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Dedication
I want to dedicate this book to all the men and women 

who have inspired me to be hopeful, sometimes in the face 

of very difficult circumstances. Without the hope I have been 

blessed with, I would not be able to pass it on to others. That’s 

the beauty of hope. To keep it, we must be willing to give it 

away to those who are looking to us. In this way, the circle is 

made whole.





“Hope arouses, as nothing else can arouse,  

a passion for the possible.”

William Sloane Coffin Jr.
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Introduction
Why write a book on hope? I’ve given this question care-

ful consideration, and the more I ruminated about the topic, 

the more compelled I was to write about it. Perhaps that’s be-

cause my life is now a testament to hope. When I wandered 

into the rooms of Al-Anon and Alcoholics Anonymous nearly 

thirty-five years ago, I was bereft of hope—and I didn’t even 

know it. I was simply numb and confused, and I wanted some-

one to save me, preferably another relationship partner.

I had always tied my dreams and what hope I had to hav-

ing a significant other, one who would adore me, comfort me, 

and never reject me. But I had failed to capture that person, 

except for short spells. Surprisingly, my first marriage lasted 

twelve years, probably because my husband was as insecure 

as I was. Every relationship that followed was much shorter-

lived. I simply didn’t understand that relationships were part-

nerships. I wanted to hold someone hostage, forever. As one 

rejection followed on the heels of another, I became more des-

perate, and the solace I sought from alcohol and drugs took 

center stage in my life.

When I walked into my first Twelve Step meeting in 1974, 

I had no idea what was in store for me or what my future held. I 

went at the suggestion of a counselor. I stayed because I sensed 

that the men and women in the room felt as I had always hoped 
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to feel. They laughed easily and hugged often. They listened 

to one another intently. They seemed to truly care. And they 

talked about hope and its availability to any one of us who 

really wanted to make different choices. I can remember won-

dering what they  really meant when they talked in those 

terms. All I really wanted out of life was for others to change, 

which I felt would ensure my security. Hearing that it was me 

who had to change was not easy to accept or understand. But 

I stuck around anyway.

Since that time so many years ago, I have discovered, 

and bathed in, the awesome power of hope. Along with the 

ever-necessary willingness, hope is the trigger that can change 

every perspective one holds dear. And the hope that each of us 

passes on just may be the trigger that can help heal all mem-

bers of the human community in time—not just ourselves, 

not just those close to us, but people we will never meet or 

know were touched by our lives.

What is it about the vision of hope that gives it all of this 

power? I’m not a believer in absolutes, but I think hope opens 

our minds to possibilities that have always existed but that 

we have not entertained because of fear. When hope opens 

the door to these possibilities, we have to decide if we want to 

change or live as we have always lived. Giving up the known 

for the unknown is not a decision made lightly. Fortunately, 

we have the example of others to help us see the prudence in 

following our hearts and making the change that will lead us 

to a better experience now and tomorrow.

I am grateful to be surrounded by people in recovery who 

have been led by this vision of hope and who have made this 
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choice to change, again and again. While not everyone read-

ing this book will be in a Twelve Step program where change 

is a necessary constant, everyone has been touched at some 

point in their lives by people who have followed their hearts 

and made changes that grew out of a feeling of hope for some-

thing different. I think it’s incumbent on those of us who have 

been led by our experiences with hope to serve as examples to 

others that change is possible for them, too.

In fact, I’d go one step further and say I believe that every-

one sharing in the message of this book has somehow been 

selected to show others that there is another way to think and 

live. Perhaps it sounds a bit grandiose, but I think we, as be-

lievers in hope, can take the reins and usher in real change, 

change that just might be felt across the earth if we allow our-

selves to cherish hope, rather than hopelessness, about our 

lives and the world as we perceive it.

One of the most important concepts I have been intro-

duced to over the last three decades—and it’s a concept that’s 

consistent with many spiritual paths—is that all members of 

the human community are interconnected. Even modern sci-

ence supports this reality. We are not separate entities. We are 

not even separate from the “stuff” of our environment. Our 

egos push us to think we are separate, and in the process, they 

push us to compete, to argue, to create wars big and small. 

But we are One. With all that exists, we are One. And by em-

bracing hope, we have an  opportunity to align our thinking 

with this idea. When we have done so, when we see ourselves 

as joined with our fellow travelers everywhere, we discover a 

peace that indeed surpasses all understanding. Most of us have to 
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first  develop hope that this is even a possibility, however. And 

it is my hope that this book can be helpful in doing just that.

I write about love and how its expression heals the one 

who offers it as well as the one who receives it. I write about 

anger and how understanding the true nature of anger is key 

to changing our outlook. Realizing that holding judgments 

against anyone also holds us hostage is illustrated throughout 

the book. Comprehending that everything we experience can 

be the pathway to a more hopeful and peaceful life allows us to 

celebrate rather than dread whatever comes our way. The sto-

ries introducing each month’s reflections show how the lives 

of twelve people have been dramatically changed through the 

power of hope. These individuals faced many obstacles in life, 

but they refused to give up on hope and drew on the hope that 

others nurtured for them, lending credence to my belief that 

hope is possible for us all.

This book is an invitation to embrace a radical but, I believe, 

necessary idea: our experiences are all necessary and have been in-

vited by us at an earlier time and place. We are always where we 

need to be, sharing space and time with others who are part of 

our destiny. People who are able to understand and then apply 

these principles can ultimately realize an inner peace that’s so 

complete that others are changed by their very presence.

This process of seeing anew isn’t something that happens 

overnight, and it may require painstaking effort at times. We 

didn’t get where we are now all at once. We won’t get to where 

we want to be without patience, commitment, and a little will-

ingness. If you take one principle and its accompanying essay 

and focus on it for a week, letting it inform your habits and your 
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thoughts for that time, you may find that you have begun to 

move from your old way of seeing, and being, to a way that is far 

more helpful to yourself and others. We don’t change our old 

ideas easily—nor should we. We need to make informed choices 

about our behavioral and attitudinal changes. Too often, in our 

past, we let the ideas of others decide for us willy-nilly what we 

would believe. I am not offering these ideas for you to adopt 

unless they fit for you. But I do invite you to find out whether 

or not you feel better about your potential, about your journey, 

about your fellow travelers after practicing the suggestions and 

reading the stories of success contained in this book.

The time is ripe for change. The world seems to be in tur-

moil, and I think it’s because many of us are in turmoil, too, 

that our inner world is manifested in the outer world we share. 

But I also think cultivating hope will lead to inner peace that 

can anchor us in a mind-set that says, “I can see a better day 

ahead, for me and for those I love.” If every one of us reading 

these essays and stories of hope actually believed this and gave 

it a try, we could positively affect any number of the people 

who travel our path with us every day. Our interconnected-

ness makes this  indisputable. And everyone we affect with our 

new vision of hope will be encouraged to see differently, too. If 

we want a different life, a different set of experiences, a differ-

ent, more hopeful world, we must be agents of change. There is 

no better time than now. Won’t you join me in this effort?

How to Use This Book

How you use this book is ultimately up to you, but here 

are a few suggestions: The book is divided into twelve themes, 
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one for each month. Each month begins with a story of hope 

followed by an essay, or reflection, for each week. Additional 

reflections are included on page 181 for those months that 

have an extra week in a given year. I have chosen these stories 

because of how moved I was by them. Gathering stories from 

others has always been one of the joys of my recovery. It’s my 

hope that they speak to you as they spoke to me. Knowing 

that others have overcome unfathomable odds allows us the 

privilege of holding on to the belief that we can do the same 

and then pass on our stories of success in turn.

The essays for each week can be read once at the begin-

ning of the week or daily, if that’s helpful. It’s always been my 

experience that reading an essay one time seldom implants it 

firmly in my mind, so I do recommend repeated readings. I 

have also made a few suggestions to consider for the month, 

which are in keeping with the theme. You might make notes 

for yourself or journal about your progress at the end of each 

day or week. If you have another approach that works better for 

you, please use it. Let us do whatever allows us to move forward 

with hope and enter each day, each week, lovingly and with 

help on the tip of our tongues. We can truly make a difference 

in the lives of everyone we encounter, whether we’ve known 

them for years or have only just met them for the first time.

You’ll note, too, that the essays’ themes are repeated a 

number of times. That’s quite intentional. Spiritual perspec-

tives, particularly if unfamiliar to us, bear repeating many 

times to be fully heard, fully absorbed, fully applied. And 

this book is intended to change us so that we might serve as 

examples to others who might also desire to make changes 
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in their lives. A friend suggested to me many years ago to ap-

proach new spiritual beliefs like mantras, repeating them gen-

tly to myself until they feel comfortable, like soft slippers. I 

found my friend’s advice to be extremely valuable, not only 

because it allowed me the time I needed to incorporate new 

direction but also because it was kind and loving and forgiv-

ing of my many missteps on this new path I was traveling. If 

the repetition of a particular theme or idea troubles you in 

any way, simply move on to the next essay or repeat an earlier 

one. This book should never frustrate you. It’s written to offer 

you solace, direction, and hope. Nothing more but certainly 

nothing less.

Additionally, there are very few really new ideas, regardless 

of how many books make a claim to the contrary. I don’t want 

you to think I am suggesting that these ideas and themes are 

original. They aren’t. My knowledge and wisdom have come 

from many sources, my Higher Power being the primary one, 

and it’s my firm belief that what has come to any one of us is 

to be given away if we want to keep it for ourselves. We are all 

part of a healing circle. No one of us is separate from it. Your 

work, like mine, is to pass on to others that which you have 

been moved by, changed by, healed by. It’s clear that we are 

here, in this time and place, intentionally. I am delighted to 

be part of your journey.

Please know that my prayers are with you as you travel 

this path. It takes all of us to make this a world that each of us 

can truly thrive in. May you find peace.
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H O p e

Make yourself necessary to someone.

Ralph Waldo EmERson



How Much More Can One Person Take?  

With Hope in Your Heart, a Lot!

Terry wasn’t the first person in her family to have a prob-

lem with alcohol, but she was the first one to be officially diag-

nosed as alcoholic. However, this didn’t occur until after she 

had left a state facility for the mentally ill. Her family had had 

her committed because they didn’t know how to deal with her 

incessant acting out, and they wanted to get her off the streets. 

It never occurred to them to have her assessed for alcoholism 

or drug addiction; doing so wasn’t common at the time. The 

facility didn’t recognize her addiction, either. They saw her as 

mentally ill, period. The facility wasn’t a refuge, though, as 

she was abused and raped during her stay, an incident that en-

raged her for years. No one believed what had happened, even 

her family, but at that time and in that place, many things 

were often overlooked.

Many of Terry’s problems with her family stemmed from 
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her accusation that her father was an alcoholic. Hers was a 

large Catholic family with lots of drinking and many alco-

holics, but naming the problem was against unspoken fam-

ily rules. Her dad reacted, of course, and so did all the other 

drinkers in the family. No one wanted to be singled out, so 

everyone came to his defense, lest they be named next. No one 

was. Terry was soon institutionalized, and life went on.

When Terry was eventually released, she returned to her 

former ways, and her drinking and drug use escalated. Some 

of her siblings joined her now on her escapades. This lifestyle 

couldn’t last long, however, because she couldn’t hold down 

a job. She bunked with friends here and there, but she soon 

wore out the welcome mat. She abused not only drugs but also 

her friends, and they turned away from her; she was just too 

much to handle.

Having no place to go, she wandered into a home that 

housed runaway kids. There she met the person who became 

instrumental in her salvation from a dead-end life. He was a 

gentle man who understood addiction and who listened to 

her. He didn’t think she was crazy, but he did think her prob-

lems were more complicated than just addiction. She trusted 

him, and together they began exploring what help she really 

needed. The first thing her new friend did was contact her par-

ents, letting them know she was safe. Initially, she resisted, but 

he promised he wouldn’t let them commit her again and that 

he would help them understand what her struggles were. And 

here is where recovery eventually began, not just for Terry, but 

for others in the family, too.

Terry’s mother was relieved. Her dad was skeptical; he 
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had his own addiction to protect, after all. But into treatment 

Terry went. That, coupled with the proper diagnosis of a treat-

able mental condition, gave Terry a new start on life. The out-

patient treatment program she attended had the reputation 

of being hard core, and that was just what she needed. The 

program not only helped her become sober but also gave her 

the foundation that has supported her sobriety for more than 

thirty-five years. Unfortunately, she hasn’t been free of other 

conditions, ones that might have pulled a less hopeful person 

off course.

Her first serious condition was the diagnosis of manic de-

pression, or bipolar disorder. Though it’s commonly diagnosed 

and treated today, back then many didn’t under stand the dis-

ease or its treatment. And the recovery community didn’t sup-

port the use of any kind of drug, for any reason, even one 

as legitimate as what Terry needed to function in the world. 

Fortunately, she had a counselor who helped her understand 

how crucial her medication was. Terry continues to take this 

medication and lives a life free of mania and depression.

She was advised to go off her medication during her two 

pregnancies, and she experienced psychotic episodes both 

times. These experiences were harrowing, but she came through 

them with the help of understanding doctors, a family who fi-

nally accepted her condition, and a husband who was trained 

to administer to these  circumstances. Since that time, she has 

been episode free and comfortably sober.

Were her story to end here, it would still exemplify the 

power of hope. But there was and is so much more to Terry’s 

story. About ten years ago, she was diagnosed with cancer of 



12

J A N U A R Y

the pelvic bone. She had experienced pain in her hip for more 

than a year but had assumed that it was a strained muscle 

from exercising too much. Doctors and physical therapists 

treated her symptoms but didn’t look for an underlying prob-

lem. When the cancer was finally diagnosed, major surgery was 

immediately ordered to remove part of her pelvic bone. The 

operation took a team of doctors most of a day, and she was 

put in a body cast that she would need to wear for the next 

twelve months. Twelve months totally incapacitated!

With two young children and a marriage straining under 

enormous pressures, she lived one day at a time, moment by 

painful moment. The chaos that had hounded her mind be-

fore she was diagnosed with bipolar disorder returned, not 

 because of the disorder this time, but from the circumstances 

of a life totally beyond her control.

Terry owes her survival of this ordeal first to the tools of 

her recovery program and next to the people who came to 

help with her daily needs. They cared for her children, assisted 

with her personal needs, and relieved her of the feeling that 

survival was all on her shoulders—shoulders literally locked 

into a body cast. Even though her husband was still in her life, 

he was having difficulty coping with the many changes to his 

marriage and family. Few of us are taught strategies for dealing 

with the kinds of enormous complexities that Terry and her 

family faced. Her family of origin helped as much as possible, 

but they, too, were ill equipped to deal with these conditions.

In a book on hope, I’d like to say Terry had plenty of it 

throughout her convalescence, but that wasn’t always the case. 

There were many hopeless days and even weeks. That she main-
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tained her sanity throughout the constant chaos and sadness 

over this turn of events means that someone was holding out 

hope for her while she struggled to muster any herself. That’s 

one of the key messages here: one person having hope keeps 

the flame ignited and inspires others to nurture hope in their 

own hearts. Many people were drawn into the circle of hope 

for Terry. Recovery meetings were carried to her home as read-

ily as were meals for her children. She was never abandoned to 

her fears about her condition and her future.

Doctors couldn’t guarantee that when the cast came off 

she’d be able to walk, at least not without crutches. Her worst 

fears were realized, in fact. She has not been able to walk un-

aided and never will be able to. Since getting the cast removed, 

Terry has moved many times, trying to find a home that ac-

commodates her needs. Quietly and resiliently, her family has 

moved as well, and Terry continues to handle a seemingly im-

possible position with grace, even with wit.

But the story doesn’t end here. Two years ago, with the 

return of intense pain, doctors performed surgery again. They 

believed Terry might be a candidate for a new  prosthesis. For a 

while, it looked like they were right, and she proudly walked, 

a tiny bit, using just one cane. But the experiment didn’t prove 

to be effective for very long. Terry is now back to the wheel-

chair and occasionally the crutches.

Stress fractures are taking their toll on her body but not 

her mind. Miraculously, she looks at her life with gratitude 

every day. And this gratitude strengthens her. Terry’s story 

demonstrates that any situation is survivable if we are willing 

to allow for the gift of hope being offered by others. Tragedies 
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may live in the chaos of our minds, but we don’t have to be 

ruled by them. We can, instead, take charge and live fully in 

spite of our challenges. Terry now has a car equipped with a 

lift, and she is out and about, at meetings, at lunch with friends, 

at the grocery store. It is a privilege to watch Terry and to be 

able to pass on what she teaches us. She is a living example of 

what we can do if we gather the hope of others and couple it 

with a belief in a Power greater than ourselves.

Q
January Suggestions for Cultivating Hope

Find or buy a small notebook or journal that you can keep 1. 

with you, in a pocket or purse or backpack. During this 

month, list examples of ways other people demonstrated 

hope in their lives that you were privileged to observe. 

Write as much or as little as you like; a line or two describ-

ing each example is usually sufficient.

Make a note of the times you offered the hand of hope to 2. 

someone else. Describe how giving to others in this way 

lifted your own spirits.

If someone reaches out to you when you are feeling afraid 3. 

or troubled in any way, make a note of it at the end of the 

day (or even right after the help was offered). Help is con-

stantly available if we avail ourselves of it.

At the end of each week, review what you have written 4. 

and ask your Higher Power to help you become even more 

observant.
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One Can Be Hopeful or Judgmental, but  

Not in the Same Moment.

Negative judgment is a topic I’ll turn to numerous times 

in this book because of how much harm it inflicts in our lives. 

It hurts the one sitting in judgment, the one being judged, 

even those merely perceiving its occurrence. And yet we all 

judge; no one is immune. In our families of origin, many of 

us felt the sting of judgment on a regular basis when we were 

small, often unfairly—so the die was cast. We learned to recog-

nize and then to mimic this behavior. As a consequence, hope 

was often in short supply.

Wherever two or more are gathered, the opportunity for 

passing judgment may rear its ugly head. Holding back our 

judgment—letting those in our homes, at work, even strangers 

live free of our judgment—takes both vigilance and willing-

ness. My own experience is a testament to this.

Lest I be misunderstood, not all judgment is bad; there 

are no absolutes. For example, a judgment has been rendered 

when we decide to help another person. We make the “judg-

ment” to see another person’s needs as worthy of our concern. 

And offering suggestions to others based on our personal 

experiences, and then letting go of what they do with the sug-

gestions, is judgment of another kind. Judgment in these in-

stances is not harmful.

So how does hope relate to judgment? As already stated, we  

can’t hold judgment and hope in our minds simultaneously. 

One has to be relinquished. Unfortunately, it is often hope 
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that we give up, perhaps because of its unfamiliarity. How-

ever, one moment at a time, we can make the commitment to 

 release the negative and nurture hope instead. It begins with a 

decision, perhaps to do something as simple as asking a friend 

to be hopeful for us. (Two minds are always better than one.) 

The idea of making the decision to be hopeful may seem ludi-

crous, but we have to begin somewhere.

It has been helpful for me to reflect on the past and note 

where my journey took a turn for the better in spite of me. I 

believe that Someone was in charge, and it wasn’t me— perhaps 

acting through someone else who was holding out hope for 

me. I am convinced that there is and always has been a Presence 

who was keeping me safe. And I have hope that this Presence 

will never leave my side.

Hope is elusive, only because it isn’t treasured enough. 

It can become as strong in our lives as any other charac-

teristic. Start by seeing hope as a muscle that needs to be 

exercised. Then practice strengthening it in small ways. For 

instance, muster some hope that you can finish a small task 

that you have been putting off and ask a friend to offer you 

some of her hope as well. Hope can help us to accomplish 

any feat. Beginning small and experiencing success will be 

the impetus we need to see how it will help us achieve our 

dreams.

Hope isn’t mysterious. We simply haven’t taken 

advantage of it. Today we can.
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Being Hopeful Opens the Door to Real Possibility.

Feeling hopeless about a situation in your life makes all 

forward movement seem impossible. It’s not an accident that 

we have people around us who can share our sorrows and ex-

press hope for us when our own is depleted. Our lives are quite 

intentional. You’ve probably heard it said that nothing hap-

pens by accident. When we’re down, another person appears 

who can show us the rainbow that’s hidden from our view. She 

didn’t appear by chance. She had an assignment. You fulfill 

that “assignment” on occasion, too, for others.

I like believing in angels, both ones wearing skin and 

ones “from the other side.” The nudging we get from them 

when it’s time to give up a worn-out idea just can’t be ig-

nored. We might not let the idea go willingly, but our “mes-

senger” persists until we acknowledge the nudge. Instead of 

fighting it, we can see it as the inspiration to welcome new 

opportunities into our lives. We aren’t passing through this 

experience haphazardly. We have guides, and we have assign-

ments. We have others who need our presence to show them 

the way, too.

Knowing that we are never alone in our struggles is reason 

for hope. Nothing will ever be beyond our capabilities because 

so much help surrounds us. Much of it we can’t see, and we 

often ignore the signs that are always there. But the people 

who wander into our gatherings, large or small, have always 

been invited. What an awesome awareness. We don’t always 

appreciate the “wanderers.” That’s okay. They don’t need our 

appreciation to do their work.



18

J A N U A R Y

It reminds me of an “angel” who came to my rescue nearly 

thirty-five years ago. Her name was Pat. I had flirted with the 

idea of suicide hundreds of times since childhood, but I was 

never closer to taking action than I was this time. I had even 

laid out what I needed on the kitchen table. And then a stranger 

knocked at the door, interrupting my plans. It was an insistent 

knock. Reluctantly, I opened the door, and as Pat entered, my 

life changed. The details of this experience aren’t what’s im-

portant for now (and I’ll share them later); what is crucial is 

that I didn’t know her. Even though we had apparently made 

an appointment to talk, proof that she shared with me from 

her calendar, I had no knowledge of having met her before.

After a short time together, Pat left, and my world had 

shifted. She was the symbol of hope that had died in my life. 

What she shared with me about the hopeless state I was in had 

a ring of truth to it. I knew from the story she shared that God 

was waiting for me to finish the work I had been called to do. 

Pat was my bridge to the other side of the dark abyss. I have 

thought about her many times over the years, but I never saw 

her again. All that I have done since that fateful day is owing 

to her rescue. She saved my life by igniting hope in me where a 

void had been. Ever since, I have considered it part of my work 

to try to pass on hope to others.

Passing on hope may be little more than offering  

the hand of friendship to a stranger. Sometimes, it’s 

merely taking the time to pray with a friend, or alone on 

her behalf. Holding hope in our hearts for those who are 

lacking it is the easiest way we can make a difference.
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Hope Is the Pathway to Getting  

What You Want Out of Life.

I didn’t know what I wanted out of life. Primarily, I just 

wanted someone to notice me, to love me, to promise to 

never leave me. I wanted someone to make me the center of 

his life just as I had made him the center of mine. I look back 

on those years with embarrassment, and yet I simply didn’t 

know who else to be. My role models struggled with the same 

issues.

And then I was introduced to recovery and the idea that 

I could make other choices for how to be and how to view 

my relationships. I was astounded to realize there were myriad 

ways to perceive situations that attracted my involvement, 

ways that didn’t put me or the other person at the center of 

the experience. I was also astounded to realize I didn’t need 

to live my life around anyone else’s choices anymore—only 

my own.

I saw many people at many Twelve Step meetings who 

described how hope had encouraged them to make better 

choices, improving every aspect of their lives. I knew that if 

they could do it, so could I. I kept listening and changing. 

And hope, first theirs and then finally my own, became my 

inspiration.

I never expected to do what I have ended up doing with 

my life. But that tiny word, hope, opened my mind and then 

the doors to the journey I continue to make and cherish. 

This isn’t something that only happens for a few of us, let 

me assure you. Hope is a gift to all of us. If we struggle to 
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find hope during difficult times, others are available to help 

us. We now know that hope can be taught. Emphasizing our 

strengths, letting them take the lead in our decisions for 

self-care, will create in us the  potential—the hope—we need 

to make the changes that can help us get what we really want 

out of life.

When used as a therapeutic method, this is called Hope 

Therapy. But it doesn’t need a clinical label to be valid and 

 important—it’s something we all can learn to do in our every-

day lives. We all have strengths. Even when our ability to see 

them is clouded by our defects, they still exist. It may be nec-

essary to ask others to help us see them at times. If so, see that 

as intentional, because it’s a gift to ask others for that kind of 

help. We travel together because we are supposed to be helping 

each other. It’s a give-and-take that benefits us all.

I have discovered that one of my strengths is “hearing” 

the message behind the message that someone is sharing. I 

believe God has made this a possibility for the work I have 

been called to do. You have been called to do your own spe-

cial work. If you don’t think you are presently doing it, seek 

to know your strengths. If you can’t recognize your strengths 

right now, ask your fellow travelers what they see.

Getting what you want out of life and getting  

what God wants you to have might run on opposite 

tracks for a time. But when you have hope and a 

willingness to be your better self, the two “wants” will 

come together. Your life’s real work depends on it.
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When People Are Unkind, It’s Usually  

Because They’re Afraid.

This might well be one of the most accessible principles 

we can use when faced with people who are difficult—work 

colleagues or phone solicitors or shoppers pushing their way 

through the grocery store, for instance. Some days, difficult 

people seem to be everywhere. And yet, there are some people 

who insist that no one is really difficult. This was true for my 

aunt, who died last year at age ninety-nine; it was her philoso-

phy that people who appeared hard to deal with were simply 

having a bad day. She considered encounters with them an 

opportunity to say something extra nice. She said doing this 

made her feel good. I am confident her comments eased their 

struggles, too.

I’ve never met anyone who was more peaceful than Aunt 

Helen. She had a radiance about her that caught your attention, 

and people, young and old, loved being with her. She lived a 

joyful life even though she had lost her husband early in life 

and had to raise six children alone. She told me she never felt 

the need to remarry because she was filled to the brim with 

love for her husband, Leo. She never felt sorry for herself and 

never looked at others in anger or with envy.

Her way of seeing the world makes sense, I think. She lived 

her life in a way that, both directly and indirectly, passed on 

hope to others whether they were in crisis or just in need of 

comforting words. How often do we fail to notice the many 

people around us who are struggling? How frequently do we turn 

away when a smile might make all the difference to someone 
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feeling sad or afraid? Probably often. If we consider that people 

who aren’t connecting with us might be afraid, this makes for 

potentially very different and kinder encounters. Reconsidering 

what kind of response we might make to someone crossing our 

path could be the turning point in both of our lives.

I was exposed to what anger can do to a person in my 

family of origin. All the time I was growing up, I had no idea 

that fear was likely at the root of it. Had I understood how in-

sidious fear could be and how it could infect every dynamic of 

a family, I would have been far more forgiving of my father’s 

rage. Fortunately, before his death, I learned from a woman 

far wiser than me about the depth and the meaning of the 

struggle that had controlled his life. My compassion for my 

father fostered my willingness to have greater compassion for 

others, too. From every circumstance, we can glean important 

information that will make the rest of our journey smoother.

Anger can be interpreted as a catalyst for kindness, which 

in turn paves the way for a more hopeful journey. This idea 

might seem like a stretch at first, but it has changed my life in 

significant ways. Hope can seem to be in short supply in our 

world. Making a space for it anywhere is worth the effort.

Our encounters with others need never be dreaded  

or judged. They simply are, and accepting them  

and the lessons they bear make us the hopeful guides  

the world is waiting for. Hope can be created from 

nothing more than willingness. Being kind is one  

element of the change the world needs.
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