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Tape of the Month

by Landon Saunders


A question:  Why do we have to wait 'til the end of our lives to find out what's important?


I heard Lee Iaccoca, Chairman of Chrysler Corporation, say in an interview, "You know, you think a little differently later in your life.  Everyone does.  You think about all you've taken from life and you begin to think about putting something back."  


Now think about that.  You begin to think about putting something back.  First I wanted to ask, put something back where?  I mean, in the world or in your business or your family?  Or could the deeper meaning be to put something back inside yourself?  


You know this matter of putting something back is basic to our well-being.  I think it begins with the need to fill something inside us--that's for sure.  And then it works outward toward others.  And if you don't realize this principle and you don't pay it proper respect, you're going to feel a sense of emptiness, a stronger sense of emptiness than is really necessary.  


Have you experienced a sense of emptiness?  Even when perhaps surrounded by a lot of good people and good things.  You may be a husband, a wife, and a pretty good one.  You're interested in your community, your church.  Your life's really pretty full.  You should have everything needed to make you happy but still there lingers that faint feeling that something's missing.  


You may be a religious person, maybe even more than average, and still there's something missing.  You may be very young and you feel this emptiness.  Your friends, your education, your family, nothing quite gets to the very bottom of your life, to the very center of your existence, that place where you most feel your own self and your own sense of personal importance. 


Now why do we feel this emptiness?  I think we feel it because we fail to appreciate the profound difference between human beings and every other living creature.  Animals, for example, they don't feel this emptiness.  We're the only living creatures that feel it.  And it's hard to get this point--it's almost like you know you're different but you just don't know what to do with that difference.  What we share with the animals and the land, you know, that's not what gives us problems.  No, our problems arise, our emptiness arises from that place where, as human beings, we go beyond the plants and animals.  Now, what is this difference and what is it that satisfies this difference?  We have something to satisfy almost all of our needs.  We have water for thirst, food for hunger, clothes for warmth, but what do we have for that unique part of us that is empty and that is conscious of the emptiness?  Water is right for thirst and food is right for hunger and clothes are right for warmth, but what is right for your emptiness?


Now, to answer that question we must first accept this premise--emptiness is a part of what it's like to be a human being.  It's natural.  It's natural to all of us.  There's not a human being on earth that doesn't deal with emptiness.  Now if you understand that I think you'll deal with your emptiness in a different way.  For example, you'll deal with it more humanely, more gently, rather than approaching it as if it were some foreign matter in us that doesn't really belong and so you approach it much as you do poison ivy...apply a remedy, give it some time, and then hope it'll go away.  


You see, emptiness is not simply the result of your doing something wrong or making some wrong decisions or not getting the job promotion or measuring up as a friend or spouse.  Now those matters can aggravate the condition of emptiness, but they're not the root causes of it.  The root of emptiness lies in your nature and as such you can work with it in a way that's positive in your life rather than negative, in a way that's filling instead of draining.  


Now with this in mind, let's summarize.  First, since emptiness is a part of our nature, it will always be with us.  We will always have to deal with it.  It's not something that you can fix someday and then never have to deal with it again.


Second, you must be aware of when you're dealing with emptiness in the right way and when you're just covering it up.  Emptiness is not something that you deal with just by throwing more money at it or more activity or more job promotions or relationships or even more religion.  No, it's something you work with in much the same way you work with love.


Third, emptiness must be dealt with on an on-going basis.  It requires continual respect, continual response.  It requires continual taking out and continual giving back.  How then are we to approach it?  What's right for emptiness in the way that food is right for hunger? 


Augustine said that our hearts are restless until they rest in God and I believe that, but how do you get a handle on that?  Where do you begin?  Let's explore a beginning point.  


When Lee Iaccoca said, "There comes a time in our lives when we feel we should put something back," he had human beings in mind, doing something for human beings, and this is one of the real keys to dealing with emptiness.  It's also one of the real keys to personal growth.  


The most important lesson we can learn early in life is to treat other human beings right.  That sounds so simple, doesn't it?  But it's really not that simple.  It means, first of all, that you just try not to hurt anyone.  And then from there it means you try to assist people in their search for personal worth and happiness and meaningful life.  This isn't something that has to wait until we're near the end of our lives.  In fact, the question wouldn't be so painful near the end of our life if we just would learn the great value, this great way of living, nearer the beginning of our lives.  And it doesn't have to be all that hard if you'll begin by doing just three things and do them everyday.


Here's the first one:  Do something to encourage someone every single day.  Well sometimes you say, "Well I do that as a part of my work."  Okay, that doesn't count.  What I'm talking about is doing something deliberately for someone.  Someone who doesn't expect you to.  I want you to push yourself a little.  


Second, spend some special time with someone each day for the simple purpose of nurturing that person's life--some time for which you expect absolutely nothing in return.  Now the amount of time--don't worry about that.  It's not important at the beginning.  It's the act itself that is critical.  


Third, spend a few moments with yourself each day--in silence.  That's right, in silence.  Now it doesn't have to be much time.  Maybe even three to five minutes.  But in that time I want you to shut everything else out.  You're alone with yourself.  Now what are you going to do?  Well, start by loving and appreciating yourself, and then thinking about others in your life whom you love and appreciate.  Remind yourself of the great value that's placed on human beings.  And then take a moment to laugh, to rejoice--to rejoice in the work you're doing to help others find their sense of value, your encouragement of someone each day, your spending time with someone each day, and you're taking a few moments to remind yourself of how important this is.  Now, this is just a beginning, I realize that.  But if we can establish this as an integral part of our daily lives, then I feel certain that we're going to be happier, we'll feel more fulfilled, and the door will have opened to a fuller celebration of life.  We will have made the first significant step toward the constructive use of emptiness.  


Three things to get started:


1.  Encourage someone in a special way everyday.


2.  Spend time with someone every day just to nourish them.


3.  Spend time with yourself every day appreciating your own value and then appreciating your value to others.


In the next few moments I want to offer some reflections on this general theme.  These are thoughts for your consideration that I hope will reinforce this basic idea.  You may want to listen to them more than once over these next few days.  


Reinforcement #1.  Some years ago I was in a Land Rover traveling over the torturous paths of Ethiopia.  Now most of Ethiopia is beautiful.  It's rolling green mountains.  But I was in a place that was dry, barren, desolate and as I traveled over that wide expanse of flat, barren rock and hot, shifting sand, I noticed small groups of Donecal nomads.  They were trudging wearily along with their camels, and then I saw a little Donecal village--nothing more than a few huts made of scraps of tin.  But it wasn't the physical surroundings that kept my attention.  Rather it was the utter weariness, the dull hopelessness that was written across the faces of these people.  Under the hot burning sun the women were dragging through their domestic tasks and the men hunting bits of shade to rest in.  The children, they just all seemed to move in slow motion through their play--all shared the same features, the shuffling gate, the stooped shoulders, the haggard face, the glazed, seemingly unseeing eyes, and they were all chewing, and that chewing turned out to be the key to understanding these people, because they were chewing a leaf--a leaf from a small plant called a chat plant.  Now that chat leaf contains an opiate and that drug deadens the pain and numbs their senses to the misery of their dull and sometimes hopeless lives.


Then as you drive on, your eyes are suddenly aware of beautiful mountains just ahead and as we drove into the soft green lushness of these highlands with their luxuriant meadows and the timber and the bubbling springs and the cool breezes, I just couldn't help wondering, "Why don't the Donecal people come here to live?  Don't they know it's here?  Do enemies keep them away?"


Well, they have been told about it and there are no enemies to keep them away.  Then why don't they come?  Their problem is they're unsure.  Maybe that lushness is all myth.  Besides, they're settled into depression.  To stay demands so little, and more important, they have the chat leaf.  That chat leaf dulls their mind to the sting of that blowing sand and the burning sun and all the other agonies of their lives.  Yes, with the help of the chat leaf they have some escape so that they continue to plod through their paces.  


Now that may be hard for us to understand because we think we would do differently.  But would we?  Do we?  How many of us are living unfulfilled lives?  Empty lives?  Oh, our routine is set.  We go to work, we eat the same food, we're dulled nightly by the same TV shows and to keep down the noise of our hearts, we even have our own special kinds of chat leaf--our pet pills and our tranquilizers and cocktails and dope and sex.  No, we're not treading hot sand and yet we still feel empty and hollow just going through the paces.  Just haven't really found our place and we know it.  Are you living in such a desert place, maybe in the sight of the mountains?  Is there a mountain to which we could go and live?  Are there still happy springs of water for us and cool breezes?  Well of course there is.  The question is not whether such a place exists for us.  The question is whether we can see it.  Are we blind?  Drugged?  Narcotized by our routine?  


Reinforcement #2.  Many of us find our lives pulled in a thousand directions and as a result we're just a little out of sync as human beings.  That is, our inner needs and our outer lives are in conflict.  On the outside have you ever felt you're just attacked by the constant jarring, ringing of the telephone and besieged by the demands of all too many people, stretched to the breaking point with appointments, paperwork, conferences, errands?  Or you can't get in tune with another person--maybe your parents or someone else.  You're always out of step.  And then inside you suffer from headaches and maybe ulcers.  Strange feelings.  And you reach for pills or drink for relief.  Is there a better solution?  Is there any way to get things together?  Maybe we've overlooked one of our most basic needs--the need for silence.  Do you have any time for silence?  For being alone for a few moments?  To experience the wonder of being alive and receiving as a gift a new day?  I like these few moments in the morning as I begin my new day.  In my time of stillness, I try to reaffirm who I am as a person and I go over my day, deciding what really needs to be done, what's really important.  And I try to say thank you for the day.


I'm personally convinced that nothing can replace silence in the formation of our deepest convictions.  Perhaps this is a practical reason why some of us have no real convictions.  It's because we seldom, if ever, sit down with ourselves and ask, "What do I believe and why?" 


I think there are two problems here.  First, am I afraid of such moments of silence?  And second, could I possibly have time to put something else into my already overstuffed schedule?  As to the first, I hope you're not afraid of being alone for a few moments.  I hope you're not afraid to face yourself.  I don't think you are.


And as to the second, not having time for silence, I'd like to reverse the question.  Can you afford not to have time for silence?  Can you afford not to have contact with yourself, with what's important, with an anchor point for your day?  Can you afford not to take time to ask whether you're on the right course with your life?  


Reinforcement #3.  Do you know what you believe and do you know why you believe what you do believe?  Have you thought it out by yourself or is it the hand-me-down view of life?  Too many of us are living our lives rapidly as we can and as thoughtlessly as possible without ever facing this question, but you can't escape it because in reality you're giving your life for what you believe.  Now you may believe in little or nothing, but you're still giving up your life for little or nothing.  One life is all you have and you live it as you believe in living it, and then it's gone.  The question again:  Why do you believe what you believe?  You're giving your life for it.  Is it worth it?


Reinforcement #4.  I have a friend who's been having trouble getting up in the morning.  First thing he thought was, you know, tired blood and all of that.  But then he decided to go to a doctor.  Thought he might need some vitamins or iron pills.  Anything to get started.  But the doctor checked him over and said, "Do you have a reason to get up in the morning?  What do you look forward to doing?"  Well, the final diagnosis was he didn't need pills at all.  What he needed was something to get up to.  Isn't it strange--have you noticed how the way you get up can determine your whole day's outcome.  Have you noticed how the way you get up, though, depends on what you see in the day ahead of you.  How we get up depends on what we have to get up to.  Comes down to this:  your todays and tomorrows depend on what you have to live for.  Now I've discovered something to live for and I've located the heart, and I think that you have, too.


Reinforcement #5.  I've seen the little child with the bloated stomach and the lifeless stare in Pakistan and I've walked the streets of Calcutta.  I've seen the despair in masses of drained humanities scooping food off the ground, living, sleeping, dying on the dirty streets.  And I asked "Why?"  I walked across the fields and through the hospitals of Vietnam.  I saw the torn bodies of strong young sons and fathers who had been called to a strange land, many of them to die.  And I can still hear the boy who lost his legs who asked, "Why?"  And you Carol, when I left your hospital room the other day, I cried because you'd never been able to find a friend.  


Life isn't easy, is it?  To live means to struggle and everyone who's ever lived has had to face difficulties.  Sometimes it's necessary to fight merely to survive.  And no person is immune to the suffering that's a part of a the human experience.  There's no one in your circle of friends who's not carrying his own unique burden upon his shoulders.  To live means to fight and almost all of us faced with the alternatives particularly choose to go on fighting.  It shouldn't ever surprise us when we find ourselves in the midst of struggle of one sort or another again and again and again and again.  But if life is a battle, what are we fighting for?  And is it worth it?  People are usually not surprised that they have to fight to live, but almost everyone discovers, and sometimes too late, that what they've been fighting for isn't worth it.  Now if you don't know what your life is for, what makes the fight worth fighting, then of course you're going to be in for many bitter surprises throughout your life and a lot of emptiness.  But I believe we know what is the most important thing in the world.  We know what has the greatest value.  We know what the only thing worth dying for is.  We know the only thing that will outlast death and that knowledge forms the basis for our priorities.  That knowledge gives focus to the purpose of our lives and it provides meaning for all our activities.  


What is it that meets all these criteria?  A person.  A person is worth everything.  And no person is insignificant.  That's why we fight for people.  In the home, fight for your wife or husband, for your children, for your parents.  And in your work, fight for the people you work beside--your boss, your secretary, your rival, those who irritate you.  It's why we can love our enemies and do good to those who despitefully use us.  It's because we know the meaning of persons and because we know that, our entire behavior is different.  When you fight for people, your work's even going to get better.  And what about success?  Now you can measure success by money in the bank or the number of cars you have or the trophies on your mantle, but I like the definition that says, "It's the way your friend describes you when he's talking to a friend."  You know, you work, you struggle, you put in the best years of your life to accomplish something and then you realize it wasn't worth what it cost you.  It cost you your marriage, maybe the love and respect of your children.  


Psychiatrist Alfred Adler went to the heart of the problem when he said, "All human failures spring from a lack of love.  Alcoholics.  Workaholics.  Depressives.  Suicides."  And Dr. Abraham Maslow at one point estimated that the average American meets only about 50% of his need for love for interpersonal support and intimacy.  As his research progressed he had to paint an even darker picture which he summarized by saying, the truth is that the average American does not have a real friend in the world.  Now we can change that and we must.  


Reinforcement #6.  Being a friend isn't easy.  If it was, there'd be a lot more friendship in the world.  And I think part of the problem is fear.  People are afraid to take the risk and love is a great risk.  It means you commit yourself unconditionally and without guarantees.  Really, it's an act of faith and if you have little faith, well, then you have little love.  And most people creep through life protecting their hearts from wounds that love might inflict only to die obscurely without ever having let anyone know who they are.  


Without friendship there are other problems.  Your work, for example, becomes compulsive and meaningless and play becomes just as compulsive.  We tie ourselves into emotional knots and the knots strangle us.  Without friendship, I think we lose touch with who we really are and what we're all about.  "The purpose of being here," writes June Jordan, is to increase durability and the occasions of love among and between people."  


And Jesus said, "Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends."  And he spent his life fighting for people.  It's the work of every life.


Why?  It's because people are worth it.  People are worth fighting for.  And love is the right weapon to fight with because love freezes from the defeat of selfishness.  It gives us the power to outlast another person's orneriness and that's important.  Love enables us to see past the failings of a mate.  Yes, we saw on to his or her enduring value.  Love keeps us fighting for people long after they've given up on themselves.  And love transforms our own life so that we, yes, we even end up liking what we see in the mirror.


Reinforcement #7.  The qualities of real love, the love it takes to fight for people, are beautifully summarized in a hymn by Paul when he says, "Love is patient and kind.  Love is not jealous or boastful.  Love is not arrogant or rude.  Love does not insist on its own way.  Love is not irritable or resentful.  Love does not delight in evil.  Love rejoices in the right.  Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.  Love never ends."  


Reinforcement #8.  Barbara Waiters interviewed George Burns and she asked him, "What was the happiest day of your life?"


And he said, "The day Gracie said she would marry me."  


"And the saddest day?"  


George held his cigar very still and said, "The day Gracie died."


When you love, you risk losing, but the alternative is to commit a crime against your own life.  In Camus' novel, "The Fall" the main character says of his life, "I have no more friends.  I have nothing but accomplices."  Now you can have a lot of acquaintances and you can gather a lot of sexual partners and you can have a marriage partner--even a large family, and still not have a single friend among any of them.  They can all be merely accomplices to your crimes--that is, your failure to care for people.  And why is this?  


I believe it is because we haven't placed the proper value on people.  We haven't learned that people are the most important things in the world.  We haven't learned that fighting for people is the central challenge for every human being.  And remember, we're not talking about the way most people live.  We're talking about the rich possibilities of taking a road less traveled, and we're all challenging ourselves, at this very moment, to try to travel that road.  


Ah, there are some surprises.  One of them is, the more love takes you away from yourself, the more you are yourself.  Now that's a strange one, isn't it?  The more love takes you away from yourself, the more you are yourself--the more alive you feel.  You see, you're the person who's always ready to respond to another person's needs, not just because you yourself don't have problems.  It's because your love has freed you from the trap of self-interest.  You have time to give to others and you have nourishment to give to others.


Reinforcement #9.  In Jewish literature there's a legend of the wounded healer.  A man asked, "When will the Messiah come?"  He's told, "Go ask him yourself."  


"Where is he?"  


"He's sitting at the gates of the city."


"How shall I know him?"


"He's sitting among the poor, covered with wounds and this is how you'll know him.  The others unbind all their wounds at the same time and then bind them up again.  But he unbinds only one wound at a time and binds it up again as he says to himself, 'Perhaps I shall be needed and if so, I must always be ready so as not to delay for a moment.'"


In the course of our lives we do have our own wounds to look after, but at the same time, we must be prepared to help heal the wounds of others.  That's the way we live.  And there are a lot of ways you can begin doing that today.  


First, there's the healing power of listening.  It's impossible to overemphasize the immense need we have to be listened to, to be taken seriously, to be understood.  No one can develop freely in the world and find full life without feeling understood by at least one person--a person who's a great listener is never without friends.  The secret of life is still, "Give and it will be given to you."  


And then, second, affirm people.  Mark Twain said he could live two months on a good compliment.  If you've been talking to people and they seem deaf, I've got an instant cure for you and it's called, "Praise."  Remember to appreciate people.  You know, appreciation is pretty tough to resist.  


Third, forgive yourself again and again and then pass it on.  This is crucial in our fight for people.  To win we must live in a forgiving spirit, even when others are wrong and even when they're unforgiving.  Learn to say, "I'm sorry."  Those are still two of the most powerful words in the English language.  "I'm sorry."  Those words change lives.  


Fourth--don't bring judgement into relationships.  People never do things against you.  They do things for themselves.  


Fifth--encourage people around you to grow by always giving them the benefit of the doubt.  Think and treat people with dignity and they'll more nearly act that way.  But to do that you must do more than talk the talk.  You've got to walk the walk.  Your actions will speak much louder than your words. 


And so, fight for people.  The greatest lives in history knew this secret to success.  But you don't need history to prove that.  When you fight for people you'll know from deep within yourself it was worth the fight.




