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Love. Forgiveness. Compassion.

Honesty. Perseverance. These are uni-

versal values, timeless laws of life that
transcend all cultures and religions. *
There are literally hundreds of these spir-

itual principles that guide us, whatever we do or wherever we go

on our life’s journey. But these “laws” can only guide us if we
are aware of them, if we personalize and apply them to our own
experience. In short, before we can live by the laws of life, we
must discover them for ourselves.

How do we discover our own values, our own laws of life? 1
believe that each and every one of us can identify the set of princi-
ples we want to live by, if we reflect on the events we have passed
through, the people we have known, and the lessons we have
learned. By discovering and practicing these values, we have the
power to transform our lives into more deeply useful and joyful ex-

periences.

©00660@
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As a young boy growing up in Franklin County, Tennessee,
I was privileged to receive abundant lessons on good character that
were taught to me at home and school and were reinforced by ex-
ample, through the behavior of my parents, my spiritual elders,
and the members of my community. Very few doors were locked in
my hometown. A person’s word and handshake were sacred; and
honesty was always the best policy. With so many models and ex-
amples of positive character, I was able to identify and practice
the values by which I wanted to lead my life. I was given the free-
dom and the opportunity to discover my own laws of life.

The Laws of Life Essay Contest offers young people the same

opportunity. In 1987, when we started the essay contest in
Franklin County, it had an amazing effect on the county. Two
things made it work. The first was the prizes. They ranged from
$ 100 for honorable mention to $ 2, 000 for the grand prize. The
Franklin County students got terribly excited about winning cash
prizes, and the idea swept the county. After a couple of years,
three-quarters of the students were writing essays on their own val-
ues. The other principle of success was this; we did not tell the
young people what to write about. We simply asked them to tell us
in their own words! We all know that young people love to share
their stories and reach their own conclusions. This is what the
Laws of Life Essay Contest is all about: offering young people an
opportunity to reflect and write about their beliefs and principles,
and then publicly recognizing them for affirming the values by
which they want to live.

Writing from the Heart celebrates these timeless principles
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and the children who have written about them. And it chronicles
the astonishing growth of the essay contest from my hometown in

Franklin County, Tennessee to communities around the world.

CELEBRATING OUR YOUNG PEOPLE

First and foremost, Writing from the Heart is a tribute to our
young people. The 62 essays featured in the pages of this book il-
lustrate the innate capacity for goodness within all young people,
especially when they are encouraged to reflect upon the treasures

they hold inside. From Chattanooga to China, the essays you will

find in this book are all extraordinary. Moreover, they have been
honored by their individual communities for the breadth of their i-
deas and the life lessons they contain. *

The 62 essays printed in this book not only celebrate the ac-

complishments of their writers. They also exemplify the more than
60, 000 young people around the world who have participated in a
Laws of Life Essay Contest. Every one of the 60, 000 essays is re-
markable, and the writers are all winners—each of them authors
of their own destiny.

Take your time as you read the essays in this book. You are
being offered a rare opportunity to peer into the hearts of young
people around the world. What you will learn about them will as-
tound you. Each of the essays illustrates the personal journey
taken by the writers as they reflect upon the experiences they have

had and the people who have been most significant to them in their

young lives. Many of the stories the writers share are uplifting.
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Some are very tragic. With openness and candor, the writers
share their trials and triumphs, their everyday moments, their
mistakes, and the lessons they have learned. Each of the essays
bears witness to a transformation as the writers make sense of their
values and beliefs, distilling them from the crucible of personal
experience. As I read the essays I was greatly moved by some of
the hardships that today’s young people have had to face. Despite
those challenges, the essays brim with optimism, faith in the fu-
ture, and belief in oneself. The essays offer us not only a window
into our young people’s thoughts and beliefs. They inspire us to

make the most of our own lives as well.

Although the writers discuss a variety of “laws,” the wisdom
they impart most often follows one of three types: 1) positive
4 character traits that we should all strive to live by; 2) advice for

how to make the most out of life; and 3) how we should behave

toward others. The table below highlights the many different

themes that the 62 young people chose to write about. (Each of
the essays is listed by themes on page 185.)

Not surprisingly, the essays in this book illustrate that young

people all over the world hold similar values and beliefs. As I

~ read these essays, I was amazed at how universal these lessons are

and how much we can learn from our young people.

The 62 essays that appear in this book were first written for

one of the 54 Laws of Life Essay Contests launched in communi-
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ties, schools, and programs all over the world. The John Tem-
pleton Foundation asked the sponsors of each contest to submit
their first-place essay as well as two other top finalists from their
most recent contest. From those three essays, the Foundation se-
lected one essay to be featured in this book. With few exceptions,
each of the essay contests is represented by its grand prizewinner.

Two programs deviated from the selection process. First, the
Joseph Family Foundation sponsors individual contests in a number
" of southern California high schools. We chose to represent the
scope of the Joseph Family Foundation contests by featuring five of

their essays. Second, the I" EARN Essay Project involves 26

countries. In this program, students from all over the world par-

ticipate in a crosscultural dialogue as they share their essays on the

Internet for everyone to enjoy. Prizes are not awarded to the writ-
ers, but in every other sense the five essays we featured from the

I" EARN Essay Project are award-winning.

This book is a tribute to the business leaders, educators,
community foundations, school districts, neighbors, parents,
churches—all of the individuals and groups that have sponsored
and organized essay contests in their communities and schools.
The Listing of Contest Sponsors on page 180 illustrates the wide
range of individuals and organizations that have launched essay
contests around the world. To this day, as it was in my home-

town, the contest remains a local program, financially sponsored

TITYYY
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and organized in the community in which it is held.

The order of the essays in this book chronicles the growth of
the contest, beginning with the first contest in Franklin County,
Tennessee on page 3 and pausing for now on page 174 with the ne-
west contest launched in Omaha, Nebraska this past spring. The
contest has spread mostly by word of mouth. Each one has been
started by individuals who believe in the ideals and benefits of the
program and that it will make a difference in the lives of children.
To this date, 54 contests have been launched, in 23 states
throughout the United States and in 30 countries around the world,

including Russia, China, India, South Africa, Canada, and

the United Kingdom. You can find out if there is an essay contest

in your area by referring to the Listing of Contest Locations on page
ﬂ 179, which catalogues the contests by community, state, and
country. ( And if there isn’t currently a contest where you live, I
invite you to start one!)

Because the essay contest is locally sponsored and organized,
each contest is unique, designed to fit the needs and spirit of its
community and schools. In some cases, as for the West Philadel-
phia Catholic Contest on page 80, the program is adopted by one
school. In others (e. g., the Mississippi Contest on page 21)

the program is held statewide, with all schools invited to partici-

pate. Here are some other ways in which contests vary:

age—Many contests involve the participation of high

school-aged students, but a large number of contests have al-

so been started at the middle school level and in elementary
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schools. Indeed, the contest is intended for everyone: the
young who each day are introduced to the values that will
guide their lives, as well as the older and more experienced
who seek confirmation and affirmation of their laws of life.

prizes—Most contests give cash prizes and certificates to
their winners, from grand prize to honorable mention, and
prize amounts vary greatly. In several contests, the winners
receive a cash prize and a second cash award that they donate
to the charity of their choice (see the Montgomery County
Contest on page 18). Some contests award their winners cash
prizes as well as partial college scholarships ( see the Palm
Beach County Contest on page 32).

FORM OF EXPRESSION—For most contests, partici-
pants are asked to express their laws of life in writing. How- ﬁ

ever, in some communities, organizers have designed the

contest so that students can illustrate their laws of life in other
ways. For example, in the Guilford County Contest ( see
page 168) , students are invited to express their laws of life

using art, music, film, and photography, as well as writ-

ing.
Even the name of the contest can vary! “Write for Life,”
“Turning Points,”  “Values for Life” —these are all contests

whose names have been chosen by their organizers to reflect the i-
deals and goals of the contest for their community.
As you read the essays in this book, imagine for a moment

that the student writers live in your town or city, and that you are

®00000O0GEE®
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listening to them as they read their essays to an audience of par-
ents, neighbors, teachers, and community leaders who have
come together to honor them at the awards ceremony—and that
your support helped make the contest possible.

Perhaps this book will inspire you to launch a Laws of Life Es-
say Contest in your community. Wouldn’t it be a joy to provide
your young people with an opportunity to think about love, kind-
ness, friendship, forgiveness, and gratitude? The John Temple-
ton Foundation offers a wide variety of contest materials and tech-
nical assistance to individuals and organizations interested in
launching an essay contest. I encourage you to contact the Foun-

dation so that you can learn more about the contest and how you

H can give the gift of character education to your community.

Without the commitment and hard work of the hundreds of
contest sponsors, organizers, volunteers, and parents, and all of
the principals and teachers who support and administer the con-
test, this book would not have been possible. The Laws of Life
Essay Contest has spread from town to town, thanks to the unflag-
ging enthusiasm of individuals who hear about the essay contest
and know right away that the program will benefit young people.
Each year these “Contest Champions” bring their community and
schools together to celebrate the young people who have thought
carefully about the values that will guide their life.

The following Contest Champions helped in assembling the 62




