
 

 

How to be Dutiful 
Part 1 of a 7 Part Series 
  

Research “how to be more dutiful” and you’re going to run into a lot of articles about how to be less dutiful, and other 

dire warnings of the dangers of dutifulness.  

Duty has developed a negative connotation today because it is linked closely with the concept of obedience, and that is a 

trait we link to dogs, children, and the wives and daughters of ultra-orthodox religious men. 

We lose sight of what duty is, and how we define it. Duty is the amalgam of reciprocity and loyalty, and these are not 

negative traits. 

Reciprocity has been a foundational, driving force in the history of Man. Some science suggests the whole reason we 

developed language was to supplement our drive for reciprocity. According to Robert Cialdini, author of the books 

Influence and Pre-suasion, and perhaps the most well-regarded expert on the subject of persuasion, reciprocity is the most 

persuasive force we encounter. 

Loyalty is equally important. The human state is an endless search for people we can trust, and we find that the best 

people to do right by us in the future are the same people, and their same teams, who have done right by us in the past.  

No concept is all good. Reciprocity tends to fall apart we offer things only in the expectation of getting something back of 

greater value. We hate feeling manipulated or used, so when we suspect ulterior motives, or worse, when we give 

something, and when we give lovingly, but others do not return a favor with an item or act of equal value when they could 

have done so, it becomes a source of bitterness. Loyalty follows the same pattern.  

I think Pee-Wee Herman put it best when he said, “It’s not that I expected anything in return, but in the end I didn’t get 

anything in return! Zip! Zilch! Nada! Nothing!” 

This is important, because the more negative experiences one has with loyalty and reciprocity, the less likely one will 

engage in the future, and will even pull away from future encounters like a beaten dog. This puts people on the path of 

separation from their fellow man, which then makes it easier and easier to pay less attention to the needs of others and 

more and more to the needs of oneself. And that is the antithesis of freemasonry, because a freemason is dutiful. 

There are three areas which, if exercised, can help you develop your own senses of loyalty and reciprocity, and thus 

increase your dutifulness: exchange, mindfulness, and gratitude. 

Exchange 
Free exchange of property and commitments is so important to creating trust, which is the lynchpin of reciprocity and 

loyalty. If you give, you expect to get. If you receive, you are expected to give back. 

What about gifts? 
All movement of money or favors can be viewed as a two-way exchange. If a brother wants to buy you drinks because you 

generally can’t afford to go to the bar after lodge, that’s an exchange. The brother is, in a sense, purchasing your time. 

While the buyer doesn’t expect you to buy him drinks next time, he does expect that you be gracious in receiving, joyful, 

and most importantly, present. Also, because he’s helping you out when he doesn’t need to, you’ll now be on the lookout 

for similar opportunities, and you both know it. 



Always pay your debts  
Is not just for Lannisters anymore. A debt is an exchange that includes trust. To ignore even a small debt is a signal, not 

that you’re untrustworthy, necessarily, but that you are scattered and disorganized, and that returning favors isn’t a 

priority, and this will blow back on you, maybe not in times of great need, but in the loss of countless minor favors.  

Neither a borrower, nor a lender be? 
In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Polonius famously gives his son, Laertes, some advice as he sets off on his travels, “Neither a 

borrower, nor a lender be,” no doubt hoping his son never gets tied up with gamblers, or in debt to nefarious folk, like 

Capulets or Maltese merchants. However, as a blanket statement, Laertes might not have got the best advice from his old 

man.  

Debt, especially monetary debt, can have a detrimental effect on friendships if they’re neglected, but helping each other 

out, either as a gift or as a loan, exercises the conscience, and reminds us of our duty to our fellow man. Growth only 

comes from engagement with the world, not avoidance. 

Similarly, for promises, some try a tricky loophole to keep from breaking their word, which is to never give it in the first 

place. This is flighty and people see through it. If you are not willing to make a promise, then you are immediately signaling 

to someone that their success/happiness is not that important to you. And sometimes that’s the appropriate way to go. 

We’re not Don Quixote. We don’t need to turn everything into a quest for honor. But if you agree to do something, promise 

them you will. It reminds you to follow through and show them you care. But don’t give it stupidly. If you offer to do 

something for someone that you aren’t sure you can accomplish, just be upfront. It’s okay to only promise to try. 

That said, when you do give your word, keep it. Never welch on a deal or a promise. Never be that guy. If you conclude, 

after trying everything you can, that you can’t keep your word or promise, talk to the person you gave it to, and figure 

something out. Even a failure can be a valuable teaching moment.  

Mindfulness 
When we hear the world “mindfulness” we often think about anti-anxiety, meditation, or therapy, and it can be those 

things, but all it really means is focusing on the actual things happening around you.  

Human brains are lazy. It is too hard to process all the stimuli hitting your senses at every moment, so our brains ignore 

most of it, and then fill in the gaps with assumptions, memories, and imaginary imagery, drawn from experiences. And 

that’s good enough to get us through our day-to-day life without hearing out own heartbeat constantly. 

However, we tend to do this with emotional stimuli as well. We don’t wonder what people are going through, we just 

assume what they’re going through. We don’t know how we actually feel about something, we just tell ourselves we’re 

fine. So how can we be more present and mindful? 

Put away the distractions 
When you get home to your family, keep your phone in your pocket. It’s a small thing that has a big impact. No one’s 

saying to throw it in the trash but taking even just a half hour to check in with your spouse and kids will let you learn a bit 

more about what they’re experiencing. Also, if you’re the kind of dad who finds themselves exasperated by your kids as 

much as delighted by them, you’ll probably find you’ll enjoy them more, because they’re not interrupting you. 

Bring your loved ones to mind 
When you scroll through your contacts, slow down and take a moment to remember how they’re doing. If you can’t 

remember, maybe shoot them a text. They’ll probably appreciate being thought of, especially by someone who doesn’t 

want anything from them. And you might just put yourself in a position where you can be of some service to someone 

who may need something you can uniquely provide. 



Self-check 
Lastly, check in with yourself. We tend to boil our emotional experiences to stubby words like “I’m fine,” or “I’m angry,” 

or “meh.” But by quietly exploring our feelings, and applying some extended vocabulary, we can better identify our 

experience and better address our needs. Being aware of the experiences and needs of your family, your friends, and 

yourself is a critical step in fulfilling your duty to them and yourself. 

Gratitude 
Possibly the best thing you can do to stimulate dutifulness, and to just be a happier, better person, is to exercise gratitude. 

It’s pretty much impossible to feel both gratitude and any negative emotion simultaneously. Try it sometime. But like any 

emotion, we can’t feel it all the time. Like flexing a muscle, any effort gets tiring. But there are behaviors we can tweak to 

exercise our gratitude.  

Thank you 
It’s a no-brainer but it needs to be said. Remember to say thank you whenever anyone gives you anything, even if it was 

an expectation or entitlement. More and more, people are brought up to believe they deserve every good thing they get. 

It’s not true. Life doesn’t do that for you, your mom does that for you. No one needs to give you anything. Saying thank 

you is good form for you and modeling good behavior for others. 

Volunteer 
Nothing puts everything you have in perspective like helping those who have less. 

Take inventory 
Take a timeout once in a while to remember all the people who count on you. Whether it’s something big, like giving your 

kids food and shelter, or something small, like being the guy who puts the aprons back in the drawer after the meeting.  

Additionally, take stock of the people whom you count on to get through your day. Try seeing the weave of your life, that 

makes up our world’s tapestry, of which you are a small, yet critical part.  

Pray 
Communing with the Divine, in whatever way you so choose, is worthwhile. Pray for peace, pray for change, pray for 

others, pray for yourself.  

Doing one’s duty seems out of fashion today, but everyone does have a duty. There’s no running away from it. A man has 

a duty to those people and institutions he loves. He has a duty to himself, both to properly care for himself, and to ensure 

that the people and institutions that fuel him are properly maintained.  

And a mason is dutiful. 
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