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About This Book
This booklet is about Epictetus (eh-pick-TEE-tus), a philosopher who was born enslaved, had 
his leg broken by his owner, and still became one of the most respected teachers in the 
Roman Empire. He didn't write books. His students wrote down his lectures. What survives 
is direct, sharp, and surprisingly practical.

Epictetus believed that happiness is not about getting what you want. It's about learning to 
want the right things — the things you can actually control.  This booklet will  walk you 
through six of his most important ideas, one chapter at a time, with real-life scenarios and 
questions to think through.

Each chapter has six parts: a story, the big idea, things to try, something to draw or design, 
questions  to  discuss,  and  a  parent/teacher  page.  Read  it  straight  through,  or  jump  to 
whatever chapter matches what you're dealing with right now.

The ideas are old. The problems are not.

———



Chapter 1: The Boy with a Borrowed Name

Illustration for Chapter 1



The Story

Part I: Hierapolis
Long before anyone called him wise, Epictetus was a baby in a city built  on top of hot 
springs.

The city was Hierapolis,  which means "sacred city"  in Greek.  It  sat  on white cliffs that 
looked like frozen waterfalls — layers of bright white stone called travertine, formed over 
thousands of years by mineral-rich water cascading down from the springs above. Steam 
rose from cracks in the earth like the breath of some sleeping giant. The air smelled of 
sulfur and wet minerals,  a sharp metallic  scent that caught in the back of your throat. 
Travelers came from all over the Mediterranean to bathe in the hot water, believing it could 
heal  their  aches  and  pains.  They  left  coins  and  prayers  at  the  temple  of  Apollo  that 
dominated the hilltop,  and they walked through the white streets  in their  clean tunics, 
speaking Greek and Latin and Phrygian in a babble of languages.

No one wrote down the day Epictetus was born. No one recorded his mother's name, or his 
father's, or whether he had brothers or sisters. In the Roman world, enslaved people did not 
get birth certificates. They did not get birthday celebrations. They did not even get to keep 
their own names.

What we know is this: his parents were enslaved people living in Hierapolis, which meant 
he was born enslaved too. In Roman law, the children of slaves belonged to the master's 
household the way kittens belong to the barn cat. He was property before he was a person.

His mother — let's imagine her, even though history forgot her — probably held him in the 
small,  warm  room  behind  the  kitchen  where  the  enslaved  family  slept.  She  probably 
whispered a name to him, a  secret  name that  was just  between them. Maybe it  was a 
Phrygian  name,  soft  and  musical,  with  sounds  that  rolled  like  water.  Maybe  it  meant 
"strong" or "light"  or "mine."  We'll  never know. History swallowed it  whole,  the way it 
swallows so much about the lives of the powerless.

The name the world knows him by — Epictetus — is not that secret name. It is a Greek word 
that means "acquired." It is the kind of word a master uses when he buys a new chair, or a 
horse,  or  a  person.  Imagine  being  called  "New  Purchase"  your  whole  life.  Imagine 
answering to a name that reminds everyone, every single day, that you belong to someone 
else. Imagine hearing that name called across a crowded room and knowing it means you 
must come, must obey, must drop whatever you are doing because someone who owns you 
has decided they want you.

But babies do not know they are property. Babies know warmth and milk and the sound of 
their mother's heartbeat. For the first few years of his life, Epictetus probably played in the 



steam rising from the hot springs, chasing lizards across the white cliffs, learning to walk on 
uneven stones, sleeping through the clatter of travelers' chariots. He probably had a stick he 
pretended was a sword. He probably had a stone he carried in his pocket like a treasure. He 
probably laughed when his mother tickled him and cried when he was hungry and reached 
up to be held just like any other child.

Then,  when he was still  very small  — maybe four years old,  maybe five — everything 
changed.

Part II: The Road to Rome
His master decided to move to Rome.

Rome was the center of the world. It was the biggest city anyone had ever built — more 
than a  million  people  crammed into  streets  that  smelled  of  bread  baking,  fish  rotting, 
incense burning, and unwashed crowds pressed too close together. It had buildings taller 
than anything in Hierapolis,  temples with roofs of gleaming gold,  and the Colosseum, a 
giant oval arena where tens of thousands gathered to watch gladiators fight and die.

But Epictetus didn't see any of that at first.

The journey from Hierapolis to Rome took weeks. They traveled over mountains where 
snow lingered late into spring, the passes narrow and dangerous, the wind cutting through 
thin clothing like a blade. They crossed rivers on rickety ferries made of lashed-together 
logs, the water rushing beneath them, the ferrymen cursing and straining at the ropes. They 
slept in roadside inns where fleas bit everyone's ankles and the food was stale bread and 
olives that tasted like dirt and old grease. Epictetus rode in a covered wagon with other 
enslaved people, bumping along roads that hadn't been repaired in decades, jolted against 
the wooden sides until his body ached with bruises. He was probably seasick on the ship 
that carried them across the narrow sea. Probably cold in the mountain passes. Probably 
confused about why he had left the only home he knew.

His mother didn't come.

History doesn't say what happened to her. Maybe she died of fever in Hierapolis, one of the 
many small tragedies that never made it into records. Maybe she was sold to someone else 
because the master needed money, and a young enslaved woman with no child to care for 
fetched a better price. Maybe she was left behind because the master didn't want the bother 
of transporting a whole family, or because she was needed to maintain the household in 
Hierapolis. Whatever happened, the little boy who had been wrapped in her warmth, who 
had fallen asleep to her lullabies, who had reached for her hand when he was afraid, was 
suddenly alone.



Surrounded by strangers. Headed toward a city he couldn't imagine. With no one to explain 
why his world had disappeared.

You don't have to be enslaved to understand this kind of loss. You can lose your home in a 
sudden  move,  your  parents  to  divorce,  your  stability  to  a  parent's  new  job  or  a  new 
relationship. You can lose the only world you've ever known while you're still too young to 
understand why. The ground vanishes beneath your feet. The rules you learned no longer 
apply. The people who were supposed to keep you safe are simply... gone.

Part III: The House of Epaphroditus
When they finally reached Rome, Epictetus was assigned to the household of a wealthy and 
powerful man named Epaphroditus.

Epaphroditus  had  been  a  secretary  to  Emperor  Nero  —  one  of  the  most  famous  and 
terrifying  rulers  in  Roman  history.  He  had  survived  palace  politics,  betrayals,  and 
assassinations. He owned property across the empire, investments in shipping and grain, 
influence that could make or break careers. When he walked through the streets of Rome, 
people stepped aside and lowered their eyes.

His house was grand — not as grand as the palaces on the Palatine Hill where the emperor 
lived, but grand enough to inspire awe in a child who had spent his life in a kitchen in 
Hierapolis. Marble floors that were cold even in summer, polished so smooth they reflected 
the lamplight like dark water.  Painted walls with scenes of gods and heroes,  the colors 
impossibly bright. Fountains in the courtyard where water splashed over carved stone fish, 
the sound both musical and somehow lonely. Rooms full of furniture carved from imported 
wood, draped in silk that had traveled thousands of miles from China along trade routes 
that brave merchants risked their lives to cross. Silver dishes. Gold-rimmed cups. Perfumes 
from Arabia that cost more than a laborer earned in a year.

Epictetus was a house slave, which meant he lived in the mansion but did not enjoy it. His 
jobs were endless. Carry water from the courtyard fountain to the kitchen. Clean the floors 
with rags and harsh lye soap that cracked his hands. Run messages across the city, weaving 
through crowds, memorizing instructions he could not read. Hold the master's cloak when 
Epaphroditus stood to speak. Stand silently in corners, ready to be summoned, invisible 
until needed and then suddenly, urgently present. Learn to anticipate needs before they 
were spoken — a refilled cup, a warmed room, a cushion placed just so.

He wore a simple tunic made of rough, undyed wool. It scratched his skin and absorbed 
sweat  without  releasing  it,  so  that  in  summer  he  itched  constantly  and  in  winter  he 
shivered.  His feet  were probably bare indoors,  calloused from the cold marble and the 
rough stone of the courtyard. He ate whatever scraps were left from the master's table — 



bones with shreds of meat, ends of bread, vegetables that had gone too soft to serve — or 
simple  barley  porridge  in  the  kitchen  with  the  other  enslaved  workers,  eaten  quickly 
because there was always more work to do.

At night, he slept on a thin mattress stuffed with straw, in a crowded room with other slaves 
— the cook with her burned hands, the doorkeeper with his missing teeth, the stable hands 
who smelled of horse and leather, the messenger boys who whispered about the city they'd 
seen that day. There was no privacy. No quiet. No place to cry without being heard and 
mocked.

But here's what we know about Epictetus even in these hard years: he was curious.

While other boys gossiped and complained and gambled away their few coins, Epictetus 
listened. He paid attention to the scholars and politicians who visited Epaphroditus.  He 
watched how arguments worked — how a man could move another man's mind with the 
right words, or trap him with the wrong ones. He noticed how persuasion functioned, how 
power flowed through rooms like water seeking the lowest point. He observed that some 
masters treated slaves like furniture, barely noticing them, while others treated them like 
dangerous animals, ready to strike at any sign of independence. He noticed that fear made 
people cruel, and cruelty made people stupid, and stupidity made them weak even when 
they had all the power.

Most importantly, he noticed something that other enslaved boys missed: the master could 
control his body, but not his mind.

Epaphroditus could make him carry water until his shoulders burned. He could make him 
stand in a corner for hours until his legs cramped. He could make him work from before 
dawn  until  after  dark,  until  his  eyes  blurred  with  exhaustion.  But  he  could  not  make 
Epictetus believe that this treatment was just. He could not make Epictetus admire him. He 
could  not  make  Epictetus  forget  that  somewhere  inside,  beneath  the  "acquired"  label, 
beneath the rough tunic and the bare feet and the straw mattress, there was a real person 
who thought and wondered and refused to be erased.

Part IV: The Breaking
The worst day came without warning.

Ancient  historians  record  —  briefly,  coldly,  as  if  describing  the  weather  —  that 
Epaphroditus "twisted Epictetus's leg until it broke." They don't say why. Maybe Epictetus 
dropped something valuable — a silver cup, a perfume jar. Maybe he spoke when he should 
have been silent, asked a question that sounded like backtalk, made a face that his master 
interpreted as defiance. Maybe Epaphroditus had a bad day — an argument with his wife, a 



threat from a political enemy, a financial loss — and needed someone weaker to absorb his 
rage. In a household built on power, the enslaved person is always the safest target.

Whatever the reason, the violence was sudden and brutal.

Picture it: a grown man, well-fed and powerful, seizing a boy's leg — a boy who weighed 
barely half what he did — and twisting it with deliberate force. Picture the snap, audible in 
the sudden silence of the room. The white-hot pain that flooded the boy's body like boiling 
water  poured into  his  veins.  The scream he tried to  swallow because screaming made 
masters angrier. The floor rushing up to meet his face as he fell. The world narrowing to a 
single point of agony.

Modern doctors would call what happened a compound fracture. The bone broke cleanly, 
but the force was so great that the ends shifted, overlapping like two sticks stacked at an 
angle. Without surgery — and the Romans had no surgery for this kind of injury in an 
enslaved child — the bone would heal crooked.

There was no doctor for slaves. No pain medicine beyond wine or poppy, neither of which 
was offered to him. No one to set the bone properly or splint it straight. Someone — perhaps 
the cook, perhaps another slave — probably bound it with strips of cloth, tight enough to 
keep it  from moving, loose enough to let blood flow. Epictetus probably lay on his thin 
mattress for weeks, feverish, sweating, biting his lip to keep from crying out because crying 
out was weakness and weakness invited more punishment.

And here is the moment that defines everything.

While his leg was being broken — while the pain was at its absolute worst, while the bone 
was still  grinding inside his  skin — Epictetus  looked at  his  master  and said something 
extraordinary:

"Didn't I tell you this would happen if you kept twisting it?"

Not "please stop." Not "I'm sorry." Not begging or bargaining or blaming himself. Just this: 
calm observation. A statement of fact. The implication being — though he didn't say it aloud 
— that breaking his leg proved nothing except that Epaphroditus was the kind of man who 
would break a child's leg.

Think about what this means. At an age when most children would be screaming for their 
mothers, Epictetus was already separating what was happening to his body from what was 
happening to his mind. The pain was real. The fear was real. The injustice was real. But the 
meaning of the moment? The story he told himself about who he was in that moment? That 
belonged to him. He chose the meaning. And he chose: this says more about him than about 



me. I am not what he is doing to me. I am the one who watches it happen and decides what it 
means.

The leg healed crooked. For the rest of his life, Epictetus walked with a pronounced limp. 
He leaned on a wooden staff, carved roughly by his own hands or given by someone who 
noticed  his  need.  Stairs  were  hard.  Long  distances  were  harder.  In  a  culture  that 
worshipped physical  perfection — where athletes were treated like demigods and even 
emperors exercised daily in public — his limp marked him as damaged, less-than, someone 
to pity.

But here's what no one could see: inside that bent leg, inside that scarred bone, there was a 
steel  rod of  conviction that  had been forged in  the  fire  of  that  moment.  Epictetus  had 
proven to himself, at the deepest possible level, that the outside world could wound him but 
could not conquer him. The fortress of his mind had withstood its first siege. And it would 
withstand many more.

Part V: Freedom
Years passed. The boy grew into a teenager. And then — the miracle.

Epictetus was freed.

We don't know how. Maybe Epaphroditus died and his heirs didn't want the burden of 
managing so many slaves. Maybe Epictetus saved enough money — some masters allowed 
enterprising slaves  to  earn coins on the side,  a  small  mercy that  could lead to  a  large 
freedom — to buy his own release. Maybe someone saw promise in him and paid for his 
freedom as a gift.

However it happened, the chains came off.

For the first time, he could choose where to sleep. What to eat. Whether to stay in Rome or 
go. He could walk out of the house of Epaphroditus and never return. He could, in theory, 
go back to Hierapolis and search for the mother he had lost, though years had passed and 
the trail was cold. He could start a farm, join the army, learn a trade, become a merchant.

He chose to study philosophy.

This is where the story turns from survival to transformation. Epictetus didn't just want to 
be  free  —  he  wanted  to  understand freedom.  He  wanted  to  know  why  some  people 
remained miserable even when they had everything, while others remained peaceful even 
when they had nothing. He wanted to know how the mind worked, how fear worked, how 
courage worked, how happiness worked.



He became a student of Musonius Rufus, one of the great teachers of the age. Musonius 
taught outdoors, in public spaces, under colonnades where anyone could wander by and 
listen. His philosophy was practical, not abstract. He believed that philosophy should teach 
you how to live, not just how to argue elegantly in salons.

Epictetus absorbed everything. He sat at Musonius's feet for years. He asked questions that 
cut to the heart of things. He challenged assumptions, including his own. He practiced what 
he learned — not just in study, but in the messy business of daily life. When he finally 
began teaching on his own, people noticed something different about him.

He wasn't teaching from books. He was teaching from scars.

Students began to gather. At first a few. Then dozens. Then hundreds. Word spread across 
the Roman Empire: there was a teacher in Rome who had been a slave, whose leg was 
crooked, who spoke with quiet authority about the one thing that couldn't be stolen — the 
freedom inside your own mind.

An emperor — possibly Domitian, possibly Hadrian — is said to have visited him. Other 
philosophers wrote books and became famous. Epictetus never wrote a single word. His 
students — particularly a young man named Arrian — wrote down his lectures as faithfully 
as they could, capturing not just his ideas but his voice: plain, direct, occasionally sarcastic, 
always grounded in the realities of pain and loss and persistence.

And the most important thing he taught?

It came from his own life. Not from books or theories, but from the boy who had been torn 
from his mother, who had been called "acquired," who had had his leg broken and had 
chosen, in that moment of agony, to keep his dignity intact.

You are free inside your mind, even when you are not free outside it.

The Big Idea
No one can take away your inner freedom.

Other people can take your things, your comfort, your safety, even your body. But they 
cannot reach inside your mind and make you mean, or scared, or cruel — unless you let 
them.

Epictetus proved this because he lived it. He started with nothing, not even a name he had 
chosen. He ended up teaching kings.



Try This
1.  The Name Game: Epictetus got his name because someone "acquired" him. List labels 
people have put on you — smart, lazy, difficult, gifted, quiet, dramatic, too sensitive, too 
loud. Which ones feel true? Which ones feel like things other people decided for you? Write 
your own name for yourself, based on who you want to become, not who others say you 
are.

2.  Inner vs.  Outer: Think of  a  time someone took something from you or  treated you 
unfairly — a game, a chance, a friendship, your trust. Could they take your goodness? Your 
courage? Your kindness? Your ability to choose what happens next? Write two lists: "Things 
others can take or control" and "Things only I can give away."

3.  The Borrowed Name Interview: Ask someone older  — a  parent,  teacher,  coach,  or 
relative — about a label they were given when they were young. Did they accept it? Reject 
it? Grow into it? How did it shape them? What would they tell their younger self about 
names and labels?

Draw/Design It
Draw a split-page self-portrait.

On the left side, draw the "outside" you: your clothes, your hair, your phone, your grades, 
your team jersey, your social media profile, your room, the car you might drive someday — 
all the things other people can see or judge.

On the right side,  draw the "inside" you: your values,  your choices,  your courage,  your 
kindness, your curiosity, your sense of humor, your loyalty — the things no one can take 
without your permission.

Use color to show which side feels more solid and real to you right now. Add a caption at  
the bottom: "The inside is mine."

Questions to Discuss
1. Why do you think names and labels have so much power over how we see ourselves? 2. 
Epictetus's leg was broken, but something inside him stayed unbroken. What do you think 
that "something" was, and where does it live in a person? 3. Have you ever had something 
taken from you — a thing, a chance, a relationship — and discovered that part of you was 
still free? What part stayed free? 4. Is it possible to be physically trapped and mentally free? 
Can you think of a real example from history or your own life where someone had very 
little control over their body but complete control over their mind? 5. If you could give 
yourself a new name based on who you want to be, what would it be and why? Would you 
share it with anyone, or keep it secret?



Parent/Teacher Page
This chapter deals with slavery, violence, and family separation. These are heavy topics for 
11–14 year olds, but they are essential to understanding why Epictetus's philosophy was 
grounded in lived experience rather than abstract theory.

If your student is reading this alone, check in with them about the emotional impact. Ask: 
"What  surprised  you?  What  bothered  you?  What  do  you  think  about  how  Epictetus 
responded?"

The key concept to reinforce is  inner freedom: the idea that circumstances and labels do 
not have to define character. This is not a denial of injustice or suffering. It is a claim about 
where moral agency lives — inside the mind, in the space between what happens to us and 
how we interpret it.

Some students may want to debate whether Epictetus's calm response was realistic. It is 
worth acknowledging that  not  everyone can respond this  way,  and that  trauma affects 
people differently. The point is not that every enslaved person should have been as stoic as 
Epictetus. The point is that he discovered something about the architecture of the mind that 
can help anyone facing difficulty.

For  deeper  study,  the  full  WisdomForge  Epictetus  compendium  is  available  at 
smfwisdomforge.com.

———



Chapter 2: The Circle You Control

Illustration for Chapter 2

The Story

Part I: The Student with Too Many Worries
Marcus was thirteen years old, and he was drowning in worry.



Not literal drowning — though sometimes, lying awake at night listening to the creak of his 
family's  apartment building in Rome,  it  felt  that  way.  His  chest  would tighten,  as  if  an 
invisible hand had reached inside his ribcage and was squeezing his heart. His breathing 
would speed up, shallow and fast, not filling his lungs properly. His mind would race in 
circles like a hamster in a wheel, spinning faster and faster but never arriving anywhere, 
never solving anything, just spinning until he was exhausted.

He worried about everything.

He worried that  his  father would be disappointed in his  grades at  the private tutoring 
school he attended — expensive, exclusive, filled with the sons of senators and merchants 
who boasted about their summer villas and their horses' bloodlines. Marcus was smart, but 
not the smartest. He finished third or fourth in most subjects, which his father considered 
"acceptable but  not  excellent,"  a  phrase that  landed like a dull  knife every time report 
season came around.

He worried that his friends secretly didn't like him. That they only invited him to their 
houses because his father was wealthy, not because they enjoyed his company. That they 
laughed about him behind his back — his nervous laugh, his tendency to blurt out facts 
when he was anxious, the way his tunic sometimes bore stains because he was careless at 
meals, the way his voice still cracked unpredictably between high and low notes when he 
read aloud in class.

He worried about his little sister, who had been coughing for three weeks. In Rome, coughs 
could turn into fevers, and fevers could turn into death. The physician had visited twice and 
applied leeches and prescribed rest, but the cough persisted — a wet, rattling sound from 
her bedroom down the hall that made Marcus's stomach twist every time he heard it. He 
found himself listening for it,  tensing when it started, relaxing slightly when it stopped, 
then tensing again because the silence might mean she had stopped breathing.

He  worried  about  the  political  rumors  swirling  through  the  city.  His  father's  business 
depended  on  contracts  with  the  imperial  administration,  and  the  emperor  was 
unpredictable. A whispered insult at a dinner party, a perceived slight in a Senate debate, 
and fortunes could vanish overnight. Marcus had seen it happen to the family next door — 
one day they had servants and silk curtains, the next they were selling furniture in the 
street to pay debts, their faces blank with shock.

He worried about his appearance. He was growing fast, awkward in his body, his feet too 
big, his shoulders too narrow, his face breaking out in spots that he examined in polished 
metal  mirrors with a kind of despairing fascination.  He was sure everyone noticed.  He 



practiced speaking in his room, trying to pitch his voice lower, but it only sounded strained 
and artificial.

He worried about the future. What if he failed the examinations that determined whether 
he could study rhetoric  in Athens? What if  he ended up managing the family business 
instead of pursuing philosophy, which was the only subject that made him feel awake and 
alive? What if he disappointed everyone — his father, his tutors, himself?

And underneath all  these worries,  like a river running underground,  he worried about 
something deeper and more shameful: that he was fundamentally weak. That other boys 
handled  their  lives  with  confidence  and ease  while  he  was  secretly  falling  apart.  That 
everyone  could  see  it  —  the  way  he  flinched  at  loud  noises,  the  way  he  rehearsed 
conversations in his head before entering rooms, the way he counted his steps to calm his 
anxiety — and was simply too polite to mention it.

By the time he arrived at Epictetus's lecture hall — a modest colonnade near the Roman 
Forum, open to the sky, shaded by cypress trees that released their sharp, clean scent on 
warm days — Marcus had worked himself into such a state of exhaustion that he could 
barely listen to the other students debating the day's topic: whether virtue could be taught 
or whether it was innate.

He sat in the back, hugging his knees, picking at a loose thread on his tunic. He had come 
because his philosophy tutor had recommended it. "This teacher is different," the tutor had 
said. "He doesn't lecture from books. He talks about living." Marcus had imagined some 
inspiring, confident figure who would dispense wisdom like a fountain. Instead, he saw a 
middle-aged man with a pronounced limp, leaning on a wooden staff, wearing a simple 
grey cloak that had been patched at the elbow. The man looked poor. He looked tired. He 
looked like someone who had been through things.

The lecture ended. The other students drifted away — some to the baths, some to lunch 
appointments, some to continue arguing in smaller groups. Marcus remained, frozen by 
indecision. He wanted to approach Epictetus, but what would he say? "Hello, I'm worried 
about everything, please fix me?" He had tried that with tutors, physicians, priests. None of 
them had fixed him. They had given him advice that sounded good in the moment and 
dissolved like mist the next morning.

Epictetus noticed him.

The teacher didn't call out. He didn't gesture. He simply limped over to where Marcus sat 
and lowered himself onto a stone bench with a small groan — the groan of someone whose 
body remembered injuries decades later.



"You look," Epictetus said, "like a boy carrying a sack of rocks he can't put down."

Marcus blinked. He hadn't expected humor.

"I'm fine," he said automatically. The lie came easily. He had practiced it until it felt almost 
true.

Epictetus smiled — not a probing, therapeutic smile, but the smile of someone who had told 
the same lie himself, many times. "Of course you are. Everyone in Rome is fine. That's why 
we have so many physicians."

Despite himself, Marcus laughed. It came out sounding more like a hiccup.

"Come," Epictetus said. "Walk with me. Slowly, please — my leg sets the pace."

Part II: The Drawing in the Dirt
They walked — or rather, Epictetus limped and Marcus matched his slow rhythm — to a 
quiet corner of the garden behind the colonnade. There were orange trees here, heavy with 
fruit that wouldn't ripen for another month, their green skins just beginning to blush with 
color.  Bees  moved  lazily  among  lavender  bushes,  their  hum  a  constant,  indifferent 
background music. The noise of the Forum — merchants shouting, carts rattling, heralds 
announcing news, the general roar of a million people living on top of each other — faded 
to a distant murmur.

Epictetus found a patch of bare earth, softened by recent watering, and used his staff to 
draw a circle. It wasn't perfect — the staff was worn smooth by years of use, and his wrist 
wasn't steady — but it was clear. A rough circle, about the width of a dinner plate, scratched 
into the dark soil.

"Inside  this  circle,"  he  said,  "put  everything  you  can  control.  Outside  the  circle,  put 
everything you cannot."

Marcus  stared  at  the  circle.  It  seemed  too  simple.  He  had  come  expecting  complex 
philosophy, intricate arguments, maybe even some mystical revelation. Instead: a circle in 
the dirt.

"I don't understand," he admitted.

"Good. Understanding comes slowly. Sit."

They sat on a low wall, warm from the sun. Epictetus leaned his staff against the orange 
tree and folded his hands in his lap. His fingers were scarred, Marcus noticed — old burns, 
perhaps from kitchen work during his enslaved years, or rope burns from hauling water, or 
marks from the leg-breaking that had never fully healed in the damp Roman winters.



"Let's start with something easy," Epictetus said. "Can you control whether the sun rises 
tomorrow?"

"No."

"Can you control whether it rains next week?"

"No."

"Can you control whether your father lives to be eighty or dies tomorrow?"

Marcus flinched. "No."

"Can you control what other people think of you? Whether they praise you or mock you? 
Whether they invite you to their houses or forget your name?"

"No." The word came out smaller this time.

"Can you control  whether you get  sick?  Whether your sister  recovers  from her cough? 
Whether the emperor decides to confiscate your father's wealth or double it?"

"No." Marcus's shoulders drooped. This was worse than he'd expected. If he couldn't control 
any of these things, what hope was there?

"Now," Epictetus said, and his voice shifted — became gentler, more intimate, the way a 
grandfather might speak to a child who has skinned his knee. "Inside the circle. Can you 
control what you think about right now?"

Marcus paused. He was thinking about the question itself. He could think about the orange 
tree instead, its leaves dark green and glossy. He could think about his foot, how it felt 
against the stone wall. He could think about nothing at all, just breathe, just be present in 
this moment under this tree with this strange, limping man.

"Yes," he said slowly. "I suppose I can."

"Can you control what you choose to do next? Whether you stand up or sit down? Whether 
you speak or stay silent? Whether you help someone or walk past them?"

"Yes."

"Can you control how you treat your sister when you visit her room? Whether you bring 
her water, or read to her, or simply sit with her so she's not alone?"

Marcus felt something shift in his chest. "Yes."



"Can you control whether you do your schoolwork with honest effort or lazy shortcuts? 
Whether you practice your speeches because you want to improve or because you fear your 
father's anger?"

"Yes."

"Can you control the kind of person you are becoming? Whether you are kind or cruel? 
Honest or deceptive? Brave when it's easy or brave when it's hard?"

"Yes." The word came out louder. Almost surprised.

Epictetus nodded. "Now look at the circle again."

Marcus looked. The circle contained only a handful of things: his thoughts, his choices, his 
efforts, his character, his responses. Everything else — his father's approval, his friends' 
opinions, his sister's health, the emperor's moods, the weather, the future — lay scattered 
outside, like leaves blown by wind he couldn't command.

"Here is the secret," Epictetus said. "Not a complicated secret. Not a mysterious secret. Just a 
fact that we forget because it seems too simple to be true: the more time and energy you 
spend on things outside the circle, the more exhausted and frightened you become. You are 
fighting the tide with a spoon. You are arguing with the rain. You are trying to hold water in 
your fist."

He gestured to the patch of earth. "Look how much smaller the inside is than the outside. 
The inside is a pebble. The outside is the ocean. And yet — here is the miracle — the inside 
is completely yours. No one can touch it without your permission. No one can pollute it 
unless you open the gate. No one can steal it because it doesn't exist outside of you."

Marcus stared at the circle. Something was happening in his mind that he couldn't quite 
name. It felt like dropping a heavy pack after hiking uphill for hours. It felt like realizing 
that the monster under the bed was just a pile of clothes. It felt like the first deep breath 
after being underwater too long.

"But teacher," he said, and his voice was steadier than it had been in weeks. "Does that 
mean I shouldn't care about anything outside the circle? If my sister is sick, should I not 
care? If my father is angry, should I not care? If Rome burns, should I not care?"

Epictetus reached out and touched the trunk of the orange tree, feeling the rough bark. 
"Care about them, yes. Grieve when they are lost, yes. Work to protect them, yes — that is 
inside your circle. But do not let your  peace depend on them. Your peace lives inside the 
circle. Guard it."



He turned to face Marcus fully. "You can love your sister and still sleep peacefully, knowing 
you have done everything inside your circle to help her. You can respect your father and 
still be content, knowing you have studied with honest effort regardless of his praise or 
blame. You can prepare for the future and still be present, knowing you have made good 
choices today and tomorrow will bring whatever it brings."

"The things outside the circle? You tend them with care, but you don't chain your soul to 
them. The things inside the circle? You cultivate them like a precious garden, because they 
are the only things that truly belong to you."

Part III: The Garden and the Wall
Over the next several weeks, Marcus returned to Epictetus's colonnade again and again. 
Sometimes he asked questions. Sometimes he just sat and listened to the older students 
debate ethics and politics and the nature of the gods. Sometimes Epictetus sought him out, 
as if the teacher had taken a special interest in the anxious boy who worried too much.

One afternoon, Epictetus led him to a different part of the garden — a vegetable plot tended 
by  one  of  the  school's  supporters.  Rows  of  beans  climbed  trellises  made  of  rough-cut 
branches. Tomatoes swelled on vines, still green but promising red. Herbs released sharp 
scents when brushed against — mint, basil, something peppery Marcus couldn't identify.

"You see this wall?" Epictetus pointed to a low brick wall surrounding the garden, about 
knee-high, crumbling slightly in one corner but still functional. "What is its purpose?"

"To keep animals out," Marcus said. "Rabbits. Goats. To define what belongs to the garden 
and what doesn't."

"Exactly." Epictetus bent stiffly — his bad leg protesting, his face tightening with the effort 
— and pulled a weed from between the bean plants. It came up with a soft ripping sound,  
roots clinging to damp soil. "A garden without a wall is not a garden. It's just wild land that 
anyone can trample. The wall says: this space is protected. The plants inside are tended. The 
soil is cultivated. What grows here matters to someone."

He stood, brushing dirt from his fingers. "Your mind is the garden. The circle is the wall.  
Most people never build the wall. They let every passing worry — the price of grain, the 
insult of a stranger, the cough of a sister — trample through their minds unchecked. They 
don't distinguish between what they can tend and what they cannot. So their gardens are 
full of weeds, and the vegetables they wanted to grow are choked."

"How do I build the wall?" Marcus asked.

"One brick at a time. Every time a worry enters your mind, you ask: is this inside my circle 
or outside? If it's outside, you acknowledge it — 'Yes, that is a real concern. I will tend to it 



as best I can, but I will not let it destroy my peace' — and then you return to what you can 
control.  If  it's  inside, you address it  directly.  'I  can study harder. I  can be kinder. I  can 
choose courage instead of fear.'"

Marcus  thought  of  his  nights  lying  awake,  spiraling  through  catastrophes  that  hadn't 
happened and might never happen. "What if the worries keep coming back? Even after I 
decide they're outside the circle?"

Epictetus  smiled.  "They  will.  The  wall  is  not  built  once  and  forgotten.  It  requires 
maintenance. Every day, you rebuild it. Every day, you pull the weeds. That is the practice. 
There  is  no  finish  line.  You  simply  become  better  at  tending  your  garden,  faster  at 
recognizing intruders, more skilled at returning to what matters."

He placed a hand on Marcus's shoulder — a light touch, almost hesitant, as if the teacher 
weren't used to offering physical comfort. "The boy who came to me three weeks ago was 
carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. Today, he walks lighter. Not because his 
problems have disappeared — his sister still coughs, his father still demands excellence, 
Rome still teeters on the edge of uncertainty. But because he has learned to separate what is 
his from what is not."

Part IV: The Lesson Applied
Months later, Marcus stood in the doorway of his sister's room. She was pale, thinner than 
she should be, her chest rattling with each breath. The physician had been that morning 
and shaken his head — not dramatically, but enough. Their mother was weeping quietly in 
the corner,  her face buried in her hands.  Their father had gone to the temple to make 
offerings, desperate for divine intervention.

Marcus felt the familiar panic rise in his throat. The old Marcus would have spiraled: She's 
going to die. It will be my fault for not praying hard enough. Father will never forgive me. I'll 
be alone forever. I can't bear it. I can't bear it.

The new Marcus — the one who had drawn circles in the dirt with a limping philosopher — 
paused.

He asked himself: what is inside my circle right now?

I can sit with her. I can hold her hand. I can tell her stories to distract her from the coughing. I  
can fetch cool water when she is thirsty. I can be calm so she is not afraid. I can pray, if prayer 
matters to me. I can love her, completely and without reservation, while she is here.

What is outside my circle?



Whether she lives or dies. Whether the physician is right or wrong. Whether the gods listen to 
prayers. Whether I could have done something differently last week. Whether I will survive 
her loss if the worst happens.

He stepped into the room. He sat beside her bed. He took her small hand in his — noticing 
how fragile her fingers were, how blue the veins showed through translucent skin, how 
cold her palm was against his warm one. He began telling her about the orange trees in 
Epictetus's garden, and the circle in the dirt,  and the bees that moved lazily among the 
lavender bushes. He told her about the vegetable plot and the low brick wall and the weeds 
that needed pulling every day.

She smiled, weakly, and closed her eyes to listen.

Outside the circle, death waited. Inside the circle, love held sway. And for that afternoon, in 
that room, with that small hand in his, the distinction didn't matter. He had chosen what he 
could choose, and he had chosen well.

She recovered, in the end. Or perhaps she didn't — the historical record is silent about 
Marcus's  sister,  because  individual  girls  rarely  appear  in  Roman  histories  unless  they 
marry emperors or poison them. But what we know about Epictetus's teaching, and what 
we know about the students who carried his ideas into the world, suggests that Marcus 
learned something more important than whether any particular outcome occurred.

He learned that the measure of a life is not the absence of suffering — because suffering 
comes  to  everyone,  rich  and  poor,  powerful  and  enslaved,  fortunate  and  cursed.  The 
measure of a life is the quality of attention we bring to what we can control, the integrity of 
our choices, the courage of our responses.

Years later, Marcus would grow up to become — well,  we don't know exactly. Maybe a 
senator, like his father wanted. Maybe a philosopher, like he dreamed. Maybe a merchant, a 
farmer, a soldier, a teacher. But wherever he went, whatever he did, he carried the circle 
with him. Not drawn in dirt anymore, but inscribed deeper — in the architecture of his 
mind, in the habits of his heart, in the quiet confidence that no storm could entirely undo.

The Big Idea
Some things are up to you. Some are not. Knowing the difference is the beginning of 
wisdom.

You cannot always choose your situation. But you can choose where to aim your attention. 
Someone who is  always fighting reality is  exhausted.  Someone who accepts  reality and 
works on what they can control is free.



Try This
1. Draw Your Circle: Draw a big circle on paper. Inside, write things you CAN control: your 
thoughts, choices, kindness, effort, honesty, how you prepare, how you respond. Outside, 
write things you CANNOT control: the weather, other people's opinions, whether you get 
picked, what happens to your pet, the grade curve, what goes viral online. Color the inside 
bright and warm. How does it feel to see the difference?

2. The Worry Sort: Take three worries you have right now. Write each down. Ask: "Is this 
inside or outside my circle?" For the ones outside, write one thing you CAN control about 
how you respond. (Example: "I can't control the rain, but I can control whether I bring an 
umbrella or grumble about it.")

3.  Daily Check-In: Before bed tonight, ask yourself:  "Did I spend more energy today on 
things inside my circle or outside it?" Don't judge yourself — just notice. If you spent most of 
your energy outside, what is one small thing you could bring inside tomorrow?

Draw/Design It
Create a "Circle of Control" poster for your wall.

In the center, draw a fortress or a garden surrounded by a wall. Inside the wall, write the 
words and images that represent what you control:  my effort, my attitude, my words, my 
kindness, my honesty, my responses, my preparation, my courage.

Outside  the  wall,  draw  things  that  blow  around  like  leaves  or  weather:  other  people's 
opinions, the grade curve, sickness, traffic, what happens online, whether I get picked.

Add one sentence at the bottom: "My peace lives inside the wall."

Questions to Discuss
1. What are three things you worry about that are actually outside your control? 2. What 
are three things inside your control that you could put more energy into? 3. Does knowing 
something is outside your control mean you shouldn't care about it? Explain your answer 
with an example. 4. How would your life be different if you stopped trying to control things 
you can't control? 5. Who in your life seems good at staying inside their circle? What do 
they do that you could learn from?

Parent/Teacher Page
The dichotomy of control is the foundation of Epictetus's ethics. It appears in the opening 
line of the Enchiridion and runs through every chapter.

Help your student understand that this is not a recipe for passivity. Caring about things 
outside our control is natural and often right — we love family members, work hard on 



projects, and engage with the world. The point is not to stop caring. The point is to stop 
staking our inner peace on outcomes we cannot command.

A useful  phrase to introduce:  "That's  outside my circle."  When your student is  anxious, 
gently ask: "What part of this is actually in your control?" Help them redirect their energy 
there.

For  deeper  study,  the  full  WisdomForge  Epictetus  compendium  is  available  at 
smfwisdomforge.com.

———



Chapter 3: The Unbreakable Toy

Illustration for Chapter 3

The Story

Part I: The Broken Doll
Livia was twelve years old, and she loved her clay doll more than anything in the world.



She had made it herself in her mother's pottery class, which met every Saturday morning in 
the community room near their apartment in Rome. The class was for women and girls — 
enslaved and free mixed together, which was unusual — and her mother taught it with a 
patience that Livia admired but could not imitate. The clay was coarse and tan-colored, full 
of little mineral grains that sparkled when the sun hit them just right. Livia had shaped it  
with small,  careful  hands over three Saturdays — rolling the body between her palms, 
pinching the arms and legs, using a wooden stick to carve eyes and a mouth, adding tiny 
nostrils by pressing the end of a reed into the soft clay.

She had painted the face with ochre pigment she found in the art supplies, giving it wide 
brown  eyes  and  a  small,  smiling  mouth  that  seemed  to  know  a  secret.  The  hair  she 
fashioned from frayed rope, dyed with berry juice until it was a reddish-brown color that 
reminded her of her own curls. She had tied it in place with thin twine and sealed it with a 
little wax so it wouldn't fall out.

She  named  the  doll  Fortuna,  after  the  goddess  of  luck,  but  mostly  because  the  name 
sounded gentle and warm when whispered at bedtime. "Goodnight, Fortuna," she would 
say, tucking the doll under her blanket. "Sweet dreams."

Fortuna accompanied Livia everywhere. She sat beside her during meals, propped against a 
cushion so she could "see" the table. She traveled in a small woven basket that Livia carried 
when the family walked to the market. She slept under Livia's blanket, tucked safely against 
the wall where Livia could feel her presence even in the dark. When Livia was afraid — of 
thunder, of nightmares, of the bigger boys who sometimes chased her in the street, of the 
political violence that occasionally spilled into their neighborhood — she whispered her 
fears  to  Fortuna,  and  somehow the  whispering  made  the  fears  smaller.  Not  gone,  but 
smaller. Manageable.

Fortuna wasn't pretty. Her paint was already chipped in places where Livia had handled 
her  too  roughly.  One  eye  was  slightly  larger  than  the  other,  giving  her  a  perpetually 
surprised expression. Her arms were different lengths — the left one slightly stubby, as if 
Livia had run out of patience while shaping it. But she was hers. Livia had made her with 
her own hands, from mud that came from the earth, transformed by imagination and care 
into something that held her secrets and absorbed her fears.

The day Fortuna broke started like any other.

It was the Saturnalia, the winter festival when masters served slaves and everyone wore 
colorful  costumes  and the  streets  filled  with  music  and dancing  and temporary  chaos. 
Livia's family didn't celebrate with the elaborate parties that wealthy Romans threw, but 
they had their own traditions. Her father made honey cakes that were slightly burned on 



the edges but sweet in the center. Her mother told stories about the old gods. They opened 
the windows and let the noise of the celebrations drift in, along with the cold air and the 
smell of pine garlands.

Livia  had taken Fortuna to  show her  cousins,  who were  visiting  from the  countryside 
where their family farmed olives. She carried the doll carefully, the way a priestess might 
carry a sacred statue, explaining to anyone who would listen about Fortuna's eyes and hair 
and the special way she could "listen without interrupting." Her cousins — two boys, ten 
and thirteen — had been polite enough, though they clearly preferred the wooden soldiers 
their uncle had carved for them, with movable arms and painted shields.

The disaster happened during lunch.

The table was crowded — Livia, her cousins, her parents, her aunt and uncle, the neighbor 
who had brought bread, two of her father's business associates who had stopped by to wish 
them  well.  Plates  balanced  precariously  on  the  narrow surface.  Wine  sloshed  in  cups. 
Conversation competed with  the  street  noise  outside,  where  a  group of  musicians  was 
playing pipes and drums in celebration. One of the cousins — the older one, Marcus, not the 
careful  boy his  brother was — had been demonstrating his  wooden soldier's  marching 
maneuver by banging it against the table edge. The table shook. A cup tipped. Livia reached 
to save it.

In the chaos of reaching, her elbow caught Fortuna's basket, which had been sitting on the 
bench beside her. The basket tipped. Fortuna tumbled out. Before Livia could catch her, 
Marcus's cousin — moving backward to demonstrate a retreating maneuver, not looking 
where he was going — stepped directly onto Fortuna's midsection with his full weight.

The crack was audible above the dinner noise. A small sound, really. The sound of baked 
clay  giving way under  sudden pressure.  The sound of  something handmade and loved 
being destroyed in an instant.

Livia froze. She looked down. Fortuna lay on the stone floor in three pieces — the head, still  
painted and roped-haired, rolled slightly to the left; the torso, cracked down the middle like 
a shattered pot; the legs, still attached to each other but separated from everything else, 
small clay feet pointing upward at nothing.

For a moment, no one said anything. The cousin looked down, realized what he'd done, 
mumbled "sorry" with the half-hearted guilt of a thirteen-year-old boy who has just broken 
something he never valued and couldn't  understand why anyone would.  Livia's  mother 
made soothing sounds. Her father suggested that the doll could probably be mended, or that 
Livia could make a new one, maybe even a better one. Her aunt said something about boys 
being clumsy.



Then Livia started to cry.

Not the crying of a child who has scraped her knee — sharp, brief, recoverable. This was 
deeper. This was the crying of someone who has lost something irreplaceable, something 
that contained pieces of her soul that she hadn't known were there until they were gone. 
She  cried  until  her  throat  was  raw.  She  cried  until  her  mother,  usually  patient,  grew 
uncomfortable with the intensity and suggested she go to her room. She cried until  the 
Saturnalia celebration outside seemed like mockery — all that joy while something precious 
lay shattered on the floor.

Eventually, exhausted, she curled on her bed and fell asleep clutching Fortuna's painted 
head, the only piece still whole enough to hold.

Part II: The Teacher with the Limp
The next morning, Livia's mother woke her with unusual gentleness.

"There's a man," her mother said. "A philosopher. He sits in the colonnade near the Forum 
and  talks  to  anyone  who  asks.  Your  aunt  mentioned  him.  She  thought..."  her  mother 
hesitated, clearly unsure how to phrase this. "She thought he might have something to say 
to a girl who is grieving a clay doll."

Livia didn't want to go. She wanted to stay in bed and continue being miserable, wrapped in 
the dark blanket of her grief where no one could reach her. But her mother's expression — 
that  particular  mix  of  concern  and  determination  that  meant  resistance  would  be 
exhausting and probably unsuccessful — persuaded her. She dressed slowly, still clutching 
Fortuna's head. She walked through streets that seemed too bright, too noisy, too full of 
people who hadn't lost anything important yesterday.

The  colonnade  was  quieter  than  she'd  expected.  A  group  of  young  men  sat  on  stone 
benches, arguing about something involving gods and justice. An old woman dozed in a 
corner, wrapped in a shawl that had once been fine. In the center of the space, beneath an 
orange tree that cast dappled shadows on the pavement, sat a man she hadn't seen before 
— middle-aged, with a weathered face and pronounced limp that made his walk more of a 
shuffle than a stride. He leaned on a wooden staff. His clothes were simple, almost shabby 
compared to the togas and finery worn by the young men.

He looked up as Livia approached. His eyes — dark, observant, unexpectedly kind — moved 
from her face to the object she clutched in her hands.

"You brought a friend," he said. Not a question. A statement.

Livia held out Fortuna's head, suddenly embarrassed. She was twelve, almost too old for 
dolls, and she knew it. "She broke. Yesterday. Someone stepped on her."



"Ah." The man's voice was soft, unhurried, like water moving over stones. "May I?"

Livia handed him the head. He turned it over in his scarred fingers, examining the painted 
face, the frayed rope hair, the uneven eyes. His fingers were gentle, the way you might 
handle something precious even if it looked crude.

"You made this," he said. Again, not a question.

"Yes."

"The body too? The arms and legs?"

"Yes. In my mother's class. It took three days. Three Saturdays."

He nodded slowly, as if confirming something to himself. "Three days of careful work. Of 
choosing the shape of the eyes. Of deciding how wide the smile should be. Of finding the 
right material for hair and the right color for skin. Three days of imagining her alive and 
then making her so."

Livia felt tears rising again. "And now she's gone."

"The body is gone," he agreed. "The clay is broken. That is true."

He handed the head back. Then, with some difficulty because of his leg, he lowered himself 
to sit  on the stone pavement so that his eyes were level with hers.  From his pocket he 
produced a small piece of unworked clay — tan-colored, coarse, identical to what Livia had 
used for Fortuna.

"Tell me," he said, rolling the clay between his fingers. "If I press this clay between my 
palms, does the clay feel pain?"

Livia blinked. "It's clay. It doesn't feel anything."

"If I drop it, does it become sad?"

"No."

"If I crush it in my fist, does it become angry?"

"No. Clay doesn't —" she stopped, suddenly understanding what he was doing. "Fortuna 
didn't feel anything. She's just clay."

"Exactly." He smiled — not a triumphant smile, but a gentle one, the smile of someone who 
has walked this road before and survived. "Fortuna was beautiful because of what you put 
into her. But she was always clay. She could not choose to feel happy when you were happy. 



She could not choose to comfort you when you were afraid. She could not choose to love 
you, because clay cannot choose."

He paused, letting the words settle. "But you —" he pointed to her chest, not touching, just 
indicating the space above her heart "— you are not clay. Inside you is something no one 
can step on, no one can break, and no one can steal. It is the part of you that made Fortuna 
in  the  first  place.  The part  that  imagined her.  The part  that  shaped her.  The part  that 
whispered secrets to her in the dark. That part is still here. Whole. Unbroken."

Livia looked down at Fortuna's head in her hands. For the first time since the breaking, she 
felt something besides grief. She felt...  curiosity? Confusion? The beginning of something 
that might become understanding? The faint, distant possibility that her life was not over 
because a doll had broken.

"But I miss her," she whispered. "I know she's clay. But I still miss her."

"Of course you do." The man's voice was as warm as sunlight on stone.  "Missing is  not 
weakness. Missing is love. You loved Fortuna. Love always grieves when its object is lost. 
The question is not whether you should miss her. The question is: what will you do with the 
missing?"

He reached out and touched the ground beside him, drawing a small line in the dust with 
his  finger.  "Will  you  let  the  missing  make  you  smaller?  Will  you  decide  that  because 
Fortuna broke, the world is cruel and nothing is worth loving? Will you build walls around 
your heart so that no one and nothing can ever hurt you again?"

He drew another line, crossing the first. "Or will you let the missing make you larger? Will 
you decide that because you loved Fortuna and she is gone, you understand something 
about other children who lose things they love? Will you become someone who comforts 
the grieving? Who builds new things to replace the broken? Who loves again, even knowing 
that everything breaks eventually?"

Livia  sat  very  still.  The  sun  moved  higher.  The  young  men's  debate  continued  in  the 
background. Somewhere, a bird called from the orange tree, and a bee droned past her ear.

"I don't know how," she finally said. "To become larger."

"No one does," the man said. "Not at first. But you begin with a choice. The same choice, 
every day. When the missing rises up and grabs you by the throat, you say: 'I see you. I feel  
you. And I choose what happens next.' Sometimes you choose to cry. Sometimes you choose 
to create. Sometimes you choose to comfort someone else who is crying. The choice is yours. 
No one else can make it for you."



He stood, slowly, leaning on his staff, his leg making the process a visible effort. "Keep the 
head. Not because the doll is coming back. But because you are still  here. And you can 
choose what the breaking means. You can let it make you bitter, or you can let it make you 
kinder. Either way, the choice belongs to no one but you."

Part III: The Girl Who Comforted Others
Livia went home that afternoon different from how she had left.

Not healed — the man hadn't performed magic, hadn't waved a wand and made everything 
better.  She still  ached when she looked at Fortuna's head on her shelf.  She still  felt  the 
ghost-weight of carrying the basket. She still woke some mornings with the crack echoing in 
her ears, the moment of destruction replaying in the theater of her half-asleep mind.

But something had shifted. A small something. The difference between a door that is locked 
and a door that is closed but unlocked — you still have to push it open, but now you know 
it's possible.

She began to notice things she hadn't noticed before.

Her younger cousin — the careful one, not the one who had stepped on Fortuna — had a 
stuffed rabbit that was missing an ear.  He carried it  everywhere but hid it  when older 
children were around, ashamed of its imperfection. Livia saw him one afternoon, sitting on 
the apartment steps, clutching the rabbit to his chest and staring at nothing, his face a mask 
of determined blankness.

She sat beside him. She didn't say "it's just a toy" or "you can get a new one." She said: "I had 
a doll. Fortuna. She broke. I was very sad." The cousin looked at her, surprised. No one had 
acknowledged his attachment to the rabbit as real and valid before. "What happened to the 
ear?" she asked.

"A dog," he whispered. "In the country. It grabbed it."

"That must have been scary."

"I thought I would lose him."

"But you didn't."

"No." He held the rabbit tighter. "I screamed. The dog dropped him. But the ear..."

Livia considered this. "He's still good at listening, though. Even without the ear."

The cousin smiled — a small, watery smile, but real. "Yeah. He's still good at that."



They sat together for a while, not saying much, both holding their broken treasures. And 
something happened that Livia would later recognize as the first fruit of her choice: in 
comforting her cousin, she felt a small easing of her own grief. Not erasure — the grief 
remained, a solid presence in her chest — but a kind of... companionship with it. She was no 
longer alone with her loss. Someone else understood.

Weeks passed. Saturnalia ended. The new year began. Winter turned to spring, and the 
orange trees in the Forum garden bloomed with white flowers that smelled like honey.

Livia made a new doll. Not to replace Fortuna — she understood now that replacements 
were  impossible,  that  each  thing  loved  was  unique  and  unrepeatable  —  but  because 
making things was what she did, and she had learned that stopping because of loss was one 
form of letting the loss win. She called this one Veritas. She was different from Fortuna — 
taller, with proper clay hair instead of rope, with eyes that matched more evenly because 
Livia's hands had grown steadier in the year since she made Fortuna. She was not Fortuna. 
She was herself. Livia loved her differently, not less.

And she began to do something else.

Whenever a child in her neighborhood was crying — over a broken toy, a scraped knee, a 
lost pet, a parent who had shouted, a friend who had moved away — Livia would sit with 
them. She wouldn't offer solutions. She wouldn't minimize their pain with phrases like "it's 
not that bad" or "you'll get over it." She would simply say, "I had a doll who broke. I know 
what it feels like to lose something you love." And the child, whatever their trouble, would 
feel seen in a way that adult reassurances never managed.

Sometimes she brought Veritas to these encounters. Sometimes she just brought herself. 
Either way, she found that the comfort she offered echoed back to her, diminishing her own 
loneliness in ways she couldn't fully explain. It was as if grief, when shared, became lighter 
— not because it was smaller, but because it was distributed across more hearts.

Years later, when Livia was grown — married, with children of her own, living in a small 
house on the outskirts of Rome where she grew herbs in pots and kept a pottery wheel in 
the courtyard — people in her neighborhood knew her for one thing above all others. When 
grief came, when loss arrived, when hearts broke against the hard edges of life, they would 
say: "Go find Livia. She understands."

She never told anyone about the philosopher with the limp. She wasn't  sure,  anymore, 
whether she had dreamed him or met him. The memory had softened with time, becoming 
more feeling than fact — the warmth of his voice, the gentleness of his observations, the 
way he had seen her completely without judgment.



But  every  time she  sat  with  a  grieving  child,  every  time she  held  a  broken thing  and 
honored  it  before  suggesting  it  could  be  mended,  every  time  she  chose  kindness  over 
bitterness — she was honoring him. She was choosing the meaning he had offered. She was 
proving, again and again, that the breaking did not have to be the end of the story.

Part IV: What Survives
Here is what Epictetus taught Livia that morning, though neither of them knew the lesson 
would echo through decades:

You  are  not  the  things  that  happen  to  you.  You  are  not  your  possessions,  your 
achievements, your reputation, your body, your history, or your future. You are the one 
who watches these things arrive and depart, who holds them while they last, who releases 
them when they break. You are the chooser. The meaning-maker. The one who decides 
whether the breaking will close you or open you.

A toy can be broken. A house can burn. A friendship can fade. A life can end. These are first 
arrows — the hard realities that life shoots at everyone. But the second arrow — the one 
that turns pain into suffering, loss into despair, breaking into bitterness — that arrow is 
always optional. It is always within your circle of control.

The unbreakable toy is not a thing. It is not made of clay or wood or metal. It cannot be 
bought or sold or displayed or admired. It exists only in the choosing. In the moment when 
grief  presents  its  menu — bitterness,  numbness,  revenge,  surrender — and you choose 
something else. Something harder. Something more courageous. Something that looks, from 
the outside, almost impossible.

You  choose  kindness.  You  choose  creation.  You  choose  to  become,  through  your  own 
brokenness, a healer of other people's brokenness.

That is the unbreakable toy. That is what survives when everything else is lost.

The Big Idea
You are not the things that happen to you. You are the one who decides what those 
things mean.

A toy can break. A house can be lost. A game can be unfair. A friendship can end. But the 
part of you that chooses — that part is unbreakable. It is the only thing you truly own.

Try This
1. The Unbreakable Me: Draw or write about a time something broke or ended for you — a 
friendship,  a season, a dream, a trust.  Then describe the part of you that stayed whole 
through it. What kept working? What kept choosing?



2.  Story Rewrite: Think of a time something difficult happened. Write two versions:    - 
Version A: "This happened, and it made me..." (angry, sad, stuck, smaller)    - Version B: 
"This happened, and I chose to..." (help someone, try again, be kind, grow)    Which version 
feels truer to who you want to be? What would it take to live from Version B more often?

3.  Comfort  Practice: This  week,  when  you  see  someone  sad  or  hurt,  use  your 
"unbreakable"  part  to  choose  kindness.  Ask:  "Do  you  want  to  talk?"  or  "Want  to  do 
something else?" or simply sit with them without trying to fix it. Notice how choosing to 
help feels different from just feeling bad for them.

Draw/Design It
Create a visual "core and shell" diagram.

In the center, draw a small bright flame, diamond, or star. Label it: "The unbreakable part 
of me — my ability to choose."

Around it, draw layers like an onion or armor plating: your possessions, your grades, your 
roles, your reputation, your appearance, your relationships, your body. Label each layer 
"can be lost or changed."

Use arrows to show that the outer layers can crack or peel away, but the center remains. 
Add a quote from the chapter that means something to you.

Questions to Discuss
1. Why is it so hard to believe that we are more than our possessions or achievements? 2. 
What does it mean to "become larger" through loss instead of smaller? 3. Have you ever 
comforted  someone  else  and  found  that  it  made  your  own  pain  feel  lighter?  What 
happened? 4. What is the difference between the first arrow and the second arrow? Can you 
think of a time when you added a second arrow to a painful situation? 5. If you had to 
describe the "unbreakable center" of someone you admire, what would you say it is? Do you 
think they were born with it, or built it?

Parent/Teacher Page
This chapter uses the death of a beloved object as a doorway into the deeper Stoic teaching 
about  impermanence  and  meaning-making.  For  an  11–14  year  old,  loss  of  objects, 
friendships, pets, and family structures is acutely real. The goal is not to minimize grief but 
to locate resilience within it.

The "second arrow" concept has parallels in Buddhist teaching. Both traditions observed 
that  human  suffering  is  amplified  by  our  reactions.  Epictetus's  version  is  grounded  in 
prohairesis — the faculty of choice or moral character.



Help your student see that choosing kindness after a loss is not a denial of pain. It is a use of  
pain. The question to return to: "What can I choose to do with this feeling?" If they are stuck 
in bitterness, acknowledge it first: "Of course you're angry. That makes sense. And when 
you're ready, what do you want to do with that anger?"

For  deeper  study,  the  full  WisdomForge  Epictetus  compendium  is  available  at 
smfwisdomforge.com.

———



Chapter 4: The Two Arrows

Illustration for Chapter 4



The Story

Part I: The Boy on the Hill
Gaius was twelve years old, and he was running downhill as fast as his legs could carry him 
— which, on that particular afternoon, was catastrophically fast.

He had been playing king of the mountain with three other boys on a grassy hill behind the 
public baths. The game was simple: climb to the top, declare yourself king, and try to stay 
king while everyone else tried to knock you off. It involved a lot of shoving, a lot of laughter, 
and a fair amount of grass stains on tunics that mothers would complain about later.

Gaius had been king for three rounds — a personal record — and the thrill of victory had 
made him reckless.  On the fourth round,  instead of  defending the summit,  he sprinted 
down the hillside, arms spread wide like wings, shouting "I am the fastest in Rome!" at the 
top of his lungs.

The grass was longer than it looked, hiding rocks and roots beneath its surface. The ground 
was steeper than it felt from above. Near the bottom, his left foot caught on something hard 
— a rock, a root, maybe just the uneven earth itself. His momentum kept going while his 
foot stopped. His body pivoted forward. He hit the ground hard, left knee first, then rolled 
and skidded to a stop in a patch of dusty ground at the hill's base.

The pain arrived a moment later. It came in waves, like someone pouring boiling water 
over his knee in a slow, deliberate stream. He looked down. His knee was already swelling, 
the skin scraped raw in a patch the size of his palm, blood welling up in beads that merged 
into rivulets as he watched. Bits of gravel were embedded in the wound. A thin flap of skin 
hung loose near the bottom edge.

He did what any twelve-year-old would do: he started to cry. Great heaving sobs that made 
his chest hitch and his nose run. He curled around his injured knee, clutching it with both 
hands, rocking back and forth on the dusty ground.

His friends hurried over. "Are you okay?" asked Lucius, his best friend, kneeling beside him.

"My knee!" Gaius howled. "My knee is ruined! I'll never walk again! I'm going to die!"

"It's just a scrape," Lucius said reasonably.

"Just a SCRAPE?" Gaius wailed. "There's BLOOD! There's GRAVEL! My mother is going to 
KILL me! She'll say I was reckless! She'll say I ruined my good tunic! And the physician will 
have to CUT the gravel out with a KNIFE! And it'll  get INFECTED! And my leg will turn 
GREEN! And they'll have to cut it OFF! And I'll be a cripple for LIFE!"



The other boys exchanged glances. They had seen Gaius exaggerate before, but this was 
spectacular even by his standards.

"You're not going to lose your leg," said Marcus, the oldest, with the weary patience of a 
thirteen-year-old. "My brother scraped his whole arm last year. He washed it and it healed 
in a week."

"YOUR brother isn't ME!" Gaius shouted. "YOUR brother isn't ACCURSED by the GODS! This 
is the WORST thing that EVER happened to ANYONE!"

He continued in this vein for several minutes — cataloging catastrophes: he would never 
run again, never play again, never have friends again, his parents would disown him, he 
would end up begging in the streets, he would die alone and unloved in a ditch — while his 
friends first tried to comfort him, then grew impatient, then drifted away to continue their 
game without him.

Finally, alone on the hillside, Gaius ran out of catastrophic predictions. The tears slowed. 
The  sobbing  subsided  into  sniffling.  He  sat  up  and  examined  his  knee  with  more 
detachment.

It hurt. It really did hurt. The scrape was raw and bloody and ugly. It would need cleaning. 
It would probably sting when washed. He would limp for a few days.

But it wasn't the worst thing that had ever happened to anyone. It wasn't even the worst 
thing that had happened to him. Last winter he had burned his hand on the cooking fire, 
and that had hurt worse. The previous summer he had twisted his ankle jumping off a wall, 
and he had recovered fully. This was painful.  It was inconvenient. It would earn him a 
scolding from his mother and possibly restrictions on outdoor play for a few days.

But he wasn't going to die. He wasn't going to lose his leg. He wasn't going to end up begging 
in the streets.

He had added all that himself.

Part II: The Philosopher's Bench
Gaius  limped  home  slowly,  favoring  his  wounded  leg.  Instead  of  going  directly  to  his 
family's  apartment,  he found himself  diverted.  His father had mentioned a philosopher 
near the Forum, a man with a limp who spoke about suffering in useful ways. Gaius didn't  
care about philosophy, but he cared about his knee, and he was suddenly curious whether 
someone older and smarter might have something useful to say about why he had reacted 
so... dramatically.



He found the colonnade. Near the back, beneath an orange tree, sat the man. Gaius almost 
didn't recognize him as a philosopher — simple grey cloak, wooden staff, visibly twisted left 
leg. Not the flowing robes and long beard he had expected.

"You've been introducing your knee to the ground," the man observed. "I hope the ground 
apologized."

Despite himself, Gaius laughed. "The ground didn't apologize. The ground won."

"The  ground usually  does."  The  man gestured  to  the  bench beside  him.  "Sit.  Carefully, 
please. Knees are stubborn healers — they don't like to be rushed."

Gaius  sat,  arranging  his  injured  leg  straight  out.  Up  close,  he  could  see  that  the 
philosopher's limp was a lifetime companion, not a recent injury. The man's entire left side 
seemed affected — hip, knee, the way he compensated with his upper body when he shifted 
position.

"Does your knee hurt?" the philosopher asked.

"Yes."

"Describe the pain."

Gaius was surprised. No adult had ever asked him to describe pain before. "It's... hot. And 
throbbing. Like someone is pressing on it from inside. And when I move it, it feels sharp. 
Like tiny knives."

The philosopher nodded. "Good description. Now tell me: when did the pain start?"

"When I fell. About an hour ago."

"And when did the suffering start?"

Gaius blinked. "The... suffering?"

"The pain started when your knee hit the ground. That was a physical event — impact, 
scraping, tissue damage, nerve signals. But the suffering — the belief that your life was 
over,  that  you would never walk again,  that  your parents  would disown you,  that  you 
would die alone and unloved in a ditch — when did that start?"

Gaius felt his face redden. "How did you know about that?"

"I  was guessing,  based on many years of observing humans react to injuries.  Your face 
confirms my guess. The suffering started after the pain, didn't it?"

"Yes."



"And if you had simply felt the pain — acknowledged it, cared for it — without adding the 
catastrophic predictions, would you still be suffering now?"

Gaius thought of the ten minutes of wailing, catastrophe upon catastrophe. He had been 
exhausted afterward — not from the injury, but from the emotional storm he had whipped 
up around it.

"No," he said slowly. "The pain would still hurt. But I wouldn't be... miserable."

"Exactly." The philosopher adjusted his position, wincing as his bad leg protested. "Let me 
tell you something that took me years to understand. Life shoots arrows at us. The first 
arrow is what actually happens — the scrape, the fall,  the loss, the disappointment, the 
rejection. It hurts. That is real. That is unavoidable. The first arrow is life being life."

He leaned forward, his voice dropping into the intimate register of someone sharing a hard-
won secret. "But then, almost immediately, we shoot a second arrow at ourselves. We tell 
stories about the first arrow. We make predictions. We assign blame. We escalate. 'This is 
the worst thing ever.' 'Nothing good ever happens to me.' 'Everyone is against me.' 'I am 
fundamentally cursed.' The second arrow is the meaning we impose on the event. And very 
often — almost always — the second arrow hurts worse than the first."

Gaius looked down at his knee. The bleeding had slowed. The swelling had stabilized. It was 
a straightforward injury, unpleasant but manageable.

"The scrape is the first arrow," he said slowly. "And...  me thinking my life is over is the 
second arrow?"

"Precisely."  The philosopher smiled — genuine,  not  patronizing.  "You fell.  Your knee is 
wounded. That is the first arrow — real, physical, demanding attention. But the story you 
told yourself about the scrape — the infection, the amputation, the abandonment, the death 
in a ditch — that is entirely self-inflicted. No one shot that arrow at you. You nocked it, drew 
the bow, and fired it at your own heart."

"Why do we do that?" Gaius asked. "Why would anyone shoot themselves?"

"Because we don't realize we're doing it." The philosopher shrugged. "The second arrow 
feels like part of the first. When you're already hurting, the stories seem like truths. 'Of 
course my life is ruined — look at my knee!' But the ruin is in the story, not in the knee. The 
knee will heal. The story, if left unchallenged, can last a lifetime."

He gestured toward the Forum with his staff. "I see people walking through that square 
every day, carrying wounds from twenty years ago. A harsh word from a parent. A failure 
in school.  A rejection by a  friend.  The original  event  was a  first  arrow — painful,  but 



survivable.  But  they've  been  shooting  second  arrows  at  that  wound  ever  since.  'I  am 
unlovable.' 'I am stupid.' 'I am worthless.' The first arrow healed decades ago. The second 
arrows keep the wound fresh."

Gaius  thought  of  his  mother,  who still  talked about  her  own mother's  criticism with a 
tremor in her voice — forty years later. He thought of his uncle, who had been passed over 
for a promotion once and had never applied for advancement again. First arrows, long 
healed. Second arrows, still flying.

"So what do I do?" he asked. "How do I not shoot the second arrow?"

"First, you notice. You catch yourself in the act. You feel the pain, and then you watch what 
your mind does next. Does it reach for catastrophe? Does it spin stories? Does it reach for 
the bow?"

"Second, you separate. You say clearly: 'This is the first arrow — the event, the pain, the 
reality.' And: 'This is the second arrow — the story, the prediction, the interpretation.' You 
hold them apart. You don't deny either, but you see them as separate."

"Third, you choose. You decide whether to shoot the second arrow. Sometimes you will — 
we're human, not saints. But sometimes, with practice, you can set down the bow. You can 
say: 'My knee hurts. That is all that is happening right now. I will clean it. I will rest it. It will 
heal. Nothing else is required.'"

Gaius  nodded slowly.  "What  if  someone else  shoots  a  second arrow at  me? Like  if  my 
mother sees my knee and starts predicting doom?"

"Ah." The philosopher's eyes twinkled. "That is the advanced course. When someone else 
shoots an arrow your way — criticism, blame, catastrophic predictions — you don't have to 
catch it. You can let it fall on the ground. You can say: 'That is your arrow, not mine. I will  
not add it to my quiver.'"

"What if it still hurts? Even when I don't catch it?"

"It may. Words have weight. Other people's fear and anger can bruise us even when we 
reject their meanings. But the bruise heals faster if we don't press on it. If we don't turn 
someone else's arrow into our own."

Part III: The Return
Gaius limped home more slowly than he had limped to the colonnade, but his mind was 
lighter. The pain in his knee remained — hot, throbbing, sharp when he moved wrong — 
but it was just pain now. Just a message from his body about an injury that needed care. Not 
a prophecy. Not a judgment. Not a catastrophe.



His mother did react as predicted. She gasped when she saw the wound. She scolded him 
for running recklessly. She warned about infection and physicians and permanent scarring. 
She made him sit  while she fetched clean water and cloth and a poultice of herbs that 
smelled sharp and medicinal.

Gaius listened to her scolding without adding his own second arrows. He didn't think: "She 
hates me. She wishes I had never been born. I'm a disappointment." He heard: "My mother 
is worried. She expresses worry as anger. That is her pattern. It doesn't define me."

He let her wash the wound — which stung, which made him hiss and squeeze his fists — 
but he didn't escalate. "It stings," he said. "It hurts. But it's just cleaning. It will pass."

His mother paused, looking at him strangely. "You're being very brave."

"I'm being honest," Gaius said. "It hurts. But it's not the end of the world."

She stared at him for a moment longer, then resumed her ministrations with gentler hands. 
When she bandaged the knee,  she tied the  cloth more carefully  than usual.  When she 
finished, she kissed his forehead — something she hadn't done in months, embarrassed by 
his growing boy-ness.

"Rest," she said. "No running for three days."

"Three days," he agreed. "Then I test it."

"Four days."

"We'll negotiate."

She laughed — surprised by his composure, pleased by his spirit. "Three and a half."

"Done."

That night, lying in bed with his bandaged knee elevated on a pillow, Gaius thought about 
the two arrows. The first had struck hours ago and was already fading — the pain duller 
now, the swelling contained. The second arrow, the one he had almost fired repeatedly — 
about his worthlessness, his mother's hatred, his ruined future — lay on the ground beside 
him, unfired, harmless.

He fell asleep more peacefully than he had in weeks.

Part IV: The Practice
Gaius never became a philosopher.  He grew up to manage his father's  textile business, 
marry a sensible woman from a neighboring district, raise three children who inherited his 



dramatic temperament but also — gradually, with patient teaching — his growing skill at 
separating first arrows from second.

He  taught  them  the  way  Epictetus  had  taught  him:  not  through  lectures,  but  through 
moments.  When  his  daughter  burned  her  hand  on  the  cooking  fire  and  immediately 
spiraled into "I'm going to lose my fingers! I'll never sew again! I'll be ugly forever!" he sat 
with her and helped her feel the pain without adding the predictions. When his son was 
rejected by the apprenticeship he wanted and declared "My life is  over,  I'm useless,  I'll 
never amount to anything," Gaius shared his own stories of rejection and the second arrows 
he had learned, eventually, not to shoot.

The practice wasn't  perfect.  None of them became saints.  They still  shot second arrows 
sometimes — in moments of exhaustion, in the middle of the night, when old wounds ached 
and old stories rose up unbidden. But they caught themselves faster. They set down the bow 
sooner. They healed more quickly.

And on the day when Gaius was old — very old, his hair white, his own knee long since 
replaced by a constant ache in his hips — he sat in the same colonnade where Epictetus had 
once taught. The space had changed. New buildings had risen around it. New philosophers 
taught in new corners. But the orange trees remained, heavy with fruit, and the benches 
were warm from the sun.

A young boy approached him, limping slightly, holding a bruised elbow. "Sir," the boy said, 
"are you the philosopher? My mother said there was a wise man here."

Gaius laughed — an old man's laugh, wheezy but genuine. "Not a philosopher. Just an old 
man who learned something, long ago, from someone who was."

"What did you learn?"

"That pain is part of life. But suffering is optional. That the first arrow always comes — but 
the second arrow? That's ours to fire or not fire. And with practice, with patience, with 
enough mistakes to learn from... we can learn to set down the bow."

The boy considered this. "My elbow hurts."

"Yes."

"But... it's just my elbow."

"Exactly." Gaius smiled, and for a moment he saw the ghost of a limping man with kind 
eyes, nodding in approval from across the decades. "It's just your elbow. And that is all it 
needs to be."



The Big Idea
The first event may be unavoidable. Your reaction is not.

Pain is part of life. Suffering is often something we add by refusing to let pain be what it is. 
You can't stop every arrow. But you can learn not to shoot the second one.

Try This
1.  Arrow Diary: For three days, write down one difficult thing that happened each day. 
Then write whether you "shot a second arrow" — prolonged the pain with anger, shame, 
replaying, blame, or catastrophic predictions. At the end, look for patterns. What usually 
triggers your second arrows?

2. The Five-Minute Rule: When something upsetting happens, give yourself five minutes to 
feel it fully — the disappointment, the anger, the fear. Then ask: "What would I do next if I  
weren't still reacting to this?" Try doing that thing.

3. Apology vs. Defense: Think of a conflict you're in right now, or one from the past week. 
Write  two  responses:  a  defensive  one  (explaining,  justifying,  blaming)  and  a  calm  one 
(acknowledging, asking questions, offering a solution). Which is harder to send? Which is 
more likely to improve things?

Draw/Design It
Draw a comic strip with three panels.

Panel 1: The First Arrow. Draw the actual event — a fall,  a bad grade, an argument, a 
rejection. Label it: "This happened. It hurts."

Panel 2: The Second Arrow. Draw all the added thoughts and reactions: "My life is over," 
"Everyone hates me," "I'll never recover," "This always happens to me." Label it: "I added 
this."

Panel  3: The  Pause.  Draw  yourself  taking  a  breath,  dropping  the  second  arrow,  and 
choosing a small wise action — cleaning the scrape, asking for help, going for a walk. Label 
it: "I can put this down."

Add speech bubbles showing what you might say to yourself in the pause.

Questions to Discuss
1. Think of a time you had a strong reaction to something. What was the first arrow? What 
second arrows did you add? 2. Why do you think our minds naturally build "cathedrals of 
catastrophe" on top of small problems? 3. What would it feel like to simply feel pain without 
adding a  story about  what  it  means?  4.  Can you think of  a  time when pausing before 



reacting saved you from regret? What happened in those few seconds? 5. Is it possible to 
care about something deeply without letting it destroy your peace?

Parent/Teacher Page
This chapter introduces one of the most accessible and clinically useful  Stoic ideas:  the 
distinction  between  first  and  second  arrows.  The  metaphor  has  parallels  in  Buddhist 
teaching, and it is useful because it separates unavoidable pain from optional suffering.

Help  your  student  understand  that  feeling  pain  is  not  a  failure.  Adding  layers  of 
catastrophic meaning to pain is where most of our suffering comes from. The goal is not to 
stop feeling but to stop amplifying.

A useful family practice: when someone is upset, ask gently, "What actually happened?" 
(first arrow) followed by "And what are you telling yourself about it?" (second arrow). This 
creates distance between event and interpretation.

For  deeper  study,  the  full  WisdomForge  Epictetus  compendium  is  available  at 
smfwisdomforge.com.

———



Chapter 5: The Guest at the Banquet

Illustration for Chapter 5

The Story

Part I: The Boy Who Couldn't Let Go
Lucius was thirteen years old, and he had a problem with holding on too tightly.



It wasn't that he was greedy. His parents, decent people who ran a modest pottery shop 
near the Tiber river, had raised him to share and be generous. He gave his younger sister 
the  larger  portion  of  honey  cake  without  being  asked.  He  lent  his  wooden  soldiers  to 
neighborhood boys who had none of their own. He offered his seat to elderly customers 
who visited the shop, his feet sore from walking the cobbled streets.

But Lucius couldn't let go of things that mattered to him.

When his best friend Marcus announced that his family was moving to a distant province 
— Gaul, where it was cold and barbarian and impossibly far from everything Lucius knew 
— Lucius refused to accept it.  He wrote Marcus letters for months after the move, even 
when Marcus stopped replying. He kept Marcus's favorite marble — a smooth grey stone 
they'd found together by the river, warm from the sun and perfectly round — in a special 
box under his bed. He refused to make new friends, declaring that "no one could replace 
Marcus," which meant he spent most afternoons alone, staring at the stone, writing letters 
that went unanswered, growing more isolated with every passing week.

When his dog, a scruffy terrier named Ferox who had been his companion since before he 
could walk, died of old age, Lucius wouldn't allow his father to bury the body. He insisted 
on keeping the stiffening form in his room for two days, until the smell became unbearable 
and his mother intervened with gentle firmness. Even after the burial in the small garden 
behind their apartment, he visited the spot daily, talking to the ground as if Ferox could 
hear him, refusing the puppy his father offered as a replacement. "I don't want another 
dog," he said, his voice flat and final. "I want Ferox."

When his grandmother, who had lived with them since his birth and who had told him 
stories  and sung him songs and bandaged his  scrapes,  passed quietly  in her sleep one 
winter morning, Lucius didn't cry. He didn't speak. He simply went to her room and sat in 
her empty chair, staring at the wall, for three days. His mother, worried and frightened by 
his silence, tried to coax him out with his favorite foods, his favorite games, gentle words 
about how Grandmother was "in a better place" and "would always love him from afar." 
Lucius responded to none of it. "She's not anywhere," he finally said, his voice hollow and 
strange in his own ears. "She's just gone. And I can't stand it."

His  parents  were  loving  but  bewildered.  They  didn't  know  how  to  help  a  child  who 
experienced loss as amputation — not a wound that would heal, but a permanent missing 
limb that made normal life impossible. They tried reason. They tried comfort. They tried 
distraction. Nothing worked. Lucius held on to his grief the way a drowning man holds a 
rope, with desperate strength that prevented him from swimming to shore.



Part II: The Invitation
One afternoon in late summer, when the heat had driven Lucius from his grandmother's 
chair to seek shade in the courtyard, a visitor came to the pottery shop.

He was a middle-aged man with a pronounced limp, leaning heavily on a wooden staff. His 
clothes were simple — a grey cloak that had seen better years, sandals worn thin at the 
heels. But his eyes, when they met Lucius's across the shop, held something that made the 
boy pause. They were calm eyes. Not happy exactly, not untroubled, but... settled. The way a 
deep lake is settled, even when wind moves across its surface.

"Lucius,"  the  man  said.  Not  a  question.  He  had  apparently  asked  Lucius's  father  for 
permission to speak with the boy.

"Yes?"

"My name is Epictetus. I teach in the colonnade near the Forum. Your father tells me you 
have been... having difficulty with loss."

Lucius felt his face harden. He didn't want to discuss this with strangers. He didn't want to 
be fixed or healed or talked out of his grief. Grief was the only thing he had left of the 
people he loved. "I'm fine," he said, using the automatic lie that adults seemed to accept.

"Of course you are." Epictetus smiled — not the patronizing smile of adults who pretend to 
believe children's lies, but a knowing smile, the smile of someone who had used the same 
lie himself many times. "Everyone is fine. That's why Rome has so many physicians."

Despite himself, Lucius felt a corner of his mouth twitch. "My father asked you to come?"

"He did. But I came because I recognized something in his description." Epictetus lowered 
himself carefully onto a pottery bench, wincing as his bad leg adjusted to the hard surface. 
"I too once held on to things until my hands bled. I too once believed that loving something 
meant never letting it go. It took me many years to learn otherwise."

Lucius studied him. "What did you lose?"

"My freedom. My health. My home. People I loved." Epictetus spoke without drama, simply 
listing facts. "Each loss taught me something. But the lesson took longer than it should have, 
because I fought the losses instead of learning from them."

"So you want me to just... stop caring?"

"No."  Epictetus leaned forward,  his  voice dropping into something more intimate,  more 
urgent. "I want you to care  more skillfully. I want you to love without clutching. To hold 
without gripping. To appreciate without demanding permanence."



Lucius shook his head. "That sounds like not caring at all."

"Then let me show you a different way to think about it." Epictetus stood, slowly, using his 
staff for leverage. "Come with me. There is a banquet tonight — not a rich one, just the 
evening meal at the school where I teach. I would like you to be my guest."

"Why?"

"Because I want to tell you a story. And stories are better told over food."

Part III: The Banquet
The  "school"  was  humbler  than  Lucius  expected.  Not  a  grand  academy  with  marble 
columns and expensive statues, but a covered colonnade with worn stone benches, a few 
wooden tables, and a small courtyard garden where vegetables grew in neat rows. A dozen 
or so students — mostly young men, but a few women and older people too — gathered 
around a long table set with simple fare: crusty bread, sharp olives, crumbly cheese, a pot 
of lentil stew, watered wine.

Epictetus led Lucius to a place near the center. The other guests nodded politely but didn't 
fuss over him, which Lucius appreciated.  He hated being the center of  attention,  hated 
adults who cooed and petted him as if grief made him somehow precious or fragile.

The food was plain but good — the bread warm from the oven, the olives briny, the cheese 
tangy.  Lucius  ate  hungrily,  realizing he had barely  touched food in  days.  Around him, 
conversation flowed: debates about justice, discussions of the day's news, arguments about 
whether the emperor's latest decree was wise or foolish.  The students treated Epictetus 
with respect but not deference — they argued with him, challenged him, laughed at his 
occasional dry jokes.

When the main meal  was finished and the remains cleared away,  Epictetus tapped his 
wooden cup against the table. The conversation quieted.

"I  promised  our  young  guest  a  story,"  he  said.  "A  story  about  a  banquet.  But  not  this 
banquet. A different one. A story that was told to me when I was younger than Lucius here, 
by a teacher whose name I have forgotten but whose lesson I have never lost."

He settled more comfortably on his bench, arranging his bad leg with practiced care.

"Imagine," he began, "that you are invited to a great banquet. The host is wealthy beyond 
measure. The table stretches farther than you can see. The dishes are prepared by the finest 
cooks in the empire — roasted peacock with honey glaze, fresh figs from Carthage, bread 
baked in ovens fueled by aromatic woods,  wine so old that it  was pressed before your 
grandfather was born."



Lucius  could  almost  smell  it.  He  had  never  attended  such  a  feast,  but  he  had  heard 
descriptions from travelers.

"You are seated. The first dish arrives — perhaps a delicate soup of mushrooms and herbs, 
steaming in a silver tureen. The servant ladles a portion into your bowl. What do you do?"

"Eat it," one of the students said.

"Of course. But how? Do you gulp it down? Do you shovel it in without tasting? Do you grab 
the entire tureen and declare it yours alone?"

Laughter.  "No," the student said.  "You take a reasonable portion. You eat it  slowly.  You 
appreciate it."

"Exactly." Epictetus nodded. "And when the soup is finished? When the servant removes the 
bowl?"

"You wait for the next dish."

"Right. You don't weep that the soup is gone. You don't chase the servant down the hall 
demanding more. You don't sit in your chair refusing to move, mourning the empty bowl. 
You accept that the soup was temporary, that it served its purpose — to nourish, to delight,  
to prepare you for what comes next — and you await the next course with an open heart."

He paused, letting the image settle. Lucius thought of Ferox, of Marcus, of Grandmother. He 
thought of how he had wept over empty bowls, chased servants down halls, refused to leave 
his chair.

"But here is the deeper lesson," Epictetus continued. "The banquet is not really about food. 
The dishes are not really soup and bread and wine."

"What are they?" Lucius asked, surprising himself by speaking aloud.

Epictetus turned to him, and in the lamplight  his  weathered face looked almost  gentle. 
"They are  everything in  your life,  Lucius.  Your friends.  Your family.  Your health.  Your 
talents. Your days. The sunset you watched yesterday. The laughter you shared with your 
sister this morning. All of it — every blessing, every joy, every precious moment — is a dish 
at the banquet."

"And the host?"

"The host is life. Or nature. Or the gods, if you believe in them. Or simply time and chance, if 
you  don't.  The  host  decides  what  dishes  circulate,  how  long  they  stay,  when  they  are 



removed. The host does not consult with the guests. The host does not ask permission. The 
host simply... serves."

Lucius felt  something stir  in  his  chest.  "So we're  just  supposed to...  let  things be taken 
away?"

"No." Epictetus shook his head firmly. "You are supposed to savor them while they are here. 
To appreciate them fully, completely, without reservation. To know that they are temporary 
and to love them because they are temporary, not despite it. And when they are taken — as 
they always are, eventually — you are supposed to let them go with grace, grateful for the 
time they spent at your place."

He leaned forward, his dark eyes meeting Lucius's. "You have been treating your blessings 
like possessions, Lucius. Like things you own, that you can keep forever if you just hold 
tight enough. But you don't own your friends. You don't own your dog. You don't own your 
grandmother. They are dishes at the banquet, lent to you for a season. And the tighter you 
grip, the more you suffer — not because the dishes are removed, but because you have 
convinced yourself they were yours to keep."

"But I loved them," Lucius whispered. His voice cracked, and he hated himself for it.

"Of course you did." Epictetus's voice was soft now, almost tender. "And love is not wrong. 
Grief is not wrong. Missing what is gone is not wrong. What is wrong is the belief that love 
means ownership, that grief means refusal to accept reality, that missing someone means 
your life must stop until they return."

He reached across the table and touched Lucius's  hand — a brief,  light contact,  almost 
hesitant. "Your grandmother would not want you sitting in her empty chair, Lucius. Your 
dog would not want you refusing other companions. Your friend Marcus, wherever he is, 
would not want you friendless and alone. They loved you. They would want you to continue 
loving — not to replace them, but to honor them by living fully."

Lucius looked down at the table, at the crumbs of bread, the olive pits, the dregs of watered 
wine. He thought of all the dishes that had passed through his life, all the blessings that had 
stopped at his place for a time and then moved on. He thought of how he had tried to hold 
them, chain them, keep them from leaving. And he thought, for the first time, about what it 
might mean to let them go with gratitude instead of rage.

Part IV: The Practice of Open Hands
The weeks that followed were not miraculous. Lucius did not wake up one morning healed 
and whole, ready to embrace the world with open arms. Change, he discovered, was slow 
and uneven — two steps forward, one step back, sometimes three steps back.



But he began to practice.

The first practice was the hardest: he visited Ferox's grave not to talk, not to demand the 
dog hear him, but simply to sit. He brought no words, no requests, no rituals of connection. 
He just sat in the sunshine, feeling the warmth on his face, remembering the way Ferox had 
smelled — dust and dog and something uniquely his own — and when the memory made 
him cry, he let himself cry without adding the old story:  this is unbearable, I can't survive 
this, life is cruel. He just cried. And eventually, the crying passed, and he stood up, and he 
went inside, and he ate dinner with his family.

The second practice was gentler: he wrote one more letter to Marcus, but this one was 
different.  Instead of  begging Marcus to  write  back,  instead of  cataloging how much he 
missed him and how empty his life was without him, he simply described his life — the 
pottery shop, his sister's  new tooth,  the strange philosopher with the limp, the banquet 
story. He wrote as if Marcus were still present, still interested, still part of his life. And at the 
end, he added: "I hope Gaul is treating you well. I hope you have found new friends and 
new stones by new rivers. I will always be glad we were friends, even if we never see each 
other  again."  He  sealed  it  without  expecting  a  reply.  He  sent  it  without  needing 
confirmation that it arrived.

The third practice was the most surprising: he got a new dog. Not to replace Ferox — he 
understood now that replacements were impossible — but because his father was right that 
the house was too quiet, that a dog's presence was a gift not a betrayal, that loving again did 
not  erase  the  love that  came before.  He named the new dog Aurora,  because she was 
golden-colored and because the name meant "dawn." And when he stroked her fur and she 
licked his hand, he felt something he hadn't expected: not guilt, but expansion. His heart 
was not a room with one chair. It was a banquet table, and there was room for more dishes 
than he had known.

The fourth practice was the most lasting: he began to notice. Epictetus had taught him that, 
he realized — not  directly,  but  through the banquet  metaphor.  He began to  notice  the 
dishes that were still circulating, the blessings that had not yet been removed. His mother's 
humming while she worked. His sister's gap-toothed grin. The smell of rain on hot stone. 
The particular shade of orange the sky turned just before sunset. He had been so focused on 
what was gone that he had stopped noticing what remained.

And when he noticed, he savored. Not greedily, not desperately, but gently. Like a guest at a 
banquet who knows the dish will eventually move on, and who therefore tastes it more 
fully,  appreciates  it  more  completely,  loves  it  more  purely  because  the  loving  is  not 
poisoned by fear of loss.



Months later, on a spring morning when the garden was full of new growth and the air 
smelled of turned earth and possibility, Lucius found himself walking near the Forum. He 
passed  the  colonnade  where  Epictetus  taught.  The  philosopher  was  there,  as  always, 
surrounded by students, leaning on his staff, his weathered face animated as he made some 
point with a sweeping gesture.

Lucius didn't approach. He didn't need to. He simply stood for a moment, watching, and 
then he continued on his way — lighter than he had been in months, not healed completely 
but healing, not whole but becoming whole, his hands open instead of clenched, his heart a 
banquet table instead of a locked room.

He never forgot the lesson. Years later, when he was grown and married and had children 
of his own, he would tell them the story of the banquet. He would watch their faces as they 
listened,  and  he  would  see  in  their  eyes  the  same  recognition  he  had  felt  —  the 
understanding that love is not possession, that gratitude is not resignation, that the proper 
response to a gift is not to clutch it but to appreciate it while it lasts and release it when it 
must move on.

And when his own children experienced loss — when their pets died, when their friends 
moved away,  when their grandparents passed — he would sit  with them in their grief 
without trying to talk them out of it. He would hold them while they cried. And when they 
were ready,  he would tell  them about the banquet,  about the dishes that circulate and 
depart, about the grace of open hands.

"Everything you love," he would say, echoing the man with the limp who had once been 
kind to a grieving boy, "is on loan. Hold it gently. Love it completely. Let it go with gratitude. 
That is the way of the wise guest at the banquet of life."

The Big Idea
Impermanence makes things more precious, not less.

When you stop believing that something will last forever, you stop taking it for granted. A 
borrowed book is read with more attention than one you own. A visit  from a friend is 
sweeter  when  you  know  they  must  leave.  The  guest  at  the  banquet  savors  every  bite 
because they know the dish will move on.

Try This
1. Gratitude Scan: List five things in your life right now that you would miss if they were 
gone. Don't write what you should be grateful for. Write what you would actually feel. Next 
to each one, write one specific moment you want to notice while you still have it.



2.  The Loan Agreement: Pick one possession, relationship, or status that matters to you. 
Write it down as if it were "on loan" rather than permanently yours. What is the "return 
date"? (Hint: you don't know.) How does that change how you treat it today?

3.  Memento Mori Letter: "Memento mori" means "remember you will die." Write a short 
letter  to  yourself  from the  perspective  of  someone  near  the  end of  life  — perhaps  an 
imagined older you. What would they tell you to stop worrying about? What would they tell 
you to pay attention to? What would they wish they had savored more?

Draw/Design It
Create an illustrated "Loan Tag" for something precious in your life.

Draw the object or person in the center — a pet, a grandparent, a best friend, a favorite 
place, a talent you have.

Around it, design a tag like the ones attached to borrowed library books or museum items. 
Write:

- Item: [Name] - Loan period: Unknown - Return date: Unknown - Care instructions: Use 
well. Love fully. Pay attention. Release with gratitude.

Add drawings of small moments you want to notice while you have this on loan.

Questions to Discuss
1.  Why  does  the  idea  that  everything  is  temporary  feel  scary  at  first?  2.  How  could 
remembering  that  something  is  "on  loan"  actually  help  you  enjoy  it  more?  3.  What  is 
something you have taken for granted that you want to pay more attention to? 4. How do 
you love something well without clutching it in fear? 5. Is it possible to prepare for loss 
without making yourself sad in advance? How?

Parent/Teacher Page
This  chapter  introduces  memento  mori —  the  practice  of  remembering  mortality.  For 
younger adolescents, this can be unsettling, but it is also one of the most life-affirming Stoic 
practices when framed correctly.

The goal is not to make your student anxious about death. It  is to help them value the 
present.  The practice  of  "loaning"  helps  create distance from the illusion of  permanent 
ownership that modern consumer culture encourages.

If  your student has experienced loss,  this chapter may bring up strong feelings.  That is 
appropriate. Grief is real. The Stoic teaching is not "don't grieve." It is "grieve, and also love 
what remains."



For  deeper  study,  the  full  WisdomForge  Epictetus  compendium  is  available  at 
smfwisdomforge.com.

———

Chapter 6: Practice Makes Strong

Illustration for Chapter 6



The Story

Part I: The Angry Athlete
Titus was fourteen years old, and by every measure that mattered to his peers, he was the 
most impressive boy in his school.

He could run faster than anyone in his class — not just sprinting, but distance running, the 
kind that required breath control and mental discipline and the ability to keep going when 
your legs burned and your chest heaved and every instinct screamed at you to stop. He had 
won the school footrace three years in a row, and last spring he had placed third in the 
citywide youth games,  racing against  boys  from districts  where athletic  training was  a 
family tradition passed down through generations.

He could lift more weight. He could wrestle better. He could throw the discus farther, climb 
ropes faster, swim across the Tiber without resting. His body was a machine that responded 
to  his  will  with precision and power.  Other boys envied him.  Coaches sought  him out. 
Fathers pointed to him as an example of what discipline and training could achieve.

But Titus had a secret,  and the secret was this:  his body was strong, but his mind was 
fragile.

When he lost — which was rare, but happened occasionally in practice matches against 
older  boys  or  visiting  athletes  —  he  became  someone  unrecognizable.  He  threw  his 
equipment.  He accused opponents of  cheating.  He sulked for days,  refusing to speak to 
anyone, replaying the loss in his mind like a torturer's loop, finding new ways to blame 
himself or others. A single defeat could ruin his week.

When he was injured — a pulled muscle, a twisted ankle, the kind of minor setback every 
athlete endures — he despaired as if  his life were ending.  He couldn't  tolerate the rest 
period, couldn't  accept the healing time, couldn't  trust that his body would recover.  He 
trained through pain, making injuries worse, because stopping felt like failure.

When someone criticized him — a coach suggesting his technique needed adjustment, a 
friend teasing about  an off day — he reacted with disproportionate rage.  He had once 
punched a training partner who joked that Titus's discus throw "looked like a wounded 
bird." The punch had broken the boy's nose. Titus had been suspended from school for a 
week. He spent the suspension not reflecting on his behavior,  but lifting weights in his 
family's courtyard, as if physical strength could solve the problem of his temper.

And underneath all of this — beneath the trophies, the admiration, the physical perfection 
—  Titus  was  terrified.  Terrified  that  one  day  his  body  would  fail  him.  Terrified  that 



someone stronger would appear. Terrified that his identity,  which was built  entirely on 
being "the best," would crumble if he ever stopped being the best.

His parents saw the problem but didn't know how to address it. His father, a former soldier 
who valued toughness above all, told him to "toughen up mentally." His mother, gentler but 
no wiser, suggested he "just be nicer to people." Neither understood that Titus's rage and 
fragility  were  symptoms  of  a  deeper  issue:  he  had  trained  his  body  obsessively  while 
leaving his  mind completely untrained.  He was a champion athlete with the emotional 
resilience of a frightened child.

Part II: The Philosopher's Challenge
Titus came to Epictetus not by choice, but by requirement.

His school — a progressive institution that required philosophy courses alongside physical 
training — had made attendance at Epictetus's lectures mandatory for all students above 
twelve. Titus resented it. He had no interest in "old men talking about abstract ideas." He 
had no patience for "sitting still and listening." He wanted to be running, lifting, competing 
— doing things, not discussing them.

But he was also disciplined. If attendance was required, he would attend. He sat in the back 
of the colonnade, arms crossed, jaw set, radiating hostility like heat from a furnace. While 
other students debated and questioned, Titus remained silent, his expression saying clearly: 
I am here because I must be, and I am not participating.

Epictetus noticed him immediately. Not because of the hostility — he was used to reluctant 
students  — but  because  of  the  contradiction.  Here  was  a  boy  whose  body was  clearly 
trained to excellence, whose posture spoke of athletic discipline, whose eyes held the focus 
of  someone  accustomed  to  pushing  through  pain.  And  yet  his  face  was  twisted  with 
something that looked very much like... fear?

After the third lecture, Epictetus approached him.

"You are the athlete," he said. Not a question.

Titus nodded, wary.

"I have watched you run," Epictetus continued. "Last week, during the youth games trials. 
You are fast. Faster than boys who have trained longer. There is something in your stride — 
efficiency, determination, the refusal to waste energy. It is impressive."

Titus relaxed slightly. Praise was familiar territory. "Thank you."



"But I have also watched you lose." Epictetus's voice didn't change — still conversational, 
still mild. "Two weeks ago, in the wrestling practice. You were matched against the older 
boy — what's his name? Decimus? — and he pinned you. Your reaction was... notable."

Titus's face darkened. "He got lucky."

"Perhaps." Epictetus shrugged. "Or perhaps he is stronger. Or perhaps he trained better for 
that particular match. The reason matters less than your response. You threw your helmet. 
You accused him of cheating. You did not speak to him for a week. Is that correct?"

"He's arrogant."

"Maybe. But your anger seemed to exceed what his arrogance warranted." Epictetus leaned 
on his staff, studying Titus with those calm, lake-deep eyes. "Tell me: how many hours do 
you train your body each day?"

"Three. Sometimes four."

"And how many hours do you train your mind?"

Titus blinked. "What?"

"Your mind. Your responses. Your emotions. Your reactions to loss, to pain, to criticism. 
How many hours do you train those?"

"I... don't."

"Exactly." Epictetus nodded, as if  this confirmed something he had long suspected. "You 
have built  a  fortress  of  muscle  and speed,  but  you have left  the gates  unguarded.  Any 
passing storm — a defeat, an insult, an injury — can breach your walls and reduce you to 
chaos.  And  the  more  you  rely  on  your  body's  strength,  the  more  terrifying  weakness 
becomes, because you have nothing else to fall back on."

Titus  felt  something  shift  in  his  chest.  Not  comfort  —  this  wasn't  comforting.  But 
recognition. The philosopher had named something he hadn't been able to name himself.

"So what do I do?" he asked, and the words came out smaller than he intended.

"You train your mind the way you train your body." Epictetus smiled — not triumphantly, 
but with the warmth of someone offering a path forward. "Not by reading books, though 
books help. Not by listening to lectures, though lectures plant seeds. You train your mind by 
practice — small practices, every day, the way you practice your sprint starts or your discus 
release."

"What kind of practices?"



Part III: The Three Practices
Epictetus led Titus to a quieter corner of the colonnade, away from the main group. They 
sat on a stone bench beneath an olive tree, its gnarled trunk twisted by decades of wind into 
something almost sculptural. The afternoon sun filtered through the leaves, dappling the 
ground with moving shadows.

"Three practices," Epictetus said. "Simple ones. Not easy — simple and easy are different 
things — but simple. You can start today."

The Morning Check-In:

"Before you begin your day — before you train, before you study, before you do anything — 
stop. Close your eyes. Breathe deeply three times. And say to yourself: 'Today, some things 
will go my way and some will not. I choose to meet both with my best self.'"

"That's it?" Titus asked, skeptical.

"That's the beginning. The words are not magic. The practice is not magic. But over time, 
this small ritual reshapes your relationship with the day. Instead of approaching it with the 
desperate need to win everything, you approach it with openness. Whatever comes, you 
will meet it as your best self. Not your angriest self. Not your most frightened self. Your best 
self."

Titus considered this. It sounded too simple to matter. But so did "lift weights" until you 
actually did it for months and saw the results.

The Pause Button:

"The second practice is harder." Epictetus's voice became more serious. "When something 
upsetting happens — someone defeats you, someone insults you, something disappoints you 
— you pause. Before you react. Before you speak. Before you throw your helmet or punch 
someone's nose. You count to three. And in those three seconds, you ask yourself: 'What 
would my best self do here?'"

"Three seconds isn't enough time," Titus objected.

"At first, it won't feel like enough. Your anger will want to burst out before you reach two.  
But with practice — the same kind of practice you use to make your starts faster, your turns 
sharper — you will get better at pausing. The pause will expand. Three seconds will become 
five. Five will become ten. And in that space between stimulus and response, you will find 
something you don't have now: choice."



Titus thought of the punch he had thrown, the nose he had broken, the suspension, the 
shame. Three seconds might have prevented all of it.

The Evening Review:

"The third practice is the most important." Epictetus leaned forward, his dark eyes intense. 
"Before you sleep each night, you review your day. Not with judgment — 'I was good' or 'I 
was bad' — but with curiosity. Ask yourself three questions: Where did I use my circle of 
control well today? Where did I shoot a second arrow at myself? What will I try differently 
tomorrow?"

"Circle of control? Second arrow?"

"Terms I use with my students. The circle of control is everything inside your power — your 
choices, your responses, your efforts. The second arrow is the story you tell yourself about 
the first arrow — the pain, the loss, the disappointment. When you review your day, you 
look for moments when you focused on what you could control, and moments when you 
added unnecessary suffering with your own thoughts."

Titus  nodded slowly.  He  could  see  how this  might  work.  The  evening  review was  like 
analyzing game footage — studying what you did right,  what you did wrong, what you 
would adjust for next time. Athletes did this constantly. He had just never applied it to his 
inner life.

"These three practices  — Morning Check-In,  Pause Button,  Evening Review — are your 
mental training. Do them every day. Not perfectly — you will forget, you will fail, you will 
catch yourself reacting badly and realize only afterward that you forgot to pause. That's 
normal.  That's  part  of  training.  You  don't  become  strong  by  lifting  weights  once.  You 
become strong by lifting them again and again,  through failure and soreness and days 
when you don't feel like it."

Part IV: The Transformation
Titus began the practices that evening.

The Morning Check-In felt awkward at first. He stood in his small bedroom, eyes closed, 
breathing deeply, whispering the words to himself. It felt silly. It felt unnecessary. It felt like 
something weak people did because they couldn't handle reality.

But he kept doing it. Every morning. For a week. For two weeks. For a month.

And slowly, something shifted. The words became familiar, then comfortable, then almost 
automatic. He found himself saying them not just in the morning, but before competitions 
— "Some things will go my way and some will not. I choose to meet both with my best self." 



The words didn't guarantee victory, but they dissolved the desperate need for victory. He 
could compete without his entire self-worth riding on the outcome.

The Pause Button was harder. Much harder.

The first week, he failed constantly. Someone would bump him in the street, and he would 
be shouting before he remembered to count. A coach would criticize his form, and he would 
feel the rage rising before he could ask "what would my best self do?" He failed, and failed, 
and failed again.

But he kept practicing. And slowly — so slowly he almost didn't notice — the pause began to 
appear. A tiny space, a fraction of a second, between the insult and the reaction. Then a 
half-second. Then a full second. Then, one miraculous afternoon, a full three seconds during 
which he felt the anger rise, recognized it, and chose not to act on it.

The Evening Review became his favorite practice. He kept a small wax tablet by his bed — 
the kind schoolchildren used for rough drafts — and each night he scratched his three 
answers into the soft surface. At first, the answers were mostly about failure: "I lost my 
temper at dinner. I shot a second arrow when I missed the target. I forgot to pause when 
Lucius  teased me."  But  gradually,  the  balance  shifted.  He  began to  notice  successes:  "I 
paused before responding to Father's criticism. I accepted defeat in the footrace without 
blaming the other runner. I used my circle of control when I was injured and focused on 
healing instead of despair."

Months passed. The practices became habits. The habits became character.

And Titus changed.

Not dramatically — there was no single moment when he transformed from angry boy to 
wise  philosopher.  But  gradually,  imperceptibly,  the  edges  softened.  He  lost  a  race  and 
congratulated the winner. He was injured and rested patiently. He was criticized and asked 
questions instead of throwing punches.

His coaches noticed. "You've matured," one said. "You seem calmer. More focused."

His friends noticed. "You're different," Lucius told him. "You used to scare me sometimes. 
Now you're... steadier."

His parents noticed. His father, the former soldier, said gruffly: "You've got your mother's 
temperament now. That's good. Saves you from my mistakes."

But the change Titus valued most was internal. He no longer felt the constant, grinding 
terror that his identity would collapse if he failed. He no longer measured his worth by the 



day's victories. He had built something inside himself — something invisible, intangible, but 
as real as muscle — that allowed him to meet whatever came with something like grace.

Years later, when Titus was grown — his athletic career long ended, his body softened by 
age, his competitive days memories rather than reality — he still practiced. The Morning 
Check-In had become a meditation of intention before the day began. The Pause Button had 
expanded to a Pause Breath, a single deep inhalation that created space for choice. The 
Evening Review had become a mental ritual, a quiet examination of the day's actions before 
sleep.

He taught these practices to his own children. "Your mind is like your body," he would tell 
them. "If you don't train it, it gets weak. If you train it every day, it gets strong."

And sometimes, on special occasions, he would take them to the colonnade near the Forum 
— still there, though Epictetus had died decades before — and point to the olive tree where 
he had first learned about the three practices.

"A man with a limp taught me this," he would say, his voice soft with memory. "He told me 
that strength of body is impressive, but strength of character is everything. He was right. I  
hope you learn it younger than I did."

The Big Idea
Philosophy is not something you read. It's something you do.

Knowing the ideas is the easy part. Living them is the work. The good news is that every day 
gives you chances to practice — small ones, usually, but enough to matter.

Try This
1.  Seven-Day Training Plan: Pick one of the three practices — Morning Check-In, Pause 
Button, or Evening Review. Try it every day for a week. At the end, write one sentence 
about what you noticed. What was hardest? What was most useful?

2.  Trigger List: Identify three situations that usually trigger a strong reaction in you — a 
particular subject, a type of comment, a person, a fear. For each one, write a sentence you 
can say to yourself in the moment. (Example: "This is a trigger. I don't have to react. I can 
pause.")

3. Epictetus Badge: Design yourself a badge or certificate that says "Epictetus Student — In 
Training." Put it where you'll see it every day. Being a philosopher is about being brave 
enough to practice, even when you mess up. Especially when you mess up.

Draw/Design It
Design a "Mind Training Calendar" for one week.



Create seven boxes, one for each day. In each box, draw a small symbol for one practice: - 
Sun for Morning Check-In - Pause symbol (||) for Pause Button - Moon for Evening Review

At the end of each day, color in the box for the practice you did. Don't worry about doing all 
three every day. Just notice when you remember and when you forget. Be honest — this is 
data, not judgment.

Add a motto at the top: "Train the mind like a muscle."

Questions to Discuss
1. Why is it  harder to practice philosophy than to understand it? 2.  Which of the three 
practices — Morning Check-In, Pause Button, or Evening Review — do you think would be 
hardest for you? Why? 3. Have you ever changed a habit through repetition? What helped 
you keep going when you wanted to quit? 4. What is the difference between anger as a 
signal and anger as a command? 5. If you taught the three practices to a younger sibling or 
friend, how would you explain them in your own words?

Parent/Teacher Page
This chapter brings the previous five ideas together into a practice model. The three daily 
practices — morning preparation, midday pause, evening review — are adapted from the 
Stoic disciplines and remain widely used in modern mindfulness and cognitive-behavioral 
approaches.

The key message for parents and teachers: philosophy is a training program, not a lecture 
series. Your student will forget, fail, and resist. That is normal. The goal is repeated return 
to the practice, not perfection.

Consider doing the practices alongside your student. A family morning intention, a shared 
pause signal, or a weekly family review can make the ideas feel less like homework and 
more like a household rhythm.

For  deeper  study,  the  full  WisdomForge  Epictetus  compendium  is  available  at 
smfwisdomforge.com.

———

What Would Epictetus Say? (Quick Reference)
| When you feel... | Remember... | |---|---| | Scared about something you can't control | 
"That's outside my circle. Let me focus on what I CAN do." | | Sad about losing something | 
"Everything is on loan. I enjoyed it while it was here." | | Angry or upset | "Is this the first 
arrow, or did I shoot a second one?" | | Like giving up | "Practice makes strong. One more 



try." | | Hurt by someone's words | "They shot an arrow. I don't have to catch it." | | Like  
someone hurt your feelings | "What part of this is inside my circle?" |

———

Grown-Up Corner
For parents, teachers, and older readers

This booklet adapts six core Stoic teachings for early adolescents: identity beyond labels, the 
dichotomy  of  control,  meaning-making  through  loss,  the  "second  arrow"  metaphor  for 
managing  reactions,  impermanence  as  a  basis  for  gratitude,  and  daily  philosophical 
practice.

The  concepts  are  drawn  from  Epictetus's  Discourses (recorded  by  Arrian)  and  the 
Enchiridion (Handbook). The "second arrow" metaphor has parallels in Buddhist thought. 
The banquet metaphor comes from Discourses 2.5. The loan and memento mori themes run 
throughout Stoic literature.

These ideas are not about suppressing emotion or pretending everything is fine. They are 
about  agency: helping young people locate what they can control and invest their energy 
there, rather than burning out on what they cannot.

For deeper study, the full WisdomForge compendium for Epictetus (38 sections) is available 
at smfwisdomforge.com.

———

About WisdomForge
WisdomForge  brings  the  great  philosophers  to  life  for  learners  of  every  age.  Each 
philosopher has four booklets (ages 5-10, 11-14, 15-18, and Adult), plus audio recordings and 
videos. Start with any philosopher, in any order. The wisdom is always ready when you are.

Next in the series: Epictetus: The Discipline of Choice (Ages 15-18) — coming soon.

Learn more: smfwisdomforge.com

———
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