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Chapter

Living Your Purpose

Your purpose in life is to find your purpose and give your whole
heart and soul to it.

—Buddha

As humans, we are complex and dynamic beings who are continuously
growing and developing throughout our lifetimes. Our road to maturation
takes longer than any other living animal, and we are completely dependent
on one another in ways that are far beyond just our basic needs. With such
deep interconnectedness and dependence on one another it is important that
we care for ourselves in order to bring our best selves to others and the
larger community. We each play an integral role in strengthening our
society and we must be sure to take responsibility for our personal health
and well-being.

You’ll notice when flying a commercial airline all flights start with the
flight crew walking us through the safety procedures, which include how to
manage the loss of cabin pressure. The directions always incorporate
putting your oxygen mask on first! Why? Because you have to be able to
care for yourself before you can begin helping others. The same is true in
life, in our homes, in our schools, in our businesses and in our communities.
We need to put our mask on first. If we expect to lead without taking care of
ourselves first, we are not going to be able to support those who need us



and who rely on us for support. If we are trying to lead without first loving
ourselves, we may be operating without our oxygen masks.

Recently, I was leading a five-person team designed to support the teaching
and learning of close to three thousand students. We were a team with a lot
of demands, and we were expected to accomplish more than we were
probably resourced to execute; however, we fired on nearly all cylinders,
and we were knowledgeable, efficient, and top performers on many
accounts. As a team of highly skilled and highly willed performers, we
were accustomed to the long hours and heavy demands. But after driving so
hard for so long we recognized that we needed to take some significant time
for self-care, or our team would burn out. As a team, we were dedicated to
the habits and rituals that would recharge our batteries, with the exception
of just one individual. And while she was a top performer in so many areas,
she did not take intentional moments for self-care. She kept driving and
driving with the idea that self-care was selfish and weak. Simply put, she
felt she didn’t have time. I will put this simply: If you are too busy for
self-care, you are too busy. You need to prioritize time for you.

After about two years of performing at this burning pace she broke down.
She was emotionally exhausted, her professional relationships were
suffering, and she was not able to bring her best self to the office because
there wasn’t much left of her. Her ability to deal with conflict was spent.
She was devoid of patience and her department suffered. Her department
suffered not because she didn’t have the knowledge, experience, or skills. It
suffered because she was not able to bring her complete self to the work.
Her ability to connect, care for others and find joy had been lost and
sacrificed for unrelenting drive and production.

Research would attest, that while life offers plenty of work to those of
us who are driven and motivated, we will perform our best when we
bring our complete selves steeped in care and love. In part I, we will
walk through some of the habits, rituals, routines, and practices that will
support us in being our best selves every day. These practices will support
us being the best leaders we can be in our homes, offices, and community.

On several occasions, I have been asked by my employees why am I always
smiling in the office. As I write this, just as recently as yesterday, one of my



project managers asked me, “What are you smiling about?”

And while my short answer was jokingly, “I’m living the dream,” it is
because I have and feel I have deep meaning, purpose, and the beauty of
hope in my life and in my work. And while the circumstances of life are
certainly not all cotton candy and rainbows, I know my why and think
deeply and mindfully about the human experience.

It is my hope that, unlike the colleague I mentioned above, you recognize
that self-care is the foundation of bringing your best self to the arena. I hope
you are thirsty for wanting a better life for yourself and the people you
impact; and you recognize that you are designed for loving yourself. As
much as we are not in control of the many things that affect our lives—that
is, aging, other people’s emotions, traffic, diminishing hairlines, and the list
goes on and on—we are in control of the mindset, habits, rituals, and
practices we establish in our lives. Mountains of research will support that
if we intentionally practice implementing positive routines and habits we
will experience a better life for ourselves.

Starting with Why
As humans we are wired for meaning and purpose. It drives us, and it leads
us to accomplish and serve.4 Meaning and purpose lead us to be happier
people with more complete and joyful lives.5 Whether we are driven to be
the best fathers we can be, great coaches, motivational teachers, or the
tastiest chef, we are formed for purpose and accomplishment. So, what is
your why? What is your meaning and purpose for your actions and your
life? Although this question might be seemingly I, it is wildly important.
Stephen Covey6 and Simon Sinek7 would both attest that this is where we
start. We need to be proactive about our why. Our why gives meaning and
purpose to our lives. It gives us energy and power to produce and create. It
charges our batteries to achieve, and it gives us a goal for which to strive.
Our why is our starting point for creating our end game. Friedrich Nietzsche
says it this way: “He who has a why to live can bear almost any how.”

I have been interviewing candidates for fifteen years, and when I conclude
most interviews I typically ask the candidate if they have any questions for
me. I know—not earth-shattering! On occasion, however, candidates will



ask me why I do what I do. Ironically, just like I mentioned earlier, it goes
back to my purpose. I want to help people become better people and make
the lives of others better. That’s it. I may be accomplishing my purpose in
my line of work, but it is not the line of work that is my purpose. My line of
work is a conduit for accomplishing my purpose. I could accomplish my
purpose not only in education but in my home, in my business ventures, or
even on the golf course—although I don’t recommend you trying to be a
golf coach unless you have the credentials; that’s serious business!

When we are clear about our why, our work will have greater purpose,
and if our why is founded in the core of humanity, it will lead to a
richer and more meaningful life. When we care for ourselves, we seek to
bring joy and happiness into our lives. Knowing our why gives us deeper
meaning leading to improved happiness.

Have you taken a moment to reflect on your why? Have you written down
what it is you bring to the world every day? If this is a foreign concept, you
must take some time to quiet yourself and ask what you want to be known
for? To illustrate, I would ask you to imagine your retirement party. Imagine
your spouse, your parents, your kids, your best friends, and your colleagues
all there to celebrate you. Imagine each one will stand to speak and share
their story of you. They will share the stories of your work, your home life,
your friendships, and your character. If they were to be truly honest, what
would you want them to say about you? How would you want them to
characterize you? How would you want them to describe your interactions?
Your heart? What will they say about what motivates you? What drove
you? How did you spend your time? What did your calendar look like?
How did you spend your resources? How did you support them? How did
you behave when times were challenging, and you were vulnerable?

While this is not an exhaustive list of potential questions, I now challenge
you to sit down and write, or simply bullet point, what you want others to
say about you when you retire. What do you want people to say about you?
Take some time to define who you want to be and how you want to be
known. After you have done so, you will find your why. When you know
who you want to be, you will know your why. Because when you know
who you aspire to be it reveals to you who you are and your motives. When
you have uncovered your motives—that which drives you—it will shed



light on the purpose of your life. Knowing your why will reveal your heart
and give you guidance for your work. As you will reflect on what you have
written, it will shine a light on the core of who you are and who you want to
be. When you know your core, you will know your why, and when you
know your why it will reveal to you who you are and give you fuel for how
to become who you aspire to be.

A good friend of mine is a very successful independent insurance agent, and
although to some this may seem like a relatively traditional way to make a
living and support those she loves, she does this work not because she sells
policies but because she loves caring for people. Not too long ago I simply
asked about her work and why she got into this profession. As I asked this
question, I could see her demeanor softened as if she positioned herself not
to share with me her profit margin but share with me her heart. She
explained it was not about selling insurance but it was about protecting
people. She explained that when people go through some of the most
challenging times in their lives she is able to be a support post to help them
stand and move through life. She explained how she had visited people who
had undergone the loss of homes and their closest possessions, and she was
able to provide a level of support to make their tragic circumstances a little
easier. Yes, she sold insurance, but that wasn’t her why. Her why was
supporting and caring for people. Her why was being there for people
during some of their most vulnerable times to help make the lives of others
better. When she retires I imagine there will be a fleet of people who stand
up and tell stories of her support, care, and love. Her why will be very clear.

Having meaning and purpose in our lives is at the core of our existence and
loving ourselves means knowing ourselves and what we are purposed for.
Again, take some time to write down what you would like others to say
about you at your retirement party. Think about who you want to be and
how you want to be remembered. When you have concretized this in
writing, you will better know your purpose, and this will lead you to
knowing how you want to position yourself in your work, with your spouse,
with your children, and in your community. As your why comes into clearer
focus, your motives will become more explicit, and your approach to life
will shift. You may find that your interactions with people and work change
and your perspective on all facets of life will grow deeper and lead to more



wholeness. Define yourself, know yourself, love yourself, and start
filling your vessel with the why of your existence.

Finding Purpose
Dr. Henry Cloud tells a story of two men who are both in the home-building
business. In his story, he explains that the first builder described home
building as a task to be completed and simply a way of making a living.
This home builder felt that his work provided him with little meaning in his
life. The first builder described that he basically takes a piece of land, builds
a bunch of homes on it, makes a bunch of money, and then moves on to the
next project. His view of the home building was transactional, it was devoid
of significance and was nothing more than a vocation. His work provided
him with money and financial stability, but it did not provide him with
purpose.

The second home builder Dr. Cloud described viewed his work very
differently. This builder expressed joy and excitement in building homes.
He shared the exhilaration he would get when helicoptering over the land
envisioning the possibilities of a new community. The second builder, in his
mind’s eye, pictured what the community could offer to people’s lives. He
would imagine the stockings hung over the fireplace at Christmas time and
children playing in the cul-de-sac. He could see a daughter walking down
the stairs to meet her prom date and a family gathered in the kitchen to
share a meal. The second builder in the story chose to find deep
significance in his work. He saw home building as worthwhile and
meaningful. Building homes brought families protection, security, and a
place to create beautiful memories. For the second builder, building homes
had purpose.

As leaders, if we are to value and care for ourselves we have to choose
to find meaning in our work. When we do, there will be a greater sense
of contentment in knowing that the way we spend our time is valuable.
The story above illustrates that choice. Two home builders performing the
same work. One makes a choice to see his work as empty, leaving him
discontent. The other finds his work to be exhilarating and joyful because
he can envision the impact it has on the lives of others. Two men, same job,
each with a different perspective.



Research suggests that there are three ways of looking at our work. First,
we can view our work as a way to simply make a living, pay the bills and
provide for our needs and wants. Second, we can view our work as a means
to elevate ourselves through achievement and social status. Finally, we can
view our work as a calling, which provides us with a higher sense of
purpose and is beneficial to our hearts.8 Each of these choices has its
consequences and if we choose to view our work and our leadership as a
means of simply making a living or advancement, we miss the joy of
finding the meaning in our work.

Several years ago, my uncle passed away. This was an uncle I didn’t know
very well growing up. He was distant and didn’t really make an effort to be
a part of our family. When he passed, there was no funeral, visitation, or
services—just a written epitaph done by his second wife sent to the
extended family and friends. It included most of his career highlights, his
work, and his business accomplishments. There was no mention of a loving
family, meaningful relationships, or his impact on the world other than that
of his business dealings. It led me to ask: What was meaningful to him?
What gave him purpose? How had his children viewed him? How would
his children have described his life?

As leaders, we must know our purpose and how we are impacting the lives
of those we lead and love. We have a choice to make as to how we view our
lives and our work. If we expect to come to our seat of leadership fulfilled,
we need to ensure that we are choosing to find value in the purpose of our
leadership. Whether we are building buildings, teaching kids, managing
grocery stores, selling coffee, or developing software we need to know that
what we are doing is adding value to lives. From our seat of leadership, we
are not just seeking our own accomplishments, we are seeking to bolster the
lives of others. We are seeking to provide love and care for those we
impact. In doing so, we have to know who we want to be and how we want
to be remembered.

Much like our retirement speeches, we will be epitaphed. How will your
children and spouse highlight your life? How will your children remember
you? And what type of lessons will you have taught them about what is
meaningful and valuable? When we have defined ourselves and we choose
to see our leadership through a lens tinted in love we will find our vessels to



be increasingly full and ready to pour into the lives of others. Loving
yourself includes giving back to the world, finding your purpose, and
creating your meaning. Research and love will both attest: when we give of
ourselves, we will find ourselves, and we will find some of the greatest joy
the human experience has to offer.

As we lead, let us be sure to recognize our vessel is full when we are
leading with our whole selves for the purpose of making our homes, our
offices, and our communities better.

Now be your retirement speech—to write it is not enough.

Summary
Our leadership journey starts with us. It starts with a deep understanding of
ourselves and the motives that drive us. We need to know who we are at our
core and who we intend to be for ourselves and others. Knowing our why
and our purpose supports our living a more meaningful and impactful life
through our leadership. When we have defined our purpose, we are better
positioned to align our personhood to our work in a way that leads us to
having a more purposeful and meaningful life. The love in leadership starts
with us caring for our hearts and preparing our minds for leading others.

Love in Action
• How are you choosing to view your work? Do you view your work

like the first or second home builder?
○ Sit with a peer, colleague, or friend and describe how your work

serves others.
• What do you want others to say about you and how you have lived

your life? How do you want to be remembered? What character
qualities do you want to be remembered for?

○ Write a bulleted list of characteristics or qualities you would like
people to say about you at your retirement party.

• What is your why? How does your purpose serve to better the lives of
others? What is it that drives your work as a leader?

○ Write a journal entry describing and reflecting on what motivates
you as a leader and why you lead others.
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