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“No one is born into harmony. We settle into

it, day after day, the way water finds, in the

end, its level.”
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T

Foreword

✦

hese are not the words of Seneca. They are letters writ‐

ten  in  his  shadow — the  way  an  apprentice  learns  a

craft by standing beside the master, not by copying his hand,

but  by learning his  gaze.  Two thousand years  ago,  a  man

weary of power and of life wrote to his friend Lucilius about

how to live well. He did not preach from a mountaintop. He

wrote as a man who still stumbles, but who has resolved to

walk in the right direction.

I have chosen the same form. Here you will find twenty-

one letters, addressed to you. Not because I know more than

you do, but because old truths must be spoken again, in a

voice you can hear today, amid the noise you were given to

live in.

The question at the heart of this book is simple and hard:

how do  you  arrive  at  the  best  form of  yourself?  Not  the

strongest,  not  the most  admired — the best.  The form in

which thought, word, and deed no longer contradict one an‐

other. The ancients called it harmony: not the calm of a man

without cares, but the inner order of a man who has set his

things in their proper place.

Read slowly. One letter is enough for a single day. Philo‐

sophy is not to be swallowed — it is to be chewed. And if any

of these pages should make you, even for a moment, con‐
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duct yourself a little better than you otherwise would have,

then the book has done its work, and Seneca, wherever he

may be, would smile.
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How to Read This Book

✦

o not read it like a novel, in a single breath. Take one

letter a day. Read it in the morning, let it work through

your hours, return to it at night.

At the close of each letter you will find a “Practice for the

Day” — one small thing to do. Philosophy that stays in the

head  is  only  learning.  Philosophy  that  descends  into  the

hands becomes character.

You will also find, at the end of each, a thought to keep.

Learn it  by heart.  Hang it  on your wall,  if  you like.  Short

words are nails: driven often, they hold the weight of a life.
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B O O K  O N E

✦

T H E

F O U N DAT I O N

On returning to yourself, on time, and on the quiet
power of the present moment. Nothing is built upon

sand; first you dig down to stone.
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M

L E T T E R  I

On Returning to Yourself
✦

y friend, I look for you and cannot find you. You are in

a hundred places at once: in the screen that lights up,

in the voice that calls, in tomorrow’s worry and yesterday’s

reproach. You are everywhere — everywhere but in yourself.

And you wonder that you are tired.

The scattered man is like a spring left to run in every dir‐

ection:  it  waters much ground and gives drink to no one.

Gather yourself. I do not ask you to flee the world, only to

return into yourself long enough to hear your own thought.

A quarter of an hour in which no one tugs at your sleeve

does  more  for  your  soul  than  a  whole  day  of  diligence

squandered.

Mark this well: it is not the lack of time that drains you,

but the lack of a center. The man who knows who he is can

stand in the storm without swaying. The man who does not

know sways even in fair weather, for every breeze sends him

elsewhere.

Today I ask no heroics of you. I ask only this: come home,

into  yourself,  even  once.  You  will  find  that  the  man  you

abandoned has been waiting for you all along, without anger,

like a faithful dog at the gate.
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P R A C T I C E  F O R  T H E  D A Y

Spend ten minutes with no screen, no speech, no aim. Sit with
yourself as you would with a friend you have not seen in a long

while. Solve nothing. Only be present.

“He wHo possesses Himself HAs lost notHing.”
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L E T T E R  I I

On Time, and How Poorly We
Spend It

✦

y friend, you guard your money jealously and let time

slip through your fingers, though it is the one fortune

that, once lost, nothing ever returns. No one can give you

back yesterday. And yet you give it away to whoever asks: to

the one who steals an hour in idle talk,  to the worry that

changes nothing,  to the delay that dresses laziness in the

clothes of work.

We do not live too little — we waste too much. Life is long

enough for the one who gathers it, and unspeakably short

for the one who lets it drain away. Look back: how much of

last year was truly yours? How much belonged to fear,  to

waiting, to the things you did only because “it is expected”?

You will say: “I will live when I have finished my work.” But

the work is never finished; only you are finished. The man

who postpones life is like one who stands at the riverbank,

waiting for all the water to pass so that he may cross on dry

ground. The water will not end.

From today, keep an account of your time as you keep an

account  of  your  money.  Not  like  a  miser,  but  like  a  good

steward.  For  it  is  the  one  who  knows  his  spending  who

grows rich.
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P R A C T I C E  F O R  T H E  D A Y

Tonight, write down the three things that ate the most of your
time today. Ask honestly of each: “Was it worth a piece of my

life?”

“we Are not given too little time — we wAste too mucH.”
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