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Chapter One

Why Do Anything? 
An Introduction to 
the Stoic Lessons

D ear friends. Join me on a journey to discover what it 
means to live a good life. Our inspiration in this quest is 

Seneca’s Moral Letters to Lucilius, revisited and revised for our 
modern times. The search for what it means to live a good life 
was not new in Seneca’s day, and it will not be old when we are 
all long gone. 

Although these  are  not  Seneca’s  letters,  they honor both 
his  wisdom  and  his  instructions  for  new  students.  That 
is,  we  should  grapple  with  deep  thoughts  and  make  our 
understanding of the truth personal. 

Because no one has a monopoly on the truth, we can each 
contribute to the puzzle. The reason to do anything is to 
answer a question that has not been answered, or at a 
minimum to answer it for yourself.

In answering life’s deepest questions, would it not be foolish for 
us to pass by the foundational stones laid by the great thinkers 
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who labored before us? Seneca himself in search of inspiration 
says in his Letter 2:

I am wont to cross over even into the enemy’s 
camp, — not as a deserter, but as a scout.

Let us all be avid scouts of the great thinkers, seeking out their 
every camp with the mindset of anthropologists unearthing 
meaning from among the ruins. Although Seneca’s words 
have been mined by many for centuries, each generation keeps 
turning up gemstones.

Thus, with this series of Pragmatic Wisdom for Busy People, let 
us polish old stones to show them in a new light, and in washing 
o4 the mud and debris, reveal what fresh re5ections may appear.

Be well.

PS — You can read each of the volumes independently, as 
it suits your time and your interests. Dedicated readers will 
6nd, however, that their understanding of each volume will 
increase upon reading further volumes. The sincere student 
may therefore wish to have the full set of Stoic letters: Pragmatic 
Wisdom for the Sincere Student. 



Chapter Two

On Wealth
Once one’s feet are stuck on the 
path to wealth, the scantest few 
manage to pry themselves from 
it

T he ties that bind us to bad habits are no less restrictive 
for being attractive at .rst glancew The one mhose arys 

are bound bk golden chains is no freer than the one in iron 
shacIlesw

, ay talIing about the seductive charys of yonekp and thek 
have led yore froy the “ath of misdoy than ank siren song 
did sailors to their deathsw

S”urelkW kou sakp S, ay entitled to taIe care of ykself and to 
ensure that , have enough to live onwW ,f ever a “aving stone 
belonged on the “ath to hellp dear readerp it mould be this 
intentionw

, grant kou that it is suitable and even bene.cial that kou 
“rovide for kourselfp  and do not need to relk u“on the 
charitk of strangersw qhen kou are “aid for kour toilp kou 
learn the value of morI and ePuallk the value of leisurew
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’oth morI and leisure are giftsp and both deserve our dee“est 
contey“lationw

’ut once oneFs feet are stucI on the “ath to mealthp the scantest 
fem yanage to “rk theyselves froy itw -or if a little yonek is 
goodp yore yonek yust be betterw ’ut kou alreadk Inom froy 
yk earlier letterp that a desire that can never be satis.ed is not a 
true desirew

Rlug kour earsp thenp to the siren song of mealthp but leave o“en 
kour yind to the alys of “hiloso“hkw G true understanding of 
mhat it yeans to live a good life mill hel“ kou avoid this false 
tey“tationw

, mas “leased to discover that me have yore yodernzdak ”toics 
ayong us than yank realiEep and it seeys that soye lessons have 
yade their mak safelk domn the agesw

Though thek do not call theyselves ”toicsp the -,A: yoveyent 
contains Iindred s“iritsw , refer to S-inancial ,nde“endence 
Aetire :arlkpW of mhich me have several diHerent schools of 
thoughtw Thek diHer in the sense of hom yuch yonek the 
“ractitioner savesp hom yuch thek s“endp and mhat thek do 
mith their tiyew

-or our “ur“osesp the o“erative mord for all students is thisN 
,nde“endencew :ach morIs tomards “assing the test of being 
in control of their tiyep and of not relking on others for their 
contentyent or fortunew

5omever .nancial inde“endence is de.ned bk eachp the -,A: 
adherent Inoms that attachyent to things iy“edes “rogressw 
4ou need fem “ossessions to acPuire that yost valuable thingN 
”elfz“ossessionw Oo not s“end kour tiye earning yonek but 
s“end kour yonek to earn kourself tiyew
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Glsop mho is to sak that kou mould not learn yore froy dealing 
mith adversitkp iwew bk being “oorp than kou mould bk never 
having to deal mith mant;

To give kour yind leisurep do not accuyulate thingsp mhether 
because kou cannot aHord theyp or kou have trained kourself 
not to acPuire theyw The less kou havep the less kou morrk aboutw 
?o one mill trk to taIe kour “ossessions if kou do not have ankw 
?or mill kou s“end ank tiye morrking about yaintaining theyw

qhen kour “ossessions nuyber yore than kou can hold in kour 
handp kou yust morrk about hom kou mill carrk they about or 
Iee“ they safew 5ere is our old friend Thoreau saking it as he 
does bestN

”iy“licitkp siy“licitkp siy“licitkx , sakp let kour 
aHairs be as tmo or threep and not a hundred or a 
thousandj instead of a yillion count half a doEenp 
and Iee“ kour accounts on kour thuybznailw

?omp dear readerp let ye caution kou as kou yaIe kour omn 
calculation of hom yuch kour inde“endence is morthw

qhatever nuyber kou have set for kourself as being enough 
to allom kou to start to live “ur“osefullkp it is verk liIelk too 
highw Reo“le todak live lives of luUurk uniyaginable to those of 
6ust a fem generations bacIp never yind those stretching bacI 
thousands of kearsw

7est kou thinI , eUaggerate to yaIe yk “ointp let ye describe 
for kou a result the ”miss banI $’” found mhen thek surveked 
the yost successful saversw Gcross everk mealth grou“p froy the 
yere yillionaires to the yegazrichp $’” discovered mhat me 
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alreadk InomN that standard of living eU“ectations increase in 
line mith mealthw

  Those mith 02 yillion felt thek mould be satis.ed mith 
0! yillionw

  Those mith 0! yillion thought thek could yaIe do 
mith 02J yillionw

  Gnd those fem to have ayassed 02J yillion felt that 
their mak of life mould be secure mith 0D! yillionw

7iIe the rabbit leading on the grekhoundsp the benchyarI 
yoves mithout the chaser noticingw -or it is never the ayount as 
such that yaIes kou feel securep but the feeling of accuyulating 
yorew

Eust as a dinner guest shoms their a““reciation in advance bk 
bringing their host a syall giftp , have an oHering for kouN

To be content mith little is diFcultj to be content 
mith yuchp iy“ossiblew

This misdoy coyes to us froy the “en of Gustrian authorp 
Dountess Carie von :bnerz:schenbachw ”he mas born of a 
’aronp lived in a castlep and mas surrounded bk libraries of 
booIsw

The Dountess Inem of riches both yaterial and iyyaterialw ,t 
is to our bene.t that she “laced greater meight on the latterw

’e mellw



Chapter Three

On Deprivation
You do not need what you think 
you need to be happy, because 
all you need is within you

A nother New Year’s Day, which means another spate 
of New Year’s resolutions. We promise ourselves that 

we will change in the new year. The tight waistband of our 
favorite jeans, the low step count on our Fitbit, the exercise 
equipment collecting dust in the corner,  all  that will  be 
diIerent now.

Sf you were here, dear reader, S would happily listen to your 
recommendation. khould we be resolute in our retiring ways, 
or join the crowd in ma?ing resolutionsz When everyone 
around us declares their good intentions, what misers are we 
to withhold our contribution to a more hopeful futurez

Sf all eyes around us turn towards the s?y, only a few can ?eep 
their gaPe on the ground. We are social animals, and to go 
against the herd is to go against our very humanity.

S ?now that you are up to the test S will put to you now. Do not 
be about the setting of annual resolutions, if these be expressed 
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in the form of a goal you wish to achieve. Moals are but wishful 
thin?ing.

:etter orient yourself along the right path, and follow a system 
designed to move you in the direction of your choosing. You 
will arrive in places beyond what you could have imagined using 
mere goals.

Sf you have a resolution, let it be this- You will learn to develop 
new habits, by ta?ing a small thing and practicing it daily for 
two wee?s. Sn that time, you will either adopt your new habit 
with relative ease or determine that it is not the one for you.

No need for self“doubt. There are many paths leading to good 
outcomes, and you will simply choose another. Not the goal, 
mind you, but merely the path along which you will wal?.

What you will learn from learning to adopt habits is that 
habits are everything. And how wonderful that, despite being 
so foundational, habits are disarmingly easy to form.

Do you wish to be content with what you havez Rractice going 
without and do so as often as you feel your resolve wea?ening.

For all those who thin? ”:ut S need to travel in :usiness Olass, 
or S will suIer most grievously on the Eight9 S say this-

  Rut yourself happily in the bac? of the plane, one row 
from the restrooms.

  What are eight hours when you have a good boo? to 
distract youz

  khould S have lost a moment’s peace worrying about 
being a few meters further bac? in the same planez
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  Am S not especially ridiculous when S imagine the 
anguish of those who sit one cabin ahead of mine when 
they contemplate the luxuries being lavished on the 
luc?y few in First Olassz

  And even those elite are secretly ir?ed by the thought 
that Eying private is so much more civiliPed.

:etter yet, ma?e your vacation one in which you do not set foot 
in an airport. 7et your feet do the wor? and ta?e a wal? to a 
nearby scenic viewpoint.

For nothing more than the trouble of wal?ing out your door, 
you can attain peace of mind for no price. A wal? in a forest 
salted with birds is better than any time spent in a concrete 
jungle, with only the outraged hon?s of taxis to serenade you.

The lesson you are reinforcing as a diligent student is that you 
do not need what you thin? you need to be happy because all 
you need is within you. When you deprive yourself of things, 
particularly of comforts, you wea?en their power over you. And 
such is the power of comforts that it leads many to lives of 
discomfort for fear of losing them.

Not you. :y going without, you learn not to fear privation. 
:esides learning the nature of which things are worth fearing 
and which are not, you learn not to ta?e for granted that which 
you have.

After you have been cold and thinly dressed, wet and without an 
umbrella, hungry and without food, then truly do you become 
a connoisseur of a warm, dry room and simple food.

When you have trained yourself to be happy with the most 
basic of nature’s oIerings, then you have learned to live true to 
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yourself. >appiness never lies in external things, and if it ta?es 
our depriving ourselves of things to relearn this lesson, then 
better for us to cast oI all possessions than be weighed down 
by the slightest of them.

Cy ?nger hovers over the send button. ”Not without another 
installment payment on your account,9 you say. S call on the 
fortune of the :uddha to help pay this wee?’s debt-

>olding on to anger is li?e grasping a hot coal 
with the intent of throwing it at someone else@ 
you are the one who gets burned.

The wisdom here is apparent to everyone who has felt anger 
and been fortunate enough to have it fade away. kome spring 
repeatedly to anger  at  the slightest  provocation.  Anger  is 
satisfying to give vent to because it drives out reason. You are 
no longer responsible for thought, you are spurred to violent 
action, be it words or deeds.

You do not wish to be someone who gives up their reason so 
readily, for this too is habit“forming.

kelf“possession  means  more  than  not  needing  things. 
kelf“possession means ?eeping a tight grip on your reason and 
not letting anyone or anything external hijac? it from you.

Though you may safely cast all else aside, your mind is the one 
possession you do not ma?e better by depriving yourself of it.

:e well.



Chapter Four

On Things of Lasting 
Value
Not all appreciate that hard 
work and sacrijce are not 
,ust the price for rewardsb yut 
a necessarv precondition for 
maluing the!

“N ot another sermon” you say. “I have heard you preach 
to others, but do you practice your own lessons? Are 

you so advanced that you have endless time to pass on your 
wisdom to those less learned?”

I do not pretend to point out the mote in my brother’s eye while 
ignoring the beam in my own. Consider that I am trying to 
describe a landscape that I see but dimly, and that by comparing 
notes with my fellow observers, we each gain a sharper view of 
its contours.

You are thus my sounding board for good sense. Though I may 
be just talking to myself, putting my thoughts into words still 
helps me understand the message.
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I tell you one lesson that I must practice and practice, and hence 
I preach it to myself as often as to others: I shall seek an end to 
my wants before I come to my own end. As often as I banish 
wants, still they sprout anew like perennials each spring.

“What harm,” I muse, “in this small indulgence? I can aqord it, 
and truly there may be no conseBuence for my weakness of the 
moment.”

-ut  what  a  tiny  bounty  this  small  pleasure  buys,  when 
compared to the erosion of my foundation of self!possession 
and well!ordered thoughtF What an unfair trade to grab onto a 
momentary enjoyment and let go of long!term contentment.

Hor though the pleasure is Ueeting, the memory of it remains. 
And the memory is not of the enjoyment but of my lapse, or as 
the saying goes: Act in haste, repent at leisure. With each slip, 
my footing grows less stable, until I am scarcely able to stand 
without support.

Contrast this with the memory of virtuous decisions resulting 
from clear thinking. Rather than death by a thousand cuts, each 
of these decisions can be safely savored in leisure. They represent 
a fortiEcation of the soul and not an assault.

Standing Erm is the only way to continue to stand Ermly, and 
thus the only path to lasting value is to be true to your values.

There are more obstacles in our path than aids, dear reader, even 
though it appears that the opposite is true. Consider:

  We live in an age when virtually all  knowledge is 
available at our Engertips, courtesy of Google. The 
instant a thought or Buestion arises in your mind, you 
can slake your thirst with a search.
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  3ow many drink deeply enough to fully  Buench 
desire, instead of sipping at the sources of wisdom? 
Though they have been handed the keys to all the 
libraries of the world, they cannot unlock wisdom.

There have never been more well!informed idiots who know all 
of the facts and none of their implications.

I put it down to instant gratiEcation. Not only do we feel 
entitled to satisfy our every want, but what we think we deserve 
we want right now.

The worst thing you can do with a child is to satisfy their every 
want, for then they never learn the diqerence between wants 
and needs. Are we to be spoiled children into advanced age?

Not all appreciate that hard work and sacriEce are not just 
the price for rewards, but a necessary precondition for valuing 
them.

  If I give you something for free, and you have invested 
no eqort in obtaining it, you will value it as highly 
as any other common thing you can pick up oq the 
ground.

  -ecause free and easy are today within short reach, few 
grasp past them to the costly and the challenging.

-ut if we wish to ensure our safe passage, the hard way is where 
our path lies. The longer we toil upwards, the greater will be our 
reward.

The joy that comes from mastering your thoughts is not only 
the greatest possession, it is the one that cannot be taken from 
you by another.
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I pay now my debt and take my leave:

The greatest wealth is to live content with little, 
for there is never want where the mind is satisEed.

This comes courtesy of Lucretius, and you marvel at the many 
routes by which I return to this point.

That is because it is a road you must travel down before you are 
safe to venture further on. It is also the road to which all others 
eventually return.

I would have you hear this lesson until it becomes second 
nature, and you are a safe navigator for yourself and others.

-e well.



Chapter Five

On the Meaning of 
Life
How do we mnd ?eaningB yl 
searning to identifl ass tho,e 
thing, that are ?eaningse,,u and 
,erve onsl to weigh �, down

S o, I understand your friend is trying to convince you he has 
mgured out the leaning of .ifek

I recollend a hea.thy spewticisl toEards anyone Eho says 
they have it a.. mgured outk xDercise warticu.ar care Eith the ones 
Eho are se..ing you a silw.e so.utionk

bo you pnoE hoE rare  it  is  that  a  werson Becoles tru.y 
en.ightened, in the sense of the Luddha or the ba.ai ?alaA j 
werson Eho wuts their Eor.d.y cares Behind thel and .ives a .ife 
of Poy and colwassionA

Terhaws Ee see signs of it in chi.drenk Rhis transcendence is so 
se.dol achieved in adu.thood, and so striping Ehen Ee do mnd 
ourse.ves in its lidst, that you Ei.. have no trouB.e listaping 
the wractitioner for the lasterk
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”Cy friend is ca.l and colwosedU you say, ”Ehen others are 
incensed By sla.. thingskU

1ou can oBserve a coBra frol a distance every day and never 
see it Bare its fangsk Hnti. you dok Terhaws it is silw.y that your 
friend has not Been suFcient.y wrovopedk

bo not Be ilwressed By a werson Eho relains ca.l Ehen there 
has Been no disturBancek Rhe fact that others are disturBed By 
sla.. things te..s us nothingk

”:e condelns wo.iticians Eho aBuse their woEer, Eho tend to 
thelse.ves rather than their constituentskU

Rhis says nothing of his true nature, dear readerk Nor along a.. 
those Eho shrinp frol the Ehiw, there are But feE Eho Eou.d 
not thelse.ves Eie.d it Ei..ing.y if the Ehiw shou.d fa.. into their 
handsk

Rhe on.y thing wreventing the average werson frol Becoling 
tyrants thelse.ves is they .acp the leans to ilw.elent their 
Ehilsk Situations lape lost weow.e Eho they are, and it is 
eDceeding.y uncollon for a werson to lape thelse.ves in swite 
of their .ilitationsk

Rhough your friend is un.ipe.y to Be a guru, if for no other 
reason than he wrofesses hilse.f as such, there is no shale in 
Being a wractitionerk

Oe are a.. wi.grils Ea.ping the sale wath and the va.ue for lost 
of us is in the wrogress Ee lapek Toint yourse.f in the right 
direction and tape a sing.e stew, and you have advanced farther 
than those Eho run a thousand li.es ail.ess.yk

:oE do Ee mnd leaningA Ly .earning to identify a.. those 
things that are leaning.ess, and serve on.y to Eeigh us doEn;
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  wuB.ic owinion and trends…

  fashion, fale, and fortune…

  anger, envy, and .ongingk

qote  hoE mcp.e  these  things  are,  and hoE insuBstantia.k 
Rhough you cannot see thel or ho.d thel in your hand, sti.. 
they are the heaviest of Burdensk

Oith each of these chains Ee shrug frol our shou.ders, our .oad 
Becoles .ighter, and our stews lore carefreek Satisfaction and 
Poy .ie a.ong this wath, and the cost to us is giving uw things that 
re8uire us to way a wrice, Ehether in loney, tile, or attentionk

Nor everything Ee w.an to seep in .ife, .et us mrst understand the 
cost to oBtain itk qava. Gavipant shoEs Eisdol Ehen he says;

besire is a contract you lape Eith yourse.f to Be 
unhawwy unti. you get Ehat you Eantk

Ohat is peewing you unhawwyA Ohat you Eantk Ohat do you 
EantA - :awwiness

Oe do not Eant thingsk Oe Eant Ehat Ee thinp those things 
Ei.. Bring usk qo latter hoE eager.y Ee sought a wossession or 
a wrolotion, notice hoE 8uicp.y they start to .ose their .uster 
the lolent Ee attain thelk

  Rhe neE car Becoles a used car the instant you drive 
it o= the .otk

  Rhe neE whone is soon outshone By a riva. as sure as 
the sun Ei.. rise tolorroEk
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  Rhe Big neE oFce that coles Eith the Big neE PoB is 
8uicp.y m..ed Eith the Big neE wroB.els that you noE 
fee. Eeighing you doEnk

Ro lape yourse.f unhawwy By Eanting things that Ei.. not lape 
you hawwy is not a reciwe for successk ?et le end again Eith 
?ucretius Because it Bears reweating;

Rhe greatest Eea.th is to .ive content Eith .itt.e, 
for there is never Eant Ehere the lind is satismedk

Vur lost ilwortant wossession is our se.f?wossession, and once 
having tapen oEnershiw of this, you have a.. that you need for a 
leaningfu. .ifek

Le Ee..k


