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I have known want and struggle and anxiety and despair. [ have always had

to work beyond the limits of my strength. As [ look back upon my life, I see it as a

battlefield strewn with the wrecks of dead dreams and broken hopes and shattered
illusions—a battle in which I always fought with the odds tremendously against
me, and which has left me scarred and bruised and maimed and old before my
time.

Yet, I have no pity for myself: no tears to shed over the past and gone
sorrows; no envy for the women who have been spared all I have gone through.

For I have lived. They only existed.

I have drunk the cup of life down to its very dregs. They have only sipped
the bubbles on top of it. I know things they will never know. I see things to which
they are blind.

It is only the women whose eyes have been washed clear with tears who get
the broad vision that makes them little sisters to all the world.

I have learned in the great University of Hard Knocks a philosophy that no
woman who has had an easy life ever acquires. 1 have learned to live each day
as it comes and not to borrow trouble by dreading the morrow. It is the dark
menace of the future that makes cowards of us. I put that dread from me because
experience has taught me that when the time comes that [ so fear, the strength and
wisdom to meet it will be given me. Little annoyances no longer have the power
to affect me. After you have seen your whole edifice of happiness topple and crash

in ruins about you, it never matters to you again that a servant forgets to put the
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doilies under the finger bowls, or the cook spills the soup.
I have learned not to expect too much of people, and so I can still get

happiness out of the friend who isn't quite true to me or the acquaintance who

gossips. Above all, I have acquired a sense of humor, because there were so many

things over which I had either to cry or laugh. And when a woman can joke over
her troubles instead of having hysterics, nothing can ever hurt her much again.
I do not regret the hardships I have known, because through them [ have

touched life at every point I have lived. And it was worth the price I had to pay.
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The art of living is to know when to hold fast and when to let go. For life is a

paradox: it enjoins us to cling to its many gifts even while it ordains their eventual

relinquishment. The rabbis of old put it this way: “A man comes to this world

with his fist clenched, but when he dies,his hand is open.”

Surely we ought to hold fast to life, for it is wondrous, and full of a beauty
that breaks through every pore of God’s own earth. We know that this is so,
but all too often we recognize this truth only in our backward glance when we
remember what was and then suddenly realize that it is no more.

We remember a beauty that faded, a love that waned. But we remember with

far greater pain that we did not see that beauty when it flowered. that we failed to
respond with love when it was tendered.

A recent experience re-taught me this truth. [ was hospitalized following a
severe heart attack and had been in intensive care for several days. It was not a
pleasant place.

One morning, | had to have some additional tests. The required machines
were located in a building at the opposite end of the hospital, so I had to be
wheeled across the courtyard on a gurney.

As we emerged from our unit, the sunlight hit me. That’s all there was to my
experience. Just the light of the sun. And yet how beautiful it was—how warming,
how sparkling, how brilliant!

[ looked to see whether anyone else realized the sun’s golden glow, but

everyone was hurrying to and fro, most with eyes fixed on the ground. Then |
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remembered how often I, too, had been indifferent to the grandeur of each day,

too preoccupied with petty and sometimes even mean concerns to respond to the
splendor of it all.

The insight gleaned from that experience is really as commonplace as was the
experience itself: life’s gifts are precious— but we are too heedless of them.

Here then is the first pole of life’s paradoxical demands on us: Never too busy
for the wonder and the awe of life. Be reverent before each dawning day. Embrace
each hour. Seize each golden minute.

Hold fast to life, but not so fast that you cannot let go. This is the second side

of life’s coin, the opposite pole of its paradox: we must accept our losses, and learn
how to let go.

This is not an easy lesson to learn, especially when we are young and think
that the world is ours to command, that whatever we desire with the full force of
our passionate being can, will, be ours. But then life moves along to confront us
with realities, and slowly but surely this second trath dawns upon us.

At every stage of life we sustain losses—and grow in the process. We
begin our independent lives only when we emerge from the womb and lose its
protective shelter. We enter a progression of schools; then we leave our mothers
and fathers and our childhood homes. We get married and have children and then
have to let them go. We confront the death of our parents and our spouses. We

face the gradual or not so gradual waning of our own strength. And ultimately,




