
 

 

TAKE A BREATH 
 

(The reading for the day was Maurice Sendak’s Pierre: a Cautionary Tale in Five 

Chapters and a Prologue) 

 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 

You’ve seen them spilling off the paved trail into the woods; you’ve seen them in parks; 

across sand dunes; wherever people go. There’s no standard English phrase for them. 

A couple of terms are “desire paths” and “goat trails.” In another era they were called 

bootleg trails. They are those paths that steadfastly ignore the “keep to the trail” or 

“keep off the grass” signs and dart off on their own, wearing paths of least resistance 

or of the shortest distance between two points.  

 
Desire paths. Sometimes planners give up and pave them; sometimes fences go up 

that are promptly trampled down. If there’s one thing we human beings are good at, it’s 

finding the quickest way to our desires—they aren’t called “goat trails” for nothin’.  

Sure, they look like the paths goats make; they also serve to get us to our desires 
faster, as we follow the goat-footed god Pan, often in the word inspired by his name, 

“panic.”  

 
Religions have served a public and personal good through the millennia, sometimes 

erecting fences across desire paths (that quickly get trampled down); sometimes 
creating new desire paths (such as martyrdom or saintliness); and sometimes 

explaining unavoidable desire paths as the will of one god or another. As I’ve pointed 

out in past talks, the oddity of religions is that people often think the religions are 

creating ethical behavior when in fact they are merely following human desire paths. In 



 

 

addition, religions often get caught up in reinforcing behaviors that were workable 
ethical systems in the past but are now archaic and often damaging.  

 
Ours is not the first human generation to want everything now, now, now. A whole folk 

wisdom tradition has arisen around advice to postpone desires—“If wishes were 

horses,” the old saying goes, “beggars would ride.”  

 

Everyone knows that “good things come to those who wait.” Many of us have felt the 

sorrow summed up in “a minute on the lips, forever on the hips.” 

 

And, perhaps my favorite, “early ripe, early rotten.”  

 

Waiting is difficult. And what are we waiting for? 

 
Today I want to propose that stopping and taking a breath may often be the most 

ethical thing we can do . . . especially when others can’t breathe. 

 

 
ONE 
 

 
For starters, allow me to offer a proposition: home is where the . . . attention is.  

 
We can say, for example, that we want to be buff and trim. But if most of our attention 

goes toward being a coach potato, we’re a couch potato, not buff and trim.  

 

We can say we want to learn a foreign language or square dancing  or motorcycle 
maintenance, but if our attention goes toward shopping or watching TV, or staring at a 

smartphone, well, that’s where our attention actually lies.  



 

 

 
Home is where our attention is. We make our choices by where we put our attention. 

 

I’m a writer not because I’ve published books or gone to school to be a writer but 

because I get up every morning and write. Writing is where I put a good deal of my 
attention.  

 
 

British behavioral scientist Paul Dolan recently published a book called Happiness by 

Design. The subtitle is, “Change What You Do, Not What You Think.”  

 

Upon reflection, it probably isn’t a paradox that so called “happiness research” is 

booming in our time. After all, everyone wants to be happy. And we are willing to work 

our fingers to the bone, 24/7, to achieve happiness.  
 

Psychologist Daniel Kahneman calls the mistaken application of our attention a 

“focusing illusion”—we become convinced that more . . . of something . . . will make us 

happy. We become so focused on this “something,” we spend so much of our attention 

on it, that we forget what we’re really after . . . happiness. Or purpose. Something more 

tangible than the latest itch.  

 

I suspect that professor Dolan had the concept of “focusing illusion” in mind when he 

said, “misallocation of attention is our fundamental problem.” Home is where the 

attention is.  

 
We are what we pay attention to. Forgot about what a person believes. Or wishes for. 

Look for what someone actually does. Look at your “to do” list. What on that list 

actually excites you, makes you come alive? That’s where your attention is best 



 

 

applied. Now, look at the “desire path” you are taking to get to the results you want. 

Will that particular path actually get you there?  

 

Attention is a limited resource: put it one place, and it necessarily isn’t in another place. 

And sometimes it can be nowhere at all.  
 

There’s a great deal of talk these days about “mindfulness,” which is a method by 

which we can notice where our attention is going.  

 

The opposite of mindfulness is mind-less-ness. Auto-pilot. That’s when you think about 

how you got somewhere and realize that you can’t remember the trip. That’s when 

you’re way down a desire path before realizing it’s a pointless trip. That’s when you’ve 

gotten bogged down in a to-do list that is leading you AWAY from what brings you 
happiness. 

 
How do we manage to focus our attention on happiness, if happiness is indeed a goal? 

How do we focus on a larger purpose that will make life meaningful when we also have 
to pay the electric bill and take out the garbage? 

 
One method I TRY to remember is to interrogate where I am putting my attention: Ask 

“why?” 

 

Dolan believes that if you ask the question “why” long enough, eventually the answer 

will be, “so that I can be happy.”  

 
Why do I pay the water bill? 

Because the water will be shut off if I don’t.  

Why do I want the water on? 

Because running water makes me happy. Running water is worth some attention.  



 

 

 
 

Why do I want world peace? 
 

Well . . .  so that thousands of people won’t die miserable deaths each year. 

 

Why do I want people not to die miserable deaths in war? 

 
Well . . . because innocent people should not die in war. 

 
Why? 

 
Why do I want people to die decently rather than horribly? 

 

Well . . . this can go on until we get to what theologian Paul Tillich called the “ground of 

being.” I can say that god wants peace. But “why” is still a good question. After all, as I 

pointed out a few weeks back, Abraham Lincoln long ago told us that “because god 

wants it” justifies just about anything and turns out to be just about what I wanted all 

along . . . 
 

Slavery was quite the desire path, wasn’t it? Free market capitalism is, too. So is safety 

for a few at a terrible cost to the many.  

 

I can say something is the right thing to do or the desirable thing to do. But “why” is still 

a good question. “Just because” isn’t a reason.  

 

Eventually, according to Dr. Dolan, I pretty well have to say “because it makes others 

happy,” thereby insisting that there are some higher imperatives whose calculus is 

arcane but whose result is clearly good and true. (I’ll get back to that in a moment.) 



 

 

 

One of Dr Dolan’s predecessors at the University of London was the utilitarian 

philosopher Jeremy Bentham—who still attends faculty meetings at the university 

because he left instructions to have his body mummified. Apparently he liked meetings 

considerably more than I do! 
 

Along the way to finding out “why,” we come to the calculus that Bentham invented: 

the greatest good for the greatest number, which works in many cases but not all.  

 

Bentham invented what he called “felicific calculus,” using the word “felicity,” which 

meant in his day, “intense happiness.” Bentham composed a mnemonic device to help 

us remember how to do this calculus, and it goes like this:  

 

Intense, long, certain, speedy, fruitful, pure— 

Such marks in pleasures and in pains endure. 
Such pleasures seek if private be thy end: 

If it be public, wide let them extend 
Such pains avoid, whichever be thy view: 

If pains must come, let them extend to few. 
 

Not bad, as calculus goes. We want our pleasure long and our pain short. In addition, 

outside our personal pleasure and pain is the public, for which we strive for “the 

greatest good to the greatest number.”  

 
But what about ideals? What about things that require us to act against our own self 

interest? Bertrand Russell perhaps summed it up best: “To be without some of the 

things you want is an indispensable part of happiness.” 

 



 

 

How the heck do we go about waking up to realize that the long way around is 

sometimes the only right way around? 

 
How do we learn to stay off those cursed desire paths? 

 
 

TWO 
 

 

By taking a breath— 

 
I grew up a good Christian. I believed that prayer changes things. I believed that hard 
work and keeping my shoulder to the wheel are virtues. I believed that the way to be 

and do consisted of a virtuous—but headlong—rush to the grave and the life beyond.  

 

But I began to question those assumptions. All of us who have thought our way out of 
conventional religions have a story to tell about why we began to question.  

 
For many, unbelief begins in the question of suffering. Why do some people live in 

grinding poverty while others live in opulence? Why do children in one country live 
safely and happily, while others are born into war and famine? 

 

That’s one line of questioning. Again, “why?”  

 
For me, the questioning started when I  began to look at the scale of what the god my 

Pentecostal minister preached condemned versus the scale of the problems I saw in 

the world.  
 



 

 

(I was thinking about these things in the late 1960s.) My minister said god didn’t like 

miniskirts. But—said my minister—god said that the indiscriminate bombing of North 

Vietnam was a very fine and moral thing to do.  
 

For me, a god that took the time to condemn women’s fashions yet condoned 

indiscriminate murder was  a monster. Not a god I had any obligation to worship. If 

that’s the way the universe worked, why NOT go to hell? 

 

I simply couldn’t accept a god that had less of a moral compass than a ten year old 

kid.  

 

Now, admittedly, I didn’t go looking for a Christian church that thought as I did. There 

were some. I chose instead to stop putting my attention on Christianity.  
 

That’s the conundrum that Abraham Lincoln had faced. Lincoln’s answer had been that 

the will of god is inscrutable. So, we must act according to our own moral compass.  

 

But that takes a lot of time and energy—a lot of attention—doesn’t it? 

 

Philosophers posit three ways that we can discover the “right” thing to do:   

 
deontology 

consequentialism 
or value ethics   

 

I’m a value ethicist.  

 

Deontology means that there are absolutes out there in the universe. There are rules. 

Absolutes such as “torture is wrong,” “murder is wrong,” “a promise is sacred.”  



 

 

 
I think everyone WISHES there were these sorts of absolutes. The problem is, who 

says so? “God’s will” is deontological. As the bumper sticker says, “God said it, I 

believe it, that settles it.” Again, the problem is that it appears god both loves and hates 

slavery. God both loves and hates capitalism. Et cetera.  

 

After we think about it a while, we pretty well have to accept Lincoln’s conclusion: we 

can’t know the will of god. We can’t know absolutes. Sure, there are some baseline 

taboos among people, such as the one about murder. But there aren’t many and there 

appears to be lots of exceptions to that rule for lots of reasons. (The devil, I suppose, is 
in the details, and the loopholes. ) 

 
Consequentialists look at the consequences of actions. The philosopher Emanuel Kant 

best summarized the position: for each thing I do, I must consider the consequences if 
everyone did that.  

 

This method works fairly well: murder: wrong because if everyone did it, we’d all be 

dead soon.  
 

Cheat on your taxes? Same thing.  
 

Illegal parking? Same thing.  
 

Torture? Nope. Not good if everyone does it.  
 

So, consequentialism works. But it assumes everyone is an honest dealer. And we 

know that isn’t the case.  

 
Some will consider that the rules apply only to others.  



 

 

 

Deontology is cool but is not the case because there’s no judge. Consequentialism 

works, when everybody is honest. Most are, some are not.  
 

That leaves value ethics. At first value ethics seems a bit weak in the face of the 
magnitude of bad actors out there. It also seems to be about me, me, me. But I think 

it’s about all we’ve got to go on if we hope to arrive at what is moral beyond tradition 

and law.  

 

That’s why I put a lot of my attention toward thinking about these things—it’s part of 

the slow path to happiness.  
 

Both the Daoists and Confucians of ancient China certainly thought value ethics is the 

best way to “truth.” They were way ahead of the Western World in developing an ethics 

without gods. The Greeks and Romans got some way down this road, before 
Christianity became the Law of the Land all over Europe.  

 

The old philosophers east and west knew something we've forgotten: you’ve got to 

work on yourself; cultivate yourself; you’ve got to work at—put attention toward—

discovering what virtue is and then work on being virtuous. Jeremy Bentham’s jingle is 

not a bad place to start: 
 

Intense, long, certain, speedy, fruitful, pure— 

Such marks in pleasures and in pains endure. 
Such pleasures seek if private be thy end: 

If it be public, wide let them extend 
Such pains avoid, whichever be thy view: 

If pains must come, let them extend to few. 
 



 

 

 

In value ethics, virtue is the goal. “Virtue” is sometimes called “happiness,” which is 

where this ties in with Jeremy Bentham and Dolan and that tradition.  
 

In your order of service this morning you have a quote from Laurence Gonzales, 

“People don’t come preassembled, but are glued together by life.” 

 

I like that, because it underlines that you’ve got to work on yourself. Nothing magical is 

going to come along and fix you.  
 

Nor is anyone or anything going to come along and tell you the whole truth and nothing 
but the truth. You can say you were just following orders, but value ethics is here to 

say that’s not good enough—you’ve “got to do” not because “the spirit says do” but 

because YOU know it’s the right thing to do.  

 

Look at Pierre. He doesn’t care. Notice that his not caring is not a relaxed sort of letting 

the river flow sort of not-caring. It’s an in-your-face dismissive sort of not caring.  

 

Pierre is aggressive in his not-caring.  
 

We know that his not-caring is the product of his having his attention elsewhere—firmly 

on himself, as a matter of fact.  

 

It’s an awesome and awful responsibility, this acting according to our values. It’s also 

what it means to be an adult. You have imperatives:  
 
You must look outward, beyond yourself. 

 

You must take a critical view of what to do next 



 

 

 
You must ask yourself: where am I really putting my attention?  

 

Am I merely and mindlessly running down various and sundry desire paths? 
 

As the sacred scripture of Led Zeppelin tells us, “there’s still time to change the road 

you’re on.”  

 

Don’t be Pierre. We need to care. And we learn how best to do that be stopping, taking 

a breath, and seeing where we can best put our attention.  
 

In this busy season, and every other season, remember: open up; relax; love. 


