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Responsibility

A man walking through the forest saw a
fox that had lost its legs and wondered
how it lived. Then he saw a tiger come
in with game in its mouth. The tiger had
its fill and left the rest of the meat for
the fox. The next day God fed the fox by
the means of the same tiger. The man
began to wonder at God'’s greatness and
said to himself, "I too shall just rest in a
corner with full trust in the Lord and he
will provide me with all I need. He did
this for many days but nothing
happened, and he was almost at death’s
door when he heard a voice say, "O you
who are in the path of error, open your
eyes to the truth! Follow the example of
the tiger and stop imitating the disabled
fox” (from The Song of the Bird by
Anthony de Mello).

We are bombarded on a daily basis
with many examples of people
behaving like the man in the forest.
Maybe we see ourselves in him. Life
would be so much easier if we could
all just rest in a corner and trust that
our needs would be taken care of by
others. Who wouldn't love to be free
of the responsibilities of daily living?

» The person in the commercial tells
me that being fat is not my fault. He
tells me enthusiastically I can eat
whatever I want, live like a couch
potato, and still lose weight if I will
buy and use what he is selling, a
miracle concoction.

» The commercial actor tells me it's
not my fault that I am in debt.

» A recent acquaintance complains
that he drinks too much because his
boss is such a pain, and adds, with a
sense of righteousness, that his wife
made him hit her because she's such
a nag.

» A woman, age 65, is still blaming
her own mother for every bit of her

own unhappiness.

» A couple sits on the therapist's
couch, with fingers pointed at
each other, reciting a well
rehearsed litany of their partner's
faults as to why the relationship
is in trouble.

» He stands at a podium for his
public apology and says he’s sorry
that I was offended by his
comments. He never actually says
he’s sorry for making comments
that were offensive or out of line.

> The (fill in the blank
with a politician, a party, religion,
or gender) blame (the

other politician, party, religion, or
gender) who blame

You've heard and seen all of this
before.

» Today, bullying and sexual
harassment are fairly common
and one excuse we hear is that
"it's just boys beings boys." We
also have reality shows featuring
people who behave badly and act
obnoxiously, which goes to show
just how often bad behavior is
rewarded because it produces
high ratings.

All this makes me wonder at what
point are we responsible for
ourselves? For our successes and
failures? For what comes out of
our mouth? Or what goes in? For
our own behavior? What has to
happen for us to come to the
realization that it's our job to make
ourselves happy? It's not our
partner's job. Not our parent's job.
Not God'’s job.

We all understand that there are a
number of factors (genetics,
familial, environmental)  that
contribute a great deal to who we
become, impact the state of our
health, and influence  the

opportunities we have or may
not have. In no way do I believe
that the playing field is even.
Some of us are born into
environments and circumstances
that ooze advantage and
opportunity.  Others are born
into such chaos and scarcity that
mere survival can be miraculous.
There are so many external
factors that make the influence
evident. So it is important to
keep an open mind and to keep
a compassionate approach when
dealing with self or others.

Saying all that, how does it
relate to responsibility? As a
therapist, I see the struggle with
the issue of responsibility over
and over in the lives of clients
and others with whom I am
familiar: What responsibility do I
have for how things go for me?
Where is that balance between
being able to feel legitimately
sorry for myself, acknowledging
I got cheated or shortchanged
by life, and getting to the point
of accepting that my life is mine,
for better or worse, no matter
what might have been done or
was done for or against me.

For me, the issue is a very
personal one. Many years ago
my life was about as miserable
as could be. I was depressed
and unhappy. I was lonely and
despondent. At best, life felt like
a 'forced march' with so much
drudgery and duty and so little
joy. And for such a long time I
was convinced the solution had
to come from outside of myself.
I prayed and prayed to be
rescued. I prayed for help, for
deliverance, for that someone or
something (I had no idea who or
what) to come to my aid and
somehow get me out of that
awful predicament.
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That stalemate went on far too long
until it finally hurt enough and I
grew angry enough to make some
important decisions and changes.
The decisions were exceptionally
hard to make and the changes were
very painful to live with, but the end
result was that I took a huge step
toward being more responsible for
myself. And, it was one of the best
things that could have happened.

When it comes to responsibility,
here are some of the things I
have been learning:

1) I am responsible to filter through
what I see and hear, to decide what
is accurate or just an excuse.

2) I cannot control everything that
happens, but I am responsible for
my attitude. I am in charge of and
have the final say about my outlook,
for being a pessimist or an optimist,
for seeing things as obstacles or
opportunities, for seeing myself as
helpless victim or a challenged
participant.

3) I can't control the behavior
and/or conduct of others, but I am
responsible for how I will choose to
respond. My behavior is my choice
and not just a reaction. It is a
fallacy to believe anyone "made me
do it" I did "it" (whether it is
behaving badly or speaking
inappropriately) because that's what
I wanted to do or that's what I've
conditioned myself to do.

4) I am responsible for what comes
out of my mouth even in the heat of
battle.

5) I can control my thoughts if I
work at it. And as I control or
contain those thoughts, I can also
influence how it is that I feel. If I
consistently think failure, it should
be no great surprise that I fail or
feel like a failure. If I think dark
and dreary thoughts, it's not
surprising that I feel depressed. If
all T do is worry, no wonder my
anxiety level is sky high.

6) I have a lot of control over my
health and that pertains to the
health of my body, my mind, my
heart and my soul. It's my job to
exercise my brain and my spirit, just
as I would my body.

7) Sometimes, asking for help can
be the most responsible decision I
can make. Being independent and
self-sufficient doesn't mean being
isolated.  There are times and
circumstances when we can benefit
from the assistance of others and
we may suffer needlessly because
we are too proud or afraid to ask for
help.

8) It is my job to make myself
happy. That is not a burden or
expectation I ought to place on any
other person. 1It's true that others
enhance my happiness, or maybe
do their best to detract from it. But
bottom line, it's my job to make
myself a happy person.

9) I am responsible to cultivate
whatever gifts I might possess. I
might not be the most talented
person out there, but all of us have
some talents, and, it is a waste not
to grow whatever it is I've been
given.

10) I am responsible for my
contributions to my environment,
whether it has to do with garbage
on the ground or negativity in the
air. Even if it's just by small
increments, I make things better or
I make them worse.

11) I am responsible for what
becomes of my relationships. So
many times couples in the midst of
distress fall victim to the temptation
to target and blame their partner for
what is wrong with the relationship.
It might be an issue of listening, in-
laws, sex or money. The issues
matter less that the dynamics. It's
even possible that one person is
entirely to blame for a given
situation, but in most circumstances
it does indeed "take two to tango."
Usually when one person is trying to
put all the blame on the other, it's
because he or she has turned a
blind eye on their own failures or
shortcomings.

I am convinced most issues (self-
esteem, relationships, and peace of
mind) would improve if I put as
much energy into self-correction
and growing up as I do into
complaining, criticizing, and dodging
responsibility. And what I want in
the people around me is not
perfection but a similar mindset that
demonstrates a willingness to work
on their contribution. That's a
pretty good recipe for success.

Where to begin? Where I ought
to begin (without pointing a
finger) is with a look in the mirror.
The questions I begin with ought
to sound something like these:

> Rather than blaming you for
not understanding me, I should
begin by asking "am I making
myself clear in expressing what I
want or need?"

» As I conduct my affairs in this
marriage, am I thinking only abut
me? Or about us?

» Am I doing all that I can to
make this relationship succeed?

» What is it I do or think that
tends to sabotage our attempt to
be a healthy couple?

» Maybe less of "what am I going
to get out of this?" and more
"what is it I bring to this union."

» Maybe less of "what can I get
or what do you owe me" and
more "what can I do to make the
life of my partner, friend, parent,
or child easier and more
enjoyable?"

» What am I doing to help my
own situation?

Are you having difficulty teaching
or encouraging your children to be
responsible people? Maybe, just
maybe, it has something to do
with the climate out there for
which all of us are accountable.
Maybe the responsible thing to do
would be less talking and more
trying to set a good example, less
preaching to our children about
how they should be and more
about showing them how to be
responsible through our own
actions, words, and attitudes.

We started with a story titled "The
Disabled Fox" from Anthony de
Mello’s book The Song of the Bird.
That story ends like this:

On the street I saw a naked child,
hungry and shivering in the cold.
I became angry and said to God,
"why do you permit this? Why
don't you do something?"

For a while God said nothing.
That night he replied, quite
suddenly, "I certainly did do
something. I made you."



