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A Calendar of Wisdom

JA N UA RY

1st January
It is better to know a little of what is really good and worthwhile than
a lot of what is mediocre and unnecessary.
Tolstoy

Consider what you have in the smallest chosen library. A company of the
wisest and wittiest men that could be picked out of all civil countries in
a thousand years have set in best order the results of their learning and
wisdom. The men themselves were hid and inaccessible, solitary, impatient
of interruption, fenced by etiquette; but the thought which they did not
uncover to their bosom friend is here written out in transparent words to
us, the strangers of another age. We owe to books those general benefits
which come from high intellectual action.
Emerson, SS

We are of the ruminating kind, and it is not enough to cram ourselves
with a great load of collections; unless we chew them over again, [books]
will not give us strength and nourishment.
Locke, ‘Of the Conduct of the Understanding’

Be wary lest by reading too many writers and too many different kinds
of books your brain becomes confused and addled. If you wish to extract
something useful from your reading, you should feed your mind only
with those writers of undoubted worth. Read therefore only those books
which have been recognized as unquestionably good. And if you should
ever feel the urge to turn to any other sort of book, always remember
to return to the first kind.
Seneca, MLL

Read the best books first, or you may not have a chance to read them
at all.
Thoreau, ‘A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers’

5

2nd January
One of the most primitive superstitions is the belief held by the majority
of so-called scientists that it is possible to live without faith.
Tolstoy

Throughout the ages people have always yearned to know, or at least
to have some idea, about the beginning or the final goal of their earthly
existence. Religion has come into being to satisfy this urge, and to
illuminate the link which joins all people together as brothers, with
everyone coming from one and the same origin, and all moving towards
the one universal final goal.
Mazzini, DM

True religion is the establishment of a relationship between people and
the infinite life that surrounds them – a relationship that links their lives
with this infinite life and that acts as a guide to their actions.
Tolstoy

There is only one essential task for every religion, and that is to answer
the question: why do I exist and what is my relationship to the infinite
world around me? There is not a single religion, from the most sophisticated to the most primitive, which is not based on the establishment
of man’s relationship with the world around him.
Tolstoy

The essence of every religion is not the divine revelations of particular
doctrines (this is what has become known as theology), but the recognition that all our obligations are to be seen as the commandments of God.
After Kant, CPrR

To live without faith is to live like an animal.
Tolstoy
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3rd January
Not everyone that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom
of heaven; but he that doeth the will of my Father which is in heaven.
Matthew 7:21

The main question of our life, in the short span that we have been
given, is only whether or not we do the will of the one who has sent us
into this life.
Can we say that this is what we do?
Tolstoy

There is no gulf between heaven and earth, and it would be blasphemous
to think that the dwelling-place that God has given us must be forever
subjected to evil, self-interest and oppression. The earth is not a place
of suffering and redemption, but it is our home and dwelling-place in
which we must strive to achieve truth and justice, a yearning that each
of us carries around within our souls.
Mazzini, DM

I am feeling low and I ask God to help me. But surely I should be serving God rather than him serving me. As soon as we remember that,
everything becomes less burdensome.
Tolstoy

Human work must be done honourably and thoroughly, because we are
now Men; whether we ever expect to become angels, or were ever slugs,
being practically no matter.
Ruskin, FC
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4th January
Even if we did not wish it to be the case, we cannot help but feel that
we are linked to everyone in the entire world. We are linked by industry,
by trade, by art, by knowledge and, above all, by the fact that we are all
in the same position and that we all share the same relationship with
the world around us.
Tolstoy

The construction of this world in which we find ourselves is such that
a thousand men working together can produce many times more than
the same thousand men working on their own. But this does not make
it necessary that the nine hundred and ninety-nine must be the virtual
slaves of the one.
George, SP

All children of Adam are members of one body. When one member suffers, so do all the others. If you are indifferent to the suffering of others,
you do not deserve to be called a human being.
Tolstoy

The life of the individual must be inseparable from the lives of the rest
of mankind, for all creation is permeated by a sense of harmony and
unity. Just as in the external natural world, so in the life of the spirit,
all phenomena are linked closely with one another.
Marcus Aurelius, Meditations

For as long as we have been aware of it, the whole history of mankind
has been marked by its movement towards greater and greater unity.
Such unity is achieved by the most varied means – not only by those who
work actively for it, but also by those who try to resist it.
Tolstoy
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5th January
In a building full of people, someone shouts “fire!”, and everyone starts
running about, and scores, hundreds of people are killed. Such is the
harm that can clearly arise from the spoken word. But we can do just
as much harm when we are not aware of those people who suffer as a
result of what we have said.
Tolstoy

A gunshot wound can be healed. But a wound that has arisen from
something that has been said can never heal.
Persian proverb

If any man offend not in word, the same is a perfect man, and able also
to bridle the whole body. Behold we put bits in the horses’ mouths, that
they may obey us; and we turn about their whole body. Behold also the
ships, which though they be so great, and are driven of fierce winds,
yet are they turned about with a very small helm, whithersoever the
governor listeth. Even so the tongue is a little member, and boasteth
great things. Behold, how great a matter a little fire kindleth! And the
tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity…
General Epistle of James 3:2–6

When you hear people talking about the iniquities of others, do not
share in their pleasure. Whenever you hear about such things, do not
listen to everything they say: try to forget what you have heard. Listen
instead to accounts of good deeds; remember what has been said and
spread the word to others. […]
Eastern wisdom

Be wary of breaking up the unity of people by saying things which turn
them one against the other.
Tolstoy
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6th January
In order to achieve saintliness there is nothing more important than
abstinence. Abstinence must become a habit that is adopted in early life.
Whenever that is the case, it becomes a virtue. For those whose virtue
has been confirmed in this way, there is nothing they cannot overcome.
Lao-tzu

Glory to the person who does not give in to temptation. God puts
everyone to the test: one with wealth, another with poverty. He tests
the rich man to see whether he will open his palm to the needy, and the
poor man to see whether he can bear his suffering submissively, without
complaining.
The Talmud

If, when weighed down by unpleasant tasks, you feel an onrush of anger
or irritation, you must withdraw into yourself and stay calm. The more
we can practise engaging our willpower to return to a calm state of mind,
the greater will be our ability to stay calm.
Marcus Aurelius, Meditations

However many times you have fallen from grace without succeeding
in mastering your passions, do not despair. Every attempt you make
to conquer the strength of your passions will make your victory over
them that much easier.
Tolstoy
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7th January
You must always show kindness to other people. Unless you do this you
will be failing in your main duty.
Tolstoy

1) Never put off until tomorrow what you can do today.
2) Never force someone else to do anything which you can do yourself.
3) Pride costs you more than any expenses associated with eating, drinking, accommodation and clothes.
4) Stop being tormented by the thought of things which might happen,
but which in fact have not happened.
5) If you feel angry about something, count up to ten before doing or
saying anything. If you still feel angry, count up to a hundred, and then,
if necessary, up to a thousand.
After Thomas Jefferson, ‘Letter to his son
Thomas Jefferson Smith in 1825’

Do not despise anyone, refrain from any uncharitable judgements of
others which you may feel in your heart and from any unkind suspicions
regarding your neighbour, and always put the best interpretation on
other people’s words and actions.
From Pious Thoughts

A saintly person does not possess an inflexible heart. He adapts his
heart so that it can respond to other people’s hearts. He responds to a
virtuous person as if he were a virtuous person, and to a sinner as if he
were capable of becoming virtuous.
Eastern proverb
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8th January
Christian doctrine is so crystal clear that even young children are able
to understand its true message. Only those people who wish to call
themselves Christian and to be seen as such, but who in reality are not
Christian, do not understand it.
Tolstoy

The Buddha said that the man who is beginning to live for the sake of
his soul is like the man who takes a light into a dark house; the darkness
immediately dissolves. All you need to do is to persist in this way of life
and you will become completely enlightened.
Tolstoy

Those people (I am talking about good people who have not been corrupted by the ruling classes) who have been freed from what Christ calls
the blindness of wealth, who are satisfied with their daily bread, who ask
of their Heavenly Father simply what he provides for little birds, who
neither reap nor sow – such people are truly alive, and living the life of
the heart more than all those who are obsessed with their desires and
absorbed in the problems of this world. That is why you need to look
to such people for acts of heroism and self-sacrifice. […]
Lamennais, Words of a Believer

The whole of Christ’s teaching is to be found in his last commandment:
“Love one another as I have loved you, and therefore everybody will
know that, if you love one another, you are my disciples.” He does not
say “if you have faith in this or that”, but “if you love”. Faith changes
with people’s opinions and knowledge; it is associated with time and
changes with the passing of time. But love is not temporary; love is
invariable and eternal.
Tolstoy
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9th January
It is only when we forget all our learning that we begin to know. I do not
get a hair’s breadth nearer to any natural object so long as I presume
I have an introduction to it from some learned man. To conceive of it
with a total apprehension I must for the thousandth time approach it
as something totally strange.
Thoreau, ‘Journal’

Knowledge is like currency. A man may have some right to be proud of
possessing it, if he has worked for the gold of it, and assayed it, and
stamped it, so that it may be received by all men as true; or earned it
fairly as being already assayed; but if he has done none of these things,
but only had it thrown in his face by a passer-by, what cause has he to
be proud?
John Ruskin, SV

It would be better for the human mind not to study at all than to begin
studying too soon and too much.
Tolstoy

Read less, study less, think more. Take from teachers and from books
only those things you need and want to know.
Tolstoy
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10th January
In bringing up children we must remember that we are bringing them
up not for life in the present, but for life in the future, for the very best
condition of the human race – that is to say, for life in the very best
circumstances. Generally, however, parents bring their children up only
so that they are fit for the present world, even though it is corrupt. In
bringing children up for the future, for a better world, we ourselves will
help to ensure a better future for the world.
After Kant, OE

In order to bring someone up to be fit for the future, you must have a
completely perfect person in mind. Only then will the person you are
bringing up become a worthy member of the generation of which they
will be a member.
Tolstoy

The entire object of true education is to make people not merely do
the right things, but to enjoy the right things – not merely industrious,
but to love industry – not merely learned, but to love knowledge – not
merely pure, but to love purity – not merely just, but to thirst after justice.
John Ruskin, Unto this Last

Religious teaching is the basis of education, yet in our Christian world
people teach things in which nobody believes. Children are percipient;
they notice this, and disbelieve not only what they are taught, but also
those who are teaching them.
Tolstoy
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