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When I was in college, I lived in the little town of Newmarket, New Hampshire.  I shared 
a house with a couple of friends.  We had a next door neighbor, whose name I don’t 
remember –an older woman with white hair and sparkling eyes who liked to work out in 
her yard whenever the weather allowed.  When I came home, if she was outside, she’d 
always wave to me and I’d wave back. 
 
One day in the spring, she was in the backyard, digging in her garden.  She waved as 
usual, but this time she called to me, and asked me if I’d like to come over.  Believe it or 
not, I was kind of shy back then, but I went over, because it would have seemed rude 
not to.  And also, I had become a little curious about her.  I don’t remember much of the 
conversation, except that she was very warm and friendly and was obviously enjoying 
my company. 
 
Two things I do remember.  One, she told me that long ago, she had discovered that 
whenever she was angry, she could go outside and dig with her shovel and eventually, 
her anger would go away.  She added, laughing, that she wasn’t digging today because 
she was angry; she was just getting ready to plant her flowers. 
 
Then she did something totally unexpected.  She asked me to wait a moment.  She went 
into the house, and, when she came back out, she had something small in the palm of 
her hand.  She held it out and said, “Here.  I’d like you to have this.”  It was a brooch 
made from whale bone.  The carving on it was simple yet elegant. 
 
I was stunned and asked if she was sure she wanted to give this to me.  She assured me 
she did, and I thanked her profusely for this totally unexpected and immediately 
precious gift.   
 
We continued to wave, and chat occasionally for the next month or so, until I moved out 
of that house and went on with my life.  But I will always remember  this woman.  Even 
as a 19-year-old, I recognized that she had a special spirit, a way of being that made me 
think to myself, “When I get to be her age, that’s how I want to be.”  Friendly, and open, 
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and happy –and sure of how to live life well.  At least that was my impression.  Today, 
I’d say she was comfortable in her own skin.  She became a role model for me.   
 
And I’ve never forgotten what she taught me about anger.  That there was way of 
dealing with it that I had never considered.  Punching a pillow always seemed kind of 
stupid to me.  But digging!  I also liked to dig into the earth, so the idea of digging away 
my anger appealed to me. 
 
I’ve also never forgotten her small gift.  What was obviously something old, maybe 
something she had had for a long time, because the pin on the back was rusted, and in 
fact the pin itself was missing.  I don’t know what it meant to her, but it meant a great 
deal to me.  She was saying, “I like you.”  “I like you for who you are.”  She didn’t know 
me very well at all, but she liked me.  Just as I was.  I hadn’t done anything to impress 
her, as far as I know, I hadn’t been funny or smart or clever. 
 
It was like she believed in me.  As a person.  As someone with a good spirit.  Maybe a 
spirit like hers.  Maybe I reminded her of herself as a young woman.  I’ll never really 
know. 
 
I still have that brooch.  (Show it)  A few years ago I made it into a necklace so I could 
actually wear it.  But it’s not the physical gift that’s so precious to me.  She impressed 
me as a role model.  She taught me that I could manage my anger.  But most of all, her 
believing in me, her affirmation of me just as I was, helped me to believe in myself at a 
time when I was quite insecure.  My next door neighbor in Newmarket was only in my 
life for a short time, but she is one of those people who made a difference.  And she 
probably never had any idea. 
 
We all have people we remember who have made a positive difference in our lives.  
Sometimes we call these people spiritual teachers—I’m talking about the positive ones.  
A teacher could be a family member or a good friend.  But they can be anyone who led 
us to some kind of turning point, who helped us get over a hurdle, who dragged us out 
of the depths, who taught us something of value, who helped us gain an insight. 
 
I recently read about a man who, when he was in high school, had a boss who taught 
him the importance of doing a job completely and correctly.  This boss also provided 
him with the stability and consistency that was missing in his home.  He got him into 
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college and continued to be there for him.  He literally helped this person succeed in 
life.  
 
In another article, a young woman talks about a particular professor and how he 
impacted her life in a positive way.  She reflects on the importance of recognizing the 
people who have made a positive difference in our lives.  It’s worth taking the time to 
acknowledge their contributions.  And to come to understand what it is about what they 
said or did that had a positive effect on us.  It can help us gain clarity about ourselves –
how we see ourselves, what direction we’ve taken our lives, what our values and 
priorities are.  What our characters are.  Maybe someone helped us to be a person of 
integrity, or more loving or more generous. 
 
Sometimes these people were (or still are) part of our lives over a long period of time; 
other times it was only for a brief period, or even a single encounter.  All these people 
are part of the jumble of what Robert Weston referred to as “the great society of lives 
involved with yours.” 
 
As a way of honoring the special people in your life who made a positive difference, 
we’re going to dedicate this time to a meditation.  It will be a form of spoken 
meditation.  We’ll begin by listening to Ruth’s music, and then, when you feel so moved, 
I invite you to speak out the name of a person who made a difference.  Ruth will 
continue to play in the background for the duration of the meditation. 
 
You can call out as many names as you like, as they come to you, and it doesn’t matter if 
more than one person speaks at a time.  The important thing is to speak their names, 
and to lift up those people who taught, led or inspired us, who contributed something 
meaningful to who we are today.  In this way, we express our gratitude and appreciation 
for these sages and teachers. 
 
Take your time, and allow yourself to contemplate.  You may find someone comes to 
mind whom you hadn’t previously considered or whom you haven’t thought about in a 
long time. 
 
Let us enter into a state of quiet.  Let our minds be quiet for a few moments. 


