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Saving Apollo 13 

 

en planned for years to make the flight. He studied, practiced and trained with 

tireless intensity. As the medical staff explained his condition, Ken struggled to 

accept the news. His fate on Apollo 13’s flight to the moon was sealed because of 

the measles. Although he was certain their diagnosis was wrong there was nothing he could do 

now but stand aside and watch. 

 

 In April 1970, Apollo 13 experienced a series of problems en route to the moon. As a result 

they had to abort the mission and return to earth. The crew was told to shut down the command 

module and power down all of the computers to preserve the little battery energy remaining. On 

earth, NASA scrambled to develop a start-up sequence that would use only 20 amps of power. 

They called Ken Mattingly for help. Ken sat in the flight simulator for hours working on the 

sequence. The frustration levels were high as time was running out. With each trial Ken 

exceeded 20 amps. The Flight Operations Director told him to omit something, to get the 

amperage down to 20. Ken exclaimed, “I can’t! They need every one of these steps to get back 

here!” Flight Ops responds, “Ken, you’re telling us what you need. We’re telling you what we 

K 
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have to work with – 20 amps.” And in that moment Ken accepts “what is” and goes back to 

work. Later, Ken developed a sequence that used only 20 amps of power. 

 

 Everyday in our practice people struggle accepting “what is”. Some of us spend hours 

wishing for what was while others fear what might be. The hours slowly expand into days and 

the days into weeks. Accepting “what is” frees your mind to work on what could be. The mind 

constantly seeks solutions and evidence to support our thoughts. If we are anchored to the past 

or fearing the future, suddenly everywhere we look we discover something to reinforce our 

position. What we think is what we say, what we say is what we do, and what we do is what we 

get. 

 

 What would have happened if Ken Mattingly refused to accept the reality of the 20 amp 

limit? Apollo 13 wouldn’t have been one of America’s greatest recoveries. It would have been a 

tragic disaster. 

 

 How much of your day do you spend wishing for what was or fearing what might be? 

Accept “what is” first and begin planning to reach for what could be. 
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Joy Ride 

 

tanding in the long check out line at Best Buy, I noticed a young woman with her two 

children, an older man by himself and a family of five. They didn't know each other but 

shared the same look. They all looked unhappy. Then I glanced around the store and 

there were more; more people everywhere with that same gaze. 

 

 I see people chasing things they can never catch; running from things that will never catch 

them. And there are no smiles. Frowns. Worried and furrowed brows. Down turned lips with 

eyes that no longer see. They stare. They miss so much. They miss themselves. 

 

 Sometimes injuries can rob you of your joy. Snatch it out of your soul silently and with such 

deftness you don't even know it's gone. You have a hole in your heart the size of a truck and 

desperately fill it with whatever you can. 

 

 And so, the quest goes on to find something, anything to fill the void. To mend the heart. 

To find the joy again. 

S 
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When is enough enough? 

 

Enough money. 

Enough control. 

Enough space. 

 

Enough time. 

 

Enough anger. 
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Enough vengeance. 

 

Enough bitterness. 

 

Enough power. 

 

Enough speed. 

 

Enough strength. 
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Enough fame. 

 

Enough stuff. 

 

Enough food. 

 

Enough drink. 

 

Enough love. 

 

When is it enough? 
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 When will you be fulfilled? Satisfied? When will you be happy? What keeps you from being 

you? When is being you enough for you? 

 Joy comes from an open heart. Sometimes the pain is so great, we close our heart to avoid 

feeling it. We substitute bitterness for pain. But, joy cannot dwell in a closed heart. To find your 

joy again, start by acknowledging your loss. Let yourself feel it. Talk about it. Then let it go. 

Pursue something new. Help someone other than yourself. And suddenly, the hole in your heart 

is filled. 

 

 Go find your joy again. 
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Shake the Shillyshallies 

 

 doubt it." 

 

 

 "Why?" 

 

 "Don't know. Just do. I don't believe it. It'll get better. Anyway, if it doesn't, I'll do 

something about it then." 

 

 Sally has the shillyshallies. She is a doubter; a procrastinator. She pushed her decisions and 

actions to tomorrow and when tomorrow came it was today so she pushed it again and again. 

That's what the shillyshallies will do to you. Before long, you accomplish nothing but say you 

will - tomorrow. 

 

 Tomorrow, I will pay more attention to my wife; my children. I'll play catch with my son. 

Tomorrow, I will get really serious about losing weight and lowering my blood pressure. 

Tomorrow, I'll start reading that book that has been collecting dust on the bedside table. 

Tomorrow, I'll get that knee pain checked out. Tomorrow. Tomorrow. Tomorrow. To whip up 

"I 
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the sticky sweet elixir of the shillyshallies, mix the powerful pleasure of the present with a good 

dose of a diluted future. 

 

 Procrastination is the result of perceived importance or salience. The higher the salience, the 

more likely we will choose a course of action and procrastinate less. Salience is a function of four 

variables and can be expressed with the following formula derived from expectancy theory: 

 

 Salience = (E x V) divided by (S x T) 

 

 E stands for Expectancy; the chance the outcome will happen with a pleasing result while V 

stands for Value or how pleasant the outcome is. If you offer me a hot fudge sundae or a root 

canal, I will choose the hot fudge sundae. There is a very high probability that I will enjoy the 

Sundae (the value of E) and the value of the sundae to me is also high (that would be V). 

Basically, I will choose something I feel I will enjoy. I know I will not enjoy a root canal no 

matter how hard you try to convince me otherwise. 

 

 S stands for Sensitivity to Delay. How willing are you to wait for a positive outcome? T 

stands for Time or how long the delay will be for the result. If I am impatient for a result, then I 

would have a high sensitivity. This is why people join health clubs and quit within 90 days. They 

are impatient with the lack of results (S) because it is taking too long (T). 

 



The Little Book of Sparks 

   13 

 Motivational research tells us that people who have the shillyshallies generally doubt their or 

others performance abilities, have lower self-esteem, and have higher levels of fatigue. They do 

not believe they can (low expectancy), do not think they are worth the effort (low value), and do 

not have the energy anyway (which means they will not tolerate waiting very long for the 

outcome. They do not have the endurance). 

 

 Here is how it works. You have a dull, throbbing pain in your knee that comes and goes. 

You have had it for years. Yet, you have chosen to do nothing about it even though you talk 

about it weekly. Why? 

 

 Self-esteem means to hold your self in high regard. We tend to take care of the things we 

love. I know people who take better care of their automobile than they do of themselves. 

Disregarding messages from your body is one form of low self-esteem. As hard as it may be to 

accept, you do not care enough about your own knee to take action. If your knee were a friend, 

it would have abandoned you years ago for lack of interest. 

 

 Your expectancy is low. The outcome you desire is for your knee to quit hurting but thus far 

it has not. You do not expect it to because you have no reason to think otherwise (Freud said it 

best in 1925 in his paper on Negation. We first deny reality, choose the worst scenario then seek 

evidence to support the choice) and the pain is not yet bad enough. You choose things that you 

can more easily obtain over things that require more effort. Every choice has a pay off. You 
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choose to talk about the pain instead of taking another action because it pays you back in some 

way that you value (percolate on that one for a while and I believe you will find it to be a truth). 

 

 If you have the shillyshallies, it's time to shake them. Today. Not tomorrow. To shake the 

shillyshallies, the first step is to accept you are your most important asset. Remember, we care 

for the things we love and love is a choice not a feeling. Second, to raise the salience, think about 

the pay offs. What are you choosing to do instead? Why? What does it give you? A temporary, 

warm glow that fizzles with the first rain? Fight the temptation to run from the truth. Look at it 

straight in the eyes and say it out loud. "I choose to watch TV because it's easier than reading 

with my daughter and I'm tired and I need a break.” That would be the truth and how does it 

sound to you? Still want to watch TV? 

 

 Oddly, the shillyshallies, as with nearly every human dysfunction, is an intergenerational and 

a transgenerational one. We pass it on to our children and they to their children. Why? Because 

the dysfunction is subconscious. We do not even know we have it until you read something like 

this essay when suddenly you feel the resonating chord in your soul and silently whisper, "That's 

me." And if you are unaware, you will never change it. And so it goes... 

 
 


