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“We don’t receive wisdom; we must discover it 
for ourselves after a journey that no one can take 
for us or spare us,” Proust scolds me from time’s 
dusty parchment.

Patience appearing out of thin air is a myth like 
the fountain of youth.

I’ve come to Port Royal Sound in the 
low country of South Carolina looking for 
something vital—a treasure, a restorative 

elixir. I’m sick. Sick with worry. Sick with fear. 
Sick with frustration. I’ve looked everywhere 
for a tonic, hoping to find it bottled and sold 
at each successive roadside attraction on the 
way here.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. I’ve 
traveled thousands of miles, crisscrossing the 
country like seekers throughout time trying 
to stretch mind and soul. And a soggy mess 
of mind and soul it is, pinned like a wet sheet 
on a clothesline. Each latitude and longitude, 
a clothespin stretching the sorry dampness. 
My soul needs airing out. It requires a good 
flap in the wind.

My temper, like a Geiger counter at 
Chernobyl, an endless series of clicks with 
the needle stuck in the danger zone. My 
temper is radioactive.

I lack reasonable vision, intention, and 
means. I lack patience.

I can’t keep this up. And I can’t stop. I 
see others rushing from one activity to the 
next. I wonder if they, too, feel the burn of 
irritation? Do they wish everyone would 
step on the gas? Can’t we talk and move 
faster, get more done?

Do others sort people the way one sorts 
laundry? This one helps, this one hinders—a 
sorting of lights and darks? Once sorted, do 
they lavish attention on helpers and disregard 
those who hinder?
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The prayer starts: “Welcome, welcome, welcome.” 
And ends: “I open to the love and presence of 
God . . . Amen.” . . . This prayer will not leave me 
alone. This prayer takes everything you dish out. 
It insists on welcoming EVERYTHING.

My mind wanders away from my 
body, which stays annoyingly here, in this 
moment. My mind zooms to a rainbow-filled 
fantasy future.

•
As my quest begins, I tell others I’m driving 
to St. Augustine, Florida. At present, both mind 
and body are navigating, trusting the blue 
and red lines on the map and the clarity they 
promise. Even out here, I find detours and delays. 
I discover the information the maps provide isn’t 
the same as knowledge of local conditions.

I don’t say or even admit to myself that 
what I most hope to find is my essential self. 
We imagine our essential selves arranged like 
the essential elements in the periodic table 
of elements—tidy and discernible. Scientists 
use the table to predict elements we haven’t 
yet discovered. Imagine discovering we’re 
missing something essential or elemental 
in our personality, something like patience. 
Wouldn’t it be nifty to add patience to our 
personal periodic table of elements?

Too bad life doesn’t organize itself into 
neat grids. Slowed by construction zone after 
construction zone on my road trip, I wonder: 
Can my character be repaired, replaced, or 
rehabilitated like a highway?

Benjamin Franklin created a system to 
develop his character. At twenty, he developed 
a list of thirteen virtues he worked on for 
the rest of his life. Franklin worked on one 
virtue a week, “leaving all others to their 
ordinary chance.” CHANCE? I want a sure-fire, 
easy-peasy system. I want patience without 
practicing patience.

“We don’t receive wisdom; we must 
discover it for ourselves after a journey that 
no one can take for us or spare us,” Proust 
scolds me from time’s dusty parchment.

Patience appearing out of thin air is a 
myth like the fountain of youth.

Just to be sure it’s a myth, I visit the 
Fountain of Youth in St. Augustine. Will a sip 
restore youth or create patience?

You can’t drink from the Fountain of Youth 
without paying for the privilege. Besides 
being impatient, I’m cheap. So no sips for me. 
Local lore says the fountain marks the point 
where Ponce de León, Spanish explorer and 
the first European to reach Florida, arrived. 
Like Ponce de León, I explore the area.

More interesting than the Fountain of 
Youth is the De Leon Springs State Park 
outside DeLand, Florida, about sixty-five miles 
southwest of St. Augustine. Who knows if the 
actual de León made it here? If you go, eat a 
stack of stone-ground flour pancakes you make 
yourself at the Sugar Mill Restaurant. They are 
delicious! Afterward, you can take a dip, without 
charge, in the spring-fed bathing cauldron just 
a few hundred feet from the Sugar Mill. Go early 
to beat the crowds. Too impatient to stand in 
line, I arrive before the 8:00 a.m. opening.

No surprise, I hate waiting for things to 
open. To distract me while waiting, I watch 
park rangers patrol the cement lip of the 
natural spring cauldron. They remove debris 
and survey the pool. I wonder if they, too, 
are searching for answers? Later, on a boat 
ride on the St. John River, I see over twenty 
alligators, some as long as fifteen feet. I 
wonder if park rangers patrolling the pool 
ever evict alligators. I didn’t think to ask.

I’m the first seated at the Sugar Mill. After 
a big delicious breakfast, I change into my 
swimming suit.

The water in DeLeon Springs is a constant 
73 degrees—brisk on a cool winter morning. 
My dip in the pool doesn’t make me younger 
or more patient, though it refreshes. A school 

of fish and a single turtle swim with me. I 
think about asking the turtle about patience. 
I realize my mistake before embarrassing 
myself and the turtle; I have the turtle 
confused with a tortoise.

If you recall, the tortoise, not a turtle, 
raced and beat the hare. The tortoise’s patient 
persistence beats the hare’s speed. While 
turtles and tortoises are both reptiles in the 
order of Testudines, they come from different 
families. Tortoises dwell on land, and turtles 
mostly live in water.

•
If you look long enough, order emerges 
from the universal chaos. In addition to 
organizing elements, scientists classify the 
natural world into orders. I dream of running 
away and joining the only kind of order I 
know—a monastic order.

Are there any monastic orders focused on 
patience?

The brothers of New Melleray Abbey 
welcome me into their Gothic revival limestone 
monastery just outside the rolling hills of Peosta, 
Iowa. Since they’ve taken a vow of silence, they 
refuse to tell me patience’s secrets.

Fewer than thirty monks call New Mel-
leray home. Without a word, these Trappist 

monks, part of the order of Cisterns, give me 
a room. The room holds a single narrow bed, a 
set of drawers, a straight-back chair that slides 
under its matching desk, and silence.

At first, silence feels expansive. A vow of 
silence prevents anyone from saying anything 
that might test my patience. I relax into stillness, 
walking the forested grounds of the abbey.

Besides farming and forestry, the monks 
make beautiful wooden caskets and burial 
urns. The wood for caskets and urns comes 
from the monks’ own forests.

I wonder if living close to nature 
in silence, making beautiful things and 
thinking about death all day creates room 
for patience’s f lourishing?

I try living as monks do, keeping their 
schedule:

 3:15 a.m.  rise
 3:30 a.m.  vigils
 4:00 a.m.  breakfast
 6:30 a.m.  lauds
 7:00 a.m.  Mass
 8:00 a.m.  scripture/
  prayer
 9:15 a.m.  terse
 9:30 a.m.  work

 11:45 am.  sect 
 12:00 p.m. dinner
 1:45 p.m.  none 
 2:00 p.m.  work
 4:30 p.m.  supper
 5:30 p.m.  vespers
 6:00 p.m.  scripture
 7:30 p.m.  compline
 8:00 p.m.  retire
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As the water pours through the oyster, tiny, 
irritating debris get caught in the oyster’s soft 
folds. To protect themselves from injury, oysters 
secrete a kind of glue that coats the dross. As 
this coating builds up on the irritating bits of 
happenstance that enter and linger, the oyster 
forms a pearl.

I discover the secret to coating life’s irritants: 
a welcoming attitude. Impatience evaporates 
when resistance evaporates. It’s hard to be mad 
if you choose to love. It’s hard to be angry if you 
choose empathy. It’s hard to feel heartbroken if 
you turn towards acceptance. It’s the resistance 
that creates irritation that leads to impatience. 
Acceptance creates pearls of patience.

I sleep through vigils and lauds, arriving 
sleepy for Mass. I’ve ruined the first night and 
second day of my three-day retreat. Upset 
with “blowing” my big monk moment, the 
irritation stays with me throughout the day.

I hoped coming to this holy, quiet, and 
bucolic place would calm the storms of irritation 
and impatience. I longed to frolic on the shores 
of bliss. Bliss is what I imagine I’ll feel once I 
drink patience’s tonic. However, my wise friend 
Melynda reminds me as I travel from place to 
place: Wherever you go, there you are.

I wake the following morning at 3:15 
but don’t get out of bed. I’m pinned by my 
transgressions to the mattress. I am no monk. 
I’m what St. Benedict called a gyrovague. In 
St. Benedict’s Rules for Monks, he writes, 

“These (gyrovagi) spend their whole lives 
wandering from province to province, staying 
three days in one monastery and four in 
another, ever roaming and never stable, given 
up to their own wills and the allurements of 
gluttony, and worse.”

I am the worst kind of gyrovague. I leave 
the abbey little changed.

•
Throwing myself back into life’s hurly-
burly, I meet Julie who offers to teach me 
Father Thomas Keating’s Welcoming Prayer. 
She says this renews her commitment to 
patience.

The prayer starts: “Welcome, welcome, 
welcome.” And ends: “I open to the love and 
presence of God . . . Amen.”

I’m sorry I met Julie; I’m sorry she shared 
this prayer. This prayer will not leave me 
alone. This prayer takes everything you dish 
out. It insists on welcoming EVERYTHING.

Defeated but not yet ready to admit it. I 
tuck the prayer in my pocket as I make my 
annual pilgrimage to the sea.

Walking along the shores of Port Royal 
Sound, I stand in awe of massive oyster beds. 
A single oyster filters and cleans 1.3 gallons 
of water per hour.

Welcome, welcome, welcome, oysters.
As the water pours through the oyster, 

tiny, irritating debris get caught in the 
oyster’s soft folds. To protect themselves 

from injury, oysters secrete a kind of glue 
that coats the dross. As this coating builds 
up on the irritating bits of happenstance 
that enter and linger, the oyster forms a 
pearl.

Welcome, welcome, welcome, irritants.
I stumble over my treasure on Port Royal 

Sound’s shore. Here is the end of my quest. I 
began my search looking for a myth. Not the 
Fountain of Youth, but something like it: an 
irritant-free life.

Instead, I discover the secret to coating 
life’s irritants: a welcoming attitude. 
Impatience evaporates when resistance 
evaporates. It’s hard to be mad if you choose 
to love. It’s hard to be angry if you choose 
empathy. It’s hard to feel heartbroken 
if you turn towards acceptance. It’s the 
resistance that creates irritation that leads 
to impatience. Acceptance creates pearls of 
patience.

Can this acceptance stand up to grief? 

Can it withstand death, love’s loss, illness, 
loneliness, betrayal? I’ve faced and resisted 
these. Brute resistance never changed the 
facts. Resistance only hardens into pain.

I thought patience was a particular skill. 
In a way it is, but it’s not what I thought it 
was. Patience is a gentle acceptance of the 
world as she presents herself, and it involves 
giving up the myth that a safe, comfortable, 
secure place to spend the rest of our lives 
exists.

I’m closing in on my destination. Patience 
gleams on the horizon. The quest stretched 
my soul along the clotheslines of latitude and 
longitude, opening a vastness, not beyond 
impatience, irritation, and frustration. My 
journey takes me consistently through these 
small dusty towns. They are points of interest, 
not the final destination.

Patience’s pearl welcomes the entire 
world, grand and small, and all that happens 
along the way. 
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