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                                                          Passion vs. Obligation                                   

 

Tension gripped my stomach the moment I began to feel the tires of my car slow 

to a halt. My left hand cautiously eased its way from the comfort of my steering wheel to 

the turn signal. I had come to a fork in the road where I would be forced to make a 

choice. I could turn right, thus taking me to the movie theater where I had planned to 

spend a pleasant Saturday afternoon with my friends, or, I could fulfill the promise I had 

earlier made to my mother by turning left and going home to babysit my sister. 

Ultimately, the decision between turning left or right came down to choosing between 

duty and pleasure, deciding whether I more highly valued pursuing a passion or honoring 

my obligation.  

 Most of the time, finding a balance between the things I enjoy doing and the 

things I am committed to doing is not all that difficult because most of the time pleasure 

and duty are natural counterparts. In instances like this however, when the two conflict, 

which one takes ultimate precedence? Since both are crucial to a healthy lifestyle, how 

does one decide? Essentially the decision comes down to this: a choice between serving 

self and serving others. 

 Pursuing passion is key in developing depth as a person. Doing activities that we 

love naturally enhances our lives, making us happier, more enjoyable people to be 

around. This self-enrichment is fundamentally important in serving others, as well. In 

order for one to give food and care to the hungry, he himself must first be fed so that he 

has the necessary energy to do so.  Being a servant to those around us proves very 

difficult when we have nothing within us with which to serve. Passions such as sports, 
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music, and spending time with friends, give us the fuel we need for the journey. 

However, unless these things directly assist others, our pursuit of passion alone is 

fruitless. If one’s sole purpose in life is merely to attain happiness, he will spend his days 

in discontentment. The renowned Albert Einstein once said, “Only a life lived for others 

is a life worth while,” and this proves true. If a man were to exist for the pure sake of 

pleasing himself without once benefiting his planet or fellow man, then his whole life 

would be lived in vain.  

 Humanity is founded on a system of give and take. When one lives only for 

pleasure, he becomes a vacuum, sucking in the precious resources, energy, and time of 

his environment with no respect to giving anything back, thus throwing off a delicate 

equilibrium. In order for society to function properly, it is necessary for us to see outside 

of our own desires and put them aside to elevate the needs of our brothers. This is the 

way that the law functions. For example, if one’s goal in life was to acquire as much as 

he possibly could, and he cared only for pursuing his passion, then logically it would 

follow that he would steal without regard for its effect on those around him. Although 

stealing may allow one to pursue his passion, the law prevents it because the pursuit of 

this particular passion hinders others from having the means to attain their own 

happiness. When our passion negatively affects our surroundings, our obligation to the 

law and to our society trumps our need to pursue passion.  

 Often times following our obligations makes the world a more pleasurable place 

to live. In fact, it is only through others fulfilling their obligations that we are able to 

pursue the things we our passionate about. Because a soccer coach fulfills his obligation 

by being at practice, his players are able to pursue their passion of the game. Because a 
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teacher fulfills his obligation by coming to class, his students are able to pursue their 

passion for learning. Because a doctor fulfills his obligation by going in to work, his 

patients are able to live another day to pursue their passions.  

Performing our duties can seem monotonous when we do the same thing day after day. 

Sometimes the things we are committed to do not lead to immediate gratification. 

Children may not be passionate about obeying, but when they satisfy this responsibility, 

it leads to not only to better wellbeing long-term but also to a more harmonious 

relationship with their parents. Likewise, parents may not be passionate about 

disciplining their children, but when they fulfill their commitment by doing so, they end 

up with more responsible kids. In order for passion to be pursued, obligations must at 

some point be met to provide the ability to do so.  

 The best possible way to intertwine these two fundamental elements is to commit 

yourself to a job that incorporates something you’re passionate about, that way, 

seemingly boring obligations will be easier because you know that they benefit a cause 

that is close to your heart. If one is passionate about nature, he might consider working 

with an environmental conservation program. Sometimes he may be faced with tasks that 

he’s not passionate about, like picking up trash, for example, but because he is passionate 

about the overall cause, this otherwise tedious task is much more bearable. When we see 

our obligations as a means by which to pursue our passions, even mundane undertakings 

become charged with fervor. 

 In the end, when I was faced with the decision of turning left or turning right, I 

decided that my obligation to my family was more important than my desire to spend 

time with my friends. After all, I am passionate about my relationship with my sister and 

Theme 



Meghan Larkin:                                                                                                                              4 

often times babysitting her is quite enjoyable. I realize that ultimately, passion and 

obligation go hand in hand. Oftentimes, the scenic route of passion and the straight-shot 

highway of obligation are not two completely separate paths. If you choose obligation, 

you’ll frequently end up intersecting passion along the way.  
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Mr. Westby’s Typewriter 

 

One lone flicker of candlelight poked through the cloak of darkness encapsulating the 

room. There were no windows to usher in the peaceful light of the moon, only one candle to 

combat the inky blackness. All was silent, all but the steady cadence of fingers dancing across the 

keys of a typewriter. Click click click clack, click click click clack, whoosh, ding. Over and over 

again the song rang out into the still of the night. The musician diligently pounded away on his 

instrument, speeding up and slowing down, occasionally taking rests to find the perfect word for 

his literary concerto. After a spell, the piece came to a violent crescendo before one final ding 

brought it to a halt. His composition was complete.  

 The man inhaled the sweet aroma of fresh ink on old paper. He shook out the ache of 

satisfying labor from his withered hands. A subtly audible protest emerged as the legs of his chair 

pushed back against the wooden floorboards. Arlo rose slowly to his feet, snatching his work 

from the typewriter as he did. He slid the document into the depths of his coat, grabbed the candle 

stand, and opened the door to the unlit, upward-spiraling stairwell.  

 As he reached the top of the winding stairs, Arlo found himself looking up at a rounded 

grate. He pressed his knotted fingers against the cold metal and his muscles trembled as his arms 

extended, forcing a creak from the port’s rusted hinges. Cool blue light flooded his vision upon 

emergence into the room. The walls of the dwelling were a clean white, the furnishings perfectly 

uniform and neat.  Pristine organization had been enforced on the place so as to compensate for 

the secret mutiny below.  

 Arlo’s eyes locked on his small dining set and steadily, he limped towards it.  His knees 

ached as he slid into the chair. The man withdrew his document and set it before himself. A slight 

grin crawled up his cheek as he silently pondered how a thing so insignificant as characters 

scrawled on a piece of paper had become an article of such high treason.  These very words, 
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penned by his own hand, could be his end if discovered.  He scanned quickly through the paper, 

making note only of the most significant elements. Then, he seized the top of the page between 

his fingers and slowly, carefully, he began to tear out individual words. He stacked these words 

neatly in a pile and threw the remains in a bin, to incinerate later.  

 It was at that moment, that Arlo’s ears filled with a sharp rapping. The sound was easily 

recognizable as the pounding of bone against wood. Someone was knocking at his door. Thump 

thump, thump thump, thump thump. Arlo’s heart smashed into the inside of his ribcage. No one 

was supposed to be here, not at this time. No one was supposed to know. With rattling hands and 

rasping breath, Arlo took the pile of words and shoved it deep into the depths of his pocket. The 

knocking continued, growing steadily louder with each passing second that it was left 

unanswered. With shaking, sweaty hands, he gripped the doorknob and twisted. 

 Behind the door, stood a small girl of about ten years. She stood rocking back and forth 

impatiently while fiddling with a brown lock of hair that had fallen over her face. The girl looked 

up at Arlo with wide hazel eyes, brimmed with tears. It was apparent that she was terrified. 

 “Are you Mr. Arlo Westby?” the girl inquired in a barely audible whisper. She waited for 

the old man to nod and then said, “Mr. Westby, my name is Henri Swan. I was told that you know 

my--  m- mother, Elizabeth.” Henri’s voice cracked as a small sob forced its way out of her 

throat. Arlo paused; then, quickly realizing that he was to take action, spoke in a raspy voice. 

 “Come in my child, come in.” His withered hands clasped tightly over the girl’s fragile, 

shaking shoulders and guided her to a seat. He bumbled over to his teapot and poured fresh tea 

into a small blue mug. He pressed it into the girl’s palms and encouraged her to have a sip. “Now 

Henri, as soon as you feel up to it, tell me what brought you here.” She gulped and after a short 

hesitation, she opened her mouth.  

 “Mr. Westby, last night, my mother told me that… that she was… a… a,” Henri paused 

as if the next utterance from her mouth was one of unholy content. “My mother told me that she 

was a… writer.” She looked up at Arlo with the same wide-eyed fear that he had recognized at 
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their initial meeting. It was as if the word itself was a swear. “Mr. Westby, my mother said that 

she wrote with an illegal chain of … writers who called themselves ‘The Pen’. Last night, some 

of the police came by our dwelling and arrested her for high treason… and the last thing she said 

to me was… was to find an Arlo Westby.” Arlo shook his head in disbelief as Henri sat with her 

hands folded in her lap. A single tear slid down her pudgy pink cheek. Arlo cautiously put an arm 

around her and reached for his handkerchief.  

 “It will be alright dear. It will be alright…’ She blew her nose and looked up at him with 

red-streaked eyes. 

 “Mr. Westby, I came to warn you. The police are coming to arrest you too. They’re 

tracking everyone who was involved with the Pen.” Arlo tried to look calm for the sake of the 

child, but in reality, every fiber of his old being trembled with uncertainty. He had known going 

into it that training an illegal group of writers would be of high risk. He knew that there were 

likely to be casualties, but not until the reality struck that the police had taken Elizabeth, did he 

fully grasp the weight and the danger of his actions. 

 When old Arlo was but a child, the old art of writing had become outlawed. The 

government had condemned it as a stirrer of unrest and thus voted to rid themselves of it. After 

all, writing gave an unusual sense of power to the common man and that sense of power was said 

to be too dangerous for just anyone to wield. After the confiscation of all tools of the trade, 

citizens found themselves faced with the inability to communicate easily with long distance 

correspondents. Uprisings came to a trickle and within the first five years of the ban, a drastic 

change ebbed into the atmosphere. The once unruly populace became passive and easily 

malleable. It seemed that the prohibition of writing had been the key to achieving the sense of 

peace that society had long tried fruitlessly to attain.  

However, when Arlo was a young man, a thought dawned on him. Was imposed 

equanimity truly equanimity if it took away the ability of the people to think, or was it a ruse 

meant to temporarily placate citizens while overlords had their way with no resistance? Why was 
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it ordained profitable for those in authority to write, while for the common man it was too 

dangerous? Perhaps this “peace” was not justice, he thought. Perhaps justice rather meant balance 

and the only way to achieve this balance was for each side to be equally armed. So, from that day 

forward, Arlo resolved to partake in a quiet resistance to this tyranny. Arlo built a typewriter and 

pronounced himself an insurgent and with that, Arlo wrote.  

At first, his compositions comprised merely of singular words. Each letter he punched 

into the keys gave him a surge of power. Behind each character there stood revolution and Arlo 

wanted to share this turbulent energy. He began to publish his pieces. Sliding torn strips of words 

under doors in the black of night, Arlo beckoned others to his fight and they, stirred by the natural 

sense of rebellion deep set in the human spirit, responded; thus, the Pen was formed.  

It had been a brilliantly exciting ride, Arlo thought. Twenty-three years of 

insubordination, working with his band of merry men in the twilight, knowing that as the rest of 

society slept, they led their subtle revolution. Now, looking at the tiny, shaking girl in front of 

him, Arlo realized that his era of having fun, pretending to be a clever renegade was over. His 

“revolution” was being brought into the fire and tested, and the consequence was a ten-year-old 

girl left without her mother. He looked on at Henri, clutching onto her cup of tea as if it were the 

last thing she would ever hold.  

“Mr. Westby, why would my mother write if she knew it would hurt us? Why would she 

do something so silly, knowing that it might mean I would never get to see her again?” she 

whispered. Arlo had once convinced himself that he was fighting for a just cause, that he was 

sacrificing for something noble, but now, seeing it as Henri did, being seditious only seemed 

selfish and reckless.  

“Well Henri, I know right now, it seems as if what your mother did was foolish. I know it 

seems unfair that she went away for a cause that is hard to understand. They took her away not 

because she typed a few keys that she was not supposed to touch, but because she was brave 

enough to do so. You see, Henri, bravery is a dangerous thing, and often times, bravery seems 
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quite foolish.” The girl twisted at the end of her shirt, a furrowed expression slathered across her 

face. Suddenly, a faint thumping could be heard, seemingly approaching from the street. It grew 

louder and louder. The child snapped to attention due to her recognition of the sound. She looked 

at the old man with her large owl-like eyes. 

“Mr. Westby! They’re coming for you! The police! They’re… They’re almost here.” Her 

hands clawed onto his wrinkled arm and she began to sniffle.  

“It’s all right Henri, it’s going to be all right.” He paced the floor and found the grate 

from which he had earlier emerged. He slid back the cover and helped her into the secret draft 

room. “You’ll be safe here, my girl. Here,” he slid his hand into his pocket and pulled out the 

scraps of paper. He opened her tightly clenched hand and pressed them into her palm, “I want you 

to have these. You’ll take care of them for me, won’t you?” Henri looked up at him with wet eyes 

and gave a barely tangible nod. Arlo smiled. 

BANG! BANG! BANG! The police had come. Arlo climbed the staircase with quiet 

dignity as he strode to meet his fate at the front door. Henri heard him slide the metal grate across 

the floorboards and listened as it clicked into place. She sat, balled up in the dark study, steadying 

her breathing as she listened to the muffled shouts of the officers above and finally, the slamming 

door as Mr. Arlo Westby was led out. Henri let out a stifled cry. After she was sure that they were 

gone and not returning, she stood and searched the desktop for a match to light the candle. A tiny 

flicker illuminated the room, revealing the deadly weapon that had taken her mother and Arlo. 

She pulled out the chair to get a closer look at the typewriter. Her hand was still clasped around 

the scraps Arlo had given her. She opened her palm and looked at the paper on top. She matched 

the first unfamiliar character in the line to one on the strange machine’s keys. Henri’s single 

finger touched the cold metal letter.  Click -B-, click -R-, click -A-, clack -V-, click -E-. click -R-, 

clack -Y-. Whoosh, Ding. 
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