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“RESILIENCE: the key survival skill for life with the coronavirus” 

Presentation to Rotary Club of Woodstock 

January 13, 2021 

 

Thank you, Annette. What an honor it is to be back and see so 
many friends among you. I’ve always had a special appreciation 
and affection for this organization and the good work you do in 
our community.  

 

I spend a great deal of time reading and listening to content from 
smart people in many different disciplines. I am a diligent curator 
of concepts that I can distill into short, actionable ideas to share 
in my writing and speaking, and I hope you’ll find them both 
interesting and implementable. 

 

I know the Rotary Club is primarily composed of professionals 
who lead businesses, but in the most fundamental ways, I don’t 
believe we can separate our work life from our personal life. 
What affects us in one will invariably bleed over into the other. 
This pandemic that has sent schoolchildren home and caused so 
many to work from home has definitely blurred those 
work/home lines tremendously, so if some of my comments 
today seem more relevant to your personal or even your spiritual 
life than to your professional life, I ask you to consider that they 
are inextricably entwined. Because no matter how large your 
business may be, when you boil it down into its most basic 
elements, you’re left with relationships between the people in 
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your company and each of your customers and prospects, and 
that is highly personal in the very best sense of the word. 

 

The core of my message today is this: there is not going to be a 
return to our life AFTER coronavirus, because even after the 
biological stage of the plague, there will be (using a term coined 
by The Atlantic Magazine’s Derek Thompson) “infrastructural 
aftershocks” for a long time. If we’re completely honest with 
ourselves, it will be a life forever changed BY coronavirus, and the 
sooner we get really clear on that difference, the sooner our 
inner resilience can kick in and we can make the personal and 
professional adjustments we need to keep our mental health and 
our businesses on an even keel. 

 

Let’s banish the words “back to normal” or even “new normal.” 
Normalcy was always an illusion anyway.  

 

Our bodies know the difference between the two primary kinds 
of threats: “crisis mode” and “long-term situation mode.” Crisis 
mode – fight or flight, if you will – is manifested in our bodies by a 
well-documented set of hormone-induced physical and chemical 
reactions. This works well to protect us if we’re encountering an 
immediate threat—a rattlesnake on the trail or a stranger 
stepping out of a dark alley— but the physical and emotional toll 
of crisis mode is unsustainable for the long haul. Most of us 
learned this the hard way in about May or June of 2020—two to 
three months into the pandemic lockdown—when we hit a wall 
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emotionally and recognized that ambient anxiety was eroding our 
sense of well-being.  

 

Let’s face it: life is hard and can throw us curve balls that 
sometimes feel unbearable. So why are some folks able to 
respond with equanimity and grace while others respond with 
despair, whining, and blaming? The answer, scientists like Dr. 
Brené Brown tell us, is resilience, and while some seem more 
naturally endowed with resilience, it is apparently a character 
trait that can be learned and cultivated.  

This past year has been filled with inspiring examples of resilience 
and important lessons learned: 

• Ordinary people have become heroes as they risked 
personal safety to keep the rest of us at home and safe: 
health care workers, first responders, teachers, store clerks, 
mail and package delivery personnel, and so many more. 

• We’ve all—including my 95-year-old mother— learned to 
adapt to physical distancing by mastering Zoom and 
Facetime. 

• We’ve learned to be more aware of health threats and to 
protect ourselves with sensible hygiene practices. It was 
always a good idea to wash your hands often. 

• We’ve developed creative ways within families and 
organizations to stay in touch. A 2-hour cookie-baking Zoom 
call with our grandchildren in London was a holiday 
highlight. 
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• We’ve been inspired to reach out to friends and family—
customers and prospects—folks we might not have thought 
of otherwise. 

• We’ve had to face hard decisions and heartbreaking 
choices—holidays, birthdays, and milestones celebrated 
without traditions and without guests and family around our 
dining room tables—but we’ve done it and moved on.  

• Businesses have created on-the-fly adjustments to their 
delivery and sales models. 

• Parents have learned to juggle work and home schooling. 

• From our inability to be together, we’ve all learned how 
important friends and family are to our happiness. 

• From the immediate clearing of our calendars last March, 
many of us have learned that we were busier than we 
needed to be and now can be highly selective about the 
future commitments we make. 

 

Ironically, the ancient Stoic philosophers would fit right in today – 
they taught the importance of focusing on what we can control 
and letting the rest go. This lesson, alone, is life-changing, and it 
is what has convinced me to focus this last year on staying 
healthy, encouraging others as I’m able, and being very selective 
about my news consumption. 

 

So what might it look like to live in this world changed by 
coronavirus? To answer that, it’s important that we each take a 
focused look at our own life, our own business, and our own 
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industry, because there will be wide variations in what to expect 
and how to prepare. But here are a few interesting trends that 
many prognosticators see as never going back to where they 
were before February 2020, and I’m hopeful that several could 
provide real opportunities for many businesses in the 
Shenandoah Valley who are willing to pivot and adapt: 

 

• Remote work is here to stay. Some predict there may be as 
many as triple or quadruple the number of remote workers 
as before the pandemic. It can save companies money on 
office real estate, allow rural businesses to recruit talent that 
would otherwise have stayed in the cities, and improve 
employee flexibility and satisfaction. Of course, remote work 
isn’t necessarily work-from-home, and many businesses will 
find a hybrid arrangement, depending on its needs and the 
worker’s specific situation. 

• Business travel will be greatly reduced. Some predict by as 
much as 20-50%. We’ve learned that meetings and trainings 
can be done very well with virtual tools, so this will be a cost 
savings for many businesses (airlines excepted). On the flip 
side, leisure travel is expected to rebound quickly once it is 
safe, hopefully as soon as next summer. That bodes well for 
our own tourism industry.  

• Shopping habits were already shifting, but the pandemic 
accelerated the shift by several years. Two decades ago, e-
commerce made up less than 1% of U.S. retail sales. That 
number was up over 16% in Q2 2020—and was undoubtedly 
higher in Q4. If you haven’t already, consider how you might 
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add or increase online, curbside, or home delivery of your 
products and services. 

 

• Related “stay-at-home” enterprises with online 
access/delivery are likely to thrive in the future such A 
streaming and fitness. My local yoga teacher moved her 
class to Zoom several months ago, and more students are 
tuning in every week. She is unlikely to go back to renting 
external space for her classes, especially since her students 
are now used to enjoying the class from the convenience of 
their own homes. 

• City sizes are expected to shift as workers gain the flexibility 
to work elsewhere and companies exit high-priced 
downtown office buildings. I hope our regional planners are 
anticipating this shift from D.C. – it could be a boon for our 
local economy. 

 

In truth, life has always required that we embrace mystery, 
paradox, and more questions than answers. The notion of fluidity 
reminds me of those lava lamps from the mid-1960s – the liquid 
moved and morphed and changed shapes and colors—always 
shifting, never predictable. Like it or not, life is like that, isn’t it? 

 

Things definitely won’t be going back to the way they were, even 
after we’re vaccinated. Many of us are old enough to remember 
brands and products that were made obsolete by disrupting 
competitors or trends: Kodak, Blockbuster, encyclopedias, and 
payphones. There is no getting around the pandemic damage to 
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the hospitality industry, to the arts, and to many of our 
nonprofits. Some individual organizations will not make it or will 
be substantially changed or absorbed.  

The good news for many, though, is that we have a chance for a 
reset…the opportunity to get creative and innovative in building 
what comes next.  

 

But one thing for sure, no matter what lies ahead, we’re all in this 
together, and now is the time for each of us to dig deep and call 
up our best and bravest selves…our most loving selves…our most 
compassionate selves…our most generous selves…our most 
resilient selves.  

 

The world has never needed us more.  

 

 

I’ve created a page on my website for references and resources 
from this presentation: https://Heartspoken.com/Rotary 

 

 

https://heartspoken.com/Rotary

