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Tuesdays with Morrie

Pick a page, write it on your own paper and comment on it.  
P.9
ALS is like a lit candle:  it melts your nerves and leaves your body a pile of wax.
P. 20
“Don’t feel bad.  I’ve only seen ‘Oprah’ once.”


“Well, the two times you saw my show, what did you think?”


Morrie paused.  “To be honest?”


“Yes?”


“I thought you were a narcissist.”


“Koppel burst into laughter.


“I’m too ugly to be a narcissist,” he said.

P. 22
The two men spoke about the afterlife.  They spoke about Morrie’s increasing dependency on other people.  He already needed help eating and sitting and moving from place to place.  What, Koppel asked, did Morrie dread the most about his slow, insidious decay?


Morrie paused.  He asked if he could say this certain thing on television.


Koppel said go ahead.

Morrie looked straight into the eyes of the most famous interviewer in America.  “Well, Ted, one day soon, someone’s gonna have to wipe my ass.”

P. 29
“Mitch,” he said softly, “you know that I’m dying.”


I knew.


“All right, then.”  Morrie swallowed the pills, put down the paper cup, inhaled deeply, then let it out.  “Shall I tell you what it’s like?


What it’s like?  To die?


“Yes,” he said.


Although I was unaware of it, our last class had just begun.


P. 32
“You know, Mitch, now that I’m dying, I’ve become much more interesting to people.”


You were always interesting.


“Ho.”  Morrie smiled.  “You’re kind.”


No, I’m not, I thought.

“Here’s the thing,” he said.  “People see me as a bridge.  I’m not as alive as I used to be, but I’m not yet dead.  I’m sort of . . . in-between.”

P. 34
“Have you found someone to share your heart with?” he asked.


“Are you giving to your community?  Are you at peace with yourself?  Are you trying to be as human as you can be?”


I squirmed, wanting to show I had been grappling deeply with such 

questions.  What happened to me?  I once promised myself I would 

never work for money, that I would join the Peace Corps, that I would live in beautiful inspirational places.

P. 36
“I’m going to suffocate.  Yes.  My lungs, because of my asthma, can’t handle the disease.  It’s moving up my body, this ALS.  It’s already got my legs.  Pretty soon it’ll get my arms and hands.  And when it hits my lungs . . .”


He shrugged his shoulders.


“. . . I’m sunk.”

P. 40
“Have I told you about the tension of opposites? He says.

The tension of opposites?


“Life is a series of pulls back and forth.  You want to do one thing, but you are bound to do something else.  Something hurts you, yet you know it shouldn’t.  You take certain things for granted, even when you know you should never take anything for granted.   


“A tension of opposites, like a pull on a rubber band.  And most of us live somewhere in the middle.”

Sounds like a wrestling match, I say.











Continued …

“A wrestling match.”  He laughs.  “Yes you could describe life that way.”


So which side wins, I ask?


“Which side wins”


He smiles at me, the crinkled eyes, the crooked teeth.


“Love wins.  Love always wins.”

P. 52
“The most important thing in life is to learn how to give out love, and to let it come in.”


His voice dropped to a whisper.  “Let it come in.  We think we don’t deserve love, we think if we let it in we’ll become too soft.  But a wise man named Levine said it right.  He said, ‘Love is the only rational act.’”


He repeated it carefully, pausing for effect.  “Love is the only rational act.’”
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P. 53
And slowly a discussion begins—as Morrie has wanted all along—about the effect of silence on human relations.  Why are we embarrassed by silence?  What comfort do we find in all the noise?

I am not bothered by the silence.  For all the noise I make with my friends, I am sill not comfortable talking about my feelings in front of others—especially not classmates.  I could sit in the quiet for hours if that is what the class demanded.


On my way out, Morrie stops me.  “You didn’t say much today,” he remarks.


I don’t know.  I just didn’t have anything to add.


“I think you have a lot to add.  In fact, Mitch, you remind me of someone I knew who also liked to keep things to himself when he was younger.”


Who?


“Me.”

P. 56
He kept a bell near his side, and when his head needed adjusting or he had to “go on the commode,” as he referred to it, he 
would shake the bell and Connie, Tony, Bertha, or Amy—his small army of home care workers—would come in.  It wasn’t always easy for him to lift the bell, and he got frustrated when he couldn’t make it work.


I asked Morrie if he felt sorry for himself.


“Sometimes, in the mornings,” he said.  “That’s when I mourn.  I fell around my body, I move my fingers and my hands—whatever I can still move
--and I mourn what I’ve lost.  I mourn the slow insidious way in which I’m dying.  But then I stop mourning.”

Just like that?

“I give myself a good cry if I need it.  But then I concentrate on all the good thins still in my life.  On the people who are coming to see me.  On the stories I’m going to hear.  On you—if it’s Tuesday.  Because we’re Tuesday people.”


I grinned.  Tuesday people.

P. 57
“I give myself a good cry if I need it.  But then I concentrate on all the good thins still in my life.  On the people who are coming to see me.  On the stories I’m going to hear.  On you—if it’s Tuesday.  Because we’re Tuesday people.”


I grinned.  Tuesday people.


“Mitch, I don’t allow myself any more self-pity than that.  A little each morning, a few tears, and that’s all.”


I thought about all the people I knew who spent many of their waking hours feeling sorry for themselves.  How useful it would be to put a daily limit on self-pity.  Just a few tearful minutes, then on with the day.  And if Morrie could do it, with such a horrible disease . . .


“It’s only horrible if you see it that way,” Morrie said.  “It’s horrible to watch my body slowly wilt away to nothing.  But it’s also wonderful because of all the time I get to say good-bye.”


He smiled.  “Not everyone is so lucky.”


I studied him in his chair, unable to stand, to wash, to pull on his pants.  Lucky?  Did he really say lucky?

P. 63
But it was also becoming clear to me—through his courage, his humor, his patience, and his openness—that Morrie was looking at life from some very different place than anyone else I knew.  A healthier place.  A more sensible place.  And he was about to die.

If some mystical clarity of thought came when you looked death in the eye, then I knew Morrie wanted to share it.  And I wanted to remember it for as long as I could
P. 64
“Mitch,” he said, “the culture doesn’t encourage you to think about such things until you’re about to die.  We’re so wrapped up with egotistical things, career, family, having enough money, meeting the mortgage, getting a new car, fixing the radiator when it breaks—we’re involved in trillions of little acts just to keep going.  So we don’t get into the habit of standing back and looking at our lives and saying, Is this all?  Is this all I want?  Is something missing?”

P. 65
But there still seemed to be no clear answers.  Do you take care of others or take care of your “inner child”?  Return to traditional values or reject tradition as useless?  Seek success or seek simplicity?  Just Say No or Just Do It?

P. 66 
Write the list.  Why do you think Mitch made this list?

P. 71
“We will hold hands,” Morrie said.  “And there’ll be a lot of love passing between us.  Ted, we’ve had 35 years of friendship.  You don’t need speech or hearing to feel that.”
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P. 75
In the evenings, he watched his father eat in silence, hoping for—but never getting—a show of affection, communication, warmth.

At nine years old, he felt as if the weight of a mountain were on his shoulders.

P. 79
“A teacher affects eternity; he can never tell where his influence stops.”



--Henry Adams

P. 82
“The truth is, Mitch,” he said, “once you learn how to die, you learn how to live.”

P. 83
“Oh, yes.  You strip away all that stuff and you focus on the essentials.  When you realize you are going to die, you see everything much differently.


He signed.  “Learn how to die, and you learn how to live.”

P. 84
“Mitch,” he said, laughing along, “Even I don’t know what ‘spiritual development’ really means.  But I do know we’re   deficient in some way.  We are too involved in materialistic things, and they don’t satisfy us.  The loving relationships we have, the universe around us, we take these things for granted.”
P. 93
“Whenever people ask me about having children or not having children, I never tell them what to do,” Morrie said now, looking at a photo of his oldest son.  “I simply say, ‘There is no experience like having children.’  That’s all.  There is no substitute for it.  You cannot do it with a friend.  You cannot do it with a lover.  If you want the experience of having complete responsibility for another human being, and to learn how to love and bond in the deepest way, then you should have children.”

P. 98 & 99
Read this story and describe a similar experience you have had.  Do you feel differently about it today then when you had the experience?
P. 101
“Morrie can’t eat most of this food.  It’s too hard for him to swallow.  He had to eat soft things and liquid drinks now.”

But he never said anything, I said











Continued …

Charlotte smiled.  “He doesn’t want to hurt your feelings.”


It wouldn’t have hurt my feelings.  I just wanted to help in some way.  I mean, I just wanted to bring him something . . .
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P. 104
“But throwing yourself into these emotions, by allowing yourself to dive in, all the way, over your head even, you experience them fully and completely.  You know what pain is.  You know what love is.  You know what grief is.  And only then can you say, all right.  I have experienced that emotion.  I recognize that emotion.  Now I need to detach from that emotion for a moment.”


Morrie stopped and looked me over, perhaps to make sure I was getting this right.


“I know you think this is just about dying,” he said, “but it’s like I keep telling you.  When you learn how to die, you learn how to live.”

P.  116a
“It’s like going back to being a child again. Someone to bathe you.  Someone to lift you.  Someone to wipe you.  We all know how to be a child.  It’s inside all of us.  For me, it’s just remembering how to enjoy it.

P. 116b
“The truth is, when our mothers held us, rocked us, stroked our heads—none of us ever got enough of that.  We all yearn in some way to return to those days when we were completely taken care of—unconditional love, unconditional attention.  Most of us didn’t get enough.


“I know I didn’t.”

P. 117a
Later that day, we talked about aging.  Or maybe I should say the fear of aging—another of the issues on my what’s-bugging-my-generation list.  On my ride from the Boston airport, I had counted the billboards that featured young and beautiful people.  There was a handsome young man in a cowboy hat, smoking a cigarette, two beautiful young women smiling over a shampoo bottle, a sultry-looking teenager with her jeans unsnapped, and a sexy woman in a black velvet dress, next to a man in a tuxedo, the two of them snuggling a glass of scotch.

P. 117b
Not once did I see anyone who would pass for over thirty-five.  I told Morrie I was already feeling over the hill, much as I tried desperately to stay on top of it.  I worked out constantly.  Watched what I ate.  Checked my hairline in the mirror.  I had gone from being proud to say my age—because of all I had done so young—to not bringing it up, for fear I was getting too close to forty and, therefore, professional oblivion.

P. 118
“It’s very simple.  As you grow, you learn more.  If you stayed at twenty-two, you’d always be as ignorant as you were at twenty-two.  Aging is not just decay, you know.  It’s growth.  It’s more than the negative that you’re going to die, it’s also the positive that you understand you’re going to die, and that you live a better life because of it.”

Yes, I said, but if aging were so valuable, why do people always say. “Oh, if I were young again.”  You never hear people say, “I wish I were sixty-five.”

P. 120a
“Mitch, it is impossible for the old not to envy the young.  But the issue is to accept who you are and revel in that.  This is your time to be in your thirties. I had my time to be in my thirties, and now is my time to be seventy-eight.

P. 120b
“The truth is, part of me is every age.  I’m a three-year-old, I’m a five-year-old, I’m a thirty-seven-year-old, I’m a fifty-year-old.  I’ve been through all of them, and I know what it’s like.  I delight in being a child when it’s appropriate to be a child.  I delight in being a wise old man when it’s appropriate to be a wise old man.  Think of all I can be!  I am every age, up to my own.  Do you understand?”


I nodded.


“How can I be envious of where you are—when I’ve been there myself?”

P.124
“We’ve got a form of brainwashing going on in our country,” Morrie sighed.  “Do you know how they brainwash people?  They repeat something over and over.  And that’s what we do in this country.  Owning things is good.  More money is good.  More property is good.  More commercialism is good.  More is good.  More is good.  We repeat it—and have it repeated to us—over and over until nobody bothers to even think otherwise.  The average person is so fogged up by all this, he has no perspective on what’s really important anymore.

P. 125
“Money is not a substitute for tenderness, and power is not a substitute for tenderness.  I can tell you, as I’m sitting here dying, when you most need it, neither money nor power will give you the feeling you’re looking for, no matter how much of them you have.

P. 126
“There’s a big confusion in this country over what we want versus what we need, Morrie said.  “You need food, you want a chocolate sundae.  You have to be honest with yourself.  You don’t need the latest sports car; you don’t need the biggest house.


“The truth is, you don’t get satisfaction from those things.  You know what really gives you satisfaction?”


What?


“Offering others what you have to give.”

P. 127
“Remember what I said about finding a meaningful life?  I wrote it down, but now I can recite it:  Devote yourself to loving others, devote yourself to your community around you, and devote yourself to creating something that gives you purpose and meaning.


“You notice,” he added, grinning, “there’s nothing in there about a salary.”

P. 131
“I sum it up in my newest aphorism,” he said.


Let me hear it.


“When you’re in bed, you’re dead.”

P. 132
He smiled.  “Mitch, maybe they are using me for a little drama.  That’s okay.  Maybe I’m using them, too.  They help me get my message to millions of people.  I couldn’t do that without them, right?  So it’s a compromise.”

P. 133a
Now here we were, doing the same thing once more.  Starting with an idea.  Dying man talks to living man, tells him what he should know.  This time, I was in less of a hurry to finish.

P. 133b
What was the question?  I asked.


“If I worried about being forgotten after I died?”


Well?  Do you?


“I don’t think I will be.  I’ve got so many people who have been involved with me in close, intimate ways.  And love is how you stay alive, even after you are gone.”

P. 134
“I decided what I wanted on my tombstone,” he said.


I don’t want to hear about tombstones.


“Why?  They make you nervous?’


I shrugged


“We can forget it.”


No, go ahead.  What did you decide?


Morrie popped his lips.  “I was thinking of this:  A Teacher to the Last.”

P. 135
“I believe in being fully present,” Morrie said.  “That means you should be with the person you’re with.  When I’m talking to you now, Mitch, I try to keep focused only on what is going on between us.  I am not thinking about something we said last week.  I am thinking of what’s coming up this Friday.  I am not thinking about doing another Koppel show, or about what medications I’m taking.  I am talking to you.  I am thinking about you.”

P. 136
“Part of the problem, Mitch, is that everyone is in such a hurry,” Morrie said.  “People haven’t found meaning in their lives, so they’re running all the time looking for it.  They think the next cat, the next house, the next job.  Then they find those things are empty, too, and they keep running.”


Once you start running, I said, it’s hard to slow yourself down.

P. 139
Still his father’s death helped prepare Morrie for his own.  This much he knew: there would be lots of holding and kissing and talking and laughter and no good-byes left unsaid, all the things he missed with his father and his mother.


When the final moment came, Morrie wanted his loved ones around him, knowing what was happening.  No one would get a phone call, or a telegram, or have to look through a glass window in some cold and foreign basement.

P. 147
When she finished, Morrie opened his eyes and tears rolled down his cheeks.  In all the years I have listened to my wife sing.  I never heard her the way he did at that moment.

P. 148
“Well, I feel sorry for your generation,” Morrie said.  “In this culture, it’s so important to find a loving relationship with someone because so much of the culture does not give you that.  But the poor kids today, either they’re too selfish to take part in a real loving relationship, or they rush into marriage and then six months later, they get divorced.  They don’t know what they want in a partner.  They don’t know who they are themselves—so how can they know who they’re marrying?”

P. 149a
“I’ve learned this much about marriage, he said now.  “You get tested.  You find out who you are, who the other person is, and how you accommodate or don’t”


Is there some kind of rule to know if a marriage is going to work?


Morrie smiled.  “Things are not that simple, Mitch.”

P. 149b
“Your belief in the importance of your marriage.”


He sniffed, then closed his eyes for a moment.


“Personally,” he sighed, his eyes still closed, “I think marriage is a very important thing to do, and you’re missing a hell of a lot if you don’t try it.”


He ended the subject by quoting the poem he believed in like a prayer:  “Love each other or perish.”

P. 151
“What are you wondering?”


What you think about that?


Morrie coughs violently.  His hands quiver as he drops them by his side.


“I think,” he says, smiling, “God overdid it.”

P. 152
Yeah, I joked as I rapped my fist against the alabaster skin of his back.  This is for that B you gave me sophomore year!  Whack!

P. 153
But as the weeks passed and our time ran down, I was increasingly less self-conscious about the physical embarrassment.  I wanted to be there.  I wanted to observe everything.  This was not like me, but then, neither were a lot of things that had happened these last few months in Morrie’s house.

P. 154
“People are only mean when they’re threatened,” he said later that day, “and that’s what our culture does.  That’s what our economy does.  Even people who have jobs in our economy are threatened, because they worry about losing them.  And when you get threatened, you start looking out only for yourself.  You start making money a god.  It is all part of this culture.”


He exhaled.  “Which is why I don’t buy into it.”

P. 155a
Here’s what I mean by building your own little subculture,” Morrie said.  “I don’t go around naked, for example.  I don’t run through red lights.  The little things, I can obey.  But the big things—how we think, what we value—those you must choose yourself.  You can’t let anyone—or any society—determine those for you.

P. 155b
“It’s the same for women not being thin enough, or men not being rich enough.  It’s just what our culture would have you believe.  Don’t believe it.”


I asked Morrie why he hadn’t moved somewhere else when he was younger.


“Where?”


I don’t know.  South America.  New Guinea.  Someplace not as selfish as America.

P. 156a
“Look, no matter where you live, the biggest defect we human beings have is our shortsightedness.  We don’t see what we could be.  We should be looking at our potential, stretching ourselves into everything we can become.  But if you’re surrounded by people who say ‘I want mine now,’ you end up with a few people with everything and a military to keep the poor ones from rising up and stealing it.”

P. 156b
“The problem, Mitch, is that we don’t believe we are as much alike as we are.  Whites and blacks, Catholics and Protestants, men and women.  If we saw each other as more alike, we might be very eager to join in one big human family in this world, and to care about that family the way we care about our own.

P. 157
“In the beginning of life, when we are infants, we need others to survive, right?  And at the end of life when you get like me, you need others to survive, right?”


His voice dropped to a whisper.  “But here’s the secret: in between, we need others as well.”

P. 162
He told Koppel he wanted to die with serenity.  He shared his latest aphorism:  “Don’t let go too soon, but don’t hang on too long.”

P. 163a
“Be compassionate,” Morrie whispered.  “And take responsibility for each other.  If we only learned those lessons, this world would be so much better a place.”

P. 163b
“Ted this disease is knocking at my spirit.  But it will not get my spirit.  It’ll get my body.  It will not get my spirit.”


Koppel was near tears.  “You done good.”


“You think so?” Morrie rolled his eyes toward the ceiling.  “I’m bargaining with Him up there now.  I’m asking Him, ‘Do I get to be one of the angels?’”


It was the first time Morrie admitted talking to God.

P. P. 164
“Mitch,” he said, returning to the subject of forgiveness.           “There is no point keeping vengeance or stubbornness.  These things”—he sighed—“these things I regret in my life.  Pride.  Vanity.  Why do we do the things we do?

P. 170
It won’t be the same, I say, not being able to hear you talk.


“Ah, talk . . .”


He closes his eyes and smiles.


“Tell you what.  After I’m dead, you talk.  And I’ll listen.”
P. 173a
Morrie waited a moment.  He shook his head slightly.  “No, I didn’t.  But I felt that I could.  Do you understand?

“That’s what we’re all looking for.  A certain peace with the idea of dying.  If we know, in the end, that we can ultimately have that peace with dying, then we can finally do the really hard thing”


Which is?


“Make peace with living.”

P. 173b
He smiled at the plant.


“We’re not.  Everything that gets born, dies.”  He looked at me.

P. 174 “As long as we can love each other, and remember the feeling of love we had, we can die without ever really going away.  All the love you created is still there.  All the memories are still there.  You live on—in the hearts of everyone you have touched and nurtured while you were here.”


His voice was raspy, which usually meant he needed to stop for a while.  I place the plant back on the ledge and went to shut off the tape recorder.  This is the last sentence Morrie got out before I did:

“Death ends a life, not a relationship.”

P. 176
It was so simple.  So average.  I was actually a little disappointed.  I figured he’d fly to Italy or have lunch with the President or romp on the seashore or try every exotic thing he could think of.  After all these months, lying there, unable to move a leg or a foot—how could he find perfection in such an average day?


Then I realized this was the whole point.
P. 178
“You’ve had these special times with your brother, and you no longer have what you had with him.  You want them back.  You never want them to stop.  But that’s part of being human.  Stop, renew, stop, renew.”


I looked at him.  I saw all the death in the world.  I felt helpless.


“You’ll find a way back to your brother,” Morrie said.  How do you know?


Morrie smiled.  “You found me, didn’t you?”
P. 182
…..Morrie hadn’t chewed food like that in months, we both knew that, but it had become a small tradition.  Sometimes, when you’re losing someone, you hang on to whatever tradition you can.
