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Fore word
L

ove. Forgiveness. Compassion. Honesty. Perseverance. These are universal values, timeless laws of
life that transcend all cultures and religions. There are
literally hundreds of these spiritual principles that
guide us, whatever we do or wherever we go on our
life’s journey. But these “laws” can only guide us if we
are aware of them, if we personalize and apply them to
our own experience. In short, before we can live by the
laws of life, we must discover them for ourselves.
How do we discover our own values, our own laws
Sir John Templeton congratuof
life?
I believe that each and every one of us can idenlates high school senior Damion
Forbes, who won Grand Prize tify the set of principles we want to live by, if we reflect
in a Laws of Life Essay Contest on the events we have passed through, the people we
held in Nassau, Bahamas.
have known, and the lessons we have learned. By discovering and practicing these values, we have the power to transform our lives into
more deeply useful and joyful experiences.
As a young boy growing up in Franklin County, Tennessee, I was privileged to
receive abundant lessons on good character that were taught to me at home and
school and were reinforced by example, through the behavior of my parents, my
spiritual elders, and the members of my community. Very few doors were locked
in my hometown. A person’s word and handshake were sacred; and honesty was
always the best policy. With so many models and examples of positive character, I
was able to identify and practice the values by which I wanted to lead my life. I was
given the freedom and the opportunity to discover my own laws of life.
The Laws of Life Essay Contest oﬀers young people the same opportunity. In
1987, when we started the essay contest in Franklin County, it had an amazing
eﬀect on the county. Two things made it work. The first was the prizes. They
ranged from $100 for honorable mention to $2,000 for the grand prize. The
Franklin County students got terribly excited about winning cash prizes, and the

xi

idea swept the county. After a couple of years, three-quarters of the students were
writing essays on their own values. The other principle of success was this: we did
not tell the young people what to write about. We simply asked them to tell us in
their own words! We all know that young people love to share their stories and
reach their own conclusions. This is what the Laws of Life Essay Contest is all
about: oﬀering young people an opportunity to reflect and write about their beliefs
and principles, and then publicly recognizing them for aﬃrming the values by
which they want to live.
Writing from the Heart celebrates these timeless principles and the children who
have written about them. And it chronicles the astonishing growth of the essay contest from my hometown in Franklin County, Tennessee to communities around the
world.

celebrating our young people
First and foremost,Writing from the Heart is a tribute to our young people. The 62
essays featured in the pages of this book illustrate the innate capacity for goodness
within all young people, especially when they are encouraged to reflect upon the
treasures they hold inside. From Chattanooga to China, the essays you will find in
this book are all extraordinary. Moreover, they have been honored by their individual communities for the breadth of their ideas and the life lessons they contain.
The 62 essays printed in this book not only celebrate the accomplishments of
their writers. They also exemplify the more than 60,000 young people around the
world who have participated in a Laws of Life Essay Contest. Every one of the
60,000 essays is remarkable, and the writers are all winners — each of them authors
of their own destiny.
Take your time as you read the essays in this book. You are being oﬀered a rare
opportunity to peer into the hearts of young people around the world. What you
will learn about them will astound you. Each of the essays illustrates the personal
journey taken by the writers as they reflect upon the experiences they have had and
the people who have been most significant to them in their young lives. Many of
the stories the writers share are uplifting. Some are very tragic. With openness and
candor, the writers share their trials and triumphs, their everyday moments, their
mistakes, and the lessons they have learned. Each of the essays bears witness to a
transformation as the writers make sense of their values and beliefs, distilling them
from the crucible of personal experience. As I read the essays I was greatly moved
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by some of the hardships that today’s young people have had to face. Despite those
challenges, the essays brim with optimism, faith in the future, and belief in oneself. The essays oﬀer us not only a window into our young people’s thoughts and
beliefs. They inspire us to make the most of our own lives as well.
Although the writers discuss a variety of “laws,” the wisdom they impart most
often follows one of three types: 1) positive character traits that we should all strive
to live by; 2) advice for how to make the most out of life; and 3) how we should
behave toward others. The table below highlights the many diﬀerent themes that
the 62 young people chose to write about. (Each of the essays is listed by themes
on page 185.)

frequency of themes in student essays
Positive
Character
Traits
Love

Frequency

Optimism
Honesty

5
4

Courage

3

Perseverance

3

Patience

1

Happiness
Redemption

6

1
1

Principles for
Successful
Frequency
Living
Living Life
to the Fullest
7
Having Faith
4
Importance
of Family
4
Believing
in Yourself
4
Living by
Your Values
4
Having Integrity 3
Importance
of Learning
Living Life
Simply
Trying Your
Hardest

Conduct
Toward
Others
Frequency
Helping Others 6
Compassion
Kindness

4
4

Respect

3

Forgiving Others 1
Not Judging
Others
Being Fair

1
1

2
2
1

Note: The number of themes exceeds the number of essays, because in a few essays students wrote
about more than one law of life.
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Not surprisingly, the essays in this book illustrate that young people all over the world
hold similar values and beliefs. As I read these essays, I was amazed at how universal
these lessons are and how much we can learn from our young people.

the essay selection process
The 62 essays that appear in this book were first written for one of the 54 Laws of
Life Essay Contests launched in communities, schools, and programs all over the
world. The John Templeton Foundation asked the sponsors of each contest to submit their first-place essay as well as two other top finalists from their most recent
contest. From those three essays, the Foundation selected one essay to be featured
in this book. With few exceptions, each of the essay contests is represented by its
grand prizewinner.
Two programs deviated from the selection process. First, the Joseph Family
Foundation sponsors individual contests in a number of southern California high
schools. We chose to represent the scope of the Joseph Family Foundation contests
by featuring five of their essays. Second, the I*EARN Essay Project involves 26
countries. In this program, students from all over the world participate in a crosscultural dialogue as they share their essays on the Internet for everyone to enjoy.
Prizes are not awarded to the writers, but in every other sense the five essays we featured from the I*EARN Essay Project are award-winning.

a celebration of community spirit
This book is a tribute to the business leaders, educators, community foundations,
school districts, neighbors, parents, churches—all of the individuals and groups
that have sponsored and organized essay contests in their communities and schools.
The Listing of Contest Sponsors on page 180 illustrates the wide range of individuals and organizations that have launched essay contests around the world. To
this day, as it was in my hometown, the contest remains a local program, financially
sponsored and organized in the community in which it is held.
The order of the essays in this book chronicles the growth of the contest, beginning with the first contest in Franklin County, Tennessee on page 3 and pausing
for now on page 174 with the newest contest launched in Omaha, Nebraska this
past spring. The contest has spread mostly by word of mouth. Each one has been
started by individuals who believe in the ideals and benefits of the program and
that it will make a diﬀerence in the lives of children. To this date, 54 contests have

xiv f o r e w o r d

been launched, in 23 states throughout the United States and in 30 countries
around the world, including Russia, China, India, South Africa, Canada, and the
United Kingdom. You can find out if there is an essay contest in your area by referring to the Listing of Contest Locations on page 179, which catalogues the contests
by community, state, and country. (And if there isn’t currently a contest where
you live, I invite you to start one!)
Because the essay contest is locally sponsored and organized, each contest is
unique, designed to fit the needs and spirit of its community and schools. In some
cases, as for the West Philadelphia Catholic Contest on page 80, the program is
adopted by one school. In others (e.g., the Mississippi Contest on page 21) the
program is held statewide, with all schools invited to participate. Here are some
other ways in which contests vary:

age – Many contests involve the participation of high school-aged
students, but a large number of contests have also been started at the
middle school level and in elementary schools. Indeed, the contest is
intended for everyone: the young who each day are introduced to the
values that will guide their lives, as well as the older and more experienced who seek confirmation and aﬃrmation of their laws of life.

prizes – Most contests give cash prizes and certificates to their winners, from grand prize to honorable mention, and prize amounts vary
greatly. In several contests, the winners receive a cash prize and a second
cash award that they donate to the charity of their choice (see the Montgomery County Contest on page 18). Some contests award their winners
cash prizes as well as partial college scholarships (see the Palm Beach
County Contest on page 32).

form of expression – For most contests, participants are asked
to express their laws of life in writing. However, in some communities,
organizers have designed the contest so that students can illustrate their
laws of life in other ways. For example, in the Guilford County Contest
(see page 168), students are invited to express their laws of life using art,
music, film, and photography, as well as writing.
Even the name of the contest can vary! “Write for Life,” “Turning Points,”
“Values for Life”— these are all contests whose names have been chosen by their
organizers to reflect the ideals and goals of the contest for their community.
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starting a LAWS OF LIFE essay contest in your community
As you read the essays in this book, imagine for a moment that the student writers live in your town or city, and that you are listening to them as they read their
essays to an audience of parents, neighbors, teachers, and community leaders who
have come together to honor them at the awards ceremony—and that your support helped make the contest possible.
Perhaps this book will inspire you to launch a Laws of Life Essay Contest in
your community. Wouldn’t it be a joy to provide your young people with an opportunity to think about love, kindness, friendship, forgiveness, and gratitude? The
John Templeton Foundation oﬀers a wide variety of contest materials and technical assistance to individuals and organizations interested in launching an essay
contest. I encourage you to contact the Foundation so that you can learn more
about the contest and how you can give the gift of character education to your
community.
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Kacey Mason
age 16

John Templeton Laws of Life Essay Contest
franklin county, tennessee

on helping OTHERS
“In truth, giving is receiving”

A

s i recall my childhood, I vividly remember my mother constantly trying
to help others. She gave food and clothes and also collected furniture for
several diﬀerent families who were relocating and starting over in an eﬀort to leave
the devastation of an abusive life behind. She gave countless hours of her time
lending an ear, as well as an open heart, when there seemed to be no one else who
could or would help. Often Mom would come home and help us go through our
toys, especially those we seemed to have outgrown, for her many “other” children
she was working with who had so little. Sometimes, she would take my older sister and me with her to the shelter where she gave so much of herself. There were
always displaced little kids running around, looking for some attention. My sister
and I took care of some of the kids while my mother talked to their mothers. Mom
tried to ensure that the children in our community had a good Christmas, just like
us. Her positive example helped me to realize the importance of helping others,
keeping a good reputation, and maintaining a strong relationship with God.
I feel that we should all share with each other, whether it be material possessions
or time. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could all have the heart of Mother Teresa:
Her whole life was dedicated to helping others less fortunate; she spent all of her
time in selfless sacrifice. A simple gift of time brings such joy to others. Just spending an hour of time with a lonely person will give him tremendous joy. Also, the
sharing of money, even though this is not the most important kind of sharing,
can help somebody who needs clothes, food, or maybe even shelter. Calvin
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Coolidge aptly remarked; “No person was ever honored for what he received.
Honor has been the reward for what he gave.”
There is only one thing you come into this world with that you also leave with
—your name. I know that everything I do is a reflection of who I am. It is typical
for others to remember the bad that we do more than they do the good. The positive contributions and helpful advice donated by my mother that I have not only
seen for myself, but also heard about from others, have been a helpful influence in
all I do. Seeing the faces of the many people she’s helped and the positive outcome
of what first seemed impossible makes me strive to help others in any way possible. I always want my name to reflect my positive influence. Shakespeare also recognized the importance of a good reputation:
Good name in man and woman, dear my Lord,
Is the immediate jewel of their souls…
But he that filches from me my good name
Robs me of that which not enriches him and makes me poor indeed.
My decision to do right is also guided by my relationship with God through
prayer and reading my Bible. By doing so, I have learned many valuable lessons.
Luke 6:31 says, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” Through
my reading I have learned the importance of kindness toward everyone. When I
apply this to the way I live my life, I can see that people do profit from someone
else’s kindness. When I am generous and go out of my way for other people, my
day seems more pleasant. I believe that kindness has a very positive eﬀect on both
me and my peers. I think it is very important to read God’s word and keep a relationship with Him. I wake up every morning, knowing that whatever the day
ahead of me holds, He will be with me. I will always have His unconditional love
to guide me.
I have realized that it is not important what I do for myself, but instead what I
do for others. I have achieved much through my Christian morals of giving, keeping a good reputation, and being kind to others. In truth, giving is receiving. However, if one is thinking of receiving while giving, the blessing is lost. In 1962, Martin
Luther King stated, “The universe is so structured that things do not quite work
out rightly if men are not diligent in their concern for others…. All life is interrelated.” I know that if I continue to live my life this way, I will be happy and accomplish my goals.
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Kacey plans to graduate from college with a degree in physical therapy or athletic training. “Before the contest I never really thought about my morals and goals,” she explains.
“This opportunity has helped me understand and relay to others how important it is to
think about our values.”

JOHN TEMPLETON LAWS OF LIFE ESSAY CONTEST

In 1986, Sir John Templeton received the key to Franklin County, Tennessee in a ceremony attended by the Governor and other distinguished oﬃcials. To thank the county for
bestowing him with such an honor, he gave to the citizens of Franklin County a promise:
he would sponsor a bi-annual essay contest to encourage young people to write about their
own laws of life. The essay contest has been a major highlight of the county’s school year
ever since. Since its inception in 1987, the contest has been administered by Becky and
Handly Templeton, Sir John’s niece and nephew. Combining the fall and spring contests,
over 1,500 young people in Franklin County write a laws of life essay each year. Franklin
County is proud that over the years winners have emerged from all levels of academic abilities. This encourages all students to participate and to have confidence that they may win
a major prize.
Over 20 cash prizes are given out annually. The grand prizewinners in both the fall and
spring contests receive $2,000. In addition, the teacher of the grand prizewinner receives
$300. Five county schools participate in the contest: Franklin County High School, Huntland High School, H. Louis Scott Junior High School, J.D. Jackson Junior High School,
and St. Andrews-Sewanne School.
In 1997, the essay contest expanded to eight elementary schools in Franklin County.
Teachers at the schools select character traits that are important to both students and the
community as a whole. Every six weeks, students discuss one of these qualities in their
individual classrooms. At the end of each six-week period, a student is selected who best
exemplifies the character trait. The student receives a certificate, a laws of life pencil, and a
free pizza and coke from the local Domino’s Pizza.
“Those of us in Franklin County,” says Becky Templeton, “know that one of Sir John’s
greatest legacies will be his concern for character education in our county, his hometown
of Winchester, Tennessee.” ■
✶
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Arjay Ve lasco
age 13

The Giniger Award
for Excellence in Writing
bronx, new york

on Optimism
“Standing high on the peaks of life”

N

umerous people have positive attitudes that help them in many ways. They
can help them get through life’s many diﬃculties or life’s many decisions. In
this essay, I will share the positive attitudes I take with me everywhere I go.
A positive attitude I always take with me is the attitude of knowing I can succeed in anything. This gives me the strength and power I need. It helps me to
overcome the days when I feel so stressed out about school. It helps me to go on
to do my work and is the main key to my motivation. It is very important that we
show an attitude that is both positive and appropriate — an attitude that speaks for
who we are and something that gives us character and personality.
The attitude that I can succeed in anything has helped me in life too. It gives
me the courage that any decisions I make will take me through life. It has also
given to me the most uplifting respect for myself. I have learned that failure is not
a defeat but an inspiration to do better.
Another positive attitude I take with me is the attitude of knowing that tomorrow is another day — a whole new day of adventure and surprises. This attitude
helps me in times of diﬃculties and the times when everything in my world goes
wrong. This attitude helps me overcome those obstacles. It has given me all the
confidence in the world. It has given me the opportunity to never look back at yesterday. I now view yesterday as the past, and know that a brighter tomorrow and
future will come my way.
Before we can stand up high on the peaks of life, we should have the attitude of
loving ourselves for who we are. Having this positive attitude indicates the starting
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line of our future, a future that will reveal itself. One must remember never to
give up on life since it has so much to oﬀer.
In having this positive attitude you will be successful in life and in all the decisions you make in life.
Arjay is a Summerbridge Scholar and will attend the Summerbridge Program for the
next two years. His goal is to study at an Ivy League university and become a doctor.
Arjay shares that “Writing an essay based on a law of life is something everyone should
do. I truly believe in what I wrote.”

THE GINIGER AWARD FOR EXCELLENCE IN WRITING

Renee Giniger Feingold, Evelyn Giniger Hoﬀman and Kenneth Giniger, former graduates
of P.S.86 in the Bronx, NY, decided that they would make a lasting contribution to the elementary school that had provided them with so many happy memories. In the spring of
1995, they began sponsoring the first Grade 6 Giniger Award for Excellence in Writing,
which has since become an annual event.
Bela Kletnick, Writing Staﬀ Developer, coordinates the yearlong writing program with
the enthusiastic support of Principal Sheldon Benardo. Assigned topics focus on personal
values and goal setting, and the essays are written using the writing process strategies of
prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, and publication. Approximately 300 students participate in the program. A spring awards ceremony honors the nine finalists, and the three
top winners receive a $50 savings bond. The Giniger family presents every finalist with a
book, and teachers are also acknowledged with a gift of appreciation. This annual writing
assembly has become a memorable event significant to the entire school community.
“My sisters and I sponsor the writing awards program,” shares Kenneth Giniger, “in
thanks for the education we received at P.S. 86, and to encourage today’s students to become
interested in writing.” ■
✶
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on Love
“Sometimes to love means to sacrifice”

T

hat is something I have heard my mom say from time to time, but I never
really understood what it meant until a couple of years ago. It all began one
cold January night...
I woke up to crying! I ran into my sister Caley’s room... she said her head hurt
really badly. I ran downstairs to get my parents. Caley was taken to a nearby hospital. She was delirious! The doctor sent her in a helicopter quick! To a hospital two
hours away! There my parents learned Caley had a brain aneurysm—kind of like
bleeding inside the brain. That was very serious! For three weeks Mom stayed at
the hospital with Caley. I had to sacrifice my time with Mom.... I had to sacrifice
a lot! I love my sister; and I kept reminding myself that Caley needed Mom more
than I did. Sometimes to love means to sacrifice.
When Caley and Mom came home from the hospital, I was so glad to see them.
Then, my parents asked me if I would share my bedroom with Caley (my room is
closest to my parents’ room) so they could hear her at night. Truthfully, I really
wanted a room of my own, but I love my sister, so I said, “Sure.” Sometimes to love
means to sacrifice.
During the past two and a half years, since Caley’s brain aneurysm, she has had
a lot of physical restrictions... she can’t do anything that might increase her blood
pressure or jolt her, causing her another brain bleed. (Things such as running,
jumping, going upside down, and holding her breath, Caley cannot do.) Many
times when I was playing with Caley, I chose not to do those things so Caley
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wouldn’t feel bad. I wanted to play like an ordinary kid, but I love my sister and...
sometimes to love means to sacrifice.
Our family hasn’t even gone to any amusement parks during these past two and
a half years because Caley isn’t allowed to ride any rides. Sure, I’d like to go, but I
love my sister. Sometimes to love means to sacrifice.
But guess what? My sister is getting better! Soon we will be able to do lots of fun
activities again. Through the past two and a half years, my sister Caley (who is two
years older than me) and I have grown closer and closer. I love my sister. Sometimes
to love means to sacrifice. And she is worth it. Now it actually feels like it was no
sacrifice at all.
Leah likes being home-schooled because her mom makes learning fun. She shares that
“Writing a laws of life essay has been a life changing experience for me. More than anything, I am thankful to share with the readers of my essay the wonderful miracle God
performed in my sister’s life. Hopefully readers will see how important it is for families
to stick together through hard times.”

GUIDEPOSTS FOR KIDS MAGAZINE LAWS OF LIFE ESSAY CONTEST

The idea to feature the essay contest in the Guideposts for Kids magazine grew out of an old
friendship between Sir John Templeton and Norman and Ruth Peale.
Since 1995, the contest has been held once a year for the magazine’s readers and is open
to all children between the ages of seven and twelve. Thousands of kids have written a
laws of life essay and submitted it to the Guideposts for Kids Essay Contest, and close to one
thousand children participated in the contest this past year. Each year, the grand prizewinner receives $5,000.
“Sir John and my parents shared the same goal, of bringing a better and fuller life to as
many people as possible,” says Elizabeth Peale Allen. “I hope that everyone who enters the
contest or reads the winning essays in Guideposts is moving toward a more rewarding
life.” ■
✶
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