Unseen Victories

For me Rod Serling, creator of The Twilight Zone series of the late Fifties and early Sixties, was one of our greatest storytellers. One of my favorite episodes is entitled “The Changing of the Guard.” It originally aired on June 1, 1962. 
The story opens with elderly Professor Ellis Fowler teaching a class at Rock Spring School for Boys in post-World War II New England, three days before Christmas. At the conclusion of class, he is called into the headmaster’s office. In that meeting the headmaster informs him that the school’s board of trustees has decided to force his retirement after 51 years of teaching high school English at the school. 
He returns to his home. Reminiscing over an old yearbook, he says to his housekeeper, Mrs. Landers: “I gave them nothing. I gave them nothing at all. Poetry that left their minds the moment that they themselves left. Aged slogans that were out of date when I taught them. Quotations that were dear to me that were meaningless to them. As a failure, Mrs. Landers, an abject, miserable failure, I walked from class to class an old relic, teaching by rote to unhearing ears, unwilling heads. As an abject, dismal failure, I moved nobody. I motivated nobody. I left no imprint on anybody. Now, where do you suppose I got the idea that I was accomplishing anything?” 
He then leaves the company of his housekeeper and walks into the snowy night and comes upon the monument at the entrance to the school. The monument is to Horace Mann: “Educator 1796 – 1839”. He brushes back the snow on the base of the statue while musing, “Ah, Mr. Mann, I wonder if you ever had any self-doubts.” Brushing more, “I guess not.” Reading the quote on the base, “Be Ashamed to Die Until You Have Won Some Victory For Humanity.” Looking up at the statue of man, Fowler says, “I have won no victory.” Pausing, he continues, “Now I am ashamed to die.” He removes a revolver from his trench coat and points it to his head. But before he pulls the trigger, suddenly he hears the clanging of school bells.

In a bewildered daze, he follows the “class bells” into the empty schoolhouse and into his old classroom. Holding his head, he collapses into his chair and rubs his eyes. He looks up slowly, and boys appear in the chairs of the class. The first boy approaches the professor and says, “Artie Beachcroft, sir, second form, Class of ’41. How are you professor?” 
Artie smiles and the professor, astounded, responds, “So you are, I’d recognize you anywhere. But forgive me, Artie, you shouldn’t be here. You were…”
Artie finishes, “Yes, professor, I was killed at Iwo Jima.” He reaches into his pocket and opens up a small case. “I wanted to show you this, professor. It is the Congressional Medal of Honor. It was awarded to me posthumously.” 
As the professor stares in awe–mixed with pride for Artie—a second boy approaches and introduces himself as Bartlett, third form, Class of ’28. “I died in Roanoke, Virginia, sir,” says the boy. “I was conducting research on x-ray treatment for cancer. I was exposed to radioactivity and I contracted leukemia. I kept remembering, professor, something you told me, a quote, a poet named Walter. He said, ‘I would be true for there are those that trust me. I would be pure for there are those who care. I would be strong, for there is much to suffer, and I would be brave, for there is much to dare.’ I never forgot that, professor. It was something you left me, and I never forgot it.” 
Artie chimes in, “That’s why I brought this medal to show you, Professor Fowler, because it’s partly yours. You taught me about courage; you taught me what it meant.” 
Another boy comes up. Fowler recognizes him and exclaims, “Dickie Weiss, you were the first…” Weiss interrupts, “That’s right, I was the first to die at Pearl Harbor. I was an ensign.” The professor recounts the story: “Your saved a dozen men, got them out of the boiler room after they had been trapped. Lost your own life while doing it.” Weiss replies: “You were at my elbow that day, professor. You may not have known it, but you were there. It was something you taught me, a poem by John Donne. ‘Any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind. Therefore, send not to know for whom the bell tolls. It tolls for thee.’”

Then other boys stand at their chair as the professor goes over to them. “Thompson, sir…I died on New Guinea, but you taught me about patriotism.” “Hudson, sir…you taught me about loyalty.” “Whiting, sir…you taught me about ethics and honesty.”

Artie says: “We have to go back now, professor, but we wanted to let you know that we were grateful, that we were forever grateful. Each of us has carried with us something that you gave him. We wanted to thank you, professor.”

------------------------------------------------

A patient came to my office with feelings of depression. The trigger for his recent bout was a trip to look at colleges with his daughter. At some point in the trip he found himself walking toward his car, alone, on the same paths he had walked some 30 years ago. Suddenly a wave of sadness, automatically and without warning, swept through him. His mind became filled with ideas of failed or lost opportunities, a sense of worthlessness. A second before he had sauntered along a college campus, and then without warning, woulda-coulda-shoulda thoughts paralyzed him. 

The first line of the Donne poem that “Dickie Weiss” refers to above is, “No man is an island, entire to himself.” As we proceed through life, it is important to remember that our actions send a ripple into the world around us. Last week, a Harvard study revealed that happiness is contageous—that people pass along their good cheer even to total strangers. We are part of more people’s lives than we know. It is very easy to lose sight of this when we look only at our immediate world and judge our success or failure by outdated notions of what we should be. As I have said before, if we had actually achieved all the woulda-coulda-shouldas that we imagine are the key to our success, we still have absolutely no way of knowing what our life would look like now. It is pure speculation and fantasy. And along the way, how would those events have changed the lives of others? 
The trap of our automatic brain is getting us to constantly look outside ourselves to see what others have done or are doing as a measure of our own success. (This instinct comes from our automatic brain’s need to know what others are doing in order to protect ourselves.) 
This week, resist the temptation of your mind to wander into the past looking for evidence of your lack of value. Do not measure yourself against others. Look for opportunities to share yourself with others, even if it is only to greet a stranger with a smile. Be confident in the fact that whether your bank account is large or small, your true value is comprised of the effects your personal actions have on another’s life, of which, most of the time, you are unaware. Like Professor Fowler, most of us go through life never knowing or recognizing the impact we may have had on someone else’s life. 
Perhaps you could start each day looking at yourself in the mirror and asking, “What will I do today to win some victory for humanity?” You are not asking yourself what you did yesterday or what you will do tomorrow—just what you will do today. For those cynics out there who wonder how this will help their productivity at work or improve their job security, just try asking yourself that question each day. Don’t seek an answer, let the answer come to you. And then share with others the inner power you will discover.
If you are interested, here is the link to watch “The Changing of the Guard” Twilight Zone:

 http://www.joost.com/0945njg/t/The-Twilight-Zone-The-Changing-Of-The-Guard. 
Have a great week!
