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"It’s the heart afraid of breaking  
that never learns to dance.  
It’s the dream afraid of waking  
that never takes the chance.  
It’s the one who won’t be taken,  
who cannot seem to give,  
and the soul afraid of dyin’  
that never learns to live."  
(Amanda McBrooom) 

I slept and dreamed  
that life was joy. 
I awoke and saw  
that life was service. 
I served and understood 
that service was joy. 
(Rabindranath Tagore) 
 

LET YOUR LIFE SPEAK! 
 
“Am I living the life that wants 
to live in me???” 
 
(Parker Palmer in his book, 
Let Your Life Speak) 
 

“The world is a great mirror. It reflects back to you 
what you are. If you are loving, if you are friendly, 
if you are helpful, the world will prove loving and 
friendly and helpful to you. The world is what you 
are.” 

(Thomas Dreier) 
"The world is your mirror and your mind a magnet. 
What you perceive in this world is largely a 
reflection of your own attitudes and beliefs." 

 (Michael LeBeuf) 
"The faces in the world are mirrors. What kind of 
reflections do you see in the faces of the people 
you meet?"  

(Japanese Folklore)

A Meaningful Life =  
Discovering your Gifts and Contributing them 
  
Introduction 
 
Creating meaning in life  
(Quotes from Victor Frankl, see page 2) 
 
What are gifts? What is their significance? 
 
Activity and discussion 
 
A few minutes of contemplation: think about a time when you made a positive difference 
in the life of another person. Sometimes the things you do are very very simple. One of 
the most powerful ways of making a difference is just being with another person (read 
from PP’s book) about the visitor during depression. 
 
Use the worksheet to tell your story (p. 3):  
write down your thoughts, discuss if you want to. 
 
Discuss Everyday Heroes (p. 4) 
 
Naming and claiming your gifts 
 
If you doubt that you arrived in this world with gifts and giftedness, then listen to this 
story: The Pearl of Great Price: you! (p. 5) 
 
Mirrors 
 
Contributing your gifts  
 
Where, in your world, can your gifts make 
a difference??? 
 
Start by seeking valued experiences (p. 6) 
 
And making connections (p. 6) 
 
Challenging limiting beliefs 
 
Not, “It can’t be.” Start asking, “What would it take?” 
 
Capacity Thinking (p.7) 
 
Circles of capacity (p. 8) 
 
What do you believe? (p. 9) 
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Our Search for Meaning 
 
No matter how much adversity and pain we are going through, there is always someone 
that has experienced much worse. These people can bring us new ways of seeing; new 
perspectives on life, meaning, pain, and joy. From them we can learn to celebrate life 
and the grace that has been bestowed upon us. 
 
Victor Frankl is a WW2 Nazi concentration camp survivor. His book, Man’s Search for 
Meaning (not for the faint of heart), describes in gruesome detail the incredible internal 
struggle of finding a reason for simply opening one’s eyes for another day. A very 
humbling read from the comfort of our American easy chairs. It makes our daily 
complaints seem quite trivial. 
 
“We who lived in concentration camps can 
remember the men who walked through the huts 
comforting others, giving away their last piece of 
bread. 
 
They may have been few in number, but they offer 
sufficient proof  that everything can be taken from 
a man but one thing: 
the last of the human freedoms 
—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of 
circumstances…” 
(Victor Frankl, Auschwitz survivor) 
 
“The meaning of our existence is not invented by ourselves, but rather detected.” p.157 
 
“A man who becomes conscious of the responsibility he bears toward a human being 
who affectionately waits for him, or to an unfinished work, will never be able to throw 
away his life. He knows the ‘why’ for his existence, and will be able to bear almost any 
‘how.’" 
 
“What matters, therefore, is not the meaning of life in general, but rather the specific 
meaning of a person’s life at a given moment.” p.171 
 
“We can discover this meaning in life in three different ways: (1) by doing a deed; (2) by 
experiencing a value; and (3) by suffering.” p.176 
 
“Ultimately, man should not ask what the meaning of his life is, but rather must 
recognize that it is he who is asked. In a word, each man is questioned by life; and he 
can only answer to life by answering for his own life; to life he can only respond by being 
responsible.” 
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From “Make a Difference: a guide book for person-centered direct support”, p. 13 
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Everyday Heroes  

 
From “Make a Difference: a guide book for person-centered direct support”, p. 29 

“The fact that people became heroes and sheroes can be credited to their ability to identify and 
empathize with the ‘other.’ These men and women could continue to live quite comfortable with their 
slow temperament but they chose not to. They made the decision to be conscious of the other –the 
homeless, the downtrodden and the oppressed. Herism has nothing to do with skin color or social 
statur. It is a state of mind and a willingness to act for what is right and just.” (Maya Angelou) 
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The Pearl of Great Price is YOU! 

What is the nature and personality they came to earth with? What gifts were bestowed 
upon them at birth? What impact are their gifts having on those around them? Am I 
teaching them to listen to their inner light, their inner teacher? 

Here's a story I told my kids from Parker Palmer's book, Let Your Life Speak. My 14 year 
old daughter was particularly intrigued and wanted to know more about the book, like 
she was considering reading it! (bold and italics mine) 

"If you doubt that we all arrive in this world with gifts and as a gift, pay attention to an 
infant or a very young child. A few years ago, my daughter and her new born baby came 
to live with me for a while. Watching my granddaughter from her earliest days on earth, 
I was able, in my early fifties, to see something that had eluded me as a twenty-
something parent: my granddaughter arrived in the world as this kind of person rather 
than that, or that, or that. 

"She did not show up as raw material to be shaped into whatever image the world might 
want her to take. She arrived with her own gifted form, with the shape of her own sacred 
soul. Biblical faith calls it the image of God in which we are all created. Thomas 
Merton calls it true self. Quakers call it the inner light, or 'that of God' in every 
person. The humanist tradition calls it identity andintegrity. No matter what you call 
it, it is a pearl of great price. 

"In those early days of my granddaughter's life, I began  observing the inclinations and 
proclivities that were planted in her at birth. I noticed, and I still notice, what she likes 
and dislikes, what she is drawn toward and repelled by, how she moves, what she does, 
what she says. 

"I am gathering my observations in a letter. When my granddaughter reaches her late 
teens or early twenties, I will make sure that my letter finds its way to her, with a preface 
something like this: 'Here is a sketch of who you were from your earliest days in this 
world. It is not a definitive picture -- only you can draw that. But it was sketched by a 
person who loves you very much. Perhaps these notes will help you do sooner something 
your grandfather did only later: remember who you were when you first 
arrived and reclaim the gift of true self. 

"We arrive in this world with birthright gifts -- then we spend the first half of our lives 
abandoning them or letting others disabuse us of them. As young people, we are 
surrounded by expectations that may have little to do with who we really are, 
expectations held by people who are not trying to discern our selfhood but to fit us into 
slots. In families, schools, work places, and religious communities, we are trained away 
from true self toward images of acceptability; under social pressures like racism and 
sexism our original shape is deformed beyond recognition; and we ourselves, driven by 
fear, too often betray true self to gain the approval of others. 
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"We are disabused of original giftedness in the first half of our lives. Then -- if we are 
awake, aware, and able to admit our loss -- we spend the second half trying to recover 
and reclaim the gift we once possessed." 

"When we lose track of true self, how can we pick up the trail? One way is to seek clues 
in stories from our younger years, years when we lived closer to our birthright gifts." 
(Parker Palmer, Let Your Life Speak, pp. 11--13) 

Valued Experiences 

Belonging

Being

Respected

Sharing

Ordinary Places

Choosing

Contributing

Valued Experiences:

 
 
Making Connections 

Make connections in the 
neighborhood

Build membership through 
associations

Make contributions through 
paid work & volunteering

Deepen relationships with 
family & friends
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From “Make a Difference: a guide book for person-centered direct support”, p. 37 
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From “Make a Difference: a guide book for person-centered direct support”, p. 43 

 
 
 



 10 

Consumer or Contributor:  
leadership in an age of consumption 

We all find meaning in life in the same way: discovering the gifts we have to offer and contributing them 

to others; finding something we are good at and doing it. When we see that we have made a difference by 

what we do, then, and only then, do we find meaning in life. 

In the industrial age, based on mass consumption and convenience, 

• We designed schools so that students just had to “sit and git”, pass a test, and then they were dubbed 

“successful”. So they dropped out in huge numbers. There was no meaning for them in education. 

• We designed churches so that people have to join and then they could receive what it had to offer them. 

The worship celebration became a “service” to its members. The members heard it loud and clear, and 

came to the “sit and git” meeting to “receive” the “blessing” and feel good for the rest of the week. 

"Recharge their batteries?" Like a machine? If they were "good" members, they would pay for the 

"service" by putting money in the offering plate each week. 

• We designed “services” to people with disabilities so that they would come to us as “consumers”. We 

actually call them that!!! “Consumers”. Then the professionals tell them what to do and how to be safe. It 

is a good way to warehouse people, while isolating them from finding meaning in their lives. 

In these contexts, designed after systems of consumption, people cannot find meaning in life. 

Until we move (personally, spiritually, and professionally) from being consumers to being contributors, 

we will see people “dropping out” of society in mass numbers; in particular those that are seeking a 

meaningful life. 

This morning at Oakdale Park Church, the pastor began his sermon describing the need for the paradigm 

shift from consumer to contributor. This was a topic that really stood out to him at a conference in 

creating an inclusive environment in churches that he participated in at Hope Network this past week lead 

by Cindy Holtrop, a member of the Make a Difference Learning Circle. 

He specifically applied this concept to church members and the importance of creating a giving 

community. But he was struggling to integrate the concept of “leadership” into this though. Below is my 

email to him describing what I have learned: 

I loved your sermon today. It resonated very deeply. The change from "consumer" to "contributor" is a 

huge paradigm shift in this consumer society based on mass consumption and convenience. No matter 

what area of life we look at, this is the fundamental shift that needs to happen. 

I coordinated a county-wide program for youth with disabilities a few years ago. This program was 

designed around extensive research on what actually improves the outcomes for at-risk youth and youth 

with disabilities. THE PRIMARY FOCUS WAS DEVELOPING YOUTH LEADERSHIP. 

The concept of leadership is something that I've struggled to understand for about 8 years now. But now I 

see it as simply another way of saying "contributor". In order for anyone to be a leader, personal 

leadership must come first. I would describe it to youth and teachers like this: 
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Scenario One: A student "sits back" at school, slumped back in his chair asking, "what are you going to 

teach ME today???" while board and yawning. 

Scenario Two: A student "sits forward", listening intently because something resonates with his life. In 

"leaning forward" his posture and his voice asks the question, "WHAT DO I DO NOW?" 

Leadership is pictured in Scenario Two. This describes in a very simple way the paradigm shift between 

consumer and contributor. Nobody has ever made a real difference in life by sitting back and waiting for 

others to serve them. Neither have they found meaning in life by waiting for it to be given to them. 

Meaning comes from within. 

Meaning comes through contribution. 

Meaning comes through giving. 

Leadership starts with personal leadership, taking charge and initiative in one's life and then moving 

forward to make a difference. Other words that describe this is self-determination and advocacy. 

Leadership can be from the front, from the side, or from the back; from the bottom or from the top of any 

organization or community. Anytime the actions of a person are moving others forward in life, this is 

leadership. 

This is a concept that should be the core of all teaching in schools, churches, non-profits; in all 

communities. 

Culture change begins with language change!!! We must be careful to use words very intentionally, 

because our words and actions create our world. 

And I guarantee that individuals and organizations, whether churches, non-profits, or schools, that take 

the lead in creating this culture change, this paradigm shift, will take the lead in their communities; 

demonstrating a tangible increase in moving people toward meaningful lives in community. 

“A leader is one who knows the way, goes the way, and shows the way.” 

John C. Maxwell 

“If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more and become more, you are a leader.” 

John Quincy Adams 

“Leadership is action, not position.” 

Donald H. McGannon 

“Leadership is the challenge to be something more than average.” 

Jim Rohn 

“Nothing so conclusively proves a man's ability to lead others as what he does from day to day to lead 

himself.” Thomas J. Watson, Sr. 

“A leader leads by example, whether he intends to or not.” 
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letting go of non-essentials 
 

“Several years ago in one of our leadership workshops, a Jamaican man from the World Bank named Fred 

told a story that moved people very deeply. A few years earlier he had been diagnosed with a terminal 

disease. After consulting a number of doctors, who all confirmed the diagnosis, he went through what 

everyone does in that situation. For weeks he denied it. But gradually, with the help of friends, he came to 

grips with the fact that he was only going to live a few more months. 'Then something amazing happened,' 

he said. 'I simply stopped doing everything that wasn't essential, that didn't matter. I 

started working on projects with kids that I'd always wanted to do. I stopped arguing with my mother. 

When someone cut me off in traffic or something happened that would have upset me in the past, I didn't 

get upset. I just didn't have the time to waste on any of that.' 

“Near the end of this period, Fred began a wonderful new relationship with a woman who thought that he 

should get more opinions about his condition. He consulted some doctors in the States and soon after got 

a phone call saying, 'We have a different diagnosis.' The doctor told him he had a rare form of a very 

curable disease. And then came the part of the story I'll never forget. Fred said, 'When I heard this over 

the telephone, I cried like a baby—because I was afraid my life would go back to the way it 

used to be.' 

http://www.wie.org/j25/presence.asp?page=2 

 


