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How much are you engaged in your life?

How well are you living your life?

Living is always difficult. It comes much more difficult when you know you are dying. Suddenly realizing that you are going to have so many things left undone and many more dreams left unaccomplished, most people will be buried in a vast misery mixed with desperation that they do not or cannot think of what to do next. Yet, Randy Pausch, the author of The Last Lecture, is not included among those people. In fact, he might be doing as much as, or even more than what he would be doing if he was still going to be alive for a long time, in the days he was diagnosed with fatal pancreatic cancer.

“I have an engineering problem.” The best-selling book, which has deeply inspired millions of its readers, starts with a sentence of an odd description of the Professor's terminal illness. In terms of writing skills, this would be a successful bait for attracting readers. He writes in specific personal style, carefree, humorous, positive and friendly. Yet going on, you will find that is not about writing style. It is the character of writer himself. “In that moment, I was definitely feeling healthy and whole, the Randy of old, powered no doubt by adrenaline and the thrill of a full house. I knew I looked pretty healthy, too, and that some people might have trouble reconciling that with the fact that I was near death. So I addressed it. 'If I don't seem as depressed or morose as I should be, sorry to disappoint you,' I said, and after people laughed, I added: 'I assure you I am not in denial. It's not like I'm not aware of what's going on.'” This is how Randy starts his last lecture “Really Achieving Your Childhood Dreams” at Carnegie Mellon: carefree, humorous, positive and friendly.

After describing the scenes before the lecture and when it began, he tells us about his own dreams and how he accomplished them. You may not necessarily be amazed by the gorgeous achievements this youthful middle age man had made as things he mentions can be as minor as painting the wall of his room, but his attitude and thoughts shown must impress you in some ways. “The brick walls are there for a reason. They're not there to keep us out. The brick walls are there to give us a change to show how badly we want something.” This “mantra” is always stick to Randy's belief and leads him to many successful experiences. Think of ourselves, what would we do if difficulties arise? 

In the next part, Randy recalls some vital moments in his life, where some people playing important roles in building his character are introduced. We start to know more about him in different views, such as Randy as a scientist, Randy as a student, Randy as a son, Randy as a husband, Randy as a father...... This makes me think of different roles we are playing in our life, and different roles other people are playing in our life. It is complicated to generalize why a person becomes that person into one simple reason. Every one of us is made up by innumerable inputs from people appeared in life. We are learning new lessons every day from the connection with surrounding objects, whether events or people.

The forth part of the book mainly shows us how the Professor deals with his students and college work. He has his own notions about his career. Driving by his learning experience, he believes that listening to others' comments is of the utmost importance especially in higher education. “Getting people to welcome feedback was the hardest thing I ever had to do as an educator. It saddens me that so many parents and educators have given up on this. When they talk of building self-esteem, they often resort to empty flattery rather than character-building honesty.” It is obvious that Randy cares about his students' personal development and truly flings himself into his job. He does not only focus on his dreams. He also helps others accomplish theirs. 

Then he lists out how he has tried to work his life a better one to us. He reveals those old but true essential values such as integrity, gratitude, earnest, hard work, preparation, telling truth and more. They are all well-spread ideas, but Randy's remarkable tone of elaborating those principles is worth reading with heart. More importantly, those are all his ways of living. Now you should understand why old values are always true. They always work.

As I was reading through all chapters, Randy's image kept coming out clearer and clearer, and finally there is no denying that he is the most charming and impressing autobiographer I have ever met in my life. Randy is absolutely a scientist. He even keeps his completely logical and rational thinking when facing imperious dangers or recognizing his death sentence. “The doctor had a point. I wondered how often she used her 'hospital paperwork' riff to ease patients' anxieties.” As how his mother praises him, he is always “aware” even when his wife is about to undergo surgery. I appreciate his constantly calm and sober reaction so much, however, his most attractive part to me is his emotional expression. 

It is rather common to see a book aiming to enlighten people on various big issues as life and dream, but Randy states clearly at the very beginning that he has a more crucial purpose of doing so.“Under the ruse of giving an academic lecture, I was trying to put myself in a bottle that would one day wash up on the each for my children.” Yes, he definitely was. His deep love is shown everywhere in the entire passage. Then he once again repeats this at the end of the book. “I took a breath. I decided to speak at a slightly faster clip than I had before. Maybe if I just talked faster, I thought, I could get through it.......Then I told them: The talk wasn't just for those in the room. 'It was for my kids.'” Even though he is optimistic and positive, leaving the children is a fact which does hurt a lot. He keeps smiling, but it is still difficult to fight back tears at times. This is the precious and touching human affections. If The Last Lecture is the legacy of Randy, it must be a genuine and wholehearted one, because this is a present left by a father, who desperately wants to tell his children the most valuable things in life.

In many people's eyes, Randy may not be convincing enough to explain anything about the obstacles in reality while he himself is a person born with luck, having an incredible family, plenty of wonderful opportunities and high intelligence. After all, he is a professor, a figure of success. This view carries out a significant discussion: What actually brings a person to his goal? Merits from a good environment surely matter, but after all, life is grabbed in our own hands. Can we just let it become an excuse for us not to work hard for our own life? If fate does not prepare them for us, can't we prepare them for ourselves?

Everyone has a dream, or a list of dreams. However, most of us eventually throw them away somewhere along the path of growth. We have to confess ourselves easily lost in the world as we are too weak in nature to defeat the overpowering objective factors. Then, look at Randy, he could not change the fact that he was about to depart, leaving all his beloved ones and failing all his blueprints of future. That's true he was weak. But he had chosen to turn his rare time into something incredibly meaningful to his beloved ones, and record the essence of what he had passed through as the most appropriate replacement of his future plans. This is the reason why he was so weak in front of fortune, but he had never become a loser. He insisted being himself until the end. And that is the message: “We cannot change the cards we were dealt, just how we play the hand.” Living is always uneasy. Countless incidents constantly mess our aspirations up. Even given so many inevitable limitations, there are still choices for each of us. We can choose to give in to the wayward destiny, or to look for a better alternative to keep going on. Among all topics, this is the most important lesson to learn. If we are stopped at the first step, how can we continue to walk our walks?

Randy's life unfortunately terminates at the highlight, but his life is no doubt a success. Despite the demise he had to encounter, “I was still fully engaged. I still knew life was good. I was doing OK.” He influences many others' lives with his own, although he had had so little left. “'You can never know how much that glimpse of you made my day, reminding me of what life is all about.'” This is the response not only of Robbee Kosak towards Randy's life, but of much more people all over the world who have read the book or watched the video.

So I cannot help reflecting mine. How much am I going to be engaged in my life? How well am I going to live my life? To be frank, I can barely ensure that my childhood dreams can be realized someday. The question is, the road is not yet visible, do I dare to step onto it?
“Give yourself permission to dream. 'If you can dream it, you can do it',” answered Randy.
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