can you be doing
jumping jacks?

When you feel miserable—even when you feel you’re going to die—
that’s not the end of the story. It’s time to start asking the hard questions.
How much of your pain is out there in the world? How much is in your
mind? What is within your power to change? If the feelings you have are
killing you, how can you change them?
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I recently took my preschool teachers to lunch. Most of them are quite
elderly now, and I wanted to be sure that I had thanked all of them while I



had the chance.

One of my teachers, Betty Greenberg, told me a story. She said that I'd
been punching another kid in class and she stopped me. She took me out of
the room and told me that I was not to hit other children, that I should not
harm other people. After she explained this, she asked me if I understood. I
told her yes, I understood. Then she told me that I could go back into class.

I walked straight up to the kid and punched him again. Now, this is just
one incident from when I was three, but self-control is something I
struggled with when I was young. In high school, I was an unremarkable
soccer player, but I did set the school record for yellow cards, mostly for
play that was too aggressive.

When I was growing up, my mom used to say she was worried that I’d
end up in jail. I think that’s probably the case for a lot of moms of future
SEALSs, but I want to make it clear that this isn’t abstract for me. What I’'m
writing to you comes out of my own struggle to get this right.

My school friend Mike had grandparents who lived on a farm, and when I
was thirteen I stayed with them for a few weeks during the summer. I had
never ridden a horse before, but Bob and Jane, Mike’s grandparents, let me
take a filly named Kate out to ride. I rode everywhere on that horse. And
Kate and I raced down streets, over hills, across fields.

I didn’t know how to ride, Walker. I still don’t. Mostly I just got Kate up
to full speed and grabbed the saddle horn with one hand and a fist full of
her mane with the other. Over time, though, Kate and I learned to ride
together.

When we were walking, I’d make a short, sharp clicking sound out the
right side of my mouth. She’d start to trot. I’d click again and she’d start to
canter. I'd click again and she’d be flying at a gallop, raising dust, and I’d
be hanging on for life, wearing a smile wider than a horseshoe.

When it was time to slow, I’d say “Whooooaa” and brush her neck, and
she’d settle down into a walk.

Now, someone who knows something about horses would probably
cringe reading this. But to me, that’s a symbol of wild power, disciplined
over time.

Walker, all analogies have flaws and limitations, and we’ve probably
pushed the emotions/horses one about as far as makes sense. But before we



leave it, I want to make one more point. Imagine you’ve trained two
brilliant horses. Championship horses. Beautiful horses. Swift horses. They
respond not to the whip or even the reins, but simply to the sound of your
voice, to the tilt of your body.

Now imagine that you put those horses in a barn and leave them there—
for a year. The horses are fed and watered and their stalls are cleaned. But
for a year you don’t exercise them. For a year you don’t train them. You
take ’em out of the barn after a year. How good are they going to be?

Some things in life need to be done only once and they’re done forever.
This isn’t one of them. This is a practice that—like eating well, like keeping
yourself clean—demands daily attention.

And that also means there’s no getting to perfect. There’s no point at
which you’ve cleaned yourself so well that you never have to shower again.
You never win an award for mastering your emotions and call it a day.

And if this is something you tackle every day—some days better, some
days worse—then in the awareness of your own struggle you’ll find room
to be forgiving of yourself and of the people around you.
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Actors in ancient Greece put on masks before walking onstage. The mask
did two things. For the audience, the exaggerated facial features allowed
them to see the mood of the character even from the cheap seats at the back
of the theater. For the actor, the mask helped him transform. It helped him
become the character. The actor put on an outer mask to create an inner
character. As long as the mask was on and he recited his lines, he could feel
for a time as if he actually was Achilles or Odysseus or Philoctetes. That’s
not magic—it’s just theater.

Now think about cops and firefighters. They wear uniforms. Why? Most
people would say it’s so that others—the public—can see who they are and
react appropriately. And that’s true. But it’s only half the reason. When they
put on the uniform they often become a different person. Remember how
you felt the first time you put on camouflage before a night patrol? What
does Clark Kent do to become Superman? He changes his clothes.

In BUD/S, Master Chief Will Guild taught us that if you’re having
trouble finding “it” inside, then “put on your game face.” He reminded us
that when Achilles puts on his helmet, he becomes a warrior.



Contemporary actors know that when they want to create a feeling, they
act out the body’s emotional language. If they want to act angry, they
purposefully furrow their brow and take shallow breaths. If they need to act
impatient, they might start tapping their foot. The furrow of a brow when
angry, the tapping of a foot when impatient, the deep sigh when worried—
these actions don’t just express emotional states, they create emotional
states. That’s not unique to actors: your actions shape your state.

Here’s an experiment. Smile. Really smile. Try to genuinely smile for
fifteen seconds. If you’re like most people, you’ll feel better. Smiling for a
few seconds doesn’t transform you, but it does change you.

This works in lots of ways. Take fear. If, when you’re afraid, you slow
and deepen your breathing, you’ll gain control over your mind.

Remember the fifty-meter underwater swim? How do you swim fifty
meters on a single breath? The trick is to slow your breathing, calm your
mind, and lower your heart rate. As your heart rate drops, so does your rate
of oxygen consumption. Guys who began the swim with hearts pounding in
fear often passed out before they made it to the other end of the pool. Guys
who began calm and unafraid swam the entire fifty meters underwater.

That was the lesson of the test: Jump in calm and you’ll make it. Jump in
fearful and you’ll fail.

You'’ve trained your emotions before. You’ll be able to do it again.
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Smiling and breathing. These are simple things.
Exercising and serving. These are simple things.
Being grateful and gracious. These are simple things.
Acting with humility. Acting with courage. These are simple things.
Some people try to make this business of living too complicated, Walker.
It’s hard, but it doesn’t need to be complicated. Decide who you want to
be. Act that way. In time, you’ll become the person you resolve to be.

When you act this way, you’re going to feel like a fake at first. When you
want to kill someone, but instead act with kindness, you’ll feel like a fake.
When you want to hide in your bedroom, but instead go to work, you’ll feel



like a fake. The first few times—the first dozen times, or the first hundred
—it will feel like a lie, a trick. It will feel like putting on a mask.

But this is exactly how we consciously create our own character. “Be
what you would like to seem.” Wear the mask of the virtue you want until
it’s no longer a mask.

One day, it will no longer be you putting on the mask of resilience. It will
be you, resilient.
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Here’s the thing, Walker: you already know this. I know you know this
because you’ve written to me about the power of identity. I love your letters
about growing up in a logging town. I want to point out that what you said
about identity is just as true today as it was for seven-year-old Walker.
Here’s some of what you wrote about swimming in the river dam not far
from your house:

I remember conquering fears of diving and flipping off the diving
board and getting up the courage to grab my first crawdad
barehanded. These accomplishments themselves weren't significant.
Most kids I grew up with from surrounding areas all caught the same
critters and learned to dive and flip off of docks and diving boards, but
the coaxing we used was highly unique to Cazadero and logging
communities like it . . .

If somebody chickened out on a dare, we’d simply tell them, “You’re
not a logger.” It didn’t matter what it was. These were some of my first
memories.

Everyone knew how to swim before they remembered anything in
their lives, so daring someone to swim was out. Of course not every
seven-year-old wanted to go off the “top knot” of the rope swing, dive
off the diving board, or catch a turtle that had the capacity to snap off
the end of your pinky finger, so for all of these normal activities, you
simply weren’t a logger if you didn’t do it. Not being a logger was
about the worst thing you could call someone . . .

Those were the days. They really were. All you had to do was focus
on being a logger and you could conquer any fear. The day would soon
come when I would enter the brush and see firsthand just what type of



“normal” activities a big timber logger encountered on a daily basis
... “You’re not a logger” was the catch phrase of my youth. The fact
is, if you’re the kid who freezes when you hear that, you’re not going to
be prepared for the woods.

How did those kids get you to jump off the rope swing or catch a turtle?
They didn’t reason with you (“Don’t worry, no one gets hurt jumping off
the rope”). They didn’t threaten you (“Jump off the rope or I’ll kick your
ass”). They talked about identity: “You’re not a logger.” For someone who
looked up to loggers as models of what it meant to be brave and tough,
“You’re not a logger” was the worst thing you could hear. You’d do
anything to prove that you were a logger. And ten years later, when you
grew up and went into the woods, you were ready.

Our sense of ourselves shapes what we do. When you claim that identity
—whether it’s a logger, a scholar, a SEAL, or a father—you’re also
claiming the commitments and expectations and values that go with it, and
you’re making a promise to live up to them. And yes, when you claim that
identity, you’re faking a bit. You definitely weren’t going to go into the
forest and cut down a redwood when you were seven. You weren't a logger.
But you became one.

This is something kids understand but a lot of adults forget. When kids
play, when they shoot hoops or push a stroller or jump off a rope swing,
they’re trying on new identities. What would I do if I were a basketball
player? What would I do if I were a dad? What would I do if I were a
logger?

Becoming someone new will sometimes feel like play. That’s a good
thing. A lot of adults think that the opposite of play is work. And they think
that if something is serious or important that it should be treated as work.
But think about when you were a kid. Or think about the last time you
really played—at diving, at running, in the backyard with your son. In play
we’re engaged. In play we create joy.

The opposite of play isn’t work. The opposite of play is disengagement.
Creating who you are is a serious and important endeavor. But engage with
it and it’ll feel fun, playful.

The other day, Walker, you reminded me that there are lots of identities we
don’t claim for ourselves. You told me you didn’t choose to be an alcoholic,



but it’s part of who you are.

And, of course, you’re right. We don’t create ourselves from scratch.
Some roles we’re born into—son, brother, cousin—and we have to play
them our whole lives. But have you ever watched two different actors play
the same role? We still have great freedom to shape the parts we’re given.

You don’t have a choice about being an alcoholic. But you do get to
choose what kind of alcoholic you’re going to be: the kind who lets his
addiction define his life, or the kind whose life is too rich and purposeful to
be defined by addiction.

Sometimes, Walker, you will fail to live up to your own standards. You
will fail to be your best self. Welcome to the club. Resilient people are able
to quickly and powerfully remind themselves—or be reminded by others—
of who they are.

Things are going better for you right now, and I’'m very glad for that. But
there will come a moment when you are in a metaphorical firefight. You’ll
smell the gunpowder in your nostrils, you’ll feel the fear, you’ll start to
sweat. You might not want it to ever happen again, but it likely will. When
it does, how will you remind yourself of who you want to be?

What will you say to yourself? Will you say, Remember, you are Zach
Walker, Navy SEAL? Remember, you are a father, setting an example for
your children? Remember, be a leader; act with courage? Remember, be a
warrior; serve with pride?

You know why a lot of people don’t do this, Walker? Because they are
embarrassed to think of themselves as being more than they are today. And
here’s the crazy part: they don’t have to share this with anyone, and yet the
very idea that they might think of themselves as capable of greatness causes
them to imagine a thousand critics, and they constrain their own sense of
who they can be. Shot down by a ghost sniper of their own creation.

Forget that, Walker. People need you to be strong. Your family, your
community, your country. So envision yourself as strong. Remind yourself
that you are strong. Become strong.

-9

Tools help to make us successful. We aren’t stuck with what nature gave us.
We build on what we’ve been given.



We invented spears to bring down mammoths, compasses to cross
oceans, printing presses to communicate across continents. Our lives are
longer, more comfortable, and more prosperous because of the tools we’ve
invented.

But it’s also a human tendency—and a pronounced tendency in America
—to become enamored of our tools and lose sight of their place. Think
about a couple of the basic functions of any community: educating children
and policing the streets. Today we spend huge effort and millions of dollars
to bring more technology into the classroom, when the great majority of
students in the great majority of circumstances can learn almost all of what
they need to know with a supportive family, a pencil, some paper, good
books, and a great teacher. The schools that produced Shakespeare and
Jefferson and Darwin had some writing materials, some printed books—and
that was it.

Imagine you’re a fourteen- or fifteen-year-old school kid at Radley Hall
in England in 1837. Here are some of the questions on your winter exam:

e Why is not virtue either naBog or duvapig?

e Give Aristotle’s reasons (4) why true self-love cannot exist in vicious
men.

¢ Find the length of an arc whose chord is 18, and the chord of half the
arc 10%.

¢ Give the characters of Alfred the Great, Cardinal Wolsey, Henry the
Eighth, and Queen Elizabeth.

e How are Peterborough, Constantinople, Edinburgh, and Paris severally
situate[d] with regard to London?

Can you imagine passing that test, Walker? I can’t.

I don’t want to argue that nineteenth-century England was some kind of
educational golden age. Even to qualify for a school like that, you had to be
a member of the privileged class. My point is that you don’t need any
special technology to master Aristotle or geometry, or to think seriously
about virtue.

You find the same thing in policing. After I had worked with the Baltimore
Police Department for a few years, I was invited to speak at the Major
Cities Chiefs of Police Conference. Almost every speaker or panel



addressed some new piece of technology: advanced surveillance systems,
new nonlethal weaponry, robotic cameras, gunshot detection systems. These
tools can be helpful, but only if those who serve as police officers have the
basic skills of communication, teamwork, physical fitness, integrity,
courage, compassion, cleverness, and fairness.

Think about what made the SEAL teams work. Even with access to the
most sophisticated technology in the world, we had a simple mantra:
“Humans before hardware.”

Millions of people, in all walks of life and in every endeavor, create
distractions and excuses for themselves by focusing on tools rather than on
character. They’d rather, as Socrates warned, focus on what they have than
on what they are.

But you know better than that. No tool can take the place of character.

This also applies to writing. You told me that exchanging these letters has
reminded you of how happy writing makes you. You also told me how hard
it is to write in a small house full of kids. Well, for fun if nothing else, try to
remember all the incredible books that were written, or at least started, in
miserable conditions. You don’t need a comfortable writing desk or a well-
stocked library or pots of coffee—or even, sometimes, paper—to come up
with a masterpiece.

In the year 524, the philosopher Boethius was imprisoned for treason
against the king of Italy. As he waited to be executed, he wrote The
Consolation of Philosophy, a record of his struggle to find meaning in his
fall from power and security. Even though the Consolation is largely and
sadly forgotten in our time, it was among the most copied, most read books
in the Western world for nearly a thousand years.

In 1602, Miguel de Cervantes sat in a Spanish debtors’ prison. He was
broke and he couldn’t use his left arm, which had been wounded in battle.
As he passed the time in his dungeon cell, he imagined the story of an old
man who comes to believe he is a knight. That was the start of Don
Quixote, the first (and for some, still the greatest) modern novel.

In 1849, Fyodor Dostoyevsky was arrested on suspicion of plotting to
overthrow the Russian tsar. He was blindfolded and put in front of a firing
squad—but was saved at the last minute when a letter arrived announcing
his new sentence, nine years of exile in Siberia. That’s a hell of a lot of time
to think. The writer who came out of exile was a lot different from the



cocky young man who was arrested. When he got back to the world,
Dostoyevsky wrote Crime and Punishment, The Brothers Karamazov, and
the other novels that put him on the list of the greatest authors of all time.

My point, Walker, is that none of these people had many tools to make
their work easier. Their work didn’t happen at a comfortable writers’ retreat
or in a nice little café. It happened in dank cells and in prison camps. They
made do with scrap paper or, when paper ran out, relied on memory.

But they produced masterworks, because what was most important about
them could not be separated from them as long as they lived: their
character, their experience, their hard-earned wisdom.

Humans before hardware, Walker.



LETTER 8

Habits

We sow a thought and reap an act;

We sow an act and reap a habit;

We sow a habit and reap a character;
We sow a character and reap a destiny.

—ANONYMOUS

Walker,

Do you remember when we went to Camp Pendleton and they taught us
how to shoot a rifle? We were pretty pumped. After months of runs, swims,
and rounds on the obstacle course, finally we were going to get a chance to
actually shoot.

One of the first things we did was to lie prone in the mud. We rested our
rifles on sandbags, looked down our sights, fired at targets twenty-five
meters away, and made adjustments until we’d each sighted in. When we
got up we were covered in mud like a bunch of happy pigs. We walked
around with our rifles and didn’t have to say a word to each other. This was
cool. We’d earned this together. Now this was gonna start being fun.

Then one of the instructors called us over and he lay down on the ground.
He modeled for us how to properly fire from the prone position. Then they
took us back to that long cement alley that ran behind the targets. They told
us to lie on our stomach and bring the rifle up to firing position with our
elbows arrowed into the ground. We lay there. And we lay there. And we
lay there, looking down the sights of our rifles as our weight and the weight
of the rifle ran through our elbows into the concrete.

At first we didn’t mind. It was uncomfortable, but we’d been
uncomfortable many times before. It was an irritant to the elbows no worse
than an itch. But we held that position, and as the minutes passed, the
sensation grew into pain. We didn’t dare move. Then it started to burn a
little. A few minutes more and it felt as if the bone of my elbow was going
to cut through my skin. We were all thinking, If we move, are they going to
beat us?



Then, finally, somebody in our class whispered what we’d all been
thinking: “Why does everything at BUD/S have to suck?”

Later that day, they taught us the concept of “natural point of aim.” Your
natural point of aim is the point toward which your bullets will fly when
everything else is steady.

Lying on the ground and holding your rifle firmly, you focus on your
front sight. You close your eyes. You breathe in, let the breath out slowly,
and then—at rest—you open your eyes. Now everything—you, the rifle,
your breathing—is at rest. You look down the sights of your rifle to see
where your bullet will fly: you’re looking at your natural point of aim.

Small modifications can alter the trajectory of your bullet—up to a point.
But if you really want to change your results, you have to reset your natural
point of aim.

Your life has a natural point of aim. It flies in the direction of your habits.
To change the direction of your life, you have to reset your habits.

2
Never cease chiseling your own statue.
—PLOTINUS (205-270)

You have enormous potential to create yourself.

Human beings have enormous potential for self-sacrifice, for courage, for
feats of extraordinary endurance, for works of breathtaking beauty. Yet
human beings also abuse and torture—sometimes with creativity and
delight. They enslave and exploit their fellow human beings. They enact
elaborate schemes to inflict pain in the lives of others.

The extremes of which we are capable could fill you with joy or with
angst, with hope or with fear. They should, at least, fill you with seriousness
about your own possibilities to create yourself.

Every time you act, your actions create feelings—pleasure or pain, pride or
shame—that reinforce habits. With each repetition, what was once novel
becomes familiar.



If you are cruel every day, you become a cruel person. If you are kind
every day, you become a kind person. It is easier to be compassionate the
tenth time than the first time. Unfortunately, it is also easier to be cruel the
tenth time than the first time.

When a habit has become so ingrained that actions begin to flow from
you without conscious thought or effort, then you have changed your
character.

If we are intentional about what we repeatedly do, we can practice who
we want to become. And through practice, we can become who we want to
be.

3

Walker,

Do you believe that magicians can saw people in half and put them back
together? Do you believe that magicians can levitate in the air or make
whole buildings disappear?

Of course not. You recognize these tricks as illusions.

Now, if you’re like me, you still enjoy the shows. It’s fascinating to see
how magicians make us see things that can’t possibly be true. It’s fun, even
if I’'m aware that I’'m looking at illusions.

Today I want to talk about one of the illusions that distort how we see our
lives. It’s called “the critical decision.”

When people tell the story of their lives, or stories about their families,
their companies, their communities, or their country, they like the stories
that come to a suspenseful climax.

It’s just how good stories go: “And then he made his fateful decision . . .”
And whether you are talking about a bedraggled Army crossing a frozen
river to win a revolution, three hundred warriors standing shoulder to
shoulder against invasion, or Zach Walker leaving the Teams and coming
home to Cazadero, we like to tell stories that focus on these isolated
moments.

When I was in college, we used case studies to examine “critical
decisions” in ethics. Sometimes we’d be given fictional scenarios and then
asked, “What would you do?” This is all good and healthy. Stories told like
this can impart wisdom, and decisions studied like this can provide insight.
And, more than good and healthy, sometimes such stories are also accurate.



There are times when the world holds its breath, waiting to see what men
and women of courage will do. There are times when “one man with
courage makes a majority.” There are choices made by individuals and
small teams that shape the fate of the world and alter the course of human
progress.

Three hundred Spartans did make a stand at Thermopylae. Caesar did
cross the Rubicon. Washington did cross the Delaware.

All of these moments are fascinating. But here’s the rub: most people,
most of the time, are not confronted with “critical decisions.”

The vast majority of us, the vast majority of the time, simply have to live
our lives well. We have to make many important decisions, of course, but
the fate of our lives rarely hangs in the balance.

We decide to get married or divorced, to have children or not, to go to
school or drop out, to move across the country, to join the military, to take a
job, to pursue a relationship, to open a business. It can be tempting, in
retrospect, to single out one moment and declare, “That was when
everything changed.”

But it’s not true. Most lives aren’t that neat. When you read a good
biography, or you come to know a good friend, what you begin to see is that
the direction of that person’s life is shaped not by a single turning point, but
by thousands of days, each filled with small, unspectacular decisions and
small, unremarkable acts that make us who we are.

You’ll understand your own life better, and the lives of others better, if
you stop looking for critical decisions and turning points. Your life builds
not by dramatic acts, but by accumulation.

Why, then, do people like to believe in the big decision or the critical
moment? Why do people think the only way to change is through some sort
of earthshattering conversion experience?

Because magic’s fun. It’s fun to watch a person get sawed in half and put
back together. And it’s fun to think that after a lifetime of laziness someone
can suddenly produce great work. It’s easy and comforting to believe that a
single moment’s kindness can wipe out a lifetime habit of cruelty. It’s
fantastic to believe that the man who’s always been a coward will awaken
and find courage.

People like to imagine that they will “rise to the occasion.” They taught
us in the Teams that people rarely do. What happens, in fact, is that when



things get really hard and people are really afraid, they sink to the level of
their training.

You train your habits. And if a critical moment does come, all you can be
is ready for it.

People do change their lives. Sometimes radically. Ask some recovering
alcoholics. Ask some former prisoners. Ask some women who have left
abusive husbands. Thousands of people do this. But there’s only one way it
happens. It happens through hard work.

You’ve never been afraid of hard work, Walker. And that’s the only kind
of magic you need to believe in. You don’t need a turning point, an
epiphany, a miracle moment to change your life. How many people have
put off the necessary, unglamorous work of building habits because they
spend their lives waiting for an epiphany that never comes?

Don’t wait. Don’t wait a single day.

Live.

— 4

Some people think of habits as patterns of action that enslave us. They see
someone who acts out of habit as an automaton who lives without choice.
But consider the ways in which habits can liberate you.

A life without habits—in which we had to consider from scratch each
day which shoe to tie first and how we want to brush our teeth—would
leave us exhausted. By relying on habits, we free our minds to focus on
what matters most.

In the middle of Leonardo da Vinci’s famous notebooks, there’s a section
called “The Practice of Painting.” It’s full of pages and pages of advice to
beginners from a master. Look at it for a few minutes, and it’s obvious that
you’re reading the work of a man beautifully obsessed with his craft.

Leonardo starts from the beginning: how to trace and copy the work of a
great artist before you. Then he writes about mastering the details of human
anatomy:

It is indispensable to a painter who would be thoroughly familiar with
the limbs in all the positions and actions of which they are capable, in



the nude, to know the anatomy of the sinews, bones, muscles and
tendons so that, in their various movements and exertions, he may
know which nerve or muscle is the cause of each movement and show
those only as prominent and thickened, and not the others all over, as
many do who, to seem great draftsmen, draw their nude figures
looking like wood, devoid of grace; so that you would think you were
looking at a sack of walnuts rather than the human form, or a bundle of
radishes rather than the muscles of figures.

Before you can paint, he says, you have to know the nerves and tendons
and muscles behind every movement. The lesson goes on and on: how to set
up your studio; whether to paint alone or with friends; how wide to open
your studio’s window; the best kind of light to paint in; “how to draw a
figure on a wall 12 braccia high which shall look 24 braccia high”; where to
find a good mirror; why some shadows are more pleasant to look at than
others; how to paint skin; why faces look darker when seen from farther
away; how to depict anger and despair; how to paint a flood or a man
making a speech; how, even in your spare time, you should come up with
games to test the sharpness of your eye and the steadiness of your hand;
how, when you close your eyes to go to sleep, you should see in your
mind’s eye the figures you painted that day in all their detail.

Here’s the thing, Walker: Do you think Leonardo had to think much
about any of that when he sat down to paint his masterworks? I doubt it. He
had been studying and practicing and building habits his entire life. When
he sat down and took up his brush, all of that, all of it, was a part of him. He
had attained a level of unconscious competence.

What do you see when you watch a painter like this humming away at his
work? Do you see a slave, a robot? Or do you see someone finally free to
do what he was put on earth to do?

5

Generally speaking, children have a greater capacity for resilience than
adults. This is not just because they are younger. And it is not just because
they have different bodies or more supple brains. It’s because, in my
opinion, adults have forgotten how to fail.



Many adults are fearful of failure, while children have to be familiar with
failure. What is growing up except failing over and over again—at walking,
at tying your shoes, at reading, at riding a bike, at doing math, at writing a
sentence?

If you’re growing, you’re likely failing. If you’re not failing, you’re
likely not growing.

(And one caveat here: I’m not really sure that many American children
today are more resilient than adults. When we swaddle our kids in bubble
wrap, keep red ink off their school papers to spare their feelings, rush to
pick them up every time they fall, don’t let them climb trees, and give them
trophies for everything they do—we have stopped letting them fail.)

Are you still willing to fail, Walker?

As time passes, some people become especially fearful of failure. They
seek to protect what they’ve accumulated. They lose the hunger and daring
of their early days. Comfortable in a cocoon, they experiment less. They try
fewer new things. They embrace fewer adventures.

As we become older, it is comforting to know that we have earned a
measure of proficiency and mastery through years of practice. It is fine and
fitting to be proud of what we’ve done. But adults can come to stake their
identity on the success they have attained, while losing the very spirit and
character that made success possible in the first place.

The prospect of a new adventure promises a confrontation with our
inadequacies and failings. Adventure can throw our comfortable sense of
self into doubt. No wonder, then, that many people have only one or two or
zero adventures in their lives. Too often we see people, by the end of their
lives, balancing atop an ever narrower set of experiences and teetering like
an elephant on a stick.

We can make a different choice. We can choose, at any age, to have
adventures and growth and happiness. We can begin again. We can have all
of this, as long as we are still willing to fail.

And happiness . . . what is it? I say it is neither virtue nor pleasure nor
this thing or that, but simply growth.

We are happy when we are growing.

—JOHN BUTLER YEATS



We should be, in part, beginners for our entire lives. Beginning anew
refreshes the habit of learning.

To begin again does not mean that we start something new every day.
That is not to begin, but to bounce. Nor does it mean that we abandon what
we learned at each new beginning. But if every few years we dedicate a part
of ourselves to a new endeavor, we find that we are again disciples, and that
the habit of beginning is renewed. We are reminded of how we grow, we are
reminded that we can grow, and we are reminded of how we profit from
growth.

Or, we can decay.

Virtues that are not practiced die. Resilience that is not practiced
weakens. The only way to keep resilience alive—through success, through
temporary comfort, and through the challenges of age—is to engage
ourselves in purposeful learning at every step of life. Every master must
still have a master. Every good teacher must still be a student.

—6—

To learn resilience, children must be exposed to hardship. If they don’t meet
hardship early, they’ll certainly find it later. And if they haven’t built a habit
of resilience and earned some self-respect by then, the adult pain they meet
probably won’t strengthen them. It will likely overwhelm them.

You know how a vaccine works. We build a healthy immune system not
by staying clear of germs and pathogens, but by exposing ourselves to
them. A vaccine—usually a small, weakened form of a virus—allows our
immune system to build the resistance that inoculates us for when we meet
the virus full force. Without the benefit of a vaccine in childhood, a virus
can kill us when we’re adults.

Protecting children from all suffering is, in fact, one of the only ways to
ensure that they will be overwhelmed and badly hurt one day. They will
have none of the resources, the experiences, the spiritual reserves of
courage and fortitude necessary to make it through future difficulties. You
wouldn’t want that for your kids, and I don’t want it for mine.

There’s one sure way to build self-respect: through achievement. A child
who learns to tie her own shoes grows in confidence. So does a child who



learns to spell his name. So does a student who learns to stand in front of
class and read his poem.

Self-respect isn’t something a teacher or a coach or a government can
hand you. Self-respect grows through self-created success: not because
we’ve been told we’re good, but when we know we’re good.

Not everyone gets a trophy, because not every performance merits
celebration. If we want our children to have a shot at resilience, they must
learn what failure means. If they don’t learn that lesson from loving parents
and coaches and teachers, life will teach it to them in a far harsher way.

Children need to be loved. And part of loving is to comfort, hug, and
hold them when they are hurting. Both you and I know that, especially as
parents, it is our job to provide love at all times and in all circumstances.
But as guys who want to protect other people, we have to realize that we
can overdo this. As hard as it is to do, part of loving someone means letting
her experience hurt in the right way.

In trying to protect too much, kind people can inflict great cruelty.

I cracked up reading your letter about playing “football” with your buddy
Kevin as a kid in Cazadero. I’m putting “football” in quotes, because
traditionally football fields don’t include water hazards and a three-foot
drop.

Kevin’s nickname was “Wart,” mine was the less flattering “Droopy,”
but when we stepped on the football field, together we were “the Gut
Brothers.” . . . The field we played on was a pasture that sheep grazed
on, which doubled as clay pigeon cemetery. The uphill side got steep,
but if you had the energy to run up the hill, there was no out of bounds.
On the downhill side there was a three-foot drop onto the dirt driveway
that led up to Kevin and Randy’s house. The south side of the field had
an end zone marked by a large fig tree which hung over a stream that
split the pasture, and the northern end zone was a three-foot butt-cut
redwood log.

This all meant that if you had the ball you could be tackled into a
steaming heap of sheep dung or stabbed by broken clay pigeons upon
hitting the ground. If you were close to an end zone you ran the risk of
ending up in a stream or pile-drived into a redwood tree, and if you
were even remotely close to the road, you turned upfield and prayed



that the larger guys running downbhill at you didn’t launch off the drop
and send you into the dirt road ass over teakettle.

Worst of all was fumbling the ball or dropping a pass. If the ball hit
your hands and you didn'’t catch it, you’d catch a whoopin’ in the
huddle. Fumbling was worse. That gave the other team the ball, and
you’d really get roughed up for that. We took our share of beatings for
both of those offenses and still came back for more.

Some of these things happened to most of us every time we played,
but being the smallest, slowest, and weakest brought about a knowing
that one, if not all, of those things was going to happen to you every
time for sure. You couldn’t sell out, though. If you didn’t play football,
you weren't a logger.

It didn't take long before the word was out: the Gut Brothers didn't
fumble and they could catch anything thrown in their vicinity.

Walker, do you wish that you’d had a well-meaning adult who shut down
your football games so that you didn’t get hurt? Of course not. You got
roughed up, and it did you good.

Parents and safety have a place, of course. I remember one time when my
friends and I were firing bottle rockets at each other. We were each armed
with a Wiffle ball bat. The bats had a small hole at the base. We’d slide a
bottle rocket into the bat, light the fuse, and run through the yard holding
the bat like a gun and aiming the rocket until it fired at our friends. My
friend’s mom came outside and saw us. I’d never heard her yell before, but
she screamed, “Mark Timothy”—she even busted out the middle name
—*“get over here right now!”

She was right. We could have blown each other’s eyes out.

Extreme recklessness is dangerous. But extreme caution is dangerous in
its own way. And I’ve seen our culture shift further and further toward
extreme caution.

Now let’s not get carried away: challenging our children can also be
overdone. Let’s be clear that challenging children works best when children
are loved—and when they are challenged because they are loved.

There is a lot of evidence to suggest that the children who are most likely
and most willing to take risks are those who know that they can return to
loving parents and a secure home. We often venture most boldly when we



understand that our ventures are not all or nothing—when we are confident
that we have a safe and welcoming home to return to.

Resilience—the willingness and ability to endure hardship and become
better by it—is a habit that sinks its roots in the soil of security.

The child who is always protected from harm will never be resilient.

At the same time, the child who is never loved will rarely be resilient.

The goal, then, is to build as early as possible a habit of intelligent risk-
taking. We learn to find the happy medium between fearfulness and
recklessness.

There’s a common misconception that wildly successful people are
reckless. When Hernan Cortés arrived in Mexico, he supposedly ordered his
crew to burn their ships—telling them, in other words, that there was no
retreat from their mission to conquer the New World. They would win or
die. As it turns out, that’s a legend. And, true or not, it’s a pretty poor guide
to the art of intelligent risk-taking.

It’s true that full commitment often breeds full effort. Armies, dogs, and
people sometimes fight most fiercely when they’re cornered. And great
deeds sometimes do begin when we leave our pasts entirely behind.

But the grand gesture and the decisive moment demand a different
approach from the good of every day. The reality is that great risk takers
often have a safe place to retreat to, a place of confidence and security that
enables them to dare greatly. Children who fall from the tree retreat to the
arms of their loving parents. Adults retreat to their homes, to their spouses,
to their friends, or to their hobbies.

For most people engaged in most pursuits of excellence, we are not
dealing with a single important day of decision. We are dealing instead with
days and weeks and months and years of accumulated effort, consistent
practice, and wise habit formation.

That kind of effort demands great reserves of energy, and even those who
take huge amounts of energy from their work frequently build oases of
safety, set aside from their risk-taking. That, too, is part of the habit of
resilience.

When you leave for work every day, you don’t burn your house down.

If there’s one thing I hope you’ll take from this, it’s the promise that you
don’t have to serve your habits. Your habits can serve you. They can



strengthen and reinforce the kind of person you want to become.
You have power over your habits. That also means you’re responsible for
your habits. So let’s talk about what it means to be responsible.



LETTER 9

Responsibility

Walker,

In my previous letter I wrote about the importance of habits, and I
mentioned a few—a willingness to fail, a willingness to begin again—that
are essential to resilience. Today I’m writing about the single most
important habit to build if you want to be resilient: the habit of taking
responsibility for your life.

There is no easy formula for predicting someone’s resilience. Sometimes
the people we most expect to grow through hardship snap under pressure
instead. And sometimes the people we most expect to crack surprise us with
their strength.

But I do believe that there is one question that can tell you more than any
other about people’s capacity for resilience. Ask them: “What are you
responsible for?”

The more responsibility people take, the more resilient they are likely to
be. The less responsibility people take—for their actions, for their lives, for
their happiness—the more likely it is that life will crush them. At the root of
resilience is the willingness to take responsibility for results.

Walker, you know perhaps more than most that life can do cruel things to
people. Life is unfair. You are not responsible for everything that happens to
you. You are responsible for how you react to everything that happens to
you.

That’s something I saw in the refugee camps. Thousands of men, women,
and children were in the same miserable situation—uprooted from their
homes, torn from their lives. Yet while some were beaten down by the
misery around them, others stood proud. Some were withdrawn and some
were engaged. Some sat in their trailers all day and smoked; others found
children to teach, sports to organize, clothes to mend. Even at their most
powerless, some found that they had a power that events could not steal
from them.
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The first word out of the mouth of the complainer is almost always “they.”
“They” were unfair. “They” didn’t. “They” wouldn’t. “They” can’t.

“They” distracts from “I.” “They” suggests that someone else is in
control.

On the other hand, as soon as we say “I am responsible for . . .,” we take
control of something.

Earlier, I told you about the Navy pilot James Stockdale. Stockdale was
an ardent student of Stoicism, and when he ejected from his stricken plane
over Vietnam in 1965, he had a moment to reflect as he parachuted into
enemy hands and what would become punishing years of captivity. “I’m
leaving the world of technology,” he recalled telling himself, “and entering
the world of Epictetus.”

Stockdale was right: he was entering a world in which he would suffer
more in seven years than most people would suffer in seven lifetimes. And
as he drifted toward that suffering, he thought of Epictetus, and of all the
ancient wisdom about resilience the Stoic could offer.

Epictetus was born a slave and crippled at a young age, possibly as a
result of a severe beating from a cruel master. The story goes that when the
master went to work on his leg, Epictetus said, in the most matter-of-fact
way, “You’re going to break it.” And when the leg finally snapped, instead
of screaming in pain, he simply said, “Didn’t I tell you that you’d break it?”

This sounds like a Washington-chopping-down-the-cherry-tree tall tale to
me. But the reason why people told that story about Epictetus was that it
was symbolic of his philosophy: even in the face of a master who delighted
in cruelty, Epictetus maintained mastery of himself.

Epictetus lived what he taught. After he was freed, he went on to become
one of Rome’s greatest philosophers. We live in an uncertain and hostile
world, he told his students, but we alone are responsible for our happiness,
because each of us is free to choose and judge. Whatever the world sends
us, we have power over our intentions and our attitudes.

Epictetus said that “it is not things which trouble us, but the judgments
we bring to bear upon things.” That doesn’t mean we sugarcoat things. That
doesn’t mean that we put on a big, fake smile and pretend that it’s great that
our legs are broken.



It just means that a lot of our suffering—or, as Epictetus believed, all of it
—comes from our minds, from the way we turn things over and over, the
way we worry, the way we fear things that haven’t happened yet. Try to
look at things as they actually are in this moment, stripped of fear and
worry, and you’re likely to find that you can better bear your pain.

Like Epictetus, Stockdale sustained a severely broken leg. He suffered
regular beatings, imprisonment in leg irons, and solitary confinement in a
cell three feet wide. But in a world in which virtually everything had been
taken out of his power, he followed Epictetus’s guidance and found ways to
exercise responsibility. He kept his fellow prisoners organized and
disciplined. He refused to offer intelligence to his captors, even under
torture.

Throughout his ordeal, Stockdale maintained that he held more power
over his suffering than his captors did: his ordeal would only become an
evil if he let it. “I never lost faith in the end of the story,” he said, “that I
would prevail in the end and turn the experience into the defining event of
my life, which, in retrospect, I would not trade.” Stockdale refused to
relinquish responsibility for his own thoughts and intentions.

Few of us will suffer the way James Stockdale did. Yet all of us are likely
to find, as Stockdale did, that acceptance of responsibility is a powerful
cure for pain. Even when seemingly powerless, the resilient person finds a
way to grab hold of something—no matter how small at first—to be
responsible for.
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Taking responsibility requires courage, because the person who takes
responsibility is very likely to feel fear. A good teacher will not only want
his students to succeed; he will fear that he might fail them. A good doctor
will not only want her surgery to succeed; she will fear that she might fail.

If you take responsibility for anything in your life, know that you’ll feel
fear. That fear will manifest itself in many ways: fear of embarrassment,
fear of failure, fear of hurt.

Such fears are entirely natural and healthy, and you should recognize
them as proof that you’ve chosen work worth doing. Every worthy
challenge will inspire some fear.



A lot of the doctors of a lot of the veterans I know are pushing pills to help
reduce anxiety. I don’t doubt that they help sometimes, but too often the
pills come with no demands that someone change his or her life, and so you
end up with a prescription shortcut to nothing but more and more
medication. You also end up with the false ideal that the good life is
anxiety-free.

Yet if you come across a person or a team without fear, without anxiety,
there is a good chance that you’ve run into ignorance or apathy. You’ve run
into someone who doesn’t know enough or care enough to be afraid.
Neither is good.

Fear is a core emotion. A life without fear is an unhealthy life.

If you take your kids to the creek to swim, you’ll have a lot of fun, but
you’ll also be on alert. That’s good. That’s proper. Fear is fine. You need it.
If someone came to you at the creek and offered you a pill so that you won’t
worry as much about your kids, you’d tell ’em to shove the pill.

Proper fear is part of the package of responsible, adult living. Today, too
many doctors, psychologists, psychiatrists, and well-intentioned do-gooders
want to reduce anxiety or eliminate fear from decision making. They’ve got
it backward. Focus not on wiping out your anxiety, but on directing your
anxiety to worthy ends. Focus not on reducing your fear, but on building
your courage—because, as you take more and more responsibility for your
life, you’ll need more and more courage.

Remember the two horses of the emotions we talked about, Walker? Fear is
a motivator. It can propel you.

You know this. Anyone who’s been through BUD/S knows it. Remember
how the threat of being in the Goon Squad could make you run fast? They’d
make us run for miles—over the sand berm, down the beach, back again.
After a few miles, an instructor would plant himself on the course of the
run, raise his arm over his head, and let it hang there like some kind of
guillotine. If you made it past before he dropped his arm, you were fine, but
if his arm dropped before you reached him, you were in the Goon Squad.

We did not want to be in the Goon Squad. While the rest of the class
jogged in a circle, the Goon Squad would do fireman’s carry drills up and
down the beach, squats, pushups in the sand. They’d crab-crawl up and over
the sand berm and back again.



I remember one run when I was feeling weak and dehydrated, and I was
farther behind where I would have otherwise been. I wanted to be a leader, I
wanted to be a top-of-the-pack trainee. I wanted to be a guy who pushed
himself. None of those thoughts helped. I was smashed. But then one of the
instructors mentioned the Goon Squad and I really started to run hard. I
passed one guy, two, three. I remember thinking, Fear works.

Fear can make human beings do amazing things. Fear can help you to see
your world clearly in a way that you never have before.

Fear becomes destructive when it drives us to do things that are unwise
or unhelpful. Fear becomes destructive when it begins to cloud our vision.
But like most emotions, fear is destructive only when it runs wild. Embrace
the fear that comes from accepting responsibility, and use it to propel
yourself to become the person you choose to be.
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While fear can often be your friend, excuses are almost always your enemy.
Faced with a choice between hard action and easy excuses, people often
choose the excuse. You know this. I know this. We see people do it all the
time. But why? Why are excuses so powerful?

Eric Hoffer said this: “There are many who find a good alibi far more
attractive than an achievement. For an achievement does not settle anything
permanently. We still have to prove our worth anew each day: we have to
prove that we are as good today as we were yesterday. But when we have a
valid alibi for not achieving anything we are fixed, so to speak, for life.”

Excellence is beautiful and, like all beautiful things, temporary. One
moment we are victorious. The next moment we were victorious. An
excuse, however, endures. An excuse promises permanence.

Excellence is difficult. An excuse is seductive. It promises to end
hardship, failure, and embarrassment. Excellence requires pain. An excuse
promises that you’ll be pain-free.

You look at it like that, and you begin to see why excuses are so
seductive.
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How do excuses take hold? An excuse starts as a protective measure. It
shields us from pain, saves our pride, keeps our ego from being punctured,
allows us to obscure the brutal truth. That feels like a relief at first. We
avoided the pain.

Then we lay another excuse on top of the first. Then another. Excuses
make us feel safe. So, we think, why not add another? Soon enough, you’re
wearing excuses like a knight wearing armor.

Well, what’s the harm in that? You’re a strong guy, Walker, but how fast
do you think you’d be able to run wearing a suit of armor? How well could
you climb a mountain? How well could you swim across a lake? How well
could you hug your kids?

Excuses protect you, but they exact a heavy cost. You can’t live a full life
while you wear them.

You can take away someone’s house. You can take their food, their money.
You can take their clothes, their freedom, even their children. But you can’t
take away someone else’s excuse.

We give up our excuses ourselves, or not at all.

And here’s what’s really difficult about excuses. You’re the only one who
can let them go, but other people offer them to you all the time. Excuses
don’t just tempt those who make them, they tempt those who hear them.
Sometimes the world can’t wait to give you an excuse.

Why? Because an excuse often frees everyone from responsibility.

If you grab an excuse, it can almost look generous. It can look as if
you’re giving not just yourself but everyone around you a break, and that
makes it even more tempting.
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A few weeks ago, I was talking with a group of eighty-some veterans in St.
Louis who’d flown in from around the country. They were enlisted and
officer, soldier and sailor, marine and airman. Many had been in combat.
Most had been diagnosed with a disability.

I told them that one of the greatest dangers facing a veteran coming home
is an onslaught of misdirected sympathy.



That’s partly because, along with gratitude, the veteran is offered a raft of
excuses. The world says: “Because of your injury (or your stress, or the
friends you lost), you don’t have to . . .

“Be there for your family.”

“Show up for work on time.”

“Treat your friends well.”

“Serve anymore.”

Excuses are usually offered with the best intentions. People want to be
kind to those who are suffering. People want to reach out and do what they
can—even when what they choose to do is worse than nothing.

They offer you an excuse because they don’t want to add to your
suffering. Or maybe they want to connect and don’t know how. Maybe they
want to express thanks, and think that letting you off the hook is a way to
do that. (That happens more and more in a country in which soldiers and
civilians are increasingly strangers to one another.) It comes from a place of
kindness.

But it’s kind poison. Don’t drink it.

People who think you weak will offer you an excuse. People who respect
you will offer you a challenge.
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It’s easy to say that “no one else understands.” It’s easy to imagine that,
because you’re a unique person, your pain is unique too. And it’s easy to
become isolated in your pain.

That, too, is fuel for excuses: you imagine that your pain is so special that
no one can grasp it, your excuse so unique that no one can challenge it.

It’s true that no one else has received your injuries. Yet every person
shares with every other person an ocean of common experience. Love, fear,
longing for life, dread of death, desire for affection, achievement, meaning,
and friendship—all of these and more are universal. In your flesh-and-blood
community—and in the larger community of history and literature—all of
these things surround you.

Losing a friend in battle bears a likeness to losing a friend to cancer. And
though the former is rarer than the latter, they share much in common. So
there is a simple truth to tell those who cling to the excuse that “no one
understands”: your pain is real, but it is not unique.
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Having been injured often provides an odd kind of comfort: it allows people
the chance to hang out where they have been hurt. The hurt becomes a
permanent excuse: “I can’t [fill in the blank] because I’ve been hurt.”

I did this a lot after I got divorced. Loving a person fully means taking
risks. It means opening yourself to her love. It means being vulnerable in
your weakness, sharing your imperfections. I was hurt and ashamed and
scared. I didn’t want to get run over by a train again. I found that, being
divorced, I had a ready excuse to avoid anything painful. I’d say, “I don’t
want to go through that again,” and people around me—Ioving people—
would let me off the hook, even though finding someone to love and live
with is the surest way to real happiness in life.

A broken bone takes longer to heal than a sprained ankle. The loss of a
marriage takes longer to heal than the end of a promising fling. And just as
you can’t run on a broken leg, you shouldn’t jump right back into trying to
build a life of love after divorce. But there comes a time when enough is
enough.

All of these injuries have a hard truth in common. In the long term, the
obstacle that stands between us and healing is often not the injury we have
received, but ourselves: our decision to keep the injury alive and open long
after it should have become a hard-won scar. It is not things which trouble
us, but the judgments we bring to bear upon things.

Sadly, our approach to struggling veterans often encourages them to “hang
out in hurt.” Men and women who once demonstrated remarkable
resilience, who passed through trials unthinkable to most, are suddenly
allowed to play the victim.

The struggling veteran’s trauma is often genuine. The fear of crowds and
loud noises, dreams of your battle buddies in distress, reaching under the
bed for the gun in the middle of the night—these are all real and hard. They
are also beatable.

In truth, it’s not the trauma that’s most harmful. The harm comes when
we make trauma an excuse to avoid the activities, the relationships, and the
purpose that are its only lasting cure.
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Diabolos is the ancient Greek word for devil. The literal translation is “one
who throws an obstacle in the path.”

It’s often easier to imagine that a guy with horns and a pitchfork has
harmed us than to realize how we have harmed ourselves. Yet we are
usually our own worst enemy. We throw obstacles in our own path.

If we had an external enemy who consistently forced us to make bad
choices, to engage in self-destructive behavior, to be less than we are
capable of, we’d declare war. Why should we act any differently when the
enemy is inside?

You have to master the one who throws obstacles in your way. Master
yourself.

Over the long term, you are responsible for your happiness. I don’t say
this to blame you for how you feel. I say it because in taking responsibility
you will find freedom and power.
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Vocation

Walker,

You will never find your purpose. You will never find your purpose for
the simple reason that your purpose is not lost.

If you want to live a purposeful life, you will have to create your
purpose.

How do you create your purpose? You take action. You try things. You
fail. You pursue excellence in your endeavors and you endure pain. The
pursuit of excellence forces you beyond what you already know, and in this
way you come to better understand the world.

You do this not once, not twice, not three times, but three thousand times.
You make it a habit.

Through action, you learn what you are capable of doing and you sense
what you are capable of becoming.

You are—right now—in the process of developing your vocation. You are
doing this not because you are working in the concrete industry, counseling
your fellow veterans, or reading to your children. You are developing your
vocation because—as you wrote to me the other day—you are learning in
all of these endeavors. You're learning a new job. You’re learning what it’s
like to help others again, rather than be on the receiving end of help. You've
always loved your children, but now you’re making a more sustained effort
to be a good father every day and night. This is how vocations are created.

You act and achieve a small victory. This feels good. It reinforces your
commitment. You act again, and maybe you fail this time. A defeat leads to
learning, which leads to better action, which is followed by another small
victory, which again reinforces your commitment. This cycle, repeated
again and again, inches you closer and closer, minute by minute, day by
day, to developing your vocation.

Slowly you create your passionate purpose through consistent, excellent
work.



When we “do work,” we too often think of it as a one-way affair. People
think: I woke up and built a fence, or taught a class, or saw a patient; I made
dinner for my family. We recognize that a fence now exists or that our
family has been fed: we pay attention to the change around us, but not to
the change within us.

Maybe you’ve heard this saying: What you work on, works on you.
People are shaped by what they do. People who do work that hurts
understand this: ask a roofer about his forearms; ask a waitress about her
feet. But the work we do has an effect on our minds and our souls as well.
A good writer will become more finely attuned to the way people use
words. A good rabbi will learn to recognize pain before people say a word.

As ever, Walker, there is a wild diversity to life, and it makes no sense to
say that roofers, teachers, nurses, engineers, or sheriffs are one way. That’s
not right. The point is that what you do will shape you as much as it shapes
the world you live in.

What shape do you want that to be? How is the work you are doing today
shaping who you will be tomorrow?
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The word “vocation” comes from the Latin vocare, “to call.” To have a
vocation, then, is to have work that you feel you have been called to.

The notion of a calling has religious roots: it originally meant a call from
God. Today, many people still testify that they feel called by a higher power
to the work they do. What role God actually plays in this is far beyond my
power to say. What I can tell you is that whenever I’ve met people who feel
as if they’ve found their calling, they’ve told me stories of failure,
confusion, purposelessness, even despair—stories of the hard work they did
before and after they heard a call.

Think about the story of Newton and the apple. Newton told a few friends
that he was walking in his garden when he saw an apple fall from a tree. He
wondered why the apple fell straight down, and didn’t fall up or sideways
or at some other strange angle—and this started Newton on the chain of
thought that would lead him to discover the laws of gravity.

Now, Walker, millions of people have watched millions of pieces of fruit
fall from trees. If I had been standing next to Newton, my most profound



thought would probably have been: Hey, apple. Yum. Newton was able to
see what he saw only because years and years of study and experimentation
and wonder had made him ready.

I think that being called to a vocation is a little like that. Maybe you’ll
have a revelation, an aha moment. But you have to make yourself ready to
listen. The calling you hear is often the echo of your own efforts.

I’1l tell you a little about how I’ve experienced this in my own life.

I’ve been doing work with returning veterans for about seven years. Two
weeks before I flew home from Iraq, if you had told me I’d be doing this
seven years after I got home, I wouldn’t have believed you.

If I had an aha moment, it came when I went to the Bethesda Naval
Hospital to visit with some recently returned wounded marines.

As I pushed open the heavy brown door of a hospital room, a young
soldier lying in bed caught me with his eyes and followed me as I walked
in. Gauze bandages were wrapped around his neck. He’d taken a bullet
through the throat.

“How you doin’?” I asked, and he wrote on a yellow legal pad, “Fine,
was actually having fun over there before this.”

His young wife sat next to him with red-ringed eyes, her hand on his
shoulder. Most of the Army’s wounded were at Walter Reed, but this soldier
—for some reason having to do with his care—had been brought to
Bethesda. I joked that he was in enemy territory at a Navy hospital, and he
wrote, “Navy actually OK, some of them,” and he smiled. We
communicated a bit more, and as I walked out of his room, I was thinking,
What’s this guy going to do next?

I walked into another room where a marine had lost part of his right lung
and the use of his right hand. With his good hand, he took mine and shook
firmly. His mother sat hunched at his side, and it seemed that she’d been
there for a very long time, trapped in worry and confusion and heartache. I
guessed that the marine was nineteen, maybe twenty years old. He
reminded me of many of the men I had served with. I could picture him
cleaning his weapon on a sweltering morning in Southeast Asia, turning a
knob to check his radio frequency before a mission in Kenya, or strapping
on body armor before a night patrol in Irag.

We talked for a while about where he’d served, how he’d been hit, and
where he was from. I asked him, “What do you want to do when you



recover?”

“I want to go back to my unit, sir.”

I nodded. “I know that your guys’ll be glad to know that.”

But the brutal fact was that this marine was not going to be back on the
battlefield with his unit any time soon. So how could he maintain hope?

I wasn’t conscious of it at the time, but my experiences with refugees had
taught me something about suffering and hope. In Bosnia I had seen how
people need a purpose to serve even—perhaps especially—when things are
incredibly bleak. In Rwanda I had seen how, even in the face of
unimaginable hardship, people could preserve their dignity and their
compassion. In Cambodia I had seen how young girls who had lost limbs to
land mines needed models of successful women to look up to.

Of course, I didn’t live those experiences as neatly as they read on paper.
Not every experience came packaged with a tidy lesson wrapped up at the
end. I spent a lot of time confused. But it all added up to this: when I saw
veterans lying in hospital beds, I saw them differently. I didn’t see people
who wanted charity, but people who needed a challenge. I saw people
whose most serious injury over the long term was not going to be the loss of
a limb or of eyesight, but the loss of their team and mission. To the extent
that I had any insight, it came because practice and experience prepared me
to see my fellow veterans differently than a lot of other people saw them.

A few days after my visit to Bethesda, I donated my combat pay to start
The Mission Continues. I’m sharing this story not because I think it’s
unique or special, but because it’s common: this is how people everywhere
have found their vocations. A real accounting for vocation starts not just
with the aha moment, but with all of the work that makes such moments
possible.

You want to know what your purpose is. I can’t tell you. I can tell you that,
whatever it is, you’ll have to work for it. Your purpose will not be found; it
will be forged.

What people experience as revelation is often a result of their resolve.
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The greatest definition of a vocation I’ve ever heard was offered by
Reverend Peter Gomes. He said that your vocation is “the place where your
great joy meets the world’s great need.”

Let’s stop for a minute and think about that definition. In a true vocation,
you find happiness in your work—not just in the rewards of your work, but
in the work itself. And because your work serves a need, others take
happiness from your work too.

My mom was a teacher for over forty years, and much of that time was in
early childhood special education. She shaped the lives of hundreds of
children. (When I was growing up, my dad and brothers and I would often
refuse to go to the store with her, not because we didn’t want to be with her,
but because it was impossible to buy a dozen eggs without three families
stopping us to update her on how the children she’d once taught were
getting on.)

If anyone has ever had a vocation—a place where joy and need come
together—it’s my mom. Her work was often difficult, frustrating,
sometimes infuriating on a day-to-day basis. But over the years she was
sustained by joy. Your vocation can be, and should be, a source of joy for
you. It’s part of what sustains you.

There is nothing selfish in devoting great energy to creating and then
practicing your vocation. Without a vocation, we can serve others in short
bursts of enthusiasm, but before long we may wear out. It’s usually only
from within a vocation that we can serve with lasting energy and
consistency.

Remember what it was like to be a new father? The sleepless nights, the
worry, the burden of feeling totally responsible for a fragile human life, all
balanced by overwhelming energy and love? Any vocation—Ilike the
vocation of parenthood—will demand its toll of struggle and sleepless
nights. And it will be worth it.
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Almost any activity, if you pursue it with purpose and attention for its own
sake, can become a vocation.

When I was in college, one of my favorite philosophy professors was
Alasdair MaclIntyre. One of the things MaclIntyre taught was the difference



between “external goods” and “internal goods.” External goods are the
rewards we receive for pursuing an activity—money, prestige, promotions,
and so on. Internal goods are the deep satisfactions of pursuing an activity
for itself.

Maclntyre writes that you can train a child to play chess by offering her a
piece of candy—an external good—every time she wins. But not until she
discovers for herself the pleasures of developing strategies, reading her
opponent’s mind, and thinking three moves ahead will she become a real
chess player.

There’s a Jewish tradition that embodies this very wisdom. In the Jewish
shtetls of Eastern Europe, mothers would prepare a treat for their children
on the first day of school: cookies in the shape of letters of the alphabet. In
some families, the new student would get a drop of honey for each letter he
sounded out.

The lesson was easy enough for a six- or seven-year-old to grasp:
learning is sweet. In time, children would learn that the real sweetness was
in the knowledge they could unlock as they mastered their letters. They’d
move from seeking external rewards to pursuing internal happiness.

Some jobs are just jobs—we work ’em for money in the way that a kid
works for honey. But other jobs, over time, become part of us in a deeper
way. We begin to study the job—we want to learn how to get better at it.
We begin to enjoy the job and time seems to fly by at work. We begin to
build friendships at the job—we find people we like and sometimes admire.
And we begin to take pride in the job. We come to associate the work we do
with who we are, and when we’ve found our vocation we’re proud of both.
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Today, almost any working person in any developed country can purchase
almost any book for the equivalent of two or three hours of labor. Those
two hours’ worth of wages are precious, but books are much, much cheaper
than they used to be. In medieval Byzantium, for example, an average
laborer would have had to work for two or three years to buy a single book.
Even in colonial America, a printed book was one of the greatest luxuries
you could own. If a family owned only one book, it was usually the Bible.



And if a home had two books, you could be almost certain that they were
the Bible and The Pilgrim’s Progress.

These days, not many people have heard of The Pilgrim’s Progress. But
this allegory by John Bunyan, an army veteran and a self-taught preacher, is
among the most influential books ever written in English. For 335 years—
from the day it was published—it has never been out of print.

Why did so many people spend so much of their hard-earned money to
buy this book? One reason stands out: The Pilgrim’s Progress described,
better than any other book, the call of vocation.

Bunyan’s book tells the story of an everyman, known only as Christian,
who discovers one day an overwhelming sense of vocation to embark on a
spiritual journey. He cannot shake it, try as he might to put it out of his
mind: “The night was as troublesome to him as the day; wherefore, instead
of sleeping, he spent it in sighs and tears. So, when the morning was come,
[his wife and children] would know how he did. He told them, Worse and
worse . . . He would also walk solitarily in the fields, sometimes reading,
and sometimes praying: and thus for some days he spent his time.”

One of the reasons why this story has endured is that it is painfully
honest about what it means to struggle with a calling we can’t ignore.
Christian pursues his calling at great cost. He leaves his world of security
for a long and trying journey.

Everyone who has ever felt that they’ve been called to a vocation has
endured similar suffering: leaving the comfortably familiar behind for
something you know you have to do. When I started working with veterans,
I lived for months on an air mattress in a near-empty apartment, wondering
if my organization would survive. When a veteran lied to us and tried to
steal funds, I wondered if the effort was worth it. When we were turned
down by donors, I wondered why no one else saw value in what we were
doing.

Working at your vocation doesn’t mean that your life is going to be easy.
In fact, in many ways it may be harder. And working at your vocation does
not mean that you will always be happy. But such work is an absolute
necessity for living the flourishing life I’ve been writing to you about—the
kind of life in which you can exercise your vital powers to the fullest.

With nothing meaningful in life, nothing is interesting.



—DANIEL KLEIN

Fireworks are interesting. Once or twice a year, we might spend an hour
or two watching in wonder as fireworks light up the night sky. But imagine
two straight days of fireworks. You’d pass out from boredom.

A spectacle can capture our attention, but it takes meaning to sustain our
attention. If we forget this, we are liable to hop from spectacle to spectacle,
entertainment to entertainment, diversion to diversion.

People who lament, “I’m bored,” are usually complaining about an
absence of diversion, a lack of spectacle. But often, I think, they’re really
lamenting a lack of meaning. Without meaning, everything becomes
spectacle, and spectacle becomes exhausting. In the long run, the only cure
for boredom is meaning.

We all know what it’s like to do work that doesn’t engage us. Everything
—the thought that you need to wash the dishes, a movement in the corner of
your eye—becomes a distraction.

In response, distracted people often try to eliminate distractions. They
create processes, rules, or tricks to help them do their work. This is helpful
sometimes. But much of the time, the drive to kill distractions can be a huge
distraction itself. There will always be distractions in life. We can be
unnerved even by the sound of silence. Focus comes not from working
without distractions, but with a devotion so intense that distractions fall
from our awareness.

When we see people whose talents lie fallow, whose energy is engaged in
pursuits they see as trivial—or worse, in pursuits others see as destructive—
the problem usually isn’t that they have too many distractions. The problem
is that they have too few devotions.
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I am a creature of God and you are a creature of God.

My work may be in the city, yours is perhaps in the field.

As you rise early to your work, so I rise early to my work. As you do
not claim that your work is superior to mine, so I do not claim that
mine is superior to yours. And should one say, I do more important
work and the other less important work, we have already learned: more
or less, it does not matter, so long as the heart is turned toward heaven.



—TALMUD

Someone’s vocation might be to make herself into an outstanding
grandmother, a great coconut farmer, or a professional skier. There are
poets, doctors, truckers, bankers, actors, cops, cooks, and teachers whose
days fly by in a blur because they are in love with what they do. There are
also neurosurgeons, astrophysicists, carpenters, hairdressers, and law
partners who sullenly punch in every morning and watch the clock all day.
Just as any work can be made into a miserable bore, any vocation can be a
source of joy if it’s pursued with passion and a love of excellence.

One of the things that’s hard for you now, Walker, is that you are leaving
a well-understood and almost universally admired profession—in your case
that of Navy SEAL—and you wonder, Will I ever do anything as worthy
again? That’s true for a lot of veterans.

It’s possible to get stuck there. The question is, where will your joy meet
the world’s need? As a coach? A father? A business owner?

As you think about this, you should also be aware of a few prejudices that
cloud how we think about vocations.

First, we have in our culture a long-standing prejudice that places the
professor above the plumber, the sage ahead of the salesman, and the
abstract before the practical. It’s one of the reasons why, today, many
parents push their kids to become “knowledge workers” instead of artisans,
even though the life of a skilled artisan often offers more prospects for
freedom, satisfaction, and self-governance than that of many kids who end
up stuck at a desk, drowning in debt, and afraid to offend their boss.

Another prejudice is that we often treat public service work as inherently
more noble than the work of those who make service possible by building
businesses and creating wealth. Almost every occupation can be a site of
service if pursued with compassion. Conversely, people can treat any
occupation selfishly, no matter how public-spirited the job title.

I think that we confuse ourselves when we make service the exclusive
domain of certain professions. I admire many cops, teachers, nurses, and
soldiers. I also admire many janitors, receptionists, launderers, and barbers.
Nobility in work lies not so much in the work that we do, but in the
excellence we bring to it. We hurt ourselves as a society when we imagine



that service is something that select people choose to do, rather than the
expectation of every citizen.
Is your service over because you left the military? I don’t think so.

At the same time, it’s important to realize that our vocations may be
different from our jobs. My dad, for example, worked for the Department of
Agriculture. I know that he took pride in doing his work well. But I also
know that my grandfather died when my dad was six years old. Growing up
without a father, my dad swore he’d be a father to his sons. He often left the
house around four-thirty A.M. so that he could put in a day’s work and still
be home when we came home from school. He coached our teams. In many
ways, being a father was my dad’s vocation.

I think it’s nearly impossible to know anyone’s real vocation unless you
really know them, and it’s often a mistake to assume that what someone
gets paid to do is the same as her life’s work. People are complex and
multilayered. Get to know them and you’ll often find that their devotions
differ from what you see them do. You may also find that they harbor
reserves of courage and energy that you have never seen.

There are many beautifully diverse ways to live a good life, and you’ll
Create one again.

7

Many people—in companies, on athletic fields, even in classrooms—speak
about their work in the language of warfare. To them, the idea of the warrior
suggests strength and conquest. They go to war with their competitors, tell
their colleagues to fight like soldiers, and imagine that their leaders are
generals. They can forget that what makes a warrior is not a weapon, a
uniform, or a unit, but a cause worthy of sacrifice.

Rosa Parks, Mahatma Gandhi, Mother Teresa. They aren’t often thought
of as warriors, but they endured more hardship and inspired more
courageous commitment than most generals. If people want to talk like
warriors, they also have to embrace the true warrior’s purpose: serving
something greater than yourself.

Walker, when you joined the American military, you didn’t take an oath
to be a warrior. Everyone you served with took an oath to be a soldier or
sailor or airman or marine who would support and defend the Constitution



of the United States. When you join the military you pledge to serve
something larger than yourself.

The warrior is not supreme. The warrior is a servant. If you’re going to
be a warrior, what are you going to serve?

Resilience is often strengthened by a sense of service. If you’re going to
be resilient, what are you going to be resilient for?

This is why having a vocation often strengthens resilience. Your devotion
gives you something worth sacrificing for. Your desire to become excellent
gives you a reason to develop your habits of mind, body, and spirit.

When I think of the Bosnian refugees who found purpose in the camps by
caring for their families, when I think of the SEAL trainees who made it
through Hell Week by stepping outside their own pain and fear to help the
men beside them, when I think of the veterans who came home from war
and found a new purpose in service, I’'m reminded of what Nietzsche said:
“He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.”

If there is a purpose behind your pain, you can find a way through it. For
all of us, developing a vocation helps to define and create that sense of
purpose.
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I think that you and I talked about Joseph Campbell once before. I really
hope you’ll pick up a book by him, Walker. He’s helped two generations to
understand the idea of the hero’s journey. I’d recommend The Power of
Myth, a book that’s really the record of a long conversation.

Campbell was a scholar of mythology, and his big idea was that the
myths of the world’s cultures often tell a single, unified story. Though the
surface details vary from culture to culture, the essential story remains the
same: the journey of a hero who passes from ordinary life through a series
of trials and finally returns to serve his people.

Here’s how Campbell summarized this recurring myth: “A hero ventures
forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder:
fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the
hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow
boons on his fellow man.”

Communities spread across space and time seem compelled to tell
versions of this story. We see its landmarks—such as the hero’s call to



adventure, or his symbolic death and rebirth—in everything from epic
poetry to movies, from Odysseus to Luke Skywalker.

Given what we’re talking about, having a vocation, one aspect of the
hero’s journey is especially important for you to grasp. “The ultimate aim of
the quest,” wrote Campbell, “must be neither release nor ecstasy for
oneself, but the wisdom and the power to serve others.” The hero engages
in self-discovery and self-creation so that he can ultimately be more useful
to others. The hero’s journey gives him the power to serve, and he returns to
use that power.

Of course, we live in the real world, not the world of myth. But diverse
communities wouldn’t tell and retell variations of this story if it didn’t
express something true about human possibilities. And at the crux of the
hero’s journey is this: the decision to return and serve. That’s the real test of
heroism.

And that’s where your story is now, Walker. You left your world, you saw
and experienced things that would have changed anyone, and you’ve come
back. What have you brought with you? How will you use it to make your
journey, and your return, heroic?
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As I said before, Walker, you’re not the first man to face what you’re
facing. Check out the painting called The Veteran in a New Field. It was
painted in 1865 by Winslow Homer. The Civil War had ended. Robert E.
Lee had surrendered. Lincoln was dead. Thousands of veterans had made
their way back to their farms. This veteran, too, has headed straight for his
field. He has tossed his military jacket and canteen behind him (in the lower
right, though you may not be able to see them here).



There are some dark undertones. The farmer’s scythe and the cut stalks
remind us of the Grim Reaper—and of the hundreds of thousands of this
man’s fellow veterans who had given their lives in fields like this.

At the same time, look at that field. There’s a big, beautiful crop in front
of him. Wheat up to his ears! The sky (in the actual painting) couldn’t be a
more brilliant blue. A man who ventured to fight far from home has
returned to bring in the harvest. Is it too simple to see hardship behind him
and hard-won hope in front of him? Is it too simple for us to see the same
things in our lives?

— 10—

And finally, Walker, as we think about hardship and heroism and meaning
and engagement, let’s also remember fun.

Think about your kids. They’re a ton of fun, aren’t they? Children play
sports. They learn new instruments. They read. They try new things. They
learn. They build skills. They laugh.

And then, without our really noticing or deciding, this all slows down
and grinds to a halt in too many lives. Not long after our bodies stop
growing, our minds and skills stop growing too.

Part of what the old admire and sometimes envy in children is their
energy, their curiosity, the fun they have, and their sense of wonder about
the world. Where does all of that wonder come from?



A lot of adults think it comes from the fact that children know less of the
world. Of course kids are energetic and fascinated and having fun, the
thinking goes; they’re experiencing everything for the first time.

But sadly, not all children have that wonder. I’ve worked with some of
them—children who live on the streets of Bolivia, children who work full-
time at hard labor. So consider this: maybe children don’t have these
qualities because they are young. Maybe they have them because of how
their young lives are structured. Energy, curiosity, and wonder are not
products of age. They’re byproducts of what we do. Just as those qualities
are not universally alive in children, they’re not universally dead in adults.

Think about your own kids, Walker. They can be lost for hours in play
and make-believe. Is that work saving the world? Certainly not. Not
directly. So let’s remember that much of the satisfaction we take in what we
do comes from something other than its importance.

The good news is that joy, growth, and service tend to reinforce one
another.

The self becomes complex as a result of experiencing flow.
Paradoxically, it is when we act freely, for the sake of action itself
rather than for ulterior motives, that we learn to become more than
what we were. When we choose a goal and invest ourselves in it to the
limits of our concentration, whatever we do will be enjoyable. And
once we have tasted this joy, we will redouble our efforts to taste it
again. This is the way the self grows . . . Flow is important both
because it makes the present instant more enjoyable, and because it
builds the self-confidence that allows us to develop skills and make
significant contributions to humankind.

—MIHALY CSIKSZENTMIHALYI

You have significant contributions to make, my friend, and I hope that
developing your vocation will bring you a lot of joy as well.



LETTER 11

Philosophy

Most people imagine that philosophy consists in delivering discourses
from the heights of a chair, and in giving classes based on texts. But
what these people utterly miss is the uninterrupted philosophy which
we see being practiced every day . . . Socrates did not set up
grandstands for his audience and did not sit upon a professorial chair;
he had no fixed timetable for talking or walking with his friends.
Rather, he did philosophy sometimes by joking with them, or by
drinking or going to war or to the market with them, and finally by
going to prison and drinking poison. He was the first to show that at all
times and in every place, in everything that happens to us, daily life
gives us the opportunity to do philosophy.

—PLUTARCH (C. 46—120)

Walker,

What I think we’re doing in these letters is philosophy. It’s hard work to
take an honest and searching look at our lives. It always has been, and
people have always resisted it. Let’s remember that our kind of philosophy
involves deliberately making ourselves uncomfortable; it’s exercise for the
mind and spirit.

Think of what Socrates asked his fellow citizens to do: Examine your
lives. Take a disciplined look at your actions. Test your beliefs. Ask the
hard questions. Discover how much you don’t know.

Socrates was a wily guy. Sometimes his questions were a bit unfair;
sometimes he twisted people’s words. But he never held a knife to anyone’s
throat—he never demanded that anyone ask the hard questions. The people
of Athens could have chosen to walk away. But his insistence that they
question their beliefs was so discomforting, so exasperating, that they put
Socrates on trial, condemned him to death, and made him drink poison.

He wasn’t the last. Eight hundred years later, in the ancient city of
Alexandria, lived the philosopher Hypatia. She was a master astronomer,
the leader of a philosophical school, and one of the first recognized female



mathematicians in history. But she was also a pagan and a freethinker at a
time when Christianity was spreading rapidly. Hypatia never forced anyone
to give up their religion. Not a word she said could make anyone’s beliefs
any more or less true. It didn’t matter: finally fed up with an influential
thinker who rejected their faith, an enraged mob seized her in the street and
killed her.

She wasn’t the last. Twelve hundred years later, the friar and astronomer
Giordano Bruno shocked Rome with his radical beliefs about space and
time. Not only did Bruno believe the Earth went around the Sun, he
declared that the Sun was just another star in an infinite universe teeming
with intelligent life. Of course, nothing Bruno wrote, no matter how
persuasive, could change the actual shape of the universe. It didn’t matter:
for his heresies, he was burned at the stake. As he was led to execution, a
wooden vise was tightened around his mouth to shut him up.

That last detail tells us something important. Socrates and Hypatia and
Giordano Bruno had nothing but words—but some words, to some people,
are so uncomfortable that they have to be silenced by any means necessary.

What if I’'m living my life wrong?

What if my faith isn’t true?

What if we aren’t the center of the universe?

The deepest questions can also provoke the deepest discomfort, the
deepest fear, the deepest rage. That often means they’re working.

If philosophy doesn’t make you uncomfortable sometimes, it’s not doing
its job. When we take a hard, honest look in the mirror, it’s natural to be
disturbed. When we discover things we don’t like about ourselves—small
ways we’ve been lying to ourselves, bad habits we’ve fallen into—it’s
natural to be angry.

Today, we don’t burn people at the stake for asking uncomfortable
questions. Usually we ignore them. Sometimes we ridicule them. But the
impulse to run away from the hard questions hasn’t really changed.

We have to learn to replace that impulse with a new one. Just as we can
train ourselves to endure and even to seek the pain that sometimes comes
from physical exercise, we can train ourselves to endure and to welcome the
discomfort and fear that come when we do philosophy. Those feelings of
discomfort are often proof that we’re making progress.
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Philosophy demands clear thinking, and a quest for clarity often leads to
consistency. But if philosophy addresses real life, it will also address life’s
contradictions.

Consistency, like cleanliness, is usually good. But just as you can become
obsessive-compulsive about cleanliness, you can become hypervigilant
about consistency.

Some of the thinkers we most remember weren’t afraid of inconsistency,
because they were daring enough to face up to the mess of real life. (And
many of the thinkers we forget made careers out of pointing out these
inconsistencies.)

Poets like Walt Whitman got this. He wrote:

Do I contradict myself?
Very well then I contradict myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)

When we were in BUD/S, I gave you a copy of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
essays. Emerson had the same idea: “Speak what you think to-day in words
as hard as cannon balls, and to-morrow speak what to-morrow thinks in
hard words again, though it contradict every thing you said to-day.”

Life isn’t neat. Life isn’t tidy. And philosophy needs to speak to life.

Philosophy is not, for me, a discipline about writing clever papers. It’s a
discipline about living well. The philosopher shouldn’t offer a way of
thinking, but a way of living.

Socrates spent his life in conversation, and served in his city’s army in
wartime, but he never wrote a word. Cato, the Stoic Roman who resisted
Julius Caesar, was considered one of the greatest philosophers of his time
because he died for his beliefs—but he never wrote a word either. The
emperor Marcus Aurelius was called a philosopher because he radiated
wisdom and dignity—even though he wrote philosophy only in secret, in
his private diary.

These philosophers lived in the real world, Walker. They thought about
life as it was lived in their time. Here’s one of the thoughts Marcus Aurelius
put down in his diary: “Do you get angry with someone for smelling like an
old goat? Or for having foul breath? What’s the use?”



This is the most powerful man in the world and the wisest philosopher of
his day writing to himself about armpit stink. I point this out not to belittle
what he did or thought, but to show that he was willing to live in the muck
with the rest of us.

There is value in rigorously testing the logic underlying our thinking. But
the difference between a philosophy fixated on the consistent use of words
and a philosophy that speaks to life is akin to the difference between
dissecting a horse and riding one. We’ll measure the worth of our words by
how they move us to live well.
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The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed
ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to
function.

—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD

Any serious person who digs into his or her mind will find a certain level of
contradiction among strongly held thoughts and feelings, because those
thoughts and feelings emerge in response to an imperfect world. A lot of
superficial critics will take those moments of contradiction and pounce:
“But before, you said . . .” You have to brush those critics off.

If you think deeply and you find that two important ideas seem to be in
contradiction, what you should do first is celebrate: your discovery is
evidence that you’ve had the courage to think deeply. You’ve become self-
aware. You’ve discovered something about yourself that most people never
have the courage to consider: that your own ideas, and your own life, might
not fit into a tidy little package.

What do you do next? Press on. Maybe, as you think harder and live
more, your contradiction will resolve itself. Maybe it won’t.

Remember that the intention of philosophy isn’t to help you live a logical
life. It’s to make you self-aware and help you live a good life.

Use logic, of course. But use it, don’t serve it. Logic is a tool, not a
master. The mysteries of life are such that it’s unlikely that any set of
propositions—no matter how rigorous, how structured, how measured—



will ever be able to account for some of the most important things in our
lives. Take beauty, for example. What would it be to live without moments
of beauty?

In a similar way, Walker, if we’re going to think well about our lives, we
have to remember that some things can be true most of the time without
being true all of the time.

Here’s a well-known saying from a Supreme Court justice: “Hard cases
make bad law.” Extraordinary cases and extreme examples naturally pique
our interest and invite our attention. And sometimes there’s something to be
learned about life in general when we look at a famous case in particular.
But it’s a mistake to root our thinking about rules for living in extreme
examples. The tallest person in the world is over eight feet tall. That’s fine
to know, but we shouldn’t expect it to guide the way houses and beds are
built for the rest of us.

This is obvious. But it needs to be mentioned because as soon as you
name a rule you think ought to guide conduct in general, like, “People who
have strength should use that strength to protect people in need of
protection,” someone will say (and you told me you’ve really had to argue
with people like this), “But what if there’s a wolf attacking a man, and
you’ve got a gun and you can protect the man, but the man is a child
molester and a dictator who has tortured millions of people and, if the wolf
doesn’t kill him, he’ll escape back to his country and starve his people?
Should you protect him then?”

In that case your responsibility is pretty clear: use the gun to finish what
the wolf leaves undone. This is obviously stupid, silly, and fantastic. What
is real, though, is the tendency to give up on the search for principles that
can guide our lives most of the time just because they fail to apply all of the
time.

Fixating on extremes, like fixating on inconsistencies, can start to stand
in the way of living well.

— 4

To recognize that good thinking involves confronting our own
inconsistencies does not excuse us from doing serious thinking.



A serious philosophy doesn’t have to be boring or complex. It can be
engaging and straightforward. And to be guided by a serious philosophy
means only that there is a relationship between thinking and action, in that
order.

Too often, we dive into action and, in retrospect, discover that we should
have thought first. Afterward, we try to explain ourselves to ourselves, but
our thinking is more an exercise in justification than a search for insight.

We all do this. And there is no point in whipping ourselves for past
failures to think. The danger, though, is that the explanation that justifies
our past will become the philosophy that guides our future.

You’ve seen this a hundred times. And if you’re like me, you’ve done it
at least a few dozen times—well, OK, a few hundred. You do something
stupid. Then you justify it. Then you start to believe your own justification.
Then you start doing things to justify your justification.

Remember Baba, the Lithuanian Special Forces commando in our
BUD/S class? As he was fond of saying: “This shit has to end. Now.”
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Zach, chances are good that, wherever you are right now, you’re reading
these words silently. In the ancient world, it was rare to find anyone who
read silently. When words were read, they were usually read aloud, and
often they were read to and with other people.

That was true of philosophy as well. It wasn’t something you studied on
your own; it was something you read out loud with others. Philosophy was
a shared discipline, part of a shared effort to live well.

Plato wrote his philosophy in the form of dialogues—conversations. In
his time, it’s possible that they were performed aloud, like plays. Part of the
message was that to live philosophically, you have to take turns listening
and speaking; you have to look for truth with others.

Aristotle spent his time not as a solitary writer, but as a teacher living in a
community of scholars and students. When you go to a bookstore and see a
volume of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, you’re actually looking at a
collection of his lecture notes. And when he taught ethics, he reminded his
students that “the end of this science is not knowledge but action.”

In Plato and Aristotle’s world, traveling philosophers (like traveling
preachers more recently) often drew huge, excited crowds to their talks.



And in great cities like Athens, philosophy students lived together, ate
together, studied together, talked together. Philosophy was something
people did together. You talked, you listened, you argued, you agreed. You
tried to see things from your friend’s point of view. You tried to live up to
your teacher’s example. You pushed your friends when their effort
slackened, and they pushed you.

America’s founders understood philosophy in the same way. George
Washington, as I mentioned a few letters ago, put on a play about the fall of
the Roman Republic for his troops at Valley Forge. Benjamin Franklin,
when he was just twenty-one, organized a club of friends called the Junto
that met every week to discuss philosophy and public affairs. We still have
a list of questions Franklin wrote to drive the discussions: “Have you lately
heard of any citizen’s thriving well, and by what means?” “Have you lately
observed any encroachment on the just liberties of the people?” “Do you
know of any fellow citizen who has lately done a worthy action, deserving
praise and imitation? or who has committed an error proper for us to be
warned against and avoid?”

If you want to live like a philosopher, do what Franklin did—seek out
good conversation. Philosophy is, and has always been, a kind of
conversation. It’s only by engaging with others that we break out of the
prison of our own prejudices, our own bad habits, our own fears. That’s
what we’re trying to do together here.

If we recognize that our experience is limited, we should also recognize that
our wisdom is limited.

There is something about soldiering, about living through a brush with
death and being responsible for the lives of others, that the nonsoldier will
never fully understand.

There is something about starting and running a small business, about
taking risks and being personally responsible for someone else’s livelihood,
that those who have never run a business will never quite grasp. There is
something about being a parent, about love for a child, that a nonparent may
never know. There is a certain kind of wisdom available to the soldier, the
entrepreneur, the parent, and to people in a hundred other walks of life that
you can’t know unless you actually live those lives.

If we understand this—and if we also reflect on how minuscule our drop
of experience is in the vast ocean of human experience—we should stand



open to the wisdom that others have to offer. Philosophy is made to be
practiced with others, because we all have a lot to learn from each other.

— 66—

Zach, you’ve got your third kid on the way. I couldn’t be happier for you.

I’m also grateful that we live in a world where we can look forward to
childbirth with joy and not fear. Three thousand years ago, people
celebrated the joy of a newborn child. But much more frequently than
today, they also mourned the death of a stillborn child or a young woman
who died giving birth. Three thousand years ago, people rejoiced when their
warriors came home from battle. Much more frequently than today, they
grieved when they heard the news that those they loved would never come
home. Three thousand years ago, people gave thanks for the turning of the
seasons with feasts and festivals. Much more frequently than today, they
suffered famine, disaster, and disease.

To deal with this agony, they developed philosophies, the ideas and
practices that built resilience into their lives.

Epictetus, a slave and a philosopher, lived in this ancient world of insecurity
and uncertainty. Every time you kiss your child goodnight, he said, you
should tell yourself, “Perhaps it will be dead in the morning.”

The suggestion that you think of your child’s imminent death every night
seems alien and cruel to us. But in the ancient Roman world, more than a
quarter of newborns died before their first birthday, and half of all children
died before their tenth. Epictetus was not being needlessly harsh. Instead,
he was reminding parents to be grateful for what they had in that moment,
and to mentally prepare themselves for a hardship they might face any day.

Today, we’re remarkably fortunate. We still worry about the death of an
infant (how many times did you get up at night to check Shane’s breathing
in his first month at home?), but a young child’s death is a tragedy far fewer
of us have to face.

Before I joined the military, I’d seen the human suffering of ethnic
cleansing and genocide in Bosnia and Rwanda. I’d seen children in
Cambodia who were missing limbs taken by land mines. I saw the dead



eyes of abandoned and drug-addicted kids on the streets of Bolivia. I have
seen, as you have, blood spilled in battle.

There is still real hardship in our world, and we’ve both seen it. But we
live in a world marked by great progress: food is more plentiful, disease
rarer, early death less common, knowledge more accessible, people freer
than at any time in history. Human beings exert a mastery over the physical
world—traveling thousands of miles in several hours rather than several
months, controlling air temperature with the twist of a dial, sharing ideas
instantaneously across oceans—that would have seemed godlike to a person
of Aeschylus’s time.

But many of us lucky enough to take part in this ease and freedom have
also lost touch with the wisdom about resilience built by men and women
who lived in a harder world.

In our security and comfort, we slip quietly into the false expectation that
life will afford us complete happiness. We believe that we will move only
from pleasure to pleasure, from joy to joy. When tragedy strikes or hardship
hits, too many of us feel ambushed by pain, betrayed by the present,
despairing of the future.

—7

Do you remember when we were in the first-phase classroom days after

September 11, 2001, and the instructors were briefing us on the Taliban?
They told us that the Taliban moved fast and light. Few supplies. Simple
clothes. Rifle, ammo, minimal food. They sometimes walked in sandals

made of rubber cut from tires. They were painting a picture of a rugged,

mobile, lethal force.

One day you stood up in the middle of class and said something like,
“Let’s go! I’ll wear tire shoes. I’ll walk in the cold. I’'ll go light. I'm ready
to fight.” It was a great Walker moment. So let me use it to draw an
analogy.

For most of history, our feet were hardened by walking on the rough
ground. In our world, most people wear shoes. Shoes are good. They
protect our feet. But we realize that it is possible to gain something very
good and still lose something very real. What most of us have lost is the
ability to walk barefoot over difficult ground.



Today, sheltered from the hardships of hunger, disease, heat, and cold
that stalked human life for centuries, some people have lost their capacity to
deal with real difficulty. Growing up in a protected palace of comfort, they
have lost their ability to walk through pain.

—8—
Zach, the other day, you wrote to me about growing up in the woods:

About six months before I was born my folks traded a 1953 Willys
pickup truck and $500 for that single-wide I would call home for the
first nine years of my life. One day in winter, they hauled it up the skid
trail, which would then become our driveway. I remember dad cutting
in water bars with the dozer every winter to keep it from falling off the
mountain.

The ranch was covered in Douglas firs and towering redwoods. A
creek ran right through the middle of it and went a quarter mile down
the driveway to spill into Austin Creek. My closest neighbor was a mile
away.

My folks had about a quarter-acre garden with an eight-foot fence
protecting the crops from deer and other wildlife. We had chickens and
hogs and a couple of cows for butchering when the work got slim in
the winter. My dad was a backhoe operator and mixer driver down at
the end of the canyon where one of the town’s three businesses was: a
rock quarry and concrete plant. The other two businesses were a
lumber mill and a logging and excavation outfit on the other side of
the ranch.

One of his co-workers told me one time when I was about 20 years
old, “I like your dad. He hates me, but the thing about your old man is
that he hates everyone the same.”

I’ve known you for more than a decade now, and I think growing up in
the sticks has shaped the way you think, maybe even more than you know.

People who grow up like you did have a real connection to the earth.
They grow up understanding that life has a reality—sun, moon, heat, frost,
flood, drought—that is beyond human control, a reality we must accept,
adjust to, and work with. When you were logging, each day was shaped by



the burn of the sun, the speed of the wind, the snap of the cold. When the
outdoors is a part of your life, it’s hard not to be a realist.

But when people spend all of their time in a world shaped by human
hands, they bring a different perspective to their lives. Those who grow up
in or near cities often see the world as built by and for other people, and
they tend to believe that if we continue to build it better, we can achieve
perfection. Without openly acknowledging it, they often believe that the
relentless pursuit of progress will eventually lead us to paradise. (A clue:
ask them if there are any unsolvable problems. If they can’t think of
problems that won’t ever be solved, they are most likely utopians, even if
they aren’t self-aware enough to see it.)

I’m painting with a very broad brush here, but this is a big idea with big
consequences. The French Revolution was led mostly by urban-raised
idealists who believed in the perfectibility of man. The American
Revolution was led mostly by agrarian-raised realists who understood the
imperfectibility of man.

The French Revolution led to a reign of terror and to dictatorship, as
waves of utopians sought to kill anyone who stood in the way of the
perfectly rational society. The American Revolution ultimately led to a
constitution that divided power and set men against each other, lest any one
person’s failures destroy the entire country.

The French Revolution produced men like Maximilien Robesp