“Self-Improvement”

Self-improvement is a lot like taking a shower.  You grab the soap and start to cleanse yourself, to remove the dirt and the grime.  You start on your chest.  It’s right there.  It’s convenient, hassle-free.  You move on to your groin because, let’s face it, it’s pleasurable.  No one can say washing their groin is not fun.  It is.  Then you go on about your business washing your arms and neck, perhaps your legs too.  But no one ever seems to wash their feet.  They’re so far away.  Such a bother it is to bend over and scrub at your toes.  And so you scrub your chest some more while you look down at your feet and think, “They’ll get dripped on.  They’ll be fine.” (Reiser)  How does this relate to self-improvement you might ask?  Well that’s up to you to decide.  I just thought it was an interesting observation.

-------------

You see the first thing about self-improvement is that it’s an individual thing.  No one can tell you just how to improve your life, because in the end it’s your life.  Not the life of your parents, your friends, your advisors, or anyone who claims to be a guide.  Your life is yours and yours alone.  That is why the first and the last step of self-improvement is to know yourself.  If you can’t know yourself, how can you help yourself?

-------------

So, great!  All you need to do to improve yourself is to know yourself!  Seems simple enough, right?  Well, no.  Knowing yourself is not as easy as listing your name, address, and phone number.  Many wise people have written books on self-improvement.  It would be an error to call me wise--a grave error.  But don’t fret.  You’ll figure it out.  I’m just not going to be the one to tell you.  Ha ha.  Angry?  You should be.  I drag you along, and then I leave you hanging.  Well, that’s the nature of self-improvement.  The processes of learning and improving start from within, not from an outside source.

-------------

Let’s take a look at self-improvement from another angle.  What if your personal wealth tripled?  Would you say you have improved yourself?  If you said yes, you’re reading the wrong paper.  Go buy the Wall Street Journal, get a high-octane café mocha cappuccino, and stare at some stock ticker.  Better yet, keep reading with the rest of us; we’re all here to learn.  Back to the subject, do you remember what you, what everyone, used to say about their dreams for adulthood?  “I just want to be happy,” you said.  I know you did.  Admit it.  You just want to be happy.  Well then, that should be the goal of self-improvement, right?  You want happiness, not success.  Happiness gives birth to success, not the other way around.

-------------

So you want to make your life happier.  Wait.  Let’s get one thing straight.  Self-improvement is not about improving your life; it’s about improving you.  Trying to change your life is like trying to put a diaper on a tiger.  Well, not really, but you get the idea.  It’s hard, and you’re likely to get mauled or, at the very least, pissed on.  Helping others is wonderful, but first you need to help yourself.

-------------

You know the golden rule, “Do onto others as you want done to you?”  I think there should be another one.  Do onto yourself as you want others to do onto you.  It’s a little harder to read than the first one, but it seems legitimate to me.  Think about it.  Try to go just one day without putting yourself down, without doubting yourself, without criticizing yourself, without questioning your thoughts, emotions, and actions.  It’s definitely harder to accomplish than the first golden rule.  I know I can’t do it.  But that’s no reason to stop trying.  We are stuck with ourselves, so we might as well accept ourselves.

-------------

“Le Coeur a ses raisons que la raison ne connaît point.” French.  Pascal. The heart has its reasons, whereof reason knows nothing.”  I took that quote from A Wrinkle In Time by Madeleine L’Engle.  If you’ve never heard of the book, it’s about three young kids who travel through the universe trying to rescue their father from the “Dark Thing.”  What is this “Dark Thing” you ask?  It is an evil, horrible force that causes everyone to think, talk, and act alike.  Imagine.  How horrible.  Everything and everyone the same.  But then I look around and all I see are people trying to think, talk, and act alike.  It seems the “Dark Thing” is beginning to grab hold of us.  Don’t let the “Dark Thing” control you.  Go your own way.  Live your life.  Don’t hold anything back.  Follow your heart, not the trends of the majority.  After all, “Le Coeur a ses raisons que la raison ne connaît point.”

-------------

Pianist, now that’s a funny word.  Try saying it ten times fast.  Pretty funny, eh?  I saw a pianist a couple weeks ago.  At a concert.  He played a song, and it was nice.  But what struck me was not the notes he played, but the silence in between.  You see, this guy had about a dozen sheets of music.  Some of them had a lot of notes on them, some very little.  Each time he finished a sheet he would slowly and carefully slide the next sheet into place.  He would then place his feet firmly on the ground, take a deep breath, and resume playing.  The whole process took about ten seconds.  I thought it was brilliant.  Somehow this pianist had found a way to incorporate the annoying task of turning pages into his song.  Wouldn’t it be amazing if we could do the same?  Think of how much more meaning there would be in our lives if we could just incorporate all our actions, including all the mundane and useless tasks we do everyday; if we could just take all those “things” and make them part of our song.

-------------

What do you get when you cross a cow and a duck?  Milk and quackers.  I know, I know.  It’s a little childish, but that’s the point.  Remember how much fun it was to be a kid?  Kids have it great.  They are experiencing everything for the first time.  No preconceived notions.  No worries.  Wouldn’t it be great to be worry free?  “Yeah…,” you say as if it is impossible.  It’s not impossible!  Be a kid.  Have fun.  Smile all the time.  Take delight in the small things.  Walk crazy for no reason.  Sing loud and off-key.  Catch falling leaves.  Somehow the greatest things in life seem to be reserved for little kids.  Well adults are getting screwed.  I don’t care what you say; nothing beats building a sandcastle.  As far as I’m concerned, being called childish is the best complement you can get. 

-------------

A minister wrote the last book I read.  He said he hated Mother Theresa.  He didn’t really hate her, though.  He hated her and loved her at the same time, for Mother Theresa has forced him, and all of us, to be better people.  Poverty, hunger, and injustice happen all over the world all the time.  Yet most of us don’t do anything about it.  And that’s okay as long as you truly don’t care about all the poverty, hunger, and injustice.  The problem is we do care.  But we don’t want to do anything about it.  So we make excuses.  And no excuse is older or more widely used than, “I can’t make a difference.  I’m only one person.”  But, gawl-darnnit, Mother Theresa was just one person, and she made a huge difference.  Well that throws our best excuse down the crapper.  And to top it off she says, “We can do no great things; only small things with great love,” (Fulgham).  Well now.  She somehow found a way to incorporate our best excuse into a mission statement.  Look what she did.  Now not only do we not have any excuses, we have a game plan.  Do small things with great love she says.  Ugh.  More work to do.  God bless her.

-------------

I was at the bookstore yesterday, and, of course, I walked straight to the self-improvement section.  Okay, maybe I browsed the swimsuit calendars first.  But anyway, this is what I saw under the heading, “Self-Improvement:” Chicken Soup for Kids, Chicken Soup for Pre-Teens, Chicken Soup for Teens, Chicken Soup for Young Adults, Chicken Soup for Adults, and Chicken Soup for the Elderly.  And that was it.  Chicken soup for everybody.  Don’t get me wrong, I like chicken soup.  I just don’t want it every day for every meal.  I have a problem with these monopolies in our lives.  What if I want tomato soup?  Can I have it with a little grilled cheese sandwich?  You shouldn’t have to ask these questions of yourself.  It’s just soup for heaven’s sake.  But people get this idea in their head that they are one thing and not the other.  Some people think they’re tomato soup people, others chicken soup.  Don’t let ideas monopolize your thoughts.

-------------


One of my favorite sayings is, “Today is a good day to die.”  Sounds a little sadistic, doesn’t it?  It’s not meant to be; I assure you.  Think about this.  If you knew you were going to die at the end of the day, what would you do that day?  Make sure you tell everyone you love that you do love them?  Resolve any conflicts with friends and family?  Not waste a minute of the day doing something you don’t really enjoy?  Basically make it the best day of your life, right?  Now what’s keeping you from making everyday that great?  Ask yourself every night, “Was today a good day to die?”  If it wasn’t, make the next day a good day to die.  After all, you never know when you’re going to go.

-------------


Speaking of going, I’m going to stop writing this paper pretty soon, but don’t let that stop you from reading on.  Sure, the lines may be blank, but you can fill them in.  I suggest you write a couple more paragraphs.  I’ll even put in some blank lines so it doesn’t get too sloppy.  So think of something creative, think of something stupid, and write it down.  It’ll probably be the smartest thing you’ve done all day.
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