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We meet thousands of people in our professional lives. The ones who stand out are those who are passionately involved in their work—and spiritually rewarded. That’s because they’re doing what they were born to do; they’ve found a career that allows them to use their natural gift. I call this Professional Destiny, and every one of us has one—whether or not we ever discover it.
This is a book about purpose—a purpose that is spiritual in the sense that it gives our lives richer meaning and deeper satisfaction. This is spirituality as a broad essence, not tied to a particular religious practice or denominational belief.
There is an undertone in this book that reflects a belief that “things happen.” Call it synchronicity, chance or coincidence—life’s journey is filled with opportunities, setbacks, sheer luck and unpredictable experiences. Whether you believe these things are defined by God, Buddha, Allah, Krishna or any other power or deity, I’m referring to a creative force larger than ourselves. I refer to this force as “the Universe.” It’s a force that is uniquely perceived by each of us in accordance with our own morals, beliefs and/or religion. To emphasize our individuality, I have chosen to break the rules of consistency and sometimes capitalize the “u” in universe, and sometimes not. Read it as you believe.
Our responsibility is to remember who we are, practice it with full conviction and leave the best legacy we can during our time on earth.
This search for our purpose, our mission, our life’s work, is a search for our Professional Destiny.
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Oh very young, what will you leave us this time?
You’re only dancing on this earth for a short while…
—Cat Stevens
An aspiring engineer feels ambivalent about his work, then finds himself firing up students as a nationally recognized teacher of physics.
A TV account executive feels like something’s missing, then finds herself transforming the lives of thousands of needy orphans.
A college dropout follows his inner voice, then finds himself changing the way the world uses computers.
Stories like these are all around us. They’re unrelated to economic or educational level. Yet they all have one thing in common: they are stories about people finding themselves.
These are the people who have a passion for what they do, a purpose in life that is clear and undeniable, those who are doing “what they were meant to do.” These are the people who are infinitely fulfilled by their day-to-day work.
Have you ever asked yourself why are you here? What exactly are you meant to do? Is there a reason, besides getting through the day, that you’re living and breathing on this planet?
It’s a big question. Sometimes so big that we quickly skip over it and rationalize that we’re not really meant to know. After all, most people don’t.
We came here to fulfill a purpose, to reach our highest potential. It is our destiny.
All of us have a purpose. It calls on us to put to use the gifts and talents we were born with. They are custom-designed for each of us and as unique as our fingerprints. We are given these special gifts to apply in our life, and are happiest when they are fully expressed and shared.
Some of us know what our purpose is. Others are beginning the search. Others feel lost and in the dark.
How exactly do we find our purpose? Does it tie in with our profession, or is it separate? The answer is, our lives are integrated. All aspects of our existence are meant to be cohesive and inter-mingled—our professional careers, our personal lives and our spiritual awareness. Since our profession takes up the majority of our day (50%-80% of our waking hours) and our purpose is our lifetime guiding force, it is ultimately both energizing and fulfilling when the two are intertwined.
Finding your purpose and practicing it with your profession is an immensely gratifying and productive experience. You begin to engage in work that you are uniquely suited to do and make a positive impact. You become impassioned, focused and creative. You seek to find meaning and contribute in bigger ways.
When this happens, you’ve begun the journey to discovering your Professional Destiny—and living it.
Here is a list of indicators that will help you recognize when you are on the right path:
You are engaged. When you’re doing what you love, you become passionate about your work and lose track of time. You feel alive, energetic and creative. There is simply not enough time in the day to do what you can’t wait to do.
You feel on track. Things come naturally. Work seems easy, though it may not for others—because you’re exercising your gift. Your level of satisfaction is your true guidance system.
You feel honest. You’re being yourself. You’re pursuing a path that is in line with your values and interests, and you’re living in true authenticity with yourself.
You become lighter. Being true to your values allows you to shed a huge burden—the burden of maintaining a facade. You instantly experience a sense of relief as the weight is lifted.
You are committed. You clearly set your vision and do what you say you will. You may not know how you are going to get there or when, but you know that you will.
You operate with compassion. Your sense of individual freedom gives you a new sense of community. Your interactions become genuinely rewarding and you create true connections with others.
You make a contribution. What you are doing is meaningful and, while you may be well compensated, your driving force is contribution above money.
You are fulfilled. When you fully express your gifts, talents and creativity, you feel a deep-seated sense of satisfaction. Being on the path to reaching your full potential just feels great.
You make a difference. Your work positively impacts others in a most meaningful way. You’re confident that you’re leaving a legacy, and you’re gratified by that knowledge.
John O’Donohue writes in his book Anam Cara that “you were sent to a shape of destiny in which you would be able to express the special gift you bring to the world… there is a unique destiny for each person. Each one of us has something to do here that can be done by no one else… It is in the depths of your life that you will discover the invisible necessity that brought you here. When you begin to discover this, your gift and giftedness come alive. Your heart quickens and the urgency of living re- kindles your creativity.”
Each of us is here to discover our purpose and express our giftedness. It is our direction in life. We must find the seed that lies within us and nurture its growth.
When you stop asking “how do I get ahead?” and instead ask “how can I contribute in a meaningful way?” or “what makes me feel whole and complete?” you will be able to combine your unique talent with service to others. This is when you will feel that you have genuinely made a difference; you have truly contributed; your life has meaning. You will notice how it energizes you. The satisfaction is worth its weight in gold. You will reach true fulfillment because you are doing what you came here to do.
Ultimately, finding your purpose in life and practicing it every day in your profession is doing your life’s work. It is realizing your Professional Destiny.
HOW AND WHEN DO WE FIND OUR
PROFESSIONAL DESTINY?
If you don’t know what to do at first,
open your eyes and look for the possibilities.
—Jacqueline Real (my niece, at age nine)
What is the difference between a job and our life’s work?
A job is something we do to earn a living. Oftentimes it is too small for our spirit.
Our life’s work is a mighty undertaking that challenges us, taps into our creative energy and reawakens our spirit. It is our work with a capital W. Once we start on the path, the urgency of this work is bigger than us. Our passion and creativity are ignited.
Some people know at a young age what they love to do. Unfortunately they often bury their desire due to conflicting outside influences or a bad experience early on—such as being rejected, humiliated for being different, or having a passion outside of the norm.
Those who recognize their calling early in life and build on it are the lucky ones. Those who gain enough strength or independence to seek a more satisfying path in later life are also lucky. And though they may not feel so fortunate at the time, those compelled to seek change due to sheer discomfort are lucky as well—because despite their own hesitation, events have pushed them in the direction of their true purpose.
Those who are not lucky are the people who ignore their yearnings and go through life in quiet desperation, unfulfilled and suffering from an existence that feels hollow, limited, empty and meaningless.
Anyone can make a change at any time, whenever they feel strong enough. It may be when they reach a financial level that provides a sense of stability, allowing them to feel free. Or when they’ve reached an emotional point when they’ve had enough time to know who they are, and have enough distance from early influences (parents, teachers, religion) that may have sidetracked them. It might also be when they feel they have met their primary responsibilities after raising children and fulfilling other obligations. Some people reach a point of frustration in which continuing along the same path becomes unbearable, and they finally decide to do something different.
Essentially you either live long enough to have gathered enough strength, or you have suffered badly enough to finally feel ready to take the risk.
For those of us who don’t have that clarity at a young age, a period of disenchantment can be a great blessing.
I reached this pivotal turning point during my mid-thirties. I remember a distinct moment when I was sitting on the porch at my house in Boulder, Colorado, looking across the street at the stunning Flatiron mountains thinking, “to everyone else I look like I have it all: two beautiful daughters, a good husband, friends, a great career, high income, a wonderful house and excellent health—yet deep down I am completely miserable.”
Something was missing inside.
It was at that time that I began to yearn to move from a life of success to a life of significance.
I continued in my corporate career for several more years after that, but this poignant moment began my journey of seeking other answers. I started reading voraciously and going to seminars. I tried different churches. I sought out mentors and people I admired who were living lives of meaning. I started participating in opportunities that re-awakened my soul such as volunteering with various organizations and taking eye-opening trips. Some I liked and some I didn’t. It was the beginning of a wonderful, challenging and fulfilling journey.
A MOMENT OF TRUTH—ASKING THE QUESTION
The first step is to start asking questions. Questions like:
Why, when things are outwardly going well, do I not feel good inside?
Why am I here? What am I meant to do?
What am I good at?
What interests me and how can I apply these interests to all aspects of my life?
How can I use my gifts to benefit others—at home, in the workplace or in any small way?
Have I been living my own life or a life that someone else wants me to live?
How can I make a contribution I feel good about?
Many people don’t want to ask these questions. It’s scary. What will they find out? What if it means a significant change? They don’t feel prepared. They don’t believe they can handle the truth, so they’d rather not know. At this point, change seems too hard so they make a choice to survive in their current situation, rather than thrive in a new one.
Why? We know that the moment we truly admit to something is the moment our life begins to change. Like admitting that our current life situation or profession just doesn’t mean anything or fulfill us anymore. Too many of us just don’t want to deal with this possibility so we don’t even go there. If we do, we don’t commit to make a change or take any action, we just talk about it. It seems so much safer. It’s like we say to ourselves, I really don’t want to see my life that clearly… but by the way, “why am I here?” We are in conflict—consciously or subconsciously—and need to notice and pay attention to it. We want the answer, but on our own terms. Although it seems far more comfortable to choose complacency, the cost is high.
But for those who do sincerely ask the question and want to genuinely know the answer, the journey begins…
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A Vision Sets Things in Motion
If you can dream it, you can do it.
—Walt Disney
All greatness starts with a vision. You have to see your end game in order to get there. A strong vision is the building block for everything, and without it we can’t possibly achieve mastery in our talent or profession.
Have you ever heard of an Olympian who didn’t first dream of going to the Olympics?
Here’s why we need a vision:
Having a strong vision inspires and guides us to where we want to be, and helps us make decisions. If you clearly set a vision, you won’t be distracted and you won’t wander aimlessly. If you get off track temporarily, it will be easier to remember your vision and get back on your path.
A clear vision and sense of purpose motivates you. There is no other way to generate the tireless source of energy that you’ll need to accomplish your task. And you will need a tireless source—because embarking on your journey is a challenging task. It is a perilous journey where you encounter a series of tests, trials and setbacks. Difficulties and barriers are guaranteed to pop up along the way. There is no free lunch when you are pursuing your dream. And the bigger your dream, the bigger the challenges you can expect. However, if your vision is strong enough, you will view barriers as something to cross over, not as something that blocks your way. You see the end state and you have the motivation to pick yourself up after a setback in order to get there.
While watching the winter Olympics several years ago, I was struck by Sasha Cohen’s focused determination in women’s figure skating. Going into the competition she was the favorite. However, during the final four-minute free program she had a skating disaster in the first twenty seconds of her program, falling on her first jump and stepping out of her next triple-flip attempt. It looked like she was completely out of contention and that she would have no medal at all. Instead she rebounded, skating flawlessly to finish her program with strength and class, delivering a truly unbelievable performance. As each contender followed, everyone watched to see if Sasha could overcome the odds and win a medal. It seemed impossible at first, but she did. Her comeback was brilliant and enough to win a silver medal. Asked in an interview what went through her mind when she was skating after such a disappointing start, she said, “I just told myself to stay determined and keep believing.”
You can’t do this without a vision.
What makes a vision strong? A great vision is a clear statement of your purpose. It is:
Memorable
Concise
Aspirational
Simple
Easily repeatable
Relevant
Something you honestly believe
A strong vision is something you can remember in a moment’s notice; it is an image you can call up on demand. It is a declaration of what you want to accomplish. It represents your deepest, most authentic goals and interests.
Most of all, a great vision is a vivid description of your desired end state. It creates a picture in your mind of the future you want.
You must “see” yourself achieving your vision. You must see yourself winning a medal at the Olympics, you must see yourself as the successful leader of a company, you must see yourself as a world famous musician delighting a crowd.
Here are examples of two famous visions that changed the course of history:
John F. Kennedy said in 1960: “By the end of the decade, we will put a man on the moon and bring him home safely.” To achieve that goal, NASA had to overcome seemingly insurmountable obstacles. It did.
Martin Luther King said in 1963: “I have a dream… that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal’…” This simple, powerfully-worded vision for the future defined the course of equality and served to inspire people for decades.
And what follows are some visions of everyday heroes whose stories are featured in this book:
“I will be a teacher and haunt my students with a passion for Physics.”
“I will become a published author and write books that help children cope with their illnesses, fears, stress and grief.”
“I will transform the lives of India’s orphans by fulfilling their basic rights to love, nourishment, shelter and education.”
ORGANIZATIONAL VISION
It is also important for companies to have a clear vision. A strong vision sets a solid company foundation and gives employees a shared purpose to rally behind.
Bill Gates started Microsoft and his early vision for the company was:
“A computer on every desk and in every home.”
In the 1970s and early 1980s, when the first computers were just being introduced, this vision seemed like nothing more than a fantasy. Back then, people were still using expensive mainframes and the software came from the same company that built the computer. In 1975, when Microsoft was founded, Gates dreamed that computers would be “ubiquitous and indispensable” and “massive computer networks would put the world’s knowledge at our fingertips.” Now, every year, computers are becoming smaller, faster and cheaper, and the internet provides everyone with a powerful, global network. It all started with a vision.
Visions can change. In 2000, Gates’ purpose expanded beyond the corporate world to philanthropy. He and his wife started the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and six years later, the Gates Foundation endowment totaled $33 billion. Bill Gates also announced he would transition from his CEO position at Microsoft Corporation to work full-time for the foundation, beginning in 2008.
Bill Gates expanded his remarkable visionary and management skills to benefit an entirely new cause. The two guiding principles for the Gates Foundation are:
All lives—no matter where they are being led—have equal value.
To whom much has been given, much is expected.
These guiding principles provide the vision for the organization, set the values and identify the expectations for how people should act. And the vision has caught on outside of the foundation. U.S. investor Warren Buffett pledged to give 10 million shares of Berkshire Hathaway stock worth $31 billion at the time of donation to the foundation to further its philanthropic mission. He told the Gates Foundation: “You are tackling problems that have resisted great intellect and lots of money. These are important problems. It’s a great feeling to know that as the company (Berkshire Hathaway) becomes worth more and more money, it actually translates into something good around the world.” The compelling vision of the foundation, as well as the commitment behind it (both personal and financial), create a powerful force for inspiring good will and generosity.
A strong vision is essential for both individuals and organizations. In both cases it relies heavily on intuition and dreams. For individuals and leaders of organizations, it may come at a quiet moment as a sudden flash of inspiration. It might come to you during a hot shower. Or while you are on a long, peaceful walk through the woods, driving in your car or laying on a beach.
An organizational vision, because it is shared, must inspire others. Therefore it can be more challenging to set. So how do you come up with a strong shared vision?
One way is to brainstorm with a small group. Talk about key words and phrases related to the vision that resonate with each person, and spur each other into dreaming about things that are worth working hard for. The shared vision should solidify the group toward common goals, values and understanding of purpose. Once you have brainstormed the key words and phrases, ask one or two people (hint: don’t try to do this with group consensus and save yourself painful rounds of hashing back and forth) to draft a statement based on the shared ideas. Then have them bring it back to the initial group and tweak until you have something that people can share and rally around… with enthusiasm!
SETTING YOUR GOAL—THINK BIG!
The secret of life is to have a task, something
you devote your entire life to… and the most
important thing is—it must be something you
cannot possibly do.
—Henry Moore
A good vision should be larger than your current abilities.
A small vision can limit your success, so make it bigger than what you currently know how to do. If you know exactly how to get to your goal, you’re not setting your sights high enough. Expand your sights!
When your vision is big, expect that there will be a gap between where you currently are and where you want to be. It may not be comfortable, but if you think about it, this makes perfect sense. How can there not be a gap? Our task is to get comfortable in the gap, stay focused and keep taking one step at a time. All you need to do is take the first step and the next one will appear. At some point you’ll look up and realize that the gap is smaller than when you started out. This will encourage and motivate you.
Release yourself from limiting beliefs that keep you stuck. Take a stand for your self-worth and for who you are, based on your vision. Keep declaring it to yourself and believe in it. Begin to share your vision with the people in your life. Talking about it will help it become more real for you.
Although it may not feel like it, each one of us is well equipped to start our journey.
When you are on course, you will have help as you need it. Look for mentors and those whose experience can guide you. Create relationships. Sometimes, someone will show up unexpectedly at just the right moment in your journey to give you the information you’re seeking. If you are in alignment with your path, you will have all the resources that you need. You just have to be on the lookout for them.
FIND YOUR INTEREST AND DO WHAT YOU LOVE
The master in the art of living
makes little distinction
between his work and his play,
his labor and his leisure,
his mind and his body…
he hardly knows which is which.
He simply pursues his vision of excellence
in whatever he does,
leaving others to decide whether
he is working or playing.
To him he’s always doing both.
—James Michener
How do you begin to find your gift? You may have had an awareness of it as a child. Maybe as a yearning you felt in your heart, but perhaps that yearning got buried under a suffocating blanket of responsibility, such as:
What our parents want us to do (parental aspirations).
What is most accepted in society (social expectations).
The need to survive (financial pressures).
An educational upbringing geared toward spreading your baseline of knowledge across many subjects, not an intentional and personalized search for your greatest potential (institutionalization).
Your gift can be “spiky.” Meaning that you are incredibly good at one, two or three things as opposed to being well-rounded in many things. These few things are where to focus. Weaknesses should be acknowledged and developed just enough so that they don’t hold you back or get in the way of your progress. But beyond that, there is a diminishing rate of return on the effort spent in trying to strengthen them. You need to be conscious, responsible and ensure that your weaknesses do not harm you, your vision or others. Beyond that, find the areas you excel at and focus your effort in building your skills and experience there.
In June of 2005, Steve Jobs, CEO and cofounder of Apple Computer and then-CEO of Pixar Animation Studios, delivered the commencement speech at Stanford University. He urged the graduates to pursue their dreams and do what they love, and to see the opportunities in life’s setbacks. He reflected on his very public, humiliating ousting from Apple in 1985 and said, “I didn’t see it then, but it turned out that getting fired from Apple was the best thing that could have ever happened to me. It freed me to enter one of the most creative periods of my life.”
During the next five years, Jobs went on to found Pixar Studios and NeXT Computer. Pixar soon created the hugely successful animated feature film, Toy Story, and became one of the most acclaimed animation studios in the world. Then, in a synchronous turn of events, Apple bought NeXT and Jobs returned to Apple, where he soon became CEO.
Jobs told the students, “I’m pretty sure none of this would have happened if I hadn’t been fired from Apple. It was awful-tasting medicine, but I guess the patient needed it. Sometimes life hits you in the head with a brick. Don’t lose faith. I’m convinced that the only thing that kept me going was that I loved what I did. You’ve got to find what you love… and the only way to do great work is to love what you do. If you haven’t found it yet, keep looking. Don’t settle. As with all matters of the heart, you’ll know when you find it. And, like any great relationship, it just gets better and better as the years roll on. So keep looking until you find it. Don’t settle.”
The following story is about a young man who followed his heart and didn’t settle. He made a decision, released limiting expectations of what he “should do” and followed his passion to become a teacher. Since that decisive moment, he experienced the momentum of things building and getting better and better as time goes on. He loves what he does and his department has now been acclaimed as one of the best in the world.
LIGHTING UP A CLASSROOM—A TEACHER’S STORY
On December 17th, 2004, Westlake High School in Austin, TX was identified by the College Board as having the strongest AP Physics course in the United States. Among other high schools its size, Westlake had the highest proportion of students receiving scores of three or higher (on a scale of five). It also had the highest-performing AP physics students among all schools worldwide. Here is the story of one of Westlake’s master teachers, Mark Misage.
“A lot of my family is in education, including my favorite aunt and uncle. As a youngster, I was fascinated by all things mechanical. I was always tinkering, ripping cars apart, so I knew I was going to do something mechanical. My dad is an engineer, though, and by the time I went to college, I thought that I wanted to go into engineering. The dollar signs were definitely calling me that way. It took about a semester in college, however, to realize that money is not the end-all, be-all. I just wasn’t having a whole lot of fun. I had always thought that I would love to teach. In my college psychology class, I gave a presentation and I had so much fun and had such an adrenaline rush when I stood up in front of the class, I knew that this was something I was meant to do. For a while I continued on the engineering path but I was bored and grumpy. Finally I made the decision to teach and it was like a big burden was lifted.
I knew that my parents weren’t going to be super happy that I was getting out of engineering. But as soon as I told them, after a semester in my freshman year, everything changed.
Looking back I can see that teaching was something I always wanted to do and if it would pay more, it would have been a no-brainer. But the discontent I felt before I made the decision to leave engineering was a good thing. It got me to move. And from that point on, I have considered myself to be an incredibly lucky person.
Once I made that decision, everything just sort of fell in line. From the beginning it clicked. I didn’t really pursue this job. I grew up in Austin, so I thought “well don’t even try to apply at Westlake” since it was considered to be the top public high school in the city. One of my professors told me there was an opening and told me to get my application in tomorrow. I figured I didn’t have anything to lose so I put in an application, but I didn’t get the job. I was told I was too young. It was kind of a hoot because on the day of the interview, I felt like I looked really young. I normally wear contacts but I wore glasses and it was in the summertime and unbelievably hot outside and I didn’t have air conditioning in my car. When I went to the interview in an air-conditioned building, my glasses fogged up. It was horrible. I didn’t get that one. The woman who did get it, though, taught up until spring break and then resigned, so immediately they called me and asked if I would take it. They didn’t even finish the sentence before I said yes.
I started at Westlake High School in 1989. The place was so different. There was one physics teacher and maybe a couple of classes, but I was lucky… I met Dan Harper. He was teaching physical science and I was teaching physics and I learned so many amazing tricks from him. He’s really innovative and I grabbed on to his coattails. We wrote a curriculum together. When we were both teaching physics the numbers of students signing up for the class started exploding. There are six physics teachers now.
I met my wife Nancy at Westlake. She did the exact same thing as I did. She started as a graduate in molecular biology but then realized that she’s very much a people person and there wasn’t a whole lot of interaction going on in the lab. She made the decision to go into teaching and went back to get her teaching certificate while getting her masters in science education. That’s when we met. It wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t made the decision to teach.
The reason I think that physics is so successful at Westlake is because we go out of our way to make everything we do relevant to the class. No matter what we’re presenting that day up at the chalkboard, for that moment it’s the coolest thing we’ve ever seen. We’re passionate about it and it’s real. If you’re just standing up there rattling something off and then you work a problem at the board and you’re sort of bored with it, then the students are sort of bored with it and it becomes self-perpetuating. That’s the thing with this job, being that into it takes a lot of energy but at the end of the day, I ask myself “Where did the day go?” I need this period to be an hour longer. It’s cool that you can shut your door, you’re in charge and for 150 people you’re deciding how much fun they’re going to have and how much they learn.
We really enjoy our job and go out of our way to try to make it rigorous and educational, yet fun. So I don’t think we take ourselves too seriously. You get this strange aura around physics classes usually that they’re tough. A tough topic, incredibly rigorous. We’re not like that. We make a lot of it a game to make it enjoyable.
For example, today we talked about the traffic lights on Highway 360. Have you ever considered that they have to think about how they hang the traffic lights? That’s the kind of problems we’ll do on the board. Let’s say they put a traffic light up on a day like today when it’s nice and sunny and warm and they pull the cable nice and tight. Well when the first big Blue Northern comes in and it gets really cold, metals contract so the cable will get shorter. The tension in the cable will skyrocket and it could snap, so they always have to leave a sag to leave room for the contraction. We work the problem on the board. Did you see the traffic light? Everything we do, we point to something they’ll see. Every day. We explain stuff you see all the time.
Tomorrow we’re breaking out the Barbie Doll and we’re going to determine Barbie’s center of mass. We’re introducing a concept called torque and we put her on balances. We basically weigh her on two balances and figure out where her center of mass is. It’s something we could just do up on the board but it’s kind of cool to break out the Barbie Doll.
Earlier, we shot a dart gun at a stuffed bear to explain two-dimensional motion. Rather than drawing something on the chalkboard, we shot a bear with a blow-dart gun. We calculated the velocity of the dart coming out of the gun with nothing but a meter stick.
I still get that rush I felt back in my college psychology class when I teach. And my wife is the same way. We’re on a high all through the day.
By the end of the year I want the students haunted by physics. I want to completely change their view of the universe. Everything they see… I want them to see through the eyes of physics. That is my goal.
I really think it’s fate that I’m teaching. If what you’re doing is not fun, you shouldn’t do it; you have to be having fun because you put so much time into it. I have as much fulfillment as I would want. I get my charge from the students. For me, it’s being up performing in front of the class and it’s seeing the light come on in their faces. It’s not the pay—that’s the challenge. It’s seeing the performance of the students and hearing back from them. A few are actually teaching physics now and a lot of them have become physics majors… that just stuns me. And, of course, it’s a blast working with my peers.
I’m real happy with what I’ve done in my life and I’ve never looked back.”
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Yeah, I miss the old crowd sometimes And the wild, wild nights of running You know, a starving soul can’t live like that for long You go around in circles that just keep getting smaller You wake up one morning and half your life is gone
—Don Henley, Everything is Different Now
Disenchantment is a motivating force to drive change in your life. No one ever says “hey, things are going really well… I think it’s time to change.” Most people don’t change when they are feeling totally comfortable. They change when they are uncomfortable. Disenchantment is a great motivator. In his story of deciding to become a teacher, Mark Misage said “the discontent I felt before I made the decision to leave engineering was a good thing. It got me to move.” He wasn’t happy as an engineer—he had chosen the field simply because it paid more. After struggling through engineering for several months, he made a conscious choice to pursue his interests regardless of the financial consequences. His choice took courage—he sacrificed money for fulfillment, but he realized that the true cost to him of not making this sacrifice was even greater. Finally, once he made the choice, a weight was lifted and things seemed to fall into place. He experienced the rush of doing what he loves and making a difference in people’s lives every day.
DISENCHANTMENT
When humans find themselves surrounded by nothing but objects,
the response is always one of loneliness.
—Brian Swimme
People who look outside themselves or in material goods for their happiness, isolate themselves and are often not genuinely happy.
Purpose is not being outwardly successful. Purpose is finding your direction. Many people are outwardly successful, but they might not feel that they’ve done something of value.
You may accumulate a lot in this world, but are you fulfilled?
Abraham Maslow presents his famous Hierarchy of Needs as a triangle. At the base are Physical Survival Needs and the Need for Safety and Security. Above those needs are Social Needs such as Belonging and the Need for Self-Esteem. At the top is the Need for Self-Actualization.
Maslow’s theory suggests that each individual’s needs must be satisfied at the lower levels before they progress to the higher levels. There is no guilt in having abundance—we can help others more when we are liberated. When we have our survival needs met, and are not caught up in the “always wanting more” trap, we are freed up to focus on making a powerful, genuine contribution.
Money is beautiful when used for good. To illustrate this point, Warren Buffet’s pledge of $31 billion dollars to the Gates Foundation showed everyone that wealth can be used to make the world a better place. Buffet chose to put the money into service rather than hoard sums so much greater than he would ever need. Following his historic donation, the Houston Chronicle wrote: “His gift is the final lesson in his lifetime of instruction on wealth accumulation: In the end it’s not about the money, it’s about what you do with it.”
Warren Buffet and Bill Gates are two high-profile examples of people who have moved from success to significance.
For the rest of us, having enough financially enables us to be less distracted. If we are constantly struggling to make ends meet, we have less time, money and resources to help others and we might not get the luxury of pursuing our dream right away. We often ignore our yearnings and choose practicality instead. I made this choice when I was choosing my major in college. At 18, I could care less about what I loved doing, I was interested first and foremost in paying my bills. I loved writing and psychology, but saw no successful career in either and chose economics (the closest undergraduate major to business) instead. To me it was a choice of survival vs. fun. Fun was a luxury and I didn’t feel secure enough to do what I loved at that point in my life.
Looking back, my interest in writing started in grade school, when I had the first memorable experience in an inconspicuous fourth grade assignment to summarize Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. Our class was asked to summarize a full section of one of the Canterbury Tales into a two-page document—capturing the essence and primary details while making it concise. We could not exceed two pages. As I worked on my assignment, I got totally engrossed and completely lost track of time. Finally, I turned in my assignment with pride—knowing that I had done my best, and with a deeply satisfied feeling that it was good. My teacher raved about my work and I felt for a moment as if I were on cloud nine. It was the beginning of my interest in writing.
Years later after being far more interested in rebelling as a teenager, and completely forgetting about this experience and writing in general, I had another awakening moment. It happened when fate put me in Mrs. Moser’s advanced English class entering my senior year in high school. Mrs. Moser was considered to be a no-nonsense teacher who was extremely tough. Most of my friends thought she was scary, but I—the rebellious teenager—quickly came to love her! Right away she encouraged my talent in writing and persuaded me to enter three essay contests. So I did. I entered three separate essays with three different writing styles, and to my surprise, won each category.
I am convinced that my writing was one major reason why I got accepted to Stanford University. Since I was not the highest-ranking student in my school, I knew I was coming from a disadvantage during the application process, so I enclosed my creative writing essay called “The Mopers” (an amusing tale written about people who slink around feeling sorry for themselves instead of dealing with life’s setbacks) along with my application, and somehow managed to squeak in.
By this time I realized that I had a gift and that I loved to write. The problem was that although most of my childhood I had come from a middle class background, my family suffered significant financial hardships during my teenage years. Because of this I qualified for a full financial aid package, yet became 100% focused on survival and getting ahead. At 18, it didn’t matter what I loved to do and what I was good at, I couldn’t see any way to make a decent living being an English major so I chose Economics. It didn’t matter that I didn’t like it and that I wasn’t particularly great at it. I thought Economics would get me the best job out of school, so that’s what I did. Now I clearly see why many have noted that “college is wasted on the youth.”
Luckily, the position I took coming out of Stanford was as a pricing analyst in the marketing department of a large corporation, which gave me an entrée into a profession I came to really love. A few years later, I became a marketing copywriter for a huge product launch. It got me noticed and launched my career.
I always wanted to write a book, so I decided it was time to follow my own Professional Destiny and do what I was meant to do.
When I look back, I realize that it took me until my forties to feel brave enough to be able to take the risk to leave the profession I had known for my entire career and become a writer.
Most people living in first-world countries today get to a point where they don’t need to worry about their physical survival, safety and security needs. Not at the most basic levels anyway. There is more opportunity to focus on self-actualization or your purpose and what you are “born to do.”
Although most of us reach the point where our basic survival needs are met, we often don’t notice when we have reached the point of enough and we fall into the trap of “always wanting more.” This wanting is insatiable, much to the dismay of our higher calling and true sense of fulfillment.
Many people confide in me that at some point in their careers, they feel as if they’ve come to a fork in the road. They have reached a level of success and confidence and now they need to make a choice between pursuing an unknown road toward fulfillment, or choosing the familiar path that feels secure. One client so aptly put it, “I know I can go work for company XYZ and make six figures if I want a mind-numbing job, but I don’t. Now what do I do?”
It’s a challenging choice. On the one hand, if you decide to bite the bullet and pursue a deep yearning that you have, you are often venturing into the unknown—especially if it’s very different from the career you’ve known. You are venturing into unfamiliar territory and you can expect to feel significant anxiety over this. If, on the other hand, you settle and choose not to take that next step forward, you can expect to feel a deep-seated sense of disappointment followed by a sense of lethargy and possibly a low-level or high-level depression. Many people try to mask these feelings by keeping themselves “numbed” through alcohol, prescription drugs or anything that takes their focus away from the fact that they are ignoring a message from their soul. Others simply try to keep frantically busy and convince themselves that they are so important, that they don’t have time to notice the uneasiness from within.
Once you are on your path, you can’t turn back. A life without purpose will never satisfy you again. It becomes intolerable to sit still and do nothing. You’ll reach a point of complete internal friction if you rest on your laurels and do not pursue it.
Lynne Twist, in her book The Soul of Money, writes, “People with excess wealth—not all of them, but many—struggle in lives disconnected from the qualities of the soul. They live trapped in the prison of privilege in which material comforts are plentiful, but spiritual and emotional deprivation are real and painful. In that prison, they lose touch with the values of the heart…”
She also discusses that when we become primarily focused on money, “we become smaller. We scramble or race to ‘get what’s ours.’ We often grow selfish, greedy, petty, fearful or controlling, or sometimes confused, conflicted or guilty. We see ourselves as winners or losers, powerful or helpless, and we let those labels deeply define us in ways that are inaccurate… visions of possibility dissolve.”
A trap that we are all susceptible to, especially in the Western world, is that we overlook the concept of having enough and become greedy. We come to never fully enjoy what we have because we are always thinking about what we don’t yet have (a nicer home or car, more possessions, a bigger company, more money, finer art). This sense of wanting more is an insatiable hunger. It is poison to our soul and kills new, creative possibilities because it locks us into a pattern. It might make our life more comfortable but it doesn’t bring us true fulfillment, which only comes when we feel like we are making a difference in a genuine, meaningful way.
You can be financially successful, a respected leader in your profession, be admired for your status, have beautiful possessions and a lovely family—but still feel a sense of emptiness and dull misery behind it all.
I find that most people who have made it in their career and have achieved success are feeling as I was that day on the porch many years ago. They have just about everything they want materially, but do not feel fulfilled. They want to venture out and make a difference, but are immobilized by fear and the need to have a familiar sense of security and stability. They also want to “fit in” to a society that values materialism and outward success over internal happiness. Yet what they are doing does not feel ultimately meaningful. The stability they hang onto often means their days are spent in routine and boredom. It becomes an exercise of just getting by day to day. Security often means that they do not take risks or allow themselves to be open to new possibilities. Many have lost the concept of having “enough” and cannot accept the idea of making less money for a while, even if it makes them happier. They cannot escape the money trap and therefore are not free. They feel like their lives are largely meaningless and they are wasting their time.
Because of the overwhelming need for survival, even beyond the point of enough, we ignore our deepest yearnings and continue in a job that is not fulfilling—or even worse, a job that is sapping our lifeblood and essence. We think we are making a living, but in reality our spirit is slowly dying.
An important turning point for me was when I had decided to leave a significant marketing position at a Fortune 500 company, but didn’t know what to do next. I felt completely burned out with my profession but didn’t see a way to make a transition into another career. In my mind, I was trapped by my “success” and couldn’t envision taking a step “backward.”
I felt completely stymied and boxed in since marketing for major corporations was all I had ever known. I had a heart-to-heart conversation with my ex-husband and he gave me some of the best advice I have ever received. He said: “Valerie, you can make half of what you are making now and still get by. You can pay your bills. Give yourself permission to explore, try something different. If you do what you love, you’ll be great at it. And if you’re great at it, success will come. In a few years you’ll be making good money again.”
This was some of the most liberating advice I have ever received. Right then and there, I made the commitment to be willing to make half of what I was making for one year (and then re-evaluate) in order to explore different options. The decision was totally liberating. I felt like I broke the chains that were keeping me immobile and sapping my spirit. And it opened up an exciting, new chapter in my life.
A JOB VS. YOUR LIFE’S WORK
Our single most important responsibility in life is to figure out what we came here to do. It is to find our life’s work. We are disenchanted when we are simply working in a job. That’s because there’s a clear difference between money and joy.
In your job, money and joy are separate. You may find parts of your job that bring you joy, but your driving motivator is distinctly different—namely to get a paycheck and/or the perks that go along with it. In your life’s work, money and joy coexist. You are, first and foremost, excited about your work.
People who achieve their Professional Destiny have a healthy attitude about money. They realize that the best things about money are that it gives options and that it can be used for good.
Many people find themselves bored and disillusioned simply because they never give serious consideration to what they’d really like to do in their profession; they continue to work in what they consider to be just a job, and have consistently prioritized other things higher in their life. It is a minority of people who choose to spend their lives in pursuit of objectives that are wholly worthwhile and bigger than they are. Feeling that nothing is worthwhile is what makes people feel disenchanted and unhappy.
Sometimes all it takes is an expanded perspective to find a way to contribute in a manner that satisfies your need to make even a small impact in your current profession. You may work in a company that does not currently match all of your ideals and needs guidance. You can provide that guidance. You can mentor others, especially if the leadership is receptive. Oftentimes what we think is a small contribution can have a greater impact than we imagine—and who knows, maybe your act of demonstrating by example may catch on.
If you start on the path to your destiny, you come into the flow of your life. You fall out of flow with the Universe if you renege on your path, or settle for safety, comfort and a mediocre life. Nonfulfillment, or disenchantment, is the opposite of fulfillment. It comes from failing to engage with your destiny. When you give up your dream, the world becomes a disillusioned place and you fall into the oblivion of non-realization. When you lose the flow, your life begins to lack meaning and purpose and becomes wearingly routine. You start to feel like you are living a life of silent desperation. In essence, you are mourning your unlived life.
Harold Kushner, Rabbi Laureate of Temple Israel in Natick, Massachusetts and author of several books, has said:
“I believe that it is not dying that people are afraid of, it’s something else.
Something more unsettling and more tragic than dying frightens us. We’re afraid of never having lived. Of coming to the end of our days with the sense that we were never really alive. That we never figured out what life was for.”
Numerous studies have shown that having a purpose, or a feeling that you have realized meaning in your life, has a positive correlation to feelings of good health and well-being in the elderly. These findings were based on interviews with people 60 years and older who lived in community dwellings such as retirement homes. Interestingly, the regression analysis of one study also showed that purpose, even more than specific religious orientation, had a greater effect on feelings of well-being.
Conversely, feelings of living a life void of meaning led to the greatest sense of hopelessness and helplessness in the elderly. Not having a sense of purpose ranked highest as the primary source of depression, and even suicidal tendencies among this age group. The study conclusions strongly support the importance of meaning in life to a sense of satisfaction and well-being later in life.
We intuitively know there is a higher purpose for our existence. Whether we heed this call or not is a measure of our satisfaction throughout our lifetime. Living with purpose is our best insurance for feeling vital and satisfied in our golden years.
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Self-Awareness—Your Gift, Skills & The School of Hard Knocks
What you must dare is to be yourself.
—Dag Hammarskjold
Self-awareness is the first important step to discovering your gift. It is a time for introspection and a candid assessment of your strengths. Notice any interests you have or remember yearnings you felt at an early age. Identify times when you find yourself drawn to certain activities and notice when others seem to drain you.
A gift is something you are naturally good at. You are born with it. You can still become good at something else even if it is not your gift, but it takes more time and effort. Most likely you can become good enough, but not a master. In other words, you can become competent, but it will not be your Professional Destiny.
Skills and experience are acquired throughout your lifetime. A common misperception in the business world is that educational excellence is the be-all and end-all. An MBA gives you training and skills, but it does not provide you with your gift and it doesn’t even necessarily identify what your gift is.
Many organizations make the mistake of hiring because of “credentials.” They are considering only one or two sides of the triangle. For example, a Harvard MBA looks really good on a resume, but it first and foremost represents an indicator of skills. It is not necessarily an indicator of a gift, other than above-average intelligence. The degree itself is no guarantee that the person is capable of visionary ideas and causing breakthrough shifts in his or her profession. You can acquire a skill, but it will not cover for lack of a gift.
My proposition (sometimes unpopular) is that many people go on to get their advanced degrees because they haven’t yet discovered their gift. While not entirely true, and certainly a profession like medicine or science is an exception, I often cite a powerhouse high-tech example to make this point.
What do Bill Gates, Michael Dell and Steve Jobs all have in common besides being CEOs of powerful technology companies? Each and every one had a strong vision; each dropped out of college and began pursuing his dream, seemingly with a great impatience. They had the gift, and developed the skills through the school of hard knocks—real life experience.
THE VISIONARY AND THE MASTER OF OPERATIONS
Where are you comfortable in your work? What type of leader are you? Do you consider yourself a great strategist looking into the future, or do you prefer to perfect things and make them hum? Here are definitions of two common types of leaders:
Visionary
See potential
Sees the future
Knows what to do next
Great strategist
Sets and drives the vision
Likes to build from scratch
Has little patience for process and day-to-day operations; is drained by them
Is the inventor who steers the organization in new directions
Master of Operations
Takes the vision and makes things happen
Turns ideas into hard and fast reality
Knows what to do now
Great operationally
Shows results
More comfortable growing an existing idea, rather than developing one from scratch
Likes analysis and best practices, and thrives on establishing process and operations
Is the glue that holds the organization together and allows it to sustainably prosper
For any company to reach beyond a certain size, it needs both of these types at the top as well as leading each major department or initiative.
A Visionary typically starts an organization, takes it to a certain size, and then confusion and chaos tend to creep in. At this time he or she must find the Master of Operations to get to the next level.
Not all people who are pursuing their purpose will be out in the forefront leading the charge. In many of my consulting sessions, I worked with people in the top of their organizations to help them determine if they were a Visionary or a Master of Operations.
A Visionary is often the person who starts the organization and for this purpose, let’s assume becomes the CEO. This person often is the futuristic leader and the big-picture thinker. Sometimes a Master of Operations starts an organization and can thrive to a certain level, but typically the idea behind the company already exists. A franchise is a good example—the idea for the business is already established, but a strong operational person can make it successful. The Master of Operations is the person best suited to run day-to-day operations. They are detail- and process-oriented and have the gift of getting things done. Rarely is a person a strong Visionary and Master of Operations, yet both are necessary as an organization expands. An organization that has a strong Visionary and Master of Operations often experiences a great deal of growth. Ironically, a common mistake that these organizations make is to believe that the two roles can be interchanged. When the Visionary retires or steps down, the Master of Operations who has been “groomed” often steps in to take his or her place. This rarely works because the Master of Operations cannot be taught to be the Visionary. It is not his or her gift. Similarly, a true Visionary rarely has the patience, interest and discipline for everyday details to keep the company on track.
In a leadership role, it’s important to make an assessment of the best way for you to contribute. Both skills are essential. Do you initiate the vision or operationalize the vision that would not take off without you?
Extreme skills are not desirable without a complementary counter balance. For example, it is not ideal to be 100% visionary or 100% operational. A 100% visionary person can dream of things all day long but may not have the discipline to get anything done. On the other hand, someone who is 100% operational may get things done, but might not be able to see where to head next. It is best to create and encourage a synergistic partnership. The higher either percentage is in one individual, the more the complementary skill set is necessary. For example, a person who is 80% visionary and 20% operational must be paired with a highly operational person to achieve the greatest level of success. The higher the visionary percentage, the more brilliantly gifted this person is at seeing potential, but also the more important it is that he or she has operational support. This is a blind spot for the individual. On the other hand, a person with a 50/50 blend of operations and vision is often well-equipped to run a business or division on his/her own, but the visionary concept that starts the company might be more “normal” as opposed to ground-breaking and “genius.” The business may be exceptionally successful and prosperous though.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19239 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!