












Praise for Your Personal Renaissance




Diane Dreher speaks to a deep longing for meaningful life work that is unrequited for so many. She does so with grace, power, and fascinating stories. Her deep knowledge and clear, strong voice make Dreher the perfect guide. I urge you to join her for a life-changing journey.


—Frances Moore Lappé,


author of Diet for a Small Planet and Getting a Grip


We're all searching for more passion and meaning in life. In this brilliant book, Diane provides a spiritual compass for the journey to create a life that fits skin tight over your true self.




—Jerry Lynch, author of The Way of the Champion




In Your Personal Renaissance, Diane Dreher acts as a wise, compassionate, buoyant life coach, directing our energies away from what dulls and diminishes us and toward those desires that have always given us zest and a sense of accomplishment. And it's also such a delight to read that I can't imagine anyone finishing it without feeling the joy she promises. It's a book, and outlook, much needed in these times.




—Ron Hansen, author of A Stay Against Confusion and Atticus




Your Personal Renaissance is unique—a self-help book grounded in real lessons from history, not glib parables awkwardly situated in a hypothetical here-and-now. The book is lively and interesting, and its advice is sound. Your Personal  Renaissance is well worth reading and—even more importantly— well worth using as a guide to a better life.




—Christopher Peterson, Professor of Psychology,


University of Michigan




Diane Dreher invites us to wisely use the wisdom of the Renaissance to transform our lives and embrace our deepest purpose, gracing us with practical inspiration and motivating insight on every page.




—Gloria De Gaetano, founder, the Parent Coaching Institute




Diane Dreher's Your Personal Renaissance amounts to a wonderful fusion of theory and practice that is both inspirational and pragmatic. It provides each of us a clear, provocative, and compelling pathway for creating—and toward realizing—our own personal Renaissance.




—John Vasconcellos, California State Senator emeritus




This is a special book, a spiritual book, a practical book, a responsible book. . . . The author takes to heart (and writes with a great deal of heart) two of my favorite truths: Nothing endures but change and what you perceive to  be real is real in its consequences. Diane Dreher warmly encourages the reader to make needed changes creatively and challenges the perceptions that so many of us harbor about the inevitability of how we now live our lives.




—Carl E. Thoresen, PhD, Professor Emeritus of Education,


Psychology and Psychiatry/Behavioral Sciences, Stanford University




Diane Dreher directs our attention toward extraordinary individuals like Leonardo da Vinci and Queen Elizabeth I of England, identifies the qualities that allowed them to step out into greatness, and then offers practices designed to let us awaken those qualities in ourselves. The cumulative effect is irresistible: as we align ourselves imaginatively with women and men who embody Renaissance ideals, something of their courage, resilience and creativity begin to flow into our own lives. A splendid guide to personal transformation.




—Carol Lee Flinders, PhD, author of Enduring Grace and Enduring Lives




Dreher has beautifully integrated the wisdom from the Renaissance, spiritual and religious principles, and contemporary positive psychology, offering a wonderfully engaging, remarkable, and practical program to help the reader discover more meaning, purpose, calling, and vocation in life. It is truly a must read.




—Thomas G. Plante, PhD, Professor of Psychology and Director of


the Spirituality and Health Institute, Santa Clara University
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INTRODUCTION
The Sense of Calling
Creating Your Personal Renaissance





Nature, that framed us of four elements
 Warring within our breasts for regiment,
 Doth teach us all to have aspiring minds.


—CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE, TAMBURLAINE1





Are you ready for a Renaissance in your life? Longing for greater joy and meaning? Do you feel stuck in a dead-end job, debilitating routine, confining relationship, or money problems? Perhaps you're facing a major change—anything from graduation, downsizing, retirement, or divorce, to recovery from a natural disaster—or you're searching for a long-deferred dream.


A personal Renaissance can come in different ways. For a downsized engineer, it may mean writing a book and beginning a new life as a leadership consultant. For someone else, it's going back to school for an MBA in order to leave a lackluster job behind. One woman's personal Renaissance means leaving an abusive relationship to begin living her own life. Another may find her Renaissance homeschooling her daughter or starting her own company, while a retired couple may find theirs volunteering at a local food bank and becoming more active in their community.


Wherever it leads, your personal Renaissance will bring you a creative new beginning, freeing you to become more joyously and authentically yourself. This process usually begins with a growing restlessness, a feeling that there must be something more in life. It happens as a stockbroker watches his income rise but feels progressively empty inside, when a successful career woman recognizes she never has time for herself because she's too busy pleasing others, or when a frustrated manager finally realizes he's been living somebody else's life.


Do you feel an underlying sense that something's missing from your life? Do any of the following statements sound familiar?




Lately, I've been feeling restless and unhappy.


I can't express an important part of who I am.


With all the changes around me, I feel like I just don't fit any more.


I've outgrown my current situation but don't know what to do.


My life is just an endless round of responsibilities; it's not fun any more.


Something's missing from my life but I don't know what it is.


My life is changing and I need to set new goals.


I feel a growing need to do something more with my life.





If you resonate with any of these statements, you are experiencing creative discontent and are ready for your own new Renaissance.



What Is a Calling?


Seeking your calling is a process of discovery that continues throughout your life, informed by your questions, your conflicts, and your deepest dreams. It is the journey known by many names, from Homer's Odyssey to the pilgrimage in Dante's Divine Comedy  and the quests of the knights of the round table, to the vision quests of Native Americans, and the path of the Chinese sage, Lao Tzu. Abraham Maslow called it self-actualization. Joseph Camp- bell knew it as “the hero's journey.” It is the dynamic voyage of self-discovery central to the Renaissance, and it is our journey, yours and mine, as we seek to live with greater joy and purpose, becoming more deeply, more authentically ourselves.


As you become more aware of your calling, it weaves like a bright thread through the daily fabric of your life, and as you move through life's seasons, into new roles in your work, family, and community, every stage in life invites you to discover your calling on another level. In the Renaissance, Shakespeare and his contemporaries realized that each of us goes through many seasons, “plays many parts.” Ideally, we all begin developing our callings in childhood by exploring our world and discovering what we love to do. During your teens to early twenties, you move forward in your calling as you enter college or take your first job. You may discover new callings in love, marriage, and family life or be called to community service, caregiving, or mentoring others. Your quest will begin again with each promotion, downsizing, or desire to reach out in a new direction, and as you mature, you will hear a new call to creative retirement.


Psychologists see the sense of calling as essential for fulfillment in life, finding it the “most important life value” in the United States, Italy, Canada, Belgium, Portugal, South Africa, Poland, Croatia, Israel, Australia, and Japan. Pursuing your calling can make you happier, healthier, and more energetic, filling you with the joyous engagement known as “flow,” and bringing greater meaning to your life.2



Creative Discontent: The Source of Calling


In whatever season of life you find yourself now, your inner restlessness is a sign that your life is changing. You are poised on the edge of possibility, ready to begin the journey to become more fully yourself.


Hundreds of years ago, men and women knew a powerful secret: that creative discontent is the first stage in the archetypal journey of renewal that leads to your calling in life. To understand more about your sense of calling, let's go back over five hundred years to a time when the quest for calling inspired the Renaissance, an era of dynamic change much like our own.


The invention of the printing press unleashed a flood of information equaled only by the advent of the computer and the Internet. Explorers sailed boldly across uncharted seas to discover new worlds, just as modern astronauts have walked on the moon and ventured through vast oceans of space. With his telescope, Galileo discovered the moons of Jupiter and a new vision of the solar system, while our astronomers have discovered new planets and sent space probes to Mars. Exploring new worlds within, William Harvey discovered the circulation of the blood and Antony van Leeuwenhoek invented the microscope, discovering red blood cells and bacteria, while our scientists today have developed nano-technology and mapped the human genome.


In an age of unprecedented exploration and creativity, Renaissance men and women were empowered by the sense of calling or vocation (from the Latin vocare, to call). Martin Luther, John Calvin, and generations after them believed that everyone had a calling, from kings to commoners—artists, artisans, bakers, carpenters, diplomats, doctors, farmers, lawyers, merchants, ministers, teachers, parents, husbands, wives, and people like you and me. Believing that their lives held divine significance, that they were each given special talents, Renaissance men and women became artists, poets, humanists, saints, scientists, political leaders, devoted parents, and committed citizens. Their identities were informed by a sense of personal destiny, faith in a meaningful universe and their place within it.3


By contrast, our own new millennium is filled with what psychologist Martin Seligman has called an “unprecedented epidemic of depression.” Suffering from chronic anxiety, isolation, and lack of meaning, too many people today feel powerless, experiencing what Seligman has called “learned helplessness,” the feeling that nothing they do in life will make any difference.4


We could be on the edge of another Renaissance, but there is one vital difference: unlike today's victims of learned helplessness, Renaissance men and women believed in their own inner resources, seeing themselves as creative agents, not passive victims of fate. Their philosophers proclaimed the human power to discover, choose, and create; Shakespeare's plays linked characters’ fates with their choices; and Francis Bacon affirmed that knowledge is power.5


Today, while we have worlds of information at our fingertips, we too often lose touch with ourselves, ignoring our own inner resources. Because many people don't take time to look within, to ask where they're going, too often they race down the road of life, full speed ahead—in the wrong direction.



Have You Been Pursuing What You Want—or What You Think You Should Want?


As a college professor, I've seen too many people rush into decisions about their futures without doing the essential inner work. When LSAT results were announced last year, our college pre-law advisor spent hours counseling despondent students who'd learned that they had no aptitude for law. They had grown up watching lawyers on television; their fathers, mothers, or uncles were lawyers; and during their four years of college they had taken pre-law courses, done legal internships, and applied to law schools, looking everywhere but within themselves. Another colleague was asked to write letters of recommendation for PhD programs, MBA programs, counseling programs, and teacher education programs—all by the same student, who had graduated with honors last spring but never looked within herself to consider her calling.


These students are not alone. The New York Times reports that 58 percent of American workers have gone through at least one major career change and over a third of students enrolled in colleges today are reentry students over age twenty-five seeking new directions in life.6 Some of this has been caused by our rapidly changing economy, but much of it occurs because people today don't take the time to look within. I've seen many people graduate, take the first entry-level job they could find, then years later ask me for letters of recommendation to do something completely different. I've known lawyers, corporate vice presidents, and computer engineers, outwardly successful but inwardly haunted by the nagging realization that somewhere they'd lost a vital part of themselves.


Millions of Americans languish in learned helplessness because they look outside themselves to find themselves in consumerism and conformity. Our culture has forgotten the vital wisdom of the Renaissance, a time when people realized that each of us is unique, blessed with personal strengths we can use to find a sense of calling and live with greater creativity, joy, and meaning.


I realized how much we have lost with the fading of this Renaissance wisdom a few years ago in a literature class at Santa Clara University. While discussing one of Milton's sonnets, I told my students that Milton was anxious to use his talents to pursue his vocation. The confusion on their faces told me they didn't know what I was talking about. “‘Vocation’ comes from the Latin vocare—it means ‘calling,’” I said. “A vocation is your calling, your life's work. How would you describe your calling today?”


Silence. The students shifted uneasily in their chairs. I rephrased my question: “What do you want to do with your lives?” More silence. Struggling to make a connection, I asked why they had come to college. They said they wanted to buy new cars, to make a good income, to live as well as their parents. I couldn't believe what I was hearing. “Beyond making money,” I asked, “don't you have a deeper reason for your work?”


Silence again. The students looked at each other anxiously. Finally, one young man said, “So I can support a wife and family.” I shook my head. “More than money, more than paying the bills, there has to be something more to our efforts to give our lives mean- ing. People in the Renaissance believed they were given special talents, or gifts, as part of the divine plan, that it was their responsibility to use these gifts wisely and well. A calling means using our talents, our lives, to make a significant contribution to the world.”


My students looked at me blankly. “Surely people still feel that way today?” I added hesitantly, “When I was in college, my friends and I worried about ‘finding ourselves,’ about doing something meaningful with our lives.” My students smiled, obviously amused. My college days must have seemed as far away as Milton and the seventeenth-century Puritans.


After class, I walked back to my office, concerned that my students, bright, endearing young people on the edge of adulthood, were out of touch with deeper questions of purpose and meaning. I knew I had to write this book.



Making Vocation Visible


My students were confused because our culture doesn't reinforce us for finding our callings. Neuroscientists tell us that naming a feeling helps us understand and deal with it more effectively. Unlike today, life in the Renaissance was informed by the vocabulary of vocation. That inner restlessness, the longing you feel for something more, for the chance to follow your heart, to develop your deepest potential—in the Renaissance this feeling was known as a call to vocation. Because our culture lacks such a vocabulary, when you feel restless and discontent, you may worry that something's wrong with you, while your Renaissance counterparts saw these feelings as the first step on the journey to greater fulfillment in life.7


In a process known as the “self-fulfilling prophecy,” psychologists have found that our expectations shape our experience. On many levels, from personal performance to relationships, you and I apparently get what we expect. Because generations of Renaissance men and women expected to discover their callings, they found them in remarkable ways. Their vocations illuminated their lives as they combined ideals and action into unprecedented contributions to science, religion, culture, politics, and the arts. A poor Dutch boy grew up to become the great humanist Desiderius Erasmus. Artemisia Gentileschi transcended an abusive early life to become the most important woman painter of the Renaissance. Caterina Adorno transformed her unhappy marriage, managed a large hospital, and became St. Catherine of Genoa. And a poor boy from the English countryside whose parents could sign their names only with an X found his calling on the London stage as William Shakespeare.8


In seventeenth-century England, George Fox grew increasingly restless, searching for meaning, walking alone with his Bible through the countryside, sitting “in hollow trees and lonesome places till night came on; and frequently in the night walked mournfully about.” He discovered his calling in 1643, founding the Society of Friends, or Quakers. A similar bout of restlessness and depression afflicted young Isaac Newton during his first year of college at Cambridge in 1662. Within two years, he had found his calling as a scientist and mathematician, discovering the law of gravity and beginning his pioneering work in physics. Some people find their callings in crisis. In sixteenth-century Naples, Vittoria Colonna fainted and fell from her horse when she learned of her husband's death. Taken to a nearby convent, she recovered, beginning a new life writing poetry, living simply, and working with the poor. She performed acts of charity, wrote sonnets praised by the poet Ariosto, and became close friends with Michelangelo.9


As you may know, Renaissance means “rebirth,” a rebirth of faith in our potential, a belief that what we do matters. For cultures, as for individuals, when we reach out courageously to express our ideals, our lives blossom into new possibilities. In the mid-nineteenth century, a group of New England writers created an American Renaissance. In the early twentieth century, African American writers and artists created the Harlem Renaissance. From the fourteenth through the seventeenth centuries, during the Renaissance in Western Europe, generations of men and women found their callings and changed the world, questioning preconceived notions in philosophy, religion, science, politics, and the arts. Botticelli, Leonardo, and Michelangelo celebrated the glories of the natural world and the power of the human form. Recognizing the uniqueness of every individual, Renaissance artists painted the first portraits, and ordinary men and women began recording their lives in spiritual autobiographies. Unlike contemporary mass media that often isolates and overwhelms us, the guiding principles of Renaissance culture affirm that we are intimately connected to the world around us, and that you and I have the power to make a difference.


We make this difference by finding our callings. To understand how men and women can find their callings today, for the past five years I've done empirical research with hundreds of people from ages 18 to 80—college students, working adults, and retired people. My findings show that it is never too late to discover your own life pattern, never too late to become more creatively and authentically yourself. A sense of calling can occur at any age and in any occupation, from paid employment to your own education, art work, caring for your family, or community service. People who find their callings feel a sense of joy and personal satisfaction. Intrinsically motivated by what they do, not by the external rewards it may bring, they get so involved in their work that time passes quickly. Inspired and energized, they see their lives as part of a larger pattern of meaning, love their work, and feel it makes a positive contribution to the world.10


From my research and over two decades of workshops, retreats, and personal counseling, I have uncovered a simple process that you can use to find your calling today, a process that has been used in clinical practice and presented at national conferences through Santa Clara's Spirituality and Health Institute. As I've worked with thousands of people, from the late teens through retirement age, I have seen the creative awakenings that occur when they discover their gifts, detach from impediments, discern their deepest values, and chart their new directions in life, taking the same vital path to fulfillment that inspired the Renaissance. Uncovering this hidden Renaissance wisdom and revealing this path to you was my purpose in writing this book.11



Living More Creatively


Our Renaissance counterparts aspired to live creatively. Becoming aware of their personal gifts and values, they developed what contemporary psychologists call intrinsic motivation, an attitude that can make you happier, healthier, and more successful. By contrast, studies have shown that living reactively, being driven by external rewards and pressures, can undermine your sense of self. Reacting to the push and pull of good and bad events, rewards and disappointments, other people's demands and expectations, can produce anxiety and depression. When you live creatively, you follow your own inner compass, unshaken by life's highs and lows because you see beyond what Shakespeare called “the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.”12


This book will help you live more creatively, strengthening your intrinsic motivation as you cast away unproductive habits to discover a calling uniquely your own. In a series of simple exercises designed to bring more energy, vitality, and fun into your life, you will reconnect with the part of yourself that is forever young, as playful and curious as a child. You’ll find powerful lessons from other people who have lived creatively. Over the years, I have done research on the lives of over one hundred artists, scientists, scholars, writers, citizens, saints, and political leaders from the early Renaissance through the Enlightenment, a period of over four hundred years. I have also studied contemporary men and women who are living their own new Renaissance lives. Woven through this book are their stories, examples of courage and creativity to light your path today.






What to Expect


As you move through the steps in this book, you will find yourself:









	 Happier, more energetic, more deeply yourself
 	 More inner directed, focused, and confident
 	 More relaxed, playful, and open to new possibilities
 	 Able to recognize and reject what drains you
 	 Able to embrace what energizes and inspires you
 	 More aware of creative opportunities
 	 Surrounded by supportive friends and mentors
 	 Experiencing greater joy and meaning in life.




Offering a practical, twelve-step guide to personal renewal, Your Personal Renaissance is literally the message of this book. During Phase One, the first four chapters will take you through the stages of Discovery, Detachment, Discernment, and Direction. Your progress in each stage will be supported by stories, assessments, personal exercises, and checklists.


In chapter one, you will discover your gifts, asking: “What brings me joy? What am I good at?”


In chapter two, you will begin eliminating all the things that drain your creative energy, asking, “What's blocking me from becoming my true self? What do I need to release?”


In chapter three, you will discern your deepest values, asking, “What do I really care about? Which choices leave me empty and frustrated? Which ones make me feel more alive?”


In chapter four, you will combine your gifts and values to chart your new direction, asking, “Where am I headed in life? What is the next step? How can I stay on course?”


Once you have chosen your direction, the next eight chapters will take you into Phase Two, introducing you to eight powerful Renaissance practices: (1) Faith (2) Examen (3) Community (4) Contemplation (5) Creativity (6) Reading and Reflection (7) Exercise and (8) Discipline and Dedication. Together, these practices will create a supportive counterculture to help you move forward in your calling.


Written in short sections that can be read in a single sitting, this book combines the best of the old and new—powerful principles from Renaissance lives supported by the latest psychological research. You will also find examples from my life and the lives of other contemporary men and women. Some of these people you will recognize; others are my students, clients, and colleagues, whose names have been changed to protect their privacy.


One powerful secret you will discover in this book is that small actions over time produce monumental results. Anyone who has ever planted a garden, played a musical instrument, run a marathon, or acquired any new skill knows the amazing power of consistent effort over time. When you begin any new endeavor, your efforts actually transform the world within you, the inner workings of your brain. Neuroscientists have found that as you learn a new skill, your brain begins growing new neural connections. Each time you practice that skill, you stimulate your brain to continue their growth. The transition from awkward beginnings to graceful proficiency occurs when these new connections become established.


As you follow the program in this book—embracing your gifts, shedding unproductive habits, living your values, and developing a stronger sense of yourself—the small steps in this course will create a Renaissance within and around you, dramatically transforming your life.



How to Get the Most from This Book


To benefit from this book, you’ll need to:









	 Get yourself a journal to record your journey.


	 Focus on one chapter at a time, doing the exercises, and checking in with the reminders at the end.


	 Be kind to yourself. You will find your calling through joy and love, not stress or obligation.


	 Use this book, don't just read it. Whenever you see the words “Personal Exercise,” take positive action by doing the exercise. Remember, each small step builds your neural connections, increasing your creative momentum.


	 Listen to yourself, recognizing what energizes you and what drains you.


	 Make a copy of the Renaissance principles below and review them daily.


	 Trust the process, trust yourself, and trust the creative power of the universe.




Now I invite you to join me in a journey back through time and into your own creative future. As my friend Dr. Carol Flinders found in her research on mystics, within each of us “there is a map to higher consciousness,” an inner pattern that can bring greater meaning to our lives.13 As you follow this journey, you will join Leonardo da Vinci, William Shakespeare, St. Teresa of Avila, Galileo Galilei, John Donne, Queen Elizabeth I, and countless others, and you will discover for yourself the deep and sustaining joy of finding your calling: your personal Renaissance.








RENAISSANCE PRINCIPLES



	
~Your calling is your vocation of destiny, bringing greater joy and meaning to your life.


	
~Your daily choices shape your life and inform the world.


	
~There is a part of you that is forever young, playful, curious, and true that leads you to your calling.


	
~Detach from the noisy world around you to follow the deepest values of your heart.


	
~You are here to discover your gifts and use them to fulfill your destiny.


	
~Discernment means following what inspires you and releasing what diminishes you.


	
~You excel by focusing on your strengths, not dwelling on your weaknesses.


	
~New Renaissance men and women affirm creative growth for themselves and one another.


	
~Small actions over time produce monumental results.


	
~When you reach out to follow your calling, the universe supports you with a world of possibilities.
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The Discernment Journey: Renaissance Wisdom for Your Life Today











CHAPTER 1
 Discovery
 Realizing Your Joys and Talents





Now there are diversities of gifts, but the same Spirit.


—1 CORINTHIANS 12:4





What brings you joy? What do you love to do? Many people today are so caught up in their daily routine that they've lost touch with their dreams.


That was Linda's experience. It was a hectic Monday morning as she put down the phone and printed out the next round of sales figures. Reaching for her coffee cup, she glanced at the family photos on her desk. Her husband, Joe, was a manager for a top computer firm, Scott was in high school now, and Molly had just left for college. Her eyes grew misty. She was proud of Molly—so young, so eager, and so filled with aspirations. Once, Linda had dreamed of becoming a journalist. But she'd dropped out of school when she got married, taking a secretarial job so Joe could get his MBA. And there were always responsibilities—the children, the new house, and all the bills, so she'd kept on working. She had a wonderful family and was office manager for a busy Ford dealership, but as she looked out her glass cubicle past the gleaming cars on the showroom floor, she wondered if she'd ever find time for her dreams.


If you, too, are caught up in an endless round of responsibilities, if your life's journey has been feeling like an uphill battle, it's time to take a different path. You will find your calling not by a forced march through the mire of obligations but by following the gentle path of joy and love. Italian Renaissance artists and philosophers saw love as the creative power of the universe. In your life as well, reconnecting with what you love will fill you with the powerful joy of discovery.


Do you know anyone with this kind of joy? I saw it years ago in Linus Pauling, the Nobel prize-winning chemist, when I was in college. He spoke to a group of students gathered on the University of California Riverside commons lawn, and his blue eyes sparkled as he told us about his life as a scientist, about following his curiosity and exploring new ideas. I could see that he loved his work, that science was his calling. It was late afternoon. The sun's parting rays were at his back, but he had his own light and was positively radiating energy, enthusiasm, and the joy of discovery. His bright spirit has been an inspiration for me ever since.


In the Renaissance, people believed that each of us is given a unique set of gifts as part of the divine plan. Although there are over six billion people on the planet, current research confirms that each of us is unique. In the history of the world, there has never been anyone exactly like you. Even identical twins have different fingerprints and different personalities. My husband, Bob, is an identical twin, sharing many interests with his brother, Michael. Both are psychology professors specializing in brain research but, unlike Michael, Bob has a deep love of animals. When Bob and I walk through town, strange cats and dogs come up to him as if he were St. Francis of Assisi. Three stray cats have followed him home and now live in our yard. Bob's special bond with animals is one of his gifts.


In this chapter you will take the first step toward finding your calling by discovering your gifts, the talents and strengths that make you who you are, the treasure of your uniqueness.



Looking Back and Looking Within


When you were a child, you began discovering your gifts by exploring your world and learning what you loved to do. How does this work? Follow me back through the long tunnel of time to thirteenth- century Tuscany.


Centuries ago, a young boy stood on a sunny hilltop outside Florence watching his father's sheep. He looked out at the rolling hills of green and gold, the small farms and olive groves. Then he led the sheep to where the grass grew sweet in the shade of cypress trees, picked up a rock, and began drawing. The boy loved to draw—on the ground, on stones, with whatever materials he could find. Studying a young ram, he sketched its image onto a large flat stone. He continued drawing as the afternoon wore on and the warm sun beat down on his back. Finally he stood up, wiped his hands on his worn brown tunic, and smiled as the image of a ram looked back at him from the stone. Then he turned abruptly, startled by the sound of horse's hooves.


“Buon giorno,” said a man on horseback.


“Buon giorno, signore,” said the boy, looking up at the man in a brown cape and red hooded cap.


The stranger dismounted, walked over to the drawing, and asked, “Who did this?”


“I did,” said the boy.


“You?”


“Si, signore.”


“What is your name?”


“Giotto di Bondone.”


“How old are you?”


“Ten, signore—almost eleven.”


“You have a gift, my son,” said the stranger. “I am Giovanni Cimabue, painter of Florence.” He paused, then asked, “Would you like to become my apprentice?”


Cimabue had revived the arts in Florence, even painted St. Francis of Assisi from life. Catching his breath, Giotto answered, “Si, signore . . . if my father is willing.”


They walked to a small cottage, where Giotto's mother wrapped up his few belongings and his father gave his blessing. Bidding them farewell, Giotto set off to become an artist in early modern Florence.


Living and working with Cimabue, Giotto grew in stature, skill, and grace, filling the studio with his energy and wit. Legend has it that one day when Cimabue was out on an errand, Giotto painted a picture of a fly on one of his master's paintings. So real did it appear that when the artist returned, he swatted it repeatedly. Ultimately, Giotto's art surpassed even that of his master. He became the most important artist of the early fourteenth century, transcending the old medieval icons with a dramatic realism that heralded the dawn of Renaissance art.1



Your Gifts Are the Keys to Your Destiny


What was true for Giotto is true for you today. Discovering and using your gifts will bring you a powerful flow of creative energy, lighting the way to your calling.


Renaissance religious reformers taught that God gave everyone “diversities of gifts” and that once we discover our gifts, we have a personal responsibility to use them.2 As generations of Renaissance men and women discovered their gifts, the old class system started breaking down. A poor shepherd boy like Giotto and an illegitimate son like Leonardo da Vinci could become two of the greatest artists of their times. Women, too, found their callings as artists. Madonna Properzia de Rossi became a noted sculptor and Artemisia Gentileschi a celebrated painter. Gentileschi received commissions in Rome, Venice, Naples, and London, where she painted portraits for King Charles I.


Not only artists, but scientists, saints, and scholars discovered their gifts, which led them to their callings. As you read their stories, look for a powerful secret: the underlying pattern.


In 1572, eight-year-old Galileo Galilei saw a new star appear in the supposedly unchangeable heavens. This star and the comet that blazed across the sky when he was thirteen aroused his lifelong curiosity about the cosmos. At seventeen, while attending mass in Pisa, he noticed a chandelier swinging in the cathedral and timed its motions against his pulse. This experience led him to study the laws of pendular motion, and he used his gifts to become a researcher in physics.3


St. Teresa of Avila was unusually devout as a child. While her friends played outside in the late afternoon, she would go to her room to read about saints’ lives. Little Teresa loved saying the rosary, becoming especially attached to the Virgin Mary after her mother died. At seven, Teresa and her eleven-year-old brother, Roderigo, walked out of town on a self-appointed pilgrimage. When their uncle brought them home, they set up a hermitage in a nearby orchard, foreshadowing Teresa's future as a religious reformer.4


Young Isaac Newton was fascinated by time and motion, and was forever making kites, sun dials, and water clocks. He once made a working model of a mill, with the wheel turned by a mouse he put inside and called “the miller.” Although most of his family were poor farmers, an uncle recognized his gifts and got him admitted to Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1661. Isaac spent his first year feeling alone and out of place, cleaning rooms and serving meals to support his education. But when he was awarded a scholarship, he became so absorbed in his studies that he often forgot to eat or sleep. His cat grew fat feasting on meals that turned cold while the young man sat at his desk, lost in his studies.5


At seven, Elena Lucretia Cornaro's intellectual gifts were discovered by the priest who taught her Latin and Greek. She began learning Hebrew, Arabic, French, and Spanish at age eleven; she later became the first woman in history to earn a doctorate, which was awarded at the University of Padua in 1678.6


Half a world away, in the Spanish colony that is now Mexico, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, as a child of age three, followed her sister to school, pleading to be taught to read. At seven, Juana begged to dress in boy's clothes, like one of Shakespeare's heroines, to attend the university in Mexico City, which admitted only young men. When her family refused, she studied Latin and read the books in her grandfather's library. At eight, she won a prize for her poetry in Mexico City, impressing the viceroy and vicereine, who became her patrons. By age fifteen, she had become the most learned woman in New Spain.7


Did you discover the secret, the common pattern in the lives of these Renaissance men and women? They all began discovering their gifts in childhood by doing what they loved, the same pattern that occurs in the lives of creative men and women today.


Born on a Navajo reservation in Arizona, twentieth-century artist R. C. Gorman began drawing at age three. Like Giotto, he herded sheep and drew pictures in the sand, in the mud, on rocks—with any materials he could find. Inspired by the beauty of the earth and the lives of his people, he grew up to paint archetypal images of Navajo women, developing an international reputation for his art. I saw him at his Navajo Gallery in Taos on my last trip to New Mexico. In his western shirt and colorful headband, R. C. Gorman was a creative original, radiating joy, charisma, and an intense love of life.8


As a child in Bournemouth, England, Jane Goodall displayed the love of animals, curiosity, and patience that made her a pioneering primatologist. When she was one year old, her father gave her a stuffed animal—a chimpanzee she named Jubilee—that became her favorite toy. At age four, Jane sat quietly in her grandmother's henhouse for four hours watching to find out how hens laid eggs.


After years of studying chimpanzees in Gombe, Tanzania, Dr. Jane Goodall now lectures around the world to protect wildlife and preserve the environment. The motto of the Jane Goodall Institute underscores her belief that each of us has a calling:




Every individual matters.


Every individual has a role to play. 


Every individual makes a difference.9






Your Child Self


There is a part of you that is forever young, forever in discovery. As children we naturally follow our curiosity, exploring and using our gifts. As we grow older, we collect layers of experience, demands, and responsibilities. Yet, beneath these layers, there remains an inner core of joy, playfulness, spontaneity, and inspiration. Your child  self (CS) is your core self, your creative self, your curious, clever, and compassionate self, and, in the deepest sense, your courageous self, urging you to explore new possibilities. Our word “courage” comes from the French word coeur, which means “heart.” Whatever you choose to call it, your inner self—CS—is your emotional center, the part of you that lives with heart, joy, and vitality. Studies have found that throughout their lives, artists, composers, scientists, writers, and other creative individuals draw upon the curiosity and core feelings of childhood.10


There is another part of you that shoulders all the responsibilities of adult life: your rational or responsible self (RS), called the “executive function” by neuroscientists, who have determined that planning and decision making are located in your brain's frontal lobes. In the Renaissance, our emotional and rational functions were known as passion and reason. Although Descartes saw these forces as polar opposites, today's neuroscientists have found that our feelings provide vital guidance, helping us make wiser decisions. Centuries ago, Renaissance Neoplatonists, too, believed that love, blended with reason, could refine our spirits and inspire us to fulfill our highest potential. This book will show you how to listen to your heart and balance these two vital parts of yourself.11



Keeping a Renaissance Notebook


Following his curiosity and passionate interest in the world, Leonardo da Vinci kept notebooks throughout his life. His notes in left-handed mirror writing, sketches of people and horses, and designs for catapults, snorkels, and flying machines give us a glimpse into the mind of this remarkable Renaissance man.


As a valuable tool for your inner journey, you, too, will need to keep a Renaissance Notebook, responding to each chapter's personal exercises and recording your own explorations, questions, goals, and insights. This week, treat yourself to a notebook you’ll enjoy—a classic composition book if you value simplicity, a colorful silk or leather-bound journal if you prefer an esthetic touch.






[image: i_Image3] Personal Exercise: Reflect on Your Childhood




Like Jane Goodall, R. C. Gorman, and our Renaissance counterparts, you, too, began discovering your gifts in childhood by doing what you loved. To get more in touch with your gifts, set aside twenty to thirty minutes to reflect on your childhood. Go off by yourself where you won't be interrupted, taking along your notebook and a pen or pencil. Take a deep breath, close your eyes, and relax. Let your mind wander back to a key childhood memory.







Even if you came from a dysfunctional family, think back on the times when you found relief, hope, and a joyous new sense of your-self. As a child, my friend Tina found solace by going off by herself in nature and by singing in the school choir. Today she lives in a house surrounded by venerable oaks and wildlife and works as a spiritual counselor with the healing power of sound.







When you've recalled your own memory of joy and empowerment, write down your answers to these questions about the memory:









	 What were you doing?


	 What did it look like and feel like?


	 When you were a child, what were three things you loved to do?






Your key memory and favorite childhood activities will help you recall what psychologist Abraham Maslow called a “peak experience,” an expansive feeling of joy and oneness filled with clues about your calling.12






[image: i_Image3] Personal Exercise: Create an Exploration List




Since the Renaissance was an age of exploration, your next notebook entry will be an “Exploration List,” a list of possibilities: activities you enjoyed as a child, things you've been wanting to do but keep putting off—anything from wandering through an art museum, to signing up for a dance class, or treating yourself to that box of crayons or bag of cleary marbles you loved as a child. Some of these ideas will seem simple, others scary, some even silly. Just write them down. Most of us are so locked into routines and responsibilities that we lose touch with our curiosity, intuitions, and deep personal interests. This list will connect you with your inner, curious self (CS) and help you develop the Renaissance habit of exploring. Research has shown that getting back in touch with your natural curiosity will enhance your creativity, vitality and overall well-being.13






Developing Your Gifts Throughout Life




Although you began discovering your gifts in childhood, you will continue developing them throughout life. Even if you wander off course, you can find your direction by getting back in touch with your gifts.


Renaissance poet John Donne was famous for his dazzling intellect and gift of words. He studied law at London's Inns of Court, where he was known for his metaphysical love poetry. We have a portrait of him from those early days, a dashing dark-eyed cavalier in a wide-brimmed hat, with a sensuous smile and studied pose.


Young “Jack” Donne dreamed of a political career. At twenty-four, he sailed to Cádiz to fight the Spanish, then to the Azores, Italy, and Spain. When he returned, his gifts were recognized by Sir Thomas Egerton, advisor to the queen, who made him his secretary, setting him up for a government career. But in 1601 Donne eloped with Egerton's teenaged niece, Ann More. Because marriages among the nobility were arranged by their families, Ann's relatives were outraged, had Donne imprisoned, and tried to get the marriage annulled. Donne sent his bride a short note from prison: “John Donne, Ann Donne, undone.” And indeed he was. Although the couple was reunited, for years Donne and his family lived with relatives and patrons while he searched in vain for employment.


Aside from a few short-term jobs, Donne spent his thirties and early forties poor and unemployed, with time weighing heavily upon him. Living with a series of patrons, he read philosophy in their libraries, composed poetry about lovers “canonized for love,” and wrote Biathanatos, a treatise on suicide. He worried about what he was doing with his life, his hopes, and his many gifts, and how in the world he would support his growing family. The answers came slowly.


In the prime of his life, the world seemed to have passed him by. Even when Elizabeth was succeeded by James I in 1603, Donne was still shunned at court. Restless and despondent, he searched for his calling, meditating on how best to use his gifts, making the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises, and writing his “Holy Sonnets.” He entered the Anglican priesthood in 1615, becoming the king's chaplain, for the first time in his life assured a regular income. Two years later his wife died, leaving him a widower with seven children.


Donne became dean of St. Paul's Cathedral and was an exemplary preacher whose religious poetry and sermons inspired multitudes. In his Devotions, he wrote “No man is an island” and “Never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.”14 He found his calling by embracing his gifts, which developed greater depth and scope, blossoming most fully in later life.






[image: i_Image3] Personal Assessment: What's Changing for You?




Are you entering a new season of life? Do you feel your priorities changing? If so, these questions can help you find your way:









	 What choices no longer appeal to you?


	 What choices attract you now?


	 How can you use your gifts in this new season of life?






Record your answers in your Renaissance Notebook.





Sometimes a season of change brings a call to adventure. After twenty years as editor of a busy metropolitan newspaper, Art's decision took the newsroom by surprise. “Can it be true?” the reporters wondered. “Is he really resigning, selling his house, and joining the Peace Corps?” “Yes,” Art assured them. He and his wife, Marge, had not taken leave of their senses. Years earlier, he had wanted to be a foreign correspondent and they'd both been inspired by a young president's call to service. But marriage had brought responsibilities, so he'd worked for the San Jose Mercury News, Marge had taught high school, and they'd raised their children in the suburban Almaden Valley. But now their children were grown, the paper had been bought by a multimedia conglomerate, and it was time for a new adventure together. During the prior year, they had put their affairs in order, studied Spanish, and begun simplifying their lives. In a few months they sold their house, put their remaining possessions in storage, packed their bags, and took off to teach English, write, and work in a small Guatemalan village.


At an age when some people think of retirement, Al and Marge were beginning their new Renaissance of discovery.



Discovering New Gifts through Challenge




Perhaps you're facing a challenge that reveals gifts you didn't know you had. This happened in the Renaissance to Magdalen Herbert, who found herself widowed at age twenty-seven—with ten children!


Married in her teens to Sir Richard Herbert of Castle Montgomery in Wales, for years she lived a private life as a wife and mother. In 1596, when her husband died, she was left to care for seven sons and three daughters. She led her family in devotions, attended daily Mass, taught her children to read and write, and kept a well ordered household, expressing her gift of artistry in her exquisite embroidery, her penmanship, and her well-tended garden. When her eldest son, Edward, entered college, she moved the family to Oxford, entering a more public season of life. Her household became a center of lively discussions as the university community recognized her gifts of intelligence, wit, and hospitality. John Donne visited Oxford, becoming a lifelong friend of the family. After Edward's graduation, she moved to London, where she welcomed people of all classes and political opinions into her home. Performing acts of charity and becoming a patron of the arts, she was called upon as a mediator to resolve disputes in the community. Legend has it that when Magdalen Herbert was forty, Donne wrote his poem “The Autumnal” for her, claiming, “No spring or summer beauty hath such grace/ As I have seen in one autumnal face.”15






[image: i_Image3] Personal Assessment: Challenges and Discoveries




	 Has a challenge in your life revealed gifts you didn't know you had?


	 If so, what are they?


	 How can you use these gifts now?






Record your answers in your Renaissance Notebook.





Sometimes when you pursue a new calling, you become a creative catalyst for the people around you, challenging them to develop their own gifts as well. When Josie went back to school to get her degree in pastoral ministry, taking all-day Saturday seminars, her husband, Tom, became responsible for Saturday night dinners. The first week, Tom took her out to dinner. Then he began cooking grilled meats and baked potatoes. But he soon began exploring his curiosity, trying out new recipes, finding his culinary experiments a welcome change from his work as a realtor. Between appointments with clients, he explored gourmet food stores. He even began baking bread, specializing in a Swedish recipe from his native Minnesota. As they both enjoyed developing their gifts, Josie returned from her classes to gourmet meals, while Tom exercised his creativity in the kitchen.



Becoming Mindful of Your Energies




One secret for discovering your gifts is to pay attention to your energies. There's a joy and vitality that comes from using your gifts, from doing what you love. Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi calls this “flow.” If a task is too easy for you, you're bored; if it's too hard, you get frustrated. But when your gifts are equal to the task, you feel happy, exhilarated, one with the process. Studies have also found that when you use your gifts in a meaningful way, really believing in what you're doing, you will feel more alive.16


The opposite is also true. Negative atmospheres can drain you, and doing the wrong work can even make you ill. I've worked in toxic environments where morale was low and people were always quitting or getting sick. They obviously didn't want to be there.


I've also experienced the healing effects of following my calling. I've gone in to teach my class with an awful sinus headache only to become so caught up in the flow of ideas, the literature I love, and the enthusiasm of my students that at the end of class, I suddenly realized my headache was gone.


Have you ever experienced anything like this?






[image: i_Image3] Personal Assessment: Track Your Energies




When Frank began tracking his energies, he finally discovered the work he loved. For years, after dropping out of college, he had drifted from one job to another, working in restaurants, tending bar, setting up equipment for rock concerts. He had kept busy and made lots of friends but he had no direction in life. When he finally took time to reflect, he realized that, aside from his friends, the two things that gave him the most energy were sports and television. He'd loved sports since childhood and learned to read with the TV  Guide, but he'd never focused on these gifts before. Frank went back to school, earning a degree in broadcast communication. Now he works televising games for the San Francisco Giants and 49ers and for professional basketball, soccer, and ice hockey games and college athletics, providing essential technical support. Tracking his energies helped Frank finally find his direction and discover a job he loves.
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