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Inochi mijikashi
koi seyo otome
akaki kuchibiru
asenu ma ni
atsuki chishio no
hienu ma ni
asu no tsukihi no
nai mono wo…

(Life is brief
fall in love, maidens
before the crimson bloom
fades from your lips
before the tides of passion
cool within you,
for there is no such thing
as tomorrow, after all…)

GONDOLA NO UTA - 
from IKIRU (1952)

I donʼt know what Iʼve been doing with my life
all these years.

Kanji Watanabe

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nx5M4AkIeTE


Good day, my friend!

Welcome to the November-December 2024 edition of my blog's 
newsletter series! I am glad to have you as a companion on this 
journey.

As the year of 2024 comes to an end, I would like to invite you to 
ponder one of humanity's most haunting questions: The 
Meaning of Life. Itʼs a topic that has plagued philosophers, 
theologians, and individuals for centuries.

“Who am I? Where did I come from? Where am I going?”

We are born, we live, and we die. We experience joy, sorrow, 
love, and loss, all within the confines of a finite lifespan. A cycle 
of short-lived moments - until one day we “fly away” and 
seemingly “vanish” into history.

“For dust you are, and to dust you will return.”

Given the fleeting nature of our existence, why do we have to be 
here, after all? Why were we born into this world? Why do we 
have to do this and do that – only to eventually “fade away”?

Is life merely a random occurrence, a cosmic accident devoid of 
significance? Or is there a grand design underlying humanityʼs 
existence? What is this life all about? Is it about personal 
achievements, relationships, contributions to the world, or 
something more?
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These are just a few among the many questions that humanity 
has grappled with throughout history. Like many, I myself have 
frequently reflected on them.

As Nietzsche once said “He who has a ʻwhyʼ to live can bear 
almost any ʻhowʼ”. Though challenging to find and maintain, a 
sense of meaning serves as an anchor for one to face up against 
adversities and triumph in life (hence the reason for us to start 
thinking about it). And it has become even more crucial in 
todayʼs world - one that often feels chaotic and overwhelming 
due to rapid economic growth, technological advancements, 
and rising global conflicts.

In this edition, we will examine different perspectives on the 
meaning of life, from ancient philosophies to modern psych- 
ology. Additionally, we will go over reasons why some struggle 
to find meaning and, most importantly, best practices for living a 
more abundant life - even in the face of suffering. And for those 
who still have difficulty internalizing the messages presented 
and need a final “push”, there is an inspirational story section 
right at the end of the edition - comprising expert sharings & 
real-life stories that (I believe) will move you to the core!

Sounds intriguing? Then let us turn the page and begin the 
journey, shall we?

All the best!

Jonathan M. Pham
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The greatest task for any 
person is to find meaning

in his or her life.

Viktor E. Frankl



1.1. WHAT IS THE MEANING OF LIFE?

How should we define the 
meaning of life?

This is a tricky question, mostly 
because of the not-so-clear 
connotation of the term 
“meaning”. For centuries, philo-
sophers, theologians, and 
thinkers across various fields/ 
schools of thought have been 
debating the conceptʼs exact 
nature.

As someone with a preference 
for linear thinking and an inter-
est in linguistics, I decided to 
take a lingual, character-based 
approach to define the term. 
Though the interpretation 
below might seem incomplete 
or even a bit “naive” to certain 
readers out there, I would like 
to share about it anyway.

The concept of “meaning”

Letʼs start with the word 
“meaning” first. Based on my 
own research, we can think 
about it in 3 main ways:

● Reference: One common 
thread is that “meaning” 
refers to the relationship 
or connection between a 
sign (e.g. word, symbol) 
and the things it signifies. 
Specifically, it emphasizes 
the external, real-world 
object or concept that a 
word or symbol points to – 
which can be defined with 
certain conditions.

Example: The word “cat” refers 
to a type of furry, four-legged 
animal with whiskers. In this 
case, conditions like “having 
fur”, “four legs”, etc. help deter-
mine if a sign/ statement is true 
or false.

● Sense: Another explana- 
tion is that it involves a 
mental state, attitude, or 
perspective associated 
with a particular sign. In 
this sense, “meaning” is 
understood as the inter-
nal, subjective represent-
ations (including personal
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1.1. WHAT IS THE MEANING OF LIFE?

associations and conno-
tations) that arise when we 
encounter something.

Example #1: The word “cat” 
evokes a mental image of a furry 
creature, perhaps a specific pet 
cat youʼve owned, or a general 
concept of “catness”.

Example #2: The word “freedom” 
triggers feelings of liberty, inde- 
pendence, and the absence of 
constraints.

● Use: This approach high- 
lights the way a sign is 
used in specific contexts to 
communicate intentions 
and achieve certain goals. 
Meaning is seen as arising 
from the practical function 
of something in human 
interaction.

Example #1: The phrase “Iʼm 
hungry” may mean different 
things depending on the specific 
context. If said after a long day 
of work, it might demonstrate a

genuine desire for food. If said to 
a friend who just cooked a meal, 
it could be a polite way of saying 
“thank you.” However, if said by 
a kid to his mom in a specific 
tone of voice, it might actually 
be a subtle way of expressing 
dissatisfaction.

Example #2: Depending on the 
specific context and relation-
ship, words like “silly” can either 
be interpreted as an insult or a 
light-hearted joke.

The concept of “life”

Now, letʼs turn our attention to 
the concept of “life.” While it 
may seem straightforward, the 
term is complex and multi-
faceted; as it encompasses a 
vast array of experiences and 
sensations unique to each 
individual.

● From a biological perspec-
tive, “life” is typically 
defined as a state charac-
terized by growth, repro-
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1.1. WHAT IS THE MEANING OF LIFE?

duction, response to sti-
muli, metabolism, and 
death. It is what sets 
organisms - from the 
smallest microorganism to 
the largest mammal - apart 
from non-living things. 
However, this definition 
suffers from one problem; 
it falls short of capturing 
the full essence of human 
existence. We, as humans, 
are not merely biological 
organisms; we are also 
beings with consciousness, 
emotions, and a capacity 
for abstract thought.

● Therefore, I suggest that 
we consider “life” in a 
broader sense. Specifically, 
it comprises the entire 
spectrum of human expe- 
rience, including the 
physical, emotional, and 
spiritual aspects of our 
being. Itʼs the journey from 
birth to death, filled with 
moments of joy, sorrow, 
love, loss, and everything 
in between.

Combine them together

With that in mind, I believe we 
can interpret the “meaning of 
life” as the unique significance 
that an individual mentally 
ascribes to their own exist- 
ence. Itʼs the personal narrat- 
ive that one constructs through 
life, shaped by their experi- 
ences, beliefs, and values. This 
narrative is not a static, pre-
determined path; rather, it 
entails a dynamic process of 
continuous discovery and 
self-creation.

● External reference: Some 
individuals find signifi-
cance in external goals and 
achievements (e.g. 
pursuing a specific career,
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1.1. WHAT IS THE MEANING OF LIFE?

raising a family) or a set of 
objective truths/ princi-
ples that guide their 
actions (e.g. the Golden 
Rule, the Four Noble 
Truths, or ethics such as 
justice and compassion).

● Internal sense: For others, 
meaning is a result of the 
sum total of all the experi-
ences that make up oneʼs 
life. It is about being 
attuned to oneʼs internal 
states (e.g. core values, 
beliefs, potential, etc.) and 
being able to find joy in 
daily living experiences 
(e.g. overcoming a 
challenge).

● Practical use: Some em-
phasize active engagement 
with life and the world. 
Meaning, therefore, stems 
from an active construct-
ion of oneʼs existence - 
when one takes ownership 
of their life and makes 
authentic decisions that 
align with their values and 
aspirations.

Based on the analysis above, 
you can see that the “meaning 
of life” is a subjective concept 
up to individual interpretation. 
Depending on the specific 
influencing factors, it may 
manifest to one as:

● Purpose and goals: 
Striving for specific aims, 
personal and professional.

● Personal growth: Conti-
nuously learning and 
evolving as individuals.

● Knowledge: Expanding 
oneʼs horizons, whether by 
exploring the depths of 
science, the heights of 
philosophy, or the beauty 
of art.

● Relationships: Strong 
bonds with loved ones, 
friends, and community.

● Humanity: Recognizing our 
shared humanity and the 
interconnectedness of all 
living beings.

● Adventures: Engaging in 
experiences that enrich 
oneʼs life, such as travel,

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.
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1.1. WHAT IS THE MEANING OF LIFE?

hobbies, or creative pur-
suits.

● Spiritual or philosophical 
beliefs: Understanding the 
universe and oneʼs place 
within it - whether through 
religion, nature, or person- 
al reflection.

● Service to others: Helping 
people and leaving a posit- 
ive legacy through creative 
endeavors and social acti- 
vism.

Meaning vs Related terms

The “meaning of life” is often 
intertwined with other related 
concepts, including:

● Purpose of life

Both terms delve into the fun-
damental questions of human 
existence. However, while 
“meaning” typically focuses on 
the subjective significance and 
value that one assigns to their 
life, “purpose” implies a more
objective, externally defined

mission or destination.

Despite the differences, the 
latter often plays a crucial role 
in shaping oneʼs sense of the 
former. For example, someone 
may find significance in their 
work, relationships, or spiritual 
practices - which align with 
their personal purpose.

● Ikigai (生き甲斐 )

Originating from Japan, “Ikigai” 
refers to what can be called a 
personʼs “reason for being”. 
Some researchers visualize it as 
the intersection of 4 key 
elements: what you love, what 
youʼre good at, what the world 
needs, and what you can be 
paid for.

While the focus of Ikigai is on 
finding passion every day, it 
also contributes to oneʼs 
broader sense of meaning. 
Engaging in activities that bring 
joy and fulfillment is essential 
to enriching oneʼs experiences.
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1.2. WHY DO WE SEEK MEANING?

1. The quest for meaning is 
part of humanityʼs DNA

Seeking meaning is a desire 
inherent within human nature. 
Whatever we come across, we 
wish to know the “why” behind 
it; and we constantly search for 
patterns in everything.

We pursue education to expand 
our understanding of the world. 
We come up with stories, myths

and theories to explain the un-
explainable.

And life as a whole is no except- 
ion. Every month, millions of 
people are actively looking for 
materials concerning the 
“reason for being”.

Here is a screenshot of monthly 
searches for “meaning of life” 
and related queries on Google 
(as of October 2024).
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1.2. WHY DO WE SEEK MEANING?

Can you believe it? More than 
60,000 searches for “meaning 
of life” every month - and if we 
include related topics (e.g. 
“ikigai”, “purpose/ origin of 
life”), the total number adds up 
to almost 1.5 million!

And thatʼs only about searches 
on Google – without taking into 
account other platforms (e.g. 
Bing, Yahoo, DuckDuckGo), nor 
the people who silently ponder 
the topic every day!

(Image source: Quora)

However, here comes a quest-
ion: Why?

Why do we care about the 
meaning of life?

According to scientific research, 
one possible explanation has to 
do with our brainʼs unique 
capacity to plan for long-term 
future needs (which is some-
thing not observed in other 
creatures). As the future is 
uncertain, we need a set of 
overarching values – including 
moral, religious, and ideo-
logical beliefs – to give us 
reasons to look ahead.

However, thereʼs more to it than 
just future planning. Cognitive 
biases, such as the “illusion of 
control” and the “fear of the 
unknown”, may distort our 
perception of reality and lead us 
to seek patterns where none 
may exist. An example is when 
an athlete decides to wear the 
same “lucky socks” for every 
game, believing they can 
influence the outcome.

At the same time, existential 
anxiety, the dread associated 
with questions of existence and
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mortality (e.g. “Who am I”, 
“What happens after death?”), 
may also fuel oneʼs search for 
meaning. These questions ty-
pically arise following a certain 
crisis or turning point in life 
(e.g. reaching maturity, losing a 
loved one, etc.). Seeking 
answers - whether through 
religion, philosophy, or a social 
cause - is a way to alleviate the 
underlying fear and maintain a 
sense of control.

In light of the above-mentioned 
theories, finding the meaning of 
life provides one with a survival 
advantage. It enables us to 
cope with uncertainty and 
break through limitations, 
especially in challenging times.

As human beings, we seek 
meaning in everything. 
Weʼre so good at discover-
ing patterns that we see 
them where they donʼt 
exist.

Shaun David Hutchinson

Beyond the scientific explanat-
ions above, many scholars have 
taken a more “humanistic” 
approach - one that emphasizes 
human beingsʼ unique quali-
ties, including the capacity for 
consciousness, creativity, and 
moral reasoning. According to 
them, humanityʼs inherent 
drive to seek meaning is rooted 
in the desire to transcend our 
biological, individual limita-
tions and become part of 
something larger.

Whether through artistic ex-
pressions, acts of service, 
rituals, or spiritual practices, 
the underlying motivation is the 
same: to connect with a 
broader sense of reality - 
which, in turn, translates to
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greater happiness, resilience, 
and well-being.

Attempts to find meaning 
in life seek to transcend the 
limits of an individual 
life… For a life to have 
meaning, it must connect 
with other things, with 
some things or values 
beyond itself.

Robert Nozick

Whatever angle you find more 
appealing to you, I believe we 
can all settle on the same 
conclusion:

The quest for meaning is a 
fundamental part of the 
human condition. It is an 
innate calling that nobody 
is exempt from - something 
that enables us to live more 
wholly.

If you have not thought about it 
yet, I suggest itʼs time to do it 
right now!

Why, you may ask?

Well, because you are going to 
reap various benefits (which we 
will discuss now).

2. Seeking meaning is a potent 
catalyst for abundance

What doesnʼt kill you 
makes you stronger.

Friedrich Nietzsche

Human beings are naturally 
curious creatures; we yearn to 
understand the world around us 
and our place within it. It is this 
innate curiosity that drives us 
to ask questions, seek answers, 
and explore new ideas.
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The quest for lifeʼs meaning 
typically compels us to recon-
sider existing beliefs, expand 
our horizons, and embrace new 
perspectives. Along the way, we 
naturally encounter obstacles 
and setbacks that test our 
resilience and determination.

And yet, it is precisely these 
challenges that serve as 
catalysts for growth - in that 
they force us to adapt, learn, 
and evolve.

While seeking answers may not 
always be pleasant, the fruit of 
this journey is self-awareness - 
a more holistic understanding 
of oneʼs strengths, weaknesses, 
potential, and unique contribu-
tions. This translates to more 
informed, authentic, conscious 
choices that align with the inner 
core and enable one to “be all 
they can be”. Or, as humanistic 
psychologists such as Abraham 
Maslow and Carl Rogers have 
put it, one can “self-actualize” 
and (therefore)

experience fulfillment.

The correlation between the 
quest for meaning and abun-
dance in life is something that 
has been proven by research 
from numerous fields. For 
instance, a study published in 
the Journal of Health Psych-
ology found that those with a 
strong sense of purpose tend to 
be happier, healthier, and more 
resilient. They are less likely to 
experience depression, anxiety, 
and chronic illnesses - which 
may partially be attributed to 
their tendency to maintain 
healthy behaviors, such as 
regular exercise and a balanced 
diet. This translates to increas-
ed longevity and a lower risk of 
premature death.

From a societal perspective, a 
sense of meaning is also corre-
lated to a more just and equit-
able world. Specifically, it 
makes one more likely to per-
form acts of kindness, volun-
teer their time, and support the
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communities - while less likely 
to engage in harmful behaviors 
such as substance abuse, crime, 
and suicide.

Man will become better 
when you show him what 
he is like.

Anton Chekhov

3. An “anchor” to endure hard-
ships & carry on

He who has a “why” to live 
can bear almost any 
“how”.

Friedrich Nietzsche

In contemporary society, issues 
such as suicide, karōshi (過労死 

- death from overwork), and 
karōjisatsu (過労自殺 - suicide 
due to overwork) are becoming 
more prevalent than ever. While 
people attribute them to a vari- 
ety of causes, one of the most 
underlying reasons, I believe, 
has to do with a loss of 
purpose.

When one feels disconnected 
from what truly matters in life, 
they are likely to succumb to 
stress and despair - which will 
ultimately drive them to seek 
death as an escape (or, in less 
severe cases, to indulge - 
whether in coffee, drinking, 
video games, gossiping, 
nightlife entertainment, etc.).

On the other hand, a sense of 
meaning acts as a powerful 
antidote to these afflictions.

When we have a reason to live, 
a goal to strive for, or a cause to 
champion, we are given the 
strength to persevere through 
challenging circumstances.
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In his book “Manʼs Search for 
Meaning”, Holocaust survivor 
and renowned psychiatrist 
Viktor Frankl recounts the 
horrors of Auschwitzʼs concen-
tration camp - where he wit-
nessed firsthand the devas-
tating impact of a life devoid of 
significance. Many prisoners, 
stripped of their possessions, 
dignity, and hope, eventually 
succumbed to despair and 
death.

Most of them perished not from 
starvation or disease, but from 
a loss of meaning.

In contrast, Frankl was able to 
keep hope alive by thinking 
about his wife and looking for-
ward to the day he would see 
her again. He even dreamed of 
giving lectures after the war on 
the psychological lessons he 
had learned in Auschwitz.

This sense of purpose, however 
small and ephemeral, was what 
sustained him through the

darkest of times.

From Franklʼs experience, we 
learn a crucial lesson: having 
something to live for is a life-
line. It gives us the resilience 
necessary to push through 
adversities and maintain a 
positive outlook under all 
circumstances.

(Image source: Wikimedia)

Have you ever read or heard 
about O. Henryʼs short story 
“The Last Leaf”*? It tells the 
story of an artist named Johnsy 
who is struck by pneumonia 
and has almost given up hope. 
As she lies in bed, she becomes 
fixated on an ivy vine outside 
her window, believing that her
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fate is intertwined with the 
falling leaves - that when the 
last leaf falls, so too will her life.

Learning about that, another 
artist named Behrman decides 
to take action. In a desperate 
attempt to save Johnsyʼs life, 
Behrman braves a stormy night 
to paint a realistic leaf onto the 
vine, ensuring that “the last 
leaf” remains steadfast. His act 
becomes the catalyst for 
Johnsyʼs recovery, as she later 
finds hope and strength to fight 
against her illness.

O. Henryʼs story is a beautiful 
testament to the transformative 
power of meaning. A single leaf, 
painted by a kind-hearted soul, 
has made a complete difference 
to a soul teetering on the brink. 
It provided Johnsy with a sense 
of significance and a reason to 
hold on.

It was this newfound awareness 
that ultimately saved her life! 
(albeit at the cost of Behrmanʼs

life itself)

(Image source: Amazon)

While finding meaning is not a 
simple feat - given that there 
are internal and external in-
fluencing factors in play (I will 
talk about this in detail later), 
the idea is that having some-
thing to live for may mean the 
difference between a life saved 
and a life lost.

On a societal level, govern-
ments, companies, organiza-
tions, families, etc. have a role 
to play in fostering environ-
ments that support and encou-
rage the pursuit of purpose -
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whether through education, 
workplace culture, or commu-
nity initiatives.

On an individual level (which, I 
believe, is much more impor-
tant due to the better degree of 
control and autonomy), one is 
called to actively explore differ-
ent avenues, discover what re-
sonates with them, and be bold 
enough to take action that may 
not always conform to the 
norms (or, put it simply, to have 
the “courage to be disliked and 
be happy”).

Everything can be taken 
from a man but one thing: 
the last of the human free-
doms - to choose oneʼs 
attitude in any given set of

circumstances, to choose 
oneʼs own way.

Viktor E. Frankl

4. The foundation for spiritual 
maturity

This too shall pass.

Persian Proverbs

In the pursuit of meaning, we 
cannot help but face a funda-
mental truth: the imperma-
nence of life. As sobering as it 
seems, realizing it is a crucial 
part of growth and maturity.

When we internalize the ephe-
meral nature of our existence, 
we are naturally prompted to 
shift the focus from material 
possessions and hedonistic 
pleasures to more enduring 
values. True wealth, as it turns 
out, lies not in external “glory” - 
but in internal qualities such as 
compassion, gratitude, and 
wisdom.
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After all, no matter how much 
one has accumulated within 
their lifespan, they cannot take 
anything with them beyond the 
Veil. This is something that 
everyone should agree with – 
no matter what their perspec-
tives on what happens after 
death are.

What truly matters, therefore, is 
the things that last beyond an 
individualʼs existence: relation-
ships, experiences, and contri-
butions to the world.

A meaningful life is typically 
characterized by a connection 
to something beyond the self - 
whether itʼs a higher power, 
nature, or humanity as a whole. 
Aside from offering a sense of 
consolation, such a connection 
also inspires us to act with 
kindness, compassion, and 
generosity - recognizing the 
inherent worth and suffering of 
every individual.

At the same time, we are encou-

raged to let go of negative 
emotions like anger, resent-
ment, and fear, which only 
drain our energy and hinder 
spiritual growth.

At the end of the day, all will 
pass. And we, as human beings, 
possess the ability to choose 
how to act DESPITE the circum-
stances.

Instead of succumbing to frus-
tration and hatred, we have the 
choice to act with patience and 
dignity.

It is this unique capacity that 
sets us apart from other crea-
tures - and keeps society in 
balance and harmony.
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As illustrated in the film “Ikiru” 
by Akira Kurosawa, having a 
sense of meaning can signifi-
cantly alter oneʼs life trajectory. 
The protagonist, Kanji Watana-
be, is a disillusioned bureaucrat 
who leads a monotonous exist-
ence. When he receives a termi-
nal cancer diagnosis and knows 
that he has only 6 months left to 
live, he is forced to confront the 
emptiness of his life - how he 
has been like a “mummy” for 
the last 30 years.

This existential crisis catalyzes a 
profound spiritual awakening. 
Watanabe decides to devote his 
remaining time to a community 
project: the construction of a 
childrenʼs playground.

Despite facing bureaucratic 
hurdles and personal setbacks, 
he perseveres with unwavering 
determination. Even when the 
authorities seem indifferent or 
even resistant toward his 
efforts, he doesnʼt take it 
personally. As he says:

I canʼt afford to hate people. 
I donʼt have that kind of 
time.

(Image source: Facebook)

Watanabeʼs steadfastness, even 
in the face of bureaucratic obs-
tacles - as well as his detach-
ment from the ego - is a beauti-
ful metaphor for how trans-
formative a sense of meaning 
can be.

After all, our time on Earth is so
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limited - and succumbing to negativity only shortens our lifespan (I 
am not making that up - it is something that has been proven by 
scientific research). Hence, refusing to let go of toxic feelings is not 
only futile; it is FOOLISH.
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When we are 
cognizant of the 

reality and inevit-
ability of death 

we begin to seek 
the eternal, and 
become deter-
mined to make 

the most valuable 
use of each 

moment of life.

Daisaku Ikeda

https://www.takingcharge.csh.umn.edu/how-do-thoughts-and-emotions-affect-health#:~:text=Negative%20attitudes%20and%20feelings%20of,can%20actually%20decrease%20our%20lifespan.
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DEFINING THE 
INDEFINABLE
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Challenging the meaning of life 
is the truest expression of the 

state of being human.

Viktor E. Frankl



2.1. DIVERSE PERSPECTIVES ON EXISTENCE

The meaning of life is a topic 
that has intrigued philoso-
phers, theologians, and scien-
tists for millennia. Throughout 
history, the search for a univer-
sal answer has given rise to 
some of humanityʼs greatest 
intellectual and spiritual 
achievements.

Ancient philosophies

The unexamined life is not 
worth living.

Socrates

Socrates and Plato, two of the 
most influential thinkers in 
ancient Greece, are known for 
their profound perspectives on 
life. Socrates, in particular, 
believed that a meaningful life 
involved constant reflection 
and questioning of oneʼs beliefs 
and actions. He argued that the 
pursuit of wisdom was human-
ityʼs ultimate goal - and that 
true happiness could only be 
achieved through living a

virtuous life.

Building upon Socratesʼ teach-
ings, Plato proposed that the 
meaning of life lies in the pur-
suit of the good, the true, and 
the beautiful. His theory of 
Forms suggests that there are 
eternal, perfect ideas that exist 
beyond the physical world. By 
understanding and aligning 
ourselves with these higher 
“truths”, one may “transcend” 
to a higher level of existence 
and experience abundance.

(Image source: Wikimedia)

Another prominent thinker is 
Aristotle, who argued that the 
ultimate goal of humanityʼs 
existence is Eudaimonia, or 
flourishing. More than just
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personal happiness, Eudaimo-
nia involves living a life of excel-
lence, fulfilling oneʼs potential, 
and contributing positively to 
society. It is not a fleeting emo-
tion – but a lasting state of well-
being that comes from practic-
ing virtues (e.g. courage, tem-
perance, justice, wisdom) and 
reasoning.

(Image source: Wikimedia)

Happiness is the meaning 
and purpose of life, the 
whole aim and end of 
human existence.

Aristotle

Stoic philosophers have also 
touched on the theme. Accord-
ing to them, the meaning of life

lies in living in accordance with 
nature, virtue, and others. This 
entails:

● Accepting the worldʼs real-
ity as it is

● Aligning actions with the 
universeʼs rational order

● Recognizing oneʼs place 
within the cosmic scheme

● Contributing to the better-
ment of people and future 
generations

To undertake nothing: i. at 
random or without a 
purpose; ii. for any reason 
but the common good.

Marcus Aurelius

(Image source: Wikimedia)
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In ancient China, Confucius and 
his followers proposed that a 
well-lived life involves not only 
personal fulfillment - but also 
contributing to collective well-
being. Through virtuous beha-
vior and adherence to social 
norms, one aligns themselves 
with the cosmic order (天, Tiān) 
and finds ultimate meaning in 
their existence.

Central to Confuciusʼ philoso-
phy is the Five Constant Virtues 
(五常, wǔcháng):

● 仁 (Rén): Benevolence, hu-
maneness, and kindness.

● 禮 (Lǐ): Propriety, ritual, 
and etiquette.

● 義 (Yì): Doing what is right 
and just, even when things 
get difficult.

● 智 (Zhì): Wisdom, intel-
ligence, and knowledge.

● 信 (Xìn): Trustworthiness, 
sincerity, honesty, and 
integrity.

Additionally, a “noble man”

(君子 - junzi) is called to embra-
ce other ideals such as:

● Xiao (孝): Filial piety, or 
respect for oneʼs parents. 
Values such as respect for 
the elders and family har-
mony are seen as essential 
for a well-ordered society 
and a worthy life.

● 修身齊家治國平天下  (Xiū 
shēn qí jiā zhì guó píng 
tiān xià): Meaning “culti-
vate oneself, manage the 
family, govern the state, 
and bring peace to the 
world”, this motto outlines 
a progressive path of deve-
lopment, starting with 
self-cultivation and gradu-
ally expanding to influence 
society at large.

(Image source: Wikimedia)
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Spiritual perspectives

Since ancient times, religious 
and spiritual traditions have 
explored and interpreted the 
meaning of life in various ways.

● Christianity

In Christianity (and other Abra-
hamic religions such as Juda-
ism and Islam), the meaning of 
life is often understood through 
the lens of faith in God and a 
belief in an afterlife. Christians 
typically believe that oneʼs 
ultimate calling is to know and 
love God, and to live according 
to His teachings. This involves 
practicing virtues like love, for-
giveness, and compassion, as 
well as seeking to build a 
relationship with the Divine 
through prayer and worship.

● Hinduism

In Hinduism, one central con-
cept is Dharma, which refers to 
oneʼs moral duty or purpose.

Dharma may vary depending on 
an individualʼs caste, life stage, 
and personal circumstances. 
Hindus believe that by fulfilling 
their Dharma, one may attain 
liberation from the cycle of 
rebirth (samsara) and achieve 
union with the divine (moksha).

● Buddhism

Buddhismʼs stance on the 
meaning of life is closely tied to 
the concept of “suffering” - a 
result of attachment to desires 
and cravings. The path to libe-
ration, which is deemed the 
ultimate goal in life by Budd-
hism, involves practicing the 
Four Noble Truths and the 
Noble Eightfold Path through 
mindfulness, meditation, and 
ethical conduct.

Schools of Buddhism differ in 
their approach to liberation. 
Zen, for example, places a 
strong emphasis on direct expe-
rience and intuition over intel-
lectual understanding.
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Human life has no mean-
ing, no reason, and no 
choice, but we have our 
practice to help us unders-
tand our true self. Then, we 
can change no meaning to 
Great Meaning, which 
means Great Love. We can 
change no reason to Great 
Reason, which means 
Great Compassion.

Zen Master Seung Sahn

While the above-mentioned tra-
ditions may differ in their speci-
fic beliefs and practices, they 
share several common themes:

● The importance of human 
connection - including 
oneʼs relationship with 
their family and the com-
munity.

● The connection with some-
thing greater than oneself.

● The value of ethics.
● The pursuit of knowledge 

and wisdom - understand-
ing the nature of reality,

the self, and the divine is 
seen as key to a meaning-
ful life.

Modern philosophies

● Nihilism

Nihilism, in its most extreme 
form, posits that life is inherent-
ly meaningless. Philosophers 
like Friedrich Nietzsche argued 
that traditional values and 
beliefs have lost their signifi-
cance in modern society. Other 
figures such as Schopenhauer 
proposed that the world is fun-
damentally irrational and filled 
with suffering; hence, one 
should deny oneʼs will, reduce 
desires, and cultivate a detach-
ed, contemplative attitude.
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The happiness we receive 
from ourselves is greater 
than that which we obtain 
from our surroundings.

Arthur Schopenhauer

Despite its seemingly pessimis-
tic outlook, some contempo-
rary scholars have suggested 
that Nihilism can be a potential 
catalyst for growth - by inspir-
ing one to come up with their 
own values and purpose.

Meaning and morality of 
oneʼs life come from within 
oneself. Healthy, strong 
individuals seek self 
expansion by experiment-
ing and by living danger-
ously.

Friedrich Nietzsche

● Absurdism

Emerging in the mid-20th cen-
tury, Absurdism grapples with 
the conflict between human-

ityʼs longing for order and the 
chaotic, indifferent universe. 
One of its prominent figures, 
Albert Camus, argues that the 
human condition is inherently 
“absurd”, as we are confronted 
with the irrationality of exist-
ence and the lack of inherent 
meaning.

Despite this seemingly bleak 
outlook, Camus does not advo-
cate for nihilism or despair. In-
stead, he proposes that we 
should recognize lifeʼs absurd-
ity - while at the same time 
revolting against it. In other 
words, one should be commi-
tted to living life to the fullest 
without caring about a prede-
termined path.

Camus advocated for a pursuit 
of quantitative over qualitative 
experiences. In a world where 
ultimate truths are elusive, one 
needs to actively engage with 
every experience, however 
fleeting or insignificant they 
may seem. This could involve
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anything from simple pleasures 
like reading a book/ spending 
time with loved ones to more 
profound ones like traveling or 
creative endeavors.

The literal meaning of life 
is whatever youʼre doing 
that prevents you from 
killing yourself.

Albert Camus

● Existentialism

Philosophers such as Søren 
Kierkegaard and Jean-Paul 
Sartre have talked extensively 
about the importance of indivi-
dual freedom and responsibil-
ity. They argue that one is ulti-
mately responsible for creating 
their own meaning, no matter 
how daunting it may seem.

Life is not a problem to be 
solved, but a reality to be 
experienced.

Soren Kierkegaard

● Humanism

Humanism is a philosophical 
and ethical stance that promo-
tes human agency and poten-
tial. Humanists often focus on 
the importance of reason, em-
pathy, and social justice. They 
believe that one is capable of 
creating meaning through their 
actions and contributions to 
society.

The meaning of life is to 
live it, as wholly as we can, 
as abundantly as we can, 
as bravely as we can, here 
and now, sharing the expe-
rience with others, caring 
for others as we care for 
ourselves, and accepting 
our responsibility for leav-
ing the world better than 
we found it.

James Hemming

● Spiritualism

Spiritualism, in a modern con-
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text, refers to a belief in the 
existence of a non-physical 
realm or reality - including 
things such as souls, spirits, and 
energy fields. Through practices 
like meditation, yoga, and 
energy healing, one may 
discover a deeper sense of 
purpose.

Psychological theories

● Psychoanalysis

Psychoanalysis, pioneered by 
Sigmund Freud and later expan-
ded by Carl Jung, explores the 
unconscious mind and its influ-
ence on behavior and cons-
ciousness. One of its key con-
cepts is individuation - which 
was proposed by Jung himself.

Individuation is a complex pro-
cess of psychological develop-
ment that involves integrating 
the conscious and unconscious 
aspects of the self. It is a life-
long journey toward wholeness 
and self-realization, in which 
individuals strive to become 
fully themselves.

According to Jung, the meaning 
of life lies in the process of indi-
viduation itself. By delving into 
the depths of the unconscious 
and confronting our shadow 
aspects, we uncover hidden po-
tentials and develop a better 
understanding of ourselves and 
our place in the world.

Until you make the uncons-
cious conscious, it will di-
rect your life and you will 
call it fate.

Carl Jung

● Humanistic psychology

Humanistic psychology, repre-
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sented by figures like Abraham 
Maslow, places a strong empha-
sis on human potential, person-
al growth, and the pursuit of 
meaning. Maslow proposed that 
humanity is driven by a 
hierarchy of needs, ranging 
from basic physiological ones to 
self-actualization. The process 
of fulfilling oneʼs basic demands 
and striving for higher stages 
(until the final level – 
self-actualization) is key to a 
satisfying existence.

● Individual psychology

Alfred Adler, the founder of in-
dividual psychology, believed 
that the meaning of life is not 
something to be found, but ra-
ther something to be created. 
According to him, individuals 
are constantly looking to find 
their place in the world and 
contribute to society. This striv-
ing, he argued, is what gives life 
meaning.

Adlerʼs theory highlights the

importance of social interest 
(community feeling), which 
stems from the desire to feel 
significant, belong, connect 
with others, and contribute to 
the common good. He believed 
that by cultivating strong social 
connections and working to-
ward the betterment of society, 
one may discover purpose and 
fulfillment in the process.

Life in general has no 
meaning. Whatever mean-
ing life has must be assign-
ed to it by the individual.

Alfred Adler

● Existential psychology

Existential psychology, influen-
ced by existentialism, explores 
the human experience and how 
individuals come to terms with 
their existence. One of its most 
notable pioneers is Viktor 
Frankl – who is known for hav-
ing developed logotherapy, a 
form of therapy that promotes
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the search for meaning. He ar-
gued that even in the most diffi-
cult circumstances, one may 
still find a reason to carry on by 
reflecting on their values, rela-
tionships, and contributions to 
others.

● Positive psychology

A more recent field of study, po-
sitive psychology places a focus 
on the strengths and virtues 
that enable individuals to 
thrive. Seligman, a leading fi-
gure in the field, has identified 
several key character strengths, 
such as courage, justice, and 
wisdom, that contribute to a 
meaningful life. Cultivating 
these qualities is essential for 
one to enhance their well-being 
and find greater contentment.

● Contemporary perspect-
ives

Within recent years, clinical 
psychologist Jordan Peterson 
has popularized the idea that

life is about finding a mode of 
being so meaningful that all 
sufferings become irrelevant. 
This can be achieved by accept-
ing the reality of suffering, ac-
knowledging oneʼs own limita-
tions, and striving to embody 
truth, order, and responsibility.

The more responsibility 
you take on, the more 
meaning your life has.

Jordan Peterson

Arts

Throughout history, arts have 
provided a powerful medium 
for exploring the profound 
questions of existence. Within 
the realm of literature, authors 
like Franz Kafka, Fyodor Dosto-
evsky, and Albert Camus have 
delved extensively into themes 
of the human psyche, identity, 
absurdity, and alienation:

● Dostoevskyʼs “Notes from 
Underground”: Through
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the story of a bitter, alie-
nated man, Dostoevskyʼs 
novel raises questions 
about nihilism, free will, 
and the psychological 
depths of human cons-
ciousness.

● Camusʼ “The Myth of Sisy-
phus”: Within his work, 
Camus examines the 
concept of the Absurd, 
where individuals confront 
their desire to find mean-
ing in a chaotic world.

● Tolstoyʼs “Anna Kareni-
na”: More than just a love 
story, “Anna Karenina” is a 
sweeping tale of passion, 
social expectations, and 
personal fulfillment. As the 
characters grapple with 
moral dilemmas and the 
consequences of their 
choices, readers are left to 
ponder questions about 
existence and morality.

Poetry, with its power to evoke 
emotions and inspire thought, 
has been another artistic chan-

nel for contemplating the hu-
man condition. Throughout his-
tory, poets such as Rumi, Willi-
am Wordsworth, John Donne, 
and Emily Dickinson have ex-
tensively explored themes of 
love, loss, joy, sorrow, and the 
nature of reality.

If I can stop one heart from 
breaking, I shall not live in 
vain;
If I can ease one life the 
aching, or cool one pain,
or help one fainting robin 
unto his nest again, I shall 
not live in vain.

Emily Dickinson

Recently, with the rise of cine-
matography comes a new ave-
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nue for artists to scrutinize the 
topic. Countless movies are em-
bedded with profound philoso-
phical and spiritual messages - 
a poignant example is the film 
“Ikiru” by Akira Kurosawa 
(which has been mentioned 
above).

Scientific findings

The concept of “meaning of 
life” is not something that can 
be easily defined or measured, 
due to its subjective and some-
how “metaphysical” nature. As 
a result, conventional science, 
which relies on empirical evi-
dence and objective measure-
ment, typically struggles to ex-
plain it.

That being said, over the years, 
there have been numerous stu-
dies that attempt to shed light 
on certain aspects of the topic.

● Neuroscience

Neuroscience has made signifi-

cant strides in interpreting the 
neural basis of human behavior 
and experience. Research has 
shown that certain brain re-
gions, such as the prefrontal 
cortex, are involved in decision-
making, planning, and self-
awareness. These cognitive 
processes are essential for indi-
viduals to navigate challenges 
and construct their own narra-
tives.

● Evolutionary psychology

From an evolutionary perspec-
tive, the purpose of life is to sur-
vive and reproduce, passing on 
oneʼs genes to the next genera-
tion. It is this instinct that 
shaped humanityʼs behavior 
and prompted us to come up 
with mechanisms that allow us 
to fulfill it. One such mechan-
ism is to search for purpose and 
meaning, which - whether 
through religion, community, or 
personal development - gives 
one a better chance of surviving 
in a chaotic world. It is this
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drive that motivates us to strive 
for something significant, make 
a difference, and leave a legacy.

While this explanation may 
seem incomplete and debat-
able, especially to those who 
prefer a more “humanistic” 
approach, it does provide an 
interesting framework for inter-
preting the reasons behind hu-
manityʼs quest for meaning. At 
the very least (in my opinion), it 
speaks about the significance of 
pleasure and reward. While the 
pursuit of reward may not be 
the sole source of meaning, it 
can certainly push one to strive 
for a more abundant life.

By actively seeking out positive 
experiences, finding joy in the 
present moment, and reward-
ing ourselves for our efforts, we 
reinforce the will to live and 
continue our journey.

On the origin of life

An inherent part of the search

for meaning is to trace back our 
origins (in other words, to ex-
amine the question “Where did I 
come from?”) - both on an in-
dividual and a cosmic level.

How did life come to be? Are we 
alone, or could life exist else-
where? Is our existence a uni-
que accident of nature, or just 
part of a grand cosmic design?

As mentioned, different world-
views offer distinct explana-
tions. Within the realm of sci-
ence, various theories have 
been proposed, including:

● Abiogenesis: The scientific 
study of how life could 
have arisen from non-
living matter through natu-
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ral processes.
● Panspermia: This theory 

suggests that life may have 
originated elsewhere in the 
universe and was brought 
to Earth on meteoroids or 
comets.

And then we have religions, 
which have also attempted to 
tackle the topic. Many religious 
and spiritual beliefs offer expla-
nations for the origin of life, oft-
en involving a divine creator, 
gods, spirits, or other superna-
tural beings. While their inter-
pretations may differ from each 
other, most (if not all) point to 
the existence of an Ultimate 
Reality that gives rise to every-
thing in the universe.

Philosophers have also specula-
ted about the nature of reality. 
Some such as Aristotle assert 
that life is eternal, while others 
argue that it is simply the result 
of a cosmic accident.

As of now, no single theory has

been defined as the “correct” 
answer yet. While I highly doubt 
if humanity will ever come up 
with a definitive explanation, I 
still believe that pondering over 
the origin of creation is a 
worthy effort - a good starting 
point for discovering the mean-
ing of life.

Why, you may ask?

Simply, because it enables us to 
quiet the mind, expand the ho-
rizons, and transcend the limit-
ed self.

It allows us to notice seemingly 
trivial things that we may have 
never paid attention to (in other 
words, we become more mind-
ful), and appreciate the inter-
connectedness of everything.

As we grapple with the vastness 
of the cosmos, the mysteries of 
nature, and the fragility of our 
existence, we cannot help but 
acquire a deeper appreciation 
for the preciousness of life, the
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beauty of the world, and the in-
herent dignity of every being. It 
is this realization that will drive 
us to live more consciously, act 
with compassion, and strive for 
a more sustainable future.

As Masaru Emoto has beautiful-
ly captured in Chapter 3 of his 
book “The Secret Life of Water”:

In every minute of the day, 
about twelve comets, some 
as heavy as 100 tons, fall to 
earth. These comets are 
made up mostly of ice. 
When the ice reaches the 
atmosphere, it forms clouds 
and eventually falls to earth 
in the form of rain to fill the 
ocean. And since we are 
mostly water, in a sense we 
all come from outer space.

Youʼve probably gone out-
side on a clear night to lie 
on your back and look up at 
the stars. Did you ever expe-
rience a feeling like nostal-
gia, maybe memories of

long ago? When you gaze at 
the heavens, your soul is 
taken back in time millions 
and billions of years. Do you 
ever get the feeling that you 
yourself are somehow float-
ing up there in the cosmos, 
like a planet of one?

…

Imagine you have just re-
turned from a trip into 
space. You step off your 
vessel onto our green pla-
net and find yourself stand-
ing in a deep green forest. 
Rays of light filter through 
the trees towering above 
you. Fallen leaves soften the 
ground, and deep-green 
moss envelops the trunk of 
a fallen tree. Ferns cover the 
ground all around you. The 
sounds of life permeate the 
air - the flapping of wings, 
the calling of birds, and the 
wind whistling through the 
trees and shaking the 
leaves.
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As you take a deep breath of 
cool air and let the scents of 
pristine nature fill your 
body, you have a deep reali-
zation that this is your pla-
net and your birthright. 
And that is why you must 
love it and why you do.

On the other hand, as we explo-
re the philosophical musings of 
great thinkers throughout his-
tory, we are prompted to think 
deeply about our own core va-
lues and beliefs too. Perhaps we 
are drawn to the Stoic princi-
ples of virtue and self-control, 
or the Epicurean pursuit of 
tranquility.

Whatever oneʼs worldview is, a 
well-defined personal philoso-

phy should provide a sense of 
direction. When we understand 
our values and aspirations, we 
are better equipped to make 
informed decisions and pursue 
relevant goals - while at the 
same time less likely to be 
swayed by external pressures or 
to succumb to self-doubt.

One thing I would like to note, 
though, is that one should not 
be too obsessed with finding 
out how life has come to be. 
After all, the purpose of reflec-
tion on the past is to cultivate 
understanding and acceptance.

When we become too immersed 
in finding an “ultimate” answer, 
it is easy for us to lose track of 
life and forget to live. Addition-
ally, we are likely to be involved 
in endless, futile arguments 
with people whose views on life 
are different from ours.

What matters, therefore, is to 
leverage our understanding of 
the past as a foundation for
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driving what we are doing right now. To make this world a better 
place to live.

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

41

We began as 
wanderers, and 

we are wanderers 
still. We have 
lingered long 

enough on the 
shores of the 

cosmic ocean.
We are ready at 
last to set sail
for the stars.

Carl Sagan



2.2. IT’S ABOUT FOLLOWING THE “WAY” (道)

As discussed previously, people may head in very different directions 
in search of meaning. That being said, many of them share the same 
threads (e.g. the importance of human agency, moral qualities, con-
nection with others, contribution to the community, etc.), and all ulti-
mately lead to the same destination: a life of joy, significance, and ful-
fillment.

After contemplating the various viewpoints on the topic - and drawing 
from my own experiences, I dare to say:

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

42

The meaning of life is essentially about
realizing and following the “Way” (道)

- whatever it may mean to you.

Does that sound a little bit exot-
ic to you? OK, let me explain.

In Eastern philosophies, the 
“Way” or “Dao” (道) is a multi-
faceted concept that can be 
used to describe various things. 
On a grander scale (as reflected 
in the teachings of traditions 
such as Daoism), it refers to the 
ultimate principle underlying 
all existence - the source of all 
things, the natural order of the 
universe, and the cosmic power 
that shapes creation. In this

sense, it can be compared fa-
vorably with concepts such as 
the “Force” in Star Wars.

However, on a personal, less 
“metaphysical” level, “Dao” 
can be interpreted as a way of 
life/ a particular lifestyle that 
shapes a personʼs identity. It 
involves a set of practices, 
values, beliefs, and ethical 
guidelines that guide indivi-
duals toward a higher state of 
being - self-realization, enlight-
enment, liberation, etc. you
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name it.

Personal growth, knowledge, 
relationships, etc. - all of them 
just represent different facets of 
the “Way”.

(Image source: Wikimedia)

Following the “Way” means 
aligning oneʼs actions and 
thoughts with the natural 
“flow” - so as to move from the 
“stream” to the “sea”, and then 
to the vast “ocean”.

In simpler terms, it is about em-

bracing the fact that we are all 
part of a larger whole - that we 
should strive to grow every day, 
while at the same time cultivat-
ing harmony within ourselves 
and with others.

“That sounds like some sort of 
religion!”. I assume that some of 
you may be thinking so.

Interestingly, the term “道” 
(Way) is widely used in East 
Asian languages to refer to 
religions.

● In Vietnamese, words 
about religions often con-
tain the character “道” 
(pronounced as “đạo”). 
Examples include “đạo 
Phật” (道佛 - Buddhism), 
“đạo Thiên Chúa” (道天主 - 
Christianity), “đạo Cao 
Đài” (道高台 - Caodaism), 
etc.

● In Japanese, most terms 
about religions nowadays 
use the character “教” (lit. 
“teaching”). However, “道”
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is still currently found in 
the term “神道” (Shinto-
ism - the Way of the Gods). 
And back in the day, “道” 
was also found in terms 
such as “仏道” – Budd-
hism. (which has now 
become “仏教”)

● The same phenomenon 
applies to languages like 
Chinese and Korean too. (I 
assume you can do your 
own research on that)

From my own experience, the 
notion of “religion” in East Asia 
differs vastly from that in the 
Western world. It encompasses 
something much broader - not 
simply an organized cult that 
preaches about an extraterres-
trial “entity”.

At its core, it is about a way of 
life, one that enables individu-
als to connect with the Divine 
(天) and the natural world - 
rather than a hierarchical sys-
tem with rigid doctrines.

It represents a more holistic 
approach to spirituality - in that 
the focus is on ensuring a har-
monious relationship between 
humans, nature, and spirits in 
this life. Right here, right now.

So as you can see, there is no-
thing mystic or cult-like about 
the “Way” (道) at all. Quite the 
opposite actually.

Following the “Way” can, 
essentially, be interpreted as 
finding and practicing your 
own “religion” - albeit in a 
much broader sense. (rather 
than only referring to organiz-
ed, established religions). Itʼs 
about tuning in to your inner 
core - intuition, sub-conscious, 
inner wisdom, conscience, etc. - 
acting in accordance with the
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“flow” (instead of resisting it), being humble, and letting the “flow” 
bring you to the “sea” (something that goes beyond the self).
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Despite its Eastern and somehow mystical origin, the essence of 
“Dao” resonates with similar ideas in other traditions - both 

secular and non-secular. Whether itʼs the Daoist concept of Dao, 
the Buddhist notion of the Middle Way, the Christian doctrine of 

“the Way, the Truth, and the Life”, Aristotleʼs concept of 
eudaimonia, or Nietzscheʼs idea of self-overcoming, the 

underlying idea remains the same: a path toward 
self-discovery, holistic maturity, and ethical living.

More than just conventional religions: Traditions such as Sadō (茶道), 
Jūdō (柔道), Kendō (剣道), Bushidō (武士道), etc. also incorporate the 

concept of “Way” (道)

(Image source: Wikimedia)
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The beauty of the “Way” lies in 
its personalized nature. Itʼs a 
unique path that each indivi-
dual must discover for them-
selves. While there are univer-
sal principles and guidelines, 
the specific journey varies from 
person to person:

● Artistic expression: For a 
painter, the “Way” might 
be to create art that evokes 
deep emotions and inspir-
es others to live an abun-
dant life.

● Scientific pursuit: A scien-
tist might find their “Way” 
in discovering new know-
ledge and contributing to 
the betterment of human-
ity.

● Spiritual practice: A seeker 
might seek enlightenment 
through mindfulness prac-
tices.

● Social activism: A social 
activist might dedicate 
their life to fighting for 
justice and equality.

● Parenthood: A parent

might find fulfillment in 
raising children and guid-
ing them on their own 
paths.

“OK, then how do I find my 
Way?”. Some of you may ask.

Well, the answer is not so 
straightforward (we will go over 
it in detail later). As of now, I 
would like to share some com-
mon signs that indicate that you 
may have discovered your own 
“Way”:

● Inner peace: A sense of 
authentic contentment and 
fulfillment.

● Positive impact: Feeling 
that you are making a 
positive difference in the 
world.

● Alignment with values: A 
deep alignment between 
your actions and core 
values.

All in all, itʼs about attaining a 
state of “flow”. Of giving in and
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losing the sense of “self” as a 
result. When that happens, as 
author Ken Mogi has described, 
“things such as daily chores will 
even become enjoyable”.

If you notice yourself doing 
something in a state of “flow”, 
congratulations! You are on the 
path toward realizing what is 
meaningful to you.

The only problem left is, are you 
willing to embrace it? Are you 
willing to let go of social expect-
ations and the praise from 
others - and let yourself be 
transformed?

The act of living is the act 
of flowing. When your soul 
is allowed to flow, you feel 
a burden lifted from your 
weary body, for the soul 
and the body are simply 
two sides of the same coin.

Masaru Emoto

One more thing I would like to

talk about the “Way” is its 
multi-dimensional nature; 
specifically, it covers a wide 
range of aspects of life and does 
not necessarily have to be con-
fined to career/ professional 
development.

At its core, the “Way” is a repre-
sentation of oneʼs view on life, 
their values, and the world. It is 
these perspectives that sepa-
rate humanity from other crea-
tures and enable us to navigate 
lifeʼs ups and downs with grace.

● View on life

This refers to oneʼs personal 
philosophy, including their 
beliefs about the reason for 
existence and attitudes toward
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things such as death, happi-
ness, and suffering. It is this 
outlook that shapes oneʼs goals, 
priorities, and how they 
approach challenges.

Depending on each individual, 
it may manifest as a belief in an 
afterlife or reincarnation, a 
focus on material success or 
spiritual fulfillment, or an em-
phasis on living in the moment 
or planning for the future.

● Values

These are the principles, stand-
ards, or qualities that a person 
considers important or desir-
able; examples include:

-Honesty, integrity, compass-
ion, and loyalty.
-Family, friends, and commu-
nity.
-Success, wealth, social status, 
equality, and freedom.
-etc.

Typically shaped by factors

such as culture, upbringing, and 
personal experiences, our 
values serve as the moral com-
pass that guides our choices, 
decisions, and relationships.

● Worldview

Your worldview is essentially 
the lens through which you 
perceive the world. It entails 
your overall perspectives on 
reality - including the nature of 
the universe, society, and hu-
manity - which play a key role in 
determining your interpretation 
of current events (e.g. being 
optimistic/ pessimistic about 
the future), political views, and 
interaction with others (e.g 
individualistic or collectivist).

Key questions to identify oneʼs 
worldview:

-What is the nature of reality?
-How do we know what is true?
-What is the relationship bet-
ween humans and the natural 
world?
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Examples:

-Materialism: Reality is based 
on matter.
-Idealism: Reality is fundamen-
tally mental or spiritual.
-Relativism: Truth is subjective 
and varies from person to 
person, from culture to culture.

The views on life, values, and 
the world are interconnected 
and often influence each other. 
For example, a person with a 
strong belief in karma is likely 
to adopt values centered 

around compassion and non-
violence - and to interpret 
events as a cycle of cause and 
effect. (e.g. the suffering/ bad 
things that happen to one are 
the result of past wrongdoings - 
whether in this life or the 
previous lives; hence, they 
should focus on doing good 
deeds instead of complaining 
about their misfortunes. At the 
same time, others should show 
compassion to those in misery - 
i.e. to override peopleʼs karma 
with their own Dharma)
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MY PILGRIMAGE TO
THE “WAY”
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Not all those who wander
are lost.

J. R. R. Tolkien



Now come my personal anecdotes. I find it pretty challenging to sum 
up my “Way” into a single sentence; hence, I will go over my previous 
life stages point by point. Hopefully, through my sharing, you will 
have the chance to better understand yourself and find the answer on 
your own.

One thing I have noticed is that people often associate things like 
purpose and the meaning of life with their careers. While that is 
understandable, I believe there is more to life than just what one does 
to make a living. Specifically, we need to have a clear understanding 
of our core values and personal philosophies.

As such, I would like to divide my sharing into three separate sections.

● Professional path
● Personal values
● View on life & the world

Let us go over each section one at a time, shall we?
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As of 2024, it has been 7 years 
since I first entered the labor 
market. For the last 7 years, I 
have been through a total of 4 
companies in 4 different fields: 
retail, healthcare, business 
training, and digital marketing.

To me, these 4 stages somehow 
reminded me of the 4 seasons in 
the year. A series of transi-
tions, each one a stepping stone 
on the path toward realizing 
who I am - and what I hold dear 
most.

Spring: A budding career

In 2017, fresh out of university, I 
had very little idea of which di-
rection to take and only wished 
for a place to work. After a few 
attempts, I got a part-time job 
as a translator at a Japanese 
retail company for 2 months.

Somehow, after 2 months, the 
department manager decided 
to retain me and offered me the 
position of Content Officer -

whose role was to create pro-
duct content for the companyʼs 
e-commerce site.

At that time, I just knew that I 
loved content creation (though I 
was not sure why yet), so I 
happily accepted it. As a junior 
at that time, I just loved having 
a job to do and learn new things 
(even if these “new things” 
were actually trivial in the eyes 
of more experienced people).

Like a young sapling, I was 
eager to soak up knowledge and 
experience, excited about the 
opportunities that lay ahead. 
Not to mention, I felt that the 
companyʼs working 
environment was really friendly 
and cooperative (compared to 
some Vietnamese companies 
where I had worked for a short 
time before), so why not?

Initially, everything was fine. 
The work aligned with my intui-
tion, igniting a spark of creati-
vity. I was eager to learn and
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grow, feeling as though I was on 
the right path.

However, as time went on, the 
once-promising task of crafting 
engaging product descriptions 
gradually transformed into a 
monotonous cycle of data 
entry.

I was supposed to create hund-
reds of product pages for the 
companyʼs e-commerce project 
on a weekly basis. No clear re-
quirements in terms of content 
quality - what mattered was just 
to meet the numbers.

Many times, I received no infor-
mation on the products I had to 
write about from the merchan-
dising department, so I ended 
up copying content from other 
e-commerce sites. You can ima-
gine what it was like, canʼt you?

I worked like a robot, not a real 
person. Just copy & paste; no 
creativity, no skills at all! Like 
how the character Kanji Wata-

nabe in “Ikiru” does his job - 
just stamping papers and redi-
recting all requests to other 
departments.

(Image source: Facebook)

A far cry from the stimulating 
work I had envisioned.

As the tasks became increasing-
ly mundane, I felt a growing 
disconnect between my work 
and my true purpose. It was as 
if I had strayed from the path, 
losing sight of the “Way.”

My enthusiasm began to dwind-
le. I found myself trapped in a 
repetitive routine. The spark 
that had ignited my passion for 
the job soon became extingui-
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shed, leaving me to question 
my career trajectory and the 
value I was adding to the world.

Despite the dissatisfaction, I 
hesitated to make a change. 
Fear of the unknown held me 
back, and I clung to the familiar, 
even though it was no longer 
nourishing my soul.

To a certain extent, I was still 
able to find meaning in the 
connections I shared with my 
team members (many of whom 
I still stay in contact with up to 
now; one of them I even regard 
as a mentor).

I loved their friendliness. I che-
rished the many times we were 
in the warehouse together to 
process customersʼ orders.

And I enjoyed the parties that 
the team occasionally held 
(everyone was so warm-
hearted that I completely forgot 
all of my “suffering” at work 
while dining with them).

At the same time, I also adored 
the transparent policies and the 
cooperative working culture at 
the company (something that I 
never experienced again in 
other companies). As a result, I 
hung on, despite my feelings of 
resentment toward my work.

I stuck to this monotonous job 
for 2 years, until I finally made 
up my mind and decided to take 
a “leap of faith” - driven by the 
awareness that if I didnʼt 
change soon, I would never be 
able to.

Despite the advice that my 
team leader and department 
manager gave (they both en-
couraged me to reconsider my 
decision), I decided to follow 
my heart - even though I didnʼt
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know where I would end up yet.

I knew for sure that for the last 
2 years, I had not been able to 
develop my professional skills, 
and my inaction would cost me 
if I continued letting it dictate 
my choices.

And deep down, I realized that I 
was not drawn to the retail in-
dustry. Despite not being aware 
of where my calling was yet, I 
knew that it had nothing to do 
with retailing or merchandising.

At that time, I was somehow 
divided between continuing an 
office job and taking a different 
route. As my English skills were 
decent compared to the other 
employees (I assume you can 
imagine how it feels to comm-
unicate in English within a tra-
ditional Japanese company), 
my team leader once suggested 
that I work part-time as an 
English teacher.

To be honest, this was some-

thing that I used to think of 
while in university, although I 
didnʼt really embrace it (proba-
bly because I, due to peer pres-
sure and peopleʼs opinions, 
regarded teaching as a lowly job 
- one that did not match my 
university education and did 
not come with a career ladder).

That said, the idea still popped 
up in my mind from time to 
time - and my team leaderʼs 
comments made me think a lot.

Lessons:

● Despite the stagnation, this 
2-year period has taught 
me the importance of 
tuning in to my intuition 
and making bold decisions, 
even when the path ahead 
is uncertain. Just as nature 
sheds its old leaves to 
make way for new growth, 
so must we let go of the 
familiar and embrace the 
unknown when the time 
comes.
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● The early stages of life/ 
career are a time for explo-
ration and experimenta-
tion, where we sow the 
seeds of our future. Donʼt 
be afraid to take risks, 
accept failure, and learn 
from mistakes. For it is 
through these experien-
ces that one may truly 
blossom.

● Sometimes, we can derive 
meaning from things such 
as relationships and better 
endure hardships as a re-
sult. That said, such a 
sense of meaning is subject 
to change, for it comes 
from an external source - 
not from inside. There is no 
guarantee that it will stick 
once conditions are chan-
ged or enough time has 
passed.

Summer: A period of discovery

After leaving my first company, I 
managed to land a job at a 
healthcare startup (specifically,

a medical tourism business). To 
be honest, the pay wasnʼt what 
I expected (if not worse than my 
previous company); however, I 
just grabbed the chance be-
cause I really liked the CEO 
(after having a discussion with 
him in my interview), and 
because I was drawn to his 
vision.

Initially, the companyʼs motto 
of “connecting patients to the 
best healthcare providers at 
the most affordable prices” 
resonated with me. Not to 
mention, the promise of creat-
ive freedom, a flat organization-
al structure, and the chance to 
work with a diverse internation-
al team (which means I can
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both improve my professional 
skills and practice English at the 
same time) - all of them I found
truly refreshing and enticing.

However, as the months 
passed, a sense of disillusion-
ment began to creep in.

The companyʼs focus shifted 
from its original mission to a 
more profit-driven approach, 
prioritizing short-term gains 
over long-term impact. Instead 
of promoting all types of treat-
ment, they decided to place a 
strong emphasis on experimen-
tal, yet costly therapies such as 
stem cell injection. Simply, 
because these generated a 
great deal of money.

It became increasingly clear to 
me that the company was more 
interested in capitalizing on 
trends than providing genuine 
value to patients (though I can 
somehow sympathize with the 
decisions of the CEO back then, 
given that he had to prove that

the business was growing to 
retain the investors/ stakehold-
ers). The shift in strategy raised 
ethical concerns and conflicted 
with my personal values.

For people with virtually no 
medical knowledge to promote 
an unchecked medical solu-
tion… For a healthcare busi-
ness to adopt a purely ecomm-
erce mindset… I just felt that 
something was deeply wrong.

…

The once vibrant and collabora-
tive work environment became 
increasingly fragmented. The 
lack of clear direction and inter-
nal power struggles (which I 
would prefer not to discuss in 
detail) resulted in an unwelco-
ming atmosphere that stifled 
innovation. In the end, the com-
pany was essentially divided 
into 2 “sides”, and most of the 
staff just came to work seem-
ingly to get their pay instead of 
contributing to a greater whole.
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What a stark contrast compared 
to the harmonious and support-
ive environment I had experien-
ced in my previous role!

Amidst this chaos, I began to 
question the true meaning of 
work. Was it merely a means to 
an end, or was there something 
more to it? Should I care too 
much about what I did, or 
should I look for a path that 
resonates with my values and 
priorities?

After all, what did I care about 
anyway?

It didnʼt take long before I reali-
zed that I was drawn to roles 
that allowed me to connect 
with people on a deeper level, 
to inspire and educate. The 
opportunity to shape young 
minds and empower people to 
reach their full potential was 
incredibly fulfilling.

The idea of becoming an Eng-
lish teacher came back to me, 

causing me to end up enrolling 
in a TESOL course. However, I 
still only thought of teaching as 
a part-time job to sustain my 
living, not something to pursue 
seriously yet. The traditional 
view of teaching as a less presti-
gious profession than a tradi-
tional office job lingered, and I 
struggled to reconcile my aspi-
rations with societal expecta-
tions.

While teaching held some 
appeal, I felt a stronger pull 
toward the world of digital 
marketing. After all, I had been 
working as a content creator up 
to that point - and becoming a 
full-stack digital marketer, I 
assumed, was just a natural 
upgrade. Not to mention, the 
blend of creativity, data analy-
sis, strategy, and technology
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just seemed really appealing to 
me (and fitting my work expe-
riences too).

One day, I stumbled upon a new 
opportunity - when I received 
an email from the manager of a 
business training provider ask-
ing if I would be interested in 
working for them.

Somehow, I felt as if I had found 
a job that matched my vibration 
- my hadō (波動). I didnʼt know 
why, but for the first time, my 
soul felt as if it had spotted a 
“light in the darkness”.

The role seemed to align per-
fectly with my skills and inte-
rests, and I felt an immediate 
connection to the companyʼs 
mission. It was as if I had finally 
found my true calling - one that 
would allow me to use my tal-
ents to make a difference!

Trusting my intuition, I went to 
the interview and was then 
offered the position.

Lessons:

● Despite the disillusion-
ment, this period has ena-
bled me to gain a deeper 
understanding of the com-
plexities of business. While 
the initial allure of the 
startupʼs mission was 
strong, the reality fell short 
of the ideal. It was a stark 
reminder of how one may 
end up if they did not start 
from a solid philosophical 
foundation.

● At the heart of the meaning 
of life is the ability to con-
nect with our true selves, 
align every action with our 
values, follow our pass-
ions, and contribute to the 
greater good.
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Fall: A season of crisis & re-
evaluation

I entered my lifeʼs new chapter 
full of hope and enthusiasm. I 
upgraded myself and became a 
full-stack digital marketer at a 
mission-driven coaching & 
training organization. Its motto 
of “Transforming leaders & 
changing the world for the bet-
ter” resonated with my values, 
and I was eager to contribute to 
this noble cause.

After all, I found coaching some-
thing really fascinating (even 
though I did not fully under-
stand its nature yet at that 
time). I just felt that it was an 
amazing way to help people. 
Maybe my passion for it had to 
do with my previous life experi-
ences and educational back-
ground too…

Initially, the companyʼs culture 
seemed supportive and inspi-
ring. Everyone seemed so nice 
and helpful (to the point that

many times I felt as if I was at 
home rather than at work).

However, it soon dawned on me 
that there were various things I 
was not psychologically prepar-
ed for.

It was not long before I disco-
vered that I was working in a 
family business, whose main 
focus was more on self-
promotion and luxury clientele 
than on making a genuine im-
pact. Their key message was 
always about “the best” rather 
than “better”, and the manage-
ment seemed to be extremely 
obsessed with winning clients 
from multinational organiza-
tions (who, they believed, had 
“more money to spare”).

I then found myself caught in a 
dilemma. While I believed in the 
power of coaching and personal 
development, I could not come 
to terms with the companyʼs 
execution. I had been looking
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for a more inclusive and egali-
tarian philosophy - one that 
prioritized the collective good 
over individual gain. Something 
that resembled that of Kyocera 
and other similar ideologies. 
Not something that was only 
about promoting certain so-
called “gurus” like this.

The whole business operation, I 
found, was just too centralized. 
Everything important (especial-
ly those that concerned spend-
ing money) had to be controlled 
by the Headquarters (HQ); the 
other branches just needed to 
follow suit and focus on selling/ 
winning clients on their own. 
Very few updates about strate-
gy were regularly informed to 
those working in the branches 
(maybe except for a few quar-
terly meetings - which seemed 
to me to be more like an oppor-
tunity for people to brag about 
themselves rather than to learn 
and work on any clear agenda).

I felt as if I was trapped in a cri-

sis. Had I made an ill-judged 
choice? After all, why did I feel 
so thrilled in the beginning? 
What was wrong?

Eventually, I decided to take 
matters into my own hands and 
did a lot of seemingly “rebel-
lious” things that upset the es-
tablished norms (e.g. creating a 
local website for more control 
over marketing activities; set-
ting up a self-managed mailing 
system instead of using the one 
used by the Headquarter - 
which only sent emails to 
Spam, etc.).

My actions were driven by a 
sense of self-righteousness. I 
didn't mean to challenge the 
status quo; I just believed that 
what I was doing was “right” 
(and hence I took full responsi-
bility for it).

Now reflecting on this period, I 
realize that I have not been very 
wise in every decision. That 
said, I acted purely out of
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personal conviction, and it was 
my conviction that gave me a 
sense of meaning to continue 
the job (despite indifference/ 
opposition/ suspicion from 
others).

It was as if there was some kind 
of a warrior spirit “burning” 
inside me at that time!

Some of my actions may have 
been perceived as disobedient; 
however, they all stemmed 
from a sincere desire to make a 
difference.

That said, even the greatest 
conviction has to come to an 
end at some time.

…

As one year passed, so too did 
my hopes and dreams for this 
particular role. I realized that 
my values and aspirations were 
not fully aligned with the com-
panyʼs vision (even though I did 
not quite understand the rea-

sons why at that time).

It was a painful realization, but 
it was also a necessary one.

Lessons:

● While the external circum-
stances may not always be 
ideal, our inner strength 
and resilience will guide us 
through the darkest times.

● Even when faced with 
adversity, one may still 
find meaning if they have 
a core set of values to stay 
true to.

● While my intentions were 
good, my methods were 
sometimes misguided. In 
other words, I was too rigid 
and self-righteous. Now I 
have internalized the im-
portance of diplomacy and 
compromise, as well as the 
value of patience and per-
severance. Standing up for 
oneʼs beliefs is essential; 
yet itʼs equally important 
to approach conflict with
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empathy and understand-
ing.

Winter: A time of reflection & 
renewal

As mentioned, after one year of 
working full-time at the Coach-
ing & Training organization 
above, I felt as if my dream had 
been broken. My only wish was 
to leave - I no longer cared 
about where I would end up. 
Anywhere was fine to me.

And so, incidentally, I found 
myself “drifting” to a digital 
agency (while still working part-
time for the previous employ-
er). To the outsiders, everything 
about this job seemed fine - the 
pay, the projects, the fame of 
the clients, etc.

However, I felt very empty in-
side (which, I assumed, was an 
effect of leaving my full-time 
job at the previous company - 
where I had thought I would 
spend my lifetime). I no longer

felt emotional in my work; I just 
did what I was told to do with-
out even caring for the reasons 
behind it.

It was as if I had fallen into a 
deep slumber, a state of apathy 
and indifference. The spark that 
once ignited my passion had 
been extinguished, replaced by 
a cold, empty void.

While working at the agency, I 
often found myself given a 
bunch of random tasks (many 
of which seem very trivial and 
nonsense to me) without having 
a faint idea of the “why” behind 
them. From time to time, I was 
given tasks like:

● “Audit this website for me”
● “Draft this proposal”
● “Propose an optimization 

plan for this potential 
client”

● “Fill in this section of the 
proposal”

And I just did, without even
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being informed about or ques-
tioning the cause behind that. 
After all, team spirit, I felt, was 
very low at the company. Every-
one just acted individually, and 
my so-called manager at that 
time seemed not to be bothered 
much by my presence. Many 
times, he acted as if he was the 
only one on the team.

When I handed in my work, it 
was a norm for the manage-
ment to change metrics/ data/ 
texts in my proposed plan with-
out even giving an explanation 
(sometimes they even turned it 
into a completely different 
plan). Then I got no updates if a 
proposal worked or not - or if a 
lead was converted or not 
(unless I asked about it).

A bunch of days just went on 
and on. Sometimes, because of 
time constraints and the very 
little information I received 
about the clientʼs business, I 
ended up copying from previ-
ous templates (just changed

some words and metrics) so 
that I could just get away from 
it.

But there was always a voice in 
my head that whispered: “So 
boring, so meaningless!”

Many times I caught myself 
wondering: “Why do I care 
about meaning anyway? Just 
do what you are told to do and 
receive your monthly pay - 
thatʼs all that matters!”

I kept repeating things like that, 
but deep down, I knew some-
thing was inherently wrong. 
That I was working and living 
like a zombie. That it was not 
the authentic “me”. Not the one 
who burned with the “warrior 
spirit” one year ago.

Deep down, I knew (even 
though I hated to admit it) that 
my vision lay at the previous 
company. Or, to be more speci-
fic, the coaching & training 
industry.
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And then, a new manager join-
ed my team (he has now be-
come, kind of, my spiritual 
mentor). His passion, integrity, 
and dedication to work later 
ignited a spark within me.

It was he who awakened me 
from my “spiritual hibernation” 
and reignited my sense of 
meaning.

Many times, I saw him enthusi-
astically debate with and chal-
lenge the Head of Operation/ 
CEO - even though he was not 
able to speak English well 
(hence he struggled a lot while 
discussing with them/ explain-
ing his vision). As I observed 
him, I could not help but recall 
how I had acted in the same 
way while in the previous 
company.

I thought and thought a lot. Day 
by day, my passion was slowly 
rekindled.

At the same time, the various

conversations I had with that 
manager prompted me to think 
about many things in life - not 
just about work. They caused 
me to re-evaluate my world-
view and outlook on life.

…

Time passed, and things be-
came clearer to me. Among the 
many realizations I came up 
with, one of them was about 
the role of work in my life.

I recognized that a traditional 
corporate career (especially in 
an industry like Digital Market-
ing) was not the path for me, as 
its over-emphasis on profit did 
not align with my values.

Not something too focused on
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making money. Not one that 
just chased vanity stuff like so-
cial trends. Not one that was 
too eager to embrace things like 
AI - without taking ethical con-
cerns into consideration. Not 
one who was ready to slack 
people and put more work on 
the current employees - just for 
the sake of saving costs.

Something more meaningful, 
more “humane”. Something 
that had to do with human de-
velopment (which was the rea-
son I was drawn to the coaching 
business previously).

My true calling, as I figured, lay 
in helping others, in guiding 
them on their own path. Not in 
the business landscape.

With this new insight, I decided 
to take a leap of faith and resign 
from my position - without 
applying for any other 
company.

Leaving the corporate world 

was a daunting decision, but it 
was one that I did not regret. 
After all, it gave me more time 
and quietness to reflect on my 
life up to then and pursue my 
own agenda.

Years back, when I was still in 
the previous company, I used to 
think about creating a website 
that catered to something in the 
self-help niche. I didnʼt know 
what it was about yet, so I did 
not proceed with it.

However, as I was about to hand 
in my resignation, I start-
ed to seriously think about it.

“What is the specific self-help 
thing that I care about? Who am 
I?”

And then a keyword came to my 
mind: self-discovery! It was at 
that point that I kickstarted this 
blog and embarked on a jour-
ney of self-exploration.

After a time working on this
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blog, I recognized the more spe-
cific things related to self-
discovery that I was passionate 
about. One of them was about 
understanding human behavi-
or; in other words, Psychology 
in general.

I remember back in university, I 
was somehow thrilled when in-
troduced to the Marketing sub-
ject. At that time, I was not 
quite sure why.

Now that I know myself better, 
it seems to me that the reason 
for my interest had to do with 
the fact that Marketing enabled 
me to glimpse into the 
“psyches” of people. In other 
words, to better understand 
myself and others.

I realized that after all, it was 
not Marketing that I was 
interested in - but Psychology!

I was drawn to Marketing not 
because of interest in business, 
money, social trends/ memes,

or the ability to “manipulate” 
people. But because of the wish 
to understand people (or so it 
seems).

After all, psychology is closely 
related to coaching (which I am 
deeply interested in). Most re-
nowned coaches today have an 
educational background in psy-
chology. So it seemed to me 
that learning about psychology 
is just “a stone that hits two 
birds”.

This newfound “revelation” 
ignited a fire within me. I felt a 
sense of purpose and direction 
that I had been missing for so 
long!

Researching psychology on my 
own has enabled me to under-
stand more about myself and 
people - as well as to act more 
calmly in the face of lifeʼs prob-
lems and the annoyances 
caused by others.

…
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And then as time passed, I 
found out one more thing that I 
cared for even more deeply: 
Philosophy!

Philosophy, after all, is about 
seeking truth and knowledge - 
something that I have always 
been fond of since I was a high 
school student. The human 
condition and the nature of 
reality - these are topics that 
philosophy deals with and are 
themes that have drawn my 
attention from time to time.

I remember back in the day, I 
was deeply passionate about 
self-expression activities like 
drawing, writing fiction novels 
(well, if I can call those childish 
books “novels”), playing instru-
ments, and vocalizing. About 
seeking truth and attaining 
knowledge.

Philosophy, I think, is just ano-
ther way to revive these inte-
rests - albeit in a more mature 
and holistic manner – and re-

connect to my “inner child”.

So again, I found another gem 
hidden within my mind!

Some people may think that I 
have been drifting too much 
among different fields. That 
said, I believe that what I have 
been doing up to now all boils 
down to the same core: 
contribute to humanity as a 
whole, while letting go of the 
self in the process.

This, as I have figured out, is my 
“Way” in life. My “Dao”. My 
“religion”!

…

As of now, it has been one year 
since my retirement from the
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last company. One “gap year” of 
reflection, writing, meeting 
different people, and reuniting 
with my previous colleagues/ 
friends has allowed me to get 
back on track and gain clarity in 
myself. Not to mention, it has 
also taught me the importance 
of slowing down, enjoying the 
moment, savoring my connec-
tions, saving money, and mana-
ging my own finances - among 
other things.

To be honest, I am still in the 
process of peeling layers within 
myself. That said, as of now, I 
believe that I am on the right 
path.

Sometimes, I feel as if I was 
treading in a maze - or working 
on a puzzle. Slowly piecing 
things together - like Yugi 
solving the Millennium Puzzle. 
Like Pharaoh Atem navigating 
the labyrinth within his mind 
searching for his “true name”.

The process of solving my lifeʼs

“puzzle”, while challenging and 
filled with unexpected twists, 
makes me feel exhilarated. It 
causes me to feel as if I am 
living the most abundantly.

(Image source: Pinterest)

With each “piece” that I mana-
ge to put into the bigger picture 
comes newfound knowledge 
and a boost to my sense of pur-
pose. Though the future is un-
certain, I am ready to embrace 
it. For I am no longer a mere cog 
in a machine; I am a creator, a 
thinker, and a seeker of truth!

I am ready to move on - and 
begin a new chapter in my life!

Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter… 
and then Spring!
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Lessons:

● The pursuit of meaning is an ongoing journey. It is a process of 
constant exploration, experimentation, and evolution.

● Itʼs better to find meaning in the moments instead of trying to 
discover the “ultimate” meaning of life. What matters to us in the 
past may turn out not in the present and future; as such, we 
should never be afraid of taking “leaps of faith”.

● Instead of letting people dictate your choices, listen to what your 
heart has to say. For it KNOWS the answer. For it is a tangible 
manifestation of the “Way” within you.

● From time to time, we need to carve out moments for self-
reflection - not to blame or pass the buck, but to understand. To 
realize that we have been “wandering” aimlessly mostly because 
of ignorance (i.e. lack of knowledge) about ourselves, others, and 
the world.
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1. Anti-materialism

One thing I know for sure about 
myself is that Iʼve always been 
drawn to a minimal, even asce-
tic, way of life.

While I appreciate the comforts 
and conveniences that material 
possessions provide, Iʼve never 
been particularly materialistic. 
Many times, talks about luxuri-
ous lifestyles even repel me - 
physically and mentally.

Perhaps this has to do with a 
deep-seated belief (whether as 
a result of previous experiences 
or karmas or whatever) that 
true wealth comes from factors 
within (e.g. honor, dignity, 
intellect), not from external 
ones. A very “Stoic” mindset, I 
might say.

I remember once reading “The 
Autobiography of Fukuzawa 
Yukichi” and came across the 
following passages in Chapter 
XIII:

I was very careful and scru-
pulous in spending money, 
but in the art of making 
money, I was indeed very 
indifferent. I do not mean 
that I was not informed, or 
that I had no knowledge of 
the general principles of 
business - but simply that I 
had no taste or inclination 
to engage in buying or sell-
ing, lending or borrowing. 
Also, the idea of the samu-
rai that trade was not our 
proper occupation prevail-
ed in my mind, I suppose.

…

In the early years of the 
Restoration, I translated a 
book on the methods of 
bookkeeping, and I know 
that all the current texts 
follow the example of my 
book. So I should know 
something of the practice, if 
not enough to be an expert. 
But apparently the brains 
of a writer of books and 
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those of a businessman are 
different; I cannot put my 
bookkeeping into use. I 
even have great difficulty in 
understanding the files 
which other people make. 
Of course if I made a special 
effort to work them out, I 
could no doubt decipher 
them, but I prefer to leave 
all these things, including 
the accounts of my school 
and my newspaper, to 
younger men, my only 
concern being the final 
figures.

…

It must hark back to the in-
born nature of the feudal 
samurai, or to my old habit 
of studentʼs desk-drawer 
accounts.

When I ponder over these pass-
ages, I cannot help but sympa-
thize with Yukichiʼs viewpoint. 
After all, to a certain extent, I 
have been thinking the same

way too - disconnected from the 
conventional pursuit of fi-
nancial success.

Iʼve always been more interes-
ted in abstract concepts than in 
money. The thought of haggling 
over prices, or the cutthroat 
nature of business negotiations, 
has never appealed to me.

Iʼve often felt more at 
home in the world of ideas, 
where the focus is on un-
derstanding and creating, 
rather than acquiring and 
possessing.

While others may be captivated 
by the allure of material posse-
ssions and personal reputation, 
I find myself more intrigued by 
the depths of human thought 
and the pursuit of knowledge.

Itʼs as if Iʼm wired differently, 
with a mind that yearns for phi-
losophical inquiry and spiritual 
exploration rather than the pur-
suit of wealth and status.
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It has got to the point that 
sometimes, I decide to just 
settle a financial dispute or a 
stagnated task by paying the 
money myself. Too much 
trouble, thatʼs just how I think.

To some people, what I do may 
seem foolish or even arrogant. 
“Fine”, I think. “Spare me the 
talk about money!”

I recall being more interested in 
books and imaginative play 
(e.g. building an artificial “Jura-
ssic Park” from my dinosaur fi-
gures) than in toys and gadgets 
when I was a kid. As I grew old-
er, this inclination only deep-
ened.

While my peers were focused on 
the latest trends and brand

names, I was more concerned 
with understanding the world 
and my place within it.

Ironically, I later chose to pur-
sue a degree in International 
Business at a prestigious uni-
versity in my country. However, 
I made such a decision only so 
that my parents could comfort-
ably “boast” about me when 
talking with their neighbors, 
friends, and relatives - rather 
than being “humiliated” by 
rude and mean comments from 
some of them.

Deep down, my heart was never 
truly in business. The focus on 
profit, market share, and finan-
cial metrics - I just felt that they 
were hollow, unsatisfying, and 
even appalling.

Inside, I yearned for a more 
meaningful pursuit (though at 
that time, I was not aware of 
what it was yet).

In recent years, Iʼve come to
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realize that Iʼm drawn to ca-
reers that allow me to help 
others, to make a positive im-
pact on the community - whe-
ther itʼs through volunteering, 
coaching/ mentoring, or simply 
offering a listening ear.

Itʼs not that I completely reject 
the need for financial stability. 
However, I believe that work 
should contribute to the greater 
good. While financial compen-
sation is important, it should 
never be the primary motivator.

Itʼs this belief that has been 
guiding my choices, shaping my 
life, and rewarding me with a 
sense of meaning up to now.

It is this underlying premise 
that has drawn me to the coach-
ing & training industry, prompt-
ed me to act “rebelliously” 
while working at the third 
company, and caused me to 
never stop recalling my time at 
that company (even after I was 
no longer employed full-time

there).

My “Way” is not that of a busi-
nessman or a traditional office 
person, but that of a scholar!

Itʼs not that Iʼm completely im-
mune from the allure of mate-
rialism. I remember in February 
2024, I got into a mental crisis 
and somehow could not find 
meaning in what I had been 
doing (specifically, concerning 
this blog).

I have now recognized the rea-
son why. It was because I attri-
buted meaning to vanity me-
trics and achievements such as 
website traffic and revenue. 
Because I was too concerned 
about the potential to earn 
profits and sustain my life by
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developing this blog.

To a certain extent, I might say 
that at that time, I was still 
somehow obsessed with my 
previous life path. I still clung 
to “what was”, instead of em-
bracing “what is”. In other 
words, I was “lukewarm” - 
neither “hot” nor “cold”.

A lesson for me, I guess. As soon 
as I realized that, I decided to 
adopt a new direction. Like the 
philosophy that Inamori has 
chosen for Kyocera (“Respect 
the Divine and love people” - 敬
天愛人), the purpose of this 
blog would be to serve the com-
munity - not solely for my per-
sonal gains.

Within my ability, I would do my 
best to refrain from lowly tac-
tics that marketers and those 
fascinated with AI/ money-
making often resorted to (e.g. 
creating a bunch of low-quality, 
“trash” content using automa-
ted tools; spamming forums,

etc.).

Somehow, I felt that this direc-
tion deeply resonated with tea-
chings such as the Golden Rule 
(“Treat others as you would like 
them to treat you”) and the 
Christian tenet “Love the Lord - 
Love your neighbor”.

While taking care of this blog 
has cost me the time to do some 
part-time jobs and other things 
that would have helped me 
earn more money and en-
sure financial stability, I do not 
regret my choice.

For I know that thereʼs a mean-
ing to what I have been doing 
(even if Iʼm just making that up 
in my mind).
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Even if my blog or monthly 
editions have no readership, I 
will continue doing my work, 
just like how a student would 
regularly hand in his assign-
ments to his professor.

For I know that what Iʼm doing 
is contributing to the society - 
to many people out there.

That I will become a different, 
better person after each new 
piece of content is published.

That there is a reason behind 
what Iʼm striving for.

If anyone is to counter argue
by saying that such an anti-
materialistic viewpoint is 
foolish or “dehumanizing”, I 
have only these words for them:

Memento Mori!

Remember that you must die - 
someday! And that day may 
come sooner than expected!

2. Social harmony

Iʼve always been drawn to the 
Japanese concept of wa or 
nagomi (和), which revolves 
around harmony, peace, and 
cooperation. Accordingly, indi-
viduals should adopt a holistic 
lifestyle that balances their per-
sonal needs with the collective 
good; additionally, consensus-
building and compromise 
should be encouraged under all 
circumstances.

This cultural philosophy perme-
ates various aspects of Japan-
ese society, from business prac-
tices to interpersonal relation-
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ships - and it perfectly aligns 
with my commitment to social 
harmony (which, I believe, is 
deeply intertwined with my 
anti-materialistic stance).

I believe that no matter what 
one does, it has to bring value 
to the community (just like how 
Inamori leads his company Kyo-
cera). Not just for oneʼs own 
sake. Not just for making even 
more money.

Speaking of which, I remember 
one day while walking down the 
street around noon, I noti-
ced how houses facing west 
were exposed to much harsher 
sunlight than those facing east.

It struck me that everyone 
desires the best (“facing east”), 
but someone must inevitably 
face the less desirable circum-
stances (“facing west”).

If everyone just chooses what is 
easy, then who will take on the 
hard work?

This realization prompted me to 
internalize a simple truth: life is 
about coexistence and harmo-
ny; as such, one must be willing 
to give in and make concess-
ions/ sacrifices when necessary.

It reinforced my belief in the 
importance of compromise and 
understanding, as well as the 
need to consider the needs of 
others.

By focusing on intrinsic values 
and meaningful work, one may 
cultivate a greater sense of 
empathy and compassion for 
others.

When we prioritize the well-
being of others and the collect-
ive good, we create a more har-
monious and equitable society 
(which is, I believe, a dream 
that all of us share - maybe with 
the exception of those who 
have gone insane and psycho-
paths like the Joker in Batman).

This belief has guided my car-

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

77



3.2. PERSONAL VALUES

eer choices and personal rela-
tionships. It has drawn me to 
work that leaves a positive im-
pact on society - as well as rela-
tionships with people who 
share my values.

In my life, Iʼve always been 
more interested in collabora-
tion and cooperation than in 
competition and individual 
achievement. Just as we would 
not want to be treated unfairly, 
we should strive to respect and 
treat people with kindness and 
compassion.

Just as nature seeks harmony, 
so too should we strive for ba-
lance in our relationships and 
interactions with others. We 
need to be willing to listen to 
different perspectives, to find 
common ground, and to com-
promise when necessary.

After all, life, as author Ken 
Mogi has described, can be 
likened to a “swamp”. Just like 
how there are a lot of bacteria

in our intestines, a swamp is a 
diverse ecosystem filled with 
countless diverse creatures.

For some people, imagining the 
existence of so many different 
“things” in a swamp or oneʼs 
intestine may cause feelings of 
dread and disgust.

However, others may come to 
terms with the fact that it is just 
something natural and inevit-
able. Diversity is at the heart of 
nature. Likewise, harmony is 
the essence of a long-lasting 
society.

Something everlasting, some-
thing transcendent, something 
that goes beyond the limited 
self/ ego.
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It is this understanding that 
has given my life meaning and 
the ability to endure hardships, 
especially in interpersonal rela-
tionships.

Thanks to it, I am no longer 
afraid to embrace qualities such 
as unconditional love - some-
thing that many people doubt 
or even smirk at, thinking that it 
is a sign of “weakness”.

Mutual tolerance is a ne-
cessity for all times and for 
all races.

Mahatma Gandhi

While I value social harmony, I 
also recognize the importance 
of individuality and solitude. In

fact, as of now, I do not have 
many close friends and only 
contact some of my networks 
occasionally.

Iʼve often found that spending 
time alone allows me to rechar-
ge and gain a deeper unders-
tanding of myself and the world 
around me.

While I enjoy connecting with 
others, I also cherish my mo-
ments of quiet reflection.

Maybe Iʼm just self-sufficient 
and “Stoic” in nature.

Itʼs not that Iʼm queer or unable 
to make friends; I can perfectly 
talk and discuss with people if 
necessary.

Probably, itʼs just that I value 
quality over quantity.

To me, talking, joking, or 
gossipping too much are just 
bad ways of using time - if not 
signs of chronic ignorance.
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1. Spirituality

My spiritual journey has been a 
winding path, shaped by both 
tradition and personal explor-
ation. Raised in a conservative 
Catholic environment (99% of 
the people living in my neigh-
borhood - as well as the “neigh-
boring neighborhoods” - are 
Catholics), I was immersed in a 
world of strict doctrine and 
rigid beliefs.

Life is centered around church, 
and conformity to the norm is 
expected. Non-Catholic, uncon-
ventional viewpoints are totally 
not tolerated and subject to 
verbal abuse; as such, my un-
derstanding of spirituality and 
the world in general was initial-
ly very limited.

As a young boy, I even once con-
sidered entering the priest-
hood. The idea was “planted” 
into my mind by my mother. I 
guess it was because she 
thought that my becoming a

priest would make the family 
appear “good” and “holy” in 
the eyes of my neighbors, earn-
ing us respect from them).

To be honest, I did not think 
very seriously about it; I only 
assumed that working as a 
priest was a “prestigious” 
choice that would make me 
“look good”. Something that 
would secure me peopleʼs 
praises.

“So hollow”, I have to say.

Then after reaching maturity, I 
once again reconsidered the 
idea of entering a monastic 
order following a scandalous 
incident (which I was, unfortun-
ately, involved in) at my first 
company. The motivator, as I 
realize now, was not a desire to 
live a virtuous life and serve 
others - only because I was 
depressed at that time and just 
wanted to escape from reality.

…
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Iʼve got a lot more to say about 
this, but now, letʼs just go back 
to the evolution of my view-
point on spirituality.

As I grew older and moved be-
yond the confines of my home-
town, I then encountered peo-
ple from diverse backgrounds 
and philosophies, each with 
their own unique perspective 
on life and spirituality. This ex-
posure challenged my precon-
ceived notions and sparked a 
deeper curiosity about the 
nature of existence.

Then came a turning point 
when I met my spiritual mentor 
- a Buddhist - who happened to 
be one of my previous mana-
gers. Through his sharing, I was 
introduced to concepts such as

reincarnation and dependent 
origination.

While these ideas are not widely 
accepted within conventional 
Christian teachings, I have cho-
sen to be open to them - for 
many reasons. On one hand, 
they remind me of the intercon-
nectedness of all beings, the cy-
clical nature of the world, and 
the causes of suffering in life 
(plus how to escape it by letting 
go and becoming detached).

On the other hand, they provide 
a seemingly OK answer to one 
question that had always per-
plexed me: my inexplicable 
connection to Japan, including 
aspects such as:

● Lifestyles

For some reason, Iʼve always 
been fascinated by Japanese 
culture and philosophy. Unlike 
most of my friends - who only 
think about things like anime 
and technology upon the men-
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tion of Japan, I am more drawn 
to their way of life. To me, qua-
lities such as Gaman (我慢), 
Ikigai (生きがい), Kodawari (こ
だわり), and Nagomi (和) are 
deeply resonating - in a manner 
that I find too mysterious to say 
that it is only coincidental.

● Catchphrases

While communicating in English 
and my mother tongue, I notice 
that I have a tendency to over-
use words or phrases that re-
semble those typically used by 
Japanese.

Examples:

-“I think/ I guess/ I assume/ I 
suppose” (tomou - と思う)

-“Maybe” (kamoshirenai – かも
しれない; deshou - でしょう)

-“I might say/ It can be said 
that” (toieru - と言える)

-“Not necessarily” (wakedeha-

nai - わけではない)

-“The thing named/ called” 
(toiumono - というもの)

-“It seems that” (rashiiyo - らし
いよ)

-“Somehow” (dōnika - どうにか; 
nantōka - 何とか)

Iʼm being very honest - I have 
never intentionally “forced” 
myself to speak that way. It is 
something that I naturally do -
a habit that has formed long be-
fore I started studying Japanese 
and learning about Japanʼs cul-
ture.

“How can there be such a coin-
cidence?”, I have always won-
dered to myself.

● Indirectness & formality

Another behavioral pattern of 
mine that I have noticed is the 
tendency to prefer indirect 
expressions - something that
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non-Japanese often refer to as 
“weasel language” - and avoid 
making definite assumptions. 
As some of my close connec-
tions have remarked, I fre-
quently exhibit various behavi-
ors that resemble those of a 
typical Japanese: (e.g. being 
over-polite; maintaining a 
distance in communication; 
“blending in” and refraining 
from standing out; staying 
silent and letting others speak 
first; being afraid of hurting 
others, etc.)

● Warrior spirit

Deep down, I feel as if there has 
always been a “samurai spirit” 
in my core. Specifically, the idea 
of conquering something chal-
lenging often makes me hyped - 
and itʼs not easy for me to back 
off from a seemingly tough task 
(unless I have tried it before or 
see no meaning in attempting 
to solve it).

I remember the time when I

was still in high school. One 
day, in a lesson about Japan, 
my geography teacher asked 
each of us to write an essay 
about a unique cultural feature 
of Japan (e.g. tea ceremony, 
literature, samurai, etc.)

And you know what?

I chose to write about Bushidō 
(武士道) - in other words, the 
samuraiʼs moral code.

Even as of now, I still donʼt 
know the exact reason behind 
my choice. After all, at that 
time, I didnʼt know much about 
Japan (Iʼm being very honest 
here). After receiving that 
assignment from my teacher, I 
decided to do a lot of research 
on what the country is famous 
for. Nothing really impressed 
me - until I came across the 
concept of Bushidō.

Somehow, I felt as if there was a 
spark within me. And I decided 
to proceed with it, even though
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I didnʼt quite understand what 
it meant yet.

Was it just my unconscious 
mind acting? I cannot say for 
sure, but it is what it is.

…

As you may see from the anec-
dotes above, I seem to have a 
very strange connection with 
Japanese culture. It has got to 
the point that I sometimes won-
der: is it just pure coincidence?

Is it a result of past lives, a 
shared spiritual heritage, or 
something else?

I cannot say for sure if these 
things are just random occur-
rences, or if they can be attri-
buted to past experiences/ 
dependent origination/ reincar-
nation or whatever cause.

That said, thinking about them 
has, kind of, provided me with a 
sense of significance and direc-

tion. It gives me a reason to 
continue learning about Japan. 
Maybe one day I will know the 
truth, right?

And yet, as I ponder over the 
possibility of being a Japanese 
in a previous life, I realize that it 
doesnʼt really matter at all. 
Simply, because it concerns the 
past, which cannot be changed 
at all.

What has happened in my past 
lifetime (if there is one) is alrea-
dy done. Hence, what matters, 
to me, is to learn from previous 
experiences and change our 
course of action now.

I remember reading somewhere 
about Greek philosopher Plato
ʼs belief in reincarnation - which
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stemmed from his assumption 
that human beings were origi-
nally Heavenly beings, who 
were banished to the physical 
world to repent for their sins 
and learn certain lessons before 
they could re-enter Heaven. 
This process, as Plato hypothe-
sized, generally took a quite 
long time and could not be 
finished within one single life 
(hence the need for reincarna-
tion until a soul could finally be 
liberated).

When I reflect on this, I cannot 
help but think of a doctrine in 
my Catholic faith - the concept 
of Purgatory. As explained by 
the Church fathers, it refers to a 
state of “purification” after 
death for those who die in Godʼs 
grace but still need to be clean-
sed of their sins before entering 
Heaven.

Somehow, I see a common 
thread between reincarnation 
and Purgatory: if one is not 
done yet - if they still have cer-

tain imperfections or attach-
ments, their journey will not 
come to an end. They will have 
to travel until a certain level of 
purity/ enlightenment is 
achieved.

As I contemplate this similarity, 
I then recognize the significance 
of the message embedded 
within Platoʼs belief. Specifical-
ly, it speaks about learning, 
growing, and self-perfection as 
a critical component of life.

Even if purgatory and reincar-
nation are nonexistent, reflect-
ing on their implications has gi-
ven me a sense of direction - a 
motivation to push and better 
myself every day.

It is not about the validity of the 
teachings, but about the mean-
ing that I derive from them. 
They provide me with a com-
pass in life, based on the know-
ledge that life is about better-
ing myself, not just about 
exist-
ing in an ordinary manner.
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I donʼt know for sure what hap-
pened before my current incar-
nation (whether there were pre-
vious lives or not) and after my 
demise. And yet, I donʼt think it 
matters at all. As Marcus Aure-
lius has said:

Live a good life. If there are 
gods and they are just, then 
they will not care how de-
vout you have been, but will 
welcome you based on the 
virtues you have lived by. If 
there are gods, but unjust, 
then you should not want to 
worship them. If there are 
no gods, then you will be 
gone, but will have lived a 
noble life that will live on in 
the memories of your loved 
ones.

Over the years, I have, kind of, 
adopted a personal religion that 
blends elements of Christi-
anity, Buddhism, animism, Bu-
shidō, and humanism. While I 
still hold onto the core values of 
my Catholic upbringing, Iʼve

embraced a more holistic and 
inclusive approach to spiritual-
ity - by incorporating teachings 
from other traditions that I find 
resonating. Examples:

● The Middle Way, imperma-
nence, no-self, mindful-
ness, and detachment in 
Buddhism

● Respect toward nature and 
the elders/ ancestors - as 
practiced in Shintoism and 
Vietnamese folk religion

● Hadō/ “vibration” as pro-
moted by certain figures 
such as Masaru Emoto

● etc.

In my humble opinion, if God 
wills, he can definitely make 
people reincarnate (for what-
ever reason - maybe because of 
fate, an unresolved mission, or 
a sin that requires repentance). 
Hence, I donʼt see any major 
conflict between reincarnation 
and my Christian faith, and I 
strongly believe that all reli-
gions speak a certain element
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of truth.

To me, religions can somehow 
be compared to languages. It 
doesnʼt matter if you follow 
Christianity, Buddhism, Shinto-
ism, or even atheism - all of 
these ideologies boil down to 
the same thing.

As long as you believe in human 
potential for things like ethics 
and kindness, itʼs fine.

As long as you have something 
grander than yourself to strive 
for, you are a believer. And your 
life will now have a meaning - 
an “anchor” for you to push 
through all adversities!

And the whole society will 
become a better place!

The world is a fine place 
and worth the fighting for 
and I hate very much to 
leave it.

Ernest Hemingway

2. Interpersonal

Even though technically I live in 
an urban area in the South of 
Vietnam, the lifestyle of people 
in my neighborhood still resem-
bles that of a traditional North 
Vietnamese village.

● Very little contact is made 
with those beyond the 
confines of my “village”.

● People are very attentive 
to things that happen in 
other families and like 
gossiping about them.

● Marriages between those 
in the same “village” are 
encouraged - while those 
with “outsiders” are not. 
Often, the elders will come 
up with excuses such as
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“not the same religion”, 
“differing lifestyle”, “prob- 
lems raising children”, “risk 
of apostatizing”, or “risk of 
getting naughty”.

The emphasis on conformity 
and adherence to the norms 
gives rise to a prevalent mind-
set of judgment and intoleran-
ce. As such, I used to find it diffi-
cult to empathize with those 
who held different beliefs or 
adopted unconventional life-
styles.

Not to mention, I was also crit-
ical of peopleʼs misdeeds - es-
pecially those who I deemed as 
“hypocrites” (i.e. those who did 
not practice what they prea-
ched). And unfortunately, be-
cause I - for some reason - came 
across so many “hypocrites” in 
the hometown, at school, at 
work, etc. I ended up develop-
ing a somewhat cynical view of 
human nature.

Fortunately, as time passed and 

certain incidents occurred in my 
life, my stance on humanity gra-
dually changed. Thanks to 
many people (including my spi-
ritual mentor), I eventually 
learned to appreciate the value 
of empathy and compassion. 
Rather than judging people or, 
worse, being indifferent toward 
them, one should approach 
others with kindness and un-
derstanding, even when their 
beliefs, values, or actions may 
not be as one expects or deviate 
from the norms.

I remember once coming across 
a LinkedIn post about an inci-
dent in New Zealand. A 16-year
-old girl was several months 
pregnant. Her family could not 
afford to buy baby items - so 
they posted about their prob-
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lem on social media.

Interestingly, all of the 20 or so 
comments on that post were 
completely devoid of malice 
and sarcasm toward the girl. No 
rude remarks at all - everyone 
was focused on helping the per-
son in need.

I was deeply struck by those 
peopleʼs level of “civilization”. 
Surely, this is something I can 
never expect to happen in my 
local conservative community. 
An unthinkable response from a 
few self-proclaimed “moral” 
people who fail to demonstrate 
the slightest compassion.

After all, altruism and compass-
ion are unique qualities that set 
humanity apart from other be-
ings. We have the capacity to 
transcend conventional justice 
and morality standards!

Reflecting on this incident has 
allowed me to gain a great deal 
of clarity into what it means to

live as a person - specifically, 
one within a community. While I 
still value honesty and integrity, 
Iʼve learned to be more forgiv-
ing and less judgmental. Every-
one makes mistakes, and itʼs 
important to offer support and 
encouragement rather than 
condemnation.

That is what it means to live life 
to its fullest!

If one can internalize the above 
lesson and practice principles 
like the Four Immeasurables, 
they will be able to find mean-
ing even in the most awkward 
relationships or situations!
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3. Purpose

For years, my life was driven by 
external validation and material 
success. For example, I chose 
my university major not becau-
se of passions, but because of 
wanting to appease my parents 
and protect them from the risk 
of being verbally abused by 
rude, mean neighbors.

Back in the day, many of my de-
cisions were made only because 
I wanted to brag about myself 
and look “good” in the eyes of 
others. Hence, when things 
went awry and not as planned, I 
felt as if the whole world had 
come to an end.

As I now realize, it was because 
I attributed value and meaning 
to frivolous external things. 
Not something within.

And then years after graduating 
from university, I got trapped in 
an endless cycle of work, as I 
juggled continuously between

my full-time job and the many 
part-time projects I was invol-
ved in.

It has got to the point that I 
even carved out my time at the 
office to deal with personal pro-
jects (ironically, many of my 
colleagues did exactly the same 
thing).

The result? I had very little time 
for relaxing and regaining 
balance. Though I earned a lot 
of money and therefore could 
eat and spend freely, I felt 
completely alone and empty 
inside.

Fortunately, one day, I reflected 
on the transient nature of life 
and recognized a sobering 
truth: my legacy would not live 
on if I kept doing things the 
same way.

Instead of being obsessed with 
personal accomplishments or 
possessions, I need to do some-
thing different. Something that
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contributes to the community.

The meaning of life, as it turned 
out, has nothing to do with 
chasing money or fame. Rather, 
itʼs about finding contentment 
in every moment and being 
ready for “departure” at any 
time. Because, as James 
Baldwin has put it:

One day, for each of us, the 
sun will go down for the 
last, last time.

At the same time, it is also 
about letting go of all expecta-
tions - instead of getting invol-
ved too much in jobs and other 
trivial things (a lesson that I 
have learned after a period of 
craziness due to my inability to 
say “no” to certain part-time 
tasks that were not worth it).

Iʼve since embraced a more 
minimalist lifestyle, prioritizing 
experiences over possessions. 
In addition, Iʼve also sought to 
cultivate a sense of gratitude

and contentment, recognizing 
the many blessings in my life.

…

Well, that concludes my sharing 
about how I have discovered 
and followed my own “Way” up 
to now. A little long, but I hope 
that from my story, you will 
have the chance to reflect and 
better get in touch with your 
inner core.

As Viktor Frankl has said, itʼs 
very hard - if not futile - to aim 
to come up with a single “ulti-
mate” meaning of life. Whatʼs 
more important is to constantly 
reflect and find something that 
matters to you in every 
moment.
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While oneʼs perception of meaning may fluctuate from time to time, at 
the end of the day, I believe that it will still retain an essential core (a 
“Way”) - provided that the person is authentic to themselves.

How about yours? What is your own “Way”? Have you found it yet?

If yes, have you embraced it yet?

Is there anything standing in between you and your “Way”?

Are you determined to push these obstacles aside to continue 
treading the path before you?
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Life is about 
creating 
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NAVIGATING THE 
LABYRINTH
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Should I kill myself, or
have a cup of coffee?

Albert Camus



4.1. WHY DO I FIND NO MEANING IN LIFE?

Have you ever found yourself 
wondering: “Why is it so hard to 
find meaning in life?”

Despite your best efforts, you 
seemingly cannot find a reason 
to enjoy the day and go on.

Sometimes, you even think of 
death as an escape from reality.

While I cannot give you a defi-
nite answer, I will go over some 
common reasons for the loss of 
oneʼs sense of meaning. If you 
find yourself in any of the 
following situations, please 
take time to reflect and think.

1. Ignorance

I remember once reading a 
story that went like this:

There was once a professor 
who wanted to go down the 
river, so he approached a 
local boatman who agreed 
to row him downstream for 
a small sum of money.

As they made their way 
downstream, the professor 
decided to show off his 
intelligence and high edu-
cation so he decided to test 
the boatman.

Taking up a stone he picked 
from the river bank, the 
professor asked the boat-
man, “Have you ever 
studied geology?”

The boatman looked at him 
and said “Eh! …. No, hardly 
even understanding what 
the word meant.”

The professor then said, “I 
am afraid, 25% of your life 
is gone.”

As they moved further 
downstream, the river 
currents began to get 
stronger. The professor 
picked up a leaf and asked 
condescendingly, “Boat-
man, have you studied 
botany?”
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Confused, the boatman 
again said “No”.

The professor again shook 
his head and said, “50% of 
your life is gone.”

As they moved downstream, 
the currents got even 
stronger, the water moved 
faster, and the boat was 
beginning to sway violently.

Suddenly the professor saw 
a mountain range. He 
pointed at it and asked the 
boatman, “Have you 
studied geography?”

The boatman again said 
“No”.

The professor snapped back 
and said “I thought so. Then 
75% of your life is gone.”

At this point, the river be-
came a raging torrent. The 
water was moving so

strongly that the boatman 
lost control of the boat. It 
smashed against the rocks, 
sprang a leak, and began to 
sink.

This time the boatman turn-
ed to the professor and 
asked, “Professor, do you 
know how to swim?” to 
which the professor ans-
wered “No”.

“Then I am afraid 100% of 
your life is gone!”, said the 
boatman.

(Image source: Steemit)

This parable, to me, is a perfect 
representation of the devast-
ating impact of ignorance - a 
lack of awareness about what 
truly matters. The professor,
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blinded by his ego and narrow 
definition of intelligence, was 
obsessed with showing off and 
humiliating others. He mistook 
the superficial for the essential - 
believing that knowledge gave 
him a sense of significance.

Eventually, his vast academic 
learning became utterly irrele-
vant in the face of natureʼs 
cruelty.

Think about this: have you ever 
found yourself chasing vanities 
- just like the professor in the 
parable above?

Have you ever assumed that 
something mattered, only to 
later realize that it was just an 
illusion?

Another example to demons-
trate this point. Let us revisit 
the story told in Kurosawaʼs 
“Ikiru” movie.

For 30 years, the character Kanji 
Watanabe existed in a bureau-

cratic haze, living like a “mum-
my”. He got completely discon-
nected from his family and the 
simple joys of life. He thought 
that he was acting for the sake 
of his son, but the reality was 
quite the opposite: there was 
virtually no emotional connec-
tion between them. His son 
even wished for his father to 
pass away soon - so that he 
might claim his inheritance.

And yet, Watanabe was comple-
tely unaware of his pathetic 
state, until he was diagnosed 
with cancer and knew that he 
had only 6 months left to live. 
Only then did it dawn on him 
how ignorance had cost him his 
whole lifetime:

I just canʼt die - I donʼt know 
what Iʼve been doing with 
my life all these years.

He tried hard to understand 
what it really meant to live, but 
seemingly found no satisfactory 
answer. As such, he couldnʼt

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

96



4.1. WHY DO I FIND NO MEANING IN LIFE?

comprehend how his subordi-
nate Toyo could enjoy life so 
much.

Watanabeʼs life, like that of the 
professor in the parable, was 
consumed by a kind of “blind-
ness”, a failure to recognize 
what truly gave it meaning. The 
result?

A weak connection to himself 
and others.

Far too often, in our search for 
the meaning of life, we mistake 
our superficial motivations for 
deeper desires. In my case, 
back in the day, I pursued a 
career in marketing, believing it 
was the field itself that drew me 
in.

However, upon deeper reflec-
tion, I realized that my motiva-
tion had nothing to do with 
business or money.

Initially, I assumed that I was 
fascinated by the mechanics of 
marketing - yet it turned out my 
true drive was the desire to 
learn and improve myself, to 
understand the human psyche, 
and to contribute positively to 
the community.

It was never about business, 
money, or “manipulating” 
people. Rather, it was about 
learning & development, 
psychology, and philosophy!

Now, I assume that some might 
argue, “What if I genuinely 
donʼt know my purpose?”

This may sound harsh to a few 
people, but my answer is: deep 
down, you do!

You already know what energi-
zes you; you just are not aware
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of it yet. Or, I might say, you are 
not willing to accept it yet!

Due to a lot of reasons, most of 
us become so entangled in the 
daily grind that we end up los-
ing touch with our inner selves. 
In that case, what we need to do 
is to slow down and look 
inward.

Itʼs just like how the boy Santi-
ago in “The Alchemist” recog-
nized Fatima as his love at first 
sight. Our souls instinctively 
know what resonates with us; 
we simply need to reconnect 
with that voice within.

By focusing on what truly calls 
to us - and acting in accordance 
with our deepest values, we will 
break free from the blindness of 
ignorance and move toward a 
meaningful existence.

The pursuit of external valida-
tion or “success” becomes se-
condary to the intrinsic value of 
the action itself.

Listen to what your con-
science commands you to 
do and go on to carry it out 
to the best of your know-
ledge. Then you will live to 
see that in the long run, 
success will follow you 
precisely because you had 
forgotten to think about it.

Viktor E. Frankl

2. An excessive focus on the 
self

Thomas Friedman once discuss-
ed how the world today had 
become “hot, flat, and crow-
ded”. As he argued, mankind 
needed a green revolution to 
save the world from its impend-
ing doom.
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While environmental concerns 
are crucial, I believe we need a 
deeper revolution - a transfor-
mation of the human heart and 
mind.

Our society has reached a point 
where people no longer feel 
content with the ordinary. 
Instead, we crave “more” and 
constantly pursue stimulation.

This spiritual hunger manifests 
in various aspects of our cul-
ture. An example is the music 
industry. Soothing melodies no 
longer suffice; we want increas-
ingly loud, profane, and sexual-
ly charged music to achieve a 
sense of “hype.”

Sports must become ever more 
dangerous and thrilling to hold 
our attention; otherwise, we 
cannot enjoy them. Instead of 
appreciating artistry or skill, we 
are only focused on chasing an 
ever-escalating emotional high.

The movie industry suffers from

the same problem. Blockbust-
ers like the “Avengers” series, 
while financially successful, 
often prioritize spectacle and 
special effects over depth and 
meaningful narratives. As my 
mentor has observed, these 
films, while entertaining, are 
actually shallow in terms of 
quality - they typically rely on 
violence, sex, and taboo elem-
ents to excite audiences.

On the other hand, movies like 
Martin Scorseseʼs “Silence”, 
despite their deeply humanistic 
messages, struggle to find an 
audience.

We talk too much about box 
office numbers and social me-
dia buzz - vanity metrics - while 
forgetting about the merit and 
deeper purpose of artistic 
works: to convey messages 
about life, prompt reflection, 
and nurture our spiritual side.

In other words, art forms such 
as movies have become a type
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of “junk food” for the soul.

This preference for superficial 
stimulation extends to how we 
consume information. We gravi-
tate towards short, catchy so-
cial media posts and TikTok 
videos, often treating shallow 
messages as “profound truths” 
- while dismissing longer, more 
nuanced articles and research 
papers.

We consume too much “fast 
food” for the mind, leading to a 
deterioration of our intellectual 
capacity (a phenomenon known 
as “brain rot”). What is 
meaningless is deemed mean-
ingful - and vice versa.

Oxford Word of the Year in 2024

The above examples - the crav-
ing for extreme music and 
sports, the dominance of 
spectacle-driven films, and the 
preference for bite-sized con-
tent - all point to an excessive 
focus on the self; specifically a 
superficial, constantly-seeking-
stimulation self. We prioritize 
immediate gratification over 
more lasting experiences.

The popularity of superhero 
movies, with their emphasis on 
action and vicarious thrills ra-
ther than character develop-
ment and complex narratives, is 
just a vivid indicator of the de-
sire to escape from the comp-
lexities of daily life. To avoid 
confronting personal challen-
ges and responsibilities.

Ironically, this focus on short-
term gratification only gives rise 
to a cycle of endless dissa-
tisfaction, as we are prompted 
to seek new and more intense 
stimuli to fill an ever-growing 
void.
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The neglect of long-term well-
being diminishes our capacity 
for patience and perseverance. 
Ultimately, it gives rise to a fear 
of genuine connection, an 
equation of happiness with 
vanities, and a loss of sight of 
humanityʼs deeper values.

As a result, we struggle to find 
meaning in life.

This is a hard saying; who 
can listen to it?

I assume that at this point, 
some people may think like 
that. I myself have to admit that 
this message is not easy to 
accept at all.

At times, I feel like a voice 
crying out in the wilderness.

Even if most people do not heed 
my call, I will continue to speak, 
hoping that someone, some-
where, will get my message and 
understand it.

It is this hope that gives mean-
ing to my efforts.

What is called self-
actualization is not an 
attainable aim at all, for 
the simple reason that the 
more one would strive for 
it, the more he would miss 
it. In other words, self-
actualization is possible 
only as a side-effect of 
self-transcendence.

Viktor E. Frankl

3. Attribute meaning to success 
& achievements

In the book “Harry Potter and 
the Philosopherʼs Stone”, after 
fainting in his skirmish with the 
Dark Lord to protect the Philo-
sopherʼs Stone - an item capa-
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ble of producing gold and the 
Elixir of Life - the protagonist 
Harry Potter found himself wak-
ing up in the Hospital Wing. He 
then had a conversation with 
his headmaster, Professor Dum-
bledore, and was horrified upon 
learning that the Stone he had 
done his best to save had been 
destroyed. At that point, Dum-
bledore responded:

You know, the Stone was 
really not such a wonderful 
thing. As much money and 
life as you could want! The 
two things most human be-
ings would choose above all 
- the trouble is, humans do 
have a knack of choosing 
precisely those things that 
are worst for them.

These words highlight a funda-
mental human tendency: we 
often prioritize material posse-
ssions and longevity over qua-
lities like courage, kindness, 
and wisdom.

We mistakenly believe that ex-
ternal achievements and mate-
rial wealth are the keys to a 
worthwhile life, while overlook-
ing the intrinsic value of 
character and connection.

This tendency is particularly 
prevalent in todayʼs world, 
where oneʼs self-worth is often 
tied to professional success. As 
a result, many people are put 
under unnecessary pressure 
and fall victim to a thing called 
“focusing illusion” - which 
occurs when one becomes so 
fixated on a particular aspect of 
life (e.g. career advancement, 
financial wealth, social status) 
that they believe their entire 
happiness depends on it.

We fall into the trap of thinking
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“If I only achieve X, then I will 
be happy.” Without this percei-
ved marker of success, we feel 
lost, unhappy, and even driven 
to despair.

It is time that we challenge this 
assumption. As author Ken Mogi 
has put it:

The morning air, the cup of 
coffee, the ray of sun-
shine… Only those who can 
recognize the richness of 
this whole spectrum really 
appreciate and enjoy it.

The meaning of life doesnʼt 
have to be confined to worldly 
recognition or grand achieve-
ments. It can be found in the 
most simple joys of everyday 
life: a friendʼs smile, the crisp

morning air, a moment of quiet 
contemplation, etc.

Furthermore, it shouldnʼt be 
limited by societal norms. As 
Mogi has pointed out, even in 
an authoritarian society like 
North Korea or a conformity-
driven one like Japan, individu-
als are still capable of creating 
meaning - albeit sometimes in 
very unique ways. For instance:

● Many Japanese office 
workers find joy in hobbies 
like creating and selling 
comics at Comiket.

● The datsusara (脱サラ) 
phenomenon - men leaving 
stable but unfulfilling off-
ice jobs to become house-
husbands and pursue their 
passions - reflects the 
trend of people breaking 
free from societal expecta-
tions to find their own 
path.

No matter what the circumstan-
ces are, as long as one is able to
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accept and release oneself - 
even if it means deviating from 
othersʼ expectations, meaning 
and purpose are perfectly with-
in their reach.

If you can make the pro-
cess of making the effort 
your primary source of 
happiness, then you have 
succeeded in the most 
important challenge of 
your life.

Ken Mogi

4. A fragile sense of value

When I first read Viktor Franklʼs 
“Manʼs Search for Meaning”, I 
came across this passage in the 
bookʼs preface:

There is a scene in Arthur 
Millerʼs play ʻIncident at 
Vichyʻ in which an upper-
middle-class professional 
man appears before the 
Nazi authority that has 
occupied his town and

shows his credentials: his 
university degrees, his 
letters of reference from 
prominent citizens, and so 
on.

The Nazi asks him, “Is that 
everything you have?” The 
man nods.

The Nazi throws it all in the 
wastebasket and tells him: 
“Good, now you have 
nothing.”

The man, whose self-
esteem had always depen-
ded on the respect of 
others, is emotionally 
destroyed.

Reflecting on this passage, I can 
see how a fragile sense of value, 
based on external factors, can 
crumble under pressure, leav-
ing one devoid of meaning. 
Conversely, a strong, internally 
grounded sense of self-worth 
will sustain us even in the most 
desperate circumstances.
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In his book, Frankl recounts an 
incident where a guard berated 
him as follows:

Another time, in a forest, 
with the temperature at 2°F, 
we began to dig up the top-
soil, which was frozen hard, 
in order to lay water pipes. 
By then I had grown rather 
weak physically.

Along came a foreman with 
chubby rosy cheeks. His 
face definitely reminded me 
of a pigʼs head. I noticed 
that he wore lovely warm 
gloves in that bitter cold. 
For a time he watched me 
silently. I felt that trouble

was brewing, for in front of 
me lay the mound of earth 
which showed exactly how 
much I had dug.

Then he began: “You pig, I 
have been watching you the 
whole time! Iʼll teach you to 
work, yet! Wait till you dig 
dirt with your teeth - youʼll 
die like an animal! In two 
days Iʼll finish you off! 
Youʼve never done a stroke 
of work in your life. What 
were you, swine? A 
businessman?”

I was past caring. But I had 
to take his threat of killing 
me seriously, so I straight-
ened up and looked him 
directly in the eye. “I was a 
doctor - a specialist.”

“What? A doctor? I bet you 
got a lot of money out of 
people.”

“As it happens, I did most of 
my work for no money at
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all, in clinics for the poor.”

But, now, I had said too 
much. He threw himself on 
me and knocked me down, 
shouting like a madman. I 
can no longer remember 
what he shouted.

I want to show with this 
apparently trivial story that 
there are moments when 
indignation can rouse even 
a seemingly hardened 
prisoner - indignation not 
about cruelty or pain, but 
about the insult connected 
with it. That time blood 
rushed to my head because 
I had to listen to a man 
judge my life who had so 
little idea of it, a man (I 
must confess: the following 
remark, which I made to my 
fellow prisoners after the 
scene, afforded me childish 
relief) “who looked so vul-
gar and brutal that the 
nurse in the out-patient 
ward in my hospital would

not even have admitted him 
to the waiting room.”

Franklʼs reaction to the guardʼs 
insult, while seemingly over-
wrought, reveals a deeper 
truth. In the harsh conditions of 
the concentration camp, the 
prisoners were stripped of their 
material possessions, freedom, 
and even their names. They 
were reduced to mere numbers, 
existing in a state of dehumani-
zation. In this context, the self is 
severely limited. The body is 
weak, the mind is weary, and 
the spirit is fragile.

Yet, despite these limitations, 
the human spirit can still find 
ways to assert itself.

Even in the depths of despair, 
one may still cling to a sense of 
self-worth - who they are and 
what they stand for.

It is this realization that drives 
people like Frankl to not give 
up.
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Even in the most extreme cir-
cumstances, when basic survi-
val is at stake, knowing that one 
is inherently worthy will still 
provide a source of strength 
and resilience to stand up for 
oneʼs ideals and embrace life as 
it is.

However, here comes a ques-
tion: What constitutes a robust 
sense of value?

It is a sad truth that the modern 
world often equates oneʼs 
worth with “usefulness”, mea-
suring individuals by their con-
tribution. This notion, as Frankl 
has pointed out, is extremely 
dangerous.

If we define worth solely by 
productivity or social function,

we risk dehumanizing those 
deemed “unproductive” - the 
elderly, the ill, the disabled. 
This line of thinking, ultimately, 
will lead to horrific consequen-
ces.

Todayʼs society is charac-
terized by achievement 
orientation, and conse-
quently it adores people 
who are successful and 
happy and, in particular, it 
adores the young. It virtu-
ally ignores the value of all 
those who are otherwise, 
and in so doing blurs the 
decisive difference bet-
ween being valuable in the 
sense of dignity and being 
valuable in the sense of 
usefulness. If one is not 
cognizant of this difference 
and holds that an individu-
alʼs value stems only from 
his present usefulness, 
then, believe me, one owes 
it only to personal inconsis-
tency not to plead for eu-
thanasia along the lines of
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Hitlerʼs program, that is to 
say, “mercy” killing of all 
those who have lost their 
social usefulness, be it 
because of old age, incur-
able illness, mental deteri-
oration, or whatever han-
dicap they may suffer.

Viktor E. Frankl

Instead of measuring self-worth 
by external contributions, we 
must recognize the inherent 
value of every human being.

This principle is also reflected in 
Ichiro Kishimiʼs “The Courage to 
be Disliked” book, in which the 
author argues that we should 
view others not on the “level of 
acts” (what they do) but on the 
“level of being” (their inherent 
existence). We should 
appreciate and value others 
simply for being, regard-
less of their actions or abilities.

Suppose your mother has a 
car accident. Her condition

is serious, and her life may 
be in danger. At a time like 
that, you would not be 
wondering if your mother 
ʻdid something ,̓ or any-
thing of the sort. More than 
likely, you will just be thin-
king youʼll be glad if she 
makes it, and youʼre glad 
she is holding on right now.

…

Thatʼs what it means to be 
grateful on the level of be-
ing. Your mother might not 
be able to do anything in 
her critical condition that 
would be considered an 
act, but just by being alive, 
she would be supporting 
the psychological state of 
you and your family, and 
would therefore be of use.

Ichiro Kishimi

If we can shift our mindset to 
recognize the inherent worth of 
every individual, including 

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

108



4.1. WHY DO I FIND NO MEANING IN LIFE?

ourselves, regardless of exter-
nal achievements or usefulness, 
we will cultivate a far more 
robust sense of value.

Itʼs not about WHAT we do, but 
about WHO we are.

This is the key to a lasting 
meaningful life.

There is no reason to pity 
old people. Instead, young 
people should envy them. 
It is true that the old have 
no opportunities, no possi-
bilities in the future. But 
they have more than that. 
Instead of possibilities in 
the future, they have real-
ities in the past - the poten-
tialities they have actua-
lized, the meanings they 
have fulfilled, the values 
they have realized - and 
nothing and nobody can 
ever remove these assets 
from the past.

Viktor E. Frankl

5. The paradox of modern 
living

Back in the day, Nietzscheʼs 
proclamation “God is dead” 
sparked widespread debate. It 
reflected a time when tradition-
al sources of meaning (religion, 
community, established social 
structures) were losing their 
power, leaving a void in their 
wake.

(Image source: Wikimedia)

While interpretations of 
Nietzscheʼs statement may 
vary, I see that it highlights a 
fundamental human need: a 
solid foundation of philosophy 
upon which to build our lives.
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Without one, we will become 
adrift and vulnerable to exist-
ential anxieties.

These days, humanity faces a 
similar challenge (though the 
context has shifted). Our world 
is being increasingly shaped by 
technology, automation, and a 
relentless pursuit of economic 
efficiency. This has created a 
paradox: we have more materi-
al comforts and opportunities 
than ever before, yet many 
people, particularly the young-
er generations, struggle to find 
meaning in their lives.

From my experience, we can 
attribute it to a variety of 
factors:

● The nature of work has 
changed dramatically. 
Countless jobs have be-
come routinized and auto-
mated, offering little sense 
of purpose or fulfillment.

● The rise of AI further com-
plicates this, raising ques-

tions about the future of 
work and the role of hu-
man labor.

● Moreover, the relentless 
focus on profit maximiza-
tion by many businesses is 
giving rise to work environ-
ments that feel dehumani-
zing (I myself have wit-
nessed this firsthand du-
ring my own full-time em-
ployment). Many people 
now are haunted by a 
sense of alienation and the 
feeling that oneʼs work is 
simply a means to an end, 
devoid of intrinsic value.

How do we find meaning in a 
world rapidly transformed by 
technology?

How do we ensure that prog-
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ress serves human flourishing - 
rather than simply economic 
growth?

How do we prevent technology 
from further eroding our sense 
of purpose and connection?

The answer, I believe, lies in 
recognizing that meaning is not 
something bestowed upon us 
by external forces - not by doc-
trines, not by social norms, not 
by our jobs.

Rather, it must come from with-
in. What is within us is the only 
thing we can truly control.

I am not saying that one cannot 
derive meaning from sources 
like career or religion. However, 
what I would like to emphasize 
is the importance of personal 
agency and self-knowledge.

Specifically, one should not 
passively conform to external 
expectations without critical 
self-reflection.

For instance, as a Christian, I 
myself have learned a lot of 
precious life lessons from my 
faith. That said, I believe itʼs 
crucial for everyone, regardless 
of belief system, to critically 
examine and personally vali-
date the teachings passed down 
to them - rather than blindly 
accepting them.

Itʼs about owning your mean-
ing, not inheriting it. About 
coming up with your own 
philosophy of life.

Know thyself.

Socrates

We should not refuse to take 
charge and live an ordinary life 
in othersʼ shadow. Instead, we 
must actively cultivate a sense 
of purpose by engaging in acti-
vities that resonate with our 
values, by building high-quality 
relationships, and by contribut-
ing to something larger than 
ourselves.
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At the same time, we must seek 
to create a society that priori-
tizes human well-being along-
side technological advance-
ment and economic prosperity. 
Otherwise, problems such as 
suicide and mental disorders 
are going to evolve into global 
crises.

6. Too many life options

On the quest for meaning, many 
cannot help but have to 
confront a fundamental ques-
tion: “What do I want out of 
life?”

Nowadays, most of us find our-
selves with a long list of desires 
- a fulfilling career, a loving fam-
ily, travel, personal growth, and 
countless other aspirations. The 
thing is, our time and resources 
are finite; as such, we must 
make choices.

In the past, most people typic-
ally did not have such a privi-
lege - due to reasons such as

social constraints or economic 
circumstances. That is not the 
thing with modern society.

Ironically, as life becomes more 
convenient comes a new issue. 
Given the overwhelming num-
ber of paths available, many 
people find themselves paraly-
zed by indecision.

Should I pursue this job or that 
one? Should I prioritize career 
or family? Should I focus on sta-
bility or adventure?

Torn apart by the various op-
portunities available to them, 
many end up succumbing to in-
ertia, inner conflict, and ulti-
mately, a weakened sense of 
meaning. When everything 
seems possible, nothing feels
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essential.

One approach to navigating this 
dilemma is to consciously limit 
our options - something that Dr. 
Marshall Goldsmith, in his best-
seller “The Earned Life”, calls 
“the agency of no choice.”

The idea is simple: the availabi-
lity of too many options causes 
us to become overwhelmed and 
experience anxiety, stress, and 
a feeling of being out of control. 
As such, intentionally narrow-
ing oneʼs focus is key to reduc-
ing decision fatigue and freeing 
up mental energy to concentra-
te on what truly matters.

This doesnʼt mean abandoning 
our dreams or settling for a 
lesser life. Rather, itʼs about 
prioritizing and aligning every 
course of action with oneʼs core 
values and vision.

Itʼs about distinguishing bet-
ween essential decisions and 
trivial ones. For example,

spending excessive time agoni-
zing over what to wear each day 
is not worth the effort; one had 
better use that time for more 
authentic pursuits.

For those who would like to 
adopt this approach, below are 
a few principles to keep in 
mind:

● Simplifying oneʼs life: This 
means decluttering our 
physical and mental 
spaces, focusing on what 
truly brings us joy and 
fulfillment. For example, 
instead of constantly ac-
quiring new possessions, 
we should focus on experi-
ences and relationships.

● Paying attention to the 
present moment: Mindful-
ness helps us make more 
conscious choices rather 
than being driven by im-
pulsive desires or external 
pressures. For instance, 
rather than mindlessly 
scrolling through social
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media due to FOMO (i.e. 
fear of missing out), we 
should engage in more 
productive activities like 
reading or spending time in 
nature.

● Focusing on what we 
have, rather than what we 
lack: Gratitude enables us 
to appreciate the good in 
every day and reduces the 
constant craving for more - 
which is a major hurdle to 
finding meaning in life.

● Releasing the need to 
control: Nobody can con-
trol every aspect of their 
life. From time to time, we 
need to accept uncertainty 
and take small steps for-
ward, trusting that “life 
will find a way”.

To achieve an earned life, 
you have to make choices 
with an expanded sense of 
scale, discipline, and 
sacrifice.

Marshall Goldsmith

7. Over-eagerness for the 
award

Life is the dancer, and you 
are the dance.

Eckhart Tolle

Humanʼs tendency is to confuse 
the journey (meaning) with the 
destination (purpose). In other 
words, our sense of meaning is 
tied solely to a specific out-
come.

The truth is, what matters isnʼt 
about reaching a particular 
goal; rather, itʼs the life force 
that propels us forward each 
day. An excessive focus on the 
end result only robs us of the 
joy of the present moment and 
hinders the ability to live 
mindfully.

When we are too eager for the 
final “award”, we end up forget-
ting about what it takes to get 
“there”. We desire the reward 
without the effort, the victory
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without the struggle.

As such, when challenges arise, 
we hesitate. Fear of failure and 
setbacks makes us step back 
and refuse to take action.

And yet, itʼs precisely through 
facing challenges, learning from 
our mistakes, and overcoming 
obstacles that we may connect 
with the true meaning of life. It 
is the process of self-
improvement, not the final 
achievement, that gives life its 
richness.

I would like to give an example. 
Letʼs say there is a person who 
dreams of becoming a writer; 
however, he is afraid that his 
work might get criticized or 
rejected. As a result, he never 
takes the first step and instead 
comes up with excuses like “Iʼm 
too busy” or “Iʼm too old.” His 
fear becomes what prevents 
him from realizing his potential 
and turning his lifeʼs story to a 
new page.

Facing rejection, while painful, 
is an essential part of growth 
and self-discovery. Either it will 
strengthen our resolve, or it will 
guide us toward a more suitable 
path. As such, we need to 
muster our courage and make 
small changes - one by one.

Living can be compared to dan-
cing - in that we need to cons-
tantly move to avoid falling. As 
long as we keep moving and are 
not too concerned with arriving 
at a specific location, one day 
we will be amazed by how far 
we have made it!

In contrast, if we are too obses-
sed with the end results - while 
not willing to “drink from the 
bitter cup”, we will just end up 
living a superficial life devoid of 
significance.

Life is like riding a bicycle. 
To keep your balance, you 
must keep moving.

Albert Einstein
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On the other hand, an overem-
phasis on the “award” - on win-
ning - will give rise to a destruc-
tive mindset. Specifically, it 
drives us to become overly 
competitive and therefore often 
engage in unnecessary argu-
ments, even with loved ones.

For instance, instead of express-
ing sympathy to our spouse - 
who has just gone through a 
bad day - we try to one-up them 
with stories of our own, suppos-
edly greater suffering. Such an 
act prevents us from extending 
genuine support, ultimately 
diminishing the quality of the 
relationship.

As Ken Mogi has observed:

A mindset with the drive to

win can lead to great 
innovations. The same 
mindset can also lead to 
excessive stress and 
instability, both for 
individuals and society.

The solution, therefore, is to 
find a balance between striving 
for future goals and cherishing 
the moment. As Marshall 
Goldsmith suggests, we need to 
“eat the marshmallow” - enjoy 
the journey while still working 
toward our goals.

For example, I myself have been 
going to the gym regularly for a 
while, and while I havenʼt seen 
dramatic changes in my physi-
cal metrics, I still see many 
good things about the process 
itself: the feeling of getting 
stronger each day, the discip-
line of showing up, and the 
sense of accomplishment after 
each workout.

Itʼs this focus on the present 
experience, rather than solely

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

116

https://marshallgoldsmith.com/articles/delayed-gratification-can-be-costly/


4.1. WHY DO I FIND NO MEANING IN LIFE?

on the future result, that keeps 
me motivated and gives me a 
reason to stick to my fitness 
routine.

8. Living in the past

It is an intriguing fact that far 
too often, we prefer clinging to 
the past - whether itʼs previous 
achievements or sufferings (e.g. 
being constantly compared to 
other kids by our parents dur-
ing childhood). As if such an act 
gives us some kind of “power” 
or validation.

The truth is, the past is the past. 
Nothing can be changed about 
it. No matter if our motive is 
self-comfort or self-pity, obse-
ssing over “what was” only pre-
vents us from embracing the 
present and moving forward.

If we keep wallowing in previ-
ous memories, we only put our-
selves in a psychological para-
dox - in which on one hand, we 
crave change, but on the other

hand, we fear it.

In other words, we actively 
choose to be unhappy and 
resist change - hence denying 
ourselves the chance to find 
meaning in life.

The past gives you an iden-
tity and the future holds 
the promise of salvation, of 
fulfillment in whatever 
form. Both are illusions.

Eckhart Tolle

Many times, our attachment 
actually stems from the desire 
to maintain a false “sense of 
power”. For example, have you 
ever heard about a phenome-
non named “Hikikomori” - 
which happens when one is
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totally withdrawn from society 
and isolates oneself completely 
from the outside world?

While there may be a lot of rea-
sons for a person to act that 
way, have you ever considered 
the possibility that they specifi-
cally WANT to do so? That it 
benefits them in some way?

While unhappy with their isola-
ted existence, some may stub-
bornly remain indoors, as it 
allows them to garner attention 
and pity from family and online 
communities. This superficial 
attention provides a temporary 
sense of control, a distorted 
form of connection.

However, true strength comes 
from confronting reality and 
engaging with the world. Back 
to the example above, it means 
being courageous enough to 
“blend in”, let go of the superfi-
cial attention one receives while 
being secluded, and ven-
ture out to socialize.

We are, after all, not prisoners 
of the past. While psychologists 
like Sigmund Freud may pro-
mote a deterministic view of 
cause and effect, others have 
talked about humanityʼs unique 
capacity for self-determination.

In other words, we have the 
power to choose how we res-
pond and refuse to be manipu-
lated by circumstances.

Just think about those like Nick 
Vujicic and Helen Keller*. Des-
pite facing extreme physical 
disabilities, they chose not to 
be defined by their limitations. 
Instead, they were able to find 
purpose and meaning, trans-
forming their challenges into 
sources of strength and inspi-
ration.

Our beginnings do not necessa-
rily dictate our endings. While 
past experiences may play a 
role in shaping who we are now, 
they do not determine our des-
tiny.
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We have the agency to rewrite 
our narrative, to choose a diffe-
rent path.

Your story may not have 
such a happy beginning, 
but that doesnʼt make you 
who you are. It is the rest 
of your story - who you 
CHOOSE to be.

Soothsayer - Kungfu Panda

9. A rigid philosophical stance

I once came across a simple, yet 
beautiful analogy between sci-
ence and philosophy like this: 
while the former may show us

how to create a nuclear bomb, 
the latter asks whether we 
should do such an act in the 
first place.

To me, this comparison high-
lights the importance of having 
a well-considered philosophical 
stance. While most people tend 
to view philosophy as some-
thing “exotic” or an abstract 
pursuit, I believe that it actually 
touches every aspect of our 
lives, from daily decisions to 
fundamental beliefs.

A holistic, well-thought person-
al philosophy will bring us clos-
er to an abundant life; while a 
rigid one does the exact oppo-
site thing.

I would like to give an example 
of my own experience. Back in 
the day, growing up in a conser-
vative Christian environment, I 
held strict views on life, especi-
ally concerning things like spi-
rituality and morality. Fixated 
on doctrines such as heaven-

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

119



4.1. WHY DO I FIND NO MEANING IN LIFE?

hell and righteousness, I was 
somehow judgemental and 
struggled to demonstrate com-
passion to others - including 
those deemed as non-believers 
and those who I considered 
“hypocrites”.

Around the time I left my third 
job, this rigidity - along with 
many other things - caused me 
to suffer from a loss of mean-
ing. Out of anger and disillu-
sionment, I made numerous 
poor choices.

I distanced myself from my faith 
and stopped going to church. 
Much like C.S. Lewis in his early 
life, I got disconnected from all 
things spiritual.

At work, I was like a zombie and 
only did what I was told to do. I 
cared little for my co-workers 
and only thought about work as 
a way to sustain my living. 
Nothing more, nothing less.

And I grew weary and cynical

toward anyone who offered 
moral guidance (e.g. priests, 
monks, teachers, coaches, 
psychologists, etc.). Not that I 
hated them or despised their 
messages; I was just skeptical of 
their authenticity and underly-
ing motivations.

All in all, I became a “rebel-
lious” figure and lost my con-
nection to the “light”. To the 
meaning of life.

Ironically, it was a Buddhist (my 
spiritual mentor) who brought 
this “prodigal son” back and 
helped revive my faith in huma-
nity. He imparted to me invalu-
able lessons, including:

● To avoid idolizing anyone
● To understand that my 

worth is intrinsic, and
● To learn from othersʼ 

teachings without 
emulating their flaws.

● etc.

Over time, I gradually adopted
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a more compassionate world-
view. I realized that back in the 
day, I (like those in my neigh-
borhood) was not exposed 
much to “outsiders” - which 
was a reason for many of my 
problems up to now.

Fortunately, my view has broa-
dened thanks to the help of my 
mentor (and also because of 
exposure to artistic works like 
“Life of Pi” and Scorseseʼs “Sil-
ence” movie).

…

I share this story of mine to de-
monstrate the importance of 
having a well-established per-
sonal philosophy. Itʼs not about 
adhering to a specific teaching 
or doctrine - but about cultiva-

ting a harmonious approach to 
life. This involves navigating a 
delicate balance: avoiding the 
extremes of voluntarism, con-
sumerism, and a dismissive 
view of the physical world - 
while simultaneously pursuing 
knowledge and truth.

This is something that has been 
reflected in teachings like the 
Buddhaʼs Middle Way: to avoid 
polarized arguments, recogniz-
ing that they rarely lead to con-
tentment or liberation. After all, 
most of our never-ending deba-
tes are centered around ques-
tions beyond human compre-
hension and our current under-
standing.

In the 18th century, philosopher 
Immanuel Kant discussed a 
problem called the “antinomy 
of pure reason”. According to 
him, human beings, in our 
attempts to apply conventional 
logic to interpret the nature of 
reality (including matters be-
yond our experience), got trap-
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ped in a series of paradoxes:

The Worldʼs Finiteness or 
Infinity
● Thesis: The world has a be-

ginning in time and is limit-
ed in space.

● Antithesis: The world has 
no beginning in time and is 
infinite in space.

The Divisibility of Matter
● Thesis: All composite sub-

stances in the world are 
composed of simple parts.

● Antithesis: No composite 
substance in the world is 
composed of simple parts, 
but is rather divisible ad 
infinitum.

Causality and Freedom
● Thesis: Causality according 

to natural laws is not the 
only cause of events in the 
world; there is also free-
dom.

● Antithesis: There is no 
freedom, but all events in 
the world happen solely

according to the laws of 
nature.

The Existence of God
● Thesis: There exists a ne-

cessary being that is the 
cause of all things.

● Antithesis: There is no ne-
cessary being that is the 
cause of all things.

(Image source: Springernature)

These are pairs of seemingly 
contradictory - yet equally valid 
conclusions about the world. As 
mortals, we can only know the 
world as it appears to us (phe-
nomena), not as it truly is (nou-
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mena). Therefore, both sides of 
each antinomy are equally valid 
and invalid at the same time; 
and arguing for one over the 
other is just a futile effort.

While debating is important 
(after all, thatʼs the nature of 
philosophy), the purpose, I be-
lieve, is to expand oneʼs hori-
zons and therefore foster com-
passion - NOT to promote hosti-
lity or hatred (which is, sadly, 
something people often suc-
cumb to due to reasons such as 
ego and politics, and something 
that has given rise to countless 
“holy wars” in the past).

After all, it is meant for us to 
move on - albeit in “light”, not 
in “darkness”.

As I have mentioned before, I 
cannot make a definitive claim 
about where I came from - whe-
ther I was a creation of God, a 
reincarnation of a historical 
“nobody”, a result of a random 
cosmic event, or something else 
entirely. However, I know one 
thing for sure: the past is un-
changeable.

The meaning of life lies not in 
looking “backward”, but look-
ing “onward” - embracing the 
present and future.

A rigid outlook on life will only 
distract us from living a worth-
while and harmonious life. This 
is something that has been ill-
ustrated in stories like the 
Buddhistʼs Parable of the Poi-
soned Arrow: if someone is shot 
with a poisoned arrow, the prio-
rity is to remove the arrow, not 
to investigate who shot it, what 
kind of arrow it is made of, etc.

We should not become so 
fixated on an ultimate truth
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that we neglect practical living 
or judge those with different 
perspectives. Everything is 
transient; in the end, all will 
pass.

As my father has wisely said, 
everyone has both light and 
dark sides - like a refrigerator, 
cold in the front and hot in the 
back. This is simply human 
nature. Therefore, we should 
focus on betting ourselves and 
practice detachment - while 
avoiding extremes, greed, and 
excessive idealization of others.

Whether the world is finite 
or infinite, limited or unli-
mited, the problem of your 
liberation remains the 
same.

Buddha

At the same time, I would like to 
stress one thing: detachment 
doesnʼt mean obsessing over 
non-attachment (which is just 
another form of attachment).

Rather, it comes from accepting 
the present moment, even its 
imperfections.

Donʼt look for peace. Donʼt 
look for any other state 
than the one you are in 
now; otherwise, you will 
set up inner conflict and 
unconscious resistance. 
Forgive yourself for not 
being at peace. The mo-
ment you completely 
accept your non-peace, 
your non-peace becomes 
transmuted into peace. 
Anything you accept fully 
will get you there, will take 
you into peace. This is the 
miracle of surrender.

Eckhart Tolle

10. Escapism

In the movie “Ikiru”, the prota-
gonist Kanji Watanabe, after 
facing a cancer diagnosis and 
knowing that he has only 6 
months left to live, succumbs to

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

124



4.1. WHY DO I FIND NO MEANING IN LIFE?

despair and an existential crisis. 
He gets trapped in a horrifying 
state: on one hand, he longs to 
truly live - and yet on the other 
hand, he is too used to existing 
in a state of oblivion, like a 
“mummy”.

For years, he has been focusing 
only on earning money. And 
now, he does not know what to 
do with his 10-year savings - 
which turn out to be quite fleet-
ing in the face of his impending 
demise.

Watanabe then meets a novelist 
and asks him to show him how 
to use his money. How to be 
“alive” - even if itʼs only for a 
short moment.

The two of them spend that 
night in a very chaotic way - 
going to nightclubs, gambling, 
meeting prostitutes, and sing-
ing songs about the shortness 
of life.

Alas, the indulgence ends with

Watanabe vomiting blood along 
the way back home. It is at that 
moment that he realizes that 
hedonistic pleasures do not 
provide an escape from his fate 
or his existential emptiness. 
Death, one day, is going to claim 
him anyway!

Drinking this expensive 
sake is like paying myself 
back with poison for the 
way I lived all these years.

Akira Kurosawa – “Ikiru”

Think about that. Have you ever 
acted in a similar manner be-
fore - running away from lifeʼs 
harsh realities?

When we feel unfulfilled, de-
pressed, or lost, we often seek
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external distractions - a new 
goal, a thrilling activity, or sim-
ply indulging in pleasures like 
gaming, excessive coffee, or 
other sensory experiences. 
These provide us with immedi-
ate gratification - a temporary 
relief from our miseries.

This behavioral pattern, I have 
to say, is far too prevalent in to-
dayʼs fast-paced, materialistic 
world - where societal norms 
and marketing often promote a 
lifestyle of constant consump-
tion and pleasure as the path to 
happiness. As a result, we are 
pressured to indulge in certain 
ways to “fit in” and project an 
image of success and status - 
while forsaking the search for 
deeper sources of purpose.

Ironically, escapism only sub-
jects us to illusions. As fleeting 
moments of gratification pass, 
we are ultimately left feeling 
empty and hollow inside.

How could this be? Why?

From my research and experi-
ences, I can say that we can 
attribute the problem to a 
variety of causes:

● Temporary relief: Far too 
often, hedonistic pleasures 
offer a temporary distrac-
tion from negative emot-
ions, but they donʼt add-
ress their root causes. For 
example, playing video 
games might make a child 
feel better after an exami-
nation failure, yet it pro-
vides no solution to his 
problems at school. Or, 
drinking coffee might tem-
porarily boost our energy; 
however, the underlying 
issues of fatigue or stress 
remain unsolved.

● Avoidance: Escapism is, 
after all, a form of avoid-
ance. We use distractions 
to avoid confronting diffi-
cult emotions or challeng-
ing situations. This only 
prevents us from process-
ing our experiences, learn-

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

126



4.1. WHY DO I FIND NO MEANING IN LIFE?

ing from them, and finding 
lasting solutions.

● Depletion of resources: 
Overindulgence depletes 
our physical and mental 
resources, leaving us feel-
ing more drained and less 
equipped to deal with lifeʼs 
challenges.

● Diminishing returns: 
According to the Law of 
Diminishing Return, 
repeated indulgence de-
sensitizes our brains to 
rewards, causing us to de-
sire increasingly intense 
stimuli to achieve the same 
level of satisfaction. In 
other words, it creates a 
cycle of chasing ever-
greater highs. Over time, 
we become dependent on 
temporary pleasures to 
escape our problems, 
further perpetuating emp-
tiness and dissatisfaction.

● Unmet needs: Ultimately, 
escapism fails because it 
doesnʼt address our deeper 
human needs. Fleeting

sensory experiences are 
not enough to meet these 
demands; only high-
quality engagement with 
ourselves, others, and the 
world can.

As you may see, itʼs a common 
misconception that indulgence 
equates to a fulfilling life.

While pleasure has its place, 
true meaning arises from a 
balance of experiences - both 
pleasurable and challenging.

It is through facing challenges, 
overcoming obstacles, and con-
tributing to something beyond 
ourselves that we may discover 
true purpose and live an au-
thentic life.
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1. Carve out time for self-
reflection

What lies behind us and 
what lies before us are tiny 
matters compared to what 
lies within us.

Ralph Waldo Emerson

Discovering the meaning of life 
begins with looking inward. As 
simple as it is, most people fail 
at this stage - worse, many can-
not muster the courage to even 
attempt it in the first place.

Self-reflection is not merely 
thinking about what happens in 
the day; rather, it involves exa-
mining your current state, 
uncovering underlying assump-
tions that have been shaping 
your life up to now, and ultim-
ately, connecting with the core 
of who you are beneath the 
surface.

The first step is to ask yourself: 
“Where am I now?”. You need to

take stock of various aspects of 
life, including:

● Career: Am I fulfilled by my 
work? Does it align with my 
values? Or am I simply 
going through the 
motions?

● Relationships: Are my 
relationships nurturing and 
supportive? Or are there 
patterns of conflict or 
disconnection?

● Personal growth: Am I 
actively learning and 
growing as a person? Or 
am I stagnant?

The process requires patience 
and a willingness to confront 
truths that may not be comfort-
able. Far too often, our minds 
come up with narratives to pro-
tect us from difficult realities. 
For instance, you might assume 
that financial success equals 
happiness, only to realize upon 
deeper reflection that it leaves 
you feeling empty inside. Or, 
you might believe that pleasing
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others is the key to acceptance, 
when in reality, it only leads to 
resentment and a loss of self. 
Time and honesty are necessary 
to gently dismantle these “illu-
sions” and listen to the whis-
pers of our souls.

Initially, it is recommended that 
you start with simpler prompts 
(e.g. What am I grateful for? 
What am I good at? What are my 
fears?). As you become more 
comfortable with introspection, 
you can begin to challenge 
yourself with deeper, existential 
themes such as:

● Who am I? In other words, 
itʼs about your identity be-
yond mere roles and la-
bels. What are your core 
beliefs, values, and motiva-
tions? One way to app-
roach this question is to 
consider what you would 
still be if you lost every-
thing else - your job, your 
possessions, your relation-
ships.

● Where did I come from? 
More than just your family 
history and upbringing, itʼs 
about considering your 
spiritual and philosophical 
beliefs about the origins of 
life and the universe.

● Where am I going? Think 
about your purpose and 
direction in life. What do 
you want to achieve? What 
kind of legacy do you want 
to leave behind? Try envi-
sioning your ideal future 
self and working backward 
to identify the steps you 
need to take to get there.

Most of the time, the answers to 
the above self-reflection 
prompts lie beyond the subcon-
scious mind; as such, one may 
consider the following 
practices:

● Journaling: Regularly 
write down your thoughts 
and feelings without over-
thinking about them. Try 
to look for recurring
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themes and patterns.
● Cultivating presence: This 

involves creating space for 
introspection through 
practices that quiet the 
mind and connect you with 
the present moment. 
Spending time in solitude, 
whether itʼs a quiet walk in 
nature or a few minutes of 
stillness each day, allows 
you to disconnect from 
external distractions and 
tune into your inner world. 
On the other hand, mind-
fulness practices such as 
meditation, yoga, Tai Chi, 
and walking further en-
hance this connection. As 
various research has point-
ed out, these activities can 
even lead to structural 
changes in the brain, 
thereby promoting self-
awareness, empathy, and a 
sense of well-being.

● Active imagination: This 
technique, derived from 
Jungian psychology, invol-
ves engaging in a dialogue

with images or figures that 
arise in your imagination - 
so as to gain insights from 
the unconscious.

● Values clarification exer-
cises: One example is to list 
down moments in your life 
when you felt truly ful-
filled and then identify the 
values that were being ex-
pressed in those moments. 
Or, you may also try ima-
gining your own eulogy 
and considering what you 
would want people to say 
about you.

The mind unconsciously 
loves problems because 
they give you an identity of 
sorts.

Eckhart Tolle
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2. Think about what aligns 
with your “vibration” (hadō)

Hadō is the subtle energy 
that exists in all things.

Masaru Emoto

Have you ever felt a deep sense 
of connection to something - an 
activity, a place, or even a per-
son - that makes you feel truly 
alive?

This feeling, this inner 
resonance, is what we call hadō 
(波動) - a concept that refers to 
the subtle energy or vibration 
that permeates all things.

Everything in the universe is 
made up of energy that vibrates 
at a specific frequency. Our 
thoughts and emotions also 
have their own unique vibra-
tions (hadō). This idea of inner 
resonance is similar to the idea 
that like attracts like - when we 
are in tune with our true selves, 
we naturally attract experiences

and opportunities that are 
aligned with our deepest values 
and desires.

Tuning into your hadō means 
identifying what truly resona-
tes with you, what brings you a 
sense of deep, innocent bliss - 
a feeling weʼve all experienced 
at some point in our lives 
(especially during childhood). 
This is a powerful indicator of 
alignment with your true self.

Itʼs crucial to distinguish hadō 
from fleeting hedonistic plea-
sures. While momentary plea-
sures, as Sigmund Freud sug-
gested, can contribute to a 
sense of meaning, they should 
not be the primary focus.

Activities like endlessly scroll-
ing through social media or 
playing video games might 
indeed offer temporary distrac-
tion; however, they rarely lead 
to lasting contentment.

At its core, hadō is about some-
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thing deeper: a sense of pro-
found connection and purpose 
that transcends the self. It 
manifests when you experience 
a sense of fulfillment that goes 
beyond mere gratification - 
whether through volunteering 
your time to a cause you believe 
in, creating art that expresses 
your inner world, or mentoring 
others.

Embracing your hadō means 
identifying what makes you 
lose track of time and even ba-
sic needs like eating - activities 
that fully engage you, like 
writing a novel, playing music, 
or engaging in deep conversa-
tion about ideas you care 
about. Many times, itʼs already 
here right before you; you are 
just not aware of it or not will-
ing to accept it yet.

Example: A brilliant software 
engineer, known for her razor-
sharp mind and problem-solving 
abilities, found herself increas-
ingly drawn to her small garden.

She would spend hours tending 
to her plants, experimenting 
with different techniques, and 
feeling a deep sense of peace 
and fulfillment. She realized that 
while her job was intellectually 
stimulating, it didnʼt ignite the 
same passion as her gardening. 
Nurturing life, in this way, reso-
nated more deeply with her 
than tending to machines.

Attaining alignment with oneʼs 
hadō is no simple feat. Adult-
hood and the pressures of mo-
dern life often cause us to lose 
touch with our resonant fre-
quencies. We become trapped 
in a cycle of earning and desir-
ing more, which causes us to 
forget the simple joys that once 
defined us.
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Embracing your hadō is about 
aligning yourself with the natu-
ral “flow” of life. As proposed 
by psychologists like Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi, the “flow” 
state is characterized by comp-
lete absorption in an activity, a 
sense of effortless action, and a 
loss of self-consciousness. It 
occurs when we are fully enga-
ged in something that challeng-
es us appropriately and utilizes 
our strengths.

When we are in “flow”, we are 
fully engaged in something that 
resonates with our core being, 
allowing us to tap into our full 
potential.

Rather than constantly trying to 
fix your weaknesses or confor-
ming to societal expectations, 
you should focus on your 
strengths and what truly mat-
ters to you.

The reason is simple: if you 
genuinely enjoy something, 
youʼre more likely to excel at

it.

By identifying your core 
strengths and directing your 
energy there, you begin to reso-
nate with your true vibration 
and find your way back to that 
sense of innocent bliss. This 
shift in focus can profoundly 
change the trajectory of your 
life.

Easier said than done. One 
common obstacle to this pro-
cess is our tendency to adopt a 
conditional mindset. We set 
conditions for happiness based 
on external factors like wealth, 
fame, or fleeting pleasures. We 
believe, “If I only had X, then I 
would be happy.”

This approach is inherently 
flawed - because it seeks unli-
mited happiness in limited and 
ever-changing things. Ultimate-
ly, it prompts us to commit in-
authentic choices. For example, 
someone with a deep passion 
for art might choose a stable
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but unfulfilling office job due to 
societal pressure or fear of fi-
nancial insecurity.

We need to recognize and honor 
our innate calling, even if it de-
viates from societal norms. This 
is something that author Ken 
Mogi has observed in his book - 
when he mentions Japanʼs 
anime industry. As he has 
pointed out, one thing that 
often goes unnoticed is that 
most people who work in this 
industry do not receive very 
high pay.

And yet, many Japanese indivi-
duals - driven by an internal 
vibration, a deep resonance 
with their creative calling - 
choose to pursue their passion 
for creating anime rather than 
opting for more traditional, 
higher-paying careers.

This is a prime example of what 
it means to tune in to oneʼs 
hadō - and forsake the norms in 
the process. Only then may one

find lasting joy in what they do 
every day.

A musician must make 
music, an artist must 
paint, a poet must write, if 
he is to be ultimately at 
peace with himself. What a 
man can be, he must be.

Abraham Maslow

3. Experiment

Donʼt just sit there and 
aimlessly wander through 
life. Pick a path. And real-
ize the path may change, 
and itʼs okay. At least you 
are going somewhere. If 
the path works, great. If it 
doesnʼt work, change it.

Marshall Goldsmith
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This powerful quote speaks to 
the heart of the matter: finding 
meaning in life is not a passive 
process. It requires action, ex-
ploration, and a willingness to 
embrace the unknown. Itʼs 
about embarking on a journey, 
even if the destination is 
unclear.

The key is to experiment, to try 
different paths and see where 
they lead, without fear of fail-
ure or “wasted” time.

After all, lifeʼs duration is inhe-
rently uncertain (we cannot 
know for sure how long we are 
going to live), so why not use 
the time you have to explore its 
possibilities? Why are we so ob-
sessed with the idea of “wast-
ing” time that we end up “wast-
ing” it in reality - by refusing to 
take action?

Itʼs worth noting that many 
times, clarity about oneʼs 
“Way” can emerge from unex-
pected sources. Engaging in

activities outside your usual 
routine, such as volunteering or 
pursuing hobbies, may reveal 
hidden aspects of your person-
ality and provide valuable in-
sights into your values and 
passions.

For example, someone who vol-
unteers at an animal shelter 
might discover a deep well of 
empathy and a passion for ani-
mal welfare. This could lead 
them to pursue a career in 
animal care or simply incor-
porate animal advocacy into 
their life.

Similarly, someone who takes 
up painting might uncover a 
latent need for creative expre-
ssion, which could open up new 
avenues for self-discovery and 
fulfillment.

The important thing is to 
remain open to new experien-
ces and to never stop asking 
yourself what truly resonates 
with you.
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A crucial aspect of experimen-
tation is non-attachment. This 
doesnʼt mean giving up on goals 
or not caring about the 
outcome. Rather, it means not 
clinging rigidly to a specific 
outcome or identity.

When we are attached to a par-
ticular result, we become resist-
ant to change and miss out on 
valuable learning opportuni-
ties. We risk defining ourselves 
by our successes and failures, 
rather than by the process of 
exploration itself.

Here are some examples of how 
non-attachment applies to 
experimentation:

● Career: You might have

started down a specific 
career path, only to realize 
after some time that itʼs 
not the right fit. Non-
attachment means being 
willing to change direction, 
even if it means starting 
over in some ways. Itʼs 
about valuing the experi-
ence you gained and using 
it to inform your next 
steps, rather than feeling 
like youʼve “wasted” time.

● Relationships: In case you 
have invested time and 
energy into a relationship 
that ultimately doesnʼt 
work out, just accept it 
without bitterness or re-
gret. After all, the relation-
ship has served its purpose 
- and new opportunities for 
connection will arise.

● Hobbies & interests: You 
might try a new hobby, like 
learning a musical instru-
ment, only to discover that 
you donʼt enjoy it as much 
as you thought you would. 
Non-attachment means
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being okay with setting it 
aside and trying something 
else, without feeling like 
youʼve failed or wasted 
your time. The act of trying 
itself was commendable.

● Beliefs & ideas: As we grow 
and learn, our beliefs and 
perspectives naturally 
evolve. As such, we need to 
be open to changing our 
minds, even about deeply 
held convictions. In other 
words, we need to value 
truth and understanding 
over being “right.”

By embracing non-attachment, 
you free yourself to explore 
without fear, allowing life to un-
fold in unexpected and often 
beautiful ways.

Any action is often better 
than no action, especially if 
you have been stuck in an 
unhappy situation for a 
long time. If it is a mistake, 
at least you learn some-
thing, in which case itʼs no

longer a mistake. If you 
remain stuck, you learn 
nothing.

Eckhart Tolle

4. Seek guidance

The journey to finding your 
“Way” is rarely a solitary one. 
While self-reflection and experi-
mentation are essential, you 
shouldnʼt be afraid of seeking 
support from others. This does 
not mean relinquishing your 
own autonomy or blindly fol-
lowing someone elseʼs path. 
Rather, you now take advantage 
of insights and learning from 
the experiences of those who 
have walked similar roads.

Guidance can come from 
various sources, including:

● Coaches and mentors.
● Teachers and spiritual 

leaders.
● Friends and family
● etc.
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When choosing someone to guide you, consider the following factors:

● Expertise: Do they have relevant experience or knowledge in the 
area youʼre seeking guidance in?

● Values: Do their values align with your own?
● Objectivity: Can they offer unbiased advice and perspective?
● Trust: Do you feel comfortable being open and honest with 

them? Do they have your best interests at heart?

Ultimately, the decisions about your life are yours to make. Guidance 
should be used to inform your choices, not dictate them. Take the 
advice you receive, reflect on it, and then make your own decisions 
based on what feels right for you.

Just as with experimentation, itʼs important to maintain a sense of 
non-attachment to the specific advice you receive. What works for one 
person may not work for another. Be open to different perspec-
tives, but ultimately trust your own intuition and judgment.
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BUILDING A LIFE
OF SIGNIFICANCE
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Life is a journey that must be 
traveled no matter how bad the 

roads and accommodations.
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5.1. PRINCIPLES FOR A MEANINGFUL LIFE

1. Do not stay idle or procrasti-
nate

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 responsi-
ble.

Viktor E. Frankl

The idea is: we need to shift the 
focus from passively searching 
for a pre-ordained purpose to 
actively responding to lifeʼs 
constant demands. Every mo-
ment, we are each being ques-
tioned by life, and our answer 
lies in how we live.

While the ultimate answer to 
the meaning of life may remain 
elusive to many of us, the very 
act of seeking, of continuously

questioning, will draw us closer 
to understanding.

Imagine searching for a lost 
item in a darkened room. Even 
if you donʼt immediately find it, 
each sweep of your hand, each 
step you take, refines your 
search and increases your 
chances of discovery.

The same is true for meaning; 
the active pursuit is itself a 
form of finding.

Speaking of which, I remember 
once reading a beautiful story 
like this:

One night a group of no-
mads were preparing to re-
tire for the evening when 
suddenly they were sur-
rounded by a great light. 
They knew they were in the 
presence of a celestial 
being. With great anticipa-
tion, they awaited a hea-
venly message of great 
importance that they knew
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must be especially for them.

Finally, the voice spoke, 
“Gather as many pebbles as 
you can. Put them in your 
saddle bags. Travel a dayʼs 
journey and tomorrow night 
will find you glad and it will 
find you sad.”

After having departed, the 
nomads shared their disap-
pointment with each other. 
They had expected the reve-
lation of a great universal 
truth that would enable 
them to create wealth, 
health and purpose. But 
instead they were given a 
menial task that made no 
sense. However, the memo-
ry of the brilliance of their 
visitor caused each one to 
pick up a few pebbles and 
deposit them in their saddle 
bags while voicing their 
displeasure.

They traveled a dayʼs jour-

ney and that night while 
making camp, they reached 
into their saddle bags and 
discovered every pebble 
they had gathered had be-
come a diamond. They 
were glad they had dia-
monds. They were sad they 
had not gathered more 
pebbles.

One common mistake of huma-
nity is to yearn for a single, defi-
nitive answer - while overlook-
ing the significance of small, 
consistent efforts. We must fo-
cus on the “pebbles” - the daily 
actions, the small steps we take 
- rather than fixating on the 
distant, perhaps overwhelming, 
“diamonds”.

“Practice makes perfect,” as the

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

143



5.1. PRINCIPLES FOR A MEANINGFUL LIFE

saying goes, and this applies 
equally to the pursuit of a 
meaningful life.

Itʼs not that Iʼm so smart, 
itʼs just that I stay with 
problems longer.

Albert Einstein

Imagine the “Way” as a river. Its 
flow is constant, yet it mean-
ders, encountering obstacles 
and changing course. Our jour-
ney on this “Way” is similar. It 
wonʼt always be a straight path. 
There will be challenges, de-
tours, and moments of uncer-
tainty. But as long as we keep 
moving and engaging, we will 
progress.

Our “Way” is like a seed planted 
within us; it needs nurturing - 
through mindful action - to 
sprout and grow. Through intro-
spection, experimentation, and 
seeking guidance, we gather the 
“pebbles” that will eventu-
ally reveal our personal trea-

sure.

Often, procrastination stems 
from ignorance - a lack of 
awareness about our true call-
ing, what truly resonates with 
us. We become trapped in the 
mundane, burdened by the de-
mands of daily life, losing sight 
of the bigger picture.

In these moments, we must 
take a step back and do what 
Paulo Coelho has advised:

Listen to your heart. It 
knows all things, because it 
came from the Soul of the 
World and it will one day re-
turn there.

Our heart, our intuition, con-
nects us to something deeper, a
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wellspring of wisdom that can 
guide us when we feel lost. Ma-
ny times, we dismiss its whis-
pers as impractical or illusory. 
However, as we start tuning to 
it, we will be rewarded with a 
sense of purpose we havenʼt 
anticipated before.

Another obstacle to taking ac-
tion is being paralyzed by con-
flicting philosophies. As men-
tioned, some scholars believe in 
a preordained purpose, while 
others argue that meaning is 
self-created.

For my part, I believe whole-
heartedly in the power of per-
sonal agency, as J.K. Rowling 
has suggested:

It is our choices that show 
what we truly are, far more 
than our abilities.

We have the capacity to choose 
our responses, to shape our 
own paths, regardless of exter-
nal circumstances. Even if a pre-

determined path exists, it re-
mains dormant without active 
engagement. In other words, if 
we do not search for it, we will 
end up wasting our lifetime.

Conversely, even without a pre-
ordained purpose, the act of 
seeking itself will create mean-
ing.

Ask and it will be given to 
you; seek and you will find; 
knock and the door will be 
opened to you.

Matthew 7:7

Even in the face of absurdity or 
suffering, we still have the abil-
ity to shape reality through the 
power of belief and action. Even 
if we cannot say for sure where 
we will end up yet, we just need 
to have faith and take action 
(“Blessed are those who have 
not seen and yet have 
believed”).

If you canʼt fly then run, if
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you canʼt run then walk, if 
you canʼt walk then crawl, 
but whatever you do you 
have to keep moving for-
ward.

Martin Luther King Jr.

One of the most powerful anti-
dotes to idleness is education 
and continuous learning. As Fu-
kuzawa Yukichi has observed:

Heaven does not create one 
man above or below ano-
ther man. Any existing dis-
tinction between the wise 
and the stupid, between the 
rich and the poor, comes 
down to a matter of edu-
cation.

By expanding our knowledge, 
exploring different perspect-
ives, and engaging with the 
world around us, we equip our-
selves with the tools to discover 
our own path. Reading philoso-
phical texts, engaging in high-
quality conversations, or learn-

ing a new skill - these all open 
up new avenues of thought and 
self-discovery.

Ultimately, the key is to do our 
best, to believe in the power of 
our actions, and to live fully in 
the present moment. Itʼs about 
internalizing this simple truth: 
only the present matters.

Yesterday is history. Tomo-
rrow is a mystery, but to-
day is a gift. Thatʼs why itʼs 
called the present.

Master Oogway - Kungfu 
Panda

2. Do not be afraid to question 
assumptions

Our lives are typically guided by
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a set of deeply ingrained as-
sumptions about the world, 
ourselves, and our place within 
it. These premises, which stem 
from a combination of spiritual, 
religious, cultural, or even per-
sonal beliefs, are what shape 
our decisions and actions.

The thing is, as we reach certain 
stages in life, some of them may 
no longer serve us. Hence, itʼs 
crucial to periodically re-
examine them. No matter what 
they are about, rigid assump-
tions (e.g. success being tied to 
material wealth, happiness be-
ing dependent on external vali-
dation, or a specific religious 
doctrine being the only path to 
truth) will only trap us within 
our current horizons.

One particularly damaging ten-
dency is to adopt an exclusive 
stance on life rather than a uni-
versal one. By clinging to a sin-
gle perspective and rejecting all 
others, we create divisions and 
lose sight of our shared huma-

nity. This results in a lack of 
compassion and hinders our 
connection to something larger 
than ourselves - which is 
essential for an “earned life”.

Example: Believing that oneʼs 
own religion is the only true path 
will lead to intolerance and dis-
missal of other spiritual tradi-
tions, preventing us from learn-
ing from their wisdom and re-
cognizing the common threads 
that connect us all.

In the book “The Courage to be 
Happy”, author Ichiro Kishimi 
presents an insightful perspec-
tive as follows:

In our search for truth, we 
are walking on a long pole 
that extends into the dark-
ness. Doubting our common 
sense and engaging in con-
tinual self-questioning, we 
just continue to walk on 
that pole without any idea 
of how far it may go. And 
then, from out of the dark-
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ness one hears a voice in-
side saying, ʻNothing fur-
ther lies ahead. Here is 
truth.̓

So, some people stop listen-
ing to their internal voice 
and stop walking. They 
jump down from the pole.

Do they find truth there? I 
donʼt know. Maybe they do, 
maybe they donʼt. But stop-
ping in oneʼs steps and jum-
ping off the pole midway is 
what I call religion.

With philosophy, one keeps 
walking without end. It 
doesnʼt matter if gods are 
there or not.

Philosophy is more of a liv-
ing attitude than a field of 
study. Religion may convey 
all under the name of god. 
It may convey an all-
knowing, almighty god and 
the teachings handed down 
by that god. This is a way of

thinking that conflicts fund-
amentally with philosophy.

While many religions may advo-
cate for faith in “absolute 
truths” - therefore potentially 
discouraging further inquiry, 
philosophy is about embracing 
uncertainty and the continuous 
pursuit of knowledge.

After all, even those who donʼt 
adhere to a specific religion can 
still become dogmatic by claim-
ing to know everything and 
ceasing to question. As those 
like Socrates and Confucius 
have remarked, such an atti-
tude is just a form of utmost ig-
norance.

I would like to demonstrate this
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point with my own experience. 
As someone who has practiced 
Christianity for years and con-
templated lifeʼs deeper ques-
tions, I dare to say that I believe 
in the existence of an afterlife - 
though I am not quite sure 
about its exact nature and 
hence remain open to different 
interpretations, including the 
idea of reincarnation.

My personal experiences have 
led me to consider this possibi-
lity, even though it might not 
align perfectly with traditional 
doctrines.

At the same time, I deeply res-
pect those who donʼt have faith 
in an afterlife. In fact, Iʼve ob-
served that some individuals 
without this belief are power-
fully motivated to contribute to 
the present world, focusing on 
making a tangible difference ra-
ther than fixating on what 
might lie beyond.

This dedication to the present is

something I truly admire.

My point here is to neither pro-
mote nor reject religious faith, 
but to advocate for a thoughtful 
and nuanced approach, one 
that allows for questioning and 
personal exploration (rather 
than blindly accepting what is 
preached or imposed upon us 
by the elders).

We need to evaluate everything 
with an inquisitive mind - even 
for seemingly innocuous things. 
For instance, sometimes while 
surfing the Internet, I come ac-
ross inspirational quotes that 
talk about humanity as a whole 
and about helping others.

I have noticed how these say-
ings make people (including me
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too) feel good and inclined to 
take action (e.g. like, share). At 
the same time, I cannot help 
but wonder: Why?

Sometimes, I find them quite 
uplifting and empowering. And 
yet other times, I have a feeling 
that they are somehow trite or 
even manipulative.

According to my own research, 
inspirational words often tap 
into our innate desire for con-
nection and meaning. They 
make us feel good for several 
reasons:

● Validation: Quotes that 
speak to universal human

● experiences make us feel 
understood and validated. 
Seeing our own thoughts 
and feelings reflected in 
the words of others is a 
comforting and reassuring 
experience.

● Hope and inspiration: 
Many quotes convey mes-
sages of hope, resilience, 
and the potential for posi-
tive change, which uplift 
our spirits and motivate us 
to overcome challenges.

● Connection to a larger 
purpose: Quotes that en-
courage altruism and help-
ing others prompt us to 
feel connected to some-
thing bigger than ourselves 
- hence giving us a sense of 
purpose.

However, we need to be mind-
ful of their double-edged na-
ture. While words provide a 
potent source of motivation and 
inspiration, they can also be 
used to manipulate emotions or 
promote a particular agenda.
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Hence, it is important to app-
roach them with a critical eye - 
and to use them as a tool for 
reflection and growth, rather 
than as a source of unques-
tioned truth.

For example, if a saying empha-
sizes the importance of selfless-
ness, we should ask what 
selflessness means in practice 
first - and how it aligns with our 
own values and experiences.

As Nietzsche has stated:

If you wish to strive for 
peace of soul and pleasure, 
then believe; if you wish to 
be a devotee of truth, then 
inquire.

We need to strike a balance bet-
ween faith and inquiry. Depend-
ing on our individual needs and 
circumstances at the time, itʼs 
natural to fluctuate between 
these two states.

There are times when seeking

solace in established beliefs can 
provide comfort and stability. 
However, there are also times 
when we should embrace the 
discomfort of questioning to 
grow and deepen our under-
standing.

It is through this process of 
questioning, exploring, and 
even experimenting with diffe-
rent perspectives that we deve-
lop compassion for others and 
expand our own knowledge - 
both of which are crucial com-
ponents of a meaningful life.

It is not freedom from con-
ditions, but it is freedom to 
take a stand toward the 
conditions.

Viktor E. Frankl
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3. The meaning of life pertains 
to the spirit

Attending to our spiritual needs 
is not a luxury; it is a fundamen-
tal aspect of what it means to 
be human. As Abraham Maslow 
stated:

The spiritual life is part of 
the human essence. It is a 
defining characteristic of 
human nature, without 
which human nature is not 
fully human.

Back in the day, Sigmund Freud 
proposed that pleasure was a 
primary driver of human beha-
vior. While his theory has found 
support in neuroscience - parti-
cularly in research on brain re-
gions like the nucleus accum-
bens and the ventral tegmental 
area - it doesnʼt tell the whole 
story.

The pursuit of pleasure and re-
ward is undoubtedly a part of 
human motivation. However,

neuroscience also demons-
trates that activities like altru-
ism, creativity, and social con-
nection activate these same re-
ward centers. Our sense of pur-
pose, therefore, is not solely de-
rived from fleeting sensory ex-
periences - but also from deep-
er, more lasting ones.

Unfortunately, the influence of 
theories like Freudʼs, combined 
with our fast-paced, consume-
rist society, has led many to e-
quate hedonistic pleasures with 
true meaning. This “YOLO” (You 
Only Live Once) mindset, parti-
cularly prevalent among young-
er generations, often manifests 
in the pursuit of superficial ex-
periences - endless scrolling 
through trivial content, viewing 
nonsense TikTok videos, obse-
ssively focusing on memes or 
idols, engaging in online 
negativity/ trash talks, and so 
on.

Just think about this. If you saw 
your own children or loved ones
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engaging in such activities to 
the exclusion of more worth-
while pursuits, would you feel 
content?

If you knew you had only 6 
months left to live, would you 
choose to spend that precious 
time in such a way?

Life is too precious to be squan-
dered on such fleeting distrac-
tions!

In psychology (as well as many 
spiritual traditions), there is a 
widespread belief that life is a 
creation of 3 fundamental 
principles: Mind, Conscious-
ness, and Thought. From this 
viewpoint, the true meaning of 
life lies in exploring our cons-
ciousness, expanding our un-

derstanding of the universe, 
and connecting with something 
greater than ourselves. This 
means prioritizing spiritual 
growth and personal develop-
ment over the accumulation of 
material possessions.

Material things, by their very 
nature, are impermanent. We 
may find temporary comfort in 
them, clinging to the familiar as 
a form of self-defense, but this 
clinging ultimately leads to suf-
fering, both for ourselves and 
potentially for others. As such, 
itʼs better to cater to the spirits 
than just to “store up treasures 
on earth, where moths and ver-
min destroy, and where thieves 
break in and steal”.

Now, I would like to clarify this 
point: spirituality is NOT syno-
nymous with organized reli-
gion - which is just one among 
the many paths that foster spiri-
tual growth.

As discussed in the context of
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the “Way”, you can think about 
religion as a personal practice 
rather than a rigid set of doc-
trines. While itʼs perfectly OK to 
adhere to an organized faith (I 
identify myself as Christian - 
while also exploring other tradi-
tions like Buddhism and huma-
nism to expand and improve my 
Christian core), itʼs equally valid 
to cultivate spirituality outside 
of any specific institution.

As the Dalai Lama stated:

My religion is very simple. 
My religion is kindness.

His simple, yet profound words 
capture the essence of both spi-
rituality and humanity: culti-
vating compassion and living 
virtuously. This is what it 
means to truly live as human 
beings.

In their works, authors like Ken 
Mogi and Masaru Emoto have 
talked extensively about Shin-
toism, the native religion of

Japan. According to them, the 
core of Shintoism is an empha-
sis on seeing the divine within 
everything. It encourages prac-
titioners to live in harmony with 
nature, practice humility, and 
show respect to all beings, even 
inanimate objects like oneʼs 
table or the tree beside oneʼs 
house.

By recognizing the presence of 
“kami” or the divine in all 
things, we naturally cultivate 
compassion, social harmony, 
and a sense of responsibility 
toward the environment.

Ultimately, the quest for the 
meaning of life is about culti-
vating oneʼs heart - which has 
the remarkable power to shape 
reality. As demonstrated in O. 
Henryʼs story “The Last Leaf*”, a 
strong heart is capable of 
transforming our perception 
and giving us a renewed sense 
of purpose. Conversely, a weak 
or closed one will leave us 
feeling empty and devoid of
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significance, even while we are 
physically alive.

Taking care of our spiritual 
selves, practicing compassion, 
and connecting with some-
thing that goes beyond the li-
mited self are essential for a 
truly abundant life.

4. Nurture a sense of commu-
nity

A man is like a forest; 
individual and yet con-
nected and dependent on 
others for growth.

Ken Mogi

Dr. Viktor Frankl once recounted 
an incident when a student 
asked him about his opinion on

lifeʼs meaning. Frankl then 
wrote on a piece of paper and 
invited everyone in the class-
room to guess what he had 
written. To his surprise, one 
student said:

“The meaning of your life is to 
help others find the meaning of 
theirs.”

“Thatʼs right!”, replied Frankl.

As psychologists like Alfred 
Adler have proposed, a sense of 
community - a feeling of be-
longing and connection to a 
greater whole - is a crucial com-
ponent of a meaningful life.

Deep down, we all yearn for 
fairness, peace, and harmony. 
Witnessing injustice or suffering 
often prompts us to question 
the very nature of existence, 
including the existence of God, 
divine justice, and karma.

This innate desire for a just and 
harmonious world underscores
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the fundamental importance of 
community in the human expe-
rience.

Love and connection are, after 
all, essential to oneʼs well-
being. Sharing experiences, 
offering support, and receiving 
love from others enriches our 
lives and gives us a sense of sig-
nificance.

Whether itʼs family bonds, close 
friendships, or romantic rela-
tionships, these connections all 
provide a foundation of intima-
cy and belonging that enables 
us to sustain through lifeʼs 
challenges.

Personally, Iʼve found immense 
meaning through the support of 
my spiritual mentor and a net-
work of friends/ mentors who 
share my values and vision for 
human development. These 
connections have empowered 
me to pursue a less convention-
al path, one that aligns with my 
deeper values rather than simp-

ly following traditional career 
norms.

If you are struggling on your 
journey, my suggestion is that 
you should venture out of your 
comfort zone and seek out your 
“tribe” - those who are at the 
same “vibration” (hadō), who 
resonate with your values and 
aspirations - rather than isolat-
ing yourself in a self-imposed 
“prison”. Stop chasing vanities; 
instead, spend more quality 
time with those who hold the 
most dear!

The true meaning of life is 
to be discovered in the 
world rather than within 
man or his own psyche, as 
though it were a closed 
system.

Viktor E. Frankl

A crucial aspect of nurturing a 
sense of community is letting go 
of the relentless desire to win at 
all costs - which I would
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like to demonstrate with a 
cultural example here.

In Japan, there is a strong em-
phasis on sportsmanship, humi-
lity, and respect for opponents. 
Even after a significant triumph, 
athletes are expected to display 
restraint in their celebrations. 
Excessive displays of emotion or 
disrespect are frowned upon 
and can even lead to social 
backlash or official penalties 
(i.e. the referee may decide to 
strip the victor of his victory in 
certain cases).

(Image source: NBC News)

While this emphasis on humility 
is not without its complexities,

its core idea - that winning 
should NOT be the ultimate goal 
- has contributed signifi-
cantly to a harmonious and sus-
tainable sporting environment 
in Japan.

The same principle can be app-
lied to how one lives - specific-
ally, we need to prioritize humi-
lity, restraint, and sustainable 
growth over the fleeting gratifi-
cation of personal glory or ma-
terial wealth.

Life is about understanding, 
coexistence, and contributing to 
the greater good, not about 
being “the best” or “number 
one.”

We, as human beings, are not 
simple creatures driven solely 
by natural selection; we are 
capable of transcending purely 
self-serving motivations and 
conventional justice.

Our prime purpose in this 
life is to help others. And if
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you canʼt help them, at 
least donʼt hurt them.

Dalai Lama

As my father has observed, in 
the quest for meaning, we even-
tually have to release all no-
tions of a self-centered self. By 
helping others on their jour-
neys, we illuminate our own 
path. Itʼs a beautiful paradox: 
the more we give, the more we 
receive.

Love is the ultimate and 
highest goal to which man 
can aspire. The salvation of 
man is through love and in 
love.

Viktor E. Frankl

5. Cherish the seemingly trivial 
things

When you take notice of the 
small details of life, 
nothing is repeated. Every 
opportunity is special.

Ken Mogi

In his book, Ken Mogi recounts a 
story as follows:

I remember a special chair I 
encountered in the United 
Kingdom. For a couple of 
years in the middle of the 
1990s, I was doing post-
doctoral research in the 
Physiological Laboratory at 
the University of Cam-
bridge. I was lodging in a 
house owned by an eminent 
professor. When he showed 
me the room I would be 
staying in, he pointed to a 
chair and explained that it 
had sentimental value for 
him: his father had made it 
especially for him when he
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was a small child.

There was nothing extrao-
rdinary about the chair. To 
be honest, it was rather 
clumsily made. The design 
was not refined, and there 
were ragged, irregular fea-
tures here and there. If the 
chair was for sale in a mar-
ket, it wouldnʼt have fetch-
ed much money. Having 
said that, I could also see, 
by the glimmer in the pro-
fessorʼs eyes, that the chair 
had a very special meaning 
for him. And that was all 
that mattered. It had a uni-
que place in the professorʼs 
heart, just because his fa-
ther had made it for him. 
That is what sentimental 
values are all about.

This is just a small example, 
but it is a powerful one. Iki-
gai is like the professorʼs 
chair. It is about discover-
ing, defining and appre-
ciating those of lifeʼs plea-

sures that have meaning 
FOR YOU. It is OK if no one 
else sees that particular 
value.

One crucial lesson in our pur-
suit of meaning is to recognize 
the value of seemingly trivial 
things. Itʼs not about grand 
achievements or external vali-
dation, but about finding joy in 
the small, personal moments 
and objects that hold special 
significance for us.

I remember once having a dis-
cussion with my father - who 
grew up in a time of economic 
hardship - about philosophy 
and life as a whole. During a 
period of extreme poverty and 
limited freedoms following my 
countryʼs reunification, most 
people were more concerned 
about sustaining a living day by 
day - rather than pondering 
philosophical or existentialist 
questions.

And yet that did not stop some
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from coming up with ingenious 
ways to enjoy the day.

To illustrate this point, my fa-
ther told me about a prisoner 
who found solace and purpose 
in a somewhat weird manner: 
by “herding ants”. Specifically, 
he spent his time observing 
their behavior, feeding them, 
and even creating pathways for 
them. Even when others 
thought that he was insane, it 
did not matter to him at all.

Reflecting on this story has 
prompted me to realize that 
even in the direst of circums-
tances, the meaning of life can 
still be found in the simplest of 
things.

Itʼs not just about career suc-
cess or fame; itʼs about the sim-
ple act of being alive, the 
warmth of a welcoming family, 
the joy of a spouseʼs embrace, 
and the reunion with children 
after a long day. These are the 
true treasures of life.

Nowadays, many of us find our-
selves doing seemingly mun-
dane tasks - from which we 
struggle to derive any sense of 
significance. That said, even the 
most tedious jobs can still be-
come satisfying through the 
practice of kodawari - a philo-
sophy that promotes dedication 
to even the smallest details 
with meticulous care and a re-
lentless pursuit of perfection.

At a certain point, a casual 
observer might feel that 
these pursuers of perfec-
tion are going over the top, 
and that the effort is too 
much. Just at that mo-
ment, something miracu-
lous happens. You realize 
that there is actually fur-
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ther depth to the quality 
you are pursuing. There is a 
breakthrough, or the pro-
duction of something com-
pletely different.

Ken Mogi

Another philosophy I would like 
to mention is Ichigo-ichie, which 
emphasizes the unique and 
ephemeral nature of every 
moment. As everything hap-
pens only once, we need to fully 
appreciate all life experiences, 
no matter how small or seem-
ingly insignificant they are.

The way you prepare your mor-
ning coffee, the conversation 
you have with a colleague, or 
the walk you take in nature - 
these are all unique moments 
that deserve our full attention 
and appreciation.

The art of life lies in a con-
stant readjustment to our 
surroundings. Let us dream 
of evanescence, and linger

in the beautiful foolishness 
of things.

Okakura Kakuzo

(Image source: Pinterest)

For those who would like to 
practice the above-mentioned 
philosophies, I recommend that 
you adopt a slow and minimal 
lifestyle - one incorporated with 
daily rituals (e.g. getting up ear-
ly, greeting loved ones, exercis-
ing, etc.). More than just routine
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activities, these are intentional, 
symbolic acts that serve to 
activate the brainʼs reward sys-
tem and improve hormone 
circulation, thereby creating a 
positive feedback loop that 
enhances our overall sense of 
well-being.

At the same time, we also need 
to appreciate the gift of life it-
self - the fact that we are alive, 
and that our loved ones are still 
with us. Itʼs about recognizing 
that being born human is a 
“grace” - one we should cherish 
and not waste on futile pur-
suits.

The meaning of life is just 
to be alive. It is so plain 
and so obvious and so 
simple. And yet, everybody 
rushes around in a great 
panic as if it were 
necessary to achieve 
something beyond 
themselves.

Alan Watts

Quite often, true joy and mean-
ing are found not in the pursuit 
of grand ambitions, but in the 
simple act of being present and 
appreciating the beauty of the 
ordinary. The answer is within 
us, right now. We simply need 
to stop, look inward, and allow 
ourselves to experience the 
loveliness of being.

Happiness is strange; it 
comes when you are not 
seeking it. When you are 
not making an effort to be 
happy, then unexpectedly, 
mysteriously, happiness is 
there, born of purity, of a 
loveliness of being.

Jiddu Krishnamurti
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6. Time changes everything

Life is a balance of holding 
on and letting go.

Rumi

One thing we need to realize is 
that meaning itself is a dyna-
mic, ever-evolving experience - 
not a fixed destination. What 
gives us meaning at one stage 
may not hold the same signifi-
cance at another.

Life is, after all, a process of 
constant change. As we grow, 
learn, and experience different 
life stages and challenges, our 
perspectives, values, and priori-
ties naturally shift. This, in turn, 
influences how we give weight 
to everything.

Let us consider the example of a 
young adult just starting his 
career. At this stage, his primary 
focus might be on professional 
success, building a career, and 
achieving financial stability.

These goals provide him with a 
sense of purpose and direction. 
However, as he becomes older, 
gets married, and has children, 
his priorities then shift towards 
family, raising children, and 
creating a nurturing home envi-
ronment. The meaning he de-
rives from his career becomes 
less central, while the bonds he 
shares with his loved ones take 
precedence.

Similarly, major life events such 
as loss, illness, or unexpected 
changes can profoundly impact 
our sense of meaning. The loss 
of a loved one, for example, 
typically forces us to re-
evaluate our priorities and find 
new ways to connect with life. 
What once seemed important 
may now appear trivial, while 
other aspects of life, such as 
relationships and personal 
growth, take on greater signifi-
cance.

This constant flux may seem 
unsettling to most of us. Most of
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the time, we prefer clinging to 
past experiences and resisting 
the natural flow of change. We 
feel lost or confused upon find-
ing out that what once gave our 
lives purpose no longer reso-
nates.

However, itʼs essential to emb-
race this fluidity. Just as a river 
adapts to the changing lands-
cape, so too must we be tailor-
ed to the changing currents of 
our lives.

As difficult as it may be, life 
must go on. Even in the face of 
grief, disappointment, or 
uncertainty, we must find the 
strength to keep moving 
forward.

We need to integrate past expe-
riences into our present under-
standing of ourselves and the 
world. The lessons we have 
learned, the relationships we 
have cherished, and the mo-
ments that have shaped us all 
contribute to the rich tapestry

of our lives. They inform our 
present values and guide us to-
ward new sources of meaning.

7. Reflect on death every day

How tragic that man can 
never realize how beautiful 
life is until he is face to face 
with death.

Akira Kurosawa – “Ikiru”

“What would you do if you had 
6 months to live?”

This is a stark question that the 
character Kanji Watanabe in the 
movie Ikiru has to answer him-
self. After receiving a terminal 
diagnosis, he is forced to con-
front his own mortality - which 
jolts him out of complacency,
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prompting him to shed his 
attachments to trivialities and 
embrace the preciousness of 
each remaining moment. At 
that moment, he stops living 
like a “mummy” and starts truly 
living as a “human”.

This is something that we typic-
ally observe in life. Author Pau-
lo Coelho once shared about a 
similar awakening* when he 
was diagnosed with a “silent 
heart stroke” and told that he 
had only 30 days to live. Al-
though he survived, this near-
death experience profoundly 
impacted him, reinforcing the 
value of life and the importance 
of seizing the present moment. 
It reminded him of why he 
needed to constantly repeat 
this mantra to himself: “Do it 
now, do it now, do it now.”

Death is not the end of life, 
but it is also my best 
friend. She is always sit-
ting by my side, even while 
I am talking to you, looking

to the mountains here with 
snow. She is saying “I am 
going to kiss you,” and I 
say to her, “Not now, 
please.” But she says, “OK, 
not now - but pay attention 
and try to get the best of 
every moment because I 
am going to take you.” And 
I say, “OK, thank you for 
giving me the most impor-
tant advice in life - to live 
your moment fully.

Paulo Coelho

Nobody is exempt from death - 
we will all perish someday.

While many often push this 
thought to the back of our 
minds, the reality is that death 
can come very unexpectedly.

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

165*  Check Chapter 7, pages 204-208

https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/thirty-days-to-live-an-encounter-with-mortality/


5.1. PRINCIPLES FOR A MEANINGFUL LIFE

In fact, we are living in a world 
where unforeseen events - pan-
demics like COVID-19, acci-
dents, natural disasters like tsu-
namis and earthquakes, or even 
the threat of war - can abruptly 
alter the course of our lives. As 
such, we need to constantly 
reflect on our demises - so as to 
appreciate the fragility and pre-
ciousness of life.

Ardently do today what 
must be done. Who knows? 
Tomorrow, death comes.

Buddha

Reflecting on death is also a po-
werful antidote to violence, 
including self-violence such as 
suicide. In my humble opinion, 
acts like suicide and self-denial 
offer no true solutions; they are 
only a way of evading responsi-
bility and, in a sense, dishonor-
ing the gift of life.

It takes far greater courage to 
confront lifeʼs challenges than

to escape them.

I understand that itʼs not easy 
for those haunted by despair to 
come up with such reasoning (I 
myself have an uncle who com-
mitted suicide). Thatʼs why I 
believe aside from personal 
agency, we also need to empha-
size our shared responsibility to 
support those around us.

We need to stop assigning 
blame and instead proactively 
reach out to those who may be 
struggling, even if their strug-
gles are invisible.

On an individual level, I believe 
that if we truly value life and 
understand its fleeting nature, 
we cannot even kill ourselves - 
let alone harm other people and 
living beings without a 
justifiable cause.

Think about your family and 
friends.

Think about what has got you
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here, including your achieve-
ments so far.

Think about your potential ra-
ther than shortcomings.

Think about your inner values 
rather than what people say 
about you.

Think about how you would feel 
if another family member com-
mitted suicide - how life would 
turn out for you to be “on the 
other side”.

Just think, and you will inter-
nalize how valuable life is - plus 
why we need to promote non-
violence, both toward oneself 
and others. That is when you 
will learn to cultivate love and 
compassion, realizing that 
others are your own reflections.

Being born is, after all, a bless-
ing, and we should cherish this 
gift wholeheartedly!

When you arise in the mor-

ning think of what a privi-
lege it is to be alive, to 
think, to enjoy, to love…

Marcus Aurelius

8. Let it go & open your heart

For small creatures such as 
we, the vastness is bear-
able only through love.

Carl Sagan

Finding meaning in life is inex-
tricably linked to our capacity 
for altruism and compassion.

In the face of lifeʼs immensity 
and uncertainty, it is love - our 
connection to others and to a 
greater whole - that provides 
solace and purpose.
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Loving people starts with lett-
ing go. Holding onto resent-
ment, anger, or past hurts only 
weighs us down and prevents 
us from fully embracing the 
moment and connecting with 
others. As Viktor Frankl has 
remarked:

I do not forget any good 
deed done to me, and I do 
not carry a grudge for a bad 
one.

Only when we free ourselves 
from the burden of negativity 
may we be ready to embrace 
love and connection.

Love is an active force that em-
powers both the giver and the 
receiver. It enables both parties 
to see the best in others, to re-
cognize their potential, and to 
help the other grow and flou-
rish.

One practical way to cultivate 
compassion and open our 
hearts is to consider others as

extensions of our own family. 
When we encounter someone, 
particularly someone we might 
be inclined to judge or dislike, 
how about trying to see them as 
a mother, a father, a sister, a 
brother, a child?

Such a simple shift in perspect-
ive should dramatically alter 
our perception and foster em-
pathy.

If you intend to harm a woman, 
imagine her as your own mo-
ther, sister, or daughter - and 
you should find a reason to re-
frain from proceeding.

By considering the impact of 
our words on others as if they 
were directed at our own fami-
ly, we are better equipped to 
demonstrate greater kindness 
unconditionally.

Next time you say, “I have 
nothing in common with 
this person,” remember 
that you have a great deal
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in common: A few years 
from now - two years or 
seventy years, it doesnʼt 
make much difference - 
both of you will have be-
come rotting corpses, then 
piles of dust, then nothing 
at all. This is a sobering 
and humbling realization 
that leaves little room for 
pride. [… ] In that sense, 
there is total equality 
between you and every 
other creature.

Eckhart Tolle

9. Be curious like a kid

Just possibly, ikigai makes 
a Peter Pan of all of us. And 
that is not necessarily a

bad thing. Let us all be
twelve years old!

Ken Mogi

Recently, my father, who is al-
ready over 65, decided to em-
bark on a new adventure: learn-
ing English. Without any formal 
instruction, he began exploring 
online resources, diligently 
practicing pronunciation and 
grammar.

As I conversed with him about 
his newfound interest, he spoke 
with childlike enthusiasm about 
his discoveries - includ-
ing how he learned about things 
like linking sounds. He 
discussed what he had learned 
along the way with genuine 
excitement.

He told me that if he just kept 
learning, searching, and practi-
cing, he would eventually be-
come fluent one day - even if 
that one day only comes when 
he has reached the age of 80-90.
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He also talked about the fact 
that “haste makes waste”; 
hence, he isnʼt fixated on the 
end goal and rather finds joy in 
the daily process of learning 
and practicing. Even if he dies 
before his dream is visualized, 
at least he will have tried his 
best - and the effort itself will 
have been worth it.

As I listened to my fatherʼs shar-
ing, I could not help but be re-
minded of the importance of 
curiosity in finding the meaning 
of life.

Most children approach the 
world with a pure sense of won-
der, constantly asking “Why?” 
and eager to explore new 
things. This innate inquisitive-
ness is what drives them to 
learn, grow, and discover their 
place in the world.

Unfortunately, as we grow old-
er, we often lose this sense of 
wonder, becoming complacent 
and settling into routines. Culti-

vating a childlike mindset, 
therefore, is essential to re-
igniting passion and enriching 
our lives.

Itʼs akin to acquiring the spirit 
of a nomad - one who is cons-
tantly exploring new territories 
and embracing new experien-
ces, whether by trying a new 
hobby, learning a new skill, ex-
ploring a new place, or simply 
engaging in conversations with 
people from different back-
grounds.

I, too, have been a wanderer 
myself, seeking answers to 
questions about my ikigai, 
about spirituality, and about 
the nature of existence itself. 
After a time of constant reflec-
tion, I have come to believe that 
the meaning of life (at least to 
me) is intrinsically linked to 
lifelong learning.

Itʼs not important to arrive at a 
definitive answer. What matters 
is to continuously seek, ex-
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plore, and grow. Each new ex-
perience, each new piece of 
knowledge, adds another layer 
to my knowledge of thyself and 
the world around me.

During our life journey, we all 
come across a variety of experi-
ences - some sweet, some bit-
ter, some unexpected. We donʼt 
get to choose most of them - the 
circumstances of our birth, the 
challenges we face, the op-
portunities that come our way, 
etc.

However, we do get to decide 
how to respond to these events. 
We can try different options, 
explore new paths, and em-
brace new opportunities, even 
if we donʼt know exactly what 
they will hold.

My mom always said life 
was like a box of choco-
lates. You never know what 
youʼre gonna get.

Forrest Gump

9. Do not compare yourself to 
others

We can find our happiness 
within the unique condi-
tion of each of us. The 
grass might look greener 
on the other side, but that 
is only an illusion.

Ken Mogi

In Kishimi Ichiroʼs book “The 
Courage to be Disliked”, there is 
a conversation between a 
young man and a philosopher 
that goes like this:

YOUTH: Let me tell you 
about another friend of 
mine, a man named Y. Heʼs 
the kind of person who has
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always had a bright person-
ality and talks easily to any-
one. Heʼs like a sunflower - 
everyone loves him, and 
people smile whenever heʼs 
around. In contrast, I am 
someone who has never 
had an easy time socially, 
and whoʼs kind of warped in 
various ways.

PHILOSOPHER: So, youʼd 
like to be a more upbeat 
person, like Y? Why do you 
think you want to be like Y?

YOUTH: As I said earlier, itʼs 
just that I admire him and I 
think Iʼd be happier if I were 
like him.

PHILOSOPHER: You think 
youʼd be happier if you were 
like him. Which means that 
you are not happy now, 
right?

YOUTH: What!

PHILOSOPHER: Right now,

you are unable to feel really 
happy. This is because you 
have not learned to love 
yourself. And to try to love 
yourself, you are wishing to 
be reborn as a different per-
son. Youʼre hoping to be-
come like Y, and throw away 
who you are now.

Look, no matter how much 
you want to be Y, you can-
not be reborn as him. You 
are not Y. Itʼs okay for you to 
be you.

You want to be Y or some-
one else because you are 
utterly focused on what 
you were born with. 
Instead, youʼve got to focus 
on what you can make of 
your equipment.

The tendency to compare one-
self to others is pervasive in 
modern life, fueled by social 
media and a culture that cons-
tantly bombards us with images 
of seemingly perfect lives. Such

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

172



5.1. PRINCIPLES FOR A MEANINGFUL LIFE

an act, unfortunately, only robs 
us of joy, diminishes our self-
worth, and ultimately prevents 
us from experiencing the mean-
ing of life.

When we constantly measure 
ourselves against external stan-
dards, we become obsessed 
with external validation, sacri-
ficing our freedom in the pro-
cess. This pursuit of approval 
becomes a “prison”, preventing 
us from authentically pursuing 
our own path to meaning.

True freedom lies in detaching 
from the need for validation 
and finding our own internal 
compass. We must learn to 
accept ourselves fully, flaws 
and all.

Think about this. If we were 
given the choice to be born 
again, would we truly choose to 
be someone else?

Perhaps there are aspects of 
ourselves we would like to 
improve, but fundamentally, 
our unique traits, experiences, 
and perspectives are what 
make us who we are.

While none of us are perfect, we 
can grow and evolve through 
experience. Accepting our indi-
viduality allows us to stop enga-
ging in social comparison - and 
to find comfort in pursuing our 
own unique way of living.

Back in the day, in an interview 
about lifeʼs meaning, Sadhguru 
made a truly wise comment:

“If you were here 10 centuries 
ago, you wouldnʼt be driving a 
car, you would be walking and 
you would be fine.”

So why the difference in terms
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of our outlook on life then?

The reason, as he explained, is 
that we often mistake “life-
style” for “life” itself. The latter 
is fundamental, while the form-
er is just a construct of our time 
and circumstances.

If we confuse lifestyle with life, 
we will inevitably suffer - be-
cause someone will always 
have a “better” lifestyle than 
us.

On the other hand, by focusing 
on the core aspects of life - 
connection, growth, contribu-
tion - rather than getting caught 
up in the endless pursuit of a 
“better” lifestyle based on ex-
ternal comparisons, our life will 
turn to a completely new page.

We must cultivate self-
sufficiency and find joy in our 
own experiences, regardless of 
peopleʼs opinions. Itʼs about 
having the courage to “dance 
without any audience,” to pur-

sue our passions and values au-
thentically, even if they are not 
recognized or appreciated by 
others.

The courage to be disliked is an 
essential requirement for find-
ing the meaning of life. We must 
stop living in the shadows of 
othersʼ expectations and em-
brace our own unique light.

In Japanese culture, there is a 
saying called Oubaitori (桜梅桃
李) - which literally means 
“cherry blossoms, plum, peach, 
and apricot”. These 4 plants all 
blossom in spring, but each of 
them has its own distinct 
appearance, characteristics, 
and blooming time.

Just as each flower blooms in 
its own time and unique way, so 
too should we embrace our own 
individual journeys.

A rose is not inherently better 
than a cherry blossom; they are 
both beautiful in their own way.
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Likewise, comparing ourselves to others is a fruitless endeavor. We 
should instead focus wholeheartedly on cultivating our strengths, 
talents, and values.
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There is no absolute formula for happiness; each unique 
condition of life can serve as the foundation for

happiness in its own unique way.
You can be happy when married with children,

or when married without children.
You can be happy when you are single,
without a college degree, or with one.
You can be happy when you are slim,

you can be happy when you are overweight.
You can be happy when living in a warm climate

as in California, you can be happy when
living in Montana, where you have

severe winter conditions.
As a sumo wrestler, you can be happy when you

make it to yokozuna, or you can be happy
while remaining one of the underdogs

all your career, doing small chores, never giving up.

Ken Mogi
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On the quest for the meaning of 
life, one cannot fail to contem-
plate the reality of suffering. It 
is an intrinsic part of the human 
experience, a universal cons-
tant that touches every life re-
gardless of background, belief, 
or circumstance.

While we may be tempted to 
avoid or deny it, confronting it 
is essential for a deeper under-
standing of lifeʼs purpose.

One thing that makes it tricky 
to understand suffering is its 
disputable nature. Depending 
on oneʼs spiritual and philoso-
phical perspective, their inter-
pretation of suffering may vary 
greatly. Some attribute it to kar-
ma, others to divine will (whe-
ther from God or a more adver-

sarial force), and still others to 
pure chance. These varying 
perspectives not only shape 
how we understand the source 
of suffering but also influence 
how we cope with it. (e.g. a per-
son who believes in karma 
might focus on rectifying past 
actions, while another one who 
believes in the Divine may seek 
solace in prayer or faith)

For my part, I am not interested 
much in finding out the “whys” 
- as it only concerns the past. I 
choose to believe that some of 
my sufferings are because of 
past deeds (whether in this life 
or a previous life - if there is 
one), some are meant to streng-
then my will and teach me im-
portant lessons, and some are 
meant to help me better empa-
thize with my neighborsʼ mise-
ries.

Whatever it is, I choose not to 
whine about or retreat within – 
but “take up the sword” and 
“fight”. To be proactive.
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Whether itʼs a consequence of 
past actions, a test of our 
strength, or an opportunity to 
develop compassion, the key is 
to confront all life throws at us 
with courage and a willingness 
to learn.

There was no need to be 
ashamed of tears, for tears 
bore witness that a man 
had the greatest of cour-
age, the courage to suffer.

Viktor E. Frankl

Our innate tendency is to fall 
into the trap of comparing our 
struggles to those of others, 
believing ourselves to be uni-
quely burdened. This only gives 
rise to feelings of self-pity and 
resentment, hindering the 
ability to find meaning in daily 
experiences.

The truth is that everyone 
carries their own burdens; 
hence, itʼs essential to focus on 
navigating our own challenges

rather than measuring them 
against others. We need to ac-
knowledge our pain without mi-
nimizing that of others, and to 
avoid the trap of “competitive 
suffering”.

Whatʼs really interesting is that 
as we shift our perspectives on 
lifeʼs struggles, we become a 
better version of who we are 
now. Not only do hardships 
strengthen our will and moral 
foundation - they also teach us 
the importance of empathizing 
with others, as well as provide 
clarity into what truly matters 
to us - whether itʼs relation-
ships, values, personal growth, 
or contribution to a greater 
cause.

Just think about a parent who 
dedicates their life to caring for 
a child with a severe disability. 
Their life may be filled with 
hardship and sacrifice, but the 
love and purpose derived from 
this act give them a profound 
sense of meaning. The suffering
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is not erased, but it is transformed into something meaningful and 
even sacred.

If we can embrace such a no-self mindset, we will transform suffering 
from a source of despair into a catalyst for growth, resilience, and 
knowledge.

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

179

In some ways 
suffering ceases 

to be suffering at 
the moment it 

finds a meaning, 
such as the 
meaning of
a sacrifice.

Viktor Frankl
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Check out some professionalsʼ 
perspectives on what
a meaningful life is!
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Existential angst not only derives from the human inability to think, 
feel, and act in the world or experience a love for life, but also from 
the fear of the possibility of nonexistence and/or death. It can be 
lonely, isolating, and outright terrifying if oneʼs very existence is in 
question.

Psychologist Carl Jung and philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre had similar 
thoughts about existential angst in that both focused on achieving 
meaningful existence through the development of inner resources, 
creative exercise of freedom, and overcoming self-deception. In 
essence, those who experience existential angst feel lost, think they 
have a purposeless existence, and believe they have been abandoned

https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/when-to-call-a-therapist/202005/existential-angst


Have you ever wondered what life is really all about? Why you are 
here? What your purpose is? Does your life have meaning? Do you ever 
ask “Who am I?” These questions have been asked throughout the 
ages by philosophers, theologians, psychologists, spiritualists, and 
others.

Life is full of unanswered questions, especially now that we are in the 
middle of a global coronavirus pandemic. And just as with those who 
fear the “unknown,” not knowing the answers to lifeʼs most difficult 
questions can be quite unsettling.

Our brain likes complete images and thoughts and will fill in the “gap” 
if something seems incomplete. If it doesnʼt have an answer, it will 
make one up. For people with anxiety, not having a clear and confi-
dent answer to lifeʼs questions can cause them unpleasant thoughts 
that are “catastrophizing” in nature. If they donʼt know whatʼs around 
the corner, they will “invent” a catastrophic event, which will in all 
likelihood heighten their anxiety.

Mindfulness teaches us to be present in the moment—not in the past, 
and not the in future. If we can stay focused on the present and an un-
pleasant event happens, we can do something about it.

Many people lament about the past and what they should or 
shouldnʼt have done, while others worry about the future and live in a 
what-if world. Some fear the unknown and bring great anxiety upon 
themselves when they reflect on how little control they believe they 
have in their lives. And some people feel helpless and have an absurd 
idea that others should guide them through their lives and answer the 
tough questions for them.
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I always thought it was interesting how, as humans, we cannot know 
where we came from and where we will be going, but we have the 
ability to ask these questions. Other species seem content on just 
“being,” but as humans we are able to ask “Why?” This is where the 
“angst” comes in for people who feel their lives have no clear mean-
ing and no justified purpose.

I have talked about my own search for meaning and how I felt alone in 
the process. I knew there had to be more to life than just going 
through the motions and waiting for something to happen.

I have learned that we can wait a long time for significant change to 
occur. In order for me to create a purposeful existence, I had to face 
my fears and venture out into the world for meaningful experiences to 
happen.
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I remember all those years ago how my therapist explained that when 
the pain of not changing becomes greater than the change itself, we 
are able to take a step forward. I have never forgotten those words, 
for they proved to be true. And I share this often in my private 
practice.

What Therapy Can Do

Therapy is viewed differently by different people. Some come in to 
“vent” about problems at work or at home or to talk about their 
less-than-satisfactory marriages and problems with their kids. Some 
seek help with their anxiety, depression, and other disorders. They 
also come in to talk about their own or a loved oneʼs addiction, to dis-
cuss elderly parent or sibling problems, and many other concrete 
issues that can bring about quantifiable results.

And then, there are the issues we have been examining in this chapter 
- the issues of feeling lost, confused, lacking meaning or purpose in 
life, and wondering who the person in the mirror is.

Not all therapists are qualified or want to even work in this area. 
Others, like me, feel deep satisfaction in knowing that a client would 
like to explore the deeper, more spiritual side of life. Itʼs not fun being 
directionless or feeling that there is no purpose in life, and many opt 
to immerse themselves in alcohol and drugs to quell the pain or to fill 
the void in their soul.

Discovering Our Purpose

Whether life has meaning or purpose and whether we can even get to
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fully “know” ourselves can be looked at in different ways. In the mac-
ro, or larger, sense, the questions we have been exploring comes from 
age-old thinking on a massive “everything” scale. “Why are we here?” 
and “What is my purpose in life?” The great existential theorist Victor 
Frankl once said, “Those who have a ʻwhyʼ to live can bear with any 
ʻhow.̓ ”

For many, these questions are just too incomprehensible to even at-
tempt to answer. However, some try to think of purpose in a micro, or 
more compact, sense and break the answers into bite-sized pieces.

People will report that their purpose in life is to take care of their 
children. Others find meaning in being a loving wife or husband and 
maybe a good son or daughter. Some find their purpose through their 
religion or faith. Teachers find purpose in educating their students.
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And health care professionals, such as doctors, social workers, nurses, 
and others feel they have a calling to help people in need. I know I do.

As with other tasks, I believe it is up to each and every one of us to 
take the responsibility to find a purpose in life. And we need to be 
introspective enough to look deeply inside ourselves to see whoʼs 
there.

Someone once asked me what I thought the meaning of life was. Iʼm 
not sure why they thought I would have the answer, but after some 
thought, I came up with, “The meaning of life is to seek out the 
meaning of life on our individual journeys.”

Perhaps that doesnʼt feel satisfying, but I believe it puts a necessary 
burden on everyone individually, which, in some cases, can make 
some folks feel alone in this process.

How Not Knowing Your Purpose Can Cause Anxiety

Taking responsibility for our thinking, behavior, and feelings can raise 
anxiety for anyone. Not only that, but if we extrapolate our anxieties 
to the nth degree, we come to most peopleʼs greatest fear - death. 
Letʼs examine this in a series of questions and answers:

Question: “Who are you?”

Answer: “I donʼt know.”

Question: “What do you fear most about not knowing who you are?”
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Answer: “I fear not knowing the person inside me.”

Question: “So what if you donʼt get to know the person inside you?”

Answer: “If I donʼt know who I am, I may not know what I want in life.”

Question: “If you donʼt know what you want in life, how is that a 
problem?”

Answer: “If I donʼt know what I want, how am I supposed to live my 
life?”

Question: “If you donʼt know how to live your life, what makes that an 
issue?”

Answer: “If I donʼt know how to live my life, I may as well be holed up in 
my room every day and night doing nothing.”

Question: “If you isolated yourself in your room every day and night and 
did nothing, what would that mean?”

Answer: “I would not be living life and I would die.”

So the not knowing, if taken as far as it can go, can mean the fear of 
death for some. In this case, a personʼs thoughts and emotions are 
way out in front of the original question, and it takes some chipping 
away from question to question to get to how the person really feels. 
Whether itʼs unanswered questions about our existence, purpose, or 
meaning, anxiety and the fear of death can continuously play in the 
background of someoneʼs mind.
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This is no way to go through life. Many people struggle with the ques-
tions outlined in this chapter, while others are too distracted to even 
give them much thought. Actually, reality, fear of the unknown, and 
not knowing our ultimate purpose can get in the way of someone not 
living up to their potential in life.

A therapist can help those with existential angst look at all the value 
they have that makes life worth living, even without having all the 
answers. Someone may feel that the chocolate ice cream cone they 
are eating brings meaning and purpose in that moment. Maybe it 
didnʼt answer the big mysteries of life, but it was good enough at that 
time.

Iʼve struggled to find an appropriate place to share my thoughts on 
how I see the way our lives unfold. I believe this is a good place to
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share an analogy Iʼve developed about life:

Life is like a pinball machine. Like a pinball, we come hurtling into life, 
not knowing where weʼre going or what challenges lie ahead. As our 
pinball selves, we come in contact with a bumper, which can 
symbolize a person or event, and go flying in another direction only to 
hit another bumper-like person or event and go off in yet another 
direction. Since we cannot predict the future of our pinball selves, 
every interaction has the potential to send us in a new and exciting 
direction.

The point here is we never know who or what will change us, make us 
switch gears, or push us on a new path, but we should be ready to 
embrace those changes along the way and recognize that each 
“bumper” can significantly impact our lives forever.

*This post was taken from Chapter 13 in the book, When to Call a 
Therapist by Robert C. Ciampi, LCSW.
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The meaning of life is to seek out the meaning of life
on our individual journeys.

Robert C. Ciampi
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"Every being is intended to be on earth for a certain purpose."
–Sa'di, 12th Century Persian poet

I'm often asked, "Why can't I find the purpose of my life?" Over the 
decades I've heard many men and women—whether they're psycho-
therapy patients working to build healthier lives or business execu-
tives trying to create healthier leadership—say at some point that 
they don't know what they're really here for on this planet. They're 
not necessarily religious or spiritually inclined, but they feel a longing 
for that "certain something" that defines and integrates their lives.

Many turn to the various books and programs purport to identify

https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/blog/the-new-resilience/201105/why-its-hard-to-find-your-life-purpose-in-todays-world


their life's purpose, but most come away dissatisfied. No closer than 
they were before, they identify with Bono's plaintive cry in the U2's 
song, "I still haven't found what I'm looking for."

And yet, many do find and live in harmony with their life's purpose. 
Here are some of my observations about why many don't, and how 
they differ from those who do.

First, I think everyone feels a pull towards some defining purpose to 
his or her life, no matter how much it may have become shrouded 
over along the way. In fact, you can say that all forms of life, all natu-
ral phenomena, have some purpose. There's always movement or 
evolution towards some kind of outcome or fulfillment - whether it's a 
tree that produces fruit or clouds that form to produce rain. But we 
humans become so enraptured by our daily activity, engagements, 
goals, and so forth, that our awareness of our own unique life 
purpose is easily dimmed.

And there are consequences to not knowing or finding your purpose. I 
often see men and women who've become successful in their work or 
relationships—their outer lives—and yet they feel hollow, empty, 
unfulfilled. They describe feeling "off-track" in some way, or incomp-
lete, despite a conventionally successful life. Sometimes they wonder 
if they've been on the "wrong" path all along - chosen the wrong 
career, or the wrong life partner. Or that perhaps they haven't real-
ized that their chosen path could be more meaningful or purposeful to 
them, if they let it. Moreover, they wonder how you can tell the 
difference?

One thing is clear: The consequences of not finding your purpose
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include chronic, lingering dissatisfaction, an absence of inner peace, 
and a sense of not being fully in sync with your inner self. That's 
because your true inner self knows that your life purpose is out of 
sync with your outer life. The latter is often a false self, but you've 
identified with it because it's been so rewarding to your ego.

I think most people retain at least a glimmer of awareness of their 
life's purpose within their inner being. It often feels like a leaning, an 
inclination, that continues to pull at you. Sometimes is right in front 
of your eyes but you don't allow yourself to see it, like when you're 
hunting for your missing keys and then discover that they've been 
right in front of you the whole time. For example, an investment 
advisor found himself doing more and more work with charity 
organizations. He finally realized that what he felt most in sync with 
was hands-on work helping people. That was the part he enjoyed
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about his work, not the money managing per se. Helping people was 
his true calling, and it was staring him in the face the whole time.

Those who experience a clear inclination but don't pursue or fulfill it 
remain incomplete and dissatisfied. But it's important not to confuse 
seeking happiness with finding your purpose.

Happiness is what you experience in the daily flow of life—the highs 
and lows that are situational. They will fluctuate. But purpose is 
deeper. It's more of an underlying sense of peace and fulfillment 
overall, a sense of integration and continuous unfoldment of your 
being. It transcends everyday ups and downs, the disappointments or 
successes, even. When you're living in accordance with your life's 
purpose, you view all of the above as part of what you encounter 
along the road. They don't distract you from that larger vision, your 
ideal, which is like a magnet steadily pulling you towards it.

Themes Among People Who Find Their Purpose

There are commonalities among those who find their true purpose for 
being. One major theme is that they aren't very preoccupied with 
self-interest, in their ego-investments in what they do. That can 
sound contradictory. How can you find your life purpose if you're not 
focused on yourself? The fact is, when you're highly focused on your-
self, with getting your goals or needs met—whether in your work or 
relationships—your purpose becomes obscured. Your ego covers it, 
like clouds blocking the sun. Self-interest, or ego in this sense, is part 
of being human, of course. It's something that requires effort and 
consciousness to move through and let go of, so you don't become 
transfixed by it, as the Sirens sought to do to Ulysses.
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Letting go of self-interest opens the door to recognizing your true self, 
more clearly, so you can see whether it's joined with your outer life 
and creates a sense of purpose—or clashes with it. Knowing who you 
are inside -- your true values, secret desires, imagination; your capa-
city for love, empathy, generosity -- all relate to and inform your life 
purpose.

A second theme of those who discover their life purpose is that they 
use their mental and creative energies to serve something larger 
than themselves. That is, they're like the lover who simply gives love 
for its own sake, without regard for getting something in return, 
without asking to be loved back or viewing his actions as a transac-
tion or investment. That can be hard to imagine in our mercantile 
society, but giving your mental, emotional and creative energy from 
the heart comes naturally when you serve something larger than your 
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self-interest. It beckons you; it calls forth your spirit.

This theme of service to something larger than your ego, larger than 
"winning" the fruits of what you're aiming for, takes many forms in 
people. For some, their service and sense of purpose is embodied in 
the work that they do every day. That is, what they do reflects the 
paradox of not directly aiming to achieve something, because doing 
so only fuels the ego. This theme is described by John Kay, former 
Director of Oxford's Business School, in "Obliquity." There, he shows 
examples of achieving business or career goals by pursuing them 
indirectly; by deliberately not pursuing them. That is, too much 
self-interest tends to undermine success. It's the difference between 
passion in the service of creating a new product, rather than trying to 
capture a big market share from the product.

Service towards something beyond ego is always visible in those 
who've found their purpose, whether younger and older. Sometimes 
it's by conscious intent. For example, letting go of a previous path 
when they awaken to it's not being in sync with their inner self. 
Sometimes it's triggered by unanticipated events that answers an 
inner yearning.

One example is a 20-something woman who, disenchanted with 
college, returned home and happen to join up with some other music-
ian and artist friends. That led, in turn, to creating a nonprofit organi-
zation, the GoodMakers Street Team, a group of passionate young 
adults who are bringing positive change to communities. Older 
people are also discovering a newly-found life purpose. For example, 
the rise of "encore careers" and projects or engagements that they 
discover are more in sync with their inner selves; and perhaps have
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lingered in the background of their lives for years.

Sometimes one's purpose is awakened by a tragedy one learns about, 
such as person who become moved by victims of torture and disco-
vered his life's purpose in helping them. Or, a tragedy one experi-
ences, like John Walsh, whose nationally-known work in criminal 
justice was spurred by the murder of his young son.

Some Guidelines

● Begin by examining what you're currently doing in your 
choices, way of life, and commitments, looking from "outside" 
yourself.

Try to discern what the outcomes—whether successes or failures - 
reveal to you about your inner self. Look for where there seems to be 
resonance or not. That is, don't try to "find" your purpose by tweak-
ing or fine-tuning what you've been doing in your work, relationships 
or anything else. Instead, let all of that teach you what it can. That is, 
look at what it tells you about your longings, your inner vision, and 
predilections that you might be trying to express through your outer 
life, even if the latter may be an incorrect vehicle.

● When you do feel a pull towards some purpose, activity or goal 
that you feel reflects your inner self, then pursue it fully and 
vigorously, and with great intent.

Keep looking for the feedback your actions give you along the way. It 
doesn't matter if your purpose is something more concrete or more 
spiritual. If you pursue it with minimal self-interest, with "obliquity,"
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you will learn from what happens if it's the true path for you or not.

● Infuse all of your actions with a spirit of giving, of service; in 
effect, with love for what you're engaging with.

That includes all the people you interact with, as well. The more you 
consciously infuse your thoughts, emotions, and behavior with posi-
tive, life-affirming energy - kindness, compassion, generosity, justice - 
you're keeping your ego at bay and you're able to see your true pur-
pose with greater clarity.

Of course, this is hard, and you might encounter opposition from 
cultural pressures or others who have their own interests at stake. 
Keep in mind, here, something Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote:

"Whatever course you decide upon, there is always someone to tell you 
that you are wrong. There are always difficulties arising that tempt you 
to believe that your critics are right. To map out a course of action and 
follow it to an end requires courage."

The Sufi spiritual leader Hazrat Inayat Khan, who brought his 
teachings to the U.S. and Western Europe in the early 1900s, describ-
ed the pull of your purpose in an interesting way. He wrote that one 
"...may suddenly think during the night, "I must go to the north," and 
in the morning, he sets out on his journey. He does not know why, he 
does not know what he is to accomplish there, he only knows that he 
must go. By going there, he finds something that he has to do and 
sees that it was the hand of destiny pushing him towards the 
accomplishment of that purpose which inspired him to go to the 
north."
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I find that men and women who set out to "go north" and awaken to 
their life purpose radiate a calm inner strength, inspiration, power, 
and success in whatever they do with their lives. It radiates to all 
around them.
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Whatever course you decide upon, there is always someone 
to tell you that you are wrong. There are always difficulties 
arising that tempt you to believe that your critics are right. 

To map out a course of action and follow it to an end
requires courage.

Ralph Waldo Emerson



STORIES OF 
ILLUMINATION
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Even the darkest of times could 
not deprive many people of 

their sense of meaning!



7.1. NICK VUJICIC: FINDING YOUR PURPOSE
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Originally published at nbofrum.com

Nick Vujicic started his talk at Nordic Business Forum 2017 with a 
photo of his family of four, along with the happy news that he and his 
wife Kanae are expecting identical twin girls in December. This humb-
ling introduction set the scene for Vujicicʼs inspiring life journey and 
underscored how lucky he is to see his dreams come true, beyond 
what he could have ever imagined.

And yet, not everything is possible, Vujicic pointed out. Life is about 
ups and downs. Being born without arms and legs, his childhood was 
filled with constant bullying and teasing at school, which left him 
feeling depressed — even attempting suicide at age 10. However, 
Vujicic fought through hard times, turning obstacles and failures into 
learning opportunities.

https://www.nbforum.com/nbreport/nick-vujicic-finding-purpose/


He noted that the number one mistake in life is forgetting to be thank-
ful, especially when facing adversity. “An attitude of gratitude is the 
first foundational piece for me to be living my life the way Iʼm living,” 
he proclaimed.

Who are you and what do you want?

Vujicicʼs parents taught him to be thankful from an early age, urging 
him to do the best with what he had, rather than complaining about 
what he lacked. Though he struggled with physical disabilities, Vujicic 
explained to his audience that the real limitations that hold us back 
are in our minds. According to Vujicic, we create barriers when trying 
to reach the next level in a company or a startup, in a relationship, or 
in understanding lifeʼs value. “Fear will cripple you more than lack of 
arms and legs,” he revealed.

Instead of waiting until the fear subsided, Vujicic continued living his 
life and honoring his parentsʼ wishes by earning a double degree in 
accounting and financial planning. Not long after that, his speaking 
career took off.

He was able to meet 17 presidents and prime ministers, convince 10 
governments to change laws in their society about integrating special 
needs children into the education system and start a non-profit 
organization that raised $1 million for the poor and underprivileged. 
Still, for Vujicic, who we are as a person is more important than any 
other achievement.

He underlined that if we anchor our happiness to temporary things 
like drugs, sex, fame, and fortune, our maximum happiness will be 
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equally temporary.

Accept failure as education

Vujicic suffered a major financial setback in 2011 when he took on too 
much and started six different projects. He declared that he lost all his 
money. It was “shocking, hard, and depressing.” He had only been 
dating his now-wife for three months and he was worried she would 
leave him. But his worries were soon quieted when she chose to stay 
and supported both of them by getting a nursing job.

”Itʼs through the fires that you see whatʼs most important,” he noted, 
adding that you can draw strength from finding and understanding 
your purpose, loving yourself, and believing that you have the power 
to make this world a better place.

That brought Vujicic back to asking and motivating the audience to 
find answers to these meaningful questions: “What is your purpose, 
who are you, and what do you want?”

Finding purpose

Even as a teenager, Vujicic knew that he wanted to help society. At 17, 
one conversation with his high-school janitor changed his life forever. 
“Nick, youʼre going to be a speaker,” the janitor had said. He had 
noticed the teenager had a story to tell and all the means necessary to 
do it – something Vujicic had not yet recognized for himself.

Three months later, during his first speech in front of six students, 
arranged by the observant janitor, Vujicic simply started to speak
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from the heart. His small audience was touched.

At 21, he went all-in on becoming a public speaker. With no marketing 
skills and no knowledge of anyone who had made a career of being a 
speaker, Vujicic started cold-calling public schools until one of them 
invited him to speak. It took him a while to hone his sales pitch, 
though.

After being refused by 52 schools, he kept improving and improving 
his technique. Eventually, he came to a winning pitch: “Hello, my 
name is Nick Vujicic. Iʼm a motivational speaker and was wondering if 
I can come to your school and talk about bullying, self-esteem, 
dreaming big, and never giving up.”

The gig he scored on his 53rd try was a two-hour drive away, in front 
of 10 people, and would only last for five minutes. On his way home, 
he felt like a failure. But, the next morning, he received a surprising 
call: another school wanted him to speak to their students about 
bullying. This time, for 20 minutes and in front of 500 students.

To this day, having never spent any money on marketing, Vujicic has 
been asked by 35,000 people to speak at their events. And the doors 
keep opening: “Itʼs wonderful to give back to the world, but what we 
must understand is who we are with the people around us first. 
Have an attitude of gratitude, be thankful for what you have, accept 
what you canʼt change, but change what you can.”
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7.2. PAULO COELHO: 30 DAYS TO LIVE
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Death is a beautiful woman, always by my side. She'll kiss me one 
day, I know. She's a companion who reminds me not to postpone 
anything: 'Do it now, do it now, do it now.'

Her voice is not threatening, just constant. It tells me what matters is 
not how long I live, but how I live.

I was once stranded in the Mojave Desert, running out of water, and 
without having read any of the manuals that tell you how to survive in 
the arid lands.

And once I got lost while climbing in the Pyrenees. Both times, I 
thought I would be leaving this life, but I didn't.

https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/thirty-days-to-live-an-encounter-with-mortality/


Five months ago, I went to the doctor for a medical check-up.

I would never have done it on my own accord; my best friend forced 
me to. Her father had just died, and she insisted that all her friends 
should do a stress test for the heart.

I told her: 'I'm not a hypochondriac.'

She ordered me to do it anyway.

So I went to the doctor's and did the stress test, which involved riding 
a stationary bicycle.

'Mr Coelho,' the doctor said, 'you have 30 days to live as two of your 
arteries are blocked.'

I said: 'What?' And then: 'Are you sure? I'm not feeling anything.'

'It's a silent heart stroke,' said the doctor.

'Those two arteries are 90 per cent blocked.'

I told him I'd quickly email other doctors to get second, third, fourth 
opinions. All turned out the same as the first - I would die in a month 
at the rate my arteries were clogging.

I was scheduled for an urgent procedure two days after. It all depend-
ed on what they would find once they opened my heart - a process 
known as catheterisation. The surgeon would then ascertain if I 
required angioplasty or a bypass - or indeed, if I was beyond help.
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For one day, November 29, I sat with death.

Being a Christian, I believe the question the Lamb of God will ask me 
isn't 'How much have you sinned?' but 'How much have you loved?'

I felt immensely grateful that I've been able to share the last 33 years 
with Christina, my wife.

Not many people find the love of their lives; I did. (It did, though, take 
me four marriages to find her.) Christina and I have had the fullest 
experience of love, that sense of complicity and surrendering.

So I feel I have loved fully. Had I lived?

I belong to the baby boomer generation, and I've done it all - sex, 
drugs, rock 'n' roll. I was a hippie, a dropout, my parents' big 
headache. In 1974 I was arrested by the Brazilian military government 
for 'subversive' activities.

I survived those crazy years and finally decided to do what I really 
wanted - become a writer. I'd had many years of doubt, with people 
telling me: 'Nobody makes a living out of writing.'

But I felt it was not about MAKING a living - it was about LIVING. 
There are two types of writers - those with a dense inner life, such as 
Proust and Joyce, and those who have to experience things to write 
about them, such as Hemingway and Baudelaire. I need to experience 
what I write.

I wrote my first book when I was 40 - when others were thinking about

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

206

7.2. PAULO COELHO: 30 DAYS TO LIVE



retiring, I started a new life. The book was called The Pilgrimage. I'm 
still writing.

If it had all been just for money, I would have stopped 15 years ago 
with The Alchemist. Writing is my calling, something I do with all my 
energy and love.

On November 29, this is what I was thinking: I've had love, I've done 
everything I wanted to do, and I have fulfilled my mission, my 
personal bliss.

If I died tomorrow, I would be leaving this world full of joy. In the end, 
it has nothing to do with whether you believe in an afterlife. Everyone 
wants to face death with honour and dignity.

(Image source: Wikimedia)
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Obviously, as I am writing this, I didn't die. The catheterisation reveal-
ed that I had three arteries that were totally blocked. The doctor 
opened them by angioplasty, using a balloon. He inserted three 
stents, metallic tubes that would keep my arteries open.

When I came to, he said: 'You can play golf in two days.'

I told him I was more of an archery man. Since then, I have continued 
with life as normal.

Now, though, I follow a diet of sorts. I also bring a GPS with me when 
I'm out in the mountains, just in case. My wife and I spend a lot of time 
walking in the highlands.

Sometimes I find myself wondering: what if my friend hadn't forced 
me to go to the doctor - where would I be now? Christina and I scale 
the slopes as we have always done, but now I keep an eye on the 
coordinates, should we lose our way.
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Writing is my calling, something I do with all my
energy and love.



7.3. HELEN KELLER: 3 DAYS TO SEE
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Originally published at theatlantic.com

All of us have read thrilling stories in which the hero had only a 
limited and specified time to live. Sometimes it was as long as a year; 
sometimes as short as twenty-four hours. But always we were 
interested in discovering just how the doomed man chose to spend 
his last days or his last hours. I speak, of course, of free men who have 
a choice, not condemned criminals whose sphere of activities is 
strictly delimited.

Such stories set us thinking, wondering what we should do under 
similar circumstances. What events, what experiences, what 
associations, should we crowd into those last hours as mortal beings?

What happiness should we find in reviewing the past, what regrets?

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1933/01/three-days-to-see/371679/


Sometimes I have thought it would be an excellent rule to live each 
day as if we should die tomorrow. Such an attitude would emphasize 
sharply the values of life. We should live each day with a gentleness, a 
vigor, and a keenness of appreciation which are often lost when time 
stretches before us in the constant panorama of more days and 
months and years to come. There are those, of course, who would 
adopt the epicurean motto of ʻEat, drink, and be merry,̓  but most 
people would be chastened by the certainty of impending death.

In stories, the doomed hero is usually saved at the last minute by 
some stroke of fortune, but almost always his sense of values is 
changed. He becomes more appreciative of the meaning of life and its 
permanent spiritual values. It has often been noted that those who 
live, or have lived, in the shadow of death bring a mellow sweetness 
to everything they do.

Most of us, however, take life for granted. We know that one day we 
must die, but usually we picture that day as far in the future. When we 
are in buoyant health, death is all but unimaginable. We seldom think 
of it. The days stretch out in an endless vista. So we go about our 
petty tasks, hardly aware of our listless attitude toward life.

The same lethargy, I am afraid, characterizes the use of all our 
faculties and senses. Only the deaf appreciate hearing, only the blind 
realize the manifold blessings that lie in sight. Particularly does this 
observation apply to those who have lost sight and hearing in adult 
life. But those who have never suffered impairment of sight or hearing 
seldom make the fullest use of these blessed faculties. Their eyes and 
ears take in all sights and sounds hazily, without concentration and 
with little appreciation. It is the same old story of not being grateful

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

210

7.3. HELEN KELLER: 3 DAYS TO SEE



(Image source: Wikimedia)

for what we have until we lose it, of not being conscious of health 
until we are ill.

I have often thought it would be a blessing if each human being were 
stricken blind and deaf for a few days at some time during his early 
adult life. Darkness would make him more appreciative of sight; 
silence would teach him the joys of sound.

Now and then I have tested my seeing friends to discover what they 
see. Recently I was visited by a very good friend who had just returned 
from a long walk in the woods, and I asked her what she had 
observed. “Nothing in particular,” she replied. I might have been 
incredulous had I not been accustomed to such responses, for long
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ago I became convinced that the seeing see little.

How was it possible, I asked myself, to walk for an hour through the 
woods and see nothing worthy of note? I who cannot see find 
hundreds of things to interest me through mere touch. I feel the 
delicate symmetry of a leaf. I pass my hands lovingly about the 
smooth skin of a silver birch, or the rough, shaggy bark of a pine. In 
spring I touch the branches of trees hopefully in search of a bud, the 
first sign of awakening Nature after her winterʼs sleep. I feel the 
delightful, velvety texture of a flower, and discover its remarkable 
convolutions; and something of the miracle of Nature is revealed to 
me. Occasionally, if I am very fortunate, I place my hand gently on a 
small tree and feel the happy quiver of a bird in full song. I am 
delighted to have the cool waters of a brook rush through my open 
fingers. To me a lush carpet of pine needles or spongy grass is more 
welcome than the most luxurious Persian rug. To me the pageant of 
seasons is a thrilling and unending drama, the action of which 
streams through my finger tips.

At times my heart cries out with longing to see all these things. If I can 
get so much pleasure from mere touch, how much more beauty must 
be revealed by sight. Yet, those who have eyes apparently see little. 
The panorama of color and action which fills the world is taken for 
granted. It is human, perhaps, to appreciate little that which we have 
and to long for that which we have not, but it is a great pity that in the 
world of light the gift of sight is used only as a mere convenience 
rather than as a means of adding fullness to life.

If I were the president of a university I should establish a compulsory 
course in “How to Use Your Eyes.” The professor would try to show his
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pupils how they could add joy to their lives by really seeing what 
passes unnoticed before them. He would try to awake their dormant 
and sluggish faculties.

If I have 3 days to see

Perhaps I can best illustrate by imagining what I should most like to 
see if I were given the use of my eyes, say, for just three days. And 
while I am imagining, suppose you, too, set your mind to work on the 
problem of how you would use your own eyes if you had only three 
more days to see. If with the oncoming darkness of the third night you 
knew that the sun would never rise for you again, how would you 
spend those three precious intervening days? What would you most 
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want to let your gaze rest upon?

I, naturally, should want most to see the things which have become 
dear to me through my years of darkness. You, too, would want to let 
your eyes rest long on the things that have become dear to you so that 
you could take the memory of them with you into the night that 
loomed before you.

If, by some miracle, I were granted three seeing days, to be followed 
by a relapse into darkness, I should divide the period into three parts.

Day 1

On the first day, I should want to see the people whose kindness and 
gentleness and companionship have made my life worth living. First I 
should like to gaze long upon the face of my dear teacher, Mrs. Anne 
Sullivan Macy, who came to me when I was a child and opened the 
outer world to me. I should want not merely to see the outline of her 
face, so that I could cherish it in my memory, but to study that face 
and find in it the living evidence of the sympathetic tenderness and 
patience with which she accomplished the difficult task of my 
education. I should like to see in her eyes that strength of character 
which has enabled her to stand firm in the face of difficulties, and that 
compassion for all humanity which she has revealed to me so often.

I do not know what it is to see into the heart of a friend through that 
“window of the soul,” the eye. I can only “see” through my finger tips 
the outline of a face. I can detect laughter, sorrow, and many other 
obvious emotions. I know my friends from the feel of their faces. But I 
cannot really picture their personalities by touch. I know their 
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personalities, of course, through other means, through the thoughts 
they express to me, through whatever of their actions are revealed to 
me. But I am denied that deeper understanding of them which I am 
sure would come through sight of them, through watching their 
reactions to various expressed thoughts and circumstances, through 
noting the immediate and fleeting reactions of their eyes and 
countenance.

Friends who are near to me I know well, because through the months 
and years they reveal themselves to me in all their phases; but of 
casual friends I have only an incomplete impression, an impression 
gained from a handclasp, from spoken words which I take from their 
lips with my finger tips, or which they tap into the palm of my hand.
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How much easier, how much more satisfying it is for you who can see 
to grasp quickly the essential qualities of another person by watching 
the subtleties of expression, the quiver of a muscle, the flutter of a 
hand. But does it ever occur to you to use your sight to see into the 
inner nature of a friend or acquaintance? Do not most of you seeing 
people grasp casually the outward features of a face and let it go at 
that?

For instance, can you describe accurately the faces of five good 
friends? Some of you can, but many cannot. As an experiment, I have 
questioned husbands of long standing about the color of their wivesʼ 
eyes, and often they express embarrassed confusion and admit that 
they do not know. And, incidentally, it is a chronic complaint of wives 
that their husbands do not notice new dresses, new hats, and changes 
in household arrangements.

The eyes of seeing persons soon become accustomed to the routine of 
their surroundings, and they actually see only the startling and 
spectacular. But even in viewing the most spectacular sights the eyes 
are lazy. Court records reveal every day how inaccurately 
“eyewitnesses” see. A given event will be “seen” in several different 
ways by as many witnesses. Some see more than others, but few see 
everything that is within the range of their vision.

Oh, the things that I should see if I had the power of sight for just 
three days!

The first day would be a busy one. I should call to me all my dear 
friends and look long into their faces, imprinting upon my mind the 
outward evidences of the beauty that is within them. I should let my
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eyes rest, too, on the face of a baby, so that I could catch a vision of 
the eager, innocent beauty which precedes the individuals 
consciousness of the conflicts which life develops.

And I should like to look into the loyal, trusting eyes of my dogs—the 
grave, canny little Scottie, Darkie, and the stalwart, understanding 
Great Dane, Helga, whose warm, tender, and playful friendships are 
so comforting to me.

On that busy first day I should also view the small simple things of my 
home. I want to see the warm colors in the rugs under my feet, the 
pictures on the walls, the intimate trifles that transform a house into 
home. My eyes would rest respectfully on the books in raised type 
which I have read, but they would be more eagerly interested in the 
printed books which seeing people can read, for during the long night 
of my life the books I have read and those which have been read to me 
have built themselves into a great shining lighthouse, revealing to me 
the deepest channels of human life and the human spirit.

In the afternoon of that first seeing day, I should take a long walk in 
the woods and intoxicate my eyes on the beauties of the world of 
Nature, trying desperately to absorb in a few hours the vast splendor 
which is constantly unfolding itself to those who can see. On the way 
home from my woodland jaunt my path would lie near a farm so that I 
might see the patient horses ploughing in the field (perhaps I should 
see only a tractor!) and the serene content of men living close to the 
soil. And I should pray for the glory of a colorful sunset.

When dusk had fallen, I should experience the double delight of being 
able to see by artificial light, which the genius of man has created to
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extend the power of his sight when Nature decrees darkness.

In the night of that first day of sight, I should not be able to sleep, so 
full would be my mind of the memories of the day.

Day 2

The next day—the second day of sight—I should arise with the dawn 
and see the thrilling miracle by which night is transformed into day. I 
should behold with awe the magnificent panorama of light with which 
the sun awakens the sleeping earth.

This day I should devote to a hasty glimpse of the world, past and
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present. I should want to see the pageant of manʼs progress, the 
kaleidoscope of the ages. How can so much be compressed into one 
day? Through the museums, of course. Often I have visited the New 
York Museum of Natural History to touch with my hands many of the 
objects there exhibited, but I have longed to see with my eyes the 
condensed history of the earth and its inhabitants displayed 
there—animals and the races of men pictured in their native 
environment; gigantic carcasses of dinosaurs and mastodons which 
roamed the earth long before man appeared, with his tiny stature and 
powerful brain, to conquer the animal kingdom; realistic 
presentations of the processes of evolution in animals, in man, and in 
the implements which man has used to fashion for himself a secure 
home on this planet; and a thousand and one other aspects of natural 
history.

I wonder how many readers of this article have viewed this panorama 
of the face of living things as pictured in that inspiring museum. Many, 
of course, have not had the opportunity, but I am sure that many who 
have had the opportunity have not made use of it. There, indeed, is a 
place to use your eyes. You who see can spend many fruitful days 
there, but I, with my imaginary three days of sight, could only take a 
hasty glimpse, and pass on.

My next stop would be the Metropolitan Museum of Art, for just as the 
Museum of Natural History reveals the material aspects of the world, 
so does the Metropolitan show the myriad facets of the human spirit. 
Throughout the history of humanity the urge to artistic expression has 
been almost as powerful as the urge for food, shelter, and 
procreation. And here, in the vast chambers of the Metropolitan 
Museum, is unfolded before me the spirit of Egypt, Greece, and Rome,
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as expressed in their art. I know well through my hands the 
sculptured gods and goddesses of the ancient Nile land. I have felt 
copies of Parthenon friezes, and I have sensed the rhythmic beauty of 
charging Athenian warriors. Apollos and Venuses and the Winged 
Victory of Samothrace are friends of my finger tips. The gnarled, 
bearded features of Homer are dear to me, for he, too, knew 
blindness.

My hands have lingered upon the living marble of Roman sculpture as 
well as that of later generations. I have passed my hands over a 
plaster cast of Michelangeloʼs inspiring and heroic Moses; I have 
sensed the power of Rodin; I have been awed by the devoted spirit of 
Gothic wood carving. These arts which can be touched have meaning
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for me, but even they were meant to be seen rather than felt, and I 
can only guess at the beauty which remains hidden from me. I can 
admire the simple lines of a Greek vase, but its figured decorations 
are lost to me.

So on this, my second day of sight, I should try to probe into the soul 
of man through his art. The things I knew through touch I should now 
see. More splendid still, the whole magnificent world of painting 
would be opened to me, from the Italian Primitives, with their serene 
religious devotion, to the Moderns, with their feverish visions. I 
should look deep into the canvases of Raphael, Leonardo da Vinci, 
Titian, Rembrandt. I should want to feast my eyes upon the warm 
colors of Veronese, study the mysteries of El Greco, catch a new vision 
of Nature from Corot. Oh, there is so much rich meaning and beauty in 
the art of the ages for you who have eyes to see!

Upon my short visit to this temple of art I should not be able to review 
a fraction of that great world of art which is open to you. I should be 
able to get only a superficial impression. Artists tell me that for a deep 
and true appreciation of art one must educate the eye. One must 
learn through experience to weigh the merits of line, of composition, 
of form and color. If I had eyes, how happily would I embark upon so 
fascinating a study! Yet I am told that, to many of you who have eyes 
to see, the world of art is a dark night, unexplored and unilluminated.

It would be with extreme reluctance that I should leave the 
Metropolitan Museum, which contains the key to beauty—a beauty so 
neglected. Seeing persons, however, do not need a Metropolitan to 
find this key to beauty. The same key lies waiting in smaller museums, 
and in books on the shelves of even small libraries. But naturally, in
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my limited time of imaginary sight, I should choose the place where 
the key unlocks the greatest treasures in the shortest time.

The evening of my second day of sight I should spend at a theatre or 
at the movies. Even now I often attend theatrical performances of all 
sorts, but the action of the play must be spelled into my hand by a 
companion. But how I should like to see with my own eyes the 
fascinating figure of Hamlet, or the gusty Falstaff amid colorful 
Elizabethan trappings! How I should like to follow each movement of 
the graceful Hamlet, each strut of the hearty Falstaff! And since I could 
see only one play, I should be confronted by a many-horned dilemma, 
for there are scores of plays I should want to see. You who have eyes 
can see any you like. How many of you, I wonder, when you gaze at a 
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play, a movie, or any spectacle, realize and give thanks for the miracle 
of sight which enables you to enjoy its color, grace, and movement?

I cannot enjoy the beauty of rhythmic movement except in a sphere 
restricted to the touch of my hands. I can vision only dimly the grace 
of a Pavlowa, although I know something of the delight of rhythm, for 
often I can sense the beat of music as it vibrates through the floor.

I can well imagine that cadenced motion must be one of the most 
pleasing sights in the world. I have been able to gather something of 
this by tracing with my fingers the lines in sculptured marble; if this 
static grace can be so lovely, how much more acute must be the thrill 
of seeing grace in motion.

One of my dearest memories is of the time when Joseph Jefferson 
allowed me to touch his face and hands as he went through some of 
the gestures and speeches of his beloved Rip Van Winkle. I was able to 
catch thus a meagre glimpse of the world of drama, and I shall never 
forget the delight of that moment.

But, oh, how much I must miss, and how much pleasure you seeing 
ones can derive from watching and hearing the interplay of speech 
and movement in the unfolding of a dramatic performance!

If I could see only one play, I should know how to picture in my mind 
the action of a hundred plays which I have read or had transferred to 
me through the medium of the manual alphabet.

So, through the evening of my second imaginary day of sight, the 
great figures of dramatic literature would crowd sleep from my eyes.
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Day 3

The following morning, I should again greet the dawn, anxious to 
discover new delights, for I am sure that, for those who have eyes 
which really see, the dawn of each day must be a perpetually new 
revelation of beauty.

This, according to the terms of my imagined miracle, is to be my third 
and last day of sight. I shall have no time to waste in regrets or 
longings; there is too much to see. The first day I devoted to my 
friends, animate and inanimate. The second revealed to me the 
history of man and Nature. Today I shall spend in the workaday world 
of the present, amid the haunts of men going about the business of 
life. And where can one find so many activities and conditions of men 
as in New York? So the city becomes my destination.

I start from my home in the quiet little suburb of Forest Hills, Long 
Island. Here, surrounded by green lawns, trees, and flowers, are neat 
little houses, happy with the voices and movements of wives and 
children, havens of peaceful rest for men who toil in the city. I drive 
across the lacy structure of steel which spans the East River, and I get 
a new and startling vision of the power and ingenuity of the mind of 
man. Busy boats chug and scurry about the river—racy speed boats, 
stolid, snorting tugs. If I had long days of sight ahead, I should spend 
many of them watching the delightful activity upon the river.

I look ahead, and before me rise the fantastic towers of New York, a 
city that seems to have stepped from the pages of a fairy story. What 
an awe-inspiring sight, these glittering spires, these vast banks of 
stone and steel—structures such as the gods might build for



© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

225

7.3. HELEN KELLER: 3 DAYS TO SEE

(Image source: Wikimedia)

themselves! This animated picture is a part of the lives of millions of 
people every day. How many, I wonder, give it so much as a second 
glance? Very few, I fear. Their eyes are blind to this magnificent sight 
because it is so familiar to them.

I hurry to the top of one of those gigantic structures, the Empire State 
Building, for there, a short time ago, I “saw” the city below through 
the eyes of my secretary. I am anxious to compare my fancy with 
reality. I am sure I should not be disappointed in the panorama spread 
out before me, for to me it would be a vision of another world.

Now I begin my rounds of the city. First, I stand at a busy corner, 
merely looking at people, trying by sight of them to understand



© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

226

7.3. HELEN KELLER: 3 DAYS TO SEE

something of their lives. I see smiles, and I am happy. I see serious 
determination, and I am proud. I see suffering, and I am 
compassionate.

I stroll down Fifth Avenue. I throw my eyes out of focus, so that I see 
no particular object but only a seething kaleidoscope of color. I am 
certain that the colors of womenʼs dresses moving in a throng must be 
a gorgeous spectacle of which I should never tire. But perhaps if I had 
sight I should be like most other women—too interested in styles and 
the cut of individual dresses to give much attention to the splendor of 
color in the mass. And I am convinced, too, that I should become an 
inveterate window shopper, for it must be a delight to the eye to view 
the myriad articles of beauty on display.

From Fifth Avenue I make a tour of the city—to Park Avenue, to the 
slums, to factories, to parks where children play. I take a stay-at-home 
trip abroad by visiting the foreign quarters. Always my eyes are open 
wide to all the sights of both happiness and misery so that I may 
probe deep and add to my understanding of how people work and 
live. My heart is full of the images of people and things. My eye passes 
lightly over no single trifle; it strives to touch and hold closely each 
thing its gaze rests upon. Some sights are pleasant, filling the heart 
with happiness; but some are miserably pathetic. To these latter I do 
not shut my eyes, for they, too, are part of life. To close the eye on 
them is to close the heart and mind.

My third day of sight is drawing to an end. Perhaps there are many 
serious pursuits to which I should devote the few remaining hours, 
but I am afraid that on the evening of that last day I should again run 
away to the theatre, to a hilariously funny play, so that I might
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appreciate the overtones of comedy in the human spirit.

At midnight my temporary respite from blindness would cease, and 
permanent night would close in on me again. Naturally in those three 
short days I should not have seen all I wanted to see. Only when 
darkness had again descended upon me should I realize how much I 
had left unseen. But my mind would be so crowded with glorious 
memories that I should have little time for regrets. Thereafter the 
touch of every object would bring a glowing memory of how that 
object looked.

Perhaps this short outline of how I should spend three days of sight 
does not agree with the programme you would set for yourself if you
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knew that you were about to be stricken blind. I am, however, sure 
that if you actually faced that fate your eyes would open to things you 
had never seen before, storing up memories for the long night ahead. 
You would use your eyes as never before. Everything you saw would 
become dear to you. Your eyes would touch and embrace every object 
that came within your range of vision. Then, at last, you would really 
see, and a new world of beauty would open itself before you.

I who am blind can give one hint to those who see—one admonition to 
those who would make full use of the gift of sight: Use your eyes as if 
tomorrow you would be stricken blind. And the same method can be 
applied to the other senses. Hear the music of voices, the song of a 
bird, the mighty strains of an orchestra, as if you would be stricken 
deaf tomorrow. Touch each object you want to touch as if tomorrow 
your tactile sense would fail. Smell the perfume of flowers, taste with 
relish each morsel, as if tomorrow you could never smell and taste 
again. Make the most of every sense; glory in all the facets of pleasure 
and beauty which the world reveals to you through the several means 
of contact which Nature provides. But of all the senses, I am sure that 
sight must be the most delightful.

I have often thought it would be a blessing if each human 
being were stricken blind and deaf for a few days at some 

time during his early adult life.
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From Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul - by Robert Fulgham
Image source: Story.com

“Dr. Papaderos, what is the meaning of life?”

The usual laughter followed and people stirred to go.

Papaderos held up his hand and stilled the room and looked at me for 
a long time, asking with his eyes if I was serious and seeing from my 
eyes that I was.

“I will answer your question.”

Taking his wallet out of his hip pocket, he fished into a leather billfold 
and brought out a very small round mirror, about the size of a quarter

https://www.story.com/ai-stories/ai-philosophy-stories/the-philosophy-of-a-mirror
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And what he said went like this:

“When I was a small child, during the war, we were very poor and we 
lived in a remote village.  One day, on the road, I found the broken 
pieces of a mirror.  A German motorcycle had been wrecked in that 
place.

“I tried to find all the pieces and put them together, but it was not 
possible, so I kept only the largest piece.  This one. and by scratching 
it on a stone I made it round. 

“I began to play with it as a toy and became fascinated by the fact that 
I could reflect light into dark places where the sun would never 
shine–in deep holes and crevices and dark closets.  It became a game 
for me to get light into the most inaccessible places I could find.

“I kept the little mirror, and as I went about my growing up, I would 
take it out in idle moments and continue the challenge of the game.

“As I became a man, I grew to understand that this was not just a 
childʼs game but a metaphor for what I might do with my life.  I came 
to understand that I am not the light or the source of the light.  But 
light –truth, understanding, knowledge–is there, and it will shine in 
many dark places only if I reflect it.

“I am a fragment of a mirror whose whole design and shape I do not 
know.  Nevertheless, with what I have I can reflect light into the dark 
places of this world–into the black places in the hearts of men–and 
change some things in some people.



8.1. THE MIRROR

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

232

There are two ways of spreading light: to be the candle
or the mirror that reflects it.

Edith Warton

“Perhaps others may see and do likewise.  This is what I am about. 
This is the meaning of my life.”
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Short story by O Henry
Image source: Amazon

In a small part of the city west of Washington Square, the streets have 
gone wild. They turn in different directions. They are broken into 
small pieces called “places.” One street goes across itself one or two 
times. A painter once discovered something possible and valuable 
about this street. Suppose a painter had some painting materials for 
which he had not paid. Suppose he had no money. Suppose a man 
came to get the money. The man might walk down that street and 
suddenly meet himself coming back, without having received a cent!

This part of the city is called Greenwich Village. And to old Greenwich 
Village the painters soon came. Here they found rooms they like, with 
good light and at a low cost.

https://americanenglish.state.gov/files/ae/resource_files/the-last-leaf.pdf
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Sue and Johnsy lived at the top of a building with three floors. One of 
these young women came from Maine, the other from California. They 
had met at a restaurant on Eighth Street. There they discovered that 
they liked the same kind of art, the same kind of food, and the same 
kind of clothes. So they decided to live and work together.

That was in the spring.

Toward winter a cold stranger entered Greenwich Village. No one 
could see him. He walked around touching one person here and 
another there with his icy fingers. He was a bad sickness. Doctors 
called him Pneumonia. On the east side of the city he hurried, 
touching many people; but in the narrow streets of Greenwich Village 
he did not move so quickly.

Mr. Pneumonia was not a nice old gentleman. A nice old gentleman 
would not hurt a weak little woman from California. But Mr. 
Pneumonia touched Johnsy with his cold fingers. She lay on her bed 
almost without moving, and she looked through the window at the 
wall of the house next to hers.

One morning the busy doctor spoke to Sue alone in the hall, where 
Johnsy could not hear.

“She has a very small chance,” he said. “She has a chance, if she 
wants to live. If people donʼt want to live, I canʼt do much for them. 
Your little lady has decided that she is not going to get well. Is there 
something that is troubling her?”

“She always wanted to go to Italy and paint a picture of the Bay of
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Naples,” said Sue.

“Paint! Not paint. Is there anything worth being troubled about? A 
man?”

“A man?” said Sue. “Is a man worth—No, doctor. There is not a man.”

“It is weakness,” said the doctor. “I will do all I know how to do. But 
when a sick person begins to feel that heʼs going to die, half my work 
is useless. Talk to her about new winter clothes. If she were interested 
in the future, her chances would be better.”

After the doctor had gone, Sue went into the workroom to cry. 13 O . H 
e n r y Then she walked into Johnsyʼs room. She carried some of her 
painting materials, and she was singing.

Johnsy lay there, very thin and very quiet. Her face was turned 
toward the window. Sue stopped singing, thinking that Johnsy was 
asleep.

Sue began to work. As she worked she heard a low sound, again and 
again. She went quickly to the bedside.

Johnsyʼs eyes were open wide. She was looking out the window and 
counting—counting back.

“Twelve,” she said; and a little later, “Eleven”; and then, “Ten,” and, 
“Nine”; and then, “Eight,” and, “Seven,” almost together.

Sue looked out the window. What was there to count? There was only
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the side wall of the next house, a short distance away. The wall had no 
window. An old, old tree grew against the wall. The cold breath of 
winter had already touched it. Almost all its leaves had fallen from its 
dark branches.

“What is it, dear?” asked Sue.

“Six,” said Johnsy, in a voice still lower. “Theyʼre falling faster now. 
Three days ago there were almost a hundred. It hurt my head to count 
them. But now itʼs easy. There goes another one. There are only five 
now.”

“Five what, dear? Tell your Sue.”

“Leaves. On the tree. When the last one falls, I must go, too. Iʼve 
known that for three days. Didnʼt the doctor tell you?”

“Oh, I never heard of such a thing,” said Sue. “It doesnʼt have any 
sense in it. What does an old tree have to do with you? Or with your 
getting well? And you used to love that tree so much. Donʼt be a little 
fool. The doctor told me your chances for getting well. He told me this 
morning. He said you had very good chances! Try to eat a little now. 
And then Iʼll go back to work. And then I can sell my picture, and then 
I can buy something more for you to eat to make you strong.”

“You donʼt have to buy anything for me,” said Johnsy. She still looked 
out the window. “There goes another. No, I donʼt want anything to 
eat. Now there are four. I want to see the last one fall before night. 
Then Iʼll go, too.”
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“Johnsy, dear,” said Sue, “will you promise me to close your eyes and 
keep them closed? Will you promise not to look out the window until I 
finish working? I must have this picture ready tomorrow. I need the 
light; I canʼt cover the window.”

“Couldnʼt you work in the other room?” asked Johnsy coldly.

“Iʼd rather be here by you,” said Sue. “And I donʼt want you to look at 
those leaves.”

“Tell me as soon as you have finished,” said Johnsy. She closed her 
eyes and lay white and still. “Because I want to see the last leaf fall. I 
have done enough waiting. I have done enough thinking. I want to go 
sailing down, down, like one of those leaves.”

“Try to sleep,” said Sue. “I must call Behrman to come up here. I want 
to paint a man in this picture, and Iʼll make him look like Behrman. I 
wonʼt be gone a minute. Donʼt try to move till I come back.”

Old Behrman was a painter who lived on the first floor of their house. 
He was past sixty. He had had no success as a painter. For forty years 
he had painted, without ever painting a good picture. He had always 
talked of painting a great picture, a masterpiece, but he had never yet 
started it.

He got a little money by letting others paint pictures of him. He drank 
too much. He still talked of his great masterpiece. And he believed 
that it was his special duty to do everything possible to help Sue and 
Johnsy.
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Sue found him in his dark room, and she knew that he had been 
drinking. She could smell it. She told him about Johnsy and the leaves 
on the vine. She said that she was afraid that Johnsy would indeed 
sail down, down like the leaf. Her hold on the world was growing 
weaker.

Old Behrman shouted his anger over such an idea.

“What!” he cried. “Are there such fools? Do people die because leaves 
drop off a tree? I have not heard of such a thing. No, I will not come up 
and sit while you make a picture of me. Why do you allow her to think 
such a thing? That poor little Johnsy!”

“She is very sick and weak,” said Sue. “The sickness has put these 
strange ideas into her mind. Mr. Behrman, if you wonʼt come, you 
wonʼt. But I donʼt think youʼre very nice.”

“This is like a woman!” shouted Behrman. “Who said I will not come? 
Go. I come with you. For half an hour I have been trying to say that I 
will come. God! This is not any place for someone so good as Johnsy 
to lie sick. Some day I shall paint my masterpiece, and we shall all go 
away from here. God! Yes.”

Johnsy was sleeping when they went up. Sue covered the window, 
and took Behrman into the other room. There they looked out the 
window fearfully at the tree. Then they looked at each other for a 
moment without speaking. A cold rain was falling, with a little snow in 
it too.

Behrman sat down, and Sue began to paint.
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She worked through most of the night.

In the morning, after an hourʼs sleep, she went to Johnsyʼs bedside. 
Johnsy with wide-open eyes was looking toward the window. “I want 
to see,” she told Sue.

Sue took the cover from the window.

But after the beating rain and the wild wind that had not stopped 
through the whole night, there still was one leaf to be seen against the 
wall. It was the last on the tree. It was still dark green near the branch. 
But at the edges it was turning yellow with age. There it was hanging 
from a branch nearly twenty feet above the ground.

“It is the last one,” said Johnsy. “I thought it would surely fall during 
the night. I heard the wind. It will fall today, and I shall die at the same 
time.”

“Dear, dear Johnsy!” said Sue. “Think of me, if you wonʼt think of 
yourself. What would I do?”

But Johnsy did not answer. The most lonely thing in the world is a 
soul when it is preparing to go on its far journey. The ties that held her 
to friendship and to earth were breaking, one by one.

The day slowly passed. As it grew dark, they could still see the leaf 
hanging from its branch against the wall. And then, as the night came, 
the north wind began again to blow. The rain still beat against the 
windows.
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When it was light enough the next morning, Johnsy again 
commanded that she be allowed to see.

The leaf was still there.

Johnsy lay for a long time looking at it. And then she called to Sue, 
who was cooking something for her to eat.

“Iʼve been a bad girl, Sue,” said Johnsy. “Something has made that 
last leaf stay there to show me how bad I was. It is wrong to want to 
die. Iʼll try to eat now. But first bring me a looking-glass, so that I can 
see myself. And then Iʼll sit up and watch you cook.”

An hour later she said, “Sue, some day I hope to paint the Bay of 
Naples.”

The doctor came in the afternoon. Sue followed him into the hall 
outside Johnsyʼs room to talk to him.

“The chances are good,” said the doctor. He took Sueʼs thin, shaking 
hand in his. “Give her good care, and sheʼll get well. And now I must 
see another sick person in this house. His name is Behrman. A painter, 
I believe. Pneumonia, too. Mike is an old, weak man, and he is very ill. 
There is no hope for him. But we take him to the hospital today. Weʼll 
make it as easy for him as we can.”

The next day the doctor said to Sue: “Sheʼs safe. You have done it. 
Food and care now—thatʼs all.”

And that afternoon Sue came to the bed where Johnsy lay. She put
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one arm around her.

“I have something to tell you,” she said. “Mr. Behrman died of 
pneumonia today in the hospital. He was ill only two days. Someone 
found him on the morning of the first day, in his room. He was 
helpless with pain.”

“His shoes and his clothes were wet and as cold as ice. Everyone 
wondered where he had been. The night had been so cold and wild.

“And then they found some things. There was a light that he had 
taken outside. And there were his materials for painting. There was 
paint, green paint and yellow paint. And—

“Look out the window, dear, at the last leaf on the wall. Didnʼt you 
wonder why it never moved when the wind was blowing? Oh, my 
dear, it is Behrmanʼs great masterpiece—he painted it there the 
night that the last leaf fell.”

The meaning of life is to find your gift.
The purpose of life is to give it away.

Pablo Picasso
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Life is a daring adventure or nothing at all.

Helen Keller

The true meaning of life is to plant trees,
under whose shade you do not expect to sit.

Nelson Henderson

In the end, itʼs not the years in your life that count.
Itʼs the life in your years.

Abraham Lincoln

We can despair of the meaning of life in general, but not of the 
particular forms that it takes; we can despair of existence,

for we have no power over it, but not of history.

Albert Camus
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Life is really simple, but we insist on making it complicated.

Confucius

Life is a series of natural and spontaneous changes.
Donʼt resist them; that only creates sorrow.

Lao Tzu

Man is condemned to be free; because once thrown into the world, 
he is responsible for everything he does.

Jean-Paul Sartre

Our death is not an end if we can live on in our children and the 
younger generation. For they are us; our bodies are only wilted 

leaves on the tree of life.

Albert Einstein
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If you want to fly, give up everything that weighs you down.

Buddha

Those who have failed to work toward the truth
have missed the purpose of living.

Buddha

Whoever loves money never has enough; whoever loves wealth is 
never satisfied with their income. This too is meaningless.

Ecclesiastes 5:10

You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be 
hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. 
Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone.

Matthew 5:14-15
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Of others there is no memory;
they have perished as though they had never existed;

they have become as though they had never been born,
they and their children after them.

But these also were men of compassion
whose righteous deeds have not been forgotten;
their wealth will remain with their descendants

and their inheritance with their childrenʼs children.

Sirach 44:9-11



And there you have it, my friend! A glimpse into what 
it means to live a meaningful life. Thank you for 
having accompanied me until the very end of the 
journey!

As you may see, the meaning of life is a deeply 
personal experience. No single, definitive answer 
will satisfy everyone; and even if you find one now, 
donʼt be surprised that your interpretation may 
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fluctuate in the future.

Perhaps the meaning of life is not something to be 
found, but something to be created.

Perhaps it is in our relationships with others, our 
contributions to society, and our personal growth 
that we find purpose.

Perhaps it is in the simple act of living, of 
experiencing the world in all its beauty and 
complexity.

Whatever it means to you personally, the idea is that 
you must take the initiative and tread the path with 
intention. Even if there are twists and turns along 
the way, it is the journey itself – not the final 
destination – that matters.

It is through this journey that oneʼs life is 
transformed and transcends into a higher 
“dimension”.

EMBARKING ON THE JOURNEY

© Jonathan M. Pham. All Rights Reserved.

247



So, let us embrace the mystery of existence, the 
beauty of the unknown, and the endless possibilities 
that lie before us!

Let us live each day with mindfulness, gratitude, 
compassion, and a spirit of inquiry!

And let us remember that the true meaning of life 
may not be found in a grand, cosmic plan, but in the 
countless small moments that make up our lives!

Until next time,

Jonathan M. Pham
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…Inochi mijikashi
koi seyo otome
kurokami no iro
asenu ma ni
kokoro no honoo
kienu ma ni
kyou wa futatabi
konu mono wo

(…Life is brief
fall in love, maidens
before the raven tresses
begin to fade
before the flames in your 
hearts flicker and die
for today, once passed,
is never to come again)

GONDOLA NO UTA - 
from IKIRU (1952)

How beautiful! Truly beautiful. A sunset.
I don't think I've really looked at one in 30 years.

Kanji Watanabe

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nx5M4AkIeTE


Embark on a journey of self-discovery and be ready to 
unlock your full potential with my newsletter! Receive 
actionable tips, inspiring stories, and life-growth 
insights delivered directly to your inbox by subscribing 
via this link:

https://jonathanmpham.com/en/newsletter-sign-up/

SUBSCRIBE FOR
INSPIRATION!

There are two ways of spreading light: to be the 
candle or the mirror that reflects it.

Edith Warton
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Iʼm Jonathan M. Pham, and Iʼm delighted 
to welcome you to my self-discovery blog!

Life, to me, is an endless expedition, and 
through this blog, I invite you to join me 
on the exhilarating journey of 
self-exploration and personal growth.
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