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(that tire is only flat on the bottom) 
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I know a high-powered business consultant in Seattle who has this tagline on her email:   

“Choose to have a great day!” With exclamation point! 

 

How positive… and pro-active 

 

This incredible responsibility to choose arcs all the way back to paradise, and the dawn of 

metaphorical time…it goes back to the very first book of the Bible and Torah, and that Tree of 

Knowledge of good and evil.  It goes back to farmer Cain killing his shepherd brother Abel.  

 

In the Torah, within the passage immediately before Cain’s murder of Abel,  

there is a word, “timshel.” The application of this word has a profound impact on the meaning of 

this sacred text, and also establishes a framework for how we see the world. 

 

A famous discussion of this choosing is central in John Steinbeck’s novel East of Eden, when the 

main character and a friend are discussing various translations of a specific verse from Genesis 

(chapter 4 verse 7). Here is one of the key passages from East of Eden: 

 

“Don’t you see?” Lee cried. “The American Standard translation orders [people] to 

triumph over sin, and you can call sin ignorance. The King James translation makes a 

promise in ‘Thou shalt,’ meaning that [people] will surely triumph over sin. But the 

Hebrew word, the word timshel—‘Thou mayest’— that gives a choice. It might be the 

most important word in the world. That says the way is open. That throws it right back on 

a [person]. For if ‘Thou mayest’—it is also true that ‘Thou mayest not.’ Don’t you see?” 

 

Timshel.  

 



 2 

As John Steinbeck says, “It might be the most important word in the world.”  

 

Thou mayest. Thou mayest not. 

 

For we Unitarian Universalists who practice a creedless religion, the word “timshel” goes 

straight to the heart of what it means to be a UU— 

➢ free people who make choices and build their own theology;  

➢ free people who invest their time, effort, and energy—using brains and hearts and 

hands—in creating the world they want to live in—for themselves, their neighbors, and 

the billions of people they will never meet;  

➢ free, thirsty people who are offered a 16-ounce tumbler with 8 ounces of water;  

➢ free, busy people who live in the real world and need to get somewhere, and who, one 

day, may wake up to discover that the car has a flat tire. 

 

Choose to have a great day!  

 

It’s a true story, and a pre-pandemic parable: A friend of mine went on a business trip and 

dropped his car off at a park-and-ride lot and asked me to pick his car up and deliver it to him in 

Seattle.  

 

No problem.  

 

This plan was perfect, in that it provided me a way into the city on the day of important business 

meetings.  

 

Before dawn, my wife drove me to the park-and-ride lot… and she said those words that nobody 

likes to hear:  “Flat tire.” Some days start like that. Then we shared the oldest flat-tire joke in the 

book:  “The good news is that it’s only flat on the bottom!” 

 

That joke has been with us since the dawn of cars and pneumatic tires.  
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There is a famous black-and-white photograph of comedians Laurel and Hardy standing before a 

Model T with a flat tire and that was the caption—“It’s only flat on the bottom!”—with tall, 

lanky Laurel looking on the bright side with a cynical Hardy glowering. 

 

I mention optimistic Laurel and cynical Hardy because both are with me whenever I quote-

unquote “Choose to have a great day!” 

 

So I said to my wife, “Lucky for us it’s only flat on the bottom!”  

 

Note the tactical use of the word “us.” We’re in this together, Honey. And lucky for us we had a 

jack and a temporary spare and a Les Schwab within a mile and after an hour and spending fifty 

dollars to fix the tire, I was on my way to Emerald City. 

 

What celebrations that early morning!  A celebration of marriage:  A shared ride; discovery of 

trouble; shared accomplishment in changing a flat tire; the kiss goodbye as we each went on our 

way.   

 

A celebration of preparedness:  Good for my friend for having a jack and a spare. 

 

A celebration of services and infrastructure:  Les Schwab fixed the flat and got the car road-

worthy again. 

 

And a celebration of credit cards:  I swiped and signed and some bank in the universe trusted me 

enough to loan me fifty bucks.  

 

And let’s not forget the weather! The showers that were forecast  

remained merely drizzle! 

 

I was not only choosing to have a great day, I was having a great day. I was in the thick of a great 

day… 
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It could have been so different—the pre-dawn tantrum at discovering the flat; the carping about 

getting cold and damp in the drizzle; the complaints that Les Schwab wasn’t open yet; taking 

umbrage against my friend for not maintaining his car properly; et cetera et cetera et cetera… 

 

Enter that 16-ounce tumbler with 8 ounces of water:  Half full. Half empty. Laurel. Hardy.  

 

Choose to have a great day! 

 

So I get to Seattle and tell my friend about the flat tire. He of course apologizes and 

immediately—immediately—hands over a fifty-dollar bill. I like fifty-dollar bills because I don’t 

get them that often. I tucked it in my wallet and went about my day—meeting here, meeting 

there. I was without car, so walking all over downtown Seattle. Then one of my meetings went 

long and that cold rain that was forecast finally arrived, and guess who forgot their umbrella? 

Though walking in cold rain in Seattle is a lovely thing to do, as you can:   

➢ feel the protection of your jacket as it sops up moisture;  

➢ step into puddles and praise your boots;  

➢ get splashed on by passing cars and contemplate physics and gravity and the nature of 

liquid;  

➢ marvel at weather patterns  

➢ consider your good fortune to live in a part of the world that has abundant fresh water, 

represented by this downpour that you’re walking through…  

 

and you realize that you will be late for this business meeting—this “Happy Hour” business 

meeting with some Board members at a favorite restaurant—and you can’t call ahead because 

you forgot your cell phone, and as you walk ever more briskly toward a trot, you can feel your 

strong heart pounding faster and faster, and feel the sweat beginning to rise on your miraculous 

skin! 

 

 “Taxi!” 
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I was “that guy” in a Seattle downpour. Running late, no umbrella, no cellphone, no car, no 

sophisticated knowledge of the bus system, it’s getting toward winter dark… And wallah!  By 

standing at the edge of the road and raising my hand at a passing cab I commanded it to stop and 

pick me up! 

 

Choose to have a great day! 

 

Inside, the cab was warm and dry and the language that I used was understood by the driver, who 

looked to be from another part of the world, probably Africa. I settled in and listened to the air-

filled tires roll over wet streets… and then… and then… I noticed that smell underneath a sweet 

and cloying detergent perfume…. 

 

Vomit. 

 

Ohhhhhhh!   

 

Then of course I feel wetness on the seat soaking into my pants…Then, in my disgusted-

customer voice, I exclaim, “Oh my God, this taxi smells horrible! It smells like vomit in here! 

Let me out! This is disgusting…” 

 

The exasperated cabbie, who probably was dealing with this “horrified customer” routine for the 

umpteenth time that day, pleaded, “No-no-no!  No vomit! No vomit! It’s clean. It’s clean. That’s 

cleaner.” 

 

His eyes met mine in the rear view mirror. “Clean! It’s clean!” 

 

Along with consistently forgetting umbrellas and cell phones, I also have a deep concern about 

IPG:  Invisible Poisonous Gasses.  Harmful, poisonous, germ-infested fumes of any kind.  

 

I have a really sharp nose, and if I were a superhero, I would be called “Nostril Man,” or 

something like that… 
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So there’s Nostril Man freaking out over IPGs in the back of Seattle cab as the course of the 

argument volleyed back and forth—“Yes vomit! No vomit! Yes vomit! No vomit!”—and we 

drive within range of where my Happy Hour meeting was going to happen and while stopped at 

a red light I insisted on being let out of the cab.  

 

I opened my wallet and handed the cabbie a bill. He looked at the money and said, “Change for a 

twenty.” 

 

Not a question, a statement. 

 

“Yes, yes, change for a twenty,” I said.  

 

I tipped something small to indicate my displeasure, got out of the cab, and made it to my Happy 

Hour meeting just in time. 

 

The meeting was crisp and positive and strategic and forward-looking. Like good meetings 

should be. And at “Happy Hours” at favorite restaurants you can’t do anything except “Choose 

to have a great day!”  Thank you for this lovely drink! Thank you for these tasty nuts and 

cheeses.  The bright green of this lime floating inside bubbly water is a miracle! 

 

That warm, humane, welcoming feeling spreads throughout the whole body, up to the brain, and 

then expands to the loving and infinite generosity of the Abundant Universe, and you are 

compelled to say: “I’ll get the check.” 

 

I reach into my wallet to get that fifty dollar bill and think how poetic that the morning began 

with a flat tire and ends with Happy Hour in the Abundant Universe. I reach into my wallet to get 

that fifty dollar bill… that fifty dollar bill… that fif… 

 

 “Oh, man…” 
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That cabbie. I handed the cabbie a fifty and he gave me change for a twenty. Remember, he said, 

and I thought it was odd at the time, “Change for a twenty,” like he was confirming, without 

actually asking, that I thought it was a twenty. That’s got to be one of the slyest tricks in the 

book. What a rube I am.  

 

And so for the second time that day, a bank somewhere in the Universe  honored my credit card 

and loaned me money, and I stewed in anger that I had been swindled. 

 

And let me tell you:  Sooooo many things went through my mind, not the least of which was that 

I could find this guy again, somehow, and demand my money back.  

 

My. Money.  

 

Truth be told, that money was long gone. Long gone, so I created a story that went something 

like this:  the cabbie had thirteen kids who needed food and shoes and braces. How can I, as a 

privileged American get in the way of an immigrant making their way in this country, with 

everything stacked against him. That I should have been more careful… That “Nostril Man” 

should be more cool, calm, and collected when confronted with vomit fumes… 

 

And in creating all these stories, all this narrative to explain someone’s thievery, I was the thief.  

 

I was robbing this man his dignity. His honesty and integrity.  How dare I think that.... In the 

story I created, I still held the cards. I was playing both victim and philanthropist. 

 

And on my way home, while riding that massive white ferry atop dark water,  

I truly chose to have a great day. Rather than concoct some bogus scenario  where the cabbie 

willfully stole my money to support his family, I decided that the cabbie accepted my fifty… and 

like me, saw a twenty.  
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He saw what I saw:  A twenty dollar bill. Common enough mistake. That he gave me proper 

change for a twenty, drove away, picked up other fares, finished his shift…and at the end of his 

night he counted his money and was forty dollars ahead.  

 

As Unitarian Universalists, it is our responsibility to bring our beloved first principle into the 

world and actually live it—to make it real—to “believe in the inherent worth and dignity of 

every human being.”  

 

“Believe” is a verb. 

 

This first principle is far more than some abstract notion that we conveniently access when we 

need it—like a candy bar in a vending machine—this is our responsibility as Unitarian 

Universalists.  

 

We choose to have a great day when we daily choose a world teeming with people with inherent 

worth and dignity. In short, we choose to believe that the cabbie saw a twenty dollar bill.  

Because if he saw a fifty, he’d give change for a fifty. 

 

And please realize:  This is not at the expense of being aware and packing your “street smarts” 

along with your cell phone.  

 

Sometimes our beliefs are expensive… but you know what?  I felt better for it. I was better for it. 

The world became a better place when I chose to believe that my cabbie and I exchanged a 

twenty, fair and square. 

 

Timshel.  

 

Thou mayest.  

 

Choose to have a great day! 
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In conclusion, a short Act III.  

 

New Year’s Eve. I’m bustling around town, getting ready for a quiet night at home and shopping 

for some provisions.  

 

Outside the Co-op is one of my favorite street musicians, a cello player who is brilliant and plays 

before an open case for loose change. Whenever I hear him play my world expands… 

 

He wears combat boots, sits on a milk crate, has a small amplifier, and a little dog tucked inside 

his coat.  

 

I always wonder how he survives, and then realize that he survives by playing music. That 

people pay for his music. And that as a listener—as someone whose world is expanded by his 

genius and his presence—I am called to put some money into his open cello case. And I almost 

always do.  

 

And on this holiday, New Year’s Eve, I decide to be extra generous, and give him my special 

twenty-dollar bill that I always have tucked inside that secret place in my wallet. 

 

So on New Year’s Eve, moved by sublime cello music outside the Co-op, I reached into the 

special recess in my wallet and I found it—the fifty dollar bill that the taxi driver stole from me!  

The fifty dollar bill that I gave up for lost! The fifty dollar bill that taught me to choose well and 

live our Unitarian Universalist principles. It was a gift from the abundant universe! A reward, 

perhaps, for so completely living my values.  When the cabbie said “Change for a twenty” he 

meant “Change for a twenty” and not  “Hey, Nostril Man, you think you gave me a twenty and 

it’s really a fifty! Ha hah!” 

 

Of course!  

 

And you know what?    
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It was abundantly clear that the fifty-dollar bill was no longer mine.  I had released it long ago.  

The universe now whispered in my ear, “Timshel.”   Thou mayest. 

 

And so the cello played; the little dog stayed warm inside the coat; the musician had that far-off 

look in his eyes… and when he finished, after the music settled, the cabbie and I offered that 

brilliant artist our fifty dollar bill and wished him a “Happy New Year.”  

 

Timshel. 

 

 

 


