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Making the Most of Your Life

THERE IS NO EASY WAY to make the most of your life.
Even if you follow the Hedonists in believing that
pleasure is the only good, you have to do some work to
make the pleasure possible.

The Canadian way of life has as one of its principles
the fact of work. One is expected to contribute econom-
ically, socially and culturally.

Having mastered the daily routine of living within
this pattern, then we add grace notes and go on to fill
our lives with personally rewarding projects. These
may be in any of six areas: aesthetic, economic, polit-
ical, social, religious and philosophical. Some persons
are successful in linking three or four in their satisfying
lives.

Of what does a full life consist? First of all, it requires
that you be awake and active. It requires that you
stretch your mind muscles so as to grasp and compre-
hend much that will not force itself upon you. It
requires that you see and appreciate beauty. It requires
you to stand on your own feet, measuring up to life’s
demands, while at the same time you bow in awe of
life’s unexplained mysteries. This adds up to seeing
life steadily and seeing it whole.

Obviously then, there is more to making the most of
your life than learning the plod and punctuality books
by heart. You need to absorb their precepts into your
own individuality, tailored to your environment and
your purpose in life.

Here is where mottoes and slogans, auto-suggestion
and the association of ideas, principles and standards,
come in handy. This Letter is an attempt to pull
together some of the precepts in capsule form.

As you progress from youth to adulthood you will
learn to adjust yourself to the circumstances of your
new life so that you fit into the total situation. Insofar
as you adapt yourself intelligently, you are master of
your fate.

The time has come to grow up, and growing up
consists in the main of bringing random impulses under
control and co-ordinating hit-or-miss activities. The
mature world, whether business, professional or tech-

nical, has no use for youths who enter it glorifying
infantilism . . . like a small child crying “look at me!”
as he jumps off a six-inch high step.

Do not be afraid of getting wrinkles on your face
in the process of developing maturity. There is nothing
less interesting than a face on which life has written
no story. In the ruins of Pompeii the visitor sees a wall
painting of Narcissus, the young man who was so
enamoured of himself that he could not tear himself
away from a pool that reflected his good looks. He
had thrown away his past, he ignored what was going
on around him, and he gave no thought to the future.
A myth-maker tells us that when Narcissus came to the
end, and was being ferried over the River Styx, the
River of Death, he passed the time gazing over the
side of the boat at his reflection.

One needs a sense of proportion, and to learn to
command the self one has to live with. Mind-set,
whether on self-gratification or some other love, is a
state that prevents your making the most of your life.

About being ambitious

When you are seeking personal fulfilment, that is
true ambition. You take into account your talent, your
tastes and your hopes, the demands of the business
or professional or scientific career you want, and you
move toward perfecting your ability to meet them. It
is remarkable what may be accomplished by plain,
homespun capacities governed by an indomitable
purpose and common sense.

What is your real, chief and foremost object in life?
The vocation you choose will colour your relations
with the world. The act of choosing will give you a
miniature plan to stimulate and rouse you, to urge you
on to desirable action, and to keep you from false paths.

Self-fulfilment does not always mean reaching a
lofty height of perfection. The perfection of a tree on
a rocky hillside is judged by this: in its environment of
soil and climate and molestation by men and animals,
it has done all that could be expected of it. The tree
may be poverty-stricken, hunger-pinched, tempest-
tortured, and stripped of bark, not at all an ideal tree



of its species, but it has prevailed in being the best
tree possible under the circumstances.

Ambition to succeed must take account of two
things as you enter the world market-place: what have
you to offer, and what are you prepared to do to
improve the quality of what you offer? During the
next thirty years you will sell about seventy thousand
hours of your time and energy. What you get for it
depends upon a constructive and determined answer
to these questions.

How constructive are you? Instead of urging their
imagination to produce a high and attainable goal,
some people are content to struggle and whine through
their days with a dull resentment of what they call their
“bad breaks”. They are the sort of people who, about
to be cast away on a desert island, would select a
packing-case full of light novels and cartoon books to
keep them company. The constructive person would
ask for some blank notebooks and a supply of pencils.

The best in life

A perceptive person discriminates between what the
herd approves and what he himself has set his mind
upon as being valuable. To such a person most of the
pleasures which are run after by mankind are super-
fluous, or even a trouble and a burden.

Discrimination means to prefer the best. It takes
account of what may be, rather than what is. It looks
for possibilities. It has learned to scorn mediocrity and
things that are shoddy by becoming acquainted with
the best. This is easy to do. Whether your interest is
in poetry, science or business, there is available to you
the opportunity to make yourself familiar with the
first-rate of all time.

Everything else in your life is relative to the thing
you choose as your measure of success, so let it be
nothing small.

When you are striving for money, position, or
power, you have many competitors, but when you are
developing your own personality so as to get the most
out of life you have no outside competition. The chief
good you seek is something which is your own, not
easily taken from you.

We can add very much to our happiness, said a great
German philosopher, by a timely recognition of the
simple truth that every man’s chief and real existence
is in his own skin and not in other people’s opinions.
We need the courage to be what we are, and to follow
the course we have mapped out.

All of this presupposes activity of thought. This is
different from gathering scraps of fact or amassing
technical detail. It implies the possession of an ideal
against which to measure critically the value of things.

A good question to ask once in a while is this: “How
close am I to what I should expect to be at this stage?”
It brings your thinking to a point. It reminds you that
though there is no reason why every man cannot grasp

~ all the happiness of which he is capable, he has to keep

reaching.

The search for happiness

Happiness is an individual thing, made up of work,
interests, friendships, the pursuit of an ideal, and
health.

A man does not have to go around oozing cheerful-
ness in order to be a happy man. He may be happy in
depth, and that sort of happiness, in the words of
Robert Frost, the United States poet, “Will bear some
keeping still about.” He is enjoying durable satisfac-
tions.

To get the most out of life we need to do our best
work, participate in the best sort of leisure activity,
and solve our problems in the best way. “Best” in this
context means the highest for which our talents equip
us. It means more what we put into life than what we
loot out of life.

A rich full life cannot be described in terms of
money, power and prestige. It cannot be defined as
winning notoriety, for glory is only an impassioned
name for what is merely our itch to hear ourselves
spoken of. John Ruskin, the nineteenth century essayist
and lecturer, insisted that to live a full life we must
have five qualities similar to those required in good
architecture: Unity, the type of divine comprehensive-
ness; Repose, the type of divine permanence; Sym-
metry, the type of divine justice; Moderation, the type
of government by law, and Infinity, the type of divine
incomprehensibility.

There is no place for make-believe in such a life.
You are not living through the day to please others or
to put on a good show, but to meet your critical self at
nightfall. That self takes little account of what the
people around you during the day said about you.
They are incompetent to judge your compulsions and
your purposes, and if your standards are high you need
pay no heed to their finicky criticisms.

One thing needed is to avoid the habit of mind in
which a man is forever looking for something against
which to defend himself, and to face your future with a
positive spirit and a confident posture. You must step
resolutely from the cloistered life of home and school
into the hurly-burly of the working world. Having given
your best thought to where the step will lead you, stride
out boldly. When Caesar, with a small force of horse
and foot, reached the banks of the River Rubicon, he
halted to consider the greatness of his enterprise. Then,
having weighed the difficulties against the gains, he
said to his staff: “Let the die be cast”, and led his
army across the Rubicon to become master of Rome.

What is character?

All the precepts looked at so far contribute to the
building of character. A person of character is one
who hates cruelty, despises softness, and detests those



