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“Courage, dear heart.” 
by Arden Mahlberg 

 
Elders must find hope for those we serve when others do not. Hope helps us see a way forward 
and draws us toward following it. A related responsibility is to help others find courage when 
courage is lacking, especially when the situation is not hopeful. 

In C.S. Lewis’ tale The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, we find the famous line, “Courage, dear 
heart.” Lucy was on a single mast sailing ship with a full crew. They sailed to what they thought 
was a dark island but found no island. Instead, they had entered Darkness itself. Filled with fear, 
they encountered their own demons. There was no wind, so they rowed. They rowed frantically 
to escape the Darkness but found they kept going in circles. They turned on each other. They 
despaired, “We will never get out!” They all agreed. They would never get out. Then Lucy 
prayed and heard a whisper that only she heard: “Courage, dear heart.” Suddenly feeling lighter, 
she saw more clearly the way forward. 

When others are gripped by fear, some try to ease it by giving reassurance. “Don’t worry. It will 
be alright. It will all work out. Everything happens for a reason.” But this is dishonest. No one 
really knows that it will be alright. No one really knows that everything happens for a reason. It 
also depends on our perspective. One person’s hire is another’s rejection. One group’s American 
dream is another’s brutal loss. Platitudes of hope are based on the point of view of survivors, not 
the multitudes that perish.  

The more resources we have and the fewer life-threatening challenges we face, the more we 
come to rely on hope as a motivator. With plenty of hope to draw from, there is little need for 
courage. Unfamiliar with courage and unwilling to lose, we flee to hope when under duress. We 
demand hope from our leaders, from our political candidates. Things must always work out… for 
us. The oppressed and marginalized have no such refuge in hope. But they act anyway. We can 
learn more about courage from the oppressed than from the comfortable, who have no need for 
it. 

Wiser is to instill courage in those who are uncertain and fearful, including ourselves. Hope can 
be dashed while courage cannot. The story is told of a prisoner at Auschwitz who was old and 
very ill but somehow kept going. Someone asked how she did it. She said she had heard the 
Allied forces would free them by Christmas. When Christmas came and went, she died. Hope 
had sustained her, but finally betrayed her. Hers was death by despair. Many in our society are 
dying of despair. 

Courage is different. It is based on core resolve, based on conviction. C.S Lewis, a firm believer 
in courage, said, “Courage is not just one of the virtues, but the form of every virtue at the testing 
point.” Similarly, Winston Churchill said that “courage is rightly considered the foremost of the 
virtues, for upon it, all others depend.”  

I read an article on the despair liberals are feeling in the US, the lack of hope for justice and the 
environment and so on given the values of the current administration. The author interviewed a 
woman from the Middle East for her perspective. She said, those despairing Americans have 
lived under one of the best governments ever known, and now, when things turn against them, 
they give in to despair. How did they get so weak?  



2 
 

Most of us Americans don’t know courage the way others in the world do because we haven’t 
had to be courageous. We have not had to look beyond hope as a motivator because hope, for us, 
is realistic. We aren’t practiced in how to deal with realistic hopelessness. But those we serve 
cannot afford for us to give in to the luxury of despair. The world needs us as individuals and as 
elders to become more courageous, to be more guided by our convictions.  

In contrast, many people around the world show great courage, such as in fleeing their 
homelands to escape dire situations. Or, they take to the streets to pressure repressive regimes, 
risking their lives. These are hopeless situations, but sometimes they succeed anyway. When 
there is no hope, courage is the only thing left to keep them going. It is the courage that comes 
from their convictions. 

Whistle blowers act from conviction. For the sake of integrity, they risk losing their jobs and 
never being hired again. It took courage for football players to take a knee in order to put a 
spotlight on injustice. In addition to ridicule, they also risked losing their jobs and also never 
working again.  

While hope may lead us, courage seems to push us from behind. It was courage that moved those 
who hid the Jews from the Nazis at the risk of their own lives and those of their children. Their 
actions were not based on hope. Such acts demonstrate the meaning of the expression “the 
courage of one’s convictions.” They were acts of the heart.   

The convictions that encourage us also convict us when we don’t follow them. Abagail Disney 
inherited a fortune but is disturbed by the wealth gap in our country. She says the only reason she 
didn’t give her fortune away as some others have done is “I was chicken. I wish I had more 
courage.” So do some Boeing employees, who have expressed how sick they feel from 
participating in the coverup about Boeing’s unsafe aircraft.  

One measure of our courage is the amount we stand to lose from the actions we are taking based 
on our convictions. The word courage is based on the root word for heart. When we say someone 
has lost heart, we mean that they have lost courage. Heart is also the source of our values and 
convictions. Those who exhibit great courage only differ from others in their commitment to live 
their core values even at the risk of great loss. They aren’t otherwise especially brave or fearless. 
They simply answer to their conscience. 

While hope helps us with a vision for a way forward, courage orients us by our values and 
convictions. In the midst of darkness, with no apparent way out, our convictions are like a 
whisper guiding us, not a shining North Star. 

Oleg, in the movie The Green Book, stumbled into a job that came to involve him, a white man, 
in matters of racial injustice. He came to realize, “it takes courage to change people’s hearts.” 
Many people believe we as a society are currently suffering from a lack of courage. Instead of 
pointing fingers, let’s look to ourselves. What does it mean to do eldering amidst a scarcity of 
courage, a paucity of principles?  

Some courage comes in response to events that happen to us. Certain things early in my 
adulthood required courage of me, like having my convictions conflict with being drafted to fight 
a war I did not believe in. I am sad for my friends who are now filled with remorse for letting 
their fears prevail. 
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Other courageous stances are due to our initiative based on our awareness of the needs of others, 
not just in our own socio-economic strata. This takes more effort. It is more the situation I am in 
now. I know very little about how to live with conviction and courage as an elder. If I had the 
courage, what would I be doing on behalf of others?  
 
While I believe that the measure of my courage is the amount that I risk losing from my actions, 
I am realizing that the elder years are, for me, ones where I can afford to lose a great deal. 
Something about this seems paradoxical. The more I have, the less consequence there is to losing 
it. I can now return my portion of the land wealth my grandparents gained from the 
homesteading of native people’s hunting grounds. It barely hurts me to do so. I am retired from a 
profession that depended heavily on my reputation. Now, I can afford to lose my reputation. I no 
longer need it. Courage should be easier to come by, one would think.  
 
With fewer years to live, I need fewer financial resources, especially if I forgo expensive ways to 
meaninglessly prolong my life. But I must admit, my perspective is one of privilege. I don’t have 
family who are financially dependent on me the way others do.  
 
There may well be pain, suffering and loss ahead for me and those I care about. To suffer with 
courage is to join the multitudes that have done so before, and the community of those who 
suffer courageously now. There is plenty of collective courage for us to draw from. There may 
be fear of the unknown that comes with death. But whatever lies ahead, my mantra will be, 
“Courage, dear heart.” It is so loving. 

 

Arden Mahlberg is a psychologist in Madison, Wisconsin, USA. After many years of clinical 
practice, he now turns to applying psychology to concerns for justice. Arden was a participant 
on our 2010 pilgrimage to meet indigenous elders in Copper Canyon, Mexico. 

	
	
	

	
	
	


