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Perseverance, fortitude, patience and humility. To those who come to the 

little country cemetery, these are just some of the virtuous attributes that are 
chiseled deep into the names etched on the tombstones. These virtues are also 
spoken of here in the softest of whispers, carried on the winds for anyone who 
quiets himself long enough to listen. I know; I’ve heard   these whispers. I hear them 
carried on the gentle summer breezes or in the biting winds of winter that sweep 
over this parcel of land. Neither scorching heat nor drenching rains dampen them 
either. They are there for anyone to hear if they pay attention and wish to learn 
about living where the principles of a virtuous life are central. And I do, so I keep 
returning to the country cemetery.  
 

Nestled under a canopy of conifers and hardwoods, this little spot 
has become a “go-to” place for me. Its very setting surrounds me with a warm and 
comforting embrace. For one thing, it’s a pretty place. There are cornfields on one 
side; an old, country church on another; a scenic little road bordering yet another 
side; and an inhabited old farmhouse edging yet another boundary. The tombstones 
and grave markers add to the beauty of this landscape too, each with its own 
distinctive markings.  
 

It’s also a simple place, remaining steadfast in its purpose. It is what it is. 
 It doesn’t try to   be something it is not. But like the rest of the world that is ever-
changing, it too, is a place of continual change. But it has figured out how to strike a 
remarkable balance amidst all of the demands on it. In fact, it embraces both the old 
and the new with the utmost of respect. I think there is a lesson of virtuousness just 
in that alone and this is one of reasons I come here. Its steadfast and purposeful 
simplicity makes this little corner of the country conducive to quieting me from the 
noisy busyness of life. Unlike my favorite coffee shop, when I come here I can 
actually hear myself think. And honestly, sometimes that’s all I need; a simple time-
out.  
 

Finally, this piece of land has an inherent beauty that goes beyond its pretty 
country setting. It’s much more than just a piece of prized ground to hold earthly 
bodies when lives are completed. There is a legacy of virtuous lives here. In all of its 
outward prettiness and simplicities, it is something more; it is filled with stories of 
people whose own lives, I’m coming to learn, were once as complicated and difficult, 
but nonetheless as sweet and rich as mine is today.  
 

You see, this is my family’s cemetery.  It’s where four of my siblings are 
buried; it’s where my Dad is buried; it’s where my aunts and uncles and shirttail 
relatives are all buried.  It is the burial ground of my ancestors. Here, stories of 



perseverance, fortitude, patience and humility are passed down from generation to 
generation, just like my family’s genetic makeup.  
 

I wander between the newer and the older sections during my visits and 
I’ve noticed that regardless of their age and placement, the conditions of and 
inscriptions on the tombstones can tell a great deal about humankind in general. 
 It’s all here.  Deaths from wars, periods of civil unrest, blight, famine, premature 
births, horrific accidents, diseases, murders, suicides and old age. This cemetery is a 
microcosm of the bigger world, revealing the same heartaches, disappointments, 
tragedies and incredible losses that come with life. But the inscriptions on the 
tombstones also tell a great deal about incredible joys and lives well-lived, for I’ve 
noticed that what has been inscribed onto these grave markers almost always 
speaks of some virtues attributed to these individuals. And I hear the whispers, 
gently telling me of character traits that can help me stay the course, too, no matter 
the challenge or hardship. These whispers are quiet utterances of “perseverance, 
fortitude, patience and humility.”  
 

But I ask in response to these whispers, “Where did these individuals get 
their determination and courage?”  “By taking on the cloak of virtuous character 
traits,” I hear whispered in the wind. When faced with heartache and despair, most 
mustered the will to carry on. But how does one gain such strength of character? 
How does one become resilient? Where does this determination and courage get its 
start? Can virtuous character traits really make it possible to keep moving forward 
and to find the good in life? I hear whispers of  “Don’t despair.”   “Keep the faith.” “Be 
happy.”    
 

So, I don’t have to look far to find those virtues to which I aspire. All I have to 
do is come to this spot in the country, quietly walk around and listen to the 
whispers. It breathes its own source of life-sustaining oxygen into my being. This 
family legacy of virtuous traits that is my inheritance is chiseled on every tombstone 
I walk by. It is through the stories of these lives that I’ve learned so much about the 
noble virtues of perseverance, fortitude, patience and humility.  
 

As I wind up my visits, I stop by our own gravesites. We bought them years 
ago when my husband was diagnosed with terminal cancer and we were told that 
we would need one very soon. The whispers I hear in this section almost always get 
louder, penetrating my ears with a deafening sound. “Keep persevering; remain 
steady for one another; be patient, and remember to try to be gentle in spirit.” 
 These whispers tell me that not only can I learn about honorable character traits 
here in this cemetery, but that I can learn about them from the people in my 
everyday life.  
 

For you see, I have also seen these attributes lived out every day by my 
husband, now a survivor of a stem-cell transplant that put his terminal cancer to 
rest. As he prepared for his transplant, he was often heard to say, “There’s nothing 



to it but to do it.”  But he and I knew differently, so sometimes I found his remark for 
describing to people how we were getting through the sheer terror and hell of a 
stem-cell transplant to be way too cutesy and far too cut and dry. I sometimes felt 
that his remark diminished our turmoil, implying that the process was way too easy, 
when it clearly was not. Virtuousness can sting when it hits some very raw nerves. 
Yet, most of the time when he’d say it, I could sense that his remark was serving as a 
source of incredible inspiration and motivation, not only for himself and for us as we 
journeyed down this road, but also for those with whom he’d share it. Virtuousness 
has a way of doing that, too!  
 

It became his battle cry; his voice. And it became mine, as well. This battle cry 
fostered support. For him, it was a call to willful action; to put to the ultimate test his 
belief that perseverance in the face of hardship can make a positive difference; that 
fortitude takes every ounce of conviction you have; that patience oftentimes 
requires an interminably long-range outlook; and that humility requires a demeanor 
of gentleness and acceptance. For me, it became a period of great teaching moments. 
It was my reminder that these virtues can indeed ensure resolve in difficulties and 
constancy in the pursuit of the good in life. For if by choosing to embrace these 
attributes I can become better for it, then can’t a convincing argument also be made 
that my little part of the world can become better by embracing such virtuous 
attributes?  
 

I know with certainty that these virtues can be difficult to embrace. I also 
know with certainty that they can produce extraordinary results. I know, too, that I 
am shaped by many people, places and experiences, so I find myself appreciating 
more and more these individuals whose virtues are chronicled here in this simple 
place. Like the country cemetery that remains steadfast in its purpose, virtue is 
what it is and it doesn’t try to be something it is not. As I walk back to my car, I feel 
refreshed and renewed. “Go now and do your best to live a life where virtuous 
principles are central,” I hear carried on a gentle breeze. The whispers assure me 
that it doesn’t get any better than living a life defined by attributes of virtue, so I do 
my best to heed their wisdom, knowing that I am well-prepared to head back into 
the complexities of life, with all of its messy challenges and oh, so sweet victories.  
 


