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My first paying job as a youngster, not counting chores done around the house for 

pocket money, was selling newspapers door-to-door. This was in the late 1960s — before 
smartphones or the Internet, and even before personal computers. In El Dorado, 
Arkansas, a town of 20,000 people located in the deep South a hundred miles from 
nowhere, if you wanted the news, you either watched the local NBC affiliate, listened to 
the radio, or read a newspaper. 

On Saturday mornings, I would get up early, have some breakfast, collect my 
stack of newspapers, and head out to make my sales pitch. My newspaper was a tabloid 
weekly called Grit, which billed itself as “America’s Greatest Family Newspaper.” Started 
shortly after the Civil War, Grit had a weekly circulation of about 1.5 million by the 
1960s, most sold door-to-door in relatively rural parts of the country by youngsters like 
me. 

The paper itself was a good fit for me, since it looked at the world sunny side up, 
as I tend to do. In those days, Grit’s editorial policy stated: “Always keep Grit from being 
pessimistic. Avoid printing those things which distort the minds of readers or make 
them feel at odds with the world. Do nothing that will encourage fear, worry, or 
temptation... Give our readers courage and strength for their daily tasks. Put happy 
thoughts, cheer, and contentment into their hearts.” 

This editorial policy, which translated into upbeat headlines and cheery articles, 
made for an easy sales pitch. Good morning! Are you tired of reading about gloom, 
doom, and despair? Here is the good news about what’s happening in the world. You’re 
not interested in good news? I’m so sorry. Maybe next week. 

I sold the papers for a quarter and kept a dime. If I sold 100 papers, I made $10 
— a considerable sum for a youngster who had not yet reached his teens. At the urging 
of my parents, I put 45% of my earnings into a savings account, which a few years later 
enabled me to pay for flying lessons. I ended up receiving my private pilot’s license the 
day before I graduated from high school. 

But to sell 100 newspapers, I had to knock on several hundred doors. I had to 
keep going and stay positive in the face of lots of negative responses, and even a few 
slammed doors. 

Last weekend, my wife Holly and I watched the 1974 Peter Bogdanovich movie 
Paper Moon, starring the father-daughter team of Ryan and Tatum O’Neal. If I recall 
correctly, it’s the first movie I ever saw in a movie theater. Tatum O’Neal, who was nine 
years old when the film was released, rightly received an Academy Award for her 
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performance as the foul-mouthed, conniving sidekick of a traveling grifter and Bible 
salesman during the Great Depression in the 1930s, played by her real-life father. 

Throughout much of the 20th century, selling Bibles and other reading materials 
door-to-door was a commonplace endeavor. The Southwestern Bible Company trained 
upwards of a thousand college students each year, then deployed them during the 
summer across the country, especially in the South. People who have gone through 
Southwestern's boot-camp-style training program say it was excellent training for the 
brutal worlds of business and politics. Some of Southwestern’s alumni have become 
prominent politicians, particularly on the conservative side, including Alabama Senator 
Jeff Sessions, Texas Governor Rick Perry, and former Whitewater independent 
prosecutor Kenneth Starr. 

Starr, who sold Bibles for Southwestern in 1966, says, “You learn persistence, 
endurance, dogged determination, to keep on going even though the going is a little 
rough. You're getting told no. The door is slammed in your face, but you keep on going." 

Tennessee Representative Marsha Blackburn, another Southwestern alum, says, 
“I can remember you would have people literally screaming at you. Sometimes people 
would be unkind and you choke back the tears and you say to yourself, ‘That's another 
no.’ But hearing that repeatedly builds a resilience and tenacity within you.” She adds, 
“You learn to give back and you seek opportunities to give back to improve your 
community. Appreciating people, taking rejection, listening to people, they all prepare 
you for politics.” 

Such experiences also prepare you for the rest of life. Disappointment? It’s a 
given. Rejection? It’s going to happen. Failure? Almost a guarantee. As the late poet 
Mary Oliver says, “suffering is the one promise life always keeps.” The question is not 
whether we are going to stumble or fall, or whether we are going to be disappointed in 
love or in work, or whether we are going to fall short of our goals or betray our 
principles. The question is what happens after we do. 

Some people endure and even grow stronger through such experiences, and some 
people don’t. This ability to bounce back, known as resilience, has been the object of 
scientific scrutiny for more than forty years. 

The original studies of resilience attempted to discover why some neglected and 
abused children were able to overcome their horrific upbringing, while others 
succumbed to violence and self-destruction. Over the years, the field of resiliency 
studies has expanded to include adults, organizations, even nations. While the 
terminology remains somewhat fluid, five traits have been identified as common to 
individuals who have resilient personalities: insightfulness, adaptability, responsibility, 
commitment, and connection.  

The first element of resilience — insight — may be both the most important and 
the most difficult to achieve. Studies show that resilient individuals react to a situation 
based not on what they want to be true or what used to be true or what ought to be true, 
but on what is true – how things actually are. They can assess honestly their own 
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capabilities and shortcomings, and view accurately the larger context and their place in 
it.  

Second, based on these insights, resilient individuals are adaptable: they can 
respond to a dramatically different situation in creative and imaginative ways. They can 
move rapidly from seeing a difficult situation as a barrier that prevents action to seeing 
it as the basis for action. In other words, they shift from looking at the problem to 
looking for possibilities. 

Third, resilient individuals are responsible: they don’t waste time placing blame 
or waiting for someone else. They simply take charge. I can make a difference here, they 
say. It’s up to me.  

Fourth, resilient individuals are committed to engaging life fully. Their goal is not 
to make themselves invulnerable to the vicissitudes of life. Rather, they view change as 
normal and necessary, and as an opportunity for personal growth. Instead of breaking 
down or withdrawing from adversity, resilient individuals rise to the challenge and often 
perform at their best. Bring it on, they say. Whatever comes. 

Finally, resilient individuals are connected: they form strong and secure 
relationships. They communicate to others with openness and clarity, and they 
contribute to the lives of their family and community and receive back from them in 
kind. 

That’s what it takes to be resilient. We must be insightful, adaptable, responsible, 
committed, and connected. If we demonstrate these qualities, we will not only make it 
through the difficulties we encounter in life, but we will also end up flourishing and 
enabling others to flourish as well. 

As I look at the circumstances that surround us today as individuals and as a 
nation, I believe we need resilience more now than perhaps ever before. The good news 
is that we have excellent examples close at hand. I have been inspired by the resurgence 
of resilience among young people in America, especially young women and young 
people of color. I have been heartened by the clarion voices of young poets, like Jericho 
Brown, who won the Pulitzer Prize in 2020, and Amanda Gorman, who stole the show at 
Joe Biden’s presidential inauguration. 

My latest poetic hero is a high school student from Florida named Hallie Knight. 
She won a contest sponsored by the American Academy of Poets to write a poem 
reflecting on our country’s challenges, strengths, and hope for its future on the occasion 
of Biden’s inauguration. Hallie Knight’s winning poem is titled, “To Rebuild.” She 
writes:   

 
The house was built,   
Brick by brick, pane by pane,   
Initially withstanding winds,   
The force of a hurricane.  
But over time, the faults are found   
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As storm after storm   
Assails, the craftsmanship outdated,   
In need of reform.  
The windows break, one by one,   
Under the weight of wrongs, the structure strains,  
Until one day fire catches,   
And only the foundation of good intentions remains.   
While easiest would be to walk,   
To abandon, moving on to rebuild,   
The value is seen by those who have called it  
Home, desires to be fulfilled.   
Remembering the mistakes,   
Maintaining the hope of freedom,   
Hand in hand, we work,   
Entering a new season.   
The work is not complete until   
The walls protect all who live there,   
No exceptions. Abandonment of all   
Unnecessary despair.   
A job led by all, not by one,   
We work long days turn long nights.   
The creation of our hands   
Proving more than surface level acknowledgment of rights.   
The past is not buried   
But underlies  
What we have transformed   
Before our eyes. 

 
In diverse ways over the past few years, both personally and politically, we have 

felt the ravages of storm upon storm. We have seen our individual and national faults 
emerge in newly painful ways. Under the weight of generations of wrong, the structure 
of our lives has been strained to a breaking point. At times it has seemed, as Hallie 
Knight says, that only the foundation of good intentions remains – and sometimes not 
even that. 

We have a lot of rebuilding to do. We need to rebuild our sense of what it means 
to live a normal life after the disruption and devastation of the coronavirus pandemic. 
We need to rebuild our sense of what it means to be a nation where everyone can be 
included in the vision of peace and prosperity that we often refer to as the American 
Dream. We need to rebuild our economy so that everyone who works hard can enjoy the 
first fruits of their own labor. We need to rebuild a sense of civility, integrity, and mutual 
respect in a nation that has been deeply divided by nativist nationalism and racist 
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bigotry. We need to rebuild the legal structure of our nation’s commitment to 
reproductive rights, voting rights, and human rights. 

We will encounter a lot of resistance and opposition as we rebuild — and perhaps 
more than a little yelling and screaming. We need to be persistent in the face of 
opposition and resilient in the face of setbacks. 

For those who practice resilience, however, a foundation of good intentions is 
sufficient cause to move on and rebuild. We need to abandon unnecessary despair, work 
long days and long nights, and maintain the hope of freedom. Our goal is not to bury the 
past, but to transform it into a world that is more truthful, more beautiful, more 
peaceful, and more just. No matter what comes, we serve as prophets of possibility. 


