Choosing Passion: Life is Exactly What You Make It

Mallory F. Hales

When I first heard the word “mediocre,” my mom used it to describe her carrier as an oboist in the

school orchestra. “I was mediocre,” she said, “not bad, but not passionate.” Mediocre. I liked the

word because it sounded like tapioca pudding or that vegetable they serve down south, but mostly I

liked it because it sounded like me. Life wasn’t bad, but I wasn’t passionate about anything. I

remember thinking to myself that it was too bad I was only mediocre at life because if I were

passionate about something I might do some real good. But mediocre people never change the

world. This was my philosophy for most of my growing up. People who were born in average

homes, to average families had no hope or need of living anything more than an average, mediocre

life. I enjoyed being mediocre. Until last month.

I went to my brother’s junior high orchestra concert, and in between the two nice but rather average

orchestras, one girl performed Mendelssohn’s Concerto in E Minor. I am a very mediocre musician,

but I know what good music sounds like and I sat quietly, listening, completely entranced by this

amazing musician. She was only in ninth grade, but already she was far ahead of most musicians my

age. She stood in front of the auditorium, only half-filled with parents and young children, as if she

were playing in Carnegie Hall. She had such a presence and played with such joy that when she

finished the final crescendo, I stood and applauded not only her masterful performance, but her

passion for music.

“What kind of thoughts,” I asked, turning to my friend, “run around in her head, because her brain

obviously doesn’t work like mine.” As soon as I said it, I realized how stupid it sounded. Of course

her brain worked like mine; talented or not we were both human beings. We were both born unable

to speak or walk or change the world. We were perhaps raised in very different homes with different

opportunities, but each day we both woke up on Mother Earth with the same choice; we each had

to choose how we would change our world.

I no longer choose to live a mediocre life. I have yet to sing on Broadway or change any national

laws, but I choose to live life with passion. Every morning when I wake up, it’s like being born all

over again; I am an equal with every person, I have no reputation to uphold, no past to weigh me

down. But if I used my first breath to curse today, then I am choosing to live a mediocre life.

Instead, I am passionate about living every new moment. Passion is not given, like fairy’s blessings,

to baby princesses and future Olympiads. It’s chosen by young violinists and mediocre girls like me.
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The Beauty of Contrast

(name withheld)

Almost every day I encounter prejudice; usually it is subtle, but occasionally it is more obvious. I

have endured judgmental stares, and I have overheard rude comments. I’ve felt uncomfortable in my

own skin. I have sat by myself and questioned my sense of reality—could I be imagining these

things? I’ve tried hard not to become angry and defensive, because I am not an angry person. I am a

seventeen year old Caucasian girl living in America, and this I believe: One of the greatest tragedies

of this country is that we have not fully embraced the idea of equality.

My perceived discrimination is not because I am a female. I am not disabled in any way, and I am

not a minority. No, I am not looked down on because of race or sex or any feature with which I was

born. I have been in an interracial relationship for over two and a half years. My boyfriend, Yusuf,

and I are not blinded by the color of the other’s skin. Sometimes I comment on the way our hands

look when they are intertwined, pointing out the beauty in the contrast. We often discuss our

backgrounds and share our cultures, careful not to let our differences become barriers in our

relationship. Rising above outside judgment, however, has proven to be an ongoing and often

difficult task.

When I started dating Yusuf, my parents worried. They are extremely open-minded individuals, and

they have always taught me to accept all people without regard to race. They had, however,

witnessed the baggage that comes with interracial relationships. My mother’s best friend, Kay, and

her white husband, Brad, had recently come back from a trip down South with stories of scornful

looks and disrespectful words. Kay had even been accused of kidnapping, when a woman in a

supermarket saw her light-skinned children and couldn’t believe that they were the offspring of a

black woman.

My mother did not want me or Yusuf to have to deal with such narrow-mindedness and contempt,

and I don’t blame her. I was not afraid, though. I knew that nothing would ever change if people

were too afraid to follow their hearts and love who they wanted to love. Today, I feel a bittersweet

happiness. It breaks my heart to know that Yusuf experiences prejudice in a way that I will never

fully understand, but sharing the past two and a half years with him has been a blessing. My

extended family still does not know about our relationship, because, like much of America, they do

not approve of racial mingling. It is my hope that people will someday learn to accept each other,

even if they cannot understand each other. I believe in equality.
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Wednesdays With Yahweh

Bobby Deignan

The cool night wind pulls at my hair as I slide into the car. The streetlights reflect off the wet

pavement as we go beneath dark overpasses. We are simply driving out into the night that ends

somewhere over the black horizon. It is just my friends and me sitting in silent wonder and enjoying

each other’s company. I look back at them and open my mouth as if to try and explain how free I

feel, but nothing comes out. So instead of grappling with the words that evade my tongue like birds

avoiding the catcher’s net, I just smile, leaned back in my seat, and float off.

It was a moment of infinite feelings that words could not describe. This was God.

What is God? Who is God? How can one accurately describe God? All of these questions come

without the benefit of a proper answer. I believe that He cannot be calculated in our vocabulary;

God did not create words so that one day they would be used to describe him. He wanted to keep us

in silent wonder. It’s like what Stephen King wrote in The Body: “The most important things are the

hardest things to say. They are the things you get ashamed of, because words diminish them—words

shrink things that seemed limitless when they were in your head to no more than living size when

they’re brought out.”

Therefore, God cannot really be a character in some book or the subject of study in a theology class

because He has no limits. If He becomes any one of those things, He is deprived of His entire

character and all of His traits. Something will be left out. Each person’s idea of God is as unique to

them as their DNA structure; built on years of experiences and emotions. To me, it’s much like Le

Corbusier’s famous quote, “God is in the details.” I have found Him in the unexplainable emotions

and feelings that have swept me away like colossal undertows. God is in those sweaty palms, those

uncomfortable silences, and even when we sit down and just listen to the silence.

So often, I lose sight of Him; He becomes lost in the paint strokes. I reinvent my faith to see if He

suddenly becomes relevant again, but I always forget that He’s the only constant in this world and I

would be able to see Him better standing still. Once I put the pieces together in my heart, God is no

longer a bearded Caucasian male wielding the forces of Heaven with an outstretched finger, as

romantically portrayed on Michelangelo’s famous ceiling. He becomes less of a dictator and more of

Father. After all, God is the ultimate “hopeless romantic;” He hung the stars in the sky so no matter

where we are in the world, we can always make our ways back home, back to Him. He even hung

His own Son on the cross for our salvation. Sitting all alone in Heaven, He waits day in and day out

for us to take a minute or two of our day to talk with Him.

This is what God is to me: the unexplainable yet undeniable Father on whom my heart is sold out.

He is the reason I feel safe driving off into the night because no matter where those roads may take

me, He will be right there by my side until we both reach dawn.
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Studying the Many Faces of Conviction

Sonia Sarkar

At my public high school, we strike a precarious balance between knowing what to believe and

what to question. The amount of information available today is overwhelming, and I see myself

and my peers struggling more and more to find an inner moral meaning and make some sense of

our environment. We believe in intellectualism, above all else, preferring to dissect the debate

surrounding religion over actually assigning ourselves to a certain system. At the end of an

exhausting day, I find it much easier to (perhaps unfairly) define the problems of international

relations in terms of religious infighting than I find it is to take sides in the controversy over

school prayer.

At the age of sixteen, I can only watch in awe as beliefs (and what exactly is a belief?) are capitalized

upon, criticized, and adhered to with a stronger dedication than ever. I’m not quite sure what is

happening, but I do feel the deep rumblings of a change within this country and throughout the

global community, and I have no choice but to believe in that change, to believe in the evolution of

ideas and hope that one day we will find a common convergence point without losing faith.

I am a skeptic, but not yet a cynic, a product of Christian pre-schooling, Buddhist parables, Hindu

parents, Jewish friends, and Muslim awareness. In this society that encourages well-roundedness, I

have faith that a Renaissance approach to religion encourages tolerance. However method a form of

Supreme Power may manifest itself to the billions of individuals throughout the world, I believe that

it, too, sends its blessing to those who study the many different faces of conviction.

I honestly believe in the melding of science and art, and in the ability of one generation to build

upon the achievements of the former. I know, in my limited wisdom, that empathy can travel a

long way.

Pope John Paul II died this last Saturday, and despite having no Catholic ties or particular

association with his great persona, I cannot help but feel resoundingly sad. As poignant photographs

filter across the television screen, eulogizing and explaining a legendary man, my friends and I

remark upon the ability of death to create history. Our words are downcast because we realize that

to make a lasting impression during life, great actions must be taken with an ultimate certainty. Right

now, we're still not sure what we know, except that we believe in living. It is a start.

The only thing I can discern with complete clarity is that I trust the values of perseverance,

innovativeness, and kindness, perhaps the oldest lessons that human beings have rediscovered time

and time again; it is no mistake that these are the same messages all religions and systems of belief

are built upon. Continuing to read and experience my way through religion, I am slowly beginning to

realize that while a complete answer may be elusive, I draw closer every time.
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Tomorrow Will Be a Better Day

Josh Rittenberg

I’m 16. On a recent night, while I was busy thinking about important social issues, like what to do

over the weekend and who to do it with, I overheard my parents talking about my future. My dad

was upset—not the usual stuff that he and Mom and, I guess, a lot of parents worry about like

which college I’m going to, how far away it is from home, and how much it’s going to cost. Instead,

he was upset about the world his generation is turning over to mine, a world he fears has a dark and

difficult future—if it has a future at all. He sounded like this:

“There will be a pandemic that kills millions, a devastating energy crisis, a horrible worldwide

depression, and a nuclear explosion set off in anger.”

As I lay on the living room couch, eavesdropping on their conversation, starting to worry about the

future my father was describing, I found myself looking at some old family photos. There was a

picture of my grandfather in his Citadel uniform. He was a member of the class of 1942, the war

class. Next to his picture were photos of my great-grandparents, Ellis Island immigrants. Seeing

those pictures made feel a lot better. I believe tomorrow will be better than today—that the world

my generation grows into is going to get better, not worse. Those pictures helped me understand

why.

I considered some of the awful things my grandparents and great-grandparents had seen in their

lifetimes: two world wars, killer flu, segregation, a nuclear bomb. But they saw other things, too,

better things: the end of two world wars, the polio vaccine, passage of the civil rights laws. They

even saw the Red Sox win the World Series—twice.

I believe that my generation will see better things, too—that we will witness the time when AIDS is

cured and cancer is defeated; when the Middle East will find peace and Africa grain, and the Cubs

win the World Series—probably, only once. I will see things as inconceivable to me today as a

moon shot was to my grandfather when he was 16, or the Internet to my father when he was 16.

Ever since I was a little kid, whenever I’ve had a lousy day, my dad would put his arm around me

and promise me that “tomorrow will be a better day.” I challenged my father once, “How do you

know that?” He said, “I just do.” I believed him. My great-grandparents believed that, and my

grandparents, and so do I.

As I listened to my Dad talking that night, so worried about what the future holds for me and my

generation, I wanted to put my arm around him, and tell him what he always told me, “Don’t worry

Dad, tomorrow will be a better day.” This, I believe.
