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A simple examination exercise  

The Good Life 
 

 

Examination 

Socrates said that the unexamined life is not worth living, it’s probably also true to 

say that the over-examined life is pretty awful too. Some of us over analyse 

everything that we do or say, beating ourselves up about every little thing. Adopting 

a simple, regular practise where you examine, carefully and gently, the past 24 

hours, is helpful with this. It helps you recognise where you are repeating mistakes, 

and can also help you seek help where it’s needed.  

 

A regular ‘examen’ 

The ‘examen’ is an old spiritual exercise that has been taught in a number of different ways, 

for various different reasons. I teach a simplified version of the practise which can be 

repeated daily. It’s often best to practise it last thing at night as a way of rounding off the 

day. This isn’t possible for everyone, so you may wish to find your own time and way of 

developing this, or a similar practise.  

 

1. Be grateful 

Try to reflect with gratitude on the day gone past, including in your gratitude the ‘good’ and 

‘bad’ points of the day, recognising that everything can teach you something. Even if you’ve 

had a really rotten day and you can’t summon up any gratitude for all the things that went 

wrong, try and find something to be grateful for. It might just be that ‘I’m not dead yet…’  

 

2. Accept failure 

Reflecting honestly on a day is bound to mean that you recognise that you failed at times, 

perhaps failed to live up to your own standards, or just failed to make the most of a 

welcome opportunity. Our minds can build up a list of our failures at times, with which to 
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beat us. Take the initiative, recognise and accept your failures, as you do so, remember that 

everyone fails at something everyday, accept that this is part of life which is inescapable. Be 

honest with yourself, resolve to do better.  

 

3. Acknowledge success 

As you go through the day you’ve just been through, recognise the places and times when 

you have succeeded, when you have been at your best, when you’ve been kind, generous or 

thoughtful, when your careful planning has paid off. Be as honest about these successes as 

you were about your failures, recognise too that these things are rarely ‘just’ down to you, 

acknowledge too that working well with others is also a success.  

 

4. Forgive 

An honest appraisal of a day will have brought up issues that you are in danger of carrying 

around, things you feel cross about, cross with others or with yourself. Try to accept others 

for who they are, and likewise yourself. Make it your intention to forgive. This doesn’t mean 

overlooking serious problems, or being flippant about problematic failings, but it does mean 

having an attitude of gentle forgiveness which is extended as far as practical and possible.  

 

5. Prepare 

After reflecting on these four things, you can begin to prepare yourself for the next day, or 

the day ahead. You know where you may have difficulties, where things didn’t go so well 

over the last 24 hours, so now choose to live in the light of that knowledge. Prepare yourself 

by ensuring that your attitude is one that is grateful, honest, kind and forgiving, and then be 

ready to take that attitude into the next day.  

 

If you have a spiritual or religious belief, you may wish to use these steps as a means of 

initiating prayers of thankfulness or forgiveness. Prayers of this sort help to ‘reattune’ your 

mind and change the way that you behave.  

 

“God grant me the serenity to accept the people that I can’t change,  

The courage to change the one that I can,  

And the wisdom to know that it is me.” 


