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Tolstoy and the Creation 

of A Calendar of Wisdom

Peter Sekirin

This was leo Tolstoy’s last major work. With it, he ful-
filled a dream he had nourished for almost fifteen years, 
that of “collecting the wisdom of the centuries in one 
book” meant for a general audience. Tolstoy put a huge 
amount of effort into its creation, preparing three revised 
editions between 1904 and 1910. it was his own favorite 
everyday reading, a book he would turn to regularly for 
the rest of his life.

The original idea for this work appeared to come to 
Tolstoy in the mid-1880s. his first recorded expression of 
the concept of A Calendar of Wisdom—“a wise thought 
for every day of the year, from the greatest philosophers 
of all times and all people”—came in 1884. he wrote in 
his diary on march 15 of that year: “i have to create a cir-
cle of reading for myself: epictetus, marcus aurelius, 
lao-Tzu, buddha, Pascal, The New Testament. This is 
also necessary for all people.” in 1885, he wrote in a letter 
to his assistant, mr. chertkov: “i know that it gives one 
great inner force, calmness, and happiness to communi-
cate with such great thinkers as socrates, epictetus, 
arnold, Parker. . . . They tell us about what is most impor-
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tant for humanity, about the meaning of life and about 
virtue. . . . i would like to create a book . . . in which i 
could tell a person about his life, and about the good Way 
of life.”

The process of collecting these thoughts took over fif-
teen years. Tolstoy began writing between December 1902 
and January 1903. Then in his late seventies, he had fallen 
seriously ill; while meditating about the meaning of life and 
death, he was inspired to begin compiling what he then 
called A Wise Thought for Every Day. When he finally sent 
the book to his publisher, Tolstoy wrote in his diary: “i felt 
that i have been elevated to great spiritual and moral 
heights by communication with the best and wisest people 
whose books i read and whose thoughts i selected for my 
Circle of Reading.” he would often return in his diary to 
meditate upon this book, repeating variants of “What can 
be more precious than to communicate every day with the 
wisest men of the world?” Tolstoy carefully selected the 
contributors to this volume, “among the very best writers,” 
as he repeated to his colleagues and friends. They repre-
sented a wide variety of philosophical views, cultural back-
grounds, and historical periods: “it will be a big surprise to 
the readers,” Tolstoy wrote, “that together with Kant and 
other famous thinkers, they will find in my book thoughts 
by lucy malory, an unknown journalist from the united 
states, from oregon.” The first edition appeared in 1904 
under the title Thoughts of Wise Men. it saw three editions 
during Tolstoy’s lifetime, between 1904 and 1910, each pub-
lished with a different subtitle: The Way of Life, Circle of 
Reading, and A Wise Thought for Every Day.

between 1904 and 1907, Tolstoy worked on the 
enlarged and completely revised second edition, from 
which this, its first english translation, is drawn. in mid-
august 1905 he wrote the introduction that follows and 
noted in his diary: “i have revised and enlarged my Calen
dar, now it is twice as big. for two months i did not read 
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anything else, neither newspapers nor magazines, and i 
felt so good. . . . i became more and more astonished by 
the ignorance, and especially by the cultural, moral igno-
rance of our society. . . . all our education should be 
directed to the accumulation of the cultural heritage of 
our ancestors, the best thinkers of the world.”

The major difference between the first edition 
(Thoughts of Wise Men) and the second (A Calendar of 
Wisdom) was that Tolstoy now grouped the thoughts 
according to topics for a certain day, week, and month. 
he wrote on June 3, 1904, in his diary: “i am busy with 
the Circle of Reading. . . . i cannot do anything else. . . . i 
have selected thoughts and grouped them into the follow-
ing major topics: god, intellect, law, love, Divine 
Nature of mankind, faith, Temptations, Word, self- 
sacrifice, eternity, good, Kindness, unification of Peo-
ple (with god), Prayer, freedom, Perfection, Work, etc.” 
Tolstoy added about eight hundred of his own thoughts, 
written during his many years of meditation, or taken 
from previous diary entries. he generally started each day 
with an opening thought of his own, added quotes by 
other sources, and finished each day with a closing 
thought of his own.

additionally, he wrote a short story, or vignette, three 
to ten pages in length for the end of every week. each 
story corresponded to that week’s moral, philosophical, 
or religious topic; he prepared fifty-two stories in all and 
called them The Sunday Reading Stories. The majority of 
these fifty-two stories were written by Tolstoy especially 
for this work; the rest were selected and adapted from 
writings by Plato, buddha, Dostoevski, Pascal, leskov, 
chekhov, and others. Tolstoy’s prose style in these Sun
day Reading Stories is very different from the sophistica-
tion of his earlier novels. These stories, which were later 
greatly admired by Pasternak and solzhenitsyn, were 
written in a clear, simple, almost primitive language, 
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designed, as they were, for a wide and general audience. in 
them, Tolstoy combined simplicity of form and philo-
sophical depth. because these stories did not appear in all 
editions, and because they are as a whole quite long, they 
do not appear in this edition.

on December 21, 1904, after reading the galley proofs 
of the second edition called The Calendar: The Circle of 
Reading for Every Day, Tolstoy wrote in his diary: “During 
this last day i have descended from the spiritual and moral 
heights where i was all this time when i communicated 
with the best and wisest thinkers of the world when i cre-
ated my Circle of Reading.” This title was changed in the 
second revised edition, published in 1905–1907, to Wise 
Thoughts by Many Writers on Truth, Life, and Behavior 
Collected and Arranged for Every Day of the Year by Leo 
Tolstoy. from its first publication, the book was always 
present on Tolstoy’s desk; it became his favorite book dur-
ing the last five years of his life. every day, from 1905 to 
1910, he read thoughts presented in the book for the cor-
responding day of the year, and he recommended the same 
habit to all his friends. on may 16, 1908, he wrote to a 
man named gusev: “i cannot understand how some 
 people can live without communicating with the wisest 
people who ever lived on earth? . . . i feel very happy 
every day, because i read this book.”

Tolstoy prepared a third revised, shortened, and simpli-
fied edition which appeared in print under the new title 
The Way of Life in 1910, the last year of his life. he wished 
to make the book easily comprehensible for even the sim-
plest and least educated people—peasants and children. 
most probably, Tolstoy compared A Calendar of Wisdom 
to War and Peace when he wrote that “To create a book for  
the masses, for millions of people . . . is incomparably more 
important and fruitful than to compose a novel of the kind 
which diverts some members of the wealthy classes for 
a short time, and then is forever forgotten. The region of 
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this art of the simplest, most widely accessible feeling is 
enormous, and it is as yet almost untouched.” other edi-
tions appeared in odessa and st. Petersburg in 1911–1912. 
a german critical edition (translated by e. schmidt and  
a. schkarvan, Dresden: Karl reissner, 1907) included the 
sources of his numerous quotes.

an edition of A Calendar of Wisdom was published in 
russia in 1912, but after the russian revolution publica-
tion was forbidden under the soviet regime, because of 
the book’s spiritual orientation and its numerous reli-
gious quotes. When it was again published in russia, in 
1995, after the recent democratic reforms, it enjoyed  
tremendous success, selling over 300,000 copies.

it has never before been translated into english. The 
first english translation of A Calendar of Wisdom will be a 
real discovery for the english-speaking reader. created 
by one of the world’s greatest novelists and thinkers to 
represent the very best of the world’s spiritual heritage, it 
draws on the greatest works of religion, philosophy, and 
literature the world has yet seen. it belongs among the 
very best creations of human genius, a work which will 
serve its readers as a practical spiritual guide on how to 
live in peace with oneself and how to live a life filled with 
kindness, satisfaction, and happiness. Tolstoy’s original 
goal was the delivery of wisdom to the widest possible 
number of people, “to entertain millions of readers.” This 
aim remains as compelling now, in this time of increasing 
spiritual need, as it was then.
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Introduction

by Leo Tolstoy

i took the thoughts collected here from a very large num-
ber of works and collections. i indicated the author of 
each thought beneath it, though i did not mark the exact 
source or book title or work from which i took it. in some 
cases, i translated these thoughts not directly from their 
original sources, but from a translation from the languages 
in which they became known to me, so sometimes my 
translations might not be completely identical to the 
originals. When i translated thoughts by german, french, 
or italian thinkers, i did not strictly follow the original, 
usually making it shorter and easier to understand, and 
omitting some words. readers might tell me that a quote 
is not then Pascal or rousseau, but my own work, but i 
think that there is nothing wrong in conveying their 
thoughts in a modified form. Therefore, if someone 
desires to translate this book into other languages, i would 
like to advise them not to look for the original quotes 
from the english poet coleridge, say, or the german phi-
losopher Kant, or the french writer rousseau, but to 
translate directly from my writing. another reason some 
of these thoughts may not correspond to the originals is at 
times i took a thought from a lengthy and convoluted 
argument, and i had to change some words and phrases for 
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clarity and unity of expression. in some cases i even 
express the thought entirely in my own words. i did this 
because the purpose of my book is not to give exact, 
word-for-word translations of thoughts created by other 
authors, but to use the great and fruitful intellectual heri-
tage created by different writers to present for a wide 
reading audience an easily accessible, everyday circle of 
reading which will arouse their best thoughts and feel-
ings.

i hope that the readers of this book may experience the 
same benevolent and elevating feeling which i have expe-
rienced when i was working on its creation, and which i 
experience again and again, when i reread it every day, 
working on the enlargement and improvement of the pre-
vious edition.

—leo Tolstoy, march 1908

Note to reader: in all of the book’s original russian- 
language editions, Tolstoy highlighted on each page the 
one quote that most succinctly expressed the day’s 
theme. These quotes have been italicized in this edition.

—Peter sekirin

12  Leo Tolstoy
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January 1
better to know a few things which are good and necessary 
than many things which are useless and mediocre. 

What a great treasure can be hidden in a small, selected 
library! a company of the wisest and the most deserving 
people from all the civilized countries of the world, for 
thousands of years, can make the results of their studies 
and their wisdom available to us. The thought which they 
might not even reveal to their best friends is written here 
in clear words for us, people from another century. yes, 
we should be grateful for the best books, for the best spir-
itual achievements in our lives.

—ralph Waldo emerson

There are too many mediocre books which exist just to 
entertain your mind. Therefore, read only those books 
which are accepted without doubt as good.

—lucius annaeus seneca

read the best books first, otherwise you’ll find you do 
not have time.

—henry david Thoreau

The difference between real material poison and intellectual 
poison is that most material poison is disgusting to the taste, but 
intellectual poison, which takes the form of cheap  newspapers 
or bad books, can unfortunately sometimes be attractive.
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January 2
one of the worst prejudices known is held by the major-
ity of the so-called scholars of our time, who claim that a 
person can live without faith.

Throughout the centuries, in every age, people have wanted 
to know or at least have a vague idea about the source, the 
beginning, and the final purpose of their existence.  religion 
satisfies this requirement, and makes clear those connec-
tions which unite all people as brothers, revealing to them 
that they have the same source of origin, the same task for 
their lives, and the same general final goal.

—giuseppe mazzini

The essential meaning of every religion is to answer the 
question “Why do i live, and what is my attitude to the 
limitless world which surrounds me?” There is not a sin-
gle religion, from the most sophisticated to the most 
primitive, which does not have as its basis the definition 
of this attitude of a person to the world.

at the heart of all religions lies a single unifying truth. let 
Persians bear their taovids, Jews wear their caps, christians 
bear their cross, muslims bear their sickle moon, but we 
have to remember that these are all only outer signs. The 
general essence of all religions is love to your neighbor, 
and that this is requested by manuf, Zoroaster, buddha, 
moses, socrates, Jesus, saint Paul, and mohammed alike.

—eWald Flügel

The life of a person without faith is the life of an animal.
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January 3
Those who know the rules of true wisdom are baser than 
those who love them. Those who love them are baser  
than those who follow them.

—chinese proverb

The most important question to keep before ourselves at 
all times is this: Do we do the right thing? During this short 
period of time which we call our life, do our acts conform 
to the will of the force that sent us into the world? Do we 
do the right thing?

When I am in difficult circumstances, I ask God to help me. 
But it is my duty to serve the Lord, and not His to serve me. 
As soon as I remember this, my burden becomes lighter.

We have to fulfill honestly and irreproachably the work 
destined for us. it does not matter whether we hope that 
we will become angels some day, or believe that we have 
originated from slugs.

—John ruskin

Just imagine that the purpose of your life is your happi-
ness only—then life becomes a cruel and senseless thing. 
you have to embrace what the wisdom of humanity, your 
intellect, and your heart tell you: that the meaning of life 
is to serve the force that sent you into the world. Then life 
becomes a constant joy.
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January 4
even if we don’t want to, we can’t help but feel our con-
nection to the rest of mankind: we are connected by 
industry, by trade, by art, by knowledge, and most impor-
tantly, by our common mortality.

Kind people help each other even without noticing that they 
are doing so, and evil people act against each other on purpose.

—chinese proverb

every person has his burden. one cannot live without the 
support of other people; therefore we have to support 
each other with consolation, advice, and mutual warnings.

—from the book oF divine ThoughTs

all the children of adam are members of the same body. 
When one member suffers, all the others suffer as well. if 
you are indifferent to the sufferings of others, you do not 
deserve to be called a man.

—muslih-ud-din saadi

The history of mankind is the movement of humanity 
toward greater and greater unification.
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January 5
sometimes, the damage done by our words is obvious  
and sometimes it isn’t, but the damage is not any smaller 
for our not being able to see those people who suffer from 
our words.

a gunshot wound may be cured, but the wound made by 
a tongue never heals.

—persian Wisdom

if any man offend not in word, the same is a perfect  
man. . . . even so the tongue is a little member, and boast-
eth great things. behold, how great a matter a little fire 
kindleth!

—James 3:2, 5

When you hear people speak about the viciousness of 
other people, do not share in pleasure by discussing these 
issues. When you hear about the bad deeds of people, do 
not listen to the end and try to forget what you have 
heard. When you hear about the virtues of other people, 
remember them and tell them to others.

—easTern Wisdom

Do listen to disputes, but be not so involved in disputes 
yourself.

—nikolai gogol

i said, i will take heed to my ways, that i sin not with my 
tongue.

—psalms 39:1

Be afraid to destroy the unity of people by stirring bad feel
ings amongst them against another with your words.
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January 6
it’s important to strive to do good, and even more impor-
tant to strive to abstain from evil.

abstention should be a habit in your life; it should sup-
port you in your virtues. for he who is resolute in good-
ness, there is nothing that he could not overcome.

—lao-Tzu

Put at least half of your energy into making yourself free 
of empty wishes, and very soon you will see that in so doing 
you will receive much greater fulfillment and happiness.

—after epicTeTus

god tests everyone, one with wealth, another with pov-
erty. a rich man is tested in whether he would extend an 
arm of support to those who need it; a poor man in 
whether he would bear all his sufferings without discon-
tent and with obedience.

—The Talmud

i will call the right groom he who can stop his rage, which 
goes as fast as the fastest chariot. other people have no 
power; they just hold the reins.

—dhammapada, a book of buddhisT Wisdom

No matter how many times you aim to achieve victory over 
your passions, do not give up. Every effort weakens the 
power of passion and makes it easier to gain victory over it.
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January 7
Kindness is necessary in relationships with people. if you 
are not kind to a person, you are not fulfilling your major 
obligation.

you have to respect every person, no matter how misera-
ble or ridiculous he or she may be. you should remember 
that in every person lives the same spirit which lives in us.

—after arThur schopenhauer

Do not be cruel of heart to those who are tempted, but try to 
console them, just as you would like to be comforted.

—from the book oF divine ThoughTs

(1) Do not postpone for tomorrow what you can do 
today. (2) Do not force another person to do what you 
can do by yourself. (3) Pride costs more than all that is 
necessary for food, drink, shelter, or dress. (4) We suffer 
so much, thinking about what could have happened, but 
not about what has actually happened. (5) if you lose 
your temper, count up to ten before you do or say any-
thing. if you haven’t calmed down, then count to a hun-
dred; and if you have not calmed down after this, count 
up to a thousand.

—after Thomas JeFFerson

The kinder and the more thoughtful a person is, the more 
kindness he can find in other people. 

Kindness enriches our life; with kindness mysterious 
things become clear, difficult things become easy, and dull  
things become cheerful.
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January 8
christian teaching is so simple that even small children 
can understand its meaning. Those people cannot under-
stand it, and only those, who want to seem and to be 
called christians without being real christians.

buddha said, “a man who starts to live for his soul is like 
a man who brings a lantern into a dark house. The dark-
ness disappears at once. you have to be persistent in this, 
and your soul will have this light.”

christ expressed all his teachings in his last command-
ment: “love each other, as i loved you. everyone will see 
that you are my disciples, if you love each other.” he did 
not say, “if you believe,” but “if you love.” faith can 
change with time, because our knowledge is constantly 
changing. love, on the contrary, never changes; love is 
eternal.

my religion is love to all living beings.

In order to fulfill Christianity, we have to destroy its perver
sions and restore its purity.
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January 9
Knowledge is real knowledge only when it is acquired by 
the efforts of your intellect, not by memory.

only when we forget what we were taught do we start to 
have real knowledge.

—henry david Thoreau

a constant flow of thoughts expressed by other people 
can stop and deaden your own thought and your own ini-
tiative. . . . That is why constant learning softens your 
brain. . . . stopping the creation of your own thoughts to 
give room for the thoughts from other books reminds me 
of shakespeare’s remark about his contemporaries who 
sold their land in order to see other countries.

—arThur schopenhauer

a thought can advance your life in the right direction 
only when it answers questions which were asked by your 
soul. a thought which was first borrowed from someone 
else and then accepted by your mind and memory does 
not really much influence your life, and sometimes leads 
you in the wrong direction.

Read less, study less, but think more. Learn, both from your 
teachers and from the books which you read, only those 
things which you really need and which you really want to 
know.
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January 10
The basis of all education is the establishment of our rela-
tionship to the beginning of all things, and the conclu-
sions about our behavior which may be drawn from this.

but whosoever shall offend one of these little ones who 
believe in me, it were better for him that a millstone were 
hanged about his neck, and that he were drowned in the 
depth of the sea.

—maTTheW 18:6–7

as we bring up our children, we have to remember that 
we are caretakers of the future. by improving their educa-
tion, we improve the future of mankind, the future of this 
world.

—after immanuel kanT

I think that the major obligation of parents and educators is 
to give children an understanding of the divine beginning 
that exists within them.

—William ellery channing

religious upbringing is the basis of all education.

22  Leo Tolstoy
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January 11
Perfection is impossible without humility. “Why should i 
strive for perfection, if i am already good enough?”

The higher the position you occupy among other people, 
the more humble you should be. many people live in 
height and glory, but the mysteries of this world can be 
revealed only to those who are humble. Do not seek out 
complication. Treat your duty with respect. Do not study 
what you should not. more things have already been 
revealed to you than you can understand.

—from apocrypha

The son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to 
minister, and to give his life as ransom for many.

—maTTheW 20:28

some of your friends praise you, and others blame and 
criticize you; be closer to those who blame you and fur-
ther from those who praise you.

—The Talmud

When an arrow does not hit its target, the marksman 
blames himself, not another person. a wise man behaves 
in the same way.

—conFucius

Remember all the bad things which you have done, and try 
to avoid doing bad things again. Remembering only your 
good deeds will interfere with your doing good in the future.
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January 12
There are people who take responsibility for making deci-
sions for others and determining their relationship to 
god and to the world; and there are people, the over-
whelming majority of them, who give this authority to 
the others, and blindly believe in everything they are told. 
both groups of people commit an equal crime.

We are all like children who first repeat the unquestion-
able “truth” told to us by our grandmothers, then the 
“truth” told to us by our teachers, and then, when we 
become older, the “truth” told to us by prominent people.

—after ralph Waldo emerson

beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep’s 
clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves. ye shall 
know them by their fruits. Do men gather grapes of 
thorns, or figs of thistles? even so every good tree brin-
geth forth good fruit; but a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil 
fruit. a good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit, neither can 
a corrupt tree bring forth good fruit. every tree that brin-
geth not forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the 
fire. Wherefore by their fruits ye shall know them.

—maTTheW 7:15–20

a man should use that spiritual heritage which he has 
received from the wise and holy people of the past, but he 
should test everything with his intellect, accepting certain 
things and rejecting others.

Every person should define for himself his attitude to this 
world and to God.
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January 13
faith is the understanding of the meaning of life and the 
acceptance of those duties and responsibilities connected 
to it.

Who is a good man? Only a man who has faith is good. 
What is faith? This is when your will is in consent with the 
world’s conscience and the world’s wisdom.

—chinese proverb

We should do only one thing: give ourselves into the hands 
of god, whatever our ultimate fate. allow that which 
should happen to happen. What will happen will be good.

—henry amiel

They say that Judgment Day will come and that god will 
be furious. but a good god cannot bring anything but 
good. Do not be afraid: the end will be full of joy.

—persian Wisdom

you should not worry too much about what will happen 
after death. Deliver yourself to the divine creature and 
bless it: you know that it is love, therefore, why should 
you be afraid?

When christ died, he said, “father! i deliver my spirit 
into Thy hands.” Those who say these words, not with 
their tongue but with all their heart, do not need anything 
else. if my spirit returns back to its father, this is the best 
place for it, and nothing can be better.

Don’t think that you can find peace for your soul without 
faith.
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January 14
you should love only one thing in yourself, that which is 
the same in all of us. in loving that which is the same in all 
of us, you love god.

master, which is the great commandment in the law? 
Jesus said until him, Thou shalt love the lord thy god 
with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy 
mind. This is the first and great commandment. and the 
second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as 
thyself. on these two commandments hang all the law 
and the prophets.

—maTTheW 22:36–40

People live by love: love of yourself is the beginning of death; 
love of other people and of God is the beginning of life.

god is love. and he who lives in love, lives in god, and 
god lives in him. if we love one another, god lives in us.

—i John, from chapter 4

love is not a source, it is a consequence of our under-
standing the divine, spiritual beginning which exists in all 
of us.
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January 15
The greatest truth of the teachings of christ is the direct 
connection between a man (god’s son) and god (his 
father).

you ask me, what the most important feature of christ’s 
character was. i will answer you: it was his confidence in 
the greatness of the human soul. he saw in a person the 
reflection of god’s image, and, therefore, he loved every-
one, whoever a person was, without regard to his life or 
character.

—after William ellery channing

both people and nations must get rid of prejudices. feel 
yourself talking directly to god: don’t read the book, 
read your soul; then a small chapel will become as big as 
the heavenly dome itself.

—after ralph Waldo emerson

There are two ways of understanding god: either intel-
lectually or spiritually, based on faith and morality. The 
intellectual understanding of god is not resolute enough 
and can be subjected to dangerous mistakes; spiritual 
understanding of god requires moral actions. This faith 
is both natural and supernatural.

—after immanuel kanT

Beware of everything which puts an obstacle between you 
and God.
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January 16
False faith is the major cause of most of our misfortunes.

The purpose of a human life is to bring the irrational 
beginning of our life to a rational beginning. in order to 
succeed in this, two things are important: (1) to see all 
irrational, unwise things in life and direct your attention 
to them and study them; (2) to understand the possibility 
of a rational, wise life. The major purpose of all teachers 
of mankind was the understanding of the irrational and 
rational beginnings in our life.

We should be ready to change our views at any time, and 
slough off prejudices, and live with an open and receptive 
mind. a sailor who sets the same sails all the time, with-
out making changes when the wind changes, will never 
reach his harbor.

—henry george

accept the teaching of christ as it is, clear and simple; 
then you will see that we live among big lies.
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January 17
live for your soul, and without trying or even under-
standing that you’re doing it, you will contribute to the 
improvement of society.

Why do you torture yourself? you want kindness, but 
you do not know where to find it. Know that you cannot 
achieve anything without god. . . . god is your only lord, 
your only master, and you do not need another. god will 
make you free.

—F. roberT de lamennais

it would be nice if wisdom had such a quality that it could 
flow from one man who is full of wisdom to another man 
who has no wisdom, just as with two connected vessels 
water flows from one vessel to the other until the water 
level is the same in both of them. The problem is that to 
obtain wisdom, you must make an independent, serious 
effort of your own.

If you can teach a person kindness and love, but you do not, 
you lose a brother.

—chinese proverb

improve your own soul, and be confident that only in so 
doing can you contribute to the improvement of the 
larger society of which you are part.
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January 18
a scholar knows many books; a well-educated person has 
knowledge and skills; an enlightened person understands 
the meaning and purpose of his life.

There are a limitless number of different sciences, but 
without one basic science, that is, what is the meaning of 
life and what is good for the people, all other forms of 
knowledge and art become idle and harmful entertain-
ment. 

We live a senseless life, contrary to the understanding of 
life by the wisest people of all times. This happens because 
our young generations are educated in the wrong way—
they are taught different sciences but they are not taught  
the meaning of life.

The only real science is the knowledge of how a person should 
live his life. And this knowledge is open to everyone.
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January 19
society can be improved only by self-sacrifice.

heaven and earth are eternal. They are eternal because 
they do not exist for themselves. in the same way, a truly 
holy person does not live for himself, and therefore he 
can become eternal, and can achieve anything.

—lao-Tzu

There is only one law, both in your personal and social life: if 
you want to improve your soul, you should be ready to sac
rifice it.

The improvement of man can be measured by the level of 
his inner freedom. The more a person becomes free from 
his personality, the more freedom he has. 
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January 20
Death and birth are two limits, and something similar is 
hidden behind each.

When you think about what will happen to your soul 
after death, think also about what happened to your soul 
before your birth. if you plan to go somewhere, then you 
came from somewhere.

Where do we go after death? We go to where we came 
from. There is nothing which can be called ourselves in 
that land; therefore, we do not remember what has hap-
pened to us there.

When a person leads a good life, he is happy at the present 
moment and he does not think what will happen after this 
life. if he thinks of death, he looks at how well this life is 
laid out, and he believes that after death everything will be 
as good as it is now. it is much better to believe that every-
thing which god makes for us is good than to believe in 
all the pleasures of paradise.

When we die, our souls become free.
—after heracliTus

a person should not think too much about what will hap-
pen after his life. follow the will of those who sent us into 
this world; that will is in our minds and our hearts.
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January 21
The more closely a person follows his intellect and con-
trols his passions, the closer he comes to spiritual life, to 
love of god and of his neighbor.

We would think a man insane who, instead of covering his 
house with a roof and putting windows in his window 
frames, goes out in stormy weather, and scolds the wind, 
the rain, and the clouds. but we all do the same when we 
scold and blame the evil in other people instead of fight-
ing the evil which exists in us. it is possible to get rid of 
the evil inside of us, as it is possible to make a roof and 
windows for our house. This is possible. but it is not pos-
sible for us to destroy evil in this world, just as we cannot 
order the weather to change and the clouds to disappear. 
if, instead of teaching others, we would educate and 
improve ourselves, then there would be less evil in this 
world, and all people would live better lives.

Do not be embarrassed by your mistakes. Nothing can 
teach us better than our understanding of them. This is 
one of the best ways of self-education.

—Thomas carlyle

It seems to us that the most important work in the world is 
the work which is visible, which we can see: building a house, 
plowing the land, feeding cattle, gathering fruits; and that the 
work which is invisible, the work done by our soul, is not 
important. But our invisible work at the improvement of 
our soul is the most important work in the world, and all 
other visible kinds of work are useful only when we do this 
major work.
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January 22
No exceptions or special circumstances can justify the 
murder of a living person. murder is the most vulgar vio-
lation of the law of god as it is expressed in all religious 
teachings and in all people’s conscience.

military service makes people corrupt, because the mili-
tary, in time of peace, abides in complete idleness; they 
lack any useful labor, they are freed of the obligations of 
such work. instead, they create notions of honor of regi-
ment, or of banner, or the complete subjugation of one 
person by another.

When civilians get into these circumstances, they 
become ashamed of such a way of life. The military, on the 
contrary, are proud of it and boast of this way of life, 
especially during periods of war. They say: “We are ready 
to risk our lives at war, and therefore such a careless joyful 
life is necessary for us, and we have the right to lead it.”

The same divine beginning lives in all people, and no single 
person or gathering of people has the right to destroy this con
nection between the divine beginning and a human body, 
that is, to take a human life.
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January 23
among all sins, there is one which completely opposes the 
major blessing of human life, which is your love for your 
brother: there is no worse sin than to destroy this major 
joy of life, by feeling rage and hatred for your brother.

seneca, a wise man from rome, said that when you want 
to escape from your rage, when you feel that it grows, the 
best thing to do is to stop. Do not do anything: do not 
walk, do not move, do not speak. if your body or your 
tongue moves at this moment, then your rage will grow.

rage is very harmful for all people, but it is most harm-
ful for the man who experiences it.

an evil person damages not only others but himself.
—after socraTes

your enemy will pay you back with rage, will make you 
suffer, but the biggest damage to you will be caused by 
the rage and hatred existing in your heart. Neither your 
father, nor your mother, nor all your family can make you 
more good than your heart can when it forgives and for-
gets its abuse.

—dhammapada, a book of buddhisT Wisdom

Your rage cannot be justified by anything. The reason for 
your rage is always inside you.
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January 24
Nobody knows where the human race is going. The high-
est wisdom, then, is to know where you should go: 
toward perfection.

a wise man seeks wisdom; a madman thinks that he has 
found it.

—persian proverb

It is not the place we occupy which is important, but the 
direction in which we move.

—oliver Wendell holmes

your actions should be determined not by the desire of 
the people around you, but by the needs of all mankind.
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January 25
There is a basic knowledge which is necessary for every 
human being; until a person has acquired this basic 
knowledge, all other kinds of knowledge will be harmful 
for him.

socrates told his students that in good systems of educa-
tion, there is a certain limit you should not go beyond. in 
geometry, he said, it is enough to know how to measure 
the land when you want to sell it or buy it, or how to share 
an inheritance, or to divide work among workers. he did 
not like too many sophisticated sciences; though he knew 
all of them. he said that sophisticated knowledge 
requires an extra effort that takes the student’s time from 
the most basic and the most important human  pursuit: 
moral perfection.

—Xenophon

Divert your gaze from the world of lies. Do not trust 
your feelings. only in yourself, only in your impersonal 
self, can you find the eternal.

—dhammapada, a book of buddhisT Wisdom

It is better to know several basic rules of life than to study 
many unnecessary sciences. The major rules of life will stop 
you from evil and show you the good path in life; but the 
knowledge of many unnecessary sciences may lead you into 
the temptation of pride, and stop you from understanding 
the basic rules of life.
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January 26
a rich man cannot be merciful. if he becomes really mer-
ciful, he will quickly lose his riches.

stop robbing others before you give money to beggars. 
With the same hand that we rob one person, we reward 
another, giving to the poor the money which we have 
taken from the even poorer. better no charity than this 
kind of charity.

—sainT John chrysosTom

The best example of the cruelty of the rich man’s life is his 
effort to become virtuous.

But whoso hath this world’s good, and seeth his brother have 
need, and shutteth up his bowels of compassion from him, 
how dwelleth the love of God in him?

My little children, let us not love in word; neither in 
tongue; but in deed and truth.

—i John 3:17–18

in order to love not with word and tongue, but in deed 
and truth, everyone should help those who ask for help, 
so christ said.

but if you start giving to all those who ask, even if you 
are very rich, very soon you will not be rich anymore.

38  Leo Tolstoy

Wisdom/RPT.1-72_MP   38 9/13/13   3:36 PM


