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When I was about five or six years old, I remember seeing a commercial on TV for butterscotch Snack Pack Pudding.  It looked so delicious and I was craving it so badly. We didn’t have any in the house, so I decided to make some myself.  I went to the kitchen, and with my vast culinary knowledge, mixed together some brown sugar and water.  I remember taking it out to the back yard, sitting under the monkey bars, and eating it.  Although it vaguely resembled butterscotch pudding, it was probably one of the worst things I’ve ever tasted.  That day I learned a very important lesson:  If you want successful results, you have to use the right ingredients.  That is what I’d like to share with you tonight – not necessarily my recipe for Snack Pack Pudding – but my recipe for success; my recipe for a happy life. 

One thing I want each of you graduating seniors to realize is that every single one of you is eligible for a wonderful, happy life.  Regardless of the things you’ve done in the past, regardless of the mistakes you’ve made, regardless of the labels you had in high school, you are eligible for a wonderful, happy life.  At times it can seem almost impossible, especially when you hear about the high divorce rate, the unemployment rate, terrorist attacks, etc.  But I promise you that a successful life is within your reach if you apply the ingredients we will discuss tonight.

The first ingredient comes to us from Dr. Phil McGraw.  In his book “Life Strategies” he shares ten life laws.  Life law #2 states: “You Create Your Own Experience.”  The law is simple: you are accountable for your life.  Good or bad, successful or unsuccessful, happy or sad, fair or unfair, you own your life.  You create the results in your life, not some of the time, but all of the time.  If you don’t like your job, you are accountable.  If your relationships are on the rocks, you are accountable.  If you are not happy, you are accountable.  Whatever your life circumstance is, accepting this law means that you can no longer dodge responsibility for how and why your life is the way it is.  

Dr. Phil goes on to say “Let me tell you why this is so important.  If you don’t accept accountability, you will misdiagnose every problem you have.  If you misdiagnose, you will mistreat.  If you mistreat, things won’t get better, plain and simple.”

The opposite of this principle is explained so well by Sean Covey in a list he entitled “7 Habits of Highly Defective Teens.”  He says, “ Blame all of your problems on your parents, your stupid teachers or professors, your lousy neighborhood, your boy or girlfriend, the government, or something or somebody else.  Be a victim.  Take no responsibility for your life.”

Dr. Phil gives this excellent analogy that helps us realize how critical it is to look for the solutions to our problems within ourselves.  He says ““Imagine losing your keys and looking all over the house to find them.  You look in every drawer, pocket, nook and cranny, high and low.  You go to heroic lengths to find those keys – you transform yourself into an expert key hunter.  Now suppose that the keys are actually in the ignition of your car, not in the house.  No matter how thoroughly, no matter how hard or how long you look, you will never find those keys in the house, because they aren’t there.  Likewise, when you set out to find the causes to your problems in other people, you’ll never find them, because they aren’t there.  They’re in you.”

Another important ingredient, as described by Steven Covey is to “Start with the End in Mind.”  In other words, set long-term goals so that you can begin to work toward them.  

“Suppose you were to go to a construction site and ask the workers there, “What are you building?”  “We have no idea,” one of them replies.  “Well, what does your blueprint show?” you ask.  The foreman replies, “We have no blueprint.  We feel that if we build with great skill and craftsmanship, in the end we will have a beautiful building.  We must get back to work now so we can complete our task.  Perhaps then we will be able to determine just what it is we have built.”

It sounds ludicrous, doesn’t it?  And yet many people live their lives this way – going through the motions day after day – having no idea what it is that they want to accomplish.  I have started living my life backwards, starting with the end in mind, and it has really helped.  For example, on January 1st as I contemplate my New Years Resolutions, I simply ask myself “At the end of this year, what will I regret not having done?”  Then I set that as my goal.  That way I don’t have regrets at the end of the year.

This principle also applies to you as you contemplate your future, especially your education and career.  I have known many college seniors who still have no idea what they want to be when they grow up.  Or perhaps they get half way through and decide they don’t want to be an accountant, they want to be a teacher.  College is not free.  It requires a great deal of money, time and energy. If you decide on your career path early, you will finish much more quickly and easily.

Another ingredient to a successful life is the ability to learn from others’ mistakes.  There are two ways to learn the lessons of life – you can make the mistakes yourself, or you can learn from the mistakes of others.  I’ll tell you why I feel the latter is a wiser choice.

When I was a child, I became very curious one day.  I wanted to see what would happen if I took a big piece of duct tape, put it on my skin all the way down my side, and slept on it over night.  Don’t ask me what possessed me to do this.  Anyway, in case you were wondering what happens, you basically get up the next morning and peel off the top layer of skin.  Not too bright!  And yet, many people make huge mistakes in life for the same reason – they are just curious, they just want to experiment, to see for themselves what something is like.  Not a good idea!

The following poem called “Autobiography in Five Short Chapters” by Portia Nelson illustrates so well the experience of those who must learn from their own mistakes.

I – I walk down the street.  There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.  I fall in.  I am lost…I am helpless.  It isn’t my fault.  It takes forever to find a way out.

II – I walk down the same street.  There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.  I pretend I don’t see it.  I fall in again.  I can’t believe I am in the same place.  But, it isn’t my fault.  It still takes a long time to get out.

III – I walk down the same street.  There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.  I see it is there.  I still fall in.  It’s a habit.  My eyes are open.  I know where I am.  It is my fault.  I get out immediately.

IV  - I walk down the same street.  There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.  I walk around it.

V – I walk down another street.

Bruce Hafen explained it so well: “It should be observed, of course, that the value of learning though experience does not mean that we must make every human mistake ourselves in order to learn the lessons of life.  We can learn vividly and permanently through vicarious experience, as we observe the good and bad consequences that flow from the choices other people make.”

I hope that each of you will be humble enough and smart enough to learn from the mistakes of others.  If you do so, you will avoid the pain, the guilt, the excess baggage and the long-term consequences that result from making your own mistakes.

Another essential ingredient of a successful life is developing a sense of humor – especially the ability to laugh at yourself.  My mother sent me this the other day and I found it very humorous:

“Leaving Montreal, I decided to stop at one of those rest areas on the side of the road.  I go into the washroom.  The first stall is taken, so I go into the second stall.  I had just sat down when I hear a voice from the other stall…”Hi there, how is it going?”  Okay, I am not the type to strike up conversations with strangers in washrooms sitting on a toilet.  I didn’t know what to say, so finally I say “Not bad.”  Then the voice says: “So, what are you doing?”  I am starting to find this a bit weird, but I say” “Well, I’m going back east.”  Then I hear the person, all flustered, say: “Look, I’ll call you back – every time I ask you a question this idiot in the next stall keeps answering me!!”
We’ve all experienced moments like that, haven’t we?  I remember the time my husband to me took me home to “meet the family.”  It was on a ski trip, which was great except that he and his family were all avid skiers and I’d never been skiing before in my life.  When we arrived, I went down the bunny hill a couple of times and told them I was ready.  I didn’t want to slow them down.  I somehow managed to make it up the tug rope or tow rope, whatever it is called (I obviously haven’t been back since) and found myself at the top of the hill.  They tried to explain to me how to get down the mountain and I remember them mentioning something about 45 degree switchbacks.  Since I am one for consolidation, I decided I would go half way down the mountain at a 45-degree angle, and then ski down the second half of the mountain at another 45-degree angle.  

I started down the hill and began going faster than I have ever gone in my life – in or out of a car!  At about that time, I realized that I had no idea how to turn.  I also noticed the net on the side of the run.  I hit the net going about 60 mph.  I rolled over and over and looked a lot like the commercials for “Wide World of Sports – the Agony of Defeat.”  When the dust settled, my head was straight down in the powder, with my legs sticking straight up in the air.  My skis were crossed and through the net.  I was so immobile I couldn’t even move my tongue.  Of course, Doug’s entire family was right behind me.  They tried to help me, but they were laughing so hard they couldn’t.  And I was laughing too.  What else could I do?  I only wished someone had caught it on video so I could have won $10,000 on America’s Funniest Home Videos.  It’s like my mom always says “If you’re going to laugh about it in 20 years, you might as well laugh about it now.”

The next thing I would encourage you to do is to keep your freedom.  Think about how long and hard you have worked for your freedom.  How many times have you begged your parents “Please let me make my own decisions.”  “Please let me set my own curfew.”  “Please let me be my own boss.”  And now you have it.  Whether you want it or not, you are free.  Don’t ever lose that freedom.  There are two things that will allow you to do this.  

1) Avoid addiction like the plague.  It doesn’t matter if it’s drugs, alcohol, food, promiscuity, the internet – any one of these things can become an addiction.  And once that addiction takes place, you have lost your freedom.  You will no longer be in control. The addiction will make all of your decisions for you.  I have seen more lives ruined by addiction that probably anything else. And I find it very ironic that most of these addictions start out “in the name of freedom” – smoking because your parents don’t want you to, etc. 

2) Prepare yourself well.  I would like to read a quote by Richard G. Scott “Recently I met an intelligent young man with outstanding parents.  There are exceptional material and spiritual resources available to him.  He attends a community college because it is easier than going to a university.  In his free time he does only those things that he likes to do.  He doesn’t work because he doesn’t need to, and it would take time away from his pleasures.  I ask him “Can I speak to you from my heart?  I don’t want to offend but rather to point out something.  You are making choices today that seem very reasonable to you.  They seem to give you what you want: an easy life with abundant enjoyment and not much sacrifice on your part.  You can do that for a while, but what you don’t realize is that every decision you make is narrowing your future.  You are eliminating possibilities and options.  There will come a time, and it won’t be too distant, where you are going to spend the rest of your life doing things you don’t want to do, in places you don’t want to be, because you have not prepared yourself.  You are not taking advantages of your opportunities.”

As I look back on the people I graduated with from high school, it is interesting to see the paths their lives have taken.  Some chose to work and play after graduating, rather than going to college.  They were primarily interested in earning just enough money to buy a truck, ski, party, etc.  Others chose to bite the bullet and sacrifice a few more years to get a good education.  They are the ones now who are financially free, able to buy the boats, cars, and other toys, while those who wanted to play are stuck in minimum wage jobs – unable to enjoy or afford the good life.  Prepare yourselves well and you will be able to maintain your freedom.

Think carefully about the decisions you make and recognize that each choice has a consequence.  I talked with a woman a short time ago who had made some mistakes early on in her life.  She said “I’m still dealing with the consequences every day of my life.  Here I am, 30 years later and I’m still paying the price.  How long am I going to have to pay for those mistakes?”  Sometimes those consequences can last the rest of your life, so make your decisions carefully.

I can’t talk about your future happiness and not mention your choice of a marriage partner.  When it comes to choosing your companion, you simply cannot be too careful.  Nothing will impact the level of your future happiness as much as the person you marry.  And yet I see so many people treating it lightly.  To them, it’s almost like a date to the prom.  “Oh he’s cute, I think I’ll choose him.”  Or “She’s popular, I think I’ll propose.”  Marriage is so much more than that.  The implications of it go so much deeper than that.  I could spend hours on this topic, but instead I’ll just give two pieces of advice. 

1) Don’t be in a hurry.  Life is not a race.  I know that when your friends and roommates start dropping like flies, it is easy to feel like an old maid at age 19.  I can remember when my best friend and my younger sister got engaged at nearly the same time, and I wasn’t even dating anyone seriously.  It can be hard.  In fact, I didn’t get married until I was 25 years old and at the time it seemed like an eternity.  But I am so grateful for those years between high school graduation and marriage.  They will be some of the most valuable years of your life.  During that time I was able to get a college degree, have a career, serve a mission, travel, and write music.  When I did get married, I felt totally comfortable being a full time stay-at-home mom.  I had already crossed everything off my list that I wanted to do.  I never wished that I was at the mall with my friends, etc.  These are precious years – do not be in a hurry.

2) Rely on those who love you.  They say that when your heart is on fire, the smoke gets in your eyes.  That’s why love is blind.  Anyone who has ever been in love knows that it makes you totally incapacitated.  You might as well forget making a rational decision in that state of mind.  Unfortunately, that’s often when you have to make one of the most important decisions in your life.  Therefore, rely on those who love you.  If your parents totally love the person you are considering; if they say things like “He is so good for you.  He treats you so well.  We can’t wait to have him in our family,” then that’s a pretty good sign.  However, if you friends and family lay awake at night worrying about you; if they tell you that things don’t seem right; if they try to warn you – please listen.  I have talked to so many people who have been through divorce say “They tried to warn me but I wouldn’t listen.  I thought I knew better.”  You can save yourself so much heartache if you will listen to and rely on those who love you.  

I truly believe that there is nothing worse than a bad marriage and nothing better than a good one.  I was fortunate to marry a Snake River boy myself and it was one of the best decisions I have ever made in my life.  I have been blessed every day since then for that decision.  I hope that each one of you can be as lucky as I have been.     

Let me close by saying that there is absolutely no limit to the happiness you can have in this life.  There is so much joy to be had.  If you are on the road that leads to happiness, you will find it.  I would encourage you to keep the spiritual part of your lives going.  Up until now, your parents have probably required you to attend church, pray, etc. and you may be tempted to let those things go now that you are on your own.  I would encourage you to continue to make them part of your life.  If you do, you will be eligible for guidance and inspiration from God and I promise you that you will need it time and time again, especially during these next few years of your life.  

Today truly is the first day of the rest of your life.  This is as fresh a start as you will ever get.  Your slate is clean.  I pray that each of you will have a wonderful, happy life.    
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