
The search for excellence
We are what we repeatedly do.
Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.
-Aristotle

As I write this, last evening I had an amazing opportunity. Along with a thousand
or so other people, I stood lined up on a city street, freezing in the cold night air,
and watched a man carry the Olympic flame.

Face it -- our world has become quite cynical, and yet the Olympics are still an
enduring symbol of the best the world has to offer.

What is it that draws us to this competition -- even people like me who hate
winter and don't play winter sports?

It's the excellence involved.

Boil it down a bit and that's eventually what you'll get -- we believe in the Olympic
Games, because we believe in excellence. We honor the contestants of the
games, because they are excellent -- often the most excellent in the world.

When we hire people, we want the best performers that we can afford. When we
marry someone, we want the best person who will have us. When we try and do
our job, if we're committed, it's only natural that we choose to seek excellence in
what we do.

It's something that we apply so well to all these activities, and yet when it comes
to ourselves, we quite often let our commitment to excellence slip a bit.

The quote that begins this week's message is from Aristotle. He rightly points out
that excellence is a habit, since it's formed by what we repeatedly do. The
Olympic speed skaters, downhill skiers, bobsledding champs, and figure skaters
all have one thing in common: no matter where they came from or what they
believe, they have all put a whole lot of time into practice.

They have formed excellence through continually improving their abilities, just the
same way as a 10-year-old child practices and practices, until he or she can play
the piano effortlessly. When we learned how to walk, our first feeble steps were
halting and unsure, but with practice and concentration, we learned how to walk,
getting better and better, until we learned how to walk and run effortlessly.
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Since you were just a kid when you learned how to walk, you didn't write down a
plan, and then carry it out. Recent techniques such as the Six Sigma program
have forced many people to actively pursue excellence in everything they do. A
program of excellence and quality improvement in many businesses have
reinvigorated many companies and managers. We're a world dedicated to
excellence, at least on the corporate level -- and it's high time that we dedicate
our personal and professional selves to the concept as well.

Now is the time where we should dedicate ourselves to "constant, never-ending
improvement." Right now, this minute, we can dedicate ourselves and our lives to
becoming better and better, each and every day.

There's the old, oft-used adage that "Today is the first day of the rest of your life."
Well, it's oft-used because it's true.

One way or the other, each of us is going to form habits that will either improve
us or worsen us. We can take this chance to choose excellence, or we can allow
our "default" self to choose the easiest way.

We rarely get better by choosing the easiest way. The Olympic athletes who are
competing in the Salt Lake City games did not get there by sleeping in, ignoring
their training, and just showing up the day of the meet. They got there by effort,
solid, motivated, repetitive effort, trying each time to be a bit faster, better,
smoother than the past.

We can use their example to help spur us on to become better, smarter, more
excellent human beings, no matter what our field of interest or business may be.

We must dedicate ourselves to becoming better, each day of our life and each
hour of every day.

Only then, when we are performing near the top of our abilities, will we truly be
excellent.
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