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For Bahar,
my dream come true


For Harper and Hadley,
my teachers



















You carry


All the ingredients


To turn your life into a nightmare—


Don’t mix them!






You have all the genius


To build a swing in your backyard


For God.






That sounds


Like a hell of a lot more fun.


Let’s start laughing, drawing blueprints,


Gathering our talented friends…






You carry all the ingredients


To turn your existence into joy,






Mix them, mix


Them!


—Hafiz

















1



WHY AM I HERE?


 


A gorgeous thirty-foot midnight blue touring boat with a stunning profile and an unusual deck clad entirely in mahogany with maple inlays sat in the water before me. It wasn’t flashy, but it was utterly arresting. There I stood, feeling out of place, on a private dock at a party thrown by a very wealthy man on his sprawling estate. I was there by chance. On the other side of the dock behind me sat an enormous three-story yacht, but for some reason I couldn’t take my eyes off the smaller touring boat. Just then the host walked up to greet me. I turned casually to make conversation and hopefully appear to belong.


“I’ve never seen a boat like this,” I said. “It’s beautiful.”


“Thanks. Yeah, I really love the way it sits in the water. Nothing quite like it.”


He mentioned a few other unique attributes that were lost on me, but he didn’t seem interested in bragging. Then he politely thanked me for coming and continued making his rounds with the other guests.


Later I was talking to one of the guests at the party and I asked if he had seen that particular boat.


“Amazing, isn’t it?” he replied. “Do you know how much that thing costs?”


I guessed around $150,000 (an inflated estimate, I reasoned).


“Not even close. That’s a Riva!” He laughed.


This meant nothing to me.


He could see that. “It’s an Italian-made boat. There are only three of these in the country and only about a hundred made each year. A Riva like this would cost at least a million dollars.”


My jaw dropped. It was certainly a work of art, and clearly well crafted, but I would have never guessed it. This was a simple lesson in economics. In this case, much of the value was determined by a limited supply. The price was derived not just from craftsmanship and materials, but from the boat’s rarity. I felt somehow special to be in the presence of something so valuable and so rare.


Then again, it was just a boat, even if it was one in a hundred. By contrast, an estimated seven billion people are living on the earth today. That’s a lot of people. Of all those billions of people, not one—not a single one—is like you. That means you are one in seven billion—a true one of a kind. In other words, a Riva has nothing on you. It’s an impressive stat. But let’s go back in time for a moment and consider all of human history. From this perspective the number looks a little different. By some estimates nearly 160 billion people have lived on this earth since the beginning of human history. In all that time, in all those people, no one has ever been like you. And in all the billions of people who have yet to be born, not a single one will ever be like you. No one sees the world the way you do, tastes food the way you do, laughs like you, speaks like you, is shaped like you, appreciates music like you, plays like you, creates like you, or wants exactly what you want in life.


You are completely, utterly, and incalculably unique. And here you are—walking, talking, thinking, feeling, and doing. Right now you are. I am. And one day we won’t be, not like this. While you walk the earth, you are worth more than all the wealth in the world. You are a genuine miracle, and yet most of the time we are oblivious to this fact. But every once in a while something peeks into our mundane activities and we recognize it. We have a keen awareness that this life is an extraordinary moment. We know somehow—even when life is difficult—we’ve been given a precious gift. It is the reason that everyone at some point is compelled to ask that primordial question—Why am I here?


Beneath our conscious awareness, we can feel there must be something more to our being here. There must be a reason for the extravagant gift of existence. It can’t all be just a cosmic accident. And so we search for the purpose that pulses beneath the surface.


The question can be posed in terms that are detached and philosophical or studied and existential. But my interest is only in the personal nature of the question: Why am I, [INSERT YOUR NAME], here right now? What am I supposed to be doing with this life? These are the most important questions we can ask in our lifetime.


You will find no shortage of answers to these questions. Scores of books have been written on the subject. If you are a religious person, your religious leaders and sacred texts will gladly offer a set of answers to you. Then we have our parents, spouses, partners, friends, children, teachers, advertisers, employers, and cultures, all of whom will eagerly give direction and advice. Most of the answers offered by others remove ambiguity from the search. They answer the questions for us. At first, this may seem to be a great relief, but sooner or later most of us come to realize a very important truth: in reality, no one can answer these questions for you. The reason is that the answers do not come in words from the outside, but rather as an experience, an intuition, a gut sense from within.



THE QUEST


The word question is an interesting one. It shares the same root as the word quest. Both come from a Latin word that means “to seek.” The fundamental questions (Why am I here right now? What am I supposed to do with this life?) drive our most basic quest in life. Your quest is yours and yours alone. This book does not answer the questions for you, but it will help you find answers. It offers new ways of seeing, fresh tools, and proven practices designed to serve as companions as you embark on your quest. Think of this book as a compass and map in the wilderness. I do not pretend to know your starting point or your destination. But I have found some very powerful aids no matter where you are or where you’re going. They work.




Think of this book as a compass and map in the wilderness.





I come by these tools honestly. I’ve had an unconventional career path with several unexpected turns. I started as a strategic planner in advertising, where I worked on brands ranging from Porsche to Harrah’s to Formica. Then I did what every ad guy does: I went to seminary. After that I did the one thing I never thought I would do—become the pastor of a small Mennonite church. And later I served as the pastor of a megachurch. Today I’m involved in corporate leadership development, executive coaching, speaking, and writing.


That’s just my professional life. My personal life is no less linear. Each one of my transitions and decisions could be made into a book all its own. Some of these reinventions were easier than others. Each one came with a cost, as well as a gift. Through them all I have been a devoted student of the process of finding and living my purpose. At times I have been both inspired by clarity and utterly lost. I have been a coward and deceived myself along the way. I have also learned to listen carefully and live courageously and creatively.


None of this is a judgment, nor is it self-congratulating. I’m simply stating what is. All of it fits in the story just as it should. Some may read the story of your life (or mine) through a lens of judgment. This is understandable—we’ve been taught rights and wrongs, goods and bads, morals and values. These are useful for many aspects of life. However, judgment and self-condemnation have no place in the process of purpose. They are the fastest way to undermine the first and most important ingredient in uncovering your purpose.




Judgment and self-condemnation have no place in the process of purpose.






HONESTY REQUIRED


The cornerstone of this entire process is honesty. We must be willing to be honest first with ourselves. Nothing undermines our honesty like judgment or condemnation, which fuel guilt and shame. When we deem something in us as bad or unworthy, we quickly learn to hide it from ourselves and others. We set up defenses for fear of exclusion, embarrassment, or rejection. This is when self-deception sets in. It causes all of our desires to submerge into the clandestine land of the unconscious. There they remain buried, obscuring our true desires, our motives, and our purpose. Our unconscious patterns serve as a puppet master dictating and distorting our movements. In the process we cheat ourselves, steal away our true inner joy, and live a life that is not our own.


Throughout my experiences, I made myself a student of techniques that could help me align with my purpose and listen for direction that comes from within. I also learned a lot about the cost when you ignore such direction, and the reward when you follow it. This process isn’t just about career or life choices; those are only the surface changes. Beneath these shifts are basic alterations in our being, the uncovering and expansion of our true nature, the truth about who we are. Finding direction and living with purpose are as much about discovering who we are as they are about accepting what we’re not.




Finding direction and living with purpose are as much about discovering who we are as they are about accepting what we’re not.





Which brings me to the title of the book—Cats Don’t Bark. This is the simplest way I could distill the common misunderstanding people encounter in everything from relationship problems to finding and living a purpose. In short, most of us spend some part of our lives pretending to be something we are not, and expecting others to do the same.


This is understandable. Our lives begin as an imitative process. We learn whom to be and how to behave by mirroring our parents. We learn gender roles by mimicking Mom or Dad. We see that when we act like Mom or Dad, we get positive feedback. Later we learn to imitate other people we want to like us. Our peers, possible partners, and bosses all present us with opportunities to ignore or deny our true nature and adopt or react to the vision they have. Alternatively, we may seek to exert control and manipulate others so that they are more like us, insisting they become something they are not in order to make us feel better.


Eventually, though, we learn a simple truth: We don’t like living according to what others want or expect from us. And it’s tiring to force, cajole, or manipulate others into speaking or behaving in ways we prefer.


The path of discovering and living our purpose is a process of coming to terms with who we really are—and what we truly want—and accepting that fact as self-evident without judgment. It’s also a process of accepting others for who they are and not trying to entice or force them to be something they are not. When we do this, we soon come to the truth in a drama-free way, as simply as observing that cats don’t bark. (Why would they? It’s not their nature.) And the sooner we accept this fact about ourselves and others, the sooner the drama can stop and the faster we will be on a path to living our purpose and creating the life we want most.


TO CREATE CONSCIOUSLY


As a pastor, I spent most of my time trying to untangle the mess religion has made of the word God. I found that word always seemed to come with a 747 full of baggage. However, I live with a deep awareness that I am utterly dependent upon something much more vast and powerful than I am. I depend on it for my very existence and everything in it. It is the source of everything I have and everything I am. It is the very breath that dances in me. Without it, I am in a box in the ground.


I acknowledge that most people use the word God to label that reality. So if you want to use the word God, that’s fine with me. But it goes by many names: Life, the Source, All That Is, Infinite Intelligence, Inspiration, the Muse, the Holy Spirit, Christ, the Universe, Consciousness, Existence, Breath, Divinity, Love, the Uncreated Creator—the list goes on. Some of these names will resonate for you; others will sound too religious, New Agey, or vague. That’s OK because this power doesn’t need a name. Feel free to choose a name that works best for you, or no name at all.




I live with a deep awareness that I am utterly dependent upon something much more vast and powerful than I am.





The name is not nearly as important as the direct experience of this power. At some moment in life you have experienced inspiration, an intuitive hunch, deep appreciation, joy, a feeling of being in the “zone,” or unexpected creativity that seemed to come from somewhere outside you. It was bigger than you, and when it came through you, it felt exhilarating. Each and every one of these moments is an experience of the Source of Life. You and I came into this world with unlimited access to an extraordinary creative power.


In the simplest terms, we were made to make. The object of our creation is not at issue here. It could be a painting, a rocket, a relationship, a family, a business, a spreadsheet, an empire, a policy, a curriculum, a cure, or a meal. Whatever it is, we are in a state of constant creation whether we know it or not. The question is, are we creating the life we want consciously? Are we awake to the things we are creating? In a very real sense our purpose is not just something we are here to find; it is also something we get to create. With this in mind, the question Why am I here? takes on a slightly different tone. Another way to ask the question might be, “How do I want to create my life?” We are here to create something that has never existed before. So what do you want to create?




In a very real sense our purpose is not just something we are here to find; it is also something we get to create.





AN INNER “YES”


I sat across from my boss at his desk. He was a tall, barrel-chested man with a full jaw and thin blond hair. “Why are you committing career suicide?” he asked. I had just informed him that I would be leaving advertising to attend seminary—not exactly a standard next step in career advancement. I understood his confusion. In my head I built an answer designed to steel my resolve. But it smacked of high-minded moralizing and condescension. It went something like this:


“Advertising is a form of coercion that makes use of the most sophisticated kinds of deception wrapped in seduction. It is the engine that drives the worst parts of consumer culture. It creates values at odds with…” And so on.


Looking back, I don’t entirely dismiss the rant. Except that it had little to do with my actual reason for leaving a fun job that paid well. In reality, leaving advertising was not some act of nobility, but it’s what I told myself and others and how I presented myself. I wanted to be someone other than who I was. There’s something empowering, albeit misguided, about playing the role of a high holy hero driven by moral conviction. This stance made it a little easier to leave something I enjoyed.


In reality, a subtle dis-ease had begun to emerge in me over the course of a year. Something I couldn’t explain was nudging me. It didn’t make sense at first. Sometimes I wrote it off as just being overworked and feeling underpaid. Other days I thought of it as the cost of doing business or dealing with irritating clients and coworkers. But one thing was sure—I wasn’t where I wanted to be. I remember asking a question: If I died today, would I have lived doing what I was made to do? The answer was a resounding no.




If I died today, would I have lived doing what I was made to do?





It was more like I had developed some strange allergy to a food I liked. Though I enjoyed the taste, I felt compelled to spit it out. A voice inside was saying, “You weren’t made for this. It’s time for something else.” Unfortunately it didn’t tell me what that was. Back then, I felt a strange affinity for studying theology, culture, technology, and psychology in my leisure time. So seminary became an unexpected but natural next step as I began the process of finding my purpose. But at the time, following my curiosity without knowing where it was leading, and not following a strategic life plan, felt like a risky decision.


The question my boss wanted to know was, why? Frankly, I wanted an answer to the same question. All I knew was that for some time something deep inside me insisted advertising wasn’t what I was supposed to be doing. Deep down I knew whatever ladder I was climbing was leaning against the wrong wall. I was not doing what I was made to do. In that moment I knew I had to plan my departure and forge a different path. While that was the feeling, in reality I also knew my being in advertising wasn’t a mistake. I hadn’t taken a wrong turn and gotten lost. It was all part of the mysterious path of purpose, contributing experiences and skills that both clarified and expanded who I was.


This is one of my earliest adult memories of connecting with a strong sense of direction in life. It became the first of many twists and turns, all of which have led me back to myself. Until then, everything had been planned for me, as is the case for many middle-and upper-class people in the Western world. Other than deciding which college to attend or which major to choose, many of us face few significant decisions during our school years. Every major crossroad is mapped out before you get to it, until you graduate. Then the crossroads only become clear after you’ve passed through them, with no warning that they are coming and no accompanying ritual or ceremony.


The decision to attend seminary meant a cross-country move from the frozen tundra of Minnesota to sunny Southern California. That little detail made the adventure all the more exciting. Soon after arriving and getting settled, I eased my way into the unknown. The path remained unclear for several years. I thoroughly enjoyed seminary and the studies, but none of it seemed to lead me any closer to my next step in life. In time I found myself in an unexpected depression. The question my boss had asked me started to make more sense. Why did I commit career suicide for seminary? If I didn’t want to be a pastor, then why was I in seminary?


I found myself adrift in a sea of ambivalence. I had no idea what I was supposed to do. The natural roles for seminary graduates—pastor, chaplain, professor, missionary—didn’t appeal to me. So I went looking for help. I talked with mentors, a therapist, chaplains, and several of my professors. None of them had the answers to my fundamental questions: What am I supposed to do? Why am I here? It’s not that they didn’t try to help, but they couldn’t possibly have known the answers.


Eventually I found a guide who pointed me in a new direction. She showed me unusual techniques that led me to an unexpected place. In time I learned that the answers to the questions I was asking come only from within.




In time I learned that the answers to the questions I was asking come only from within.





The answer ultimately comes as an experience. That feeling you get when things line up and suddenly you feel at home. When I first learned how to tune a guitar, it took a while to figure out how a given string was supposed to sound. I would bend the notes up and down, straining to find the right frequency, usually passing through the right range and then losing it again. Eventually, with enough practice, I could hear when the string found its home. The same feeling exists in each of us. The innate birthright of joy—an inner frequency that sings, “Yes!”


That experience is why we are here. We are here in part to feel the pleasure of the One who created us and join in the act of creation. There is nothing more blissful on the planet than the experience of being in tune with the Source of Life within us. That feeling of inspired action and creation is the infallible indicator for whether we are living our purpose. This will also present many lessons along the way, chances to grow and expand our being. Our invitation and opportunity is to allow Love to live through us—unobstructed, unbound, fearless, and free. Anytime we find ourselves asking why we are here, it means we have simply forgotten our birthright of joy, of peace, of limitless fulfillment. And the question will continue to return each time we forget. It will return as a reminder that more joy, bliss, and possibilities are always available to us.
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WHY IS THE ANSWER SO HARD TO FIND?


 


Most of us have to spend time learning, and in some cases unlearning, the answer to the question Why am I here? Some portion of life is spent in a state of unknowing, wondering, wandering, and questioning. In one sense, this is a deliberate feature of our existence. If I offered you a glass of water when you weren’t thirsty, you would have no interest in it. But if I encountered you after a long walk in the desert, the glass of water would be like gold. You would be keenly aware of a need where one did not exist before. When we are thirsty and we drink water, appreciation is the natural response. The experience of not knowing is partly there to activate a thirst in us. That sense that there has to be something more, something we are missing and vaguely longing for, must be present to fuel the quest. Finding, creating, and living our purpose requires energy, focus, and attention. The drive for more is the built-in mechanism to accelerate the quest.


This is not only a process of discovery, but also a process of creation. We do not begin by unveiling a fully formed purpose. We listen for direction, or desire, and create more on our way. Calling is sometimes thought of only in terms of destiny or predestination. However, I prefer to set calling in the context of extraordinary freedom. Creative free choice is built into the process. This process of creation is as important as the outcome. It is actually part of the joy, the gift of Love. Love would never want to rob us of that experience. If a painter could snap her fingers and a work of art on canvas would appear instantaneously, how much would she enjoy that process? Perhaps the first few times it would be exciting. But part of the joy is in the discovery, exploration, inspiration, and learning that come with the creative process itself.




Calling is sometimes thought of only in terms of destiny or predestination. However, I prefer to set calling in the context of extraordinary freedom.





Because we are not only finding but also creating our purpose in life, our purpose is never complete. On one level our purpose is always in the making—moving, unfolding, ending, being reborn, and expanding. Our task is to develop the skill to listen for it, respond to it, and live it moment by moment.


When it comes to the hiddenness of purpose, there is one other ingredient. Not long ago my daughters, Harper and Hadley, who were eight and five respectively, came rushing into my room, breathless and grinning.


“Dad, come here! You have to come here and see this!” Harper blurted out.


I stood up to follow them, when Hadley grabbed my hand and said, “You have to close your eyes.” Under normal conditions this would have been an easy request, but it was not so simple as it meant a walk across the house and upstairs to her room.


“Keep your eyes closed. Are they closed?”


“Yes.”


To avoid major injury, I peeked a few times. She was far more interested in getting us to the destination quickly than she was in helping me safely navigate obstacles on the way. I had to look after myself.


“Don’t open them until I tell you,” she said.


“I won’t,” I said, lying.


As we approached her room, with safety assured, I kept my eyes closed. In a singsong voice she said, “Wait… wait… wait.…” Then she carefully positioned me in just the right spot.


Both girls shouted, “OK. Open them!”


I opened my eyes to see they had created a fort in their room by using sofa cushions, blankets, and a bed. The fort was populated with stuffed animals and other assorted toys that were neatly organized. They squealed with delight when they saw the look of surprise on my face. This little game happens often when they make things, especially if it’s something they make as a gift for me. They love to surprise me, and I love to be surprised. For them the surprise is part of the present.


I feel the same way at Christmas with them. I love to deliver an unexpected gift to see what their reaction will be. It would never occur to me to open a present for them or tell them weeks before Christmas what they are getting. That surprise belongs to them; it’s part of the gift.


Life is the same way. The Universe delights in our experience of surprise and the unexpected gift we get to unwrap. For this reason, we must learn to allow the experience of not knowing to serve as a prelude to the joy of surprise. From this posture, the experience of the unknown deepens anticipation. Times of transition become pregnant with possibility and expectation.




The Universe delights in our experience of surprise and the unexpected gift we get to unwrap.





WHITE NOISE AND THE ONE VOICE


The hidden part of purpose is set up like a bit of a treasure hunt. It is designed that way for our enjoyment. However, the quest for our purpose can also be elusive and opaque for different reasons. This happens when we get in our own way. We have developed habits of ignoring and discounting the subtlety of inner guidance, which is always available.


In the north, winters are long. Days are spent mostly indoors, and the air takes on an artificial quality. Like most things in life you get used to it—sort of. But not long after Christmas, the monochromatic gray hues of winter start to weigh heavy. My mind fidgets and my bones get antsy. I want those green shoots to crack the ice and reveal life again. Eventually it happens; it always does. The final thaw breaks winter’s back in two. Sometime in late spring there is a day when it feels like summer.


On that day, I drive with the radio up and the windows down. It is pure liberation. The wind rushes in and fresh air fills the car and my lungs. All is well in the world. Everything is perfect until I get on the highway. When the wind picks up, a competition ensues. Soon, the white noise of the wind drowns out the music on the radio. The music is still playing, but the noise of the wind masks the notes. Eventually I have to decide whether I want to hear the music or feel the wind. At first the wind wins. But as warm days wear on, my desire shifts. I miss the music. As soon as I roll up the windows and shut out the white noise of the wind and the world outside, the song inside comes through with clarity.


In the same way, we must learn to understand the difference between white noise and what I call the One Voice. Pursuing and creating our purpose is about decisions both small and large. It doesn’t matter what we hope to create. It could be an education, a work of art, a relationship, a family, a living space, a career, or better health. In all of these creations, we make decisions. With each one, advice comes from the four corners of the earth. The agendas of others are not difficult to find. Sometimes these voices are unanimous. Other times they are dissonant. When the voices are at odds, they jockey for primacy. The great challenge is in knowing what to make of all the information.
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