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February 3

Once You’ve Begun, Doubt Not!
Don’t Look Backward

“Once you put your hand to the plow don’t look back,” said the 
Teacher. He cleverly applies this farmer’s sage advice on how to 
plow a straight row to anyone seriously thinking of following 
him in his radically new way of life. Becoming a disciple or be-
ginning any new venture requires a departure from the known 
and so creates anxieties about the wisdom of such a decision. 
Embracing anything new always involves risk—the more nov-
el or diff erent is the choice, the greater the danger of making a 
mistake. Aft er such a choice has been made the anxious mind 
whispers, “It’s never too late to stop and go back,” and begins 
to question, “Did I make the right decision?” Questioning de-
cisions already made only jeopardizes your involvement in the 
new activity that requires your full, wholehearted attention. 
Instead of fretting over whether you made the right decision, 
passionately invest yourself in living out the choice you have 
made!

All too easily I can be frozen immobile
by fear of making mistakes in choices.
Breathe on me; defrost my icy anxieties
so I can courageously be an adventurer.
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February 4

Falling in Love with Your Dragon
“I am a Chinese dragon,” said the old dragon. “Th ere’s a dif-
ference, you know! In China and the East dragons are a good 
sign, one of blessing and good fortune. Historically, howev-
er, we do have a bad name. Heroes like Hercules, Siegfried, 
Beowulf, King Arthur, and even your patron, Saint George, 
were all dragon slayers. It’s because we have bodies similar to 
serpents that we are considered evil. Dr. Freud would have a 
heyday with that fear. Indeed, all who set out on a quest go 
looking for a dragon or some ugly, fi erce monster to kill. But 
the real enemies are not outside forces in some dark forest; 
rather, they are inside.”

Stir me, not to slay my inner dragons
but to seduce them by embracing 
and converting these dark urges
into potent angel allies in my life.
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February 5

Mona Lisa’s Smile
A sophisticated computer program designed to recognize 
emotions examined a scan of the fi ve-hundred-year-old slight 
smile of Mona Lisa. It revealed that she was only 83 percent 
happy. Th e program also detected she was 9 percent disgusted, 
6 percent fearful, and 2 percent angry. In painting Mona Lisa, 
the ingeniously skillful Leonardo da Vinci was able to capture 
the typical smile we still see daily on the faces of a majority of 
people. How many of the smiling people that you see are really 
100 percent happy? Doesn’t each of us carry at least a mini-
mum of 9 percent of hidden disgust over something? And a 6 
percent to 10 percent hidden fear seems rather low for today’s 
crowded collection of fears—cancer, losing your job, or being 
a victim of a terrorist attack to mention a few. I feel confi dent 
as well that the hidden anger underneath today’s smiles far 
surpasses the 2 percent found in smiles fi ve hundred years ago 
when Leonardo painted his Mona Lisa.

Assist me daily in cleansing my smile
of subterranean anger, disgust, or fear,
and help me commit myself to keeping it pure
by honest scrutiny of my every thought.



February 41

February 6

Don Quixote de La Mancha Happiness
Th e gaunt, gray-bearded, gentleman knight of La Mancha is 
the patron saint of romantic idealists, who in the face of grim 
reality optimistically fi nd life fi lled with promise and happi-
ness. We easily dismiss the Don and Doña Quixotes of life as 
being naïve, simpleminded, or out of touch with reality. Yet 
recent studies have shown that those with a healthy dose of 
“Quixotism” have accomplished some rather remarkable things 
in their lives, and tend to be successful and—most of all—
happy people. Whenever you’re struggling with some problem, 
you’re likely to hear that small voice telling you: “Be realistic, 
grit your teeth, and do what is practical.” Instead, consider be-
ing imaginative and explore the undiscovered possibilities of 
your problem, which is to see with double vision. Look fi rst at 
what appears as reality and then look for what isn’t immedi-
ately visible, what is creatively hidden in the situation. Oft en 
a compromise between an optimistic and a practical solution 
can be the most benefi cial. I keep on my desk a bit of wisdom 
from a Chinese fortune cookie: “In every disappointment lies 
hidden something of equal or greater value.”
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Protect me from being too realistic,
the cause of dire poverty of hope
that breeds cynicism and despair.
And keep me childlike and optimistic.

February 7

Th e Last and Key Piece of the Puzzle
Th e experiences of life zoom by faster than cars in a NASCAR 
race and so prevent us from seeing how each new experience 
is connected with previous ones. Attempting to connect the 
multitude of life experiences is akin to doing a jigsaw puzzle 
without a picture of the fi nished connecting pieces. A new job, 
moving to another city, making a new friend, or falling in love 
can be experiences that make life appear haphazard. However, 
when looking backward aft er the passage of years, these seem-
ingly disconnected pieces begin to form themselves into a 
pattern. We might call this refl ective process “jigsawing”: fi t-
ting the wise choices with the wrong choices, and seeing to 
your surprise how each was a critical piece in the story of your 
life. To complete the beautiful picture of the puzzle of your 
life, you need the last piece, the one that always seems to be 
missing. Its absence is frustrating until you realize what that 
missing piece is. Th at last and essential piece that completes the 
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jigsaw puzzle of life is death! Regardless how or when it comes, 
the whole beautiful picture of your life is then complete.

Still my anxieties over the meaning of life
and the need to resolve its many complexities.
Give me patience, and free me from my fear
of that piece that completes my life-puzzle.

February 8

A Stroke of Genius
“Pity me, pity me, O you my friends, for the hand of God has 
struck me,” lamented the suff ering, poor old Job. Even today 
God is perceived by some as being in control of every event, 
and so the originator of every misfortune or blessing, sickness 
or crop failure, accomplishment or victory. Th is antique belief 
reappears in times of tragedy and in the fi ne print of insur-
ance policies defi ning certain disasters as “acts of God.” Old 
Job said God’s hand had struck him down in his affl  iction and 
that aged belief is still alive today as the source of the word 
stroke, the name for a sudden apoplexy, a rupture of a blood 
vessel in the brain.

Th e Creator is no puppeteer; humans and nature have been 
gift ed with the independence to act free of divine manipulation. 



44 A Book of Wonders

Destructive hurricanes and gentle spring breezes both blow 
without invisible sacred puppet strings. Unlike nature we have 
the glorious freedom to choose to act like a destructive hur-
ricane or behave like a gentle breeze of peace.

A stroke of genius was your decision
to make creation free.
May I use your ingenious gift 
in countless, clever ways today.

February 9

Th e Best Way to Die Is Empty Hearted
Th e Teacher said, “Blessed are the pure of heart, for they shall 
see God.” For the ancients it was not the mind but the heart 
that was the source of all emotion, thought, love, and desire. 
A pure heart paradoxically is an empty heart, yet the human 
heart is always fi lled with an endless stream of thoughts. To 
achieve a pure heart requires a constant fl ushing out of all 
thoughts. But does this imply being emptied of concepts of 
religious belief? To the religious person this seems impossi-
ble, insane. Yet is it the case? To the dying, palliative religious 
care off ers life aft er death, the peaceful rest of heaven and the 
prospect of blissful union with God. Yet a side eff ect of this 


