
Evaluating your life
Every year around this time, I get a little bit moody. It may be the onset of winter,
or the demise of summer and fall; it may be the lack of light (for those of us in the
Northern Hemisphere; I can hear you Aussies laughing in the background), or it
may be something more human: my birthday.

Yes, that's right. My birthday occurs this week. It's always a time for reflection --
and I'm not sure it's positive reflection, in the least.

It's one of those times where you look back on the years that have gone before,
and say "What have I accomplished?"

I'm a great fan of the Bill Murray movie "Groundhog Day." It shows this exact
premise -- we all have a life to live, and we can either make ourselves better, or
keep repeating the same old stuff, day to day.

In Groundhog Day, Bill plays a TV weatherman, who keeps repeating the same
day -- Groundhog Day -- over and over and over again. The movie finally
resolves when Bill changes his life.

If you haven't seen the movie, I heartily recommend it. I watch it a couple of times
a year -- usually on Groundhog Day, and often around my birthday.

At any rate, Bill's character keeps repeating the same day -- and most of us keep
repeating the same day. Oh, the calendar may change, but we rarely do. It
reminds me of a former history professor I had. Phillip J. Flammer, the professor,
always said he was going to write a book about his experiences in the Air Force,
and call it "Twenty Years Treading Water in a Toilet Bowl."

So many of us are that way. We look at our day-to-day lives, and they aren't as
exciting as we expected them to be.

So -- what to do?

First off, realize that your life (and my life) is what you make of it. If you haven't
gotten to where you want to be, it's the direct result of the choices you've made,
and the paths you've trod. If you want a different result, you have to make
different choices.

Second, realize that while you may not have achieved all you wanted to achieve,
you have likely achieved much in different areas. As a father or mother, or a wife
or husband, you may have much more of an effect that you realize.
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Third, realize that (with some exceptions, of course) your life isn't over. You've
still got a life to live -- and your life is ahead of you.

It rarely matters where you've been in life, and how you got to your current
position. What matters is where you're going from here.

Fourth, make a commitment for change -- don't just worry about where you
should be -- plan for where you will be.

Fifth, stop dwelling on the past -- look to the future. Historians have a saying
"Those who forget history are doomed to repeat it," but I'll modify that one a bit.
This one rings more true to me: "Those who dwell in the past will never greet
the future."  The future belongs to those who reach for it.

An exercise for change

While it's often useful to take inventory of what you've done and what you need
to do, it too often turns into a "Coulda-Shoulda-Woulda" type of blame activity --
things we "Could of done," or "Should have done," or "Would have done, except"
-- and that's never positive. Since that phrase is a pain to write, we're going to
refer to them by their acronym: CSW.

Here's a useful little exercise to eliminate those demons from your life, once and
for all:

Sit down, pull out a piece of paper, and write on it all the CSWs you can think of.

Write down every little CSW that comes to mind. Write down all those silly ideas
you had when you were in grade school. Write down all the nasty things that your
ex-wife's mother always said you should have accomplished. Write down all the
things you've been CSW'ing about all these years. Write them all down on the
paper.

Now, take another sheet of paper out. Transfer any "RRA" -- Rational,
Reasonable, and Attainable (you pronounce it "Rah") items from the first sheet.
This new list becomes your "Can Do" list.

Take the original CSW list, wad it up in a ball, and throw it away. Some people
may want to torch it with a match. Government employees will want to shred it.
Whatever you do, get rid of it. Utterly destroy it. Tear it up. Feed it to the turtle.
Run over it with the car. Get rid of it -- and get rid of it with an attitude, if it helps.

Take the resulting "Can Do" list and evaluate it critically. Decide what items on it
would contribute most to your life. It doesn't matter if they're difficult to do -- good
things always take a bit of time to accomplish well.



Use your "Can Do" list as a springboard to change -- and never say "Coulda-
Shoulda-Woulda" again.

If you're like most of us, you've likely let a lot of those "perceived failures" rule
your life. They've colored your view of yourself. They've altered your opinion of
what you can do. They were never more than mere smoke -- but they've altered
your view as if they were real.

We take those CSWs, and turn them into mental lists titled "Things I can't do."
And yet, more often than not, we can do them.

Look at this excellent quote from Mark Twain (Samuel Clemens):

"We should be careful to get out of an experience only the wisdom that is in it -
and stop there; lest we be like the cat that sits down on a hot stove-lid.  She will
never sit down on a hot stove-lid again, and that is well; but also she will never sit
down on a cold one anymore."
-Mark Twain

Without knowing it, we've allowed our choices in life to be colored by that
phantom list of "Coulda-Shoulda-Woulda," until we've picked a life for ourselves
that is a mere shadow of what we could have accomplished.

Get rid of the CSWs. Get out of your "Groundhog Day." It's fine to occasionally
reevaluate your life -- just don't get bogged down doing it.

And remember the words of the great coach, John Wooden:

"Do not let what you cannot do interfere with what you can do."
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