
True Courage
I guess I've probably written on this subject before -- but I'm going to take it on
once again.

What is true courage?

A sign on the road caught my eye the other day. "Courage is not acting in the
absence of fear," it read, "It's acting despite your fears."

Time and time again, as the network news shows interview people thrust into
courageous situations -- dashing into a burning building, pulling a girl from an icy
lake, yanking an unconscious man out of a burning car -- the question is the
same -- "Why did you do it?" -- and the answer is usually similar to this: "It was
nothing; I was just doing my job," or "I couldn't stand by and watch him die," or "I
was scared, sure, but she would have done the same for me."

When you get right down to it, a lot of people do some pretty courageous things.

This obvious type of courage -- the kind that brings the news crews out to
interview the hero -- is simply amazing. Good Samaritans the world over step in
to help others in incredibly difficult positions.

But there's still another type of courage.

I'm fond of reading obituaries -- particularly the kind that are paid advertisements.
These obits carry a lot more feeling than the standard newspaper "here's how he
died, and here's where the funeral is" type.  I like them because they tell
something about the person -- where he came from, what she did, what struggles
they had -- and I'm forever finding the phrase "died after a courageous battle
with" in the obituary. Usually, it's cancer, or heart disease, or kidney disease, or
any number of ailments that afflict humankind -- but the "courageous battle" thing
always fascinates me. It's wording that's descriptive of a struggle for a human
life: a person against pestilence, disease, pain and suffering.

It got me to thinking about other types of courage that turn up in our daily lives --
so I thought I would share part of that thought pattern with you in this weekly
feature.  You might find you're more courageous than you originally thought.

Read on:

Everyday courage number one: The courage to be happy and optimistic.
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I can see your mind working -- "It doesn't take courage to be happy," you're
thinking -- and partly you're right. Common, everyday happiness comes and
goes, usually unbidden, usually unnoticed -- but the lasting type of happiness is a
conscious thing. It's cultivated, appreciated, shared and remembered. It sticks
around, no matter what downturns may come and go. Like a match that lights
other matches, it transfers to other people who you may come in contact with.

This type of happiness requires courage to have because it requires courage to
choose to be happy, in spite of what happens to you.

You see, anybody can be happy on a nice summer day -- but it takes courage to
remain happy when storm clouds are threatening. It takes courage to remain
happy when your life takes a turn for the worse. It takes courage to keep
optimistic when things are in a downturn.

If we define courage as acting in spite of our fears, then it takes courage to act
optimistically in spite of trouble -- and it takes courage to stay happy, even when
times are tough.

Everyday courage number two: The courage to take on your problems.

If you're having money problems, it takes courage to confront them and put them
behind you. If you hate your job, it takes courage to go to work in order to put
food on the table. If you hate public speaking, it takes courage to stand up before
a group, when your job depends on it. These are everyday fears, and they take
everyday courage.

Does it take courage to look at the scale when you're overweight? Sure. Does it
take courage to take on a house mortgage? Of course! Does it take courage to
actually work to make yourself better, even though you have no guarantee that
anything good will come from it? Yes, it does. Does it take courage to get a
medical test, not knowing what the results will be? Even if they may show a
terminal illness? Of course -- that's what everyday courage is all about.

Everyday courage involves doing things that are good for you -- even if you fear
them.

Everyday courage number three: Courage at work.

An example: my wife works as a fire inspector. As part of that job, she finds
herself in -- shall we say -- unique situations. One day, I asked her what she did
that day. "Oh, I was riding on top of an elevator for part of the day," she said.

She prowls around construction sites, climbs ladders set into the outside of
buildings, deals with pyrotechnic demonstrations, jumps trenches, and takes on



companies who are trying to break the rules. To her, it's just part of the job. To
me, it's everyday courage.

How about an employee who is entrusted with a project that will require a bit of a
stretch? How about a promotion that carries new responsibilities and a much
larger staff? How about a new job that is outside your comfort range? How about
being a leader of a team, a company, or a restructuring committee?

Does it take courage to do these things at work? You bet it does.

Does it take courage to stand up for your ideas? Does it take courage to be
ethical on the job, even when your co-workers are less than ethical? Does it take
courage to cold call a customer? Does it take courage to try to be better, every
day at work, even when other people seem to do all right even though they settle
for mediocrity?

Of course it takes courage to do these things -- everyday courage.

Does it take courage for a health care worker to deal with death and dying every
day? Yes, it does. Does it take courage for a firefighter, or police officer to go to
work? Of course it does.

Sometimes, it takes courage to just show up for work in the morning. Heck,
somedays, it takes courage to just get out of bed.

We are -- or should be -- all courageous, in some way, at some time. It may not
be the kind of courage that would attract a television news crew, but it's courage,
nevertheless -- everyday courage.

Respect it when you find it. Cultivate it in your life. The world needs more
courageous people, more courageous acts, more courageous leaders.

The world -- and us as well -- needs more everyday courage.
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